PHILIP ROUGHTON

STYLISTICS AND SOURCES
OF THE POSTOLA SOGUR
IN AM 645 4TO AND AM 652/630 4TO

1. INTRODUCTION

AM 645 4to and AM 652 4to (which is preserved in full in AM 630 4to, a
seventeenth-century copy), are the two most complete collections of translated
apostles’ and saints’ lives surviving from early medieval Iceland. AM 645 4to
dates to the first half of the thirteenth century, and is therefore the oldest
surviving Icelandic collection of saints’ lives. The manuscript is defective, and
consists of two separate codices, generally dated to the same period. Codex I
contains the complete sagas of Clement, James the Greater, and Matthew, the
partial sagas of Peter, Bartholomew, and Andrew, and the bulk of the miracle
book of St. Porldkr. Codex II contains a portion of Andrew’s saga, the com-
plete saga of Paul and the nearly-complete saga of Martin of Tours, and a ver-
sion of the Descensus Christi ad Inferos (Niorstigningar saga, concerning the
descent of Christ into Hell before his resurrection).! AM 652 4to dates to the
middle of the thirteenth century and contains fragments of the sagas of John
the Evangelist, James the Greater, Bartholomew, Andrew, and Matthew, while
AM 630 4to contains these same sagas as well as those of Thomas, Simon and
Jude, Peter, Philip and James the Less, and Matthias.?

! Hreinn Benediktsson (1965:xxxvii) dates Codex I to around 1220, and Codex II to ,.the

second quarter of the 13" century.“ For a discussion of other conjectures as to the date of the
manuscript, ranging from 1200 to 1237, see Holtsmark 1938:7-10.
For further information on the textual history of AM 645 4to and its relationship to other
Icelandic manuscripts, especially AM 652 4to, see Sverrir Témasson 1992:424-425; Olafur
Halldérsson 1967:24-25 and 1994:1xxxiii-cxvii; Collings 1969:3-5; Bekker-Nielsen 1965:
122; Holtsmark 1938:7-12.

2 Hreinn Benediktsson (1965:xlii) dates AM 652 4to to the second half of the thirteenth
century. C. R. Unger (Post.:ix) dates it to the end of the thirteenth century, and Kristian K&-
lund (II:55), dates it to the last half of the thirteenth century. Olafur Halldérsson (1994:xxxv



8 GRIPLA

The majority of the texts in AM 645 4to and AM 652/630 4to are transla-
tions of Latin apostles’ lives found in the so-called Historia Apostolica (Apos-
tolic History) of Pseudo-Abdias. The Passio Simonis et Judas, found in the
sixth book of Pseudo-Abdias, gives a spurious account of the work’s origin:
Abdias, who was ordained the first bishop of Babylon by the apostles Simon
and Jude, wrote about the lives of all of the apostles in Hebrew; one of
Abdias’ disciples, Europius, translated the book into Greek, and later Julius
Africanus translated it into Latin, in the form of ten books.? The actual work

and cxxi-cxxii) suggests that the manuscript is no younger than from around 1270, but that it
is probably not many decades older than that date.

AM 630 4to was written by Steindér Ormsson (b. 1626). Ami Magniisson purchased the
manuscript in 1710 from J6runn J6nsdéttir of Ytri-Hjardardal in Onundarfjérdur, the wife of
J6n Steindérsson (the son of Steindér Ormsson). In a notice attached to the manuscript, Armni
Magniisson mentions that a certain Halldér Bjarnason from Breidadal in Onundarfjérdur told
him in 1710 that Steindér Ormsson copied the text from a book in folio owned by Sigmundur
Gudmundsson from Seljaland in Skutulsfjordur, and that the book had been afterward torn
apart and used for shoe leather. According to Olafur Halldérsson (1994:xxxv-xxxvi), the
appearance of the name Sigmundur in AM 652 4to indicates that it was the original from
which Steindér Ormsson copied his text.

The texts of AM 645 4to and AM 652/630 4to have been transcribed in full in Post. and
HMS. Unger’s editions, although faulty at times, still remain the only complete transcriptions
of most of the corpus of early Icelandic translated hagiographical literature. AM 652 4to and
AM 630 4to exist in modern editions only in Unger, but two other editions of AM 645 4to
have been published: Anne Holtsmark’s fascimile edition (1938), and a diplomatic edition of
Codex I, edited by Ludvig Larsson (1885).

Other editions of medieval Icelandic translations of apostles’ lives are to be found in Olafur
Halldérsson 1967 and 1994; Slay, 1960; Foote 1962 and 1990; P6rdur Ingi Gudjénsson 1996;
Harty 1977; Hofmann 1997. For a listing of studies of Icelandic saints’ lives and related
literature, see Sverrir Témasson 1992:593-598; Olafur H. Torfason 1993:99-126; Cormack
2000:322-325.

3 The Icelandic version’s account of the ordination of Abdias and the recording of the apostles’
works (Post.:787.11-17) corresponds to Mombritius’ Latin text of the Passio Simonis et Judas
(II 538:43-49), mentioning the ten books written by the apostles’ disciple Craton (although
Post.:787.16 gives the amount of time that the apostles spent in Syria as fourteen rather than
thirteen years). To this the Icelandic version adds material found in the Pseudo-Abdian epi-
logue concerning the recording ,,here® of the first part of the first book and the last part of the
tenth (Post.:787.27-28; Mombritius II: 539.57-58), although the text being cited refers not to
Craton’s work but to the work that was supposedly written by Abdias, translated into Greek
by Europius (or Eutropius, see James 1924:439) and finally retranslated into Latin by Afri-
canus, ‘the historian’ (Mombritius 11:539.53-56; this information is also given in a preface to
the Apostolic History, still to be found in the editions of Pseudo-Abdias, purportedly written
by Africanus himself). Africanus is also mentioned in the Pseudo-Abdian account as the
translator of Craton’s works (Mombritius 11:538. 49-50), but the Icelandic version omits any
mention of him, Europius, or Abdias’ gesta apostolorum.
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attributed to Abdias (containing the lives of eleven apostles) is thought to have
been produced in France in the sixth or seventh century, and it became the
most widely-known collection of apostles’ lives in the Middle Ages prior to
the appearance of Jacobus de Voragine’s late thirteenth-century Legenda
Aurea?

Saints’ and apostles’ lives were among the first types of material written in
Icelandic. They were first brought to Iceland by foreign missionaries during
the conversion period and the formative years of the Icelandic church (from

Julius Africanus (2%-3 centuries) is the author of arguably the most influential universal
history for the medieval Christian world, the Chronicle (Greek Chronographiai); the attribu-
tion of the Pseudo-Abdias collection to him is spurious.

Concerning the sixth- or seventh-century Apostolic History of Abdias, James (1924:438)
states that Abdias ,,has no right to figure as its author at all.* Lipsius discusses the authorship
of the work in DAAA 1:117-121.

4 Editions of the Pseudo-Abdian collection exist in Nausea 1531; Lazius 1552; Faber 1560;
Beauxamis 1566 and 1571; Fabricius 1743; versions of the Pseudo-Abdian texts are also to
be found in Mombritius and AAA.

The Pseudo-Abdian collection does not hold a highly regarded position in studies of Biblical
apocrypha; in fact it has not been republished since Fabricius’ third edition was published in
1743, and very few studies dealing with it exist (the most complete is DAAA 1:117-178). Its
relegated status is primarily due to its late date and its derivative nature, which render it of
little critical interest to scholars who are interested in original apocryphal texts, in the rela-
tionships between these texts, and in the theology embedded in them. The preferred text of
Pseudo-Abdias, when it is given a place in studies of Biblical apocrypha, is that of Fabricius,
although this is due more to Fabricius’ rather copious notes on the sources used for the nar-
ratives in the collection than to the quality of the texts themselves (variants between Fab-
ricius’ and earlier editions are minimal).

While Fabricius’ edition was the only one to provide a scholarly critical apparatus designed
to highlight the derivative nature of the texts (Fabricius’ notes are used extensively by Lip-
sius in DAAA), scholarly opinion regarding the value of the texts for studies of Biblical
apocrypha was not aided by the fact that his notes tend to repeat earlier patristic criticisms
levelled against the narratives for their spurious content. Lazius’ edition (which is also given
somewhat extensive treatment by Lipsius) was in fact the first to publish the texts in their
‘original’ form in ten books.

For further information on the published editions of Pseudo-Abdias, as well as on the manu-
scripts used for them, see DAAA 1:124-134. Other works that deal with Pseudo-Abdias
include James 1924:462-469 (actually just summaries of books in Pseudo-Abdias that are not
derived from established versions of the apocryphal Acts), and Elliott 1993:525-531 (a
reworking of James’ text). Brief mention of Pseudo-Abdias is made in Hennecke 1965 and
1992. Elliott lists no English translations of the Apostolic History of Pseudo-Abdias, except
for the summaries given by James (thus the translations provided in the present author’s
doctoral thesis may represent the only complete translation of a ‘version’ of Pseudo-Abdias).
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around 981 to the middle of the eleventh century), and later were collected by
Icelandic bishops during their trips abroad for consecration and/or study. They
were copied and read in Iceland’s scriptoria and monasteries, and were cer-
tainly used in the celebration of saints’ feast days: several of the lives contain
homiletic introductions, in at least one case addressed to an audience of godir
brgdr (in the saga of James the Less, Post.:737.32).% Unfortunately, as is the
case with most of Iceland’s medieval literature, we have no precise informa-
tion concerning where or by whom collections of saints’ lives such as AM 645
4to and AM 652 4to were written, and even now no exact Latin manuscript
prototypes have been matched to surviving Icelandic hagiographical texts.
Concerning the literary value of the Icelandic apostles’ lives, two of the
most significant studies to date are those done by Jénas Kristjansson and Lucy
Grace Collings. Jonas published the results of his studies in two articles, ‘Learn-
ed style or saga style?’ (1981) and ‘Sagas and Saints’ Lives’ (1985), and Col-
lings, in her doctoral dissertation, Codex Scardensis: Studies in Icelandic
Hagiography (1969), which, although still unpublished, is an essential work
for anyone doing any sort of study of Icelandic hagiography. Jénas does a
lexical study of passages from the earliest translated lives, including the lives
found in AM 645 4to and AM 652 4to, comparing them with corresponding
Latin texts in order to show how the Icelandic translators followed the Latin
originals closely but, as he suggests, reshaped the Latin according to Icelandic
grammatical rules. Collings compares versions of the lives as found in the
fourteenth-century Skardsbok manuscript (Codex Scardensis) with earlier ver-
sions of the lives and with Latin originals, and shows that whereas the young-
er texts in the collection display an elegance of expression and a heightening
of rhetorical ornamentation, older texts pare down excessive Latin rhetoric
and other features that detract from a ‘plain and unpretentious narrative’ (such
as name etymologies, long theological passages, allegorical commentary, and
specialized details that would have been unfamiliar to an Icelandic audience).
These scholars’ findings reveal that the earliest translated saints’ lives in Ice-
land display a dramatic narrative style similar to that of the so-called ‘popular

5 The lives of Bartholomew, James the Greater, and Philip and James the Less in the AM 652/
630 4to collection contain homiletic introductions.
For an overview of the history of the Icelandic church and monastic activity in medieval
Iceland, including the production of saints’ lives, see, among others, Turville-Petre 1953:48-
142 and Sverrir Témasson 1992:421-479. For a study of saints’ cults in Iceland, see Cormack
1994b.
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style’ of the family sagas, especially in terms of the weight the narratives give
to dialogue and direct reporting of action.’

Most saga studies that attempt to bridge the gap between native story-
telling sentiments and motifs and ‘learned’ hagiographical and/or historio-
graphical texts tend to go no further than to find in the Icelandic sagas motifs
derived from popular hagiographical legends, rather than to try to show how
sagas of Icelanders and saints possibly shared certain rhetorical schemes. Un-
fortunately it is precisely the rhetoric of hagiography that has contributed to
the longstanding and still prevalent scholarly attitude that translated foreign
literature existed in a separate realm than the literary genius that gave the world
the Icelandic family sagas: that is, that the sparse, dramatic, and masterful /s-
lendingasogur could scarcely have had anything to do with the sensa-
tionalistic, rhetoric-drenched hagiographical narratives that have often been
considered by scholars as ‘less-than-literary’ or as ‘machine-turned’ monastic
by-products.” Latter-day statements made concerning the postola sogur tend at
times to reinforce stereotypes, even when prompting further detailed or
comparative studies: their sensationalistic qualities align them more with the
fornaldarsogur and foreign romances, sharing with the other two genres their

6 Further work on the sources of Iceland’s medieval hagiographical literature has been
published in the ‘Handlist’ 1963 and Kirby 1980. These latter works are essential for anyone
doing work on Icelandic ecclesiastical literature, although their information on sources has
been expanded and in some cases revised by the findings of Collings 1969 and Roughton
2002; see the section on Sources below.

The present author’s doctoral thesis (Roughton 2002), provides detailed study of the sources
and literary and linguistic characteristics of the lives in the two manuscripts, in comparison
with their Latin counterparts, seeking to show adaptations made by Icelandic translators to
their sources and to establish a firmer basis for the comparative study of the genres of
hagiography and family saga in medieval Iceland. This thesis also provides English
translations of all of the lives in the two manuscripts.

An additional detailed study of early Icelandic religious literature, including several of the
postola ségur in AM 645 4to, is to be found in Steinunn Le Breton-Filippusdéttir 1997.

7 See Collings 1969:139. The Icelandic scholar Stefan Einarsson is particulary critical of the
literary merits of saints’ lives; in a reference to the creative talent of Snorri Sturluson in his
book Icelandic Literature: An Introduction, he writes: ‘[...] in Snorri’s study in Borgarfjérdur
the gullibility and the hagiographic invention of the Pingeyrar monks were replaced by
skepticism and aristocratic dignity, and true poetical creativeness’ (1957:138).

For a discussion of earlier scholarly misconceptions regarding the earliest translated hagio-
graphical literature in Iceland, among them the assumption made by Marius Nygaard that the
earliest Icelandic saints’ lives were written in a learned or ,,florid style” (with rhetorical de-
vices matching those of Latin models), see Jonas Kristjdnsson 1981 and 1985 and Collings
1969:139-148.
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‘touch of the supernatural and larger than life: foreign countries and peoples,
marvels of the East, evil spirits, dragons, dungeons, and fiery tyrants over-
come by determined men and wise women’ (Weber 1986:423); they focus on
the ‘violent ends met by the apostles after striving against the heathen and
their deluding devils and the witchcraft of the pagan protagonists,” and are ‘in-
variably overweighted by long speeches, sermons indeed’ (Foote 1994:81);
their influence can be seen in the royal biographies and bishops’ lives, but ‘none
of them bears much resemblance to a family saga’ (Cormack 1994a:41).8
Although such synoptical statements are reductive, they are not unground-
ed. The lives of the saints are of course well known for their broad popular
appeal, which was more often than not heightened through the employment of
varying degrees of sensationalistic elements. A reader of the lives contained in
AM 645 4to and AM 652/630 4to will recognize the sensational, ‘larger than
life’ elements in the sorcerers Zaroes and Arfaxath, flying dragons, exotic for-
eign countries, and in particular, in the lives of Sts. Clement and Peter, the
dispute with the sorcerer Simon Magus (or Simon the Evil as he is called),
which became one of the most popular legends of the Middle Ages.” However,
in most of the Pseudo-Abdian lives found in AM 645 4to and AM 652/630
4to, as in other representatives of early medieval hagiography, the sensationa-
listic elements are never allowed to replace essential messages or to detract
from the overall edificatory scheme. The martyrdom scenes in most of the
sagas in these particular collections are brief and are hardly what could be

8 Both Cormack and William Schneemelcher (in Hennecke 1965:173) state that it must be
remembered that the apocryphal acts are not strictly biographies, and Schneemelcher goes on
to say that their focus is on displaying the ‘powers’ (or perhaps, the virtues or moral qualities)
of the apostles as revealed in their travels and conflicts. In much the same way, it might be
useful to recall that as far as the ‘form’ of the family sagas is concerned, very few of them are
‘strict’ biographies, and in fact in content and purpose (presenting common conflicts through
which characters’ virtues or lack thereof is revealed, leading toward an overall presentation
or examination of idealistic or moral lessons) they are similar to the apocryphal acts,
especially those derived from Pseudo-Abdias.

The Norse god OBinn’s shapeshifting abilities as described in chapters 6 and 7 of Snorri
Sturluson’s Ynglinga saga have some parallels with Simon’s own, giving cause to speculate
whether Simon may in fact have been a kind of prototype for literary representations of
Odinn (see also Roughton 2002:94-96 and 136-141). J6n Hnefill Adalsteinsson (1997:68) has
remarked that all of the arts ascribed to Odinn by Snorri are connected with sorcery rather
than religion, and that the portrayal of Oinn in Ynglinga saga was influenced by the depic-
tions of sorcerers and their arts in Iceland’s imported Christian literature.
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called graphically violent,'® and the sermons or long speeches that supposedly
‘overweigh’ the apostles’ lives are in fact their most vital element, as signi-
ficant in their messages to the writer and audience of the vitae as any discus-
sion of the moral consequences of a choice made or to be made by a saga
character at a crucial moment. In addition, the fact that the apostles’ lives bear
little surface resemblance to the Islendingasdgur should not deter us from tak-
ing into account and investigating further the correspondences that the two
genres share on other levels: their overriding didacticism, as well as formulaic
qualities, narrative schemes, and certain aspects of characterization.

One of the most important studies that remains to be done on the earliest
Icelandic saints’ and apostles’ lives, before any further lines are stretched be-
tween them and the Islendingaségur and other medieval Icelandic narrative
genres, would be to locate and determine, to a fuller and more systematic ex-
tent than has been previously done, the precise ways in which the sagas in the
collections AM 645 4to and AM 652/630 4to were adapted and transformed
from the Latin by their Icelandic interpreters. Such a study could reveal much
in terms of how Icelandic and Latin idiom were being reshaped by Icelandic
translators, and would give us a far better understanding of the level of literary
fluency that Icelandic men of letters possessed even at a very early stage. In
many places the texts in AM 645 4to and AM 652/630 4to bear the marks of
highly original thinking, not only in the ways that Latin rhetoric is often
streamlined, but also in the ways that dictional choices give certain subtle
nuances to the translations that the originals lack. In one brief example, Col-
lings notes the ‘sensitivity’ in the ‘choice of suitable expression’ displayed by
the Icelandic translator of the saga of the apostles Simon and Jude, as he pares
down the exalted Latin paraphrastic rhetoric that is unsuited to a description of
the apostles of God. The apostles compel the devils in an idol to foretell the
outcome of the war that the earl Varardag is going to wage against the Indians,

10 Tn the saga of the apostle Philip, for example, the martyrdom scene reads as follows: ,,Segia
sva helgar bgkr, at pa kgmi par heidnir menn med ofridi miklum ok hdndludu postolann ok
dgmdu hann pegar til liflatz, ok var hann sidan krossfestr, ok gryttu peir hann sidan a kross-
inum, ok for hann med peim piningarsigri a pessum degi til almattigs guds* (Post.:737.20-
24). In the saga of the apostles Simon and Jude, the martyrdom is even more concise: ,,Pa
drifu blotmenn at postolum guds ok vagu pa, ok foru peir fagnandi til guds® (Post.:788.38-
789.1). In the saga of the apostle James the Greater, the attention during the martyrdom is in
fact focused on a secondary character, Josias, whom James converts just prior to their deaths:
,,En Josias var algerr i tru drottens vars Jesu Cristi oc pegar hgggvenn mep Jacobo postola, oc
gerpesc sapr piningarvattr gops, oc foru peir baper a einne stundo til drottens [...]* (Post.:
529. 22-24).
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and when the devils predict great loss of life in both armies, the Latin version
tells us that the apostles laughed hysterically: ,,Tunc apostoli ex abundanti
letitia in risum excitati sunt* (Mombritius 11:534.49-50). The Icelandic trans-
lator, however, as Collings points out, chooses to let his characters react more
quietly and with more dignity, in keeping with their saga’s thematic focus on
humility and poverty, when he has them merely ‘smile’ at the devils’ and
idolaters’ naiveté: ,,Pa toku postolar guds at brosa [...]* (Post.:780.7). The
mockery that the Latin text would have us believe the apostles used against
the devils is in fact transferred by the Icelandic translator to the sacrificial bis-
hops, who do not subsequently merely laugh at the apostles (,,[...] pontifices
risum leuauerunt,” Mombritius 11:535.1-2), but instead, jeer at them (,,Pa
hlogu blotmenn at peim,*“ Post.:780.15-16).1

Similar ‘sensitivity’ or care on the part of the Icelandic translators is found
throughout the earliest translated hagiographical texts in Iceland, and as more
examples are uncovered the more apparent become the translators’ skills at
reproducing or modifying Latin grammar and rhetoric, as well as their abilities
in reshaping and streamlining narratives in order to accentuate themes: that is,
they appear to have worked with a definite sense of purpose, going far beyond
slavishly reproducing texts or even adapting them ‘per sensum’.!? An almost
thoroughly uninvestigated question concerns to what extent the reproduction
and/or modification of varying levels of rhetorical style in the Icelandic trans-

1 See Collings 1969:192-193. Later in the the narrative, when Xerxes builds a church in the
apostles’ honor, the Pseudo-Abdias text spends some time giving precise architectural details,
which the Icelandic version omits. This may have been done, as is done so often elsewhere in
the Icelandic translations of Pseudo-Abdias, to avoid unnecessary technicalities (as for in-
stance details of the sorcerers’ Manichean doctrine are omitted), but it is also likely that the
omission is the result of what Collings has called the translator’s pronounced sensitivity to
the saga’s context and themes: overt attention to the grandiosity of the church would be dir-
ectly counter to the apostles’ lessons concerning poverty and the worthlessness of idols. Cp.
Post.:789.11-13: ,,[...] ok let par gora kirkiu til dyrdar peim ok skrin or silfri at likomum
peira. En su kirkia var .iiii. vetr i gidrd, en er hon var algor, var hon vigd at iamlengdardegi
pislar peira,* with Mombritius 11:539.46-52: ,,[...] in qua instruxit basilicam in octogeno eiclo
angulorum: ut octogenorum pedum numerus numeretur per gyrum: In altum antem pedum
centum uiginti. Omnia ex quadratis marmoribus simmaticis extruxit [...]“ etc.

2 As was suggested by Fredrik Paasche 1957:292. See Collings 1969:140 for further com-
mentary on the earlier scholarly reception of Old Norse hagiographical literature.

Existing studies of Icelandic hagiography have taken pains to show how many Icelandic
hagiographical texts are derived from a wide variety of sources, and this evidence alone
(besides the oftentimes remarkable adaptations made by the translators/compilers) should be
enough to refute any attitude that study of Icelandic hagiography inevitably results in con-
clusions that are more pertinent to the Icelandic texts” Latin sources. Such an attitude simply
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lations of hagiographical texts owes itself to the formal study of rhetoric,
taught in the church schools in Iceland using textbooks common to Europe in
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, such as Donatus’ Ars Major, Priscian’s
Institutiones grammaticae, and, in particular, Augustine’s De doctrina chri-
stiania.® The varying levels of style within the hagiographical texts should be
considered in the light of Augustine’s definitions of style and recommenda-
tions on their use, from the general simple style of sermo humilis, which made
the texts accessible and clear to unlearned as well as learned audiences (re-
flecting in Icelandic vernacular texts, perhaps, what is called the ‘popular’ or
‘saga style’), to more rhetorically charged passages that might reflect the inter-
mediate or lofty styles.'

Adaptational practices varied of course from text to text, depending on the
time period in which the texts were written and the rhetorical levels of source
texts. Concerning the apostles’ and saints’ lives found in the AM 645 4to and
AM 652/630 4to manuscripts, they do not possess the same stylistic homo-
geneity as found in later manuscripts, in particular, Codex Scardensis. The 645
and 652/630 texts can in fact be separated stylistically into three main
groups, and in the following I give a summary of the main characteristics of

refuses to accept Latin literature as a vital element in the whole of Icelandic literary produc-
tion or ‘modes of thought’ (and following this, we should more readily accept the idea that
Icelandic literature owes a great deal to Latin narrative traditions), and it is highly at odds
with the sentiments expressed by Ari Porgilsson in his fslendingabo’k, when he reiterates
Iceland’s dedication to church culture and quite emphatically declares Icelanders’ excellence
in upholding the finest values of that culture. Fortunately, however, most attitudes are not as
drastic as those that hold that the translated apostles’ lives are ‘not Icelandic’.

A copy of Augustine’s De doctrina christiania is listed in the inventory of the Videy monas-
tery in the late-fourteenth century; there are fragments of Donatus’ Ars minor in the manu-
script AM 921 4to, from around 1400, and the second part of the Third Grammatical Treatise
by Olafr Pérdarson hvitaskdld, written around 1250, is based on Book III of Donatus’ Ars
major; Priscian’s Institutiones is named in the inventory of the Modruvellir monastery for
1461. Evidence suggests that all of these texts existed and were in use in the schools in
Iceland in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. See Sverrir Témasson 1992:519-520 and
Collings 1967:1-2.

The idea that the similarities in style between the earliest translated hagiographical texts in
Iceland and the Icelandic family sagas resulted from a shared response by their writers to
formal rhetorical training (as suggested by Sverrir Témasson 1994:49-50) is perhaps more
plausible than the notion of influence from one genre to the other conveyed in Gabriel
Turville-Petre’s famous dictum that the Icelanders learned from saints’ lives how to put
biographies and ,,wonder-tales* in books (see Turville-Petre 1953:142). For further
information on the study of rhetoric in the schools in medieval Iceland, see especially Sverrir
Témasson 1988, and Collings 1967.
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each particular grouping, followed by an illustration of these characteristics
using a saga within the group.

2. GROUP A

Bartholomew (AM 645 version only), James the Greater (AM 645 version
only), Matthew (AM 645 and 652/630 versions), Simon and Jude, Thomas
(Simon and Jude and Thomas exist only in AM 652/630)

All of the sagas in this group are translations of Pseudo-Abdian texts. In these
sagas Latin rhetorical ornatus is for the most part pared down in favor of a
more straightforward narrative style that allows for a sharper focus on dia-
logue and action." This ‘simplistic’ narrative style allows for a clearer reflec-
tion in these sagas of the didactic scheme particular to their Pseudo-Abdian
originals, in which the edificatory effectiveness of the saint’s life is heightened
by an interweaving of narrative action and thematic concerns, as well as by
the marked emphasis on the effect of the apostle’s lessons, in deeds and words,
on secondary characters (and the ways in which these characters help or hinder
the strengthening of the Church Militant). The sagas in this group also mirror
the ways in which the Pseudo-Abdian originals characteristically display only
a moderate employment of sensationalistic elements (such as demons, sorcer-
ers, magic items, etc.), and narrate the details of the saints’ martyrdoms in as
brief a space as possible.

The Pseudo-Abdian accounts represent ‘Catholicized’ versions of an orig-
inal ‘Christian-Gnostic variety of the Hellenistic-Oriental romance,” which
combined Biblical material with adventure stories of a hero’s travels into for-

5 For instance, Collings 1969:162-166 points out how the translator of the saga of the apostle
Thomas omits or modifies the rhetorical devices that are used in abundance in the original
(such as anadiplosis, polysyndeton, homeoteleuton, and alliterative couplets), and simplifies
the original by omitting not only tag phrases (‘contiget autem,” for instance) and repetitious
elements such as participial phrases that summarize previous events, but also passages that
repeat events from a different angle; also omitted is excessive doctrinal content from the
sermons. The resulting ‘unencumbered’ Icelandic narrative thus displays the saga-like quality
of the early Icelandic translated saints’ lives, comprised as they are mainly of dialogue and
action and structured on characteristically saga-like tripartite scenes.

As mentioned above, younger Icelandic versions of apostles’ and saints’ lives tended toward
more expansive, rhetorically enhanced, and even pedantic narratives. Collings discusses the
differences in style between older and younger apostles’ lives in detail; for futher discussion
see Sverrir Témasson 1992:440-448.
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eign lands, causing scholars of Biblical apocrypha to tend to speak of the
Pseudo-Abdian accounts as comprising an ‘original cycle’ of ‘apostolic ro-
mances’.!® Although most overtly Gnostic sentiments, as well as much sensa-
tionalistic material, have been expunged (in the Passio of the apostle Thomas,
for instance, overtly Gnostic material such as the famous Hymn of the Pearl is
omitted), certain elements still reflect the accounts’ original non-Catholic pro-
venance, such as the characteristic dualistic tendencies in both the accounts’
structural and didactic schemes.

As far as narrative structure is concerned, the Pseudo-Abdian accounts
almost always employ a bipartite scheme: although each account is entitled a
Passio, the narratives can be divided into a vita section and a passio section.'’
The vita section usually describes the apostles’ travels in foreign lands and
their attempts to convert native inhabitants, generally focusing on a minor
conflict involving an antagonist who is either defeated, in the case of demons
or sorcerers, or converted, in the case of kings or earls. The passio section, as
the title indicates, focuses primarily on a conflict with a belligerent and stub-
born ruler who is angered to such a degree that he orders the apostle’s death
(and the ruler’s vehemence usually incurs divine retribution).!® The anta-
gonists as well as the outcome of each section can be seen as polar opposites

16 See Hennecke 1965:78-79,428; 1992:78. William Schneemelcher (in Hennecke 1992:78-9)
gives a summary of scholarly theories on the second- and third-century apocryphal acts
(many of which were used as the basis for the acts in Pseudo-Abdias) as Christianized forms
of the hellenistic novel, citing especially the work of Rosa Soder, who delineates five main
elements present in both: the travel motif, the aretalogical element (describing marvellous
aspects of the hero’s powers), the tetralogical element (sensationalistic places and characters),
the tendentious element (in the speeches), the erotic element (love-motifs and ascetic and
encratite features). Schneemelcher suggests that the idea of a conscious Christianization of
the Gattung of the hellenistic novel is somewhat far-fetched; rather, he says, the apocryphal
acts reflect a variety of elements of ancient popular narratives, ‘now fixed in a literary form
and in a Christian spirit.”

17 Tt is noted in Hennecke 1992:428-429 that the bipartite structure of the Pseudo-Abdian nar-
ratives is peculiar to that collection, as well as a Coptic collection called the Certamen apos-
tolorum (what I call the vita section Hennecke calls the virtutes, the ‘deeds’ of the apostle).
He also notes ‘parallel regularities’ in the Pseudo-Abdian and Coptic narratives, as well as
the fact that these were the first collections to give each member of the apostolic college his
own narrative.

18 Tt is suggested in Hennecke 1992:452 that in most apocryphal acts encratite traits (that is,
emphasis on sexual continence) ,,provide the cause that triggers off the inevitable martyr-
dom.“ Encratism as the cause of despots’ anger is seen in the Icelandic sagas of Andrew and
Thomas (what Collings refers to as the motif of ‘intrigue’), but it is otherwise absent in the
Pseudo-Abdian lives.
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(benign/despotic rulers, conversion and the strengthening of the Church/
failure to convert and martyrdom), and thus the overall structural scheme may
in fact be a reflection of the original Gnostic tendency to conceptualize in
terms of universal ‘syzygies’."’

This tendency may also explain the dualism reflected in the presentation of
the narratives’ thematic concerns: most often the apostles’ lessons are ex-
pounded upon using a characteristic circular reasoning, in which ideas are ex-
plained almost ‘typologically,” that is, as parts of a reflective whole: Christ is
the son of the virgin who overcomes the one who overcame the son of the first
virgin, the ‘new Adam’ who repairs on the cross the sin that was committed
by the first man upon the tree of desire; rulers are told to reflect that since they
think earthly torments are terrible, they should consider how terrible eternal
torments are, especially when earthly torments are gone in the blink of an eye,
etc. The AM 645 4to and AM 652/630 4to narratives do not modify their
originals’ dualistic tendencies, and in fact occasionally enhance parallels and
contrasts through the employment of various rhetorical techniques (as dis-
cussed below).

In order to illustrate the main characteristics of the sagas in this particular
group, the following is a discussion of the saga of the apostle Bartholomew,
with special attention given in the discussion to the interweaving of narrative
action and thematic concerns that marks these particular narratives and that
their Icelandic translators seem to have been so skilled at reproducing and
even accentuating in order to sustain and highlight themes.?’ The Icelandic
translation in AM 645 4to follows the Pseudo-Abdian Passio Sancti Barto-
lomaei Apostoli (Book VIII) very closely, and is thus taken here as repre-
sentative of a typical Pseudo-Abdian text.?! The AM 652/630 4to version is a
nearly verbatim copy of the saga as found in AM 645 4to (although there is a

9 See Hennecke 1992:485.

2 Collings 1969:182 notes the ,,unity superimposed by the continuity and interdependence of
the episodes* in these narratives, and comments on the difficulties inherent in breaking them
down into structural divisions for analysis and discussion. She also notes how the translators’
highlighting of the narratives’ thematic unity allowed the ,,mode of expression and the con-
tent [to] function as closely interrelated units, the style reflecting and thereby enhancing the
thought* (1969:171).

2l According to Lipsius (DAAA 1:147), the Pseudo-Abdian text exists in one recension. The
Latin passio can be found reproduced, with little variation, in the standard editions of Pseudo-
Abdias, as well as in the Acta Sanctorum (Aug. V:34-38), Mombritius 1:140-144, and AA A
11,1:128-50. The Icelandic version under discussion here is found in AM 645 4to, 33r-35v
(defective), Post.:757-762; Larsson 1885:99-108; AM 652 4to, 6r-7v (defective), Post.:754-
757; AM 630 4t0:16v-20v, Post.:743-754.
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lacuna in the 645 text), but due to the addition of a homiletic introduction and
concluding material concerning the translatio of Bartholomew’s relics, it
properly belongs to Group B (see below).?

Like the other sagas derived from Pseudo-Abdias, Bartholomeus saga pos-
tola has a characteristic bipartite structure (vita and passio sections), and
displays an overt emphasis on a contextual ‘dualism,” seen not only in its
structure, which is built on separate conflicts between the apostle and a pair of
rulers, but also in its presentation of thematic concerns. On the structural level,
the central players in the vita and passio sections of Bartholomew’s saga are
the Indian kings Polimius (benign) and his brother Astriges (despotic), but the
saga’s characteristic dualism is also reflected in each of the two sections in the
resolution of the conflict between the saint and a demon: in the vita section,
the demon Astaroth is ‘persuaded’ by the apostle to leave, while in the passio
section the apostle destroys the idol inhabited by the demon Balldath. The
dualistic nature of the saga’s structure is further enhanced by the paralleling of
extended descriptions of first the apostle, just prior to his appearance in the
vita section of the saga (Post.:57.32-758.17), and then the demon Astaroth,
just prior to his departure and the shifting of the saga to the passio section
(Post.:761.5-10).

Within the separate sections of the saga minor structural dualities are
coupled with thematic concerns conveyed primarily through lessons founded
upon ‘typological’ or ‘circular’ reasoning, and the two work together to estab-
lish and support the saga’s doctrinal and didactic core. In the vita section, for
instance, the devil Astaroth exercises control over the heathen worshippers by
seeming to cure when in fact he only ceases to injure those whom he pretends
to cure; this is juxtaposed with 1) Bartholomew’s ability to exercise control
over the demons themselves at will,?> and 2) Bartholomew’s true healing

22 In the following discussion, references to text that falls within the lacuna in AM 645 4to will
be to AM 630 4to (the copy made of AM 652 4to when the latter manuscript was still com-
plete), and marked with an asterix.

The apostle’s power is magnified at this point by the fact that his work is seemingly accomp-
lished surreptitiously, that is, the sacrificers do not even know who has muted their idols, and
must ask another demon in another town to describe the apostle to them; to his description of
the apostle the demon (Berith) adds the request that the sacrificers beg the apostle not to
come to his town so that he will not be subjected to such harsh treatment, thus further em-
phasizing the apostle’s power. Berith’s request is worded as follows: ,,En ef ér leitip hans, pa
muno bér pviat eins finna hann, ef hann vill pat, en ella eigi. En ef ér finnit hann, pa bipit ér,
at hann come eigi hingat, at eigi gere englar gops slict at mér, sem beir gerpo ad Astarop vin
minom,” Post.:758.13-17.
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