FAUL SCHACH

ANTIPAGAN SENTIMENT
IN THE SAGAS OF ICELANDERS

DuriNg the four centuries that elapsed between the settlement of
Ingdlfr Amarson at Reykjavik and the suobmission of the national
leaders of Iceland to the authority of the Norwegian crown Icelandic
civilization underwent three major periods of transition, all of which
are reflected in various ways in saga literature. The first of these
cultural changes resulied from the fact of colonization, during which
perforce the rapacious culture of the marauding Viking was gradually
trapsformed into a less brotal and more orderly form of society, into
a community of landholders. The raider gave way to the trader, the
freebooter was replaced by the farmer and dairy husbandman—
& transition that is strikingly depicted in several sagas by means of
the generation-gap theme. One need think only of the contrastive de-
scription of Egill Skalla-Grimsson and his son Porsteinn; or of Pdr-
Olfr begifdir and Amkell goSi in Eyrbygeia saga; or of the super-
annuated Viking Pdrarinn in Porsfeins Mfrir stangarhcggs, who had
small means but a large sclection of weapons, and his son Porsteinn,
who supported his destitute father by doing the work of three men
on their farm.

The second major cultural change resulted from the advent of
Chrstianity, which brought with it literacy and a closer contact with
European culture and led to the founding of schools and monasteries,
where Jearning and literary activity flourished. For whatever reasons,
sagn writers were keenly conscious of what is sometimes called the
discrépancy between cultural milicn and coltural reference, of the
vast distance in time and eéssence between their own age and the dim
world of the pagan past which they sought to recreate in their stories.

The third cultural change was the disintegration of the Icclandic
Commonwealth during the Sturlung Age under the disruptive forces
of internal discord and the constant, relentless menace of external
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encroachment. The dramatic events of this age of savagery and artis-
tic creativity provided both tragic material as well as compelling
micdives for saga wrnlting.

As already mentioned, not a few saga writers reveal a keen aware-
ness of the discrepancy between the nominally Christian cultural
milien in which they lived and worked and the pagan cultural re-
ference, their largely imaginary re-creation of the dim and distant
world of their pegan ancestors. Much of the irony and paradox and
ambiguity that make the sagas so intriguing stems from the ambi-
valent aititude that saga writers s0 often seem 1o have had toward
their own creations. On the one hand they endowed their characters
with almost superhuman dimensions and with a degree of drengskapr
such as few of the figures in Srurlunga saga, their own contemporaries,
possessed. On the other hand they rather consistently portrayed pagan
heroes as inferior to Christian ones, and frequently attributed the
misfortune and tragedy of their characters to pagan beliels and prac-
tices. Thus the golden age of Tcelandic history that saga writers con-
jured up was both a model and a warning to their contemporaries,
whose own personal and political disasters derived in no small mea-
sure from a resurgence of the truculent Viking spirit that had been
held somewhat in check during the heyday of the Commonwealth.
Enorri tells us that Skalla-Grim's descendanis were diversé in nature.
Some, like Porsteinn Egilsson, who was strong in the faith and well-
mannered, and Kjartan Olifsson, who was the first Icelander to
observe the fast during Lent and who chose to be killed rather than
to kill, were among the most handsome men ever to live in Iceland.
‘But the greater number of the Mframenn were very ugly.' This
quotation from the conclusion of Egla is meaningfol only within the
context of the moral and social disintcgration of Snorri’s own day.

In this paper I should like to discuss with you 4 repressntative
selection of saga passages in which the authors directly or indirectly
express their opinions about paganism and/or Christianity. I wish
neither to question nor to defend any of the prevailing theories re-
garding religious bias in the sagas, nor shall I attempt to develop a
thesis of my own. Rather, I propose o consider with you the testi-
mony of the sagas themselves, and in so doing, to ignore (to the
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extent that this is possible) the voluminous published polemics on the
subject.

Let us begin our discussion with a glance at three saga portraits,
in all of which the authors directly express their own opinions.

The first is the enlogy of Amkell goSi in Eyrbyrgla saga (ch. 37):

« + « 0k ¥ar hann Gllem mionum harmdanBd, i at haon bhefir verit allra
manna bextl at sér um alla hluti § fernam =i ok manaa vitrasis, vel skapd
farinn, hjartaprifir ok hverjum manel djarfard, simarde ok alivel stillie;
haff hann ok jafnan inn hers Blot § milaferlom, vid hverja sem skipta
var; fekk hann af pri Glundsamt, sem nd ko fram.

« + » His death was lamented by all, for he was in every respect one of the
best and wises! men fn the emcient fabih, He was composed, stomthearbed,
and as da.ring: a4 anyvone; determined, yel with & good hold on hinself. He
wai generally suocessfud in Higailon with whomsoeever he combended. T
was for this neason that be provoked much jealouisy, as was shown in this
CAsE.

The second is the necrology of Porkell krafla at the end of Farns-
deeln saga:
Eptir pat andaBisk bann ok var mjtk harmdaaB pingmiéneem sfnom ok
#lam herafsmGnmum, pvi ot bann pditi, sem var, ino mesti bero8sh & 8ingi
ok mikill giptumalr ok inn likast fnam fyrmom Yatnsdelam, svi sem Bac-
steind ok Imgimumdi, ok bar lorkedl pat fyrir, st haon war réutriaSr mafc
ok elskali gud ok bjdsk mjdk kristilign il dauda sinum.

After that he died, and his denth was moormed by all his thingmen and by
all the people of the district, for he was considered o be (as, indesd, he
was) ihe greatest chicfinin in those paris and a man of sorpassing good
fortune and the ome most kike ihe Voinsdeldic of old, such ns Porsieinn and
Ingimueslr, But Porkell surpassed them in that e embraced the true fakh
apd bowved Cod and made ready for bis death Im ihe proper Christinn

The third &= a brief character deseription of Porkell Porsteinsson,
grandson of InpSlfr Arnarson, in Landndmabdk (S5, ch, 9

Son Jorsteing var Porkell miini lgstpumalic, er einn heiifinna manna helfer
bzt verit silflalir, at pvi &7 menn vito demd Gl Hann 160 sik bera | slar-
geisla § banaséit sinni ok fol sik & hendi peim gudli, er sélina hafBi skapat.
Haflii bann ok lifat své hreinliga sem peir krisinir mens, ef bezt e s
Il.ﬂi:. Son hans var Pornsidr, er b4 var alliberjargodl, er kristni kom 4
slaod.
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Porsieln's son was baorkell minl, one of the best of heathen men in regard
to good comduct, as far a8 is Enown, During the flkness that led 1o his death
e had hims:ll carried oat into the sunshine and commended himsell o
the care of that god who had created the sun. He had lived as pure a life
as the most decorogs Christinns, His son was Pormdlr, who was the su-
preme poda at the Alping when Christianity came to Ioeland.

These three character descrptions have one fact in common: they
were written from the Christian point of view, When Arnkell godi is
described as “one of the best and wisest men in the ancient faith’, the
implication is clear. The author of Vansdela is more explicit: Por-
kell krafla owes hiz superiorly over such preat heroes as Porsteinn
and Ingimundr to the fact that he has embraced the troe faith and
loves the true God. Lamdndmabdk goes one step further: Porkell
mani it declared to have been the equal of the best of Chrstians. But
we must not forget that Porkell mdni was an exceptional person: he
was the grandson of Ingdlir and the father of Pormédlr, the allsherjar-
polfi who presided at the Alkingl when Christianity was adopted as
the law of the land, The author of this statement could think of no
higher praise for one of the great national leaders of pagan times
than to declare that he was equal in moral and social conduct to the
best and finest of Christians.

Throughout saga literature there are numerous allusions to the
advent of Christianity and the abandonment of paganism, both as
factual reports and as prophecics and forcbodings. The latter are
especially interesting becanse of the vanety of ways in which the con-
version of the country or of an individual is foretold.

In Bidrfar saga Snefellsdss (ch. 1) Birlr has a dream in which he
sees 4 tree grow out of his fosterfather Dofri’s hearth and spread over
all of Morway. Various parts of the tree (a beautiful blossom, a gold-
en bough, etc.) signify three individuals: Haraldr hirfagri, a kinsman
of his who will bring a faith different from the current one, and St
Olifr, This dream is clearly derived from the prophetic dreams that
are attributed to Queen Ragnhildr and King Hilidan in Hdlfdanar
saga svarta (chs. & and T), Just how the dream came to be interpreted
is not clear, but the author comments wryly that the predicted change
of faith was not exactly to the liking of the pagan Barlir. Yariants of
the tree dream occur in Harfar sapa ok Holmverfa (chs. 6 and 7)
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and in Fldamanna saga (ch. 24). In Hardar sapa Signy Valbrands-
dottir twice dreams that a great tree grows from her bed. The first
dream foretells the birth of her son Hirdr, and the second the birth
of her daughter borbjirg, whose descendants will embrace the new
and better faith. In Fldamanna sage the botanical symbol is & fjdim-
laskr, which has a golden shoot that signifies the future birth of Por-
likr biskup inn helgi, a descendant of Porgils Porgrimsson.

In Laxdela (ch. 33) the third of Guiinin's four prophetic dreams is
interpreted to signify her third husband. The sage Gestr Oddleifsson
explains that by that time a change of faith will have occorred, *and
your husband will have embraced the new faith which we believe will
be the more exalted one'. Whereas it seemed somewhal incongrious
thai pagans and even preternatural beings should be able to interpret
dreams prophetic of the advent of Christianity or the birth of out-
standing Christians in the preceding sagas, it seems quite acceptable
in Lavdals to have Gulnin®s dreams interpreted by the benevolent
sage Gestr, for Gestr is a sort of precursor of Christianity not unlike
Mjal.

Njil's foreknowledge of the advent of Christianity is too interesting
ot to be given in entirety. Chapter 100 of Njdla begins with a report
of the change of faith in Norway following the death of Hikon jarl
and the accession of Olifr Tryggvason to the throne:

Hiffin peir kasiat fnom forema dtrinef, en konongr baffi kristnal Viestr-
1&nd: Hjaltlnnd ok Orkneyjar ok Fereyjar.

Pi maEliu margir, svd at Ml heyrdl, st slilct vesl mikil firn st hafna
fornom dtrimadil. Njdll saghi pd; Sl lizk mér sem inn n§d &rimalic mand
#tmmikluhﬂ:j.nhﬁmunl:ll.ﬂbnm!’ﬂhﬂdt.ﬂlc‘[ etr mend Eoma
it hingat, er pann sil bjdla, bd skal ek pat vel flytja

Hamn m&hi bat opl Hann fér opt fré 8rom mGnowm ok paldi;, eina
saman.

They kad cast off the héathen belief and the king had converted the wesiem
lands—Shetland, the COrkneys ned the Faroes—to Christianity.

Many people sid in Njil's hearing that il was monsirous 1o forsake the
ancient faith, But Njdll replied, It seems 1o me that the new faith will be
much betier, and ke who embraces it will be fortunate, And if the men
who proclaim this Fafkh come o Feeland, T shall promaode it strongly.'

He often sxid this, and be cfiea lefl the company of others to medilale
aloud by himseld,
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In Bifranda pdttr ok Bérhalls, as in Njdla and Lavdela sapa it i5 a
benevolent sage who interprets the vision that appears to Firandi as
a foreboding of a change of faith:

Get ek, at hér komd sifiaskipti, ok mun pessn nest koma siffic befri hingat
til lands. Mila ek beer disir yloar, er fylgt hafn pessum &trtnofi, nd hafa
vilal fyrir sifiaskipti ok pal, ot per munu verfia afhendar heim frendim.
MO munw peer efgl una pod at bala engan skatt af yOr, 48 ber skiljask vidl,
ok munu per hafa befts § sinn hiug, en inar bedri disic mundue vilja hiflpa
boaum ok kdmosk eigl vill at svi bino,

I think that there will be o change of faith here, and presently a better faith
will come to Iceland, 1 believe these spirits of you (and your kinsmen) who
kield the old faith probably knew beforehnnd sbout the chanpe of faith
amd ihat they would be rejected by you. They must have disliked receiving
e foll from you tefore departing and exacted this (Le, the death of Rilir-
andi) ns their due. The betier spiriis will have wanled fo help him, but
arrived oo ks 1o do sa.

The strugple between the nine women in black raiment and the
nine women in boght raiment in Pifranda pdir will be discussed
later. Suffice it 1o say that this ke constitutes one of the most vivid
condemnations of paganism in saga literature. The imagery is reminis-
cent both of the sight (@burdr) witnessed by Dérmulir in Njdla (ch.
157) and of the good and evil dream women who appeared o Gisli.

In Geirmundar fdtir heljarskinns there is an unopsual description
of forebodings of the coming of Christianity:

En i war einn hvammr [ lnndi Geirmundar, ot hann kvalsk vilda kjdea
i brom dr lamdinu, ef hann m®i rifis, ok mest fyvrir pvi—'a0 54 er einn
sinfiy | bvamminum, at évails, er <k I pangat, pé skrimir pat ljos fyrr
augu mér, at mér verfir ekki ol skapi. Ok pat Ljds er dvallt yfir reynilundi
pelm, er par er vaxinn cinn sami undie brekkunnl’ Ok pat fylghi, «f nikk-
urg sinni vard bafé hans stalg § bvomminum, pd 1 hane Snits oyl ondan
bvi & i digri.

There was o hollow in Geirmund’s Innd thot ke said ke would gladly be
rid of, if the decision were his, cipecinlly bocawse: “There &5 o panicular
pla<e in that hollow, and whenever I look townrds it I see a light in front
af my eyes that 1 dislike, and this light is always above the rowan biash thal
siands on [z own at the boitom of the hillside." And as & result, if any of
his livestock happened to grade in the hollow, bhe would throw away their
milk that day.
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The church of Skarl was later built on the place where the rowan
bush grew: ‘according to what we have heard wise men say’, says the
author of the pdrer. This passage reflects superstitions connected with
the rowan bush, which was sacred to Irr in pagan belief.

In Gisla saga (ch. 22) it is the better dream woman who foretells
the coming of Christianity in the first of a series of dreams, She ad-
monishes Gisli to renounce the pagan faith and to abjure all magic
and witcheraft. She urges him to deal kindky with the blind and the
lame and the poor and the helpless. As the admonition of the good
dream woman shows, the renunciation of paganism implied much
more than the abandonment of sacrifice to heathen gods. (Gisli had
already given up blood sacrifice following a wvisit to Denmark, where
he presumably first came in contact with Christianity.) The renuncia-
tion of paganism also implied the rejection of witcheraft and magic
and all forms of demoniac behavior., In Evebyggla (ch. 61) we are
told that Prindr stigandi had been a shape changer as long as he was
4 pagan 'but most witchcraft ceased when people were baptized’.
Under Chrstian law the berserksganigr was punishable by heavy pen-
alties, and even the hdlmgarea, which is referred to seweral times in
saga literature as a pagan practise, was abolished by the Albingi
shortly after the advent of Chostianity, We shall return to the matter
of witchcraft and sorcery presently.

Since Hawvardar sapa exhibits many traits of fravesty or caricature,
it is not surprising that Hévardr should receive his revelation of the
advent of Chrstianity under somewhat farcical circumstances. Actu-
ally, it is less a revelation than a recollection. During the crucial fight
lo avenge the slaying of his son, the rejuvenated hero s swimming in
hot pursuit of his archenemy, Porbjom. Porbjiirn comes to land first,
and as Hivardr approaches, he sees his adversary waiting with a
buge rock poised above his head. Al that moment Hivarlr recalls
having heard abroad about a religion different from the one in the
North. He promises to accept this as the better and loftier faith if he
succeads in overcoming his enemy. Mo sooner has he made this de-
cision than Porbjirn slips and falls over backward, the huge stone
striking him on the chest. Thirteen chapters later Hivarr learns that
King Oléfr is proclaiming the true faith in Norway. With his wife and
a kinsman named bdrhallr he hastens abroad (o receive baptism.
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A similar case of conversion through recollection occurs in Por-
steing saga wxafdts (ch. 10), where the hero is on the point of having
his throat bitten asunder by the troll woman Skjaldwbr:

Porsicini kemr [ § hag af 8 mun mikill vera, er skapat hefir himin ok
jirS. Haf8i hann ok heyrt margar stégur ok merkiligar fré OUfi konungi
ok peiri tris, er hann bolal, heilr ni of hreino hjarta ok heslam huga at
takn vili peiri trd ok pjéna O, meSan hans 1684, ef Bann kemisk heill
ok Bifs § brotl, af allri Eunnitio,

Then it occurred 10 Porsteinn that be who hadd created heaven and earth
maust be powerful. He had alsg heard many remarkable stories about King
Cilifr and the religion he proclaimed. He promized wilh a pune hean nnd
simcere mind to embrace that falth and o serve OUEfr 10 the best of his
ahility as long as he lived if he escaped alive and well.
Porsteinn does escape, of course, but not guite so easily as Hivarlr,
A simplified repetition of the motif occurs in the following chapter,
where Porsizin's companion Styrkirr promises the creator of heaven
and carth to accept the faith proclaimed by King Olifr if he finds
Porsteinn alive and well. The same phraseology is used in a similar
sitpation in Bdrdar saga Snefellndis: *bd hét Gestr & hann, er skapat
hafSi himin ok jor8, at taka vi§ trd peiri, er Olifr konungr bodafi,
&f hann kemisk i burtu lifs &r havginom.”

The close association here and elsewhere in saga literature of the
religion proclaimed by Olifr Tryggvason with the ereator of heaven
and earth (and/or of the sun) suggests that in the minds of these saga
writers, at least, this creator is identical with the Christian God. In-
deed, Bishop Frifirekr in Vatnsdala saga (ch. 46) makes this identi-
fication to Pockell krafla, who thereupon hurriedly has his kinsman
Oléfr baptized before he dies even though Porkell himself, perhaps
for political reasons, prefers to postpone his own baptism until Christi-
anity is officially adopted by the Albingi.

borstein's recollection of remarkable stories about King Oldfr is
foreshadowed by the initial sentence of the preceding chapier: ‘It is
clearly stated that there was a change of rulers in Norway that sum-
mer. Hikon the Heathen Jarl was killed and was succeeded by Olifr
Trygevason, who proclaimed the true faith to all people.” (Gloggliga
er pat sagt, at petta sumar yrlii hiffingjaskipti § Méregi, felli fra
Hikon blétjarl, en { stainn kom Olifr Tryggvason. Hann bolalii
dllum ménnum rétta tr.)
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Oddly enough, however, there scems to be no connection between
these references to Christianity and an earlier prophecy made to bor-
steinn under very strange circumstances, In a drcam he becomes in-

volved in a fight in a burial mound betwesn twelve red-clad men and
twelve men dressed in black (or blug) garments. After the black-clad
men have been defeated with Porstein’s help, the leader of the red-
clad men thanks and rewards him and declares that this is the be-
ginning of a series of courageous decds he will perform abroad. He
concludes with these interesting words:
‘P et ok taka slfaskipt, ok er =i sifir miklo betri, peir sem hann mega
hijita, en hinum er erfifiara um, sem eigi era 1l pess skapalir ok slikir eru
sem ek, pvi ot vit brele virem jor@bdar, M pett mér miklu mili skipia,
at hd keeenir nafni méng undir skirn, ef bér yrifi pat anbit at eiga son.’
You will also be converied, and the new fail will be moch better for
those who may be granted jf. But it will be more difficult for those who are
nnlduﬁrudiﬂi!:ndiﬂmmiitemf,fwmy brother and 1 wers
tumulas dwellers. Mow it would be of greai imporiance o me i vou were
to have s child christened with my name if you should be fated to have
& son"
As a final example of Christian prophecy in the Sagas of Ieelanders
let us review the words of Porsteinn Eirdksson in Gremlendinga saga
(ch. 6), spoken from his “good place of repose’ in the world beyond:

‘Mér er annt ol pess, &l segia Guleli forldg sin, 1 pess at hoa kunai B
betr andlit minu, pvi ot ek em kominn 18 géfra hvildastaBa. En pat er
bér ai esgin, Guolieide, at pi munt gpt vera islenzkum manni, ok muna
langar vern saminrar ykkrar, ok mart manna mun frd ykkr koma, brosica-
gaml, bjart ok &g, s ok ilmat vel. Muoou bit farn of CGreenlandi il
Niiregs ok hafian til Tslands ok gers b & fslandi; par muny it lengi bba,
ok muonio hooum lengr 1ifs. I mont dtan farm ok ganps solr ok koma
it aptr 1l Islands 6l bis pins, ok p& mun par kirkjs reist vera, ok munta
par vern ok taks nunno-vigslo, ok bar muntu andask.?

I am caper to-lell Gulsilr her fabe so that she will be able betier to bear
my death, for 1 have come to o good place of repose. Bat you must ba
lald, Gobeifr, that yoo will be married 10 an Icelander, and your wedded
life will kast long, and you will have many descendanis—vigorous, bright
and splendid, sweet and of good fragrance. You will sall from Gresnland
1o Mosway and from there to Joeland, where you will establish your home,
You will siny there for & lomg time and you will outlive your husband.
You will go abroad on a pilgrimage 1o Bome, and relarn o your farm in
Iceland, apd by them s charch will kave been erccted there. You will
remain there and tnke the vell, apd there you will die.'

Gripla 8
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The prophecy is completely fulfilled, and among Guirid's “bright and
splendid’ descendants are the bishops Brandr (d. 1201), Porldkr (d.
1133), and Bjdm (d. 11462},

Since we have reviewed such a wide varicty of forebodings of the
advent of Christianity or the conversion or elevation of individuals, it
will suffice to refer to a few typical statements regarding the superior-
ity of the Chrstian faith over paganism. In Grenlendinga saga (ch.
&) Porsieinn Eiriksson brings his ship to land after an unsuccessiul
attempt to sail to Vinland. He and his wife Gulirilir are invited to
spend the winter at the home of a farmer named Porsteinn. The
farmer concludes his invitation with the comment that he has a faith
different from theirs, but that he regards their faith as the better one.
There seems to be little point to this statement at this point in the
story, yet it is scarcely surprising in view of the fact that both the
Vinland sagas abound in comments about paganism and Christianity,
which may or may not be significant in the contexts in which they
pccur. Sometimes the significance i oot immediately apparent, as
when the author of Gremlendings saga (ch. 2) concludes his introduc-
tory character sketch of Freydis Eiriksdattic with the remark that at
that time Greenland was still pagan. It is only when we read about
her monstrous crimes late in the story that we recall the sentence:
‘Heilit var {61k & Graenlandi § pann tima.’

In Gunnlangs zaga (ch. 3), following the introduction of seweral
characters including Gunnlaug's adversary Hrafn and Skapti the Law-
speaker, the author states:

Ok pessu ner urdu bau 08endl, er bezt hafa ordit hir 4 fslandi, nt landit
var® allt kristit ok allt f#80k hafnalSi formom StrinaSi.

Al nbout this time the best event in the history of Iceland occurred, in that
the whole country beocame Christian and all the people abandosed the
heatkhen belief,

There scems o be no reason for placing this statement at this point
in the story unless the author thereby wished to anticipate the aboli-
tion of the hilmpanga later on in the story, since this form of legal
duel was associated by some writers with paganism.

Another striking announcement of the conversion occurs in the sur-
viving summary of the lost section of Heifarviga saga (ch, B



g

AMTIPAGAN SENTIMEMNT IN THE SAGAS 115
i pann tima perfusk han goS tiSendi & kandi hér, a1 forn tria vor nilie
16g8, em rétir sifir upp teknir, L&u pd margir rikir bendr byggin kirkjo
& ba gipum. Peira einn var Styrr, ok B haon kirkju reisa undic Hrausl.
B var trts & peim tmwm, at ek, er kickjo 16t gera, @l riS 4 svi mbrgum
mndimnum at kjdsa til himnas(kis sem margir geti stnllii innan kirkje hans,

At that time » good event oocurred in this coumiry: the pagan belief was
abandontd and the true faith was accepied. Many wealthy farmers bad
chrches buflt on thedr farms. One of them was Styrr, who had a church
erecied on his place below Hroone It was believed in those days that
whoever had a church Built could select as many men Tor the kingdom of
heaven ns could find starding room in his church.

This statement regarding the advent of Chrstinnity and the buil-
ding of churches anticipates both the episode about Styr's burial (ch.
9} as well as the confrontation of Snorri poli and his devout son
Gulilaugr, whe lafer entered a monasiery in England (ch, 12). It is
lnl:l:rv:sr.ing to note how the author of Evrbyegfa (ch. 49) modified this
report (which must certainly have been his source). He asseris that
Snorri golii was most influential in having Christianity accepted in the
West Quarter, but refrains from making a value judgment about pagan-
ism and Christianity. He also adds that it was the priests who en-
couraged the building of more and larger churches by promising the
farmers that they would have as many followers at their disposal in
the kingdom of heaven as could find standing room in their churches,

It was noted above that the two Vinland sagas contain various
allusions to pagan customs and to the less than perfect observation of
Christian practices during the infancy of that religion in Greenland.
Similar references are found in other sagas, especially in those in
which the authors stress the great difference between then and now,
between the cultural reference and the cultural milien in which the
sagns were created, In Eyrbyegio (ch. 53) certain events occur during
Advent (jlafasta), and the author comments that ‘in those days the
fasts were not observed in Iceland’. In the following chapter he in-
forms us that people believed in those days that men who perished at
sen and then came to attend their funeral feast had been well received
by Rén. ‘“For at that time much heathendom still prevailed even
though all the people had been baptized and were nominally Christ-
ians." (En pa var enn litt af pumin forneskjan, pd at menn veri
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skirliir ok kristnir at kalla.) Very similar to this is the observation in
Fiésibroedra sapa (ch. 2):

Eni:ﬁu.!]ﬁmﬁ menn kristnir kallafir, pd var pd [ pann 68 ung knstni
ok mjdk vanger, svi ol margir goeistar heifininnar wiru péd bi eptic ok §
dwvenjo laghir,

Even though people were called Christian, stifl Christlanity was young nnd

very imperfecl, for many sparks of beathendom remained and bad becoms
evil custams,

Although the author himself takes a dim view of the remnants of
paganism and the attendant vices, many persons in those days thought
it advanfageous, he tells us, to be skilled in magic i af Erisini var
ung ok vanger (ch. 9. And even though Christianity was young (ch.
18}, it was nod customary (o plunder the slain, In other words, even
though paganism was evil and many Christians were not yet firm in
the faith, people did not stoop so low as to plunder the bodies of
those they had slain, Could this, perhaps, be an ironic allosion to
contemporary practices as described in Sturifumpa saga?

The agthor of this saga (ch. 23) also indulges in 2 bit of ironic
humor in the episode dealing with Grima, who sheltered and nursed
Bormdfr i Greenland. Pormd8's énemies seirch for him i Grima's
house, where they find a chair with the likeness of Porr carved on the
chairposts. When chided by her rival witch Irdis about this witch-
craft {fyrnska), Grima explains with a feigned inpenuousness that de-
lights the modern reader no less than it musi have amused the

author's contemporarics:

‘Ek kem sjaldan til kirkjn at heyra keaningar berlea manna, bvi ol ek &
Inmgt ot fara, em fimeant beima, NG kemr mér bd heldr § hug, er ek =&
Ikneski Ddies af tré gert, pat er ek mi bridla ok brenna, pegar €k vil, hversu
miikin =& er medrl, er skapal heflr himin ok jr® ok alla hluti siniliga ok
tymilige ok Gllum hlutum gefr 1if ok engi malir mé yfir stiga.'

‘T sebdom get 1o church to hear the sermons of priests, for I bave a great
distance 1o travel and few men at home o accompany me. But whesever
I see the wooden likeness of Bdirr, thai | can break or burn at will, I think
of kow much greater he is who has ereated beaven and carth and all things
visibde nnd Envwisible, and who gives life 1o all things and cannct be sur-
passed by anyooe.
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The irony in this bit of skulduggery, it seems to me, is no less sophis-
ticated than that which informs Hreiffars pdttr or the Bjorn-Kéri
episode in Njdla.

Omne of the pagan practices frowmed upon by saga writers is that of
the exposure of unwanted infants. An tells us that when Christianity
was adopted by the Alfingi as the law of the land, three concessions
were made to the pagans: they were o be permitied to continoe the
practice of the exposure of children at birth, the eating of horse flesh,
and private pagan sacrifice. Krisfni saga (ch. 11) repeats the passage
from [slendingabdk almost verbatim, including the statement that this
paganism was abandoned several years Iater. The author of Njdla,
however, ‘corrected” his historical sources (as he occasionally did for
artistic and/or tendentious reasons) by declaring that the worship of
false idols (skurdfpodavilla), the eating of horseflesh, and the exposure
of infants were abolished from the very beginning. To emphasize his
abhorrence of these pagan practices, he adds in modified form Ari's
statement that they were completely abandoned within & few years.

Probably the best known instance of infant exposure in saga litera-
tre is found in Guamlougs sape. Digturbed by an ominous dream,
Porsteinn Egilsson instructs his wife Jofrilir, who is pregnant, to put
out their child to dic in case it i a girl. The author interrupts the
conversation between husband and wife to inform us that ‘when the
country was completely pagan, it was the costom for men of small
means and many dependents to Jet their children dic of exposure.
Even so, it was considered an evil thing to do.' Following this com-
ment by the author, Jofrilr retorts that it is unseemly for her husband
to demand such a thing, especially in view of his great wealth., The
episode, to which there are many parallels in ancient and medieval
literature, is too well known (o nesd detailed repetition here. Of prim=-
ary importance for our present purpose is the author's apparent am-
bivalence. (1 say “apparent’ because the entire episode & replete with
irony.) He doubly underscored Porsiein's culpability by siressing his
wealth and by asserting that child exposure was regarded as evil even
when practiced by the indigent. On the other hand, Porsizin's decision
clearly resulied from his conviction that, i permitied to live, his
daughter would be the cause of great misfortune incloding the death
of two suitors.
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Interesting variants of the theme of infant exposure are found in
several sagas. Although the motivation in Firnboga saga (ch. 2) is
different, several details in this episode are similar or identical with
the one in Geanlaugs saga. The order to have the vet unborn child
cxposed to die is issoed as the father is about to leave for the Al-
Pingi, and the mother's protest that such a deed wounld be unthinkable
even among destitute people recalls the condemnation of the author
and of J&frilr in Gunnlaugs saga. In Porsteins sage wxafdis (ch. 4)
there is a reference to and a condemnpation of the pagan law: ‘It was
legal in those davs for poor people to let their children die of ex-
posure, if they wished, but it was not regarded as a good thing to do.”
(En pat var pd Iog i pann tima, at it skyldi bera drikra manna b&m, ef
vildi, ok poiti pé eigi vel gert.) In Harflar saga, a5 in Gunnlaugs sapa,
it is a girl child who is exposed to die, while in Fatnsdeda saga it is
Porkell krafla, mentioned above a3 a hero whose superiority over his
kinsmen was based on the fact that he was a Christian whereas they
were pagans, However the various episodes dealing with the theme of
infant exposure may differ in motivation and detail, they are similar
in two respects: the theme is essential or at least impenant to the
action of the story, and the practice itself is identified with paganism
and directly or indirectly condemned by the author. In other words,
the theme of infant exposure is a function both of plot and of mean-
ing much as the generation-gap theme is. In one case we find implicit
or explicit condemnation of the marauding Viking and praise for the
peaceful farmer, and in the other, condemnation of a cruel pagan
practice tempered by the suggestion that even during the time of
heathendom it was not a widely practiced or approved custom.

By far the most feared and powerful pagan practice was that of
sorcery. Saga characters have much to say about fate and fortune,
for both of which there are several names in Icelandic, but it is re-
markable how frequently saga authors explain the fate or fortune of
their characters on the basis of magic or sorcery or enchantment, for
which there are also many designations. Several attractive and in-
gentonz explanations of Kormik's puzzling failure to marry his sweel=
heart have been advanced by modern scholars, but contemporaries of
the author must have found his explanation satisfactory: the sorceress
Porveig put a curse on his love for Steingerdr becapse he slew her
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two sons. In Njdls zapa (ch. 6) Queen Gunnhildr puts a spell on
Hriitr so that he cannot enjoy the love of his bride Unar, This sorcery
sets in motion a chain of events that leads inevitably to the death of
Njill and his sons. After divorcing Hritr, Unnr marries ValgarSr grai,
the most heathen of all the heathens in Midla, and it i he who de-
vises the schemes, carried out by his son Mordr, that bring about the
slaying of Hiskuldr and eventually the burning of Berghdrshvill. In
Eyrbygeia (ch. 20) the witch Katla works a spell on her executioner
Arnkell golli ‘that worse il may befall you from vour father than has
come fo Oddr from me’. Arnkel's father is Pordlfr bepifstr, a tho-
roughly evil and truculent superanmoated Viking whose crimes and
aggressions involve his son in a series of confrontations with Snorm
goli that finally bring about his death. But the evil that emanates
from Pordlfr, a paragon of pagan truculence and wiciousness, con-
tinues long after the death of father and son.

The situation in Gisle sapa cannot be discussed in detail here, for
the configurations of opposing forces, good and bad, Christian and
pagan, are exceedingly complex. Among the powers of pagan dark-
ness, however, the author gives prominence to the black magic of a
warlock named Porgrimr nef. This evil creature is introduced into the
story (ch. 11} just after the author has informed us that Gisli, unlike
most of his countrymen, has abandoned the practice of blood sacri-
fice, Porgrimr is described as ‘full of sorcery and witcheraft, and he
wiis a5 much a wizard (seillskratti) as could be'. For his friends Por-
grimr and Porkell (Gisli’s adversary and brother, respectively), Por-
grimr nef forges the spear Griisifa, with which Gisli's friend Vésteinn
and his enemy Porgrimr are slain. Later on in the story (ch. 18)
Porgrim®s brother Bérkr pays Porgrimr nef 1o put an evil spell on his
brother's killer so that he will not be able to find asylum anywhere
in Iceland. Still later in the story the aothor confirms the fact that it
was this black magic that prevented Gisli from finding shelter and
support: “Buot becanse of the witcheraft that Porgrimr nef had puot into
hiz sorcery and corsing, it was not destined for him to be granted the
help of chiefiaing.' (En sakar pess trollskapar, er Porgrimr nel haffi
haft | scifinum ok atkvala, pd verlir pess eigi aufit, at héfSingjar
ki vif honum.) Even if we disregard all the other sinister forces
that bedeviled and 1ormented Gisli, we cannot avoid the conclusion—
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unless we deliberately disregard the author's own explicit words—that
in this story, as in Midls sapa, fate or destiny is closely associated with
pagan sorcery and witchcraf.

Az a final example of a saga hero whose lifelong misfortune and
eventual tragic death scem to derive Iess from his conflict with society
of from & combination of personal dgefa and impersonal fate than
from the baleful influence of witcheraft and Back magic let us review
bricfly three of Grettir’s encounters with various kinds of supernatural
powers. At a haunted farm a thoroughly un-Christian shepherd named
Glimr iz slain mysterionsly durdng the Chrisimas season. He refurns
as a revenant and wreaks such havoe that no one dare dwell in those
parts until Grettir overcomes him (Grefiis sapa, ch. 35). But the re-
venant puts a double curse on Greilir, =0 that he will henceforth
dread the darkness and all of his deeds will o to great personal
misfortune (sndask pér til &pmxfu ok hamingjuleysis). The farmer
thanks Grettir for ridding him of this unclean spirit (penna dhreina
anda), and this juxtaposition of pagan concepts and Christian term-
inology is not without significance.

The cutlawry and killings predicted for Grettir by Glimr become a
reality, and Gredfir seeks 1o esfablish his innocence of having deliber-
ately bumed the sons of Mrir to death by submitting to an ordeal in
Norway. King Olifr gives his permission, but before Grettir can
undergo the test, a boy in the church baits him into striking him.
King Olifr thercupon withdraws the right to undergo the ordeal, de-
claring that it is not possible for Grettir to overcome his innate mis-
fortune (dgela). Most of those present, however, think the mysterious
lad must have beem an unclean spirit sent to enchant or bring
misfortune to Grettir (en pat =tla menn helzt, at bat hafi vent
ohreinn andi, sendr tl Gheilla Greiti). Apgain we find this significant
juxtaposition or near-identification of Christian and pagan concepts:
dftreinm amndi and dpefa, dhelll.

And finally, Grettir's death is brought about through the black
magic of an old witch named Purilir, who cufs runes on a itree oot
reddens them with her blood, and chants magic incantations over
them (t6k hon kndf sinn ok reist minar & rotinni ok rau® i bl6& sioa
ok kvall viir galdra). When Grettir tries to chop up this &heillarré for
kindling, the axe skids off and wounds him, and this wound so
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weakens him that he is finally overborne by his cnemies. But when
they boast of having laid low a great champion, Grettir's brother
refutes them: it was not they who slew Grettir but their witcheraft and
pagan lore (galdrar vkkrir ok forneskja).

Whereas these characters suffered because of pagan spells and
curses inflicted from without, other characters bring misforiune on
themselves and on others through their own pagan beliefs and prac-
tices, Hrafnkel's devotion to Freyr leads him to commit a bmtal
killing that eventually leads to his downfall; his renunciation of the
pagan gods marks the beginning of his rapid rehabilitation. When in-
formed of the destruction of his horse Frevfaxi and hiz gofafuis and
idols {ch. 7) Hrafnkell declares:

“‘Ek hygg pat hépdma ot irda d gofil® Ok sagliisk hann pafan of aldrf skyldo
& pod inda, ok pat efndi hann siffan, at hann bl&ads aldo.

I think {f fonlish o believe in godd." And be declared that he wonld never
worship pods from that thme oa, and he kept this vow and mever again
cngaped in blood sacrifice.

The following paragraph relates Hrafmkel's rapid rse o power,
wealth, and popularity. The connection between Hrafnkel's renuncia-
tion of pagan worship and his rehabilitation is clear.

In Viga-Gidms saga, however, the sibnation is more complex in re-
gard to the interrelationship of worth of character, personal and
family fortune, impersonal fate, and the pagan gods. Suffice it to say
that in contrast to the fricndship that existed between Freyr and
Hrafnkell, the relationship between this god and Glimr is one of
enmity and hostility. Early in the story (ch. B) Glimr slays Sigmundr
Porkelsson while he is illegally harvesting on the field Vitazgjafi and
then forces Porkell to sell him his properties for half their real value.
Before surrendering his lands (ch. 9) Porkell reminds the god Freyr
of his many previous gifts and sacrifices an ox to him with the suppli-
cation that Glimr too be forced to leave his lands in due time (‘at
Gliimr fari eigi énaulgar af Pverirlandi en ek fer ni’). Attendant
circumstances strongly suggest that Dorkel's request will be granted.

Shortly before Glimr is banished from his estate 28 & conseguence
of loging a lawsuit to Einarr Pvereingr (ch. 26), he has this encounter
with Freyr:
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En ifie Giime ridi heinsnn, dreven8i hann, al nsargic mena ver komnir
par til Pverir st hittn Frey, ok Rtk hanp sjd mart manaa § eyrunom
il {ina, en Freyr sat & stdli. Hann péitisk spyria, hverir par vierd komnlr,
TPedr segi: ‘Petta eru frendr pinle framiiSair, ok biljum vér ot Frey, ot
Pt sér eigi & brodt faerlr af Pverfirlnedi, ok tjdar ekki, ok svarar Freyr stull
ok reifulign ok minnisk i 4 uxagst Porkels ins hiva" Hann vaknali, ok
lzk Gliimr verr vern vi Frey alln tima si@ian,

Hefore Ghime left honse (bo go 1o the Albingl, where he was to be banished
from his estate) he dreamed that many men had come there 10 bverd to
conslt Freyr, and he thoaght he could see mamy men on the gravel banks
along the creek, and Freyr sai on a chair, It ssemed 1o him that he asked
who bese people were who bad come there. They replied, “Thess are
your departed kinsmen, and we ore pow beseechlng Freyr that you shoudd
nol be banizhed from PFverirlnnd, bot it B8 of mo avail, for Freve 18 at-
swering curtly and angrily, and now he resalls that Porkell inn hivi mede
him a gift of pn ox' Ghims gwnkened, and he declared that his relations
with Freyr were worse ever sinde.

This gquotation supplies only a partial explanation for Frey's hosti-
lity toward Glomr. The location of the field Vilazrgjafi adjacent to
the temple of Freyr, its almost miraculons nature, and the meaning of
the name Vitazgjnfi (“the certain giver’) suggest that this field was
sacred to Freyr much as the hill Helgafell was sacred to Borr in
Eyrbyggia. Thus Glim's slaying of Sigmundr at that place could have
been offensive to Freyr. Furthermore, there are also indications that
Glimr abandoned Freyr in favor of Ofinn during his sojourn in
Morway, whereas Poskell could remind Freyr that he had been his
feelltrsii for a long time and had received many gifts from him.

In Gisla saga (ch. 15) Porgrimr celebrates the advent of winter by
making a blood sacrifice to Freyr, whereupon he murders Vésteinn
and i5 prompily slain by Gisli in revenge. Freyr shows his apprecia-
tion for Porgrim's sacrifical gifts (bldvin) by preventing snow and ice
from accumulating on the south side of Porgrim's burial mound. This
ironic comment on the efficacy of sacrifice to pagan gods follows
immediately after the description of Porgrimr nel’s seidr that contri-
butes to Gisli's death by preventing him from receiving any elfective
help during his outlawry.

The author of Opmundar pdrr dyits ok Gunnars helmings also
employs irony in his exposure of the hégdmi of worshiping pagan
gods. The gradual revelation on the part of Frey's spouse of her af-
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fection for Gunmarr helmingr, Gunnar’s life-and-death struggle with
the wooden statue, his vow to renew his allegiance to Christianity and
King Olifr Tryggvason in return for aid against his adversary, his
impressive enzctment of the role of Freyr, the delight of his followers
at his prowess and especially at the pregnancy of his spouse, the
substitution of gifts of gold and silver for blood sacrifice—all this is
related with poker-faced sobriety, and yet the reader can almost hear
the author chuckling as he spins out his ironic tale.

The worship of Pdrr fares no better at the hand of saga writers
than that of Freyr. According to one version of the story about Cr-
Ilygr Hrappsson in Landndmabdk (8, ch. 15), Ordygr calls upon his
patron Patrekr byskop as he approaches Ieeland, lands zafely, and
names the fjord Patreksfjirdr. His companion Kollr, however, calls
upon Porr during a storm, and his ship is driven aground and smashed
to pieces. Hallsteinn Pordlisson (Lamdmdmabdk, 5, ch, 123} was
somewhat lockier. After he has made a blood sacrifice to bérr, a tree
provides enough wood for high-seat pillars for almost all the farms in
the area. But this ‘blessing’ is an exception. In general, the worship
of bérr is depicted as no less foolish or baleful than that of Freyr.

The story of Helei hinn magri (Landrndmabdk, 5, ch. 218), who
‘believed in Christ but called upon Bérr on sea voyages and in diffi-
cult situations’ (trG8i 4 Krist en hét 4 Bor til sjdfara ok har@reda), is
often referred to but usoally for the wrong reasons. As his ship
approaches Iceland, Helgi asks Pdor for advice, and he is advised o
proceed northward, His son Hrblfr asks sarcastically if he wouold sail
into the Arctic Ocean if Idrr so directed. And indeed, the first choice
of land is a poor one. Eventually Helgi settles on Krnstnes, where he
remains for the rest of his life, The story in Landmdrmabdk ends with
this sentence; *Helgi belicved in Christ and for that reason he named
his farm for Him." (Helgi trofi 4 Krist ok kenndi pvi vit hann bastal
sinn.) Bérr has completely dropped out of the picture. Apparently
Helgi's enthusiasm for him was cooled by his son’s sarcasm and by
the first severe winter spent in Jeeland,

In Evrbygria saga it is the excessive devotion to Pdrr on the part
of the Porsnesingar that precipitates the first major conflict between
the descendants of Pordlir Mostrarskegg and the Kjalleklingar, the
descendants of Ketill flatnefr. It is remarkable, as we shall sec pre-
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senily, to what extent the action and meaning of Evrbygeia are con-
nected with pagan beliefs and customs,

In Eirfks saga ronda two individuals suffer becanse of their stub-
borm adherence to paganism. When Leifr proclaims Christianity in
Greenland as the emissary of Olifr Tryggvason, his mother Bjéthildr
hastens to accept the new religion, but Eirkr is unwilling to abandon
the belief of his ancestors. As a result, he loses his conjugal rights.
Before making ready to sail for Vinland, he buries a chest of gold and
silver., When thrown from his horse, breaking some ribs and disloc-
ating a shoulder, Eirikr himself inferprets this mishap as a punish-
ment—a common tvpe of anachromism in saga liberature, this one
based wpon a later law making the burying of money illegal in
Christian Iceland.

In this story, which is clearly a re-working of the much obder
Grenlendingas sapa, DPérhalle veillimalie replaces Tyekie and also
functions as a sort of surrogate for Eirikr as a fioil to the Christians.
His initial character portrayal (ch. 8), which is the most interesting
and detailed of any in the story, reveals his affinity to Eirkr:

Péichallr . . . veillimadr . . . haffi lengi verit med Eiriki, veilimafr hoans um
sumem, en brytl om vetraom. Hana var mikill mafSc ok sterkr ok svartr ok
bursligr, hljGiiyedr ok illorfir, pat er hann mebi, ok egpjalli jafnan Eirk
ins verri. Hann var illa kristinn. Honum var vifa bunnigt | Sbygpfam.

Pérhalle the Hunter bad been with Eirikr for a loog tinve. He was his
hunier during the summer and his sieward during the winier., He was 2
1all, strong man, swarthy and ogre-like. He was tagiturn, bat abusive when
he did speak. He always exerted an evil influesce on Elrilr, and would
have mothing 1o do with Christianity, He bad widely explored the wild
i,

Pirhall’s only contribution to Karlsefni’s expedition is a whale thit
he produces through magic incantations and the help of his friend
Porr, but all who eat of the whale become ill. Finally Bédrhalle grows
disenchanted because they find no wine and parts company with
Karlsefni. He is driven ashore by storms in Ireland, where he and his
small band of companions are beaten and enslaved,

The most obviously ‘churchy’ denunciation of Prr worship is
found in Fidamanna saga (chs. 20-21), when Pérmr appears in a series
of dreams to Porgils following his conversion and threatens him with
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all sorts of harm *unless you return to faith in me' (nema pé hverfir
aptr til mins &trinaar). But although bdrr proves to be a formidable
adversary, Porgils remains firm in the faith. One of his dreams is
modeled in part on Satan’s temptation of Christ;

Sifan pditi honum Maer leiba sik & hamra sitkara, per sem spdvarstroume
brast § bjGrgam. 1 slikum bylgium skaliu vers ok aldri &r komask, ulan b
hverfir ol min.*

Med," sagli Porgils, “far & burt, inn lelSi flindi. 58 mon mér bhjilpa, s=m
alla beysti med sinom dreyra.'

Thereupon it seemed 1o kim that Bérr led him onlo a cerlain precipice,
where the ooean tide reared upon the crapgs. “You will be cast into soch
ballows apd pever escape unless you turn to me.’

‘Mo, replied Porgils, ‘2o away, you loathsome devil. He will help me
who has redeemed all mankind with his blood.”

Even from this brief survey it is clear that saga writers employed
an ¢ven greater varicty of techniques in their denunciation of witch-
craft and pagan worship than they did in beralding the advent of
Christianity. Ridicule was a favonte means of attacking paganm wor-
ship, and it assumed varous forms, ranging from the most discreet
form of irony to heavy-handed sarcasm. But antipaganism could also
be quite humorless, especially when the baleful rather than the foolish
aspect of belief in pagan gods was attacked,

Although the transition from paganism to Christianity seems to
have proceded rather smoothly in Iceland, fslendingabik, Kristni saga,
and other historical sources report varous instances of conflict be-
tween pagans and Christians, Ari tells us that Pangbrandr, King Olifr
Tryggvason's personal emissary to the Icelanders, slew tvd menn efa
frid before he returned to Norway, convinged that Christianity would
never be adopted in Iceland. This brief and bare report was devel-
oped by later saga writers into detailed and dramatic accounts, the
most vivid and artistic of which is found in Ni#ls sapa (chs. 100-
105). In a previous missionary expedition it was not the foreign
missionary, Bishop Frifirekr, but the Icclandic convert, Porvaldr Kofi-
rinsson, whose religious zeal led him to commit homicide against his
own countrymen. Sill a third Icelander, Stefnir Porgilsson, was 50
frustrated at the resistance agminst the new faith, especially on the
part of his own kinsmen, that he went on a furious rampage, destroy-
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ing pagan temples and holy places and idols, As related in Kristnl
sapa, the conflict between pagans and Christians rose in a crescendo
until it reached its climax at the AlWnei in the year 1000, For a time
it seemed as though the impasse between the pagan and Christian
partics could be resolved only by armed conflict. But in the end
reason and moderation prevailed over fanaticism, and the pagan Law-
speaker, Porgeirr Ljdsvetningagodi Porkelsson, resolved the conflict in
favor of the Christians. Before proceding to o discussion of some of
the ways in which saga writers three centuries later reflected and
developed the pagan-Christian conflicts reported here, let us pause for
a moment to recall three examples of comic relief with which the
author of Krisini saga (ch. 11) interspersed his terse account of the
CONVErsion.

During the deliberations news came to the Alling! that a lava flow
was threatening the farm belonging to reddr godi. Immediately one
of the pagans declared the volcanic outburst to be divine punishment,
since the wrath of the gods had been incited by talk of Christianity.
To this Snorr golii retorted with the gquestion: “What were the gods
angry about when the lava bumed thiat we are now standing oa?"
After coming to the momentous decision to abandon the religion of
their forefathers in favor of the faith proclaimed by Olifr Tryggvason,
the national leaders of Iceland refused baptism at the Alfing because
the water was (oo cold. They insisted on being baptized in warm
springs on their way homeward. And finally, when Rindlfr Ulfsson,
one of the most obstinate and aggressive pagans, was undergoing
baptism, Hjalti Skeggjason could not refrain from the un-Christian
gibe: ‘Mow we are teaching the old godi to mumble the salt”

We noled above that Porkell krafla was cager to have his kinsman
Oldir baptized before he died, but that he himself put off conversion
until Christianity had been adopied by the Alfingl. It was nwmnd
that political conpsiderations might have motivated this delay, It is
also poszible that Porkell was not yet inwardly ready to become a
Christian. Not a few saga heroes were converted to Christianity over
a period of time—in stages, as it were. Some, like Egill Skalla-Grims-
son, did not go bevond the prima signatio. In the case of others, such
as the titular hero of Chrms bifir Stdrdifzzonar (ch. 8), the prima
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signatie preceded baptism: “Pat segja menn, at Ormr vari primsigndr
i Danmirku, en hafi kristnazt 4 Islandi.*

The inner conflict resulting from the abandonment of the beliel of
onc’s kinsmen and ancestors for a faith proclaimed by a foreign king
is depicted in varions ways. Somctimes the conversion iz described as
a general growth, as in Lardels sage. Kjaran at first angrly rejects
the king's proffer and even threatens to born him to death in his
house. Gradually, however, the king's kindness and patience mollify
Kjartan to the point where he declares he will no lonper worship
Borr, Before long hi= admiration for the king induces him to seek
baptism as eagerly as Olifr desires him to accept it. After returning
o Ieeland, Kjartan continges to grow in the faith. He is the first
person to observe a strct fast throughout Lent, and people come from
miles around to observe and admire him. Finally he makes the sup-
reme sacrifice, letting Bolli cut him down because he prefers to
receive death from his fosterbrother rather than to inflict it on him.
The only comparable demonstrations of the spirit of Christianity in
the Sagas of lcelanders are the death of Hioskuldr in Njdls sepa and
Njil's sacrifice of his family in atonement for the sins committed by
his sons,

A similar development is undergone by Gisli Strsson. Early in his
saga we leamn that he has abandoned blood sacrifice 1o the pagan
gods following a visit to Christian Denmark. When his brother bor-
kell is slain by Véstein's sons, he cannot bring himself to harbor his
brother's killers, but he does forego wreaking vengeance on them.
Ironically the former paragon of heroic paganism now places loyalty
to his spouse above lovalty to kinsmen—a virtoe from the Christian
point of view, but the very failing from the pagan standpoint for
which he formerly found fault with his sister Pordis. Gisli's inner
conflict is symbolically depicted through the ominous dreams in which
g good and an evil dream woman appear to conscle and 1o harass
him, Finally, as he retreats to the cliffs for his couragecous last stand,
he deliberately marks the trail so that his enemics cannot fail to find
him. He dies bravely, as did Roland and many another Christicn
warrior. It is perhaps not insignificant that his death remains un-
avenged, and it is certainly significant that his wife Aulir goes to
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Denmark to be baptized and then makes a pilgrimage to Rome, never
to retum to Iceland, Aul’s motive scems quite clear when we recall
the pilgrimage of Sturla Sighvatsson to receive absolution from the
Pope for his and his father's transgressions, or the several instances
in saga literature of pagans secking to gain vicarious benefits through
the baptism of namesakes,

As already mentioned, the vision that appears to Pilirandi Sidu-
Hallsson is one of the most vivid symbaolic manifestations of religious
conflict in the Sagas of Icelanders. Pilirandi sees nine women in black
raiment and with drawm swords oding toward him from the norh,
and nine women in bright raiment riding toward him on white horses
from the south. The black-clad women arrive first and attack him,
and despite his stout defense they cut him down. He lives long encugh
to relate his experience, the interpretation of which has already been
discussed. It seems likely that BiSirandi, whose behavior and attitude
are almost too obviously those of a Christian, has undergone con-
version abroad, and it is a well-known fact that his father was con-
verted by Pangbrandr before Christinnity was officially adopted in
Teeland.

The only one of the [dendingasigur that centers around the spiri-
tual conflict of an individual is Hallfreffar saga. On the surface this
saga is a love story, somewhat like Gunrlaugs saga, but the confron-
tation between Hallfrelir and King O4afr {ch. 5) marks the beginning
of a spiritual struggle that ends only with the poet's death. On his
arrival in Morway HallfreSr is sdmonished by the king ‘to reject
witchcraft and the ewil faith and to believe in the trus God, the
Creator of heaven and earth’ (kasta forneskju ok illum Strinali, en
inia 4 sannan gud, skapara himins ok jarSar), HallfreSr agrees to be
baptized—but only on the condition that the king himself be his
sponsor. Unlike more zealous converts (ch. 6), Hallfrelr does not
speak ill of the pagan gods:

Hallfrede lastafi ekki pofiin, b& at alicir menn hallmeli peim, kval cigi
purfa nt fimela peim, pd af mesn vikdi sig tria 4 hao,
Huollfrefr did not decry the pods even though other men deprocated them.

He said it was not necessary to digparage the gods even i one did not wish
to believe in 1hem,
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A verse in which Hallfrelir admits that he formerly enjoyed the
worship of Oinn brings on a second debate with the king, in which
Hallfrefr speaks only in werse. Gradually the verses become less
pagan and more Christian until the king’s displeasure with his ‘diffi-
cult skald® (vandreSaskild) is maollified. The king's ire is aroused
again when HallfreSr slays one of his courtiers and is accused by the
slain man's brother of secretly engaging in pagan sacrifice and carry-
ing with him an image of Pérr. To regain the king’s good graces,
HallfreBir is to kill or blind & cerain pagan as punishment for his
refosal to accept Christianity.

After putting out one of the pagan’s eyves, HallfreSr proceeds to
Gautland (ch. 7), where he is set upon by a highwayman. In dire
straits he calls upon the White Christ for help, and succeeds in over-
coming his adversary “with the help of God and the good luck of
King Olafr' (med fulltingi gulis ok giptu Olifs konungs). In Gautland
{ch. 8) Hallfrefr marries a pagan woman, and is so highly csteemed
and so well treated by her kinsmen that his observance of Christianity
gradually diminishes to blowing over his drinking horn in the form of
@ cross and perhaps singing an occasional psalm: “Pat haffi hann
helzt il troar, at hann blés [ kross yfir drykk sioom, d8r hann drakk,
en fatt sGng hann.'

In the third year of Hallfrel's sojourn among the heathen (ch. 9),
King Olifr appears to him looking very angry. He reproaches him for
having cast off his faith and commands him to return to the court.
Here a priest hears Hallfre®'s confession and baptizes his wife Ingi-
bjdrg and their two sons, To atone for his weakness in the faith and
for having lived so long among pagans, Hallfrelir at the behest of the
king composes a poem on the creation.

During a boef interlude in Iceland following the death of his wife,
Hallfrefir challenges his old rival Griss to a duel, but King Olifr, as
s0 often, appears in a dream and warns against it. News of the death
of his roval patron shocks HallfreSr so deeply that be plans wen-
geance against Jarl Eirikr. Again Olifr appears in a dream and urges
Hallfrefr to commemorate the Jarl in a drdpa instead.

In the deseription of Hallfre®'s death and burial the author master-
fully depicts and resolves the conflicting forces in the life of the

Gripla 9
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troublesome poet. Fatally injured when struck by a sailyard during a
storm, HullfreSr sces his guardian spirit in the form of a large woman
wearing a mail coat and walking on the waves. He takes leave of her,
and she then becomes the fvlefukena of hiz son Hallfrelir, Thereupon
he recites his last poem, declaring that he could die peaccfully if he
knew his soul were saved. He fears nothing except hell, yet he is
willing to let God decide where he will live in the next world, His
coffin, containing three gifts from King Olifr, drifis ashore in the
Hebrides, where it is plandered and the body sunk in a bog. Apprised
in a vision by King Oldfr of the desecration, the abbot of a nearby
monastery has the body properly buried:

Lik HollfreBar var fhde til kirkju ok vor profit virSeligs. Kalekr var perr

af hrimglem, en altariskiedi af skikkioani, en kertastikur & hjibmisum.

Hallfre®'s Bady was broaght fo ike church, where i was buried in 2 worthy
manner. A chalice was made from ihe ring, an altar cloth from the cloak.,
and camdle sticks from the helmet.,

I have dwelt at some length on Hallfreffar saga because of the fact
that this story is usnally interpreted as a conventional skdidasaga, iec.,
a love story with a poet as hero. Yet not even the most cursory
reading of the saga permits such an interpretation. Halllred's intro-
ductory description occurs in chapter 2 and his affection for Kol-
finna i bricfly reported at the end of chapter 3. His first confronta-
tion with King Olifr occurs in chapter 5, and from that point on,
except for a brief interlude following his wife's death, Hallfrel’s
thoaights and actions result from or are closely bound up with the
siruggle between paganism (which, among other things, supplied the
metaphors for his poetry!), and Christianity, embodied in the stern,
dominating, inescapable figure of the missionary king. Spiritually
Hallirelir i5 caught betwesn these opposing forces just as he was
fettered physically on three occasions. Although King Olifr gradually
dominates and directs his life more and moere, HallfreSr is not comp-
letely freed of traces of paganism until he takes leave of hiz fylgiu-
kona (walking on the waves as if on land!) and, despite his under-
standable fear of hell, confidently commends his soul to God's mercy.
The completion of the transition from paganism to Christianity is
symbolized by the transformation of the King's thres gifts into objects
associated with Christian worship,
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At the outset we considéred thréee ways in which saga writers
stressed the superfority of Christians over pagans: through the guali-
fied praise of pagan heroes, through the attribution of superiority of
heroes to the fact that they were Christian rather than pagan, and
through the declaration that the individual, although pagan, was the
equal in morality and conduct of the very best Christians. Still an-
other effective method is through the use of contrastive characteriza-
tion. One of the best examples of this technique i found in Fédpn-
firflinga sapa (chs. 4=5), where the avarice and truculence of two
chieftains, Brodd-Helgi and Geitir, are made to seem all the more
reprehensible when contrasted with the gentlencss and generosity of
the sea-faring trader Porleifr hinn kristni,

Porleif's partner, a Norwegian named Hrafn, is slain under circum-
stances that strongly implicate the two chieftains as the instigators of
the crime. Brodd-Helgi and Geitir appropriate Hrafn's property, but
Porleifr retrieves it and returns it to his partner’s kinsmen in Norway.
The two chieftains suspect each other of having stolen a pold ring
and a chest (thought to be full of gold and silver) that belonged to
the slain Norwegian, and as this suspicion increases, their friendship
decrenses and eventually turns into hostility, Upon his return from
Norway, Porleifr is cited for nonpayment of the temple tax by a
woman named Steinwdr, the priestess of the chief temple. The case
against Porleifr is assumed by Brodd-Helgi, who manipulates a certain
Digr-Ketill into summoning Porleifr for this infraction of the law.
After reluctantly carrying out this task, Digr-Ketill is forced by a
fierce snowstorm to accept shelter from Porleifr; and by the time the
storm. abates, the relationship between the two has become so condial
that Digr-Ketill refuses to prosecute Porleifr, leaving Brodd-Helgi to
suffer moral defeat and disgrace. Having served his purpose, Porleifr
hing kristni quietly disappears from the story. Brodd-Helgi's disregard
for the rights of others eventually becomes so gross that Geitir is
compelled to kill him. Geitir in turn is killed by Bjarni Brodd-Helga-
son, and when Geiti’s son borkell seeks to avenge the death of his
father, it seems as though the curse (eregedgr) put upon Helgi by the
first vicim of his axe will continue ‘medan landit er byget’. But
eventually Bjarni's good will and moderation prevail over borkel's
stubborn demand for revenge, and tranquility is once more restored.
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In Porsteing pdrttr stangarhiges, a pendam to Vdpafirdinga saga writ-
ten some 50 years after the composition of this story, Bjormi becomes
a trimade pukill and, like so many sagn heroes, makes a pilgrimage
to Rome.

And finally we come to Njdla, the mightiest of the Sagas of Tce-
landers, and about this literary masterpicce we could talk until
doomsday. Almost all of the various means of expressing antipagan
sentiment that we have already touched upon can be found in this
remarkable work of art. We have scen that magic, witcheraft, and
sorcery were said by the author to be the couse of much of the
trouble and tragedy in this story; and, of course, destiny and fortune
also have important functions. But what must be the supreme irony
in the most ironic of all the [slendingasigur is the strange rdle played
by Nijdll himself. The aothor states (ch. 20) that Njal's “advice was
gound and benevolent, and always terned out well for those who
followed it’. And yet a careful reading of the saga reveals that Njil's
nobility and benevolence contribute no less to the disaster and de-
struction of himself and his family than do the malevolent, baleful
forces of pagan sorcery. All of Njal's planning and scheming, his in-
tellectual efforts to alter and fend off fate are of oo avail. It is only
through the transformation of the pagan concept of indifferent, im-
mutable destiny into the Christian concept of benign providence that
death and destruction are transvaluated into spiritual victory., What
would have been total defeat according to the pagan view of life
becomes penance and atonement for the heinous erime and $in com-
mitted by Mjil's flesh and blood against his spirtual son Hiskuldr:

Werlid vel vilh ok meelid eigi mBru, bvi ot £ et mun vern, en pd skyldi
langt il anmars slike. Trdil bér ok pvi, at pull or miskusnsamr, ok min
hann o35 eigi bedl lita brenna pessa heims ok annars,'

Take heart and speak no words of despair, for this will be oaly & brief
storm, and it will be long befare another ome like §t comes. Have faith in
God's mercy, for he will mod ket us burn in this world and the sext.’

Al the beginning of this paper 1 stated that I intended neither to
engage in controversy nor to develop a thesis regarding religious bias
in the Sagas of Icelanders. Instead, 1 wished merely to review with
you a selection of representative passages in which saga writers reveal
their attitudes toward paganism and/or Christianity. In so doing we
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concentrated on the texts themselves, quoting extensively and ex-
clusively from the sagas and disregarding the polemic literature about
them, For those of us who read and enjoy the sagas as serious fiction
created in Toeland for the most part in the thirteenth century, there is
nothing mew or startling either in the quotations or in my comments
about them. For others, however, who may be more intimately ac-
guainted with romantic speculations about the sagas than with the
texts themselves, some of the quotations (and my commentary) may
have been just a bit annoying or disquieting, since they do not always
say what sagas are supposed to say.,

There seems, for instance, 1o be far too muoch praise of Christians
and deprecation of pagans in these passages. Even if the adoption of
Christianity was such an important event in the history of Iceland,
was it really necessary for so many saga writers to make such a big
thing of it in stories that are, according to romantic doctrine, pre-
dominantly pagan? Even more disquicting questions are raised by the
statement in Sterlenga sapa that Sturla Sighvatsson made a pilgrim-
age to Fome to receive absolution for his transgressions and those of
his father, and by the various requests made by dying pagans that
their Christian conguerors name sons for them, Perhaps the numerous
accounts in saga literature of pilgrimages to Rome and the Holy Land
are more than a casual concession to the Church? And why did so
many writers of pagan sagas find it necessary to condemn so many
pagan practices? And why, if the sagas were writlen from the pagan
point of view, is the belief in pagan gods so consistently depicted as
baleful or ludicrous or both?

According to romantic saga doctrine the Christian eélemeént in the
sagas is slight and superficial, having little or nothing to do with their
essence or substance, If this were so, we should have to regard more
than half of Hallfre®ar sapa as a superfluous superimposition, and the
haunting dream verses in Gisla sagae would have to be eliminated as
late emendations. And Njdls saga would no longer be the mightiest of
the Sagas of Icelanders, for we would have to regard some of the
most memorable and meaningful passages of this monumental repu-
diation of the old way of life as improper intrusions on the heathen
viewpoint that must, according to romantic doctrine, inform the fs-
lendingasBgur. Mjal's adoption of Hiskuldr, whose father was slain by
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his own sons in an endeavor to assure peace between the two familics;
Hiiskuld's words of forgiveness when slain by his brothers: "May God
help me and forgive all of you!’; Flosi's inner conflict between the
pagan duty of blood vengeance and the keen realization that burning
Mjill and his family was a transgression against God; Njil's deliberate
and premeditated sacrifice of himself and his family in expiation of
the sins of his sons; SkarphéSin’s symbolic burning of a cross on his
back and chest; the saintly glow of MNjal's body; Hallr af Si8a's renun-
ciation of compensation for his slain son in an effort to bring about a
truce between the hostile partics; the reconciliation between Flosi and
Kiri after both have received absolution of their sins in Rome; and
the marriage between Hildigunnr, who unleashed fearful vengeance
for the slaying of Hiskuldr, and Kéri, who wreaked equally fearful
countervengeance for the buming, as a symbolic pledge of the per-
manence of that reconciliation—all of this would have to be scrapped
as superficial Christian additions to a pagan story. But this, of course,
is patent nonsense, and speculation of this kind can only lead away
from the meaning of Nidla and, indeed, from the meaning of all the
Sagaz of Icelanders.

What conclusions can we reasonably draw from the saga passages
quoted and discussed here? Without in any way generalizing about the
Istendingastignr as a genre, we can state that to the extent that thesc
quotations represent the views of the authors and are integral parts of
the sagas in which they occur, they do not scem to lend support to
the romantic doctrine that these stories were written from a pro-pagan
point of view.



