REGIS BOYER

PAGANISM AND LITERATURE:
THE SO-CALLED ‘PAGAN SURVIVALS' IN THE
SAMTIPARSOGUR

SikcE the general theme of this Conference deals with “The Sagas
and Medieval Tcelandic Socicty’, the precise subject 1 have chosen to
develop here may seem puzzling at first view: one is not obliged 10
see immediately the link between Medieval Icelandic Society, its re-
flection or embodiment or direct translation into the saga world, and
the pagan survivals such as they appear in the serififarséeur.

Before investigating the matter more accurately, and elocidating the
puzzle, 1 have to explain why I chose, and limited my researches to the
samyifarséigur, here below understood as the whole Sturlunga Sapa and
most of the Biskupa Ségur.! According to the classification proposed by
SigurBur Nordal in Nordisk Knlter VIIT B (1953), the difference be-
tween the samiifgrsigur and all other sorts of sagas comes from the
distance in time which separates the presumed author of the work and
the facts, more or less historical, that he relates, In the case of the fs-
lendingasiigur or family sagas, this distance is wsually three or more
centuries (two and a half at the very least). In the samrifarségur, this
distance is often much less significant, and in some cases, such as Sturla
PorSarson’s fslendinga Saga, it is non-existent since here the author is
also one of the personalities in the saga. On the other hand, the purpose
of the authors of the samtifarsSeur is visibly to wnte history, in the
meaning the word had in the Middle Ages, that is a kind of chronicle of
the events they had themselves experienced or learnt about from reliable
witnesses. It follows that the image of society given by the samiifar-
séigur has every chance of being far closer to reality than that which we
find in all other kinds of sagas. Also, it seems highly probable that a

! The references will be to: Biskwpo Sfgur. Gulini Jdesson bjd dl preniunar.
Reykjovik, 1953, 4 wol.; Siwelumpa Sepa, Jén Joknnnesson, Magnis Pinnbogason,
Kristjiin EMjarn. Reykjavik, 1946, 2 vol. All the sagns will be quoted by thelr titles
and pumber of chapler in these editions.
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good number of samniSarsépur must have been written earlier than
other sorts of sagas, These later sagas, if we consider the nature of the
saga iself—a subject 1 shall not touch here—are more likely to be sub-
mitted to a kind of literary convention which, so to speak, controls
the way the texis were written, but one may presume that this literacy
is not 50 great or deep in the samiifarsdgur as elsewhere, 1 mean that
they could be more faithful to reality; also they may well have been
used as models for many fedlendingastigur, which then probably re-
fined the devices and techniques used in the former. Finally, it is
more difficult to accuse them of trying o project present situations
into the past, a reproach which may be brought upon many an fs-
levidingasapa, not to speak of formaldarséeur and the like.

In fact, this paper would like to make an attempt at studying one
important feature of Icelandic medieval society, that is 1o say, its relig-
ious attitudes such as expressed in the samfifarsfpur and, more pre-
cisely, to raise the problem of the *Pagan Revival’ (la Renaissance pai-
enne) in XIIIth century Ieeland, since many a scholar—{or instance F,
Panssche®? — has used this expression, In the X1Ith century, lecland
has been christianized for more than two centuries. Has the victory of
the Church over old Morthern paganism been complete? And in that
case, why and how has this pagan revival been possible, or more ex-
acily, how genuine is this revival?

Before studying the pagan survivals in the samifarsdgur, however,
two things are necessary: we have first to make certain obvious reserva-
tions about the way & new type of culture and civilization can both rein-
state and eradicate an older one: and then, to define the principles
according to which the study of the phenomenon will be conducted.

I} As for the reservations to be made it should be bom in mind
that there are a cerfain pumber of immemorial siroctures (dealing in
general with the fundamental organization of the society, the “Weltan-
schavung' and ethics) which can survive for centuries or more, inde-
pendently of the superficial culture adopted by a country. As Mircea
Eliade points out:

= F. Pansche: Norpes op [aloads Linteraiur, 2nd &, 1957, pp. 398 s5qq.
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It is trwe that most of the rural popalatiens of Esrope have been christian-
ized for more than a millenary. Buf they have succeeded in integroting inio
iheir christianity a great part of thelr pre-christian heritage of an immemor-
ial amtiquity. 1t would be inaccurnte to believe that, for this reason, the
peasanls of Burope are not Christians. /. . . / When they accepsed Chriss-
ianity, the European peasanis infegrated Imto ibeir new foith the cosmic
religion they kad preserved since Prehistory.®
If these basic structures are either inoffensive or neutral, or may easily
be adopted (adapted) by the new religion, they are obviously of mini-
mum significance or interest 10 us. The present study will, accordingly,
deal only with the ‘offensive’ apparatus of Northern paganism.

Moreover, since all the Ieelandic medieval texts which interest us now
were composed some two or threée centuries after the christianization of
the country, and composed either by clerics or by authors who had
received a partly clerical education, we must not expect to find pagan
features directly or openly; these texts ask for a *second reading’, and it
is on the so to speak “unconscious® level that they may be interesting. To
give an example, when, in fslendinga Saga, chapter 55, Aron Hitrleifs-
son, having just killed Régnvaldr, takes his weapons and clothes and
throws his corpse into the sea far from the coast, we may suppose that
there iz here a survival of an ancient custom of burving in the wilder-
ness, under stones (kasa, fera [ wrd) or of casting into the sea the bodies
af ill-doers, sorcerers and the like. But in foct, the practice may just as
well be Christian and represent a refusal to bary a villain in the soil of
Chiristian Tceland!

Let us first observe that most of the “pagan survivals' appear in the
kenningar of the visur included in the samuiarsiigur, or in artistic ob-
jects such as discovered by archaeologists.* As E. O. Sveinsson most
rightly says,‘if Northern paganism seems to be still alive in the XIITth
century, it i85 in first place because of the zcalds'.® In this respect,
these traces must be relevant to a kind of literary convention and we
should be nght in suspecting them of being devoid of living meaning.
Accordingly, they should be treated with caution.

It is also important to keep in mind the way the Church worked, in

& Le Sacré el [e Frofane, Paris, 1265, p. 138,
4 See instances in K. Eldjira: Kueil op hougfé, Revkjavik, 1956,
§ Um [slenzkar Madsbpre, Reykjavik, 1940, p. 66,
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the Morth as elsewhere, in fighting against paganism.® The Church
acted in four different directions: a) it accepted such features or be-
liefs which did not in any way contradict its own teachings (for in-
stance, belief in the existence of another world, a tenet common both
to Northern paganism and to Christianity); b) it adapted those features
which could easily be christianized, as for example some of the major
festivalz, fol becoming similar to Christmas, or such nites as ausa barn
vaini, supposing this last one to be actually anterior to, and different
from Christian baptism; c) it tried to devaloate features and belicfs
which appeared fo present o threat to Christian doctrine. Certain be-
liefs in the Mordic gods may be included in this category, and one is
justified in sceing a Christian intention behind eddic poems such as
Lokasenna and Hirbardsliod, where gods are more or less nidiculized,
and d) it openly struggled against features and beliefs which it could
not accept, human sacrifices for instance, or the exposure of new-bom
children, and apparently, it succeeded in this work of eradication. It
is, for example, most surprising to discover that there is no mention
at all in the samtiffarsGgur either of these practices, or of those fea-
turés known to us through the frlendingasfpur, such as hélmganga,
fdsibradralag (1 mean here, the ceremony itself), and, what is still
more surprising, seidr.

Anvhow, it remains clear that in our present discussion only points
c) and d) above are of importance to us,

2) Now for the principles: I should like to try to show that the so-
called pagan revival in Iceland is the result of foreign and literary in-
fluences, which came to Jeeland through the institotion of the Church,
which acted here either directly, or as an intermediary. I would also
like to show that there is a kind of displacement of time (décalage) or
deliberate attempt to fuse past and present by including archaic ele-
ments in the texts. And, finally, that the pagan features which may
appear in the semtifarsdgur have, not unfrequently, an origin which
is mof local: they could have been borrowed from foreign sources and
adapted to local taste.

This paper being a study in method, I shall not try directly, or at

8 Sce H. Delehaye: Les Mpende: hagiographigues, Bruxelbes, 3¢ &, 1527,
Chapitre V1.
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least only in passing, to venture upon historical evidence. It goes with-
out saying, for instance, that one cannet but be strongly impressed by
the Irsh example in the IXth cenfury, particularly where, in some-
what similar circumstances, there had also been an attempl at recre-
ating the distant past, and of committing the ancient traditions to
writing. For the fact is that pagan resurgences appear more and more
frequently in Ieelandic literatore as time elapses.

Thus, this little study will try to show that the so-called pagan sur-
vivals in the samrifarségur look like a patient and deliberate recon-
struction. Our object of study s & number of literary texts, and they
must be viewed in their entirety as literary artefacts if the significance
of an apparently pagan revival, contained within them, is to be appre-
ciated. For the sake of clanty 1 will first examine elements of possibly
pagan cults, and the apparently pagan features of certain social insti-
tutions, T will then move on to the pods and related myihs, then beliefs
concerning life after death, and finally witcheraft and magic; all this
in an attempt to present an overall view.

L CULT AND INSTITUTIONS

As a principle in this section, in order to be considered as penuine, a
survival should still be of some living significance, and often they are.
In most cases, however, they have been accepled without strugple or
adapted (one could say: ‘recuperated’) and even here, numercus in-
stances of reconstructions or importations are visible.

a) We shall first enumerate features which seem Inalienable and
genuine, but which may, nonetheless, be the result of deliberate recon-
struction,

The importance of the family (@), according to the ancient Ger-
manic and Nordic conception, understood as a sacred community in
the bosom of which the peace (fridr or griff) was warranted and the
links of which are felt to be binding (5ee the word skyldr which means
both: obliged to and akin to) remains and will remain living for a
long time, and the illustrations one could give of the fact, in the sam-
tiflarstigur, are very numerous (e.g. [sdlendinga Sapa, ch. 16; Porgils
Saga Skarfa, ch. 12. The whole argument of borgils Saga ok Haflifla
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(where Haflifii Misson feels compelled to protect his nephew, Mir
Berghdrasson in spite of his contempt for the man himself, but supports
him fyrir frendsemi sakir / ch. 6 /) rests upon this conception (sce also
Sturlu Saga, ch. 30 where GuSmundr dyri helps Pall Sélvason in a bad
affair, because he is married to Arndis, Pall's danghter; ibidem, [s-
lendinga Saga, ch, 39; Pdrdar Saga Kakala, ch. 2, Porgils Saga Skarda,
ch. 20).

However, although the consciousness of belonging to a family group
is nowhere absent from the mind of an Icelander, the religions or
sacred strength of the link seems more or less lost, mainly for political
or economic reasons. The & is no longer 4 sacred community (as
shown by M. Cahen),* but a collectivity united by bloodties, possibly
by affection, but chiefly through common interests and tradition, and
all this, in a direction which tends towards a rationalization of the
situation. Otherwise what way is there of explaining Gulmundr din's
barbanc remark; that it would make no difference even if his daughter
was included in the burning of Langahlif (Cefmundar Sapg Dyra, ch.
14), or the not less cruel reply of Eyjolfr Régnvaldsson to his father
who i3 inside the bejarfiis at BreifabOlsstadr when it is seb fire 1o,
Eyjolir calls to him three times to come out, and as the old man re-
fuscs, Eyjdlir shouts: “Brenndu par pd, djofulskarlinnl® {(Porgils Saga
Skarfa, ch. 32). Thos when Heuosler declares® that one never sees
father pitched against son, or brother against brother, he probably for-
geis the tumuliuous family of the Sturlungar!

The family cult had been responsible for the peneral organization
of the house?® for its sacred character, and for the solidanty which
reigned among its members? (visible in particular in the relations be-
tween master and servanis), However, it is hard to say that many
conscions traces of this cult remain in the mind of the Icelanders in
the Age of the Sturdungar, If the dndvegd is still the seal of honour
in the skali, it is rarely called by its name (Geirmundar Pdur Heljar-

1 La Libatton, Pards, 1921, p. Sand p, 2.

2 Zrm ldndischien Fehdeweren in der Sturlengenzeit, Berlin, 1912, p. 36,

3 Bee V. Golmundsson: Privatbaligen pd Isfand i sageriden, Kabeahavn, 1889,
passim.

4 & Piileson: SambGl hishendn og hjla & I.;Fﬁ'rddlﬂImmmm, mn Skirnir CV,
1931, pp. 218 and 235: “The boiase wns o place af pease.
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skinns, ch. 2; Sturfu Sapa, ch. 4; [sdendinga Saga, ch. 39) and we find
simply no mention at all of the dndvepizsiluer which, according to so
many instances in Landndmabdk, ought o be sure witnesses of a family
cult. Moreover, the word dndvegi itself is replaced by the continental
loan-word fidserf (in Prestssaga Gudmundar Gdfda, ¢h, 25) or even by
a perfectly neutral periphrasis: & inn evstra langbekk milflian, d inn
vesira bekk mifljan (fslendinpa Saga, ch. 170).

L&t us now look at some of the pagan sacraments: there is no trace
in our texts of the qusa barn vatni; the only ceremony which is men-
tioned is the baptism (skirn, verb skirg); nor of the birth rites (such as
presented by F. Strdm®); no fannfé, no indication of interesting sor-
vivals in betrothal or marriage. The rites of burial will be dealt with
at a later point.

The major annual festivals give an interesting example of substitution
or adaptation. They have more or less, all of them, been preserved,
but their significance has been aliered, although some practices could
casily be kept without harm. For instance, j#f has become the Chris-
tian Christmas, and nothing could prevent the maintaining of fdla-
vefzla, jdladrykkja, jolabod (Porgils Saga Skarfa, ch. 2 for instance)
and fdiaviss or jdlafridr, provided the object of all these practices
could be different from what it had been in the past. In the same
way, the Church has assimilated the vetrmair fo the feast of Saint
Michael (although Gudmundar Sapa Arasonar, ch. 41 makes the dis-
tinction) and the sumsarmndl to the feast of Saint John® The sense of
the sanctity, past and present, of these dates, is not lost, and even
their names remain unchanged: we very frequently find such expres-
sions as d verrndriahelgi (for instance in Porgils Sapa Skarda, ch. 25),
& sumarmila helel (Islendinga Sapa, ch. 146), ar mifsymarshelgi (Por-
gils Saga Skar®a, ch. 40). They go on playing an important part in
public life: marmiages, payment of fines, the concluding of a settle-
ment often takes place at verrner or at midju sumri (Flendinga Saga,
¢h. 5). Curicus also is the fact that the third day of the einmdnadar-
sarmkvima (The meeting of the kreppsmenn, supposing the kreppar to

* Nordisk hedendom, Tro och sed § fovkrinen td, Giscborg, 1961, p. 42,
& L. Musset: Histoire des peuples scandinaves au Moyen Age, Paris, 1955, p.
135,
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be a genuinely pagan institution in Iceland) is reserved for the for-
mulation of public vows (heitdagr).T

If now we cast a glance over some fundamental aspects of the
political and juridical institutions, it is clear that the greatest part of
the deepest structures has remained unchanged, baving in fact nothing
to offend the new ideals coming from abroad. The old Germanic law
had very ancient roots, its spirit was quite original, and most of its
specific constitwents—the administrative and political system, the juris-
diction, the constitution of popular assemblies or ping—existed long
before the settlement of Iceland. The link between religion and law
was also particularly deep-rooted, and this feeling could not but re-
main very sensitive, even in the XIIIth century. For instance, when
Porgils skarli delegates his powers to Porlir Hitnesingr to consecrate
the aufumn Mng at Pverd (helpa Pverdrieid, Porgils Sapa Skarfa, ch.
27), it is clear that this consecration is a ceremony which iz older
than the christianization of Iceland, even though Borlir had to pro-
nounce Christian formulas. The same applies to the drinking toasts, as
we will see later; the Church could modify the formulag, it could not
alter the rites. And, sacred as it had certainly once been, we are aston-
ished to see that one unique passage in the whole bulk of the sam-
H8arsdgnr, Porgils Saga ok Haflila, ch. 16 (where, moreover, the
ironical intention is clear too), alludes to the inviolability of the bimg
(binghelgrin). What is far more obviocus in the sameifarsbgur, with
their ceaseless fights, battles and murders during the albing sessions
and even in the Migréita (Prestssagas Gudmundar Gdda, ch. 2], is that
the sacred character of this institution was not much felt. In a similar
way, the respect for the tribunals, the authonty of which should have
been very old and undisputed, is, in the Swrlung Age, much contested.
In 1234, Bishop Magnis Girurarson is obliged to forbid people to
carry weapons before tribunals (fslendinga Saga, ch. 99), a fact which
the deplorable habit of Alevpa wpp déminum (Porgils Saga ok Haflida,
ch. 18; Sturln Saga, ch. 5) justifies enough.

Mow, in the conduct of war or warlike enterprises, we could expect
to find traces of ancient customs.® Besides practices which do not seem

T See E, Bull: Folk o Kirke | Middelalderen, Kristiana, 1912, p. 46.
§ See R Boyer: La guerre en Islande @ Diige des Sturlungar, in later-Nord 11,
1971, pp. 184-202.
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to convey any particular religious significance, and may be relevant to
the 50 to speak natural ways of proceeding (as, for instance, the kvl
in Idendinga Saga, ch. 80), and besides those which may be described
as Viking customs (the bera allt til stanga of Porgils Saga Skarfa, ch.
60}, we find the famous wedge formation earlier noticed by Tacitus®
in Idendinga Saga, ch. 155 or Pérfar Saga Kakala, ch. 42. We know
from Skjdldunga Saga that Oinn himself was supposed to have initi-
ated this tactic.’® fslemdinga Saga, ch. 155 has the word rani (the
snout of a pig). But here as elsewhere, it is never apparent that the
possible religious sense of the practice is stll of living or conscious
significance. On the other hand, in battles such as the onc at Orlygs-
stafiir, the strategy, if one can describe it as such, is banal, and the
greal warman of the time, Porlr kakali, tries to apply European
tactics in Iceland. We can also mention the swearing of the truce,
grif, a very frequent practice in the samidarsdgnr. These texts give us
every possible detail about this practice, and we have every evidence
that the institution was highly regulated (see for instance fdlendinga
Saga, ch, 67, or Porgils Saga Skarfa, ch. 15). If, as scems certain
seeing the formulas preserved in Grdgds or in Grerila, the operation
had a sacred character, then the Church had no difficulty in adapting
it and associating it with the truce of God such as edicted by the
Council of Nice in 1041, The fact is that we see the progressive
appearance of the word kirkjugrid (e.g. Pdrfer Sage Kakala, ch. 31)
in our texis, to replace the simple gri.

There remains one wvery interesting survival in Hdkomar Saga
Hékonarsonar'® by Sturla. The latter remarks that, in the year of
Hékon's accession to the throne, ‘there was a good year, fruit trees
yielded fruit twice in the year and the wild birds hatched twice'. This,
naturally, reminds us of the ancient belicf in the sacred king elected
il drs ok fridar, dreell ok friffsell®® True to sy, this detail, which
would obviously show a clear survival, applies to Norway, not to
XIIIth century Teeland. Has Sturla felt it inoffensive for his com-
patriots where the sitnation was quite different? Or have we o inter-

B Fermania, W1, 6: moles per cwenos compeniir.

18 See Cleasby-Viglisson-Cralgic: anbcles hamalr, sviafylking and roni.
1 Quoted here after the MNorwegian translation by A. Holtsmark.

12 Bee F. Brim: op. cil., pp. 48=-51.
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pret it as a Morthern version of the ecclesiastical new view about the
monarchy of divine origin (ln monarchie de droit divin)?

b} We can now study features where the instances of adaptation or
assimilation by the Church are more clearly visible. We have just seen
cases in which the transference into a Christian context has already
been completed. Here are a mumber of examples in which this transi-
tion is even more evident:

Let us take first the word Bldi. The sacnfice, as evervbody knows,
was the very centre of Northern paganism, the real moment when the
whole pagan assembly felt united in a communion with the gods. In
its successive phases, it represented the religion itself, certainly Far
more than the myths or individual practices. The Landndrmabdl could
bear witness of its importance, if it did not also occur in a series of
texts which do mot belong to samilarsdpur and show a remarkable
tendency to archaism. What must be stated here is that there is no
mention at all of bldt in our texts. The word bldimadr occurs in Gefr-
nndar Pdarie Heljarskinns, che 5, but we shall see that this §5s a text
which does not deserve a place among the contemporary sagas and is
in fact already an [dlendingazaga. For the rest, the word bdt which
occurs in fslendinga Sapa, ch. 67, 71 and 95, has suffered such a de-
valuation that it means simply swear or revile (bidr ok bilvun). And
the term bidiskapr weed in Jons Sapa Helga I, ch. 12, iz a pure syn-
onym of kdolatry, copied down from some Latin text by Gunniaugr
the monk.

The sacrificial banquet or weizla (in iis onginal form) could be
long-lived, since it included practices which were other than sacred.
Its importance in the Sturlung Age has remained considerable, and it
15 still the ‘communion in drinking' defined by M. Cahen* Iis general
form has not been altered: placing people according fo their rank,
b:ing'mg tables and food, pronouncing the old formdli il drs ok fridar,
drinking to the memory of the dead, eating and drinking until drunk-
enness; during the weizla, entertainment of the guests with plays,
dances, reading or recitations of sagas and poems: all this 15 often
shown, the best instance being the veizla in Reykjahdlar in Porgils
Saga ok Haflida, ch. 10 (but see also fslendinga Saga, ch. 39 or 170).

13 Lo Libaticn, op. cit., p. 29.
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Here, the Church could not alter the situation and it had to adapt
itself to circumstances. This it did by re-directing the old custom or
institution to its own uses and benefits, The meaning and the import-
ance of the veizla came from the drink (beer, &) which was con-
sumed, and which had to be consecrated first, Thence, the importance
of the formdli and of the toasis. And we can see from our texts that
the adaptation has been exhaustive: there are weizlur for purely reli-
gious purposes (not to speak of the assimilation of f& o Christmas).
In Pils Saga Byskups, ch. 7, a veizla is given for the exhumation of
Bishop Porlik’s relics; the same text, ch. 14, informs us that, in any
place where he was invited, Bishop Pill had the formdli pronounced.
As for the toasts, which were supposed to be given formerly o O8-
inn, Pémr and Freyr, they are now given to Christ, the Holy Virgin
and Sqaint Michael (Lérenifus Saga, ch. 36; Hikonar Saga Hikonar-
somar, p. 232). The toasts in honour of the dead (drekka full frenda)
are replaced by toasts to the dead man for whom the banguet is given
(drekka mrinni fadur, for instance). In other words: if the fundamental
meaning and importance of the veizla, the assertion of the sacred
character of the group, had remained unchanged through the times,
its expressions and its precise rites have been given a Christian con-
tent, and there is no instance in the saruifarsdenr of genuine survival
of pagan elements in the vefzla, not at least in its external forms.
Another important feature of the ancient bigr was, if we are 1o
trust such texts as Hervarar Saga ok Heldreks, the taking of oaths,
usually so as to accomplish extraordinary deeds. This institution was
obviously deeply rooted since we find it in the legislation, where it
constituted a legal method of disculpation. If we assume the {ormula
contained in Fipa-Gldms Saga' to be authentic, then the oath taker
had to swear upon a sacred ring placed in the temple or hof and the
oath was o be made to the famous Ass inn almduki, supposing that
this last expression does not betray a Christian and, accordingly, un-
genuine tincture. The comparison with Arna Saga Byskups, ch. 59,
where bishop Arni himself dictates the formula, is enlightening: Ass
inn almdteki has given place to gud and the stallahringr to the bdk,
that i to say the Bible. The word bargeidr has been replaced by bdk-
&ifr or even by [Ggeifr, which is thus ‘neutral’ rather than offensive.
W folerzk Fornrit 1X, p. 86. See also Landadmabat, Hauksbék, ch. 268
Ciriple 10
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And the only two passages in the samiidarsdgur which give any de=
tails state that, if one does not swear upon the Bible (fdendinga Saga,
ch. 129} it should be on the Holy Rood (ibidern, ch. 156).

One further point: it concerns the names of the days of the wesk
and of the months of the vear. If we are to trust Jons Saga Helpa 1,
ch. 24, Bishop Jén Ogmundarson would be the man who tried to
substitute for the pagan names of the days of the week, such new
names as annarre dagr viky, prifjidagr and so on. We must confess
that he succeeded in a remarkable way whereas, elsewhere in Europe,
the efforts of for instance Bede the Venerable, or Isidore of Sevilla
were a failure.” We find once Tysdagr (filendinga Sapa, ch. 124) and
once Pdrsdagr (Porldks Saga Byskups, ch, 18) in the whole bulk of
our texts and most often even sunnidagr is replaced by drdrrinsdagr.
The same applies 1o the names of the months, Alongside einmdnadr,
we find two instances of gdf (fslendinga Sapa, ch. 43, and Konungs
Anndll for year 1276). Mo mention of borri, frermdnadr, hratmdnalr
or the others, The silence of the texis (latin expressions are in fact
gencrally used for preference) is here particularly cloguent.

We now come to instances where reconstructions or imponations
are highly probable. I am here concerned with two different phenom:-
enons: certain features in the fdlendingasdper or similar texts, do not
appear in the samtifarsdour, and must therefore be deliberate recon-
structions in the former, whatever their sources; on the other hand,
there are many elements in the samsifarsdgur which are strongly ré-
miniscent of details extant in European sources and which must there-
fore have been adapted to Icelandic conditions.

We can take place names as an example of the first phenomenon:
the discrepancies between samifarstpur and Fslendingasfpur (and
Landmima) are here very striking. A preat number of toponyms wit-
nessing the presence of a cult place has been listed by specialists?®
They are generally simply missing in the samiffarsdgur where we can
find only about a score of them in all?™ Mo Blébjirk, no Godafoss,

18 See Bede: De Temporibus, in Migne P, L., wol. XC, col, 281, or Isidore In
Migne P. L., vol. LXXXII, col. 181,

¥ For instance O, Briem: Heldinn sfur d Fslandi, Reykjavik, 1945, pp, 75-85
and 134=137.

T That is: Helgafell, Heljardaksheilir, Hofshdfi, Surishellir, barsmark, Poranes
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no Landdisasteinar, such as are to be found in Landndma, Are we 1o
conclude that these latter are fingered formations? that is, do they
exist there merely for the sake of couleur locale? Besides, the com-
parison made by Kolsrud between place names which remind of the
name of a pagan god in Norway and similar place names in Iceland™
shows a big difference, and it must be added that Kolsrud has investi-
gated the whole of saga literature,

One might expect that pagan rites of death and burial would sur=
vive im XIIth century Iceland, especially if we bear in mind the
minute descriptions given in Gldma, Gisla Saga Sirssonar or Egla,
and recall that these particular social institutions are amongst the
most conservative in their development. But in reality this is not the
case: there are ao velta ndbjargir, no helskdr in Strlurga, One most
wonder, accordingly, whether the picturesque details just mentioned
have not been taken from Latin or European sources where magical
or strange practices concerning death are very frequent.

There is a field where discrépancies are still more surprising: it re-
gards the so called ancient laws or judicial practices, so abundantly
illustrated in fslendingastignr. And this discrepancy is not only appar-
ent in a comparison between samrifarsdgur and family sagas, it also
exists between the samiffarsigur and Gragds, If we compare the three
thousand pages of the semtidarsdgur with the three hundred pages of
a group including Viga-Glims Saga, Hrajnkels Saga Freysgoda and
Gisla Saga Sirssomar, we discover that the former do not say one
word of things which are clearly stated in the latter, such as hdine-
ganga (IF IX, p. 12 or VI, pp. 10-11), the accusation against a dead
man whose corpse is unburied (IF IX, pp. 32=33), the I¥riir or godi's
veto (IF IX, p. 84), the exact formulation of caths (IF IX, p. £6), the
nifistéing (IF IX, p. 88 or VI, p. 10), the taking of land by fire (IF
IX, p. 89), the exact details about the way a férdnsddmr has to be
held (IF X1, p. 118), the vdpnatak (ibidem), the fostbredralag (IF VI,
p. 125), the peirnaglar (IF VI, p. 22), the differcnce between lannvig
and mord (IF VI, p. 44), the rites concerning the shrouding of the

in Surlunga and Heljardalsé, Hofsd, Hofsstadir (iwice), Hofsieigr, Hirgd, Hirg-
ficdalr, Hirgirdalsheific, Hcgsholi, Hécgsland, Reynir, Reynines and seven dif-
ferent Hof in the Birknpa Sagur.

18 Noregs Kyrkjeroga L Millomalderen, Cabo, 1958, pp. 49-50.
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dead (IF V1, pp. 45—46) and the seitr (iF VI, p. 56). We should not
know anything about these pagan elements if we had only the sam-
fidarsigur a1 our disposal,

Are we therefore to conclude that the three [slendingaséigur just
mentioned, as well as the Frlendingasdipnr as a group, reflect a delib-
crate attempt to reconstruct these pogan clements? Two possibilities
present themselves: Either (i) that the features listed above, that exist
in the stendingasfgur, but are missing in the samtfdarséigur, arc more
or less genuine, and reflect an effort on the parts of the authors 1o
recreate a past in accordance with their ideas of what it should have
been like, or (i) that these features were still social realities in the
thirteenth century, yet the authors of the samiidarsdgur wanted io
eliminate them from their texts so as to comply with the claims of the
Church. The second view is hardly tenable since many different writers
composed saniifarsdeyr, and the same man may well have written
both an [slendingasaga and a samtifarsaga, as is probably the case
with Sturla Pdr¥arson. We are very templed to conclode that the
truth, the faithful reflection of reality, is rather to be found in the
samtiffarsigur, whereas the fdendingasigur are the works of anti-
quarians, the antiquities in question coming either from the Germanic
past, or even from quite different sources,

Let us now take three different features which seem quite clearly
o come from Europe and owe nothing to Northern or Germanic
ancestry.

The first regards the dansgar. Familiar as the term is today, it has
never been studied in detail with the necessary distinctions. The wornd
itself, of French origin, is capable of expressing at least three separate
concepts which should be carcfully distinguished. Dans may apply toc
leikr, spovt (or flimtan) and mensdngr. Without giving too many de-
tails—for this is a subject that would deserve a special treatment—
let us say that all three types are present in the sanuifarsdgur. In the
first meaning: dans = leikr, it is 8 kind of play, accompanied by danc-
ing and mimicking which may well have very ancient culiural roots.
The rock engravings of the Bronze Age throughout Scandinavia sug-
gest this at least, Into this group would come visa 10 in fslendinga
Saga, ch. 33, where the quarrel between Vilidalr people and Mid-
fjordr inhabitants is thus depicted, and also viza 6 in the same text,



PAGAMISM AMD LITERATURE 149

ch, 2B, which ridicules Kilfr Guttormsson. In spite of the probably
extremely ancient Neorthern origins of this genre, D. Strémbiick and
Stefin Einarsson'™ have established that it was also probably a foreign
custom originating in the south-west of France™ and that it may have
undergone a strong revival in the XIIth-XIIIth centuries through the
influence of the courtly literature which, it must be remembered, re-
introduced to Europe the fashion of masks and disguises® According
to this theory, we would here be faced with an interesting phenom-
enon of revival through foreign influences.

The second type of dans is simpler. It is also satirical but we are
not obliged to consider that it implied mimic, disguise or special
attire. It would be represented by the densagerdir made by Kolbeinn
ungi’s followers against Pdrdr kakali in Pérdar Saga Kakala, ch, 39,
or by those direcied against Loftr Pilsson, or even by the vizsa 18 of
fslendinga Saga: Loftr er [ evjum [/ bitr lundabein, and so on, K. Lie-
stel and D, Strimbiick agree in giving this genre also a foreign origin®™
and therefore we may count this as a case of an Icelandic adaptation
of a foreign model,

Ag for the third type, the most interesting for us, it is represented
in Sturfunga by one verse only: Minar eru sorgir pungar sem bl§ (fs-
lendinga Saga, ch, 20400 sung by Brlr Andréasson the very day of his
death, and, also by the famous viss 74 in the same saga, sung by
Périr jikull when dying (Upp skalt & kjgl klifa / k&ld er sidvar drifa
« + o} Elsewhere, the texis speak, without further detail, of dansleikar
(Porpils Sepa ok Haflifa, ch. 10, where the association dans-leikr is
interesting), hringleikr (Srurlu Saga, ch. 200, dans sleginn | stofu (fs-
lendinga Saga, ch. 76) and, in Jdns Saga Helga 1, ch. 24, of man-
sthrpr: in all cases, the text allows us to think that we are in presence
of real dance in the present meaning of the word, accompanied by
music, and erotic, elegiac, or lymical song. This is, no doubd, the
French carole which was well-known in aristocratic circles in Den-

19 0, StrombaEck: Cult reminants in dramaiie dances, in Arve 4, 1948; 5. Einnrs-
son: Horss dance in the Sturlunga Saga, in Folkioristica, Uppsala, 1960,

0 Ty i also attested by Taclnes: Germania XXITV,

=1 Bee for instance F. Heer: Medeliiden, Stockholm, 1966, p. 105,

a2 K, Liesspl: Dei eldste islendske dansekviede in Arv 1, 1945; s2e note 19,
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mark at the beginning of the XIIth century® and where, for the rest,
the quotation from Pdrdr Andréasson finds an exact equivalent: ‘Eya,
huad sorigen du est mng!™ Thus, the dansar are an ideal example of
this confusion or fusion which occurred in Teeland during the Sturl-
ung Age, between local traditions, pagan remnants and foreign in-
fluences.

Let uws take another point: let us look at the costom of fdsir (the
fostering of a child): this practice was universal in Iceland in the
Sturlunga Age, the case of Snorri Sturluson®s fostering by Jon Lofis-
son that proved to be the only means of soothing Hvamm-Sturla's
anger being the most expressive (Sturin Sapa, ch. 34). It scems clear
nowadays that this & an import from Ireland rather than a typical
Germanic heritage 39

Finally, 1 shall give one instance of ‘superimposition’. The role of
fate and the consultation of its edicts by means of the drawing of lots,
whatever their nature, & well established amongst religions features
typical of the Germanic peoples, being already witnessed by Tacitus.*®
The practice has not yet disappearcd in the Storlong Age and the
samitifarsigur give numerous instances (see Sturle Saga, ch. 23, [s
lendinga Saga, ch. 162). Irlendinga Saga, ch. 100 gives interesting de-
tails: dice (femingar) were used and the text quotes the usual expres-
gion kasta daus ok ds, which s an obvious translation of the French
jerer deux ef as, to denote a very bad result. It was a term of trictrac
{Ieelandic kwdirg, itself coming from the French guatre pronounced
Jkwatre,/ at that time because it was played on a small table divided
into four parts).

To sum up: in this field of cults and institutions, the gencral im-
pression 15 that of a constant effort to substitute possibly ancient
priactices by new features, borrowed either from Ireland or from the
whole Western waorld, Of the cult practices and of their embodiment
in social institotions, thers is very little left in the somridarségur. In
any case, any clear awareness of the orginal religious meaning of

= 1. de Vries: Almordische Eiferaurgeschichie, Berlin, 2 od. 1967, § 162,

M Paamarks pamle folkevieer, number 37,

2 Bee K. Gjerset: Hintory of Ieeland, London, 1923, p. 92; IF 100, p. 7, note 1;
0. Loyer: Les chrftientés celtigues, Paris, 1965, p. 67.

% Germanio X; seo also K. Boyer: L'lstandais des sapas, Parls, 1967, ch, 1.
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these practices seems to have disappeared. The [celandic society of
the sanuifarsSenr does not stand at an equal distance between pagan
and Christian ways of living. This society appears to be gquite well
installed in the mew state of things.

Il. GODS AND MYTHS

Wi shall, I think, draw still more drastic conclusions from the investi-
gation of our second chapter, which concerns gods and myths of old
Mortherm Europe, as seen in the samsifarsiignr. F. Paasche declared?
that ‘ander the action of Christianisation, it was comparatively easy (o
dispose of the major gods: they (their statues) had been transporied
into the temples and they disappeared with them’.

Yerification of this 15 swifly achieved. There is a passage in Jdns
Saga Helga 1, ch. 24, where T¥r, OSinn and bérr are mentioned in
connection with the names of the days of the week. Then Sruriu Saga,
ch. 31 compares Hvamm-Sturla to Ofinn (because he is in danger of
becoming one-eved, as is Ofinn): Sturla Sighvatsson is twice called
Dala-Freyr because of his luxurious house and style of living (frlend-
inga Saga, ch. 71 and ES).

These instances reveal a gpood knowledge of the Northern mytho-
logy: they are applied with great =kill. But, studving the samiifar-
slgnr, one does not see how to confirm G. Turville-Petre’s opinion
when he says that *the gods were a living aspect of the life of the old
Icelanders".®

The above examples came from the prose passages of the samiitar-
sigur. It goes without saying that the situation is perforce different in
the wisur, since this kind of poetry was hard to write without the
employment of Kemningar and keif which, in their turn, almost auto-
matically used the names of gods or references to myths. There are in
the whole of Sturlunga Saga 53 kennimpar dealing directly with
mythology. Of these 53, 13 concern Ofinn under his various titles, 5
relating 1o Freyr, 3 to Baldr and 1 1o Njirdr. There is no mention of
Parr. There too, we discover a8 most remarkable knowledge of the
Northern mythology. Such rare O8inn's names as Hnikarr, Rifgnir or

1 Mfgrer mellom kedendom og kristendom § Norden, Oslo, 1958, p. 81.
8 Um O8insdyrkun & Islandi, in Sivdia felomdica 17, 1958, p. 9.
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Pundr are wsed; small divinities like Gerdr, Njtdmun, Rin or Hlin, or
valkyries like Gulir, Gindul, Mist, Hildr, Sigrl53; even mythological
sed-kings like Gyifi, Ali, Sigarr, are present. What is more remark-
able is the very strong sense of the artistic potential of this mythology
which is there displayed: the employment of certain legends attached
to heroes like Ham3ir, Hrlfr kraki, Heliinn or gianis like Suttungr
and I8i, is very conscions and clever in the same way as the refer-
ences (o the myth of the origin of poctry with the two vessels Bolin
and 3én. I want to state here that the purely decorative value of these
references is prominent, and admirable as well. But, to take an cx-
ample: calling Bishop GuSmundr (fslendinga Sapa, visa 2) the maple
of the fire of Gyifi's ground: Gylfa Lids bdils hlynr (Gyifi's ground
being the sea, the fire of the sea being gold, the tree of the gold being
the man, here Gulimundr) is certainly very satisfying for a lover of
technical acrobatics, but it is difficult to attach a religious value to the
image, the link between Gulmundr and Gylfi being hard to see. One
might even speak here of inadequacy.

Let us add that these mythological kenmingar represent only one
fifth of the total number of kemningar in Sturlunga (53 of 246). All
the other are ‘neotral’, that is to say, without precise references (o
mythology, as for example geirnets hyrjar hreggmildr ({dlendinga
Sape, visa 13) for a man inclined to fighting, literally: liberal in the
storm of the fire of the net of the spears.

There may be cases which look mythological at first view, but are
in fact not. For instance, Hrafns Saga Sveinbjernarsonar, ch. 19, tells
us that, at the place where Hrafn was beheaded, the grass grew green
the following summer, a detail which reminds us immediately of a simi-
lar remark about the burial mound of borgrimr in Gisla Saga Strsson-
ar (because, this last text says, there had been a strong friendship
between Porgrimr and the god Freyr).® But, as A. Tjomsland noticed*
this is a point which approaches the banal in the Sainis’ or Martyrs'
lives in Latin. Here we are confronted with a ‘reverse movement’; a
detail has been taken from Church literature and adapted to the
vernacular (Hrafn s cleardy presented as a kind of saint in his saga),

3 See fF VL, p. 57.
4 Introduction to The Saga of Hrafn Sveinbjsrnarson, Ithaca, 1951, p. XIV,
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and finally tumed into a so-called MNorthern mythological detail in
Grisla Sapa.

Another point may attract ouwr attention: the frequent presence,
especially in the dreams which constitute 3 kind of set theme in sagas
of all kinds, of animals and, accordingly, the link which ong is temp-
ted to establish with old pagan beliefs. It is well known that the raven
was OBinn's favourite animal, the swine or the ox or the horse,
Freyr's and so0 op, All these animals and others play 2 part in the
samiifarsBgnr, The raven remiins a bird of fatality in fslendinga
Saga, visa 9 or visa 21, The pig is present in Prestssapa Guifmnndar
Creila, ch, 4, although 1 have suggested elsewhere® that the detail may
have been borrowed from Pope Gregory's Dialogues. There is a furious
buoll in Porldks Sapa Byskups, yngri perd, ch. 47 (and in Jarteimabdk
Porldks Byskups 1, ch. 29 which is soothed by an invocation to Por=
lakr. It s naturally possible to see in all these stories traces of ancient
religions fears, although they may equally well belong to stock images
resting on timeless superstitions and therefore not be specifically pagan.

It iz an unexplained fact that the seal has been considered a special
and fareful animal by the Icelanders. The nickname Orknh${8i (head
of a seal) given to Hallr Teitsson in Porgils Saga ok Haflida, visa 13,
and the monpster Selkolla which frequently torments Bishop Gud-
mundr (Ffslendinga Sapa, ch. 25; Jarteinabdk Gudnundar Byskups, ch.
20 are evidence of this, What is 1o be pointed out here, however, is
that, very curiously, it looks as it were the Church itself which made
use of the strange propertics of this animal: it plavs an important part
in the tales of miracles, being very often the instrument of the miracle-
doers (e.g. Porliks Sapa Byskups, ch, 26; ibidem, yngri gerdin, ch. 45;
Jarteinabdk Porldks Byskups 1, ch. 5 and 22).

There can be no doubt that the horse possessed 3 magical and rit-
nal valee in the old Scandinavian religion. Once more, we can invoke
here Tacitus's testimony,® and we think also of Freyfaxi in Hrafnkarla.
The Church was obviously aware of the imporiance of the horse,

8 The iafluence of Pope Gregary's Diafogwes on O Ieelandic lterature, in
The Proceedings of the Firer Imteraational Sage Conference, London, 1973, p. 14,

0 Tacitus: Germania X, 4=5, see also G Gjessing: Hesten i firhislorisk kunst of
kultur, in Fiking 7, 1943, and B. Egardiz Problem kring hiistskallar, in Rig 33,
1950,
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since oné of its first orders was to forbid the canng of horse flesh.
Mevertheless, its role remains considerable in the somifarsdgur. The
horse was also supposed 1o possess certain powers, amongst others,
the ability o foresee the future, And indeed, it appears in several
dreams in Sturlunga (Hrafns Saga Sveinbjarnarsonar, ch. 18; [dend-
fnga Saga, ch. 190). Particularly interesting is Sighvatr Siurluson's
dream in frlendinga Saga. ch. 132, where Sighvatr sees his own horse,
named Filskiz the horse asks his master why he does not invite him to
eat and drink; then, he takes his place at Sighvatr’s table and devours
everything at hand, the plate incloded. Just then, Sighvatr recites a
visa (number 54 in felendingn Sapa) which, mark the point, contains
a metaphor which is directly borrowed from his brother, Snorr
Sturluson (Hunger is Hel's plate, see Gylfapinning, ch. 34). Iz Filski
Sighvatr's fylgie, since it is clear that his appearance foretells Sighvatr's
death? The common name filskd, which also occurs in Gylfaginning,
applies to the ashy remains of an object which has been burned be-
vond recognition. Moreover, Filski devouring the plate, strongly
reminds us of Logi eating up the trough, once more in the Gylfaginn-
ing (ch. 46) in his match against Loki. This makes in all three direct
references to Gylfapinning, and we must bear the fact in mind for a
while.

There remain a few details concerning earlier heroes which deserve
attention. In the famous chapter of JoreiSr's dreams (fslendinga Saga,
ch. 190}, Gulinin Gjukaddttic appears, and says, notice the fact: “It
does not matter whether I am pagan or christian, but I am the friend
of my frmends™; a declaration which shows a visible contempt for all
religions feslings; it may scem quite natural alzo that Snord Sturluson
called his brdf at the althing Valhill (fdendinga Saga, ch. 80). And if
the walkyries are present in the famous vise 4 in [stendinga Saga
(Gulir and Gondul), perhaps also in same text ch. 122 (the woman
who tears out men's heads with a kind of net), their images are purely
symbaolical: they belong, as 1. de Vries would say, to the mythological
apparatus of heroic poetry, not to the faith.” Let us notice that the
Church, here too, has assimilated the notion: the saint hermit Hildr is

T Abtgermandiche Religrarnsgesciielne, 2 ed., Berlin, 1956, § 195,
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called God's skjaldmeer (a typical heiti for the valkyries) in Jdns Saga
Helga 1, ch. 48,

One coripus element has also to be mentioned: it concerns the
phenomenon of herfiditure, this uncouth and sudden paralysis which
strikes a man, in a battle for instance, or at the very moment when
it is most important for him to spring into action: incapable of taking
flight or of defending himself, he is killed on the spot. There are very
few instances of this in the whole of Icelandic literature, except in
Sturlunga, where one finds several cases of it (fdlendinga Saga, ch.
134, Srurlunga Saga 11, p. 288; those two examples using the word
herfjditrr itself). There is a valkyrie who is named HerfjStorr: she is
mentioned in Grimnismal (strophe 36), a poem which is recorded in
Snorri’s Edda, The problem iz that of knowing whether or not this
notion—which may well be founded on quite normal or physiological
features—is Germanic or Northern at all. 'We have instances of simi-
lar occurrences in Homer's works (Odvesey XXIT 297 seq. and Miad
XIT 358=360 or XXII 5 seq.) or even in Atharva Veda (VIILE or X19)
and two miracles at least in the jerfeinabeke remind vs of it Odda-
verja Bdrir, ch. 6, and Sarteinabdk Porldks Byskups 11, ch. 1. Identical
remuirks would apply to a similar phenomenon, Beim var bilf, in ne-
lation to the goddess Bil and are illustrated, in connection with the
god Borr himself, once more in the Gylfagimaing (ch. 44). It ocours
several times in Sturlunga, for example in fslendinga Saga, ch. 98,

These are all the instances 1 could find of references to gods and
myths in the sanifarsdgur. They call for an important and very signi-
ficant remark: practically all the details which have jost been listed
above, scanty as they are, could have come from Snorri Sturfuson's
works (all of them written before 1241, and some of them some
twenty vears ecarlier), especially Gylfaginning. This possibility is parti-
cularly convincing for the Félski episode in fdendinga Saga. It is as
if Sturla BSrSarson and other authors of samrifarsépnr had tried to
apply in their works what they had learned in Snorri’s works—and we
do know that Snormi did not compose his Edds out of regret at the
passing of the old faith, but on pedagogical and so-called historical
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grounds, As regards the kenningar and the fefti, the greatest number
of them reflects an attentive reading of the Skdldskaparmdl.

I think one may conclude that, as far as mythology is concerned in
the samiifarsigur, the so-called pagan revival or pagan survivals are
& purely literary feature devoid of all living religious significance.

IIl. THE OTHER WORELD

Obvwiously, it cannot be possible to draw such radical conclusions
from a study of the ideas that the Icelanders may have had of the
other world, and of the beings who were supposed to inhabit it. For
here, we reach the deepest of all religious structures. Nevertheless, I
feel somewhat inclined to contest E. O. Sveinsson’s view when he

writes that

the old belief in spirfmalism, dreams, apparitions and ghosts has maininkned
itsedf, without fully apreeing with the Christinn faith:?

We know that the other world was a reality for the Old Germanic
Peoples, that they had a colt for the dead as supporters and protectors
of the family, that they belived in the migration of souls, and that
their religion was highly eschatological® The notion of hepr corre-
sponds fairly well to our conception of a soul foreign to the body it
inhabits, capable of freeing itself from it and of acting independently.
In that case, it could iake a proper shape, hamr, which was like the
symbolical figure of the internal ego. Certain individuals had this
properly like our modern werewolves: at night, they could escape
from their bodies which remained inert as dead, and go elsewhere to
commit mischiefs, Such a man was said to be hamramenr or ramm-
aukinn. Landndmabik gives many instances of this,

We must notice that there is only one mention, however, of such
an event in the semidarsdgur, and that in Gelrmundar Pdtr Heljar-
skinns, a rather late text. In this connection an important observation
must be made. It may be true that the famrammr phenomenon is of
shamanistic orgin® and Snormi's Yoglinga Saga tells us things about

1. Pim Erlenckar Bdfsdgur, op. cit, p. 64,

= Bee F. Strdm: Nordisk Hedendom, op. cit., pp. 146-148.
2 Ibidem, p. BL
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Ofinn which are not at all different from what we can learn in sha-
manistic texts.* Let us, however, take a closer look at Prestssaga Gad-
mundar Gdda, ch, 19: we read there that the priest GuBmundr Ara-
son has fallen asleep, from physical exhaustion, against a deacon who
is sitting next to him; after a while, the deacon does not feel the
weight of Gumundr’s body at all. And at the same time, a man in @
distant region who has been long tormented by a flapd, having just
invoked Guimundr, sees the samnt appear in a blaze of light, and
sprinkle holy water on the flagd, which immediately disappears into
the ground, mever to refurn. This slory may be relevant to the ham-
rammr complex and, as such, belongs, under Christinn disguise, to
penuing Morthern traditions which reflect shamanistic influences. But
rare i the mention of a Aamrammr man travelling in homan form—
they are usually suppesed to take the shape of an animal—and, which
is far more Interesting, a reader who was not aware of MNorthern
antiquities would doubtless take the whole story as a rather common-
place case of levitation, a properly frequently attributed to Christian
saints in medieval hagiography.®

Belief in the immortality of the soul, whatever its form, has given
birth in the North to another body of creeds which expresses itself in
the importance attached to the phenomenon of the landvernr: these
could be the souls of the dead which take refuge in places or things,
which “inhabit” them, and thus protect their descendants.® They want &
special cult and offerings, that is if we are to trust many of the tales
from Landndmabdék and Kristnd Saga. There was here (oo a real diffi-
culty for the Church which, as a consequence, fought hard against
belief in the landvertir, s we can see at the beginning of Ulfljéur's
laws, Once more, we are obliged to state that there is, in the sam-
tiffarstigrr, only one mention of landvetrir, and one additional refer-
ence in Geirmundar Pdttr Heljarskinne (the well-known story of the
rowan-trees at Skarl).

 Yaglinga Sapa, ch. VII (IF XXVI, pp. 18 ssgqq).

& See for instnnce . Leroy: La Méviation, Paris, 1928,

€ See Jim Helgnson: [slands Kirke fra dens Grmdlepgelse 1l Reformaionen,
KEpbenhovn, 1925, p. 18; K. B, Olufssen: Landvettr og élfar, in Andvarl, haust
1962, pp. 260-271.
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As there are similarities between landventir and dljar,” we shall,
perhaps, be more lucky if we seek for the latter in the samiifarséour.
But here too, the harvest is poor. Prestssaga Guimundar Goéda, ch. 4,
borrows probably from German annals, for the year 1167, the men-
tion of strange beings—kynjanmenn—riding in the sky. Two kenningar
for warrior use the word Alfr (sword's difr in Pdrdar Saga Kakala,
viza 3, fight's dlfr in Hékonar Saga Hikonarsonar, p. 192). And, if we
accept E. O. Sveinsson's suggestion that references to dlfar are in-
tended in two different tales of miracles (in Porldks Saga Byskups, ch.
51 and in Jdns Saga Helga 1, ch. 30), then the examination of these
passages shows close links with the impish creatures and devils fam-
iliar in European saints' lives in latin. Here, par excellence, a foreign
literary influence has superseded what may originally have been a
genuing belief. The visible effort of the Church has clearly been to
assimilate all possible pagan ereatures of the other world, genuine or
not, 1 the Christian images of devils. And in many a case, the inter-
vention of such beings cither scems invented for the sake of edifica-
tion, especially in the jarteinabakr, or has been placed there for purely
artistic purposes.

The situation with regard to reincarmation is complex. There is in
Pargils Saga Skarfa, ch. 62, a passage which secems to indicate a
genuine belief in the migration of souls. The text says that, once bor-
gils skarli has become, after Kolbeinn ungi, the chief of the Skaga-
fjrdr, the inhabitants of this district thought that *Kolbeinn ungi was
back (aftr kominn) and rebom (endrborinn)’, Snorri Sturluson says
exactly the same about Héikon the Good, who was Haraldr hérfagri
endrborinn, in Heimskringla (IF XXVI, p. 150).% There is a good
means of verifying this belief: it consists in studying the choice of
names given to children. Everyone knows that, according to special-
ists,” in the Germanic world this custom obeyed strong principles: one
had to give children part of the names of their parents: Asgeirr and

T F. Jmsson: Alfatrdin i islnndi, in Eimrelfin 1, 18945, pp. 95-103; K. B. Olafs-
somn, art. cil, pp. 269-270,

E fee also de Vries: Algermanisehe Relipionspesehichie, op, cit, § 138,

# M, Kell: Ainsindincke Namemwahl, Leipzig, 191]; E. Wessfn: Nordlnka
mamnstudiers . Jansson: U fsleazk mannandfn, in Safn 0 sbgn Ixdands I, 1896
=1902, pp. S69=TIN.
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Porgerr should have children called Geirr and Porgeirr, and so

A statistical study of all the names incloded in the semiidarsigur
convinces us immediately that these principles were not applied in
Iceland. The only evidence is that ome can possibly detect a8 pre-
dominating name within one given family, generally because this has
been the name of an illustrious ancestor: Semundr in the Oddaverjar
family, Gizurr in the Haukdwmlir, Porfr and Magniis in the Reykhyli-
ingar, Egill amongst the Myramenn, and so on . . . Moreover, we sce
an increasing popularity of the names of saints, Icelandic saints chief-
Iy, such as Jon. If we compare statistically the frequency of names in
Nijdla on one side and in the samiidarségur on the other side, we sce
that the most popular names in Nifla are Porkell (18 out of 229
names), Ketill (16/229), and borsteinn (15/229) whereas in the sam=-
fifdarsdgur, they are Jon (166/401), Dorlr (119/401) and Porsteinn
(117/401). Names which exist in the senidarségur, but are absent in
Njdla are: Pill (39/401), Andréas (20/401), Nikulis (14,/401),
Markds (13/401) ete. . . . This is a good illustration of the progres-
sive substitution of the cult of the saints for the old cult of pagan
heroes,

We have just spoken of trolls. The notion is very complex. Kelch-
ner sets the equation froll = jémmn = the soul of a dead person,
ordinarly, somebody wicked.*® But the reading of the somildarsdgr
shows that this deseription is not strictly limited to trolls, since it is
equally applicable, sometimes to draugr, sometimes to &ifr, sometimes
even to londvatir. The process of christianization has not missed the
opportunity of reducing all these categories to common devils; see the
expression froll visi v 6l birs (in Jarteinabok Gudmundar Byskups,
ch, 1B). Troll is also assimilated to draugr or flap® in many passages
of Pressssapa Gulmundar Goda or Jarteinabdk Gulmundar Byskups.
The general impression is that it is very difficult to make a distinction
between these different forms of nomenclature.

On the other hand, there are clearly some Christian stories which
are given so-called pagan features when reference is made 1o the other
world. Such is the case of the vampire Faraldr, in Hrafns Saga Svein-

10 Direams fn (Nd Norse Literatwre, Cambridge, 1933, pp. 40-43, L. Musset
agrees in Mistoire dex penples scandinrves, op, cit, p. 135,
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biarnarsonar, viza 3, who probably does not belong to the genuine
pagan mythology but is, on the contrary, very frequent in the Latin
vitae. He resembles the horrible Jarngrime who appears to Gudmundr
guliipekkr in fslendinpa Saga, ch. 141: all these figures remind us very
strongly of the numerous Dantes macabres or Vers de la Mor, so
popular during the Middle Ages throughout Enrope,

One word more about the difficult and complex notion of fylgia
and/for hamingie, a kind of protective spirit attendant on ong individ-
ual, or one family, It is highly probable that these figures go back to
pagan sources. We find, unfortunately, or typically enough, four men-
tions only of fvlgiur (or hamingjur) in our texts: these are Porgils
Saga Skarda, ch. 12, where Pérlr Sturluson appears in a dream (o his
son Sturla to inform him of the arrival of the vidbjirn (that is Porgils
skarlii), then [slendinga Saga, ch. 90, where Sighvatr Sturluson guesses
that YValgardr Styrmisson is fefgr by locking at the latter’s horse. The
word fylgiur itsell occurs in Sturlunga Sapa 11, p. 287 (dvina fylgfur)
and in fslendinga Saga, ch. TO (dfriffarjylgjur). This is very little evi-
dence of an clement which all specialists consider to be onc of the
most important in Northern paganism.* How are we to interpret this
scantiness?

The answer may be that the concept of fylgfa fused conveniently
with the Christian notion of a guardian angel. Through the intermedi-
ary of such anglo-norman texts as Henn d'Arci's Viras Pairum® we
can quite clearly see how the two notions can be confused or amalga-
mated. Besides this, the Icelanders were early acguainted with the
notion of fvlgiuengill, and this would facilitate the eradication of the
pagan image.

What we may conclude from this section of the study s that the
Church had brought with itsell to Tozland a lot of stories and beliefs
which could assimilate or replace the ancient Northern belicfs con-
cerning the other world. The ground was firm: in both camps there
wis the same certainty that the other world existed and was inhabited.
Tudging from the samuifarségur, one must very often wonder whether
the details given of the other world are not in fact taken from Latin

18 See B. Melsted: flendinge saga, Kaupmannahdifn, 1903-1930, vol. IL, p. 102;
(. Twrville-Fetre: Dreams im Ieelandic Tradition, in Folklore 6%, 1958,
1 Lines 5960-5961,
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or continental sources, vitae in latin, tales of miracles, “scentific’ writ-
ings and 50 on . . . Even in the case of what may seem to be genuine,
one feels justified in speaking of superimpocsitions, as photographers
would term it. On an ald Northern pattern, the Church has grafted or
imposed new images and stories, and probably only the cuter Christian
form was visible to the samifarséigur authors’ contemporaries.

IV. WITCHCRAFT AND MAGIC

If we now study witcheraft and magic, I am aware of the fact that we
arc on the border of religion proper, and that such a stedy is far more
difficult than the previous oncs. For this is a field in which religion
and fzith do not necessarily play a prominent part. On the other hand,
E. 0. Sveinsson remarks judiciously that the Church brought with
itself ‘a whole world of witcheraft and sorcery’) And it is true, it
is very difficult in many casss to make a distinction between practices
which may be genuinely Morthern and the sorcery of the Wesiern
world.

We shall begin with a very important consideration: all the prac-
tices that we have the right to consider as genuinely pagan, such as
seidr, galdr, pandreld, sending, nidsting are rfotally missing from the
samntiffarségur. This is surely surprising to anyone who has read the
[tendingasigur or Landndmabdk,

The only passage in the semtifarsigur which may shed some light
on the matter is Jdns Saga Helga I, ch. 24 (or the parallel text in II,
ch. 12) where it is said that bishop Jén Ogmundarson (1106-1121)
fought against all evil customs, witcheraft (figlkymmgi ok fordedn-
skapr), magic (galdrar ok perningar), optical llusions produced by
spells (sjidnfverfilipe kuklaraskapr) and esoteric practices (formeskja)
and Jiéns Saga Helpa 11 adds here, idolatry, bléiskapr—. This enu-
meration, in its alliterated form, does not have a genuinering: monk
Gunnlaugr must here have translated a Latin formula. Jdns Sago
Helga 1 gives examples: Bishop Jon forbade the promulgation of
superstitions (findrvitaf) such as these conceming the moon and the
names of the days of the week, he denounced densar and mansdngs-

1 LFm islenzher bddadpwr, op, i, p. 67,
Giripfa 11
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visur. It is very little evidence to work from, and rather deceptive. Let
s iy 1o see if a closer examination of the texis can give Us more.

We can begin with the runes, since their magic value is generally
admitted.® They appear three times in Sturlunge (Prestssaga Guld-
mundar Gadda, ch. 13, frlendinga Sapa, ch. 112 and 150) and twice in
Hakonar Saga Hikenarsonar (p. 191). But a comparizon with Egla
or Greitla is significant: never in Stwrlunga are their socalled magical
virtues mentioned. In three of these five examples, the word is used
gimply to denote inscription, and fslendinga Saga, ch. 150 seems de-
cisive: Oddr Sveinbjamarson sends to Snorri Sturluson a leiter written
in Pope Gregory's Dialogues, where it occurs at all possible oppuriun-
of runes). But nobody was able to read them! On the contrary, we
sée in Sterlu Pdier, ch. 3, how Sturla Périarson uses runes in a de-
TiSIVE way.

We may content ourselves with speaking only en passant of the
very numerons details concerning prophecies, secondsight and the like.
There is practically no important character in the samuifarséigur who
is not gifted with this special power. I have studied the question else-
where* Of course, this faculty could belong to Northern antiquities
and could even show remnants of shamanism, But we must remember
that this is, par excellence, the atiribute of saints and martyrs in medi-
eval hagiography. And, to give a more precise source, it i3 a set theme
in Pope Gregory's Dialogues, where it occurs at all possible opportun-
ities. Heilagra Manna S8pur and Postola S&gur show that this kind of
literature was fairly well known in Jceland and there is no need to
labour the point further. The position with regard to such features is
exactly the same as with dreams, another conventional point in the
gagas, and probably of the same origin: they appear to be a some-
what obligatory element or device, which iz given a purely literary
utilization. Here, we are far from Viiluspd or Féfnismil! For the rest,
the characters who are the most endowed with the prophetic gift are
the three zpint bishops of Ieeland!

I am not sayving that there are oo pagan magical practices recorded
in the samtifarségur: they are certainly present and have been duly

2 G. Turville-Petre: Origlay of leelandle Literature, Oxford, 1953, p. 17; L.
Musset: Introduction & fa renologie, Pars, 1965, dees nal agree.
3 In: The influence of Pops Gregony's Dialogues . . ., op. cik
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recorded elsewhere.? I am simply pointing out that many of these fea-
tures could be Christian as well, or could have been imported with
Christianity.

For instance, much has been writlen about the famous sélarsteinn
which is mentioned several times (in Hrafns Sapa Sveinbjarnarsonar,
ch. 11, 19, fslendinga Sapa, ch. 30, and even in Gudmundar Sapa
Aratonar by Amgrimr Brandsson, ch. 26.° As Th. Ramskou poinis
put, it may have been a kind of leifarsreinn used as a navigational
aid, and accordingly a genuing MNorthern discovery. But scientific
wiorks such as those recorded in Rim I were not unknovn to Iceland,
and it is quite reasonable to think that the sflarstelnn goes back to
Pliny the EMer or to Isidore of Sevilla, The latter, to be sure, was
read by Tcelanders in the XIIth century.
~ We can imagine, on the other hand, that the popular medicine,
sich as practised, for instance, by the famous Ieknir Hrafn Svein-
bjarmarson, could employ more or less magical methods. It is true that
in this violent and quarrelsome Icelandic society wounds were often
incurred, and we have many an example in the sagas of treatments
and healings which, astonishing as they are for us, must have been
effective, Of course, it 15 nol necessary to invoke magic to provide a
satisfying explanation of these resulis, Such realistic and matter of
fact people as the Icelanders of the Sturlung Age may equally well
have been reaping the benefits of their keen sense of observation and
well known manaal dexterity. What remains to be said is that the
samtiffarstgur and particularly the farteinabekr of the biskupa stigur
do not show traces of especially strange practices (See Arafns Saga
Sveinbjarnarsonar, ch. 4; Jons Saga Helga 1, ch. 44; Prestszags Gud-
mundar Gdfa, ch, &, Idendinga Saga, ch. 81; Svinfellinga Saga, ch.
3; Porgils Saga Skarfa, ch, 7)., We must therefore concentrate our
aitention on Hrafn's doings. There is no sign of professional magic or
occultism in his behaviour, and if there is an instance of a non-scien-
tific approach, it consists (in ch. 5) in the recitation of five Parer
Nosters before beginning an operation. As for his science, several
studies—and most recently Jonas Krstjinsson’s thesis Um Fds-

4 Cf. ehiefly M. Lid in Nordisk kultur XIX, 1935,

§ Bee for imstance P. G. Foole: Icelandic *sélarsteinn’ amd the Mediewal Back-
ground, in Arv 12, 19586,



164 GRIFLA

breedrasiigu— have demonsirated that Hrafn faithfully followed the
teaching of the Salerno school, either directly or through Montpellier,
which he is supposed of having personally wisited when travelling
abroad.® Also the popularity of the famous Regimen Samitatiz Salerni-
fannt was as great in Iceland as in the rest of medieval Europe.

Cne last detail: much hes been written also about & curious passage
in Prestssaga Gudwundar Gidla, ch. 6, where a boat threatened by
shipwreck tries to avoid the danger by so-called magical means: the
crew tries to find out whether there isn't 2 man on board who knows
‘the highest name of God' {mafn guds ir hesta), this being in their
minds the only means to calm the tempest. Doubtless, in Morthern
paganism as in other primitive religions, the strength of sacred names
must have been great” Bul as far as puds nafn it kesta is concerned,
it reminds vus of a similar passage in the Roman de Flamenca® or
could draw its orgin from the Latin cantilenas, =0 popular at
time, since it is said of King Sverrir, in Sverris Saga, that he mqg
Alma chorus Del during the Norness battle in 118]1.°

From this brief survey of a problem which, certainly, is far more
difficult than it has been presented here, 1 think we may draw three
conclusions:

First, the genuine pagan feclings and survivals in the semsidarsdgur
appear to be insignificant. One remains impressed by the fact that the
authors are either perpetually trving to make conleur locale, probably
for porely literary ends, or, more precisely, are engaged in a process
of reconstruction. Their main concern does not seem to be what they
have to say, but how they should say it. And the influence of the
models of all kinds that they had at their disposal played a very im-
portant part. 1 think this attitude is typical of a society which wants
to create and elaborate its own past according to the idea they have
formed of it from other fexts, We have to remember constantly that

o See A Tiomsland, the introduction of Hrafa: Saga, op. cit.

¥ See de Vries: Algermanische Religionspeschichie, op. L, § 216 and B, Grén-
dal: Folketro | Marden, in ANOH, 1563, pp. 127 ssqq,

8 P, Mever: Le roman de Flamenos, Paris, 1865, pp: 316=317.

B Zee [F IX, Itnas Kristifinson's Introdoction, p. LYV,
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Iceland, newly discovered and inhabited as it was, lacked very old
traditions and that it had to create its own history. As time goes by,
this mental habit or mentality grows and gathers force.

This is quite visible in the semifarsdgur and could provide an ex-
planation of the evolution which gave birth to the [slendingaséipur
proper. As 1 have suggested twice before, il is very inleresting to sec
that the text in Sturfenpgas which is the richest in survivals is also the
most recent of the collection, Geirmundar Bdtir Heljarskinns, prob-
ably written about 1300, to serve as a sort of introduction for the
whole series of sagas. In its six pages—it is a very short text—this
Bdttr gives information {and in most cases, these deiails appear no-
where else) about the conditions of slaves, the scald Bragi, ways of
living typical of Yikings (herfang, skotpenningr, fridland), a man who
was a great Mdimalr, another who was hamrammr, nol (o mention
the rowan-tree episode. More important, it is the only text where the
enger of the pagan gods is illestrated (and it is worth saying that this
point finds an exact parallel in Landndmabdk). Now, such obvious
mistakes as the detail about the parity between gold and silver being
1 to 10 (instead of 1 to 8 as it must have been in the Viking Age)
show that the author has tried to reconstitute an image of the past,
probably using lost texts such as Hrdks Saga Svarrg and oral tradi-
tions associated with Skar. Here, it seems quite clear that Ioric
Warfason, if he is the author of this text, has endeavoured to recreate
a2 society and an atmosphere as he imagined that they should have
been. He is projecting onto & rather loose historical frame his read-
ings, his actual experiences or fancies.

And this is the final observation I should like to make. Through
their readings, either directly, or throogh the intermediary of the
Church, the authors of semidarségpir initiate in their works a process
of re-creation of the past. This mowvement reaches its high point in
the fsdendingaségur and then enters an irreversible movement of de-
valuation and decay with the formaldarsiigur. It is remarking that the
more we follow this progression: samuidersogur—Isiendingasigur—
fornaldarsiigur, the greater is the pagan revival, the more nomerous
are the so-called pagan survivals. A lover of Morthern antiquitics has,
on the whole, rather little to learn from [lendinga Saga, a deal more
from Eyrbyggla Saga or Fdstbraedra Sage, and a great deal from let
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us say Gautreks Saga not to speak of Orvar-Odds Saps. How this
movement began is not 50 hard to retrace: in all fields, the Icelanders
of the XIIth and X11Ith centuries undertook to gather, organize and
then commit to writing, using foreign patterns and ofien distant mem-
ories, first their laws, then their general and particular history, and
thus the distinctive quality of their earlier society, mentality, mytho-
logy and religion. Even though, not unfrequently, their ultimate source
may be oral, their sagas and first of all their samiffarstieur show,
especially as regards the so-called pagan survivals, a deep literary im-
pregnakion.

This is & society which gives vs the impression of possessing a
strong desire to record for posterity an image of its personality, in
terms which will be comprehensible also to contemporaries and the
contemporary world, This means that, in my opinion, the true value
of thess masterpieces is not 5o much their content, but the way in
which they are written. But that is quite another story!
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