JOHN SIMPSON

GUEMUNDR ARASON:
A CLERICAL CHALLENGE TO ICELANDIC SOCISTY

The Icelandic Commonwealth exhibited, particularly during the
Fridarsld, a unique social balance and a unique harmony of secular
and clerical interests. It was more than coincidence that it was
in the Mridarsld that learned Icelanders laid the foundations of a
unique literary culture, Against this background, no one could
view the collapse of the Commonwealth in the 12605 as other than a
tragedy. The one inevitable fact of history is change, and the
fall of the Commonwealth was at least in part caused by long-term
changes in the nature of Icelandic socisty. Perhaps the same set
of changes both enabled the saga writers to take their penetrating
look at Icelandic society and brought the political independence of
that soeisty to an end. Though no single historieal change is
inevitable, we might sometimes feel that changes for the worse are
more nearly inevitshle than others. The historian's task is then
merely to explain how changes come about. But with poasibly more
than the normal human share of censoriousness, historians regularly
seek to apportion blame for those changes which they regret. At
least three distinet forces are generally held to have contributed
to the fall of the Icelandic Commonweslth — the rivalries among the
godar, the large claims of the Catholic church (for whom the
Archbishop of Nidaros acted as spokesman), and the ambitions of
kings of Norway. The historian can subject these forces to
innumerable permutations. Anyone, for instance, who wishes to
think well of the godar, can point to what looks at first sight
like a sinister coalition of Norwegian royal and clerical
imperialism. My purpose in this paper is less to attempt an over-
all apportionment of responsibility for the fall of the Commonwealth
than to suggest that one man has, both explicitly and implicitly,
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been saddled by historians with more than his fair share of what-
ever blame is appropriste. He was Gudmundr Arason, bishop of Hdlar,

Gudnmundr occupied, for good or ill, a cemtral place in the
Iceland of his day. This is reflected not only in the existence of
the several variants of his own saga, but also in the prominent
place given to his career in Sturlunga ggg".l) The manuscript
tradition of this material is complex enough to delight any textual
eritic, but not complex enough to obscure one striking historio-
graphical paradox: modern historical opinion, which in the main
is hostile to Gudmundr, is based on a set of sources that range, in
the main, from an attitude of neutrality towards him to a strong
partisanship in his favour. Every historian, in utilising a
literary source, is at perfect liberty to base upon it a viewpoint
at variance with that teken by his source. But this reading between
the lines will expose a student of Gudmundr's career to two dangers,
The first is undue use of hindsight: we know that Gudmundr's n=
doubtedly stormy career was shortly followed by the fall of the
Commonweslth; and hence there is a temptation to use post hoe
ergo propter hoe arguments. Secondly, there is the danger of
anachronism., Gudmundr undoubtedly fell foul of the gpaar; and
since there are more modern politieizns who resemble the thirtesnth-
century godar than there are modern cleries who resemble the thir-
teenth~century militant churchmen, we may get Gudmundr badly out
of perspective. The real danger is not of failing to see him as
his supporters did, but of failing to see him as thirteenth—century
Icelanders in general did.

Let us note some modern opinions about Gudmundr. In the late
elghteenth century, Bishop Finnur Jénsson adhered to what we may

1) Gudmundar saga menuscripts sre listed in Ole ¥Widding, Hans
Bekker-Nielsen, L.K.Shook, C.S.B,, '"The Lives of the Saints in 014
Norse Prose: A Handlist!, Mediseval Studies, xxv. (1963), 294 =
337, at 312-13, The bandlist refers to relevant eritical studies
published up to that date: see also ed. Stefdn Karlsson, Sages

Ies ops (Early Icelandie Manuseripts in Facsimile, vii,
benhava, 1967), 9-43, '
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call the Jekyll and Hyde view of Gudmundr, the pious-priest-
turned—calamitous-bishop, that still tends to be the arthodex
view,?) The learned Finnur remembered the verdiet of Tasitus on the
Emperor Servius Galba - 'cmnium consensu capax imperii nisi
imperasset!, After his elevaticn to the office of bishop, Gudmumdr
angered the goder and plessed no one else, except his own worthless
followers and anyone who cared to believe in his miracles, In his
time (and presumebly through his asctions), church and state in
Iceland drooped:

Vir omnium judieio offiecio par, nisi id gessisset, Nam ante

~ id omnibus carus, venerabilis, imo mitissimus in populo suo
‘publice et privetim audisbat. Eo autem siuscepto, omnibus
invisis et contemptus existebat, imo omnium rigidissimus
habebatur. Vix dimidium longi satis temporis, quo officio
praefult, intra suam dioecesin mansit, sed plerumgue extra eam,
ut exul et omnium indigus, imutilem et subinde nequissimam
secun trahens sodalitatem, mendicorum more coberravit, Plurimis
saepigsime sumbtui et taedio, paucis vero (nisi quibus
miraculorum patratione subvenisse credebatur) et gregi quidem
suae curae comnisso miniwo fuit usui aubt emolumento. Cum
Magnatibus continua exercebat odia, quos non, ut debuit,
sapientia et lenitate in ordine continere, aut aberrantes
reducere, sed dirarum et deveotionum et rigore terrere st
frangere, frustra saepe conabatur... Nec unquem adeo, tam
religio et status eccleaisse, quam politia et status rei-
‘publicae, ac ipso sedente, in dicecesi Holensi vaeillavit,

We may freely admit that Gudmundr displayed much more
Yenthuslasm' than would be thought seemly in an eighteenth-century
cleric, and Finnurts typical Enlightenment side-swipe at miracles
is in itself sufficient indication of the gulf of feeling between
the two bishops.

- In the late nineteenth century Eirfkr Magnifsson had, as we
shall ses, a special motive for stressing the inflexible and
doetrinaire nature of Gudnundr!s conduct of his office..j ) To him
Gudmundr was s fanatie who insisted on bis view of church-state
relations 'blindly', backed only by 'a rabble of lawless vagabonds!,

2) Bishop Finnur Jénsson, Historis Ecclesisstica Islandiae

(Kdbenhawn, 1772-8), i. 359-60.

3) ed. Eirfir Magnfsson, Thémas Saga Ericibyskups (Rolls Series:
‘London, 1875-83), 11. pp. xii-xxvii,
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and 'against almost all the best men in the country'. In the 1920s
Knut Gjerset did not perhaps £ind Gudmundr very interesting, and in
Just over a page took him from being the new bishop, 'very self-
willed and arbitrary' to the last days when he was 'old and blind,
and deapised by all respectable people'.4) At the same period
Finnur Jonsson the literary historian say Gudmundr as 'denne trodsige
biskop, der mere var biskop af navn end gavn...' Again the 'fhlge
af. stoddere' make their appearance. And Finnur seems slightly
ungenerous in describing the bishop as 'stadig gorende jertegn!

and yet 'efter sin déd - ufortjent - dyrket som helgen' . 5)

In the 1920s also, another Icelandic bishop, Jén Helgason,
delivered his verdict on GuBmundr.é) He stressed the danger of
applying historians' hindsight to Gudmundr's career, and insisted
on his piety and catholicity. But with regard to Gudmundr's
political impact on Iceland, he wrote:

‘A8 sjdlfs8gdu hafdi Gudmundur sina bresti og var { mesta mdta
hddur hleypiddmun sinna tfma. Og pvi verdur ekki heldur

neitad, ad fmsar athafnir Gudmundar gdda urdu dtssdi bardtty

og bldosuthellinga, svo ad jafnvel metti segja, ad framkoma

hans hafi oréid til ad kveikja hid zgilega Sfridarbil Sturlunga-
timabilsins og undirbda g vidburdi, er hér gerdust 1262 og 4.

In 1942 Turville-Petre and Olszewska published an excellent
English translation of Gudmundar saga, wvorking basically from AM
399, 4°, the Codex Resenianus.’’ Their verdict was that Gubmundr's
career was disastrous for his diocese, 'and no 1lsss disastrous to
Iceland as a whole', Three authoritative reviews of their hook did
not dissent from this conclusion. To Stefdn Einarsson,Gudmundr

4) Knut Gjerset, History of Iceland (London, 1922), 163-5.

5) Finnur Jénsson, Den oldnorske og oldislandske litteraturs
historie (2nd edn, K4Zbenhavn, 1920-27), ii.+ 763,

6) Bishop Jdn Helgason, fristnisaza Islands (Reykjavik, 1925-
27), i. 125-29.

7) G.Turville-Petre and E.S, Olszewska, The Life of Gudmund

the Good, Bishop of Hdlar (Coventry, 1942).
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symbolised 'the forces of Christianity in their most uncompromising
form, a form whieh was to prove fateal to the 0ld Icelandie¢ Common=-
wonlthf.s) Halldér Hermannsson saw him as 'stubborn and uncomprom
~ising' and possessing 'neither administrative ability nor any
conception of financisl ma.ttars"'.g) Gwys Jones characterised
Gudmundr as 'a gifted but refractary leader', amd to this histarian
and eritic of wide sympathies the bishop was a !far from sympathetic
gharaster’ 19 Jopn G.FHood, an English churebman, in 1946 1iked
Gudmundr persomally but.agreed that he had been historieally a
disaster: 1if celibacy had not been ome of his primciples, a wife
might have 'kept him from eccentric aberrations',ll) And to
Frofessor Peter Foote Gudmundr wus "thaet pitiful and disastrous
nan',lz) We may conclude this section of largely hostile opinion
by quoting two recent Icelandic historiams, Jén J6hanhnssonl3)

and Bitrn Parsteinsson,l4) Most recently of all, Bjdirn has not
been unduly severe on Gudmundr, But he does characterise him thuss

Hann var hugsjdnamadur, en 1{till flokksforingi og stjdrnmdla-
leidtogi; 1lagdi pegar { upphafi leiks allt undir fyrstu at-
1l8guna og tapadi.

Jén Jéhannesson, however, provided in the 1950a a most foreeful
modern version of the traditional case against Gudmundr. Some of
his comments are as follows:

oo Ofridur og dstjdrn prdudust allt f kringum hann. Einkum
urdu deilur hans drlagarikar ad tvennu leyti. Hann virti
eldrei landsl¥gin og &tti drjugan pdtt f ad brjdta nidur
virdingn manna fyrir 18gum pjddveldisins... [It was partly his
fault] ad Islendingar misstu ad lokum sjdlfstadi sitt. Loks
efldi hann hjdtrd og hégilju {f landinu meir en flestir adrir.
Pad er pvi ekki dfyrirsynju, ad Gudmundar biskup hefur verid
kalladur einn hinn Sparfastimadur { ségu vorri.

Finally, following the lead of Bishop Jdn Helgason, Jén Jdhannesson

8) Stefdn Einarsson in Germanic Review, xx. (1945), 153=i.

9) Hallddr Hepmarnssin in Speculum, xix. (1944), 259-60.

10) Gwyn Jones in Medium Aevum,x1ii. (1944), 67-8.

11) John C.F. Hood, Icelandic Church Sagas (London, 1946),99-105.

12) Peter G. Foote, 'Sturlusaga and its background', Saga-Book
of the Viking Society, xiii. (1946-53), 207-37.

13) Jon Johannesson, Islendinga Saga (Reykjavik,1956-8), i.’
249-50,

14) Bj8rn Porsteinsson, Nj ITslandssaga (Reykjavik,1966), 266.
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made one particular point about Gudmundr in the context of Ieelandic-
Norwegian relations, to vhich we must return later,

Making a selection of scholars, and a second selection among
their relevant views, may have led me unconseiously to bias my
pleture. But I think it is fair to say that for these scholars, and
others, Gudmundr was a BAD THING for Iceland (to use the phrase that
some older history text-books fir schools are Supposed to have used,
when they felt the need to oversimplify). Many of the writers
quoted are generous in praise of Gudmundr's piety, his loyalty to
friends, his vigour and endurance. But he emerges from their pages
as at best a man dwarfed by his office at a period in Iceland's
bistory when it was crucial that he should measure up to it, at
worst the man who threw his country into the turmoil that permitted
effective Norwegian intervention, - Hallddr Hermannsson sums up,
succinctly and fairly, what I take to be the consensus view of the
result of Cudmundr's claims for eleriecal immuniﬁies:lﬁ)

The struggle proved in the end fateful for the independence of
the country, because it gave the archbishop of Nidaros and,
ultimately, the king of Norvay, opportunity to interfere in the
internal affairs of Iceland, although in the end the erratie
bishop was disavowed by the archbishop.

It has been an artificigl exercise on my part to construct this
composite case against Guémundr, and it would be more artificial still
to proceed to labour its internal inconsistencies; Gudmundr the
helpless victim of circumstances too big for him, Gudmundr who had
guch a positive, irf baleful, historical effect, Let ne freely conceds
that the indictment is formidable,

Certainly there have been contrary voices, In 1907 W.P, Ker
began with the robust belief that a worthless man was unlikely to
inspire such a good-saga.lé) He then answered g question of his own
as follows:

But can it be said that he did much, or anything, to hasten the
fall of the Republic, the dissolutiop of the healthy old Icelandie
Commonwealth? Probably not. We have a very full account of the
particulars of 1ife in Iceland in those days, and we knoy that

1t did not need the questions of ecclesiastiesl policy to set

15) Hallddr Hermannsson, loc.cit.

16) W.P, Ker, Gollected Esgays (London, 1925), 11. 152-7 reprints
his 1907 address to the Viking Soeiety on 'Gudmund Arason',
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people fighting.

In a sensitive article published in 1967, Régis Boyer depicts
Gudmundr as 'le meillsur témoin de son temps... Miroir ou fruit de
son dpoque, et certes point cause ou fauteur de ruine'.lv) Finally
there is the individual stance adopted by Einar O1, Sveinsson.ls)

He is not uneritical of Gudmundr, a fanatic and 'an idealist with
his eyes closed to the reality around him'.lg) But as ususl, Einar's
pages convey such a concrete sense of personal encounter with
Gudmundr that amid his strictures we may glimpse the essential
grandeur of our bishop more readily than amidst encomiums from a less
perceptive writer.

 This brings us back to the original sources. No reading of them,
however careful, could disprove the majority view of modern scholar
ship. But a reading may suggest alternative perspectives. The
material for Gudmundr's early life is clearly the testimony of those
who knew and loved him. It is certainly tempting to see the hand
of Lambkdrr in this, the protégé who was 'staddr...vid marga funde
ok marga lute sipan, bd er aro f besse sﬁgo'%o) & man who, when he
was deprived of the opportunity to be Bishop Gudmundr's secretaryel)
may have resolved to bide his time until he could set the record
straight for posterity. For Gudmundr's later 1ife we are mainly
in debt to Arons sags and to Islendinga saga. The first is a

17) Régis Boyer, 'L'#v&que Gudmundr drason, Témoin de Son Temps!,
Etudes Germaniques, xxii. (1967), 427-4i4.

138) My references are to Jéhann S. Hannesson's translation of
Elnar OL. Sveinsson's monograph, entitled The Age of the Sturlungs,
and published at Ithaca, N.I.,in 1953 as volume xxxvi of the series
Islandica. (Cited hereafter as Einar J1. Sveinsson).

19) Einar 01, Sveinssonm, 115.

- 20) Biskéggiyﬁng; i. 461, My references are to the edition
¥gglished in Kgbenhavn in 185878 by Hinu Islenzka Bécmentafdlagt:

8 work is cited hereafter as B3,
21) BS, 1. 475-6.
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favourably biased story about a man himself favourably biased
tovards Gudmmdr.?? If the Sturlung family had adhered o ome
party line, and if its historian-members had written in that
spirit, then Islendinga Saga might have afforded us & source
hostile to Gudmundr. But Sturla Pérdarson was an objective
historian, and in any case for internal family reasons Sturla
bérdarson apperently did not feel compelled to associate himself
with'the point of view of his cousin Sturla Sighvatsson, the
enemy of Guimundr. We may feel that Abbot Arngrfumr's mid-
fourteenthcentury 1ife of Gudmundr should not be asked to haasr
too much weight as historical evidence, It 15 & late source, and
a frankly hagiographic ones but as such it would surely be an odd
literary memorial to a man who was in any way considered to have
encompassed his country's ruin.

In any case, modern saga scholarship may sometimes be able to
dissect the sources and determine the bias of each portion, but it
doe3 so by means of starting with the sources in the form in which
wo have them, The mere fact of compilation of a composite
narrative of Gudmundr's life, such as we have in the Codex’
Resenianus, tells us a lot about attitudes, In this case someone
in the mid-fourteenth century compiled an account of Guimundr!s
life, basing it, except in the case of Arons daga, largely on
much earlier materials. The majority view of modern scholars
would require us to read this recension as a story about a man
who evolved a splendid system of private morality which after 1203
turned out to be a totally disastrous system of public morality.
Now the writers of samtidssagaarzB) may have been more like
historians or journalists than histarieal novelists, But it seems
hard to accept that the compiler of the Codex Resenianus had so
little regard for literary consistency that he would have been
satisfied with an essentially broken-backed narrative, It secems

22) See John Porter, 'Some Aspects of Arons Saga HjSrleifssonar!,

Saga~Book of the Viking Society, xviiie (1970 ), 136-166,

23) I follow Sigurdur Nordal's classification in 'Saga-

1litteraturen', Nordisk Kultur, VIII B (Stockholm, Osto and
Kdbenhawn, 1953), 180273,
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easier to believe that, having sought our sympathy for Gudmundr as

priest, he did not expect Gudmundr as bishop to forfeit that sympathy.
Very early in the Codex Resenianus, which will be our main

guide through Gudmundr's life, we are nudged towards'taking a very

positiye attitude, Guomundr karlhgf¥i hears the infant Gudmundr

24

hann 16zt engis barns r3dd slfka heyrt hafs, ok kvadst hann
vist vita, at pbat barn munde verda afbragd annarra manns, ef
1ife hélde, ok kallade sér bjdda Stta mikinn er hann heyrde til.

This is not the infancy of a weakling, a mere victim of circwi
stances. Swiftly thereafter, two possible paths in life are
adumbrated for Gudmundr. He can follow the path of compromise, as
exemplified by his grandfather Porgeirr at the Alping in the grjdt-
flaugarsumar of 1163325)

N hafa pat kennt hinir g5fgustu menn, at leggja skylde
vandr@de 511 en auka eige.!

Or he can follow the path of loyalty to principles and friends, as
his father Ari does, in dying for Jarl Erlingr, The Jarl stresses
the herolsm required in making such a choice:26)

'vard hann einn bdinn til af y3r 5llum, at gefa sjdlfviljande
sitt 1LIf fire mitt 1if.'

We are left feeling that if the lusty infant finally mekes the
wrong choice he will make it for the right, heroic, reasons. And
we are not led to expect that he will choosge compromise, Those

erys

responsible for the fatherless boy's education soon find him
'5latr mjak',27)(sic; ?014tr), a phrase which, like the Scots
adjective 'thravn', seems capable of carrying the connotation of
cussedness in pursuit of a good cause, and which could be applied
to the early life of many sage heroes,

Another formative experience for Gudmundr is his shipwreck,
and even more his recovery from the injury to his foot, It is not
merely that he never thereafter permits any possible remaining
physical weakness to impede a life that is peripatetic through

24) BS, 1. 410,
25) BS, 1. 412.
26) BS, 1..414.
27) BS, 1. 416,
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choice as well as often through necessity. It is alzo that the saga
singles out his time of recuperation as the time a—)

pottust menn mestan mun 4 hafe fundit, at skiptist skap hans...
ok kom padan af nokkut vid 4 hverjum misserum til si3bdtar

honum ok skilnfngar, at ndliga pdtte hann allr mair annarr §
atferd sinne, en fyrst pdtte dhorfast, er hann var dngr. ‘

Already, and in important ways, Gudmundr begins to diverge
from some at least of the heroic laymen of the sagas. His up-
bringing is in an unmistakably bookish and intellectual milieu.
Uncle Ingimundr grieves at the shipwreck:zg)

pd pdtte honum hart um hdggvast, pvi at pd var farit ynde
hans er bfkurnar vdro farnar, en madrenn sd meiddr, er hann
unne mest..,

What scholar might not feel with scme uneasiness that an ironie
comment is implied here on an intellectual's order of priarities?

But above all the account of Gudmundr a8 young man and young
priest leaves us with an impression of his piety. If that piéty
has awkward consequences, they are sbove all awkward consequences
for Gudmundr himself, His refusal to hurry over mess seems in part
at least the cause of the disastrous night on the moors ) But
as he lies in the snow, protecting the children in his care, we
sense his readiness to endure all the conseguences of his own
actions, This sense of responsibility, this physical and moral
quality of endurance, are the key-note of his life, The important
aarly eriticisms of his piety are not directed at its consequences
for others, but for himself=3 1

Hann gdrdest bd mikill trdmadr f b&nshalde ok tidagerd ok
hardrétte ok 3rléte, at sumun mSnnum pétte halda vis vanstille,
ok 8tlodo, at hann munde eige bera mega allt saman, harplffe
sitt ok oynde af andldte Porgeirs.

In its essence, Gudmundr's brand of piety is far from complex,
and it is wholly attractive., It is extraordinarily difficult to
determine how far a man of Gudaundr!s type and generation saw hime
self as contlnuing the work of earlier pious Icelanders, and how

28) BS, 1. 431,
29) BS, 1. 423,
30) BS, 1. 442,
31) BS, 1. 430,
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far innovating: too much of what we know of the earlier Teelandic
church was written by men of Gudmundr's own day, who may conceivably
have coloured the past with their own innovatory aspirations. The
saga provides ons clue that mep like Gudmundr knew- they were
innovating;32)

Marga lute tdk hann pd upp til trd sér, er enge madr visse dir,
at né einn madr hafe gert 43r hér £ lande...

Elsewhere, however, there is evidence that men 1ike Guimundr nay
have thought, rightly or wrongly, that they were operating within a
tradition of Icelandic piety. If we take Hungryska as representing
the 'objective learning' of the Skdlaholt school as:opposed ta tha
'breathless ‘hagiography' of H6lar,33 ) it provides such evidence.
Bjarnhardr enn saxlenzki as we are told:-+

vigdi marga hluti... kirkjur ok klukiur » brur ok brunna, vy
ok v&tn, bjdrg ok bjbllur, ok pikja pessir hlutir hafa birt
sanna tign hans gezku.

We may suppose that Bjarnhardr's primary aim was to provide
¢lear proof of Iceland's sanctity, and it is in this that Gudmunds ’
a cleric in perpetual motion, seems to follow him. The topography
of Iceland is to be made the topography of God's kingdom on earth,
and surely Gudmundr would have wholly approved Glafur Lérusson's
attempt to state with maximum precision Just vhat was accomplished .3 5)
It would not be unduly cynical to suggest thal Gudmundr was right
if he believed that Icelend, in terms of personal plety as in terms
of the church's place in soclety, was still short of perfection.

A century after the tithe law of 1096 had enshrined the dual role
of the godar, the church must have been sz basic part of ordinary
folk's lives: it may also, in unfortunate ways, have become everyday
and mundane.

There was plenty of coarse-grained scepticlsm around, as at
Reykjahdlar when people urinated in the well Just consecrated by
Gudmundr .3 6 His saga does not encoursge us in the belief that he

32) BS, i.431.

33) See G. Turville-Petre, Qrigins of Icelendic Literature
(Oxford, 1953), 202,

34) BS,"i. 65,

35) Olafur Lérusson, 'Gudmundur gddi f bjostrd Yslendinga',
Skfrnir, oxvi. (1942); 113-39.

36) ﬁ" i' 457-
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was an otherworldly ascetic unable to meet such people on their own
ground. Some of his outstanding qualities are seen when he tells

the old woman=37)

'gub vakte pik, systir, ok vilde eige at pu svefir um messona
svd nfr altare'.

and when he deals with the boy who pretends to have no c¢lothes to
wear.38) On such occasions he,showéd a kindliness, a tact, a sense
of humour, a gift for human sympathy, that rightly made him e hero of
ordinary Icelanders. At times we are compelled to sse in the sagas
of Gudmundr a certain quality surely emanating from the historical
Gudmundr himself: this is a quality of holy simplicity quite
astounding in our jaded and éophisticate age. Msr Finsson sees a
little bird fly up from Gudmundr's shoulder: but, says the saga-
writer, Mdr Finssor® 9)

pottist eige vita, hvat fugla pat var, pvi at hann var dvanr at
sea heilagan anda.

And this holiness seems to have enabled Gudmundr to engrave himself
on the folk-memory, to localise holiness in the very soil of Iceland
a3 he would have wished. The story goes that once, while he was

busy on Drangey, blessing it and casting out trolls, he established

an understanding with even the trolls. W.P. Ker retells the story

as fbllows:“o)
In his purification of the island, which was carried out very
thoroughly, he was let down by a rope over the cliffs to bless
them. At one place a shaggy grey arm in a red sleeve came out
of the rock with a knife, and cut two strands of his rope; the
third strand was hallowed and would not give, and the Bishop
hung there. Then a voice from the rock said: 'Do no more
hallowing ,Bishop; the Bad Folk must live somewhere.' The
Bishop had himself hauled up, and left that corner as a
reservation for trolls, so it is said.

Before we examine Gudmundr's caresr as bishop, it is necessary
to discuss two failings he is sald to have had, two disqualifications

37) BS, i. 438,
38) BS, 1. 599-600 (&M 657¢,4°).
39) BS, i. 436.

40} W.P.Xer, op.cit, 172, See also Olafur Ldrusson, op.cit.,
132-3. '
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for the rBile; firstly, his supposed intellectual rigidity in matters
of theory (which must be discussed at some length), and secondly his
Bupposed incompetence in practieal matters.

It would not be unreasonable to deseribe Gudmundr as an
intellectual called to play a part in politics: scholars, as if in
a collective acknowledgment of their own limitations, tend to hold
such people in contempt. It is true that Gudmundr did hold upe
deviatingly to certain theoretical positions regarding the relations
of church and Society in Iceland. It is true that he must have
formulated these positions in the context of knowing what churchmen
were trying to do in other parts of Europe. This knowledge must have
been based more on reading than on first-hand experience, since he
was not as far-travelled as sope previous bishops. And we can
certainly asséciate him with g deliberate campaign of practical and
literary propaganda in favour of his ideals. But none of this
amounts to saying that his practical politics vere inflexibly
dictated to him by what he had read, or had inspired others to write,

The church throughout western Europe was in the late twelfth
century taking the initiative on what it considered itg righta:
church control of church property, and clerieal immanity from lay
courts, were key demands. The firat of these issues was raised in
Iceland by Bishop Porldkr Pdrhallsson of Skdlaholt. e have no
reason to suppose that he would have raised the issue merely because
of prompting from Nidaros, had he thought it inappropriaste to
Icelandic conditions., For younger cleries 1ike Gudmundr, the carecr
of Porlékr had a double lesson: he bad done what he could and, as
Lucien Musset puts it 'i3 dchoua entiérament,'41) Turville~Petre
end Qlazeuske characterise Porldkr astuise and temperatet 4%)

To give up a struggle for principle once begun is not in itself
proof of wisdom and temperance; to give up a hopélesa struggle may

41) Lucien Misset, Les Pauples Scandinaves ay Moyen Age (Paris,
1951), 215,

42) G Turville.Petre and E. Olszewske, gp, ¢it., xv.




opposition than are lgter historians. But Jdn Loptsson had personal
qualities es well as socisl status to make him respected, something
which was herdly true of some of Gudmundr's adversaries. In am
wltizately decisive intervention in Iecelandic affairs for which
Gudmumdr cannct be held responsible, the archbishop of Nidaros had
in 1290 forbidden the godiar to enter the priesthoods There was
Some prospect now that the Icelandic church would be administered
less in lay intarests'. And in this context it was not through mers
disinterested piety that Gudmundr and others determined in the
following years to keep Porldkrts hemory alive. The campaign to
give Skflaholt a saint began four years after Pon 's death in
1193 « and began in the dioccese of Héler. As soon as people began
to have visions confirming Poridip's sanctity, Ornr, former
chaplain to Parldkr and now in the nortyé3)

sende pegar rit um vitﬁonina Guémunde preste Arasyne, pvi at
peim hafde ordit ddr r8tt un helgina Tholdks biskups, ok segir

In 1199 the Alping declareq Porldkr a saint: when his reliecs
were translated:

Gudmundr prestr réy mesto, hvat sungit var, pd er heilagr
démrenn var upp tekinn,

One man not particularly active in the business, at least at
the start, was Bishop P11 of Skdlaholt, Porldkr!s nephew and Jén
Loptsson's son, His slowness to insist on hig uncle's sanctity
may have arisen from seemly modesty sbout hig family, but perhaps
elso from a realisation of the use to which militant churchmen
might put his uncle's cult. And 80 more than care fop Pdllts
personal feelihgs may have been involved in the Playing down of the
dispute about proprietary churches in the fipst version of Porldks
8288« Blshop P41, married, a good host, and with a habit of
coneiliating godar, was a churchman more to the taste of Bishop
Finnur Jénsson than was Guémundr , Indeed, he may reming us of
Finnur's portrait of Steinn Jénsson of Hflapr (1721-39), a pan

43) BS, 1. 451,
44) BS, 1. 455,
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Yioted for not annoying government officials, and a representative
figure of a period not marked by particularly high morale in
Jeelandie church or societyyAS)

The priests of Hdler may have taken pious delijht in the
events of 1199 and yet sensed that they were nﬂg)at a tactical dis-
edvantege. As Professor Jén Helgason puts its

The new saint was, of course, of great importance in con-
solidating and extending the influence of the Skdlaholt

episcopal see.
And 1t was a moot point whether Skdlaholt under P41l would use this
advantage aggressively enough. Jén adds:

«ss there was some doubt at first as to what bishop should
be chosen for a saint [in Héler]

Significantly he does not imply that there was doubt whether one
should be chosen at all. In March 1201 the formal translation of
the bones of Bishop Jén Qgmundarson of Hélar took place. Since
Bishop Brandr was i1l he required a deputy to conduct this service,
end his chosen deputy was Gudmundr., It was Gudnmundr, too, who
delivered4$§e exhortation needed to convince the Alping of Jén's
senctity.

In the first years of Gudmunde's bishoprie, and at his
ingtigation, a life of Jén was written by Gunnlauge leifsson, monk
of Pingeyrar. Jén had been dead eighty yesrs, and tradition did
not allow Guunleugr to be too circumstantial in detailing Jénts
piety,48) But if I describe Guimundr and Gumnlaugr as propagende
ists, I 'do not mean that they were crude or unscrupulous in their
methods. The surviving Icelandiec versions of the Latin life of
Jén do not suggest that they were given to fabricating material
to further the aims of the church militant.

Guémundr sought the backing of foreign churchmen for his
policies as bishop, and in the end found their qualities of endur-
ance not equal to his. In a similar way he found inspiration in

45) Bishop Finnur Jdnsson, gp, cit., 11i, 749-50,

46) ed, Jén Helgason, Byskupa Sozur (Corpus Codicum
Islandicorum Medii Aevi, xix : Kdbenhawn, 1950), 12,

47) BS, i. 459-60.
48) eds Jdn Helgason, op, eit., 13,
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the lives of foreign saints bug no doubt'did not expect to apply
without modification the lessons of their lives to the church in
Tceland. A4s an editor of Thdmas Saga erkibyskups, Eirfle Magndsson
had a proper respect for that work. But he lacked sufficiént
warrant for the assumption he made that lives of Becket were the
hanifestoes that determined Gudmundr's every action as bishop.49)
We know that Gudmundris friend Hrafn Sveinbjarnaraon held St. Thomas
Becket in special veneration, and Eirfkr made the happy suggestion
that Hrafn may, on his returp from England in around 1197, have
presented a Latin life of St Thomas to the future bishop. Perhaps
he did, and perhaps it was the life by the elusive Robert of Crick.
1ada.50) But that is all we have to 80 on, and it is not much,
Undoubtedly Gudmundr knew a lot about Thomas, and approved of him,
But we do not know how often Thomas was in his thoughts: the faot
that echoes of Thomas 8aga abound in the Gudmundr material ig proof
of the =aga's literary rather than of its political influence, Thus
we have the vision of Rannveig, where three prestigious Scandinavian
saints appear and Gudmundr is flatteringly'compared to Thomas.5l)
And there is uncle Porvardr's dream, which led him to tel]l Gudmundr; 32)

ex hefe svd dreuminn rdpit, at vegr pinn munde svd vers mikill,
at 611 kristne munds elge hyggja mega...

This echoes an incident before St Thomas's birth where his mother's
dream is interpreted:SB)

at meirl mundi verda dyrd ok uirding pessa burdar, er hon geck
med, enn jardlig kristni metti med taks wdr Skilning = koma,

Both Porvardr and St Thomas's mother dream that they have difficulty
getting through a door. The incident comes more naturally in Thomag
8aga, since the saint's mother hes the excuse of pregnancy.

49) ed. Eirfir Magnisson, op.cit., xii - xcvid.

50) Margaret Orme, 'A Reconstruction of Robert of Cricklade's
Vita S. Thomae Cantuariensis', inalecta Bollandiana, lxxxiv, (1966),
379-98, and sources cited there.

51) BS, 1. 451-4.
52) BS, 1. 4734

. 53) ed. C.R, Unger, Thomas Sags Erlkibyskups (Christiania, 1869),
298,
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More pertinent for the hiatorian, one might feel, is the stanza
composed by Xolbeinn Tumason, embarked on the quarrel with Gu¥mundy
that proved fatal to Kolbeinn: 4’

Gud hefir Gudmund gj&rvan
gliken Tdma at rfki,

mer 1iger okkr vid eyra
erfingi h3f3ingjas

redr guds laga geymir
gedbjartr sndru hjarta,
hra3ist himna prysi

hann, en wetki annat,

This is a contemporary wverdict on Gudmundr, but again the
context is literarx. Kolbeinn, whose attitude to his theme 1is
eithar that of grudging admiration or that of heavy irony, in any
case evidently intended his sinile to startls, Readers were invited
to compare Gudmundr's pretensions with those of Thomas, and the
stanza is not evidence that Gudmundr thought of himself in these
Aterma..

The Thomes-Guimundr parsllel has obsessed historians unnecessarily,
The two churchmen certainly agreed on the need to keep the clergy
out of the civil courts, They quite possibly had a common attitude
to the question of martyrdom, but not the one often attributed to
them. Scholars have sometimes expressed surprise that Giidmundr
vas lucky enough to escape nartyrdom, and have followed this with
the surmise that as a result he must have been a disappointed man.s 5)
The first point is a legitimate expression of opinion, the second an
uwarranted one, Gudmundr had his share of physical courage, but
he does not seem to have gone out of his way to court martyrdom,

But then neither, on the whole, did St Thomas, Where the perallel
is most open to question is in the theory of a volte-face per formed
by both men in mid-career, St. Thomas had been chancellor of
England, and Henry IT had some excuse for being surprised at the
Thigh churchmanship' of a former head of the civil service. But a
period of residence with Kolbeinn Tumason surely did not bind
Gudmundr to an equal degree to be, as bishop, a spokesman for the
godar. Both King Henry and Kolbeinn misjudged theiy man, but that

54) BS, 1. 491 footnote,
55) Stefdn Einarsson, loc, cit.
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is not the point.
Unprofitable fun could be had with an Ambrose~ ThomssGudmandr
parallelism. St Thomas in s letter to Henry II compaered himself to
St Ambrose, who had excommunicateq the Emperor Theo‘doéius.?é)
Certainly, Gudmundr had g fondness for Ambrose, whose feast had been
established in Iceland, as a result of one of Gudmundr karlhofdi's
revelations, when Gudmundr Arassen was young 2 7) And when Gudmundr
Arason hesitated on the threshhold of the episcopal office, he was
reminded how, as a boy, he,like Ambrose, was always singled out in
games by his playmates to play the bishop.58) Gudmundr later broke
with Gunnlaugr Leifsson over Ambrose, but for no very politiecal
reason: Gunnlaugr had written a new story about Ambrose, but
Gudmundr protested that the old life by Pope Gregory was more approp-
riate for use in church.’?) Gudmundr on one occasion quoted,
following Ambrose, the dictum that 'to the pure all things are pure!
(allt er b rleinum ok trifSstum hreint, en dhreinum ok trilausum
er[u] allir hlutir o'hreinir).m) Again, this is not to say that he
saw himself as St Awbrose, Indeed, he seems to have found examples
of female piety equally inspiring. Abbot Arngrimr's 1ife of
Gudmundr contains materialg on the visions of the nun Elizabeth of
Schénau, which, it has been suggested, had been sent to Gudmundr by
a correspondent in the Cistercian house of Tautra on Trondheimsfjord
4nd one of Gudmundr's Pithiest comments invoked the Virgin Msry her-
self, 4s g bishop-elect deprived by Kolbeinn of the control of his
own household, he is visited by phe steward.éz) The steward wonders
why the food at Christmas has lasted a week longer than usual., Says
Gudmundr :

56) C.R. Unger, op.cit., 392,

57) BS, 1. 420.

58) BS, 1.473.

59) BS, 11. 77 (Holm 5 fo1.),

60) BS, 1. 576 (M 657¢, 4°).

6l) ed, Stefdn Karlsson, opscit., 36-7, and sources cited theps,
62) BS, i. 477.
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'pvi er svd, sonr minn, at Marfu Pikkir betr at veitt sé en
Kolbeine! .

Gudmundr would have been & split personality indeed if he had
identified himself directly with everyone he admired. And while
he was certainly the intellectual he bas generally been assumed to
have been, he was in addition sometimes very adroit in applying the
ideas of pious literature to everyday life,

The steward's enquiry brings us now to the question of Gudmundp's
business sense, or lack of it. This is a complex question, and a
simple answery, that Gudmundr was incompetent in practical matters,
hes too readily been assumed. 4s a yYoung priest, it is true:63)

hvert vér for pvi fram, at eytt var kaupe pvi 5llo, er hann tdk,
ok gaf pat til matar ok k183a fdtSkum ménnum ok fréndum sinum,
ok voro pat vij. umagar, er hann fédde mey pesso,

But suppose that Gudmundr had become & bishop in normal times, If
we assume that he would hecessarily have treated the revenues of a
bishopric exactly like the stipend of a single priest, we are
setting up a nalve notion of our own and fathering it on Gudnmundr,
Besides, ha did not become bishop in normal times. As bishop-slect
his fipances were taken out of hie hands, to such an extent that he
could not even have his nephews to live with bim, far less bestow
largesse on a wider group of deserving persons,64) And once the
situation in Hdlar diocese detericrated inmto virtual eivil war, the
exactions of Gudmundr and his followers upon the farmers were of the
sort practised by generals and armies at all times, from necessity
rather than choice,

I am not suggesting that Gudmmdr vas mean with money, nor that
today he would win prizes in the Harvard Business School, But the
evidence for his being always generous beyond the point of
irrgspomaib;lity is weaker than has usually been assumed. One piece
of evidence might be taken es an admission of his own incompetence,
Did he not, as a new bishop, write to Pdll of Skdlaholt to say that

63) BS, 1, 431-2,
64) BS, 1. 477,
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a joint-administrator had been appoirted to the see of Hélar,
because65)

'menn kviddo fedrforrddum minum.!

But this letter is to be read in the context of his apparently
genuine doubts about the wisdom of his becoming bishop. These were
doubts not about money, but about his own spiritual worthiness, and
even more about other peocple's political worthiness, The letter
seems to present Pdll with the oppartunity to reply that Gudmundr
Bhould not be bishop. Had P11 been anxious to back his brother
of Hélar, he could have replied that neither Gudmundr nor anyone
else should be expected to act as bishop of Hélzar under such
intolerable and humiliating conditions. Pf11 did not send such g
reply, but it may have been the one that Gudmundr hoped for, and
required to strengthen his position,

Let us assume, in the absence of stronger evidence to the
contrary, that Gudmundr was not egregiously incompetent and that
Kolbeinn, a picus man after all, was not as greedy as some other
godar of the Sturlunga8ld., Their quarrel, in that case, may have
atarted from a perfbctl& legitimate difference of opinion on how
to run & see. In Western Europe the proponents of respectable
sound finance, the Kolbeinns as we might say, stood aghsst at the
Wall Street Crash of 1929. It required John Maynard Keynes to show
them a possible way out of Lheir difficulties: and the policies
of that economist might remind us of the biblical injunction to
Ycast thy bread upon the waters; for thou shalt find it after
many days', a precept of which Gudmundr must have approved,

If I have adequately sketched my idea of Gudmundr's character,
a blow-by-blow description of his episcopate will gcarcely be
required. The moment that he appeared at the hearing of the case
against the priest Ebbjgrn=66

ba gekk Gudmundr prestr til ddmsins med staf ok stolo, ok
firebaud peim at déma prestinn.

he was set on a course of action that embroiled him in trouble for
the rest of his life. But we s8hould assume neither that this was

65) BS, i. 479,
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his fault, nor that he would have held back had he known all the
consequences for himself of his action, nor that he would have been
right to hold back.

Gudmundr's courage in thus facing the issue is, I submit, more
to be praised than the tact which another men in his place might
have shown in keeping quiet. Since the grjdtflaugarsumar of 1163
there had been every indication that the Icelandic polity was in
crisis. The power that went with the possession of a godord wes
was pessing into fewer and fewer hands, feuds became consequently
more serious, and the access that godar had to the wealth of the
church accentuated both this social imbalance and its political
eifects. Peter Foote and others have analysed this process,67)
which W P, Ker once summarised as follows:

In the old days, when there was a much larger proportion of
smaller gentry, a feud could get itself fought out and settled
in a more or less decent manner, When the enemy had been
killed, and an ordinary number of vengeances taken on the one
side or the other, the thing might die away,

esa the peculiar exasperation of feuds in the thirteenth
century did not come from the imprudent Churchmen: it came
from the bloated wealth and pride of a few great men... whose
large estates and close family connections led them into
trouble in manifold ways, and made the range of operations
larger, the fever of emmity more malignant,

I do not propose that the power-greedy godar be regarded as
the villains of the story, but rather that they be cast in the
role that some scholars have assigned to Gudmundr ~ ths rile of
victims of circumstances. Modern societies that have not yet
discovered how the forces of production can be directed to tha best
interests of all, cannot afford to feel superior to the Icelanders
of the Sturlungafld who similarly failed to solve the problem of
the over-concentration of wealth and power in too few hands,

But 1n this situation Gudmundr was no passive viotim of
circumstances. With a new Christian application of the old heroic
virtues, he challenged Icelandic society to pPlace itself in the
hands of the church., If we suspect that his programme had no hops

67) Peter Q. Foote, gp.cit., 207~37, and sources cited there.
68) W.P. Ker’ og.cit., ii. l&-
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of success, then we must accept that the old Icelandic Commonwealth
ves destined to fall, If his actions in some ways precipitated s
new stage of the crisis, 1t was because the crisis could not be
side-stepped, and required new methods for its solution,

There are two strong hints in the saga that Gudmundr appreclated
Just why, if he became bishop of Hdlar, his tenure of that office
would be elimacteric. Firstly, when Kolbeinn, who intended that
Gudmundr as bishop should be hig protégé, apologised about a torn
table-cloth, Guémundrreplied:ég)

'skke salcar um dukinn, en par eptir man fara biskupddmr minn,
své man hann slitinn vera sem dukrinn?,

This is not an admission of his unfitness for office, an in-
sight into his own lack of insight: rather it is a realisation
that taking office would require him to try to solve a politically
insoluble situation. If anyome feels that this episode is built
.round a topos rather than real life, the second hint, a little
earlier in the story, may be more convincing. Gudmundr says to his
cousin ngundr:70)

'mér synist vande fylgja mikill, at eiga vi3 marga menn ok
dlydna ok Sfundarfulla ok rika, edsa muntu ni verss oss hly&inn,
ef v8r véndum um rddit pitty’

He receives the reply:

'BJ at ek sé pér S1ydinn, pd mun ek pS 51lum Sdrum 6lydnare,’

Again, we need not take this at face value. The conversation
may be a testimony to Guémundr's exceptional qualities of moral
leadership, and in that case we would discount it a little as being
the words of a kinsman as recorded by a friendly chronieler .But the
other level of meaning is that only ties of family and connection
will cerry welght in Icelandic polities now, and that these will
not suffice to preserve peace. Khether or not ths impersonal
authority of the church can rill the void, the impersonal authority
once held by the Alping is no more.

Gudmundr's tragedy was that his first attempt to wiéld the
church's authority led to the death of Kolbeinn Tumason in 1108,
Once the buffer of an old-style godi who had some sense of
responsibility to the church was removed, Gudmundr was face to face

69) BS, i. 475.
70} 83, 1. 473.
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with the tough secularism of the new-style godar. The battle where
Kolbeinn died was the first example of Gudmundr's failure to control
his own followers, but military leadership was the sort fopr which
bis training had least fitted him, and , besides, the godar's
control of their followers in the subsequent days was to be less than
complete also. The responsibility for the battle in any case rests
8quarsly witk Kolbeinn, and the priest Brdsi with his obsolescent
scale of values:n

'bar ridr biskup nf € brot med virp{ng yikra beggja.'

Guémundr's subsequent career makes melancholy reading, but not
in the sense that his own conduct diminished his moral stature in
ény weye Admirers of the classical Sagas can find in him the tough
=ness of the authemtic herc. He curses his enenles in the
vernacular 'svd at peir skyldu allir skilja mega'yz) The mediaeval
church may in general be open to criticism for its fondness for
Latin for blessing and the vernacular for cursing: but the terrifie
verbal force of Surviving examples of veroacular forms of
excommunication73 ) shows that they wers evolved by men who meant
business: and the point that over-frequent repetition of them
dulled their force for curser and cursed alike, a point made by
historians in Iceland, Secotland and elsewhere, has only 1imited
application to a basically devout and Superstitious age, Once,
vhen Gudmundr's men were in their enemies! hands, and had heen
threatened with death, the bishop was grudgingly induced by his
men's entreaties to 8ing a miserere over his enemies=74)

ok segir peim pd, at peir vére bd eige lausare en sir,
This is courage, and not the hysterical courage of the would-be

71) BS, i. 49.
72) BS, 1.490., footnote.
73) For a blood-curdling example from Seotland, see eds., G,

Donaldson and G. Macrae, St Andrews Formulare, 1514-1546 (Stair
Society: Edinburgh, 1942~4), i, 268371,

74) BS, 1. 499.
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martyr, but rather the 'cold, two o'clock in the morning courage'
of the man who to the end is 'dldtr mjok' in a righteocus cause,

.But the admirer of hagiography can find ample proofs of
Gudmundr's piety also, even in the worst moments of his later
career, When he hears that his men have killed Tumi Sighvatsson,
he assumes responsibility, under God, for their actionsz75 )

kvad...pess venta, at eptir guds forsjd hefde farit peirra
vidskipte.
Nor should we discount the saga's explanation of the subsequent
journey to Qrihsey=76)

Hitt hélt ok annat til,,er biskup vilde pangat fara, at honum
syndist, sem var, skylda sin til vera, at kanna sidu manna, ok
fegra, slfkt sem hann métte, um kristinddm, ok mest purfte, ok
biskupligu emb8tte heyrde til.

His ovm courage and piety wers among the few allies that did
not fail Gudmundr in the end. The archbishops of Nidarcs must have
known that it was Iceland and not Gudmundr that wes beyond contrel,
but only Gudmundr seemed to be theirs to command, In 1232 a new
archbishop wrote removing Gudmundr from office.77) He was not so
easily removed, and indeed his last years were a tims of settlements
of quarrels78) and of signs that e modus vivendi was evolving in
the HSlar diocese. The description of the diccese when matters hed
been at their worst has been used by scholars to diseredit
Guémundr:'?g)

Aumlig ok hirmulig kristne var par pd at sed: sumir prestar
18g8o messo s8nginn fire r8zlo sakir vip h6feTrgia, sumir

af sedlfs sins vilea; hdfudkirkjan, modirin, sat £ sorg ok f
b, ok sumer détr med henne, en sumar gleymdo yfir hennar
harme, ok lifde hverr sem lyste, en enge borde um at vanda, né
satt at néla, fire beim Sigurde ok Arndrs..

But the last phrase demonstrates clearly where the sage~writer put
the blame - on the godar - and, besides, a comparison of texts
reinforces this point for us. The passage echoes more than nne

15) BS, 1. 521,

76) BS, 1, 521.

77) ed. Gudbrand Vigfusson, Sturlunga Sagg (Oxford, 1873), i.
295,
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passage in Thomas saga, such as:so)

enn helldr almenniligh modir sitr ok drypr med haurmung ok
grati, fellir tar blodi blandat i ydru augliti, ogh er sua
sett sem teinn 1 backa ok hofd at skotspeni, brixlud af sinum
kunningium, er skaks sin hofud at henpe ok segla, huar er nu
gud peira, Enn hun stynr mot hadi beira ok drepr nidr hofdi
kallendi til yduar,

Here it is Canterbury after the death of St Thomas which is described,
and there is naturally no implication that Thomas is to blemre,
Equally, the biographer of Gudmundr has no thought of blaming him,

In 1237 the Pope in turn sought to depose Gudmundr from office
but sgain without effect,®l) this tine bocause g higher authority
had intervened, Gudmundr's last moments were suitably heroiczsz)

Hann sagdi hvern mann eiga at andast { berri moldu...Peir
Helgi ok porkell hdfu hann af klwdum T andléti & £51 Ssku
drefda, ok par { hondum peim skildist sdlin vid 1fkaminn, ok
bar d fj6linni mintust peir vid hann,..

Two aspects of Gudmundr's policies as bishop require a 1ittle
more explanation - the social and the Juridicel., Gudmundr in the
oyes of somes scholars 1s the wandering bishop, with his train of
vagabonds and cut-tbroats'. There were such men among his followers,
but no cause should be Judged by its least worthy adherents. The
noderate words of Einar (1L, Sveinsson deserve a‘ttention=83)

ssehistorical sources of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries
indicate that at that time there wers large numbers of such
people [ve.grantsg. They are especially noticeable in the
entourage of Bishop Guthmndr the Good, whose love for the
poor was inexhaustible and to whom as a consequence they were
naturally attracted. When temparal chiefs persecuted hip, it
18 not unlikely that they earned for themselves the hostility
of many of the poor.

This is one key to the situation. But men like Aron and Eyjdlfe,
with their relationship to the Seldelir family, were not mere
‘vagrente, any more than they were mere cututhroats, Many of
Gudmundr's adherents were not men of no social position, but men

80)' G‘R.Ungﬂ', OE‘ eit.’ 4—49.
81) Diplomatarinm Islandicum (KAbenhawn Reykjevil, 1857/76 =), 1.
132, 11th May 1237, ’ G '

82) BS, 1. 585 (AM 657¢, 49),
83) Einar 0. Sveinsson, 50,

NO.
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of destroyed social position. Once they had been placed outside
the law by the godar, their only hope lay in faithful service to
the bishop, their protector. A society divided by violence quickly
and crudely selects its own new social categories: the lowly are
by definition those on the losing side.

The saga protests with reason that84) 'Bargir adrir menn peir
er réskvir vdro' were among Gudmundr!'s supporters, and reminds us
that the quarrel of Tumi Sighvatsson and other godar with Gudmundr
arose becauses5)

belm pétte biskup ofstridr, er peir béttust eige fram koma
Sllum jafnade, peim er peir vildu, & viaum biskups, pvi at
hann hélt pd drengiliga ok rikuliga sfna vine.

The great. men latterly began to come to terms with Gudmundr,
an indication that he Sought to restore and not to overturn the
social order. This may be the explanation for what Einar OL.
Sveinsson has shown us to be a puzzle, the lack of class hatred by
the ordinsry folk for the goBar:sé)

[This hatred is not to be found] reflected anywhere in the
secular literature of these times. (I do not, of course,
include here what Sturlunga Saga and the Sagas of the Bishops
have to say on this score.) Guthmunde lived partly in another
world, and no independent system of ideas regarding society or
the temporal 1ife seems to have come into being among his
followers.

By temperament Gudmundr was a populist in the sense of caring
about the welfare of the poor: but perhaps neither by temperament
nor by force of circumstances was he anything of a social revolutione
ary.

I bave left to the last the most serious charge egainst Gudmundr:
that, whatever the justice of the church's case and hig, he
prosecuted it in the wrong juridical ways, and opened the door that
led to the 1260s. As Einar Ol. Sveinsson reminds us, Gudmundr; 87)

+++85 far a8 we can see...never tried to have the changes he

84) BS, 1. 493.

85) BS, i. 516.

86) Einar 01, Sveinsson, 50.
87) Einar 01, Sveinsson, 126.
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desired made into law by ths Althing,

Blshop Arni porldksson was t6 do this with some success amid
the Norwegian-enforced calm of the last years of the thirteenth
century. But Gudmundr may have concluded, rightly, that in his
day his cause could be won, if at all, only by first attending to
the concrete realities of power within bis own diocese, That in
his search for a settlement he later turned to his archbishop has
brouggg)down muach odium on his hesd, Bishop Jdén Helgason wrote
that:

Var pad { fyrsta skifti, sem Islendingar skutu dellumslum
sfnum beint undir erkibiskup, og eitt hi3 mests dheillaverk,
Med pessu sampyktu Tslendingar sjdlfir afskifti utlendra
héfsingja af malum sfnum, £ stad bess ad métmela peinm med
6llu ok vernds med pvi rétt sinn.

Er petta fyrsta utenstefningin, sem til Tslands kom frd Noregi.
Mattu Islendingar par sjdlfum sér um kenna og pe sérstaklega
Gudmundi Aresyni, pvi ad henn ver3up fyrstur til pess a3 skjdts
mglum sinum undir ddm erkibiskups.

Jén Jéhannesson especially emphasised that:3?)

Var pad fyrsta sinn sem Islendingar skutu mdlum sinum undir
erlendan démstsl, svo a) vitad sé, sidan £ landndmssld.

We may never arrive at a balanced judgment on these matters,
since good historians today, like all good men in every country,
tend to be nationalists. Icelanders have alwvays done well to be
wary of their larger neighbours. But it must be emphasised, in the
case of Gudmundr, that the first decision to refer disputes to
Nidaros was an agreed one, when Gudnundr and Kolbeinn Tumason
reached temporary bermony at an early stage of the .‘sd:rt:lggle..%’J
After Kolbeinn's death Gudmundr sti1l wunted to call the arche
bishop in: the unwillingness of the godar at this stage was the
expression of their own point of view, not Iceland's, The godar
preferred the mediation of Bishop Pdl11 of Skdlaholt, Turville-Petre
and Olszewska say that'singe P11 was not in the forefront of his
supparters, Gudmundr regarded him as an enemy! .91) Gudmundr had

88) Bishop Jén Helgason, op, cit,, 114, 117.

89) Jén Jéhannesson, ope cit,, 240,

90) B3, 1, 491,

91) GeTurville-Petre & E.Clazewska, op, cit,, xvi,



(28)

some justification for thinking this, if indeed he did, because,as
they themselves state, some of the godar 'were P{ll's dearest
friends', In preferring the mediation of the archbishop to that
of Pdll, Gudmundr was no less if no more nationalistic than his
opponenta .

To involve the archbishop of Nidaros was perhaps necessarily
to involve the king of Norway, but this was hardly Gudmundr's
faulte Snorri's Eg;ggggigglg 1s a massive tesimony to the
Icelanders' awareness that kings of Norway since Haraldr enn
hirfagri had been interested in their country. Icelanders,including
Gudmundr's kinsmen, had seldom hesitated to play politics when in
Norway, and Bishop Pall had been particularly careful to win the
friendship of King Sverrir., It is tempting to cast mediaeval
churchmen in an anti-netional role, and sayings like the following
come readily to hand:gz)

e+ hitt er storliga mjék harmanda, at pd trdir, at forn
ovandi, s4 sem 4 varum landskekli var upp tekinn um leikmanna
forrad & kirkjum, megli eigi réttliga nidrbrjdtst med peim, sem
allr heimrinn heldr, ok af pdfanum eru allir skyldadir til at
ha.lda... .

But this of course is a speech by Bishop frni in later and
vastly changed conditions, and not a spesech by Gudmundr Arason. In
any case, it came as neturally as breathing to a mediaeval churchman
to look for authority to Rome, and more dirsctly and importantly to
his metropolitan. This could have awkward political and practical
consequenced. In Scotland, a papal bull of e¢. 1192 secured the
church from the over-bearing attentions of English archbishops, but
as a province without a metropolitan, Scotland had thereafter to
cope with the trouble and expense of taking all appeals from the
Scottish bishops to Rome itself.

Among the hardships endured by small nations is the need to
foster nationalism while kgeping national historiogrephy as objective
a3 possible. I hope that this will be a more acceptable sentiment
in the mouth of, say, a Scottish historian then it might be if
expressed by historians of some other countries. From the 1530a
t11) our own day, no Englishman has had to worry about the inter-
vention of foreign courts of law in his country. This helps explain

92) BS, i. 739. (£rne Biskups Saga)



(29)

how easy kinglish historians have found it to place the career of

Thomas Becket in perspective. We can see this in the case of J.A,

Froude. Of this ninsteenth-century English historian it has been
93)

said:

Nationalism suffused the whole cast of his mind, it was part

of the essence of his thinking, almost the fons et origo from
which his interpretation of history, his religious adherence,
his whole intellectual life took its rise.

Yet English nationalism has had 8o much of its own way in the
modern world that it rarely requires to raise its voice. When
Froude describes how Henry VIII passed an act forbidding appeals to
Rome, he offers a few gentlemanly condolences to Catherine of
Aragon, but proclaims in a marginal gloss 'as a national act, it
was wholly axcellent'.94) Arnd yet, when Froude comes to the
desecration of Thomas Becket's tomb, and denunciation of him gs a
traitor to the state for his role in the church international, he
writes sympathetically of the sense of horrop felt throughout
Europe:95)

The tomb of Becket wes the property of Christendom rather than
of England,

Modern dcotlend is a less admirable place than modern Iceland
simply because we have shown less national spirit. Yet even ve
have found the intervention of the House of Lords in Scots eivil
cases since 1707 to be more than s technical lawyers! grievance,
That Icelanderswithin living memory had to submit to the indignity
of their lew cases being decided in Zbbenhavn 1s, I think, a clue to
the reason why some Icelanders hsve been a little too severe on
Gudmundr Arason.

Bishop Gudmundr helped to polarise Icelandie soclety into
spiritual and secular. But as long as godar hed had control of the
church, there is more evidence that the church tended to be sectular
ised than that society as a whole tended to be spiritualised,

93) T.P, Peardon, The Transition in £nglish Historical Writing,
1760-1830 (New York, 1933), 162.

94) J.A, Froude, The History of England from the Fall of Wolsey
to the Death of Elizabeth (London 1856-70), i, 413.

95) Ibid., iii, 300-302.
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Guémundr did whet he thought right, in challenging Icelandic
society to examine its conscience, in bearing witness to his times
{perhaps in a more positive sense than Régis Boyer would allow),
The Icelandic church retained 1ts national character, in part at
least, through the darkest days: and in the nineteenth century its
priests played their part in heralding a new dawn. Gudmundr Arason,
a Christian combining the new piety with the heroism of his ancestors,
began in the fourteenth century to be recognised as having been a
pillar of the Icelandic church. In 1314 or 1315 'Audun byskup let
teke vpp bein Gudmunder byskups'. °

This was a good time for small nations and humble men and
women. In 1302, at Courtrai south-west of Ghent, the feudal might
of France went down before the pikes of the Flemish weavers and
peasants. In 1314, at Bannockburn in central Scotland, a national
cause long sustained by the people, while their leaders vacillated,
attained at last a signal military triumph., And at HSlar in the
north of Iceland, Gudmundr the Good began offieially tc receive the
veneration he had long been accorded by the Icelandic people.

In conclusion, I should like to thark my colleague Margaret Orme
for her help in preparing this peper, I should add that, for two
good reasons, I offer my conclusions in a hunble spirit. First, I
have written about the history of Iceland without a firgt-hand
knowledge of that country. Second, I have disagreed a little, and
on e relatively minor matter - the career of one man - with the
views of some scholars, Had they not painted the picture of the
Sturlungedld for us, I should not have been capable of suggesting
8lightly different shading.

96) ed. Gustav Storm, Islandske Annaler indtil 1578 (Christiania,
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1888), 393 gives 1314 as the date: 151, 204, 265, 344 give 1315,



