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The Powar and Wealth of tha Icelandic Church!
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A number. of years ageo Bjirn Sigfdsson wrote an
inaightful article that ia not well known outaide of Icaland.
In this easay he queatiocns the viaw that amalgamation of
power into fewer handa and the political diaruptlonl in the
twelfth and thirteenth centuriea wera largely a responsa to
the growing wealth and power of the church.% In stating his
premise--that church infliuence, whether diract or indirect,
haas been conaiderably axaggerated by modern
scholarship--Sigfisaon obssrves that neither the power of
GuSmundr riki (around the ysar 1000}, nor that of the later
chieftain Hefli&i Mésaon in 1120, derived froa any
connaction with the church. He points ocut that church power
did not initiate a pattern of politicael evolution, which was
alreaady in avidencs in the pre-Chriatian tenth century. In
presanting hia argument Sigfdsamon specifically takes isaue

with scholara auch as Arni Pdlason and Jén Jéhannesson,



vwho had placed great emphaais on the church’s influence in
twalfth- and thirteenth-century Icoland.2

Tha Icelandic church is, of courase, fascinating. Its
prieasts married freely mors than a century after the
Graegorian Reform and its biahops operated in ways which would
have seenad irregular to moat contemporary European
churchmen. Although the structure and general crgenization
of tha Icelandic church during. the Fres Stats period
reasenblad continental modela, it functioned quite differently
from tha church in Norway, Iceland’s neareat neighbor, or for
that matter from the church in the reat of Europe. There ia
astrong evidence that the Icelandic church is unigue, having
early adapted itself to the decentralized nature of Iceland’s
traditional governmental syatem. In this paper I look at
some criteris which are important to consider if we are to
avaluate the place of the church in medieval Iceland.

One criteria mey be the absenca of violence in the
slectiona of bishops. It is noteworthy that, in the
otherwise well-chroniclad intrigues of the atérh&f3ingjar,
the powerful chieftaina of the later period, it ia never
raported that they battled over the appointment of an
Ioelandic bishup.3 The consistant absence of violence in the
filling of high Icelandic church poaitiona is all the more
remarkable because, until 1237, the country’s bishopa were
alected by the chieftaina at the Althing. When one bishop
died, tha normal procedura was for the surviving bishop te

suggest a politically acceptable candidate to the chieftaina,
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a practice which after the Second Lataran Council in 1139
would have bean unacceptable on the European mainland.
Clearly the office of bi-hép was prestigicus, and the
episcopal seats at Hélar in the north and Ské&lholt in the
south were usually filled by members of the most powerful
families, especially the Haukdalir and tha'Oddav.rJur.4 That
the elections engendered ao little conflict is, however,
difficult to ignoro.s Not only does the same with which
theaa offices ware filled stand in atrong contrast to the
fierce atrugglea for power among chieftains, but it ias also
at variance with the situation on the continent. There the
elaborate political machinationa that often accompanied the
selaction of high churchmen underscored the political,
aconomic, and governmental importanca of the church in
Europe. Had the office baen cne of gsignificant power in
Iceland, the choice of a new bishop would hava heen of vital
concern and would undoubtedly have led to fierca contentien
among leading familiea, evar on the lookout for more
authority.

There are othar reasons for doubting the acope of
church strength and influence. Beyond governing the 1ntorha1
life of the.church, the Icelandic biahops had reliativaly
little authority. In clear defiance of the policies of the
Roman church (espacially in the wahke of the Gregoriean
Raforn), Icelandic aacular leadsrs not only controllaed
aelaction of the bishops but, throughout the Free State

period, regulated almost all pointa of contaeantion between the
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church and lay asociety. Virtually.nowh-r. in medieval
Europe, especlally in the thirteenth century, did laymen
axarcise as much control over the church as thay did in
Iceland. This situation was formalized in the period
1122-1133 when the laws governing the relations betwaen
church and temporal society ware_urittin down. These laws,
containad in Kristinna lega pdttr remained in force in
Skdlholt uptil 1275 and in Hélar until 13%4.

Even when lawa from the Christien law section of
Gragéa were broken, the bishop had no right of prosecution,
for judiciml nattgrs’atcnning from breacheas of Christian laws
wore handled by secular courts.® Presumably a bishop
exerciased judicial power only when & priest was diasocbedient
to hias superior. At timaes the church’a inability to axecute
one of its judgrenta made it advisable to turn the natter
over to the secular courts. So natters remained until at
leagt the end of the Free State (1262-1264), though in 1253 a
curiousa avent occurred. In that year, accotding‘to the New
Chrietisn Law Code (kriastinréttir nyi) inatituted by the
Skalholt bishop Arni borléksson (1269-1298), the Althing
draftad a resclution declaring that church law should take -
pracadence over the law of the land when they wera in
‘confl;ut.7 Scholarly views on the veracity of this statement
have varied from complete acceptance to total disbalief, but
Jén Johannesaon, a historian. who often stresses the
- importance of ﬁha'church, haa provided the most logical

explanation. He points out that in 1253, a time of aserious
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feuding among atérhiifdinglar, many chiefteina stayed away
from the Althing. We know from other sources that Gizu:g
borvaldsson, strongest of the leaders who did attend the
Althing, was at the time particularly interested in
ingratiating himself with the bishops because of his desire
to marry a woman with whom he had had two sona, It ia
poaaible, therefore, that Gizurr managed to have the
raaclution paqsed by the ;§§g§tta. In Jén Jéhannesson’s
op;qiun. "Tha rasolution of the Court_of Legislatura in 1253
was nevar anything but a dead -latter, although later Bishop
arni borlakason tried to resuacitate it. The chieftains
who wara absant from the Althing in 1253 ware no doubt
unpwilling to agree to its adoption, and it may in fact never
have baen formally passed as law, and probably navar went
beyond the stage of a proposed amendment (pymslid." 8.
Economic realities differentiated the Icelandic
church from corrsaponding bodies on tha mainland. As on_the
continent, the church in Iceland claimad ownerahip of a graeat
deal of 'land. The diffarence was that the church in Norway
or in most other places in Eurcope actually controlled the
land, benefiting from all the gocial and political
ramificationa of landownership, yh.r-al in Iceland the claim
waa hollow. There most of the church’a land was only
nominally adrministered by chuchmen. Soon after Icaland’s
converaion (ca. 999-1000), farmere and chieftains bagan to
build churches, and axcept for tha church at bingv8llr such

undertakings were private enterpriseas. In contrast, in



34

Norway after ita converaion in the same period moat of the
churches were built either by royal order or by local
communitiea. Ownership and maintenance of Norwegian churchea
ware public responaibilitiea.

In Iceland the go&ar and other landownera who
originally constructed the church buildinga no;nally ceded
the farmateads on which the buildings atocd to thg church,
though they retained a right of control for themselves and
their heire. Owing . to this cuatom, the sgecular “owner™ of
such a farmstead (including the important stgair) enjoyed
moat of lts benefite: the apiscopal administration receivd a
ralatively minor share of the wealth and the power accruing
from ownerahip of auch property. A bondi or a godi
poaseasing a atadr appointed the priest (usually a ralative,
a bondaman, or a poorly paid freeman if the owner himself was
not ordained.) By the letter of the law the land was church
proparty; therefore the léynan who controlled the land not
only was exempt from tithing on the property but also
benefited from tithes paid by hia neighbors. This aituation
wag conaxatanthith the practice of pre-Chriatian tinas; when
important farmers maintained sanctuariea and the godar were
both secular and spiritual lauders.g

Monsatic holdinga, so veluable to the church in Europe,
playad only a small role in Icaeland. On the tontinent asuch
holdinge not only were the backbone of tha chur;g’a economic
indepandence, butrthey‘alao formed a vast network of apharea

of church influence and powar, both cultural and political.
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Icalandic monasteries were a paculiarly indigenous form of
religious house; their members conducted their livea by rules
basad on foreign models but functioned largely in accordance
with native cultural traditiona. The gap between Icelandic
and cnntihantal houses was further widened by the fcct that
(as far as can ba determined) not one of the Icelandic
institutions was founded as a branch of a foraign monaatery,
as were the Cistercian houses in Norway. Tha firat
asuccaaaful Icelandic monaatery at bingeyrar was not begun
until 1112 and not formally established until 1133;1° the
second one was atarted at Munkapverd in 1155. Like the
firat two, the few houses founded later were small in aize.
Together only about ten monasteries and one nunnery were
astablished before the end of the Free State, and faw of them
could be conaidered rich. With only a handful of membera in
each, theae tiny communitiea faced grave difficultiea; acae
failaed early, ieaving almost no trace.

Until 1267 at least, neither Hélar nor Skédlholt couid
boast a cathadral chapter of canons (the korsbradr,
cghoir-brethran, of Nerwegian cathedrals) .1l fhu. during the
Free State (that is after the sacond Lateran Council) the
Icelandic episcopal centeras operated differently from their
European counterparts. Prcobably there wara no chapters
bacause the bishopa lacked the economic meana to support
them. Although one cof the Hélar bishopa, Gudmundr Arason
(1203-1237), did attempt to gather about him more than the

normal small following, those he attracted were mostly
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indigents or unattachadrarned men. Such a group bore little
reaamblance to the clerical entourage of a cathedral town on
the continant.” His limited rescurces made the biahop
dependaent upon nearby farmers who, especially during
Gudmundr’s stormy epilacopate, repeatedly diapersed the
biahop’s following.

The Icelandic church’s lack of power is further attested
by the failure of the two diocesan seata, Sk&lholt and
Hélar, to achieve importance aa administrative and trade
centeras. Both were far from the main roada and difficult to
reach from the asea and aoc they remained during the life of
the Free State. Helgi Porldkason, who has carefully
assessed the value of landholdinge in the early period,
concludes that esven at the end of the Free State the two
episcopal seats were scarcely more waalthy than the moat
prosperous secular-controlled agtadir auch aa Grenjasarstasdr,
Oddi, and Reykholt.l?

Only when Norwegian royal government was introduced
after the demiss of the Free State did the Icelandic church
auccead in freeing moat of 1;: proparty from secular
authority. Even then, change came alowly, taking many
decades. For exanple, an isaue aa central as the control of
atadir (stadamél) was not settlad until 1297 and then only
by compromiae. The poaition of the church waa asignificantly
atrengthaned when the royal government instituted naw
proviaiona undar which the Icelandic bishopa relinguished

their seats in the l¥grétta. With this done bishops could
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direct their full attention to ccntyolling church farams and
other property. In this undertaking, which pitted churchmen
againat‘wealthy farmers, the clerica were supported by the
archbishop in Norway and esven, at_tin-l. by the king.
Although secular leaders still contested church demands, the
powar of the Skdlholt bishop was notably strengthened in
1275, the yaar in uhiqh Bishop Arni’s New Christisn Law Code
was adopted by the Althing for the southern diocese. With
new legal guidelines decidedly advantagecua to the church,
both tha power and the u-a;th_of the sae bagan to riae
dramatically; between 1289 and 1520 real property owned by
Skélholt increased sixfald. 13

The politicpl,'econonic and administrative weakness of
the church during the Free State ia particularly striking in
view of the fact that it was the only institution in a highly
decentralized sociaty that was based on a centralized forsign
model. The failure of Iceland’s two reform bishops, Porldkr
bPérhallesson and Gudmundr Arason, to bring about significant
change in the status of the church, especially in viaw of
perennial divisiona among the chieftainas, smphasizea the
church’s deficiencies. -As might be expected, clerical
influenca ia givan'graat weight in the large number of extant
church writings, whose authors, often apologista for the
church, were intent upon recording the accomplishaents of its
leaderas and saintly men. When npéraining ﬁh- role of the
church and ite power relative to other aocial forces in

Iceland, it ia well to remembar that at the baginning of the
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twalfth century, when the Icelandic church was moving toward
a higher degree of insatitutionalization and essuming a
legally defined poeition, the patterns of secular decision
making in Iceland had been firmly in place since the early

tenth century.
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