HMargaret Cormack

_Saints ‘and Sinners: death scenes in

konunga and samtidar s8gur

The eighty-first stanza of Hivamdl cautions against
judging a thing before it is fully tried. Its author would
undoubtedly have approved of the dictum "non laudaveris
hominem in vita sua". The life of a Christian could not be
jﬁdged until it was overi no matter how virtuous or sinful
it had been, all his deeds could be cancelled, and heaven
lost or won, at the moment of death. The former possibility
does not concern us - it rarely occurs ocutside monastic exem-
pla. The latter, however, was of considerable interest to
medieval Scandinavians, most of whom bore a more or less
heavy burden of gin, and knew that sudden death without the
chance of confession was far more likely than old age with
the possibility of atonement by making a pilgrimage or
entering a monastery. Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson is said to have
prayed at the shrine of St. Egidius {(where God granted pil-
grims a single prayer), "at af verbleikum Egidii skyldi
hvorki fj&rhlutr, né bessa heims virding, svo vei:}ast honum,
at peir lutir hnekdi fyrir honum fagnadi himinrikis dyr&ar."
The fate of a man’s soul was of interest to his survivors,
who were expected to provide masses on his behalf, and it
also made a final comment on-his life and character. It is
therefore not surprising that descriptions of the final hours
{or minutes) of a man’s life often include acts of piety as

well as demonstrations of bravery.

Pious behaviour at the time of death shows that a man
repents of his sins, and therefore has a chance of being
saved. Outstanding demonstrations of piety may suggest that
he is a saint; in that case, supernatural occurrences will
confirm the fact. In the following, I have collected pas-
sages which describe piety and "mivacles" associated with
the deaths of characters in Sturlunga, Orkneyinga saga, and
the kings” sagas, and divided them according to whether I
think they indicate salvation (or the possibility thereof)
or sanctity. The former are presented in part I, the latter
in part II. The division is necessarily a subjective one,
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ang there I1s considerable overlap between the tws groups.

In part III, possible relaticons between some of the sagas

ntioned, and the significance of hagiographic
1

ar writings is discussed.

The crne act essential for salvation was repentance for
one”s sins, prefevably accompanied by confessicn. Requests
for a priest are freguently attested in the sagas, and re-
fusal of the request reflects badly on the person responsible,

Even when feormal confessicn was net possidle, "er
eigi sva bung synd, at el

Many individuals express

and a number checse Lo be executed lying with their arms
stretched cut in thke form of a cress. This was = common at-
titude of prayer and penance.3 Hrafn Sveinbiarnarson ewaited
death kKneeiing on both knees and elbowsy the positien of
genuflexion required by the penitential of S+, Porlékr.5
Even those who repented, however, might expect tg be
punished for their sins in the next world if thev had net
done penance in this one. Hence the offers made by several
priscners to their captors before they are executed. Hra’n
Sveinbiarnarson, when his offer of sjélfdami nas been re-
jected, proposes to go on a pllgrimage for the benefit of
his and his enemies” souls, and never return® St. Magnis

of Orkney suggests three possibilities; pilgrimage and ex?

emgprisonment in Scotland with two companicns, and incarcer-
ation cembined with maiming such as Hdkon saw fit.7 Hékon
bé»darson cffers te go on pilgrimage with a hand and Ffoot
cut cffy his captors refuse to torture him in this manner,
and also deny his second request, to be stabbed to death

rather than beheaded,” There seems to be nc stigma attached
to these aitempTs - -to escape death; indeed, some of the ai-
ternatives are not much Detter. It is interesting %o note
an additional element which is present In all three cases:
the captor (cf Hrafn and Magnids} or executicner {cf Hikon)
is thought to be under some feorm of obligation to the pris-

oner, making his acticn especiaily heinous.
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Hékon Dbordarson, mentioned above, and Sveinn Jénsson,
who asks to be mutilated before he is killed,g seek by the
sufferings they incur in this world to decrease those in
the next. The most famous expression of this idea is from
Nj&ls saga: "gud er miskunnsamr, ok mun hann oss eigi bzdi

: It also appears in

1ita brenna bessa heims ok annars.“:l
Hungrvaka, where we are told that bishop Magnis (also the
victim of a fire) prayed that God "skyldi pat 1If14t spara
honum til handa, er hénum betti sér { bvi laung sin pining?
Similar sentiments are expressed by bishop Gizurr.

An interesting example of a death which fulfills the
wishes of the deceased is that of Porgils skardi. After
listening to the saga of Thomas of Canterbury, he remarks
"bat myndi vera allfagr daubi"13 On the following day he
is slain by a blow identical to the one which killed the
archbishop.lg

Along with examples which suggest that a soul may be
saved, there are a few which point in the opposite direction.
Some of these incorporate supernatural elements; the night
before his death, Sturla Sighvatsson has disturbing dreams,
and subsequently says a prayer which should result in for-
giveness for unconfessed sins[sThe fact that he fails to
take up the shield intended for him - which was marked with
a erucifix - leaves the reader in some doubi as to the
prayer s effectiveness. Kolbeinn Tumason fails to hear
the belis ring on the eve of the feast of his patron, St.
Mary, he is slain on the following day by a stone whose
thrower cannot be identified.16 (A later version of the saga
-demonstrates a greater sympathy for Kolbeinn by imnserting an
episode which reassures the reader that Mary will come to his
aid in his hour of need.lT) On a more prosaic.level, Harald
Gilli is slain in bed with his mistress, so drunk that he is
not even aware of what is happening to him, and consequently
unable to repent of his sins.

Part IT

Repentance and prayer might be expected of any Christian,
but there are some who go even further. They place moral cons
siderations before the necessity of defending their lives,
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forgive, and even pray for, their eremies. Such stories ave

awareress of his approzchirg end, the beautiful
rupT state of his body, lights

or green fields which

+the gsaints.

Other recuvrin

which shine cver

appesr where his blood has

g motifs are the saint’s

snd/cr incor-
it, and springs

Tallen.

Ultimately, of ccurse, the saint perfcrms miracles. On the

fzllowing

as found in Sturlunga and the kings”

pages I

rave sunmmarized some 2Ff these

features

sagasy a few parallels

from saints” lives have been included for compariscn.
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Magnis
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Kiartan

H¥sxuldr

Tostig
Godwinsscn

suffer
commit

Would rather
& Wwrong than
one

E& vil ek mikly heldr
beclaz rangendi en gera
Z&rum manni. Ork.s.363

gives up crown rather
than fight Zrother,

‘Knytlinga 143

mikiu pykki mér betra
aT biggja banaoré af

3ér, fraendi, en wveita

€r pat, Laxdazla 154

"

betra er at bigsgia

banz af brédr sinom
en veita hopam bena
Morkinskinna 276

Refuses 1o save 1if

throws away sword
II 3

Hkr [

om

won "t endanger
fzllowers, Ork.s5.207

won"t save self
at expense of
followers. Knyt,288

sidan kastali Xjartan
vapnum ok vildi t& eigi
veria sik., Laxdala 154
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=

sword but doesn
use ol

t Njdls saga 28
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Forgives Enemies at place of executiocn,
grave, etc:
Light' Spring Green

Field
St. 0Olaf masses, alms for
enemies who fall Hkr II Hkr II
Hkr IT 360 397 40s
St. Magnis forgives, prays
for slayers Ork. Oork.
Ork.s. 368 373 3689
St. Knit priest to pray
for all who die Knytl.
Knytl. 190 205
St. Knut gud fyrirgefi bér
lavard ok fyrirgefa vil
ek pér Knytl.254
Valpjdfr Fagrskinna 293
"gannhedilagr
madr"
jarl Harald
ungi called ggg'
sannhelpgan
8t. borldkr Bps.
303
Olaf 0.T.
Tryggvason 182
Eysteinn Hkr IIE
Haraldsson aub
calied holy
Sverrir bi#ium bess gud,
at hann fyrirgefi
peim...vil ek ok
fyrirgefa peim
Sverris s 765
Hrafn before Bps.
Sveinbjarnarson the event 674

Bps. 671,674

Hbskuldr gud hjilpi mér,
en fyrirpefi ybr
Njdls s. 281

other where church
will be built
St, ¥ 9
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Coendition of Lody

§t. Olaf varengan veg bruglit T &sidnu Magnis Zrlingsscn
r 3 3 Yot
rave, ok 2338 LIRS i van prugtic
U;;'if 404 ¥ FESs yfirbragdinu, ok eigl
el vro¥dinr Or kinronum
PR R .
8t. Magnis bones good cclor ok ekki stindrat
Ork. 124 Sverris s, 178
W e e L4
8t. XKnuat wounds healed, likit
Biart ok bex(llegh
Knytl, 138
med heilu Liki serm
hann vari snyandadr
Knytl. 228
Valbjdfn undecayed, blood
fresh Ord., II 25
ailir menn melitu
St. Periakr scres on body healed, kat, at betra hetti
bt Ninirde’ AL oL N .
8ilum potri Letwa R4 hi& Sxerphelni daudum
henum Endulum,en m8rgum en &tlulu
- ) ,. s o, - .3
1ifandi ménnum Bps. 11 Nj&ls s. 3%
Cutzundr allir...kvadust zldri Ni4ls Asts ok
Avzson - sét nafz dauls manns £Ls as-ana

fe ? -
(beatified) hold jaftbjart esa svzamlaS§ngk wer
=i ht ciartr, at ek
Pegﬁfllgzuge“ betta hefi ergan dauls
manns likama set
jafnbjartan
Nj&ls saga 343

Sverrir (8°s face was left wun-
covered zocerding to-his
crders, to demonstrate the
;ne::ectlve iess o the ban
he was under.)
engi pmtiist s&tr hafa fegrs
1ikama dauls mans. S.s. 341

Ingimundr heilil ok &fiinn...

< . - PR
en betta botii mion mixil i
merxi, hvé ghéi naféi 1fkat
atferd Ingimundar prests, er

ann skyldl sva lengi legit
hafa Oti me® heilum 1ikam
ox Sskddum 5+, I .138

Edward the face blushed like z rose,

Ccnfesscr seemed to ke asleep vather
than dead. Life cf 5%, Edward
tr. Prank Barlow L London 1962

. BC
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Part III

Episodes such as the above are extremely common in
gaints” lives; some of the phrases ("bjart ok Pekkilegt,"
"bad gud hjdlpa sér") are clichés. In some cases, however,
a model can be identified. Bjarni Gubnason. has demonstrated
that Xnytlinga saga models its presentation of St. Knut on
the saga of St.'Olaf.19 I believe that.an echo of Thomas
saga erkibyskups can be detected in Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnar-
_Soh; both men receive death in one attitude of prayer and
when slain, their bodies fall gracefully into another.zo
Bjarni Einarsson has pointed out biblical influence in the
accounts of the final days of St. Olaf and bormédr.21

Individual motifs which have been Porrowed include the
bright light which descends over Olaf Tryggvason and prevents
a defini:}ive statement concerning his death; a similar oc-
currence tock place at the death of John the Evangelist, the
fate of whose body is also unknown.22 The second anecdote
recounted about Sigurdr slembi’s sojourn in Iceland is remin-
iscent of the episode which led to the slaying of St. Hallvard?3
I find the accounté of the deaths of jarl Valpjéfr and Eysteinn
Haraldsson suspieiously similar, especially as the former is
completely unhistorical. If the author of Fagrskinna (or his
source) was ignorant of the circumstances of Valpjdfr’s death
(or perhaps considered his tears of reﬁentence unmanly%u) he
might well have inserted the cross motif of Eysteinn’s story.
Slight evidence in favor of the second possibility is the fact
that the impatient executioner still appears, though he has
been transferred to Ejrsteinn.25 (It is possible that he repre-
sents a common motify a similar character is found in Stur-
1unga.26) Another element of the Valbjofr story which recurs is
that of giving away clothing (as alms in the account of Order-
icus Vitalis, as a sign that he forgives his executioner in
Fagrskinna. St. Magnds of Orkney encourages his cowardly exe-
cutioner by informing him that.his payment will be Magnis ‘s
clothing and arms, "sem sidr er til ok lpg inna fyrri manna."27
King Knut gives his kirtle to a priest to pay for prayers for
the souls of all whe fall in the ensuing battle.28



Within the genre cf saints” lives, borrowing Is nor-
mal and expected. The idea of the communion of saints is
applicable to iiterary metifs as well as merits, In nen-
hagiographic works, siructural cimitation might be part of
the writing prccess - it has leng been recognized that
Caristian Ziterature influenced vernacular compos

hagicgraphic metifs  adopted simply zs stylistic elements,

¢r dc they have a deeper significance?

I am zonvinced *that hagicgraphic mctifs are meant to
retain édmeAcf ~The implicaticns they had in their criginal
contexts. At the very least, they serve as a pasis for moral
judgements; They may alsSC SUgEesT that the person to whom
they are arrlﬁec enjoys divine favor, or even that he is

T & saint. I suspect that the latier pessibility Is

Hy

n

2

[#]

o

true far mcre often than has been recognized. Biarni Gudna-
cn has argued that the saga cf Sipurdr slembi was intended
pi=

. . £ . - . - -
T¢ promote his sanctity; in view of the other pretenders

N . o
tc the thrcne wheo were said to be saint éa

iz very
likely. It Is interesting to note that a passage in

S8igurdr”’s szga unambigususly disproves trhe claim of a priva

"sainty" Zarald Gilli's death is desoribed in such a way as

N . . . 31
Tc leave nc deubt thaet ne died in = state of sin.

th scme of the atiribput

I weuld like tc discuss three other Norwegian xing
endowed by their biographers w e

sanctity. The fivwst ig Magnis Jlafsson inn gobi. His s

N

s
often used tc descvibe noly men (Zulmundr Arascon
ple

8
and EZdward the Confesscr, for example.) Magnis suffers from

Seing covershadowed by his saintly father, who periodically
gives kim zid and advice. Magnis dces, however, perfcrm a
few miracles hlmael:.32 I think it net unlikely that the
autnor of these stories wanted Magnis T¢ succeed %o his

father”s honors in heaven as well as on earth.
There are alsc hagicgraphic elements In the sagas of the
rivals Sverrir and Megnis Triingsscn. The former, indeed, is

PP

full of them: 8verwir’s accocunt of his eaxly life is clearly
L =]

modelled con tha a saint, and (if believed) precves that
he, not Magnis, is St. Claf”s representative on earth., IFf he
nad net hag the migfor TG Cppose the chuwch party, 1 have

iittie deoubt that his descendents would have been as sucoess-
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ful in obtaining his canonization as were the Danish kings.

Magnis Erlingsson, on the loeing side, had no chance of
beceming a saint. It is interesting to note, however, that for a
loser he received a remarkably good press. Hostility is
focused on his father, and Magnds claims that he fights to
fulfill. the ocath made to God at his coronation.33 This
argument is ascribed to another saint, Edward the Confessor,
when maintaining his right'to defend his kingdom.34 Magnis s
body is well preseprved after several days” immersion.35 This
fact was of use to Sverrir, since it enabled identification
of the corpse, but it is intevesting to note that the phrases
used to describe Magnus‘s face echo the description of St.
0laf’s (see p. B). Without entering the debate on the com-
positicn of Sverris =aga, there can be little doubt that
the author{s) had informants from both sides of the conflict.
It would have been very much in the spirit of the age for
the church party to try to turn Magnis into a martyr, and it
is pecssible that traces of such an attempt are reflected in
extant accounts of his life.

Although the Icelanders ultimately chose churchmen
rather than warriors as saints, this does not imply that the
latter type.would not have been welcome. It is generally rec-
ognized that the Icelandic clergy attempted to establish Olaf
Tryggvason as the original "apostle of the North;".their
attempts were frustrated only by his failure to perform mir-
acles. Icelanders were involved in the biography of Sigurdr
slembi, and the three episodes in his saga which illustrate
wirtues:(of a sort) take place in Iceland. Hikon béréarson
and Sveinn Jdnsson are, by the cireumstances of their deaths,
no less qualified for sanctity than Eysteinn Haraldsson or
Sigurdr slembi, and it could be argued that they are being
represented as martyrs with this in.mind. In another con-
text, Sturla Sighvatsson comments of some men he has had
glain "ph munt skjétt kalla bd helga." B

One must nonetheless be cautious of interpreting all
scenes with Christian elements in exclusively haglographic
terms. They are almost always accompanied by displays of
bravery and fortitude .- which they often provide an excel-
lent means to demonstrate. Sveinn®s hreysti was praised,
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and Eysteinn, who asked *o be hewed In a coross between zis

8
shoulders, bad 5 captors chserve "hvirt hann mundi bola

.= : . T o . - -
jarn eda eigl."a Christian ang heroi

o <

are perhaps

eals
best combined in Samundr Crmsson, who "vard bedl vid daudann

e e e i 38
hardliga ck hidlpvenliga,”
The zuthor of Hrafrns saga Sveinbjarnarson would orohably

have liked <o make its hers & saint - he ermphasizes Hrafn's
‘ . Bl

]
=

plety and Scd”s response toc his ;rayer.s Erafn“s life and
death are no worse than thcse of other Scandinavian saints),
and 'we are told that a green field replaced the clay where he
was slain. However, the light seen aT the spct precedes
rather than fellows

nis death, which relegates it te the
categery of comets and cther omens which presage great events,

ever. 1f they have

1o religicus significance., Hrafn's visicn

cf himself in = sh light the winter beicre his death

fits a secular or hagisgrachio context equally well.
The same is probably true of Tthe authors of Hungrvaka,

which repocris mincr miracles for most of the bisheps of

S8kdlhelt, and Zudnundar saga, ich reccrds the incorrupt

Q
bedies of two of Gudnundr’s relatives. Although the bodies
e

[+
were fgund in GPEehland, where such an event might not b
considered too surprising, in one case the body is contrasted
with those of the man’s com aniers, which were veduced to

1

skeletcns. We are teld that "petta b
hvé gudi haf3i 1fkat atfer’ Ingimundar sre
The abcve guctaticn nicely summarizes the essential

meaning of pest-moriem miracles. Thne recipient, whether re
saint cr not, has pleased Eod in some way. Acts of
devoticn performed pricr te death zre the more likely to
please him tﬁe cleser they approzch the deeds of the sainte.
In conclusion, I wculd like tc commen*t briefly zn *he
implicaticns of my topic for the passages that inspired it

2
those describing the deaths of Kiartan, Hiskuldr, Skarphebdinn,

&
end Nidil (eee pp.u-6). All of these men were Christiansy all

but Nj&l1 - who appears e be innscent of crimes - make an
unusual gesture of pieiy &t the

szintly in its brightness. I think there can be lit*le doubt

that the authors of Laxdzle and Ni&ls szga ave telling us =
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clearly as pcssible that all
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is tprue of Gisli Strsson; deserted by his good dream woman,

he dies in the process of cleaving a man in half. I think

there is little hope for him.

1)
2)
3)

1)
5)

6)
7)

8)
9)

Margaret Cormack

Notes
Bps. 1 p.B¥1
Postola sdgur p.803
St. I 292 = II 251, 5t. 1 322,534, Hkr. III 345/Fgr.357,
Fgr. 299

- Arons saga Hjdrleifsson depicts Aron as praying thus:
"leggst Aron flatr 4 jbrdina ok retti sik { kross. S8ng
hann fyrst s&lminn Benedicite ok Ave Marie." He explains
to his mother that "Guémundr Biskup hef®i honum betta bragd
kennt, at hann skyldi betta bznahald hafa ok betta atferli,
pa er honum batti 4 liggja, at gud heyrdi bzn hans ok helga
Mar{a.” (S8t. II p. 268). It is possible that Gudmundr did
in fact have a hand in popularizing this form of devotion;
his saga informs us that "marga lute €6k hann bd upp til
trd sér, er engi madr vissi abr,. at né einn madr hafe gert
87 her 4 landi." (Bps. p.u31) It is interesting to note
that St. Ambrose, one of Gudmund’s patrons, "lagdi hendr
ginar i kross ok badz fyrir" .before he dies (peacefully.)
(OUMS I #¢ ). However, Arons saga was written about a cen-
tury after the lifetimes of its principals, and it is pos-
gible that the author, knowing of Aron’s friendship for
Gudmundr (and perhaps familiar with Ambrosius saga)
inserted the episodé on his own. Praying or doing penance
with arms stretched ocut to form a cross was a recognized
practice, and there is no way of establishing when it came
to Iceland.

Bps. B74

"Skriftabod borldks biskups," ed. Sveinbjdrn Rafnsson,
Gripla V, Reykjavik, 1$82 p. 108

Bpg. B73

Orkﬁeyinga saga 109, 3B7.

St. I 198

St. I 253

10) Nidls saga 329
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Bps 784ncte B
Bps. 70

Denakonunga S#gur ¢. cxvii £f,

gik fyrir zitarinu & bzdi kne...fellr
erkibyskup fram 4 gdlfit me® rettum Liksma, svi fagrliga
sem til banar.! Thomas saga erkibyskuss, ed. C.R. Unger,
Christiania 183% 7. G§u1. "

Thomas "hneigir

"pd lagdist Rafn nidr 4 xné o< clboga..,hrardi hann hvork:
Yaund né £35+ er hann sv=f heldr la hann sgphann var
varr at faila til banar.” ﬁrahn‘swga Soguibjernacson, ad Flani

& Pormddi, kappa hins heWga Olafs
*‘gs,“ Lingua ISLand ca,Islenzk Tguga, vol.L, 1953
p. 112-127,

Postola sbgur 55%

.ra;n Sveinbjarnarscn alcne sheds tears of repentence; StT.
Yagndis teils his executigner that his tears are unmanly.
Orxrevings saga §. 11C

Morkinskinna p, 409, HMS I 5. 397

S’éan lagbisk hann nibr & grifu ok breiddi hendr
> 3 - 5
ok bal sik hpggva { kross & mﬁ_ll herdanna, kva

Eys*el*“'
rd sér

pa skyldu reyna, hvart hann mundi bola 3&rn 28a eigi ..
Simun mzlti vid bann, er hpggva skyléi, Sad hann til pdd
kvad konung hélzti lengi hafa kropis bar um iyng. Ekr II
3u5
Valbjofr, "E
ba flrlr ga
i cé

pa er larienn vissi hvarr hann skylldi hoggva
hann be-m riddara vannlega cc sva Konongenom
um by _im er aftir hanum hafBu faret. co til
nann riddara silkikyrtil zinn beim er heggva
skylldi hann. Bvi nest lagde hnann sik til iarBar I cross
¢ rette Dadar hendr I fra ser. - Fagrskinna p.78Q

"naving distributed amcng the clergy and poor who happened
o be .present the robes of honour which his rank of earl
ntitled him tc wear, he threw himself on the ground and
tinued some time in prayer tc aod, rizxed with sc“blﬂgs
tears. The executicners...called to the kneeling esarl:
g, sir..." to which he repli wa i while, fo» the
of God almighty, at least w he Lord s
r conn your behalf znd 1y ow e came to
ast petiticn ...his tears snd his
bbings were so violent, that he was un-“Le to conclude
he prayer...The executloner would wailt no lenger, but...
v
t

ered the earl’s head from his body w1thé single stiroke.
“he head, after it was 'severed, uttered..."3ut delive
us from evii. Amen " Ordericus Vitalis IT p. &5
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St II 100
Orkneyinga saga p. 110
Knytlinga p. 190

Bjarni Gudnason, Fyrsta Sagan, Studia Islandica no.37
Reykjavik, 1978

Harald Gilli {(Mork. 414), Eysteinn-Haraldsson (Hkr.ITI
345), borleifr Breilskegg (Sverris saga 214}, Olafr
Gudbrandsson ( Hkr. III %10)

Mork 413

Mork 119, 146-7
Sverris saga pp. 115, 156
Mork S4

Sverris saga 178
St.I 357

Hkr IITI 345

St II 100

Bps 642

Bps 662

St I 138
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