Gunnar Karlsson

THE ETHICS uUF  Th ICELANCIC  SAGA  AUTHCKS AND  THEIR

™

CONTEMPORARIES

A comment on Hermann P§lsson's Theories on the Subject

For a long time there was almost universal agreement that the

Icelandic Family bayas (islendingasigur) were basically a

heroic literdture. Sigurdur Nordal for éxample, writes in his

Islenzk menning in 194231

Um {slenzka menningu Ffer svo undarlega, ad heidnin ber
fjoiskridugasta bléma sinn longu eftir kristnitdkuna, {
fornségunum, og heita md, ad gildi fornmennta vorra sé
metiad { réttu hlutfalli vie hinn heidna anda, sem métar

per.

it might therefore almost be said that Hermann Pdlsson
dropped a bomb into tie harmonious community of saga scholars
in 1964 when he published his shoet article "Siofradi Hratn-
kels siégu”, followea two yedrs later by a book of the same
title., There, termann clajmed_that Hrafnkels saga, one of the
moést "classic" sagas, was in fact ~dominated by Christian
ethics, condemning the heroi¢ norms of pride and revenge.
since. then, Hermann has written a number of articles on this

subject and attempted to find this same Christian attitude

1Siqurdur Hordal : Islen;k menning I (Hvk., 1982}, 23G.
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in other sagas as well, notahly Grcttis,saga.2

Hermann's writings deal in 4 more general way with -the
effecp of Christian European literature upon [celandic saegas.
I will confine myself here Lo the problem mentioned above,
thus risking oversimplification whiecn would nol do full
JuStice to Hermann’s theories, but I it is not in any case my
intention to offer any final judgement on the correcitness of
Hermann's jdeas. 1 call my paper a4 comment on his theorics
@wainly because iy reflections on the subject are very much
inspired by him, even though I may not completely agree with

his opirions,

{t is, of course, the well known and well honoured objectiv-
ity of the sagas which aliows Lhese two apposits }eddinqs of
them. Thne sagas deal frequently with characters who guite
clearly nonour pride above humility, revenge above foregive-
ness. Hut, when telliny these stories, the authors rarely
give us any clue as to whether tne elhical standards of their
characters are to e accepled or rejeclen. Sigurdur Herdal

was in no doubt when he wrole in nis sbudy of Hrafnkels

Before Hrafnkell stays Einarr there are iwo courses open
to him, poth distasteful: either he must obreak Lhe

powerful oath he has sworn, or he nust kils a servont he
2iermann's works on the subjeet arc listed in @ noLe fallowing
my article "Dyggadir og lestir § pjéafélagi Islendingasagna®
which appeared in Timarit Mdls og menningdr 4&5:1 (svi. 9¥&E5),
17 -18. 1 apologise for an error in the lisl: Hermann's pook
Art and Ethics in Hrafnkel's saga was pubiished in 1271 and
got LELLE ‘ ’
Sigurdur HNordal: Hrafrikels sage ireysgosa. A oludy. Transs-
latea by K. George Thomas (CardifF, T¥58), 45 - 49,
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likes For o mere trifle. This dramatic situdation is not
gncommon in our ancient lliterature, both in the Eddic
puelry and in the sagas; fate can urive mea into such
desperate corners that a foul deed can appear the better
of twu evils, #olli must slay KjarLan his sworn
foster-broiher, Gisli Sdrsson his brother-in-law Thor-
grimey Flosi must burn WjélLl ang wverythdra in their
ilome. Yet, knowing thdL Lheir actions are evil, men who

are Lruly great cheose ana acl without hesitation.

Jior is dermann Pilsson in any doubl evither wnen he guotes

Liese wards of slordal wilh the following commencs T

veadl  seems  an udd oway  of  loexing ot the crimes
conmilled to reaard Lhen as signs of greainess. Gisli
sleals inle his sister”s bedrooa amder cover of darkness
ary: Aurders her ogushamd o wha 1s o slecping pracefully be-
side ivery bBolli kills his cousin and bloou-vrotier who
reinses to o oofend hisseltT; ann Hlasi sets Tire Lo a
nuusy, ddeliberalely burning Lo deatn an innoeent old
wan, his sife, yranusan and otners waoe had never done
iim any harm. According to medieval moralily these were
renreaensible acls, «and Lheb is preciscly now the sdya
Juthors wmust  idve  expecle. tneir puplie Lo redcl to

Ehoeni.

lhese seoolars, and aost others who have alscussesd the
Matter, work frawm toe assumplion tnat ethics is somathing
tinel people learn, murc or less in connection withn religion,
and pass on From one yeneration to another untit 4 conversion
acenrs end o new religion with pew morality 'is accepted.
veeoruing la Lhis view tre basic question 1s whebher the
teedondery tag been Lruly Christianised by the 13th century

or nolk.

AR RN Arl and Liwlis  in Hrafnkel's Saya
(ST TE ST ANTITER I L | )
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In an article in the first issue of Timarit #dls vg menn-

inﬂér “this year, 1 attcmpted a4 different approach to the

5 g abandon the view that moral attituues are prin-

problem.
cipally concomitants of religion. Instead, I assume that
moral attitudes have a social function, and, above all, one
can expect them to serve the interesis of a ruling class or a
dominant qroup in the society. Lf this is right, one c¢an
expect the Icelandic_Sdgas to carry einics whicn would have
served the interests of the 1zth and 13th century aristocrdcy
of lcetand. In accordance with this view I will not usec the
distingtion neathen vs., Christian. irsteac 1 will cuntrast
tive tough wvalues of herosim, pride, reveoge, and Lhe soft
values of modesty, humility, peacelulness.

which Kind of wvalues, then, would have secved  The
interests of tinc leelandic arislocracy? in Lhe leelandic
commonwealth Faroers were - ab leasl formally - free to
choose to whinrn énrﬁftﬂiuuy (youors) tiey bLelonged, within
the yuarter of tie counlry in wihien taecy Lived. There were no
self-ovidenl Lties betweer an individgual chieftain (ﬂﬁﬂl) dnﬂ
an ingdividual rdrmcf (Hjnqmdér). if Line Fdrmprs fratd nob hadd
to rely on tneir cehicflain for anyliimg, if- tneir onty
necessary intercourse  hag been te pay him bLax (pianarnr-
kaup), and occasionaily ricde wilk aim 1o Lihe assemolies, it
is difficult to imagine that the farmers would have olherend
to choose to which chieftaincy chey pelonged. The farmers
would havel been able to disregard their legal duty to be
pingmenn. Tne chieftain had te nave o Puonction.whiich was oot
only impertant for the local or national community but also

for each individual farmer. This Function was Jaindy L

3Gunnar Hartsson: "Oyggoir o lestirc", ¥ - j¥,
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protection of Lhe pingmenn against hostilities. Such a role
would only be justified in an atmosphere of persistant war-
fare, and such an atmosphere would sugqust that the tough
‘values, raLher than the soft ones are honoured.

Furthermore, as the chicftains had no army of profesé-
ional fighters to keep up law and order or protect their
followers amung the farmers, every chieftain had te rely on
the fuarming community around him. Strictly speaking, the
chieflain was completecly unable to protect his feollowers; he
was just the oryanising leader of sell-protection,which was
in fact carricd out'by the farmers themselves. It was there-
fore: absolutely vital for the chieftains authority that
orginary fTarming people, farmers, farmer”’s sons_dnd labour-
ers, did not run away to save their own ‘lives before the
Tight‘begun. lt was necessary for him to have followers whe
were willing to risk Lheir lives In battle., Thus the organi-
sation of the soeiety needed some degree of militancy.

U the olher hand, militancy can haraly ever reiyn alone.
Firstly, it cldashes with some strong impulsest the natural
inastinct of people to prefer life to dealh, at least for
themselves and people they feel affection for or identify
with. becondly, lack ofF respect for human life inevitably
couses trouple, and, if It goes too far, becomes a threat to
the social order which the chiefteins were supposed to pre-
serve, There 13 no "doubt , in my view, thet Killlngs and
warfare are on the whole looked upan as deplorable in the
sagas. And sccret killings, mord as Lthey were called, were
condemned very severely. They were the very opposite of hero-

ism.
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Based on these arguments, it was my conclusion in the

artiele in Timarit #dls oy menningar that the worship .of

tougn valués in the sagas can be explained as a socially or
politically useful ideology. At the same time this ideology
would almost inevitably carry with it its opposite. One cou}d
even bhe tempted to see the tension between the twe sets of
values as an important urge behind the-writing of the sagas.
In the same volume of Timarit Vilnjdiwur Arnason, -a
philosopher, offers somewhat similar interpretation of the
ethics of the sagas. lie also stresses the connection between

the social structure and the morality which the sagas dis-
[

ptay. e writes:

54 sem var ettstdr og viamargur bjé vin drugyari 1ifs-
skilyrdi og réttaroryygi en ella, en forsenda |pess var
43 sd ninn sami geti dvallt reitt sigy d etewenn sina og
vini { 6ilum viaskiptum sfnum viuo adra. | sifku pjoaté-
lagi hlaul dreiddanleikinn a¢ vera mikiivagasti mann-
kosturinn, pvi sd manneskja sem ekki vdr -hegt ad reida
sig & vdr einskis nyt. Hugrekkio, adelsmerki hetjunnar,
er uppistadan i pessum dreidanieika. pad fellur § nhlut
hetjunnar ao halda vid sdma og orastir atlar sinnar sem”

var medlimum jiennar Lifsnaudsyn { samfélagi sjdlfiektar.

IIl.

In these articles in the JTimarit no study is made of any
particular saga texts to see what kind of values are revealed

there. 1 made a small attempt to do this ab Uturluslefna, a

GVIlhjélmur Arnarson; "Saga oy sifferdi. Hugleidiagar  um
tdlkun & siafeesi Islendingasagnac® Fioaril wdls oy wenu-
ingar 46:1 (Nvk. 1981), 32. ’
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conference held in Heykjfavik in honour of the 13th century

historian Sturla Pérdarson on the 26th and 29th of July last

year. There 1 gave a lecture entitled Sidamat fslendingasdgu,

where [ tried to detect the moral values in Sturla’s great

contemporary history, Islendingasaga.7

Sturla proved to be at least as reluctant to express his
opinions about the deeds of his charaeters as any other saga
author. The acts which he seems most willing to condemn are
in cases when harm is done Lo eclergymen, but this may be
merely perfunctory. DFfences against churches and elergy were
almost the only aects for which people were punished by an
institution in tlhis society. They were the only possible
crimes in 4 modern sense.

Nevertheless, it is obvious in islendingasaga that the
tough values were respecled in the society described by
Sturla. Admiration is expressed, more or less explicitly, 1f
men defend Lthemselves bravely or meet their deaths with
pride. For oxdmple, an old man Kkilled in the battle at
drlygsstedir gets Lhis laudatory tribute: "Arnt Audunarson
Lézt par vio mikinn wrostic." Those who defended Gissur bor-
valdsson's heme at Flugumyri are preised with the words: "uk
svd sagoi borsteinn Gudmundarson sidan, at hann kvadst pess
hvergi kemit hafa, at menn hefai jafnfraekonliga varizt. Ok
allir hafa vorn pa dgatt, er vard 4 Flugumyri, badi vinir ok
dvinir."

In the same way, it 1is thought to be shameful to flee
from onc’s uvncmies- in fslendingasdga. Although it is fre-

quently done, when men choose not to flee they offer pride as

TThis lecture will appear  in the next volume of- Gripla,
published ny Stofnun Arna magndssondr & Islandi.
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a reason for not doing so. Lt iIs a reason which is taken as
valid by other people in the saga, and it seems clear Chat
the author-intends his readers alsc to take iL seriously.

‘Pride is also an important factoer in otner instances.
#hile it is clear that compensation (i.e. wergeld) Ffor
offences is to pe preferrea to none,it isalso made clear
that compensation is a bLit shameful, revenge being the only
perfectly honourable responsc. Sturla SighQAtsson's home,
saudafell, was attacked and raided in an unusually brutal
manner, even by tpe standards of the time, by two brdLhcrs,
i2dror and Snorri fron Vabtnsfjordr. Sturla accepts compensa-
tion for the raid. This leads one of Lihe brothers, érior, Lo
give this comment: "Vist er fégjald =mikit, ...en vel ann ck
peim, er vid tekr. uni ek betr wvio penna hlut en at tukd
petta fé fyrir pvilikar tilgercir, ef ¢k pritunsl vera jpvi-
Likr macr sem Stucia.” In fact Sturls did not content nimself
willi Lhe compensatien: he had both Lhe brothers from Valns-
fijiror killeg the fullowing ycar,

Even pride of the Kind which we would tend Lo call vanity
ts a living lorce among the T3t century aristocracy. o less
a man than Snorri Sturlusan is said to have Laken part
against the Haukdelicr family on one ocecasion, because he
disliked how people in their districl "hag wmocked his poetry.
Sturla béroarson offers this explanation tur the party-
division in the dispute. in guestion, wilhout, it Is true,
expressing nis opinien on the validity of dnorri®s reason.
But the fact that ne offers the explanalion at wll shoews Lhkal
ibL was not thought entirely unjustifiable ab the Lime to take

stands on grounds such a5 mocKery.
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n the other hand it seems very clear tv me Lhat the
warfare which Sturla describes was on the whole deplorable to
him. He hnardly ever says so, bubt he conveys his meaning
through his narrative so clearly that one cannot be in any
doubt. Firstly, he describes battles and woquds with such

minute accurdey Lhat it is bound to raise the disgust of all

narmal people:3

Bjorn spretti ir§ sér panzaranum, er nhonum vdr otrait
heitit. En er hann kom afir, sdu peir Gudlaugr, at hann
var berr um hdlsinn. itljép Guolaugr fram ok lagodi til
sjarnar med spidéti pvi, er peir kolludu Grdsf{du ok stydu
Att nara Gisla S0rsson. Lagil kom [ dstinn, ok snerist
Bjiirn upp al kirkjunni ok seltist nidr.

Guslaugr gekk til Lofts ok S$aywi hopum, at Bjorn var
sirr ordinn.

Loftr spyrr, averr Svi ollt.

"yit Grdsida," svarar Lann.

"Hyé m]ik mun hamn sdrr?" sayei Loftr.

Gudlaugr syndi honum spjotil, ok var feitin ofarliga &

filudrinni. Bdttest heir DA vila, at bat var -hanasdr.

Secondly, Sturla usually deseribes battles from the view-
point of the attseckeu and not attackers. The raid at Sauda-
fedl is duscribed almost exciusively from the viewpoint of
the household Ethere. when the raiders meet their revenge
three ycars later, Sturld characterises each one of Lhenm
mentioning For example thal Snarri from VatnsfjSrdr was enly
eighteen years old. That he was only fifteen wihen hﬁ attacked

Sdus,dtell, on the other hand, had been left unnoticed.

B5turlunga saga. 36n Jdnannesson, Hagnis Finnboguson oy Krist-
jan Fldjarnm sAu um (dtgdfuna. [ (Rvk., ' bsturlunguitgéfan,
Fusn), #H2. - All previous guotalions frum [slendingasaga are
taken: 'rom omy leslore ab Sturlustefna and will be referred to

in 1ts puplication in Gripld.
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Thus, Islendingasaga provides clear evidence of a« tension
between two sets. of values. It is writtem in a society and
about a society wnich  worships values associated with
militanéy, while carrying in it 4 strong pundemnatiun of

those values.

Iv.

i now intend to bring inte this study some remarks on the
ethical views in the otner main group of contemporary sayas,
the Yishops' sagas. These sagas are very importanl for the
present study, because Lioey ouyht to display « wentalily as
far away from keathen ‘tradition as possible. If we can
discover there acits or attitudes characleristic of the tough
values, without any marvked rdisgapproval, on the part of the
saga-writer, we can be Fairly certain thal these values were
inherent in Lng seciety in which Lnese sayas were produced.

Starting with the miracies (iqrteinir), we are offered an
insight into a world very ¢ifferent from that of eilher ;i'

lendingasigur oY bHturlunga saga. [ne rcelandiec sainks are

never invoked for aid in Sii;dLiOnS witich woulu be typical of
what I have beenm calling Lough values, such 4as baltles, clo.,
Instead, almost all miracles deal with commen problems like
discases, accidents, sick liveslock, lack ol Food or clotbtnes,
lost articles. Dy éomparisun, let us look at a miracle From

one of the Isiendingaségur. A minor ciharacter in Niﬁjb Sdiya

is Amundi the blind, an illegimate son of njdll’s illcyimate
son, Hgskuldr, who was Killed by Lytingr. AL an asscsply,

Lytingr rtefuses tuo pay hiiw comprnsdlion for his .rdLhﬂP,
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because he has already paid Hjdll and his sons. But Amundi,

beiny illegimate, had got nothing of this. And the story

g
yoes on:?

"Eigi skil ek," segir Amundi, "at pat muni rétt fyrir
gudi, svd nar hjarta sem pd hefir mér hgggvit; enda kann
ek at seyja hér, ef ek vera heileygr bddum augum, at
hafa skylda ek Jnnathvdrt Ffyrir fgour minn fébatr eda
manniefndir, endsa skipti gud med okkr!"™ EplLir pat gekk
hann dt, en er hann kom pddardyrrin, snysk hann innar
eptir Dbdcinmi; pd iakusk upp augu hans. b4 melti hann:
"Lofadr 3¢ gud, drdctinn minn!" Sér nd, hvat hann vill."
Eptir pat hleypr hann innar eptir bddinni, par til er
hann kemr fyrir Lyting, ok hgggr ¢gxi { hgfud honum, svd
at hon stdé 3§ hamri, ok kippir at sér gxinmpi; Lytingr
fell &fram ok var pegar dauor. dmundi gengr dt { bdoar-
dyrrin, ok er hann kem § hau spor in spgmu, sem upp hpfdu
lokizx augu hans, »& lukusk aptr, vk var hann alla evi

plimir sican.

{ remind you of Lnis powerful episode Lo poinl out what
could he the subjecl of Lhe miracles, if Lhe people who wrole
them, or told them to the wrilers, had been occupied by hero-
ic norms. The explanation of Lheir absence depends partly on
what we find in the vitac, the actual biographles of the
bishops.

Gu.mundar sqgya Arasonar in hesenspbék contains an episode

in wnich the two suts of values are compared. The episode
cleariy fdavours the soft values, After a funeral at Vellir in

Svarfadardalr, where Guemundr served as a priest, two doys

. !
beygan o Il(_;iat:1']

YIslenza fornrit X11. Yrennu-w}dils saga. Einmar (1, Sveins-
F3n gaf dr (Rvk, 1954}, 273. _

Gudmundar sogur biskups f. ivi Gudmundar biskups. Gud-
muadar  saga A wiefan -Karlsson bjé til. prentunar.
{Cupcnhaycn, 1763), h1-#d. {Ediliones Arnamagnzanz. Series
ity WOl a1)e
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«sebk bituz 5ua.i¥ﬁ£2nenn matto eige skilea. pa. ok var
hellt uatne apa ok togapii [sundr. ok hdrdir ok letu
eigi laust at helldr. Pa yengr G{udmundr) prestr dt
hundunum ok blezar pd..ok mélti uid pa. at heir . late
laust. ok pege j nafne faupur ok sonar ok anda heilags.
Pa lata hundarnir lavst bhegar ok pagna. ok gengr sins

ueqgar huakl.

In spite of tnis, the saga-complex buiit around the per-
san of Guémundr Arason secas to cantain a gredat dcal of
approval of tough values, which mday in part be explained hy
the tough and warlike life he had been destined Lo lead.
Another part of the explanation wmay ve Lhal the bulk of his

biography is nol written as a bisinop’s saga but forms a part

ol Sturla Bdrdarson”s islendin;dseg..11

This lalter explonation is valid aboul Lhy most out-
standing example of taugh tﬁnught un beinalf ol Lhe bisnop.
Cuvmundr had fled wilh his feliowers to Lhe northerly isiand
Grimsey. There his eneaies eamu and ®illed Len or eleven of
his wen, - castrated Ltwo priests, captured the bLisnep and
hrovght hiw with them. Tnen, the story says, Guasundr asked
God to avenge nim, "pvi al ek m& eigi, vesalingr minc." The
story adds: "Pat cr siyn wmannd, ¢l prir tinir wanna o« Lveir
menn létist af peim, er farit ngfdu at Liskupl nmed peim big-

wl2

hvati, pd er peir féru dr drimsey. Iinis is probably to ue

undersiood as an approval of Guomunrdr's appeal, in spite of

the author's seeming reservabion: "pal or sogn manna..."”

"sterin Karlsson discusses Lhe Sagda compiex of Gusmandur -
? noin a paper presenled at this confoerenee.,
Sturlunya saga L, 24,
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There are nther indications that tudmundr Arason's God is
a revengeful God, willing to punish people who refuse to do
the bishop's will. in a rather complicated story in FPrests-

saga  Guadmundar gdda, UGudmundr takes up a case against a

certain Uddr and has him sentenced to outlawry. In the

ensuing quarrel, a son of one of Uddr's friends, Jén, is

decidentiy killed. Un Lhis Lhe author cumments:13'

Wi fér Gudmundr vio pat af wannamdti, «t guc hefndi
Svinum hans, ok léL Jdn par sen sinn fyrir 0dds sdkir.
«esEn gud gatti svd Guomundar, at hann hafoi til pessa

hvArki lagl ore né verk.

Bivine retribution dappears in more cases: A horse, which

the owner refuscs to lend Lo Gudmundr, falls into a slrcam

t . . . -
L priest who refuses to nouse and feed Gudmundr

15

ana dies.
and  bwo men accompanying him has his whole farm burnt down.
Kelbeinn Tumason, the cnieflain in the district where Gud-
mundr's seat is, dies when o stone is threwn at him in 4
batlle agains the bishop’s men. islendingasaga says about
this:'® "Ekki wvare vist, averr steininum hafoi kastat.” A
younger versibn‘qf Lhis story, the socalled Midsaga or Text

6, has more to tedl:

Likhi vard vist, nverr steini peim hafdi kastat, er Kol-
beini vard at bana, ok eingi madr veit pat enn I dag, en
bat wr frdstyn pheirra manna, er par viru, at or lopti

ofan s4 pann stein fljﬁgd.17

1?51ur1unqd saga L, 132,
'9%turlunye saga L, 1%6 (Prestssaga)
sturlunga saga [, 274 { slendingasagal.

.

el

“5lurlunga saga 1, 249,
Fiiswnpa suqur, getfnar Gt af titnu fslenzka bdkmenQtafélagi L
(Copenhagen, 1838), 26,
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Such toughness is naturally not trhe monopoly of God in
Gudmundr’s sagas. His friends, Gudmundr’s followers, "bérdust

a]ldjaffliqa" against Kolveinn Tumason, according to Islend-

inyasaga; the younger Kesenspdk says "uel uk diarfliqa".15

Wher they had fled to the samll island udimey, nresenshék

says:19 “fiofdu peir fyrir mennirnir pat miok j Hada giord.

at peir mundu leggia a 1ifs hateu. mykld. ad hefnra byskups
suiuirdinga. oy sinna." The idea of revenge 18 obviogusly
always clouse at nand. Even Gudmundr himselt, when he hada Uddr
sentenced, M™leitadist ..;um hug sér, hvert hann skylui leita
til framgiingu sins mdis, bess er honwa yrdi eigi at syifvirdu
.."zn'Fer the future sainl the advocoecy is, parbly abt least,
a matter of pride.
1L would not be right, thotugh, Lo leave Lhe 5dguas of
Guomundr Arason al that. The cvpposite view towards warfare is
of course tao be Found there too. The wost interesting ovi-
dence of this atbilude is perhaps a story aboul porgyeirr
Hallason, Gudsundr's grandfalhier, Tound in the Freslssaga. sl
the Altning one year o Fight broke oub, and Porgeir’s son,
HOTvVardr, was hurt. Afterndrds, sume men wdanted Lhe dasscmoly
to be prolonged so that the cases arising out of Lne baltle
could be settled. Thern bPorycirr dailason gave Lhe following

speecn:21

"pat er vist, a9 pessu mdli verd ek wigl sampykkr, at
gera Gllum minrun svd mikit mein ok voanhay, 4ab  auka

pingit, ok ugqli ek, at vid pat muni vexs vandrool ux

1§Sturlunga sdgd 1, 248; Guamundar sugur L, 157.
“Guamundar sdgur L, 193. - The sc¢nlence is nol in Lhe more

Sﬁiginal Islendingasdaya (Sturiunga sdya L, &57).
Sturlunga saga 1, 137 (i‘restssagal) o
Sturlunga saya L, i1¥-20.
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dtricr, en pverra cigi. Wd hafq pal kennt inir vitrustu
menn, al legja skyli 61l vandresi, en asa eigi. Nd hetir
minn sonr oruoil fyrir dverka, ok pykkir mér hann gildr

madr fyrir sér, ok wun ek bd eigi sjd pann hlut til

’

handa honum edd mér at gera almiginum vandreoi {, heldr

mun ¢k bida ok lecita mér rios ok fara heim at sinni."

This aet does not match the yenerosity of SEdu-tallr in
Njéls saya who offered to forgo compensation for nis son when
he was willed at the Aithjng.zz Honetheless it does provide
evidenge of high regard for peacefulness.

Wihile reading tne sagas of the early bishops of Skdlholt,

Wungrvakd, itorldks saga helga and ?dls saya hyskups, one is

Lempted to think that the sagas of Guomundr Arason are an
exception among Lhe dishops” sdagas. The heroes of Lhose saégas
are depicled exclusively as modest, peaccful and standing far
divove  the strugyles of the laily. L take a8 an example

description of dishop dagmis Einarsson in t-lx:nqrval»:d:d'j

P& reyndisk ok brdit hverr dgetismaor hann var { sinu
stdrlynidi ok forsjd poii fyrir sina ngnd ok annarra, af
pvi al hann sparai aldei fldrnluti Lil medan hann var
hyskup, ot setty hd scw Adc vdru sundrpykkir, ok lagdi
nat jafman af sfnu til er peira var { milli, ok urou af
avi gngvar deildir sed mgnnum medan dlagnds var byskup.
Hann hélL hinu sgmu 1{tilleli sinu vidg albyou sem dor,
DGttt wveri byskup, ok var lamn af hvi vinseclli en flestir
@enn aérir, ok hafdi par marpga stéra hluti til pess

ygri.

furnrit X1i, &11-17.
v snupe sggurs ddguvet al dul Kengelige nordiske oldskrift-
selskai vod Jén nelgason. lonefte {Copenhagen, 1938), 101,
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And this, from Porldks saqa:z4

poridkr pyskup sampyckti pa ok selti er. adr veru ieidir
ok sundr bykckir ok sagdi peim pat sem saghtt wvdar ok
satt er. at Heidin m&ﬁr miok Kettsyni manna medann han
fylgir. sem P31l postoli. segir., At »xigi 44 samann
Rettlaii guds ok Heidl manzsins. Uk J odrum  stat,
Sigrazstu eigt af jllu. nelldr sigredad illt med godu.

Ppal er at siyre Heidina med polinmedi ok nezsku.

There is a clear difference bYetlween this picture of an
oplimal bishop arnd of tne promising lay chiaftains described

in Sturlunya sayd, where Lhey are characlterised for cxanple

as "dkafamaeur mikiil ¥ skepi." "ofsawndour mikill oy venn Lil

hdfﬂ]ngjﬁ." "vitur maenr oy heldur Egjurn og patti dikligur

Lil mikils hifoingja." "olsamadur mikill oy bétli Iikligur
.
Lid niToingju."®?

dons suaga nelye ofFers o piciure of its nero for fthe wmost

part similar to thesc in the Dishops' sagas {rov the Souln.
Jén, Loo, is claraclerisced Gy his lendernvss and modesiy:r"tdk
hann  nvers maons mdli plioligys, meor miicliu IfLlitaLi.nwd
Stillyone version of Lhe saga contains on episaode whicik Seoms
to reveal Lihat Lhe author was noet compictely oppusced Lo the
idea of reverge. while ui;hop Gno owas still oo Tdeacer e
stayed Tor 4 while at the devwegian King s court. Theire, Gis!
1llugason, angther lfcelander at Lhe tourt, willesn o orweglan
courtier, wno hat Kiblled his Falher in dceland when Gist was
1 child. Cisl was caplurecd, bub the leelanders o! Lhe couit,
under the leadership of Teibtr, Lhe son ol wosiup isicite,
EE;_;;;;;—;;:;; 2. nefte. Udgivet af Jdn nrlq&snn tCapihiag o
gg?b), 207-05 (Eoiltiones Arnamagheans. Svrics A, vol. 14,050,
Tnese examples are  all Laken from delgi Boelfwssen:

"Seéttir, ocudur oq viid A 12, oy 13. Glas" Lo Ay L,

3982), G6b.
éﬁjskupﬂ sSugur i, 234,
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forcibly freed him. The King became furious and a speech
given by idn for Gisl's defence did not placéte him. Then
Gisl gave himself up to avoid a batitle and was hanged by the
King's men., But before Gisl was hanged Jén put over him a
coat which the King had given to him. It was law in Norway
then, Says the sagq, that a man should hang in the gdllows
until he fell dewn himself. Wwhen Gisl nad hung for two days
Jén went to the gallows, walked around it three times_and
said prayers. lhe the noose was cut and tisl fell from the
gallows ualive and well.27 There is no condemnation of Gisl’s
act of revenge in the story, and the fact thal Jén saves his
life may he secn as jusLifﬁing his action.

sy lasl example here is taken from the youngest Hishops'

sdaga cited in this study. Tiis is Arna saga biskups, which

takes place during the last aecades of the 13th century and
is probavly written betlween 1304 and 1320. This saya, like
J6ns saga, contains o story of a mun who avenges his fakther.
The 5d§a says that the dishop became angry with the man
(Gualaugur), because he avenged nimself upon his enemy {Har~-

Leinn) when he was riding on a .horse guite close to Lhe

disnop himselfs:2®

M{erra) niskop vard 4t 1j sokum framast reydur pessun
sama Gudlauge. Var su hin fyrre, ad  hann pottest ad
liolnogge hafdur nalegd, og mikil von a4 ad a hann munde
komed nafa hdgyed, ef af h3num Rarteine hefde stocked,
har sem driugum legu samann axler peirra. Enn su aunnur
ad h@num potte Tyrer syna navist hafa teked vered freckt
til ohappsins, pviad tiart(eirn) ﬁafde ei varast umm

saber.

S$KUpg sdgur b, #21-25%.
Arita saya biskups, borleifur Hauksson hid tii prentunar (Hvk.,
Arnustatnun, 1972), J%.




0f course the bishop ¢id not like to be put in danger or
stained with blood himseif, put the saga contains no condemn-
ation of the act of revenge as such.

These examples from the dishops' sagas seem Lo indicdte
that cthe rigfit to revenge was still firm in the mentality of
Icelanders, ever tne lcelandic cleryy, in the 13th and 14th
centuries. Lam thercfore tempted to think that the dbsence of
tough values in the miracles is not due to their absence
among tne cleray that wrote then down. A more plausibhle ex-
plandion scems to be that the miracles depict the world, the
problems and interests, of common peopie who were less imbucad
with militaney than the more aristocrdtic classes of the

cleryy, the chieftains, and Lherr followers.

The evidence of Isiendingesaga and  Lhe Bishops' sdgas
seem to supporl Lhe asssumtion tnal [ put Forward in Timarit

ldls oy menningar. The Lougit values 6f Lhe Serces of fslen:-

ingasdgur lived on among the 13th century arisloeracy of
Iceland and formed « constanl tensian with the incvilable
wish for peace. This conciusion of course neither proves nor
disproves Hermann Pdlsson's thoury that some of Lhe [slend-
ingasigur are written against these tough values. 1t may even
well be that people disagree a5 Lo whebther my Findings make
Hermann's theory more .or less plausible. On that cuesliun apy
informed reeder is os yovod a judge us the auther. Stiji, if
I am to be the tirst to express my opinion, I must Say Lhat

feel tne evidence provided by ‘the conbtemporary Sages inedi-
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cates that acts characleristic of Lthe tough values were not
looked upon as entirely reprehensible by 13th century lce-
landers. Their etnical views, it would seem, were more com-

plex than that.
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