Anton Zimmerling

Bishop Gudmundr in Sturla bérdarson’s Islendinga Saga:
The Cult of Saints or the Cult of Personalities?

Gudmundr Arason, Bishop of Hdlar (1203-1237), was a controversial figure for his
contemporaries, church authorities and, possibly, saga writers. The facts of his life are well
known to every student of Nordic history. Unlike most of his Icelandic predecessors, and like
his preat example, S$t. Thomas of Canterbury (d. 1170), Bishop Gudmundr was not satisfied
with the 1ole of a chieftain integrated in the laic society and tried to counterbalance the power
of laymen. He got involved into feuds with mighty Icelandic chieftains Kolbeinn Tamason,
borvaldr Gizurarson, later Sighvatr Sturluson, Timi Sighvatsson, Sturla Sighvatsson and
Arndtr Timason. After his election in 1203 he was frequently supported by armed guards
who were responsible for numerous abuses, plunders and even murders in Iceland; among
their victims there were two chieftains — Kolbeinn Timason, killed in the battle of Vidines in
1208, and Tami Sighvatsson, killed during the raid to Hoélar in 1222. In his lifetime, Bishop
Gudmundr was both venerated by his followers for religious zeal, concern for the poor and
stable reputation of miracle- and prophecies-making, and hated by his enelmes who accused
him of abuses, meddhng in other people’s business and commanding thoughts'. He suffered
from severe repressions, had to spend many years in exile, and, finally, was deprived of his
office in 1232. In spite of it, Icelandic church made an atternpt to canonize him: in 1315, his
relics were translated and 2 bid for canonization — though unsuccessful — was submitted.
These efforts rencwed the interest in GuSmunds’s life: the so called Gudmundar Saga A (GA),

i.e. the eldest saga of Bishop Gudmundr, and Aréns saga Hjorleifssonar (Ar) devoted to one
of his firm supporters go back to that period. It is difficult to establish whether G4 and 4r
were composed before or after the translation of Gudmundr’s relics had taken place, but, for
textological reasons, these sagas should be written down close to that moment [Stefin
Karlsson 1983: chxviii].

From survived sagas of Bishop Guimundr, only the so called ‘Priest-saga’ (Prestsaga
Gudmundar Arasonar) containing Gudmundr’s biography up to 1203 could be written down
in the first half of the XIlIth century in the bishop’s lifetime. The ‘Priest-saga’ is attributed to
Abbot Lambkarr Porgilsson (d. 1249), a Western Icelander who in his young years had been a
membet of Gubmundr’s personal following [Jon Jéhanesson 1946; xxviii-xxix]. It is generally
assumed that Lambkérr also made some notes relating to Gudmundr’s career as bishop, but it
is difficult to say what kind of text it was — a narrative piece, a number of lcose episodes or a
list of miracles — and it is hard to prove that any of subsequent writers had access to these
notes’. Several episodes from Gudmundr’s biography (his sea-journey and his consecration)
are recorded in Hrafhs saga Svembjamarsonar devoted to his friend Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson
(. 1213), Hrafns saga was written down in the 2° fourth of the XllI-th. century, likely after
1228 Abridged versions of both sagas were later included in the Sturfunga compilation;
above it, two different versions of Hrafis saga have survived. Our main source of information

! Cf. the famous place in Islendinga saga, which tells about the last years of Gudmundr. The conflicting
atfifudes towards the bishop are here extremely well articulated: “Likadi hann ba likara hljodlatum ok
rolyndum einsetumanni heldr en hardlyndum ok hlutsémum lj¢8byskupi, sem ovinir hans héfdu ord 4™ (St
1I: 288). The same chapter contains two prophectes made by Bishop Gudmundr.

2 Cf. [Magniis Jonsson 1940: 45; Gudnin P. Helgaddttir 1987; xxxv]

3 Guéirin P. Helgadéttir argued that the author of Hrafis saga was unaware of the ‘Priest Saga’. According
to her plausible hypothesis. Hrafis saga was written down after 1238 by priest Tomas Bordrinsson in
Seldrdalr (d. 1253) [Gudrin P.Helgadottir 1987 :cxxx].
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about Bishop Gudmundr’s life in 1203-1237 is fslendinga saga, the masterpiece of Sturla
bordarson (1214-1284). Sturla knew Bishop Guémundr personally and met him at least once,

in summer 1231, when his father Bordr Sturluson told him to accompany the blshop on the
Sna:fellsnes peninsula and help his men with lodging; this episode is recorded in fslendinga
saga . There are reasons to think that young Sturla met Bishop Gudmundr during the latier’s
stay in Hvammr in winter 1227/1228, though he does not mention this: Sturla spent a lot of
time with his father and overtook the farm in Eyrr after bordr’s death in 1237. Sturla was
acquainted with Lambkérr Porgilsson — the laiter for a period of time was his neighbor and in
1242 acted as Sturla’s guarantor in the conciliation with Kolbeinn the Younger® — and he
might have borrowed much from Lambkarr’s notes relating to Gudmundr’s career as bishop.

Unfortunately, leendmga saga normally does not refer to its sources as Bishop Gudmundr is
concerned and it is difficult to distinguish information presumably taken from earlier written
texts from information presumably based on oral sources and Sturla’s own experience®, A
stylistic expertise could theoretically solve this problem, but the opposition of the so-called
‘saga’ style and so-called ‘clerical’ or ‘learned’ style is not always clear-cut [Jénas
Kristjansson 1981]. Besides, Sturla left no obligation to conform to the purity of ‘saga’ style.

Many prominent scholars tried to single out different layers in Islendmga saga and proposed
valuable hypotheses for the origin of the inserted passages in Sturla’s text, the so called
‘clauses’. Nevertheless, the statements about the authorship of these clauses are usually
grounded not with stylistic considerations alone, but with a mixture of textological and other
arguments: it is assumed that later clerical interpolations in Stutla’s text have brought about a
more enthusiastic account of Bishop Gudmundr. In this light, statements of the type “Swurla
was incapable of writing this clause because of its clerical style’” by many scholars of the past
actuaily mean *Sturla did not write this clause because it differs in its style from other parts of
his text and shows different attitude towards the bishop from what is assumed for Sturla’.

All subsequent blographers of Bishop Gudimundr made use of fslendinga saga, though
in a different way. There is litile doubt that GA and Ardns saga were written by different
persons. G4 is a compilation, combining the ‘Pricst saga’ with fragments of Hrafns saga,
fragments of Islendmga saga, fragments of Arons saga and annal entries®, The second half of
GA combmes Sturla’s text with the text of Ar even there where they present conflicting
views’. The author of dr apparently did not check his text with fs/endinga saga and did not
have any written version of it in front of his eyes. On the contrary, exact quotations of
Islendinga saga in GA indicate that the compiler of G4 had the text of Islendinga saga. Minor
deviations from the Sturfunga-text of flendinga saga are more likely to be explained by

" “En er Gudmundr byskup kom i sveit bérdar Sturlusonar, fekk hann til Sturlu, son sinn at fara med
byskupi ok skipa folki hans 4 gistingar, pvi at bé var maon{jildi mikill med honum. Hann var flutr af Eyri
til Bjarnarhafnar 4 bvi skipi, er Langhifr hét, ok & annarri Fel:]u mikilii var flurt 1id hans” (St II: 201). Cf.
also the corresponding place in G4, (¢. 248, 3-8) where the last line is misrepresented.
® (St1I: 405, 407, 409).
¢ Quite exceptional is the episode with Monk Magnis whe in winter 1236/1237 came from Hélar to Eyrr
with a message from Bishop Gudimundr 1w Bordr Sturluson. Sturla specially mentioned that he had heard
their conversation (St T1: 288),
? Cf Bjirn M. Olsen’s explanation of the clause about Bishop Guimundz’s funeral [1904: 294].

® 1t is a mute question whether Lambidrt’ s* Priest Saga’ bad annal entries from the very beginning, but
there is little doubt that neither felendinga saga nor Arons saga included them.
* Cf, eg., the episode with Eyjolfr's and Aron's raid to Hélar in 1222 and their returnal. Chapter 184
which is taken from Is.’endmga saga tells that Timi’s men and the house-holders (bendr) chased the
bishop’s men and the latter esceped in a hurry; one of the bishop® men who missed the ship was killed and
another one was later found frozen to death. Chapner 185 which is taken from Avrdns saga opens with a
sentence implying the passivity of Hélar’s people: “Now it is time to say about peaple in Holar that they
took care of the dead and buried them™.
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interpolations made by the compiler of Sturfunga than by deliberate changes made by the
compiler of G4, of. [Stefin Karlsson 1983: clvii - clviii]. This conclusion is important for text
studies since it is plausible that GA has preserved a more genuine form of Islendinga saga
than Sturlunga. Therefore, the co Panson of GA and Sturlunga can provide the key to the
original version of felendinga saga.'® This problem was set by Guibrandur Vigfiisson [1878]
and Bjtrn M. Olsen [1902; 1910] who considered the famous passage about ‘the wretched
and sorrowful state of Christianity” in northern Iceland after Bishop Gudmundr had been
driven from his bishopric to be a cletical interpolation into the body of Islendinga saga. This
passage is known beth from G4 (ch. 144.11-18) and from Srurfimga (St II: 44). It looks,
indeed, very much like a personal outburst, which is unusual for texts connected with Sturla
Bbordarson's name:

Aumlig ok hérmulig kristri var par pd at sjd. Swumir prestar 16g0u messusdng forir hreedslu sakiv vid gud, sumir
Jrsmau firir hreedshu vid hiyfdingja, svmir af sinum sidlfsvilia. (St 1; 44)

Even more remarkable is the account of Bishop Gudmundr’s last years and death. Tt contains
a description of his funeral, the miracle with church bells, a list of Bishop Gudmundr’s
everyday prayers and a catholic formula revealing the belief that he *accepted paradise and
eternal joy® and joined ‘all saints selected by God':

Vénum hann medtekit hafa himnariki ok eilifa gledi med Sllum heiligum guds dtvildum ménnum. Amen. (St 11: 291)

This formula is preserved in paper copies of Smurfunga made in the XVI century.
Unfortunately, the corresponding parts of two main skin manuscripts of Sturlunga, AM 122 a
fol. “Kroksfjardarbok’ and AM 122 b fol. ‘ReykjarfjarBarbék’, have not survived and the
conclusion of G4 got lost as well'', At the same time, the formula is recorded in a later
vergion of GuSmundr’s saga, Gudmundar Saga B (GB), though in a slightly different place'2.
Again, it is difficult to determine whether Sturla himself was responmble for this open
demonstration of feelmgs towards the bishop. If the formula were in G4, a text reflecting the
earliest available version of Islendinga saga, it would indicate that the formula had already
been in Sturla’s text. It is implausible that fslendinga saga has been copied many times
between ca. 1280 (the approxnmate date of its composition) and ca. 1300 (when it has been
included in Sturfunge compilation'®) and that the scribe was bold enough to make serious
changes in the text, Since, however, the conclusion of GA is lost and nobody can check this
issue, we are left with indirect and rather vague considerations, such as ‘stylistic
incompatibility” or “collision of folk style and clerical style’. This retums us to the quesﬁon
whether Starla was so well disposed towards Bishop Gudmundr to be capable of praising him
as a saint, but this question cannot be solved unless we establish which parts of slendinga

®a similar assumption can be made for Aréns saga: given that the compiler of GA quoted the text of the
text I.rfendmga saga literally, it is dubfous that he chose a more creative attitnde towards Ardns saga and
made deliberate changes im it.

" The catholic formula is placed in GB directly after the description of Gumundr’s funeral, whereas in
Sturlunga it stands in the end of the chapter, after the list of Gudmunndi’s prayers. For discussion see
E»tefén Karlsson 1983: axxv-wxxvi].

The prob]em of text varfation in different manuseripts of Smrhmga saga is discussed by Stefin Karlsson

who arrives at the conclusion that the forimula about the ‘saints selected by God® goes back to the text of
Kroksﬁardarbok but not to the protograph (erkirit) of Sturiunga saga and certainly not to the original
version of fslendinga saga [Stefin Karlsson 1983: xxxv. -xxxw]
3 In spite of the fact that the name of the compiler is unknown, there is & well established opinion in
Icelandic studies that Siwriunga saga was compiled by lagmadr Pordr Narfason (d. 1308) who composed
Gelrmundar pdttr heljarskinns and rewrote the “Prologue” {(Formdli) written by Sturla Pérdarson [Gudriin
Asa Grimadéttir 1938].
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saga go back to Sturla and which do not. Thus, textological methods (reconstruction of
Islendinga saga through comparison of Sturlunga with GA and other sources) and,
sociological methods (reconstruction of Sturla’s attitude towards Bishop Gudmundr on the
basis of fslendinga saga) appear to be somewhat circular. The majority of scholars cf.
Gudbrandur Vigfusson [1878], Kr. Kilund [1911], Bjérn M. Olsen [1902; 1910], Pétur
Sigurdsson [1933], Jon Johannesson [1946] argued for that the clauses about the ‘wretched
state of Christianity’, about the bishop’s funeral and about Gudmundr’s status with “selected
saints’ were late clerical interpolations. The main argument, however, was the conviction that
Sturla was ‘incapable of such a clerical manner’ as Bjdm M. Olsen once put it** [1902; 294-
295]. In more recent years, Stefan Karlsson has shown that such arbitrary statements make
litile sense and provided a close parallel to the scene of Bishop Gudmundr’s funeral — the
description of King Hékon funeral in Hdakonar saga gamla written bv Sturla bérdarson
[Stefan Karlsson 1985: xxxiv].

Many scholars, including those who denied Sturla’s authorship of the clauses,
accepted for possible that Sturla’s account of Bishop Gudmundr was partly based on records
made by Lambkérr borgilsson or another cleric who had been close to the bishop. Péfur
Sigurdsson [1935: 169-177], following the footsteps of Finnur Jénson [1924: 729], even
ventured to reconstruct a *Proto-Gudmundar saga as Stutla’s source, while more realistic
philologists only accepted that Sturla had had access to some collection of loose episodes
from Bishop Gudmundr’s life. It is impossible to discuss all theories in detail here, but it is
reasonable to cutline three major approaches to the problem.

A, fs!endinga saga in its parts devoted to Gudmundr presents heterogeneous layers: some of the
fragments had existed before Sturla; another fragments were added after his death. There is no
common concept behind these layers.

B. [slendinga saga presents a carefully harmonized account of Gudmunde’s life made by a single
petson — either by Sturla himself or by someone eise who managed to make a creative copy of
Sturla’s text in 1280 — 1300, before the saga has been included in the Sturhinga compilation.

C. The account of Gudmunds’s life in fslendinga saga is not uniform. Sturla had one attitude to
the bishop and wrote within certain stylistic conventions, while later compilers and interpolators
did not obey these conventions and were more biased towards the bishop than Sturla,

The choice between A., B. and C. is a matter of trends in [celandic studies. In the
beginning of the XX-th century fslendinga saga was analyzed primarily as historic document
and considered to be a rather dry and objectivistic synopsis of basic events, In our days the
scholars emphasize poetic merits of the saga and are inclined to find the author’s concept
behind minor details such as citation of skaldic stanzas and even speech portrayal of
characters, cf. [Taylor 1994]. At the same time some specialists still find conflicting layers in
the saga; for instance. Gudrun Nedrelid following the footsteps of Bjom M. Olsen concludes
that the description of Gizurr Porvaldsson (St II: 293) was taken from the lost *Gizurar Saga,
since Sturla ‘was unlikely to describe the enemy of his family in that way® [Nedrelid 1994:
616]. The degree of Sturla’s engagement towards particular historic figures, however, is not a
reliable basis to judge upon unless one has established the composition principles of the
whole saga. It is worth trying 1o classify Islendinga saga with two types of texts that are

" Bjtrn M. Olsen did not provide a uniform explanation for these clauses. He defended the view that the
short clause about the ‘wretched state of Christianity’ was taken by the compiler of Sturlunga saga from a
hypothetical *Proto-Gudmundar saga, but rejected the possibility that the longish clauses about the
bishop’s funeral and the ‘selected saints® could be written by the compiler of Sturfunga.
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widespread both in family sagas and in contermporary sagas and to follow Sturla’s attitude to
these types of saga writing.

The first type can be labeled partial sagas: the author is devoted to the protagonist and
strongly biased to him. If we turn to Bjarnar saga Hitdeelakappa and Sturlu saga, Bjém and
Sturla appear to be heroes of the book®, while their antagonists (Bérdr Kolbeinsson and Einarr
Porgilsson respectively) are ‘villains of the book’. The same is true for Hrafis saga
Sveinbjarnarsonar (Hrafh is almost a saint, while Porvaldr is evil and ungrateful) and the long
version of Biglmnga sogur, written down by some supporter of King Ingi Bér8arson (the Baglar
are more treacherous than the Birkibeinar). In Ardns saga Hyjorleifssonar (and GA), Arén and
Ejyolfr Karsson are noble brave hearts ready to sacrifice their lives for the holy Bishop of Hélar,
while Sturla Sighvatsson is a monster possessed by the idea to catch and kill all goodwill people
in Iceland. As for texts written down immediately before Islendinga saga, Borgils saga skarda is
a fine example of partiat sagas: this saga was almost certainly written in 1275-1280 by bérdr
Hiinesingr who was so well disposed to his brother-in-law Porgils skardi that he almost made a
martyr from this ruffian'®, There is Httle doubt that Sturla did not favor this type of sagas. He
fought side by side with his cousin Porgils skardi in the battle on Pverd (1255) and composed a |
funeral poem after Porgils’s killing in 1258, but he also branded him as ‘disgusting bird that
makes dirty n its nest’ (St I1: 491). Arén Hjbrleifsson (d. 1255) was indeed an outstanding man,
and Sturla’s brother Olafr Hvitasksld is told be Arén’s friend in 4#'7, but Sturla nevertheless
recorded episodes where Arén’s conduct was less appealing'®.

Another type can be labeled balanced sagas: the author assumes that both fighting
parties were in their right and does not blame them openly for acts of violence. In sagas of
this type a number of characters arc equally good, i.c., obey to some moral obligations, or
equally bad, ie., follow only their egoistical interest. The second situation is less common,
but it is attested both in family sagas and in contemporary sagas. In Bandamanna saga,
written down in the second half of the XIllth century, thete is no positive character at all’®,
and Pdrdar saga kekala, written down in 1271-1280, contains an apology of such an
objectivistic manner. The author reports in detail about the meeting in Prandheimr (winter
1246/1247) where an attempt to reconcile bordr kakali with Gizurr Porvaldsson was made.
Pordr let read a long list (rolfu langa) about the feuds of Haukdeelir ok Sturlungar that he
himself had otdered to write. The king then asked Gizurr whether he wanted to object to this,
and Gizurr answered that he had not recorded his own stories, though he was able to add
something, — “But I admit that the account of our feuds has been told
openheartedly"m. The author then praises the enemies for the fact that none of them
pursued to object or falsify each other’s account, in spite of hard losses from both sides?",

5 Borgils sage skarda contains a lot of information about Sturla Pordarson who is reported to have saved
the author of the saga, Bérdr Hitnesingr. from Hrafn Oddsson's revenge (St TII: 264).

16 (StIL: 484).

!7 This detail is absent in GA. Cf. {Finnur Jénsson 1923: 762-763; Stefin Karlssan 1983:clxvi).

18 According to Sturla, Arén in 1249 deceived his former patron Haraldr Smundarson (St TI: 412). His
conduct in the episode with killing of Sigmundr snagi (St II: 135) was not heroic ¢ither, contrary to the
account of Ar.,

1 The allied chieftains (bandantenn, godar) in this saga are greedy and treacherous, Oddr, a rich merchant,
is stupid and rough and incapable of solving any problem with law suits, while his Father @'q:‘gr who is
clever and cynical cannot manage his own farm. The judges are corrupted and Oddr's enemy, Uspakr, is a
complete villain, murderer and thief. Hallvard Magersy [1981: xxi-xxiii] nevertheless treats Ofefgr as a
positive character.

2 “Ekki hefi ek skrdseft sagnir minar, en pd kann ek hér nokkury { mét of svara, En pé kalla ek hér
efnardliga frd sagt varum skiptum.” (St I1L: 130).

21 «0k bann ordrém fengu beir badir, at menn kvadust eigi heyrt hafa einar8ligar flutt en hvarr flutti sitt
mil, svd margt sem 1 hafdi ordit. Mewlti ok hvarrgi §rum { mét eda Ssannadi annars séign”™ (St III: 130).
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This atritude exemplified by Bordr and Gizurr should be prototypical for many sagas
since they addressed an audience, which had large background knowledge and was capable of
proposing an alternative version. But it is incredible that Sturla Pér8arson could be satisfied
with an idea of giving just a long list consisting only of murders, raids and losses suffored by
fighting parts. Modern scholars wam from the fallacy of treating the whole Sturiunga
compilation as history of Icelandic people rather than as chieftains’ chronicle [Ulfar Bragason
1994: 794), and this is, of course, true. Yet the scope of Llendinga saga is exceptionally wide
(1183 — ca. 1264) and since Sturla decided to make a saga of this entire period — an
astonishing and bold design — he needed a more ambitious conception than the author of
bérdar saga kakala had in mind: this period was associated with 2-3 generations of
chieftains, decline of Iceland — a motive that reaches its highest point towards the end in the
famonus ‘Dreams of Joreidr in Midjumdalr’~ and personal tragedy of the author’s family.

We propose here a hypothesis that Bishop Gudmundr, Gizurr Porvaldsson and Sturla
Sighvatsson have a special role in Sturla’s narrative. All these figures are controversial and
none of them is treated apologetically — Sturla did not belong to the bishop’s personal
following, disapproved the riots of bishep’s men and suffered both from Sturla and Gizurr -
but they rise above the average flow of successful or unsuceessful actions of ordinary people
and set the perspective of the saga. Each of the three aimed to change the existing social
ordet, and though their cfforts brought about destructive consequences, they succeeded in
doing that. Their way of life and their experience was instructive and deserving a saga. If a
reader looks back to them from a future perspective, as Sturla did, he will get the impression
that outstanding personalities represent the most valuable and memorable in the gone epoch.

Sturla normally avoided direct evaluation of ordinary people® and reserved indirect
means of characterization, such as dream stories, skaldic stanzas, reports of prophecies and
miracles for introducing or resuming major events. The references to verdicts of Norwegian
archbishops concerning Bishop Gudmundr 2* and references to signs of esicem from
Scandinavian kings and earls towards Icelandic chieftains®® have a similar function — they
charactetize Icelanders as from outer world lying beyond the narrow world of their local
feuds. The same function can arguably be assigned to two clauses expressing the belief that
certain deeds cannot be justified in any circumstances and always call forth the wrath of God.
Remarkably, one of these clauses — discussed earlier — is provoked with repressions against
Bishop Gudmundr when the priests were made to sing masses, while the other is placed after
the burning of Gizurr’s family at Flugumyri in 1254, so the episodes from Gudmund:’s and
Gizurr’s life are treated in a similar way. In the first case the author speaks of the *wretched
state of Christianity’, in the second case he says that ‘all wise men agreed that this was one of
the worst crimes in Ieeland’ and begs God *to forgive them who committed it, in his great
mercy and grace’ (5t II: 444). Both clauses confirm the image of Sturla as a good Christian

# The sentences like “Bordlfr Bjarnason was rather unpopular between his neighbors™ (St II: 360), which
are common in fslendinga saga, vertainly imply that the author had some view of saga characters,
Nevertheless, they should be treated as statements referring fo positive facts. The bad reputation of the
mentioned Icelander, e.g., was an advantage for his enemies whe might have hoped to kill him without
serious risk of revenge. This happened in winter 124071241,

* They appear twice, first time by 1211 when letters from Archbishop Bérir to leelandic chieflains are cited
(St LI: 46-48), and second time by 1237, in the bishop’s necrology (St II: 299). The GA-text does not have
the correspanding passages and there is no independent evidence of Sturla’s authorship of them.

* This motif emerges first time in the description of Snorri Sturluson who is reported 1o have from Earl
Hikon galinn {8t II: 69) and occurs repeatedly in the description of Snorri’s visit to lagmann Askell of
Gautland in 1218 and the merits achieved by Snorri from King Hakon and Earl Skili (St IT: 85) in 1220 and
in the description of Sturla Sighvatsson’s contacts with King Hékon and King Valdimarr of Denmark in
1233 (St II: 230). Similar wording is later resumed in Sturla Sighvatsson’s necrology (St IT: 354).
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and at the same time fit his narrative purposs by resuming exttaordinary events in a mannet
that differs from his usual prossic style. It is therefore highly probable that the clause about
Bishop Gudmundr’s funeral was written by Sturla, too, BS Stefan Karlsson suggested [Stefén
Karlsson 1983 xxxiv]. The clauge with the bishop’s prayers apd the formule about
Gudmundr’s place among ‘the saints selected by God® is less clea because of large text
variation in the imanuscripts, but nothing in its content and style contradicts Sturla’s method
of marking extraordinary events. Bishop Gubmundr’s death in 1237 is one of the turning

in Islendinga saga The chapter devoted to Bishop Gudmundt’s illness and death is
included in the same block with two episodes where Sturla himself was the source of
information. The immediately preceding chapter contains two prophecies — that both
Gudmundr and Bordr, Sturla’s father, will die within few months and that the bishops
enemies will soon Kill each other as wolves. These prophecies are told by Bishop Gubrmundr’s
messenger in the presence of Sturla Pordarson (St U 289). The jmmediately following
chapter describes the death of bordr Sturluson: Sturla even cites the last Latin prayef sung by
his father (St Ii: 2027 It would be very Strang® to think that anyone falsified Sturla’s
acgount of the death of his own father of invented the story with the bishop’s messenger and
aseribed it to Sturla. The episodes with Bordr Sturluson’ death and Bishop Gudmundr’s death
have a numbet of features in common and some list of bishop® prayers could be in [slendinga
saga from the very begirming though we now cannot establish how much has been added by
the compiler of Srurlunga or later scribes.

We would like to sum up with a collection of featutes common for Bishop GuBmundr,
Gizurr and other outstanding figures in [slendinga saga.

(i) Necrologies and evaluations. Most characters in [slendinga sag0- ncluding Snofri,
Sighvatr and Pérdr, lack necrologiesz"’. The only persons who get them aré Bishop Gudmundr
(St 11: 290) and Sturla Sighvatsson (St 11: 354). Tt is unclear whether the saga reached to 1268,
the year of Gizurr's death, but 2 ‘hidden necrology’ with Gizur’s approval is found in
Joreidr's Dream (St II: 490-91)"". Direct avaluations of extraordioary events are reserved only
for condemnation of Gizurr's enenies (brennument! ‘the bumers’) who burned his family at
Flugumyri in 1254 and for worries about the -wretched state of Christianity’ afiet reptessions
against Bishop Gubmundr. i

(ii) Prophesies. The ability 10 imake prophecies is an important feature in [slendinga
saga. Deep natures such as pordr Sturluson and borvaldr Gizorarson could do this and foresee
future™. They and other far-sighted characters often pronounce anticipating staternefits, WOITY
about hasty decigions o Wari other people’™. The contemporaries considered Sturla pérdarson
himselfto be 8 prophet: it is noted in Porgils sagd skarda (St 271) and Sturlu paitr (5t i
332-383). It is not certain that Stutla would approve such a picture of himself. Probably he
would respond with a phtase asctibed in Islendinga saga 10 his father Bordr Sturluson: “1 am
not a prophet. But'libe your pr ophet“m (St11: 277 This phrase is found in remarkable

————

35 parbr Sturluson was deacon by ordination-

2 gentences of the Lype “Arnorr [T&mason] was a great loss for his men” (8t 1i: 99) cannot count as
necrologies of posthumons evainations of characters. On the contrary, they jmply that the guthor
digsociated himself from the suppotters of X and did not acknowledge that X's death was 2 loss for

everybody in Tceland. A similar phrase referring to the death of Atnbrr’s sorf, Kolbeinn the Younger: s

71 This necrology 18 certainly most apmsual in Tesland Jiterature: an Eddic figure, Gubrin Gjiikadottir,
wishes her disposal towards Giaur? and recites a stanzd about him. i

7 Note that neither Snorri Sturluson no¥ Surla Sighvatsson hed this ability. according 10 [slendinga saga-
» For instance, Asgrimr Bergporrson, Stue »5 relafive, is told to have warned about the dangerous plans o
EyjoMr Porsteinnson (St1L: 423).

0 wEnei em ek gpamads. En 6 mun ek pér verda spamads” (St 1L 277)-
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* Thig episode is recorded i Roykjafiardurboy,
** Note that fifty mep Survived ip thay shipwreck, by ‘all Yeelanders lost their [jyey’ (StI1: 493,

3
borvaldsson (StiTI: 166} and Snorri Porvaldsgon (St 212) who gre clearly Provoking Styrly
* Norar beta gai Gunpar/Geirg stigs ar vigi’ Hamajs vadr, 4 heigar; Hagl snyr, ¢ yir Bagla (st 1. 105).
i 19).

;I;flls Stanza is known both fram Sturinnga and from G4, of { G4, c. 191, 12. %)

text in the 2 g volume of hig edition of skaldic Poetry, but this jg most likely 5 phantom reading; g

manusecripts pive the line ay f_:jaidr,bung:‘r budlungar, ie, "Ol"fsprings of Budli, hard jp battle”,

7 The 3aga lets ppe of them, Jon Birnuson, urge his feliow Kniiir *9 stop doing disgracefi] things and

making troyble’ sinee it gives the Bishop ill turn for his good deeds® (St Iy 185/ GA, ¢ 239, 19-27), Thig

attempt led (g even worse S0nsequences, Bogh JTén Birnyson and Knir were, of course, Hnpopular and had
akers,



part in the raid to Skélaholt led by Sturla and Oreekja Snorrasen), seems to emphasize his
baseless conduct and comical failures in several episodes *°. The echo of the war between
Baglar and Birkibeinar was still discernable in Iceland by 1239, Sturla mentions certain
Hikon Botolfsson (d. 1246), a half-Norwegian that came to Iceland with Orzkja Snorrason;
this Hakon was called Hékon galinn, obviously in honor of the famous leader of Birkibeinar,
Earl Hdkon Folkvidarson galinn (d. 1214) and had similar habits as Efrikr Birkibeirm.
Probably we deal with a widespread ncgative attitude to both Birkibeinar, ic. armed
supporters of Norwegian kings, and Bagiar, i.e. armed supporters of (Norwegian) bishops, in
all mentioned cases. This issue needs further investigation.

Real Bishop Gudmundr was an enemy of Gizurr’s family — the saga itself due to its
method of characterization generates the alleged parallels between them. Islendinga sagais a
reliable source, but it must be analyzed properly. Sturla wanted to be reliable and knew how
to provide such an expression on his readers: he exploited all his narrative skill and applied to
both traditional and individual means. We gain more from his text if we understand the
principles of its composition. The delicacy of Sturla’ s writing can be demenstrated on the
episode with Monk Magnis where Sturla refers to himself as source of information.

Certain Magnis the Rhetotician (#8fusveinn) in winter 1236/1237 came from Holar to
By with a message from Bishop Gubmundr to Bordr Sturluson. Sturla deliberately mentions that
his father told him to approach them and hear their conversation (St II: 288). The excerpts of the
conversation cited by Sturla don’t tell any particular detail from Bishop Gudmundr’s life up to
that moment. On the contrary, they introduce two Gudmundr’s prophecies about the future — 2}
both Pérdr and the Bishop will die and ‘encounter each other mext spring’, and b) Bishop™s
enemies will soon kill each other and there will be taken revenge on Sighvatr and Sturla
Sighvatsson. Both prophecies were bom out, the first one in 1237, the second one in 1238, and the
readers, of course, knew that. The conversation with Monk Magns anticipates Sturla’s thorough
account of well-known events central to the saga and its role is not just to refer once more to
them, but also to confirm the idea of Bishop Guiimundr as a prophet and a man of divine power. It
may seem strange that Sturla placed the accent on the fact that the messenger, Monk Magmis, was
‘not that remarkable’ (ekki merkr) and otherwise ‘not very reliable’ (midtungi réttorde), but this
was done with purpose. At the end of the chapter we learn that Magniis “also said a Jot of other
things, but this is not recorded in this saga’ (margr sagdi hann annat, pott hér sé eigi ritat { bessi
ségu). Hence, the readers get the impression that the author has carefully selected the information
scquired from Magniis — a very clever move for a writer who was both positive (#éttordr) and
remarkable (merks)l

But whom are we to thank for this extraordinary text? Was it really lagmadr Sturta
Pordarson, son of Pérdr Sturluson? Or was it bérdr Narfason, the compiler of Sturfunga, ot
maybe some unknown scribe? Icclandic sagas were traditional narrative pieces that were
rewritten and changed by scribes as long as they were interesting: even “The saga of
Icelanders™ was to some degree unprotected against changes and distortions. Tt is perhaps best
to use a traditional argument and claim that if Islendinga saga had not been composed by
Sturla Pér8arson, another man that had the same name should have composed it.

Eirikr followed Sturla Sighvatsson in his shameful taid to Hvammr {1227), the farm of Pordr Sturluson.
Sturla was absent, but his elder brother Oléfr was in there (St IT; 148)

¥ For instance, in the battle at Skdlaholt Efrikr did not want to stop and ‘his shouting was most loud’. Then
he was hit with a stone, fell and *his legs were thrown higher than his head” (St I: 395). Quite the same
thing is said about his fellow Gndmundr Oddsson who, in addition, is told to be a coward (St 1I: 213},

1 ater he belonged 1o the personal following of bordr kakali and was killed in the battle at Hangsness (St
IE:121).

565



References

Abbreviations .
8t — Stwlunga saga. Gudni Jonsson bjé til prentunar. 3 bindi, Reykjavik: Tslendingantgafan,
Haukdalsitgifan, 1981.

GA-~ Gudnmmdar Sogur Biskups I: Avi Gudnmamder Biskups. Gudmuncdar Sage A. Stefin Karlsson bjo tit
preniimar. (Editiones Amamagnzanze, Seties B., Vol. 6). Kaupmammzhofa 1983. C.A. Reitzels
Forlag.

Editions

Bandamania Sage, edited by Hallvard Mageray. Oslo: Dreyers Forlag, 1981

Borgfirdinga ségur, Bd. Sigurdur Nordal and Gudini Jénsson. fslenzk Fomrit, T, Revkjavik: Hid islenska
fornritafelag, 1938.

Den norsk-istandske Skjaldedigining, el Finnur Jonsson. Copenhagen, 1912-1915,

Hrafiis saga Sveinbjerncrsonar. Ed. Gubiin P, Helgadditir, Oxford: Clarendon, 1987,

Islendingabok, Landdnamabok. EdJakob Benedikisson. fslensk fomrit 1. Reykjavik: Hid dslenska
fornritafélag, 1968,

Sturlunga saga. B4 J6n Yohannesson, Magnis Finnbogason og Krisjan Eldjdm. 3 vois. Reykjavik;
Sturlunguitgifan, 1946,

Strfunga sagn. Ute. Kristian K&lund, 2 bd. Kebenhavn: Det kongelige nordiske aldskrift-setvskab, 1906-1911.

Other sources ]

Bjorn M. Olsen 1902. Um Surlungw’. In: Saf 6l sgu Islnds ok istenzkea bokmennta,
3.Kaupmannahifi: Hid islenzka békmenntafélag’, 1902, 193-510.

Bjgrn M. Olsen. 1910. “Om den saakaldte Strwlunga-prolog og den formodsde vidnesbyrd om de
islandske sleeptsagacrs alder’. Christiania videnskabs-selskabs forhandlinger, 6. Christiansia, 1910,

Einarr Ol Sveinsson. 1965. ‘Rinmartimi Islendingasagna: Rk og rannsoknaradferd’, Reykjavik: Hid
islenzlka bokmemntafélag. 193-510.

Finrur Jonsson. 1923. ‘Den oldnorske og oldislandske [itteraturs histotie”, 2nd vol. Keberhavn: Gad,
1920-24. 3 vols,

Gudbranchw Vigfisson. 1878 ‘Prolegomena’. In: Sturlunga saga. Ed. Gudbrandur Vigfisson, 2 Vols.
Cxford: Clarendon, vol. 1, xv-cexiv,

Gudrim Asa Grimsddttir. 1958, “Sumla bérdarson’, In: Swrlustefha. Ed, Guérin Asa Gritnssdgttir and
Jonas Kristidnsson. Rit Stoftunar Ama Magmissonar, 32. Reykjavik: Stofiun Ama Magmiissonar,
1988,9-36.

Jon Johommesson. 1941. ‘Gerdir Landnamabékar®. Reykjavik, 1941,

Jon Johannesson. 1946, ‘Um Smriungu sogw’, In: Sturlunga saga. Ed. Jén Jéhanmesson, et al, 2 bd.
Reykjavik: Snrdungaiigafan, 1946, vi-lvi.

Jon Porkelsson, 1872, ‘Sk}’rringarévismniGuEmundarsﬁguAmsomrogHraﬁlssﬁgu
Sveinbjamarsonar.” Revijavik, 1872

Jonas Kristjcnsson. 1981, ‘Leamed Style or Saga Style’. In: Speculum Norrenum: Notse Stodies in
Memory of Gabriel Turville-Petre, ed. U7, Dronke et. al. Odense, 1981, 260-292.

Mageray, Hallvard, 1981, “Invoduction’. In: Bandamenna Sags, ed. by Hallvard Magenay. Oslo: Dreyers
Forlag, 1981, i-Ix.

Mugrmis Jonsson. 1940, ‘Guimmundar saga dyra’. In: Studia Tslandica, VIIT, Reykjavik, 1940.

Magres Mdr Liarussor. 1960, ‘Gudmundr inn 268 Arsson’, In: Kulturhistorisk leksikon for nordisk
middetalder, V, 53841,

Metdlengracht Sarensen, Preben. 1992, * “Naesten alle sagaer var skrevet™ En kommentar il den sikaldte
Sturlungaprolog’, In; Eyvindarbék. Ed. Finn Hednebe et al. Oslo: Universitet 1 Oslo, 33-46,

Nedrelid, Gudrim. 1994. ‘Gizurr borvaldson — Miskjend helt, eller strste skurken i islandsk historie?’ In,
{The Ninth International Saga Conference. The Comemporary Sagas, Alareyri, 1994, 626-637.

Porter, John. 1973, ‘Some aspects of Aréns saga Hjdrleifssonar’. In: Saga Book, XV1I (London 1970-73),

566



Pétur Sigurdsson. 1933. ‘U Islendinga sbgu Sturiu béremmrsomar, fr: Safi til sBgu fslands ok islenzkra
békmennte, 3, Reykjavik, 1933-35,

Teplov, Mervin 1994, “On Gizurr borvaldsons speakinzz Style’. In: The Ninth International Saga
Conference. The Contermporary Sagas. Alaweyri, 1995 743 757

Ulfr Brogason 1994, * “Ok po kunna menn at fel Fa=s ®ttir sinar til Hrémundar Gripssonar”,
Sagnaskemmtun 4 Reykholum og SturlungahS 5% ws4tu’. In: The Ninth Intemational Saga
Conference. The Contemporary Sagas, Alaweyri, 15=%3.3 784-79%.

Whaley, Diana 1994. ‘Mirecles in the Biskupa sbgur: Ioelamr a3, variations of an intemational theme’, Tn:
The Ninth Intemational Saga Conference. mm%smmm 1994, 847-862.

567






