STEFKA G. ERIKSEN

Emotional Religiosity and Religious Happiness
in Old Norse Literature and Culture

Introduction

One of the strongest feelings of happiness and ecstasy described in me-
dieval European literature is related to the process of accepting the Chris-
tian faith, or moments of seeing and acknowledging God. For Augustine
“to reach God is Happiness itself” (1873:3); for Boethius “God is the es-
sence of Happiness” (1969:79); for Aquinas “Happiness is the ‘perfection
of the soul’ wrought by the contemplation of God” (1911-1925:105).!
There is no reason to doubt that the theology of faith and happiness was
transferred to the far North with the introduction of the Christian reli-
gion. The main aim of this article is to investigate how such Christian
religious emotionality was adapted to the social and ideological norms
and aesthetics of Old Norse literature and culture.

1 The examples are cited from Ferguson 1992: x—xi.
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The introduction of the Christian faith has been studied extensively in
Old Norse scholarship. From the perspective of history of mentality,
scholars have debated to what extent the acceptance of the Christian faith
lead to changes in everyday rituals and habits, and ways of thinking.?
Such studies touch upon religious ethics and feelings of honor? but
seldom comment on the emotional side of the process of religious awak-
ening: whether religious awakening is discussed in emotional terms in
literature remains thus undiscussed. Recent studies have, however, fore-
grounded the close link between believing and intellectual and cognitive
processes, sometimes in combination with emotionality and sensory ex-
periences.*

On the other hand, just as in other scholarly traditions,5 scholarship
on emotions in Old Norse culture has blossomed in recent years. The
emotionality discussed in most studies is however of the romantic or
social type, i.e. how emotions are conditioned by social norms, values,
and expectations, and how they pre-condition relations between people.6
The representations of emotions in connection to religious awakening
are discussed sometimes, albeit mostly from a conceptual or stylistic per-
spective.” There exist also a fair amount of philological surveys of Old
Norse hagiographical literature,8 and some of them focus on emotional
motifs such as crying and weeping,? but the link between such behavioral

2 See for example Nedkvitne 2009, Bagge 1998. For more general discussion on religios-
ity in medieval Europe, see Arnold 2005, Engen 1986, Schmitt 1998.

3 Scholarship on honor in Old Norse society is prolific, see for example Meulengracht
Serensen 1995, Miller 1990, Miller 2014, Nedkvitne 2011.

4 See for example Eriksen 2016a, Hareide 2016.

5 See scholarship on various aspects of medieval emotions by Rosenwein 2006, Saunders
2005, Rubin 2009, among others. On emotions in European Arthurian literature, see
Brandsma, Larrington, and Saunders (eds) 2015.

6 For a discussion of Old Norse Arthurian literature, see Bandlien, Eriksen, and Sif
Rikhardsdottir (eds) 2015. On romantic love in various Old Norse genres, see Sivborg
2007. For a broader discussion of emotions, based on other secular and religious Old Norse
genres, see Wolf and Denzin (eds) 2008, Armann Jakobsson 2008, Sif Rikhardsdottir 2017,
among others.

7 For a study with focus on the transmission of religious concepts, some of which are
related to emotions as dst (love), in Old Norse Victorines, see Gunnar Hardarson 1995. On
love towards God, see Sivborg 2007: 554-555. See also Clunies Ross 2008:305.

8 For an overview, see Cormack 2007:27—-42; Cormack 2000; Wolf 2013. For a discussion
on the translation of emotional lamentations in some Old Norse Saints’ Lives, see Bruvoll
2010: vol. 1, 242-43.

9 Patton and Hawley (eds) 2005; Gertsman (ed) 2011; Mills 2014:472-96. Mills studies
male weeping in social, and not religious, Old Norse context, and argues that male (and
female) weeping over the death of a high-status individual indicates the high esteem in

which the deceased was held.
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patterns and the emotionality of the language used to describe religious
awakening may profit from more attention.

The main aim of the article is thus to study how the motf of religious
awakening is discussed in a wide range of Old Norse literary genres. By
investigating the terms in which the motif is represented — pragmatic,
sensory, rational or emotional — I will search to demonstrate the variety
of attitudes towards the link between believing, on the one hand, and
feeling, knowing and experiencing, on the other, in a variety of Old
Norse literary genres and sources.

Historical Background and Sources

As known, Norway and Iceland converted to Christianity about the year
1000. The two stories of conversion differ with regard to the nature of
the conversion process. In Norway, the Christianization was initially im-
posed zealously and at times violently, by King Olafr Tryggvason, and
was fully established with the death and sainthood of King Olafr Haralds-
son. In Iceland the new religion was democratically accepted at the Thing,
when the law speaker Porgeirr declared that Iceland must follow one law,
and that that should be the Christian law.10 It is therefore relevant to ask
whether the introduction of Christianity was simply a political and eco-
nomic decision, or whether it was inspired or led to changes in mentality,
emotionality and spirituality.

The possible sources for such a study are numerous as the introduc-
tion of Christianity came with the introduction of the book culture in
general, and more specifically with the translations of many European
genres and texts, Latin and the vernacular, and with the writing down of
a rich corpus of indigenous literature, religious and secular.!1

I will start the analysis of the motif of religious happiness in Old Norse
translations of Latin texts, where it may be expected that the motif re-
tained some of the features of the traditional Christian topos. My exam-
ple will be from an Old Norse dialogue between Body and Soul, a trans-
lation of Hugh of St Victor’s Soliloguinm de arrba animae. In order to

10 The implications of the introduction of the Christian law in Iceland differ somewhat
in the sources. For a comparison between Ari Porgilsson’s description in /slendigabék and
Njals saga, see Hamer 2008.

11 For a more detailed review of this literalization process, with references, see Eriksen
2016b.
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unveil nuances in the motif, I will also give examples from secondary Old
Norse translations, such as Konungs Skuggsjd, which is traditionally re-
garded as a secular text composed after the model of the Latin genre of
speculum regale. An example from Parcevals saga and Eliss saga will
illustrate how the motif was dealt with in translations of Old French ro-
mances and chansons de geste. Thereafter, I will turn to various genres of
Old Norse indigenous literature: two Bishop’s sagas (Arna saga biskups
and Ldrentius saga), two Icelandic family sagas (Laxdela saga and Njdls
saga), and a legendary saga (Orvar-Odds saga), to investigate the ver-
balization of the same motif.!? In conclusion, I discuss the implications
of the various representations of the motif, with regard to the function of
translated as opposed to indigenous texts, in Norway and Iceland. The
aim is to reach better understanding of attitudes towards faith, on the one
hand, and emotions, rationality and practices, on the other, in Old Norse
society.

Methodology

But before that a few methodological clarifications. My main aim is to
investigate and reveal the existence of a variety of attitudes towards faith
in various Old Norse genres. Even though works may be allegedly dated
to the same period, very often the manuscripts they are preserved in are
not contemporaneous. Comparison of texts preserved in manuscripts of
different ages may thus be problematic, especially if the goal is to reveal
valid ideologies in a specific temporal and cultural context.!3 With this
in mind, this initial survey will aim to span widely and discuss an exist-
ent variety in a broad cultural context. Later, it can be followed up by
studies of the same motif on manuscript level and in specific socio-
cultural contexts, or by diachronic studies of the transmission of the
motif through time.

Another problem is related to the study of medieval translations. Very
often the source text for a translation is missing, and even when such a

12 This study does not claim exhaustiveness. The article will propose some hypotheses
and suggest questions for further research, rather than give an exhaustive presentation of
the transmission and function of the motif.

13 This issue lays at the core of the distinction between traditional and so-called new
philology. The topic is much discussed after the introduction of the term by Stephen
Nichols in 1990.
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text exists, there is almost never a direct relationship between the source
text and the target text on manuscript level. In other words, comparison
of source and target texts does not always reveal the changes made in the
course of translation, but include potential changes introduced in the
copying and rewriting process of both source and target texts.!* But even
though we cannot know who made the changes and when, the compari-
son of two different language versions of a text may, nonetheless, reveal
ideological and cultural differences in the two contexts and thus illustrate
an adaptation process of the target text to the new target culture, which
will be of main interest here.

A final comment concerns the nature of medieval literature and the
traditional classifications and generic distinctions. Because of the herme-
neutical nature of writing in the Middle ages, I perceive literature as
placed on various continuums, such as indigenous as opposed to trans-
lated literature continuum; literature of pre-Christian/mythological con-
tent as opposed to Christian religious literature; or secular as opposed to
religious texts.!> The traditional dichotomies and classifications serve
therefore as structural elements to organize the whole body of Old Norse
literature, rather than to impose limitations in analytical approaches and
perspectives. Regarding such “dichotomies” more as structural elements
on various continuums allows us to do comparative studies of texts across
the tradition generic and thematic borders, and thus reach new and dif-
ferent insight about, in this case, the link between religiousness and emo-
tionality in Old Norse literature and society.

Translated religious literature: Body and Soul

As already mentioned, the traditional motif of religious happiness was
introduced to the far North with the introduction of Christianity and
thereof, the introduction of various religious literary genres. Love for
God is a common topic in various texts, such as for example the Norwe-

14 The issue is discussed extensively with regard to Old Norse Arthurian translations by
Kalinke 2011.

15 For a more detailed argumentation about the organization of Old Norse literature
along several continuums, see Eriksen (forthcoming). For another discussion on the rigid-
ness of research-categories and the advantages of loosening up the traditionally set dichot-
omies such as profane/religious, secular/ecclesiastical, history/legend, facts/fiction, see
“Introduction” and “Mythopoiesis in Norway, Denmark and Hungary” in Mortensen
2006.



58 Stefka G. Eriksen

gian and Icelandic homily books, Barlaams ok Josaphats saga, the trans-
lation of biblical texts in Szjorn and translations of Saints” lives.!6 An il-
lustrative example may be given from the Old Norse Dialogue berween
Body and Soul, which is a translation of Hugh of St Victor’s Soliloguium
de arrba animae.'? The main manuscript that the Dialogue is preserved
in is Hauksbok (now AM 371 4to, AM 544 4to, and AM 675 4to) from
the beginning of the fourteenth century. The Latin text aims to lead the
body away from the material world and towards an inner process of self-
examination, reflection and self-appreciation, which is ultimately the
only way leading towards God: true love may be found only through
finding God. The main argument of the Latin original is preserved in the
Old Norse version even though some passages are foreshortened.!8 The
terminology is not used as consistently as in the Latin original, but “true
love” (sonn dst) is opposed to the restlessness and desires for the material
world. The inner movement of the soul remains highly emotional: she is
concerned with feelings such as shame and fear, love and desire. With
great emotional intensity, the soul urges her inner sins to leave and never
come back and thus declares true love to God. This leads to inner and
cognitive peace and happiness:

Ek kenni med mer stvndvm yndi sva mikit ok hvggan, fagnad ok gledi, at
mer bickir, sem ek se oll onnvr, en ek var skommv [...] mitt briost hefir
tekit nyian fagnad, samvizka min er 1 gledi, dvenar fyst at lita til lidinna
meina, i ré er nv hvgr minn, birtiz vit mitt, lysiz hiarta mitt, fyst min
stvndar a giezlv heilagrar gicezkv. (Eirikur Jonsson and Finnur Jénsson
1892-96:328)

I can sometimes feel such a great delight, and comfort, joy, and happiness,
that it seems to me that I am something completely different from what I
just was [...] my chest has felt new joys, my conscience is in delight, my
will has ceased to look at passed pains, my thoughts are in peace, my rea-
son is enlightened, my heart is lightened, my desire is towards the light of
Holiness (my translation).

16 For examples from different genres, see Savborg 2007:555. For a comprehensive study
of the consistency of terminology and concepts, see Gunnar Hardarson 1995:148-60.

17 Note that there exist two dialogues between Body and Soul, in Old Norse. The other
one is a translation of the Old French poem Un samedi par nuit, and is preserved in the
so-called Old Norse Homily Book, a Norwegian manuscript from c¢. 1200. This dialogue
belongs to the genre of visionary literature and is discussed, together with other Old Norse
visions, by among others Wellendorf 2009:121-143. For a recent comparative study of the
two dialogues and their contextualization within their respective socio-cultural contexts,
see Eriksen 2016a.

18 For a detailed survey of the Old Norse dialogue, see Gunnar Hardarson 1995.
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Even though the Old Norse version of the Dialogue is somewhat changed
in relation to the source text, the example shows that the translator/scribe
chose to communicate the emotionality, happiness and delight of the mo-
ment when the soul meets God. In addition to the emotions of happiness
and joy, the moment is described as peaceful and enlightening cogniti-
vely. Meeting God is thus both emotional and cognitive happiness and
satisfaction.

Secondary translations: The King’s Mirror

Christian literature had an undisputed influence on the composition of
indigenous literature, both thematically and stylistically.!? One indige-
nous text, which builds heavily on this tradition is Konungs Skuggsjd, or
The King’s Mirror. This is a pedagogical conversation between a father/
Master and a son/pupil, and the work was composed allegedly for the
sons of King Hikon Hékonarson, in the period between 1240 and 1263.20
The text was thus written in the same political and cultural context as the
Hauksbdk manuscript, as its owner and main scribe Haukr Erlendsson
was a lawman and a member of the Norwegian royal court towards the
end of the thirteenth and beginning of the fourteenth century. Even
though the text is traditionally seen as an original composition, it may be
regarded also as a secondary translation,?! as it alludes and is indebted to
many Latin texts and even includes proper translated passaged.22 The
text presents a coherent pedagogical model which aims to activate all
cognitive faculties of the pupil, such as perception, reflection, memory,
evaluation, decision making and application.?3 Attaining knowledge and
demonstrating wisdom are seen as the main path leading to God, as God
is said to be the origin of all knowledge. The text explicitly argues that
believing and relating to God are emotional processes, which includes
fear and also love:

19 See for example Jénas Kristjansson 1981; Bekker-Nielsen 1968.

20 For a discussion about the dating of The King’s Mirror, see Schreiner 1971. On the
manuscripts, see Seip and Holm-Olsen 1947.

21 The term is used and defined by Copeland 1991 to refer to a text which claims the
status of an original composition, but alludes nonetheless to other texts and a dominant
literary tradition, without referring to these explicitly.

22 For a detailed survey of the sources used of the author of The King’s Mirror, and the
history of the debate, see Bagge 1987:14-15; Eriksen 2014:144-45.

23 Eriksen 2014.
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En ef b vilt nema mannvit, pa vil ek syna pér par grundvoll, er upphaf er
allrar speki, eptir pvi sem einn hofud spekingr hefir melt: pat er upphaf
speki at hredask almdttkan gud. En hann skal pé eigi hradask sem tvin
heldr med dstarhrazlu ... (Unger 1848:4)

Now if you seek understanding, I will show you the basis and the begin-
ning of all wisdom, as a great and wise man once expressed it: to fear Al-
mighty God, this is the beginning of wisdom. But he is not to be feared as
an enemy, but rather with the fear of love ... (Larson 1917:77-78)

Even though God is at the beginning of wisdom, one can reach neither
God nor wisdom without an emotional response to God, who is to be
loved and feared at one and the same time. This is emphasized again later
on in the text, when the personified Wisdom gives a speech, which dem-
onstrates Wisdom’s cognitive rationality, but also dependency on sensory
experience and physical perception of the world, and emotionality:

Hugga ek harmanda, gef ek médum hvild, skenki ek pyrstanda, fcedi ek
hungranda. Sell er sd er drekkr af minu bordkeri, pviat minn drykkr hefir
dprotligan scetleik ... Szll er sd er gengr til mins snzdings, pviat min
feezla pefjar betr hverjum ilm; hunangi scetari er minn drykkr ok skirri
hverju vini; at minu bordi ma heyra pj6tandi strengleika med scetum ok
fogrum téna; par er kvedskapr ok fiaheyroir songar; par er skemtan ok
gledi ok fleerdlauss fagnadr 4n alla sorg. (Unger 1848:138)

I [Wisdom] give rest to the weary, drink to the thirsty and food to the
hungry. Happy is he who drinks from my cup, for my beverage has an
unfailing sweetness. ... Happy is he who goes to my table for my meat
has a more pleasing savour than the sweetest perfume; my drink is sweet-
er than honey and clearer than any wine; tuneful music is heard at my
table in sweet and beautiful melody; there are songs and poems such as
rarely are heard, merriment and gladness unmixed with grief ... (Larson
1917:302)

Meeting God, through Wisdom, is here described as a deeply emotional
and sensory process — the meeting is sweet, beautiful and happy, unmixed
with grief. The example confirms once again that Old Norse writers and
scribes had the language to describe religious awakening as emotional,
sensory, and intellectual.

Even though the concept of love and related vocabulary has been in-
vestigated in various religious texts, further study of the degree of emo-
tionality and the type of emotions related to meeting God in such Old
Norse texts may be rewarding. It would also be relevant to pay attention
to the cognitive and intellectual aspects of such a religious and emotional
process. At this stage, however, the examples given above suffice to show
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that Old Norse translators and scribes during the second half of the
thirteenth century and beginning of the fourteenth century seem to have
had the vocabulary to represent the meeting with God in emotional
terms.

Translations from Old French

The situation is somewhat different if we turn to other genres, such as the
translations of Old French romances and chansons de geste. The conten-
tion is that translations of Old French literature was initiated by king
Hikon Hakonarsson in Norway in the thirteenth century, but most of
the translations, except for Strengleikar and Eliss saga ok Rosamundun,?*
are preserved only in later Icelandic manuscripts.

The story about Parceval, being a story about personal and spiritual
growth, provides a suitable example for this study. Parcevals saga is the
translation of Chrétien de Troyes’ romance Perceval, Le Conte de Graal.
The saga was possibly translated in the cultural context of the Norwe-
gian court, but its main manuscript is Holm Perg 6 40 from the begin-
ning of the fifteenth century from Northern Iceland. Parcevals saga in-
cludes one of the most detailed descriptions of meeting God in the
Arthurian romances.?> The French version of the story tells that for a
period of five years Parceval does not go to Church, he does not adore
God, and he even seems to have lost his memory of God.26 In this mental
state, he rides on a journey and meets a group of Christians. When Per-
ceval hears that the Christians have been to a hermit to confess and to ask
for forgiveness for their sins, he becomes emotional, starts to weep and
wants to go to speak with the holy man himself.2 When he gets direc-
tions to the hermit’s whereabouts, the narrator tells us “Perceval set out
on the path, sighing deep within his heart because he felt he had sinned
against God and was very sorry for it” (Chrétien de Troyes 2004:459). He
continues towards the hermit, weeping. Perceval is also “very much afraid
that he had sinned against Almighty God” (Chrétien de Troyes 2004:459).
He then confesses that he has not loved God or believed in him during

24 They are preserved in the Norwegian manuscript De la Gardie 4-7 4to, from ¢. 1270.

25 On the topic of ethics of chivalric conduct in the Old Norse Parceval saga and other
Old Norse texts, such as Hugsvinnsmal and Konungs skuggsjd, see Barnes 1984.

26 Chrétien de Troyes 2004:457.

27 Chrétien de Troyes 2004:458.
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the past five years. The hermit imposes a penance on him: to feel remorse
for his soul, to have true repentance in his heart, to do penance in church,
to go to church and listen to Mass, to do all of this with a true heart,
which will help him improve himself and win honor and salvation. The
hermit’s invites him to “Believe in God, love God, worship God”, thus
referring directly to the Credo. Perceval states that he is willing to do the
penance, “so he remained and heard the service and his heart was filled
with joy; after the service he worshipped the Cross and wept for his sins”
(Chrétien de Troyes 2004:460). In this episode, Perceval’s acknowledge-
ment of his own sins and his meeting with God is described very much
in emotional terms.

In the Old Norse version of the story, when Parceval meets the Chris-
tians and hears their story, it is said: Sem Parceval var slikt skiljandi, pa
komz hann vid mjok i hjarta sinu ok kom honum i hug hversu ferliga
hann hafdi lifar “When Parceval understood this, his heart was touched
very much, and it came into his mind how abominably he had lived”
(Wolf 1999:180-81). When he is on his way to the hermit, no emotional
reaction is mentioned, it is just said that he rides for a long time before he
comes to the man’s dwelling. It is only when he meets the hermit that
Parceval starts crying: pd bad Parceval sér miskunnar med knéfollum ok
tarum ok fullkominni idran “Then, on his knees, and in tears, and with
utter repentance, Parceval prayed for his own forgiveness” (Wolf
1999:180-81). Falling on the knees and weeping is an emotionally charged
action and a topos in the Latin tradition, here transmitted via the French.
In the verbalization of the moment in the Old Norse, there is however
no explicit mention of the fear for God as in the Old French version. The
core of Parceval’s confession is concerned with the fact that he has not
prayed for five years and that he has not believed in God during that
time, just as in the Old French version. The actions connected to the faith
are thus translated faithfully. As in the Old French version, Parceval gets
penance from the hermit: En pi, frendi, get ni hédan af salu pinnar ok
gakk jafnan til kirkju fyrr en i nokkurn stad annan ok hlyo messu med
litilleeti 11l guds “But you, kinsman, take care of your soul from now on
and always go to church before you go any other place, and hear Mass
with humility towards God” (Wolf 1999:180-81). The penance does not
refer to the Credo as clearly as its French source text, it praises humility,
but promotes otherwise specific deeds, and not emotions, as a means to-
wards the salvation of Parceval’s soul. In conclusion, the story tells us
that Parceval learns a good prayer by heart and lives as a good Christian
man. The passage once again omits the emotional aspects of the process,
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such as joy, worshiping, and weeping, which figure in the Old French
source. All in all, the process of Parceval’s recognition of and meeting
with God in the Old Norse version is much more a rational-cognitive
one rather than an emotional one. Certain behavior patterns, provoked
by emotions, such as weeping, are mentioned, but the emotions them-
selves are not, not even the greatest one of them: Love towards God.

This example complies with the well-known narrative about one of the
main changes made in the Old Norse romances compared to their Old
French sources: namely, the omission and reduction of emotional pas-
sages.?8 The emotional passages that are most often discussed in scholar-
ship are concerned with human psychology and emotions between
people. This example is therefore interesting as it confirms the main ten-
dency also in episodes when emotionality is related to meeting God. The
contention in scholarship is that the main reason for such changes was
stylistic and semantic adaptation of the translations to the aesthetic,
rhetoric, and cultural expectations of the new target audience. Since the
emotional language was present in Old Norse primary and secondary
translations of Latin texts, the changes made in the Parceval story may
suggest that this text, or genre, had a different intended function or a dif-
ferent intended audience compared to the translations from Latin.

In the case of Parcevals saga, there may be another explanation as well.
Even though the text was possibly translated in the thirteenth century in
Norway, the main manuscript of the saga is the Icelandic manuscript
Holm Perg 6 4to, from the beginning of the fifteenth century from
Northern Iceland.2? At this stage, many of the translations were assimi-
lated in the Old Norse literary system and the fact that they were transla-
tions was not an equally important aspect of the texts. They were often
transmitted in manuscripts containing indigenous texts, without distinc-
tions between translations and original texts, and they were adapted, sty-
listically and rhetorically to the indigenous literary context.3? The lan-
guage of emotional religiosity may thus have been present in the original
version of the translation, but may have been reduced in the course of
transmission of the text from the thirteenth to the fifteenth century.3!

This hypothesis could be confirmed through studying Old Norse

28 Cook 2012; Larrington 2015.

29 Slay 1972.

30 Eriksen 2013. On the combination between romances and hagiographic texts in
manuscripts, see Sverrir Témasson 2008.

31 See Seidel 2014 for a study of the variation between manuscript versions Parceval
saga, albeit it is not focused on religious aspects or emotionality.
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translations from Old French that exist in thirteenth-century manu-
scripts, such as Strengleikar? or Eliss saga.

In Eliss saga, Rosamunda’s baptism is a condition for her marriage to
Eliss. The baptism is mentioned on several occasions and accounted for
as a social and religious necessity. The first time it is mentioned that she
needs to accept the Christian faith before she can marry Eliss, is at the
end of the Norwegian version of the saga, when Eliss and Rosamunda are
besieged in a tower and they are discussing their future and how they
would come out of the unfortunate situation. Eliss suggests that he could
win over the Saracens’ castle with the help of his father’s army, and that
then she would be baptized, implicitly, as a premise for their marriage.3?
The baptism is not mentioned in the Old French version, and it may be
that the Norse translator/scribe has added the information as an explana-
tion at the end of the short version of the saga.

The baptism episode itself is not accounted for in the Norwegian short
version, and it is mentioned only shortly in the Icelandic versions: enn
annann dag var henni veitt skirn oc allt gvdlikt embeeti oc ollom hennar
meyivm oc fylgdarmonnvm “on the second days, she was baptized and
given all holly sacraments, as were all her maidens and her retinue”
(Kobling 1881:135), after which she is married to Eliss. The Old French
version is slightly different, as it explicitly mentions that Elye is present
at Rosamunde’s baptism, which later makes it impossible for him to mar-
ry her, because of spiritual kinship. This leads to Rosamunde marrying
Elye’s companion, Galopin.3

Even though the baptism in itself is accounted for in a very matter-of-
fact fashion, Rosamunda’s inner emotional and spiritual process prior to
the baptism is more relevant to look at in this context. It is verbalized
through different rhetoric, at least in the version of the saga from the
thirteenth century, in the manuscript DG 4-7 fol, ¢. 1270. In the episode

32 An investigation of the short stories in Strengleikar reveals that the emotions of joy
and happiness are linked to worldly affairs and pleasures, rather than religious experiences.
The universe in the short stories is Christian and even when the stories retell about the
baptism of various characters, as for example in the case of the baptism of Jonet, this is not
accounted for in emotional terms, but more in practical terms, as a means that facilitates a
relationship. The Old Norse version says ok toc riddarenn vid pionastonni. ... fruin la pa i
hia unnasta sinum ok biuggun pan med miclum fagnade “The knight received the eucharist
... the lady then lay with her sweetheart and they stayed there in great delight” (Cook and
Tveitane 1979:234-25). The Old French version says, “The knight received it [the corpus
domini] and drank the wine form the chalice. The lady lay next to his beloved: I never saw
so fair a couple” (Burgess and Busby 1986:88).

33 The same information is given in the other versions as well, but the story does not end
in them. See Kobling 1881:116.

3 Hartmann and Malicote 2011:171.
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where Rosamunda first sees Eliss from her tower, where she consequent-
ly heals his wounds and saves his life, her religious affiliation and faith is
described as an emotional and sensory experience. Note however that
she believes in Maghun, and not the Christian God:
En Rosamundam var snemma upp risin oc hayrdi hon pa sidan sma fogla
syngia med faugrom saung, er fagnade deginum oc kom henni pegar i hug
astar ilmr oc mellti sua: 6 minn haleiti herra Maghun! kuad hon, pu ert
sua kroftugr oc mattugr, at pu dregr or vidinum lauf oc blom oc alldin:
frelsa mer Frankis manz minz or haundum vandra haufdingia oc hzidingia,
at pair drepi hann 2igi ne maidi! (Kobling 1881:72)
And Rosamunda was up early and then she listened to the small birds
singing beautiful songs, rejoiced the day and the sweetness of love came
upon her mind and she said: Oh my highness, lord Maghun, she said, you
are so powerful and almighty, that you make leaves and flowers and fruit
grow out of the trees. Keep my Frankish man out of the hands of the
heathen chieftains and heathens, so that they do not kill him nor hurt
him. (my translation)

This passage reminds strongly of a Christian prayer. Further, the rejoice
with the song of the birds, the beauty of the day, and the wonders of
nature, the highness, powerfulness and almightiness of the god, she is
praying to, and the sweetness of his love — these are all rhetorical formu-
las that were commonly used in connection to the Christian God, that
we also witnessed in The King’s Mirror and the Dialogue between the
Body and Soul. Further, even though Rosamunda is praying to Maghun,
she calls Elis” enemies ‘heathens’, which again creates a distance between
her and them, even though they have the same faith, and makes her ap-
pear as a Christian, even though she is praying to Maghun. The passage
may be interpreted as suggesting a wakening awareness in Rosamunda of
the true God and the Christian faith. In any case, her religiosity is ac-
counted for as an emotional and sensory experience and a state of mind,
at least in the Norwegian version from 1270’.

Interestingly enough, and relevant for the observations on reduction
of emotionality in younger Icelandic versions of texts, as discussed above
in connection to Parcevals saga, the emotionality of this passage is indeed
reduced in the versions preserved in Icelandic manuscripts, such as Holm
Perg 6 4to (the same manuscript as Parcevals saga) and Holm Perg 7 fol
from the fifteenth century. The passage about the rejoice of the day, the
sweetness of love, the powerfulness and almightiness of the god, and the
flowers that the god makes grow are cut out.3> The verbal account of

35 Kobling 1881:72.
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Rosamunda’s religious moment and address to her god is less rhetori-
cally embellished compared to the thirteenth century Norwegian version
and may thus strengthen the hypothesis that the reduction of emotional-
ity may have been done by later scribes, rather than the thirteenth-cen-
tury translator himself.

Comparison with the Old French version indicates that the translator
did change the episode in his own way. The mismatch between the rhe-
toric in the passage reminding of Christian prayer and Rosamunda’s
faith in Maghun is also present in the Old French version of the chanson,
but the mismatch is of a different character. In the Old French version,
Rosamunda actually prays to the Christian God, even though up to that
moment in the story she is portrayed as heathen.

Rosamunde s’estut sus el palais autor,/ Et vint a la fenestre, por oir la
douchour,/Des oissellons menus, qui chantoient al jor:/ L'euriel et la
merle ot chanter, sor I’aubor, Le cridel rousingol, se li sovientd’amor./
“Vrais Dieus,” dist la pucele, “con tu es presious!/ Tu fais croistre les ar-
bres, porter foilles et flors,/ Et le blé nous fais sourdrede la terre en
amour!/ Et en la Sainte Viergene, presis anonsion,/ Biaus Sire, et sanc et
char i presistens por nous!/ Aussi con chou est voirs, Biaus sire glorious,/
Desfendés le Franchois de mort et de prison!/ Por la soie amistiet, renoie-
rai Mahon,/ Et guerpirai ma loi, que je voi que n’est prous!” (Hartmann
and Malicote: 2011:88, 11. 1365-1378)

Rosamunde was sitting up there in the palace,/ and she came to the win-
dow to hear the sweet sounds/ Of the Little birds who were singing at
break of dawn:/ The oriole, the merlin, she heard singing up in the arbor./
The song of the nightingale reminded her of love./ “True God,” said the
maid, “how wonderful You are!”/ You make the trees grow and bear
leaves and flowers,/ And Your love for us causes wheat to sprout from the
earth,/ And in the Holy Virgin You took shape and form./ Dear Lord,
You took on flesh and blood for us. Just as this is true, dear glorious
Lord,/ Preserve the Frenchman from death and from prison. For love of
him, I’ll renounce Mahomet,/ And I’ll leave my religion, which I know is
worthless. (Hartmann and Malicote: 2011:89, 11. 1365-1378)

This passage accounts of Rosamunde’s first spiritual meeting with God.
It is the truthfulness and wonder of the Christian God that appeal to her,
as well as His sweetness and almightiness over nature and humankind.
Her meeting with God is sensory and intellectual, as she refers to the
Christian history of the Holy Virgin. The moment is described as
intimate and private, which emphasizes that meeting God was an inner
spiritual process. The fact that this subtlety was not translated in the
Norwegian version of the story, may suggest that it would not have been
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understood by the Norse audience, for whom conversion was maybe
more of a social and political concern, than an inner spiritual concern. Or
maybe, the fact that a Saracen princess prays to the Christian God just
did not make sense to the translator, and he ‘corrected’ the story. None-
theless, we see that the thirteenth-century translator/scribe kept the
emotional language when he verbalized this religious spiritual moment,
while this was lost in the version rendered by the Icelandic scribe from
the fifteenth century.

Bishops’ Sagas

As suggested, the emotional passages in romances and chansons de geste
may have been shortened in order to adapt the text to a local norm of
aesthetic and representation. To check the validity of this hypothesis, we
need to turn to the body of indigenous literature and study the represen-
tation of the same motif there. Many texts and genres may be surveyed
here, but devotional literature of various types, such as Bishops’ sagas
and Saints’ Lives, is possibly a suitable starting point.

Bishops® sagas are narratologically and stylistically indebted to both
European and Icelandic literary tradition.3¢ Based on content, Bishops’
sagas have been regarded as a separate indigenous genre, in the same
way as sagas about kings or saints. In manuscripts, however, the distinc-
tions are, as usual, not that clear and Bishops’ sagas appear sometimes
with Kings’ sagas and Saints’ Lives, both local (St Olifr) and European
(St Peter, St Cecilia); sometimes with historical material such as Sturlunga
saga, and sometimes with romances. Because of the subject matter, the
example given here is regarded as one from the indigenous Icelandic lit-
erature.3’

One example may be given from the Icelandic saga about bishop Arni
of Skalholt, Arna saga biskups from c. 1300.38 The saga retells of events
after the end of the Icelandic Commonwealth 1262/64 until 1290. This

36 For an exemplification of how this is done in the sagas about the two saint bishops
Porlikr Pérhallsson (1133-1193), bishop of Skilholt, and Jén Ogmundsson of Hélar
(1052-1121), see Asdis Egilsdéttir 2006.

37 Whaley 1994; Roughton 2002; Cormack 2007.

38 The oldest fragments of the saga are AM 220 VI fol. from the middle of the fourteenth
century and AM 122 b fol., or Reyljafjardarbék, from ¢. 1375-1399 (Gudrin Asa Grims-
déttir 1998:v). For a full list of manuscript see ONP 1989:20.
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was a period characterized by the establishment of new laws and admin-
istration forms in Iceland, as well as a tension between the Icelandic epis-
copacy and the secular elite over the major church farms (szadir). The
saga offers insight in Church administration and the intense political
game in Iceland during that period. Because of its extensive inclusion of
facts and information from documents and annals, it has only rarely been
approached for its narrative and literary merits.3?

We may nonetheless look at the manner in which the character of
bishop Arni is described and built up. Arni is the youngest of three sons,
who is good at many different activities (iprottir), such as hagleik ok
dskurd ok allt trésmio, rit ok bokndm ok allar klerkligar listir; var hann
af pessu 6llu saman faskiptinn vid almenning (Gudrin Asa Grimsdéttir
1998:5) ‘skills in handcraft, carving and all carpenting, writing and book-
learning and all scholarly arts; and among all he was generally quiet
in public’ (my translation). After this brief description, the saga tells
of an episode about how, when playing one of the common games,
Arni manages to break his knee. This leads to him renouncing similar
games, dances, and other social activities, characterized as dskynsamligri
skemmtan (foolish pleasures). His childhood and school years are thus
described as pious, studious, quiet and serious. He is ordained priest in
1263. Some of his actions during the first part of his life predestine his
future career and standing as an individual in an office, whose utmost
concern is to defend divine laws (also Canon law) on to the socio-politi-
cal reality.#0 Arni’s path to God, and his office, is thus described in terms
of actions, and not feelings; he leaves the socio-political system as he has
lost his position at the stadzr. This is the main reason for him becoming
an ascetic and presenting himself to Abbot Brandr at the monastery
Pykkvabar, and not because of inner spiritual development.#!

The second part of the saga, which is marked by the death of king
Magnus, includes less annalistic references, and more biblical compari-
sons and parallels. These serve to emphasize how bishop Arni stands
often alone against the enemies of God’s order. The saga promotes thus
power of the episcopal office, in connection to Nidarés, Rome and ulti-
mately heavenly Jerusalem, and in juxtaposition to the mighty secular
figures in post-commonwealth Iceland.

Another example may be given from Ldrentius saga, the saga about the
Icelandic bishop Lérentius Kalfsson, bishop of Hoélar 1324-31. It was

39 See Antonsson 2017; Cole 2015.
40 Antonsson 2017:268.
41 Cole 2015:38; Gudrin Asa Grimsdéttir 1998:6-7.
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presumably written in the third quarter of the thirteenth century and
covers the period 1267-1331.42 The saga relates of the birth of Laurentius
and his early years. He is born on St. Laurence’s day, but when born, no
one sees any sign of life in him. Sir Pérarinn calls the baby after the saint
and promises that he will keep a water-fast before St. Laurence’s day. The
baby comes to life then and is baptized. The next event from his life that
we hear about is from when he is ten. Larentius and other boys have a
fight at the church at Vellir and Lirentius throws something that hits an
image of Our Lady and breaks off a leaf of the scepter she is holding.
Léarentius is threatened with punishment, so he kastar sér nidr a golfit
fyrir likneski varrar frii med tarum ok bidr sér bjdlpar ok fyrirlatningar
af henni ok einkanliga ar hugr frenda hans myktiz nokkor til hans
(Gudrin Asa Grimsdéttir 1998:226) “he throws himself on the floor in
front of the image of Our Lady, in tears, and prays for her help and for-
giveness and especially that the heart of his kinsman may be softened
towards him” (my translation). He is consequently saved and not pun-
ished, as it turns out that the Virgin Mary has come to the dream of his
kinsman and asked him not to punish him.

When Lirentius grows up, we are told how he in various contexts is
put to book-learning and that he is exceptionally good at that. He would
often stay and read, study and teach while others would be out feasting
and drinking. At twenty-two he is ordained priest and it is said: Svd
gjordiz hann pa framr i klerkdomi at dikta ok versa at hann gjordi svd
skjott vers sem madr taladi skjétast latinu (Gudrin Asa Grimsdéttir
1998:229) “He was so excellent in his scholarship and composition of
prose and verse, that he composed verses as fast as other men could talk
Latin”. This ability will turn important for him in his future career.

And so does the story about Lérentius’ life, endeavors, conflicts and
career continue. For us, it is relevant to note that none of these episodes
are described in especially emotional terms — the childbirth and Larentius’
baptism are just accounted for. As a child, he prays to St. Mary in tears,
but the tears are not due to his regret about being mischievous, but
rather to his fear of his coming punishment. His early career in the
Church is due to his eagerness, intelligence and capacity in school, and
no inner processes are mentioned.

This sober intellectual approach to dedicating one’s life to the Church
is contextualized in a specific socio-political frame: a characteristic of the

42 There are two versions of the saga, preserved in two main manuscripts written at
Hoélar: AM 406 a I 4to, ca. 1530 and AM 180b fol., ca. 1500. For more information on
young manuscripts and the contexts of the manuscripts, see Gudrtin Asa Grimsddttir 1998:
Iviii.
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saga is that the life of Lérentius, from his first year onwards, is closely
related to historical events in Norway, Iceland, and medieval Europe.
For example:
Pat gjordiz pd til tidenda { 60rum 16ndum 4 peim misserum sem Lauren-
tius var faddr, at pd andadiz Hadkon erkibyskup i Nidarési ok junkeri
Oléfr. Karl konungr at Pdlu var krossadr til Jérsala ok Hlodver Frakka-
konungr, brédir hans. P4 birtiz Marie Magdalena ok 160 { skrin 4 Sanc-
tum Maximinum. (Gudrin Asa Grimsdéttir 1998:222)

This is what happened in other countries, during that year when Lauren-
tius was born: Hikon, archbishop of Nidaréss, and prince Olafr died.
King Karl (Charles) of Apulia went on a crusade to Jerusalem, and
Ludvig/Lewis, his brother, king of the Franks. Then appeared Maria
Magdalena and was set in a shrine of Saint Maximin. (my translation)

This is 1267. The saga continues: A 60ru dri Lanrentii ... “In the second
year of Lirentius’ life ...”, A pridja dri Lanrentii... “in the third year of
Lirentius’ life”, and so on until his tenth year, which is 1276. During that
year, Pope Gregory, and Pope Innocent, and Pope Adrian (who was the
chief of the cardinals, but not a priest) died; John XXI was Pope. In
Tensberg, King Magnus gave the title of Earl to Magnds, son of Magnts,
Earl of Orkney.¥» The way the early childhood of Lirentius is described
and the way the saga is structured do not place any weight on emotional-
ity in religious processes.

Even though the stories about the two bishops are different, both are
contextualized in the framework of historical and political events in Ice-
land and Europe and thus anchored in the wider context of Christen-
dom. These are however not individual ecclesiastical biographies, but
biographies of the episcopal office. We hear of the individuals’ piety and
learning, as well as their actions, as these are the individual characteristics
relevant for their episcopal authority, while their inner emotional proc-
esses are not considered relevant in this context.

Icelandic Family Sagas

It is probably not surprising that the religious experiences and biogra-
phies of these two bishops are accounted for in socio-political terms —
after all the bishops were some of the most important political actors at
that time. We may therefore want to turn to the religious experiences of

45 Gudran Asa Grimsdéttir 1998:225.
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more “ordinary” people in order to see how their spirituality and religios-
ity is described. Some of the Icelandic family sagas include relevant exam-
ples, and here we will look at two sagas: Laxdeela saga and Njals saga.

Laxdeela saga was written in the middle of the thirteenth century** and
it is traditionally regarded as one of the family sagas that is written under
the influence of European literary and cultural ideals, as represented in
chivalric and ecclesiastical texts, as well as Eddaic poetry.*> It was one of
the most popular sagas, judging by the number of manuscripts preserved,
and it seems to have influenced the writing of other family sagas.

Andrew Hamer has showed how Christian theology and metaphors
infuse Laxdela saga on various levels of its composition, and I will men-
tion just a few of his main points. He shows, for example, how the many
drowning episodes have a structuring function in the sagas. Drownings
often occur to non-Christians or Christians defying the Christian values
and are juxtaposed to the surviving of shipwrecks. The latter is seen as
alluding to the acceptance of the Christian faith, baptism in holy water,
the purpose of Noah’s ark and Noah’s salvation. In medieval theology,
the Church was seen as the Ark sailing on a pilgrimage, and faith was the
main force that saved each individual from shipwreck. If one was taken
by the worldly tempest, i.e. tempted by worldly pleasures and vices, pen-
ance was the second force that could save one from drowning. Porkell
Eyjélsson, Gudrin’s fourth husband, drowns, as he does not regret his
own arrogance and is doomed to stay outside the Church, while Gudrin
manages to get reconciled with the Church, through her penitence, grief
and humbleness at old age.

Further, the saga author seems to have been aware of the liturgical
calendar as he lets important events happen on special days, which allows
for an additional layer of meaning of these events. It is not just any ser-
mon, but a Christmas sermon (see below) which makes Kjartan change
his attitude to Christianity and he decides to convert. He dies on Thurs-
day after Easter, which is when Jesus Christ ascends to Heaven. Kjartan
is not carrying one of the gifts from the Norwegian king, his sword,
which causes him to lose his life; but he is carrying with him the other
gift, namely his Christian fate. Kjartan’s acceptance of Christ on Christ-
mas day and his death on the Thursday after Easter correspond thus to
Christ’s birth and incarnation, and his ascension.

# The saga’s main manuscript is AM 132 fol., or Modruvallabdk, from ¢.1350 (Einar Ol
Sveinsson 1933). For a full list of manuscripts and fragments, see ONP 1989:323.
4 Hamer 2008:21.
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Gudrun becomes a penitent nun after the death of her fourth husband
Porkell Eyjélfsson, on Maundy Thursday. He drowns on his way home
to Iceland, bringing back lots of timber given to him in Norway by King
St. Olifr for the rebuilding of the church at Helgafell. Porkell’s desire
was to build a church even bigger than the king himself built in Nidarés,
but much of the timber is lost because of the shipwreck. Maundy Thurs-
day is a special day in the liturgical calendar. This is when Christ invites
to the Last Supper, which symbolized his building of the universal
Church. The feast commemorates the founding of the Church by Christ.
When the saga author choses to stage the drowning of Porkell on Maun-
dy Thursday, and with it the loss of timber which was to rival the king’s
main church and archiepiscopal cathedral in Nidar6s, the importance of
a unified Church and faith is promoted, and Porkell is punished for his
haughtiness and arrogance, or lack of Christian virtues, by dying unrec-
onciled with God and doomed to everlasting wait outside the doors.

These are just a few of the arguments showing to the inherent Chris-
tian thought that structures the whole narrative. Keeping in mind the
elegance and intricacy of the way the Christian worldview and symbol-
ism are promoted in the saga, let us see more closely at the moments
when its characters chose the Christian God. One relevant episode is the
baptism of Kjartan and Bolli and their troops by King Olafr Tryggvason
in Nidarés. The two heroes travel to Norway and hear of the new reli-
gion that the king tries to convert everyone to. They are initially reluc-
tant and find the king’s endeavors so provoking, that Kjartan even boasts
with a plan of burning the king in his quarters. He is very clear about his
stance: Engis manns nandungarmadr vil ek vera, medan ek maupp standa
ok vdpnum valda; pykki mér par ok litilmannligt, at vera rekinn sem
lamb or stekk eda melrakki or gildru (Einar Ol. Sveinsson 1934:119) ‘no
one is going to force me to do anything against my will, as long as I can
stand on my own two feet and wield a weapon. Only a coward waits to
be taken like a lamb from the fold or a fox from a trap’ (Vidar Hreinsson
1997:60). When the king hears of Kjartan’s opinion and plan, he lovingly
and generously forgives him his taken-on evilness, because Kjartan is not
afraid of admitting that he has indeed planned the burning. The king
benevolently explains that he is not interested in forcing Kjartan to con-
vert and that it is important for him that this happens because of free will.
The king grants the Icelanders peace and safety, whatever course they
chose. The king gathers that Kjartan is reluctant to take on any faith be-
cause he puts more trust in his own strength and weapons than in God,
or Por and Odinn. Then we hear of how the king builds a church in
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Nidarés and holds services there, which the Icelanders like to attend be-
cause they find them amusing. The service given for Christ’s birth is the
one that impresses Kjartan especially and after that reflects upon how he
has always been impressed by the king’s attitude and concludes: ¢/l wtla
ek oss par vid liggja var malskipti, at vér triim pann vera sannan guo,
sem konungr bydr (Einar Ol. Sveinsson 1934:122) ‘It seems to me that
our welfare depends upon our believing this God whom the king sup-
ports to be the one true God’ (Vidar Hreinsson 1997:62). Nothing about
inner happiness is mentioned with regard to Kjartan’s own decision, but
when the king hears that he has changed his mind, he exclaims that in-
deed hatidir eru til beilla beztar (Einar Ol. Sveinsson 1934:123) “Festi-
vals are a time of fortune” and that he would baptize him with pleasure
(Vidar Hreinsson 1997:62). What follows is a story of great success for
Kjartan at the court of the Norwegian king, where he demonstrates his
excellence and capabilities in many matters. The baptism we hear of here
is thus not a matter of inner reflection and thought, it is not an emo-
tional matter either, neither happy, nor sad emotions. Taking on a reli-
gion and believing in God is described as a loss of agency, loss in faith in
one’s own strength and power. Kjartan’s sees his individual independence
as the major resource he has, in order to create the life he wants. He
accepts the Christian God as he sees that that would influence his welfare
positively, which it certainly does in social and political terms. Kjartan is
nonetheless a good Christian, and we hear for example how his atone-
ment and general behavior is noble and always in agreement with
Christian values. He even is the first man in Iceland to keep his fast —
he fasts on dry food alone during Lent before his marriage to Hrefna
(chapter 45).

At the end of Laxdela saga, we hear of another commitment to God.
After the drowning of her fourth husband Porkell, Gudriin Osvifrsdéttir
wears her grief with dignity, but she is greatly stricken by the event. She
is then said to become very religious, she starts attending Church regu-
larly and learns her psalms:

Gudrin gerdisk tritkona mikil. Hon nam fyrst kvenna saltara 4 slandi.
Hon var longum um nztr at kirkju 4 beenum sinum (Einar Ol. Sveinsson
1984:223) ... [Gudrin] var fyrst nunna 4 Islandi ok einsetukona; er pat
ok almeli, at Gudrtn hafi verit gofgust jafnborinna kvenna hér 4 landi.
(Einar Ol. Sveinsson 1984:228)

Gudrin became very religious. She was the first Icelandic woman to learn
the Psalter, and spent long periods at the church praying at night. (Vidar
Hreinsson 1997:117) ... She was the first woman in Iceland to become a
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nun and anchoress. It was also widely said that Guortin was the most
noble among women of her rank in this country. (Vidar Hreinsson
1997:118)

Gudrtn’s spirituality is not described as emotional; it is rather measured
by her behavior and actions: going to church and attending Mass. The
saga makes it clear though that she is grieving: we hear how her tears
scold the bones of the prophetess buried under the church’s floor. The
question is thus whether the tears are caused by her turbulent emotional
life, or whether that emotionality is provoked by her spirituality and
Church-visits. The two may be interrelated, but the only emotion we
hear of, with regard to Gudrtn, is her grief, up until her death at Helga-
fell monastery. The union with God does not seem to bring any joy that
is worth mentioning explicitly by the saga author. This may be of course
due to the soberness of the saga-style, which leaves space for promoting
only the practical and intellectual consequences of a spiritual process,
in a somewhat similar way as was done in Parcevals saga and the other
Norse texts.

Njdls saga is another saga that accounts of the Christianization of Ice-
land. The way the Christianization is conceptualized and represented in
the saga is widely discussed by scholars,* but we will here cast a glance
at how the event is verbalized in the saga, and whether the new religion
1s related to individuals’ emotional, intellectual or social concerns. This
will be done based on the version preserved in the fourteenth century
manuscript Modruvallabk.#” The Christening of Iceland is accounted
for in detail in chapters 100-105 of the saga.*8 Already in Njill’s first
commentary on the new religion, he states: Svd lizk mér sem inn nyi
atrinadr muni vera miklu betri, ok sa mun sell, er pann fer beldr (Einar
OL. Sveinsson 1971:255) “It seems to me that this new faith is much bet-
ter, and that he who accepts is will be happy/fortunate” (Vidar Hreins-
son 1997:121). The saga author then tells us that Njill repeated that often
and that he ‘often went apart by himself and meditated aloud (pxlo7)’
(Vidar Hreinsson 1997:121).

The first Christians who are sent to preach the new faith are met with
exclusion from trade. They are then helped by Hall of Sida. There, Pang-
brandr celebrates the mass of the archangel Michael and baptizes Hall

46 See Lonroth 1976, 2012; Hamer 2008; Sivborg 2011; Miller 2014.

47 For a full overview of the manuscripts, see ONP 1989:340-343.

48 For a discussion on the differences between the representation of the Christianization
of Iceland in Njdls saga as opposed to other Old Norse sources, such as OLifs saga Tryggva-
sonar or Kristni saga, see Hamer 2008:105-107.
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and his household. Thereafter, they start their travelling, baptizing one
family and farm after the other. Now and then they meet obstacles: Pang-
brandr is challenged to a duel by a man called Porkell from Stafafell; the
former turns up with a crucifix to the duel instead of a shield and still
manages to win over and kill Porkell. Another time a sorcerer causes the
earth to split open in front of Pangbrandr; his horse falls off and is swal-
lowed by the chasm, but Pangbrandr survives and praises God, and
thereafter kills the sorcerer. Many others prepare ambushes and want to
kill Pangbrandr and Gudleifr, but the latter are unstoppable in their pur-
suits and when necessary, kill their opponents. Pangbrandr gets the ad-
vice to suggest the acceptance of Christianity at the Althing, even though
he has done that once already, without success, as eigi fellr tré vid it fyrsta
hogg (Einar OL. Sveinsson 1971:269) “a tree doesn’t fall at the first blow”
(Vidar Hreinsson 1997:126). At the Althing, a dangerous situation and a
conflict between the Christians and heathens is about to develop, but it
is resolved by Porgeir the lawspeaker. After thinking seriously for a day
by himself, he chooses to first make sure that everyone will abide the law
he proclaims. Thereafter Porgeir states that the Christian law is to be the
foundation of Icelandic law that everyone is to believe in one God —
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit — give up all worship of false idols, the ex-
posure of children, and the eating of horse meat.#?

The way the Christianization of Iceland is described in Njdls saga has
been discussed by many. Lars Lonnroth and Andrew Joseph Hamer are
of the opinion that the episode is central for the saga as a narrative, and
that the Christianization conditions the ethics and behavior of the char-
acters in the rest of the saga. Other scholars such as Robert Cook and
Daniel Sivborg, argue on the other hand that the main patterns of behav-
ing and relating in the rest of the saga are not immensely influenced by
the Christianization. This is a complex discussion which is important for
a holistic reading of the saga but remains peripheral to our main concerns
here. It is a fact that the Christianization episode is not represented in
emotional manner. At best, if we choose to follow the scholars who ad-
vocate for the high significance of Christianization, it has to be recog-
nized that the event is described in a way and with terms that have deep
theological connotations,*° suggesting that the author was highly learned
in theology, the Bible and other authoritative texts. However, the event is

49 Vidar Hreinsson 1997:128.

50 Hall’s baptism on St. Michaels’ day and his desire that he becomes his fylgjuengill may
be seen as a direct reference to the cult of guardian angels associated with St. Micahel, see
Hamer 2008:110-11.
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not represented in emotional terms, except for that one comment by
Njéll that the new faith may bring fortune to those who take it and that
he practices a sort of meditation. But even these elements reveal that the
author is more concerned with representing Njéll as aware of the bless-
ing that comes with accepting the Christian God, and as a man practicing
meditation, in the same manner as monks are known to have meditated,
muttering words to themselves, to make their addresses to God audible.
Nowhere in this description do we hear of inner happiness, or other
emotions for that manner, that accompany Njall’s, or others’, meeting
with the Christian God.

Legendary Sagas

A final example from an indigenous literary genre may be given from the
Legendary saga about Orvar-Oddr. The saga is dated to the second half
of the thirteenth century, and it is preserved in a couple of fourteenth
century Icelandic manuscripts, Holm Perg 7 4to (1300-1325) and AM
344 a 4to (1350-1400).51 When in Aquitaine, Oddr and his company see a
church: they do not know what the “house” is for and par fylgja leti, pan
er peir hafa aldri pvilik heyrt>2 “[heard] a noise like nothing they’d ever
heard before” (Hermann Palsson and Edwards 1985:72). The “noise” they
have heard is the Mass. When they are asked whether they are complete
heathens, they answer: Vér vitum alls ekki til annarrar tritar en vér triium
4 matt virn ok megin, en ekki trium vér & Odin “We don’t know any-
thing about any religion except that we believe in our own power and
strength and we don’t believe in Odin” (Hermann Pélsson and Edwards
1985:72). When told that God has created heaven and earth, the sea, the
sun and the moon, Oddr answers S mun mikill, er petta hefir allt smidat,
pat hyggjumst ek skilja “He must be very great, If He’s made all that. That
much I can understand” (Hermann Pdlsson and Edwards 1985:72). At
the end, Oddr, Gudmundr and Sigurdr embrace the faith, and Odd adds:
Ek mun taka sid yovarn, en hdtta mér po at somu sem aor. Ek mun hvdrki
blota P6r né Odin né onnur skurdgod “I'll take your faith, but keep my
old habits, I won’t offer sacrifice to Thor or Odin or any other idols”

51 For a full list of manuscripts, see ONP 1989:428.

52 The short Old Norse version of Orvar-Odds saga, based on the Icelandic manuscript
Holm Perg 7 4to (beginning of the fourteenth century) is available online: http://www.sn-
erpa.is/net/forn/orvar.htm [last checked 05.02.2017].
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(Hermann Pélsson and Edwards 1985:72). In addition, he demands to be
free to roam among Christians and heathens, just as he has done prior to
his change of religion. Meeting God and changing a religion is here not
described as an emotional enterprise — this is, to an extent, an intellectual
process, but also very much a pragmatic, practical, every-day conven-
lence.

These examples illustrate that in Old Norse indigenous literature,
meeting God or accepting Christianity is most commonly not represent-
ed as an emotional process, but rather as an everyday pragmatic matter,
with rational and cognitive triggers, conditioned mostly by social, politi-
cal, or economic expectations and norms.

Summary and Implications

Examples from many other texts and genres could have been included to
illustrate further the multitude of attitudes and links towards religiosity
and emotionality.5 Texts that evade generic classification are of special
interest: Mirmanns saga, for example, has been designated as a hybrid
between an Icelandic family saga and a hagiographical romance,5* or the
various sagas about St Olafr, which are both historiographies and allude
extensively to the hagiographical tradition.55 The present article is there-

53 The emphasis on the social and pragmatic significance of the religious awakening, and
not on its emotional aspects, is at stake in yet another group of indigenous literature, name-
ly Marian skaldic verse. Margaret Clunies Ross (2008) studies Marian poetry in skaldic
verse and shows that while religious devotion in the Icelandic Marian miracle poems is not
described in emotional terms, the poems are concerned with a range of human emotions,
but in a different way. Because of the traditional form and style of the skaldic poetry, the
Virgin is represented as exploring human emotions that were otherwise tabooed according
to contemporary norms for social and sexual relationships. In much medieval European
Christian poetry, love for God is superior to love between people, even though the emo-
tions may be described by the same concepts. In the Marian skaldic poetry, it is the Virgin
Mary who is given a vast range of human emotions, such as distress, anger, and jealousy,
even in sexual terms, while the standard image of her is merciful, graceful, and compassion-
ate. According to Clunies Ross, such a human representation of the Virgin indicates that
choices made allegedly because of faith in Old Norse society (for example to live in celi-
bacy), are actually made because of social and secular motivations. Clunies Ross concludes
that secular and spiritual love is rendered similar in the poem because of the strong social
norms of the contemporary Old Norse audience: love depends on reciprocity and reward,
even when one of the sides is more powerful than the other.

54 See Sverrir Témasson 2008.

55 See Phelpstead 2007.
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fore a teaser, a starting point, rather than an exhaustive and conclusive
study. The questions discussed address the gap between scholarship on
religious conversion and practices, on the one hand, and emotionality
and representation of emotions, on the other, in a variety of Old Norse
genres. The examples show that religious awakening was treated and de-
scribed in different terms in various genres and texts. In Old Norse
translations of Latin texts, such as the translation of Hugh of St Victor’s
Soliloquium, among others, the motif is treated in a traditional Christian
manner: meeting God is Happiness. The Old Norse translators and
scribes choose to represent the motif in an emotionally charged way,
keeping the emotional rhetoric. The emotional language is also used in
secondary translations that are original compositions, but nonetheless
build upon the Christian Latinitas, such as Konungs skuggsja, The King’s
Mirror. In Old Norse translations of Old French texts, however, such as
Parcevals saga and Eliss saga, the translator and subsequent scribes choose
to reduce the emotional intensity of the narrative. Even though the same
motif may be depicted, for example falling on one’s knees and weeping,
the verbalization of the motif makes it pragmatic and practical, hinting to
rationality and everyday practices rather than emotionality. This prag-
matic attitude towards religious awakening exists in various indigenous
texts as well, such as Arna saga biskups and Larentius saga, Laxdela saga
and Njals saga, and Orvar-Odds saga. The degree of emotionality in
connection to religious awakening in the translated romances, in their
late Icelandic versions, seems thus to have been adapted to a Norse man-
ner of describing religiosity and faith. This may be due to a different in-
tended function of translations and compositions made in Norway or
Iceland at the end of the thirteenth/the beginning of the fourteenth cen-
tury, whose main purpose may have been to introduce new European
cultural, intellectual and religious impulses, as opposed to younger ver-
sions of the translated romance and indigenous Icelandic literature from
the fifteenth century, whose aim was maybe to reflect social habits and
norms related to religiousness.

Methodologically, this study was a comparison of the literary render-
ings of the motif of religious awakening in different literary genres. In a
further survey on the topic, it would be interesting to discuss various
works based on their text witnesses preserved in various manuscripts. As
we have seen, Old Norse society as a whole seems to have allowed for
various representations of religious awakening. A comparison of specific
manuscript versions, grouped in terms of their respective temporal and
social context, would reveal whether smaller social contexts would have
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tolerated such variations or whether the various attitudes were related to
separate social contexts.

Conclusively: this multiplicity of attitudes towards faith and belief is
not exceptional for Old Norse tradition. Medieval mysticism in the Latin
tradition can also be divided in at least two categories: in the apophatic
tradition, the ultimate stage of human existence is a selfless and unknow-
ing merging with the infinite, while in the affective tradition, the focus
falls on the way in which mystical union can be experienced and ex-
pressed in emotional, physical and sensory terms.56 Even though none of
the examples given here describe mystical experience as such, the exist-
ence of these two pan-European traditions together may be seen as a
useful contextualizing framework for the variations in representations of
religious awakening in Old Norse literary tradition. From an epistemo-
logical and cultural perspective, this study illustrates that believing had
complex connotations in Old Norse culture, and could be understood as
an emotional and intellectual process, as a sensory and physical experi-
ence, or as a matter of pragmatics and everyday practices, depending on
the socio-cultural context.
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