From Orality to Literacy

Remembering the Past and the Present in [ons saga helga

Landndmabdk tells the story of the settler Orlygr Hrappsson, who
wished to travel to Iceland from the Hebrides where he had stayed
with bishop Patrick. According to Landndmabdk, the bishop gave
him “kirkjuvid ok jarnklukku ok plenarium ok mold vigda”! to take
to the new country.

The settler Orlygr was a Christian and among the things representing
Christianity in this short tale was a book. Christianity brought books
and the art of reading and writing to Iceland. The newly converted pop-
ulation soon needed priests so the need for formal training was deeply
felt. The first native bishop, Isleifr, was son of Gizurr, one of the chief-
tains first to accept Christianity and one of the leaders of the Christian
party during the conversion, which took place in the year 1000. Con-
scious of the need for formal education, Gizurr sent his son to a nunnery
in Herford in Saxony where he was taught by a well-known abbess. He
returned an ordained priest, was consecrated bishop of Iceland in 1056
and consequently established the first school in Iceland.?

The biographies of the Icelandic bishops (ca. 1200—-mid 14 cen-
tury), especially the two saintly bishops Porlakr Porhallsson and Jon
Ogmundsson, are the most important sources of formal teaching and
learning in medieval Iceland. They tell of teaching and learning in
cathedral schools, private schools and, also, the role of women in edu-
cating the younger generation. Jons saga helga, will be the main sub-
ject of my paper. St. Jén Ogmundarson (1052-1121) was con-

U Landndamabék 1968, ch. 15 Landndmabdk, Sturlubék version. The Hauksbok ver-
sion reads: “plendrium ok jarnklokku ok gullpenning ok mold vigda™.
2 Biskupa sogur 2002, 6; Kohne 1970, 1-38; Jochens 1999, 655.
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secrated in 1106 as the first bishop of the diocese of Hélar. His bones
were disinterred and washed in 1198, in 1200 they were enshrined
and the Alpingi offically recognized his cult. The vita and acta of St
Jon, Jons saga helga, has a complicated textual history. The oldest
Jons saga, now lost, was, according to Peter Foote, a vernacular work
produced at the same time as a Latin life of the bishop written by the
monk Gunnlaugr Leifsson (d. 1217/1218). The oldest version now
preserved (S) is an abridged version of Gunnlaugr Leifsson’s text. An-
other recension (L) was composed in the fourteenth century florid
style, possibly by Bergr Sokkason. The third existing version (H) is a
fourteenth century conflation of versions S and L.3

Jons saga helga (version L) tells a charming and emotionally ap-
pealing story of a young girl, Hildr, who wishes to become a recluse.
The story of Hildr is like a mini-legend and the only Icelandic narra-
tive of a woman of a saintly character. Hildr’s story also contains a
narrative about another woman, Gudriin, who was called kirkjukerl-
ing or church-woman. Guodrun is depicted as a very devout person,
as was Hildr, but bordering almost on insanity. The story tells of a
night vigil over a corpse where she thinks she sees the body move on
its bier, rise to its feet and reach for her. Gudrin cries out in terror,
grabbing a reliquary to protect herself. Hildr is woken by the com-
motion and goes to the church. The church appears to be full of
ghosts. Hildr is hardly able to move for fear, but resorts to calling
upon the saintly bishop Jon. He appears in full vestments and with
his crozier dispels the spirits.* Hildr and Gudriin were unlike each
other in many ways. Gudrun was a chatterbox and talked about
everything she encountered, whilst Hildr was silent as a recluse was
expected to be. However she related the above story to a woman
named Oddny Knutsdéttir, who in turn later told the hagiographer
Gunnlaugr Leifsson.®

Hagiography can be seen as a fusion of oral and written traditions
or mentalities. As Evelyn Birge Vitz has pointed out, it is oral in three

3 Foote 2003, cexiv—cexli.
4 Biskupa sogur12003, 244-254.
5 Biskupa sogur 12003, 252.

236



FROM ORALITY TO LITERACY

senses: First in its rhetorical, or oratorical, character. Second, it is oral
in its narrative reliance on anecdotal material identical to those of the
folktale. And third, it is oral, or even vocal and personal in its emphasis
on prayer. Hagiography also has strong roots in the written. The narr-
ative claims to historical status; it is related to liturgy, and the text
functions as a sacred book. It moves from a story-telling mode, with
emphasis on entertainment and charm and the ability to appeal to the
emotions, to historiography with more interest in historical accuracy.®

Jons saga was written about eighty years after the bishop’s death.
Therefore the hagiographer Gunnlaugr Leifsson had less information
about the bishop’s life than a contemporary writer. However, only
two or three generations are between the first decades of the twelfth
century to Gunnlaugr and his contemporaries. He has therefore had
access to orally transmitted material his informants had kept in their
memory and supplemented it with matter drawn from hagiographic
literature. The writer’s memory enabled him to weave together his
works, stories he heard about St Jon besides related material which
he may have kept in his memory. The dramatic experience of Gudrin
and Hildr, if it ever happened, becomes an oral/aural narrative orig-
inally told by a woman, listened to and retold by another woman and
finally written down as an authoritative text by a male clerical author.
The original sounds, sights and gestures were transformed into words.

In recent years, numerous and various studies on medieval mem-
ory have appeared. Scholars have written on collective memory, cul-
tural memory and educated or artificial memory, as opposed to
natural memory.” In Icelandic studies, the focus has mainly been on
oral tradition and memory. Gisli Sigurdsson has argued that the strug-
gle between secular and clerical powers is reflected in the conflict be-
tween literary and oral culture, when law, previously orally trans-
mitted, become a fixed written text in a book. In his opinion, the most
powerful families in the latter half of the twelfth century and into the
thirteenth century are connected with the church and bookculture.?

6 Vitz 1991, 97-98.
7 Carruthers 1990; Hubrath 1996; Assmann 1992.
8 Gisli Sigurdsson 1994, 212; 2002, 57-71.
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Oral culture obviously depended on memory and valued it highly,
however, as Mary Carruthers has convincingly argued, medieval cul-
ture continued to be fundamentally memorial. Gudrin Nordal has
shown how skaldic verse formed a link between the prevailing illiter-
ate culture and the imported Latin bookculture.® Catalogues in verse
form such as pulur were common in the Middle Ages and were in-
tended for training the memory.?

The art of memory was not devalued in literary societies. Indeed,
the cultural role of memory seems independent of orality and literacy
as these terms have come to be defined.!! Mary Carruthers argues
that the valuing of memoria persisted long after book technology itself

had changed:

That is why the fact of books in themselves, which were much more
available in the late Middle Ages than ever before, did not profoundly
disturb the essential value of memory training until many centuries had
passed. Indeed the very purpose of a book is differently understood in a
memorial culture like that of the Middle Ages than it is today.12

Writing and literary culture did not replace memory, it supported it.
In a memorial culture the book is only one way of many to remember
a text. One of the functions of a book is therefore to be mnemonic.
In a world of few books, one’s education had to be memorized for
one could never depend on having continuing access to specific ma-
terial.13 In the preface to the thirteenth century chronicle Hungrvaka,
its author writes that his aim is to put in writing what wise men have
told him about the history of Christianity and the bishops of Iceland:

Baekling penna kalla ek Hungrvoku, af bvi at svd mun morgum monnum
6fr60um ok po6 Gvitrum gefit vera, peim er hann hafa yfir farit, at miklu
myndu gorr vilja vita upprds ok @vi peira merkismanna er hér verdr fatt
fra sagt a pessi skra. En ek hefi p6 naliga ollu vid slegit, at rita pat sem
ek hefi i minni fest. Hefi ek af pvi penna beekling saman settan, at eigi

? Gudrin Nordal 2001.

10 Gudran Nordal 2000, 5; see also Carruthers 1990, 80.
11 Carruthers 1990, 10-11.

12 Carruthers 1990, 8.

13 Carruthers 1990, 8; Hubrath 1996, 25-30.
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falli mér med ¢llu 6r minni pat er ek heyrda af pessu mali segja inn froda
mann Gizur Hallsson, ok enn ngkkura menn adra merkiliga hafa { fra-
sogn feert.14

Since memory was so important to medieval culture and education,
books or treatises on memory and memory training were needed and
used. Some of the works were from antiquity, others were composed
in the Middle Ages. One of the most influential ones was Ad heren-
nium which originated in 86-82 BC. According to Ad herennium,
two types of memory exist: una naturalis, altera artificialis, a natural
memory and an artificial one, which is memory strengthened or con-
firmed by training. The artificial memory comprises of places, or loci,
on which pictures, images, can be placed. The art of memory is there-
fore seen as an inner writing: “For the places are very much like wax
tablets or papyrus, the images like the letters, the arrangement and
disposition of the images like the script and the delivery is like the
reading.”!> The fundamental principle in trained, educated memory
is to divide the material to be remembered into pieces short enough
to be recalled in single units and to key these into some sort of rigid
easily reconstructable order. The first half of the preface to Stjorn,
which is a loose translation of the preface to Historia scholastica by
Peter Comestor, describes four ways of interpreting and understand-
ing the scriptures.!® The preface shows how knowledge is organized
in parts of a room, floor, walls and ceiling:

Petta sama herbergi, heilgg guds ritning, hefir pbrennar greinir eda halfur:
Pat er grundvoll, vegg ok pekju. Sagan sjalf er grundvollr pessa heimuliga
guds hiss ok herbergis. Sa skyring af heilagri skript sem segir hvat er
hvert verkit i sogunni hefir at merka, er hinn herri veggrinn. En st
byding er bekjan sem oss skyrir pann skilning af peim gerdum ok verkum
er sagan hefir { sér, sem oss er til kennidoms hvat er oss hafir af peira
framferdum ok eptirdeemum at gera edr fram fara sem pa hefir frd verit
sagt.l”

14 Biskupa ségur 2002, 3.

15 Yates 1966, 5-7; Carruthers 1990, 122—155; Hubrath 1996, 74-88.

16 Sverrir Témasson 1988, 115.

17 Stjérn 1862, 1-2. A similar example is the homily Kirkjudagsprédikun, in Islensk
homiliubok 1993, 147-153.
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Various imagery and metaphors were drawn from the mnemonic
technique, with its ingenious visual and pictorial methods. The image
of the memorial storehouse, in various forms, is frequent in pre-mod-
ern mnemonic practice. The storehouse, containers or boxes of dif-
ferent sizes where things are neatly kept in order, appears in several
forms, such as thesaurus, cella, cellula, arca or scrinium. Bees and be-
hives are also frequent images. The bees collect honey and keep it in
the compartments of the beehives. Books, knowledge and memory
were also compared to meadows and flowers. Flowers were picked
and collected, the corn, the food which the meadows produced, was
digested. To keep something in the heart was understood throughout
the Middle Ages to be a synonym for keeping in memory. Medical
literature shows that although the physiology of consciousness was
known to occur entirely in the brain, the metaphoric use of the heart
for memory persisted. Writing in the heart is also a common biblical
metaphor.!8

The hagiographer of Jons saga is interested in memory, not only
as a source, but also as a tool for learning. The chapters in [ons saga
(version L) which describe education and learning are given special
emphasis with memoria image. The young Jon is a model student:

Sem herra Isleifr byskup undirst6d hversu vel Jon féstri hans faerdi sér
til nytsemdar pa g6da hluti sem hann kenndi honum ok hversu vel pat
saokorn fagrliga plantadiz i bjartans akri sem hann hafdi nogliga 7 sdd
medr sinum 4gaetum kenningum ok fagrligum deemum.!®

In this text, hjarta and akr are intertwined as memoria images. Later,
Jén is able to remember a tune played on harp by King David in dream:

Af pvi bjod, herra konungr, at mér sé nokkur harpa faerd at ek profi 1
yOru augliti hvdrt nokkur partr pessa himneska horpuslags hefir 7 minu
hjarta eptir dvalst.20

The narrative illustrates and accentuates Bishop Jon’s piety and edu-
cational zeal. It is told that the young Jén was sent to bishop Isleifr

18 Carruthers 1990, 34—45; Hubrath 1996, 25-26.
19 Biskupa ségur 2003, 60-61. Ttalics in this and the following quotations are mine.
20 Jéns saga 2003, 62.
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at Skalholt to study, where he “proskadisk bratt i helgu nami ok
gooum sidoum” (“grew ripe in holy learning and good manners”).
Since St Jon was the second Icelandic saint, his hagiographer makes
an effort to show that he was no less worthy than his South-Icelandic
counterpart, St Porlakr. St Porldkr was for a while the abbot of a
monastery, which St Jon never was. Instead, the hagiographer empha-
sizes his school and describes it attractively like a model monastery.
The bishop engaged two foreign teachers to teach in the school, the
previously mentioned Gisli inn gauzki to teach Latin and the gram-
matica and the priest Rikini (probably from Elsass-Lothringen) to
teach music and versificatio. The humble young priest and teacher,
Gisli, is said not to have relied on his memory while preaching:

P4 er meistari Gisli taladi guds ord fyrir folkinu at hatidum pd taldi hann
eigi utan bokar marga hluti edr treysti mjok d sitt minni, heldr skyroi
hann at heilagra fedra ritningar eptir peiri bék sem 4 lektaranum 14 fyrir
honum. Gjordi bessi vitugi madr ok hinn forsjali petta mest sakir litil-
leetis at par sem hann var ungr at aldri paetti peim meira um vert er til
hlyddi at peir szi bat at hann taeki sinar kenningar af helgum bokum ok
merkiligum en eigi af einu saman brjéstmegni ok bugviti.*!

The more experienced Rikini, on the other hand, was so “minnigr at
hann kunni utanboékar allan song 4 t6lfmanudum, badi { dagtioum
ok 6ttu medr gruggri tonasetning ok hljédagrein.”??

According to J6ns saga, not only the students benefitted from the
teaching of Hoélar: a churchbuilder learned grammatica by listening
to students being taught and became the most accomplished man in
this kind of learning;:

Valdi hann par til smid pann er hagastr var i pann tima 4 Islandi er
Poroddr hét ok var Gamlason. Pat er sagt fra pessum manni at hann var
svd nemr, pa er hann var 1 smidinni, pa heyrdi hann til er prestlingum
var kennd iprott st er grammatica heitir, en svd loddi honum pat vel i
eyrum at hann gerdisk inn mesti ipréttarmadr i pess konar nami.23

21 J6ns saga 2003, 82.
22 J6ns saga 2003, 86.
23 J6ns saga 2003, 204.
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The narrative states that the grammatica “loddi honum [...] vel i
eyrum” which emphasizes that he remembered what he had heard,
although neither classical nor medieval tradition regarded an “ear of
the mind” equivalent to that of the “eye of the mind.”?* However,
by listening and remembering he gained knowledge of Latin as well
as if he had been among the students of the school. The hagiographer
continues to make use of memoria imagery when describing the teach-
ing of the Swedish and French masters.

[O]k pvi rédusk margra gédra manna born undir hond pessum tveim
meistarum, sumir at nema latinu en adrir song eda hvirutveggja, kost-
gefandi hverr eptir sinu nemi at fylla vandlaupa sins hjarta af peim
molum viskubrauds er peirra kennifedr brutu peim til andligrar foedu,
af hverjum <vér> sdum blémberanligan akr gudligrar miskunnar medr
fogrum ilmi vida upp runninn.’

The students are supposed to keep their teachers’ words in the baskets
(vandlaupar) of their hearts.2® The words of the preachers at Hélar
were heard, processed and transformed into memory. When describ-
ing the impressive preaching of the Swedish teacher it is told that he
fulfilled the minds and hearts of the people with the spiritual food of
divine words: “saddi hann peira hug ok hjortu gnogliga me0r andligri
faedslu gudligra orda.”2” This could be an example of the common
digestion-rumination metaphor, the memory is seen as a stomach
where the stored texts taken from a meadow of books or learning are
digested.28 Many people were attracted to the see of Hélar, the legend
says, to be able to visit the cathedral and enjoy the bishop’s preaching.
During their sojourn there they built for themselves small huts around
the church:

24 Carruthers 1990, 27.

25 J6ns saga 2003, 86.

26 Hugh of St Victor says that wisdom is stored in the “archa” of the heart, and there
are many compartments in this storage-chamber. Carruthers 1990, 43.

27 Jéns saga 2003, 82-83.

28 Carruthers 1990, 38-40, 160-165. Jens Eike Schnall 2004, 249-277, gives an inter-
esting interpretation of the mead of poetry myth in the light of memoria-metaphors
based on food and drink.
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Margir sidferdugir menn rédusk til stadarins, gefandi med sér sva mikio
goss at stadrinn var vel haldinn af. En sumir, badi karlar ok konur,
feeddu sik pagat til pess at hlyda hjalpsamligum kenningum herra
byskups ok heilagri tidagjord, smidandi sér herbergi umhverfis kirkju-
gardinn.2’

The legend gives the following description of the industrious activi-
ties and the learned atmosphere at Hélar:

Hér matti sja um oll his biskupsstolsins mikla idn ok athofn: sumir lasu
heilagar ritningar, sumir ritudu, sumir namu, sumir kenndu. Engi var
ofund bpeira i millum eda sundrpykki, engi dgangr eda praetni. Hverr vildi
annan sér meira hattar; hlyoni hélt par hverr vit annan, ok pegar signum
var til tida gort, skundudu allir3? pegar 6r sinum smdkofum til kirkjunn-
ar, satlegan seim sem prifit byflygi til bystokks heilagrar kirkju medr
sér berandi, hvert peir hofdu saman borit 6r lystuligum vinkjallara heil-
agra ritninga.>!

The hagiographer of [6ns saga makes use of bees and honey metaphor
for scholarship and memory. One of the commonest metaphors for
study and stored information is that of a bee collecting nectar with
which she makes honey to pack her cella or the thesaurus with wis-
dom. As previously mentioned, memory can be defined as cella or cel-
lula. Cella means storeroom, but cellae are also small rooms or huts
for people, as in monastic use. The compartments made by bees for
their honey were also called cellae. Two kinds of cellae are repre-
sented in the passage cited above, the small huts and the compart-
ments to keep the honey. The wine-cellar where the wisdom is kept
is also an image of a storehouse. Priests and laymen alike gather wis-
dom with minnissjoor as the equivalent of the memoria- metaphor
sacculus, a bag used to carry books as well as coins:32

Své mikit hofsk freedifysi ok ndms medr kostgeefi pessa blessada byskups
at 90rum megum st6du at klerkar, 9drum megum leikmenn, hverr at lesa

29 Jéns saga 2003, 86.

30 «ok pegar signum var til tida gort, skundudu allir” Peter Foote has shown that
this passage is an echo of Regula Sancti Benedictii (1994, 181-183).

31 J6ns saga 2003, 87. See also Foote 1994, 183-185.

32 Carruthers 1990, 34-41.
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me0r beilagri graedgi i sinn minnissjéo pat er fa maetti af gneegd gudligra
audzfa.’3

Both women and men are among the informants in J6ns saga and
their words seem to be equally valued.?* Oddny Knitsdéttir, who
told Gunnlaugr Leifsson about the recluse’s Hildr’s mysterious experi-
ence, has already been mentioned. Several occurrences are minutely
described and the names of people present are mentioned.? Both
sexes are described as booklearned in [6ns saga. An interesting ex-
ample of booklearned women is the young Ingunn, said to have been
studying (i freedinemi) at Holar. Her mother, Gudrtin Dadadottir, is
quoted in the Hildr episode mentioned above. Ingunn may have
grown up in association with the school of Hélar, where she became
competent in both Latin reading and writing as well as knowledge in
local, oral tradition.?® The text states that she corrected books in
Latin which were read to her.3” It is also likely that she and her
mother knew and transmitted stories of Hildr. She may also be the
Ingudr Arnérsdottir quoted as one of Oddr Snorrason’s informants
for Olafs saga Tryggvasonar.>® Hildr taught a young boy to read:
“Hon f6stradi ok snaudan svein, pann er Ketill byskup veitti, er Por-
6lfr hét, ok kenndi honum psaltara.”3?

33 J6ns saga 2003, 88.

34 According to Elisabeth van Houts, who has studied memory and gender in medie-
val Europe, women were rarely quoted as informants. One of the two quoted
women she mentions is the knowledgeable and reliable Puridr Snorradéttir in
Islendingabék. However, women played an important role in collecting and trans-
mitting oral information. All over Europe there was also a contact interaction bet-
ween men and women, lay and ecclesiastical. Women collected stories about their
male and female ancestors and passed them on almost exclusively in oral form.
They were crucial links in the chain of traditions binding one generation to anot-
her. Van Houts 1999, 147. See also Helga Kress 1990; 1993; Else Mundal 1983,
198S.

35 Biskupa s6gur 12003, ch. 10-12, 16, 19, 20, and various miracles, jfr. Peter Foote,
cexi—cexil.

36 Jochens 1992, 160-161.

37 Biskupa ségur 12003, 219.

38 Jochens 1997, 261. Another female informant is also mentioned, Herdis Dada-
déttir, possibly Gudrtin Dadadottir’s sister.

39 Biskupa sogur 12003, 253.
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Miracles frequently mention people, men and women, who tell
priests or bishops about their miraculous experiences. Then they were
written down and restructured by the church and became an impor-
tant document to confirm the saint’s sanctity.*’ Most miracles are
probably originally stories told by the people who experienced them.
They have told about their experiences in their own words, probably
also with gestures showing or trying to prove that the miracle had
taken place.*! The most common practice in Porldks saga is that mir-
acles are orally transmitted to bishop Pall Jonsson. A collection of the
miracles of St Porlakr was read aloud at the althing in 1199: “A alpingi
bessu enu sama 1ét Pall byskup rdda upp at been manna jarteinir ens
szela Porlaks byskups, peer er hér eru skrifadar 4 pessi bok.”42

Seventy seven years after bishop Jon’s death, bishop Brandr had
his bones washed and placed into a new coffin. For two years miracles
telling of bishop Jon’s intervention occurred and finally, a dream was
dreamt after a harsh and frosty winter and fear of famine. The bishop
appeared to a poor but pious woman and told her that the situation
would improve if the bishop’s earthly remains were treated as holy
relics. When the woman woke up she told a priest about her dream.*3
All versions of Jons saga contain miracle stories but the chronology
and order are different. Peter Foote argues that the reason for this dif-
ference is that written miracles have been originally collected on sep-
arate leaves.** A collection of St Jén’s miracles is referred to in
Gudmundar saga C, in the manuscripts Stockh. Papp. 4to nr. 4 and
AM 395 4to. In this Guomundar saga passage, the translation narra-
tive has been revised and changed from the A version of Guomundar
saga. This particular miracle collection could be dated to the four-
teenth century although it contained older material even though it is
not certain whether a special miracle collection was already in exis-
tance in 1200.45

40 Finucane 1995, 100-112.

41 Biskupa sogur 11 2002, 263-264; Asdis Egilsdottir 2002, ciii.
42 Biskupa sogur 112002, 135.

43 Biskupa sogur 12003, 268-269.

44 Foote 2003, cclxiii; see also Ward 1982, 40, 81, 116.

45 Foote 2003: cclxxi—vi.

245



RITUN OG PYDPINGAR

Jons saga is an interesting mixture of local tradition and learned
hagiography with two types of memory and memorizing. The learned
kind of memory is represented by the imagery used when describing
the school, the teaching and the preaching. J6ns saga is the only me-
dieval Icelandic text which makes such an extensive use of memoria
imagery. The prologue of the L version and the epilogue of the S/H
versions describe the hagiographers’ sources:

Hofum vér pessa frasogn, segir Gunnlaugr munkr, sidugr madr ok gédrar
minningar, er latinusgguna diktat hefir, af oss ellrum monnum ok meir-
hattar numit. (L)%

Nu hofum vér yfir farit nokkut af lifi ok jartegnum hins heilaga Jons
byskups eptir pvi sem vér hofum fundit 4 skynsamligum békum ritat ok
haft sumt af skynsomum monnum ok réttordum. (S)*”

Jons saga is composed from oral and written sources. Some of the
written sources have been accessible to the writers of the different ver-
sions, others possibly cited from memory. We assume that the knowl-
edge of the illiterate informants was a local tradition they treasured
and retold to the younger generations. According to the passages cited
above oral information was also disseminated in the more learned en-
vironments of monks and priests where the older educated the younger.
The oral informants brought the past to the hagiographer who re-
corded and reshaped what they remembered. The narrative represents
the breakthrough of a literate culture which gradually dominated, al-
though not completely replaced, the oral culture.

46 J6ns saga 2003, 57.
47 J6ns saga 2003, 53; Biskupa ségur 12003, 315.
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