The Fantastic Reality:
Hagiography, Miracles and Fantasy

It is often claimed that Western literature is mainly concerned with
the representation of “real life”. The people, places and actions rep-
resented do not have to be historically factual, but they need to seem
s0, and the same is expected of the feelings and ideas that flow from
them. However, it has also been realised that narratives have always
been more than just a reflection of “reality”. There is also fantasy,
which is associated with imagination and desire. Several theorists have
written on fantasies and the fantastic, all them indebted to Tzvetan
Todorov’s influential study: The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to
a Literary Genre. In this paper I shall mainly refer to Rosemary Jack-
son’s Fantasy: The Literature of Subversion and Kathryn Hume’s Fan-
tasy and Mimesis. Fantasy can be seen as a deliberate departure from
what is generally accepted as real or normal.! Rosemary Jackson
writes that the fantastic has been exiled “to the edges of literary cul-
ture”, but she has also pointed out that fantasies which move towards
the realm of the marvellous are the ones which have been tolerated
and widely disseminated socially. The purpose of these fantasies is to
transcend an actuality, which is disordered and insufficient by com-
parison with it, and to support established and orthodox ideas rather
than subverting them.?

Both Rosemary Jackson and Kathryn Hume discuss the different
role fantasies play in different times and societies. Rosemary Jackson
compares what she defines as secularized and non-secularized soci-
eties:

1 Jackson 1981, 1; Hume 1984, xii.
2 Jackson 1981, 174-175.
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Non-secularized societies hold different beliefs from secular cultures as
to what constitutes “reality”. Presentations of otherness are imagined
and interpreted differently. In what we could call a supernatural econ-
omy, otherness is transcendent, marvellously different from the human:
the results are religious fantasies of angels, devils, heavens, hells, prom-
ised lands [...] In a natural, or secular economy, otherness is not located
elsewhere: it is read as a projection of merely human fears and desires
transforming the world through subjective perception. One economy in-
troduces fiction which can be termed marvellous, whilst the other pro-
duces the uncanny or strange.?

Hume discusses traditional literature and traditional society, which
she defines as a society sustained in its values by a common mythol-
ogy. The mythology tells man how he relates to the rest of the uni-
verse. Fantasies within the religious myths of a culture are held to be
true and play an important role in defining its principles and values.*
In a traditional religious society, such as medieval societies, religious
authority was compelling, and science had not yet become a challenge
to its mythology. Although the term “mythology” is usually reserved
for non-Christian religions it can be used in the sense of any founda-
tion stories, but “in constrast to pre-Christian myths the Christian
ones were intimately tied to the new medium of the book”, and be-
came a part of historiography and religious literature.’

Christianity provided rules and rituals, and people were reassured
about death by the promise of a future life and salvation which could
satisfy the imagination. The physical and moral as well as the social
and economic worlds fitted into a unified structure bound together
by religion. Fantasy is found in the basic myths; they assert values
that cannot be validated scientifically and tell stories that are not ver-
ifiable; they can be mythical stories about gods or the heroic deeds of
semi-divine beings or heroes. On a more secular level, there are tales
of men who fight with marvellous adversaries who are necessary to
define them as heroes. Fantasy is used to copy the mythic pattern and
reinforce the meaning of the narrative. We find another use of fantasy

3 Jackson 1981, 23-24.
4 Hume 1984, 30.
5 Mortensen, 2006, 8-9.
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when angels, the Virgin and saints enter medieval tales; then fantasy
is used to uphold morality.®

Most scholars who have written on fantasies discuss literature
from the nineteenth century onwards and/or traditional folktale as it
is preserved in literary sources written from the eighteenth century
onwards. Rosemary Jackson devotes her research almost entirely to
this period, from the point of view of the radical transformation
brought on western societies by industrialisation, but she also admits
that modern fantasy has its roots in myth, mysticism, folklore, fairy-
tale and romance.” Kathryn Hume has brought a different approach
and definition into the studies of fantasies. She defines fantasy as “any
departure from consensus reality, an impulse native to literature and
manifested in innumerable variations, from monsters to metaphor”.®
Her definition may appear simple, but it has the advantage of being
inclusive and flexible. It can therefore be applied to a wide range of
fantastic elements in literature rather than viewing uniform texts to
be studied as a separate genre. Consequently, her approach therefore
includes classical and medieval literature

Supernatural elements are found in most Islendingasogur, where
they often represent a heathen past.” The fantastic is used as a mode
to create suspense in the narrative. Romances follow a given structure
but the fantastic is also used there to build up suspense. Anything can
happen within the well-known frame. In this paper [ am going to con-
centrate on hagiography and fantasy. Hagiography is filled with the
supernatural, but there is a clear distinction between the miraculous,
as in miracles, and the magical, which is caused by the evil doings of
the devil. Typically, heathens are not aware of this distinction and
believe miracles to be magic. In Agnesar saga, St Agnes is thrown into
a fire. The fire divides itself miraculously in two parts, leaving Agnes
unharmed but burning the people who are standing nearby: “En bl6t-
menn ségdu petta af fjolkynngi hennar en eigi guds krapti”. 10 Clemens

6 Hume 1984, 171.

7 Jackson 1981, 4.

8 Hume 1984, 20-21.

° Kieckhefer 1993, 50-53; Torfi Tulinius 1999.
10 Heilagra manna ségur 11877, 19-20
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saga shows the superiority of Christendom over heathendom when
St Peter the Apostle conquers Simon magus.

Fantasy is associated with the past and remote places. The fantastic
is made more credible by explaining that things were different in the
past (see for instance the prologue to Pidriks saga af Bern. In hagiog-
raphy, the new religion fights heathen magic and replaces it with mir-
acles of divine origin, new positive wonders instead of the old negative
ones. Hume writes on Christianity and fantasy:

The seductive attractions of classical literature included fantastic crea-
tures and deities of an alien faith, so early Fathers of the Church devel-
oped a rhetoric of rejection that debarred these fantasies and, by
implication, did the same to other fantasies as well. To many earnest
Christians, literary fantasy has seemed a species of lie.!!

But, as she continues, if fantasy served the cause of morality, it can
be valued as “true”. Thus the vitae of fictitious saints were held to
contain moral truth. The same applies to romances that brought for-
ward moral messages.12 The prologue of the Strengleikar claims that
the fantastic adventures described in the lais contain significant moral
messages: “til @venlagrar aminningar til skeemtanar ok margfraedes
vid vidr komande pjoda at hverr bate ok birte sitt lif.”13

Hagiographers modelled their writings on the Bible. The words of
the Bible were not questioned however fantastic they may have
seemed. Therefore, the virtues and miracles of the saint, when pre-
sented within the right framework, were considered the verity of the
faith, as written in Gudomundar saga B (The so-called “Middle Saga”):
“pvi at pat vita allir menn at pat er allt satt er gott er sagt fra gudi ok
hans helgum ménnum.”14

Visionary narratives are one of the most popular and colourful
types of medieval literature and art, constantly reminding people of
their fears of hell and hope of paradise. The torments of hell are de-
scribed in much more varied ways than the bliss of heaven, and are

11 Hume 1984, 6.

12 Syerrir Témasson 1989, 247.
13 Strengleikar 1979, 4.

14 Biskupa sogur 11858, 592.
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based more upon fantasy than theological texts.!> But fantasy was
also needed to describe the more monotone landscape of paradise. In
the concluding words of Pdls saga postola 11, the hagiographer wishes
that his audience will be brought to the glory of heaven:

Til pess sama fagnadar er Pall postoli segir sjalfr { frd, er honum var
syndr, ok ekki auga hefdi ndd pvilika dyro at sja, ok ekki eyra at heyra
slikan fagnad, ok hugrinn, er miklu er p6 smasmuglari heldr en syn eda
heyrn, meetti eigi hugsa pvilika dyrd.16

The force of the mind, or the imagination, is acknowledged to be
more powerful than hearing and vision, although not strong enough
to be able to imagine and visualize the glory of heaven. Within ha-
giography, fantasy and imagination are used at their utmost in vision-
ary literature. They challenge the sense of reality in a similar way as
dreams do. Visionaries fall into a deep sleep or a coma before they
experience their visions, the horrors of hell and the sweetness of
heaven. But the imaginary landscapes are all the same a part of a uni-
form idea of the medieval Christian cosmos. In cosmological didactic
literature, such as visions, fantasy is used to bring the message to the
audience. The visionary has the important role of telling his contem-
poraries about his experience when she / he returns, and can even
show signs that prove that it really happened. Religious visions were
common in literature and probably also in real life, possibly encour-
aged by difficult social and living conditions. They were projections
of the unconscious mind that affected the individual and his audi-
ence.!” The visions assure the visionary’s audience that there is order
and justice in the otherworld.

The Icelandic Rannveigarleidsla is less fantastic in its otherworld
description than the visionary literature known from translations, but
it follows the usual pattern of otherworld visions. In the younger of
the two extant versions of the texts, by Abbot Arngrimr Brandsson,
material drawn from Duggals leidsla has been added to the text. Its
imaginary otherworld also has features which are drawn from Ice-

15 Gurevich, 1988, 106-109
16 Postola s6gur 1874, 279.
17 Hume 1984, 171.
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landic nature: the demons who snatch her soul when she falls asleep
drag her across lava fields. When she wakes up, Rannveig must prove
that her experience was no imagination, but was real: Because demons
dragged her to the edge of a lake of boiling pitch, she is splashed with
pitch on her hands, legs and back. The burns are visible on her body
when she regains consciousness, and they prove that her experience
was real. Besides, she used to tremble with fear every time she told
about it, a feature that is expressed more strongly in the younger ver-
sion of the text:

Gengu med pessi vitran, tveir vattar, sa annarr, at han skalf { hvert sinn,
sem hin sagdi fra Gdemum pislanna. Pat annat, at 6llum peim bruna,

sem hin hafdi polt at eins { andar syninni, bar skyrt vitni hennar daudligr
likami.!8

Kathryn Hume has criticised theorists who assume that literature is
essentially mimetic and view fantasy as a separable phenomenon,
what she calls “exclusive definition”.!” Todorov, viewed the super-
natural in literature as either the uncanny and the marvellous
(“étrange”, “merveilleux”) in literature such as romances, or fantastic
literature as a genre.?? Jackson treated fantasy as a mode rather than
a genre. Hume finds their approach insufficient. Her inclusive re-de-
finition proposes that literature is the product of both mimesis and
fantasy. Fantasy is then the expression of our “desire to change givens
and alter reality [...] or the need for metaphoric images that will by-
pass the audience’s verbal defences”.2! Hume’s suggestions allow the
possibility of discussing both mimetic and fantastic elements within
a single work. She divides literature into four categories: Literature
of illusion (invitations to escape reality), literature of vision (intro-
ducing new realities), literature of revision (programs for improving
reality) and literature of disillusions (making reality unknowable).
Lives of saints fit Hume’s definition of didactic literature, whose
writers assume that they bring the truth, know what is best for their

18 Biskupa ségur 11 18581878, 11.
19 Hume 1984, 8-20.

20 Todorov 1987, 40-57.

21 Hume 1984, 20.

49



HELGISOGUR

readers, and are justified in pointing out moral examples that should
be followed. It is an authoritative literature where the writer knows
what is good for the reader. Didactic literature focuses on the nature
of man and the nature of the universe. When concerned with the na-
ture of man it lays down rules of proper behaviour and explains why
one action is good while another is bad.22 Stories that deal with the
divine transcend the ordinary. The saint is exalted for the audience’s
edification. Although he did exist as a human being before his death,
he is an imaginary ideal in the hagiographic text. Didactic literature
confirms the absolute: the saint is too good to be true and therefore
a kind of fantasy.?’

The lives of the Icelandic confessor bishops are not mimetic liter-
ature, but biographies of men who had really existed in surroundings
familiar to their original audience. And yet these seemingly realistic
narratives contain some material which departs from the norms that
we call reality. In the preface to the first edition of the biskupascg-
ur corpus, it is obvious that the editors value the sagas mainly as his-
torical documents:

Nt kann sumum ad synast sem mart sé { sogum pessum, er litil porf sé
a0 kunna eda leida fyrir sjonir, svo sem jarteinirnar og yms hindrvitni
og truarvilla, en til pess mé svara pvi, ad fyrir sjonir, en til pess ma svara
bvi, ad pess verdr getid sem gjort er; sa sem vill heita fr6dr, verdr ad
bekkja badi illt og gott. Grasafraedingrinn les sér blom og aldini ekki
sidr ar gryteri jord og hrjostrugri, en ar blémabedunum. Likt verdr sa
ad gjora, sem sagnafrodr vill vera.24
You have to take the bad with the good, but the miraculous and su-
pernatural element is secondary to the “historical” material in the ed-
itors’ eyes. Similar ideas are reflected in the approaches to religious
literature by those twentieth century scholars who have made too
sharp a division between hagiography and historiography. This atti-
tude also tended to marginalise hagiography because it was foreign.
Lars Boje Mortensen also warns against what he calls one-sidedness

22 Hume 1984, 102-103.
23 Hume 1984, 56.
24 Biskupa sogur 18581878, vii.
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in dealing with these texts. In a recent study he discards the traditional
division between hagiography and historiography and writes:

[W]e should also take a closer look at the more immediate circum-
stances, literary as well as institutional, and at the input from local reli-
gious concerns, and not simply put everything down to the influence of
literary forms and ideas that were developed in late antiquity or to an
ccclesiastical agenda pushed through by the “Church”.2’

Weinstein and Bell have argued that the criteria that defined a saint in
the popular mind were mainly concerned with evidence of supernatu-
ral power.2® Although miracles do depart from reality, they were not
regarded as “fantasy” (i.e. deliberate play of the imagination), but as
an occasional part of literal experience in the “real world”. A mirac-
ulous account was accepted as credible, probable and even ordinary.2”

Although the early Church fathers rejected the fantasies found in
classical literature and even regarded literary fiction as a form of lying,
fantasy was sometimes seen as acceptable in the miracles included in
saints’ lives. For example, the early-eighth-century Whitby Life of
Gregory the Great explicitly acknowledges that some miracles de-
scribed in it may be symbolically illustrative of the qualities of the
saint rather than historically true events.2® Miracles were thought by
their original beneficiaries, audiences and writers to have occurred,
but they were often acknowledged to be real only in a special fashion:
they only enter the lives of the spirituality or heroically elect; they
are miracula, things to be marvelled at. Only saints could execute
them as God’s intercessors.

The Icelandic miracles have numerous examples that show that mir-
acles were regarded by their beneficiaries as surprising and wondrous:

En er hann var kominn ner heim at tani, pa flaut par skipit heilt vid
bakka ok 6sakat ok par i bedi drar ok austker ok allt pat er par hafdi

laust 1 verit, ok hafdi pat jamnt farit { gegn hvossu vedri, ok potti st

25 Mortensen 2006, 8=9, 250.

26 Weinstein and Bell 1982, 143-144.

27 McCready 1989, 206.

28 Saints’ Lives and Chronicles in Early England 1968, 118-119. I thank John Mc-
Kinnell for drawing my attention to this text.
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jartein mikils verd ollum sem vissu, ok lofudu Gud ok enn szla Porlak
byskup.2?

Miracles are said to be unexpected (“at pveru fra glikendum”)3% and
against nature (“i gegn 0dli”). Two stories tell of people who fight
seals, a woman and a poor man: “ok sja var jartein mjok i gegn o0li,
at 6styrk kona skyldi geig gora mega sva miklum sel.”31

En er enn fatoeki madr fann pat ok skildi at svd mattigr kraptr var
kominn til fulltings vid hann at selrinn matti eigi @dli sinu halda, b4 laust
hann selinn { svima et fyrsta hogg, ok gekk hann sidan af daudum seln-
um, ok vard hyski hans fegit pessi veidi ok gordu pakkir Gudi ok szlum
Porlaki byskupi.32

Any unexpected recovery from an illness or accident could be seen as
miraculous. Credible post mortem miracles were the essential test of
an individual’s sanctity, and the texts often show the truth of them
being tested by the authorities, when beneficiaries are asked to prove
that they have taken place:

Hét hann b4 4 inn sela Porldk byskup at gefa vi aura vadmals i Skalaholt
at hann veitti honum miskunn. Féru pau sidan leidar sinnar sem pau
hofdu tlat, ok prim néttum sidarr varu leyst bond af andliti Orms, ok
var sva groit at trautt matti 4 sjd at sart hefdi verit. Hann faerdi heit sitt
Pali byskupi ok sagdi greiniliga penna atburd, en hann Iét rita sidan.33

Although so much emphasis is laid upon the truth and verification of
miracles, people did have their doubts and even expressed them, but
were usually punished or shown that they were wrong.

In didactic literature, fantasy is used to keep readers attentive and
interested, and to move and exalt them.3* In the epilogue of St Por-
lakr’s Second Book of Miracles, it is claimed that new miracle stories
serve a similar purpose, to remind people of the power of their saint
and to encourage them to love him:

29 Biskupa sogur 11, 2002, 111
30 Biskupa sogur 11, 2002, 126
31 Biskupa sogur 11, 2002, 107
32 Biskupa sogur 11, 2002, 122
33 Biskupa sogur 11, 2002, 231
34 Hume 1984, 102-123.
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Ok er pat var at sva mikill fj610i gjordisk at um jarteinir ins sela Porldks
byskups at méonnum vard um afl { minni at hafa, en paer varu margar at
hver var annarri lik, pa dofnadi hugr manna ok maddusk méalgognin til
uppburdarins, en eyddisk malit eptir at rita, pd syndi Gud sva sina jafn-
lyndi til ins szla Porlaks byskups at pvi vidara urdu menn gladdir med
hans jarteinum sem peim fyrndisk meir er naerri varu heimsvistum. Tok
pba 4 nyjan leik pat at @sa ast manna til ins szla Porlaks byskups ok
hvetja vanbrynda hugi manna til hvatleiks hollustu, peirar allrar er menn
mega til hans gjora at kom af 6drum [6ndum 6grynni audaefa med fjar-
leegri frasogn margra merkiligra atburda hans jarteina.

Kathryn Hume emphasizes that “fantasy and mimesis together are
equally important impulses, and their interaction must be studied if
we are to progress in our understanding of literature.”3 Her conclu-
sion corresponds to modern criticism of the biskupasogur, when they
are read as a unity consisting of an idealised biography and miraculous
events, a reading contrary to the interpretation of the nineteenth cen-
tury editors who separated the text into “facts” and “superstition”.
In didactic literature, fantasy is an important device to bring a message
to the audience in a supposedly comforting way. Even the terrifying
visionary literature brings comfort by assuring the audience that there
is justice and hope for the faithful. The saint represented an ideal per-
sonality not easily obtained, but he was in close contact with the peo-
ple through his miracles. The miracles may have reflected peoples’
fantasies about a better life. The Icelandic miracles show a desire for
health, enough food and security. In spite of some scepticism, it is more
likely that people wanted to be assured that miracles really happened,
that although they were incredible, they were a fantastic reality.

Bibliography

Biskupa ségur I-11. 1858-1878. Edited by Gudbrandur Vigfisson og Jon Sigurdsson.
Copenhagen.

Biskupa ségur 11. 2002. Edited by Asdis Egilsdéttir. Islenzk fornrit 16. Reykjavik:
Hio islenzka fornritafélag.

Gurevich, Aron. 1988. Medieval Popular Culture. Problems of Belief and Perception.

35 Hume 1984, 25.

53



HELGISOGUR

Translated by Janos M. Bak and Paul A. Hollingsworth. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Heilagra manna sogur. 1877. Edited by C.R. Unger. Christiania.

Hume, Kathryn. 1984. Fantasy and Mimesis. Responses to Reality in Western Liter-
ature. London and New York: Methuen.

Jackson, Rosemary. 1981. Fantasy. The Literature of Subversion. London and New
York: Methuen.

Kieckhefer, Richard. 1993. Magic in the Middle Ages. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.

McCready, William D. 1989. Signs of Sanctity. Miracles in the Thought of Gregory
the Great. Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediacval Studies.

Mortensen. Lars Boje, ed. 2006. The Making of Christian Myths in the Periphery of
Latin Christendom (c. 1000-1300). Copenhagen: University of Copenhagen: Mu-
seum Tusculanum Press.

Postola sogur. 1874. Edited by C.R. Unger. Christiania.

Saints’ Lives and Chronicles in Early England. 1968. Edited and translated by Charles
W. Jones. Hamden, Connecticut: Archon Books.

Strengleikar. 1979. Edited by Robert Cook and Mattias Tveitane Oslo: Norsk his-
torisk kjeldeskrift-institutt.

Sverrir Témasson. 1988. Formdlar islenskra sagnaritara G middldum: Rannsékn bok-
menntabefdar. Reykjavik: Stofnun Arna Magnissonar 4 Islandi.

Todorov, Tzvetan. 1987. The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre.
Ithaca NY: Cornell University Press.

Torfi Tulinius. 1999. “Framlidnir fedur. Um forneskju og frasagnarlist i Eyrbyggju,
Eglu og Grettlu.” In Heidin minni. Greinar um fornar bokmenntir, edited by
Haraldur Bessason og Baldur Hafstad, 283-316. Reykjavik: Heimskringla,
héskoélaforlag Mals og menningar.

Weinstein, Donald and Rudolph M. Bell. 1982. Saints and Society. The Two Worlds
of Western Christendom, 1000-1700. Chicago and London: The University of
Chicago Press.

54



