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Ágrip 

 

Lokaverkefnið er rannsókn á því hvernig jarðneskt og andlegt vald er sýnt í norrænum 

miðaldabókmenntum með vísan til fyrirmynda úr Gamla og Nýja testamenti Biblíunnar. 

Einkum er horft til Davíðs konungs, Móse, Jesú og Maríu meyjar, en einnig koma aðrar 

persónur úr Biblíunni við sögu. Helstu textar sem litið var til voru Konungs skuggsjá og 

Íslenska hómilíubókin. Að auki er fjallað um vald af þessu tagi í fornsögum, einkum 

Sverris sögu, en líka í lagasafninu Grágás. Í þriðja lagi verður Konungs skuggsjá greind 

með hliðsjón af eldri miðaldabókmenntum Evrópu, en greina má áhugaverð líkindi milli 

þeirrar bókar og Liber Manualis, sem er lærdómsrit frá níundu öld sem samið var af 

aðalskonunni Dhuodu. Í ritgerðinni eru færð rök fyrir því að túlkunarfræði Biblíunnar sé 

oft notuð til að koma á framfæri upphafinni sýn á jarðnesku konungsríki, þar sem 

boðvald byggir ekki aðeins á valdbeitingu, heldur líka á gagnkvæmri virðingu og 

kristilegri hógværð.  
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Abstract 

 

This thesis will examine the depiction of temporal and spiritual authority in medieval 

Nordic literature, through the use of Biblical models from the Old and New Testaments. 

Chiefly analyzed are King David, Moses, Jesus Christ, and the Virgin Mary, but other 

figures from both the Old and New Testaments will also be analyzed as models of 

authority for Nordic literature.  The principal Nordic texts that will be discussed are 

Konungs Skuggsjá and the Icelandic Homily Book.  Authority in the Icelandic sagas, 

most particularly Sverris saga, and in the Icelandic legal text, Grágás, are secondary 

topics in this thesis.  Thirdly, this thesis will examine connections between Konungs 

Skuggsjá and early medieval European literature.  Konungs Skuggsjá shows a 

remarkable similarity to the Liber Manualis, a ninth century work of Carolingian 

conduct literature written by the Carolingian noblewoman Dhuoda.   This thesis will 

demonstrate that medieval Biblical exegesis is often used as a tool to promote an 

idealized vision of a temporal kingdom in which authority is established not by absolute 

force, but by mutual respect and Christian humility. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Konungs Skuggsjá is a thirteenth century work of conduct literature that seeks to 

explain the interplay between the spiritual authority of God, the temporal authority of 

royal government, and the responsibilities of the people who serve the king.   With 

remarkable thematic versatility, Konungs Skuggsjá reflects a world view of a 

prosperous thirteenth century Nordic Christian society that values authority, law, and 

mutual respect.  The text blends discussion of temporal royal authority with a strong 

commentary on Christian spiritual authority.  Konungs Skuggsjá propagates Christian 

ideals by using Biblical models, particularly the Old Testament figures of King David 

and Moses, as exemplars for its audience.  

   The Icelandic Homily Book is a seminal text that presents its audience with an 

interpretation of Nordic Christianity that is based on authority and respect.  There are 

striking Biblical exegetical parallels between Konungs Skuggsjá and the Liber 

Manualis, a ninth century work of Carolingian literature written by the noblewoman 

Dhuoda, for the purposes of educating her son William. Each individual text is a highly 

nuanced work that is characterized by its own respective environment; yet Konungs 

Skuggsjá, the Icelandic Homily Book, and the Liber Manualis all remain committed to 

this concept of humble Christian authority.   

Authority in Icelandic sagas is a secondary topic for this thesis. Sverris saga is a 

literary creation in which references to Biblical authority intersect with the story of a 

king’s struggle for temporal supremacy in Norway.  The nuanced symbolism of this text 

makes it an ideal choice to explore the complex relationship between temporal and 

spiritual authority. Authority in Heimskringla is also discussed.   

The staid legal text Grágás may seem an unlikely place to find a commentary on 

matters of spiritual authority, but spirituality is very much present within the pages of 

this text.  Grágás provides a unique perspective, since it is a temporal book of laws that 

nevertheless makes reference to the supreme spiritual authority of God. This thesis will 

explore the intricate relationship between these two types of authority, as Grágás 

portrays it. Finally, this thesis will explore the complex, shifting relationship between 

Iceland’s goðar and bændur, and its ramifications for political authority in Iceland.   
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2. Defining the Early Influences that Shaped Konungs 

Skuggsjá’s Pedagogical Approach 

 

Konungs Skuggsjá is a thirteenth century pedagogical Nordic work of conduct 

literature that presents its readers with a template to achieve social success in the court 

of a Nordic king.  The versatility of the text is such that not only is it an effective 

teaching tool for young heirs to the throne, it is an equally valuable resource for those 

who wish to serve a monarch. In addition to describing the royal duties and standards of 

courtesy that a conscientious king should emulate, the text also discusses the duties and 

appropriate behavior of courtiers and servants. The written composition of Konungs 

Skuggsjá aligns closely with the medieval philosophy known as scholasticism. The 

text’s dialogical format is reminiscent of the question and response method that was 

favoured by adherents of scholasticism. The Christian scholar Anselm and his adherents 

contributed enormously to the field of scholasticism by popularizing and disseminating 

many works.1 

The popularity of scholasticism as a pedagogical tool became especially evident 

in the works of Conrad of Hirsau and Adelard of Bath (the latter should not be confused 

with Pierre Abelard). Conrad of Hirsau is considered to have been active circa 1070-

1150.2  Adelard of Bath is Conrad’s more famous contemporary, circa 1080-1152.3  

Conrad of Hirsau and Adelard of Bath both created dialogues based on the 

principles of scholasticism, in which a teacher would encourage and support an 

 
1 Alex J. Novikoff, "Toward a Cultural History of Scholastic Disputation." The American Historical 

Review, no. 2, April 2012, 340, doi:10.1086/ahr.117.2.331. 

 
2 Alex J. Novikoff, "Toward a Cultural History of Scholastic Disputation." The American Historical 

Review, no. 2, April 2012, 341, doi:10.1086/ahr.117.2.331.  

 
3 Adelard of Bath. Adelard of Bath, Conversations with His Nephew: On the Same and the Different, 

Questions on Natural Science, And On Birds. Paperback edition. Edited by Charles Burnett, et al. 

Translated by Charles Burnett. (Cambridge University Press, 2006. First published in hardback edition, 

1998), xi 

https://doi.org/10.1086/ahr.117.2.331
https://doi.org/10.1086/ahr.117.2.331
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inexperienced student in a question and answer format.4 The student would ask 

questions and would gradually be led towards a greater understanding of the subject by 

the teacher’s responses. Scholasticism thus became a popular method for teaching 

students, since its dialogical format proved to be an ideal one for facilitating questions 

and answers.  

Konungs Skuggsjá follows the general model set out in these scholastic texts, 

since the text’s pedagogical material is presented in the context of a dialogue between a 

young son on the verge of maturity, and his wise and caring father. The text of Konungs 

Skuggsjá begins with a fictional frame story, featuring a father who joyfully welcomes 

his young son.  The son has come to visit his father and to ask him for advice. How 

does the frame story of Konungs Skuggsjá portray its characters effectively? 

The frame story opens with the son acknowledging his father’s superior wisdom 

and greater worldly experience. He greets his father warmly and speaks to him 

respectfully and deferentially. He humbly asks the older man to continue to teach and 

advise him.5  The father is portrayed as a man of mature years, wise, noble and 

benevolent. He is presented as an educated and loving father who wishes to instruct his 

son and provide him with the basic tenets to succeed in thirteenth century medieval 

Nordic society.   

For his part, the son is depicted as an eager young scholar who is aware of his 

deficiencies in education and knowledge of royal customs and mercantile transactions.6  

The son questions his father on diverse matters such as theology, law, the customs at a 

Norwegian court, the authority that sovereigns have, and the value of mercy when 

judging wrongdoers.  The effectiveness of Konungs Skuggsjá as a pedagogical 

document is established from its first paragraph, since the lessons that it seeks to impart 

are rendered in a memorable and palatable manner. 

 
4 Alex J. Novikoff, "Toward a Cultural History of Scholastic Disputation." The American Historical 

Review, no. 2,  April 2012, 341,  doi:10.1086/ahr.117.2.331 

 
5 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 77. 
6 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 164, 165, 77. 

https://doi.org/10.1086/ahr.117.2.331
https://doi.org/10.1086/ahr.117.2.331
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It is intriguing and enlightening to make a brief comparison between the twelfth 

century works of Adelard of Bath and the thirteenth century Nordic Konungs Skuggsjá.  

Unlike the warm and approachable tone of Konungs Skuggsjá, Adelard’s works are 

written in a stern, authoritative tone.  Questiones Naturales, for example, consists of a 

caustic dialogue between Adelard and a student who plays the role of his nephew. 

Adelard will often address the student in a chastising manner, scolding him for his 

inattention and inability to comprehend the question that is being addressed.7 The 

student, for his part, will vehemently attack Adelard’s beliefs and reasoning, only to 

have his objections fiercely rebutted.   

The dialogue between Adelard and his hypothetical nephew is quite similar to 

the frame story contained within Konungs Skuggsjá. Despite this similarity, the polished 

writing and thematic organization of Konungs Skuggsjá allows the Nordic text to stand 

apart from the earlier work of Adelard of Bath. Adelard rapidly asks and answers 

questions, with little emphasis on thematic coherency.  His work is devoid of the 

smooth transitions between topics that make Konungs Skuggsjá such a pleasure to read 

and to understand.  Not all aspects of these two works are different, however.  Like the 

author of Konungs Skuggsjá, Adelard is also willing to discuss topics that are less 

serious.  He chooses to discuss the raising and care of hawks in a comprehensive work 

entitled De avibus tractatus, or Treatise on Birds.8  Konungs Skuggsjá briefly mentions 

hawking and falconry, stating that the use of these birds is an acceptable leisure activity 

for a monarch.9  

Considering Konungs Skuggsjá’s strong focus on authority, it is a notable point 

of contrast that Adelard speaks out quite strongly against the dangers of absolute 

authority.  He does this in a disillusioned manner, in both the introduction and 

 
7 Adelard of Bath. Adelard of Bath, Conversations with His Nephew: On the Same and the Different, 
Questions on Natural Science, And On Birds. Paperback edition. Edited by Charles Burnett, et al. 

Translated by Charles Burnett. (Cambridge University Press, 2006. First published in hardback edition, 

1998), 151. 
8 Adelard of Bath. Adelard of Bath, Conversations with His Nephew: On the Same and the Different, 

Questions on Natural Science, And On Birds. Paperback edition. Edited by Charles Burnett, et al. 

Translated by Charles Burnett. (Cambridge University Press, 2006. First published in hardback edition, 

1998), xxxv. 
9 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 297, 298. 
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conclusion to one of his works.  The work in question is De Eodem et Diverso, or On 

the Same and the Different. In De Eodem et Diverso, Adelard argues that reason is 

superior to authority.10 He stresses the importance of using the faculty of reason to make 

one's own decisions, rather than the use of authority to impose decisions on others.11 

The corpus of Adelard’s work is a good example of early scholasticism, and Konungs 

Skuggsjá is a fine example of the continued development of the medieval education of 

youth.   

Konungs Skuggsjá is often included in the type of conduct literature that is 

commonly referred to as “mirrors for princes.”12 Andreas Hellerstedt discusses the 

function of this type of conduct literature, and states that the primary benefit of a mirror 

is its pedagogical purpose.13 Although this statement may be technically correct, simply 

categorizing Konungs Skuggsjá as a mirror is insufficient to explain the depth and 

beauty of this work.  When one examines Konungs Skuggsjá’s diversity of subjects and 

its highly nuanced descriptions of courtly life and etiquette, these are clear indications 

that Konungs Skuggsjá was meant to be a broad and ambitious document.   

Historians have discussed Konungs Skuggsjá at length, yet the work remains 

enigmatic and eludes attempts to precisely define its essence.  One reason for this 

enigmatic difficulty is the very nature of the work itself.  Konungs Skuggsjá pulls the 

reader into its view of the medieval world, giving only as much of an explanation as its 

author deemed necessary.  We are given glimpses of situations, such as the social 

dynamic of the king’s court, but we are not given a paradigm to build upon.  We are 

unable to fully comprehend the social dynamics that are presented in Konungs Skuggsjá.   

 
10 Adelard of Bath. Adelard of Bath, Conversations with His Nephew: On the Same and the Different, 

Questions on Natural Science, And On Birds. Paperback edition. Edited by Charles Burnett, et al. 

Translated by Charles Burnett. (Cambridge University Press, 2006. First published in hardback edition, 

1998), 13. 
11 Adelard of Bath. Adelard of Bath, Conversations with His Nephew: On the Same and the Different, 

Questions on Natural Science, And On Birds. Paperback edition. Edited by Charles Burnett, et al. 
Translated by Charles Burnett. (Cambridge University Press, 2006. First published in hardback edition, 

1998), 13. 
12 Andreas Hellerstedt,  "Cracks in the mirror: Changing conceptions of political virtue in mirrors for 

princes in Scandinavia from the Middle Ages to c.1700." In Virtue Ethics and Education From Late 

Antiquity to the Eighteenth Century, ed. Andreas Hellerstedt.  (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 

2018), 281, https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv5npkbw.14. 
13 Andreas Hellerstedt, "Cracks in the mirror: Changing conceptions of political virtue in mirrors for 

princes in Scandinavia from the Middle Ages to c.1700." In Virtue Ethics and Education From Late 

Antiquity to the Eighteenth Century, ed. Andreas Hellerstedt.  (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 

2018), 284, https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv5npkbw.14. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv5npkbw.14
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv5npkbw.14
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 Sverre Bagge has written a book on the subject of the politics of Konungs 

Skuggsjá, and Andreas Hellerstedt attempts to follow Bagge’s point of view.  In a wide-

ranging book that deals with the impact of education throughout centuries, Andreas 

Hellerstedt briefly mentions Konungs Skuggsjá during the book chapter entitled “Cracks 

in the Mirror”. Hellerstedt’s cursory observations of Konungs Skuggsjá are superficial 

and do not properly address the complex nature of the text.  For example, Hellerstedt 

has regrettably misunderstood and misinterpreted the function of the Old Norse verb 

“eiga” within Konungs Skuggsjá. 

  Hellerstedt states that the text of Konungs Skuggsjá treats the king as a judge, 

and indicates that the king owns his subjects.14Although it is true that the Old Norse text 

does say: “…konungurinn á allt ríkið og svo allt fólkið, er í er ríkinu.“15 The author of 

Konungs Skuggsjá continues the passage by explaining that all of the king’s subjects 

owe him their service, since they are all to be considered his men. Therefore, it is better 

to interpret this passage in the context of loyalty and authority, rather than interpreting it 

in the context of ownership.   

In contrast to Hellerstedt, Sverre Bagge understands this aspect. In his book The 

Political Thought of the King’s Mirror, he points out the differences between the Old 

Norse word eiga and a modern concept of ownership.  Bagge explains that eiga was 

used in certain instances to indicate aspects of a relationship. 16 Although Bagge does 

not explicitly place the word eiga within the context of authority, his commentary 

indicates that he has grasped the contextual use of eiga within Old Norse culture and 

language.   

 

 

  

 
14 Andreas Hellerstedt, "Cracks in the mirror: Changing conceptions of political virtue in mirrors for 

princes in Scandinavia from the Middle Ages to c.1700." In Virtue Ethics and Education from Late 

Antiquity to the Eighteenth Century, ed. Andreas Hellerstedt.  (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 

2018), 288 https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv5npkbw.14. 
15 Magnús Már Lárusson, útg. Konungs skuggsjá. (Reykjavík: Leiftur, 1955), 83. 
16  Sverre Bagge, The Political Thought of the King's Mirror. Vol. III, in Mediaeval Scandinavia, edited 

by Hans Bekker-Nielsen, Peter Foote, Andreas Haarder, Søren Skovgaard Jensen, & Tore Nyberg. 

(Odense: Odense University Press, 1987), 31, 32. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv5npkbw.14
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3. The Interpretation of Biblical Stories within Konungs 

Skuggsjá 

Obedience to authority is one of the paramount aspects of Konungs Skuggsjá, 

and the text explains that justifiable authority is the cornerstone of an effective 

kingship.17 In order to govern effectively, a ruler must manage his subjects in a firm, yet 

equitable manner.  To teach this skill, Konungs Skuggsjá presents examples of rulership 

within the stories of Biblical kings.   The author of Konungs Skuggsjá is familiar with 

Biblical theology, and it is quite logical for him to explore the distant past, in which 

rulers were believed to have a closer connection with God.   

King David is one of the most important Biblical models within the entire text of 

Konungs Skuggsjá.  Why is David such a vital figure for the text?  The answer may lie 

within the force of King David’s complexity as a character.  Konungs Skuggsjá presents 

King David as both a Biblical character and as a king who is the perfect model for 

illustrating the dangers of sin.  David was once a righteous king, but sin and corruption 

negatively influenced his behaviour, and he could no longer govern as well as he once 

did.   

The fictional son of the frame story proves himself to be an astute and inquiring 

student, and he questions his father about the difference between the sins and the 

punishments of the Biblical monarchs Saul and David, respectively.  Why does David 

still receive favour from God, even after his actions with Bathsheba?  Does God simply 

love David more than Saul, and is this the reason for David’s lesser punishment?18 

In response to this question, Konungs Skuggsjá uses Biblical exegesis to extract 

pedagogical material from the respective stories of King David and King Saul. King 

Saul did not react with remorse when he was confronted for his displeasing sacrifice to 

God. Instead, he responded with arrogance, refusing to admit that his actions were 

 
17 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 250. 

 
18 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 322. 
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unacceptable.19 King David, unlike Saul, immediately accepted responsibility for his sin 

when the prophet Nathan confronted him. 20  

Konungs Skuggsjá informs its audience that it is not merely the severity of the 

sin that matters.  God’s response to sin also considers the reaction of the individual to 

their crimes.21 If the individual accepts responsibility for their actions immediately 

without trying to shift the blame to others and expresses immediate and profound 

remorse for their poor conduct, God is far more likely to show mercy. Konungs 

Skuggsjá considers disobedience to authority to be an extremely grave sin, since the text 

states that Saul’s offence of usurping authority over the sacrifice to God was a much 

more severe offence than David’s seduction of Bathsheba. Konungs Skuggsjá uses the 

example of Saul’s disobedience to extrapolate a biblical rationale for the hierarchy of 

the church, explaining that religious figures should always obey their superiors.22  

Konungs Skuggsjá also points out that although King David did not completely 

lose the favour of God, he still received repercussions, which included the death of the 

infant son born to him and Bathsheba. David showed many signs of remorse and 

pleaded with God to let his child live, but God punished David by allowing the child to 

die.23 Konungs Skuggsjá’s comparative exegesis of the two Biblical kings reminds the 

text’s audience that subtle differences in behaviour and circumstances may affect 

others’ perception of one’s conduct, and that one should always be mindful to take the 

overall situation into account.  It is a warning to be prudent, and temper authority with 

mercy when circumstances warrant it.  This is a pertinent warning for any medieval 

 
19Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 327. 
20 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 
University Press, 1917), 324. 
21 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 324. 
22 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 325. 
23 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 325. 
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ruler, and especially useful for those rulers who may have been tempted to govern with 

an iron fist.   

Konungs Skuggsjá uses the story of Adam and Eve as the basis for yet another 

discussion on authority and mercy, although the text does not strictly follow the 

traditional Biblical account of Adam and Eve in the book of Genesis.  Instead, Konungs 

Skuggsjá includes four figures who share authoritative responsibility for Adam and Eve, 

and they are also officials at the judgment of the Biblical couple.  These four female 

figures are identified in the text as virgins, and they are called Truth, Peace, Justice and 

Mercy.24  The text indicates that God intended these figures to keep watch over Adam 

and Eve, and to make sure that they did not violate the covenant that God had placed on 

them.25 Konungs Skuggsjá states that the guardians will only protect Adam and Eve as 

long as they obey the covenant with God, but this raises the question of the necessity 

and usefulness of the guardians. If these figures were intended to be guardians for Adam 

and Eve, why did they not protect the couple from the serpent’s deceit?   

The symbolism of the serpent is also changed in Konungs Skuggsjá.  Konungs 

Skuggsjá describes the serpent as an animal that disguises itself as a maiden,26 which is 

a marked departure from the book of Genesis.  Since the four guardian figures are not 

theologically attested within the book of Genesis, the author of Konungs Skuggsjá is 

additionally able to omit the direct question of whether the four virginal figures bear 

any responsibility for the choices of Adam and Eve. 

The presence of Truth, Peace, Justice and Mercy causes the judgment of Adam 

and Eve to resemble court proceedings.  Peace and Justice can generally be considered 

as the most authoritarian of the judges.  Peace decides that Adam and his descendants 

will henceforth forfeit all safety and security.27   Justice condemns Adam to undergo 

 
24 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 
University Press, 1917), 252. 
25 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 252. 
26 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 253. 
27 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 256. 
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profound physical and emotional suffering before his death.28  Mercy intercedes on 

behalf of Adam, explaining that although he must die, his death need not be extremely 

painful, if he repents of his sins.29 

Although Justice condemns Adam harshly, she is still concerned for the fate of 

Adam’s descendants. She wishes to make certain that Adam’s descendants will have the 

chance to form a new covenant, and this new covenant is a prefiguration of Christ.30 

The figure of Truth represents a midpoint between leniency and severity.  Truth clarifies 

Adam’s motives to the court, explaining that he wanted to taste the flavourful apple, and 

she connects Adam’s crime to a misuse of authority, 31 since he coveted the power that 

belonged to God.   

In Konungs Skuggsjá, readers can see a definite parallel between Adam’s desire 

for the apple and David’s desire for Bathsheba.  According to the Biblical scriptures, 

Adam and Eve were given authority over the animals and plants of the earth, but they 

did not have the right to eat the fruit of that particular tree, since God had commanded 

them to leave it alone. Adam immediately tried to shift blame to Eve instead of 

acknowledging his wrong actions.  

    Adam’s behaviour is similar to the behaviour of King Saul, and when one 

examines Adam’s behaviour through the same lens of arrogance and envy that Konungs 

Skuggsjá uses to analyze King Saul, one discovers that the same lessons also apply to 

Adam, as well as to King David.  The four figures of David, Saul, Adam and Eve all 

suffered from envy, arrogance and from usurping authority that was not rightfully 

theirs. David envied Bathsheba’s beauty and coveted her as a wife or concubine, but 

David had no right to have her as a wife, since she was married to Uriah.   David 

misused his rightful authority as Uriah’s lord in order to cause the latter’s death and to 

 
28 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 
University Press, 1917), 256. 
29 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 256. 
30 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 257. 
31 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 255, 256. 
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take Bathsheba as his wife. Saul envied the lure of absolute authority, but Konungs 

Skuggsjá is adamant in its opinion that absolute authority is the domain of the Christian 

God, since even a king should remain humble before God. Konungs Skuggsjá clearly 

states to its readers that temporal justice should be modelled after Biblical justice.32   

  Adam and Eve envied the knowledge of good and evil that was contained 

within the fruit, but the right to possess or to distribute this knowledge did not belong to 

them. God had already commanded Adam and Eve to leave the fruit alone, but they 

disobeyed him. One can also argue that Eve’s disobedience is even more severe, since 

she shared the fruit with Adam, thereby distributing the forbidden knowledge of the 

concepts of good and evil. Adam, Eve, Saul, and David all misused authority in the 

context of their sins.   

According to the Gospel of Matthew, David is considered to be an important 

ancestor of Jesus Christ.33 When one considers the complete structure of the Bible, it is 

possible that the Biblical figure of David is intended to symbolize the midpoint between 

Adam and Jesus Christ. David is not completely vulnerable to sin, as Adam proved 

himself to be.  Yet neither is he depicted as being wholly free from sin, as the Bible 

depicts Christ to be. 

The Biblical scholar Alison Joseph provides a thoughtful discussion of the use 

of the David figure as a model.  She states that the pinnacle of royal achievement was 

reached when a king was said to have been like David.34 This observation is based on 

the writings of a figure known as the Deuteronomist, who is reputed to have been the 

compiler of several Biblical books, including the book of Kings and the book of 

Samuel.   

 Why was the figure of David chosen to represent the model of an ideal king, 

and how does the human aspect of David as a sinner function within this ideal portrait?  

Alison Joseph proposes a solution to this dichotomy by theorizing that the book of 

Samuel presents David as a Biblical king and as a person whose life is narrated in the 

 
32 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 290. 
33 Matthew 1:1, New Revised Standard Version. 
34 Alison L. Joseph, "Who Is Like David? Was David Like David? Good Kings in the Book of Kings." 

Catholic Biblical Quarterly, no. 77 (2015): 23. 
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Bible.35 She contends that the book of Kings, in contrast, portrays David as a didactical, 

idealized model figure who embodies all the qualities of an ideal king.36  

Alison Joseph argues convincingly that David is presented separately in the two 

Biblical books.37 She continues to discuss the implications of this dichotomy, presenting 

a compelling argument that the pseudo-historical King David himself, as he is 

represented in the book of Samuel, could not have fulfilled the requirements of 

perfection that the idealized didactical David figure was reputed to have achieved.38 

Konungs Skuggsjá, however, appears to treat David as one figure, combining both the 

deeds of the pseudo-historical king and the didactical ideal. For example, the story of 

David’s conflict with Saul is immediately used to show the necessity of obeying one’s 

king.39 Konungs Skuggsjá seamlessly integrates the events of David’s life into the 

didactic principles that the text wishes to highlight.  Let us look at some more examples 

of Konungs Skuggsjá’s commitment to authority.   

 

 

4. Reading Icelandic Texts as Commentaries on Temporal 

Authority in Nordic Society 

Konungs Skuggsjá begins its instruction by emphasizing the paramount 

importance of authority and obedience in a creative manner that is equally impactful 

and light-hearted. When the son first speaks to the father in the beginning of the frame 

story, he calls himself “...a humble and obedient son ...”40  He addresses the father as his 

 
35 Alison L. Joseph, "Who Is Like David? Was David Like David? Good Kings in the Book of Kings." 

Catholic Biblical Quarterly, no. 77 (2015): 39. 
36 Alison L. Joseph, "Who Is Like David? Was David Like David? Good Kings in the Book of Kings." 

Catholic Biblical Quarterly, no. 77 (2015): 39. 
37 Alison L. Joseph, "Who Is Like David? Was David Like David? Good Kings in the Book of Kings." 

Catholic Biblical Quarterly, no. 77 (2015): 23. 
38 Alison L. Joseph, "Who Is Like David? Was David Like David? Good Kings in the Book of Kings." 

Catholic Biblical Quarterly, no. 77 (2015): 34. 
39 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 334. 
40  Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 76. 
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“loving and renowned father.“41  Readers of the text are thus introduced to the themes 

of authority and obedience, as well as respect.  The son immediately compliments his 

father’s knowledge of authority, and his wisdom in managing kingly affairs.  The son 

lists “government, lawmaking, treaty making…”42 as part of the father’s skills, all the 

while continuing to extol his wisdom.  The son continues to praise the father, 

exclaiming that his knowledge is without parallel in the king’s court, and the courtiers 

all covet his wisdom to settle disputes.43  This leads to a discussion of the king’s court 

as a microcosm of Nordic society, and a detailed analysis of the temporal authority held 

by the king. 

The king was generally considered to be the supreme medieval temporal Nordic 

authority,44 and Konungs Skuggsjá uses the setting of the king’s court as a model to 

extrapolate standards of Nordic customs and behaviour. The text examines such minute 

details as speaking politely to the king and serving one’s lord decorously and efficiently 

at the table. For example, a courtier should take particular care to listen attentively when 

being addressed by the king, and the courtier should be extremely diplomatic if it is 

necessary to ask the king to repeat what was said. The courtier must always be careful 

to be extremely polite and must never use the informal Old Norse interjection “’Ha’?” if 

he did not hear.45  

Konungs Skuggsjá emphasizes that if one fails to be attentive and polite, one 

will lose the favour of one’s lord, and others who are more enterprising will gain the 

coveted favour instead.46 Konungs Skuggsjá thus links authority to status, making the 

distinction of rank in the king’s household quite clear. The English translation of 

 
41 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 76. 
42 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 77. 
43 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 77. 
44 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 74, 75. 
45 Magnús Már Lárusson, útg. Konungs skuggsjá. (Reykjavík: Leiftur, 1955), 112 
46 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 178, 179. 
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Konungs Skuggsjá specifically uses the word “authority” when describing status and 

rank.47  The Old Norse text of Konungs Skuggsjá uses the word “vald” to refer to the 

identical passage.48  “Vald” is quite often translated as “authority” in English.49 

Even though all of the members of the king’s household are technically in his 

service, there are different privileges and duties given to different ranks of men.50 

Konungs Skuggsjá’s narrative makes it clear that it was not simply the wealthy people 

who chose to pledge service to the king.  Many men of lesser fortune did so as well.51  

Pledging oneself to the king’s household meant giving loyalty to the king, and it also 

meant giving the king authority over oneself.  This afforded a great deal of protection 

for men of moderate rank and wealth.52 These men of moderate rank were more likely 

to find protection there, and to achieve greater financial and personal success.  

Social influence could also be achieved as a reward for faithful service to the 

king.  There is a personal, individualized element at work, since the text states that the 

king will favor those that show him genuine loyalty.53 In addition, Konungs Skuggsjá 

states that royal favour is connected closely to courtesy and also to valiant displays of 

courage in battle.54 The king had the authority to reward those whom he chose, and 

those who served him well stood to benefit from it.55  The English text uses the words “ 

 
47 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 
University Press, 1917), 167. 
48 Magnús Már Lárusson, útg. Konungs skuggsjá. (Reykjavík: Leiftur, 1955), 78. 
49 Cleasby Vigfússon, s.v. “vald”. 
50 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 167. 
51 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 168. 
52 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 
University Press, 1917), 168. 
53 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 169. 
54 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 169. 
55 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 
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discreet and loving” to describe faithful service to the monarch.56  The Old Norse text of 

Konungs Skuggsjá uses the word “ ástsemd”57 which can either mean “love” or 

“affection”.58 

Conversely, if one chose not to enter into the service of the king, men of 

moderate rank could find themselves vulnerable.  This was often disadvantageous in a 

society which depended heavily on one’s rank and status in order to achieve 

prominence.  To underscore this point, the narrator of Konungs Skuggsjá gives a direct 

example of men of lesser rank outside the king’s service who would often find 

themselves vulnerable to lawsuits, since the men would be disputing against prominent 

men who had wealth and influence enough to gain a favourable judgment in a court of 

law.59   

Individual liability was not a major issue, however, if one had entered into the 

king’s service, because the king had authority and jurisdiction over the legal matters of 

those in his household. An offence against any member of the king’s household was 

considered to be severe.60 The Icelandic legal text Grágás states that the victim is 

entitled to as much compensation as had been lost. Five men shall serve as guarantors to 

ensure that the king has been adequately compensated. If the offender cannot afford to 

pay an appropriate fine for the killing, then the offender must enter into the king’s 

service, and the previously mentioned five men shall be responsible for the offender’s 

conduct while he is in service to the king.61  

In contrast to Grágás, Konungs Skuggsjá does not mention any other 

punishment than fines. The text of Konungs Skuggsjá states that the offender was 

required to pay compensation to the royal household depending on the legal monetary 

value of the deceased, which would vary depending on the person’s duties and status at 

 
56 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 
University Press, 1917), 169. 
57 Magnús Már Lárusson, útg. Konungs skuggsjá. (Reykjavík: Leiftur, 1955), 80. 
58 Cleasby Vigfússon, s.v. “ástsemð”. 
59 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 

University Press, 1917), 168. 
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court.62  The punishment of entering the king’s service may have been abolished by the 

time of Konungs Skuggsjá’s composition.   

Sverrir Jakobsson presents a deep discussion of the authority of the Norwegian 

kings in Iceland, in his article, “All the King’s Men”.  Sverrir has constructed a concise 

article that examines the confusing, tightly woven web of Icelandic familial dynasties 

and their respective relationships with the authority of the Norwegian monarchy.  The 

article examines the shifting dynamics of King Hákon’s diplomacy, as the king sought 

to employ diverse strategies to affirm Norwegian royal authority in Iceland.  For 

example, Hákon initially sought to adopt a relatively peaceful strategy for gaining 

Icelandic authority, and appointed only one or two representatives who had been 

instructed to convince Icelanders of the necessity of paying taxes to the Norwegian 

crown.63   

As Sverrir Jakobsson points out, however, this plan went awry, due to the 

infighting and feuds between several of Iceland’s most influential family dynasties. 

King Hákon was forced to change tactics, and the king decided to turn these local power 

struggles to his advantage by strategically pitting local rivals against each other.64 The 

object of this tactic was to weaken Iceland’s internal autonomy, leaving the country 

dependent on the authority of the kingdom of Norway.  Sverrir has described a 

historical situation in Iceland that parallels Konungs Skuggsjá’s analysis of the complex 

relationship between a king and his sworn subjects.  

Authority is a main theme in Konungs Skuggsjá, and it is demonstrably a 

popular theme in Icelandic sagas as well. The king’s role in Nordic society is examined 

ably and minutely within Ármann Jakobsson’s seminal work, Í leit að konungi.  

Ármann compiles historical sources to create a book that is a comprehensive and logical 

examination of the king’s influence on Nordic society.  This is a daunting task, and 

Ármann accomplishes it with considerable skill and tenacity.   

 
62 Laurence Marcellus Larson, trans. The King's Mirror (Speculum regale-Konungs skuggsjá). Vol. III of 

Scandinavian Monographs. (Cambridge: The American Scandinavian Foundation (Printed at Harvard 
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Authority is also conveyed through the use of language, and Ármann discusses 

this aspect in a section of his book.  The word “herra” is used to address the king, 

usually in formal speech, without any connotation of differences in status.65  Although 

“herra” does not seem to carry multiple connotations, there are multiple words to 

signify “king” in Old Norse.  Some of these words may contain nuances of negativity.  

As Ármann explains, the epithet “drottinn” is almost always used exclusively to make 

reference to the Christian God as Lord.66  When “drottinn” is used to address a temporal 

king, it may be intended as a subtle indication of mockery.67 Ármann cites a reference in 

Heimskringla as an indication of this mocking usage.68  With Ármann’s observation in 

mind, let us look closely at two contrasting chapters of Heimskringla’s Ólafs saga helga 

that have been deliberately juxtaposed.   

In Chapter 189, King Ólafr is depicted extremely favourably, as a miracle 

healer. An event occurs in which a very ill young boy is brought to the king by his 

desperate mother, who was known to the queen.69  Ólafr is at first reluctant to attempt 

the healing, but he obeys his wife’s request, and lays his hands on the growth that was 

impacting the boy’s throat. Ólafr then takes a piece of bread in the form of a cross and 

gives it to the young boy to swallow.70 By extension, the king uses the authority of 

Christianity to completely heal the young boy. The story heavily implies, however, that 

King Ólafr has healing powers of his own, and that Ólafr‘s healing touch was necessary 

to begin the miracle. Much attention is paid to Ólafr’s prolonged physical contact with 

the ill boy, and it is the king’s own hands that bring about the first stage of the healing. 

The symbol of the cross is only used to complete the miracle.   

 
65 Ármann Jakobsson, Í leit að konungi: Konungsmynd íslenskra konungasagna. (Reykjavík: 

Háskólaútgáfan, 1997), 92. 

66 Ármann Jakobsson, Í leit að konungi: Konungsmynd íslenskra konungasagna. (Reykjavík: 

Háskólaútgáfan, 1997), 92. 

67 Ármann Jakobsson, Í leit að konungi: Konungsmynd íslenskra konungasagna. (Reykjavík: 
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 The concluding sentence of Chapter 189 states that people eventually began to 

consider this healing as evidence that King Ólafr was able to perform true miracles. 

With the use of this final sentence, the narrator of Heimskringla presents Ólafr as a 

figure who embodies the blending of temporal and spiritual authority. As though the 

narrator of Heimskringla realizes at once that he has embarked on a controversial and 

possibly dangerous path, the next chapter of Ólafs saga helga immediately repudiates 

this blending of authority.   

Chapter 190 of Ólafs saga helga uses a simple, yet profoundly symbolic event to 

clearly separate the previously blurred boundaries of temporal and spiritual authority. In 

this chapter, the king is depicted as humanly fallible and deserving of reproof, and he is 

shown to be subordinate to divine authority.    King Ólafr is absent-mindedly whittling a 

piece of wood, not realizing that he is violating the Christian custom prohibiting manual 

labour on Sunday. A servant says to him “’It is Monday tomorrow, Lord.’”71 The word 

Lord is rendered as drottinn in the Old Norse version of Heimskringla.72  

This is another usage of the word drottinn in a manner that is not 

complimentary, and it is similar to the ironic usage that Ármann Jakobsson mentions in 

Í leit að konungi. In chapter 190 of Heimskringla, the use of drottinn is likely not meant 

to openly shame Ólafr but is nevertheless meant to subtly chide him for his behaviour. 

Ólafr accepts this reproof and subjects himself to corporal punishment by setting the 

offensive wood scraps on fire as he holds them in the palm of his hand. According to 

the narrator of Heimskringla, the burning of the wood scraps is meant to symbolize the 

king’s commitment to upholding the laws of God.73   

Although this incident is likely included to illustrate the necessary division 

between temporal and spiritual authority, the king’s punishment still has a possible 

spiritual aspect to it.  Ólafr has subjected himself to physical pain in the location of his 
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palms, and the palms are one of the corresponding corporal locations for Christian 

saints to receive the wounds of stigmata. This presents a parallel between King Ólafr 

and Jesus Christ, and it is particularly noticeable when viewed within the context of 

Heimskringla’s previous chapter, which presented King Ólafr as a miracle worker. The 

scholar Carolyn Muessig discusses various medieval approaches to wounds and 

stigmata in her article “Signs of Salvation.”  Muessig briefly mentions the account of a 

circa thirteenth century monk who chose to burn his own flesh in an attempt to prove 

his devotion to Christ.74 Heimskringla is not the only work of Icelandic literature that 

demonstrates its dedication to royal authority.   The next section of this thesis will 

examine the presentation of royal authority within Sverris saga.  

 

 

5. Sverris saga and the Role of Authority 

 

Sverris saga takes a diverse and unique approach to kingly authority. It is a 

king’s saga that is said to have been approved by King Sverrir himself. The saga’s 

prologue suggests that Sverrir gave royal input upon the contents of the saga.75 Sverris 

saga is biographical in nature, and discusses Sverrir’s temperament as a youth and as a 

ruler.   

Sverrir originally received training in theological matters, and it was thought 

that he would become a priest or perhaps an archbishop. According to the saga 

narrative, young Sverrir resisted theological life, saying that he did not have the correct 

temperament for it.76 The saga narrative has Sverrir speak about his unsuitability to be a 

priest before he finds out about his origins.  Sverrir’s disdain for spiritual authority is 
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used as a narrative device to prepare the saga audience for his eventual acceptance of 

the temporal authority of kingship.   

The saga reinforces the idea that Sverrir has been given authority to rule by King 

Ólafur Haraldsson, a legendary King of Norway. The narrative of Sverris saga is highly 

focused on dreams and visions, and Sverrir has a prophetic dream in which he is visited 

by an apparition of the late king. Ólafur speaks to him and gives him his blessing to 

rule.77 He calls Sverrir “Sverrir Magnús“78 and this name is much more significant than 

it may first appear. Not only is Magnús the name of the rival Norwegian king whom he 

will eventually defeat, the name also means great in Latin. In addition, there is a third 

possible significance to the name.   

The Carolingian emperor Charlemagne was often known as “Karolus Magnus”. 

There is a Carolingian poem entitled Karolus Magnus et Leo Papa that focuses on 

Charlemagne as ruler of the Frankish kingdom and supporter of the Church.79 

Therefore, the direct allusion to “Sverrir Magnús” within Sverris saga is almost 

certainly a reference to the legendary accomplishments of the Carolingian emperor.  Of 

course, many of the literary accomplishments of Charlemagne must be content to 

remain within the mists of legend and myth.  The mythical deeds of Charlemagne 

cannot be proven any more effectively than many of the events that directly involve the 

dialogue and actions of Sverrir in Sverris saga. 

Sverris saga contains an excellent narrative scene comparing the behaviour of 

Sverrir to that of his foe, Magnús.  Magnús has received a message that Sverrir will give 

him three possible options to face his army in an encounter, but Magnús is uncertain.  

He vacillates and then makes a surprising choice to leave the decision up to his father, 

Jarl Erlingr. The jarl immediately says that he would not choose any one of these 

options but would instead rather force Sverrir to agree to his terms.80  

 
77 Karl Jónsson, Sverris saga. Íslenzk fornrit XXX. Útg. Þorleifur Hauksson. (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka 

fornritafélag, 2007), 9. 
78 Karl Jónsson, Sverris saga. Íslenzk fornrit XXX. Útg. Þorleifur Hauksson. (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka 

fornritafélag, 2007), 8. 
79 Helene Scheck, "Nuns on Parade: Memorializing Women in Karolus Magnus et Leo Papa." In Reading 

Memory and Identity in the Texts of Medieval European Holy Women, The New Middle Ages, edited by 

Margaret Cotter-Lynch, et. al. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 13. 
80 Karl Jónsson, Sverris saga. Íslenzk fornrit XXX. Útg. Þorleifur Hauksson. (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka 

fornritafélag, 2007), 55. 
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This narrative scene is useful to interpret within the context of authority, and one 

can also examine the saga’s depiction of a father/son relationship that is very different 

from the didactic ideal portrayed in the hypothetical situation of Konungs Skuggsjá.  In 

Sverris saga, Magnús is asleep in the tent of his father Jarl Erlingr. His father must 

awaken him and let him know of Sverrir’s offer.81 Magnús is portrayed as though he 

were still a dependent child, with his father undertaking the duties of waking the child 

up and letting him know what is taking place. Similar to a small, frightened child, 

Magnús immediately turns to his father and asks him what to do. Magnús does not take 

any responsibility for this important choice, and he is content to leave the entire 

responsibility to his father.  This type of dependency on a father figure may be 

appropriate within the didactic setting of Konungs Skuggsjá, but it is completely 

inappropriate behaviour for a king of Norway, and it is almost certain that the narrator 

of the saga is deliberately calling attention to the childlike behaviour of Magnús. 

This depiction of Magnús as a small child gains strength when Magnús himself 

comments regretfully on his behaviour throughout his childhood. He laments that he 

foolishly preferred to play games with the other boys rather than pay attention to his 

duties as a child-king.82 The scholar Ármann Jakobsson mentions this lack of authority 

that Magnús demonstrates, and Ármann also comments on the similarity of Magnús to a 

child, specifically referencing the scene between Magnús and the jarl.83  

Could the conflict with Sverrir be ironically presented as a metaphorical game 

that the childlike King Magnús has failed to play properly? Magnús loses the game 

against Sverrir, so therefore he also loses his life. This type of comparison has 

previously occurred in Icelandic literature, particularly in the Poetic Edda’s 

Vafþrúðnismál.84  It is entirely possible that the creator of Sverris saga is using the 

extended metaphor of a lost game to disapprovingly and indirectly comment on the 

immaturity of Magnús, as compared to the leadership of Sverrir. 

 
81 Karl Jónsson, Sverris saga. Íslenzk fornrit XXX. Útg. Þorleifur Hauksson. (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka 

fornritafélag, 2007), 55. 

 
82 Karl Jónsson, Sverris saga. Íslenzk fornrit XXX. Útg. Þorleifur Hauksson. (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka 

fornritafélag, 2007,) 139. 
83Ármann Jakobsson, "Sinn eiginn smiður: Ævintýrið um Sverri konung." Skírnir 179 (2005):  122. 
84 Eddukvæði I: Goðakvæði. Útg. Jónas Kristjánsson og Vésteinn Ólason. Íslenzk fornrit: Eddukvæði. 

ritstj. Þórður Ingi Guðjónsson. (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornritafélag og útgefendur,) 2014, 357. 
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At the time of Sverrir’s offer, Magnús is in the midst of a war for control of 

Norway. He has very little authority and even less resources to gain it, since he is 

struggling to maintain the respect of his army and court.  On a battlefield, an ideal king 

must prove that he is able to lead and make excellent decisions in order to achieve 

victory, but Magnús does not meet these requirements.  Magnús’s refusal to 

demonstrate his royal authority means that he is forsaking his primary duty as a king, 

and this is indirectly stated in the narrative of the saga.  

In contrast to the poor leadership of Magnús, Sverrir is a motivated and 

charismatic leader.  In Chapter 35 of the saga, Sverrir is praying for victory and 

organizing his plans. He uses promises of authority and honour to exhort his men to 

greater deeds. For example, he promises that his warriors will receive ranks that equal 

the status of the foe that they kill. If someone killed a courtier, they would become a 

courtier, if the person killed a landed man, he himself would become landed, and so 

on.85 

 Sverrir also proves himself to be an accomplished orator who knows how to 

motivate and inspire his audience while giving honor to his deceased enemies. After the 

fall of Jarl Erlingr, Sverrir speaks about the status of Magnús’s authority, which has 

been destroyed.  Sverrir uses a new metaphor to emphasize his own superior authority, 

stating proudly that he is at once king, archbishop and jarl.86 There is a very clear 

Biblical allusion in this comparison, since Sverrir has three aspects to his new authority, 

similar to the three branches of the Trinity.  

Ármann Jakobsson skillfully dissects the techniques used in the saga to convince 

its audience of Sverrir’s rightful authority as king.  At the end of the saga, Sverrir is 

presented as an older man who embodies all the best qualities gained from wisdom and 

experience.87  Magnús and his father Jarl Erlingr were sharing authority with Eysteinn, 

the Archbishop of Norway, and Ármann argues that this division of authority was 

crafted to convince the saga’s audience that Magnús was not a true king, since a true 

 
85 Karl Jónsson, Sverris saga. Íslenzk fornrit XXX. Útg. Þorleifur Hauksson. (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka 

fornritafélag, 2007), 57. 
86 Karl Jónsson, Sverris saga. Íslenzk fornrit XXX. Útg. Þorleifur Hauksson. (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka 

fornritafélag, 2007), 61. 
87 Ármann Jakobsson, "Sinn eiginn smiður: Ævintýrið um Sverri konung." Skírnir 179 (2005): 123. 
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king does not need to divide his authority into three parts.88 This is an insightful theory 

that contributes significantly to explaining the symbolism of Sverrir’s speech. 

Although Sverrir’s men mainly respect his authority, there is one memorable 

occasion in which Sverrir’s army overrules him. The men wish to capture the town of 

Niðarós, believing that it will be an easy conquest, that Magnús’s army is not in the 

town and that Niðarós will be defenceless.89 They ignore Sverrir’s advice and attack, 

but they lose this battle, and thus forfeit both their reputation and honour. 

 The balance of authority has now slightly shifted in favour of Magnús once 

again.  The saga makes this clear, with Sverrir chiding his men for their foolish and 

risky behaviour.  He tells them that the people of Norway will no longer take them 

seriously if they continue to behave in this manner.90 The dishonour of disobeying 

Sverrir has led his army to suffer a loss of credibility in its relationship with the 

Norwegian people, who no longer view the Birkibeinar with the same amount of respect 

and fear.   

Paternity is also a major theme in Sverris saga, with Sverrir’s paternity directly 

connected to authority in the saga.  Even before Sverrir’s birth, there is an indication 

that he will not be an ordinary child.  His mother Gunnhildr experiences a dream in 

which she gives birth not to a child, but to a stone that gives off sparks, similar to a 

diamond.91  Initially it is believed that Sverrir is the son of a man named Unás,92  but 

early in the saga this is proven not to be the case.   

In what is yet another example of an interaction between temporal and spiritual 

authority, the saga reveals that Sverrir’s mother Gunnhildr has chosen to undertake a 

pilgrimage to Rome in expiation of her sin.93  The pope orders Gunnhildr to reveal the 

 
88 Ármann Jakobsson, "Sinn eiginn smiður: Ævintýrið um Sverri konung." Skírnir 179 (2005): 111. 
89 Karl Jónsson, Sverris saga. Íslenzk fornrit XXX. Útg. Þorleifur Hauksson. (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka 

fornritafélag, 2007), 44. 
90 Karl Jónsson, Sverris saga. Íslenzk fornrit XXX. Útg. Þorleifur Hauksson. (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka 

fornritafélag, 2007), 48. 
91 Karl Jónsson, Sverris saga. Íslenzk fornrit XXX. Útg. Þorleifur Hauksson. (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka 

fornritafélag, 2007), 5. 
92 Karl Jónsson, Sverris saga. Íslenzk fornrit XXX. Útg. Þorleifur Hauksson. (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka 

fornritafélag, 2007), 4. 
93 Karl Jónsson, Sverris saga. Íslenzk fornrit XXX. Útg. Þorleifur Hauksson. (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka 

fornritafélag, 2007), 7. 
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name of Sverrir’s true father to her son, and a reluctant Sverrir slowly begins to 

consider whether he has a right to the authority of the kingdom of medieval Norway. 

Saul’s paternity is also called into question in the tenth chapter of Samuel, 

although the question of his paternity is most likely symbolic.   In 1 Samuel 10, Saul 

has just been anointed, and he immediately experiences a prophetic trance.94 The 

onlookers recognize that this man is Saul, and yet they ask who his father is. As Graeme 

Auld points out, the people know that Saul is the biological son of a man named Kish.95   

The people now question whether Saul has been admitted to the rank of prophet.  

This query helps establish that Saul has assumed a new authoritative role that was not 

previously accessible to him.  Graeme Auld theorizes that the paternity question is 

meant to be a statement attesting to a shift in authority over Saul,96 and Auld’s theory is 

clear and logical.   God has chosen to bless Saul with prophetic gifts; therefore it is now 

God who gains control of Saul’s life. Saul no longer has to answer to the authority of 

Kish, his biological father.   

As Auld mentions, the people in the Biblical narrative are not yet aware of 

Saul’s appointment to the monarchy of Israel.97 The people have apparently accepted 

Saul’s newfound authority with the understanding that he is now part of a prophetic 

group, but the transition to full acceptance of his kingship by the populace does not 

necessarily follow.  

 In Sverris saga,  Sverrir’s authority was not initially viewed as absolute, even 

by his own supporters. At first, Sverrir finds himself reluctantly in charge of a motley 

crew of vagabonds in rags, who are nevertheless ambitious for victory over Magnús.98 

There is an analogous situation in the book of Samuel concerning David’s army, in 

which David assembles a poorly equipped group of men who oppose Saul’s 

leadership.99  David’s men are dissatisfied with the current conditions in Israel, and the 

 
94 1 Samuel 10:1, and 1 Samuel 10:10, New Revised Standard Version. 
95 A. Graeme Auld,  I and II Samuel: A Commentary. The Old Testament Library.  Paperback edition. 

(Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2012), 109. 
96 A. Graeme Auld,  I and II Samuel: A Commentary. The Old Testament Library.  Paperback edition. 

(Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2012,) 112. 
97 A. Graeme Auld,  I and II Samuel: A Commentary. The Old Testament Library.  Paperback edition. 

(Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2012), 113.  
98 Karl Jónsson, Sverris saga. Íslenzk fornrit XXX. Útg. Þorleifur Hauksson. (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka 

fornritafélag, 2007), 13. 
99 1 Samuel 22:2, New Revised Standard Version.  



 

 
31 

men in Sverris saga are also pleading for a leader to follow.  Unlike Sverris saga, the 

Bible does not state that King David was hesitant to receive the support of these men, 

nor did David object to assuming the responsibility for the army’s welfare.  

Nevertheless, both Sverrir and David owe their respective kingships to humble military 

beginnings.   

Conversely, one can consider King Saul as a possible parallel to Magnús in 

Sverris saga.  Saul and Magnús both have well equipped armies, but both Saul and 

Magnús eventually lose the loyalty of their respective subjects, and they both lose the 

support of God.  There are other aspects in the book of Samuel that are similar to 

Sverris saga, since both Saul and Sverrir respectively hide from their foes when they are 

inexperienced young men who are emotionally overwhelmed.  Saul hides from the 

people in some baggage after being chosen as king,100 and Sverrir hides in an oven to 

escape retribution after having killed a man.101  Sverrir grows in experience and 

confidence, but Saul never learns from his mistakes.  

Lars Lönnroth, in his article “Sverrir’s Dreams” also finds parallels between 

Sverrir, David, Saul and Magnús.  Lönnroth interprets Sverrir as “the new David”,102 

and this is certainly a sensible interpretation. The scholar draws attention to an event in 

Sverris saga in which the young Sverrir is visited in a dream by an elderly man, who 

identifies himself as the prophet Samuel.103 Lars Lönnroth has ably demonstrated that 

there is an almost undeniable Biblical parallel between King Sverrir and King David, 

since the prophet Samuel is the one to anoint David in the Biblical book of Samuel, and 

it is the dream-figure of Samuel who now chooses to give his blessing to the dream-

figure of Sverrir.104   The Icelandic sagas thus demonstrate various opinions on temporal 

and spiritual authority, but how is this theme addressed in the Icelandic Homily Book? 

 
100 1 Samuel 10:22, New Revised Standard Version.  
101 Karl Jónsson, Sverris saga. Íslenzk fornrit XXX. Útg. Þorleifur Hauksson. (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka 

fornritafélag, 2007,) 5. 
102 Lars Lönnroth, "Sverrir's Dreams." Scripta Islandica 57 (2006): 609. 
103 Lars Lönnroth, "Sverrir's Dreams." Scripta Islandica 57 (2006): 608. 
104 Lars Lönnroth, "Sverrir's Dreams." Scripta Islandica 57 (2006): 609. 
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6. The Icelandic Homily Book and Spiritual Authority 

The manuscript of the Icelandic Homily Book is from circa the year 1200.105  Jón 

Helgason speaks extremely highly of the Homily Book in his seminal book on 

manuscript analysis, Handritaspjall.  Jón explains that the Homily Book is one of the 

most complete and well preserved manuscripts from its time period. It contains 102 

pages.106  Jón comments on the beauty and erudition of the Homily Book, as he gives his 

opinion that a true writer of the Icelandic language should not be considered well 

prepared unless they have taken the time to read this book thoroughly. Jón compares an 

Icelandic writer who has not read the Homily Book to a priest who has not read the 

Sermon on the Mount.107 At first, this statement of Jón’s may seem audacious, but the 

Homily Book has many layers of complexity, and any serious admirers of the Icelandic 

language should find it beneficial to analyze this erudite treasure.   

Throughout the Icelandic Homily Book, we can see clear evidence of its Nordic 

origins when it discusses the theme of authority.  For example, the book clearly delivers 

its didactic message, demonstrating that an attentive reader can see evidence of God’s 

authority in everyday life. God is considered to be omnipotent.108 In the case of the 

Icelandic Homily Book, this signifies that he is able to see and hear everything, and that 

he is cognizant of all that takes place around him. 

 The book uses omnipotency to establish a direct comparison between the 

Christian God and the former Nordic gods of the people. The Homily Book explains that 

the pagans used to make long speeches to their gods, but this is not necessary when 

communicating with the Christian God. The Homily Book states that the Christian God 

does not need to have everything explained to him in long speeches, since his 

omnipotence and authority is such that he already knows what the supplicant is 

experiencing and thinking.109  

 
105  Guðvarður Már Gunnlaugsson, ritstj. Sýnisbók Íslenskrar Skriftar. 2. útgáfa. Reykjavík: Stofnun Árna 
Magnússonar í Íslenskum Fræðum, 2007, 22. 
106 Jón Helgason, Handritaspjall. (Reykjavík: Mál og Menning, 1958), 16. 

107 Jón Helgason, Handritaspjall. (Reykjavík: Mál og Menning, 1958), 16. 
108 Íslensk Homilíubók: Fornar Stólræður. Útg. Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran, Gunnlaugur 

Ingólfsson.  (Reykjavík: Hið íslenska bókmenntafélag, 1993), 39. 
109 Íslensk Homilíubók: Fornar Stólræður. Útg. Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran, Gunnlaugur 
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The Homily Book is drawing a clear distinction between the past and the 

contemporary theology of medieval Iceland, and the book is clearly stating its orthodox 

point of view, promoting the superiority of the Christian God. Similar to Konungs 

Skuggsjá, the Icelandic Homily Book spends a considerable amount of time examining 

the behaviour of Biblical Christian models and emphasizing the didactic principles that 

are beneficial to the Christian public. In contrast to Konungs Skuggsjá’s heavy emphasis 

on the Old Testament, the Icelandic Homily Book is equally at home when discussing 

the New Testament, and it acknowledges the contributions of female models such as the 

Virgin Mary, or Mary Magdalen, rather than focusing almost exclusively on Biblical 

kings or patriarchal figures such as Moses.   

Could this focus on the roles of women possibly be a result of the Nordic origins 

of the Icelandic Homily Book? The Homily Book may be a particularly strong candidate 

for such an interpretation when one considers the societal impact of the greater 

autonomy and respect given to women in Iceland during the early Middle Ages. 

Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson, in his introduction to the 1993 edition of the Homily Book, 

states that the text is intended as a curriculum guide for priests to use when delivering 

their sermons.110 This is correct, although one can also interpret the Homily Book as a 

manual that highlights crucial aspects of Christian conduct. The Homily Book is more 

than merely a curriculum resource, since it instructs the priests to model correct 

conduct, telling them that delivering God’s message with sincerity and humility is more 

important than speaking eloquently, or even fluently.111 Svanhildur Óskarsdottir, in 

contrast, believes that the Homily Book is primarily intended for the congregation of 

worshippers, not the priests themselves.112 

The first extant paragraph of the book immediately addresses the theme of 

conduct, with a warning to the priests to serve God by following the directions in the 
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book on how to hold services and pray correctly.113 The Homily Book thus follows the 

didactical pattern that we see in Konungs Skuggsjá of presenting the Biblical stories 

first, then analyzing them through deep exegesis. The Homily Book also shows a 

considerable amount of influence from Latin, even to the extent of using purely Latin 

words such as sicut, (“just as”) rather than the equivalent Old Norse vocabulary.114 The 

Icelandic Homily Book places great emphasis on an interconnected relationship 

consisting of these three parts: theology, conduct and education. 

The Icelandic Homily Book contributes to this interconnected relationship of 

conduct, theology, and education in much the same way as Konungs Skuggsjá does. It 

first presents theological figures as exemplary models, and then it begins to analyze the 

relevant theological insights, so that the priests are able to use these lessons as a guide 

for their congregation. One of the strongest examples of this educational focus is found 

in the Homily Book’s minutely detailed presentation of the Virgin Mary as an ideal 

model for a near-perfect mirroring of Christianity.  

 The Homily Book often shows women in a unique position as guides to those in 

authority.  Mary is shown as the supreme female authority in Christianity, since her 

status as the Mother of God means that she is the supreme servant of God.115 The 

Homily Book acknowledges that although it is possible for other people to follow 

Mary's example of a pure and chaste life, it is not possible for an ordinary person to 

achieve the same exalted status that Mary has been able to achieve. 116 The text argues 

that although other people are able to serve God by following the directions of the 

representatives of God on earth, Mary’s chaste and loving example of service is without 

parallel. Other people serve God indirectly by following the directions of his 

representatives, whereas Mary had the unique privilege of serving God/Christ himself 

 
113 Íslensk Homilíubók: Fornar Stólræður. Útg. Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran, Gunnlaugur 
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during his time on earth. She looked after him as a devoted mother should, and took 

care of his basic needs when he was a child.117 

The Homily Book also emphasizes Mary’s holiness by referencing her special 

connection to the suffering of her son.  The book argues that Mary is uniquely blessed, 

and this sets her apart from all other holy figures, even from those who knew and served 

Christ during his time on earth.118 These other holy figures emulated Christ’s physical 

suffering by causing their own bodies to endure pain, but Mary has a much closer 

connection to her son, since she felt every aspect of her son’s suffering within her own 

soul.119 The book states that she was blessed by God and uniquely favoured for her 

chastity, thus lifting her to a plane of existence that was equal to the angels, and that no 

other holy figure could ever hope to obtain.120 

The Homily Book praises the Virgin Mary highly for her constant devotion to 

Christ, emphasizing that Mary is “minngari”.121 The Old Norse word minnugr means to 

have a good memory,122 and minngari is the comparative form of minnugr.123  The use 

of minngari indicates that Mary paid significant attention to the precepts of Christianity.  

The Homily Book makes a point of mentioning Mary’s humility and modesty, 

explaining that she maintained a humble profile throughout her lifetime, despite her 

exalted status.124  This is similar to Konungs Skuggsjá’s admonition to temporal rulers 

to remain humble despite their great authority.125 

The Homily Book states that although the Virgin Mary is considered to be the 

queen of heaven, it is God’s kingdom itself that is the most glorious.  Although Mary is 
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certainly a blessed woman, she is blessed precisely because she is mindful of the 

precepts of Christianity and upholds them, as was discussed earlier in this thesis.  

According to the narrator of the Homily Book, Christ himself acknowledges this.  

Although Christ recognizes that his mother is special, he tells his followers that 

the recognition of Mary’s blessedness should not diminish the respect that others should 

have for Mary’s devotion to Christianity.126 Mary gained her authority because of her 

own desire to live by the word of God, and her heartfelt, utter dedication to the word of 

God.  Even though Mary is a person of high status and authority, that authority does not 

mean that she is permitted to rule arbitrarily as a heavenly queen or a goddess.  Despite 

this caveat, it is noteworthy that the writer of the Homily Book chooses to give Mary the 

title of “drottning himins og jarðar” or “queen of heaven and earth”.127 

The Homily Book repeatedly mentions that Christ was subject to the authority of 

earthly rule during his time among humanity.   For example, Christ obeyed Mary and 

his foster father (Joseph) as a child.  When Christ was an infant, and later a child, he 

was subject to the authority of his mother, since she was responsible for the fulfillment 

of his physical needs. At the moment of Christ’s baptism, though, the hierarchy of 

authority shifted. As Christ prepared for his divine responsibilities, he gained authority 

over Mary.  She too is subject to the authority of God, under an organizational hierarchy 

that is somewhat reminiscent of the Trinity. Even though Christ respects his mother, he 

is the supreme authority.  This is somewhat reminiscent of an adult child who is 

responsible for the needs of an aging parent.  Even though the child should always 

continue to respect the parent, the aging parent must ultimately recognize that authority 

has shifted and the adult child is now responsible for the parent’s care. The previously 

held authority of the parent to make household decisions is now relinquished to the 

adult child.  

The baptism of Christ is one of the pivotal moments in the Homily Book, and the 

text’s description of it is strikingly original.  Page 115 of the Homily Book describes the 

event of Christ’s baptism with some interpolations that appear to be unique to this 
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Nordic text.  The narrator has the voice of God speak the following dialogue: “‘Sjá er 

sonur minn, er ég ann vel, honum skuluð ér hlýða.’” “Behold my son, whom I love 

well, him shall you obey.”128 (emphasis in bold has been added) It is these bolded last 

words that are not found in the Gospel of Matthew, and this dialogue emphasizes the 

Nordic perception of authority within Christianity. Not only is Christ meant to be 

obeyed, the next paragraph of the Homily Book specifically addresses Joseph’s role as 

the foster father of Jesus Christ.   

Fostering is a well-attested custom in Nordic society and law, and it is addressed 

directly within the law code Grágás.  Grágás has a detailed section on the care of 

dependents, including  specifications on the degree of affinity to which a relative would 

be required to provide for a dependent minor. Within three generations, care of a minor 

only became binding after making a commitment to give aid to the dependent for a 

minimum of two seasons.129  The degree of affinity could only be considered legally 

binding if one were related to a dependent within four generations.130   Assuming care 

of a minor beyond that fourth degree of affinity was an optional choice.131 Restricting 

the degree of affinity helped to ensure that the responsibility for a minor dependent 

remained primarily with the immediate next of kin.  The local district would only 

assume financial responsibility if there were no familial connections.132   

When one considers the legal and cultural significance of the Nordic custom of 

fostering, this aspect of Joseph’s familial relationship to Jesus must have been highly 

relevant for a Nordic audience. This special attention to cultural relevance is 

characteristic of the Nordic interpretation of Christianity that is present within the 

Icelandic Homily Book.    

In the Homily Book, the event of Christ’s baptism is closely connected to the 

event of his birth.  This is understandable when one considers that baptism is often 
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closely connected to birth in the Christian tradition. Christ’s first birth as an infant 

allowed him to be born into the physical world, and the second spiritual birth of baptism 

allowed him to prepare for devotion to the spiritual world.  

The passage on page 84 of the Homily Book is crucial to the concept of Jesus 

Christ/God as an omnipotent, heavenly monarch.  The symbolism of gold, frankincense, 

and myrrh is a profound commentary on authority.  The author of the text begins this 

discussion by analyzing the symbols of gold, frankincense and myrrh separately, then 

proceeds to analyze their combined effects.  Gold signifies that he is a king, 

frankincense signifies that he temporarily manifested human form through Mary, and 

myrrh signifies that his spiritual power is eternal, although his physical form has passed 

away.133 Much like the three aspects of Holy Trinity, these three substances blend 

together to simultaneously signify the complete essence of Jesus Christ/God.  It is only 

when one is willing to give God the devotion symbolized by each of these substances 

that one has fully acknowledged his role as the divine monarch.134    

The Homily Book makes it clear that one cannot be a loyal and obedient subject 

of Christ unless one is willing to recognize all aspects of his role as the heavenly 

king.135  Anyone who wishes to be blessed must follow the will of God by engaging in 

chaste and righteous behaviour.136  For example, the Homily Book instructs people to 

avoid lust and observe the rituals of feast days.137  A congregation member is required 

to obey the advice of the priests, just as the priests are required to model correct 

behaviour for the benefit of their congregation. 138    

 The Icelandic Homily Book places heavy emphasis on viewing authority 

through the lens of Christ’s mercy. One of the most profound lessons of the Homily 

Book is its emphasis on mercy and redemption from sin. The Virgin Mary, for example, 
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is presented as an ideal intercessor for people who repent of their sins.  The book plainly 

states that those who follow the model of saintly behaviour that Mary has exhibited will 

certainly benefit from her kindhearted intercession.139 

At the same time, the Homily Book cautions against praying to Mary simply as a 

matter of fulfilling desires. The text is careful to emphasize that although Mary is 

perfectly capable of answering all prayers, she will give precedence to the spiritual 

needs of the petitioners.  Prayers regarding physical needs are less likely to be 

answered.140 This stipulation is made not only for Mary, but also other holy figures. 

Why does the Homily Book make this distinction between the two types of prayers? 

 Since holy figures are more cognizant of the spiritual understanding and glory 

that awaits in heaven, they are less likely to pay attention to the physical suffering of 

humans on earth. The text emphasizes that spiritual glory is worth far more than 

physical comfort. Even though humans may pray for relief from physical suffering, the 

holy figures are not likely to answer this prayer.  In their heavenly wisdom, the holy 

figures realize that physical suffering on earth is an essential step to achieving spiritual 

glory.  

 

7. The Thirteenth Century Konungs Skuggsjá and the Ninth 

Century Liber Manualis 

Authority is a major theme in Konungs Skuggsjá, and in discussing authority 

deeply, Konungs Skuggsjá follows the lead of many medieval European works of 

literature.  There are remarkable parallels between Konungs Skuggsjá and a ninth 

century Carolingian work of conduct literature, written by the Carolingian noblewoman 

Dhuoda for her absent son William. Dhuoda’s book is generally known by the Latin 

title Liber Manualis.  The scholar Carol Neel, who has completed an English translation 

of the book, has chosen to use the title Handbook for William for her edition. 
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Who was Dhuoda, and what were the circumstances that prompted the creation 

of her book?  Dhuoda and her family lived during the final years of Louis the Pious, the 

grandson of Charlemagne.  William’s father Bernard was the Count of Septimania. 

Bernard had some family connections with Charlemagne, which gave him high honours 

and responsibilities at the court of Louis the Pious.141  Bernard’s high status at the court 

of Louis, however, left him in a vulnerable position during the complex and volatile 

civil war that followed the ruler’s death.142   

There is evidence that Bernard was a person of considerable power and 

influence,  and these circumstances endangered his family.  Bernard was eventually 

forced to switch allegiance in order to attempt to ensure his family’s safety, and young 

William was taken as a hostage to the court of the new liege, the Carolingian Charles 

the Bald.143 When we examine the circumstances of Dhuoda’s life, we are presented 

with a glimpse of the social milieu of which Dhuoda and Bernard were a part.  She was 

a Carolingian noblewoman who was eminently familiar with the customs and social 

nuances of her time.  This explains her awareness of the benefits of education and her 

motive in writing the Liber Manualis in order to teach her son, even from afar.   

Dhuoda intended her book to give instruction, guidance, and comfort to her 

absent son William, and also to his little brother.  William’s little brother is only an 

infant, but Dhuoda is already concerned for the boy’s future education.  She is 

determined to have both of her children use the Liber Manualis as a tool to forge a 

connection with her as their mother, and to become a guiding force in the younger boy’s 

life also, once he is old enough to know how to read the book and to understand it.  She 

places the responsibility firmly on William to ensure that his little brother receives a 

suitable education.  This passionate plea for William to realize the gravity of his 

responsibilities is made even more poignant since Dhuoda was separated from the infant 
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shortly after his birth, and she does not know the name of the baby.144 One can 

conceivably say that William receives authority to teach from Dhuoda,  since she 

instructs him to use the book to teach his little brother.145 The scholar John J. Contreni 

acknowledges that Dhuoda had the authority to assume the role of instructor to William, 

in an article on education in the Carolingian Age.146 Contreni refers to Dhuoda as “The 

most visible female teacher of the Carolingian period…”147  

Dhuoda uses the Liber Manualis to establish herself as an authoritative presence 

in William’s life despite the physical distance between them.  Dhuoda is a resourceful, 

educated woman, who does not hesitate to make her opinions known to her son; thereby 

showing the strength of her personality.  She is determined to firmly establish herself in 

William’s life, even if she is only present in his memory and thoughts.  Dhuoda 

explicitly refers to the book’s purpose in the first part of her text, where she refers to it 

as both “this little moral work…” and “…a kind of mirror.”148 Even more significantly, 

Dhuoda refers to herself as a mirror that William can view as a model.149 Dhuoda is 

projecting her sense of self-awareness into her children’s future.   

The scholar Marie Anne Mayeski presents an intimate and thorough portrait of 

Dhuoda’s life in her work Dhuoda: Ninth Century Mother and Theologian.  Mayeski 

does not hide her admiration of Dhuoda, describing her as a remarkable woman who 

finds her voice during the creation of the Liber Manualis.  Mayeski makes certain to 

point out the individuality of Dhuoda’s work, as she states the following in the 

introduction to Dhuoda: Ninth Century Mother and Theologian . “…[Dhuoda] begins a 

written work for which there is no known precedent. Although the genre of the mirror 
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was well-known and used in her environment, there was no literary tradition of written 

handbooks from parents to children, much less from mothers to sons, and Dhuoda’s 

innovation here must be acknowledged.” 150 

Mayeski comments that Dhuoda’s confidence grows over the development of 

her book,151 and indeed Dhuoda’s growth as an author is quite noticeable.   Dhuoda’s 

beliefs and opinions stay in the mind of the reader long after the book has been read and 

studied. The passionate, concerned voice of a loving mother is one of the defining 

characteristics of the Liber Manualis.   

At first, Dhuoda follows the literary conventions of the medieval approach to 

humility and self-effacement. She pleads with her readers not to believe that she is 

exceeding her authority when speaking about God.152 Dhuoda uses an interesting simile 

here, which serves the double purpose of supporting her humility and proving her 

knowledge of Biblical exegesis. In a reference to the Gospel of Matthew, she uses a 

gender-modified Biblical simile of the dog underneath the table, receiving crumbs.153 

Dhuoda creates the image of a small female puppy who is scrounging underneath the 

table, and fighting with the larger, more assertive male puppies for her share of the 

crumbs of knowledge.154  

She encourages William to share the book with others to whom it could be 

beneficial.155 Dhuoda humbly asks future readers of the book to pray for the salvation of 

her soul.156  This connection that Dhuoda establishes with a future audience ought to be 
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treasured by modern readers, since her book is still studied more than 1100 years after 

its creation. 

  Dhuoda is adamant when describing the authority and omnipotence of the 

Christian God.  Despite her vehement belief in an omnipotent deity, she does not forget 

to personalize God’s connection to humanity, reassuring William that God will care for 

him, as long as he is faithful.157  Dhuoda skillfully compares the omnipotence of God to 

that of temporal earthly authority, as she emphasizes that God is watching all of 

humanity, no matter their social status or political power.158  

 At the exact moment of firmly establishing her belief in God’s omnipotence and 

omnipresence, she also administers a subtle rebuke to earthly leaders who choose to 

overstep their own bounds of authority.159 Dhuoda reminds her readers that it is God 

who holds the supreme power and authority, not an earthly ruler.160  She also warns her 

audience against speaking possessively regarding material belongings, giving an 

example of an earthly ruler who speaks proudly of his kingdom.161 Dhuoda follows the 

Biblical precept that authority is given to rulers by God.162  She emphasizes that the 

glory of a kingdom is due to the blessing of God, and she cautions against arrogance in 

an earthly ruler. Konungs Skuggsjá teaches this same lesson.  

Dhuoda uses the same didactic technique of providing instruction through 

Biblical stories that is present in Konungs Skuggsjá. Like Konungs Skuggsjá, the Liber 

Manualis pays close attention to the stories of the Old Testament.  It is noteworthy, and 

 
157 Dhuoda, Handbook for William: A Carolingian Woman's Counsel for Her Son. 2nd Edition, Revised 

1999. Edited and translated by Carol Neel. (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 

1991), 17. 
158 Dhuoda, Handbook for William: A Carolingian Woman's Counsel for Her Son. 2nd Edition, Revised 

1999. Edited and translated by Carol Neel. (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 

1991), 38, 34. 
159 Dhuoda, Handbook for William: A Carolingian Woman's Counsel for Her Son. 2nd Edition, Revised 

1999. Edited and translated by Carol Neel. (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 
1991), 11. 
160 Dhuoda, Handbook for William: A Carolingian Woman's Counsel for Her Son. 2nd Edition, Revised 

1999. Edited and translated by Carol Neel. (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 

1991), 11. 
161 Dhuoda, Handbook for William: A Carolingian Woman's Counsel for Her Son. 2nd Edition, Revised 

1999. Edited and translated by Carol Neel. (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 

1991), 11. 
162 Dhuoda, Handbook for William: A Carolingian Woman's Counsel for Her Son. 2nd Edition, Revised 

1999. Edited and translated by Carol Neel. (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 

1991), 26. 



 

 
44 

also perhaps surprising, that in another parallel with Konungs Skuggsjá, the Liber 

Manualis pays very little attention to the role of the Virgin Mary in Christianity.  It is 

true that the Liber Manualis is a ninth century Carolingian work, and the belief in the 

Virgin Mary’s special significance did not gain widespread popularity in Europe until at 

least the twelfth century.  

 Marie Anne Mayeski points out that there was some minor acknowledgement of 

Mary’s role in the Carolingian era, yet Dhuoda does not acknowledge Mary in her Liber 

Manualis.163  Although Marie Anne Mayeski comments on Dhuoda’s lack of attention 

to the Virgin Mary, Mayeski chooses not to give any possible reasons for Dhuoda’s 

omission.164 When one considers Dhuoda’s poignant attention to the roles of mothers 

and women in her work, why would Dhuoda not have chosen to point to the Virgin 

Mary as a maternal role model in Christianity? 

Although the Virgin Mary’s decreased importance in the Liber Manualis may 

simply be a result of Dhuoda’s decision to focus on the most widespread aspects of 

Carolingian theology, it is possible that there is a deeper, more logical reason as to why 

Dhuoda has chosen to minimize the Virgin Mary’s importance.  Dhuoda places great 

emphasis on the role that she wishes to play in the life of her sons, even though she is 

physically absent. She wishes to be a literary counselor and confidant for William and 

his brother, and guide them through life by providing advice on matters such as loyalty 

and obedience to authority. This thesis has previously discussed Dhuoda’s ambition to 

become a mirror in which her sons can see themselves reflected.  Dhuoda’s statement 

regarding the mirror is strong evidence that she intends to be the primary maternal force 

in her sons’ lives.  Therefore, it would also be logical to assume that Dhuoda has very 

little need to promote the concept of following the guidance of the Virgin Mary. 

William and his brother have Dhuoda as a strong maternal figure, and it would appear 

as though Dhuoda has purposely demoted the Virgin Mary to a cursory oblique 

reference.  It is possible that Dhuoda even views the Virgin Mary as a rival for her 

maternal authority!   
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When Dhuoda discusses the Biblical Old Testament, she selectively chooses 

stories that have special significance to her familial situation.  For example,  she 

strongly favours the story of Joseph and pays particular attention to Joseph’s trials in the 

household of Potiphar.  Dhuoda takes pains to forcefully compare the situation of her 

son William to the situation that is modelled by the Biblical figure of Joseph.  This is 

quite an ingenious comparison, and it is one that shows a good deal of thought, since the 

Biblical figure of Joseph is an unwilling resident of Potiphar’s household, just as 

William is an unwilling resident in the household of the lord who was holding him 

hostage. Dhuoda spends much time emphasizing the lesson of Joseph’s deep faith in 

God during his imprisonment.  

According to Mayeski, the connections that Dhuoda has established with these 

Biblical stories are typical of the Carolingian approach to theology.  Mayeski presents 

passages from Dhuoda’s book as evidence that the Carolingians viewed the Biblical 

figures from the Old Testament as spiritual ancestors, connected to the Carolingian 

Empire  as part of a steadfast line of genealogy, one that was bound together by their 

mutual faith in Christianity.165  Mayeski is not alone in this observation, since other 

historians have noted this Carolingian ethos.166  Upon reading Dhuoda’s book, it is 

evident that Dhuoda herself believed in this type of genealogical connection.  Dhuoda 

specifically refers to the Old Testament figures as “forefathers and predecessors”.167  

To Dhuoda and her family, Joseph was not simply a character to emulate from a 

holy book. He was a living ancestor, one who had experienced almost precisely the 

same type of trial that William was undergoing. This made Joseph’s struggle all the 

more personal and more real. She was using Joseph’s story as a guideline to follow, as 

proof that there would indeed be hope if William remained steadfast. Dhuoda uses her 

book to indicate to her son that William has every opportunity to follow the example set 

by his spiritual ancestor in order to achieve the same goal. If William follows Joseph’s 
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example of filial loyalty, William will also receive great recognition for honouring his 

own father, Bernard.168  

The Homily Book has much to say on the subject of physical suffering, and 

Dhuoda emphasizes that physical suffering is given as a test of one's faith.  She argues 

that it is a sign of God's favor to be permitted to undergo severe physical suffering, in 

order to receive a spiritual reward in heaven.169 She also tells William that physical 

comforts do not matter, arguing that they are as insubstantial as dreams.170 Dhuoda 

states that spiritual knowledge is the true wisdom that a person should seek to 

achieve.171  If William succeeds in obtaining spiritual wisdom, he will gain eternal 

bliss.172 

8. Carolingian Society and its Approach to Theology and 

Education 

Although Dhuoda was certainly a woman with a particularly high degree of 

education and erudition, she was not the only Carolingian woman with an appetite for 

learning.  Historical documents prove that Charlemagne’s daughters received 

instruction from the seminal scholar Alcuin.   Alcuin instructed the daughters on matters 

of theology, and the women specifically requested that he was to provide them with 

additional clarification and exegetical instruction.173 Poetry was quite popular at the 

court of Charlemagne, and one of Charlemagne’s daughters, Bertha, was renowned for 

her skill in poetry.  In a surviving poem, one of the courtiers mentions that he is 
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reluctant to present his poem to Bertha, since she will notice its flaws in rhythm and 

know that he has produced a poorly written poem.174 In addition, Carolingian literature 

has strong allegorical connections to Biblical theology, since the members of 

Charlemagne’s inner circle were given symbolic literary names of Biblical characters.  

The emperor Charlemagne was known as King David, for example.175 Charlemagne’s 

biographer, Einhard, was called Bezaleel, a reference to a Biblical craftsman from the 

book of Exodus who assisted Moses.176 

There is evidence that Dhuoda follows the customs and learning of the 

Carolingian nobility, since King David is also a prominent figure in Dhuoda’s Liber 

Manualis.  She frequently refers to David as a model for loyal behaviour towards a 

superior liege.  The theme of loyalty is vitally important to Dhuoda, since her family 

had landed into difficulty during civil war.  Throughout her book, Dhuoda makes every 

effort to ensure that William understands the importance of loyalty and proper 

connections in order to give him a greater sense of security and well-being at court.   

 She emphasizes David’s loyalty to his liege, King Saul, and she uses the 

Biblical account to underscore the need for William’s constant obedience to his own 

liege. Dhuoda specifically instructs William to read the book of Kings in order for him 

to gain an understanding of the complex relationship between David, Saul, and 

Jonathan.177 She also emphatically tells William that the lessons in the book of Kings 

are specifically meant to show him that he should be loyal to his own lord.178 Dhuoda 

reminds William that he should remain loyal to Charles the Bald, even if the lord’s 

temperament and behaviour are not ideal.179 She turns to the story of King David again, 
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discussing David’s loyalty to his liege, Saul, and admonishes William to always be 

loyal and faithful.180 Dhuoda shows a great deal of educational zeal, driving home the 

point about loyalty. Her reference to the book of Kings clearly shows her reverence and 

respect for the Biblical sources. 

9. Dhuoda and Clerical Authority 

Dhuoda smoothly segues from the previous topic of respect for one’s liege into a 

discussion of the authority given to clergy members, and she insists that a member of 

the clergy should always be given deep respect. She treats bishops with great reverence,  

stipulating that obedience to the bishop helps to protect one’s soul, since the bishop has 

special God-given authority over the congregation.181  Only by the intercession of the 

bishop, states Dhuoda, can a person be certain that one is protected from evil spirits, and 

thus make certain that one’s soul is worthy enough for God to admit into the heavenly 

kingdom. 182   

 Dhuoda also discusses the issue of priests who may be unworthy. She is firm in 

stating that they must still be respected, since they still carry authority and the blessing 

of God.183 To prove her assertion of respect for authority, she makes much of a minor 

incident during the conflict between David and Saul.  In the Biblical account,  David’s 

army comes upon Saul’s army, who are searching for David.  David tells his men to 

stay hidden, but he enters the cave without being seen and manages to cut off a small 

piece of Saul’s cloak.184  Dhuoda uses the example of the cloak to metaphorically 

symbolize the respect that must be given to priests, no matter their personal 

temperament. She tells William that David suffered remorse when he cut Saul’s 
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cloak.185 When one examines the Biblical story of this event, it is evident that David 

understood the act of cutting the cloak as insubordination to his liege, Saul.  

When David spoke of Saul in the Biblical account, he spoke of Saul’s status as 

the anointed leader who was chosen by God.  After cutting Saul’s cloak, David realized 

that his actions were not only a violation of Saul’s authority as his liege, but also a 

violation of the authority of God, since God had chosen Saul as the king and the 

authority of the kingship had not yet come to David.186 David had evidently recognized 

that it was a very grave crime indeed to go against the authority of God by rising up 

against the chosen leader of God.  

Dhuoda must have carefully chosen the above incident to create a parallel to 

William’s own family history. When one examines the circumstances surrounding her 

husband Bernard’s political history, many of Bernard’s difficulties arose from his 

decision to rise up against his own former liege. Dhuoda wishes to use the Biblical story 

of the cloak as a type of direct scriptural advisory for William to remain loyal to his 

liege, and to obey him. Not only is it important for William to learn this lesson for the 

sake of his personal safety, it is also a matter of honour and obedience. David had 

violated the code that compelled him to obey his liege. He acted disloyally to Saul, and 

this severely affected his honour.  Dhuoda must have valued this small scriptural story 

for its commentary on honour.  

 It is likely that Dhuoda also used this scriptural story as an example of 

reasonable precautions that should and should not be taken against one’s lord. Saul had 

violated the custom of respect for the members of his household, since he attacked 

David in a jealous rage.  Dhuoda may have been stating that it was acceptable for David 

to leave the household of Saul since he was in danger. Yet, Dhuoda also points out that 

it was not acceptable for David to commit an offence against Saul’s person by cutting 

off a piece of his cloak.  David was forced to leave Saul’s household as a matter of his 

own personal safety, yet personal safety did not require David to raise an army against 

Saul.  
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10. Moses as portrayed in Konungs Skuggsjá and in Dhuoda’s 

Liber Manualis 

David is certainly one of the principal figures used in Konungs Skuggsjá and the 

Liber Manualis as a model for conduct, but it is worth noting that he is not the only Old 

Testament figure who has been assigned a leading role in both literary works. Both 

Konungs Skuggsjá and the Liber Manualis devote a considerable amount of time to 

discussing the patriarchal figure of Moses, and both works provide an account of his 

actions and motives as an authoritative leader of the Israelites. 

  Dhuoda praises Moses extremely highly. She connects his humble approach to 

authority with the good health that he was reputed to have enjoyed, and also for the 

great amount of wisdom that he was reputed to possess.187 Dhuoda repeatedly mentions 

Moses’ calmness of mind, and how his calm acceptance of his situation helped him to 

become beloved by God.  Despite Dhuoda’s insistence upon Moses’ tranquil spirit, 

there are occasions in the Bible in which Moses gives way to anger or foolish speech. 

The most significant event occurs in the book of Numbers.  In this incident, Moses’ 

usurpation of authority over the procurement of water from a rock incurs the wrath of 

God.  

God gave Moses a command to speak to the rock, and to ask it to provide water 

in the name of God.188  Moses, however, chose not to follow God’s instructions. 

Instead, he spoke to the group of Israelites, scolding them and asking if he and his 

brother Aaron should be expected to provide water from the rock.189  Moses then struck 

the rock forcefully with a rod, whereupon water was produced. 190 Moses, similar to 

David, must suffer punishment from God over his inappropriate use of authority. Moses 

is not permitted to take the final journey into Canaan with the group of Israelites.191 
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The scholar Jonathan Burnside presents a compelling argument that Moses has 

knowingly usurped authority from God.192 Burnside explains that Moses has failed to 

acknowledge God as the supreme authority who is ultimately responsible for the 

provision of the water.193  Burnside also discusses Moses’ questionable misuse of the 

rod to strike the rock. A rod or staff is often used to symbolize the authority of a king, 

and Burnside argues that Moses’ striking of the rock has deeper connotations, some of 

which have not been fully explored by other Biblical scholars.194 When Moses raises his 

hand and strikes the rock aggressively, this could be interpreted as a sovereign’s show 

of force over his people.195 Therefore, Moses is usurping God’s role as leader and 

supreme sovereign over the Israelites.196  Burnside’s article provides a convincing 

explanation for the rationale of Moses’ banishment from Canaan.  It is important to note 

that there are two narratives in the Bible that mention the obtaining of water from a 

rock. One narrative is contained in the book of Exodus, and the other is in the book of 

Numbers. Burnside compares and contrasts the two narratives in his article, but the 

narrative from the book of Exodus will not be discussed in this thesis. 

Significantly, Dhuoda does not mention Moses’ anger or the punishment that he 

received from God. Why would Dhuoda choose to omit these parts of the Bible?  

Dhuoda has already strongly identified Moses’ struggle with William’s own. Therefore, 

it was more important to Dhuoda to focus on the positive qualities of Moses’ nature that 

enabled him to overcome the trials of a long journey and exile.  Also, we must 

remember that Dhuoda knew William’s own temperament. One can surmise that she did 

not wish to overly burden or frighten William with fear of dire reprisal from God, in the 
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event that William would lose patience or become angry with the hostage situation. 

Although Dhuoda is teaching William lessons from Scripture, she is also his loving 

mother, and she wishes to encourage her son and to uphold his morale in every way 

possible. 

Konungs Skuggsjá examines the Biblical account of Moses, including the 

interactions with Pharaoh and the Israelites in the wilderness. This entire portion of 

Konungs Skuggsjá is thoroughly dissected for its lessons on authority and mercy. Much 

like the alternate account of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, Konungs Skuggsjá 

also provides an alternate account of the narrative involving Moses and the golden calf.  

 Konungs Skuggsjá’s account of the two calves is almost certainly influenced by 

1 Kings 12.  1 Kings 12 describes an event in which 2 golden calves are worshipped by 

the Israelites; but the version found in the book of Kings involves an Israelite king 

named Jeroboam, instead of Moses and Aaron. 197 Many Biblical scholars believe that 

the calf story in the book of Kings is an earlier interpolation that was later combined 

with the Mosaic journey of the book of Exodus.198 

Konungs Skuggsjá thus blends these two Biblical accounts together, adding its 

own unique flavour to create a powerful commentary on authority and leadership.  In 

Konungs Skuggsjá’s version, there are two bishops who lead the people astray by 

creating the golden calves and encouraging the people to worship the calves as gods. 

One of these bishops is identified as Moses’ brother, Aaron. 199  It is notable that the 

bishops recognize their error in judgement and plead with Moses to intercede for them 

with God.200  In the book of Exodus, it is not explicitly said that the people are 

remorseful for their actions.  Instead, Moses’ brother Aaron blames the people for their 
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poor behaviour with the golden calf, and Aaron tells Moses that the golden calf was 

created by the people’s request.201 

Konungs Skuggsjá’s account of the two calves is thus a commentary on clerical 

authority and clerical penance. The additional elements of the bishops’ remorse and 

Moses’ intercession on their behalf are quite clear, and Moses thus assumes the role of 

the bishops’ superior.  Konungs Skuggsjá’s commentary on the dangers of usurping 

authority is reminiscent of the lessons in the Icelandic Homily Book. The Homily Book 

takes care to warn its audience against the dangers of assuming too much pride and 

undue authority over others. As part of its message of humility, the Homily Book 

instructs its audience to pray for those above them in rank, and it also advises its 

audience to pray for those who are not yet part of the Christian faith.202   

11. Further Observations on Konungs Skuggsjá and the 

Icelandic Homily Book 

The author of Konungs Skuggsjá understands the value of discussing amusing 

material during lessons, and it is noteworthy that he chose to develop the text as a 

multifaceted document. For example, there is a section in Konungs Skuggsjá that is 

slightly more playful in tone, discussing significant elements of nature. Some of these 

elements of nature are fantastical, but others represent recognizable flora and fauna. 

Although this section provides a lighthearted commentary on the natural world, it is 

more philosophical than it first appears, and it is therefore the subject of several 

scholarly interpretations.  Konungs Skuggsjá advises that the behaviour of the winds 

must be taken into consideration in order to have a successful sea journey.203  

Sverre Bagge believes that the winds are a complex political allegory that 

represents the societal impact of a strong Norwegian monarchy.204  David Brégaint 

chooses to re-interpret Bagge’s analysis of the significance of these winds, presenting 
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the theory that the author of Konungs Skuggsjá chose to use the symbols of the eight 

winds to represent eight powerful chieftaincies in Iceland.205 What is the political 

significance of this probable symbolism? Sverrir Jakobsson describes the mechanics of 

authority that led to the political domination of these chieftaincies.  Sverrir calls 

attention to the new division of authority between Iceland’s most powerful families and 

the church.  After the year 1190, the goðar were no longer permitted to hold dual 

offices, and were required to choose between maintaining secular or ecclesiastical 

authority.206  This led to an arrangement in which these Icelandic families maintained an 

indirect influence over the church by assigning various family members to clerical roles.  

Not all of the goðar had the familial structure and influence to maintain this balance, 

however, and it was likely the most prominent family groups who followed this pattern, 

as Sverrir points out.207  

Brégaint’s theory of eight winds for eight powerful chieftaincies is therefore a 

strong parallel, and well researched.  Orri Vésteinsson, however, disagrees with the 

tendency to view a certain number of chieftaincies as more authoritative than others, 

preferring instead to follow a proposed theory by Helgi Skúli Kjartansson. Orri is a 

proponent of Helgi Skúli’s deduction that the authoritative influence of the chieftains 

varied according to local characteristics, and therefore cannot be clearly defined by 

numerical statistics.208 Both theories have merit, and are not necessarily mutually 

exclusive.  A chieftain’s authority can be locally diverse, and the authority can also 

shift, hence the personification of the winds that is described in Konungs Skuggsjá. It is 

the close relationship between the winds that is the most important aspect of this 

allegory, not that the winds are eight in number.     

Bagge, unlike Brégaint, pays considerable attention to the analyses of Ireland 

and Greenland that are presented in Konungs Skuggsjá.    Bagge points out that the 
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author of the text is seeking various methods of interpreting the natural phenomena of 

the earth.  Initially, the author of Konungs Skuggsjá attempts to find an explanation that 

is based solely on natural characteristics, but he later shifts to an analysis that is viewed 

through a lens of spirituality.209 For example, the volcanic activity in Iceland is 

compared to the fires of Hell.210 

In contrast to the symbolic representation of Iceland as Hell, Ireland is depicted 

as a type of earthly paradise, with an ideal temperature and balanced weather. The 

depiction of Ireland as a mythological paradise is evident, since Konungs Skuggsjá 

immediately characterizes Ireland as the perfect site for holy deeds and miracles. The 

author of Konungs Skuggsjá argues that these miracles are able to manifest in Ireland as 

a result of the sacredness of Ireland’s soil and the superior virtue of the land itself.   

Konungs Skuggsjá also recounts the traditional legend that venomous animals cannot 

exist in Ireland, since the spiritual purity of the country does not permit these venomous 

animals to exist on Irish soil.211  

David Brégaint chooses to omit any discussion of Ireland in his article, 

focussing instead on the geographical territories that would have been subject to the 

authoritative influence of the Norwegian king. His omission of Ireland is regrettable, 

since this would have resulted in a direct challenge to the observations of Sverre Bagge.  

Despite this omission, Brégaint’s re-interpretation of the significance of the winds in 

Konungs Skuggsjá is intriguing and logical.    

Dhuoda also compares the natural world to the spiritual world in her Liber 

Manualis, albeit with a different focus. Rather than seek to explain the natural world 

through a lens of the spiritual world, she attempts to explain the complexity of the 

human mind and soul through an erudite re-interpretation of the temporality of earthly 

life.  This tactic comes to life in book 5, in which Dhuoda explains to William the 

reasons for human suffering upon earth.  She uses examples of earthly delights to argue 

that experiences with the natural world are only a poor reflection of their true nature 
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which is to be found in paradise. The natural world, argues Dhuoda, is in reality a 

shadow realm, a reality in which physical pleasures are meaningless and fade away 

against the glory of God.212  

The Homily Book also discusses the insubstantiality of earthly comforts.213 The 

text warns that those who choose to continue living a sinful life will be punished, 

whereas those who choose to repent will be rewarded.  The book takes care to instruct 

its audience that it is God who is the creator of all things in the natural world, and it is 

better to love God than to fear him.214  

In contrast to the fear of God, the Homily Book warns its audience about the 

temptation and power of the Devil, although the book makes it clear that the Devil 

cannot stand against the omnipotency of God.  The Homily Book uses the story of Job 

as a special type of model to demonstrate the foolishness and ignorance of the Devil. In 

the Homily Book’s interpretation of the story of Job, God tells the Devil that even 

though Satan can strike Job with a physical illness, Satan has no power to determine 

how Job is going to react to the situation. God knows what is going to happen in the 

future, but the Devil does not know.215 The Homily Book extends the authority 

comparison by saying that the Devil would never have tempted Christ if Satan could 

have foreseen the outcome of that situation.216 

 

12. Theology and its Relationship to Conduct Literature 

Conduct literature and theology are two powerful elements in medieval society, 

and theology is one of the primary themes that is analyzed within conduct literature. In 

the book Conduct Becoming, Glenn Burger examines the relationship that is created 
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between a medieval text and the audience that interacts with it.  Although Burger 

discusses literature over an expansive range of time, including the fourteenth and 

fifteenth centuries, his observations are still sufficiently relevant to be discussed within 

this thesis.  

Burger focuses on theological texts and conduct literature written specifically 

for medieval women, exploring both the spiritual appeal and pedagogical usefulness of 

these texts.  He analyzes a method of “comprehension literacy” that gave people the 

opportunity to become active learners by having them read and understand each word of 

the text. 217 This new method coexisted with an older method of “phonetic literacy” in 

which participants laboriously struggled with each word, sounding the words out 

syllable by syllable.218 Most of the books that were intended to be fully comprehended 

were produced in languages such as vernacular French.  These books were intended to 

be used as companion pieces during the recited Latin prayers, allowing a participant to 

silently follow along with the prayers in the vernacular language.219 Burger argues that a 

greater educational understanding leads to a stronger spiritual bond, since the members 

of the congregation were actively participating in church services, rather than passively 

reciting texts by rote in a language that they did not fully comprehend.220  

The books themselves are used as educational devices, since they were often 

small books of prayers that were designed to be easily carried about and referred to 

during different times of the day.  Books that were particularly popular with a female 

audience included the ubiquitous Books of Hours, and some of these books were 

compilations of vernacular prayers and Latin prayers.221  In addition, these books often 

had small rubrics in their margins to assist in following the prayers. For example, a 

rubric could indicate that a section was intended to be read silently while the priest was 
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reading aloud.222  A close examination of the connection between an audience and their 

tools of learning underscores the relationship between education and theology in the 

medieval world.  Once again, we have an example of the interconnected relationship 

between proper conduct, theology, and education.   

There is a detailed section in Konungs Skuggsjá that instructs the monarch on 

the appropriate behaviour to follow during his daily time of prayer. This section 

contains a sample prayer for the monarch to follow, and gives explicit instruction that 

the king must adopt a physically subservient posture during prayer, by kneeling.223 The 

author of Konungs Skuggsjá uses this sample prayer to firmly reiterate the belief that it 

is absolutely mandatory for a temporal monarch to submit to a superior divine authority. 

The prayer emphasizes that God is the one who is in control, and that it is useless to flee 

from God’s authority.224   This section of Konungs Skuggsjá encourages the monarch to 

take an active approach to prayer, and to speak clearly and directly to God. 225  

Dhuoda also chooses to follow this same active approach to prayer, urging 

William to read aloud the beatitudes of Christ.226  She gives William concrete examples 

of how to apply the beatitudes to the duties encountered in his daily life as a ranked 

count.  For example, she tells him how to proceed if he interacts with one of his subjects 

who is disadvantaged by poverty.  William should follow the direct example that Jesus 

Christ has presented and show merciful justice to the poor.227  She admonishes William 

not to follow the example of rich people who think only of their own material comfort, 
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since these misguided people often use evil means to profit from the misfortune of 

others.228   

  Throughout her work, Dhuoda continually returns to the themes of spiritual 

wisdom and loving patience.  She is primarily concerned with William’s physical safety 

and his wellbeing.  As his mother, she believes that the qualities of patience, loyalty and 

obedience to authority are the most crucial to William’s physical survival and spiritual 

happiness.  Dhuoda communicates her advice to William in simple, direct language, 

speaking to him gently but firmly.   

Dhuoda’s personalized message to her dear son allows her to deliver a much 

more pointed message than Konungs Skuggsjá, for example.  She is able to shape the 

message to William’s particular situation and adapt it to the idiosyncrasies of his 

personality.  Nevertheless, it is evident that the ninth century Liber Manualis and the 

thirteenth century Konungs Skuggsjá both follow the same basic pattern of encouraging 

their respective audiences to engage actively with the material that is presented by 

reading aloud and applying the lessons to matters of daily life.    

Although the dissemination of theology grew and changed over the centuries, it 

also retained some of these basic principles, such as active learning, as a matter of 

continuity.   One can hypothesize that the emphasis on active learning, although it was 

mainly given to specific groups of people, remained fairly constant.  Therefore, one is 

able to deduce that active learning is a significant factor that contributed greatly to the 

continual development of theology. 

13. Portrayals of Biblical Women as Models of Submission to 

Divine Authority in the Icelandic Homily Book and Konungs 

Skuggsjá 

What are the implications of the Icelandic Homily Book’s decision to analyze 

the significance of three such distinctive female figures as the Virgin Mary, Mary 

Magdalen, and Abraham’s wife Sarah?  The Homily Book uses each of these three 
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women to present a different aspect of obedience to divine authority. It is important to 

remember that both Sarah and Abraham do not recognize the figure of Jesus Christ, but 

they do both recognize divine authority and omnipotence, after undergoing trials of 

faith.   Sarah is an example of a figure from the Old Testament whose faith develops 

over time.   At first, Sarah did not believe in the omnipotence of God, although she was 

the wife of Abraham.   She expressed incredulity, and began laughing nervously when 

she received the message that she would become the mother of Isaac.229     

  The scholar Kristine Gift interprets Sarah’s laughter as a bitter reaction of an 

old woman who believes that her child-bearing years are over.230 In the Biblical 

account, the messenger challenges Sarah’s denial of authority.231 It is true, as Gift points 

out, that Sarah has difficulty reconciling her faith and submitting to the authority of 

God.232 Why is Sarah’s story significant for the didactic purpose of the Homily Book? 

 It is precisely Sarah’s initial difficulties with authority that allow her to be a 

meaningful and relatable figure within the Homily Book. The majority of ordinary 

Christians are able to identify with Sarah’s struggles in faith, and her initial difficulties 

in obedience.  Sarah does not achieve the rigorous expectations of absolute faith that the 

Virgin Mary embraces, and the Homily Book makes it clear that ordinary Christians are 

also not expected to achieve such a complete and absolute faith. As has already been 

discussed, the Homily Book states that the Virgin Mary is second only to God/Christ in 

holy status.233   

The Old Testament figure of Sarah is used in the Homily Book as a rough 

counterpoint to the New Testament figure of Mary Magdalen. In the Old Testament, 

Sarah is not characterized as a sinner, but she is someone who is required to make a 

commitment to her new faith.  In the New Testament, Mary Magdalen is also required 

to make a commitment to her new faith.  In the Homily Book, Sarah and Mary 
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Magdalen are both chosen to represent the role of a newcomer to divine authority. By 

choosing figures from both the Old and New Testaments, the Homily Book 

demonstrates its author’s belief in the necessity of submitting to divine authority 

throughout the history of Christianity. 

 The story of Mary Magdalen presents an ideal opportunity for the Homily Book 

to discuss the dual aspects of authority and mercy.  Mary Magdalen, according to the 

Homily Book, was a sinner who repented and who recognized the authority of Christ to 

forgive her sins.234 For the audience of the Homily Book,  Mary Magdalen was so 

grateful for the redemption offered as a result of Christ’s mercy that she represented the 

prime example of a sinner who had chosen to repent and to receive eternal life.235 It is 

significant that Mary Magdalen is the first person that Christ appears to after his 

resurrection. She has undergone a transformation in the physical world, from sinner to 

revered figure, and Christ has undergone a transformation into the spiritual realm. As 

for the figure of the Virgin Mary, she represents a model of near perfect adherence to 

the precepts of Christianity, as has already been discussed earlier in this thesis.   

Redemption from grace is also one of the primary aspects of the Icelandic 

Homily Book.  The crucial aspect of Mary Magdalen’s role in the Homily Book is 

Christ’s acknowledgement of her profound penance, which offsets the severity of her 

sin. 236 The Homily Book states that Christ will certainly acknowledge all aspects of 

genuine repentance, and all those who choose to serve him faithfully will receive the 

reward of resurrection.237  

The Homily Book sometimes asks quite thought-provoking questions of its 

audience.  For example, we have a detailed commentary on the behaviour of Jesus in the 

Garden of Gethsemane.  The text chooses to interpret the context of Christ’s behaviour 

in terms of its significance for humanity.  The Homily Book is a theological and 

didactical text, with a tone that is often stern and severe.  Nevertheless, this section of 
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the book addresses humanity’s struggles with pain, temptation and suffering in a 

surprisingly sympathetic manner.  The book reassures its audience that it is all right to 

be afraid of pain and suffering, since even Christ did not wish for his ordeal to take 

place. It is all right to ask for help and comfort in difficult circumstances, since Christ 

himself was downcast and turned to God the Father for comfort.   

 Yet, the book emphasizes that it is Christ’s obedience to the authority of God 

the Father that allowed him to transcend his ordeal.  God’s will took precedence over 

Jesus’ wish to avoid the ordeal.  At this point, the book raises one of its thought-

provoking questions, asking its readers: How can we call ourselves Christ’s people if 

we do not mirror his conduct in this situation?   (This is not a direct quote. It is my own 

interpretation of the book’s statement.)  

The Homily Book’s penultimate message is obtaining salvation through the 

authority of Christ. The text paraphrases the Gospel of Matthew, as it specifically 

cautions against the sins of lust, vanity and wealth.238  The Homily Book makes certain 

to emphasize the heavenly rewards that will be given to those faithful Christians who 

emulate Christ’s example during their lives on Earth.  The text states that faithful people 

who succeed in avoiding earthly pleasures and who genuinely repent their sins will be 

granted spiritual enlightenment in heaven.239  According to the Icelandic Homily Book, 

these blessed people will be able to witness Christ in his authority as the eternal king of 

heaven and the creator of the world, 240 and their faith will give them the ability to 

understand theological concepts. They will be able to see the true nature of angels and 

to perceive the Holy Trinity.241  

Both Saint Thomas Aquinas and Augustine of Hippo speak of the relationship 

between faith and understanding in their respective works.  Thomas Aquinas deals with 

the question of faith and understanding in his masterpiece, the Summa Theologiae.242  
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Augustine of Hippo addresses faith and understanding in his commentary on the Gospel 

of John.243 The concepts of faith and understanding in the Icelandic Homily Book are 

thematically paralleled to the ideas presented by Augustine of Hippo and Saint Thomas 

Aquinas.  

 The Homily Book presents its doctrine in a didactical style that is very similar to 

the question and response method used in Konungs Skuggsjá.  The book will often pose 

a question in a rather open-ended manner, and then suggest a number of possible 

responses to this question. It is evident that the Homily Book has been carefully crafted 

to suit the needs of its audience. Since it is an instructional manual, the questions serve 

the purpose of allowing a priest to lead his congregation in the direction that he wishes 

to take with his sermon.  

 Although it is true that the Homily Book provides exemplars of sermons and 

text to follow, the book is more than a mere repository of texts from which to simply 

copy.   Instead, the Homily Book provides an outline, highlighting the most important 

doctrines that a priest should present to his congregation. One can even argue that the 

Homily Book itself is a type of mirror, just as Konungs Skuggsjá is. The Homily Book is 

a mirror to priests: a book of sermons that is designed to be carefully studied by the 

givers of sermons. 

14. Konungs Skuggsjá’s Depiction of Authority within the 

Book of Esther 

This thesis has highlighted the roles of women in the Icelandic Homily Book, but 

scholars may reasonably object that Konungs Skuggsjá does not deeply discuss the role 

of the Virgin Mary as an authoritative figure in Christianity. It does, however, feature 

other examples of Biblical women who act either as models or as counterpoints to male 

authority. Konungs Skuggsjá’s depiction of Adam and Eve has been previously 
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discussed, and the text also tells the story of Esther and Vashti. Vashti’s impulsive, 

willful behaviour means that she is presented as a counterpoint to the “good” model of 

Esther.  

Vashti has disobeyed the command of King Darius to attend the royal feast.244 

Her behaviour demonstrates a violation of authority, since she should have been 

respectful of the authority of her husband. Vashti’s contravention of authority means 

that she is deposed and loses her own lesser authority as queen. Esther acts as a foil to 

Vashti, since Esther also contravenes the king’s authority when she approaches the 

monarch without his permission.245  Yet, the Bible makes it clear that the king chooses 

to overlook Esther’s breach of protocol.246 Why does the king choose to punish Vashti, 

but forgive Esther? 

 The difference between Esther and Vashti in Konungs Skuggsjá is that Vashti 

has misused authority for her personal desires, rather than for the benefit of Darius’s 

kingdom.  Queen Esther is using her authority to protect her people, and it is evident in 

the Biblical account of the book of Esther that Esther’s behaviour is pleasing to God. 

Konungs Skuggsjá states that God has given Esther courage.247 Since Esther has used 

her authority for rightful purposes, one could argue that this is a case in which the 

spiritual authority of God has taken precedence over the authority of King Darius. 

15. Parallels Between Royal Authority and Nordic Law  

In the framework introduction to Konungs Skuggsjá, the son mentions his 

father’s familiarity with legal matters, and the father responds by encouraging his son to 

study the law books attentively.   It is evident that the author of Konungs Skuggsjá 

recognizes the importance of following legal procedure to maintain an efficient and 

orderly society. 
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Laurence Marcellus Larson, the editor of the English translation of Konungs 

Skuggsjá, believes that the court as represented in Konungs Skuggsjá is not a depiction 

of an idealized court, and that it is intended to be a fairly close historical representation 

of an earlier Norwegian court.248  When one carefully considers the ultimate didactical 

purpose of Konungs Skuggsjá, however, it is evident that the text’s primary function is 

to provide hypothetical examples of a situation in order to facilitate learning. For 

example, the text speaks of the monarch in a general manner, and it does not provide 

any detailed visual depictions of a king that could be matched to a historical Norwegian 

ruler.  Konungs Skuggsjá’s setting of the king’s court is idealized, and the description of 

the government of this court is reminiscent of an independent society unto itself.   

Orri Vésteinsson presents a similar argument regarding the independent function 

of the church in 13th century Iceland, presenting it as an independent society that was 

nevertheless in search of its own identity. He argues that the church accomplished this 

goal by achieving a blend between Icelandic cultural tradition and the European 

medieval influence of a strong theological government.249 Orri’s point of view is 

balanced and well researched, and his theory can also be applied to the depiction of the 

independent idealized court that we find in the text of Konungs Skuggsjá. How did 

Konungs Skuggsjá’s depiction of the monarch’s court find a parallel within the 

government of an earlier historical era? 

The government of Iceland during the Commonwealth period stands as an 

example of one of these independent societies. Ólafur Lárusson discusses this aspect in 

his seminal work on the legal history of Iceland, when he recounts the famous remark 

made by a cardinal who had come to crown King Hákon of Norway in 1247. The 

cardinal could scarcely believe that a country such as Iceland was able to govern itself 

peacefully and efficiently without the aid of a king.250  

Although it is true that Iceland of the Commonwealth period did not have the 

temporal authority of a monarch such as described in Konungs Skuggsjá, other elements 
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of authority that are present in Konungs Skuggsjá are nevertheless applicable to the 

society of the Icelandic Commonwealth.  The principles of the Icelandic 

Commonwealth were founded on mutual respect and adherence to legal matters. The 

status of a high-ranking person was just as important in Iceland as in the hypothetical 

king’s court described in Konungs Skuggsjá.  

As Ólafur Lárusson points out in his seminal work Lög og Saga, the high-

ranking chieftains who traveled to settle in Iceland brought their respect for authority 

with them, even though they left the symbolic authority of the king behind in 

Norway.251 The text of Grágás also demonstrates Icelandic respect for the office of a 

king.  Grágás identifies monarchs as „konungar helgir“ in the Old Norse plural form.252 

This is an indication that the role of the king is not to be considered on an individual 

basis.   

Kings are generally to be thought of as holy and worthy of the respect and 

responsibility that is invested in them by virtue of their office. Although an individual 

monarch may be dishonorable, he does not follow the archetype that the document has 

already set out and is therefore irrelevant to the legal legislation. Grágás is not alone in 

its distinction between office and office-holder. Let us have a brief look at a Western 

European document on kingship that also upholds this distinction. 

The medieval scholar and Christian authority Saint Thomas Aquinas discusses 

the subject of kingship in his work De Regno, which was composed circa 1260-1265, 

and was originally intended as a gift to the king of Cyprus.253 The date of composition 

of De Regno places it as roughly contemporary with Konungs Skuggsjá, and the two 

works share many thematic similarities.  Although De Regno does not deal with matters 

of personal etiquette and courtesy,  it points out the importance of just rule and fair 

treatment of one’s subjects.  
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In De Regno, Saint Thomas clearly makes a distinction between the office of 

kingship and the temperament and behaviour of the individual monarchs.  He does not 

regard tyrants as true kings, as this brief quotation illustrates.   “No one, indeed, can be 

more truly called a hypocrite than the man who assumes the office of king and acts like 

a tyrant, for a hypocrite is one who mimics the person of another, as is done on the 

stage.  Hence God permits tyrants to get into power to punish the sins of the 

subjects.”254   

The principal theme present in De Regno is the relationship between the 

monarch and divine authority.  For Saint Thomas, God is the creator and originator of 

all things, as is made clear in the saint’s seminal work, the Summa Theologiae.255 Saint 

Thomas’s De Regno capitalizes on this belief by minimizing the importance of temporal 

authority and declaring that the ultimate goal of a king should be to achieve spiritual 

glory.256 The Latin work De Regno echoes the concepts of spiritual glory that are 

present in the Nordic Konungs Skuggsjá.  Does Grágás also follow this pattern of 

mentioning spiritual glory or authority? 

 Yes, Grágás does indeed follow this pattern, although some references in 

Grágás to divine authority are minor, and others are more profound.  The section on the 

Fifth Court contains a small amount of theological influence. Iceland’s Fifth Court is a 

special court of law that is reserved for such severe actions as false testimony, and the 

aiding and abetting of outlaws.257  Grágás insists that God will punish those persons 

who choose to perform these dishonorable actions, and strongly emphasizes the spiritual 

judgment of God. 
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 Although Grágás devotes much to the temporal authority of the king, it also 

leaves no doubt that God/Christ is the supreme authority. God is considered to be the 

penultimate judge.  This can clearly be seen, for example, in the section on truce 

settlements.  Grágás presents honourable behaviour during a settlement as a direct 

parallel to the equivalent honourable behaviour before God.258 If one chooses to abide 

by the terms of a settlement, one has gained the friendship of God, and the friendship of 

all good people.  Conversely, if a person chooses to violate the terms of a settlement, the 

offender will be cast out. The offender will lose the respect of God, and will also lose 

the respect of the loyal people who serve God.259 Although God/Christ is considered to 

be the ultimate authority in settlements, Grágás names other figures who can also stand 

as guarantors in settlements.  The Virgin Mary is named as the first figure after Christ 

who can stand as a guarantor.260 This is notable when one considers Mary’s role as an 

intercessor in medieval Europe. The document’s acknowledgment of Mary as an 

intercessor is a testament to the strong relationship between law and Christianity in 

medieval Iceland. Much like the Icelandic Homily Book, and unlike Konungs Skuggsjá, 

Grágás is eager to present Mary as a role model.  The settlement section of Grágás ends 

with a stern admonishment to its audience, stating that everyone should always abide by 

the terms of all settlements faithfully, so that each person may win the favour of God.261 

16. The Authority of the Goðar 

Some small echoes of the relationship between a monarch and subject are 

mirrored in the legal bond that was established between an Icelandic goði and a 

þingmaðr during the Icelandic Commonwealth.  Ólafur Lárusson points out, however, 

that there are important differences between a goði and a þingmaðr and a king and his 

courtier.262 For example, þingmenn were not required to live in the household of the 
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goði,263 and were not expected to perform specific daily tasks for the goði. The 

þingmenn were only expected to support the goði in political matters.264    

 The þingmaðr was expected to support the goði, particularly during þing 

meetings.265  A þingmaðr was permitted to sever the relationship with his goði if the 

householder was not satisfied.266 He could then switch allegiance to another goði.267 

After 965, Iceland adopted the method of politically dividing the land, using the quarter 

system.268  Þingmenn no longer had quite as much freedom in choosing whom to serve, 

since the authority of the goði was now geographically determined.269 Nevertheless, the 

Alþing could still technically grant an exception to the location rule, so a þingmaðr may 

not have served his local goði.270  

Ólafur Lárusson points out that the theory linking the authority and the office of 

goðar primarily to non-Christian worship is flawed. The authority of the goðar remained 

in effect for a long time after the advent of Christianity to Iceland.271 Ólafur has created 

an effective argument, since it is indeed doubtful that the goðar’s authority would have 

remained steadfast if their position had been primarily based upon aspects of non-

Christian religion. On the other hand, it is true that the loss of authority could have been 

mitigated by a strong syncretistic approach, but it is difficult to measure the 

effectiveness of syncretism in a political setting.   

Gunnar Karlsson insightfully examines the complex relationship between the 

goðar and the bændur in his article, Goðar og bændur, and his full-length book, 

Goðamenning.  Gunnar skillfully and dedicatedly argues that although one should never 

expect the sagas to provide a historically accurate account of the goðar and the bændur, 

completely dismissing the sagas’ portrayal of the goðar and bændur is also 

misguided.272  Although the sagas must always be used with caution, they portray the 

 
263 Ólafur Lárusson, Lög og Saga. Ritstýrt af Lögfræðingafélag Íslands. (Reykjavík: Hlaðbúð, 1958), 70. 
264 Ólafur Lárusson, Lög og Saga. Ritstýrt af Lögfræðingafélag Íslands. (Reykjavík: Hlaðbúð, 1958), 70. 
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social structure of the goðar and the bændur in the format of a literary creation.  Gunnar 

explains that certain events in the sagas were likely intended to be understood 

differently by a contemporary audience. For example, Gunnar tells the story of an 

incident in Sturlunga involving the goði Sturla of Hvammi. A troublesome þingmaðr of 

Sturla’s had been killed, but the discerning reader of the corresponding saga is meant to 

understand that Sturla was rather thankful for this turn of events, even though it was his 

responsibility as a goði to seek justice for the slaying.273  

Gunnar also cautions against relying too much on legal sources such as Grágás, 

explaining that historians cannot be sure that the laws were always fully enforced.274  

He suggests that it is wisest to take a balanced approach to the interpretation of the laws 

as sources, since there were a variety of social factors that influenced the interpretation 

and application of these laws.275  Gunnar shows evident enthusiasm in his analysis of 

the sociological factors that influenced the role of the goðar and the bændur, as he 

eagerly examines relevant saga passages.  He frequently refers to sections of Sturlunga 

such as Þorgils saga og Hafliða and Guðmundar saga dýra.   

Goðamenning gives an extremely in-depth analysis of the complex, ever-shifting 

political affairs that occurred in Iceland as a result of the historically obfuscated 

relationship between the goðar and the bændur.  Gunnar’s book is aptly named, since 

these shifting dynamics do indeed depict a cultural phenomenon, as is shown by the 

book’s title, Goðamenning.  It is ideal to refer to this phenomenon as a Goðamenning. 

Indeed, perhaps no better description of the complicated relationship between these two 

societal groups can be found.    

 In Goðamenning, Gunnar also discusses the factors that influenced Ari’s 

depiction of Christianity in the Íslendingabók.  Gunnar takes particular care to point out 

Ari’s surprising portrayal of King Ólafr Haraldsson.  Teitr would have been able to have 

given Ari a secondary account of the process of Iceland’s Christianization, yet Ari 

chooses not to refer to Ólafr Haraldsson in the context of Christianity at all.276  Instead, 

 
273 Gunnar Karlsson, „Goðar og bændur.“ Saga 10, nr. 1 (1972): 8. 
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Ari twice chooses to refer to Ólafr as „Ólafr digri“.277 The word digr is usually used to 

describe a person’s weight, with possible negative connotations.278 As Gunnar points 

out, Ari is determined to maximize the achievements  of Ólafr Tryggvason, while 

minimizing those of Ólafr Haraldsson. 279 Ari’s probable motive for this tactic is 

explained by his awareness that Ólafr Haraldsson had already been highly praised as a 

saint. Gunnar Karlsson believes that Ari did not intend to allow the previous 

accomplishments of Ólafr Tryggvason and Gissur hvíti to be overshadowed by 

hagiographical stories of Ólafr Haraldsson.280  The use of digr as a descriptor for Ólafr 

Haraldsson only serves to heighten the contrast between the two monarchs named Ólafr.  

As Konungs Skuggsjá makes clear, respect for kings and their status as rulers is highly 

nuanced, and one must be extremely careful not to give offense to a monarch.  This is 

why it is likely that Ari’s choice of the word digr was deliberate, and meant to disparage 

Ólafr Haraldsson, or at least to reduce the saint to the status of an ordinary man, with 

ordinary physical characteristics.   

17. Conclusion 

 Authority in the Middle Ages can best be characterized as a delicate balance 

between temporal and spiritual structures of power. In order to maintain the Christian 

belief in the supremacy of divine authority, the careful use of pedagogical materials, 

such as Konungs Skuggsjá, promoted a harmonious relationship between humility and 

authority. Exegetical analysis of Biblical models created a didactical concept of humble 

Christian authority, which was presented to a receptive audience of medieval students.  

 Dhuoda’s Liber Manualis is an early Carolingian example of this theory of 

humble authority.  Dhuoda’s loving tenderness and concern for her son is evident in the 

warm and passionate guidance she gives to William in the small book of conduct advice 

that came to be known as Liber Manualis. William is told that he may turn to his mother 

for guidance, each time that he reads her words of wisdom.   Dhuoda knows that she 

 
277 Gunnar Karlsson, Goðamenning: Staða og áhrif goðorðsmanna í þjóðveldi Íslendinga. (Reykjavík: 
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will never see her son again, but she is determined to establish herself as an 

authoritative and motherly presence.  

 This thesis has demonstrated that the thirteenth century Nordic Konungs 

Skuggsjá is remarkably similar to the ninth century Carolingian Liber Manualis, with 

striking thematic parallels found in both texts.  Both Konungs Skuggsjá and the Liber 

Manualis are works that promote obedience to divine authority through an active 

learning process, consisting of complex and insightful lessons that are grown from the 

roots of inspired, fervent, Biblical exegetical analyses.  The Icelandic Homily Book also 

follows this pattern of examining divine authority through exegetical analysis.   

This thesis has briefly discussed the relationship between the goðar and the 

bændur, and its ramifications for political authority in Iceland.  In addition, this thesis 

has examined the topic of authority as it is portrayed in the Icelandic sagas and legal 

texts.  Icelandic literature contains many allusions to Biblical events, and this 

phenomenon is especially present in Sverris saga.  This thesis has shown that there are 

deliberate parallels drawn between the reign of the Nordic King Sverrir, and the reign of 

the Biblical Old Testament King David. The law code Grágás openly uses Biblical 

figures as part of its commentary, and it is perhaps Grágás that best exemplifies this 

concept of humble Christian authority as we see the compilers of this temporal law code 

openly acknowledging a belief in the authoritative superiority of God as the ultimate 

judge.   
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