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Abstract

This study explores how education and the medieval intellectual and pedagogical
discipline of grammatica developed in Iceland during the medieval period, defined roughly
from the official conversion to Christianity ¢.1000 to the Reformation c.1550. The first
chapter deals with social, institutional, and financial aspects of teaching and learning in
medieval Iceland, surveying key figures and places, but also arguing that more attention
should be paid to the costs of learning and the effect of that on poor students. The second
chapter addresses Latin education, discussing the importance of Latinity in medieval Iceland
and the types of education that would involve Latin. It also addresses the idea of bilingual
education and suggests ways in which extant vernacular writings can provide evidence for
how Latin was taught and learned using the vernacular, using the model of Old English
bilingual education. Finally, the third chapter addresses vernacular topics of learning,
focusing on the development of a vernacular grammatica which is focused on the
interpretation and normalization of Old Norse texts, rather than the understanding and use of
Latin. Discussing these three components of educational history together is fundamental to
understanding the intellectual and pedagogical dynamics behind the extant medieval

Icelandic textual corpus.
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Introduction

Education is a key and often under-appreciated component of medieval culture,
society, and textuality. The relationship between students, teachers, schools, ideologies and
disciplines of learning, and pedagogical texts relates to many different aspects of history,
affecting intellectual, social, institutional, and even economic issues. For the distinct social
and cultural context of medieval Iceland, involving a unique corpus of vernacular literature
produced in an unusually decentralized and rural society, questions of education are
particularly pertinent: how did teaching and learning occur, what topics were important, who
was involved and how did education affect individuals and society?

This study will broadly examine the topic of education in medieval Iceland for the
period from Christianization to the Reformation, roughly 1000-1550. Dealing with such a
wide topic over such a long period means that this study cannot address in detail all aspects
and issues of medieval Icelandic education. The goal is rather to open educational topics to
new questions and research, to show the significance of education, Latinity, and grammatical
learning to other fields of historical and literary study, and above all to argue for the
complexity and diversity of educational contexts and practices. No previous study has
attempted to deal with Icelandic education on this comprehensive level. To this end a wide
diversity of sources will be examined: sagas and other narrative sources, legal codes,
documents and liturgical writings, poetry, and grammatical treatises.

The discipline of grammatica requires particular attention in the study of medieval
Icelandic education for several reasons. First, it is the core discipline of medieval pedagogy,
addressing basic Latin literacy and textual interpretation, but it also represents a body of
ideology and philosophy about language and learning that affects many aspects of medieval
culture. Second, the Icelandic grammatical treatises are one of the very few pieces of
explicitly pedagogical writing surviving from medieval Iceland. Yet, as vernacular texts
which deal primarily with Old Norse (ON) language and poetics, they are divergent from the
core Latin grammatical tradition, and in their extant forms represent only one narrow aspect

of education in Iceland. This dissonance between the wider discipline of grammatica and the



Icelandic grammatical treatises is fundamental to the core argument of this study, that

Icelandic education is more complex and diverse than has hitherto been suggested.

1. Medieval Icelandic Society and Culture

Iceland was settled from Norway and other parts of Northern Europe in the later ninth
century. It was governed by a group of chieftains known as godar, along with a legislative
body know as the Alping. In the year 1000, with pressure from the king of Norway Olafr
Tryggvason, Christianity was accepted as the official religion of Iceland by agreement of the
Alping. Over the course of the eleventh and twelfth centuries the two bishoprics, Skalholt
and Hoélar, and a series of monasteries were established. In 1152 the archbishop of Nidardss
was established in Norway, and ecclesiastical reform began to spread from Norway into
Iceland. In 1262, after a period of conflict between increasingly powerful and wealthy
families, known as the Age of the Sturlungs, Iceland came under direct control of the
Norwegian king.

By the end of the thirteenth century, greater control over the Icelandic church from
Nidaross helped shift Icelandic churches from private ownership to episcopal control, and a
system of benefices developed for the first time. In 1380, with the union between Norway
and Denmark, Iceland switched from Norwegian to Danish rule, and papal influence over the
Icelandic bishoprics increased. Plague struck Iceland twice, in the early and late fifteenth
century. Finally, the Reformation came to Iceland from Denmark in the 1540s, and the last
Catholic bishop of Iceland, Jon Arason of Holar, was executed in 1550. The fundamental
changes in both educational ideology and practice with the Reformation makes it a natural
end point for this study.

Throughout this period, the small population of Iceland was entirely rural. There were
no cities or towns, and yet even without the urban contexts normally associated with the
cultural and literary developments of the late Middle Ages, Iceland produced one of the most
impressive extant corpuses of medieval vernacular writing. A wide diversity of prose

narrative genres survive: sagas of kings, of Icelandic chieftains and poets, bishops’ sagas,



romances and sagas of ancient heroes, and a wide variety of translations. Learned vernacular
texts include encyclopedic and homiletic collections, theological translations, grammatical
and computistical treatises, and various miscellanies. An extensive body of vernacular poetry,
both religious and secular, survives as well. This can be roughly divided into the more
complex metres of courtly poetry, or skaldic verse, and the simpler and older metres known
as Eddic verse. This poetry influenced almost every aspect of vernacular literary culture, and
the prosimetrical form is very widespread in the Icelandic corpus, and distinctive from most
other types of medieval prosimetrum.*

Yet, among this great body of vernacular writing, almost no Latin writing survives,
and what little is extant is largely fragmentary. Scholars have frequently asserted that the
early authority of ON language and literature was among the most distinctive aspects of
medieval Icelandic culture and society, both the authority of the ON language itself, and of
certain authors and bodies of literature.? In exploring education and grammatica, however,
this study will show that rapid ON literary development and linguistic authority did not
prevent an active use of Latin in Iceland. Characterizing Icelandic education involves
discussing the role of both ON and Latin in Iceland, and the dynamics of bilingual teaching
and learning. In order to do that, however, a certain amount of background information is

necessary on the characteristics and significance of the medieval discipline of grammatica.

11. Grammatica and Medieval Education

Grammatica was one of the three arts of the trivium, the languages arts side of the

septem artes liberales, which also included rhetorica and dialectica. Among the liberal arts,

! Clunies Ross 2005, 80-81.

2 Stephen Tranter argues, regarding the 3GT, that by “incorporating skaldic verse into his grammatical tracts he
maintains the equal right of the native tradition to be treated, like the works of Latin Antiquity, as a canonical
corpus.” (Tranter 2000, 147). Clunies Ross is somewhat more cautious, suggesting that, for Icelandic writers,
the “vernacular handbooks of vernacular poetics” were intended to confirm “the status of their native poetry not
only to themselves but in comparison with the rhetorical and grammatical tradition of medieval European
Latinity” (Clunies Ross 2005, 233). Mikael Males’ most recent work characterizes the thirteenth-century
development of vernacular grammatica as being largely orientated around creating vernacular authority (Males
2016).



grammatica was the most elementary discipline in the Middle Ages: it dealt with the teaching
and learning of the Latin language, as well as various forms of interpretation and linguistic
ideologies.® In its concern with interpretation of form, style, and figurative language it
overlapped with rhetorica, though the latter was generally more concerned with composition,
while grammatica dealt more with interpretation.* For the purposes of this study, a broad
understanding of grammatica will be taken, as in the context of Iceland it seems unlikely that
the hard distinctions between disciplines were often relevant.®

Martin Irvine’s seminal 1994 study on the cultural history of grammatica in Late
Antiquity and the early Middle Ages, The Making of Textual Culture: Grammatica and
Literary Theory, 350-1100, is fundamental to understanding the discipline in a broader
historical context. Irvine points out that the discipline of grammatica went beyond its role in

school curricula:

[Bly supplying the very conditions for textual culture, the culture of the
manuscript book, grammatica functioned as an irreducible cultural
prerequisite, a status never given to rhetoric or logic. In the terms of medieval
scholars themselves, grammatica was “the source and foundation of liberal
letters” or “the source and foundation of all the textual arts,” not only because
grammatica was the only point of entry into literate culture but because
grammatica was universally understood to supply the discursive means for

constructing language and texts as objects of knowledge.®

% For various medieval iterations of the traditional definition of the discipline, see Irvine 1994, 1, note 1.

4 Copeland and Sluiter, eds., 2009, 28. By the thirteenth century grammatica and rhetorica were increasingly
difficult to separate, particularly in the treatises known as artes poetriae which arose during the period (Purcell
1996, 3-10). For more general overlap see also Irvine 1994, 7-8.

5 There is little direct reference at all to the idea of rhetorica as a discipline or system of thought in the Old
Norse tradition. There is only one clear reference to rhetorica in the extant grammatical treatises is a single
reference in the Mdlskrudsfirceedi, where it is noted that alliteration is heavily used in both Norse poetics and
rhetorica, which is translated as malsnilldarlist (Olsen, ed., 1884, 96). Malsnilldarlist is not a common word,
but it does appear elsewhere in the Old Norse corpus, and usually only refers to ‘eloquence’ in the most general
sense. Another instance where it directly translates rhetorica, in Agiistinuss saga, it is a strictly historical
reference to St. Augustine’s teaching of rhetorica in Carthage (Unger, ed., 1877, vol. I, 125).

6 Irvine 1994, 2.



A more recent and equally important work is Rita Copeland and Ineke Sluiter’s 2009
Medieval Grammar and Rhetoric: Language Arts and Literary Theory, AD 300-1475, which
collects and introduces excerpts from grammatical and rhetorical works across this period.
They describe grammatica in both functional and philosophical terms, including its

relationship with dialectic:

John of Salisbury spoke of grammar as the “cradle of all philosophy.” The
technical field of grammar was a foundation for explanatory systems of how
language signifies and meaning is produced. Through grammatical theory,
ancient and medieval readers could move from questions of signification to
questions of meaning, from signs to semantics, and ultimately to questions of
literary representation, that is, the relationship of poetic language to different
kinds of truth, including the possibilities that the poetic language of Scripture
offered to speculative theology. Because of its concern with signification,

grammar was linked closely with the logical science of dialectic.’

In light of current scholarship, then, it is clear that grammatica is fundamental to studying
not only medieval education, but the relationship between education and the wider
intellectual and cultural landscape.®

The interpretative side of grammatica — the part beyond the essential learning of the
Latin language — was traditionally given four core divisions. Lectio involved pronunciation
and reading aloud, ennaratio the principles of interpretation and figurative language,
emendatio the creation and maintenance of correct language, and iudicium involved criticism
and judgment of writings.® Like most intellectual or pedagogical disciplines the influence of
grammatica can be inferred from almost any texts, but grammatica is particular in its

fundamental role in all textual and manuscript production. The discipline is evidenced not

" Copeland and Sluiter, eds., 2009, 14.

8 In a more recent article, Irvine affirmed that “grammatica, in the medieval sense, is not be reduced to what is
found in a primer text like Donatus’ Ars grammatica, but should be understood to include a range of literate and
literary practices shared by the grammatically educated” (Irvine and Thomson 2005, 16).

9 Irvine 1994, 4-6.



only through grammatical treatises, various forms of commentaries, and encyclopedic works,
but through “the form and content of manuscript books produced within grammatical
culture.”*?

Through these methods, grammatica was also closely involved with the creation and
maintenance of textual authority. On the level of texts and the literary corpus, the
authorization was two-way: grammatica conferred authority to texts, and in turn, texts which
already carry authority — whether through grammatica or by other means — conferred
authority to grammatical discourses and the ideologies which make use of them. The
interaction between Virgil and Donatus’ Ars grammatica — his ars minor and ars maior,
written in fourth-century Rome, arguably the most important grammatical textbook of the
Middle Ages — is the clearest classical example of this bilateral interaction.* On a broader
linguistic level, grammatica helped produce latinitas ‘latinity’, the principle of correct
linguistic usage and normalized, authoritative language based on systematic principles,
literary authorities, and convention.?

While at the most advanced levels of grammatical learning there were many changes
and new cultural developments, at the elementary and intermediate levels of learning it
remained surprisingly consistent from the fifth century to the Rennaissance.'® Innovations in
teaching technique and ideology did occur, however. A classical tradition was steadily
Christianized and adapted to new cultural conditions. Bede and other important teachers
pressed the argument that Scripture was as complex and sophisticated as any classical
auctor,** and adaptations by Insular grammarians to new linguistic conditions in the seventh

and eighth centuries had a wide impact.'® The late twelfth and thirteenth centuries brought

the rise of verse grammars, making use of the verse format for mnemonic reasons, as well as

10 Irvine, 1994, 8-12.

11 As Martin Irvine describes the interaction: “[W]ith Vergil as the object-text for grammatical discourse,
grammatica constructed itself as dependent on the authority of cultural scripture, but the authority of the
discipline, the discourse of a systematic ars, constructed this objectified text with the authority emanating from
an institutional and professional power base” (Irvine 1994, 80).

12 Trvine 1994, 74-8.

13 Irvine and Thomson 2005, 17.

14 Irvine 1994, 291-3.

15 Law 1982.



other new genres, and the pedagogical dynamics of the discipline were changed.'® But among
these changes there remained a remarkable consistency to the discipline and its role in

education.

III. Primary Sources for Icelandic Education and Grammatica

A wide variety of sources must be used to explore Icelandic education completely,
from social, economic, and institutional angles, as well as from the perspective of
grammatica and other disciplines. Sagas of Icelandic bishops, biskupasogur, along with some
other narrative sources give the chronological, social, and political context for education.
Laws and documentary sources provide some further important social and economic
information, particularly how deals between students, patrons, and teachers were arranged
and prescribed. Regarding grammatica, the lack of Latin sources is limiting, as the extant
sources can only show how vernacular culture adapted and responded to the Latin tradition,
namely how a vernacular grammatica developed. Information about the core tradition of
Latin grammatica must be reconstructed from a diversity of sources. The surviving ON
grammatical treatises show how native poetic and linguistic learning was adapted and
textualized, but also how the terminology and techniques of Donatus and Priscian and other
Latin grammarians were vernacularized. The broader understanding of grammatica can also
be seen in religious poetry and translated hagiography, most notably those which incorporate
commentary on language and interpretation into their texts. The writing of commentary was
central to the practice of grammatica, and thus any type of text which comments on language
use in particular can potentially be a source for grammatica.

Narrative sources which are useful source for medieval Icelandic education are
largely restricted to those which discuss the ecclesiastical history of the post-conversion

period, though some other types can be used to illuminate broader concepts of education.*’

16 Copeland and Sluiter, eds., 2009, 544-50

7 [slendingasiogur, the sagas of Icelanders, which deal roughly with the period from the settlement of Iceland to
just after to conversion to Christianity, and several other genres of saga sometimes mention education within
fostering relationships, as will be noted in Chapters 1 and 3.



Samtidarségur, the contemporary sagas, were written mostly in the mid-thirteenth century,
and potentially adapted by later compilers. They deal with events of the so-called ‘Sturlunga
Age’, from the early twelfth century until the end of the Icelandic commonwealth around
1262.%8 Biskupaségur, the bishops’ sagas, are sometimes included among the samtidarségur.
They deal with Icelandic bishops in both hagiographic and non-hagiographic modes, and
were written from the late twelfth century into the fourteenth.'® In addition, two other
narrative texts, [slendingabok and Kristni saga, are important sources for the period of
conversion — the former in particular is the earliest extant vernacular text in Iceland, and a
source for many later narratives — and deal with bishops and ecclesiastical history, though
they are not usually classed among the biskupaségur. While there are a significant number of
issues with using all of these texts, they remain the basis for the accepted historical narrative
of medieval Iceland.?

Larentius saga and Jons saga helga are the most significant sources for Icelandic
education among the narrative corpus, as they contain the most explicit descriptions of
Icelandic schools. Jons saga describes in idealized terms the bishopric of Holar in the early
twelfth century, right after its foundation, including the schools and teaching. Bishop
Larentius’ own education and teaching career in the early fourteenth century, both before and
after he becomes bishop, is described in Larentius saga, and the saga also contains more
comment on Latin and Latinity than any other bishops’ saga. Both sagas are exemplary of the

uncertainties inherent in using such sagas as sources. Ldrentius saga was written soon after

18 Most of them are part of the Sturlunga saga compilation, which includes around twelve sagas, including the
peettir, as well as the extremely long Islendinga saga which takes up the bulk of the collection. For an overview
in English, see Ulfar Bragason 2005; for a more recent and complete overview in Icelandic, see Ulfar Bragason
2010. Among the difficulties in classifying the contemporary sagas as a separate genre are the numerous ways
they overlap with the Islendingaségur: see Andersson’s comments on Porgils saga ok Haflida as an
intermediate point between the two genres (Andersson 2002, 403). They also share similarities with the
biskupaségur; Margaret Cormack offers a distinction between the clerical contemporary sagas, including sagas
of bishops that also have Vitae written about them, and secular contemporary sagas, mostly represented by
Sturlunga saga (Cormack 1994, 49-51).

19 For a recent general discussion of the genre see Sigurdson 2016, 35-8.

20 This use of these types of sagas, and the biskupaségur are often thought of as a type of contemporary saga, is
well-established: “The bishops’ sagas and other contemporary sagas provide a good deal of information about
the intellectual life in the monasteries and school of Iceland” (White 2005, 1). The reliance of historians on the
greater reliability of these types of sagas, written more closely to the events they describe than other sagas, has
been criticized on multiple grounds, but it still remains a fairly standard practice (Ulfar Bragason 2005, 440-42).



the events it describes, sometime in the mid-fourteenth century, but it is only extant in two
sixteenth-century manuscripts.?! Jons saga helga was written roughly a century after the
events it describes, and while it was originally written in Latin it survives only in vernacular
versions, and three major versions survive among the extant manuscripts.?? Care must be thus
be taken in taking the evidence of these sagas as anything more than anecdotes about
possible forms and practices of education in medieval Iceland.

Diplomatic sources are also relevant for education, though they rarely survive in their
original manuscripts. In particular church charters, maldagar, survive from the twelfth
century onwards and offer some evidence for liturgical prescriptions and church activities,
which can reflect on educational practices. From the fourteenth century and later, these
maldagar begin to record the books owned by churches for the northern diocese of Holar,
which reflects on the use of Latin in Iceland. Educational agreements and mentions of
educational agreements in other types of documents survive from the mid-fourteenth century,
and in significant numbers from the later fifteenth and early sixteenth century.

The laws in Iceland are preserved largely in two thirteenth-century codices —
Konungsbok from the mid-thirteenth century, and Stadarholsbok from c. 1270, known
collectively as Grdgds. Norwegian laws from the period after 1262 come from the 1271 code
known as Jdrnsida, which was soon replaced by Jonsbok in 1281. Jonsbok survives in a huge
number of manuscripts from the fourteenth century and later. According to Islendingabdk, the
laws were first written down in the winter of 1117-18, though it is unclear and often debated
to what extent the extant Grdgds reflects those laws.?® As it stands, the Kristinna laga pattur
‘Christian law section’ of Grdgds contains educational and other provisions which are
relevant here, though it is possible more educational law existed which does not survive.

These sources are key for understanding the social, political, institutional, and
economic dynamics of education in Iceland. The descriptions of subjects of learning in the

biskupasogur and the documentary evidence is limited, however, and must be supplemented

21 Gudran Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, LVIIL.

22 For a full discussion of the manuscripts and versions of Jons saga helga, see the introduction of Foote, ed.,
2003. Two of the other biskupaségur, Porlaks saga helga and Guomundar saga géda also survive in several
highly divergent versions.

2 For a brief general survey, see Sandvik and Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 2005, 224-8.



by surviving pedagogical texts and literary works which incorporate commentary. There are
numerous theological, computistical, and encyclopedic translations and compilations which
cannot be sufficiently surveyed here, and will be addressed primarily in Chapter 2.2* The best
sources for grammatica in Iceland are the grammatical treatises, of which there are four, plus
the compilation known as the Snorra Edda and some fragmentary material. All of these are
written in the vernacular, and thus represent a distinct grammatical discipline, both
influenced by and separate from the core discipline of Latin learning and textual
interpretation. These treatises deal with the normalization and analysis of the ON language,
and the interpretation of ON texts, particularly skaldic poetry.?®

All four of the treatises take their names from the order which they appear in the
Codex Wormianus, the fourteenth-century manuscript which is the only place where all the
treatises appear together.® The oldest of the treatises is the so-called First Grammatical
Treatise (1GT), which has been dated to between 1125-1175. It is an orthographic treatise,
which proposes a distinct and highly precise vernacular alphabet for ON, and goes on to
discuss the reasons for the various graphic distinctions it proposes. Its alphabet was never put
into consistent use, however, and it is only extant in the Codex Wormianus. Another very
short orthographic treatise, known as the Second Grammatical Treatise (2GT), has been
dated on linguistic evidence to the late thirteenth century, and is extant in both the Codex
Wormianus and in a somewhat different version in the Codex Upsaliensis, from the early
fourteenth century. Rather than a prescription for a new alphabet, the 2GT introduces the
basic philosophical distinctions of sound — a technique of traditional grammatica which the
1GT does not use — and then goes on to describe each letter of the ON alphabet, using some
but not all proposed in the /GT. It includes some of its own characters as well, including
some abbreviation marks, and in the Codex Upsaliensis two illustrated exemplary figures are

included.?’

24 A significant amount of this material is surveyed in Svanhildur Oskarsdottir 2005.

% For a survey of recent scholarship on all the grammatical treatises, see Raschella 2007.

% The most recent authoritative study on the manuscript and its contexts is Johansson 1997.

27 There are two standard editions and translations of the First Grammatical Treatise: Hreinn Benediktsson, ed.,
1972 and Haugen, ed., 1972. Haugen will be used for the most part in this study, though Hreinn Benediktsson’s
work remains a seminal commentary on and study of the treatise. Both versions of the Second Grammatical
Treatise are edited in Raschella, ed., 1982, which also includes a collated edition and translation. The Codex

10



The Snorra Edda is thought to have been written by the chieftain Snorri Sturluson c.
1220-40, though parts of the text may have continued to be edited or added after the author’s
death in 1241.28 It is a composite work in three parts, with an additional Prologue which has
also been speculated to have been written later. The first part, Gylfaginning, presents a series
of prose myths based on the frame narrative of king Gylfi visiting the Zsir, the Norse gods,
and hearing stories of the gods and other pagan myths. The second part, Skdldskaparmal,
continues the mythological material, but leads into a discussion of poetic diction: specialized
poetic terms known as #eiti, as well as the circumlocutions known as kennings which are a
key component in most ON poetry. Hattatal, finally, is a clavis metricae thought to have been
written by Snorri for King Hakon Hakonarson and Duke Skuli of Norway, framed by a prose
commentary on the different metrics of each verse, and continuing some discussion of
diction.?

There is little evidence for direct influence of Latin grammatical writing on the
Snorra Edda, except in the most general sense that grammatica pervaded medieval textual
culture, and certainly impacted some structural elements of the treatise.>® However, in the
reception among Icelandic clerical culture, there are many aspects of the treatise that fit
neatly into grammatical discourse. The euhemerizing frame narrative of Gylfaginning and the
Prologue deal with the tension of teaching pagan myth, and provide a single authoritative
version of these myths, which can aid in the interpretation and composition of poetry.

Skaldskaparmal and Hattatal deal with the dual topics of diction and metrics, which were

Upsaliensis version of the 2GT has more recently been edited and translated in Heimir Palsson, ed., 2012. The
1GT, because of its several unique qualities and linguistic insights into early Icelandic, has received significant
scholarly attention, with the 2GT has much more sparsely studied, and Raschella’s edition remains the main
work on it.

28 Faulkes, ed., 2005, xii-xvi. For arguments concerning the potential disunity of the Snorra Edda, and the
possibility that the commentary of Hatfatal in particular could have been written after Snorri’s death, see
Heimir Palsson, ed., 2012, Ixix-Ixxiii, xci.

29 Anthony Faulkes has published both the standard three-part edition of the Snorra Edda, as well as the
standard translation. See bibliography.

%0 In contrast to arguments that the genre of artes poetriae influenced or inspired the Snorra Edda, Faulkes has
argued that there are no significant correlations (Faulkes, ed., 2005, xx). The artes poetriae aimed at teaching
composition through enarratio, generating new texts through the exegesis of old ones (Reynolds 1996, 27),
which seems comparable to the Snorra Edda, but it is such a broad dynamic that it might have as easily be
derived from native poetic pedagogies as from the grammatical tradition. For the relative lack of Latin-derived
terminology in the Snorra Edda, see also Appendix 2 of this study.
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often the core of the grammatical study of poetics.3

This clerical reception is evidenced in the two surviving poetic treatises based on
translations of Latin texts, which also take influence from the Snorra Edda: The Third
Grammatical Treatise (3GT) and Fourth Grammatical Treatise (4GT). The 3GT is attributed
to Olafr bordarson, the nephew of Snorri Sturluson, and can be roughly dated to the period
from his return to Iceland from the Danish court of king Valdemar around 1242, to Olaft’s
death in 1259.%2 The treatise itself is divided into two parts: The Malfredinnar Grundvéllr
(MG), based on a translation of part of Priscian’s Institutiones Grammaticae as well as other
texts,>® and the Malskriidsfrcedi (MS), based on a translation of Book 3 of Donatus’4rs
Maior, conventionally known in the Middle Ages as the Barbarismus.>* The 4GT has no
solidly established author, though there has been speculation, but on paleographic and
internal historical evidence it has been dated to ¢.1320-40.% It was written as a continuation
of the MS, using material primarily from Alexander de Villa-Dei’s Doctrinale, but also some
from Eberhard of Béthune’s Greecismus, both standard verse grammars across Europe during
the thirteenth century and afterwards.

The MG deals with the characteristics of sounds, letters, syllables, and words, and is
in essence a standard introduction to grammar. Its adaptation to deal with ON, however,
involves several changes: it compares Latin and runic alphabets, the significance of syllables
in Latin and ON poetics, and carefully avoids discussions of syntax and inflection normally

included with such introductions, as they would be less translatable between languages and

3L As, for example, in Bede’s composition of a De arte metrica and a De schematibus et tropis.

32 Wills, ed., 2001, 6-7.

33 The core source may of course be a text derived from Priscian, and there is additional material from Petrus
Hispanus’ Summulae Logicales, native material from Hdattatal, original material on runes as well as other
vernacular topics (Wills, ed., 2001, 143). There was also almost certainly extensive influence from Zlfric’s
Excerptiones in some form or another, but definitely in metalinguistic terminology (Gade 2007, 338).

3 There are minor changes suggesting influence from other texts, probably from commentaries on the
Barbarismus itself, but also potentially from other Latin texts on the figiirur. Olsen’s notes to his edition of the
the text marks several passages which must have come from a different source, and speculates on possibilities.
For example, for the added details on the four named barbarisms, mytacismus, labdacismus, jotacismus, and
collisiones, he suggests Martianus Capella and Servius’ commentary on Donatus (Olsen, ed., 1884, 69-71), for
alleotheta he suggests Alexander de Villa Dei or Petru Helias (Olsen, ed., 1884, 85), and the quote of Ovid in
the discussion of metaphora is also used in Alexander’s Doctrinale (Olsen, ed., 1884, 103). More recently,
Clunies Ross and Wellendorf have reaffirmed that the Doctrinale must have been a source (Clunies Ross and
Wellendorf, eds., 2014, xli-xliv).

3 Clunies Ross and Wellendorf, eds., 2014, xii-xiii.
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less significant to native speakers of ON. It is thus in part an orthographic treatise, like the
1GT and the 2GT, but more general, philosophical, and comparative.

The MS and the 4GT are poetic treatises, structured like Hdttatal as a series of stanzas
framed by prose commentary, and are both concerned with a collection of terms and ideas
which we will identify here by the prevailing Norse term figurur ‘figures’. In the MS these
are the faults and virtues of speech, covering a variety of exegetical and prescriptive ideas.
What the MS terms barbarisms are faults in individual words, solecisms are faults in phrases,
and the other faults were miscellaneous and sometimes later recast as virtues. For the virtues,
metaplasms are changes in the form of words, schemes are changes in phrases, and tropes
involved some sort of semantic changes. The significance of Donatus’ take on this system of
stylistics in the Middle Ages is shown by the fact that even after most of the Ars maior was
rendered largely obsolete by Priscian’s Institutiones grammaticae, the Barbarismus
continued to circulate.®® The 4GT’s collection consists of a variety of terms, for the most part
virtues rather than faults of speech, which the Doctrinale added to Donatus’ list. It is most
distinctive and innovative in its focus on using religious poetry for its examples and adding
some theological exegesis to its commentary.

The exegetical functions of the sources of the 3GT and 4GT represent some of the
most basic, well-known and consistent functions of grammatica. Donatus’ Ars maior was
originally a grammatical commentary on Virgil, while Priscian broadened that scope to a
massive number of references on nearly the whole classical canon.®” The Doctrinale was
intended above all to prepare students to read the Vulgate bible, and at the same time would
come to essentially replace Priscian, while being supplemented with other texts.3® The
Graecismus was generally transmitted with the Doctrinale, and functioned alongside it in the
same ways. The vices and virtues of the Barbarismus were the core theory of figurative

language in the Middle Ages, and all other treatments of the topic were based ultimately upon

36 Law 2003, 69. The Barbarismus tended to circulate with book XVII and X VIII of Priscian’s Institutiones,
neither of which are used in the 3GT.

87 Irvine 1994, 107.

38 Copeland and Sluiter, eds., 2009, 574-5.

39 Copeland and Sluiter, eds., 2009, 584.
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Donatus’.%? Its centrality to medieval composition and ennaratio is in part derived from the
Stoic idea that plain writing is devalued by readers, and that figurative speech is required for
serious writing, and thus for the interpretation of serious writing.*! The essential
Christianization of this idea is exemplified by Bede, who greatly developed the widespread
idea that the figurur, ‘tfigures’, could be found in the Scriptures themselves, and were not
simply a classical idea being superimposed upon the holy text. His examples in De
schematibus et tropis are Scriptural, and the treatise thus becomes essentially a guide for
reading and interpreting biblical language.*? Overall, the MS and the 4GT are a
vernacularization of an organized, formal system and vocabulary capable of speaking
abstractly about figurative language, morphological variation in poetry, rhetorical and
grammatical devices, and more.

All these grammatical treatises in the Old Norse corpus are transmitted in manuscripts
with a part or the whole of the Snorra Edda, and usually also with additional poems. While
the manuscript context of these treatises in the twelfth and thirteenth century cannot be
reconstructed, it is clear that from the earliest manuscripts at beginning of the fourteenth
century that the Snorra Edda, and vernacular poetry in general, is at the centre of vernacular
grammatica. These manuscripts have been surveyed most recently in the major studies of the

Snorra Edda by Nordal, Faulkes, and Clunies Ross.*® Three manuscripts contain the entire

40 Irvine 1994, 107.

4 Irvine 1994, 230. See also Irvine and Thomson 2005, 34.

42 Irvine 1994, 291-6. These figurur were also the key area where the disciplines of grammatica and rhetorica
overlapped, (Reynolds 1996, 27) which speaks to their universal significance in medieval culture. To a
grammarian, whose traditional goal was correctness, the tropes in particular were often faults — or at least
deviations from the prescriptive norm — while to a rhetorician they were essential to embellishing a text. The
great compromise between the disciplines inherited in the late Middle Ages was largely Priscian’s: a certain
level of incorrectness was acceptable among the auctores, because there was deeper, truer grammar that was
being served, a platonic ideal of linguistic structure. This deepened the importance of enarratio as applied to the
figurur, and led to them becoming of much greater importance themselves (Reynolds 1996, 21-4). Scholars
have often tended to view the figurur of Icelandic grammatical treatises as rhetorical: Clunies Ross refers to the
figures of the Barbarismus as “rhetorical figures” and “the core of grammatical rhetoric” (Clunies Ross 2005,
191), and Peter Foote titled his work on Latin influence in the treatises “Latin Rhetoric and Icelandic Poetry”
(Foote 1984). See most recently the terminology in Clunies Ross and Wellendorf, eds., 2014. However, in this
study they will be viewed as primarily grammatical, while acknowledging that the distinction could be very
fluid in the Middle Ages.

43 Gudrin Nordal 2001, 41-72; Clunies Ross 2005, 187; Hreinn Benediktsson, ed., 1972, 19-21; Faulkes, ed.,
2005, xxviii-xxxi. The current survey is based primarily upon Nordal’s.
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Snorra Edda: Codex Upsaliensis, DG 11 4to, from c. 1300-1325; Codex Regius, GKS 2367
4to, from c. 1300-1325; Codex Wormianus, AM 242 fol, from c. 1350. For a study of
vernacular grammatica the Codex Wormianus is the most important manuscript, as it is the
manuscript from which the four grammatical treatises take their names, and the only
manuscript which contains the /GT and 4GT. The Codex Regius contains the whole of the
Snorra Edda and two skaldic poems, but none of the grammatical treatises; the Codex
Upsaliensis contains the 2GT. Other manuscripts contain partial versions of these treatises.**

Apart from this tradition of vernacular grammatica, there is some manuscript
evidence of grammatical texts involved with the teaching of the Latin language. AM 921 111
4to is a direct translation of some of Zlfric’s Excerptiones, specifically a paradigm of the
Latin verb amare ‘to love’, with direct Norse translations of each form of the verb, and the
names of the tenses, persons, moods, etc. which describe the paradigms, where Zlfric’s text
had Old English. Like Zlfric, the goal here appears to be to use the vernacular to teach Latin
at an elementary level. While the manuscript itself is quite late,* it will be argued here that
the translation of such an elementary text from an Old English original is likely to be no later
than the eleventh or twelfth centuries. In addition, there are two glossaries in Latin with Old
Norse glosses, GKS 1812 4to and AM 249 I fol. The original manuscript from which both
derive dates somewhere around the end of the twelfth century.*® A few other very small
pieces of evidence survive in compilations which may reflect Latin grammatical learning in
Iceland.*’

The last body of evidence for grammatica and grammatical education is the extant

44 Three other manuscripts contain Skd/dskaparmal separate from the rest of the Snorra Edda: AM 748 Ib 4to,
from c. 1300-1325; AM 757 a 4to, from c. 1400; AM 748 II 4to, from c. 1400. AM 748 Ib 4to also contains the
sole surviving fragment of the Fifth Grammatical Treatise, several poems, Litla Skalda, and the Pulur —
metrical lists of Aeiti — and the 3GT. AM 757 a 4to likewise contains several poems, the 3GT, the Pulur, and
Litla Skalda. AM 748 11 4to, in addition to part of Skdldskaparmal, only contains the Pulur and a genealogy of
the Sturlungar family. While the fourteenth-century manuscripts show a strong connection between all the
grammatical treatises, the relationship between Skdldskaparmal and the 3GT is thus most apparent, emphasizing
the central role of discussions of diction and figurative language in vernacular grammatica.

45 AM 921 1II 4to itself dates to around 1400, but it is certainly a copy of an older manuscript (Gade 2007, 335).
46 Scardigli and Raschella 1988, 299. Hreinn Benediktsson offers only the late-twelfth century dating in his
summary of the Old Norse grammatical literature (Hreinn Benediktsson, ed., 1972, 21).

47 The compilations AM 732 b 4to contains Greek glosses, ciphers, macaronic and Latin poetry, edited in Finnur
Jonsson, ed., 1884-91.
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corpus of poetry and hagiography. The Old Norse poetic corpus is one of the largest of
vernacular verse for medieval western Europe.*® Most of the poetry survives in a prose
context, as many of the Icelandic sagas are on some level prosimetrical,*® though many of the
surviving verses are also preserved in the grammatical treatises. There are two main types of
Old Norse poetry. Eddic poetry, the poetry that appears in the older, somewhat simpler
metres, is often discussed in terms of oral tradition, mythology, or the prosimetrical
fornaldarségur — ‘sagas of ancient times’, which deal largely with vikings and ancient
Scandinavian heroes — in which it appears,*® though there is a body of eddic Christian and
wisdom poetry composed in the Middle Ages. Probably the most well-known extant poems
come from the great manuscript of mythological and heroic poems, the Codex Regius
manuscript, from c. 1275.%! Skaldic poetry, a much larger corpus of court poetry, appears in
many of the other genres of saga. It was also a significant component of the vernacular
grammatical tradition, and holds a special place in discussions of chronology and historicity,
as by all but the most critical estimations it represents the earliest Old Norse compositions
with narrative historical content.>? Likewise, the skalds have long been viewed by scholars
as a type of pre-Christian historian.>® There is some evidence that there was a medieval
conception of Eddic metres of poetry as older and more mythic, spoken by gods, while

skaldic poetry was attributable to known, human poets.>*

48 Clunies Ross 2005, 6. The main edition of skaldic poetry is Finnur Jénsson’s four-volume Skaldedigtning.
However, this is in the process of being expanded upon and replaced by the Skaldic Project
(https://www.abdn.ac.uk/skaldic/db.php), which in addition to the online database has three volumes released:
two volumes on poetry from the Kings’ saga, and one volume on Christian poetry.

49 Two of the most cited general studies on the role of verse in the sagas are Bjarni Einarsson 1974 and
O’Donoghue 2005.

50 Most of the Eddic poetry which does not appear collected in the Codex Regius is contained in prosimetrical
form in the fornaldarsogur (Torfi Tulinius 2005, 448). See also Clunies Ross 2005, 10-12 and Friis-Jensen
1987, 46-9, for discussion of prosimetrum in the fornaldarsogur.

°! In addition to the Codex Regius, or GKS 2365 4to, some of the most important manuscripts for Eddic poetry
include the Codex Wormianus, which in addition to the grammatical treatises contains the sole surviving, but
incomplete, text of the poem Rigspula, and AM 748 1A 4to, which contains parts of Skalskaparmal and a
collection of mythological poems, some of which do not appear in the Codex Regius (Clunies Ross 2005, 7-9).
52 For general introductions to the poetic corpus and the types of Old Norse poetry, see Clunies Ross 2005, 6-29;
Clunies Ross 2005 and Gudran Nordal 2001 represent the main recent examinations of both the corpus of Old
Norse poetry and the role of the poetry and poets in society.

53 However, this is based almost entirely on a single quote from the prologue of Heimskringla (Andersson 1964,
28, note 5).

54 Clunies Ross 2005, 10.
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Both types of poetry interacted with imported Latin culture and were impacted by
translation. The fairly rapid confluence of Latin Christian tradition and skaldic poetry is
evidenced by Christian kennings and religious themes appearing in poetry from the very time
of conversion, and the massive achievement of Einar Skulason’s Geisli, written for St Olaft,
to be recited at his shrine at Nidaréss, probably in 1153.%° Several Christian poems are
particularly important to discussions of grammatica: Merlinusspa, the late twelfth-century
ON translation of the Prophetiae Merlini, contains several verses of commentary on its own
use of symbolic language and the interpretation of prophecy; Lilja and several other related
religious poems of the fourteenth century comment directly on the Snorra Edda and the use
of complex language;>® Hattalykill, finally, is a clavis metricae which is thought to have been
among the sources and inspirations for Hdttatal >’

In addition to this poetry, there is a small corpus of ON hagiography which
incorporates commentary, and thus evidences the practice of grammatica, though they have
not been considered in terms of grammatica before. These are primarily fourteenth-century
texts, though a version of Jons saga baptista from ¢.1280 is particularly interesting in that a
letter survives discussing its composition, which parallels in several respects a short epilogue
to the saga, discussing glossing and the interpretation of symbolic language.®

When surveying these sources, it is important to keep in mind the number of
manuscripts that have been lost. The lack of Latin texts, and the focus of the extant
grammatical writing on ON language and literature, need not indicate a lack of Latin or Latin
education in Iceland. Likewise, the almost complete lack of direct references to lay education

does not mean that only clerics were educated or literate. Having to speculate heavily about

%5 For a full description of the development of Christian poetry, see Attwood 2005 and Clunies Ross 2005, 114-
140; the standard edition and commentary of Geisl/i is Chase, ed., 2005, though it has also been more recently
edited and translated in Clunies Ross, ed., 2007.

% The relevant passages from Merlinusspd and the fourteenth-century religious poems are excerpted in
Appendix 3.

5" The dating of Merlinusspa is based on its attribution to the monk Gunnlaugr of Pingeyrar in AM 573 4to.
Merlinusspa is edited with the rest of the early fourteenth-century manuscript Hauksbok, the only place where it
survives, in Finnur Jonsson, ed., 1892-6. Lilja has recently been re-edited and translated in Clunies Ross, ed.,
2007, 554-677. Hattalykill is transmitted only in two seventeenth century manuscripts; its early dating is based
on the mention of its composition in Orkneyinga saga (Clunies Ross 2005, 155).

%8 Excerpts from Jons saga baptista as well as Tveggia Postola saga Jons og Jacobs are included in Appendix
3.
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the details of lay education and Latin grammatica does not mean that such things were not
important to Icelandic society and culture. Using the full diversity of available sources is
fundamental to showing the range of possible dynamics and discourses in medieval Icelandic

education and grammatica.

IV. Outline of this Study

Chapter 1 will consider the evidence for the history of Icelandic schools and
education in terms of social, institutional, and economic factors. It will survey the sources
available and general chronological framework, i.e. what important teachers, students, and
schools existed, and what major changes took place in Icelandic history that may have
affected educational practice. From there it will discuss the context and institutions behind
education and schools, including monasteries and cathedral schools, but also social context,
such as when education intersected with fostering relationships and conflict resolution. These
social bonds provide a link between Christian, secular, and pre-Christian educational
practices, and point to the wider social role education could play in Iceland. Financial and
economic factors have also tended to be neglected in the scholarship, and it can be shown
that the cost of education could be quite high, and must have be a consistent factor in who
was educated, what sort of education they received, and what context it was in. Rather than
present a chronological account or a judgment on the rising and falling quality of education
in Iceland, this chapter will emphasize that there was always a range of possibilities in
educational dynamics between the conversion and the Reformation.

Chapter 2 will defend the significance of the Latin language in medieval Iceland as a
preface for describing Latin and bilingual educational topics and the available evidence for
them. In response to trends of scholarly dismissal or ignorance of Icelandic latinity, the
evidence of booklists and many other sources can show that Latin was important to Icelandic
clerical and textual cultural throughout the medieval period. There is almost no evidence,
however, for the relevance of Latin learning to lay Icelanders, though they certain regularly

heard it during the Mass and other liturgical performances. Education which made use of
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Latin was orientated around the the training of priests, and can be roughly divided into
elementary, intermediate, and advanced forms of learning, among which grammatica was the
most central discipline. This division emphasizes the potential diversity of learning and Latin
literacy among educated Icelanders. While there is significant evidence for elementary and
grammatical learning, the evidence for more advanced forms of learning is limited, and may
have been in part confined to a clerical elite who could travel to Norway or further abroad for
education.

The final section of Chapter 2 will propose that the translated vernacular grammatical
treatises can be used as evidence of Latin grammatica in Iceland, based on the model of
scholarship on Old English (OE) grammatical texts. There is solid evidence that Icelanders
based some of their grammatical practices on the model of OE grammatical pedagogy,
particularly Zlfric’s Excerptiones. This likely produced a similar form of bilingual
grammatica, with ON being used extensively for the teaching of Latin, and an extensive
vernacular metalanguage developing thereby. Medieval Iceland can thus be seen in terms of
wider vernacular adaptations to Latin grammatica and metalinguistics in the medieval west.

Finally, Chapter 3 will explore vernacular forms of learning, both secular and clerical,
to the final purpose of characterizing the discipline of vernacular grammatica as an
intellectual and pedagogical practice. Several forms of learning, including law, runacy, and
poetry, all must have existed in pre-Christian Iceland, and have had linguistic concerns which
fed into the development of vernacular grammatica. These disciplines characterize what we
must assume oral, secular Icelandic education looked like, and vernacular grammatica in part
represents the mixing of this secular learning with clerical ideas about language and
pedagogy. As there was no need to teach native speakers their own language, the largest part
of this discipline had to do with interpretation and normalization, and from this perspective
the discipline can be seen not only in treatises, but also in poetry and the incorporated
commentary of hagiography. The fourteenth century shows a culmination and mixing of
many threads of vernacular grammatical discourse, particularly through the different
influences on the 4GT. These threads involve various methods and ideologies of

interpretation and normalization. The teaching of vernacular grammatica, however, can only
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be speculated about, and it does not seem to be as widely significant as Latin grammatica for
the core of clerical learning at any point.

By taking a broad perspective on different aspects of education and grammatical
discourse in Iceland, this study will show both the diversity of educational practices and the
wider significance of education to other topics of study, including literary and ecclesiastical
history. Even within the limitations of the evidence, educational dynamics must be taken into
account: the social and economic role it could play in both clerical and lay society, the
widespread importance of Latin learning despite its lack of representation in the extant
corpus, and the extensive incorporation and development of grammatical ideas in vernacular
textual culture. Viewing education more comprehensively, both more speculatively and more
critically, than has been hitherto been attempted creates a space for considering the role of
education in future historical and literary research. It also emphasizes the complex, multi-
layered way in which Latin and European culture influenced and interacted with native
Icelandic culture, where individuals and institutions could have an impact on the

dissemination and development of learning.
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1: Schools and Education in Iceland

The social, institutional, and economic aspects of education are key to giving
historical context to all other aspects of teaching, learning, and intellectual life in medieval
Iceland. This chapter will begin by exploring the historical background of medieval Icelandic
education and the relevant sources, setting up a chronological framework for the rest of this
study but also addressing the limitations of a diachronic approach to education. From there
the chapter will examine a series of topics, first the schools and other institutions and
locations of learning, and, second, the conditions of people involved with education, namely
teachers, students, and patrons.

Icelandic education can be shown to have been diverse and adaptable, functioning in
different contexts for different people and purposes. It reflected both wider European
developments as well as the immediate conditions of Iceland, and was never a singular,
monolithic tradition. The primary goal of this chapter is to show the broad range of ways
education could have taken place, and while the limitations of the source material prevent
very many certain conclusions, they do show a wide potential for different types of teaching
and learning. These were affected by many aspects of Icelandic society and culture, including
the cost of education, the development of ecclesiastical institutions, the relationship between
lay and religious schooling, and relationships between schoolmasters, teachers, and students.
A key aspect of this diversity is financial: while poorer Icelanders and the lower classes of
the Icelandic priesthood are not very well represented in the sources, their existence and
significance must be acknowledged to gain a complete picture of the many roles education
could play in medieval Icelandic life. In light of this diversity, what qualifies as an important
context of education must also be questioned, and what makes a particular person or place

important to broader dynamics of teaching and learning.

1.1 The Historical Background and Sources of Icelandic Education

Establishing the aspects of the history of medieval Iceland most relevant to education,
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and contextualizing within that the information available from the extant sources, is the first
step for understanding the ways in which education functioned in Icelandic society. As this
chapter is dealing primarily with social, economic, and institutional factors, the evidence will
be a combination of narrative sources, primarily the biskupasdgur, as well as legal and
documentary ones. After considering the relevant historical events and sources of the period
from the conversion to the Reformation, this section will address issues of source criticism
and scholarly methodology which, it will be argued, have limited and mischaracterized
Icelandic education. In particular, this is an issue of how to incorporate all the different types
of evidence, how to deal with the rhetoric and narrative tropes of the biskupasogur, and how
to deal with those aspects of educational history which are mostly absent from the sources.
On the whole, it can be argued that there was more continuity in Icelandic education over the
course of the Middle Ages than has been suggested, even while there were many diverse

forms of education happening at any given time.

1.1.1 Education in the Commonwealth Period

This study is concerned with the history of education in Christian Iceland, that is,
after Iceland’s official conversion in 1000. Scholars have speculated little about earlier modes
of learning, pagan or Christian, for which sources are sparse.* Little can be said for certain
about how topics like vernacular poetics, secular, genealogy, and runic literacy were taught.
However, it is vitally important to the history of education after 1000 to acknowledge that
they that must have been taught, however informally, as all of them clearly continued to
appear in the literary corpus.®® Literature cannot be produced without education, and as will
be asserted throughout this chapter, there were no hard distinctions between formal and
informal education. Native, pre-Christian subjects of learning may have been taught

primarily in the home, by parents and foster-parents, but there was a significant amount of

%9 Pre-Christian education was touched upon briefly in Jon Sigurdsson’s highly nationalistic history of Icelandic
schools, where he emphasized law as the most important topic, but also runes, seidr and Eddic poetry (Jon
Sigurdsson 1842, 83-4). Of course, there were Christians in Iceland before 1000 who were probably involved
with education as a part of conversion, but there is little evidence about what that would have entailed.

80 These topics of pre-Christian and oral teaching will be dealt with in detail in Chapter 3, section 3.1.1.
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overlap between that type of learning and more institutional forms.

The first priests in Iceland that are mentioned in the extant sources were missionaries,
who in order to convert must have been involved in both teaching and learning: teaching
relevant Christian topics and training Icelandic priests, as well as themselves learning enough
of Icelandic society and language to effectively communicate their teachings. The sources
mention a series of these missionaries, though there was very likely more of them.%! Before
the conversion Pangbrandr is said to have been sent by Olafr Tryggvason, and bishop
Fridrekr travels to Iceland from Saxony to baptize the family of his friend Porvaldr; when the
Icelanders Gizurr Aviti and Hjalti Skeggjason are sent around the year 1000 by Olafr
Tryggvason to convert the island, they are accompanied by the court priest, Pormodr, from
England, and six other priests.®? Several other priests are mentioned in the extant sources
who appear to be missionary bishops.®® The major sources are Islendingabdk, Kristni saga,
and Hungrvaka, while some are also mentioned in Landnamabok, Porvalds pattr ens
vidforla, and Vatnsdeela saga. These are mostly from the thirteenth century, and possibly all
deriving in some way from fslendingabék as the earliest source. While nothing is mentioned
in these extant sources of teaching practices of the missionaries and missionary bishops, they
were active for some fifty years before an Icelandic bishop was ordained. Thus, at least the
first two generations of Icelandic priests must have depended on them for their education,

and so they must have been fundamentally important to how Christian topics were first

81 Orri Vésteinsson, while marginalizing their importance compared to aristocratic Icelanders, does
acknowledge that there were likely more missionaries than are mentioned in the sources, and that they must
have educated some Icelandic priests (Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 75-80).

62 Benjamin Kristjansson argues that these priests are being referred to in a passage in Eyrbyggja saga, where
the saga mentions that the promise of new clergy encouraged church-building (Benjamin Kristjansson 1947, 4).
8 These missionary bishops are: Bjarnhardr bokvisi Vilradsson, a priest of St. Olafr from England, who stayed
in Iceland c. 1018-23; Kolr, possibly sent by St. Olafr and living and teaching at Haukadalr, in Iceland c. 1026-
30; the English Bishop Hrod6lfr, again someone who had come from England with St. Olafr, was in Iceland c.
1030-49 and possibly kept a small monastery and school at Be, though this is a controversial topic; Johann
irska, c. 1050, and Heinrekr, c. 1060, from the Orkneys; Bjanhardr, c¢. 1048-68, sent to Norway by Adalbert,
archbishop of Bremen. In addition, there are what fslendingabo’k calls the three ermskir, or Armenian, bishops:
Petrus, Abraham, and Stephanus. For the account of these in fslendingabo’k, see Jakob Benediktsson, ed., 1986,
14-18; for Kristni saga, see Sigurgeir Steinsgrimsson et al., eds., 2003, Vol. II, 3-13. Benjamin also goes into
some detail about the careers of these missionaries, and his estimation of the dates they stayed in Iceland are
used here (Benjamin Kristjansson 1947, 5-13). More detail is given about these figures, and travels to and from
Iceland in the eleventh century and earlier, in Melsted 1907-15 and Grenlie, ed., 2006, 26, note 77.
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adapted to Icelandic contexts.®* These missionaries not only trained the first Icelandic priests,
but oversaw the first mixing of vernacular and Latin pedagogy and liturgy, and thus must
have laid the foundation for later developments in bilingual intellectual culture.

The first bishopric in Iceland, and thus the first known educational institution, was the
southern bishopric of Skalholt, founded around 1056. Skalholt was the first stadr, or major
church-farm wherein the church owned enough of the land around it to support a household.
It took a long time for an independent institutional church to develop in Iceland, as church
property was privately owned until the so-called stadamdl in the second half of the thirteenth
century, a conflict which brought the beginning of Church ownership and first giving of
benefices in Iceland. As such, the founding of Skalholt was as much a moment of aristocratic
history as ecclesiastical history.

The first bishop was [sleifr Gizurarson, a member of the powerful Haukadelir, who
were dominant over ecclesiastical politics and institutions until the mid-twelfth century, when
other aristocratic families began to become more involved.® Isleifr was the son of the Gizurr
hviti who played a central role in the conversion of Iceland. He was raised in Skalholt,
brought to Herford in Saxony and educated there, according to Kristni saga and
Hungrvaka.%® Hungrvaka and Jéns saga helga also state that his son, Gizurr {sleifsson, the
second bishop of Skalholt, was educated in Saxony as well.%’ Isleifr is praised by the sources
as the first great teacher of Iceland, and the evidence presented are his most prestigious
students: Islendingabdk, Hungrvaka and Kristni saga all state that at Skalholt he taught Jon
Ogmundarson, the first bishop of Hélar, and Kolr, a bishop of Vik, in Norway.®®

84 Hreinn Benediktsson seems to ignore the possibility of early education and takes the native-bishop bias of the
bishops’ sagas at face value: “the introduction of Latin writing — the basis of, and prerequisite for, the
development of written literature — hardly made noticeable progress until it was in the hand of native clerics.
The earliest of these whose name is now remembered is {sleifr Gizurarson . . .” (Hreinn Benediktsson, ed.,
1972, 175-6).

85 Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 144-8.

% Sigurgeir Steingrimsson et al., eds., 2003, Vol. II, 38-9; Asdis Egilsdéttir, ed., 2002, 6. Hungrvaka specifically
notes that Isleifr was put in the care of an abbess while in Herford.

67 Asdis Egilsdéttir, ed., 2002, 14; Sigurgeir Steingrimsson et al., eds., 2003, Vol. I, 182.

8 Jakob Benediktsson, ed., 1986, 20; Sigurgeir Steingrimsson et al., eds., 2003, Vol. II, 38-9; Asdis Egilsdéttir,
ed., 2002, 9. Despite the relative dearth of references to education, this particular point of ecclesiastical and
educational history seems to have had particular significance, as it is also mentioned in Jons saga helga
(Sigurgeir Steingrimsson et al., eds., 2003, Vol. 11, 181).
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Haukadalr, the stadr in the south of Iceland which was the home of the Haukadelir
family, is also notable in educational history of the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Ari frodi,
the author of fslendingabo’k, was fostered there. Teitr, the son of Bishop Isleifr Gizurarson,
was Ari’s foster-father and, according to Jons saga helga, was a teacher at Haukadalr: he is
said to have taught Porlakr Runoélfsson, the third bishop of Skalholt, as well as Bjorn Gilsson,
the third bishop of Holar.5® Teitr is also cited as a source in Islendingabdk and is said to have
been the wisest man Ari knew,® suggesting the possibility that Teitr educated Ari. There is
also a clear connection between Haukadalr and Skalholt, and they may have interacted in
their role as schools and providers of learning.

[sleifr and his son’s education abroad, the school at Skalholt, the education of foster-
children at Haukadalr, and the naming of particularly well known priests as students, are the
core narratives of the development of Icelandic education in the latter eleventh century. There
are several important dynamics for Icelandic history, and the role of education within it,
which begin here. There is a clear relationship between aristocratic fosterage and education,
and an overlap between fostering at a household with educational resources and sending
them to school at a cathedral. This is in part because the aristocratic control of the Icelandic
church, and the important role of aristocratic priests and what are generally referred to as
chieftain-priests: Icelanders who were secular leaders, having control over a district or
godord,”™ who were also ordained as priests. There is a link between ecclesiastical and
secular power which developed over the later eleventh and early twelfth century, and the
general consensus is that by owning churches and being priests, chieftains could consolidate
their power, drawing their neighbours to their own wealthy churches and thereby showing off
their own wealth and power, extracting tithes, and strengthening social bonds.’? A tithe was
established in 1097, based on property values, which gave church-owners a means of funding

and supporting their churches, and potentially for funding a greater number of priests.”

8 Sigurgeir Steingrimsson et al., eds., 2003, Vol. II, 182. Hungrvaka also mentions the education of Bishop
Porlakr Runélfsson at Haukadalr (Asdis Egilsdottir, ed., 2002, 14).

70 Jakob Benediktsson, ed., 1986, 4.

"L For a discussion of godi and godord see Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, 9-83.

2 Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 238.

8 For a full discussion of the tithe law and its implications, see Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 67-92.
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The foundation of a second bishopric at Hoélar in 1106, and the development of
education and the Church over the twelfth century, occurred in the context of this close
connection and overlap between the Icelandic secular aristocracy and the priesthood. There is
a highly idealized description of Hoélar’s school in Jons saga helga, and this account,
alongside the tithe-law and the first vernacular writings, has persuaded many scholars to
argue that education expanded greatly in the twelfth century.” Jons saga helga describes Jon
Ogmundarson’s own education at Skalholt under Isleifr in the eleventh century, whom he is
said to have called his foster-father, then his journey abroad, including meeting Seemundr
fr60i in France and bringing him back to Iceland.” Jén and the next few bishops at Holar are
said in Jons saga to have taught many prestigious students: Bjorn Gilsson, the third bishop of
Hoélar, presumably continuing the education he had at Haukadalr; {sleifr Grimsson, a kinsman
of the bishop, and two men named Jon svarti and Bjarni Bergpdrsson; Vilmundr and Hreinn,
the first and third abbots of Pingeyrar, respectively; finally, Klengr Porsteinsson, the fifth
bishop of Skalholt, is particularly highlighted among the students.’® For the most part Jéns
saga lists the students in a similar format to the other sources mentioned here: they serve as
explicit sources of prestige for the bishop. This prestige value is also linked to the
genealogical and aristocratic aspect of Icelandic ecclesiastical historiography, the status of
each elite priest being enhanced by his relationship to the others.

This Semundr frodi, of the Oddaverjar family, is also a figure who appears influential

in the narrative of Icelandic education, as he is highly praised in Jons saga and elsewhere as

4 Ernst Walter speculated that traveling abroad for education increased in the twelfth century, but does not offer
any sources for this argument (Walter 1971, 200). Jonas Gislason in particular has gone beyond the sources in
arguing for an expansion of education in twelfth-century Iceland: he has speculated that Icelandic education
during the twelfth century could match that of anywhere in Europe, with the exception of the most prestigious
universities (Jonas Gislason 1981, 121-22). He likewise suggests that so many young learned Icelanders were
educated abroad that a cultural revolution occurred around 1100, and Icelandic schooling became so high
quality, that this led to the period of saga writing and the rather dated scholarly idea of a cultural flowering in
thirteenth-century Iceland (Jonas Gislason 1981, 125).

5 Sigurgeir Steingrimsson et al., eds., 2003, Vol. II, 181-3, 187-8. Jéns saga is not actually at any point explicit
that Jon’s journey abroad involved any sort of formal schooling, though this is commonly assumed by scholars,
and is not impossible. Semundr’s return from France, and his ordination as a priest upon his return, is also
mentioned in Islendingabék, though it is not suggested there that Jon Ogmundarson was in any way involved
(Jakob Benediktsson, ed., 1986, 20-1).

76 Sigurgeir Steingrimsson et al., eds., 2003, Vol. II, 218-9. Klangr also appears in an earlier episode as a
student, where Jon chastises him for reading an illicit Ovidian text (Sigurgeir Steingrimsson et al., eds., 2003,
Vol. 11, 211-2).
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one of the most learned priests of his time, while the farm Oddi is referenced several times as
location of a school. In Porldks saga, the saint Porlakr Porhallsson, bishop of Skalholt 1178-
1193, is said to have studied at Oddi under the priest Eyjolft, the son of Semundr fi60di,
before going to Paris and Lincoln for further learning.”” According to Pdls saga, Pall
Jonsson, bishop of Skalholt 1192-1211, was brought up at Oddi, though it is not said
explicitly that he was taught there, before going to be taught in England. Pall’s father, Jon
Loptsson, was the grandson of Smundr fi6di,’® and one of the most powerful and important
Icelandic chieftains of his day. Jon was also the foster-father of Snorri Sturluson, and as
nothing explicit is said in any source about Snorri’s education as a layman, it is assumed that
it has something to do with Jon’s fostering and the resources at Oddi. The Oddaverjar, the
family of Seemundr frodi, are therefore emblematic of the genealogical aspect of Icelandic
educational history, and the strong overlap between the secular and clerical elite during the
twelfth century.

Icelandic monasteries also began to be founded in the twelfth century. There were at
least eleven known monastic foundations in Iceland, and eight of these were founded in the
twelfth century: bPingeyrar (c. 1133), Munkapvera (c. 1155), Hitardalur (c. 1166), bykkvaber
in Veri (c. 1170), Helgafell (c. 1184), originally established at Flatey (c. 1172), the convent of
Kirkjubeer (c. 1186), Saurbeer (c. pre-1200), Videy (c. 1226), the convent of Reynistadr (c.
1295), Médruvellir (c. 1295/6), and Skrida (1493).”® While there are no explicit references to
students being educated at monasteries in the twelfth century, there are a few biskupasogur
references to them in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, and then numerous documentary
references to monastic education in the fourteenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth centuries.
Considering that education in monasteries was such a standard practice in the Middle Ages, it
has generally been assumed that schooling occurred there in the twelfth century as well,

though Icelandic monasteries are thought to have been distinct in their close connection with

7 Asdis Egilsdottir, ed., 2002, 49, 52.

8 Asdis Egilsdottir, ed., 2002, 49, 297.

8 Names and dates are based on Janus Jonsson 1887, a useful survey of the monasteries, abbots, priors, and
abbotesses of Iceland. Janus’ study and these dates are primarily based on annalistic and documentary sources.
Almost all these monastic foundations lasted until the Reformation, being dissolved at some point in the 1540s
or 1550s, with two exceptions: Hitardalur appears to have closed around 1249, and Saurbar around 1224.
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the secular elite.®

The relationship between Icelandic chieftains and the priesthood, and by implication
their relationship with clerical education, began to shift in the twelfth century. The rise of the
Oddaverjar and other families meant that the Haukadelir lost some influence over
ecclesiastical politics, and in the latter half of the twelfth century more chieftains tended to
have younger sons or other family members ordained, rather than the heads of family
themselves.?! Iceland was increasingly affected by ecclesiastical reform after it fell under the
domain of the archbishopric of Nidardss in 1152, and in 1190 the archbishop made a decree
that anyone in a position of secular authority, namely anyone who possessed a godord, could
not be ordained and take orders.®? However, local leaders of more minor families that did not
possess a godord continued to be ordained as aristocratic priests after the late twelfth century,
again presumably to solidify their social and political relationship with the areas they
controlled.®

The development of poor, lower-class priests and their education over the course of
the eleventh and twelfth century is more uncertain, but a complete understanding of the
diverse ways education could have occurred in Iceland must account for them. Orri
Vésteinsson’s seminal study of the Icelandic church before the fourteenth century completely
marginalizes priests from outside the aristocratic families: he argues that itinerant priests,
without landed property, must have existed in the eleventh century, but that they were not
important to the development of society.2* He allows that priests of different social and
economic groups must have developed, but that poorer priests were still not socially
significant until the later twelfth century, and there were relatively few of them.®® Apart from
the fact that the extant sources, like nearly all medieval sources, are almost entirely
concerned with the upper classes, Orri bases this argument primarily upon his assumed

motivations for aristocratic priests, that the social and political benefits of chieftain-priests

80 Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 133.

8 For a full discussion of chieftain-priests see Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 182-94.

82 DI'1289-91. The date of this decree is also given as 1191, see for example Gudrtin Nordal 2001, 20.
8 Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 238-40.

84 Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 77.

8 Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 188-9, 193-4.
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would have been undermined by the existence of lower-class priests. 8 He only allows that
chieftains and local leaders could have allowed poorer, subordinate priests to perform
services for them after the mid-twelfth century, when significant power consolidation meant
that it was no longer necessary for ordained aristocrats to perform services themselves.®’

Apart from the basic problem of taking the elite bias of the extant sources at face
value, there are several other issues with this characterization of lower-class priests. First,
Orri himself admits that there is no explicit indication of what exact role chieftain-priests, or
other aristocrats who become ordained, played, or how they thought of their identity as
priests, and that it is just as likely that they saw themselves primarily as patrons of the
Church rather than needing to perform liturgical services themselves.® Yet if such chieftain
priests did not themselves perform services regularly, as seems likely given that they were
primarily secular leaders with other responsibilities, they would have needed an underclass of
priests.?® Second, Orri describes a fairly small number of priests in eleventh-century Iceland,
and a problematic lack of priests in the twelfth century,® both of which would surely have
motivated more priests of different social classes to be educated and then minister to the
country.

Finally, the Old Christian Law section of the law code Grdgds provides a means for

8 “The fact that in the early and middle twelfth century many chieftains were ordained as priests or had their
sons ordained would fit ill in a scenario where there was also a great number of priests of humbler origin. It is
difficult to see why the chieftains should have wanted to become priests if it did not in some way give them a
firmer grip on their followers/subordinates and an edge over their rivals. And it is unlikely that the chieftains
could have achieved this if they were taking on roles which had already been played by some other class of
people and with whom they would be in competition” (Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 182).

87 “The success of the union between priesthood and chieftaincy will have prompted rich householders and
others who aspired to power or influence to do the same, but when the immediate goal of the
householders/chieftains to increase their influence or tighten their grip on their neighbours had been achieved
they no longer needed to be seen to perform the services themselves and it began to suffice to be seen to provide
these services. It is then that a demand for professional priests will have arisen” (Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 182).
8 “We do not of course know whether the likes of Semundr fi4di or his pupil Oddi Porgilsson actually had
ministered to a flock and had sung masses regularly or if there had some completely different sense of what
their pastoral duties involved. In this context it does not matter much; it is clear that in the early and mid-twelfth
century aristocrats attached significance to being ordained and we can with confidence assert that this also
meant that they found it expedient to be, or to be seen, as patrons of the Church” (Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 193).
8 Helgi Skuli Kjartansson has noted that there were a number of small churches and remote congregations in
the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and that while chieftains may have enhanced their own status by performing
liturgy at their own churches, it is likely that other priests dealt with the time-consuming task of travelling
around the countryside performing Mass (Helgi Skuli Kjartansson 2005, 101).

% Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 179-82.
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poor Icelanders to pay for their educations. The law states that a young man could become
ordained, or his legal guardians could send a young boy to be ordained, by making an
agreement with a church-owner to pay for his schooling — along with vestments and the
necessary liturgical books — and then be bound to that church until he could educate another
to the point of taking his place. The need for the necessary knowledge to become a priest
essentially makes such students indentured, and the laws explicitly say that they could be
legislated against as slaves.®! Orri dismisses this law, arguing that it could only have been
developed after the chieftain-priests’ consolidation of power in the twelfth century, and in
response to a shortage of priests,” but this argument is based entirely on Orri’s speculations
as to what would have motivated chieftain-priests, and how they understood themselves as
priests, and so is not enough to dismiss a significant piece of evidence. It is particularly
difficult to relegate the Gragas passage to a later period, when it describes one of a very
narrow number of ways a truly poor priest — which even Orri admits must have existed —
could have paid the expense of an education. Moreover, there was certainly an equally high
need for priests back into the eleventh century, with the new conversion to Christianity.

The beginning of the thirteenth century was a time of change, though the extant
narrative sources on education are few. The main source for the period is the collection of
sagas known as Sturlunga saga, which is primarily concerned with the secular conflicts that
characterized Icelandic society during this period; the collection does include Gudomundar
saga g6da, however, which deals with the life of the reformist Gudmundr Arason, bishop of
Holar 1203-1237, who played a significant role in the conflicts of the period. Gudmundr is
said to have had his education taken care of by a sort of apprenticeship to his uncle

Ingimundr, who changed residences several times during Gudmundr’s education, strongly

91 Vilhjamur Finsen, ed., 1852, Vol. II, 20-22.

9 Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 181-82. Helgi Skuli Kjartansson also relegates this educational law to the later part of
the twelfth century, on the grounds that the increasing endowment of churches he argues for at this point
required more priests permanently based at a particular church, and that only under these circumstances would
the law make sense, as it attaches the priest to a single church (Helgi Skuli Kjartansson 2005, 101-2). I am not
addressing the mobility of priests and its development in this study, but the financial considerations of educating
a poor priest is undeniable, even if in practice the may have taken a slightly different form in the eleventh and
early twelfth centuries.
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suggesting his teaching was tied entirely to his person, not to any location or institution.®®
While for the most part it does not deal with education or clerical culture, Sturlunga saga
does make note that Olafr bérdarson, the author of the Third Grammatical Treatise, taught at
least one student at Stafaholt in the mid-thirteenth century.®

Guomundr saga goda also references education occurring at the stadr of Vellir. Early
in the saga, Gudmundr is forced to leave Vellir, before he is bishop, and the saga says that he
travels with his foster sons and students, fostrar hans ok leerisveinar, suggesting he had been
doing teaching at Vellir.*® Later, when Gudmundr returns to Holar after sixteen years as
bishop, he sets up a school there with a certain Pordr as meistari ‘schoolmaster’, but they are
quickly driven out of Holar by Gudmundr’s opponents, and Pordr moves his school to Vellir,
and the saga claims he taught many students there that year.% At least one version of the saga
states that while throwing himself into his work at Hof, sometime in the mid-1180s,
GuOmundr taught students alongside his writing and reading activities, between divine
services.”” While the saga clearly uses education to praise Gudmundr, as with sources dealing
with earlier periods, it does not present the same idealized image as Jons saga helga does of
its subject, or offer a teacher or student with superlative learning like {sleifr Gizurarson or
Semundr frodi.

In this period, Orri Vésteinsson argues that the first half of the thirteenth century
involved a fundamental shift in the Icelandic clergy, not only in the supposed growth of a
professional class of priests, but in the establishment of a clerical identity. The concept of
clerical identity greatly impacts upon how education is understood, in that education can
serve to create, reinforce, or change identities. Bishop Porldkr and Gudmundr Arason, Orri

argues, were pioneers among the priesthood in creating a distinct clerical identity; before the

9 Stefan Karlsson, ed., 1983, 33-40. Gudmundr seems to have been orphaned, and as an illegitimate child who
could not inherit, was raised by Ingimundr. Ingimundr lives in no less than nine places between 1168 and 1185
(Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 205).

% «Annan morgin viku kom til peira Porgils Porsteinn prestr tittlingr. Hann hafdi verit til kennslu i Stafaholti
med Olafi bordarsyni . . .” (Jon Johannesson et al., eds., 1946, vol. 2, 184).

9 Stefan Karlsson, ed., 1983, 77-8.

9% Stefan Karlsson, ed., 1983, 179.

9 Not mentioned in the A-version of the saga, see Stefan Karlsson, ed., 1983, 59-60, but it does appear in the
version of the saga in the Sturlunga saga collection (Jon Johansson et al., eds., 1946, vol. 1 134-5).
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mid-thirteenth century, it is suggested, there were no hard distinctions between priests and
laymen. While making use of the biskupasogur and some documentary sources, this
argument is primarily based on the role of priests in Sturlunga saga, where they behave much
like laymen, taking part in violent conflicts and serving secular leaders, with no particular
loyalty to any institutional church.®® He presents the argument in clearly quantitative terms:
“Out of 186 identifiable priests in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries of whose actions some
account is preserved, only twenty-three appear performing tasks related to their office.”®
As even Orri admits, however, there is a fundamental problem with such evidence, in

that it is entirely focused on secular affairs and conflicts, and would have little reason to
describe normal clerical activities. The lack of clerical identity he describes is primarily
based on the idea that priests had no compunctions about taking part in violence, political
conflict, or being married and having children. In terms of education, however, there is no
basis for the argument that a distinct clerical identity developed so late. The monastic culture
which developed in the twelfth century, for example, clearly involved a close relationship
between education and clerical identity: there has been literary production in both Latin and
ON attributed to Pingeyrar at the end of the twelfth century, suggesting active teaching,
learning, and interest in intellectually based identity. The monks Oddr Snorrason and
Gunnlaugr Leifsson, and the works they produced, are representative of this intellectual
culture,'% and scholars have held up Gunnlaugr as one of the most learned Icelanders of his
day. 101

It is likewise important to keep in mind that multiple identities could exist and

overlap, and should not be overly simplified.'%? The / GT was composed in the mid-twelfth

9 QOrri Vésteinsson 2000, 209-12.

9 Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 211.

100 Around the end of the twelfth and the beginning of the thirteenth century, the monk Oddr Snorrason appears
to have written a Latin text on which Yngvars saga vidforla is based, as well as a Latin life of Olafr Tryggvason
(Haki Antonsson 2012, 74-77, 94-5); Gunnlaugr Leifsson, also a monk at Pingeyrar, lived from around the
1140s to 1218/19, and was roughly contemporaneous with Oddr Snorrason. Gunnlaugr wrote the Latin original
upon which the extant Jons saga helga is based, translated Merlinusspd based on the Prophetiae Merlini, and
like Oddr wrote a Latin life of Olafr Tryggvason (Haki Antonsson 2012, 95-6).

101 Haki Antonsson 2012, 95. For a full discussion of Gunnlaugr’s authorship of Jons saga, see Sigurgeir
Steingrimsson et al., eds., 2003, Vol. I, CCLXXXIII-CCXCII.

102 Erika Sigurdson has noted, in response to Orri’s points here, that “clerical identity cannot be reduced to
simple adherence to ecclesiastical principles” (Sigurdson 2016, 129).
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century, and as will be discussed in the Chapter 3 the development of vernacular grammatica
involves an overlap of secular and clerical learning in an intellectual context. Particularly in
the context of secular leaders being ordained, and potentially educated, as priests, the prestige
which they gain from such ordination would inevitably produce some sort of clerical identity,
functioning alongside their secular one. Isleifr himself, as an ordained bishop, must have had
some sort of clerical identity alongside his aristocratic and secular ones, and the fact of his
education abroad suggests that his learning was a large part of this. The same is true of all the
chieftain-priests, and the argument that ordination was a purely political process, that the lack
of a powerful institutional Church upon which priests could place their social and political
loyalty negates the possibility of clerical identity, needlessly marginalizes the role of
education and intellectual culture in the creation of identity.

An older scholarly commonplace has described the beginning of the thirteenth
century as a period of educational decline, both because of the political conflicts and because
of the changing nature of the source material.'> However, as with the question of
intellectually based clerical identity, a lack of sources is not evidence that education was
poorer and less frequent. Likewise, Gudmundar saga describes the teachers and students at
Holar successfully continuing their educational practices in Vellir, when Holar becomes
embroiled in conflict. The very lack of a strong institutional church may have thus lent itself
to the flexibility of Icelandic educational practices. In terms of pedagogical writing and
poetics, this is also the period when both the Snorra Edda and the 3GT were written, pointing
to more complex interactions between Christian education and secular culture.

For the period between 1000 and the mid-thirteenth century, there thus is a significant
amount of narrative evidence for education in the form of the biskupasogur, alongside the
Old Christian Law in Grdgas, and the existence of some vernacular pedagogical texts. The

lack of sources contemporary with the events they describe, however, and the lack of

103 Benjamin Kristjansson emphasized Bishop Pall Jénsson in Pdls saga as the last major figure before the
evidence for education starts to decline for Skalholt, and along with it education itself (Benjamin Kristjansson
1947, 24-5). Jonas Gislason argued that the founding of the monasteries led to the end of the schools of Oddi
and Haukadalr, replacing their function and this somehow represents a downturn in Icelandic education around
1200 (Jonas Gislason 1981, 122). Sverrir Témasson, most recently, has suggested that education fell off during
the episcopate of Gudmundr Arason, though he does not offer any argument (Sverrir Témasson 1988, 24-5, note
91).
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documentary sources make it difficult to say much about specific developments of
educational practices, or the direct influence of any individuals. The focus must rather be on
the range of possibilities within educational practices: its contexts, social and cultural roles,
values, and influences. In discussing education in such a way, as a field of possibilities rather
than a sequence of events, it is important not to marginalize any of the people or processes
involved. A full understanding of medieval Icelandic education must therefore take into
account the teaching and learning of the lower classes of priests, and implications of
education — such as intellectually based clerical identity — which were not always of interest

to the authors of narrative sources.

1.1.2 Education after 1262

Around 1262, after a long period of conflict among the powerful chieftains, Iceland
fell under the rule of the Norwegian kingship. The system of chieftains ruling over their
individual godord ended, and by the mid-fourteenth century a series of officials replaced
them: a single hirdstjori, the highest official, two /6gmenn, who replaced the earlier office of
the Lawspeaker, and up to twenty syslumenn, who were essentially sheriffs over newly
formed administrative districts.?%

Equally fundamental changes affected the Church. Continuing efforts at reform from
the archbishopric of Nidaross, and the enactment of the New Church Law in 1275 brought
greater influence of canon law. A series of conflicts known as the Stadamdl took the control
of church property away from secular rulers and produced a beneficial system, whereby the
stadir were given to powerful clerics as benefices.!® During the period 1238-1380 most
Icelandic bishops came from Norway, primarily clerics who had help high positions as
Norwegian monasteries and cathedral chapters.’%® Under these bishops a system of church

officials developed based on Norwegian models: The officialis and radsmadr, or vicar-

general, both worked at the bishopric itself, while profastar were representatives stationed in

104 Sigurdson 2016, 16-17.
105 Sigurdson 2016, 21-5.
106 Sigurdson 2016, 89.
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each district, responsible for maintaining church law in their territory. In part because of the
relative simplicity of the Icelandic Church, these officials were of relatively higher status
than equivalent ones outside Iceland.’®” The combination of these new offices with the
system of benefices meant that the wealth and power of the Icelandic clergy vastly increased
from the later thirteenth century through the fourteenth and fifteenth.%®

In the context of these new offices, administrative writing also began to develop,
though at a significantly slower pace. Of the approximately 1500 original documents which
survive in Iceland from before 1540, less than fifty date to 1370 or earlier. Among the earlier
documents, standardization and consistency increased significantly from 1340 to 1370, even
while the form of the most common types of documents in both Iceland and Norway were
reflections of previously existing oral legal practices.!?® At the same time, the fourteenth
century was a period of massive manuscript production: only 100 manuscripts can be dated
to before 1300, while about 300 come from the fourteenth century itself, including many of
the largest and most elaborate codices. Annal writing grew, as well as several new genres of
literary texts.!°

In light of all these new offices, both clerical and secular, and the production of these
texts, it must be assumed that administrative literacy increased in Iceland after the Norwegian
takeover. Educational practices must have expanded to deal with the new demand for
literacy. Despite this, scholars of Icelandic education have tended to argue for a downturn at
this point, primarily based on the idea that foreign bishops would have neglected Icelandic
education, and that the practice of Norwegians filling the highest offices in the land would

have demotivated Icelanders from aspiring to higher education.*! However, there is no

107 Sigurdson 2016, 75.

108 Sigurdson 2016, 99-100.

109 Sigurdson 2016, 57.

110 Sigurdson 2016, 30.

111 Benjamin Kristjansson argued that foreign bishops would have neglected their offices, education would have
suffered thereby, and this dynamic in part explains the lack of sources on the school at Skalholt for the
thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth centuries (Benjamin Kristjansson 1947, 25). Jonas Gislason and Sverre
Bagge have argued similarly that Norwegian bishops negatively affected education, the former specifically
suggesting that with the two highest offices filled by outsiders, Icelanders would have lacked motivation to
become highly learned (Jonas Gislason 1981, 122, 126; Bagge 1984, 6-7). Jonas Gislason even, quite
inexplicably, links the neglect of foreign bishops to a general spiritual decay of the church under the Avignon-
popes. Both scholars likewise argue for a smaller number of Icelanders studying abroad after the Norwegian
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evidence that any of the fourteenth-century Norwegian bishops actually neglected their

diocese,*?

nor could the quality of education have entirely depended on filling the highest
offices in Iceland: poor priests and the lower branches of the elite would have been equally in
need of learning.

The Icelandic clerical elite both developed its identity and continued earlier practices
in these changing contexts. Orri Vésteinsson argues that true clerical identity was formed in
the middle of the thirteenth century, primarily using the example of Brandr Jonsson, bishop
of Holar 1263-4 and abbot of Pyykvaber before that, and his role and that of his students in
conflicts of their day. In this characterization, clerical identity was primarily based on the
peaceful, mediating role of clerics in conflict, and on the creation of an institutional, land-
owning church through the stadamal and the creation of benefices.''® Erika Sigurdson has
expanded upon this in her exploration of fourteenth-century clerical identity, suggesting that
social and personal relationships continued to function alongside institutional ones, wherein
the relationship between bishop and the elite clergy was modelled on that of a chieftain and
his followers. In terms of education, she suggests that fostering and educating children could
continue to have similar socially bonding and peace-making roles as it had before the
Norwegian takeover.'!*

In terms of evidence, there are two biskupasogur which deal with events after the
Norwegian takeover. Arna saga mentions the education of Arni Porlaksson, bishop of
Skalholt 1269-1298. Sometime in the 1250s Arni was educated, mostly at the monastery of
bykkvaber with abbot Brandr Jonsson, but he also spent time at other locations — in Skal
with family, in Kirkjuber with the priest Grimr Holmsteinsson, and at Kalfafell with
borsteinn, the son of the abbot Brandr — and some of his education may have occurred at
these places as well.*® Brandr Jonsson is presented, like Isleifr Gizurarson and Jén

Ogmundarson, as a prominent teacher, and two prestigious students at bykkvabzr besides

takeover, though the only evidence for this appears to be that among the very small number of sources, fewer
names appear of Icelanders going abroad to study.

112 Sigurdson 2016, 92-4.

113 Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 224-34

114 Sigurdson 2016, 119, 130-36, 146-7, 177-8.

115 Gudran Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 6.
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Bishop Arni are mentioned as evidence: Jorundr Porsteinsson, later bishop at Holar, and
Runoélfr Sigmundarson, would become abbot at the monastery of Pykkvabzr.''® The saga
also deals with a dispute between Bishop Arni and the layman Asgrimr Porsteinsson, where
as part of the resolution Arni agrees to educate Asgrimr’s son Porsteinn, so that he might be
ordained as a priest.'!’

The other biskupasaga dealing with the late thirteenth and fourteenth century,
Larentius saga, contains more discussion of education than any other text; Larentius
Kalfsson, bishop of Holar 1324-1331, spends much of his career as a teacher. An episode of
Larentius’ own education at Vellir is described, where he is said to have been taught among
other boys, though it is not clear if there were multiple teachers as well.}® It is possible that
Vellir developed as a school from Gudmundr’s time to Larentius’, based on Pordr’s removal
there. But it is also possible that Gudmundr doing teaching there earlier in his career suggests
that there had already been schooling there.

From there, Larentius is said to have been invited by Bishop Jorundr to study at
Holar, under the schoolmaster Oblaudr Hallvardsson.**® Larentius’ career begins around
1288, when after being ordained deacon and then priest he is made a schoolmaster.!?® One of
the most distinctive aspects of the saga is how it shows the career of an Icelandic teacher,
before he rises in the ranks to become bishop, though there is no way to know how
representative or exceptional Larentius’ educational activities may have been. After Larentius
1s unsuccessful in running a benefice he is given, he returns to Holar, suggesting the office of
schoolmaster may not have been not as prestigious or lucrative as a benefice-holding priest.
The saga then describes a long, complex education in canon law: first Larentius is given
access to canon law books at Skéalholt by Bishop Arni, and then he spends a long time
working with Archbishop Jorundr in Nidaross, learning canon law through practice and under

the tutelage of a Flemish man named John.'?!

116 Gudrin Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 7.

17 Gudrin Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 140-41.
18 Gudrin Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 225-26.
119 Gudrin Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 227-28.
120 Gudran Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 231.

121 Gudran Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 231-43.
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Larentius’ return to Iceland is full of conflict with Jorundr, the current bishop of
Holar, and around 1309 Larentius is banned from performing Mass, the core activity of a
priest, but is allowed to continue to teach, since that had been his profession. This was likely
a financial punishment, removing a key source of income.'?? Larentius saga then follows
what is essentially a second teaching career, as Larentius travels between monasteries,
teaching for a short period of time at each of them, collecting student-followers, but having
to move because of continuing political conflicts. He fails to convince the monks of
bingeyrar to take him in, so he travels south, where he works at Pykkvaber, a short time at
Munkapvera, then back to bingeyrar, where Larentius and his son Arni eventually take vows
and become monks.

The device of listing students as a sign of prestige is given for Larentius before he
even becomes a bishop. Contrary to earlier examples, the saga is also showing his charity
here: at Pykkvabar he teaches a poor scholar named Runolft, alongside other monks and
clerics, and improves his learning.'?® At bingeyrar he is said to teach the abbot Gudmundr
himself, and then his greatest students are listed: Pordr, the son of the /6gmadr Gudmundr, a
poor boy named Olafr Hjaltason who would later be schoolmaster at Holar, and Einar the son
of Haflidi from Breidabolstadr.?* When Larentius and his son Arni become monks of
bingeyrar, around 1316/17, the saga notes that a certain Bergr Sokkason was with them, who
had been taught by Larentius at Munkapvera, and continued to be taught at Pingeyrar.1
Finally, in a reconciliation agreement with Bishop Audunn, Larentius agrees to teach
Audunn’s grandson Eysteinn, whose later prominence is clearly presented by the saga as part
of Larentius’ prestige: Eysteinn would work at the Church of St. Mary in Prandheimr.!? This
final episode is clearly a similar dynamic to the use of education as a form of resolution in
Arna saga, and is a key hint to the social significance of education and its relationship to the

social role of fosterage.

122 Gudrin Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 306.

123 Gudrtin Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 309.

124 Gudran Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 318-9. This Einar Haflidason is thought to be the author of Ldrentius
saga.
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126 Gudran Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 338.
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While the school at Holar is described after Larentius becomes bishop, no further
names of students are given, though it is noted that Olafr Hjaltason was the schoolmaster, and
a certain Valpjofr taught song. Bergr Sokkason becomes abbot at Munkapvera, and the saga
praises his learning, eloquence, and vernacular hagiographic writings; Arni is ordained a
priest, becomes a teacher, and is praised for his poetic skill.*?’ P6rdr Gudmundarson, who is
later a deacon, is praised for his Latin and poetic skill.}?® Larentius himself is compared to
Jon Halldorsson, the Norwegian bishop of Skélholt who studied in Paris and Bologna, and
the saga claims that they were the two best Latin scholars in Iceland.!?® Larentius saga is thus
quite self-aware of the history of praising education and learning in the biskupaségur, and
places itself in that tradition, self-consciously arguing that education and ecclesiastical
culture in Larentius’ time was as good as at any earlier point.

After Larentius saga there are no narrative sources describing education, but as noted
earlier administrative writing increased in the fourteenth century, and documentary evidence
for education begins to appear for the later fourteenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth centuries.
Mentions of education appear in a few type of documents, and all of those which have been
found in the course of this study are collected and translated in Appendix 1. Of the twenty-
five documented cases collected here,'* five are from the latter half of the fourteenth
century, ten are from the fifteenth, and ten are from the first third of the sixteenth. Seven of
them do not mention specific locations for schools, six give Hoélar, four give the monastery of
Helgafell, two give the monastery of Skrida, one the monastery of Videy, one the monastery
of Reynisstadr, one the monastery of Munkapvera, one Skalholt, one mentions multiple
possible locations, naming Skéalholt and Helgafell specifically, and a single Latin document
deals with an education abroad in Hamburg.

It is not clear to what extent the writing of these documents would have directly

affected education, but nothing about them suggests a new level of formality or bureaucracy

127 Gudrin Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 381-2.

128 Gudrin Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 397.

129 Gudrin Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 383.

130 There are several more documents but two are copies of earlier ones, and several deal with the same cases as
earlier documents, so those have not been included in the overall count, although they are still collected in
Appendix 1.
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distinct from the earlier narrative evidence. A large majority of these cases involve either
direct exchanges of land and property for the education of a son or kinsman, or an exchange
of land from both sides with an education included as part of the deal. Most also reference
paying for the maintenance of the student, and ordination of some kind into the clergy: there
are eleven explicit references to ordination as a priest as being a part of the agreement, two
references to ordination as ‘Mass-deacon’, one reference to ordination as sub-deacon, and
two references to a non-specific ordination. One other document references ordaining one
son as a priest, but to help the other become a man;*3! another has the boy promised a
benefice, and it is thus explicit that he is intended to become a priest; another has two women
becoming nuns. Of the remaining five cases, most are quite ambiguous, and only one seems
to explicitly indicate a layman being educated with no intention of ordination: in 1392 a
certain Bjorn Brynjolfsson divides his very extensive property among three children, and is
said to devote enough to his son Olafr to ensure that Olafr will have food and clothing and
education, and always be capable of self-maintenance. Such a comment on the boy’s future
sustenance seems likely to have mentioned an ecclesiastical career, if that were the intention.
As Magnus Mar Larusson noted, all of these documents seem to have something to do
with land-ownership, and as with much of the Diplomatarium Islandicum that is likely the
main reason they survive.!® Thus, they cannot be taken as entirely representative, in the
sense that there must have been a significant amount of education and schooling happening at
the same time with less formal, oral agreements, or entirely informally. The law code
Jonsbok, which the Icelanders adopted around 1281,'% mandates documenting transactions
involving land exchange worth six hundreds or more, and this likely influenced what type of
documentary evidence for education exists.'® At the same time, similar agreements must
have been made orally before the rise of administrative writing, so the evidence they give
cannot be confined the fourteenth century and later. This is particularly important given that

these documents are the most important evidence for the cost of medieval Icelandic

8L hialpa odrum til manz (DI VI, 109).
132 Magnus Mar Larusson 1967, 128.
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education, so it is possible to interpret them as suggesting a rise of educational costs in
fourteenth century Iceland. However, Grdgas suggests that paying costs for fosterage was
well-established by the thirteenth century,3® and considering both the cost of maintaining a
student and the fact that priests were paid specific fees for so many of their activities, it is
unlikely that education was ever free, except when given as a specifically charitable act or
perhaps when given by certain members of the household or immediate family.

For the period dominated by documentary evidence, after the end of the narrative of
Larentius saga, the only two major events which have been related to education are the Black
Death and the Reformation itself. The Black Death, occurring twice in 1402-4 and 1494-5, is
the only period for which there is defensible evidence for at least a temporary decline in
education in Iceland. The extent of this decline is unclear, however. The annals state that the
Black Death left three priests, three deacons, and one monk alive in the north of Iceland, and
Benjamin Kristjansson suggests from this account that the schooling would have been vastly
reduced, particularly at Holar where English bishops sat until the mid-fifteenth century, he
argues, cared nothing for education. However, he qualifies such speculation by noting that
documentary evidence suggests that 136 priests and 44 deacons existed under Bishop Jon
Vilhjalmsson (1426-33), who would have been impossible to train if the country was being
exploited and schools neglected immediately after the Black Death.?*® Moreover, several
recent arguments have suggested that some of the impacts of the Black Death have tended to
be overstated, and that there is no evidence for disruptions of administrative activities.'3’

In the fifteenth century and early sixteenth century, there were major changes to the
Icelandic Church. After 1380 Icelandic connections to the Norwegian Church weakened, and
from 1380-1442 Icelandic bishops were appointed by the papacy, and came from diverse

national backgrounds. The social networks of clerics which defined much of the Icelandic

135 Finsen, ed, 1852, Vol. 11, 22.

136 Benjamin Kristjansson 1947, 152-4. Jonas Gislason argues that Icelanders serving chieftains and kings
abroad in the fourteenth and fifteenth century shows that some were being educated abroad, because they must
have had better education than was available in Iceland to be trusted with such positions (Jonas Gislason 1981,
127). There is, however, not enough evidence for the poverty of Icelandic education during these centuries to
make such an assertion.

137 Sigurdson 2016, 28. Callow and Evans have suggested a mortality rate lower than those suggested by earlier
scholars, not much more than 25% (Callow and Evans 2016, 281-3).
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church in the fourteenth century, however, continued to be maintained, and there are a couple
examples of these later foreign bishops fitting into Icelandic society. After 1442 Icelandic
bishops could again be elected, from among the clerical elite who had been diocesan officers
before.!%®

The period of the Reformation includes several significant sources for educational
history. However, because Reformation ideologies and reforms had such an impact on
education and ideals of learning and literacy, that it is unlikely any of this evidence can be
applied to the medieval period. The ordinances of the Danish king Christian III, from 1537,
deal extensively with expanding education in Iceland and making school widely available to
poor Icelanders.™®® Two letters from 1542 also survive, one calling for the monasteries of
Helgafell and Videy to establish Latin schools, and the other for Pykkvaber, Skrida, and
Kirkjuber to each establish a lestrarskoli ‘reading-school’; a third letter from Christian
appears from 1550 concerning holding an unglingaskéli at Helgafell.**° More research would
be required that is possible here to determine the full effects of these ordinances and attempts
at educational reform, or what they might say about education before the Reformation, but
the general consensus is that they wholly failed.'** A brief document from the 1550s known
as Pétursorda prescribes that everyone in Iceland should also have a certain amount of

reading skills,'4?

and this idealizing of universal education and literacy suggests an
ideological relationship to king Christian’s decrees. Finally, a section of the legal text Bualog,
probably written around the same time as the Péfursorda, appears to make allowances for a
payment to be made for the teaching of the boardgame kvdtra, for teaching chess, and for
teaching the alphabet.!*® While this is a Reformation text and thus likely influenced by the

new emphasis on reading, it is a wholly distinct source in its emphasis on basic, elementary

138 Sigurdson 2016, 178-9.

139 prx,117-328.
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141 Janus Jonsson 1887, 226, 235, 240; Janus Jonsson 1893, 34-5. Jonas Gislason speculates that there was a rise
in Icelandic education right before the Reformation, though he does not offer any clear evidence for this idea
(Jénas Gislason 1981, 127), but it would certainly complicate the apparent judgment of Christian III that
Icelandic education institutions were poor and insufficient for the island’s needs.

142 DI X1 191. For a description of the passage on reading see Arni Daniel Juliusson 2010, 21.

143 «xij alner koma aa at kenna kuotro. ix alner skaak. aa stafr6” (Biialg, 21). See also Arni Daniel Jliusson
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type of education taking place at the home, and on the payment of a teacher for their services.
It fits well with earlier sources, particularly the tendency of the laws to dictate payments to
priests for individual activities, and thus may reflect medieval practice.

The goal here has been to provide a critical survey of education as it appears in the
narrative sources, with reference to the important of documentary and legal evidence. It has
shown the diversity of sources available and the types of information which they give, which
will be addressed in more detail in the following sections. The main emphasis here has been
twofold. First, this section has shown that there was significant continuity: while major
changes in the church, particularly pushes for reform from Nidardss and the advent of
benefices, certainly affected education, the extant evidence and the characterization of the
ecclesiastical developments by historians suggests few major shifts in how education was
practised, or sudden rises or drops in its quality. Even within changing political landscapes
the elite clergy and aristocracy were bound together by a continuity of social relationships,
and their steadily increasing wealth, alongside the establishment and development of
monasteries, may suggest if anything a slow rise in the resources available for education.
Second, despite the focus of the narrative sources on this elite, there were clearly contexts
wherein different forms of education would be necessary. There was a plurality of potential
forms education could take, between a chieftain interested primarily in prestige and political
power, a monk or nun concerned about the reading mandates of their rule, and a poor student
looking to gain enough learning to be ordained and survive in his career.

In light of this, discussions of Icelandic education for any part of the Middle Ages
must take into account all the available evidence, not only the biskupaségur and other
narrative sources, but also the documentary sources and law codes. The major difficulty in
constructing a historical narrative from this evidence is that the types of sources vary
between periods: biskupasogur dominate until the fourteenth century, when documentary
evidence starts to appear and narratives involving education stop being written. The
advantages and disadvantages of these sources are different, and despite the chronological
gap between earlier narrative evidence and later documentary evidence, they must be used

together to some extent to gain the most complete possible picture.
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1.1.3 The Biskupasogur as Sources

Having established some historical background and the major narrative, legal, and
documentary sources for the social, economic, and institutional history of education in
medieval Iceland, this section will address the problems with these sources which has limited
exploration of medieval Icelandic educational practices. Three methodological problems
have arisen from the use of the biskupasogur in particular, alongside the lack of sufficient
attention to the documentary sources and financial issues: an emphasis on judging the
relative quality of education in Iceland, an emphasis on chronological developments using
sources with uncertain chronological applicability, and a focus on the education of a narrow,
literature-producing elite class. It will be argued here that a better and more complete idea of
medieval Icelandic education can be gained by using these sources to show a range of
dynamics — social, economic, and otherwise — in Icelandic education, which could affect the
whole population of educated Icelanders.

The question of the quality of Icelandic education has intrigued scholars with
nationalistic concerns in particular, because it can present Iceland in a positive light relative
to the rest of medieval Europe, or it can support narratives of rise and decline which have
supported the idealization of the Icelandic commonwealth as a golden age.'** It is
questionable, first, how much judgments of quality can really tell us about Icelandic
education: Jonas Gislason speculates that twelfth-century Icelandic schools could provide
students with an education equal to that of all but the very best European schools,'*® but there
is nothing to support this idea, nor would such a judgment say anything about how that
education functioned and was viewed in Iceland itself. The evidence for any such

qualititative judgments is also the most unreliable part of the biskupasogur. They are texts

144 See in particular Jonas Gislason 1981. Benjamin Kristjansson 1947, while showing more interest in the
fourteenth- and fifteenth-century education than essentially any other scholar, is framed entirely around the
question of how the quality of Icelandic education rose and fell. Most recently Gunnar Hardarson has
characterized Iceland as having a high “educational standing” in the twelfth century, but that in the thirteenth
century Norwegian elites were better educated than Icelandic ones by European standards (Gunnar Hardarson
2016, 42-3).

145 Jonas Gislason 1981, 121.
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intended to praise and glorify, often written very long after the events they describe, and
while they are important in that they show how education was conceptualized and idealized,
their qualitative judgments cannot be take at face value.

With hagiographic texts like Jons saga, the risk of taking rhetoric as reflective of
reality is obvious. However, the characterization of wider Icelandic ecclesiastical history in
Islendingabdk, Hungrvaka, and Kristni saga has similar issues on a more societal scale.
While not centred on any particular individual, all three of these sources hyperbolically
praise Isleifr Gizurarson as a founder of the Icelandic church, Icelandic schools, and a
positive relationship between these institutions and the aristocracy. Isleifr as a character has
significant rhetorical value not only to the narrative, but to its social role as a text, and so
scholars must be cautious about assumptions of the quality of his learning, teaching, and
influence. The genealogical relationship between fsleifr and later churchmen and aristocrats
only increases the potential for strong authorial bias in praising him.

Scholars have gone to surprising lengths to avoid questioning the qualitative

judgments of Islendingab6k and Hungrvaka.**® Orri Vésteinsson has argued that:

There is no special reason to think that the authors or Teitr or Gizurr were
deliberately trying to hide relevant facts in order to make the Haukdelir’s part
in the making of the Icelandic church look larger. They did not need to . . . the
success of the Haukdelir being already established, it was that which was
interesting and needed explaining. And in explaining their success it was
natural for these men to direct their attentions towards to the positive events

which best illuminated the development.#’

It is surely unlikely that a successful family would not be interested in producing propaganda
for itself, using rhetorically charged writing to support its claims to power, or that hyperbole

and exaggeration would not be a part of such writing. The idea that medieval authors and

146 Eor examples of the hyperbolic praise of Isleifr, following the praise of the medieval sources, see Jon
Sigurdsson 1842, 84-5; Benjamin Kristjansson 1947, 17-18.
147 Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 19-20.
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historians were primarily motivated to write about “that which was interesting and needed
explaining” ignores the entire rhetorical side of historiography, the concern for praise,
persuasion, and emphasizing certain narratives as more important than others. Kristni saga,
Hungrvaka, and Islendingabdk are concerned with praising and emphasizing the importance
of these men in Icelandic history, and it cannot be taken for granted that the early
development of schools and learning revolved entirely around the patronage of a few
aristocrats.*® The influence of the foreign missionary bishops is deliberately obfuscated in
the extant sources, the interest of the authors being in the activities and achievements of
native Icelanders,**® and forms of education which affect lower-class Icelanders are only
touched upon when the elites become involved, usually as patrons and teachers in the
biskupasogur, in a capacity which reflects well upon those elites.

Thus, the issue of qualitative judgments ties into the elite bias of the biskupasogur
and the narrative which historians have developed around them. These narratives are centered
on bishops and on showing the wide significance of those bishops through a deliberate
construction of the past.!®® Erika Sigurdson has argued that the extant texts from the mid- to
late-fourteenth century were written by a very small clerical elite, one which was concerned
with developing clerical identity. This includes using earlier models: she suggests that there
are deliberate links between Jons saga helga and Ladrentius saga in their use of the

foundation of Holar to construct identity.*>! This fourteenth-century elite was self-conscious

148 Walter 1971, 199; Jon Sigurdsson 1842, 84-5;

149 There is also evidence that they were deliberately ignored in the later sources. Garipazov has noted that there
appears to be a changing attitude towards the eastern bishops in the primary sources, from the earlier to the later
texts: [slendingab6k mentions the three Armenian priests, Hungrvaka mentions evil priests influencing the
populace, and Kristni saga, the latest text, mentions no one, implying that sleifr was accepted a bishop by
everyone in Iceland (Garipzanov 2012, 17).

150 In discussing source criticism with sagas, Ulfar Bragason had noted that a realistic tone and an author’s
nearness to events do not guarantee veracity, narrative authorial goals must always be kept in mind, and the
effect of the sagas themselves on society affects how they can be used as sources (Ulfar Bragason 2005, 440-
42).

151 Sigurdson 2016, 59-61, 63-4. Specifically, she points out that Larentius is said to have been descended from
the man, Illugi, which is said to have donated the land on which Hélar was established. This may in turn suggest
that the fact that they are the two sagas which describe Icelandic education the most is not entirely coincidental.
Stephanie Wiirth and Sverrir Tdmasson argue that the description of the school at Hélar in the fourteenth
century in Ldrentius saga is so similar to that of the twelfth century in Jons saga, that there must have been
little change to Icelandic education between these periods (Wiirth 1998, 194; Sverrir Tomasson 1988, 26-7), but
this may additionally be an equally deliberate reflection of the rhetoric of Jons saga in Larentius saga, and a
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about reflecting itself and earlier Icelandic clerical culture in its writing: new versions of
many biskupasogur were written in the fourteenth century.

This elite bias affects the reading of earlier sources as well. All of the sources which
discuss Isleift’s education and his school are deliberately framing the origins of Icelandic
Christian education in the eleventh century around a single individual and his family. Jons
saga, while describing a whole educational community, similarly centres a great awakening
of learning in the north of Iceland around a single individual bishop-saint. While Isleifr
Gizurarson and Jon Ogmundarson were certainly important to Icelandic education, and the
sources touching upon their teaching of elite students an important aspect of the social
history of education, not all teaching and learning in Iceland centred around men like them.

Overcoming the elite bias of the narrative sources is one of the main reasons why
using legal and documentary evidence is so important. While it is impossible to be certain
about exactly when the legal provisions on education in Gragas were written, or how
effective they actually were, they are irrefutable evidence for the relevance of poor priests to
Icelandic society, and the centrality of education and paying for education to the position and
identity of those poor priests. Likewise, while the narrative sources never even hint at the
costs of being educated, or the legal provisions made between students, teachers, and patrons,
this is the main concern of the documentary sources. This perspective can moderate the
idealism of the narrative sources somewhat: while the rhetorical force of the educational
community of Hoélar in Jons saga, or Larentius’ activities as a teacher, would perhaps be
tainted by discussion of how much it could cost to gain an education and be ordained, the
documentary sources can fill in the gaps. While the documentary sources present education
as closed-off by financial barriers, primarily a component of land exchanges, Jons saga in
particular characterizes learning as something that could be acquired by anyone who wishes
to learn. Only by balancing such perspectives can a complete view of education, not entirely
dominated by the elite but still limited by cost and function, be acquired.

Closely related to this elite bias is the issue of interpreting gaps in the evidence, and

what they mean for a chronological understanding of education. Above all it is important to

modelling of Larentius on Jon as a bishop.
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reject the idea that the existence of narrative sources and highly praised elite students and
teachers represent high points of education, and gaps in the evidence represent low points. >
Sverrir TOmasson has acknowledged this in a general sense, pointing out that there is no
reason to believe that teaching was lacking or lesser where it is not mentioned in the
sources.'® If certain educators and students are discussed and praised, and others unknown
or only briefly mentioned, it does not indicate that those more extensively discussed were in
fact more learned or capable individuals. It only shows that there was an interest in
presenting them as such.

The questionability of looking for chronological peaks also applies to the concept of
identifying particular centres of learning as peaking at certain points in time, such as the
school of Hélar in Jons saga. While the saga is an important source for educational ideals,
from the perspective of its author and the later redactors who expanded the saga, and the
incidental details of educational practices, its characterization of the perfect educational
community at Holar is suspect. It cannot be assumed that Jon’s newly-formed Hoélar was a
place of higher education than Gudmundr’s conflict-ridden Holar, simply because Jons saga
describes its school in more detail, with more hyperbolic praise and names of prestigious
students. Nor can it be assumed to have been a poor school because it was new: the
impossible uncertainties of these value judgments mean that the history of Icelandic
education cannot be based upon them.

The issue of authorial interests and narrative concerns is in many ways more
important than the questions of reliability of knowledge. The capacity of Jons saga — written
in the late twelfth century then translated and only extant in much later manuscripts — to
reflect the distinctive realities of an early twelfth-century school has been the subject of some

debate, and recent scholars have tended to accept its idealized nature.® But while the

152 Some scholars tend to portray a narrative of Icelandic education rising where we have known scholars and
teachers, and falling where there are no such descriptions, see for example Benjamin Kristjansson 1947, 25-8;
Wiirth 1998, 194. It is worth noting that Benjamin does qualify this tendency in places, allowing that bishops
must have maintained schools even when there is no extant saga (Benjamin Kristjansson 1947, 154), but he still
structures his work around a narrative of rising and falling quality.

153 Qverrir Tdmasson 1988, 24-5, note 91.

154 Qverrir Tomasson has argued that the historical value of Jéns saga is primarily in its reflection of its author’s
educational realities, but that those practices have older roots (Sverrir Tomasson 1988, 25). Orri Vésteinsson

48



distance between events and writing create some uncertainty, the fact that almost all narrative
sources of education are written with a clear rhetorical or propagandistic purpose in mind
makes them particularly unfit for judging chronological changes, except perhaps for
chronological shifts in those ideals. References to education which appear to be more
incidental, as in Guomundar saga goda, are significantly less detailed.

With this issue of idealization in mind, the available evidence is most valuable in
describing general aspects of Icelandic education and schooling, and a range of possible
dynamics, while specific situations and chronological changes must always be less certain.
When a detail is mentioned, it shows us that some aspect of education was present in Iceland,
and can be used for positive arguments, but arguing from the negative is significantly more
speculative. For example, mention of foreign teachers of grammatica in Jons saga, or
mention of bishops being directly involved in teaching, can tell us that there were foreign
teachers in Iceland, and bishops directly involved with teaching, almost certainly more than
those mentioned in sagas. However, such anecdotal evidence cannot provide negative or
developmental evidence. In these examples, then, we cannot say that foreign teachers
predominated during the office of Bishop Jon Ogmundarson, or that particular bishops were
more involved with teaching; Jons saga gives us no grounds to say that the school at Holar
was at a high point during the times of Jén Ogmundarson, or Ldrentius saga that it was at a
high point during the time of Larentius Kéalfsson, simply because their two sagas provide the
most detailed descriptions of teaching and lists of Icelanders educated at these schools. To do
so would be to assume the bishops’ sagas were written with the intention of providing a
complete picture of Icelandic education, that they recorded with unbiased intentions the
highest points of education institutions, and left the low points unmentioned. We cannot
assume that what filled the gaps in the historical record was better or worse, simply from the
absence of narrative sources.

Despite these issues with the extant sources and the way they have been used, a better

picture of Icelandic education can be obtained. Rather than a narrow history of the highly

has argued in more details that the saga is primarily a reflection of late twelfth-century ideals, and particularly
the monastic ideals of Gunnlaur Leifsson (Orri Vésteinsson, 2000, 59-63).
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learned elite, the key characters of certain sagas, Icelandic education can be understood
through the diverse contexts, institutions, interactions, and people that made it up. Changes in
education need not be based on a history of great men or outdated nationalistic concepts of
any particular golden age of Icelandic learning: there are clearly chronological developments
in Icelandic education, such as the growth of monasteries and the institutional church and the
increase of manuscript production and demand for administrative writing. The propagandistic
nature of the biskupasogur mean that they are not reliable sources for determining the overall
quality of Icelandic nature, be it number of people educated, the extent of their education,
Latin ability, or literary creativity. Using documentary and legal sources, the economic and
social dynamics of education can be better understood. Working towards a more complex,
complete picture of the history of schools provides a better context for understanding
grammatica and the subject-matter of teaching and learning that will be discussed in the

following chapters.

1.2 Educational Contexts and Institutions

When examining education in social, institutional, and economic terms, the basic
question arises: What defines a school? A wide range of issues are involved with this
question, affecting every aspect of how Icelandic education is understood: the extent to
which European educational institutions were imitated in Iceland, the size and physical
aspects of a school, the relevance of fixed location or mobility, the number of students and
teachers, and the available resources and costs. To a large extent this is a question of how
much of a division there was between formal and informal education, what is understood as
formality, and the question of the importance of particular places or centres to education.

For medieval Iceland, a wide understanding of ‘school’ is necessary, and in many
cases it may be better to avoid the term school and its institutional implications altogether,
and speak in terms of the activities of teaching and learning. When so much secular literature
and vernacular writing was produced, and is at the centre of the study of medieval Iceland, a

narrow definition is not useful. It could be argued that a strictly formal school is that which
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appears in most of the documents: the expensive upbringing of a young boy in a monastery
or bishopric, paid for by the family, explicitly intended to prepare the boy for a clerical
career, with it left implicit that this vocational value would justify the initial cost. Such
schooling would be based around a practical curriculum, largely consisting of learning Latin
and song and preparing to perform the liturgy. But such a curriculum ignores so much of
what was clearly important to learn for many members of Icelandic society: vernacular
poetry, historiography and genealogy, and secular law. The education of learned aristocrats
like Snorri Sturluson would not be explained by such a model. Most importantly, such a
model must be adapted or expanded to explain many of the interactions between vernacular
and Latin culture, the numerous types of translation, and particularly the development of a
vernacular grammatica involving skaldic poetics.

The pedagogical ideas and models brought to Iceland had to adapt to the distinct
conditions there. Furthermore, there is no singular, monolithic model of European education
which Icelanders would have immediately and wholly taken up.'® Influences from all over
Europe could have caused variation in how schooling was adapted for Iceland. The
archbishoprics of Hamburg-Bremen, Lund, and Nidardss all held sway over Iceland for a
time and must have influenced its models of education in variable ways. English influence
came from the English missionary bishops, who often came via Norway, as well as through
continued contact with England, while Icelanders being educated abroad went to Germany,
France, and England.'® Theoretical and disciplinary models, like the seven liberal arts, are
fairly prescriptive and could be enacted in variable ways.

Nicholas Orme has pointed out the variable terms for and understanding of schooling

in England, with words for ‘school’ in Latin, English, and Anglo-Norman functioning

155 It is enough to point out the variability of learning shown in England alone in Orme 2006, not to mention the
variation which must have existed in the different social and cultural conditions of Ireland, France and
elsewhere.

156 Work has been done establishing connections between French intellectual movements and both Iceland and
Norway (Mortensen 2000(a)). Sverre Bagge has pointed to an intellectual revival in the schools of Northern
France in the latter twelfth century, and a connection between them and Denmark and Norway, which could in
turn have impacted Iceland (Bagge 1984, 3). Stephanie Wiirth has argued that the general European model of a
growing aristocracy leading to increasing education, and particularly lay education, is applicable to the
development of education in Iceland from the eleventh to the thirteenth century (Wiirth 1998, 195).

51



together. He suggests that Latin scola or scholae usually referred to the teaching of children,
but could also refer to higher education, and could denote the a school building, a classroom,
or even a group of people studying or learning together outside of such structures.’®” ON
used the loanword skoli, though it is not common, and has a similar variability of meaning to
Orme’s description of English usages. Jon Ogmundarson has a skoli established at Holar in
Jons saga, and in a lone fourteenth-century annalistic reference a skoli is haldinn ‘held’ at
Holar. %8 A 1440 document is particularly telling as to the vague sense of place or
institutionality in uses of skoli: the agreement calls for the student to be brought 7 skola ‘into
school/schooling’ at Skalholt, but the next clause allows that he might be taken to any other
place where he might learn well, such as Helgafell or another monastery.*®

Constructions describing the process of education are far more common than any
references to a physical idea of a school: someone could be given kennsla, lcerdomr, leeringr,
or nam ‘education’ or ‘learning’, or students could be ti/ ndms, til kennslu, til studium, etc.,
‘at study’ or even til skola ‘at school’, where skoli is understood more as the process of
education than a place. The documentary sources and narrative sources tend to focus on the
process of teaching, the relationships between student and teacher, and even Isleifr at
Skalholt is only said to have taught and ordained students, not specifically to have held a
skoli. Thus, from a terminological perspective, Icelandic schools are rarely understood in a
physical or institutional sense, but rather more defined by the activities of education.

A medieval Icelandic school shall be understood, therefore, as any location where
education is taking place with some level of formality, namely a clear intent and tradition
behind the teaching, understanding that formality will always be a flexible idea; medieval
teaching in general had a fairly informal quality by modern standards.®® This definition thus
allows that any location could have the potential to be a school, and that the process and goal

of learning determines its formality. In part because of the nebulous territory between formal

157 Orme 2006, 53. Sverrir Tomasson suggested that there are essentially four types of medieval schools —
monastery, cathedral, court, and private — but does not speculate as to how these might apply to Iceland, nor
how distinct functions or characteristics might be divided between them (Sverrir Témasson 1988, 16).

158 Storm, ed., 1888, 423.

159 See Appendix 1.

180 This informality itself could contribute to the dearth of sources (Birkett 2006, 212-14).
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and informal education, Icelandic schools were flexible and adaptable, with an extremely
variable level of institutional support, which may have changed over time as the wealth and
institutional identity of the Church developed. This variability is a key aspect of the

contextualization of Latin and vernacular cultures interacting on a pedagogical level.

1.2.1 Fosterage and Education

Fosterage was an established social institution in medieval Iceland, fundamentally
important for the creating and strengthening of social bonds throughout the Middle Ages. It
could take a variety of forms, but essentially referred to the upbringing of others’ children for
a certain period of time. Some arrangements involved lower-status households fostering the
children of higher-status parents, others involved two sets of parents of roughly equal status,
and some could involve the guardianship of poor or orphaned children. Some scholars have
suggested that fosterage actually described several different social practices, and there is
evidence in the sagas that fosterage and the term fostri ‘foster-son/father/brother’, moreover,
had the potential to refer to any sort of relationship where someone other than a biological
parent was involve with parentage. Like marriage, it could be used to resolve conflicts or
maintain peace, and the motivations behind establishing a relationship of fosterage could be
complex and multi-layered.*6!

In many of these forms there is clear evidence for a strong relationship between
fosterage and education: simply understood, in several references a foster-child appears to
also be a student, and a foster-father also a teacher. This relationship is fundamental to
understanding and describing education in medieval Iceland, as the influence of fosterage
creates several continuities and links between the dynamics of education. The costs
associated with fosterage and education are likely to be related, and may evidence the cost of
learning before the documentary sources begin to appear. Fosterage is a pre-Christian and
secular institution, but one also practised by clerics, and shows the close link between the

social aspects of lay and clerical education. The use of fosterage and education to create

161 See Hansen 2008, 73-6; Miller 1988, 331-33.
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social bonds shows a continuity of the social role of education before and after the
Norwegian takeover, showing that the role of personal relationships in education continued
even after the growth of a more institutional Icelandic church. Finally, some aspects of
fosterage can offer evidence for education being conducted within the home. At the same
time, the distinctions between fosterage and education are important to keep in mind to avoid
oversimplifying a situation: a foster-parent is not exactly synonymous with a teacher, rather
they are roles that could often overlap.'®?

There is a full section on dependants in Gragas, and in the sense that a student was
likely usually a dependent, all of this legislation could conceivably apply to their legal and
social status.!®® But most important is the section which stipulates the cost of fostering, which
resemble in several respects the stipulations on educational costs in the documentary
sources.'® In it, it is assumed that the foster-parents will be given a sufficient payment to
maintain the child when the fostering agreement is made, and terms are described for when
the money should be returned, either because the child left the foster-family for some reason,
if “‘defects’ appear in the child, or if the child is poorly treated.'®® Equally, in the educational
documents, it is often noted that both education and maintenance are to be provided, and
partial repayment can be offered in cases where the child dies, quits their education early, or
cannot be ordained.'®® There is an important distinction here, however. While Grdgds shows
that an effort was made to regulate the costs of fosterage, there are no indications of a
fundamental goal, other than to raise the child, while the educational documents and many

other sources present education as having the explicit goal of ordination.

162 Cf. Gudran Nordal 2001, 29-30. Gunnar Hardarson also has also translated fdstri as ‘tutor’ when discussing

the relationship between Snorri Sturluson and Jon Loptsson (Gunnar Hardarson 2016, 37).

163 Finsen, ed., 1852, Vol. II, 4-28.

164 Miller has argued that the Grdgds section on fosterage indicates that all forms of fostering had to be paid for
(Miller 1988, 332), though a few years later in Bloodtaking and Peacemaking he does not appear to address the
topic of paying for fosterage (Miller 1990, 122-24). Hansen has argued that this discussion of costs refers to a
fairly narrow form of legal fosterage (Hansen 2008, 77), and that the forms of guardianship which other parts of
the dependency section legislates, often involving poor children being saved from vagrancy by being brought
into households, without accompanying resources, and so extensive legislation existed to regulate the
relationship between a potentially unwanted child and the family expending resourced upon it. (Hansen 2008,
79-82).

185 Finsen, ed., 1852, Vol. II, 22.

166 See Appendix 1.
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There is some saga evidence, however, that among the multiple motivations behind
fosterage, education could be one of them, both for laypeople and clerics. There is no
indication of institutionalized, organized secular schools in Iceland, comparable to the
survival of Roman schools in parts of Italy, or bardic schools in Ireland.®” Yet, in the broad
sense of a ‘school’ as any place of teaching and learning, giving a child to be fostered by an
educated individual could be greatly motivated by the education that a foster-parent could
provide, alongside whatever other social, political, or economic factors might be at play.
Njals saga has a reference to a boy being educated in law by his foster-father, and William
Miller has argued that obtaining an education was the one of the main motivations for the
arrangement.'®® Certainly the Lawspeaker, the highest secular position in Iceland before the
Norwegian takeover, required a legal education, and the section of Grdgas which discusses
this allows for a group of legally-educated advisers; without any available schools, such
education must presumably have primarily come from parents or foster-parents with legal
educations, though there is evidence that Christian Lawspeakers would need some clerical
knowledge as well.1®® Without attributing any direct historical significance to them, the sagas
do suggest a wider cultural understanding of the connection between education and fosterage.
In Eiriks saga rauda, the sorceress Gudridr says that she was taught lore by her foster-mother
in Iceland.}’® In Volsunga saga, Regin is Sigurdr’s foster-father as well as his tutor.1’* In
Alexanders saga, Aristotle is called both the meistari and fostrfadir of Alexander.’? In

Feereyinga saga there is even an episode where the once-heathen Prandr teaches his foster-

167 Cf. Gunnar Hardarson: “[T]here must also have been vernacular schools, in particular as regards the teaching
of law. Possibly, Snorri Sturluson ran some kind of a ‘workshop’ or school in Reykholt, and if so, it could have
been a vernacular one” (Gunnar Hardarson 2016, 41). This passage exemplifies the difficulty in finding
terminology to describe the educational practices in Iceland, particularly those among lay people. Considering
the lack of reference, it is very unlikely that the teaching of law and poetry which Gunnar is describing was ever
conceptualized as a skd/i or had any kind of institutional status comparable to cathedral schools, for example.

188 Miller 1988, 331. While it does not mention fosterage, in Gunnlaugs saga Ormstungu Gunnlaugr, after a
conflict with his father, goes to stay with Porstein, and learns law from him (Foote and Quirk, eds., 1957, 6).

169 According to Grdgds, the lawspeaker was required to recite all the sections of the law, the misseris tal
‘calendar’, and rehearse the observance of Ember Days and the beginning of Lent, and if he does not have the
legal knowledge to begin with he is given a day to consult with five or more legal experts (Finsen, ed., 1852,
Vol 1, 209-10). Halldér Hermansson has emphasized that someone must have taught the laws to the
lawspeakers, but does not speculate as to how this might have happened (Halldor Hermannsson 1958, ed., x).
170 Einar Olafur Sveinsson and Matthias Pordarson, eds., 1935, 207-8.

171 Wilken, ed., 1912, 171.

172 Finnur Jénsson, ed., 1925, 3.
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son a Credo, but incorrectly, but is also said to have taught him legal knowledge as well.1"® It
is doubtless that more examples could be found, and the range of different types of sagas
suggests the extent to which education and fosterage was associated, as well as the extent to
which it could influence very different conceptions and contexts of learning.

That fosterage existed before Christianization, and was probably associated with
education before Christianization, can thus contextualize many of the references which
juxtapose fosterage with the education of priests. In the reference in Gragds to priestly
education, wherein the priest-to-be essentially becomes an indentured servant of a church
owner, the law says that the church owner “skal f4 honum f6stur og kennslu”, provide him
with fosterage and education, according to the law of fosterage, unless they come up with
some separate agreement.}’* Here, fosterage is equated with maintenance, while education is
something separate which accompanies it, and although it is not explicit what kind of
education is being discussed, it must relate presumably to the student being able to perform
the duties of a priest. While the documentary sources do not reference a student being
provided fosterage, several of them reference a related idea of maintenance using terms like
kosti ‘board’, and in at least one instance the term uppfedi ‘upbringing’ is used,'” which is
essentially synonymous with fostri, though not in the legal sense.

In light of this relationship it seems likely that when students were being sent to
[sleifr at Skalholt in the middle of the eleventh century, it was understood as a form of
fosterage, or at least closely related: the potential for education and ordination would have
provided a new motivation for an existing social institution. Equally, {sleifr’s son Teitr was a
priest and teacher who brought up children at Haukadalr, as noted in Islendingabck, while
Jons saga helga specifies that he feeddi ‘brought up’ and leerdi ‘taught’ many clerics.’® Orri
Vésteinsson has argued that Teitr’s students probably underwent “traditional fosterage rather
than formal schooling.”'’” However, there is no evidence for a hard distinction between the

two practices, where the fosterage involved students being educated. Likewise, while Orri

173 Blafur Halldorsson, ed., 2006, 115-16.

174 Finsen, 1952, ed., 17-18.

175 DI VII 235-6, see Appendix 1.

176 Jakob Benediktsson, ed., 1986, 20; Sigurgeir Steingrimsson et al, eds., 2003, Vol. 2, 182.
177 Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 145.
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argues that the question of payment is unimportant, as elite men like Teitr “can be safely
assumed to have been of the financial standing that they were not taking on the boys for the
money”,!® the idea of payment for providing fosterage is a vital link between the education
described in these narrative sources and the later documentary sources.’® Moreover, wealth
and elite standing were no barrier to demanding payment for services, as indicated by the
early sixteenth-century dispute between Bishop Gottskalk and Teitr Porleifsson over the
failed payment of the costs of education, which lasted at least three years.'%

Education could create and emphasize social bonds, and this was also a key role of
fosterage. In Porlaks saga Porlakr’s household seems to have been broken up because of his
money issues: his mother, Halla, goes to Oddi with him, and they both are said to have
become a part of the household, under the protection of the priest Eyjolfr Semundarson. 8!
With the documentary evidence as well as Grdagas suggesting how fundamental payment was
for education and fosterage, Halla must have given up some property to Oddi, probably land,
in order for her and her son to enter their household.*8? Porlakr begins training as a priest,
and he is called a leerisveinn of Eyjolfr, but Eyjolfr is also called Porlakr’s foster-father, and
when he returns to Iceland both his family and his foster-brothers are said to rejoice at his
arrival.’® The bonds created by this fostering relationship are the most likely reason why,
despite borlakr’s household being broken up, presumably due to poverty, he somehow
affords to travel to both Paris and Lincoln for education affer he has been ordained a priest

and begun working. The trip, in other words, was not necessary to his career, nor was he an

aristocratic landowner in the position of Isleifr Gizurarson, whose father could afford to take

178 Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 145.

179 Qverrir Tomasson argues that, because the students in these references appear to have been raised where they
were educated, payment probably occurred, emphasizing the evidence of the fosterage section of Gragds and
the later documents. He further speculates that there may have been a contract as well (Sverrir Tomasson 1988,
20-21), though the relative lack of administrative writing in the eleventh and twelfth century makes it likely that
these would have been oral contracts, if they existed.

180 DI VIII, 688-9 and DI IX 90-92. See Appendix 1.

181« . pa rédusk pau meedgin i inn cezta hofdudstad i Odda undir hond Ey;jolfi presti Semundarsyni . . .”
(Asdis Egilsdéttir, ed., 2002, 49).

182 Orri Vésteinsson agrees that Porlakr did not come from a wealthy family, and argues that his education at
Oddi suggests his mother may have been well-connected, but does not speculate as to the exact arrangements
made for her son’s education. He suggests it is more likely that Porlakr recieved support for his journey abroad,
rather than paying for it from his earnings alone (Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 204).

183 Asdis Egilsdéttir, ed., 2002, 52.
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him abroad to affirm his prestige and breadth of education. The social relationship developed
through fosterage affected the economic relationship between a student and his school. Erika
Sigurdson has discussed, in light of the educational passages in Ldrentius saga and Arna
saga in particular, how this social use of education continued to be used in the fourteenth
century, resolving conflicts, strengthening bonds between teacher and student, and between
the parent and the student.'8*

It is clear that the relationship between fosterage and education could also apply to
biological parents and their children, where the parents had a certain level of education. Teitr
Isleifsson, after all, was a priest and a teacher, and without any references to the contrary
seems likely to have been educated by his father Isleifr. Larentius saga offers a clearer
example: during his period of moving between monasteries to teach, it is implied that some
students followed Larentius, and it is explicit that his son Arni travelled with him and was
taught. Not only does Arni become a priest, but he joins Pingeyrar as a monk alongside his
father, showing how the familial educational relationship, like that of fosterage, could
function alongside and within other educational institutions.

Finally, Porldks saga offers a brief indication of education occuring at home, and of
parents providing secular education. The saga describes its protagonist as an exceptional and
disciplined learner from the very beginning, an ideal and obedient student, learning the
Psalms at home as a child, before any of his formal education has begun — though at the same
time the saga emphasizes that he had little other book-learning at the beginning.'®® This is
clearly hyperbolic praise on the part of the saga, particularly in how it combines the
characterization of an obedient child and ideal student with the humility-topos, yet it suggests

the idea that early childhood could be a context for learning.'® Learning to read the Psalms

184 Sigurdson 2016, 134-6, 147.

185 “Hann var 6likr flestum ungum monnum { sinni uppfeedingu, audradr ok audveldr i ollu, hlydinn ok
hugpekkr hverjum manni, falatr ok fAlyndr um allt, nytr ok namgjarn pegar 4 unga aldri. Hann nam psaltara 40r
en sundrskilja yrdi born modur hans ok fodur, en litit hafdi hann boknam annat i fyrstu.” (Asdis Egilsdottir, ed.,
2002, 48) (He was unlike most young men in his upbringing, yielding and easy in all things, compliant and
endeared to every man, reserved and faithful in everything, fit and eager to learn from a young age. He learned
the Psalter as a child before his mother and father were separated, but he had little other book-learning at first)
186 Though this is the most detailed remark, the suggestion of the protagonist of a biskupasaga as an ideal
student from a very young age is not uncommon: among the very first remarks Pdals saga makes about Pal
Jonsson was that he was skilful and eager to learn, and practised writing, from a young age (Asdis Egilsdottir,
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and prayers is well known as a type of early, elementary learning in the Middle Ages,
undertaken well before the child would have learned to actually understand any Latin.'®’ But
even after Porladkr began schooling at Oddi, it is noted that he found time to learn genealogy
and history from his mother, in between other studies.!8 The role of Porldkr’s mother in this
should not be thought unusual, in the context of at-home education in the Middle Ages.'8°
While this is a unique reference, when combined with the saga references to legal education,
it seems to solidify the idea that secular education occurred primarily through parents or
foster-parents, even while almost all of the explicit references to foster-parents teaching
occur in the context of clerical education.®

Fosterage is a secular, pre-Christian practice which interacted with ecclesiastical
institutions in the development of medieval Icelandic education. It provided a formal context
for the interaction of secular and ecclesiastical learning, and for the interaction between
social and institutional bonds in educational practices. Ldrentius saga and Guomundar saga
offer examples of teaching and learning in Iceland throughout the Middle Ages detached
even more from institutional contexts through the apparent mobility of some teachers and
students, emphasizing that there were multiple means for learned scholars to spread their
knowledge. These examples suggest that the intellectual community of Iceland was
multifaceted and flexible, and they provide potential contexts for different educational
discourses to interact. Fosterage may suggest that educational relationships which appear
informal — in that they are not associated with a particular cathedral or monastery school — in
fact had a legal, institutional base. It likewise suggests that education in general may have

had many more important social roles than has hitherto been appreciated.

ed., 2002, 297).

187 Orme 2006, 60-61; Grotans 2006, 71-2.

188 “S( var pa hans idja er hann var 4 ungum aldri at hann var lgngum at boknami, en at riti optliga, 4 beenum
pess i millum, en nam pa er eigi dvaldi annat pat er modir hans kunni kenna honum, @ttvisi ok mannfroedi”
(Asdis Egilsdottir, ed., 2002, 50-51) (It was his activity when he was young, that he was long at book-learning,
and often at writing, at prayer in between these, and when he was not otherwise engaged he learned what his
mother was able to teach him, genealogical knowledge and history).

189 Small children usually spent more time with their mothers than with their feathers, and it is very likely that
literate mothers used the opportunity for teaching (Orme 2006, 61).

190 The exceptions occur primarily in less clearly historiography and more apparently fictionalized sources like,
as noted earlier, Volsunga saga and Eiriks saga rauda. Examining these examples in more detail would require
a more thorough and critical literary study than is possible here.
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1.2.2 Cathedrals and the Institutional Aspect of Education

From a chronological perspective, all medieval schools in Iceland evolved from a pre-
Christian concept of the learning provided by parent, foster-parent, or guardian, and an
adaptation of Christian educational institutions, introduced by missionaries and Icelanders
who had been educated abroad, to a society which had no institutional church. Iceland lacked
urban centres, municipal governments, and many of the other social and institutional features
which defined education in the later Middle Ages elsewhere in Europe. Its population was
small, scattered, and relatively poor. For all these reasons, the institutional side of education
could not have operated exactly like any contemporary European models.!®* While an
understanding of Icelandic education must depend to some extent on European analogies,
those analogies must always be qualified and adapted according to local circumstances.

The question remains as to what extent Icelandic schools depended on European
institutions. In a general sense, the interests of the church inspired and maintained the
foundations of literate education, and so most schools must be thought of institutionally as
church schools. Oddi and Haukadalr, because of their familial connections and their
relationship to vernacular authors, namely Ari frodi and Snorri Sturluson, have been
characterized by scholars as apart from other schools: secular, private, unofficial or semi-
official. Vellir and Stafaholt, as the only other known locations of schooling outside a
monastery or bishopric, have also been suggested to be as distinct, but without figures like

Ari or Snorri they have not acquired secular connotations in the scholarship.'®? However, at

191 Wiirth suggests that the image of education in Jons saga helga fits with what is known of European cathedral

schools, but she does not explain why why or how (Wiirth 1998, 194). For arguments that education in Iceland
was of the same quality as Europe, see Gudrtin Nordal 2001, 21-22, citing Sverrir Tomasson 1988, 34-5. Sverrir
specifically notes that he is reacting to Halldor Hermannsson’s negative comments about Icelandic education in
The Holar Cato. This disagreement is exemplary of the problem with discussing education primarily in terms of
quality.

192 Bi5rn M. Olsen was among the early scholars to bring up the idea of private skoler ‘private schools’, among
which he called Oddi and Haukadalr the most important, speculating that they had a halvofficiel ‘semi-official’
character. Vellir and Stafaholt he considered private (Olsen, ed., 1884, XIX-XX). Halldér Hermannsson
speculated that Oddi was a centre of secular and vernacular learning, that it kept native tradition alive, with little
more evidence than the fact Snorri Sturluson was fostered there, and speculated that Seemundur inn frodi was an
expert in native learning, based on his byname, who also first brought the idea of mythological genealogy to
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all of four of these schools, clergymen trained other clergymen to be professional priests, and
in this fundamental respect they were no less institutionally related to the church than Holar,
Skalholt, or the monasteries. The account of Guomundar saga, where the whole school of
Holar is moved to Vellir, supports the idea of a close institutional similarity between the
schools.

There are shared features of these Icelandic church-schools and education elsewhere
in Europe, while the financial side of Icelandic learning seems to remain distinctive. The
costs involved in fosterage, the regulation about students in Gragas, the documentary
evidence, and the apparent failure of Christian III’s attempt to create Icelandic schools freely
available to poor students suggest that education in medieval Iceland was expected to be paid
for, and so the same should be assumed for these schools. While many private and religious
schools in medieval England did require fees, the majority of English schools from the
twelfth century onwards were public and free to students.'®® In tenth- and eleventh-century
England, and earlier in France, parish priests and churches in the countryside were expected
to provide sufficient teaching to meet their own needs, and an 821 Capitula of Theodulf, the
archbishop of Orléans, mandates that teachers should decline any rewards which were not
freely offered by parents.’®* While such mandates certainly were not always followed, the
reference to education in Bualog indicates that even under the influence of Reformation
ideals of universal literacy, even the most basic education in Iceland was expected to be paid
for.

Holar and Skalholt were distinctive, not only as ecclesiastical centres which probably

would have had more available resources than any other school, but because they have been

Iceland. This quickly devolves into circular reasoning, when he argues there is no other place Snorri could have
learned about mythological matters (Halldor Hermannsson 1932, 30, 33, 39, 44). Wiirth has more recently has
commented that “Auf private Initiative ist der Unterricht an den beiden Hofen Oddi und Haukadalr
zurticksuftihren” (Wiirth 1998, 194). Gudrun Nordal, finally, uses slightly different terminology to much the
same effect: “There existed in Iceland in the twelfth century important centres of teaching outside the religious
houses. The most important of these were in the south of Iceland, at Haukadalr, which had traditional ties with
Skalaholt, and Oddi, the seat of the powerful Oddverjar family . . . Oddi was probably the most important place
of learning in the twelfth century”. (Gudran Nordal 2001, 29-30). See also Sverrir Toémasson, 2002, 794.

19 Orme 2006, 55.

19 Orme 2006, 39.
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identified with the medieval institution of cathedral schools.'® These were a development of
the Carolingian era, though they had roots in earlier communities of learning based around
bishops.1% In the eleventh century, cathedral schools reemerged after the clergy/lay divisions
of the Investiture controversy as places of exclusively clerical learning, distinct from other
contexts, but as earlier they were based in urban environments. These locations provided
resources, but meant that because of cost and distance most parish priests did not attend
cathedral schools.’

The situation in Iceland suggests that, while it is convenient to refer to Holar and
Skalholt as cathedral schools, and they certainly inherited a part of that institutional tradition,
there are important differences between Icelandic and European education taking place at
bishoprics. As discussed earlier, the Icelandic church was slow to gain an independent
institutional status, and benefices provided by an episcopal authority were not even
established until the latter half of the thirteenth century. The foundation of Skélholt and
Holar, then, occurred when Icelandic ecclesiastical identity and power was still in
development, and very much mixed with secular identity and power. It seems unlikely,
therefore, that they avoided educating laymen, and a document from Hélar in 1492 appears to
confirm that this lack of division continued throughout the Middle Ages.'% Neither school
existed in an urban environment, and the lack of population density might explain why there
does not appear to have been competition between schools in Iceland; in contrast, there is
evidence for tension between small-scale teaching and the monopoly of the cathedral schools
in fourteenth- and fifteenth-century England,'®® while in Western Germany and the

Netherlands clerical and secular authorities came into conflict over the rights to schools from

195 For example, as earlier noted, Stephanie Wiirth argues that the account of Holar in Jéns saga matches what
is known about cathedral school in the rest of Europe (Wiirth, 1998, 194).

1% Early medieval episcopal schools spread by the example of great scholars like Augustine of Hippo and
Isidore of Seville, who established the domus episcopi, small communities of students based around the bishops
(Bellitto 2005, 37-38).

197 Bellitto 2005, 39

198 The document, included in Appendix 1, describes a certain Gudmundr Jonsson giving his two sons, along
with some property, to Holar and Bishop Olafr, asking to have one educated as a priest and to hialpa odrum til
mannz ‘to help the other become a man’, which must refer to some type of lay education. Gudmundr is said to
be sick, so it is possible that he is dying and is asking the bishop to raise his son, but some amount of education
seems likely to have been involved.

199 Orme 2006, 62-3.
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the thirteenth century onwards.?%

Skalholt and Holar do appear to have had some status and advanced resources,
compared to church schools like Oddi and Haukadalr, and the documentary sources suggest
the importance of income gained from students. Larentius saga brags that there were always
fifteen or more students at Holar at any given time,?** which if not pure rhetoric may suggest
that the Icelandic cathedral schools were larger than any other type of school in Iceland, and
this number does suggest how a large school at capacity might have been conceptualized. As
noted earlier, Bjorn Gilsson, the third bishop of Hélar, is said in Jons saga to have been
educated at both Haukadalr and Holar; Larentius Kélfsson is described in his saga as being
taught at Vellir and then Holar, and obtaining further legal education at Skalholt, before his
journey to Nidardss. Sverrir Témasson has argued that Iceland had a sort of system, with
smaller schools like Vellir and Haukadalr feeding into the larger cathedral schools.?? While
at certain times and places such relationships between schools may have existed, such a
hierarchy cannot be described as any kind of consistent system: both Bishop Porlakr
borhallsson and Bishop Pall Jonsson are described as having gone directly from Oddi from
schools abroad, Bishop Porlakr Runoélfsson is described as having been educated at
Haukadalr and nowhere else, and the documentary sources describe students who went
directly to the cathedral schools without any evidence of attending elsewhere previously.

There are two core connections between the cathedral schools of Iceland and those of
the rest of Europe: the relevance of the bishop to education, and the office of the
schoolmaster. While it is important not to overemphasize the participation of the bishop in
teaching, when the biskupasdgur as primary sources are strongly biased towards the
relevance of their protagonists in all things, the combination of documentary, legal, and
narrative evidence confirms that the did have a role. They were above all patrons and

administrators, though like all priests they probably did some teaching.?’® The documentary

200 Wwillemsen 2008, 29.

201 Gudrtn Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 373.

202 He suggests that it was likely that the bishop at Skalholt aided Teitr’s teaching at Haukadalr, and that
Haukadalr played a similar role for Skalholt as Vellir in Svarafadardalr played for Holar during the time of
Bishop Jorundur and Larentius (Sverrir Tomasson 1988, 21, note 78).

203 The biskupasdgur and narrative sources tend to use phrasing which presents the bishops as having others do
the teaching for them. For Isleifr, in [slendingabdk it is only said that chieftains sent their sons to him “til
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evidence shows the bishop was generally involved in negotiating the agreements with
students and their parents or patrons. Gragdas states that the church-owner patronizing a
student’s education must provide that student with as many books as the bishop deems
necessary for holding services year round; it also allows that such an indentured priest may
unbind himself from his church by educating his replacement, as long as that replacement is
satisfactory to the bishop.2%

This suggests the bishops’ capacity to ordain priests gave them a certain authority
over education, as ordination was the functional goal of clerical education. Porldiks saga
shows how such authority might be used. After Porlakr becomes bishop, the saga discusses

his duties in ordaining prospective new priests during the Ember weeks:

.. . honum Dotti pat dbyrgdarrad mikit at vigja menn er til pess sottu langan
veg ok hann s4 pa mjok vanfcera til, badi sakir litils lerdoms ok annarra hatta
sér 6skapfelldra. En hann nennti p6 varla at nita, badi sakir fateekis peira
sjalfa ok fyrir sakir peira manna er peim hofou kennt eda sinar jarteinir hofou

til sent.?®

... it seemed to him a great and momentous responsibility to ordain men who
had come a long way for it when he saw in them a serious incapacity, both on
account of having little learning and of other behaviour which was
disagreeable to him. However, he could hardly bear to deny them, both on

account of their own poverty and for the sake of those men who had taught

leeringar og létu vigja til presta” (Jakob Benediktsson, ed., 1986, 20) (for learning and to have them ordained as
priests), and Hungrvaka uses essentially this same phrasing (Asdis Egilsdéttir, ed., 2002, 9). Kristni saga,
however rephrases it to explicitly present him as a teacher: “Hann lerdi marga dgaeta menn ok 1ét vigja til
presta” (Sigurgeir Steingrimsson et al., eds., 2003, Vol. 2, 204-6, 39) (He taught many noble men and had them
ordained as priests). Nothing can be said for certain about this ambiguous phrasing. Even with Ldrentius saga,
though Larentius had done so much teaching before, a final reference to teaching after he had become bishop
states that he /dtit kenna, or had them taught, rather than teaching them himself (Gudrun Asa Grimsdéttir, ed.,
1998, 438).

204 Finsen, ed., 1852, Vol I, 18.

205 Asdis Egilsdottir, ed., 2002, 76.
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them or had sent their tokens for them.?*®

The bishop here forgives poorer men their lack of education and other qualifications, both out
of pity for their poverty, and out of respect for their social connections. Both the social and
administrative roles of the bishop intersect with clerical education, and even in the context of
the rhetorical praise of his own vifa a sainted bishop can be presented as ordaining under-
educated priests because of his relationship with their teachers and patrons, and out of a
sympathy for poverty, considering the financial barriers to education.?’” Regardless of the
accuracy of the passage, the complex ways in which Porlékr here seems to be praised for
both failing and succeeding as a bishop — helping the poor, respecting social bonds, but
allowing an underqualified priesthood to be established — suggests that there must have been
delicate consideration in how a bishop exercised his role in education and ordination.
Elsewhere in Europe, the likelihood of the bishop being directly involved in teaching

d,%% and this was

at cathedral schools diminished as the office of the schoolmaster develope
possibly the case in Iceland as well. Lateran II1, in 1179, had mandated that every cathedral
have a magister, beneficed so that he might be able to teach for free. After complaints that
this mandate was not being followed, Lateran IV in 1215 expanded upon it, calling for a
magister at every cathedral and every church with resources, to teach grammatica, while
metropolitan churches were expected to have a theologian to teach scripture to priests.??® The
Icelandic church, naturally, did not have the capacity to grant benefices before the late
thirteenth century, and the reference in Ldrentius saga to Larentius leaving his position of

skolameistari upon obtaining a benefice, only to decree himself that Vellir should be

henceforth the benefice of the skélameistari,?'® suggests an attempt to enforce this aspect of

206 Armann Jakobsson and David Clark, trans., 2013, 17.

207 While Orri Vésteinsson connects this passage to an assumed dearth of priests in the twelfth century, and
assumed that Porlékr “had little choice in the matter” (Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 180), it is entirely possible that
this was a normative way for Icelandic bishops to use their influence and social connections with the wider
priesthood. If a lack of priests was one of Porldkr’s motivations, it seem likely that this would be mentioned in
the passage, as it would seem to shed better light on his motivations in ordaining under-qualified priests.

208 Orme 2006, 163-5.

209 Tanner 1990, 220, 240.

210 The saga mentions that when Olafr Hjaltason is made schoolmaster, when Larentius establishes a school at
the stadr to kenna Latinu, that Olafr is given the stadr of Vellir in Svarfadalr, presumably as a benefice, and
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the Lateran III decree, though there is no evidence whether or not his decree was upheld.
This financial aspect of the decrees was ignored in English schools, where fees continued to
be charged,?!! and from the documentary evidence this seems likely to have been the case in
Iceland. Before the establishment of benefices there was an apparent lack of ecclesiastical
officials at Icelandic bishoprics, which may have affected the implementation of such
decrees. Scholars have argued that there were never real cathedral chapters in Iceland, and
that there was a general lack of offices filled by highly educated clerics.?!? Indeed, the
terminology used to describe the canons of Nidardss in Larentius saga, korsbredr, who are a
clearly defined legal group in conflict with the archbishop in the narrative, does not ever
seem to be applied to the officials at Skalholt or Hoélar.

However, the position of skolameistari goes back at least into the twelfth century in
Iceland; it may in fact be the earliest ecclesiastical office referenced in Iceland, apart from
the bishop himself, and appears to be the only one which existed before the establishment of
benefices. In Jons saga helga, Bishop Jon is said to have appointed two teachers: a
skolameistari or grammarian named Gisli Finnason, from Gautland, and a sort of assistant
named Rikini, from France.?'® The expanded L-recension also includes a description of a
woman named Ingunn who does not seem to have had official status of any kind, but is said
to have taught anyone who wished to learn.?!* Even if this description is anachronistic, and
applies to a situation later than the early twelfth century, it at least applied the understanding
and 1deals of episcopal education at the end of the twelfth century, when the saga was

written. Guomundar saga goda references a meistari Pordr at Holar in the early thirteenth

decrees that the schoolmaster at Holar should have that benefice permanently (Gudrin Asa Grimsdottir, ed.,
1998, 381).

211 Orme 2006, 202.

212 Jonas Gislason 1981, 122; Sverre Bagge 1984, 4. Sverrir Témasson specifically argues that a lack of offices
requiring extensive education accounts for the lack of Icelandic students going abroad for learning (Sverrir
Tomasson 1988, 34). In addition to the lack of cathedral chapters, Jonas Gislason speculates that the lack of
royal power, and thus a lack of a court, also produced a lack of high clerical offices (Jonas Gislason 1981, 121).
Erika Sigurdson, however, has argued that once benefices were established, the community of elite clerics
around a bishop functioned much like cathedral canons (Sigurdson 2016, 123).

213 Sigurgeir Steingrimsson et al, eds., 2003, Vol. II, 204-6, 217-8. This is the standard normalized edition of the
saga, but the description of the school does change between the three main versions, primarily in being
expanded in the L-recension.

214 Foote, ed., 2003, 88.

66



century.?’® There are several mentions of them in Ldrentius saga: Holar has a certain Oblaudr
Hallvardsson in the position, before Larentius becomes skolameistari as a young man around
1288, and after he becomes bishop Larentius himself appoints Olafr Hjaltason, who is
explicitly stated to have taught grammatica.?*® In one instance a skélameistari is mentioned
in the annals, a deacon named Bodvar at Holar in 1393.2Y" Finally, there are several incidental
references to a particular skélameistari in the documentary sources, a certain Asbjorn
Sigurdsson at Skalholt, in 1493, then again in 1507 and 1508.%8

The skolameistari thus is only rarely mentioned in the extant sources, and yet is the
only known institutionally appointed teacher in Iceland; there is no indication of an
equivalent role in the monasteries. This suggests both the significance of the educational
communities at Skalholt and Hoélar, in the resources and institutional support they could offer
to Icelandic education, yet at the same time suggests that the majority of teaching in Iceland
was not done by anyone who was primarily, professionally a teacher. The skdlameistari, and
a variable number of underlings like Rikini, are thus the tools by which the bishop could
encourage education, but he was only one professional in an environment where any priest
with the time and resources could perform similar functions.?!®

In contrast to individual priests taking on individual students as children, however,
there would have been significant opportunity in cathedral schools for extended adult
education. The decrees in Lateran III and IV call for teaching to be provided at bishoprics,
not only to provide for young students, but clerici, scholares, and sacerdotes. Larentius saga
has several references to this type of adult learning. Before going to Norway, but after he had
already been made skélameistari, Larentius is introduced to canon law by Bishop Arni at
Skalholt. After Larentius becomes bishop at Holar, he is said to have provided for the

teaching of poor priests, seemingly making up for the deficiencies in the education of men

215 Stefan Karlsson, ed., 1983, 179.

216 Gudran Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 228, 231,

217 Storm, ed., 1888, 423; also noted in Sverrir Témasson 1988, 24-5, note 91.

218 DI VI, 181; DI VIII 141, 254.

219 Thus, although Benjamin Kristjansson argues that what appears to have been a rapid rebound in the number
of priests after the Black Death must have required significant effort by the bishops themselves (Benjamin
Kristjansson 1947, 153), this is by no means certain. In addition, there is no way to be certain how well
educated any of those priests were.
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already ordained, as the reference in Porldks saga suggests may have been a frequent enough
problem. While both passages are written in praise of Larentius, they may reflect a general
understand that adults as well as children were taught in cathedral schools, for the purposes
of remedial education or advanced disciplines.

While episcopal education in Iceland lacked many of the features of cathedral schools
elsewhere in Europe — the aforementioned lack of urban settings, large populations of
students and teachers, or evidence for competition between schools — they did have
distinguishing features which co-existed and interacted with fosterage and other social
aspects of education. The power of the bishops over ordination, both before and after the
establishment of benefices, determined the minimum standards of education when and where
such power could be fully exercised, and the cathedrals schools represented the forms of
education occurring at the centre of elite clerical social circles. The Icelandic schoolmaster,
the skolameistari, was one of the earliest official positions at the episcopal sees, and the only
professional teaching office known from medieval Iceland. The schools of Holar and
Skalholt were important and distinct in their institutional status and connections to the wider
international Church, but they were only one of many potential contexts for education. Any
priest could educate another regardless of institutional context, as Gragas suggests, and while
scholars have emphasized education at the church farms of Haukadalr and Oddi,??® which
have strong aristocratic associations, the references to Vellir suggest that any wealthy church
farm could have dealt with multiple students. A reference in Gudmundar saga géda, which
seems to only appear in the version of the saga included in the Sturlunga saga collection,
even has Bishop Gudmundr teaching at the church farm at Hof in outer Skagafjordur,??! a
totally unique reference which hints at how many contexts of teaching could have existed

which are never mentioned in the extant sources.??2

220 The claim that Oddi was the most important educational centre in twelfth-century Iceland (Gudrin Nordal
2001, 29-30) is certainly an exaggeration, when almost nothing is known of the relative quality of education at
different schools, and the metric by which such relative importance is judged is unclear.

221 J4n Johannesson et al., eds., 1946, Vol. I, 134.

222 Benjamin Kristjansson also has speculated about teaching at another particularly wealth church farm,
Grenjadarstadr, though there is no direct references to such (Benjamin Kristjansson 1947, 159).
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1.2.3 Education in Monasteries

Very little is known about Icelandic monasteries, yet at the same time they appear to
have rapidly become of fundamental importance to Icelandic education. In general terms,
Icelandic monasteries were tiny — the extant references to size range from between four and
thirteen monks at any given monastery — but at the same time they grew increasingly wealthy
as the Middle Ages progressed, owning roughly 13% of all the landholdings in Iceland by the
Reformation.??® The documentary sources are the main evidence for education occurring at
monasteries, and these suggest a strong overlap between functions of monastic and cathedral
schools, at least from the fourteenth century onward if not earlier. There are slightly more
references to monasteries than cathedral schools in the documentary sources — ten references
to monasteries, and eight references to cathedral schools — yet they seem to have roughly
equal function and status there. There is no indication of difference in the quality or cost of
education at either type of institution, and the 1440 document explicitly allows that Helgafell
or Skalholt would both be equally suitable locations for schooling.

The narrative sources suggest that the role of monastic teaching may have increased
over time. The first references to students at monasteries are the students of Brandr Jonsson
at bykkvaber in Arna saga, where they are presented as being equally prestigious and elite as
any student of Holar or Skalholt. Of course this is suspect rhetoric in the context of the saga
concerned with praising Brandr as Arni’s teacher, but it fits with the frequent reference to
monasteries, and the seemingly equal status between monastic and cathedral schools, in the
documentary evidence. Larentius’ teaching at monasteries after his return to Iceland may
suggest an increasing association between monasteries and education, and Christian III’s
attempts to set up public schools at the former monasteries may similarly suggest a strong
identification of monasteries as teaching institutions up to the Reformation.

The nature and development of that institutional status has been much debated.

Elsewhere in Europe, monastic schools developed in the early Middle Ages play a key role in

22 Sigurdson 2016, 71. To offer some scale for these numbers, in England at the beginning of the fourteenth
century, there were some 17,000 clergy at the country’s roughly 1000 religious houses (Orme 2006, 255).
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the development of medieval education.??* While there is tentative evidence for Icelandic
monks and an associated monastery school in the eleventh century, founded by
missionaries,?? the school at Skalholt had several generations to develop before the first
Icelanders could have established a monastic school at Pingeyrar. In this sense, monastic
schools must have played a different role in Iceland than they did elsewhere.??® Several
scholars have argued that there is no proof of true monastic schools in Iceland, merely
education happening at monasteries.??” However, none of these scholars have clarified what
is meant by a true monastic school, and monasticism was still an institution functioning in
Iceland, and as such constituted an institutional influence on education. Both Benedictine and
Augustinian monasteries supported education, and Larentius’ teaching career at both types of
religious houses may suggest that there was little distinction between them of education,
though this of course requires more research into the development of Benedictine and
Augustinian monastic culture in Iceland.

For students attending monasteries but not intending to become monks, the distinctive
qualities of monasteries appear to have primarily been their wealth, distribution, and
educational resources. At least by the mid-thirteenth century, it seems they could provide an
education much like that available at a cathedral school, while proximity may have made
them preferable to some students. The distinct social and political environment of particular
monasteries may have been a factor in choosing them as well: students could have relatives

or social connections to a monastery, and Ldrentius saga shows that there could be instances

224 See, for example, Riché 1976 100-122, 290-304, 317-36, 427-39, and Orme 2006, 7, 17-27, 255.

225 The missionary Bishop Hréd6lfr is mentioned in the Hauksbok redaction of Landndmabdk as having left
three monks behind in Bar when he left Iceland (Jakob Benediktsson, ed., 1986, 65). Early scholars tended to
take this at face value, and assume that Hr6d0lfr kept a monastery with a school at Ber, and that the monks
maintained that institution there (Benjamin Kristjansson 1947, 12; Janus Jonsson 1887, 179-80; Halldor
Hermannsson 1958, ed., x). Ernst Walter was more suspicious of the monks having existed at all, considering
the late date of the source (Walter 1971, 198), while others have accepted that a school may have existed, but
speculated that it was quickly abandoned (Wiirth 1998, 194; Jon Johannesson, 1974, 193; Jonas Gislason 1971,
121). Sverrir Témasson has noted the extent of the discussion, but does not offer an opinion (Sverrir Toémasson
1988, 19-20, note 71).

226 Ernst Walter speculated that early education would have been limited by the lack of monasteries (Walter
1971, 197-8), but this would only be the case if Icelandic education developed along exactly the same lines as
the rest of Europe, which is very unlikely.

227 Wiirth 1998, 194-95; Magntis Jonsson 1914, 291; Jakob Benediktsson 1971, Vol. 15, 640. Sverrir Témasson
notes this speculation, but does not seem to argue for or against the assertion (Sverrir Témasson 1988, 28, note
98).
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where a student or teacher might desire to attend a monastic school while avoiding the
bishop.

However, for those staying at the monastic institutions — monks, nuns, and
prebendaries — the distinct institutional status clearly had an effect on education. For monks
and nuns, reading and learning is mandated as a part of simply being an ascetic.??® As a form
of education, this reading was likely largely self-guided work.??® Monasteries would have
been centres of learning simply because the practice of self-motivated learning was a part of
living the ascetic lifestyle, and could encourage active intellectual discourse. A 1413
document is the sole Icelandic reference to gaining an education before joining a religious
order. Here two women joined the convent at Reynistadr, and it makes it clear that the
women were expected to have their education taken care of and paid for separately from the
agreement granting them permission to join the convent.?® Orri Vésteinsson has suggested
that the monasteries up to the thirteenth century were principally “retirement homes for
aristocrats.”?*! However, this was the period when many chieftains and other secular leaders
were ordained as priests, and thus had already obtained some sort of education, and so such a
social role for monasteries would not have necessarily limited monastic intellectual
discourse.

However, there is no guarantee that everyone at a monastery had obtained an
education, nor that the education was of a particularly high quality, and there is evidence for
continuing adult educations in the monasteries. Ldrentius saga describes Larentius’ as having
a heterogenous body of students at the three monasteries: he teaches both klerkar and breeor,
clerics and brothers, and when he gets to Pingeyrar he is said to teach abbot Gudmundr
himself.?*? This is an important passage suggesting the potential for adult monastic education
to not only be self-guided, but also supplemented by teachers — teachers who were not

necessarily tied to the institution. Such education does not lead to a career, as education for

228 The Benedictine Rule, for example, mandated daily reading during Lent (Hanslik, ed., 1977, 48).

229 As Sverrir Tomasson suggests is the usual scholarly consensus, though he leaves a certain ambiguity as to
whether he is referring to the monastery as a school for outsiders, or the learning of monks themselves (Sverrir
Tomasson 1988, 28, note 98).

230 DITIT 751-2. See Appendix 1.

21 Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 133.

28 Gudran Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 308, 312, 318.
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children, but has inherently more complex motivations, involving devotion, piety, prestige,
and pleasure. Alongside this lack of a simple pragmatic function, the content of such
education is further complicated by the uncertainty of how educated the monks were to begin
with: would a teacher like Larentius be needed to fill in gaps in basic education, would he
bring new resources for advanced topics to the monastery, or would there be some
combination of the two??% This is a clearly an important context for overlapping types of
learning with varying degrees of formality, as Larentius’ different students — an abbot,
monks, adult clerics, children and young unordained students — with distinct but overlapping
functions for their learning, would have shared a physical space.?*

It is clear that different educational institutions intersected in medieval Iceland,
sometimes overlapping but sometimes functioning parallel to each other, sharing similar
educational roles. Cathedral schools, monasteries, and other church schools made use of their
institutional inheritance, but adapted to local circumstances and needs, most clearly in the
adaptation of cathedral schools to non-urban environments and aristocratic interests. There is
no evidence for a strict hierarchy or competition between schools, and social dynamics like
fosterage appear to have functioned alongside and within education at monasteries and
cathedral schools. Institutional support for education, therefore, did not seem to have

impeded its flexibility, and it is thus all the clearer that Icelandic educational history should

not be based around judgments about rising or falling quality.

1.2.4 Education Abroad

The ability to leave Iceland to be educated was another essential part of the potential
flexibility and durability of medieval Icelandic education, and a key method for new

pedagogical ideas and influences to be brought and adapted to Icelandic conditions. There are

233 1t is mentioned that Larentius specifically taught Latin to Gudmundr and his brothers in the B-version of the
saga, and, arguing that it is very unlikely that a monastery would lack basic Latin-learning resources, Sverrir
Tomasson speculates that this could be a sort of higher learning, an advanced grammatica (Sverrir Tomasson
1988, 63-4).

234 The exact nature of classroom spaces in medieval Iceland, however, remains entirely unknown and largely
unexamined, and awaits further study that is not possible here.
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references to Icelanders travelling to many locations, but the proximity and ecclesiastical
connections with Norway were probably of particular significance, and it was likely the most
frequent location visited. As a form of adult education, not directly related to training for a
particular vocation, some comparison can also be made between the travels abroad of laymen
and of priests. For both groups it is key to point out that such an expensive, elite practice as
travelling abroad for education is not necessarily tied to the functions of a clerical or
administrative career, but must have had complex motivations, including prestige, curiosity,
or piety.?*®

From the sagas and narrative sources, beyond Lérentius’ trip to Norway there are
seven names of Icelanders who went abroad for education for the period before 1400, five of
whom were bishops of Skalholt.?*® Three of these went abroad in the eleventh century, two in
the twelfth, one in the thirteenth, and one in the fourteenth.?*” In addition to the narrative
sources, Sverre Bagge and Jonas Gislason have used European sources to track Icelanders
and Norwegians going to universities from the end of the Middle Ages and later, and Jonas
Gislason notes that from these sources significantly more Icelanders are known to have been

educated abroad from the late fifteenth and early sixteenth century.?®® In contrast to the

235 Example 26 in Appendix 1 is indicative of this: The letter from 1532 shows Gizurr Einarsson travelling
abroad all the way to Hamburg, but he appears to be primarily involved in learning Latin, which he certainly
could have done at home in Iceland. It is certainly possible, however, that one could gain a better education in
Latin abroad.

23 These are: Isleifr Gizurarson, bishop of Skalholt (1056-80) educated in Saxony; Saemundr fi-6di Sigfusson
(1056-1133), educated in France and possible elsewhere; Gizurr {sleifsson, bishop of Skalholt (1082-1118),
educated in Saxony; St. Porlakr Pérhallsson, bishop of Skalholt (1178-1193), educated in Paris and Lincoln;
Pall Jonsson, bishop of Skalholt (1195-1211), educated in England; Jon Halldorsson, bishop of Skalholt (1322-
1339), educated in Paris and Bologne — though it should be noted that Jon grew up in Norway and was probably
Norwegian. Finally, it is seldom mentioned that Heidarvigar saga mentions that the famed Snorri godi’s son,
Guolaugr, went to a monastery school in England around 1015 (Benjamin Kristjansson 1947, 6), possibly
because the saga is only extant in a summary made from memory, and as such is even more questionable in its
details than most saga sources. The primary sources for the other figures are mainly Hungrvaka, Kristni saga,
borlaks saga helga, Pals saga, and the Icelandic annals. As noted earlier, it is also possible that St. Jon
Ogmundarson was educated abroad.

237 To these seven, Jonas Gislason has speculated several more about whom the sources are not quite so clear. In
addition figures which he mentions purely speculatively, based on how learned the narrative sources present
them, he notes several figures who are said to go abroad but not specifically to study: Bishop Jon Ogmundsson,
who did travel abroad, though it is not explicit that this was in order to go to school; Gizur Hallsson who went
to Rome in twelfth century and wrote a travelogue, but again may have been only a pilgrim rather than a
student; Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson, Bishop Magnus Gizurarson, and Bjorn Einarsson Jerusalm-farer (Jonas
Gislason 1981, 123, 126-7).

238 Jonas gives nine names of Icelanders who travelled abroad for education for the period 1450-1520,
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handful of known Icelanders, Bagge gives eighty-one Norwegians known to have studied
abroad between 1200 and 1350, and argues that it was quite normal for Norwegian canons to
study abroad, and that during the period 1305-69 all Norwegian bishops had a university
education.?%

None of these accounts give much more than the names of cities or countries to which
the students went. The emphasis on bishops and on the eleventh century must at least in part
be due to the nature of the biskupasogur, and it is impossible to know how representative
these numbers are. The scarcity of sources, and the rather brief and incidental way they tend
to mention foreign education means that it is nearly impossible that these were all the
Icelanders who traveled to schools in Europe, and uncertain whether they were even the
majority of them. At the same time, it is possible that such travel was in fact quite rare,
whether because of expense or lack of sufficient motivation or some other factors. This is
further problematized by another key piece of evidence, a passage in Pals saga regarding

Bishop Pall making a survey of the priests and churches in the diocese of Skalholt:

Pall byskup 1€t telja i peim primr fjéoroungum lands, er hann var byskup yfir,
kirkjur paer er at skyldu purfti presta til at fa, ok hann 1ét presta telja, hve
marga pyrfti i hans syslu, ok varu pa kirkjur tveir tigir ok tvau hundrud tirced,
en presta purfti pa tiu midr en tvau hundrud tirced. En pvi 1ét hann telja at
hann vildi leyfa utanferd prestum, ef cernir veri eptir i hans syslu, en hann
vildi ok fyrir sja um pat at aldregi yrdi presta fatt { hans syslu medan hann

vari byskup.?4

Bishop Pall, in those three quarters of the country which he was bishop over,
had those churches counted which needed to have priests, and he had the

priests counted, how many were needed in his diocese, and there were two

presumably from documentary evidence, though he is not clear as to his sources (Jonas Gislason 1981, 127-9).
239 Bagge 1984, 8-9. For 1350-1530 Bagge suggests some 219 Norwegians in the universities that had
developed east of the Rhine, and no Icelanders (Bagge 1984, 13). However, it is not certain that Icelanders
would not have simply been grouped with Norwegians or Danes during this period in the university records.
240 Asdis Egilsdottir, ed., 2002, 313.
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hundred and twenty churches, and there were thus one hundred and ninety
priests needed. And therefore he had it set forth that he would give leave to
priests to go abroad, if there were sufficient left in his diocese, but he also
wished to see to it that there would never be a lack of priests in his diocese
while he was bishop.

241 it is not clear that priests going abroad

While much has been made of this passage,
was strictly a matter of education: pilgrimage or political interests in Norway or elsewhere
could have been other major motivations. The passage is likewise not actually explicit that
the lack of priests is entirely due to going abroad, and a lack of priests in Iceland could have
been caused by a number of other factors: a lack of interest in the priesthood, insufficient or
ineffective educational resources, or even simply an overly high demand because of the
scattered population. However, it remains that this is a rare piece of evidence for Icelanders
outside the highest clergy potentially going abroad for schooling — the only other example
seems to be Porlakr, and he had the patronage of the Oddaverjar to lean on — and supports the
idea it did at least sometimes happen.

It is likely that education abroad was quite expensive — the cost of the journey, living
abroad, along with books and whatever fees the schools or teachers might have charged — and
for most clerics and educated laymen it would not have much practical use, though it not
certain that this cost was significantly more than an education in Iceland.?*? Thus it is
unlikely that it ever could have been a particularly widespread practice, at least not for the
essential vocational tradition of a priest, and scholarly speculation about the frequency, or
increase at certain periods, of Icelanders going abroad for education is generally

unfounded.?*®

241 Jonas Gislason argues that so many priests leaving to be educated outside Iceland was the very reason for
Péll making the survey (Jonas Gislason 1981, 122). Orri Vésteinsson uses it as evidence for the idea of a
particular dearth of priests in the twelfth century (Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 181).

242 The costs of education for students is discussed in section 1.3.2.

243 Sverrir Témasson suggests it would be common for Norse students to go abroad to study, and cites Alf
Onnerfors for the idea that an education abroad would have been the summit of an Icelandic education (Sverrir
Témasson 1988, 23; Onnerfors 1977, 211). Peter Foote has argued for an increase in Icelanders going abroad in
the late thirteenth century, while Jonas Gislason and Sverre Bagge suggest a decrease in the same period (Jonas
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Therefore, the most important question is not how many Icelanders went abroad to
learn, or when there might have been increases and decreases in the number, but rather what
might have motivated them to make the journey. There could have been some pragmatic
motivations, for a small and ambitious number of clergymen: there are certain topics of
higher education for which there were probably very limited resources for in Iceland,
particularly for Isleifr and Gizurr going to Saxony in the eleventh century, but prestige,
ideology, and cultural norms were likely more significant factors. It does not seem
coincidental that the biskupasogur so often deal with men who were educated abroad, and
thereupon had successful enough careers to become highly influential bishops. This success
could in part, as Larentius saga seems to suggest, be attributable to the actual skills offered
by this learning, but the prestige and cultural significance of a foreign education, whether or
not it involved a university degree, is an undeniable aspect of these narratives.?*

Norway, as the closest location to Iceland, must have held a special status, particularly
after the Norwegian takeover. The political and ecclesiastical relationship as well as the
shared vernacular would have made it significantly easier for Icelanders to obtain an
education there.?* Certainly more priests travelled to Norway than are known in the narrative
and documentary sources, and in evidence of this Erika Sigurdson has pointed to a 1392
entry in Flateyjarannall showing ten priests from Skalholt dying of the plague in Norway. 4
Larentius saga describes Larentius’ trip to Nidaross as an education in canon law, but

simultaneously as a method of creating a social bond with the archbishop, gaining experience

Gislason 1981, 122, 126; Bagge 1984, 6-7; Foote 1984, 257-58).

244 Orri Vésteinsson, while speculating that sleifr Gizurarson being educated abroad represents a distinctive
career move beyond just becoming a priest, argues the missionary bishops present in Iceland should have been
able to provide such learning (Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 20-23). Bagge argues that university education was more
linked to cultural norms than to practical Latin and liturgical learning that could occur at a local level (Bagge
1984, 11-12). Erika Sigurdson has argued, in the context of discussing travelling to Norway in the fourteenth
century: “Facility with a foreign country, with travel, and with a different ecclesiastical structure were
highlighted as necessary elements of an Icelandic clerical education, as much or more important than facility
with local parochial concerns, the maintenance and development of ecclesiastical estates, or episcopal politics”
(Sigurdson 2016, 149).

245 Sverrir Témasson argues that education in Norway must have increased after the takeover, speculating that
Norwegian bishops would have sent promising scholars from Iceland to Nidaross (Sverrir Témasson 1988, 27).
Jonas Gislason agrees, and also suggests that Oblaudr Hallvardsson, who was school-master at Skalholt during
the time of Bishop Arni Porlaksson, was in service of the archbishop at Nidaréss and may have been educated
there (Jonas Gislason 1981, 127).

248 Sigurdson 2016, 159.

76



in ecclesiastical administration, and obtaining a broader worldview. The biskupasogur always
describe the bishop’s journey abroad to be confirmed by the archbishop, and this episode can
be seen as an expansion of this idea, a detailed expression of the type of prestige which
travels abroad must have meant to bishops and clerical elite.

Here the clerical experience of combining education, vocation, and prestige while
abroad may intersect with the secular one. There is some evidence for what can be
characterized as educational contexts among adult Icelandic poets travelling abroad. There
are references to learned discourse with poets which have had enough of an impact to
produce literary works. Without knowing how many Icelanders are indicated, both Saxo
Grammaticus’s Gesta Danorum and Theodoricus’ Historia de Antiquitate Regum
Norwagiensium make reference to their authors learning history from Icelandic poets, about
ancient Danish and Norwegian kings, respectively, sometime in the late twelfth century.?*’
More specifically, the author of the 3GT7, Olafr bordarson, references discussing runes and
language with the Danish king Valdemar II, during the first half of the thirteenth century, and
says specifically that he learned an ordteeki, a word-formula for memorizing the fupark, from
the king.?*® The continuing education of adults who are invested in a field of learning
intersects with an formal education abroad; Olafr’s experience in Denmark might be
compared to Larentius’ experience at Nidardss, and while there is no known narrative
describing how Olafr’s experience might have aided his career like Larentius’, it is difficult
to imagine that such an interaction with the king had no value to his career, and if nothing
else it at least lent a certain authority to his treatise.

Almost nothing can be said for certain about specific influences on Iceland’s culture

and learning from these journeys abroad.?*° All that is clear is that it that it must have had an

247 McDougall and McDougall, eds., 1998, 1; Friis-Jensen and Fisher, ed. and trans., 2015, 6-7.

248 Wills, ed., 2001, 88-9.

249 Scholars, however, have speculated extensively along these lines. Bagge argues that extant sources from St.
Victor indicate that Norwegians, particularly the higher clergy at Nidaross, regularly went there to study, and
that the influence from Northern France was high in the twelfth century (Bagge 1984, 3; see also Mortensen
2000(a)). Sverrir Tomasson emphasizes that it is not known what St. Porlakr studied, while noting that Lincoln
was known for theology and law, and speculates on that basis that Porlakr went abroad to study theology
(Sverrir Toémasson 1988, 23, note 85). But as Gizurr Einarsson’s 1532 letter — see Appendix 1 — suggests,
students could potentially have gone abroad for something as basic as Latin learning.
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impact: bringing in new intellectual movements, books and pedagogical trends, functioning
as an option when the available Icelandic educational resources were not sufficient for certain
purposes, and generally connecting Icelandic and European learning. Taken together,
references in the extant sources to Icelanders being educated abroad strengthen the idea that
education for medieval Icelanders was durable and adaptable. For students in need of only
practical learning to become a priest, as has been shown, there were copious resources
available outside the major monastic and episcopal institutions, and all that was really needed
was a priest willing to do the teaching, and the social connections to obtain ordination.
Education abroad, in turn, allowed those wealthier Icelanders to go obtain whatever
education was not available locally, and though the references are few, there are enough to
suggest Icelanders never stopped entirely going to a variety of places for extended
educations.

The potential contexts for education in medieval Iceland were numerous. As
elsewhere in Europe, children were certainly educated in the home. In addition to this,
fosterage represented an established secular institution for sending students from the home to
be raised and taught whatever skills were appropriate to their future career. Fosterage helped
to instigate the collection of students at church-schools where particular resources and
educators were available, in a wider context where any priest, or perhaps even literate
laymen, could provide an education. Cathedral schools and monasteries represent adaptations
of European educational institutions to the particular circumstances of Iceland. Yet many
students must have been educated elsewhere, certainly at wealthy church farms like
Haukadalr, Oddi, Vellir, and Hof, but likely at many more locations too minor to be
mentioned in the sources. These multiple varieties of education suggest that while there were
certainly chronological changes and developments, educational practices in Iceland were
both extremely durable and adaptable, and not prone to sudden rises or dips in quality. The
vast majority of evidence here is for clerical learning, and there is little evidence that the
contexts of secular learning were distinct, except that presumably they were more likely to
have been within the household or a part of fosterage relationships than at the more

institutional schools at the monasteries and cathedrals.
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1.3 Teachers, Patrons and Students

Having gone over the sources and the variety and interaction of educational contexts
and institutions, it remains to explore more deeply the experience and dynamics of education
for the key people involved in education: teachers, patrons, and students. Addressing the
social and economic aspects of being involved in education can improve our understanding
of the significance of education in Icelandic society and the decision-making process behind
a student, parent, or patron paying to obtain learning, and thus provide a better historical
grounding for understanding and contextualizing pedagogical and grammatical texts. It can
also expand upon the observations made so far in this chapter, by showing the variety of

ways teaching and learning could take place.

1.3.1 Teachers and Patrons

Education intersected with many aspects of Icelandic society, and a wide variety of
people could be involved with it as teachers, but even more as patrons, facilitating education
by providing funding and support. As has been suggested, almost anyone with an education
and an interested student in Iceland could potentially be a teacher, in the sense of someone
who provides an education. The economic and social aspects of being a teacher are unclear
and complex, but it is certain that they overlapped to a certain extent with those who
patronized education. Patron, here, is used to designate people who supported education
through financial or social means; clarifying the roles of patrons is vital to showing the wider
ways education intersected with, and was perceived by, Icelandic society as a whole.

The narrative sources suggest that teaching in Iceland was not restricted to Icelanders,
that foreigners could teach as well. This is important to a wider discussion of language use in
education, as it would necessitate translation and oral interaction between languages. As
already noted, Jons saga helga mentions several foreign teachers, and Lérentius is said to

learn canon law in Latin from a Flemish man in Nidaross. However, the largest known group
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of such teachers were the missionary bishops, and the narrative of the missionary Fridrekr in
Kristni saga offers a potentially useful indication of how they could have been involved with
teaching.?>® The narrative suggests that Fridrekr’s preaching on the whole went poorly but
that he taught a certain Porvaldr Kodransson, who had met him abroad, how to preach, since
Fridrekr did not know Norse well, and that the two traveled together through Iceland.?%
Fridrekr’s main purpose was preaching, but Porvaldr must have been learning Latin to be
able to interpret Fridrekr for the Icelanders. Religious ideas and words would have come into
the vernacular,?? and Porvaldr would have had to develop some of his own hermeneutic of
vernacular translation, using whatever skills Porvaldr had developed while learning Latin,
and in that sense grammatica must have played a role in this context. The case of Fridrekr
and Porvaldr also suggests that the importance of social connections to education was not
confined to Icelanders, and was likely even more important for foreigners and
missionaries.?*

The broad swathe of society which could participate in education through teaching
also may have included very poor priests. In the section of Gragas dealing with priests who
have been indentured to a church to provide themselves with an education, it allows that a
priest could free himself by teaching a replacement who is found suitable by the bishop.?>*
The phrasing is explicit that the indentured priest would do the teaching himself; such a
priest would not have the resources to provide for an external education, and his own
learning would likely be the most valuable resource he had. At the same time, the ability to

teach could be a point of praise apart from any institutional associations, as shown not only

250 These is also a version of this narrative in Vatnsdeela saga and Porvalds pattr ens vidforla. The latter goes
into more detail about the acts of these Fridrekr and Porvaldr, and unlike Vatnsdeela saga, was potentially not a
direct source for Kristni saga (Duke 2001, 350), and thus may be an independent witness.

21 The detail of Porvaldr meeting Fridrekr abroad in itself suggests that some Icelanders did in fact receive at
least the minimum Christian education needed for conversion in Europe before the official conversion in 1000,
and that such educations did affect cultural, pedagogical, and religious development in Iceland, even if perhaps
only in very small ways.

252 For the influence on Latin, in addition to Anglo-Saxon, vocabulary and Christian ideas on in Icelandic and
Scandinavian terminology, see Astas, 2002, 1046-9.

253 Garipzanov has recently noted that “prior to the establishment of parish systems across the early Christian
north, Christian rites and practices were disseminated via personal, rather than institutional, channels”, and
often in the Middle Ages priestly education was an apprentice-master relationship. Garipzanov 2012, 11.

254 Finsen, ed., 1852, 18.
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in the biskupasogur, but also in Sturlu saga where the priest Runolfr Dalksson is praised as
being a great teacher and scholar.?®® This supports the conclusion of the previous section, that
the diversity of contexts and conditions for Icelandic education was greater than has hitherto
been admitted.

The role of Ingimundr as a teacher in Guomundr saga goda is an instance where
fosterage could result in the sort of apprentice-master relationship described in Gragas, but

for a wealthier class of priests,?®

as well as a teacher who, like many of the missionaries,
seemed to need to be mobile. As was mentioned earlier, while Gudmundr was educated by
his foster-father Ingimundr they moved between farms. In this case, the means of
GuOmundr’s education may have travelled with them: Ingimundr is noted as having a private
collection of books, which he passed down to Gudmundr upon the latter’s ordination. The
saga also notes that Gudmundr himself studied from and took extracts from books of the men
he visited.?>” While these may have been primarily liturgical books, as these would be the
most essential for clerical duties, such books could be used for teaching, and it is possible
that there were at least some pedagogical texts among them. The existence of personal
collections of books, and the mobility of Ingimundr and Gudmundr, suggest that at least
some teachers could function independently of any location. The distinctiveness of this
apprentice-master relationships is the lack of a group dynamic, with a single student and a
single teacher/patron, which could create and emphasizes different types of social bonds from
schools involved with larger numbers.

The issue of paying teachers, and priests finding time to teach, can reveal more about
the conditions of Icelandic teachers. Though explicit payment for paying a priests directly for
teaching is not mentioned until the sixteenth-century reference in Bualdg, Gragds describes
payments that could be made to priests for singing Mass and other practices.?® Orri

Vésteinsson argues that these references pertain to pingprestar, or district priests, who sold

255 Jon Johansson et al., eds., 1946, Vol. I, 103. It should be noted that the term used for teacher is kennimadr,
which does not only refer to teachers, but can also generally refer to any priest or cleric.

256 Fifteenth-century manuals point to the idea that generally priest-apprentice relationships were common for
students elsewhere in Europe (Bellitto 2005, 41-2).

257 Stefan Karlsson, ed., 1983, 59-63.

28 Finsen, ed., Vol. I, 9, 20-21.
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their services on open markets, and made up the majority of priests during the later twelfth
and thirteenth centuries.?®® If teaching occurred as Biialdg describes, with teachers sometimes
hired to teach particular subjects, it seems likely that it would have functioned much like
payments for singing Mass. Such teaching could have provided particular skills to very
young children, to prepare them for more advanced education, or even to laymen interested
only in particular parts of a general education. This sort of limited lay education, not
orientated around a particular career, may be what is referred to in a 1507 document which
calls for the teacher to kenna honum novkut da bok ‘teach him something out of a book’.2%°

Naturally, priests who were independently wealthy or beneficed would not have
depended on such payments as much as poorer priests, but would still have liturgical duties,
and teaching must have primarily been a part-time practice. Skolameistarar and whatever
staff they may have had must have been maintained by the bishop, and it is possible that
monasteries may have had the wealth for certain monks to teach as their primary task — as
Larentius appears to have done for a time — but there is little indication that being a teacher
was lucrative. The biskupasogur support the idea that being a teacher could have a certain
prestige, particularly if one educated important, aristocratic students, but this is a very narrow
context for a very select number of teachers, and the vast majority of teachers seem to have
gained little or no prestige from their work.

This apparent lack of prestige or concern for who was actually doing the teaching
suggested by the documentary sources, where only patrons of education and students are
mentioned, never teachers. The deals are usually made with a student’s parents, though other
parties could represent the student and provide the payment, and another patron who would
supply the teacher. This could be a bishop, abbot or abbess, or it could be another third party;
it is not always clear in the documents that the person has any particular qualifications related
to education. While obfuscating the role of the teacher, the documents suggest the number of
people that could be involved in paying for and providing an education. The bishops, abbots,

parents, guardians, and even third parties of unclear relation to the student were involved in

29 Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 195.
260 Example 19 in Appendix 1.
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the negotiation and implementation of an educational contract. The legal disagreement over
the payment of an educational contract from 1519 to 1522 shows how serious such patronage
roles could be.?®! The fact that patrons were not always teachers emphasizes how wide a
social significance formal education could have had in Icelandic society.

This primary, prestigious role of the patron is supported by the biskupasogur, where
the focus is usually on the bishop as an administrator providing education, rather than as a
teacher. This may in part be related to the virtous role of an educational patron potentially
providing charity, and such charity would also be a fundamentally important social and
economic factor in Icelandic education. Ldrentius saga references a priest, Runolfr, who paid
for his education by the patronage of the Abbot Porlakr,?®? and further examples will be
discussed in the next section. The educational section of Gragas also shows the close
connection between teacher and patron, in that in such an agreement the church owner had to
pay for and provide the education of the indentured priest. Such a church owner would need
to have some social relationship to the educational communities of Iceland, and potentially to
the bishop as well, to ensure that the indentured priest would be ordained. This church owner
would thus become fundamentally a patron of education, both providing the resources to
allow for it and reaping the rewards.

Finally, parents, relatives, and perhaps even certain indentured servants could provide
a free education within the household, as the example of Porlakr’s mother indicates. Much
elementary and secular learning was probably done on this level. Bualog does indicate,
however, that some households would not even have had the resources to teach children the
alphabet, and payments could come into play there. Taking into account such at-home
learning, the role of teachers and patrons were clearly as variable and multifaceted as the
contexts of education, and this role supports the general idea of the complexity and durability

of Icelandic education.

1.3.2 Cost and Function of Education for Students

261 Example 21 in Appendix 1, see also example 19. Erika Sigurdson has also discussed the 1385 educational
contract included in Appendix 1 in terms of the role of wealthy relatives as patrons (Sigurdson 2016, 134-5).
262 Gudran Asa Grimsdoéttir, ed., 1998, 309.
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The experience, cost, and motivations of students are some of the most underexplored
aspects of Icelandic education, and are also one of the most important areas for
understanding the ways different types of learning could interact, yet remain distinct. From a
vocational perspective lay students had fundamentally different goals from students intending
to be ordained, prioritizing different topics, and yet they likely sometimes shared schools and
teachers. A lay student would not have the same motivation as an aspiring priest to invest a
serious amount of money in an education. Above all, the evidence shows that there must have
been a wide and multi-layered class division between individual clerics, which likely affected
how laypeople were educated as well. We have evidence that some priests were forced into
indentured servitude to pay for schooling, some paid the price of a farm or more for their
education, and some paid for their education but found means to defray costs. Some
education may have even been attainable for free, under the right circumstances. These
economic issues would in turn have fundamentally affected who chose to be educated, and
for what reasons.

The documentary evidence taken as a whole suggests a fairly high cost of education,
and the difficulties and costs which could arise when someone failed to pay.?5® While these
documents are all from the late fourteenth, fifteenth, and early sixteenth centuries, the cost of
education suggested by Grdgads — both the passage on the cost of fosterage and on students
becoming indentured priests — gives some grounds for speculating that the eleventh, twelfth,
and thirteenth centuries may not have been that different. Within the documents, there is no
indication that costs varied based on teacher or location: specific teachers are never

mentioned, and there is no clear differentiation in cost between monasteries, bishoprics, or

263 In 1507, Olafr Eiriksson promised to teach the son of Loptr Magniisson (D! VIII 205), but the case is
brought up again in several other documents, and in 1512 Loptr claims that Olafr never provided the teaching
(DI VIII 638-9). In 1519, Bishop Gottskalk of Holar attempted to make a case against the priest Egill Hallsson,
because his kinsman Teitr Porleifsson had failed to pay for his upkeep at Holar, though it is claimed that the
church covered the cost of the education itself, but the priests judging the case determine that Teitr is
responsible (DI VIII 688-9). This case is brought up again in 1522, and Teitr is judged over several issues,
including his continued failure to pay for Egill, and is to be sent to the Archbishop Eirikr in Trondheim for final
judgment (DI IX 90-2). In a somewhat more confusing example, in 1422 a certain Porvardr Olafsson appears to
have been legislated against for holding onto a valuable cloak which his mother had promised would be used to
pay for his maintenance and education (DI IV 298-300).
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deals where the school is not specified. Though there is some variation, the exact valuations
are not always clear, and the sample size is small. Magnus Mar Larusson — the only scholar
who has dealt seriously with the cost of Icelandic education — estimates that for a priest to be
trained costs around four hundreds per year for four to five years, and for a sub-deacon or
Mass-deacon only two hundreds per year for around two years.?®* There are only five
documents in Appendix 1 which mention the length of education and the cost per year,
however, and these show that there could be even more variety in cost and length of
education than Magnus suggests.?%® A hundred is a unit of value, generally considered to be
equivalent to a hundred ells of wool, or to one kugildi, ‘cow-value’. The value of the poorest
farms in Iceland was around 12 hundreds or less, middle-sized farm 25-36 hundreds, and
very large farms at over 60 hundreds.?®® It thus seems clear that the education has a serious
value, and for all but the wealthiest Icelanders it would involve giving up a serious portion,
or even all, of their wealth.

Who or what exactly this payment went to, what was the most financially valuable
part of an education, is uncertain. On the one hand, the apparent differentiation between the
cost of educating priests and sub-deacons suggest the guarantee of ordination itself was of the
greatest value, and indeed ordination was what could lead to an income and career, while the
passage from Porldks saga suggests that an inferior education was not always a serious
barrier. Ldrentius saga states that Larentius’ own ordination as a priest happened more
quickly because of the quality of his education.?®’ On the other hand, however, ordination is

not always guaranteed, and the cost of maintenance — or food and board — may have been the

264 Magniis Mar Larusson 1967, 127. Magnus does not attempt to speculate about costs of learning abroad.
However, Jonas Gislason notes an example from around the Reformation: the first Lutheran bishop of Skalholt,
Gizur Einarson, studied in Hamburg for two years, funded by Bishop Ogmundur Palsson, and eventually paid
the bishop back with one ton of fish, around 1440 fish (Jonas Gislason 1981, 128). For the fifteenth and early
sixteenth century, this quantity of fish would convert to around 268 aurar (Gelsinger 1981, 187), which
according to standard estimates could have been between 6.7 and 13.4 hundreds (Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 289).
265 The 1380 Videy document, example 3 in Appendix 1, also indicates an aspiring priest being educated for six
years. The 1440 document, example 8, suggests that 50 hundreds are being paid to have a boy educated as a
priest in three years or less. The 1463 document, example 10, seems to suggest 12 years of education, but this
may be a corruption in the text or some particularly unusual circumstances. The 1495 document, example 15,
suggests a Mass-deacon being educated for a full five years.

266 Orri Vésteinsson 2007, 124-5.

27 «“Vigslur hans foru fram eftir setningu ok skipan. Ok pvi fljotara sem hann var betr kunnandi en adrir, ok sva
sem hann var vigdr infra sacrum officium” (Gudrin Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 229).
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more important factor. If maintenance were the most important factor, this could suggest the
idea that cost of education may have developed out of the cost of legal fosterage, and the
payment required there. Finally, it should be kept in mind that teachers themselves needed to
be maintained, so some of the student’s cost may have gone directly to them — though the
decrees of Lateran III and IV show that the ideal was to have teachers paid independently, by
benefice, so that they could teach poor students.

In the biskupasogur the cost of education is never explicitly mentioned. Both
Larentius saga and Arna saga describe what seems to be a sort of part-time education:
Larentius spends part of the year at Vellir being taught by the priest Pérarinn, and sometimes
at home with his family, which would have reduced his maintenance fee at the school, if not
the price of ordination or education itself.?®® Arni’s situation was even more complex, when
for a time he spent part of the year at school in Pykkvabar with abbot Brandr, part at Skal
with his in-laws, and part of the year in Kalfafell with Porsteinn, the son of abbot Brandr, and
he both appears to have obtained resources from his extended family and to have worked as a
craftsman of some kind, which must have helped fund his education.?®® borliks saga, as
already noted, suggests that Porlakr’s family was incorporated into the household at Oddi,
which would presumably involve selling all their land to the Oddaverjar.2’® There is no
indication of the cost of education abroad in the biskupaségur, and it has to be assumed it
was paid for by the respective families or patrons of those who travelled.?’* The cost of
education earlier, in the eleventh and twelfth century, must be inferred from the costs
associated with fosterage in Gragas, as well as the idea of a priest becoming indentured to
pay for his education, though a dearth of priests and a high demand may have encouraged
more patrons to charitably support students.

While the cases of Larentius and Arni suggest that there was potential for moderating
the high costs, Gragads shows the potential to completely mitigate them. As discussed earlier,

the legal text describes a means for poor priests to gain education and ordination without any

268 Gudran Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 226.

269 Gudran Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 6.

210 See section 1.2.1.

271 The bishop, for example, as in example 26 in Appendix 1.
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cost, by indenturing himself to a church owner. Some scholars have suggested that this mode
of education was chronologically limited. Ernst Walter has argued that eleventh-century
priests in Iceland were indentured to their patrons, but gained independence through the
establishment of the tithe.?’? As noted earlier, Orri Vésteinsson makes the opposite argument,
that the law was not applicable until after the middle of the twelfth century.?”®> However both
of these arguments depend on the uncertain claim that the Icelandic priesthood somehow
varied chronologically between being entirely wealthy and entirely poor. There is copious
evidence for eleventh-century aristocractic priests, as Islendingabok argues that the sons of
wealthy aristocrats were sent to {sleifr to be educated and ordained, and the documentary
evidence shows that education continued to be extremely expensive, long past the
establishment of the tithe, and so there would have continued to be a potential need for a way
around the cost. Likewise, while he attempts to marginalize their importance, even Orri
admits the poor priests must have existed before the mid-twelfth century.?’* Taking the
documentary evidence and Gragas together strongly suggests the existence of multiple
classes of priests and a heterogenous priesthood, continuing throughout the Middle Ages.

In light of the expense of education, the mention of poor students and clerics in the
biskupasdgur takes on new significance, suggesting the ideal of making education more
widely available than it actually was, and an ambivalent or even negative attitude towards the
potential financial and social barriers to learning. Larentius saga mentions that when
Larentius made Olafr Hjaltason schoolmaster at Holar, “ad kenna grammaticam,” that he

took both the sons of rich men and poor and taught them both well.?”® Larentius himself, at

272 See Walter 1971, 200.

273 See section 1.1.1.

274 Orri Vésteinsson discusses this passage of Grdgds entirely from the perspective of the church-owners,
emphasizing the importance of wealthy chieftain-priests, and arguing that while the evidence of Gragds cannot
be dismissed, “we cannot suggest that these servile priests were in any way characteristic of the conditions of
Icelandic priests”, and he further speculates that the whole ideal of servile priests was potentially a response to a
dearth of priests in the twelfth century (Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 179-81). Suggesting that a single type of priest
could be characteristic of the entire Icelandic priesthood is, however, misleading, and references to poor priests
in the narrative sources show that there is no reason to marginalize the evidence of Grdgds, nor confine the
potential for servile priests to the twelfth century.

275 The A version of the saga says “Tok hann marga klerka til kennslu, rikra manna sonu ok jafnvel marga
fateeka” while the B version phrases it “tok hann marga klerka til kennslu, go0ra manna sonu, ok sva fateka
klerka” (Gudran Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 372-3). The B version hints at the possibility that poor boys may
have tended to obtain whatever education allowed them to be ordained, and then once their career had begun,
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the very end of his life, is said to have taken several clerics from the harsh conditions of their
poverty and taught them the Psalter, singing, and Latin, so that they became far better
priests.?’® In this latter example, it is clear that this is presented as a form of charity on
Larentius’ part, an attempt to assist both these clerics and the general condition of
Christianity in Iceland. In Jons saga, as was noted earlier, Ingunn is said to teach anyone
interested in learning, and students were sometimes expected to help teach each other in the
Middle Ages.?”” Porldks saga and its mention of Porlakr’s ordination of unqualified students
is clear that their poverty was among his motivating factors. This glorification of teaching
poor students stands in contrast to the more common emphasis on aristocratic students, as in
Islendingabék, and the naming of particularly well-known clerics in many of the educational
passages in the biskupasogur. It suggests an ideological confrontation of the issues of class
inherent to expensive education, and a mixture of clerical ideals of providing services to the
poor with perhaps a somewhat more aristocratic prestige in educating famous and powerful
men. Charity could have a negative social impact as well, however: upon his return to
Iceland in the service of the archbishop, Larentius is criticized for his pretentions to authority,
when he appears to have taken the bishop’s charity to obtain his education in Holar.2’® For all
the idealization of charitably providing education for poor students, then, there still could be
class issues with trying to engage with the clerical elite after coming from a poor
background, and a social backlash when a priest does not show due deference to his former

teacher. Of course, there is no way of knowing what level of poverty is really being referred

and they were already klerkar, they could continue their education as part of the community of priests, with no
or lesser cost. But this may simply be a coincidental variation in phrasing — the differentiation between teaching
klerkar and young students is never particularly clear in the biskupasogur.

276 «yoru pat atta eda niu fatekir klerkar er hann hafdi tekit af fataekt ok hisgangi ok 14tit kenna saltara ok song
ok latinu, sva at peir urdu sidan prestar mjok sva allir til Pingeyrastadar ok Munkapverar” (Gudran Asa
Grimsdéttir, ed., 1998, 438) (There were eight or nine poor clerics who he had taken from poverty and begging
and had them taught the Psalter and song and Latin, so that afterwards they all became great priests at
bingeyrar and Munkvapverd).

277 Grotans 2006, 65-6. See section 1.2.2, passage is also quoted in section 2.1.2.

278 “Hofou freendmenn herra byskups allt 1 skuppi vid hann ok athlatri, brigslandi honum um sina fyrri daga er
Jorundr byskup tok hann fatekan ok 1ét kenna honum, en nt pykkiz hann hafa vald yfir honum ok mega af setja
hann sinu byskupligu valdi med erkibyskups bodskap” (Gudran Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 276) (The kinsmen
of the lord bishop mocked and laughed at him, upbraiding up about his former days when Bishop Jorundr took
him as a poor man and had him taught, but now he thinks himself to have authority over him and to be able to
depose his episcopal authority with the order of the archbishop).
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to in these passages, and more research would be needed to speculate what level of social
mobility an education might have offered.

These issues of poverty, wealth, and the cost of education affected how students
developed their goals, and the overall purpose and function of education for them. For the
vast majority of priests education must have been vocational and practical, a means of
enabling a stable social position with an income, perhaps also performing a service to their
families or patrons. Porlaks saga and Larentius saga both attest to poor priests functioning
with a minimum of education, and the latter argues that under Larentius’ tutelage they were
able to significantly improve their position. If there is any truth to this passage, such
improvement would in part have been no doubt partly due to social factors — the patronage of
Bishop Lérentius — but also in part due to the education itself. Education which was
important to clerical duties could not only obtain an ordination, then, but could also enhance
one’s career after having become a priest or deacon.

The motivations of chieftain-priests and elite clerics are more complex. Orri
Vésteinsson has emphasized that being ordained priests created political power and influence
for chieftains and secular leaders, which there is no reason to doubt. However, he dismisses
the question of whether such great chieftains would have sung masses and performed regular

clerical duties,?”

even though this question is fundamental to the issue of what motivated
their education, and thus what they actually learned in preparing for ordination. If the
chieftain-priests were primarily patrons of the church, it is entirely possible that poor priests,
possibly even indentured servants, sung the mass and dealt with the other duties which
requires the sort of clerical skills praised in texts Jons saga helga and Larentius saga: Latin,
liturgical reading, singing, and exegesis. The skills attributed to Klangr Porsteinsson, bishop
of Skalholt 1152-76, in Hungrvaka might describe the set more necessary for such a patron

figure: eloquence, wisdom, skill in mediation, and a thorough knowledge of secular law.?% A

279 «“We do not of course know whether the likes of Seemundr fi-6di or his pupil Oddi Porgilsson actually had
ministered to a flock and had sung masses regularly or if they had some completely different sense of what their
pastoral duties involved. In this context it does not matter much; it is clear that in the early and mid-twelfth
century aristocrats attached significance to being ordained and we can with confidence assert that this also
meant that they found it expedient to be, or be seen, as patrons of the Church” (Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 193).

280 Asdis Egilsdottir, ed., 2002, 37.
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similar issue can be applied to other twelfth- and thirteenth-century priests who were also
secular leaders, and gained their ordination primarily for political reasons, as the class which
Orri refers to as householding priests.?8! Kristni saga does claim that around the beginning of
the twelfth century, most powerful men in Iceland were both educated and ordained as
priests, even though they were chieftains,?®? but it is unclear what such an education might
have entailed. Even if a chieftain-priest did not intend to perform services, he may have
received a heterogeneous education, learning topics like secular law alongside Latin and
other clerical skills. This uncertainty regarding the motivations of chieftain-priests in being
educated, and the precedent they may have set for later elite clerics, provides a context for
multiple types of education to interact, and potentially for simpler, more vernacular versions
of a full clerical education to gain prominence.

Also for wealthy priests, going abroad for learning could have been encouraged by a
related motivation to enhance one’s career on a political level, though we must assume that
such learning was highly clerical and based in Latin.?® For bishops like Isleift, Pall, and
borlakr and the patrons who paid for their journey, going abroad was an investment, a
decision based on wealth and ambition for a higher position. This is not to say that
intellectual curiosity or piety could not have played a part in their decisions, but that it is
essentially impossible to untangle such motivations from more pragmatic ones for men who
would become bishops. During Isleifr’s day, when multiple missionary bishops were still
active in Iceland, it is possible that an education abroad put {sleifr in a position to compete
with them, and profit economically and socially both from his services as a priest and as a
teacher. This may even be true of later examples of Icelanders obtaining education abroad; a
school run by a man with a prestigious foreign education could potentially attract the sons of
rich men as students, who would have had a choice of where to obtain their education. In

Larentius saga, though Larentius only made it as far as Norway, and clearly worked in

281 Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 203.

282 Sigurgeir Steingrimsson et al., ed., 2003, Vol II, 42. Caution should also be taken with this statement, as the
author of Kristni saga appears to be characterizing a golden age in Icelandic history with some hyperbole, as
well as specifically noting a historical difference between the author’s time period, when the ordination of
chieftains was illegal, and the past.

283 The only document in Appendix 1 which related to an education abroad, example 26, also is the only one
written in Latin.
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exchange for his education, the learning of canon law and his social connections to the
archbishop are fundamental to his career as bishop, as will be discussed in more detail in the
next chapter. It seems probably that advanced education, and connections made to clergymen
abroad, could have served similar functions for other wealthy Icelandic priests.

The needs and motivations for laypeople to become educated are even more variable
than with clerics. On the one hand, more abstract ideas of cultural prestige and identity could
encourage learning in poetics and history, while on the other, administrative tasks and
political or social dynamics could call for legal learning and administrative literacy. There
were also certainly some laypeople who possessed some part of a clerical education, on
account of being failed priests: men who had begun an education for the priesthood, but
because of some issue, including simply deciding against it, were never ordained. Many of
the educational agreements contain stipulations for the death of the student before the
completion of their schooling, and some of these also mention the possibility of the student
quitting school, or simply choosing not to be ordained. The education passage in Gragds
notes the possibility of a student deciding to give up on their education in a very similar
manner. There does not appear to be any evidence for what these former students tended to
do afterwards, whether their partial education proved of any use, or how many of them there
were, but they must have existed. Finally, at least one fifteenth-century document suggests
the education of a boy in a cathedral school with no intention of being ordained, though it is
not certain whether he would be provided with the same sort of education as other boys.?®*

The experience of Icelandic students at any given point in time thus had the potential
to be quite varied. Priests existed at both the top and the bottom of the social and economic
scales, and depending on the wealth and motivations of the student education could serve
many different functions, yet there was significant room for overlap. Chieftain-priests
provide an important example of Icelanders who could been interested in a highly
heterogeneous form of learning, involving both clerical and secular topics, and as prestigious
figures they could have been influential on other forms of education. The legal and

documentary evidence for students who failed a clerical education suggest the possibility of

24 DI'VII 109, example 14 in Appendix 1.
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laypeople obtaining partial educations. At the same time, the vocational function of being a
priest demanded certain skills, and when many priests were poor and undereducated, there
must have also been minimalist forms of clerical education which met needs with minimum
resources. This complex economic and social situation of being a student intersects with the

prestige and other benefits that came from being a patron or a teacher.

Conclusion

Education in medieval Iceland was diverse and variable, affected by numerous
cultural, institutional, economic, and social factors. It cannot be understood by simply
pointing to major European models, nor by focusing entirely on the unique aspects of
Icelandic culture and society. The distinctiveness of particular contexts of schooling and the
interactions between them, the numerous potential experiences of students, teachers, and
patrons all offer context for better understanding the different forms the curriculum could
take and the wider intellectual culture of medieval Iceland. This chapter also suggests the
broad relevance education could have to the study of medieval Icelandic society and culture.

There is a variety of documentary, legal, and narrative sources available which pertain
to Icelandic educational practices, and no survey of the topic can ignore any of them. The
documentary sources only appear in the mid-fourteenth century, but provide evidence for the
costs and formal arrangements of educational agreements which do not appear in any other
source. These help contextualize the educational regulations in the law code Gragas, which
provides a route for poor students to indenture themselves in order to obtain education and
ordination. The narrative sources are problematic, in that their rhetorical hyperbole and
emphasis on particular figures can skew a broader view of Icelandic education, but they
provide key details about education ideals, cathedral and monastic schools, social aspects of
teaching and learning, and journey abroad to European schools. It would be extremely
problematic to establish exactly when the references to education in many of these sources
would be applicable, and thus set up a complete chronology of Icelandic education practices.

Therefore, this chapter has focused on showing the range of possibilities in the social,
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economic, and institutional dynamics of education.

Education could take place in a variety of locations, and many contexts could be
understood as schools. The established practice of education during fosterage provided a link
between pre-Christian practices and the new practices of Christian education. Education
could take place at home, on the road, and at a variety of church-farms, not only in the core
monastic and episcopal institutions of the medieval Church. There was a spectrum of
formality between such contexts: no education can be said to have been entirely informal and
the dichotomy so often used, of education being inside or outside the classroom, has little
meaning when the ‘classroom’ was such a variable thing. The potential for heterogeneity,
flexibility, and the interaction between vernacular and Latin traditions which will be
discussed in the subsequent chapters was to a large extent based on how other modes of
learning functioned, intersecting with and coexisting alongside major institutional schools.

Going to school or getting an education was not a single, uniform process, or even a
simple dichotomy between religious and lay education. It depended highly on motivation,
wealth, and social connections, and different types of education for different types of students
must have taken place in shared spaces. The example of two of the most famous students at
Oddi is telling: Snorri Sturluson and St. Porlédkr both obtained some education at Oddi, but
made use of different traditions for two different lifestyles. Porldkr became a priest who
would need Latin, liturgical and exegetical training, while Snorri was a secular leader who
could make use of training in law and genealogy, but was also a professional poet. The
fundamental difference in the concerns of the two careers means that the two students had
different priorities in what they learned, and in a sense went to different schools. But the
close proximity created a space, both physical and intellectual, for ideas to be exchanged and

traditions to interact, while still allowing some level of separation.
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2: Latinity and Bilingual Education

The previous chapter showed the potential complexity of the social, institutional, and
economic contexts which shaped Icelandic education. There was no homogenous model of
Icelandic schools, and little indication of sharp distinctions between formal and informal
education. This chapter will begin to explore what was taught in those schools, focusing on
forms of learning which involved Latin or prepared a student for Latin learning, which thus
inherently related more to clerical than lay education: elementary topics including song and
computus, grammatica, canon law, and the relationship between these different forms of
learning and language use within them. The evidence for this type of learning can give hints
as to how topics of education could both diverge and overlap with a complexity parallel to
that shown in the previous chapter. This will include suggesting that much Icelandic clerical
education was bi-lingual and multi-layered, with few certainties but many possibilities in
how Latin and Old Norse interacted within pedagogical contexts.

The first section will address the fundamental question of the significance and
presence of Latin in Iceland society, to set up the larger discussion of linguistic dynamics in
education and grammatica. Icelandic Latin use has often been marginalized or even
dismissed, based on the fact that the surviving manuscript corpus is almost entirely
vernacular. However, three factors can be added to existing arguments to show the relevance
of Latin in Iceland: the importance of the Latin liturgy to Icelandic society, the extensive
presence of Latin books in Icelandic booklists, and the importance of Latin for intellectual
prestige and international communication.

From there the chapter will examine the evidence for different types of education and
their use and social significance. A clear body of elementary topics was significant to the core
duties of priests, and was likely the most widespread form of education. The liberal arts, the
trivium and quadrivium, were important ideals, but apart from grammatica there is little
evidence for their relevance to actual educational practice, which centred around skills
important to clerical careers. Elementary learning contributed to the learning of grammatica,

and grammatica in turn contributed to the learning of advanced topics like canon law and
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theology. Breaking down the levels of education in turn affects how the idea of literacy — the
most immediate and basic effect of education — is examined and understood, both the
relationship between levels of literacy, and the difficulty in making any assumptions about
the extent of medieval Icelandic literacy. Given that most topics of education were learned
using some combination of Latin and ON, the final section of this chapter will examine one
possible way in which technical terminology can be used to show the use of ON in learning
the Latin language. By examining the ON sources in the wider discussion of the history of
medieval educational and reading practices, potential parallels and models can be better
understood.

The focus in this chapter, as of the dissertation as a whole, will be on the complexity
and plurality of Icelandic educational practices and their relationship to grammatica as a
discipline. The importance of this argument can be understood in light of sometimes
dismissive attitudes of previous scholars, such as Halldér Hermannsson’s generalization of

education practices in 1932:

All these schools were, of course, modelled upon foreign schools, where the
usual subjects of quadrivium and trivium, the seven liberal arts, were taught.
There is no reason to believe that Icelandic history, literature, or language
formed a regular part of the curriculum. If the pupils received any instruction
in those subjects, it must have taken place outside the schoolroom, and been

of a more informal character.?8

The assumption of the centrality of the seven liberal arts, the existence and nature of a
regular curriculum, and the separation of informal vernacular topics from a classroom setting,
must all be questioned. As the previous chapter argued, educational contexts could be fluid
and overlapping, and forms of learning were more likely to be divided based on their use and

function, rather than their relationship to wider medieval educational practices, which could

285 Halldor Hermannsson 1932, 30. Stephanie Wiirth has much more recently repeated this argument, translating
this passage almost word-for-word (Wiirth 1998, 197-8).
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themselves be quite flexible and informal. More purely vernacular and secular topics will be
examined in the next chapter, but here the complexity and linguistic interaction within Latin,

bilingual, and clerical learning can be shown.

2.1 The Significance of Latin

Latin was an essential language in Iceland, as in the rest of Europe. However, so little
Latin writing survives in Iceland, primarily liturgical fragments, that a surface glance at the
evidence has led some scholars to believe that Old Norse had largely replaced it.2®® However
one must keep in mind that the extant manuscripts are largely collections obtained by early
modern antiquarians, who often had very specific cultural interests in mind. Conditions were
not always ideal for preservation, particularly of Latin liturgical and theological books after
the Reformation, and there are historical mentions of fires destroying major libraries that
must have substantially reduced the extant corpus of texts, both Latin and vernacular.?®’
Likewise, while Old Norse was certainly a scholarly language that at least sometimes
fulfilled the same functions as Latin, the existence of vernacular translations of major Latin
texts does not mean that the Latin version was replaced, but only that its subject matter had

spread into vernacular discourse.

286 “Latin passed, it would seem, like a meteor across the Icelandic sky; it was never an end in itself but a mere
vehicle for acquiring new knowledge and achieving the written mastery of the local language” (Scardigli and
Raschella 1988, 310-11); “We know Icelanders wrote some history and hagiography in Latin but they must have
found they had little use for it . . . the learned literature was the work of men who obviously read Latin but
thought and wrote in Icelandic” (Foote 1984, 251). Some comments have been more moderate or implicit, but
still tended to be dismissive towards Icelandic Latinity: “While the monasteries produced a number of
preeminent Latinists, those fluent in the language were never numerous enough to support a Latin culture”
(Cormack 1994, 9); “In order to educate the clergy themselves, schools were set up and the rudiments of a
Christian education were taught. For this to take place in Iceland and in Norway, many Latin texts had to be
translated into the vernacular languages” (Clunies Ross 2005, 119). Gunnar Hardarson has recently speculatived
that there was a general Latinity among the Norwegians of the thirteenth century, but a contrasting vernacularity
among the Icelanders (Gunnar Hardarson 2016, 43).

287 The annals mention a burning of Haukadalr in the fourteenth century (Storm, ed., 1888, 408). Jons saga
helga has the first church at Holar burning at the beginning of Jon’s bishopric, along with everything inside the
church (Foote, ed., 2003, 16, 82). Ldrentius saga mentions a burning of Skalholt in 1309 (Gudrun Asa
Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 304), which is also noted in the annals, which say specifically that many books were lost
in the fire (Storm, ed., 1888, 391, 487). For a general discussion of the destruction of, and disinterest in,
liturgical and Latin manuscripts, including Arni Magnusson’s own admission that he destroyed them for binding
materials, see Gjerlow, ed., 1980, 2-8.
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While Gottskalk Jensson has pointed out that even our limited knowledge of lost

288 the use of Latin

Latin works composed in Iceland suggests a fairly respectable corpus,
texts composed elsewhere cannot be discounted in assessing the importance of the language.
The vernacular translations of Latin texts and the simple necessity of performing a Latin
liturgy both offer some evidence for this use. The booklists surviving in the church charters,
the mdldagar, shows the extent of the sheer quantity of written Latin present in Iceland,
something which has been neglected by scholars. Numerous miscellaneous mdaldagar
survive, usually with only brief references to liturgical books, or even just the stated value of
the books at a given church. However, from the fourteenth century onwards more detailed

289

lists survive, many of them collected into large mdldagabcekr,” and it has been suggested

that these Icelandic lists are unique among the medieval documentary corpus, and thus
should certainly be examined.?®

The general significance of the liturgy overlapped with and contributed to Latin’s role
in clerical identity. The language had both pragmatic and prestige value, and Ldrentius saga
and Jons saga helga both suggest the extent to which Latin defined the clergy in medieval
Iceland. This is not to say that there were no laypeople literate in Latin, but rather that its

social and cultural significance was primarily in clerical contexts.

2.1.1 Liturgy, Booklists, and the Missing Latin Corpus

The importance of the liturgy to the position and use of Latin in Icelandic society, and

to education, cannot be overstated. While certain aspects of preaching, particularly sermons,

28 Gottskalk Jensson 2004; see also Cormack 1994, 31-2. Gottskalk has also argued for viewing Latin writing
of fornaldarségur as a necessary precondition for the development of the genre in the vernacular (Gottskalk
Jensson 2009).

289 The major booklists and their contents are discussed in Sverrir Tdmasson 1988, 29-32. The only full book-
length study on the larger corpus of medieval Icelandic booklists is Olmer 1902, but Tryggvi Oleson also wrote
a series of articles dealing with the booklists and other records of book ownership in Iceland. See Oleson
1957(a), 1957(b), 1959, 1960, and 1961. Oleson found the work of Olmer and other earlier scholars on the lists
introductory and indequate (Oleson 1957(a), 502, note 2). Significantly more work remains to be done on
analyzing the contents of these lists, the distribution of books, and the relationship between libraries and other
aspects of church property and function.

2% QOleson 1957(a), 502.
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could often be based in the vernacular, the Mass and the Divine Office as a whole were Latin
services, and there is no evidence of a lack of normal liturgical Latin.?® Medieval Icelanders
who regularly attended services would thus have heard Latin spoken and sung aloud on at
least a weekly basis. The fundamental social and cultural important of the Mass in particular
would have made the use of Latin as both a spoken and a written language a foundation of
the education of any type of cleric, whether the poorest sub-deacon or the wealthiest elite
priest.

Prescriptions regarding the liturgical functions of priests can emphasize the social
significance of Latin liturgical performance from the earliest available sources. A maldagi for
Stafaholt, thought to originally date from around 1140, prescribes that in addition to three
priests, there must be a deacon available to perform Matins; another of the earliest maldagar,
from Husafell around 1170, gives a prescription for the full year of services, focusing on the
Mass but again noting that Matins should be sung every feast day.?%? Similar prescriptions
continue from the 1170s through the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteen centuries, mentioning
most often Mass and Matins, but also sometimes Vespers and additional vigilia;?*® within the
variations between individual churches, presumably the full Divine Office was only

performed at the cathedrals and monasteries.?** More specific prescriptions about the context

21 All of the fragments in Gjerlew’s Liturgica Islandica which would be performed as part of Mass or the
Divine office are, as expected, in Latin. There is no evidence from the prescriptions of bishops or archbishops of
a controversy over the use of the vernacular in unorthodox ways in the liturgy. While biblical translations like
the ON text Stjorn, a translation of the historical books of the Old Testament, were often made, particularly for
royal patrons, it has been argued that such texts were not widely used, and not in education. In sermons and
other accepted categories of vernacular liturgical texts care was taken to rewrite biblical material into the
authors’ own words (Deanesly 1920, 20-21). This is important in relation to the ubiquity of Latin in the Mass
and Divine Office. For example, when king Vratislaus of Bohemia wrote a letter to pope Gregory VII asking for
permission for his monks to perform the Divine Office in Slavonic, Gregory replied in 1079 rejecting the
request, on the basis that holy scripture should not be made readable by unlearned people, i.e. those ignorant of
Latin (Deanesly 1920, 23-4).

22 pJ1, 178-80, 217-18.

293 For examples over the full course of the twelfth through fifteenth centuries, see the mdldagar of Bishop
borlakr Porhallson from c. 1179-1185 (DI 1, 249-79), one of Bishop Pall Jonsson from 1211 (DI 1, 269-72),
those of bishop Magnus Gizurarson from c. 1224 (DI 1, 401-23), Bishop Arni Porlaksson in the later thirteenth
century (DI 11, 64-66, 257-61), the 1318 mdldagabdk of the Holar diocese (DI 11 423-89), the 1397 maldagabok
from the Skalholt diocese (DI IV 27-240), and the 1461 mdldagabok of the Holar diocese (DI'V, 233-314).

2% While there is no room here for a thorough search for evidence for the more extensive liturgies at Icelandic
monasteries and cathedrals, a 1226 maldagi for Videy offers an example of a more extended prescription: “par
skvlv vera prir messv songs men hit faesta. diaknar. ij. oc kanokar sem til verda. messu songr oc tida holld oc
lysing epter pvi sem regla byor oc allt kirkiv halld epter pvi sem abote vill at se” (DI 1, 489-90) (There shall be
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of Latin liturgical performances, intended for the full dioceses, were made by Bishop Magnus
Gizurarson in 1224, Bishop Jén Sigurdarson in 1345, and Bishop Jon Stephanson in 1464.2%°
Further liturgical prescriptions are written into Grdgds.?®® While there is variation among
these prescriptions, and a more in-depth study could reveal very interesting patterns and
relationships, for the purposes here they provide evidence for the continuity of the effect and
importance of Latin liturgy in medieval Iceland.

While this evidence is entirely prescriptive, the sheer quantity of liturgical and Latin
books present in Icelandic churches suggests that the prescriptions were at least partly
followed. The expense and difficulty in making or importing such books strongly suggests
that they must have been read and used, though of course some books could be used
primarily for display or symbolic value, particularly in wealthier churches and bishoprics.
The booklists, however, are also not entirely unproblematic sources. They do not appear in
all maldagar, the reasons for their being included are not explicit, and the functions of the
lists themselves may have varied. The earliest inclusion of books in maldagar are those of
Bishop borlakr Porhallsson from 1179-1181. They are extremely short, usually only a few
liturgical texts or Psalters mentioned, suggesting that for the eleventh and twelfth centuries
either very few books existed in churches outside of cathedrals, monasteries, and private
collections, or else the lists are very incomplete.

At the very least it seems certain that the collections of books owned by most
churches steadily increased over time, when the evidence is considered for the importance of
personal collections of books for priests. The 1096 tithe law notes that priests in particular do
not have to pay tithe on books which they own, and the contexts suggest that primarily

liturgical books are being referenced.?®” The educational passage of Grdgads stipulates that the

three clerics reading mass at the fewest, two deacons, and the canons who are there. Mass-singing and the
performance of divine service and lighting according to that which the Rule commands, and all the upkeep of
the church according to that which the abbot wishes to be).

2% DJ'1, 423-37; DI 11, 789-94; DI V, 413-15.

2% Finsen, ed., 1852, Vol I, 21.

297 “pat fe parf eigi til tiundar at telia er adr er til guds packa laget. hvarz par er til kirkna laget eda til bria eda
til seelo scipa hvarz pat fe er i londom eda i lausom durom. Prestar pvrfo oc eigi at tiunda pat fe er peir eigo I
bocom oc 1 messo kladom oc pat allt er peir hafa til guds pionosto. tiunda sculo peir annat fe” (DI 1, 77) (That
property does not need to be counted for the tithe which already is given to please God, whether it is given to
churches or to bridges or to ferry-boats, whether that property is in land or in loose money. Priests also do not
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patron of the student-priest should purchase books and vestments along with the education,
suggesting the personal ownership of liturgical materials was expected; the discussion of the
ranks of cleric in AM 238 XXIII fol. specifies what books different levels of clerics were
expected to be given upon their ordination;?*® as noted in the previous chapter, Gudmundar
saga gooa mentions the private collection of Ingimundr being passed on to Gudmundr, and
there are a few other references to private book exchange in the saga;?*° according to
Islendinga saga, in 1241 there was a division of property left by Hallveig, wife of Snorri
Sturluson, between her two sons by his first marriage and Snorri, including a division of her

private book collection; 3%

several passages in Ldrentius saga mention books owned by
Larentius, including canon law books seized while he was imprisoned in Norway, and his
bequeathing of his full collection to Pingeyrar upon his death.3* Most telling, however, are
the extensive number of book donations from private individuals to churches, from both
clerics and lay people, showing an active exchange of manuscripts and an extensive quantity
of books under private ownership, particularly during the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries.3%?

The more extensive lists from the 1318 mdaldagabok forward suggest the size of book
collections in churches had increased significantly over the course of the thirteenth century.
With the changes in the nature and extent of church property created by the establishment of
the benefice-system in the late thirteenth century, it seems safe to assume that these larger
collections are related. The evidence for private collections noted above suggests that they
did not diminish, rather there were simply more books in Iceland as a whole, and above all

Latin liturgical books. Tryggvi Oleson counted 733 books altogether in the 1318

need to pay tithe on that property which they possess in books and in vestments and all that which they have for
divine service; they shall pay tithe on other property).

28 [ ectores are to be given a lesturbok, presumably a book of lectiones; exorcists are to be given a saeringabdk,
a book of exorcisms; deacons are to be given a Gospel book (Kolsrud, ed., 1952, 108-9).

299 At one point Gudmundr is given the gift of a book while is travelling (Stefan Karlsson, ed., 1983, 112), and
at another Gudmundr actually steals books from Mdédruvellir (Stefan Karlsson, ed., 1983, 155).

300 J5n Johannesson et al., ed., 1946, Vol. 1, 452.

301 Gudran Asa Grimsdottir, ed., 1998, 305, 439. There is a brief mention in the description of Bishop
Gudmundr’s death, only included in some manuscripts, that he had made all the arrangements for his death
except for the distribution of his books among his fellow clerics, which suggests that libraries were not always
passed on as single collections, but could be broken up (Biskupa ségur, Vol. 1, 1858, 584-5).

302 Oleson 1957(b) and Oleson 1961.
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maldagabok, 689 of them being service books; for the 1394-99 maldagabok he counts 1095
books, 1008 of them being service books;>* the 1459-95 mdldagabék shows 1104 books,
1062 of which were service books.3%* The larger, wealthier churches show larger collections,
which correlates roughly with the mdldagar of some wealthier church prescribing a larger
number of priests and deacons, and a greater frequency of liturgical performances. It is
perhaps no surprise that Vellir in Svarfadardalur, the church which Larentius decreed should
be the benefice of the skolameistari of Skalholt, continuously showed the largest number of
books in these lists.2® These books were intended to be used, and it can be assumed that in
the wealthier churches, as in the monasteries and cathedrals, more Latin was read and heard
by both the clergy and the congregation.

The lists collected by Oleson show only the diocese of Holar, and do not count books
where the maldagar list only the value of the books owned by the church, or where they are
incomplete and do not mention books. Neither do these lists include what were likely greater

collections in the far larger diocese of Skélholt,3%®

nor the major libraries of the monasteries
and the two cathedrals themselves. There are a handful of booklists which do, however, give
some indication of the extent of monastic and cathedral libraries, though they are only from
the very end of the fourteenth century and later.3%” While the 1397 mdldagi of Helgafell does

not list the names of many books, it does state that in addition to some 24 named liturgical

803 Oleson 1959, 119-23.

304 Oleson 1960, 102-3.

305 Vellir lists 57 books in 1318 (Oleson 1957(a), 509), 68 in 1394, just ahead of Grenjadarstadur at 53 and Mili
at 57 (Oleson 1959, 116-17), and while the 1461 maldagi of Vellir names only 21 books, the phrasing suggests
this may be in addition to the 68 from the previous list, which puts it even further ahead of the 54 at
Grenjadarstadur (Oleson 1960, 97).

306 Most of the collection of mdldagar for Skalholt which survive are incomplete, and while 1397 mdldagar of
Bishop Vilchin are extensive, their booklists references a lost collection of mdldagar made by the previous
Bishop Mikael, and so not even a rough count can be made from them for the full diocese.

307 Hermann Palsson suggests that a 1186 document giving the property of the Helgafell monastery at its
foundation records that the monastery had a hundred books at this point (Hermann Palsson 1967, 133; DI 1
282). However, the phrasing is ambiguous, and it is possible that the hundred is referring only to the value of a
very small number of books. There is a maldagi for Helgafell from 1378 (DI 111, 329) and for Videy in 1367 (DI
III, 213) that only mention a small number of liturgical books, but these are lists almost certainly incomplete,
and may be recording certain books kept outside the main library of the monasteries. Sverrir Témasson has
argued that both liturgical books and schoolbooks must have existed at Skalholt in the eleventh century for the
bishopric to function (Sverrir Témasson 2002, 793), but there is no way of knowing who owned such books, or
how many there might have been.
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books, the monastery had nearly 120 Latin books and 35 ON books, approximately 179 in
total.>%® Three other lists contain named books from before the sixteenth century. One for
Holar in 1396 contains several lists, and it is difficult to say how many there are in total; it
says that 45 bound and 60 unbound books, along with uncountable fragments and loose
leaves, were in the fyrsta sacristia ‘first vestry’, but then 37 more books were the books of
the bishop, and a final collection stored in the fataburi ‘wardrobe’, which is divided into four
sections — theological and liturgical books, law books, school books, and saga books — and
totals 53 books.3% Thus the Holar list could suggest nearly 200 primarily Latin books at the
cathedral, though a portion of these seem to have been owned by the bishop. A list for Videy
in 1397 shows 75 books, of which perhaps 17 are Norse and the rest Latin; in addition, there
is no indication of the usual large collections of liturgical books in the list, and Gjerlow has
speculated that this might indicate these were kept in the church, separate from the main
monastery library,®'° which would be supported by the division of books by where they are
stored in the 1396 Holar list. A list for the monastery of Mddruvellir divides liturgical, Latin,
and Norse books, and totals 114 books, with the first 100 all being Latin.3!!

The 1525 Sigurdar register, which contains maldagar for Holar, Munkapvera,
bingeyrar, Modruvellir, Reynistadir as well as the benefices of the Holar diocese, suggests
that the number of books owned by churches might have diminished right before the
Reformation.'? The Holar list shows 79 books, many of which are different from the 1396
list. However, like the 1397 Videy list, this appears to omit all or more of the liturgical books.

The 1525 Holar books are also noted as being stored specifically in the timbrstofa ‘timber-

308 DITV, 170-71.

309 DI 111, 611. Caution should be taken with all these book count, both my own and Oleson’s, as it is not always
clear when the mdldagar are speaking of individual separate codices or when they might be listing texts which
are actually contained in a smaller number of codices, or even in loose unbound quires.

310 Gjerlow, ed., 1980, 4, note 5.

311 DI'V, 286-90. While all these counts are rough approximations, this list is particular uncertain in its count,
because the Latin texts are listed for the most part as if each text is a separate book, while the list of Norse
books is explicit that a significant number of sagas are collected into each volume. While I have tried to follow
the suggested distinctions between different collections, it is possible that there were several more than fourteen
ON books in the Mooruvellir list.

312 Oleson counts the books for eight of the churches in the Sigurdar register and shows a general decline in the
number of books from 1461 to 1525, but notes that the sample size is too small to be particularly confident in
such a decline (Oleson 1960, 100).
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hall’, a location not mentioned in previous lists, which is potentially further evidence that it is
not a complete survey of the books kept at, or owned by, the bishopric.3!3

A 1542 list gives books which Bishop Gizurr Einarsson of Skalholt brought with him
abroad from Iceland, and others which he obtained while abroad: it shows 47 books, around
ten of which show some indication of being in the vernacular.>** While this is post-
Reformation and thus not fully applicable to the period of this study, it does give some scope
to the potential size and composition of particularly wealthy private books collections, even
if it must be assumed that earlier collections from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries were
probably much smaller.3!® There do not appear to be surviving records of the size of these
earlier collections, but Tryggvi Oleson’s survey of book donations show three fourteenth-
century donations from laypeople of seven to eight books; the earliest reference he found is
to a priest of Husafell c. 1170 donating two books to the church there.3®

Taken as a whole, the prescriptive evidence of the liturgical references and the
descrip