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Abstract 

The thesis explores Icelandic ideas of Heaven and Hell from 1153/54 to c. 1400. The core of 

the various views expressed during the period in question are Christian, aligning with the 

prevalent views in Latin Christianity. Views stemming from the Bible, its interpretation and 

the patristic tradition. Still, there are discernible strong Norse influences. Themes from Old 

Norse religion are prominent, such as the Midgard Serpent and jötnar. Furthermore, 

elementary parts of Norse society influenced the Norse sources, such as þing, ríki and vinátta. 

When the sources are viewed collectively there emerges an Icelandic Heaven and Hell, which 

deviates to a greater or a lesser degree from Latin Christianity. The greatest deviation, in 

addition to Icelandic literary independence, is at the beginning of the thirteenth century. In 

contrast, at the close of the thirteenth century the views expressed are to a greater degree in 

accordance with Latin Christianity. 
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1. Introduction  
“Ina hægri hönd rétti hann, því að hann leysti alla sína vini úr helvíti og laðaði þá með 

sér til eilífrar dýrðar.”1 

“Þa melto helvitis buar viþ Satan: ʻFar a braut nu or sætum varom; ef þu mat, þa 

berstu nu hart viþ dyrðar konongon. Ecki villdom ver viþ hann eiga.ʼ”2 

These two quotes from Íslensk Hómilíubók and Niðrstigningar Saga, respectively, bring the 

subject of the thesis to the fore, the characteristics of medieval Icelandic Heaven and Hell. The 

research question is thus: What kind of Heaven and Hell can we discern for the period 1152/53 

to c. 1400 in Iceland? The short answer is that we can indeed see a peculiar Icelandic Heaven 

and Hell, which deviates from the prevailing trend in Latin Christianity. My claim is that during 

the first part of the thirteenth century, the Icelandic literary elite enjoyed a high level of 

independence which lead to the production of literature influenced by Old Norse religion and 

Norse society. This resulted in the creation of a unique view of Heaven and Hell.3 

 In Icelandic Hell we will see a Hell ruled by Satan, but not the absolute evil familiar to 

modernity, but a chieftain reliant on the consent of his followers, the demons, giants and trolls 

inhabiting Hell. We will also see how Satan takes on the form of the Midgard Serpent 

(Miðgarðsormr )4 to fight Jesus Christ, the great warrior king of Niðrstigningar Saga. And will 

see how Satan will fight for his domain, like the chieftains of Iceland fighting for their domains, 

which in Satan’s case leads to him losing his domain. Furthermore, friendship, that crucial 

social bond in the Free State Period, is central. Most noticeably as friendship with God, to gain 

entrance into Heaven and enjoy its eternal beatitudes.   

I will illustrate this by the way of comparing Niðrstigningar Saga to Íslensk 

Hómilíubók, an older work and Duggals Leiðsla, a later work. I will also take up some societal 

                                                           
1 He stretched out his righthand, for he freed all his friends from Hell and attracted to eternal glory (Sigurbjörn 
Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 53). 
2 Then the inhabitants of Hell spoke to Satan: Leave our seats; if you can, fight firmly with the King of glory. We 
do not want to contend with him (Unger 1877b: 4). 
3 Old Norse religion in its totality is not a part of the thesis, still I have familiarised myself with the subject. For 
numerous aspects of Old Norse religion, see Gro Steinsland, Ulf Drobin, Juha Pentikäinen & Preben 
Meulengracht Sørensen (Eds.): Nordisk Hedendom: Et symposium (1991). On the various myths of Old Norse 
religion, see Gro Steinsland: Mytene som skapte Norge: Myter og makt fra vikingtid til middelalder (2012). On 
Old Norse cosmology, see Anders Andrén: Tracing Old Norse Cosmology: The world tree, middle earth, and the 
sun from archaeological perspectives (2014). For a general overview of Old Norse religion, see E. O. G. Turville-
Petre: Myth and Religion of the North: The Religion of Ancient Scandinavia (1964). See also John Lindow: Norse 
Mythology: A Guide to the Gods, Heroes, Rituals and Beliefs (2001). For Old Norse religion pertaining to 
Iceland, see Ólafur Briem: Heiðinn siður á Íslandi (1985).  
4 I have chosen to refer to the Midgard Serpent instead of the Norse name Miðgarðsormur, as the latter is 
cumbersome and breaks up the flow in the text. It can also be noted that all translations are my own, unless 
otherwise stated. But all Bible passages in English are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
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aspects and thus a more detailed research question is: What was the Icelandic Heaven and Hell 

and what main societal aspects can be discerned from the Icelandic literature on the subject 

for the period 1152/53 to 1400?   

In a larger European context, we will see Iceland’s peculiarities as it deviates from the 

views prevalent in Latin Christianity. The same can be said about the scholarly literature which 

mostly focuses on the central intellectuals in Christianity, in addition to the origins of Heaven 

and Hell in Judaism and influences from Greco-Roman religion. This does not fully apply to 

Iceland, even though there are crucial elements entailed in Icelandic Heaven and Hell. In 

addition to these, there are also crucial Norse elements.  

The timeframe of the thesis is 1152/53 and c. 1400, the former being the establishment 

of the Archdiocese of Niðarós,5  and the latter the arrival of the Black Death (1402-1404) to 

Iceland, which wreaked havoc and brought about fundamental changes.6 

The thoroughly ecclesiastical portion of Norse literature has been eclipsed by the sagas 

focusing on the profane, foremost the Sagas of Icelanders (Íslendingasögur). Sagas of great 

Vikings and kings7 have garnered much more interest among scholars and laymen alike, which 

we can see in the quantity of scholarly works and translations.   

 In contrast, the copious amount of hagiographies, visions8 and other ecclesiastical 

literature has enjoyed limited interest. Until now, a study on the nature of what can be called 

Icelandic Heaven and Hell has been lacking. The sources are rich and captivating, waiting to 

divulge their content. That is my task and therefore the aim of the thesis. That is, to analyse the 

primary sources and discern what they tell us about the ideas of medieval Iceland from 

1152/1153 to c. 1400, with a focus on Heaven and Hell. 

 In the thesis’ first chapter I will discuss and analyse Icelandic Hell. I will begin by 

presenting the spatial notions of Hell. The primary finding here is that in Niðrstignignar Saga, 

Hell is a great fortress and has a society ordered on similar lines as that of thirteenth century 

Iceland. We can see clear parallels to the political developments in Iceland from 1200 and 

                                                           
5 Jón Viðar Sigurðsson 2008: 147. 
6 Gunnar Karlsson & Helgi Skúli Kjartansson 1994: 11. 
7 In the sources Jesus is a great king, still kingship and that pertaining to it is outside of the scope of the thesis. 
Still, for such an overview, see Gro Steinsland: Den hellige kongen: Om religion og herskermakt fra vikingtid til 
middelalder (2000).  
8 For a throuough discussion of visions in the Middle Ages, see Peter Dinzelbacher: Vision und Visionsliteratur 
im Mittelalter (1981). For a comprehensive list of the numerous visions of the Middle Ages see pages 13-28 in 
the above work.  
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onwards, as the goðar9 (pl. chieftains, sg. chieftain goði) had formed ríki10 (domain). In 

Niðrstignignar Saga we see a Hell which is a ríki with Satan as its chieftain. This saga lucidly 

illustrates the cultural innovation and freedom of Icelandic literati, in addition to Norse 

influences. Resulting in the creation of what can be termed Icelandic Heaven and Hell, which 

is at the core of the thesis. An important reason for the innovations regarding Hell is the Bible’s 

lack of detailed discussions on Hell. As the High Middle Ages progressed, influence from Latin 

Christianity asserted itself more on the literati of Iceland, bringing their literary production, in 

the case of ecclesiastical literature, more into alignment with the prevailing trends in Europe. 

This can be seen in Duggals Leiðsla, where the literary freedom is not the same as in 

Niðrstigningar Saga.  

 In the second chapter I will analyse and discuss Icelandic Heaven. In contrast to Hell, 

there was not the same leeway to add to or influence the idea of Heaven. Heaven as a divine 

city has a clearer basis in the Bible and therefore a firmer tradition. In contrast, Hell is little 

discussed, leaving a greater leeway for innovation. I will begin by discussing the spatial notions 

of Heaven and the connection between Heaven and Paradise. The two main societal aspects 

that I will discuss in the chapter are friendship with God and the Church’s propaganda. The 

first was influenced by the Church’s willingness, to an extent, to embrace non-Christian 

influences. Essentially, transforming useful elements in a non-Christian society to strengthen 

Christianity. In the case of Iceland, we can see how the Church embraced the importance of 

friendship, connected it to God and thus reached people through familiar notions. Concerning 

propaganda, we will see how Hell and Heaven were used to influence society, with special 

attention given to Staðamál. The most important conflict between the chieftain’s and the 

Church. A conflict that the Church won in the end, to a degree, because of its hegemonic 

propaganda.  

 The primary sources are relics of their time, but they are also narratives, describing their 

subject matter, which is primarily Heaven and Hell. The nature of these sources binds them to 

                                                           
9 Icelandic society was organised by the creation of numerous chieftaincies, which warried through the Free 
State Period. Each goði (chieftain) had mannaforráð (control over people), this control over people was 
refered to as goðorð. This limited authority was based on the chieftains (goði) own wealth and charisma (Jón 
Viðar Sigurðsson 1993: 278). The goðar were the most powerful men in Iceland and competed against each 
other for power, wealth and influence.  
10 Ríki (domain) was a geographical region over which a goði ruled (Jón Viðar Sigurðsson 1987: 71). If a goði 
ruled a ríki, then he had effectively gained all the goðorð inside of a geographical region. Effectively holding all 
mannaforráð for that ríki (domain). Which meant that he had managed to gain the right to rule over a 
geographical region which was based on support from the region’s most prominent men. This is important to 
keep in mind as the goðar did not rule geographically demarcated regions, instead their power was spread 
around. The formation of geographically demarcated regions of rule, ríki, was a later development.   
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the time of their conception, the Norse High Middle Ages. They are thus indicative of the views 

of Icelandic society in the High Middle Ages. I will interpret the sources as such and focus on 

their content and their connection to greater forces in society. This literature was not only read 

in secluded monasteries by the literary elite. The nature of the Church and ecclesiastical 

literature is such that the views expressed in these sources were spread to the rest society.  

 1200-1210 was a time of great literary flourishing at the Skálholt Scriptorium, which 

produced both numerous hagiographies and historical literature. Few works on Bishop Þorlák, 

Iceland’s first saint, were written during this time. Hungurvaka, a work on the first five bishops 

of Iceland, was also written in this period.11 All are crucial parts of Icelandic literature and 

underscore the rich activity at the Skálholt Scriptorium. It was in this, the most important 

cultural centre of Iceland, that Niðrstigningar Saga was written. Furthermore, there is 

considerable evidence for the existence of Niðrstigningar Saga already between 1200-1210.12 

That Niðrstigningar Saga was written at Skálholt emphasises the importance of the work, as 

numerous students would have access to the work, reading it and spreading its content. The 

same was for the clergy and all those who would travel to Skálholt. This work, which was 

immensely popular all though Latin Christianity during the Middle Ages, must thus have been 

spread through Icelandic society. This justifies the claim of talking about an Icelandic Hell, 

which was most likely quite prominent in Icelandic society from 1200 and onwards.  

It must also be noted that I have not differentiated between the Bible on the one hand 

and Íslensk Hómilíubók, Niðrstigningar Saga, Duggals Leiðsla and Heilagra Manna Søgur, on 

the other. By this I mean that I have treated these works as if they were on par or quite close to 

being on par with the Bible. From about the 1990s there has been a paradigmatic shift in the 

conception of Scripture.13 Before this shift, Scripture was almost exclusively deemed 

applicable to the Bible, and to an extent the Quran. This has changed, and the term Scripture is 

more encompassing today than it was before. Furthermore, Kirby (1986) has argued that there 

was not in existence a complete translation of the Bible in Old Norse during the Middle Ages. 

The closest to a complete translation is Stjórn, which encompasses Genesis to 2 Kings. The 

earliest manuscript is dated to the first quarter of the fourteenth century.14 Stjórn consists thus 

only of a limited part of the Bible, which underscores the relative openness of the Christian 

canon.  

                                                           
11 Bullitta 2017: 92. 
12 Bullitta 2017: 94. 
13 For scholarly literature on the matter, see Miriam Levering (Ed.): Rethinking Scripture: Essays from a 
Comparative Perspective (1989). Wilfred Cantwell Smith: What is Scripture? A Comparative Approach (2005). 
14 Kirby 1986: 51-52. 
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In addition, Vulgata was not uniform, as right after Jerome’s translation the copying 

process started, resulting in various corruptions.15 For the period 1153/54 to 1400, there was 

not a uniform Bible in existence in Iceland. Without such a work, it is nigh impossible to adhere 

to a closed canon. We see this in the immense popularity of the numerous apogrypha, visions 

and other Christian literature. It is anachronistic to claim a hegemonic status for the Bible in 

the Middle Ages. Yes, the Bible was a quite an important book, but mostly among the learned. 

By considering the immense popularity of works like Evangelium Nicodemi, we must conclude 

that it commanded the attention of society to a far greater degree than many of the books of the 

Bible. It was especially this problem of the apocrypha which the reformations would later 

address and thus close the canon. Still, in the Middle Ages the canon of Latin Christianity was 

somewhat open, allowing the growth of Christian literature outside the Bible. With this in mind, 

Íslensk Hómilíubók, Niðrstigningar Saga, Duggals Leiðsla and Heilagra Manna Søgur, are the 

most authoritative and the finest sources for the ideas of Icelandic society on Heaven and Hell.  

 The term worldview is a popular term in scholarly discourse and has various nuances.16 

Experiences and views of the world around us are local and subjective. Still, we all comprehend 

that there is something outside of our own experiences and local environment. This inevitably 

leads to the need for the formulation of an abstract idea that can explain what this unknown 

world entails, to better grasp the world we live in. This abstract idea about the world outside of 

subjective perception is inevitably structured and simplified to explain and comprehend the 

unknown. This abstract idea can be called a worldview.17 I will rely on the definition of Sverrir 

Jakobsson for the term worldview. A worldview is the ideas of a certain group, that is 

demarcated by language and relatively homogenous culture or class consciousness, about the 

world in its widest sense. It thus encompasses the groups understanding of the universe, the 

material world, other countries and the myriad of people that inhabit these countries. The 

worldview of a group is the common denominator of the various worldviews that each 

individual adheres to.18 I have chosen to refer to the Icelandic views on Heaven and Hell as by 

referring to the worldview of Heaven and Hell is cumbersome. Undeniably such terms as view, 

                                                           
15 Kirby 1986: 4. 
16 For a fine overview of the history of the term, se David K. Naugle: Worldview: The History of a Concept 
(2002); For a further theoretical discussion and applicability of the term worldview as an analytical tool from 
an anthropological perspective, se Michael Kearney: World View (1984). Furthermore, James W. Sire: The 
Universe Next Door: A Basic Worldview Catalogue (1984), is also good introduction to the term “worldview”. 
Though Naugle’s work is more comprehensive. Concerning the worldview of the inhabitants of Iceland, se 
Sverrir Jakobsson: Við og Veröldin: Heimsmynd Íslendinga 1100-1400. Which is a superb work on the subject, 
though it does not delve far into considerations of Heaven and Hell.  
17 Sverrir Jakobsson 2005: 24 
18 Sverrir Jakobsson 2005: 32-33 
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notion, ideas, etc. fall under the rubric of worldview. I use the term worldview only for the 

greater context, the connection between Earth, Heaven and Hell, in my discussion concerning 

Heilagra Manna Søgur.  

1.1 Historiography  

Succinctly stated, nothing has been written on Icelandic Heaven and Hell in the Middle Ages. 

My thesis is thus a crucial undertaking aimed at filling this lacuna in Iceland’s history. As there 

is no scholarly literature which directly grapples with Icelandic Heaven and Hell, I must 

analyse the primary sources, discuss them and disclose their content. Thus, presenting the 

Icelandic view of Heaven and Hell between 1153/54 to c. 1400. 

 By moving to the greater European context, the situation is different. There are 

numerous scholarly works preoccupied with Heaven and Hell in Christianity, with a focus on 

Latin Christianity. Such as Jeffrey Burton Russell’s A History of Heaven: The Singing Silence 

and Heaven: A History by Colleen McDannell and Bernhard Lang. Jacques Le Goff’s The Birth 

of Purgatory19 can also be mentioned, so can E. Alan Bernstein’s Heaven, hell and purgatory: 

1100-1500.20 All these works have it in common that they focus on the central intellectuals of 

the Church and the birth of its doctrines, without special interest for Norse sources. I only 

mention a few important works here, as an exhaustive list would be far too extensive and 

encumbering. In the conclusions to the thesis I will place the Icelandic Heaven and Hell in 

connection to the greater European context.  

 Furthermore, it is striking how little attention has been paid to Norse sources, which do 

have much to offer and entail, in many ways, a unique view. The prevalent focus on central 

intellectuals and pre-Christian influences on ideas on Heaven and Hell, fits incompletely with 

the situation in Iceland. We do not know the name of the author of Niðrstigningar Saga, no 

Icelanders wrote systematic treatises on Heaven and Hell, and no attention has been given to 

Norse influences on Heaven and Hell in Iceland. The present study is thus crucial. 

1.2 Sources 

1.2.1 Íslensk Hómilíubók 

Íslensk Hómilíubók is the oldest Icelandic book preserved in its entirety It was written around 

the year 1200, but sections of it if not the whole book is probably older. The author is unknown 

                                                           
19 In none of the sources for the thesis does the term purgatory appear, or its Icelandic equivalent 
hreinsunareldur. The ideas in Iceland during the period in question are soundly dual, with Heaven and Hell. The 
third place, purgatory, is not clearly formulated and is a part of a later construction. Something which would 
be fascinating to look into, the birth of purgatory in Iceland. But this must stay as a future project.  
20 Bernstein, E. Alan. (2009) "Heaven, hell and purgatory: 1100-1500." In Miri Rubin and Walter Simons (Ed.), 
Christianity in Western Europe c. 1100-c. 1500.  
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and in the latter part of the 17th century the book was sold to Sweden where it resides in 

Stockholm, known as. Perg. 4:o 15. In 1872 the book was published under its current name by 

Theodor Wisén.21 Andrea de Leeuw van Weenen has also published Lemmatized index to the 

Icelandic Homily Book: Perg. 15 4⁰ in the Royal Library, Stockholm. For the sake of 

convenience, I will use Íslensk Hómilíubók: Fornar Stólræður, published in 1993 with modern 

spelling. There also exists a Norwegian Homily book, Norsk Hómilíubók.22  Both collections 

are commentaries on Scripture in Old Norse. Both books are quite similar, and scholars have 

traced some homilies to a common source.  Íslensk Hómilíubók is a collection of 40 homilies 

and 11 of them are also found in the Norsk Hómilíubók.23 This indicates that the same homilies 

were distributed around the archdiocese of Niðarós.2425 

 The oldest whole manuscript which has survived into modernity is from around 1200. 

Much of Íslensk Hómilíubók, if not all, is much older. The oldest part of a manuscript we have 

is AM 237 a fol. This partial manuscript has been dated to around 1150 and it contains the 

homily Kirkjudagsmál.26 That is the oldest physical evidence for the age of the homilies. The 

contents of Íslensk Hómilíubók is probably even older than 1150. As homilies were extremely 

important literature for Christianity, they were among the first things written in Old Norse.  

1.2.2 Niðrstigningar saga 

Niðrstigningar Saga27 is a Norse reworking of the Latin Descensus Christi ad Inferos which is 

the second part of Evangelium Nicodemi,28 the first part being Acta Pilati. Both works 

circulated independently of each other until they were combined sometime between Late 

                                                           
21 Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran & Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: vii 
22 For a Norwegian translation of Norsk Hómilíubók, se Erik Gunnes: Gammelnorsk Homiliebok (Astrid Salvesen, 
Trans.) (1971). For various aspects pertaining to Norsk Hómilíubók, see Odd Einar Haugen & Åslaug 
Ommundesn (Eds.): Vår Elste bok: Skrift, miljø og biletbruk i den norske homilieboka (2010).  
23 A comparison between the Íslensk Hómilíubók and Norsk Hómilíubók with a focus on sin can be found in 
Aud-Jorun Sandal: Synd i Gamalnorsk Homiliebok og Islandsk Homiliebok (1996).  
24 Guðrún Nordal, Sverrir Tómasson & Vésteinn Ólafsson 1992-2006.  
25 For the establishment and integration of the archdiocese of Niðarós, see Heidi Anett Øvergård Beistad: An 
almost Fanatical Devotion to the Pope? Power and Priorities in the Integration of the Nidaros Province c. 1152-
1300 (2016).  
26 National and University Library of Iceland (2018).   
27 Secondary literature on Niðrstigningar saga is scarce, even so see Fredrik Paasche: Norges og Islands 
litteratur inntil utgangen av Middelalderen (1957, pp. 298-399); G. Turville-Petre: Origins of Icelandic Literature 
(1953, 126-128); Magnús Már Láruson: Um Niðurstigningarsögu (1955, 159-168); Odd Einar Haugen: Norrøne 
tekster i utval (1994), pp. 247-249, which also includes a translation of Niðrstigningar Saga in Nynorsk and a 
normalisation of the Old Norse.  
28 For an overview of the Evangelium Nicodemi in Western Europe see, Zbigniew Izydorczyk (Ed.): The Medieval 
Gospel of Nicodemus: Texts, Intertexts, and Contexts in Western Europe. Medieval & Renaissance Texts & 
Studies Volume 158 (1997). Especially Kirsten Wolf‘s “The Influence of the Evangelium Nicodemi in Norse 
Literature”; For an English translation and an overview of the numerous translations of Evangelium Nicodemi, 
both ancient and modern, in addition to general works, se J. K. Elliot: The Apocryphal New Testament: A 
collection of Apocryphal Christian Literature in an English Translation Based on M. R. James (1993, 164-204).    
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Antiquity and the High Middle Ages. The combined work was known as Evangelium Nicodemi 

and told of the Passion of Christ and the Harrowing of Hell.29 This pseudo-evangelium gained 

immense popularity in the Middle Ages. Zbigniew Izydorczyk has catalogued all known 

manuscripts containing the Latin text of Evangelium Nicodemi. Together there are 436 

medieval codices.30 In addition, there are numerous translations into various vernaculars.31 

Among them is the Norse Niðrstigningar Saga.  

 Niðrstigningar Saga omits Acta Pilati, only encompassing Descensus Christi ad 

Inferos. The saga survives in five Icelandic manuscripts. Four of these are medieval codices, 

AM 645 4to (ff. 51v-55v) from 1220-1250, AM 623 4to (ff. 1r-5v) from circa 1325, AM 233 

a fol. (28ra-28vb) from 1350-1360, and AM238 V fol. from 1400-1500. The fifth one was 

written between 1780-1791 and is the sole modern manuscript.32 AM 645 4to is among the 

oldest manuscripts containing hagiographies translated into Icelandic.33  The work of finding 

the Latin originals and comparing them with vernacular editions has led to the identification of 

the Troyes Redaction, by Bullitta and Izydorczyk (2016). The Troyes Redaction is a 

combination of the Latin A and Latin C texts, known since the ninth century. Latin A is the 

main text and found in hundreds of codices, while Latin C stems from the Iberian Peninsula.34  

 There has been a scholarly debate concerning the origins of the saga. Because of alleged 

Norwegianisms the scholars Eugen Mogk, Didrik Arup Seip and Hans Bekker-Nielsen claimed 

that the saga was written in Norway in the twelfth century.35 This theory has been discarded as 

the words in question were shown to be misreading from Unger’s transcription of the oldest 

manuscript in addition to archaic scribal practices from the thirteenth century. While, Magnús 

Már Lárusson pointed at the fact that all extent manuscripts are Icelandic which indicates an 

Icelandic origin, it is still far from certain.36 Furthermore, he states that there is no doubt that 

                                                           
29 Bullitta 2017: 3. 
30 Bullitta 2017: 5. 
31 I have not familiarised myself with these numerous vernacular editions. Still, I have read the Middle English 
renderings of Evangelium Nicodemi, The Harrowing of Hell, which are in the form of poetry. It is facinating in 
the extreme to see how the original Latin was the catalyst for new works of literature, in this case, 
Niðrstigningar Saga and the The Harrowing of Hell. For the latter, see William Henry Hulme (Ed.): The Middle-
English Harrowing of Hell and Gospel of Nicodemus (1907). See also Mariëlle van Rijn: God or Man? The Dual 
Nature of Christ in Old English Christian Poetry (2016). It is especially interesting to compare Christ‘s descent 
into Hell in Old English and Old Norse, especially as we see in both the medieval emphasis on the dual nature 
of Jesus Christ, fully God and fully human. There is also a strong warrior emphasis in both works, Christ as a 
warrior.  
32 Bullitta 2017: 17. 
33 Bullitta 2017: 21. 
34 Bullitta & Izydorczyk 2016: 572. 
35 Eugen Mogk: Geschichte der norwegisch-isländischen Literatur (1904), p. 890; Didrik Arup Seip: Nye studier i 
norsk språkhistorie (1954), pp. 81 & 135; Hans Bekker-Nielsen: “Nikodemusevangeliet,“ (1967), pp. 308-310.  
36 Magnús Már Lárusson 1955: 159. 
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the saga was written no later than the middle of the twelfth century, more likely a bit earlier.37 

Furthermore, he claimed that Bishop Jón Ögmundarson of Hólar38 was the possible compiler 

of Niðrstigningar Saga. But Magnús Már Lárusson does not give any other arguments for his 

date than the erudition of Jón Ögmundarson and that he was one of the first translators of 

hagiography in Iceland.39 Both Otto Gschwantler40 and Ian J. Kirby41 have relied on the claim 

of Magnús Már Lárusson that the saga was translated in the first two decades of the twelfth 

century.  

 Bullitta also discusses the use of the fishhook/mousetrap/snare metaphors, which he 

traces to Augustin.42 These metaphors can be found in the works of Peter Lombard. It is found 

in the work Sententiae in IV libris distinctae composed by Peter in 1157 and 1158 at the Abbey 

of Saint Victor in Paris.4344 Bullitta’s conclusion is that Niðrstigningar Saga could not have 

been written during the time Jón Ögmundarson was bishop, 1106-1121.45 Instead, he claims 

that it should be moved closer to the date of AM 645 4to compiled in the second quarter of the 

thirteenth century.46 Concerning the date of Niðrstigningar Saga Bullitto concludes that the 

saga was written at Skálholt between 1199 and 1211. A time of great literary flourishing.47

  

                                                           
37 Magnús Már Lárusson 1955: 160. 
38 Jón Ögmundarson was born in 1052 and was the disciple of the first bishops of Iceland Ísleifur Gissurarson at 
Skálholt. He went abroad to study and made a pilgrimage to Rome. Jón was appointed bishop in 1105, 
travelled to Lund for his ordination but had to gain the acceptance of the Pope. As he was twice married. He 
got the permission in 1106 and was thereafter ordained in Lund. He was a learned man and established a 
scholarly centre at Hólar, he even brought foreigners to teach at the proto-university. He himself was a great 
scholar which set its mark on Hólar. He passed away in 1121 (Jón Þ. Þór 2006: 403-404). 
39 Magnús Már Lárusson 1955: 167 
40 Gschwantler 1968: 152 
41 Kirby 1986: 35. 
42 On the moustrap and its origin in the works of Augustin, see Dario Bullitta: Crux Christi muspicula fuit 
diabolo. Un sermone agostiniano dietro la cattura di Satana nella Niðrstigningar Saga (2014).  
43 Bullitta 2017: 81-82. 
44 The abbey was an important centre of mysticism, especially during the twelfth century. Hugh of St. Victor 
can be mentiond in this context. I have not given any focus to mysticism in the thesis, still this is a fascinating 
aspect, I am not familiar with mysticism in Iceland but undertaking reseearch into this would be must 
interesting. On the otherhand I have familiarised myself with the main themes in Latin Christian mysticism, see 
Bernard McGinn: The Foundations of Mysticism: Origins to the Fifth Century (1991); The Growth of Mysticism: 
Gregory the Great Through the Twelfth Century (1994); and The Flowering of Mysticism: Men and Women in 
the New Mysticism – 1200-1350 (1998a).  
45 Jóns Saga Helga Hin Elzta recounts Jóns pierty, where he forbade various superstitions and the Old Norse 
names of the days, such as Þór‘s dagur ( Thursday) and Óðin‘s dagur (Wednesday), (Jóns Saga Helga Hin Elzta 
1858: 165). Thus, I find it quite unlikely that Bishop Jón would have approved of a work like Niðrstigningar 
Saga with its numerous blatant Old Norse religious themes.  
46 Bullitta 2017: 85. 
47 Bullitta 2017: 95. 
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1.2.3 Duggals Leiðsla  

Visio Tnugdali must have been written in 1148 not 1149. Marcus states that the vision was 

written in 1149 but in addition he presents various events, four in all. 1. the second year of the 

crusade of Emperor Conrad. 2. The fourth year of the apostolate of Pope Eugenius III, in which 

year he returned to Rome from Gaul. 3. St. Malachy died at Clairvaux. 4. Nehemiah Bishop of 

Cloyne died. Marcus also states that St. Bernard of Clairvaux “transcribit”, “is composing” the 

Life of St. Malachy of Armagh. A work he began, right away after the death of St. Malachy on 

November 2nd 1148 and finished early in 1149. Marcus, in Visio Tnugdali, uses calendar years. 

Which means that events one, two and three all took place in 1148. Sources, such as De Historia 

Ecclesiae Hibernieae, state that Nehemiah died in 1149 but they are much later and rely on 

Visio Tnugdali. These events do not line up to the year 1149. Rev. H. J. Lawlor suggested that 

the text was simply corrupted and should read 1148 not 1149. The word octavo could have 

been written viii, which then was mistakenly written as viiii, a peculiar way to write 9. A 

numerical mistake does take place further into the work as Pope Eugenius III is said to be 

Eugenius II. These arguments are strong and support the more sensible date of 1148.48  

Duggals Leiðsla49 is preserved in four vellum manuscripts, three thesis manuscripts and 

an extract from the saga is contained in Michaels saga.50 The manuscripts are all Icelandic and 

none of them is older than from 1350. The prologue states that the book was translated during 

the reign of king Hakon. It is generally understood as a reference to Hákon the Old, who died 

in 1263. If the prologue is believed, then the saga was translated sometime between 1217 and 

1263. There are no linguistic reasons to doubt a thirteenth century date. But at the end of the 

book it seems like the king, who is being referred to, was alive as the work was translated. If 

the author was talking of Hákon Magnússon, then we have a terminus ante of 1319.5152 A 

precise dating eludes our grasp, but it is at least possible to narrow it to a thirteenth century 

date or an early fourteenth century date. This makes Duggals Leiðsla the youngest of the three 

main sources for the thesis.  

                                                           
48 Seymour 1924: 92-94 
49 For a fine introduction to Duggals Leiðsla, se Jan W. Dietrichson & Cathinka Hambro: Tundals Visjon (2009). 
50 Cahill 1983: ix 
51 Cahill 1983: xlix-l 
52 In Íslensk Bókmentasaga it is stated that Duggals Leiðsla was translated in the early fourteenth century, 
(Guðrún Nordal, Sverrir Tómasson & Vésteinn Ólafsson 1992-2006).  
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1.2.4 Heilagra Manna Søgur 

C. R. Unger states at the beginning of Heilagra Manna Søgur that beyond any doubt most of 

the saint’s sagas53 had already seen the light of day in the twelfth century.54 But most of the 

manuscripts are from a later date, even so many are quite old.  

The basis for Agnesar Saga Meyiar are two manuscripts, both presenting a part of the 

saga. The younger manuscript is from the middle of the fifteenth century and the older is no 

younger than from the middle of the thirteenth century.55  

Michaels Saga is, according to its last section, authored by Bergur Sokkason, an abbot 

at Þverá, who died in 1350.56  

Most of Benedictus Saga is from a manuscript that is not much younger than from the 

end of the twelfth century or the start of the thirteenth century. The saga is a later adaption of 

the life of Benedictus from Nursia.57   

The manuscript containing Barbare Saga is dated to circa 1425 to 1445.58 It is not clear 

when the saga was translated but the Old Norwegian Homily Book, dated circa 1200, mentions 

a group of female saints and Barbare is probably among them. Especially as a century after the 

Old Norwegian Homily Book her name is well attested in Iceland, shown by preserved 

calendars.59  

In any way, these translated hagiographies, translated into Norse,60 are from the High 

Middle Ages and serve an auxiliary purpose in the thesis. Shining some light on the matters at 

hand. I have limited myself to only few of them for the sake of demarcating the thesis. Including 

the myriad of Norse hagiographies would enlarge the thesis far too much. 

 

 

                                                           
53 On the genre of hagiography in the Middle Ages with a focus on the authors of such works, see Thomas J. 
Heffern: Sacred Biography: Saints and their Biographers in the Middle Ages (1988). See also Pére H. Delehaye: 
The Legends of the Saints: An Introduction to Hagiography (1907). For the interaction between hagiography 
and the Icelandic Sagas, see Siân E. Grønlie: The Saint and the Saga Hero Hagiography and Early Icelandic 
Literature (2017).  
54 Unger 1877a: i 
55 Unger 1877a: ix 
56 Unger 1877a: xv 
57 Unger 1877a: x 
58 Wolf 2000: 77 
59 Wolf 2000: 64 
60 There are numerous hagiographies translated into Norse, many of them are about virgin saints. For a study 
on translation practices concerning some of these hagiographies, see Kjersti Bruvoll: Fra Sponsa Christi til kristz 
ambatt: Kontinuitet og endring i gammelislandske oversettelser av latinske jomfrumartyrlegender (2010). The 
sagas are Agathu Saga Meyiar, Ceciliu Saga Meyiar, Katerine Saga and Margretar Saga. More on female saints, 
see Birte Carlé: Jomfru-fortællingen: Et bidrag til genrehistorien (1985) and Skøger og Jomfruer I Den Kristne 
Fortællekunst: Den Skandinaviske Tradition og Dens Rødder I Middelhavslandene (1991).  
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2. Hell 

2.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I am going to analyse the different ideas of Hell that appear in Niðrstigningar 

Saga, Duggals Leiðsla and Íslensk Hómilíubók. In addition, I will discuss what these sources 

tell us of the society in which they were created.  

 Niðrstigningar Saga is an independent translation, even to the extent that we can refer 

to the translator as the author of the saga.61 The saga is permeated with Norse mythology and 

aspects of Norse society. This illustrates the strength of Christianity, as Christians were 

confident enough to incorporate Old Norse cultural elements into their Christian works. I will 

analyse these independent themes of the saga, place them in their cultural context and interpret 

what this tells us of Norse society.  

To gain a holistic overview of the sagas I will attempt to go through them step for step 

emphasising what is most pertaining to the thesis.  

The first subchapter in the chapter on Hell will be about the spatial dimensions of Hell 

in Niðrstigningar Saga, where we see Hell as a singular fortress. The second subchapter will 

be on the spatial dimensions of Hell in Duggals Leiðsla. Where in contrast to Niðrstigningar 

Saga, Hell is not singular but consisting of numerous places scattered about. Then I will turn 

to the social structure of Hell, and how in Niðrstigningar Saga, Hell is depicted as a ríki, where 

Satan rules as a chieftain, with followers who assert a surprising degree of independence. The 

relationship between the two is uncannily reminiscent of the social bonds between men in the 

Free State Period. The next subchapter will discuss Jesus’ battle with the Midgard Serpent, 

where I will argue for the presence of Old Norse religious influences instead of wholly 

ecclesiastical influences. The last subchapter will discuss the theme of being devoured, which 

is a fine example of the introduction of alien ideas from Latin Christianity into Icelandic 

society. 

                                                           
61 In Biblical studies there has been an immense focus on finding the original text, this is the core of exegeses. 
In fact, this is the drive behind Biblia Hebraica Quinta and Neste-Aland’s Novum Testamentum Graece. 
Furthermore, we can see this among eminent scholars like, Emanuel Tov: Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible 
(1992). Thus, there has been an effort to demarcate between the original and its reception, whereby the latter 
has resulted in reception history. Even so, there has been criticism of this view, well expressed by Brennan W. 
Breed: Nomadic Text: A Theory of Biblical Reception (2014). As the original is almost always outside our grasp, 
then it becomes quite problematic to differentiate between it and reception. In the cultural matrix which 
birthed Niðrstigningar Saga, and with the problem of original and reception in mind, it is most reasonable to 
refer to the author instead of the translator. 
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2.2. Niðrstigningar Saga: The Fortress of Hell 

In Niðrstigningar Saga, Hell62 is a great gloomy and dreary fortress where the dead are kept as 

prisoners. But it is not the torturous Hell depicted in later sources, such as Duggals Leiðsla. In 

and of itself that is an interesting fact, Niðrstigningar Saga is a fascinating step between the 

Hell of the Bible63 and the Hell of the High Middle Ages. The Bible does not contain a clear 

description of Hell, and what little there is pertaining to Hell is much closer to the shadow ideas 

of pre-Christian religions around the Mediterranean, than later medieval conceptions. These 

ideas gathered momentum in the High Middle Ages, culminating in the structured Hell depicted 

in Dante’s Divina Commedia.64 Niðrstigningar Saga is peculiar in its depiction of Hell, as there 

is no comparable Norse literature.65 

 The saga begins in Hell where the patriarchs and the prophets were sitting in darkness 

and discussing the coming of Jesus Christ. Then a light appeared, a sign of the coming of Jesus 

Chris.66 Thereafter the heavens opened, and Jesus Christ appeared,67 the voices of his angels 

thundering over Hell, commanding the forces of Hell to “Open the gates”.68 Later on the Norse 

saga adds that Hell has a fortress, which means that the text is referring to the gates of the great 

fortress of Hell. In contrast the Latin lacks a detailed description of Hell and does not mention 

a fortress. In the Latin text the gates could be at the entrance of Hell. The idea was possibly 

that there was a wall on the borders of Hell. Still, Descensus Christi ad Inferos, only mentions 

the gates (Latin pl. portas) of Hell.69  

 After the arrival of Jesus with his hosts, a siege commences. Satan70 is forced out to 

face Jesus on the cross. In the meantime, the champions of Hell prepare the forces under their 

                                                           
62 Hell has a rich history which I have not delved into at any length, as such an endeavour is outside the scope 
of the thesis. Still I have familiarised myself with the general overview, for example see Alan B. Bernstein: The 
Formation of Hell: Death and Retribution in the Ancient and Early Christian Worlds (1993). For both historical 
and contemporary perspectives on Hell, see Isabel Moreira & Margaret Toscano (Ed.): Hell and its Afterlife: 
Historical and Contemporary Perspectives (2010).  
63 For an overview of the Bible in Old Norse literature, translations of some of the books and other religious 
literature, in addition to Bible translations in Western Europe (England, France and Germany), see Ian J. Kirby: 
Bible Translation in Old Norse (1986).  
64 For more on Dante and Divina Commedia, see Richard Lansing (Ed.): The Dante Encyclopedia (2000).  
65 All of the sources fall under the rubric of Icelandic medieval literature and thus I have consulted a fine work 
on the subject, see Gunnar Karlsson: Inngangur að Miðöldum: Handbók í Íslenskri miðaldasögu I (2007).  
66 Unger (1877b: 1). 
67 The description of Jesus is interesting for the fact that it is a part of a greater discourse on appearence in 
Norse literature. See Jón Viðar Sigurðsson: The appearance and personal abilities of gođar, jarlar, and 
konungar: Iceland, Orkney and Norway (2007). 
68 “Tollite portas” (Unger (1877b: 4). 
69 Tischendorf 1853: 376. 
70 For a fine history of Satan (The Devil) from the Old Testament to modernity, see Henry Ansgar Kelly: Satan: A 
Biography (2006). For a more detailed overview of the history of Satan/Lucifer/the Devil I recommend the 
works of Jeffrey Burton Russell: Devil: Perceptions of Evil from Antiquity to Primitive Christianity (1987); Satan : 
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command and order them to the gates: “Seize, grab and fortify all the gates with iron frames 

and iron beams, resist strongly and stand well, so that you won’t be pushed aside, or it will be 

taken from you, that which you have held until now.”71 This sentence describes Hell as a 

fortress and the demons as soldiers preparing the defence of their fortress. Doing all the 

necessary preparations for the coming onslaught. But their preparations were to no avail: “…, 

then the king of glory approached the fortress of Hell, he broke right away the fortress of Hell 

and made a great gate.”72 The forces of Hell stood no chance against Jesus and bow to his might 

after he has breached their walls. In contrast to the Latin, the author of Niðrstigningar Saga 

states clearly that Hell is a fortress. The author does this by using the words virki (fortress, 

fortification) and borg (fortress, city) to describe Hell. Both terms illustrate clearly the 

worldview of the author. With the Latin as a foundation he builds on it and imagines, in addition 

to the gates, a mighty fortress.  

 By comparing the Norse text to the Latin, it is clear that the notion of a fortress is the 

creation of the Norse author. The Latin only talks of the gates of Hell, in the meaning the 

entrance into Hell itself. Instead of the hosts already being in Hell and seeking to force open 

the gates of a fortress, as seen in Niðrstigningar Saga. The terms virki (fortress) and borg (city, 

fortress) greatly enrich the saga and add to its fullness. Hell is not just some place under the 

earth, it is an independent state with all the markers of Norse society. The descriptions are more 

detailed, and these details add to the saga, making the conflict all the more vivid. The fight is 

not only for the entrance into Hell, but for the great citadel of Hell itself, the final defence of 

the inhabitants of Hell, who are fighting for their home and their society. Furthermore, the part 

of the saga where Jesus breaches the wall is lacking in the Latin. But the Latin text does include 

the part where Jesus grasps Satan and hands him over to Hell. “Then, the King of Glory in his 

majesty, trampled on death, and grasped Satan the prince and delivered unto Inferus (Hell), and 

drew Adam to his own brightness.”73 The Norse adds the breaking of the wall and is more 

explicit in the binding of Satan as the Norse text states; “Then, the Lord King of Glory, began 

to trample down the chief of death and bound him with fiery bindings.”74 The description in 

                                                           
the early Christian tradition (1981); Lucifer: The Devil in the Middle Ages (1984); The Prince of Darkness: 
Radical Evil and the Power of Good in History (1988). The history of Satan is quite extensive, and the works 
cited above offer a fine overview of that history.  
71 “Taket er, greypet oc byrget nu hliþen aull oc føret fyrer iarngrindr oc iarnbranda, oc verezc hart oc standet 
viþ vel, at er verþet eigi up tekner, eþa þat verþi af yðr tekit, es er hafet a halldet her til.” (Unger (1877b: 5). 
72 “…, þa com konongr dyrþar at helvitis virki, hann braut þegar borg helvitis oc gørþi a hliþ miket.” (1877b: 6). 
73 “Tunc rex gloriae maiestate sua conculcans mortem et comprehendens Satan principem tradidit inferi 
potestati, et attraxit Adam ad suam claritatem.” (Tischendorf 1853: 379).  
74 “Þa toc dominus rex glorie at troþa niþr hofðingi(a) dauþans oc bat hann [meþ elldli]gom bondom.” (Unger 
1877b: 6). 
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Niðrstigningar Saga is more detailed, as the latter adds that Jesus bound Satan with fiery 

bindings. We see all through Niðrstigningar Saga that the author is not afraid to add to it, 

especially by giving more details. 

 In Descensus Christi ad Inferos, Hell is personified, referred to as Inferus: “Inferus 

responded and said to prince Satan.”75 This can be seen in one edition of Niðrstigningar Saga 

which is a more faithful translation of the Latin text. “Then Hell answered and said to Satan 

the chieftain”76 In the manuscript AM 238 V fol. the personification of Hell is kept, and Satan 

elaborates with Hell instead of the numerous forces, told of in the main Norse text. This 

manuscript is quite obscure, and its history is not known. But what little remains of it is a much 

more faithful rendering of Descensus Christi ad Inferos.77 But the personification of Hell is 

abandoned in the only extant edition of Niðrstigningar Saga.  

 In the saga, Jesus broke the power of Satan and freed his friends from the prison of 

Hell, placing Satan in their stead. Jesus then took Satan and bound him with fiery bindings and 

retrieved his men. After Jesus bound Satan he said to him: “Now from here on shall Satan be 

in the place of Adam and his children, mine righteous.“78 After defeating Satan and freeing 

Adam and the righteous, Jesus leaves Hell. “Then the lord made the sign of the cross over 

Adam and all those holy and took the hand of Adam and ascended from hell with a mighty 

army, and all the saints followed the lord.”79 The binding of Satan was a popular theme in the 

Middle Ages and Íslensk Hómilíubók refers to it. In Duggals Leiðsla, the lowest part of Hell 

contains Satan bound. The three sources all refer to either the binding of Satan or Satan bound. 

The three works are thus in harmony concerning the binding of Satan. Niðrstigningar Saga 

describes the binding itself: “Then, the Lord King of Glory, began to trample down the chief 

of death and bound him with fiery bindings.”80 This description is lacking in the Latin 

manuscripts, it is an addition by the author of Niðrstigningar Saga.  

Concerning the place of Hell in conjunction to Earth, Hell is thought to be under the 

Earth. We see this in Niðrstigningar Saga: “It will then come to pass, that the loving son of 

                                                           
75 “Respondens Inferus dixit ad principem Sathan.” (Bullitta & Izydorczyk 2016: 608). 
75 “Respondens Inferus dixit ad principem Sathan.” Tischendorf 1853: 304. 
76 “Þa svaradi helviti ok sagdi til Satans hofdingia.” (Unger 1877b: 18).  
77 Bullitta 2017: 31. 
78 “Nu scal Satan her eptir vera i stað Adams oc barna hans retlatra minna.“ (Unger 1877b: 7). 
79 “Þa gerði siþan dominus crossmarc ifer Adam oc ollom helgom oc toc i hønd Adams oc (ste) up or helvite 
með her miclom, oc fylgþo drotne aller helger.” (Unger 1877b: 7). 
80 “Þa toc dominus rex glorie at troþa niþr hofðingi(a) dauþans oc bat hann [meþ elldli]gom bondom.” (Unger 
1877b: 6). 



16 
 

God, Jesus Christ will want to descent down under the Earth,”.81 It is evident from the 

description that the author viewed Hell as an under-earthly space, which kept the souls of the 

dead. This is not an obvious view as we will see later in Duggals Leiðsla.  

The saga culminates in the defeat of Satan, where Adam and the righteous are freed, 

Satan taking their place as the new prisoner. “From now on, Satan shall be here instead of 

Adam and his children, my righteous”.8283 The victory of Jesus over Satan illustrates two things. 

It underscores the power of Jesus and the introduction of popular themes from Europe into 

Iceland. To underscore the importance of the imagery, in addition to the Christus Victor theory 

of atonement mentioned earlier, we can read Lilja by Eysteinn Ásgrímsson.84 We can also see 

Satan’s hubris, just as in Niðrstigningar Saga. Stanza 65 reads: 

 

Hví stundaðir, inn forni fjandi  

fremdar snauðr, á Jésú dauða?  

eða þóttiz þú meiri að mætti?  

máttrinn hans að guðdóm váttar,  

eða hugðir þú líkams lygðir?  

líkam tók hann meyjar ríkrar,  

óverðugan hann flengdu fyrðar;  

flekklausastr hann vann til ekki.85 

 

 

                                                           
81 “Þat mon oc þa verþa, at enn astsame guþs sunr Jesus Cristr mon stiga niþr vilia undir iarþrike,…” (Unger 
1877b: 3). 
82 “Nu scal Sathan her eptir i stað Ada[ms oc] barna h[ans rettllatra minna.” Unger 1877b: 12. 
83 The salvific act of Jesus culminates here, when Satan takes the place of Adam and all his righteous children. 
This statement has an important place in soteriology. There is not a single dominating soteriological view in 
Christianity. In Niðrstigningar Saga we can see the Christus Victor theory of atonement. According to this 
theory, the divinity of Christ was hidden deeply within his human form. Thus, the forces of evil were fooled to 
think Jesus an easy prey. But by the cross, Jesus overcame, in the battle between Good and Evil, the forces of 
evil, thereby freeing humanity (Migliore 2004: 182). For different theories of atonement, see Migliore (2004): 
Faith Seeking Understanding: An Introduction to Christian Theology, pp. 182-187. See also, Einar 
Sigurbjörnsson (1989): Credo: Kristin trúfræði, pp. 264-279. The latter work is especially relevant for the 
manifestations of atonement in later Icelandic society, as Einar Sigurbjörnsson illustrates the place of 
atonement in Icelandic poesy (Lilja by Eysteinn Ásgrímsson) and psalms.  
84 Lilja was composed in either Norway or Iceland between 1339-1361, Guðbrandur Jónsson 1953: 469. On 
representation of Christ in Norse poerty, see Ruth Elizabeth Cheadle: Representations of Christ in Christian 
Skaldic Poetry (2015).  
85 Eysteinn Ásgrímsson 1858: 44. For a Norwegian translation see Fredrik Paasche: Hedenskap og Kristendom 
(1948), p. 267.   
86 Eiríkur Magnússon 1870: 67. 

 

Why didst thou, ancient fiend, desire 

To see the Lord on rood expire? 

Or deemedst thou to thee was given 

A power above the Lord in heaven? 

Didst thou as idle lying scorn 

That Christ was of a virgin born? 

Who, spotless, innocent, and pure, 

Must now hard stripes of men endure.86 
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 The story of Jesus freeing the righteous from Hell is also found in Íslensk Hómilíubók, 

e.g. the homily De sancta cruce. The homily explains the allegorical meaning behind the 

crucifixion, such as that the right hand of Jesus pointed north. Whereby he chose pagans from 

the north. While his left hand pointed at the Jews in the south, whereby the Jews became 

exiled men. The right-hand is salvation and the left-hand damnation. Jesus’ stretched hands 

illustrate his mercy during the passion, available to all those who believe in Jesus. “He 

stretched out his right hand, for he freed all his friends from Hell and attracted to eternal 

glory.” 87 This passage is in accordance with the view of Hell seen in Niðrstigningar Saga. 

Where Jesus breaks into Hell, depicted as a prison for the dead, and frees all the righteous, or 

in Íslensk Hómilíubók, all his friends.  

 In the homily Apparicio Domini in Íslensk Hómilíubók, the divinity of Jesus is argued 

by the way of various elements giving signs to his divinity. One of them is Hell, “Hell knew 

him, because it had to return the dead men, which it held before”.88 Furthermore, the homilies 

Drottinsdaga mál, Resurrectio Domini, [Fasta], [Trúarjátningin], and Credo 

[Trúarjátningin], in Íslensk Hómilíubók, all refer to Jesus’ descent into Hell. Most fascinating 

of these homilies is the addition to the Nicene Creed: “I believe, that his body was buried, but 

his soul with divine-power descended into Hell and broke the fortress of Hell and bound 

Sata.”89 This is a truly fascinating addition. Especially as it is in accordance with the Icelandic 

Hell depicted in Niðurstigningar Saga. In the passages above the term byrgi (bunker, fortress) 

should be noted. It fundamentally means a closed off space but can also mean a prison or a 

fortress. Hell is never the main theme of any of the homilies in Íslensk Hómilíubók. Thus, there 

is no thorough discussion on Hell comparable to that in Niðurstigningar Saga, only passing 

allusions. On the whole, it is limited how much can be gained from Íslensk Hómilíubók 

concerning Hell, but the few references available are illuminating, indeed. 

These seven homilies illustrate the immense popularity and importance of Jesus’ 

Harrowing of Hell.90 We have a full account of the saga in Niðrstigningar Saga, with Norse 

additions, and we see clear allusions to the saga in Íslensk Hómilíubók, which means that this 

                                                           
87 “Ina hægri hönd rétti hann, því að hann leysti alla sína vini úr helvíti og laðaði þá með sér til eilífrar dýrðar.” 
(Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 53). 
88 “Helvíti kenndi hann, því að það varð aftur að selja dauða men, er það áður hélt.” (Sigurbjörn Einarsson, 
Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 83).  
89 “Eg trúi því, að líkami hans var grafinn, en önd hans með guðdómskrafti sté niður til helvítis og braut helvítis 
byrgi og batt fjandann.” (Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 209). 
90 The manuscript AM 672 4to, can also be metntioned. But because of its date its outside of the thesis. Still its 
interesting to mention as it recounts the descend of Jesus and his liberation of the righteous, see Oluf Kolsrud 
(1952): Messuskýringar: Liturgisk symbolik frå den norsk-islandske kyrkja i millomalderen, pp. 62 & 75. 
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story would have been spread among the people of Iceland. Impacting their worldview and 

their notions of Hell. In addition, we can also see prominent aspects of Norse society which the 

author draws into the saga. To harmonise it with Norse society and a striking example is the 

þing (public assembly), the assembly of all prominent men. 

2.3. Duggals Leiðsla: Numerous Hells 

In Niðrstigningar Saga, Hell is a single fortress. This is a simpler view when compared to 

Duggals Leiðsla. Where there is not a single Hell, but numerous disconnected places, scattered 

about. There is even a deeper Hell, which can be seen as the true Hell, the other places imagined 

as some kind of a vestibule to the true Hell from where no one returns. We see this also in 

connection to Duggall, where in some places he is tortured, at others he is not and explanations 

for the various places are not always forthcoming. Even though the term purgatory is never 

used in the vision, the description of some places in Hell are eerily reminiscent of it. Still, the 

vision is an important part of the ideological chain stretching from the Bible to the purgatory 

of the High Middle Ages, and onwards to the Late Middle Ages and Dante’s depiction of Hell 

in his magnum opus Divina Commedia. 

 “As my soul left my body, he said, and he truly knew, that he was dead”.91 It is not the 

body of Duggall92 that is brought to Heaven and Hell, only his soul. As soon as his soul leaves 

his body he is assailed by demons who viciously attack him. But because he has a purpose, his 

guardian angel soon arrives and tells him that he will return to his body only after seeing 

Heaven and Hell.93 The whole reason for Duggal’s journey through the afterlife is to show him 

the torments awaiting the sinful and the bliss awaiting the righteous. Still, a part of it is also the 

opportunity for Duggal to make amends for his sinful life. This illustrates that all men can turn 

away from their sinful lives and become righteous in the eyes of God and attain Heaven. 

Considering this, there is little surprise that the saga gained such popularity as it strongly aligns 

with the morality of Medieval Catholicism. A man was not only righteous through faith alone 

(sola fide), as Luther would later claim, but also through good deeds.94 

                                                           
91 “Sem ond min skildizt vid likam minn, kvad hann, ok vissi at sonnu, at hann var daudr.” (Cahill 1983: 15). 
92 It is clear from Visio Tnugdali that some of the information on Tnugdal is not applicable to him but to the 
author, Marcus. A fine example is that Tnugdal is supposed to have known four bishops, which is implausible 
and most certainly refers to Marcus himself. Marcus was a monk, possibly of the Benedictine order, as he 
quotes the rule of St. Benedict three times. His focus on monks, both the blessings and the tortures, illustrates 
his focus on monasticism. (Seymour 1924: 88).  
93 Cahill 1983: 22. 
94 Concerning sola fide and the connection between faith and good deeds, see Migliore (2004): Faith Seeking 
Understanding: An Introduction to Christian Theology, pp. 235-239. Even though this has been a heated issue 
between Protestantism and Catholicism. A big step was taken by the ecumenical movement with the Joint 
Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification in 1999. See, The Lutheran World Federation &The Roman Catholic 
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 It is also noteworthy that there is no description in the various manuscripts of the saga 

of what happens as his soul leaves his body. There is no descent into Hell, nor an ascent into 

Heaven. In fact, there is no description at all, of how the soul travels, it simply walks with the 

angel and suddenly arrives at different places. The shift from one scene to another is done by 

stating that they walked for a long time: “…then they walked away. After walking for a long 

time …”.95 “But as they had walked for long...”96, “Then they walked their path…”97, “...then 

the angel walked away and she (the soul) followed him as before.”98, and “And as the soul had 

walked close to the angel because of fright…”99 The myriad of scenes in Hell are not connected, 

and the story just glides from one scene to another. Even so, we will see how this is only 

applicable to Hell, not Heaven. The disorganisation of Hell in Duggals Leiðsla is in clear 

contrast to the singular structure of Hell in Niðrstigningar Saga. 

 The first place the angel and the soul encounter is a great and dark valley, surrounded 

by death and filled with glowing coals and topped by a lid. The lid was burning, and horrible 

stench stemmed from it. On top of the lid there was a multitude of souls, who burned until they 

looked like ash and were then pressed through the lid.100 Thereafter the soul is led to a great 

mountain, where on one side there was a burning fire while the other was covered in frost. 

There were also a host of demons, carrying tridents and using them to pierce the souls. But the 

souls were driven from the fire to the frost and vice versa. Then the angel and the soul walked 

on and came upon a new valley, filled with burning fires and foul stench. between the 

mountains was a bridge, which only God’s chosen could traverse.101 The descriptions In 

Duggals Leiðsla are not of a concrete world where each place is logically connected to the 

others, forming a coherent structure. Instead, the soul is led on like in a dream state, from one 

place to another, without clear connections. Even so, there is no doubt that the author thought 

of these places as real but still they are not a part of an organised whole. The reason is the 

gradual development of Hell taking place during the lifetime of the author of Duggals Leiðsla. 

                                                           
Church (2000): Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification. It is relevant to point at these developments 
as the question of faith and good works has been crucial. During the Middle Ages the focus was on good 
works. We see this through Duggals Leiðsla, first the criticism of Duggall for not caring for his fellow man and 
then the conversion at the end where he distributes his property among the poor. The whole work is a superb 
example of the worldview of the Middle Ages. The nature of faith and good works has been a fundamental 
theological question in the West, and was central to the Protestant Reformations.  
95 “En suo sem þau hefdu leingi geingit...” (Cahill 1983: 25). 
96 “Sidan geingu þau leid sina…” (Cahill 1983: 25). 
97 Sidan geingu þau leid sina…” (Cahill 1983: 27). 
98 “...þvi næst gek eingillin fram og fylgdi hun honum sem fyr.” (Cahill 1983: 29). 
99 sem salin hafdi geingid sem næst einglinum fyrir hræzlu saker…” (Cahill 1983: 29). 
100 Cahill 1983: 25-26. 
101 Cahill 1983: 28-30. 
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Hell had not yet been given a clear structure and neither had purgatory been named and placed 

between Heaven and Hell. In the vision we see the changes taking place, but they are still in 

the developing stage, not yet finished.   

 One of the places in Hell is described as a deep valley, filled with darkness so deep that 

no one could discern the valley floor. Sulphur flowed down the slopes of the mountain and the 

air was filled with the laments of the hapless souls. Across the mountains, over the valley was 

a bridge. The soul saw only one man cross the bridge, a priest carrying a palm leaf.102 The angel 

spares the soul of this torture? and when they cross the bridge the soul asked what kind of souls 

inhabited this place. The angel answered that t were the souls of the ambitious but the mountain 

with the burning sulphur, was the abode of treacherous souls.103 Most of the places in Hell serve 

a certain function, punishing certain sins, but sometimes an explanation is omitted. In this case 

it is the sins of ambition and treachery that are being punished. Primarily, each place is 

dedicated to a certain sin but on occasion the angel does not explain which sin is being 

punished. These omissions underscore the underdeveloped notions of the afterlife in Duggals 

Leiðsla. As the view of Hell expressed is sometimes lacking, explanations are not always 

forthcoming and the connection between the numerous places is missing.  

 Before arriving at the entrance of the deeper Hell Duggall travels through various 

places. The first place which Duggall and the angel come upon is the abode of those who have 

killed their immediate family members.104 At the next place the angel does not explain which 

souls are being tortured. Then they arrive at the place where the souls of the ambitious and 

treacherous are tortured.105 After that comes the mouth of an immense monster. But the angel 

only states that all, except the holy men of God, have to endure this torture, without explaining 

further which sins are being punished. Thereafter follows the fifth place, where thieves are 

being punished.106 Then they come upon another place, with great torture but no explanations 

for what kind of sins are being punished. The next place is dedicated to the punishment of those 

who did not hold their vows of celibacy, or those who despoiled their holy offices by acting in 

worldly manners, in matters like dressing, haircuts etc.107 In all there are seven different places 

and of these only four punish specific sins. There are no clear connections between these places 

                                                           
102 Cahill 1983: 29-30. 
103 Cahill 1983: 31. 
104 Cahill 1983: 26. 
105 Cahill 1983: 31. 
106 Cahill 1983: 41. 
107 Cahill 1983: 62. 
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and there is also no clear function given to three of them. We can thus state that Hell in Duggals 

Leiðsla is disharmonious, lacking in structure.  

  The eighth place is in some ways different as the author states that Duggall and the 

angel are descending into Hell. “The more they descended…”.108 This is the first mention of a 

descent. From the descriptions of the other places and the shifts from one to the other, it must 

be concluded that they are thought of as on the same level, there is not any descent or ascent, 

they are simply there. Only at the eighth place is a descent mentioned as Duggall is getting 

closer to the depths of Hell. 

 Near the end of the journey through Hell, the angel leads the soul down a narrow and 

steep path. this hard path leads down into the deepest recesses of Hell and the soul despairs 

more and more for its life. The angel states that the path they are on is the path to eternal 

death.109 After traveling for some time, they arrive upon a valley and see it filled with suffering 

and torturers. The main servant in this part of Hell, the eighth part, is Vulcanus.110 Placing 

Vulcanus in Hell is a classic example of Christianity demonising other gods.  

 The soul is tormented in this section of Hell. The demons who are responsible for 

torturing the hapless souls run towards the soul of Duggall and throw him into an oven. The 

picture that emerges from the description of the tortures is that of a smithy, fitting for Vulcanus 

the god of fire, volcanoes and the forge. The soul is burned in a great oven, used to melt iron 

and steel. The demons blow at the fire to increase the temperature until the souls are severely 

burned. Then the demons impale them and lay them on anvils and proceed to smash them with 

great hammers. The description ends with; “…and these wretched souls where wholly tortured 

such that skin and flesh and sinews and bones turned into ashes by the heat of the fire”.111 By 

placing Vulcanus in Hell the author clearly demonises him, which was a clear strategy on the 

part of Christianity, to depict the various gods of other religions as demons. This is clearly what 

the author has in mind here. We should also note the detailed descriptions of the tortures, even 

though I only render a part of them here.   

 The soul had to endure this suffering until the angel came to it and healed it, like he had 

done many times before. Even so, the angel informs the soul that they have not yet arrived in 

                                                           
108 “En þvi meir er þau nidr gengu…” (Cahill 1983: 65). 
109 Cahill 1983: 65. 
110 The name Vulcanus is either written Uuilcanus or Dilkanus. He is called pisla þion, servant of torment. The 
angel states: “…og fyrir kemur hann morgum I uelum sinum og suikum og allir er epterlata egian hans eru hier 
pinder.” (Cahill 1983: 66). 
111 “…og uoru þær aumu salir hueuetna pindar sua at hud og hold og sinar og bein urdu folski af bruna ellzinz.” 
(Cahill 1983: 66-67). 
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the nether reaches of Hell.112 The soul and the angel walk on until they come upon the most 

horrible place in Hell. This is the ninth scene or place in the journey through Hell. The author 

then cites Salomon, who said that neither wisdom nor friendship is found in Hell. But this must 

be juxtaposed to the Latin text which states: “For neither, as Salomon said, wisdom nor 

knowledge are unto Hell,”113 In contrast the Norse translation has: “…because in the vision of 

the Holy Spirit, spoke Salomon, that neither wisdom nor friendship is in Hell…”114 The Norse 

translation illustrates the importance of friendship in Norse society, which will be discussed in 

depth later on.  

 After the soul has been lead to the forges of Vulcan and tortured in the fires of his 

smithy the angel reassures Duggall. “Take heart now, said he, because the lord wants now to 

lead you to Hell and back again…”115 This is an extremely interesting statement, because it 

entails that what the soul has been shown so far is not Hell itself. Instead Duggall has been 

shown some kind of a middle stage, a proto-purgatory. As stated previously the term purgatory 

is never used in Duggals Leiðsla. Even so, when reading the saga, it is unmistakably familiar.  

 This becomes even clearer when the angel explains this more clearly. “All those who 

you have seen so far, await the judgment of God. But those in the nether tortures are judged 

and you have still not come to the lower Hell…”116 We can discern a dichotomy of upper and 

lower Hell. Of which, the upper Hell is a kind of proto-purgatory. The angel says that there is 

a higher and a lower Hell, and that the souls in the upper Hell are still to be judged. The angel’s 

explanations, taken together, illustrate a trichotomy of the afterlife. There is Heaven, where all 

the righteous souls go, and a lower Hell where those unredeemable are sentenced to eternal 

damnation. Interestingly, between the two outer poles is a myriad of places, which I have 

chosen to call proto-purgatory. It encompasses the various tortures discussed so far in the 

sections on the upper Hell. In addition, outside the outer walls of Heaven, are the souls who 

were not good enough nor evil enough, to either enter Heaven or be thrown into Hell. In the 

section on Heaven, this place will be more fully discussed, but it can be thought of as the 

highest and best part of purgatory. We can imagine a vertical line, with Hell at the bottom and 

Heaven at the top. In between would be proto-purgatory, with various places scattered around 

                                                           
112 Cahill 1983: 69. 
113 “Non enim, ut ait Salomon, sapientia aut Scientia erant apud inferos,…” (Cahill 1983: 71). 
114 “…þuiat j syn heilags anda mællti Salaman at huarki uiska ne uinatta er j helviti…”. (Cahill 1983: 71). 
115 “hugaztu nu quat hann þuit nu uill drottinn leida þig til heluitis og aptur þadan…” (Cahill 1983: 69). 
116 “Allar er þu hefer enn seet bida doms guds En þessir er i nedrum pislum eru ero dæmder og ertu eigi enn 
kominn til ens nedra heluitis…” (Cahill 1983: 69). 
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with little order. Something which is quite fitting for a place like purgatory, where many souls, 

different in their sinfulness would endure different torments and await final judgment.  

 In the lower Hell the angel abandons the soul as before and instantly the soul is assailed 

by a group of demons. These demons threaten to give the soul to Lucifer. “…to give her to 

Lucifer, head devil, to swallow…”.117 Before this can happen the angel reappears and saves the 

soul, so it is not forced to endure being devoured by Lucifer. Then the angel leads the soul into 

the depths of Hell, to see the main enemy of mankind, bound and tortured.118 

 Lucifer is bound on an iron rack, with sharp spikes and beneath him is a burning fire. 

In this place, Lucifer is bound and tortured by demons. At the same time, he lashes out at the 

souls around him. “…then he clapped his hands together on the great multitude of souls and 

squeezed them like a hungry and thirsty countryman squeezes grape juice into his mouth. So 

that there was no soul, of the great multitude, which he did not rip the head off or other 

limbs…”119 Eating souls is a common theme in Duggals Leiðsla and the scene continues. “…as 

this vicious warg drew his breath, he collected the souls who he had shattered around and 

swallowed them all with smoke and sulphur, and they fell into his mouth…”120 The prominence 

of being eaten will be dealt with later in the thesis.   

 The journey continues, and the soul sees a horrible pit and from it a great fire burns and 

reaches into the sky. The flame was filled with burning souls who were carried high into the 

air by the flame and then fell back into the base of the fire. Duggall goes into a frenzy, clawing 

at his cheeks, absolutely terrified by the horrors. He then laments his life, wishing for death 

and then regrets that he did not believe in scripture. “Wretched I, she said, why do I not die, 

why did I not believe in holy scripture, what fright betrayed me.”121 It is clear that this section 

of the saga is supposed to influence the reader/hearer and pressure them into following the 

prescribes of the Bible. The message is clear, if only the soul had followed the teachings of the 

Bible and lived an honest life, it would not be in this horrid place. In Niðrstigningar Saga, this 

is wholly absent, there is neither torture nor any teachings on right living. Instead the focus is 

on the superiority of Jesus and his salvific act, not any moral teachings. 

                                                           
117 “…at gefea hana Lucifero hofut diofli at suelgia…”. (Cahill 1983: 73). 
118 Cahill 1983: 74. 
119 “…j þui slo hann hondum sinum a þan inn mikla salna fiolda og kreisti þær suo sem hungradur og þyrstur 
akrkarll kresiter uiberialog I munne sier Sue at eingi uar su sala af þeim hinum mikla fiolda sua at eigi sleit hann 
hofutid af eda adra limi…”. (Cahill 1983:76. 
120 “…sem þessi hin grimi uargr dro at sier ondina þa safnadi hann salunum er hann hafdi sundur dreift og 
suelgdi þær allar med reyk og brenusteini og suo fello þær j mun honum…”. (Cahill 1983: 77). 
121 “Vei mer kuat hon hui dey eg eigi þui uilldi eg ei trua helgum ritningum huer ærsla sueik mig.” Cahill 1983: 
72. 
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 The demons then swarmed the soul and started torturing it, stating that the angel had 

forsaken it to this place. They then threatened to throw the soul into the lower reaches of Hell. 

They said; “…you shall now walk to the city gate of death and be thrown into lower Hell…”122 

The passage illustrates the confusion concerning the various places of Hell. Earlier the saga 

had stated that the soul was in the lowest reaches of Hell, but even so, now the demons threaten 

to throw it into a still lower section. A possible explanation is that the author does not have a 

clearly defined idea of Hell. He sought to describe Hell but seems to lack the necessary 

material. Duggals Leiðsla is on the path to an ordered Hell but is still missing vital connections 

and structures. The author can thus be viewed as standing at the latter stages of a process 

spanning centuries. The earliest stages of the idea of Hell in the West has its origins in the 

Bible, even so the Bible says little on Hell. This lack of explanations has driven men onwards 

in the quest for knowledge and understanding.  

 The soul is then brought to the gates of Hell and shown the deepest reaches of Hell. 

There the soul sees the greatest enemy of mankind in addition to immense anguish. Here, the 

author draws on a traditional theme of medieval literature, the hundred tongues in hundred 

heads not being able to recount the horrors. “…even though 100 tongues were in each head 

they could not recount everything…”123 This illustrates how Icelandic literature incorporated 

the literary traditions of Western Europe. 

 In the depths of Hell, the soul sees Lucifer, the greatest enemy of mankind. Lucifer is 

bound and torments a great deal of souls. The angel explains how if Lucifer were to get free, 

he would destroy the world. The angel also explains to the soul that these are the souls of those 

that have rejected God. In addition to fornicators, killers and thieves. Interestingly, the angel 

adds that these souls will first go through the torments the soul has already seen and then 

gradually be brought here to Lucifer. The angel ends by stating that those who are brought to 

these torments will never leave them. The evil rulers of the world, who have abused their power 

and not believed in God, are also brought to this place in Hell.124 Lucifer is clearly bound and 

does not in fact rule Hell, as he is not even capable of freeing himself. The soul asks how he 

can then be referred to as the leader of Hell. The angel explains how it is because of his evil 

deeds that he has been named leader (hofdingi, princeps).125 The soul then states how this place 

                                                           
122 “…þu skalt nu ganga j gardzhlid daudans og uera hrundit j et nedra heluiti…” (Cahill 1983: 73). 
123 “…þoat c tungna uæri þar I hueriu hofdi þa mundi eigi geta up talt…” (Cahill 1983: 74). 
124 Cahill 1983: 79. 
125 There is week dualism in the New Testament and Christianity. Satan was viewed as the supreme leader of 
evil and to have held dominion over the Earth. Those who were not on the side of God were thus on the side 
of Satan. Still, it must be remembered that in Christianity God is the omnipotent creator. Satan is the creation 
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is the worst in Hell, more horrendous than all those before. The soul then asks the angel to lead 

him from this place, adding that he saw many of his friends and acquaintances. Only because 

of the grace of God will the soul of Duggall be spared the fate of spending the afterlife in these 

tortures. He admits that these tortures are what he deserves and only the mercy of God keeps 

him away from such horrible fate. Lastly the angel tells the soul that it will never again have to 

endure such torments, unless he will relapse into sin and thus merit punishment.126  

 The view of Hell in Niðrstigningar Saga runs counter to that of Duggals Leiðsla, as the 

first expresses the view of Hell as a single fortress, while the latter expresses the view of Hell 

as numerous places. Still Duggals Leiðsla is in accordance with Niðrstigningar Saga and 

Íslensk Hómilíubók concerning Satan and the binding of Satan. Niðrstigningar Saga recounts 

how Jesus defeated Satan and bound him in Hell and Íslensk Hómilíubók has various allusions 

to this event, so in the later Duggals Leiðsla we encounter Satan bound and tortured in Hell. 

Even so, the views on Hell are drastically different between Niðrstigningar Saga saga and 

Duggals Leiðsla, while Íslensk Hómilíubók is more on the side of Niðrstigningar Saga. In 

Duggals Leiðsla there are numerous places, seemingly scattered about with no connections 

between them. In fact, we have an upper and a lower Hell and the upper Hell consists of eight 

different places. While in Niðrstigningar Saga, Hell is a single fortress, no more no less. 

Concerning what could be called the physical Hell, each saga presents its own view, to a degree, 

of Icelandic Hell. 

 There could be a continuum between the two works. As Niðrstigningar Saga recounts 

the breaking of Hell and Satan’s defeat, and Duggals Leiðsla takes place long after the events 

in Niðrstignignar Saga. It is possible to align the two works and look at them as complementary 

to each other. It is difficult to ascertain if this was in any part on the mind of the translator of 

Duggals Leiðsla. Still, we can keep in mind the immense popularity of Niðrstigningar Saga 

and that it was written at Skálholt. The latter fact truly underscores the centrality of the saga, 

as it greatly enhanced its spread in Icelandic society. Despite two different views of Hell, they 

can be harmonised when we take into account the diachrony of the two works. Thus, we can 

say that Niðrstigningar Saga recounts the events after Jesus death, while Duggals Leiðsla 

recounts his journey to Hell in 1148. When Duggall travels to Hell a thousand years had already 

                                                           
of God and inferior to God. Creation is in its essence good, only corrupted by evil. In the final victory of Christ, 
evil will be thoroughly defeated, and cease to exist, Jefferey Burton Russell (1988): The Prince of Darkness: 
Radical Evil and the Power of Good in History, pp. 49-51. For more on dualism in Christianity, see also Jefferey 
Burton Russell (1981): Satan the Early Christian Tradition, especially pp. 159-166. In the latter work, Russell, 
also compares early Catholicism with the Donatists, Gnosticism and Manicheism. 
126 Cahill 1983: 80-81. 
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passed before Jesus had broken the fortress of Hell, defeated Satan and bound him. It is difficult 

to say, but possibly the translator had something similar in mind.  

 The journey out of Hell follows the typical pattern in the saga. The soul turns to the 

angel and follows him. After they have walked for a long time the darkness and the stench 

dissipate. Light appears, and the soul is filled with happiness. The angel explains how they 

travelled another path, thanks to God.127 The travel is mystical, in the sense that it is hidden and 

simply brings the soul and the angel from one place to another. Making it possible for the 

translator to avoid creating a fully coherent Hell. Something which is clearly out of his grasp. 

Still the structure of Hell is not the only noteworthy aspect of it, there is also the social aspects, 

especially the þing. 

2.4. Þing, Jötnar and Ríkiströll 

Niðrstigningar Saga deviates significantly from the main text of Descensus Christi ad Inferos. 

This illustrates the practice of the Church to align its message to an appropriate degree to the 

religions it sought to supplant or simply to strengthen its position in society. A description of 

Satan is lacking in Descensus Christi ad Inferos, while the author of Niðrstigningar Saga gives 

a clear description: “…Satan giant/ettin Hell’s lord, is sometimes with seven heads but 

sometimes with three, but sometimes in the likeness of a dragon which is miserable and horrible 

and malignant in all manners,…”128 The description of Satan is an addition on the part of the 

author, stemming from Revelation.129 This firmly underscores the independence of the author 

and can be juxtaposed to the Latin. “Behold Satan the foremost and chief of death…”130 Or the 

Troyes Redaction “Behold Satan chief of death and lord of Hell (Tartarus).”131 The Greek 

original also lacks a description of Satan.132 The description of Satan with his seven heads is 

an addition made by the author of Niðurstigningar Saga to harmonise the saga with the Bible. 

The term iotunn (modern Icelandic jötunn, English giant, Old English eoten) is a part of Old 

Norse religion. The name iotunn would have been familiar to the readers and listeners of the 

saga in Iceland. Bullitta (2017) discusses this interpolation and its roots in Revelation but he 

does not remark on the inclusion of the term jötun in the description. It should also be noted 

                                                           
127 Cahill 1983: 83. 
128 “…Satan iotunn helvitis hofðingi, er stundum er meþ vii høfðum en stundum með iii, en stundum i dreka like 
þess, er omorlegr er oc ogorlegr oc illegre a allar lundir,…” (Unger 1877b: 3). 
129 And I saw a beast rising out of the sea, having ten horns and seven heads; and on its horns were ten 
diadems, and on its heads were blasphemous names, Rev 13: 1. Then another portent appeared in heaven: a 
great red dragon, with seven heads and ten horns, and seven diadems on his heads, Rev 12: 3. 
130 “ecce Satan princeps et dux mortis…” (Tischendorf 1853: 373-374). 
131“ecce Sathan princeps mortis et tartari magister.” (Bullitta & Izydorczyk 2016: 608). 
132 Tischendorf 1853: 304. 
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that only Niðrstigningar Saga refers to Satan as a jötun. That addition is important especially 

when the saga is considered in its totality. It is clear, by taking all the additions to the saga 

together, that its author was independent and weaved into Descensus Christi ad Inferos 

numerous aspects of Norse culture. Resulting in the creation of Niðrstigningar Saga, which is 

in many ways original despite its Latin origins.  

 Jötnar133 (pl. jötnar, sg. jötun, giant) are the forces of chaos in Old Norse religion and 

their relationship with the æsir (plural of ás, god) and vanir (the second group of the Norse 

gods) is ambivalent. The great narratives of the æsir and vanir are concerned with their 

relationships with the jötnar. Even though the æsir and vanir are among the forces of order, 

the jötnar also serve in some capacities as forces of order. Which only underscores the 

ambivalence between the jötnar on the one hand and the æsir and vanir on the other.134 In 

Niðrstigningar Saga, the jötnar are not wholly evil. They are a part of Hell, fighting on the side 

of Satan against Jesus Christ. Even so, in the sources analysed here, there is some ambivalence 

concerning the nature of the jötnar. They are fighting for evil, but they are also described as a 

people fighting for their position. In contrast to the Latin editions, the jötnar are independent. 

While the servants of Hell, the demons, are not independent in the Latin editions. There they 

are lowly servants obeying their master.    

 The jötnar encompass a great variety of beings, most of them are big, strong and wild, 

the Midgard Serpent serving as a fine example. In Old Norse religion the jötnar are a part of 

the counterculture to the æsir. It is with them that the gods compete and fight for dominion. 

Despite fighting against the gods, the jötnar are not wholly evil. In different ways they can 

serve some essential purpose, like the Midgard Serpent, who holds the world together, or Ýmir 

who was the material for the creation of the world. Some of the jötnar are even beautiful, like 

Gerðr, the wife of Freyr. Also, Óðinn and Þór have fallen for the charms of giantesses.135 The 

jötnar in the Old Norse religion are ambivalent beings, defying a clear dichotomy of good and 

evil. Some of this ambiguity is found in Niðrstigningar Saga. The beings inhabiting Hell in 

Niðrstigningar Saga do not want to fight alongside Satan against Jesus. In fact, they only want 

to be left alone. Therefore, they drive Satan away from Hell and then chastise him when he 

returns in defeat. The author of Niðrstigningar Saga even uses the term fólk (people) when 

                                                           
133 The jötnar are facinating beings and far too often shrugged off as the opponents of the gods, there is much 
more to them than tha. See Ármann Jakobsson: A contest of cosmic fathers God and giant in Vafþrúðnismæal 
(2008). Ármann Jakobsson: Identifying the Ogre: The Legendary Saga Giants’ (2009).  
134 Steinsland 2005: 140. 
135 Steinsland 2005: 251-252. 
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referring to the inhabitants of Hell.136 Together, this contributes to the humanisation of the fólk 

inhabiting Hell.  

 The blurriness between the monstrous and the humane is not as alien to Christianity as 

one could assume at first glance. In this case the depiction of the inhabitants of Hell as people 

is in alignment, to an extent, with the views of Augustin. In his definition of a human being he 

stated: “…it [man] is a ration mortal animal,…”137 Thus, rationality leaves out many monsters 

as they must be considered dumb beasts, while monsters like the jötnar, leave a room for 

discussion. As do all the other monsters inhabiting Hell in Niðrstigninar Saga.138  

 In the description of Satan, we can see the clear use of Old Norse religion. Satan is 

plainly called jötunn. The term would have conjured up in the minds of the audience various 

stories told of the conflicts and battles between the gods and the jötnar, attested in the Poetic 

Edda. Such as Vafþrúðnismál, Skírnismál, Hymiskviða and Völuspá.139 In Niðrstigningar Saga, 

Satan is described as a jötunn and thus placed among the forces of chaos, the forces which so 

often sought to thwart the gods of the Old Norse religion. The other interesting addition is the 

statement that sometimes Satan has the likeness of a dragon. In combination, that Satan is a 

jötunn and sometimes in the shape of a dragon, the author iterates that Satan is firmly on the 

side of chaos. The forces who not only threatened the Norse gods but also mankind. Especially 

when it is considered that one of the greatest jötunn is the Midgard Serpent, a great worm or a 

dragon. By introducing Satan with both terms, the author underscores the image of Satan as a 

great evil. The way he does this is by drawing upon the familiar stories, popular in the society 

which was the immediate audience of Niðrstigningar Saga. It is noteworthy that the gods of 

Old Norse religion are never mentioned in the sources, only the Midgard Serpent and jötnar.   

The author continues harmonising the saga with the social context of his own time, 

circa 1220. “[Satan] had then convened with the giants and demons and with mighty trolls, all 

those that were in hell,…”140 Þing (assembly) was an elementary part of Norse society in the 

                                                           
136 Unger 1877b: 5. 
137 “…[homo] id est animal rationale mortale…” (Dombart 1877: 135). It should be noted that Augustin is 
mostly discussing various deformities and stating how those suffering from them are humans. But in addition 
to that discussion he takes up the subject of monstrous races, and his definition of humanity encompassing 
“rational mortal animals“ which encompasses the races inhabiting hell. If they exist, which Augustin was not 
completely sure of, but in case they do, then they are also the progeny of Adam, according to Augustin.  
138 For more on monstrosity in Norse literature, see Alistair McLennan: Monstrosity in Old English and Old 
Icelandic literature (2010).  
139 For the poesy in Norse, see Sophus Bugge: Norræn Fornkvæði: Islandsk samling af folkelige oldtidsdigte om 
nordens guder og heroer, almindelig kaldet Sæmundar Edda hins froda (1965).  
140 “[Satan] hefir ða þingat viþ iotna oc viþ diofla oc viþ rikistroll gervøll, þau er i helvite voro,…” (Unger 1877b: 
3). 
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Middle Ages. It was where prominent men came together and deliberated on matters which 

touched upon the collective, such as laws, war, and in Norway, the coronation of kings. An 

important element of the þing was also the opportunity to spread news and discuss the various 

social matters which are a fundamental part of every society. In Norse society, the þing played 

a more important role than in the rest of Europe. This is especially pertinent to Iceland. One of 

the most important events in the history of Iceland was the establishment of Alþingi in 930. It 

was the common meeting place for the whole of Norse society in Iceland, where the most 

important and fundamental issues of society were discussed.141 From Norway the two þing 

Gulaþing and Frostaþing, can be mentioned.   

Niðrstigningar Saga also deviates from the narrative structure of Descensus Christi ad 

Inferos, concerning the antagonists of the saga. In the Greek and Latin, Satan has a conversation 

with Hell (Άδης,142 Inferus143) personified. In Niðrstigningar Saga the personification of Hell 

is abandoned and the demons, giants and trolls, collectively deliberate with Satan. Again, this 

underscores how Norse society shines through the text. The demons, giants and trolls have 

agency as relatively free individuals in this Icelandic Hell. At least free enough to refuse to 

obey Satan and fight alongside him against Jesus. They pressure Satan to act and they are far 

from being hapless and subservient. Like their counterparts in the Latin and Greek editions. 

This highlights how prominent the idea was to Norse societies, that men would assemble and 

deliberate together on crucial matters. This idea was so strong that the author deviates greatly 

to harmonise Descensus Christi ad Inferos with Norse society and Norse cultural norms.   

In the Greek144 and the Latin145 editions, in addition to the Troyes Redaction,146 Satan 

turns to Inferus, the personification of Hell, and starts a discussion concerning the appropriate 

response to Jesus’ arrival in Hell. In Niðrstigningar Saga, Satan assembles his supporters, the 

jötnar (giants), djöflar (demons) and ríkiströll (mighty trolls). The view of Satan is not that of 

an omnipotent ruler. Instead he is portrayed as a powerful chieftain, who is dependent on his 

supporters for help. In stark contrast to Jesus. For Satan to fight against Jesus and his forces, 

he must assemble his supporters and deliberate with them. To come to a decision, to form a 

united front and together face their enemies. This is a sovereign, greatly dependent on the will 

of his relatively autonomous subjects. The model for the þing in Hell must have been the þing 

                                                           
141 Jón Viðar Sigurðsson 2008: 64-65. 
142 Tischendorf 1853: 304 
143 Tischendorf 1853: 374 
144 Tischendorf 1953: 304-306 
145 Tischendorf 1953: 374-376 
146 Bullitta & Izydorczyk 2016: 608-609 



30 
 

in Norse society. And it underscores the importance of the þing, in addition to the ability of the 

Church to adapt its message to the society to which the message was aimed at. This depiction 

can be juxtaposed to the depiction of Jesus. Who is not in any way a chieftain, but a great king 

with un-surpassing authority. In Jesus’ war camp there is no deliberation or discussions. Jesus 

bids his followers to act and they act. “Then he bid few of his saints to advance in front and 

make known his arrival in Hell.”147   

The use of the word ríkiströll (mighty trolls) is also noteworthy. The term ríki is used 

in various contexts in Norse literature. The term can mean force, height, high position, 

dominion and power. Ríki can also be found with the word djöfull (demon), ríkisdjöfull. Which 

means, one of the foremost devils, a powerful devil. With the word maður (man), ríkismaður 

means a powerful man, great man. In addition, the verb ríkja (rule, reign), is connected to the 

term ríki.148 Together we see how the noun ríkiströll bears the connotation of an office and 

rule, an interpretation which underscores the Icelandic nature of Hell in Niðrstigningar Saga. 

We thus have Satan as the chieftain of Hell, and beneath him are his ríkiströll who are 

prominent leaders in Hell, commanding his forces. At the level beneath the ríkiströll are the 

jötnar and djöflar, giants and demons. Who are similar to the independent farmers of Norse 

society who pledged themselves to a powerful lord. The term ríki is important in connection 

with the developments that took place concerning local state formation from circa 1200 to 

1262-1264. 

 Around 1200 the traditional power structure of the goðar (pl. chieftains) was on the 

wane. As the original notion was that of men choosing their goði (sg.), according to his wishes. 

Men were not bound by regional demarcations to pick their nearest chieftain. Around 1200 it 

had gradually come about that goðar were de facto rulers of vaguely defined territories, a region 

(hérað). It is a common view that gradually a single chieftain managed to gain several 

chieftaincies and form a proto-state (hérðasríki).149150 The domain of a chieftain could be 

referred to as his ríki. The connotation of power over others, especially manifesting itself in a 

domain, is strong in Niðrstigningar Saga, especially as the ríkiströll are independent actors in 

the saga. They challenge Satan and after Satan has fallen, the ríkiströll order their forces to the 

                                                           
147 “Þa bauþ hann nøcqerom dyrlingom sinom at fara fyrer ser oc gøra vart viþ como sina til helvitis.” (Unger 
1877b: 4).  
148 Heggstad, Hødnebø & Simensen 1975: 345. 
149 Sverrir Jakobsson 2009: 158. 
150 It can be noted that the consolidation of the goðorð into fewer and fewer hands culminated in 1262 to 
1264, when king Magnus had acquired the legal authority over the chieftaincies of Iceland, in addition to 
payments of taxes. (Wærdahl 2011:90-91).  
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walls to resist Jesus and his forces. There is more in the use of the term ríkiströll than just the 

meaning “a mighty troll”. We see here the peculiar Icelandic Hell which is distinctive for the 

fact of its organisation in accordance with the norms of Icelandic society during the Middle 

Ages.  

 To fully grasp the views expressed in the sources we must also look at the political 

developments in Iceland in the early thirteenth century. The political development of the Free 

State Period can be separated into three stages. The first from around 930 to around 1050, 

characterised by creation of new goðorð and numerous goðorð, possibly as many as 50-60. 

The second stage from around 1050 to around 1220, where the creation of new goðorð seized 

and they were reduced in numbers from 50-60 to about 10. Most of the ríki were formed during 

this stage. The third stage spans the time after 1220, where most of the ríki had been formed 

and the political conflicts were characterised by struggles over ríki.151 Goðorð was essentially 

power over men (mannaforráð) and was not geographically demarcated.152 The fundament of 

the goðorð was the relationship between the goði and his þingmenn (assembly men), those who 

attended the assemblies.153 From 1220 to 1262/64, known as Sturlungaöld,154 the ríki were the 

elementary social structure of Iceland. At the start of the period, five families controlled almost 

all the goðorð. It was this seismic shift from goðorð to ríki which shifted the political conflicts 

from power struggles to outright civil war.155 In the power conflicts preceding the consolidation 

of the ríki, the goðar attained control over goðorð through various means. Such as marriage, 

as gifts and through force, a weaker goði could be forced to hand over half or the whole of his 

goðorð to a stronger goði. The traditional way to attain control over a goðorð in the political 

manoeuvres of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries was to gain authority over the goðorð. 

Whereby the right to administer the goðorð was transferred to a new goði.156  

The case for dating Niðrstigningar Saga to around 1220 is quite strong, which places 

the saga in the middle of the time of the ríki, in Icelandic history. In this case we must note that 

the term ríki is used in the saga, referring to the dominion of Salomon. So, we see the use of 

the term ríki in a way that strongly aligns with the reality of early thirteenth century Iceland. 

                                                           
151 Jón Viðar Sigurðsson 1993: 92. 
152 This is stated in law book Grágás. “Maðr scal segia sig iþing a alþingi eða a varþingi ef hann vill. Við þann 
goða er hann vill” (Grágás 1852: 136). A man shall declare his assembly-affiliation on Alþingi (the national 
assembly) or during the spring assembly, if he wishes. By the goði of his will.  
153 Jón Viðar Sigurðsson 1987: 16. 
154 See Sverrir Jakobsson: Auðnaróðal: Baráttan um Ísland 1096-1281, which offers a fine overview for 
Sturlungaöld. In addition to its prelude and aftermath.  
155 Jón Viðar Sigurðsson 1993: 79. 
156 Jón Viðar Sigurðsson 1993: 84. 



32 
 

This comes to the fore in the two following passages in Niðrstigningar Saga. One of the thieves 

from the Gospel of Luke arrived in Heaven and recounted his story and a part of it is: 

“Remember me, Lord, when you arrive in your kingdom.”157 This stems from the Gospel of 

Luke.158 It is noteworthy that the author of Niðurstigningar Saga has chosen the term ríki, 

which only underscores the social context of Niðrstigningar Saga. In this context the term ríki 

is used to describe the kingdom or domain of Jesus. We see the term also used for the kingdom 

of David: “It was when I was called king in a kingdom in the east,…”159 We also see the term 

used for the domain of Satan: “…to such an extent has your power and kingdom/domain broken 

down and constantly assailed,…”160 Hell is Satan’s domain (ríki) but it is also the home of 

numerous beings, that play important roles and are independent. The view of Hell is that of an 

organised society, similar to the way Icelandic society was organised at the time of the sagas’ 

creation.  

 Hell is quite clearly a ríki, and this ríki belongs to the jötun Satan, who can even, to an 

extent, be viewed as a goði in Hell. The nature of the position of goði was essentially to 

command the support of men. It is especially noteworthy that in Niðrstigningar Saga, Satan 

has lost his command. We see this when the inhabitants of Hell refuse to fight against Jesus, 

forcing Satan to proof his might and justify his leadership by defeating Jesus. In essence, in 

this Icelandic Hell we see an Icelandic chieftain in the guise of Satan. It is not my claim that 

this is a deliberate demonization of Icelandic chieftains. My claim is that the author of 

Niðrstigningar Saga was highly influenced by his immediate social context. Which results in 

the creation of a Satan who is strikingly similar to the goðar of his time, ruling a ríki, which 

was elementary to the social structure of Iceland in the early thirteenth century.  

The independence among the inhabitants of Hell in Niðrstigningar Saga is lacking in 

Descensus Christi ad Inferos, the terms used are impia officia (godless/damned/ irreverent 

officers/servants,) and crudelibus ministris (cruel servants). Officium can mean duty or service, 

but also an office. It should also be noted that the Latin text refers collectively to, Satan, Inferus 

and their impia officia and then to their subordinates, the lowest ranks as crudelibus 

ministris.161 Impia officia and crudelibus ministris are two separate groups.  Ríkiströll would 

be a fitting translation for impia officia, and have thus the connotation of power, not only 

individual might. Even so, in the Troyes Redaction it is Inferus who speaks to Satan and orders 

                                                           
157 “Minnztu min, drotinn, er þu cømr i riki þit.” (Unger 1877b: 8). 
158 Luke 23: 42, Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.”  
159 “Þat var þa es ec lifða oc callaþr konongr i austrvex rike,…” (Unger 1877b: 5). 
160 “…es sva hafi þinn crapt oc rike niþr brotet oc lamet avalt,…” (Unger 1877b: 3). 
161 Tischendorf 1853: 378. 
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him to leave Hell: “When foremost Inferus heard this, he said to prince Satan ʻDepart from me. 

Go out from my seats.ʼ”162  

Furthermore, in antiquity the word minister meant a servant. Only later did the word 

gradually change to the familiar meaning of modernity. In the Troyes Redaction it is Inferus 

who orders his servants: “And said to his irreverent officers:”163 Ríkiströll is the Norse 

translation for impia officia, but the two have totally different places in the two respective 

stories. The main difference between the Norse and the Latin is the added independence of the 

ríkiströll in contrast to the subservient role of the impia officia. Even though Satan is a powerful 

chieftain, his power is limited by the independence of the ríkiströll and jötnar. This 

independence illustrates the relative independence of prominent men in Icelandic society, as 

can be seen in Grágás.164 This is clear in Niðrstigningar Saga where the ríkiströll take over 

after Satan has been driven away and order their men to prepare for battle. “Ríkisdjöflar in Hell 

spoke to their warriors.”165 In the Troyes Redaction, Inferus orders his lowly subjects to prepare 

and fight but here we can see that the ríkisdjöflar take over the command and use their agency 

and authority to prepare for battle. Their independence is emphasised when we look at what 

they said to their men: “Take, grab and reinforce all the gates and bar them with iron-grids and 

iron-bars, and defend strongly, and stand stoutly, that you won’t be pushed back, or that it will 

be taken away from you, that which you have held until now.”166 These words are the words 

of men defending their property and fighting for their lives, in the broadest meaning. The 

ríkisdjöflar are thus much more alive than the impia officia, as the latter are lacking in 

autonomy, depicted as mindless servants.  

The ríkisdjöflar are evil, even so there is more ambivalence in other places in the text, 

it states: “Then they spoke thus to these evil beings”.167 The term vættir (living 

being/supernatural being) refers usually to Old Norse religion. It is difficult to pinpoint what 

kind of beings the vættir were thought to be, but in this context the word must refer to the 

demons leading the forces of Hell. But just a few sentences later the author says this: “[They] 

called intensely to the people of Hell”.168 It is the narrator in the saga who tells the reader that 

                                                           
162 “Hec audiens princeps Inferi dixit ad principem Sathan: ʻRecede a me. Exi de sedibus meis foras.ʼ” (Bullitta & 
Izydorczyk 2016: 609). 
163 “Et dixit ad sua impia officia:” (Bullitta & Izydorczyk 2016: 609). 
164 Grágás 1852: 136. 
165 “Rikesdioflar i helvite melto viþ kappa sina:” (Unger 1877b: 5). 
166 “Taket er, greypet oc byrget nu hliþen aull oc føret fyrer iarngrindr oc iarnbranda, oc verezc hart oc standet 
viþ vel, at er verþet eigi up tekner, eþa þat verþi af yðr tekit, es er hafet a halldet her til.” (Unger 1877b: 6). 
167 “þa melto þeir sva viþ ðær illar væter.” (Unger 1877b: 5). 
168 “cølluþo acafliga a helvitis folk.” (Unger 1877b: 5). 
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all the holy men called to the people of Hell (helvítis fólk). The sentence is noteworthy for the 

fact of how greatly it enriches the saga and humanises the beings in Hell. The author of 

Niðrstigningar Saga, creates a whole society in Hell, with a social hierarchy and some 

autonomy. This is to such an extent that even though he is describing the Harrowing of Hell, 

and that the inhabitants of Hell are evil demons, he still refers to them as people. This is never 

done in the Troyes Redaction. What this tells us is how rich the literary production was in 

Iceland, that the translator of the Troyes Redaction took the Latin text and deviated greatly 

from it, weaving Norse themes throughout the whole saga. The end result is thus the Norse 

Descensus Christi ad inferos, Niðrstigninar Saga, a work strongly influenced by its social 

context. 

After the author recounts Jesus’ advent and his command that his hosts should approach 

Hell and declare his arrival, the author moves the narrative back to Satan and his deliberation 

with his supporters. Then a thunderous voice shouted in Latin: “Raise your gates, leaders, and 

thee eternal gates open, and the King of glory shall enter.”169 Upon hearing these words, the 

inhabitants of Hell (Helvítis búar) tell Satan to leave them be or fight the King of Glory. “Leave 

our seats; if you can, fight firmly with the glorious king.”170 Again we see how the author of 

Niðrstigningar Saga refers to the inhabitants of Hell as people, they are not merely evil demons, 

but distinctive people. The greatest example of their agency is that they drive Satan out from 

their home, Hell. While, as we have seen, in the Latin and Greek editions, it was Hell, 

personified, which drove Satan out. Outside of Hell, Satan sees the great angelic host that has 

arrived. It is impossible to imagine that this could happen to Jesus. But the core difference is 

that while Jesus is a king, Satan is only a chieftain. His power is thus much more limited, he is 

dependent on the consensus of his supporters. Of course, the Norse kings were also, to different 

degrees, dependent on their supporters. But in Niðrstigningar Saga we have the ideal king, the 

true king of kings who actualises the perfection of absolute rule. Something that a chieftain 

could never hope to attain.  

Collectively the beings in Hell say: “We do not want to fight him [Jesus].”171 The forces 

of Satan clearly express their unwillingness to fight against Jesus and his hosts. Interestingly, 

Satan has no other option than accept their challenge, that he himself should fight. Even though, 

they don’t want to fight Jesus, the ríkisdjöflar marshal their warriors and prepare for battle. 

Satan is forced to respond to the crisis and face Jesus alone. It is his only way, he is in no way 

                                                           
169 “Tollite portas, principes, vestras et elevamini porte eternales, et introibit rex glorie.” (Unger 1877b: 4). 
170 “Far a braut nu or sætum varom; ef þu mat, þa berstu nu hart viþ dyrðar konongen.” (Unger 1877b: 4). 
171 “Ecki villdom ver viþ hann eiga.” (Unger 1877b: 4-5). 
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a powerful lord who can sit back and watch his followers bear the brunt of the fighting. He is 

depicted as a Germanic/Norse drottinn (lord), who must show bravery and lead by example. 

Only by exhibiting his prowess in battle can he legitimately be the leader of the warband, the 

drott. This can be contrasted with Jesus who is not a Germanic/Norse drottinn. Jesus’ power is 

absolute, he is omnipotent and simply orders his followers to do his bidding. The contrasts 

between the two in the saga is striking and immensely interesting. In Niðrstigningar Saga we 

see Jesus Christ, an omnipotent king, facing Satan, a chieftain, who is dependent on the 

willingness of his followers to fight. We see only one sovereign, the other is simply a chieftain.  

The use of the word drottinn is quite interesting. The Old Norse word drótt is attested 

in the oldest of the Norse texts. It is found in ninth century skaldic poetry and appears fairly 

often through the twelfth century, but somewhat less through the thirteenth century. The 

meaning of the word is quite consistent. It commonly referred to a band of warriors in battle, 

most often tied to a specific leader, more often than not an earl or a king.172 The term drótt 

meant a warrior band.173 The comparative evidence from the Germanic languages point to the 

Proto-Germanic word druhtiz, which essentially means a warrior band.174 Furthermore, the 

collective nature of druhtiz is supported by the derivative druhtinaz, Old English dryhten and 

Old Norse dróttinn. The druhtinaz was the ruler of the druhtiz.175 The same is the case with 

drótt and dróttinn, where the drótt is the collective warrior band and the dróttinn is the leader 

of the warrior band. What is most intriguing is that such militaristic terminology was used for 

God, as drottinn is the term most often used to refer to God in the saint’s sagas. That could be 

because the institution of drótt was out of use by the earliest prose writing. Snorri Sturluson 

seems to have known of it only in the skaldic poetry.176 Even so, the military background of 

the term is quite clear. But what is also clear is that quite early the term dróttin became a 

Christian term, used almost exclusively for God. We see it in Old Norse dróttin, in Old High 

German, truhtin, and in Old English dryhten.177 The term dróttinn is also used where it means 

owner instead of leader.178179 In Niðrstigningar Saga we see how the military connotations of 

the term dróttin seems to have survived into the early thirteenth century. Even so the term had 

                                                           
172 Lindow 1976: 26. 
173 Lindow 1976: 27. 
174 Lindow 1976: 17. 
175 Lindow 1976: 39. 
176 Lindow 1976: 41. 
177 Green 1965: 288. 
178 Green 1965: 530. 
179 For more on the history and language in the Early Germanic world, see D. H. Green: Language and History in 
the Early Germanic World (1998).  
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been taken over and Christianised, where it is only used about Jesus, God and holy men or 

angels. In Niðrstigningar Saga, the term is only used to refer to Jesus and God. Still, the martial 

character can be discerned in how the author describes Satan’s subordinates. Even though the 

term dróttinn is not used for Satan, we see that he is acting like a traditional dróttinn. In this 

case we see the old and the new context of the term.    

 In Michaels Saga, a part of Heilagra Manna Søgur, we can see the use of the term 

drottinn in both meanings. After the prologue Michaels Saga starts with “Eternal God Lord, 

creator of heaven and earth,…”180 Here the term drottinn is used for God. But later in the saga 

the term is used in the sense of ownership. The text recounts: “that our greatest church lord 

Archangel Michael has chosen there for himself in a similar way another place of honour.”181 

Here the archangel Michael is called kirkiudrottinn (Church lord) and the term here is clearly 

used in the sense of ownership. As the church was dedicated to Michael the Archangel.  

In Niðrstigningar Saga, the term drottinn is extensively used for Jesus and in the 

context of the saga it is extremely well fitting. As Jesus is presented as a military leader, 

arriving in Hell with a great host, breaking the power of his adversaries. Even so, Jesus is also 

an immensely powerful king and thus exceeds the limits of the traditional drottinn. The use of 

the term drottinn illustrates the chasm between Jesus and Satan. It is exciting to think of the 

possible connection between Jesus and the Norse kings and between Satan and the chieftains 

opposing them. It is therefore possible to hypothesise that literature like Niðrstigningar Saga 

and Íslensk Hómilíubók influenced the later descriptions of the kings of Norway. 

Then Satan has to content with the limits of his power and is driven from Hell by his 

supporters. “Then they drove their chieftain from Hell.”182 This sentence furthers the 

description of Satan as a chieftain. Outside of Hell was the host of Jesus Christ. Instead of 

taking on the angels, Satan takes the form of a dragon, so great that he seems to circle the 

world. Then he sees Jesus in Jerusalem183 as he was breathing his last and descended upon him. 

As he was going to kill Jesus, Satan was bitten by a divine fishing hook, and the sign of the 

cross fell upon him. He was thus trapped like a fish on a hook: “Then the fishing hook of the 

                                                           
180 “Eilifr guð drottinn, skapari himins ok iarðar…” (Unger 1877a: 677). 
181 “…at hinn mætazsti kirkiudrottinn vaarr Mikhael hofuðengill hefir þar kiorit ser mes samri birting annan 
virsingarsta.” (Unger 1877a: 709). 
182 “Þeir raco þa braut høfðingia sinn or helviti.” (Unger 1877b: 5). 
183 I am not going to spend much focus on Jerusalem, despite its importance. Simply for the fact that the place 
of Jerusalem in Icelandic medieval thought warrants a study of its own. Still, for an interesting study on views 
in Latin Christianity on Jerusalem in connexion with the crusades, see Sylvia Schein: Gateway to Heavenly City: 
Crusader Jerusalem and the Catholic West (1099-1187) (2005).  
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divine bit him, but a sign of the cross fell upon him, and he became as a caught fish on a fishing 

hook…”184  

This really hits the mark and underscores the agency of the numerous forces in Hell. 

They outright refuse to face the power of Jesus. This is an addition made by the Norse author. 

In the Latin, it is Inferus who forces Satan out to face Jesus.185 But the author decides to give 

this decision, this agency, to the numerous forces of Hell, the djöflar, jötnar and ríkiströll. The 

organisation in Hell, presented in the saga, would have been familiar to the people thought of 

as the readers/listeners of the saga. The þing in Hell illustrates the importance of the institution 

in Icelandic society and this importance is mirrored in the earliest Christian literature. Another 

fascinating aspect of Norse society is the use of Old Norse religion in Niðrstigningar Saga. 

The saga only utilises the forces of chaos, but among them is the Midgard Serpent.  

2.5. Jesus and The Midgard Serpent 

Dario Bullitta and Zbigniew Izydorczyk (2016) have analysed Niðrstigningar Saga, in addition 

to the extant Latin texts and concluded that Niðrstigningar Saga is not a verbatim translation, 

but rather an adaption and a reformulation of the Latin apocryphon Descensus Christi ad 

Inferos. Where the editor has added richly to the Latin editions. Among these additions are 

various biblical and patristic narrations.186 However, Bullitta (2017) does not mention any 

additions stemming from Old Norse religion. He claims that only ecclesiastical literature is 

present in Niðrstigningar Saga. His arguments for various biblical and patristic additions are 

convincing. But those are not the only additions as there is a strong presence of Old Norse 

religion, plus clear additions stemming from Icelandic society. Both are illustrated by the use 

of certain terms, such as jötun, þing and Midgard Serpent.    

 The capture of Satan by the cross has been interpreted in different ways. One theory 

states that the narrative stems from Job 41. Where God warns Job about the absurdity of trying 

to fish Leviathan. Another theory has viewed this interpolation as a native element stemming 

from Þór’s fishing trip in Hymiskviða, his attempt to slay the Midgard Serpent. James W. 

Marchand has discarded this theory and pointed at a homily by Pope Gregory the Great. This 

homily is present in Íslensk Hómilíubók. Interestingly enough, the term Miðgarðsormur is 

glossed above the term Leviathan in the homily.187  

                                                           
184 “Þa beit øngullinn godomsens hann, en crossmarkit fell a hann ovan, oc varþ hann þa sva veidr se(m) fiscr a 
øngle…” (Unger 1877b: 4). 
185 Tischendorf 1853: 376. 
186 Bullitta 2017: 70. 
187 Bullitta 2017: 77-78. 
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 Connecting Leviathan and the Midgard Serpent is nothing new, this has been done by 

Gabriel Turville-Petre,188 Gary L. Aho189 and Jacob Grimm.190191 But scholars have disagreed 

on the origin of the story of Þór’s fishing trip. Some have thought the story an original part of 

Norse mythology while others have claimed a Christian origin. Sophus Bugge192 held to the 

latter view and stated that the story stemmed from Christianity. While Jacob Grimm was 

undecided. But Marchand criticises the zeal among many historians to thoroughly investigate 

stories from Norse mythology while neglecting Christian stories.193 This is a valid argument 

which hits the mark. Especially as Marchand presents important textual transmissions of the 

story of Leviathan in Christian literature and how this story came to Iceland. Bullitta has done 

the same in his book Niðrstigningar Saga: Sources, Transmission, and Theology of the Old 

Norse “Descent into Hell”. It is quite clear, after analysing the early Icelandic literature, that 

the Midgard Serpent is strongly connected to Leviathan. This is especially clear in Íslensk 

Hómilíubók, which contains a homily from Gregory the Great, his homily on Mary Magdalen, 

where the Icelandic homily is a free translation with some additions.194 It should be kept in 

mind that the Íslensk Hómilíubók is among the oldest of Icelandic literature. From the Íslensk 

Hómilíubók, the genealogy of the idea of Leviathan/Midgard Serpent can be traced to the Book 

of Job. From there the origins of Leviathan can be traced to the literature of the ancient Near-

East195, there is no doubt that the story is ancient. 

The author of Niðrstigningar Saga could have gotten the inspiration for his 

interpolation from the Íslensk Hómilíubók. Still, we must address the differences between the 

two. The homily Resurrectio Domini calls Leviathan a whale: “This swallowing whale means 

greedy devil.”196 In the manuscript containing the homily the name Miðgarðsormur is glossed 

above that of Leviathan. Clearly the two are interconnected in the context of Norse literature. 

But even so, Leviathan is mostly described as a whale or a whale like monster, at least in this 

homily. It is thus noteworthy in Niðrstigningar Saga that the narrator states that Satan changed 

                                                           
188 Turville-Petre 1953:126-128. 
189 Aho 1969: 155 
190 Grimm 1882: 182.  
191 For discussions on the origin of Þór‘s fishing trip and oral culture, both Christian and pre-Christian, see 
Henrik Janson: Edda and ʻOral Christianityʼ: Apocryphal Leaves of the Early Medieval Storyworld of the North 
(2013). 
192 Bugge 1881: 11-12 
193 Marchand 1975: 329-330. 
194 Marchand 1975: 332. 
195 Clines 2011: 1191.  
196 “Sjá gleypandi hvalur merkir gráðgan andskota.” (Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur 
Ingólfsson 1993: 109). 
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his form into that of a dragon so vast that he seemed to encircle the world: “Then he took on 

the form of a dragon and became so great that he seemed to surround the whole of the world.”197 

Satan not only changes into a dragon, keep in mind that the Midgard Serpent is referred to both 

as a dragon and a worm, but also encircles the world.  

Furthermore, the fact that Satan shapeshifted is crucial and should be noted. Especially 

as shapeshifting is a familiar theme in Old Norse religion. The first instance which springs to 

mind is Loki’s shapeshifting, where he transformed himself into a mare to entice Svaðilfari. 

That union resulted in the eight-legged Sleipnir, Óðin’s horse.198 Lokasenna is also of interest, 

especially where Loki insinuates that Óðin took the shape of a witch and as such had spent his 

time with men. Freyja then intervenes, saying that Loki had done the same and then stating that 

such matters should not be discussed among men.199 In addition, we have the transformation 

of Óttar into the disguise of Hildisvíni, a boar, in Hyndluljóð.200 These are just few of the 

instances of shapeshifting in Old Norse religion. When Satan takes on the likeness of the 

Midgard Serpent, he is firmly in the realm of Old Norse religion. As such transformations 

would have been familiar to the audience.  

The Old Testament refers to Leviathan five times: Job 3:8,201 Job 41:1,202 Psalm 

74:14,203 Psalm 104:26204 and Isaiah 27:1.205 The idea that Leviathan encircles the world, like 

the Midgard Serpent does in Norse mythology, is nowhere to be found. Though in Isaiah 27:1, 

Leviathan is twice called a serpent (ָנָחׁש).206207 The Hebrew term is also used for the snake in 

                                                           
197 “Þa bra hann ser i dreca like oc gørðiz þa sva mikill, at hann þotesc liggia mundo umb heimen allan utan.” 
(Unger 1877b: 5).  
198 Holtsmark & Jón Helgason 1950: 46-47. 
199 Bugge 1965: 117 
200 Bugge 1965: 152-162 
201 Job 3:8, Let those curse it who curse the Sea, those who are skilled to rouse up Leviathan (ן  .(ִלְוָיָתָֽ
202 Job 41:1, Can you draw out Leviathan (ן  ?with a fish-hook, or press down its tongue with a cord (ִלְוָיָתָ֣
203 Psalm 74:14, You crushed the heads of Leviathan (ן  you gave him as food* for the creatures of the ;(ִלְוָיָתָ֑
wilderness.  
204 Psalm 104:26, There go the ships, and Leviathan (ן  .that you formed to sport in it (ִל ְִ֝וָיָתָ֗
205 Isaiah 27:1, On that day the Lord with his cruel and great and strong sword will punish Leviathan (ִ֝ ִלְוָיָתן) the 
fleeing serpent, Leviathan (ן  .the twisting serpent, and he will kill the dragon that is in the sea (ִלְוָיָתָ֔
206 I am fully aware that Hebrew was not known in Iceland during the High Middle Ages, the inclusion of 
Hebrew words in the text are simply to increase our understanding of Leviathan in its greater context, which is 
truly vast.   
207 We must look at Vulgata, Isaias 27: 1, in die illo visitabit Dominus in gladio suo duro et grandi et forti super 
Leviathan serpentem vectem et super Leviathan serpentem tortuosum et occidet cetum qui in mari est. In the 
New Revised Standard Version, Isaiah 27: 1, On that day the Lord with his cruel and great and strong sword will 
punish Leviathan the fleeing serpent, Leviathan the twisting serpent, and he will kill the dragon that is in the 
sea. In this passage Leviathan is referred to as a serpent but also as a cetum (any large sea-animal). Cetus can 
refer to a whale, seal or a dolphin. In fact we see Celsus use the term while referring to a whale: “omnes 
beluas marinas, ex quibus cetus est quaeque his pares sunt” (Celsus 1935: 192). All sea monsters/creatures, 
from which the whale (cetus) is and its like. We can see the ambiguity in the Latin term cetus. 
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the Garden of Eden, such as in Genesis 3:1.208 We do have the idea of a snake, but Leviathan 

does not have the same function as the Midgard Serpent. As the latter serves an important 

function in the cosmic order, as it encircles the world and holds it together. While Leviathan is 

nothing but pure violence through and through.209 It should also be noted that the description 

in Job 40:15–41:26 is highly reminiscent of a crocodile. The New Revised Standard Version of 

the Bible has the word crocodile in the footnotes for Job 41:1.210 By looking at the various 

Bible passages it is clear that the idea of Leviathan is in flux and the same applies to the 

interpretations in the Middle Ages. By taking into account the Canaan and Mesopotamian 

stories preceding the Book of Job, we can greatly add to this confusion. It is thus clear by this 

short overview that the views of Leviathan are numerous.  

If the origin of the Midgard Serpent is the Biblical Leviathan, which in turn has its 

origins in ancient Sumer, is the case, it still has little to with the Norse myth of Þór’s fishing 

trip. As we are clearly dealing with a truly ancient myth stemming from humanities earliest 

history. Even though Norse mythology was in a lesser or a greater degree influenced by 

Christianity, it does not change the fact that Norse mythology is, simply put, Norse mythology. 

That is to say, despite possible Christian origins of the Midgard Serpent, the serpent is still a 

firm part of Norse mythology, well attested for in both Norse literature and the archaeological 

record.211 This cannot be denied as it is firmly attested. This means that any legitimate study 

of the Midgard Serpent must acknowledge the fundamental role it has in Old Norse religion 

and must study it as a part of that religion. It is also highly unlikely that those using the Midgard 

Serpent in early Icelandic literature knew of its possible Christian origin. Of course, the origins 

are truly fascinating, such is the case with all myths and all concepts. But despite the possibility 

of a myth stemming from or being influenced by myths and/or stories from other religions, this 

does not automatically mean that the inspired myth is not a part of a separate mythos. Many 

separate religions are interconnected to a greater or a lesser degree.  

We can draw parallels between the story of Isaac’s sacrifice in the Bible and the same 

story in the Quran. The Quranic version is in most ways the same story, clearly inspired by the 

                                                           
208 Genesis 3:1, Now the serpent (ִ֝ ַהָּנָחׁש) was more crafty than any other wild animal that the Lord God had 
made. He said to the woman, ‘Did God say, “You shall not eat from any tree in the garden”?’ 
209 For an excellent notes and commentary on Leviathan in Job, see David J. A. Clines: Job 38-42 (2011), pp. 
1190-1201. Clines treads Leviathan as a crocodile, though he also mentions other views, such as the Leviathan 
is a dolphin. The commentary is especially useful to get a better grasp of Leviathan and its place in the Book of 
Job. Which increases the unlikelihood that Leviathan is the inspiration for the Midgard Serpent. 
210 Job 41.1, Can you draw out Leviathan/crocodile with a fish-hook, or press down its tongue with a cord? 
211 There are also a number of stone carvings depicting Þór’s Fishing Trip, see Gísli Sigurðsson: The Medieval 
Icelandic Saga and Oral Tradition: A Discourse on Method (2004).   
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Bible. But there is a fundamental difference as Isaac is not named in the Quran as the sacrifice. 

The Quran simply refers to the son.212 The Quranic story clearly stems from the Bible but has 

changed the original so that it fits the context of seventh century Arabia. Even so, it does not 

change the fact that this story is a part of Islam, a religion distinct from Christianity and 

Judaism. To study the Quran and the interpretation of the story as it is told there, the scholar 

must place it in its context and study it as a part of Islam. In such a study, it has little to say 

where the story comes from. Of course, the origins partly illuminate the history of the story, 

but it is only a small part of a much greater picture. Such is the case with numerous stories 

from various religions, where different religions have influenced each other. The problem with 

Bullitta’s, Marchand’s et al. analyses of the Midgard Serpent/Leviathan in early Icelandic 

literature, is that they go too far. Stating that as the origins of the Midgard Serpent is Leviathan, 

then the passages in Íslensk Hómilíubók and Niðrstigningar Saga are wholly Christian. Thus, 

they negate the importance of Old Norse religion in the early Christian literature of Norse 

society. Denying the importance of Old Norse religion in the intellectual life of medieval 

Iceland is just as defective as overemphasising the importance of Old Norse religion. A holistic 

approach is to be preferred, where both traditions, Christian and Old Norse religion, are drawn 

upon to enlighten the object of study.  

Undeniably, we cannot know the views of the authors/writers of Íslensk Hómilíubók 

and Niðrstigningar Saga. But we can read their works, analyse them, trace the genealogies of 

the ideas presented in their works and come to valid conclusions supported by sound 

arguments. When this is done with the whole of both works we see enormous deviations from 

the Latin originals. These deviations must be explained. A strong argument is exactly that of 

Old Norse religion playing a role. Which then means that it is not only the Bible and the 

patristic tradition that has resulted in Íslensk Hómilíubók and Niðrstigningar Saga. Yes, both 

the Bible and the patristic traditions are elementary for any understanding of both works. But 

so is also Old Norse religion. Thus, we must look at other deviations than just the interpolation 

stemming from Revelation and the Leviathan tradition. Therefore, we see that the use of the 

term jötnar, is also of elementary importance as the term stems from Old Norse religion. It is 

of great importance in the cosmology of aforementioned religion and is carried over into 

Christian literature. By holistically considering the numerous deviations of Niðrstigningar 

Saga from Descensus Christi ad Inferos, we can clearly discern the influence of Old Norse 

                                                           
212 “When the boy was old enough to work with his father, Abraham said, ʻMy son, I have seen myself 
sacrificing you in a dream. What do you think?ʼ…”Quran (Oxford World's Classics) 37:102. 
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religion. In that endeavour, it is not enough to just discuss the presence of the Midgard Serpent, 

but also the prominence of the term jötun. 

The role model for this description of Satan is the Midgard Serpent, the similarities are 

unmistakable and would also have been so to the people who listened to the saga. As Jesus was 

taking his final breath on the cross: “But as he arrived there, and thought to swallow him and 

take with him, the divine fishing hook bit him, the sign of the cross fell upon him, and thus he 

was caught like a fish on a fishing hook, or a mouse in a mousetrap, or a fox in a trap, as had 

been foretold.”213 In addition to describing Satan in clear language as the Midgard Serpent. 

Satan is caught in the exact same way as the Midgard Serpent was caught by Þór.214  

Bullitta argues for Revelation as the source of Satan’s description, rather than the 

homily. He states that the description, typologically and formally, is more suited to the literary 

context of Revelation.215 His arguments are the similarities in the terms, such as “draco 

magnus”/ “dreki mikill”, “orbem universum”/ “allan heima”, and “sedurre”/ “liggja umb”.216 

But the last pair is not a part of Revelation. As the Latin text reads: “Who seduceth the whole 

world”.217 The passage does not use the term sedurre but the term seducit. In fact, the only 

thing I have found is that the word sedurre is Italian and means to seduce/beguile. How Bullitta 

has equated sedurre with liggja umb is a mystery to me. Revelation does not state that Satan 

encircled the world, it is referring to Satan in the form of the serpent in the Garden of Eden. Of 

how the serpent managed to deceive the whole world and that Satan is the great deceiver. That 

the last pair is missing in Revelation significantly weakens the argumentation of Bullitta. In 

fact, in the case of the last pair, it is much more convincing that this is a native interpolation, 

stemming from Old Norse religion. Especially when we consider that the saga itself clearly 

states: “May the trap laid at Jerusalem harm the Midgard Serpent.”218 In addition, we see clearly 

in the sources the use of the term ormur (snake, dragon). In Old Norse the Midgard Serpent is 

known as the Miðgarðs-ormur, direct translation is middle-earth-snake/dragon. The use of the 

                                                           
213 “En þa er hann com þar oc hugþez gløpa mundo hann oc hafa með ser, þa beit øngullinn godomsens hann, 
en crossmarkit fell a hann ovan, oc varþ hann þa sva veidr se(m) fiscr a øngle eþa mus under treketi , eþa sem 
melraki i gilldro, epter þvi sem fyrer var spat.” (Unger 1877b: 5). 
214 In this connection we can again consider Lilja, more precisely stanza 60. The last two lines read: “eigi mun 
nú ormr inn bjúgi agn svelgjandi á króki fagna.” 214 Eysteinn Ásgrímsson 1858: 42. The word ormr (worm, 
snake, dragon) should be noted, as in this context it refers to Miðgarðsormurinn. For a Norwegian translation 
see Fredrik Paasche (1948): Hedenskap og Kristendom, p. 265. 
215 Bullitta 2017: 79. 
216 Bullitta 2017: 79. 
217 Rev 12: 9 (Biblia Vulgata), “qui seducit universum orbem.” 
218 “Gilldra su er at Jorsolom er gør verþi miþ[garþsormi at scaþa].” (Unger 1877b: 4). 
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term ormur is a deliberate choice by the authors of Niðrstigningar Saga and Íslensk 

Hómilíubók, with an Old Norse religious background.  

As stated earlier, we cannot fully know the views and intentions of the authors behind 

the two works. Still, we must ask the question, if only the Leviathan tradition stands behind the 

interpolation, why in the world would the author of Niðrstigningar Saga use the term 

Miðgarðsormur? The term Leviathan would have been sufficient. It is clear that the purpose of 

both Niðrstigningar Saga and Íslensk Hómilíubók was to have these books read and their 

content spread. The numerous additions to Niðrstigningar Saga specially illustrate the intent 

of the author to make the saga fit Norse society. That is clear from the wholly Icelandic 

character of Hell, from the use of the term jötnar and the clear references to the Midgard 

Serpent. Old Norse religion was, to an extent, alive in Norse society around 1200, as strongly 

indicate in the sources. By alive, I mean that the myths of Old Norse religion were alive, being 

told and retold, living among the populace. Even though there were most probably none, who 

still practised Old Norse religion. A logical explanation for the use of the term Midgard 

Serpent, is that it was familiar and spoke to the readers/audiences. Here, we can also look at 

the works of Snorri Sturluson. 

Snorra Edda (Prose Edda) was written around 1220.219 Snorra Edda is one of the 

sources for the Midgard Serpent or Jörmungandur, the offspring of Loki and Angurboða. Óðin 

threw the Midgard Serpent into the ocean where it grew to such length that it encircled all 

lands, biting its own tail.220 Gylfaginning recounts Þór’s fishing trip with Hymir, where Þór, in 

the disguise of a young man, accompanies Hymir on a fishing trip. After Þór has pressed Hymir 

to row far into the ocean, he throws out his fishing line and lets it drop to the seabed. The 

Midgard Serpent took the bait and Þór drew the line, forcing the Midgard Serpent to the surface. 

As he raised his hammer to kill the Midgard Serpent, Hymir grabbed his axe and cut the line, 

allowing the Midgard Serpent to sink into the depths of the sea.221 The main sources for the 

Midgard Serpent are the Snorra Edda, Húsdrápa,222 Hymiskviða and Völuspá. In addition, there 

are clear references to Þór’s contest with Miðgarðsormurinn in Niðrstigningar Saga and Íslensk 

Hómilíubók. Gísli Sigurðsson concludes from the evidence from the skaldic verses, stone 

carvings and Hýmiskviða, that Þór’s fishing trip is the best attested myth of Old Norse religion. 

Where the variety of sources strongly indicate a pre-Christian belief.223   

                                                           
219 Steinsland 2005: 52. 
220 Holtsmark & Jón Helgason 1950: 32-33. 
221 Holtsmark & Jón Helgason 1950: 60-62. 
222 See Finnur Jónsson: Carmina scaldica: Udvalg af norske og islandske skjaldekvad (1929), pp. 29-30. 
223 Gísli Sigurðsson 2004: 13. 
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The story of Þór’s fishing trip with Hymir is among Þór’s most famous endeavours. It 

is also important to keep in mind that despite the evil nature of the Midgard Serpent, it did 

serve a fundamental part in the world. The great serpent held the world together. It was a 

fundamental part of the cosmic order.224 The function of the Midgard Serpent illustrates the 

ambivalent nature of the jötnar, the adversaries of the gods. This function is absolutely lacking 

in the Leviathan tradition. The purpose of the the Midgard Serpent is clear in Norse poetry. In 

the poems of Bragi hinn gamli, he uses the kenning (a type of circumlocution) jarðar reistr 

(earth-twister, one of the names of the Midgard Serpent), endiseiðr allra landa (surrounding 

saithe of all lands). In the poetry of Ölvir hnúfa we can see allra landa umbgjörð (All lands 

encircler).225 This fundamental part of the Midgard Serpent’s function is clearly expressed in 

the sources and cannot be ignored. The cosmic purpose of the Midgard Serpent is a Norse idea, 

an idea which is expressed in both Niðrstigningar Saga and Íslensk Hómilíubók. Which 

underscores the Norse character of both works, especially Niðrstigningar Saga. Even if the 

Midgard Serpent ultimately stems from the Leviathan tradition, then that does not negate this 

important and distinct function it has in Old Norse religion. I am more inclined towards the 

view that the presence of the Midgard Serpent in Íslensk Hómilíbók and Niðrstigningar Saga 

ultimately stems from Old Norse religion.  

 Thus, it is a clear example of how the Church used older material, non-Christian stories 

of various kinds, in their work of spreading and strengthening Christianity, or simply to 

elaborate on aspects of Christianity after Christianisation.226 We have from pope Gregory the 

Great a letter from 601 where he gave instructions to the missionaries in England to not destroy 

the temples of the pagans: “That is to say, that the temples of idols among that people should 

not be destroyed, but the idols in them should be destroyed.”227 Gregory continues his 

argumentation and states that when the people see their temples not destroyed but still used, 

                                                           
224 Steinsland 2005: 199-200. 
225 Sørensen 1986: 271. 
226 The Christianisation of Iceland is outside of the thesis, even so I have familiarised myself with an overview 
of this important event. Because of Old Norse religious influences on the sources and the sheer importance of 
Christianisation it is fitting to name some important works, see Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson: Kristnitakan á Íslandi 
(1999). For a brief overview of Christianisation in Norway, see Olav-Kansgar Straum: Norrøn tro og kristningen 
av Norge: Kristningen av Norge - en religionshistorisk innføring til perioden 800-1050 (2002). For a fuller 
discussion, see Hans-Emil Lidén (Ed.): Møtet mellom hedendom og kristendom i Norge (1995). See also Jón 
Viðar Sigurðsson, Marit Myking & Magnus Rindal (Eds.): Religionsskiftet i Norden: Brytinger mellom nordisk og 
europeisk kultur 800-1200 e.Kr. (2004). See also Richard Fletcher: The Barbarian Conversion: From Paganism to 
Christianity (1997). For an overview for the scholarly discussion on the Christianisation, see Jón Viðar 
Sigurðsson: The Christianization of the North Atlantic (Forthcoming).  
227 “videlicet quia fana idolorum destrui in eadem gente minime debeant, sed ipsa quae in eis sunt idola 

destruantur.” (Giles 1843: 142). 
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they can turn away from their errors and embrace the true God. In that process the familiarity 

of the old places aids the pagans to turn to the right faith.228 Both Jerome and Augustin had 

argued that what was useful in Greco-Roman culture should be adapted to Christianity.229 

Gregory used that precedent as a justification to go a step further and advocated for the use of 

pagan elements from other societies, such as Anglo-Saxon Britain.230 This attitude towards 

non-Christians who the Church sought to Christianise, greatly eased the transition from other 

religions to Christianity. This attitude should be kept in mind when we look at the Norse themes 

in Niðrstigningar Saga and Íslensk Hómilíubók. The authors/compilers of these works were 

working in an old tradition of Christianisation. Strategies and tactics which had served the 

Church well before in its mission to evangelise non-Christians. But in the context of these two 

Norse works, Christianisation was over, but this heritage was still with the Church, which made 

it all the more acceptable and easy to utilise non-Christian themes. This should be kept in mind 

when we look at Jesus’ battle with the Midgard Serpent.    

After the discussions above it is tempting to state that the author of Niðrstigningar Saga 

deliberately compares Jesus to Þór and Satan to the Midgard Serpent. But there is a key 

difference between them. Þór ultimately failed in his quest to slay the Midgard Serpent, but 

Jesus easily defeats Satan in his dragon form. The account served the purpose of illustrating 

the superiority of Jesus over Þór, the superiority of nýr siður (new tradition, Christianity) over 

gamall siður (old tradition, Norse paganism). Even though Niðrstigningar Saga was composed 

around 1220, quite some time since the adoption of Christianity, we do know that Christianity 

was not fully embraced overnight. In addition, literary works of Snorri and the Old Norse 

religious influences in Niðrstigningar Saga, strongly indicate the vitality of Old Norse myths. 

Thus, we can hypothesise that as people heard the saga, they connected it to Þór. But still we 

must tread carefully in such interpretations as there is no unmistakable evidence for such a 

claim. Still, the apparent vitality of Old Norse mythology around 1220 is a strong indication 

for such a claim.   

The mythology of the Old Norse religion was familiar and shared by the whole of 

society. In addition, the Church was already an old institution when the Norse world231 was 

Christianised. The process of bringing the Gospel to non-Christians and converting them to 

                                                           
228 Böer 2012a:566. 
229 For possible relevance of Old Norse myths to Christianity, see John Mckinnell: Why Did Christians Continue 
to Find Pagan Myths Useful? (2007), pp. 33-52.   
230 Cook & Herzman 1983: 132. 
231 For various aspects of the Norse World, see Steinar Imsen (Ed.): The Norwegian Domination and the Norse 
World c. 1100 - c. 1400 (2010).  
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Christianity was an intimate part of the Church. A part of this process was the need to build on 

what was available in the country before the advent of Christianity.232 Þór’s fishing trip and 

contest with the Midgard Serpent is a fitting example of this process. Where a shared story was 

used as the foundation for a Christian story, in which the superiority of Jesus was clearly 

illustrated.  

It is striking how easily Jesus or God attain victory. There is no effort at all, victory is 

simply attained. This must be juxtaposed to Þór and his failure. Þór failed to slay his greatest 

adversary and Völuspá tells of his ultimate doom during Ragnarök (final destiny of the gods), 

when the Midgard Serpent will kill Þór. Stanza 56 reads: 

  

Þá kømr inn mæri 

mǫgr Hlǫðynjar, 

gęngr Óðins sonr 

ormi mœta. 

Drepr af móði 

Miðgarðs véurr; 

munu halir allir 

hęimstǫð ryðja; 

gęngr fet níu 

Fjǫrgynjar burr 

nęppr frá naðri, 

níðs ókvíðnom.233 

 

 

Hither there comes 

The son of Hlothyn 

The bright snkae gapes 

To heaven above 

Against the serpent 

Goes othin’s son 

In anger smites 

the warder of earth, 

Forth from their homes 

must all men flee 

Nine paces fares 

the son of Fjorgyn, 

And, slain by the serpent, 

fearless he sinks.234 

 

 In contrast, we see in Niðrstigningar Saga an immensely powerful lord and a leader of 

a great host, Jesus Christ, easily tearing down the powerful fortress of Satan, breaking his 

power and defeating Satan himself. Binding him for all eternity. While Þór failed, Jesus and 

God succeeded, and the success of Jesus only underscores the superiority of Christianity.  

                                                           
232 Steinsland 2005: 433. 
233 Jón Helgason (Ed.) 1951: 12-13. For a Norwegian translation, see Gro Steinsland: Voluspå og andre norrøne 
helligtekster (2003). For and English translation, see Andre Orchard: The Elder Edda: A Book of Viking Lore 
(2011). 
234 Bellows 1923: 23. 
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Despite the allusions to Old Norse religion, especially the use of various monsters, it is 

fascinating that the Norse gods are never mentioned. Neither Niðrstigningar Saga, Íslensk 

Hómilíubók nor Duggals Leiðsla mention any of the Norse gods. They only use what can be 

called the monsters of Old Norse religion. Even so the similarities between Jesus and Þór, both 

fighting the Midgard Serpent, are so striking that it is truly alluring to conclude that the authors 

were consciously building on the well-known Norse myth. 

The Midgard Serpent encircled the world, so does Satan seem to encircle the world 

after he turns himself into a dragon. Both are some kind of dragon/serpent/worm, the precise 

terminology is not important as they are adequate to describe an immense monster, with the 

likeness of a reptile. In the sources, these terms are used interchangeably. In both sagas we 

have the inclusion of the bait. When Þór sought to catch the Midgard Serpent he used the head 

of a great bull as a bait. In Niðrstigningar Saga, Jesus is the bait, instead of the bull’s head. 

The author makes Jesus state: “May the trap laid at Jerusalem harm the Midgard Serpent.”235 

The author of Niðrstigningar Saga describes Satan as a familiar monster, a monster which was 

a firm part of the worldview of Icelandic society in which the saga was written. The Midgard 

Serpent had a special place in the worldview of Norse society, as references to the serpent are 

so prominent. The utilisation of the Midgard Serpent can also stem from the popularity of Þór 

in Iceland. Because of the prominence of Þór and his battle with the Midgard Serpent, it was 

possibly alluring for the author to utilise the Midgard Serpent as the antagonist of Jesus. That 

is why we see Satan described as the Midgard Serpent in both Niðrstigningar Saga and Íslensk 

Hómilíubók and why we see the term jötun in Niðrstigningar Saga. But Duggals Leiðsla, 

represents a new stage in the Hell/Satan view in Iceland. Satan himself was a firm part of the 

worldview of the society where Duggals Leiðsla was translated. Satan could thus strike enough 

terror into the populace without allusions to the Midgard Serpent. Changing the religious 

beliefs of a whole society is a long and arduous process. In Iceland it took many centuries, 

despite the fact that some of the first settlers were Christian, such as Auðr djúpúðga 

Ketilsdóttir.236  

The confidence of Christianity lead to the creation of literature with strong Norse 

themes, such as the Midgard Serpent, jötnar and the like. Despite the often-prominent presence 

of Old Norse religion in otherwise Christian literature, conversion also brought about new 

ideas. These ideas had been alien to Icelandic society before a more thorough conversion but 

                                                           
235 “Gilldra su er at Jorsolom er gør verþi miþ[garþsormi at scaþa].” (Unger 1877b: 4). 
236 Jón Viðar Sigurðsson 2008: 43. 
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would in time saturate society. The fright of beings devoured seems to have been such an idea, 

culminating in Duggals Leiðsla.    

2.6. Devoured and Tortured 

The soul followed the angel and they came upon a great monster. Bigger than the greatest hill 

or highest mountain and its eyes glowed like fire. Its mouth was so immense; “But the mouth 

upon it was so large, that it seemed to the soul that it could easily swallow in turn nine thousand 

armoured men.“237 A great flame burned out of the monster and the screams and screeches of 

the tortured souls could be heard from the gaping mouth. Many demons stood outside of the 

mouth and pushed into it the hapless souls, first beating them and wounding them.238 The soul 

was terrified of the horrors in front of it and asked if it must go on. The angel answered that 

only the holy men of God (helger men guds) can avoid the monster. The angel then stated the 

name of the monster. Manuscript AM 681 4to gives the name Attergus but the manuscript AM 

624 4to gives the name Athergan, while the Latin gives Acherons. The angel stated how 

Scripture talks of this monster.239 This description fits into the greater Medieval discourse on 

the nature of the resurrection. A part of that discourse was the fascination with eating and the 

horrors connected to the ideas of being eaten, by either animals or monsters.240 The focus on 

being eaten in Duggals Leiðsla is a foreign element, introduced into medieval Icelandic society. 

This fear of being eaten, reflects the fear for the soul and the discourse on the nature of the soul 

and the resurrection in Christian thought.  

 The river Jordan flows into the mouth of the monster. “Scripture calls the stream 

heathen nations which enter the monster but Jordan are Christian men because there began 

baptism and the monster seeks to swallow them.”241 Then the angel disappeared, and the 

demons assailed the soul. The narrator of the journey then states how numerous the tortures 

were but for the sake of brevity only a part of it should suffice. In addition, the narrator states 

that hearing of these tortures is to the benefit of the hearer (til umbota aheyrendum). “…there 

the soul endured the bites of dogs and wolves, beatings, bear bites, snake strikes, poison and 

                                                           
237 “Enn mudrin suo mikill epter þui sem saline syndizt þa mati þat vendiliga suelgia um sinn ix þushundrud 
herklæddra mann.“ (Cahill 1983: 32). 
238 Cahill 1983: 33. 
239 Cahill 1983: 34. 
240 On animals and mythological creatures in the Middle Ages, such as Leviathan and Behemoth in the 
medieval Jewish tradition, see Sabine Obermaier (Ed.): Tiere und Fabelwesen im Mittelalter (2009).  
241 “Straumin kallar heilug ritning heidnar þiodir er j þetta kuikindi koma enn Iordan eru kristner men þuit þar 
hofzt skirnn og hygst þetta kuikendi þat at suelga þa.” (Cahill 1983: 34).    
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many other vicious and horrifying animals.”242 Until now the soul has seen various torments, 

but with each shift to another scene the tortures are more horrible. Culminating in the deepest 

reaches of Hell. It should be noted that there is a theme of being devoured running through the 

latter part of Duggals Leiðsla. The first devouring scene is the great mouth, where many souls 

were thrown into it and devoured. The scene continues with various animals assailing Duggal 

and tearing at him with their teeth and claws.  

 Another place in Hell or a scene during the journey, focuses on great beasts eating 

doomed souls. Duggall and the angel came upon a great lake; “…but in this lake, was a 

peculiarly great number of horrifying animals which gaped and bellowed and strived hard to 

swallow sinful souls.”243 Across the lake was a bridge, covered with sharp spikes. The hapless 

souls were driven across the bridge, the spikes piercing their feet and the monsters bellowing 

below. The angel explains that all thieves are punished with this torture. Duggall had stolen a 

cow and was therefore forced to lead a cow across the bridge. Other thieves would have to 

carry their loot, therefore greatly increasing their torments as the spikes ripped through their 

bare soles. Before Duggall must try to cross the bridge, he sees a soul on the top of it bearing 

bushels of wheat.244 Clearly, the wheat was his loot while alive and the punishment was meted 

out accordingly. The angel explains how not all thievery is alike, as some are much more severe 

than other.  

The homily Resurrectio Domini in Íslensk Hómilíubók also contains a passage on being 

devoured. Where the state of sin is compared to being in the mouth of Satan and where the 

divine grace of God has pierced the cheeks of Satan. Making holes through which the righteous 

can fall out of the mouth and be saved. In the story of the fishing hook, the hook breaches the 

cheeks of Leviathan/Satan/worm, through which those who repent can fall out and be saved, 

the example used is that of Peter who denied the Lord three times.245 The discourse on being 

devoured is thus an early one in Icelandic society and must have started in the wake of 

Christianisation. When Duggals Leiðsla was translated and spread in Iceland the imagery of 

being devoured by monsters was a familiar one. Stemming from the Íslensk Hómilíubók and 

the image of Satan, in the form of a worm, eating sinners.  

                                                           
242 “…þar þoldi su sal hunda bit og uarga barningar biarnar bit orma hogg og eitur og margra anara grimligre og 
ogurligra dyra.” (Cahill 1983: 36).  
243 “…en j þessu uatni uar undarliga mikill fiolldi dyr ogurligra er goptu og rautudu og kostudu epter mæti at 
suelgia syndugar salr.” (Cahill 1983: 39-40). 
244 Cahill 1983: 41-43. 
245 Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 109-110. 
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In early Christianity there were two competing ideas concerning the resurrection, a 

spiritual resurrection and a corporeal resurrection.246  The corporeal view won in the end and 

became the dominant doctrine of Christianity.247 The corporeal view is strongly affirmed in the 

Christian creeds. This view is founded on Scripture, “But not a hair of your head will perish” 

Luke 21:18. While the spiritual view is supported by Saint Paul, especially 1 Corinthians 15:42-

49.248249 It should be noted that there is a debate concerning the view of Saint Paul on the 

resurrection, where the majority denies that he is preaching a spiritual resurrection. Even so, 

elements inside Christianity had, from the start, a tendency to gravitate towards spirituality. 

Gnosticism is a fine example, in addition to the dangers of Platonic dualism among some early 

theologians, like Origen.250 In the Middle Ages, this spiritual element was only at the fringes 

and in the literature in this study the view is firmly corporeal and in accordance with what 

became Christian orthodoxy.  

This is important to note because of the difference between our modern conceptions 

and those of the Middle Ages. The dichotomy into a spiritual soul and a material body is at the 

core of the modern understanding and has been extremely influential. During the Middle Ages, 

this duality did not exist among the vast majority. Human beings were viewed in their 

relationship to God, which was of pre-eminence. That which fell outside of this relationship 

                                                           
246 Resurrection in Christianity falls under eschatology, a vast subject, mostly outside of the subject of the 
thesis. For a general overview from different perspectives, see Jerry L. Walls (Ed.) (2007): The Oxford 
Handbook of Eschatology. For an introduction focusing only on Christianity, see Hans Schwarz (2000): 
Eschatology. Hellenism cannot be disregarded in the study of Christianity, especially early Christianity. For a 
superb book on Greek resurrection beliefs and early Christianity, see Dag Øistein Endsjø (2009): Greek 
Resurrection Beliefs and the Success of Christianity.  
247 Which is clearly stated in the Apostolic Creed: σαρκὸς ἀνάστασιν, carnis resurrectionem, resurrection of the 
flesh. The Nicene Creed: προσδοκοῦμεν ἀνάστασιν νεκρῶν, Et expécto resurrectiónem mortuórum, we look 
for the resurrection of the dead. The Athanasian Creed: Ad cujus adventum omnes homines resurgere habent 
cum corporibus suis, At whose coming all men shall rise again with their bodies. For the full creeds in Latin, 
Greek and English I refer to Philip Schaff: The creeds of Christendom with a History and Critical Notes in Three 
Volumes: Volume II (1896), pp. 45, 57-58 and 66-70. More on the Apostolic, Nicenean and Athansian creeds, 
see Oskar Skarsaune: Troens Ord: De tre olkirkelige bekjennelsene (1997).  
248 42 So it is with the resurrection of the dead. What is sown is perishable, what is raised is imperishable. 43 It 
is sown in dishonour, it is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness, it is raised in power. 44 It is sown a physical 
body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a physical body, there is also a spiritual body. 45 Thus it is written, 
‘The first man, Adam, became a living being’; the last Adam became a life-giving spirit. 46 But it is not the 
spiritual that is first, but the physical, and then the spiritual. 47 The first man was from the earth, a man of 
dust; the second man is from heaven. 48 As was the man of dust, so are those who are of the dust; and as is 
the man of heaven, so are those who are of heaven. 49 Just as we have borne the image of the man of dust, 
we will also bear the image of the man of heaven. 
249 In 1 Corinthians 15:44 Paul expresses his belief in the resurrection with the terms σῶμα ψυχικόν physical 
body and σῶμα πνευματικόν (spiritual body). It is quite problematic to understand what exactly Paul is 
referring to and what his view of the resurrection was. See James Dunn (2003): The Cambridge Companion to 
St Paul, pp. 148-150. 
250 Origen was born in Alexandria in 185 and was the most influential theologian before Augustin. He was an 
innovative diabologist and developed quite influential diabology (Russell 1981: 123).  
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was thus insignificant. The result was that the soul was at the core of any discussion concerned 

with humanity. The soul was regarded as a rational entity, and Augustin viewed it as capable 

of enlightening man and helping human beings towards increased knowledge of God. This 

meant that the soul could not be separated from the body, both had to be handled as a physical 

and spiritual whole. This holistic view of man resulted in the fusion of the physical and 

spiritual, where any physical disorder must be accompanied by a similar spiritual disorder 

and/or spiritual cause. In addition, any spiritual disorder would therefore also manifest itself in 

physical disorders. This conception was in large part the drive behind people seeking cures not 

only from medical men but also philosophers and the clergy. In some ways, even literature was 

thought to have some curative powers.251 We can place Duggall in this context and see the 

interconnection between his body and his soul, all through his journey.  

 The result of viewing the body and mind holistically instead of the body-mind 

dichotomy, was the fear of being eaten. If body and mind are clearly separated and the mind or 

soul, leaves the body upon death, then the body is nothing but a vessel and of no importance 

after death. A soul, ascending into Heaven would have little interest in the corpse left behind. 

This was not the Medieval worldview,252 as body and soul were interconnected. Furthermore, 

the corporeal resurrection meant that the body would be resurrected on Judgement Day. This 

doctrine lead to a myriad of questions, and was an important part of the worldview of the time 

and can be discerned in various sources. We can see this discourse among Peter Lombard and 

Augustin253 before him. The discussions were concerned with numerous aspects of the 

resurrected body, such as the sex, colour and the age of the resurrected body.254  

 In De resurrectione, Athenagoras255 discussed the immense importance of identity to 

the resurrected body. He states that the human being cannot be claimed to exist if the body is 

scattered and dissolved, even though the soul exists. The person must be reassembled from 

exactly the same components to the same soul. Only such restoration can be considered a true 

resurrection. This is an act of God as only God knows where the separated particles are. Even 

if the person in question was devoured by animals which in turn were devoured by other 

                                                           
251 Marchand 1999: 125-126. 
252 Fore more on the medieval worldview, see Aaron Gurjewitsch: Das Weltbild des mittelaterlichen Menschen 
(1978), Mittelalterliche Volkskultur (1986), and Himmlisches und irdisches Leben: Bildwelten des schriftlosen 
Menschen im 13. Jarhundert. Die Exempel (1997).  
253 Augustin stated that nothing of the body will perish, see Paul A. Böer (Ed.): Saint Augustine of Hippo: The 
Enchiridion (2012b), p 131. This view was influential in the Middle Ages and was taken up by Peter Lombard. 
The foundation for the view is in Luke 21:18, “But not a hair of your head will perish.” 
254 Bynum 1995:118. 
255 Athenagoras was an Athenian and a Christian apologist in the second century (Peterson 1907).  
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animals or humans. God knows where the different parts are and reassembles them on 

Judgment Day. This is the chain consumption argument that gained popularity in the third 

century. It should be noted that the problem is not being eaten by carrion and worms. The 

problem is digestion and cannibalism. Athenagoras gives an answer to the horrors of 

cannibalism. He states that God has designated certain foods as appropriate for certain beings. 

Therefore, he states that humans cannot digest human flesh.256 The problem is that if an animal 

eats a man and is then eaten by another man, does the man who ate the animal ingest, via the 

animal, another human? If so how can the same man, be reassembled and resurrected. The 

argumentation of Athenagoras is fascinating. But his discussion throws light on the fear of 

being digested and the strong connection between body and soul. 

 This idea became the staple of the Middle Ages. Salvation is regurgitation, 

reassembling and re-clothing while damnation is nudity, digestion and partition.257 The fear of 

being devoured is clear in Duggals Leiðsla, where the most horrible tortures are to be devoured 

by some terrible monster or Satan himself. In contrast, being devoured is wholly absent in 

Niðrstigningar Saga but we see some of this fear in Íslensk Hómilíubók. Detailed in its 

excruciating description of the horrors awaiting those who indulge in fornication. This idea 

seems to be the most thoroughly Christian aspect of Hell, introduced into Icelandic society.  

Íslensk Hómilíubók lacks any detailed descriptions on Hell or its tortures. It only refers to the 

darkness in Hell or the generic tortures helvítiskvalir (Hell’s tortures). We can see this in the 

homily Purificatio s. Marie (Hreinsun heilagrar Maríu. Kyndilmessa): “We never let the threat 

of Judgement Day leave our minds and remember it, that God will soon come to judge all 

nations, and then we will receive the such judgment from God as we judge our transgressors 

now in this world. Evil men will then go to eternal Hell-torments (helvítiskvalir), but righteous 

men to the eternal glory with God.”258 

 In contrast, we get detailed information when Duggall finally saw the lowest reaches of 

Hell. He saw Satan bound and being tortured but still lashing out: “…and as such, he seized 

with his hands the great multitude of souls and squeezed them like a hungry and thirsty field 

hand squeezes grape juice into his mouth. So that there was no soul of the great multitude of 

                                                           
256 Bynum 1995:32-33. 
257 Bynum 1995:119. 
258 “Dómadags ógn látum vér oss aldregi úr hug ganga og minnumst á það, að Guð mun koma skjótt að dæma 
of allar þjóðir og munum þá taka slíkan dóm af Guði sem vér dæmum órum misbjóðöndum nú í þessi veröld. 
Munu þá fara illir menn í helvítiskvalar eilífar, en réttlátir menn í eilífa dýrð með Guði.” (Sigurbjörn Einarsson, 
Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 125). 
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which he did not tear off the head or other limbs…”259 In the deepest reaches of Hell, where 

Satan, humanities greatest enemy lies bound. The worst of the worst are being eaten by him, 

underscoring the fright of being devoured.  

2.7 Conclusion  

For the period 1153/54 to 1400, we see two Hells. One is the singular Hell of Niðrstigningar 

Saga, the other is the multiple Hell in Duggals Leiðsla. The rest of the sources are too scant to 

illuminate the matter any further. In essence, the Hell in Niðrstigningar Saga bears numerous 

characteristics of Icelandic society, such as þing and ríki. In addition to prominent influences 

from Old Norse religion, such as the Midgard Serpent and jötnar. Together these features 

warrant, that we refer to Hell in Niðrstigningar Saga as Icelandic Hell. In contrast, we see the 

introduction of a Latin Christian Hell in Duggals Leiðsla, which illustrates increased Latin 

Christian influences on Icelandic society. This can also be seen by the increased focus on being 

devoured and the numerous and detailed tortures all-pervading in Duggals Leiðsla. Especially 

the preoccupation with being eaten, is a part of an old Christian discourse on the nature of the 

resurrection and the nature of the soul. We can see a move from creativity in Niðrstigningar 

Saga to increased conformity to Latin Christianity in Duggals Leiðsla.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
259 “…og j þui slo hann hondum sinum a þan inn mikla salna fiolda og kreisti þær suo sem hungradur og þyrstur 
akrkarll kreister uinberialog j munne sier Sua at eingi uar sus ala af þeim hinum mikla fiolda sua at eigi sleit 
hann hofutid af e(da) adra limi…” (Cahill 1983: 76). 
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3. Heaven 
3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I am going to analyse Heaven as it is presented in Niðurstigningarsaga, Duggals 

Leiðsla and Íslensk Hómilíubók. In addition, I will draw on examples from few saint’s sagas, 

as they are valuable for understanding the enchanted worldview of the Middle Ages, especially 

the closeness of the divine.  

 I will discuss the Latin Christian Heaven incorporated into Icelandic society, an idea 

which shows limited Norse influence. The reason being that there was not as much leeway to 

embellish Heaven as it was for Hell. As the Bible is clearer on Heaven than it is on Hell, so 

was also the theological tradition. The main exception is the term vinur (friend). I will discuss 

the crucial importance of friendship (vinátta) in Icelandic society and how this is prominent in 

the sources, especially in the form of friendship with God. In fact, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson (2017) 

has argued that friendship was the most important social bond in Iceland during the Free State 

Period, which is strongly supported by Íslensk Hómilíubók, Niðurstigningar Saga and Duggals 

Leiðsla.    

The first subchapter on Heaven will deal with the spatial notions of Paradise in 

Niðrstigningar Saga. The second subchapter will deal with the spatial notions of Heaven in 

Duggals Leiðsla and Íslensk Hómilíubók. The third subchapter will discuss notions in Íslensk 

Hómilíubók concerning Heaven, some of which are at odds with the prevailing idea presented 

in the other sources. That there are three heavens and that the righteous become angels after 

their death. Then I will turn to the single most important aspect of Icelandic Heaven, the focus 

and importance of friendship (vinátta) with God. The fifth subchapter will be concerned with 

the saints and the enchanted worldview of the Middle Ages, the closeness of the divine, which 

is seen clearly in the hagiographies. Lastly, I will end by discussing the propaganda value of 

the sources of the thesis and link them to the conflict between the Church and the Icelandic 

chieftains in the so called Staðamál. An in-depth research is not possible as that would expand 

the thesis too much, but the hope is to lay the foundation for possible further research.  

3.2 Niðrstigningar Saga: Paradiso 

Niðurstigningar Saga does not use the term Himnaríki (Heaven), only the Latin Paradiso 

(English Paradise).260 It is noteworthy, especially as Íslensk Hómilíubók uses the term 

Himnaríki extensively and the latter work is older. The term was clearly in existence and in 

                                                           
260260 Tischendorf 1853: 383-384. 
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general use during the writing of Niðrstigningar Saga. The use of paradiso is thus peculiar, the 

reason for the same use in Niðrstigningar Saga could be faithfulness to the Latin original. 

Concerning the lack of a description of Heaven, the reason is the focus of the saga. The main 

message of the saga is not to describe Heaven and thereby encourage people to live in a manner 

which grants entrance into Heaven. The saga is mostly concerned with the fate of those who 

died before Jesus’ salvific act and their liberation from sin. This point is clearly conveyed and 

was an important theological matter during the Middle Ages. 

 The term Paradise has a rich history, being passed on from one culture to another 

through the centuries. The word is originally from Old Persian pairidaeza, and referred to the 

enclosed garden of the Persian kings. From there the word passed into Hebrew pardes (ַּפְרֵּדס)261 

which then passed into Greek paradeisos (παράδεισος) and Latin paradisus.262 From there it 

passed into Old Norse as paradís. But the Hebrew pardes only appears in the Bible at three 

times263 and never in connection to the Garden of Eden. It was in the second century B.C. that 

the two were equated, when the Septuagint translated both pardes and Eden (ֶעֶדן) as 

paradeisos.264 This short overview of the terms history illustrates its complexity and briefly its 

genealogy. This underscores that the use of the term paradís for both the Garden of Eden and 

Heaven in Niðurstigningar Saga, is only in accordance with the blurriness of the terms history. 

Indeed, Heaven is both unknown and unknowable as the Bible is not exhaustively clear on the 

nature of Heaven. Even so, Niðurstigningar Saga is an attempt to shine a light on this mystery 

and this attempt is a fascinating window into the worldview of Icelandic society in the 

thirteenth century. 

In Niðurstigningar Saga the idea of Heaven and Paradise are somewhat in a flux. In 

chapter two Adam recounts when he sent his son, Seth265, to Paradise. Seth was sent to Paradise 

to get holy oil, as Adam was sick and hoping to use the oil to heal himself. 266 This is an 

interesting chapter in the saga as it stems from the Life of Adam and Eve, also known in the 

                                                           
261 Pardes means a forest or a park (Holladay 1971: 297). 
262 Russell 1997: 31. 
263 Ecclesiastes 2:5, I made myself gardens and parks (ים  and planted in them all kinds of fruit trees; Song ,(ַפְרֵּדִסָ֑
of Solomon 4:13, Your channel is an orchard (ס  ;of pomegranates with all choicest fruits, henna with nard (ַּפְרֵּדָ֣
Nehemiah 2:8, and a letter to Asaph, the keeper of the king’s forest (ס  directing him to give me timber to ,(ַּפְרֵּדֵ֜
make beams for the gates of the temple fortress, and for the wall of the city, and for the house that I shall 
occupy.’ And the king granted me what I asked, for the gracious hand of my God was upon me. 
264 Russell 1997: 31. 
265 Genesis 5:3, When Adam had lived for one hundred and thirty years, he became the father of a son in his 
likeness, according to his image, and named him Seth. 
266 Unger 1877b: 2-3. 
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Greek as the Apocalypse of Moses.267 It is noteworthy that Niðurstigningar Saga does not 

distinguish clearly between Paradise, as the Garden of Eden, and Paradise, as Heaven. In 

chapter 9, the term Paradise is also used to describe what is clearly Heaven, not the Garden of 

Eden. We can see the lack of a well formulated view on Heaven, which is striking when we 

contrast this with the richness of Hell in the saga.  

 The only information on Heaven, from the saga, is that it has a wall and is guarded by 

an angel. Knowledge only given in passing: “If the angel, who is the guardian of Paradise, 

prohibits you to enter. Then show him the sign of the cross, and tell him that, Jesus Christ, who 

is now crucified, has sent you here. Now I did thus, that I spoke to the guardian of Paradise, as 

I was commanded to. He opened right away the gates of Paradise and lead me to the right and 

said…”268 This is in stark contrast to the fuller description of Hell, its inhabitants and the 

conflict there. Then again, we are at the end of the saga and must keep in mind that the main 

focus of the saga is the descent into Hell and the battle between Jesus and Satan, in the form of 

the Midgard Serpent. In addition to Jesus freeing the patriarchs and breaking the power of 

Satan. Heaven, in contrast to Hell, is secondary to the saga.  

Niðurstigningar Saga does offer some additional information on Heaven. As two men, 

Enoch and Elijah, are corporeally in Heaven. When Adam and the righteous have arrived in 

Heaven, two men run towards them, who ask them who they are. “Who are you, already 

corporeal in paradise?”269 Adam and all his descendants were clearly without bodies, as the 

saga refers to their souls. It is very interesting that these two men are in Heaven with their 

bodies, especially as it distorts the demarcation between Earth and Heaven. The answers of the 

two men only add to the distortion. “My name is Enoch, but I was brought here with the word 

of God. The one who follows me is named Helyas (Elijah/Elias), called the Thesbite, he was 

driven here in a fiery chariot, and we have not yet died.”270 Genesis recounts how Enoch was 

taken by God, “Enoch walked with God; then he was no more, because God took him.”, Gen 

                                                           
267 For an exstensive background of the text, see James H. Charlseworth (Ed.): The Old Testament 
Pseudepigrapha, Volume 2, Expansions of the "Old Testament" and Legends, Wisdom and Philosophical 
Literature, Prayers, Psalms, and Odes, Fragments of Lost Judeo-Hellenistic Works (1985, 249-295). 
268 “Ef angelus, sa er vørþr er paradisar, bannar þer inngøngo, þa syndo honom crossmarc, oc seg honom þat, 
at Jesus Cristr, sa er nu er crossfestr, hafe (þic) þangat sennt. Nu gørða ec sva, at ec melta viþ paradisar vorþ, 
sem mer var boþet. Hann lauc þegar up fyr mer paradisar hliþ oc leide mic inn til hegre handar oc melte...” 
(Unger 1877b: 8).  
269 “Hverer eroþ it þegar licamliger i paradiso?” (Unger 1877b: 7) 
270 “Enoch heiti ec, en ec var meþ guþs orþi hingat førðr. En sa er mer fylger heiter Helyas, er Thesbites er 
callaþr, hann var higat ekinn i elligre kerro, oc hofum við enn eki daet.” (Unger 1877b: 8). 
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5:24.271 Concerning Elijah, he ascended into heaven on a fiery chariot, 2Kings 2:11.272 In the 

Bible it is not stated that Enoch and Elijah were brought to Heaven, only that God took them 

and that neither of them knew death. That they are both in Heaven in Descensus Christi ad 

Inferos is an addition of the author carried onwards to Niðurstigningar Saga. Even so, the 

corporality of both prophets in Niðurstigningar Saga does throw the demarcation between 

Earth and Heaven into a flux. Which underscores the enchanted worldview of the Middle Ages. 

The borders between Earth and that which lies beyond was not as clear as could be expected. 

The unseen was a much closer part of life, angels and demons, Heaven and Hell, were thought 

as near-at-hand and we see this expressed in the sources.  

 Enoch then talks of the future, that he and Elijah will be sent to fight Antichrist and 

suffer martyrdom, afterwards: “…we will ascend on clouds.”273 They are destined to die like 

other men and leave their bodies, only their souls will then ascend into the Heavens and gain 

entrance. It is interesting that the saga makes these claims as it blurs the lines between the Earth 

and Heaven. Then again, when we take into account the general lines of the medieval 

worldview, its holistic notions and rich diversity under an overarching frame of Christianity. 

This obscurity between Earth and Heaven, the seen and the unseen, becomes less striking. 

Especially as visionary literature was thought of as real and the distinction between what 

modernity considers real and unreal was not present in the same degree in medieval society.  

 It should also be noted that the Troyes Redaction uses paradisio, so the choice of the 

term in Niðrstigningar Saga could simply reflect the author’s faithfulness to the Latin 

inspiration. Especially if we consider that in Íslensk Hómilíbók, the terms Paradís and 

Himnaríki are used interchangeably. A further consideration is that there was thus not an 

impetus to differentiate between the terms. We can also add theological notions, as Jesus 

descent into Hell was his liberation of Adam and all those who had died in sin before the salvific 

death of Jesus on the cross. The story of Seth going to Paradise and then later, the ascension of 

Adam and all his children is their redemption and return to a Paradise lost, but now regained. 

This is underscored with the use of the term Paradise and would not have been as clear if the 

                                                           
271 See also Heb. 11:5 By faith Enoch was taken so that he did not experience death; and ‘he was not found, 
because God had taken him.’ For it was attested before he was taken away that ‘he had pleased God.’ 
272 As they continued walking and talking, a chariot of fire and horses of fire separated the two of them, and 
Elijah ascended in a whirlwind into heaven. It should be noted that text does not refer to Heaven but the sky 
above. In the Hebrew the word used is ִִָֽ֝יםַהָּׁשָמ  which literary means “the heavens”, as the word for the 
heaven/sky above is in the plural in Hebrew. It must also be kept in mind that mainstream pre-rabbinic 
Judaism did not believe in Heaven. But Sheol (ְׁשאֹול), similar to Hades (ᾍδης) in Greek mythology, or Hel in 
Norse mythology. For a fine work on Sheol, see Philip S. Johnston: Shades of Sheol: Death and Afterlife in the 
Old Testament (2002); 
273 “…verþom viþ meþ scyiom upnumner.” (Unger 1877b: 8). 
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author used Himnaríki at the end of the saga. This is a crucial part of the Christian worldview, 

the fall from grace and redemption through Jesus Christ. 

 Because of the limited focus on Heaven/Paradise in Niðrstigningar Saga it is in the 

extreme interesting to juxtapose Duggals Leiðsla to Niðrstigningar Saga. Whereby, this 

comparison results in a better overview of the idea of Heaven in Iceland in the thirteenth 

century. But the view of Heaven as a city is also prominent in Íslensk Hómilíubók and we can 

thus see Duggals Leiðsla and Íslensk Hómilíubók as complimentary to each other. Both 

expressing the idea of Heaven as a city.  

3.3 Duggals Leiðsla and Íslensk Hómilíubók: Heavenly City 

After having seen the deepest Hell, the angel leads Duggal on and they walk. The usual 

transition, so familiar from the chapter on Hell, takes place as they arrive outside of a great 

wall. This is the outer wall of the great city of Heaven. “As they walked they saw a high wall 

and inside the wall on their side was a multitude of men and women, under rain and wind, they 

were all sad and hungry and thirsty, they had light and did not smell any stench.”274 The angel 

explains that these are the people that were neither good nor bad. They had lived decently but 

had never helped the poor and those in need, therefore they must wait for some time before 

they can cross the wall and enter Heaven.275 This is a dreary place but still far away from the 

horrors of Hell, or the fires of proto-purgatory. We should also note that the narrator states that 

there was no stench there. But smells are important parts of both Heaven and Hell. The stench 

in Hell is an important part of the description, just as the wonderful odours in Heaven 

underscore the divine beauty of Heaven. In this place there is no smell, which emphasises its 

neutral character.  

This place is clearly a precursor to purgatory. The term purgatory, or its Icelandic 

equivalent, hreinsunareldur (literally, cleansing-fire), is not used in the saga, but it is still quite 

clear where this idea will lead. Furthermore, the birth of purgatory took place in the High 

Middle Ages and Duggals Leiðsla was translated, in the thirteenth century, as the idea of 

purgatory was being formed into a clear system. But of course, the Latin original is older and 

when the original was written, purgatory had not established itself firmly as a part of the 

orthodoxy of the Church.  An important aspect of Duggals Leiðsla is the maxim that each reaps 

what he or she sows. This is evident by the tortures of Hell and the gifts of Heaven. In 

                                                           
274 “Þui næst sem þau geingu sa þau hafan ueg og fyrer inan ueggin þeim megin sem þau uoro uar mikill fioldi 
karla og kuenna under uosi og uindi og uoro oll hrygg og hungrut og þyst hofdu þau lios og aungan illand daun 
kendu þau.” (Cahill 1983: 83-84). 
275 Cahill 1983: 83-84. 
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accordance to this message there must be a balancing point between the two. Therefore, those 

that were neither bad nor good must await in this liminal place, outside the walls of Heaven 

until they were allowed entrance.   

 The angel then leads the soul onwards until they came upon a great gate, which opened 

for them and they passed through it. There they beheld a most beautiful (fegursta) place, filled 

with flowers and sweet odours. Here is a sweet odour, outside of the wall was no smell, but in 

Hell there was foul stench. The smells are used to underscore the differences between the 

various places visited by Duggall.  After the soul has praised God and the beauty of the place 

the angel tells him who dwell here. “…here rest, he said, those who were not fully good and 

are taken from Hell‘s torments and are still not worthy to enter the congregation of God’s holy 

men…”276 These souls have clearly been to Hell, where they have been tortured and thus 

cleansed of their sins. Despite the fires of Hell, they are not fully redeemed and must thus wait 

a while longer until they can join God’s holy. We see a Heaven with a clear structure and a 

clear hierarchy which will only become more prominent as we progress.  

 Then they continued their journey and came upon a great castle, greatly decorated with 

silver, gold and various gems. There many men approach a king sitting on a throne with a 

crown and wearing splendid attire.277 The soul wonders how this king enjoys such splendour 

in Heaven. The angel explains that the men giving him these lavish gifts were the poor and the 

foreigners which the king had given alms to. Therefore, the king is rewarded with this lavish 

splendour. Duggall then wonders if he had to endure any torments after his death. The angel 

then said, that in fact the king must each day endure punishment for his sins. Each day the king 

must sit in a fire, wearing his armour, for three hours. The punishment was the result of his 

adultery and the fact that he violated a truce. All his other sins had been forgiven, but not these 

two.278 This is the third place in Heaven. It is especially noteworthy that this king is in Heaven, 

and that he must endure torture for his sins. Heaven is thus not only for those who were without 

sin, but sinners as well, to a certain degree. 

Then they continued and arrived upon another great wall, extremely bright and with 

shining silver. Then the soul was lead inside and beheld a party of holy men, their attire was 

white as snow and all were singing glorious hymns for God.279 This place was hundredfold 

more beautiful than anything on earth. The angel then said that this was the abode of married 

                                                           
276 “hier huilazt sagdi hann þeir er eigi uoro at ollu goder og eru tekner or heluitis pislum og eigi en uerduger at 
koma j safnat heilagra manna guds…” (Cahill 1983: 86-87).  
277 Cahill 1983: 88-89. 
278 Cahill 1983: 91-92. 
279 Cahill 1983: 92-93. 
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men that had lived correctly with their wives, took good care of their household, helped the 

poor with their wealth and supported the Church and the clergy. Lastly the angels said: 

“…because great is the reward for holy matrimony…”280 Then Duggall says that he wants to 

go even higher to see the glories that must await there.281 This should be noted. As the soul and 

the angel walk on they are gradually walking upwards. Their journey is a gradual ascension 

towards the highest part of the divine city. We should also note the fact that the author of the 

saga mentions the good deeds that resulted in the attainment of Heaven. These men were not 

only good householders, but they also supported the Church. We must note these moral 

messages in the religious literature of the age. As it shines light on what can be called the 

propaganda of the Church. Preaching and influencing people with the spoken word has always 

been the main tool of the Church. Here we can see how the Church sought to influence society 

and garner support for itself. This will be discussed in more detail at the end of the chapter.  

Onwards they travelled until they came upon yet another great wall, even more splendid 

then the earlier ones, and they passed through it. Then they saw many seats of gold and gems 

and in them there sat dignified lords, both men and women. In front of them there were golden 

books and these holy men sang the praise of God. The angel said that these were the martyrs 

of God.282 Those that had been steadfast in the temptations of Earth, even though some had 

been in holy matrimony for time, they had dedicated the rest of their lives to the Lord.283  

Then the soul looked around and saw beautiful tents, made from costly materials and 

white silk woven with silver and gold. In these tents, there were various musical instruments 

and people going about their business. But these were the souls of monks and all the men and 

women that lived pure lives. Those people had been obedient to God and the Church, had 

followed the will of others instead of their own. They were servants instead of lords and for 

that they get great rewards in heaven.284 The negation of self-interest and earthly pleasure is 

                                                           
280 “…þui at mikil er ombun heilax huiskapar…” (Cahill 1983: 95). 
281 Cahill 1983: 94-95. 
282 Martyrdom was of immense importance in Christianity, as we can see in Heilagra Manna Søgur. Two martyr 
saints were especially influential in Scandinavia, St Sunniva and St Henrik. See Thomas A. DuBois (Ed.): Sanctity 
in the North: Saints, Lives, and Cults in Medieval Scandinavia (2008). The death of Óláfr helgi also comes to 
mind, but he did not die for his faith. His sanctity was the result of the miracles following his death at 
Stiklastaðir in 1030. For more on him, see DuBois (Ed.): Sanctity in the North: Saints Lives, and Cults in 
Medieval Scandinavia (2008). Furthermore, on the saints in medieval Iceland, especially on their cultus, see 
Margaret Cormack: The saints in Iceland: Their veneration from the conversion to 1400 (1994). See also Lars 
Boje Mortensen (Ed.): The Making of Christian Myths in the Periphery of Latin Christendom (c. 1000-1300) 
(2006). And H. Antonsson & I.H. Garipzanov (Eds.): Saints and their Lives on the Periphery: Veneration of Saints 
in Scandinavia and Eastern Europe (c. 1000-1200) (2010).  
283 Cahill 1983: 97-99. 
284 Cahill 1983: 100. 
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the highest ideal of Christianity. This part of the saga could not better illustrate Christian 

morality. The monks and nuns were those that, according to the ideal, denied the earth and 

focused on the divine, mostly praying for society and worshipping God. In this, obedience was 

a great virtue and those who managed to keep their vows during their lifetime gained a place 

in one of the highest levels of Heaven, after their death. 

The soul then said to the angel that it wanted to go nearer to the tents and see those 

inside. The angel said that he could see them and hear but not go in among them, as they were 

constantly in the sight of the Holy Trinity. Those that go among them forget all their past 

miseries and are then never separated from the saints. Unless he preserved his virginity, if so 

he is taken into the fellowship of the angels.285 Again the ideals of the Middle Ages are clearly 

expressed in the saga. It is noteworthy that virginity was the highest goal, nothing else 

illustrates more clearly a negation of the world and an orientation towards the divine than 

celibacy. As celibacy is a core virtue in Christianity and a mark of a saint, only virgins can 

hope to reach the highest levels of Heaven. Which is exactly what we see in this section of the 

saga, the virgins get a place among the angels. 

The angel then told the soul to look up and there it saw a great green tree, covered in 

flowers, filled with fruits and many other nice smelling flowers.286 Unfortunately the saga 

abruptly ends here. The end of the translation is therefore lacking, and we do not know how 

the author decided to translate the rest, and what he emphasised.  

But the Latin original is available and through it we know the end of the saga. From it 

we get to know that the tree is the Holy Church (est sancta ecclesie), and the people under this 

great tree are the men and women who built and defended churches. Then they move on and 

see the most splendid wall yet. There they saw the nine orders of angels, prophets, martyrs and 

virgins. Lastly, they see the whole of the world, the Earth, the various places of Hell and all the 

levels of Heaven. But then the angel said to him that he had to return and tell the living of all 

that he had seen. The soul does not want to return but is forced to. The story ends with Duggal 

returning to his body, giving his property to the poor and taking the sign of the cross on his 

clothes.287 Even though we lack the translation of the end, it is reasonable to assume that it 

would not have differed greatly from the original. Though it would have been fascinating to 

see how the translator would have translated the orders of the angels. But the lack of the Norse 

end is not so severe. The end of the saga is in perfect harmony with the whole message and the 

                                                           
285 Cahill 1983: 101-102. 
286 Cahill 1983: 104. 
287 Cahill 1983: 104-107. 
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moral of the story is clear. In the highest level of Heaven, the soul sees the prophets, angels 

and virgins, logically it sees the highest echelons of Christianity. Having seen the apex of 

Heaven, Duggall of course wants to stay. But as that would undermine the whole saga, his soul 

was forced back into his body.  

The whole point of his death and journey to Heaven and Hell, was to be able to return 

to Earth and recount all that he had seen. This journey to the afterlife and return is the premise 

of the saga, as its credence is based on the veracity288 of Duggal’s claims, a supposedly first-

hand account of Heaven and Hell. But the most interesting part of the saga, concerning its 

ideas, are the numerous levels of Heaven. They move from one level to the other, gradually 

ascending. Duggal even says that he cannot wait to see what is higher up. The picture that 

emerges after reading the journey through Heaven is of a circular space, a city with outer walls 

and then various inner walls. Walls around walls, where the innermost wall encloses the holiest 

part of Heaven. Furthermore, there is explicit talk of going further up, even though the 

ascension to the next level is never described in detail. Heaven is described as a great city with 

numerous walls which serve the purpose of demarcating the different blessings allotted to the 

faithful. In addition, the city is on a hill. As, Duggall walks through the city with the angel, 

they gradually ascend as they proceed to the centre of the city.  

 In contrast to Niðrstigningar Saga, but in accordance with Duggals Leiðsla, Íslensk 

Hómilíubók describes Heaven as a city. The homily Postulamál289 is about the twelve apostles, 

their place in Heaven and the importance of venerating them. They can be trusty interceptors 

on the behalf of men before God. The homily states that theirs is the power either to open the 

gates of Heaven or bar entrance.290 The homily relies on the Book of Revelation and discusses 

the Heavenly Jerusalem. The homily describes the twelve gates of Heavenly Jerusalem, where 

each gate represents one of the twelve apostles. They are responsible for the gates of Heaven. 

Interestingly, the homily translates the name Jerusalem as friðar sýn (peace vision) and states 

that it means himneskan frið (heavenly peace). The peace in Heaven is given to the friends of 

God: “…which God gives his friends who are with him in heaven.”291  

                                                           
288 I have not taken up the question of vericity concerning these numerous visions or any attempts to offer 
scientific explenations for their origin. Neither are immediatley relvent for the thesis, still I want to refer to 
Carol Zaleski: Otherworld Journeys: Accounts of Near-death Experience in Medieval & Modern Times (1987). 
Her book is fascinating and the comparison between medieval Christendom and modern America is 
noteworthy.  
289 On the apostles‘ sagas and conservation in Icelandic medieval literature, see Þórður Ingi Guðjónsson: 
Apostlene i islandsk middelalderlitteratur (2000). 
290 Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 21. 
291 “...þann er Guð gefur vinum sínum með sér á himnum.” (Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and 
Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 22) 
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 The homily is also fascinating for the fact of how clearly, we can see the process of 

assimilation of Christianity into Icelandic society and the importance of translating Christian 

names and terms into Old Norse. The homily refers to John the Apostle, who is traditionally 

ascribed the authorship of the Book of Revelation. It is stated in the homily that the names of 

the apostles were written above the gates of Heavenly Jerusalem. The homily then asks the 

meaning of the names and what purpose this served. The answer to the question is an interesting 

example of assimilation. “It is necessary for us, to translate their names to our language and 

then search for what rationality we can find in the translation of the names.”292 To gain a proper 

understanding of the message, it must be translated. This example illustrates the importance 

placed on translations by the literati of Icelandic society.  The homily then gives the meaning 

for each name and how the believer should imitate each of the apostles, to gain entrance into 

Heavenly Jerusalem. The central message of the homily is the veneration of the apostles and 

the imitation of the believer of the virtue attributed to each name. The statement of the translator 

underscores that the audience were people not familiar with Latin. It was the common people 

of Iceland, who did not understand Latin and needed a vernacular translation. This statement 

is an example of how religious literature was translated and then preached to the populace, to 

instil within them the right faith. We see this especially here as each name on each of the gates 

has a special meaning, a message that the people should adopt.   

 The walls of Heaven are then used to underscore some of the tenets of the faith. Such 

as the four walls of the city which signify the four gospels. On each wall there are three gates, 

signifying the Trinity, attested in the four gospels, represented by the four walls.293 The imagery 

is clear and the explanations of the tenets of Christianity are simple. The view of Heaven as a 

heavenly city must have been in place quite early in the Christianisation process. Especially as, 

the Íslensk Hómilíubók is among the earliest Norse texts, in addition to have been greatly 

utilised in sermons. We have an example of the use of books in sermons from Jóns Saga Helga 

hin elzta, which recounts how the clergyman Gísli Finnason had before him a book when he 

preached to the people. “…and always, as he preached for the people, he laid a book before 

him, and took from it that which he spoke to the people, he did this for the sake of foresight 

and humility, that he was young of age they thought all the more highly of him, those listening, 

that they saw that he took his teachings from a holy book, not only from his own common 

                                                           
292 “Af því er oss nauðsyn, að vér þýðim til vors máls nöfn þeirra og leitim síðan, hverja skynsemi vér finnim í 
þýðingu nafnanna.” (Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 22) 
293 Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 24 
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sense.”294 It is not said which book he was preaching from, but it could have been Íslensk 

Hómilíubók, or a similar collection of homilies. The views expressed in the book could thus 

have been planted among the populace and spread in society. The homily Postulamál, was used 

during the feast days of the twelve apostles, spread over the year.295 In it we can discern a part 

of the worldview of medieval Icelandic society. The pedagogical function of the homily can be 

compared to the Stavkirkeprekenen.296 In it the different parts of Stave churches are used to 

explain different aspects of Christian doctrine. Just like the divine Jerusalem is used to illustrate 

different parts of Christian doctrine.  

We see the divine city two times in the homily De Sancto Michaele et omnium 

Angelorum (On St. Michael and all the Angels). First, there is a reference to himnaborg 

(heavenly city).297 Then a longer passage on the desirability of attaining Heaven. “But we, dear 

brothers, shall always log to the glory, of which we talk of now, and remember, that we are 

earthly, and cleanse ourselves of sin with remorseful hands before our maker, so that we may 

become clean and arrive in the heavenly city.”298  

 These two homilies, Postulamál and De Sancto Michaele et omnium Angelorum, 

illustrate that from early on the idea of Heaven as a city was present in Icelandic society. 

Postulamál is especially important for its use of Heavenly Jerusalem and simple explanations 

of Christian doctrine.  

The heavenly Jerusalem has a long history in Judaism, stretching as far back as the sixth 

century B.C. The physical Jerusalem was often compared to the Heavenly Jerusalem. But the 

earthly Jerusalem is nothing but a pale reflection of the Heavenly Jerusalem, which pre-exists 

it.299 In Íslensk Hómilíubók we see the divine city. This is the Heaven of the Bible and 

                                                           
294 “…ok ávalt, er hann prédikcaði firir fólkinu, þá lét hann liggja bók firir sér, ok tók þar af slíkt er hann talaði 
firir fólkinu, ok gjörði hann þetta mest af forsjá ok lítilæti, at þar hann var úngr at aldri þótti þeim meira um 
vert, er til lýddu, at þeir sæi þat, at hann tók sínar kenningar af helgum bókum, en eigi af einusaman brjóstviti.” 
(Jóns Saga Helga Hin Elzta 1858: 163-164). For an edited edition with the various recensions, see Peter Foote 
(Ed.): Jón Saga Hólabyskups ens Helga (2003).  
295 At the end of the homily it says: “En alls vér höldum í dag hátíð N.N. postula, góð systkin,...“ As we 
celeabrate today the feast day of N.N. apostle, dear siblings,... (Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and 
Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 25). It is noteworthy that the term “siblings” is used as it is gender inclusive, 
referring to both men and women. It thus underscores that the homily was not only read in the monasteries 
but also in church. 
296 For a detailed discussion of the Stavkirkeprekenen, se Oddmund Hjelde: Norsk preken i det 12. århundre: 
studier i Gammel norsk homiliebok (1990: 290-306).  
297 Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 136. 
298 “En vér, góðir bræður, skulum ávallt fýsast til dýrðar þeirra, er nú segjum vér frá, og minnast þó, að vér 

erum jarðlegir, og þerra af oss syndadust með iðranarhendi fyr augu skapera vors, að vér megim hreinir verða 
og komast til himneskrar borgar.” (Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 137). 
299 Russell 1997: 14. 
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elaborated on by later Christians. The mainstream view of Heaven was brought to Norse society 

and embraced by the populace as it converted to Christianity. Heaven as a city is the Christian 

idea of Heaven, and it was preached to the Norse and adapted with almost no additions, 

concerning the structure of Heaven. Regarding some aspects of Heaven, we can see important 

elements of Norse society, such as the importance of friendship. In addition, we can discern 

how Heaven was preached and used as a tantalising goal for each believer, the promise of 

eternal bliss. While Hell was the counterpart which struck terror into the believers. The main 

view of Heaven in Íslensk Hómilíubók is the Heavenly City, still there are few deviations, such 

as the homily Oratio Domini. 

3.4 Íslensk Hómilíubók: Angels and Three Heavens.   

The homily Oratio Domini is fascinating for the fact that it explains how there are different 

heavens. This description of Heaven is only found here and is at odds with other expressed 

views. “One heaven is physical. On it are the heavenly bodies. Another spiritual. There is the 

abode of spirits. Third, understanding heaven, it is the vision of the one triune God.”300 The 

first heaven is the physical sky above in addition to the sun, moon and all the stars. But beyond 

the physical sky is the spiritual heaven, the abode of the soul. It is to this place that the souls 

of the righteous go to after death. The third heaven is more complicated to explain. But it seems 

that the homily is stating that the third heaven is the abode of the Triune God, where highest 

understanding and truth is to be found.   

 It should be noted that this homily is quite important as it provides an explanation for 

the most foundational prayer in Christianity, the Lord’s Prayer.301 The three heavens is a part 

of the explanation for the Lord’s Prayer which says “Our Father, who art in heaven…” The 

Lord’s Prayer would have been among the first things taught to either new converts or young 

believers, as it sums up the core of Christianity in a single prayer. The Bible passages behind 

the prayer are Matthew 6:9-13302 and Luke 11:2-4.303 The homily is an excellent teaching tool 

                                                           
300 “Einn himinn er líkamlegur. Á þeim eru himintungl. Annar andlegur. Þar er anda vist. Þriðji skilningar himinn, 
það er sýn eing Guðs þrenningar.” (Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993:40).  
301 Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy Name, thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is 
in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass 
against us. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom, and the power, 
and the glory, for ever and ever. Amen. (Book of Common Prayer 2007: 54).  
302 Matthew 6:9-13, 9 ‘Pray then in this way: Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name. 10 Your kingdom 
come. Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. 11 Give us this day our daily bread. 12 And forgive us our 
debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. 13 And do not bring us to the time of trial, but rescue us from the 
evil one. 
303 Luke 11:2-4, 2 He said to them, ‘When you pray, say: Father, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come. 3 
Give us each day our daily bread. 4 And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us. 
And do not bring us to the time of trial.’ 
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and superb support for any clergy preaching the Gospels. The view of three heavens would 

have been spread among the inhabitants of medieval Iceland. Unfortunately, there is little way 

of knowing how prominent this view of Heaven was, or if it competed with the idea of Heaven 

as a city.  

 Oratio Domini is also interesting for the fact that it deviates from the threefold view of 

Heaven, found in the Bible. The Bible only gives hints to the mystery of Heaven, never a 

detailed description. But from the various Bible passages alluding directly or indirectly to 

Heaven, there emerges a threefold distinction. This can be seen in the homily Oratio Domini, 

though it does diverge, to a degree, from the Bible. The traditional tripartite Heaven of 

Christianity is the sky, celestial bodies and the presence/home of God. The first can be 

discerned in Genesis 6:7, “So the Lord said, ʻI will blot out from the earth the human beings I 

have created—people together with animals and creeping things and birds of the air, for I am 

sorry that I have made them.ʼ” And in James 5:18 “Then he [Elijah] prayed again, and the 

heaven gave rain and the earth yielded its harvest.” In these Bible passages the heaven referred 

to is the sky, and the air above and around us. The second heaven stems from passages like 

Matthew 24:29 “Immediately after the suffering of those days the sun will be darkened, and 

the moon will not give its light; the stars will fall from heaven, and the powers of heaven will 

be shaken.” And Deuteronomy 4:19 “And when you look up to the heavens and see the sun, 

the moon, and the stars, all the host of heaven, do not be led astray and bow down to them and 

serve them, things that the Lord your God has allotted to all the peoples everywhere under 

heaven.”  

 We see that in the homily the first and second heaven have been united into one. The 

sky and air, in addition to the celestial bodies form a single unit, the first heaven. It is interesting 

that the homily diverges in this way from the traditional view. The third view of heaven in the 

Bible is the presence/home of God, which can be seen in passages like: 1Kings 8:27 “But will 

God indeed dwell on the earth? Even heaven and the highest heaven cannot contain you, much 

less this house that I have built!” And the presence of God can be seen in Hebrew 9:24 “For 

Christ did not enter a sanctuary made by human hands, a mere copy of the true one, but he 

entered into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God on our behalf.” Perhaps the 

most important verse on Heaven is 2Corinthinas 12:2 “I know a person in Christ who fourteen 

years ago was caught up to the third heaven—whether in the body or out of the body I do not 

know; God knows.”  

 This is not an exhaustive reference to the numerous Bible passages referring to Heaven 

in one way or another. For the sake of brevity, this is only a brief overview of some passages 
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which have influenced and contributed to the formation of a tripartite heaven. It is interesting 

that the homily diverges concerning the second heaven, as it calls it the home of the souls. 

While traditionally the second heaven is thought to contain the celestial bodies, not the souls 

of the righteous.   

Heaven as the sky and the celestial bodies stems from both Judaism and Hellenism, 

especially Neoplatonism. But it also appears in the apocrypha and pseudepigrapha.304 Despite 

the recognition of the Gospel of Nicodemus as an apogryphon,305 it only detracted from its 

authority and influence in a limited way. The individual position towards it was just as varied 

as the term apogryphon was polysemous. Ever since Christian antiquity the term was utilised 

for the reference to several categories of texts and secret books, intended for the initiated alone. 

These books could be outright heretical or simply outside of the canon out of a lack of veracity 

concerning their origin, and everything in-between. Patristic views varied accordingly, from 

clear hostility to indifference. During the Middle Ages, it was first and foremost the lack of 

authentication that deemed various works as apocrypha or not.306 Bernold von Konstanz 

expressed it quite clearly; “The teachers of the Church recount that apocrypha are so called not 

because they are wholly mendacious, but because their authority may seem doubtful and 

suspected.”307 For the believer there could be some light in these texts and thus they could be 

useful. 

 There are various sources for the gradual development of the idea of Heaven and these 

sources entail different views. Underscoring the reality of the Bible, which lacks a clear idea 

of Heaven. Instead of an exhaustive description there are scattered references here and there 

through its numerous books. This has greatly driven speculation and belief, which has resulted 

in the different ideas of Heaven both diachronically and synchronically. We see this especially 

in Íslensk Hómilíbók where we see two structures of Heaven, one as The Heavenly City and 

the other tripartite.  

 Íslensk Hómilíubók is invaluable because of the numerous themes and questions it 

addresses. One theme is the multitude of angels. The homily De Sancto Michaele et Omnium 

                                                           
304 Russell 1997: 15. 
305 The word apocryphon is derived from the Greek verb ἀποκρύπτειν (to hide away) and signifies books that 
are hidden. There are 14 or 15 Old Testament Apocrypha written during the last two centuries before Jesus 
Christ and the first century of the Christian era (Metzger 1957: 3-4). In addition, there are numerous New 
Testament Apocrypha, written from the second to eight or ninth centuries. These works often sought to 
supplement the canonical works, such as the four gospels (Metzger 1957: 249). 
306 Izydorczyk 1997b: 78-79 
307 “Apocrifa autem dici ecclesiastici doctors tradunt non quia omnia mentiantur, sed quia dubie et suspecte 
auctoritatis ess videantur.” (Stöckly & Jasper (Ed.) 2000: 125) 
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Angelorum is concerned with the different orders of angels and the afterlife. After expounding 

the different divisions of angels and their purpose, the homily explains its relevance to 

mankind. “But it is believable, that an equal number of mankind will go to the glory of Heaven 

as there are Gods angels there before, as it is written: ʻGod placed the demarcation of a nation 

according to the number of angels.ʼ”308 The homily then encourages men to do good deeds and 

secure a place among one of the different orders of angels. This is a fascinating idea, that the 

soul joins one of the orders and then partakes in the work of that order, in the service of God, 

such as those who are pure of mind. Those who have denied temptation and sin, their lot is to 

join the angels who rule, called drottnar (sg. drottinn, lord).309 The text illustrates the richness 

in Icelandic ecclesiastical literature, especially concerning Heaven and Hell.  

 The reason for preaching was to influence the audience, this has always been the real 

power of the Church, the ability to persuade people to embrace its message and follow its 

teachings. We see this clearly in De Sancto Michaele et omnium Angelorum. “We shall use 

examples from these services for the betterment of our own behaviour and inflame a love-fire 

in us to do good deeds. But it is necessary, that those men, who shall go to Heaven, simulate 

to a degree God’s angel-hosts, because the branches of human life serve each of the [branches 

of] angels.”310 In this we see an effort to harmonise the life of human beings with that of the 

angels. After death each individual soul is judged accordingly, and based on the life lived on 

Earth, the soul will serve in the appropriate order of angels.   

 It is an interesting question if this view of men becoming angels and serving different 

functions according to their temperament or their life on Earth, could be compared to the 

hierarchy in Hell. Especially as the homily uses the term drottinn, and it is clear that some 

angels are higher than others. Some are leaders, and they can be compared to the social order 

in Norse society, a stratified society, just like other medieval societies. We see how the social 

order colours the view of Heaven, shining through the text. Both in Heaven and Hell the social 

                                                           
308 “En því er trúanda, að jafnmikill fjöldi mannkyns skal koma til himins dýrðar sem þar eru englar Guðs fyrir, 

svo sem ritið er: ʻGuð setti endimörk þjóðar eftir tölu engla.ʼ” (Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and 
Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 133). The reference to Scripture is interesting as it is most likely from 
Deuteronomy: When the Most High apportioned the nations, when he divided humankind, he fixed the 
boundaries of the peoples according to the number of the gods, Deuteronomy 32:8. But the extant 
manuscripts are not fully in accordance with each other. The Samaritan Pentateuch, Vulgate, Syriac and 
Targum, do all have the reading “sons of Israel” (ל יִִ֝יְׂשָרֵאָֽ  While 4 Qumran Deuteronomy and the Greek give .(ְּבֵנֵ֥
the reading “sons of the gods/God” (ְּבֵניֱִ֝אֹלִהים) or “Gods angels” (ἀγγέλων θεοῦ) (Biblia Hebraica Quinta, 
Deuteronomy 32:8).  
309 Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 134. 
310 “Af því skulum vér draga dæmi af þjónustu til vorrar atferðar og kynda ástareld í oss til auka góðra verka. En 
nauðsyn er, að þeir menn, er til himinríkis skulu fara, glíki nekkvað eftir englafylkjum Guðs, því að greinir 
mannalífs gegna sérhverri engla.” (Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 134).  
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order is mirrored, to a degree. The sources do underscore the richness of thought and the 

different ideas in circulation. Undoubtedly, the idea of Heaven as a divine city is most 

prominent, as we have most attestation for this view, but the sources do present other views, 

which makes the study of Heaven all the more intriguing.  

 Antiquity did not have comparable beliefs in Heaven as the Middle Ages. Early 

Christianity was an especially eschatological religion. Its adherents were expecting the 

immediate return of Jesus Christ and the ushering in of his Kingdom on Earth.311312 Early 

Christianity had thus no room for extensive speculations on the nature of Heaven. Such 

speculations were redundant as the parousia (παρουσία), the Second Coming of Jesus Christ, 

was imminent. Only later, with the growth of Christianity and the delay of the return of Jesus 

Christ, could extensive ideas on Heaven materialise. That they did, and then gradually matured, 

especially during the High Middle Ages, with such works as Duggals Leiðsla, only one of 

many visions.313 Because of the enchanted worldview of the Middle Ages, the visionary 

literature was of immense importance. Enjoying great popularity and exerting extensive 

influence. The power of the visionary literature was only broken by the reformations,314 both 

the Protestant and the Catholic.315 Where the churches sought to curb the religious literature 

produced during the Middle Ages and throw away that which was not in accordance with 

scripture. This can be seen in one of the battle cries of Protestantism, sola scriptura. But also, 

in Catholicism, these visions lost their influence as the Catholic Church reformed itself. Before 

that, the visions thrived in medieval society, and in Iceland, they were influenced by their social 

context. Most clearly by the elementary importance of friendship.  

3.5 God and his Friends in Heaven 

Friendship is an all-pervading theme in all the sources drawn upon for the thesis. Animosity, 

especially the enemies of God, is also strongly present in the sources. Predictably, God’s 

friends gain a place in Heaven, while God’s enemies are thrown down into the fires of Hell. 

                                                           
311 Horrell 2013: 95.  
312 Paul expresses this clearly in 1 Corinthians 10:11, “These things happened to them to serve as an example, 
and they were written down to instruct us, on whom the ends of the ages have come”. Apocalypticism is 
intimately vowen into Christianity, for this aspect of Paul, see Wayne A. Meeks: The First Urban Christians: The 
Social World of the Apostle Paul (1983), especially pp. 171-180. For the apocalyptic tradition in the Middle 
Ages, see Bernard McGinn: Visions of the End: Apocalyptic Traditions in the Middle Ages (1998b).  
313 For numerous other visions from the Middle Ages in English translations, see Eileen Gardiner (Ed.): Visions 
of Heaven and Hell Before Dante (1989). 
314 For a comprehensive work on the European Reformations, both origins and impact, see Carter Lindberg: 
The European Reformations (2010).  
315 For a superb overview of the scholarship on Catholicism since the Council of Trent to the suppression of the 
Society of Jesus, see R. Po-chia Hsia: The World of Catholic Renewal 1540-1770 (2005). 
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The prominence of friendship and animosity aligns well with the views of Jón Viðar Sigurðsson 

(2017) that friendship was the most decisive social bond in Norse society.  

 In one of the places in Heaven Duggall sees two former kings of Ireland, Cormac 

MacCarthy (Kabanum/Conchober) and Donough MacCarthy (Danakum/Donacus).316 It is 

interesting to compare the Latin to the Norse. We have two Norse editions and they do diverge 

in some way from each other. As Duggall sees the two kings he is surprised that they are in 

Heaven, because of their behaviour on Earth. “These two men were in their lives very cruel, 

and between themselves mutual enemies, and by what merit have they come here and in what 

manner have they become friends?”317 These two kings were great enemies but as they repented 

for their animosity they were forgiven their sins (imputatur ad culpam).318 In one of the Norse 

translations (681a), Duggall asks: “…why have they been made God‘s friends?”319 This is an 

addition on the part of the Norse translator, as the Latin states that they have been made friends 

to each other. The other Norse version (681b), which is a more faithful translation, states: 

“…why were they made friends?”.320 In both Norse translations the importance of friendship 

shines through the text. Those in Heaven are God’s friends and it is through this friendship that 

men attain salvation and eternal bliss in Heaven. Lastly, we should note the end of the scene: 

“…and you shall recount everything to the living.”321 Which underscores the importance of 

Duggals Leiðsla, as the work was written to influence society, to bring it into line with the 

interests and the teaching of the Church.  

The most important social bond in Iceland and Norway up to the middle of the thirteenth 

century was friendship.322 It was not the greater family or kin which was of greatest importance 

to the individual, it was his friends. The centrality of friendship comes clearly to the fore in the 

religious literature of the period in question, such as in Niðrstigningar Saga.   

 In Niðrstigningar Saga the friends of God sit in Hell and await their salvation. “Then 

arrived, walking, our father Simeon, as a multitude had congregated, and spoke merrily with 

God’s friends,…”323 From the text it is clear that those who Simeon talks to are God´s holy, 

the saints, prophets and patriarchs. They are the most prominent individuals of the Old 

                                                           
316 Seymour 1924: 89. 
317 “Isti duo viri errant in vita sua multum crudeles et inter se invicem inimici, et quo merito huc venerunt aut 
quomodo amici facti sunt?” (Cahill 1983: 87).  
318 Cahill 1983: 87. 
319 “…hversu eru þeir nu giordir uinir guds.” (Cahill 1983: 87). 
320 “…hverso voro þeir giorfer viner?” (Cahill 1983: 87). 
321 “…og skalltu allt telia fyrir lifandi monnum.” (Cahill 1983: 88).  
322 Jón Viðar Sigurðsson 2017: 2. 
323 “Þa com þar at gangande faþer okarr Simeon, er fiolþinn var allr saman comenn, oc melte þa allglaþliga við 
guðs vine,…” (Unger 1877b: 1-2). 
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Testament. It is also clear that the author refers to all of them as God’s friends, which is a Norse 

addition to the work. As the Latin does not refer to the friends of God but uses the words, nobis 

(we/us) and sanctorum (saints).324 The author uses a familiar and an important term in Norse 

society to explain the relationship between God and men. That those who live according to the 

teachings of Christianity become Gods friends and gain a place in Heaven. A central element 

of Niðrstigningar Saga is the saga of how Jesus Christ descended into Hell to save the friends 

of God. To bring them to their rightful place in Heaven, alongside God, their friend. 

 The antonym of vinur is óvinur (enemy). In Niðrstigningar Saga we are firmly in the 

friendship discourse of Norse society. To Satan, the demons and trolls in Hell, Jesus is their 

enemy (óvinur). “Then the chief of darkness spoke: ʻWhy do you doubt and fear to seize that 

man Jesus, who is both my enemy and yours,ʼ…”325 The conflict which takes place in 

Niðrstigningar Saga has two sides striving for supremacy. On the one side is Jesus and his 

friends and on the other side are their enemies, Satan, demons and trolls. We can see in the 

saga how the importance of friendship shines through the author’s narration of the saga. His 

use of the terms vinur and óvinur, underscores the importance of friendship in Norse society. 

As the use of these terms, especially vinur, would have spoken clearly to the audience of the 

saga and illustrated to them the important social bond between Jesus and the righteous men he 

set out to safe from Hell. 

 Unger’s collection presents four manuscripts of Niðrstigningar Saga, only one of them 

contains the whole story.326 Even so, it is interesting to read what little the fourth fragment 

entails. “… [Jesus] will soon come and visit thee and all of his friends, those who sit in the 

darkness and in the shadow of death.”327 Again, those who Jesus was saving from Hell were 

his friends. The saga informs its audience that only the friends of Jesus and God can gain 

entrance into Heaven. It is also noteworthy that in this edition of Niðurstigningar Saga, Jesus 

bids his friends to announce his arrival in Hell. “Then he bid a few of his dear friends, that they 

should proceed ahead and announce his arrival.”328 We can only lament that we do not have 

more of this edition of Niðurstigningar Saga, as friendship appears to be more important here 

than in other versions. Even so we see that the saints are thought of as the friends of Jesus and 

                                                           
324 Tischendorf 1853: 371. 
325 “Þa melte hofðinge myrcranna: ʻHvat ive þer umb [oc hreþez] at gripa þenna mann Jesum, er beði er minn 
(ovin) oc yðvarr,ʼ…” (Unger 1877b: 3).  
326 Unger 1877a: xv. 
327 “… [Jesus] mun skiott koma ok vitia ydar ok allra sinna vina, þeira er sitia i myrk(r)um ok i skugga daudans.” 
(Unger 1877b: 17).  
328 “Þa baud hann nockurum sinum elskuligum vinum, at þeir skyllde fyrir fara ok boda tilkvomo hans.” (Unger 
1877b: 20). 
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God. The use of the term vinur in Niðrstigningar Saga is a part of the greater strategy of the 

Church to tailor its message to the society it was working in. Fortunately, this tactic allows us 

to see more of central matters in the society in which a work was translated or composed. In 

this case we have clear evidence for the importance of friendship. 

 We see also in Íslensk Hómilíubók that those who were closest to God are called his 

vinir. In the homily Postulamál, the apostles are called Gods friends.329 In fact, the Íslensk 

Hómilíubók is filled with the terms vinir and óvinir (friends and enemies).  

  Just as Niðrstigningar Saga recounts how the friends of God were brought out of Hell. 

Íslensk Hómilíubók preaches the same message. “…because he freed all his friends from 

Hell.”330 The homily Resurrectio Domini also recounts of God’s friends in Hell “…given to 

God‘s friends in Hell,…”331 We see in two sources the same message, that Jesus brought his 

friends from Hell. But there is also an extremely important statement in the sermon De sancta 

cruce, which illustrates that the Norse ideals of friendship were changing. “The highest part of 

the cross means God‘s love, but the arms the love of neighbours, both to friends and to 

enemies.”332 The emphasis to love thy neighbour is central to Christianity. The importance of 

friendship is clear in the text, which is in accordance to Norse society, the interesting thing is 

how Christianity sought to expand it, so to incorporate the love of thy enemy, which is in 

striking contrast to the message of Old Norse religion, to be a friend to a friend but an enemy 

to an enemy. This is expressed succinctly in Hávamál, stanza 43: 

Vin sínum 

skal maðr vinr vera, 

þeim ok þess vin; 

en óvinar síns 

skyli engi maðr 

vinar vinr vera.333 

To his friend a man 

A friend shall prove, 

To him and the friend of his friend; 

But never a man 

Shall friendship make 

With one of his foeman’s friends.334

                                                           
329 Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 21 
330 “…því að hann leysti alla sína vini úr helvíti.” (Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur 
Ingólfsson 1993: 53) 
331 “…er fengu vinir Guðs í helvíti,…” (The reference is to the message of Jesus‘ resurrection) (Sigurbjörn 
Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 106) 
332 “Sá hlutur krossins, er efstur er, merkir enn Guðs ást, en armarnir náungs elsku, bæði við vini og við óvini.” 
(Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 53). 
333 Jón Helgason (Ed.) 1951: 20. For a Norwegian translation, see Gro Steinsland: Voluspå og andre norrøne 
helligtekster (2003). 
334 Bellows 1923: 37 
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In Hávamál, a man shall not be a friend to a friend’s enemy. We also see the importance 

of friendship in Duggals Leiðsla, as the two cruel kings became God’s friends and thus attained 

a place in Heaven by repenting and becoming friends to each other.  

 In the homily Omnium sanctorum, we learn more of friendship with God. 

“…[Judgement Day] but from that fire God’s angels free and raise into the air all the friends 

of God. But Gods enemies will remain in the fire…”335 There is obvious tension between the 

command to love one’s enemies while at the same time the enemies of God will be punished. 

This tension stems from the tension between a merciful God who forgives and dispenses grace 

onto sinners and the just God who punishes sin. What the homilies in Íslensk Hómilíubók tell 

us, is how important friendship was. Friendship, not only on Earth with other men, but 

friendship which transcended the material world and was extended to God. To use the term 

vinur to explain the relationship between a mortal man and God can only illustrate how central 

the term was to Icelandic society. Especially as this terminology is lacking in the Latin 

originals/inspirations for the Norse texts. With the term friend, we have an example of 

Christianity using powerful material in the Norse culture to build upon and thus further its own 

message. By using the term vinur the clergy spoke the language of the people, which conveyed 

the deep connection between God and a saint. Who then served as a role model for all believers, 

to strife for and emulate.   

 To illustrate the power of the friendship discourse in Íslensk Hómilíubók we can look 

at this passage, at the end of the homily Nativitas Domini Á jóladag. “Let us pray for mercy 

from almighty God, that we will not lose the eternal promises of the eternal king, and that we 

will thus not be shut out from Gods presence, when his friends gain entrance. And that we shall 

not hear, that which his enemies shall hear: ʻFlee from me you damned to eternal fire.ʼ”336 The 

name of the homily is Birth of the Lord and is about the birth of Jesus Christ. These homilies 

were thought of as inspirations for the clergy and were without a doubt used extensively. For 

the congregation to hear this homily preached on Christmas day, would have been a powerful 

experience. Even more so when we take into consideration the importance of the terms vinur 

and óvinur. There was a lot at stake and to be the friend of God was essential.  

                                                           
335 “… [Judgement day] en úr þeim eldi lesa englar Guðs og hefja í loft upp Guðs vini alla. En Guðs óvinir verða í 
eldinum eftir…” (Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 53) 
336 “Þess skulum vér biðja miskunnar almáttugs Guðs, að eigi missim vér eilífra fyrirheita eilífs konungs og eigi 
séim vér þá úti byrgðir frá Guðs augliti, er hans vinir eru inn laðaðir. Og eigi skyldim vér það heyra, sem óvinir 
hans munu heyra: ʻFlæið ér frá mér bölvaðir í eld eilífan.ʼ” (Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and 
Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 53) 
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 That God freed his friends from Hell is mentioned numerous times in Íslensk 

Hómilíubók. In addition, to the full story in Niðurstigningarsaga, this must have been quite 

important to Norse society. We can quote the sermon Fasta: “when God invaded Hell in the 

middle of the night and freed therefrom all his friends but bound the Devil and destroyed all of 

his immense power against us.”337 Again the theme of Jesus freeing his friends is stated in the 

sources, in addition to the binding of Satan.  

The importance of friendship is also clear in the case of Benedictus who predicted his 

own death. As he had foreseen, he became gravely ill and got his disciples to help him to 

Church. There they supported him so that he could stand and raise his hands up to Heaven and 

pray. In this position, he died. At the same time two monks got a strange vision, one was at his 

home, but the other was some distance away. Both saw a beautiful road shining with a great 

light, it stretched east from the house of Benedictus. On the road, there stood a man in splendid 

attire, and he asked who owned the road. The monks pretended not to know. Then the man 

said, “Benedictus, God’s friend travels this road to heaven”.338 The word vinur (friend) should 

be noted as it again underscores the importance of friendship in Norse society. Its use is all 

pervading in Íslensk Hómilíubók, it is used in Niðurstigningarsaga and in Duggals Leiðsla and 

we also see its use in Heilagra Manna Søgur. All those who were especially devout and pious 

were considered the friends of God. To attain the friendship of God was the supreme good, as 

all his friends gained entrance into Heaven. 

 It is especially fruitful to compare the Norse texts with the Latin texts available, for we 

can gain a deeper understanding of the Norse text by noting the differences, if there are any. In 

Duggals Leiðsla there is an intriguing example of the Norse text deviating from the Latin. One 

example illustrates the rich nature of Norse translations and the independence of the translators. 

The Latin states: “For there is neither, said Salomon, wisdom nor knowledge in Hell,”339 On 

the other hand, the Norse text states: “…for in a vision by the holy ghost, spoke Salomon that 

neither wisdom nor friendship is in Hell …”340 Again, in the Norse sources we have an example 

of the friendship discourse, which is especially striking as we can compare it to the Latin where 

the term friend is entirely lacking. Thus, the translator has made a conscious choice of including 

the word friend instead of the Latin scientia. Thus, the translator harmonised the vision with 

Norse society, and increased the likelihood of its success.  

                                                           
337 “…er Guð herjaði helvíti á miðri nótt og leysti þaðan alla vini sína, en batt djöfulinn og eyddi þá ofurafli hans 
öllu oss á mót.” (Sigurbjörn Einarsson, Guðrún Kvaran and Gunnlaugur Ingólfsson 1993: 163) 
338 “Þessa götu stigr Benedictus guds vinr til himens.”(Unger 1877a: 178) 
339 “Non enim, ut ait Salomon, sapientia aut scientia errant apud inferos,” (Cahill 1983: 71).  
340 “…þuiat j syn heilags anda mællti Salamon at huarki uizska ne uinatta er j helviti…” (Cahill 1983: 71). 
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 So far, we have mostly been concerned with the three elementary sources, to the thesis, 

Íslensk Hómilíubók, Niðrstigningar Saga and Duggals Leiðsla. But Heilagra Manna Søgur are 

a crucial collection of hagiographies which illustrates the enchanted worldview of the Middle 

Ages and the connection between the earthly and the divine. Now we turn to this collection, 

the often repetitious but still illuminating world of the hagiographies. 

3.6 Saints and the Enchanted World 

In Agnesar Saga Meyiar341 there is the frequent theme of idolatry and Christian attacks on other 

religions, in the Norse translation the attack is against the Old Norse religion. Count 

Simphronius had taken Saint342 Agnes as his prisoner and tried to force her to worship the 

goddess Gefjun or she would be sold into prostitution. Saint Agnes was steadfast in her faith 

and answered Simphronius that Jesus was her bulwark and steady shield. Furthermore, she 

pointed at the feebleness of his gods and that they were made of clay and stone. She then drove 

home the uselessness of fashioning powerless idols from clay and stone. The clay would be 

much better used as earthenware and the stone for the paving of roads. The uselessness of 

fashioning idols from these materials is the fact that divinity does not dwell in these materials 

but in the sky (á himnum). Then she iterated the point by saying that divinity does not reside 

in metals but in heaven (loptriki).343 The earlier reference to the sky is vague as it could mean 

Heaven, the abode of God, but on the other hand it could mean the physical sky above earth. 

The tripartite views in the Bible also come to mind. This text is an example of how the concept 

of Heaven can be vague in the hagiographies. But then the mention of Heaven is only in passing 

and the abode of the divinity is not a central aspect of the saga. At the end of it the distinction 

between the sky above and Heaven as a realm separated from earth is quite blurred.  

Later in the saga, her uncles were praying at her grave and they saw in the sky a group 

of young women. They thought they saw Agnes among the women and on her right hand a 

white lamb. The sight frightened them, but Agnes then calmed them down and said to them: 

“You shall not grief my death, but celebrate with me and rejoice, for with all of these virgins I 

have gained a bright place, and now I am in Heaven in eternal celebration with those who I 

                                                           
341 There are many hagiographies about holy women in Norse. For the view of women in these hagiographies 
during the Icelandic Middle Ages, see Ásdís Egilsdóttir: Kvendýrlingar og kvenímynd trúarlegra bókmennta á 
Íslandi (1996). It is also fitting to mention wommen in medieval sources, see Berit Jansen Sellevold, Else 
Mundal & Gro Steinsland (Eds.): Fokus på kvinner i middelalderkilder: Rapport fra symposiet “Kilder til 
kvinnehistoriske studier I nordisk middelalder,” Isegran, September 1990 (1992).  
342 For hagiographies and sainthood during the Middle Ages in Latin Christianity, see Renate Blumenfel-
Kosinski & Timea Szell (Ed.): Images of Sainthood in Medieval Europe (1991).  
343 Unger 1877a: 17. 
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loved on Earth with all my heart. But after she had spoken, she ascended into Heaven.”344 The 

imagery is clear as the bright women are virgins, the highest ideal of Christianity, and the white 

lamb is Jesus Christ, agnus dei. What is most interesting in this saga is that beyond any doubt 

the women appear in the sky above the men and as Agnes has finished speaking with them she 

ascends into Heaven with the other women. This indicates the notion of Heaven as the sky 

above, the sky being the lowest section of Heaven, the abode of various souls and God being 

in the higher echelons of Heaven. The meagre clues in the saga indicate that the translator 

thought of Heaven as the physical sky above. Delving deeper into the sources it becomes 

evident that the idea of Heaven is in somewhat of a flux. But we should also keep in mind the 

enchanted worldview of the Middle Ages. Where an event like the one described in the saga 

was not thought as impossible as today. Yes, the appearance of Agnes is a miracle. But the 

medieval world was much more receptive to miracles and the borders between the material and 

the immaterial was not clear. We see that in all the hagiographies, that the world which is 

depicted there is an enchanted world.   

Before proceeding with the discussion, we must look at the place of visionary literature 

in medieval society, especially the general perception. In modernity the general perspective is 

dominated by materiality, that which is material and subjected to the senses and can be 

discerned with science is thought real. Thus, that which is immaterial and outside of the realm 

of the senses, is thought unreal, unless it can be verified with the scientific method. This is a 

fundamental part of our contemporary worldview, but not the medieval worldview.345 Medieval 

people were not in general gullible, instead they were more lacking in the suspicion of the 

unseen. The underlying reality of the Middle Ages was different than our contemporary reality. 

This medieval reality can be characterised as enchanted.346  

 In addition to an enchanted reality is the importance of the holistic nature of the 

medieval worldview. Medieval people viewed the world as an all-encompassing reality, held 

together by an overarching element, Christianity. The frame of the worldview was Christianity 

which thus touched on the kaleidoscopic nature of reality. Central to Christianity was 

revelation, God’s revelation to the world, which could be discerned in this kaleidoscopic 

                                                           
344 “Eigi skolu þer grata andlat mitt, helldr fagne þer med mer ok glediz, þviat med þessum meyium ollum 
eignumz ek liosan stad, ok er ek nu a himnum i e(i)lifum fagnadi med þeim, er ek elskadi a iordu af ollu hiarta. 
En er hon hafdi þetta mællt, þa leid hon til himins.” (Unger 1877a: 21). 
345 For an introduction to the worldview of the Middle Ages, se William R. Cook & Ronald B. Herzman: The 
Medieval World View: An Introduction (1983).  
346 Erickson 1976: 6. 
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reality.347 This is illustrated in medieval literature where various literary genres can be woven 

together into one narrative. Or even different traditions, like we saw in Niðrstigningar Saga, 

where themes from Old Norse religion were woven into an otherwise Christian narrative. In 

addition to various elements from the immediate cultural context of the author. Still, 

Christianity is the overarching element which forms the frame around the saga. We see the 

same in Duggals Leiðsla, where disparate places in Hell are held together by the same 

overarching structure of Christianity. In addition to another layer, as the saga begins on Earth, 

in Ireland, but then shifts to the afterlife, both Heaven and Hell. Both the seen and unseen, held 

together by Christianity, and forming a holistic world.  

 At the core of medieval perceptions was the notion of a multi-faceted reality, where the 

unseen was an elementary part of these perceptions. In such a view, religious truths were of 

immense importance, which cannot be overstated.348 A part of this enchanted worldview was 

the unseen, therein both angels and demons. Both of which are prominent in the sources for 

this study. In fact, these beings, in addition to many more, were a fundamental part of daily 

life. As they could take active part in the life of people, for both good or evil. Keeping the 

above in mind the vision gains immense importance in medieval life. The vision erases the line 

between the seen and the unseen, the known and the unknown.349 Through the vision people 

gain knowledge of the unseen world beyond, a world which is in no way less real than the 

material world. With all the above in mind, we can better appreciate the immense importance 

of the visionary literature in medieval society.  

“Unknowable God garnished all of his creation with beautiful flowers, both earthy and 

heavenly, for all his works were very holy. Heaven he garnished with unknowable glory, which 

no one knows except himself.”350 In Michaels Saga the enchanted worldview is clearly stated. 

It should be noted that in the original Icelandic the word creation (skepnu) is in the singular 

and at the end of the sentence it is clear that the author is talking about both Earth and Heaven. 

This means that the author of Michaels Saga believes that Heaven is closely connected to the 

Earth. We have seen how there are different ideas concerning Heaven. This could be a reference 

to the tripartite Heaven, where the Heaven the translator is referring to is the first heaven, the 

sky above. The difficulty of knowing illustrates that the idea of Heaven is far from being 

                                                           
347 Erickson 1976: 8. 
348 Erickson 1976: 27. 
349 Erickson 1976: 28. 
350 “Oumræðilegr guð pryddi alla sina skepnu fogrum blomum bæfti iarðneska ok himneska, þviat aull handa 
verk hans voru miogh heilug. Himnariki pryddi hann oumræðilegri dyrð, sem engum er kunnikt utan honum 
einum.” (Unger 1877a: 677). 
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monolithic. Furthermore, the saga states that God created numerous invisible divisions of 

angels.351 The fact that these angels are said to be invisible is quite interesting. The angels are 

thought to traverse the Earth as they fulfil the tasks given to them by God. That they are 

invisible would explain why people at large do not see them. This indicates that Heaven is 

closely connected to Earth, which makes Michaels Saga a fine example of the enchanted 

worldview of the Middle Ages.  

 The saga illustrates finely the connection between the earthly and the heavenly. Two 

holy fathers, Moses and Ysodorus, dwelled in the Egyptian desert. Moses was wavering after 

relentless attacks by the Devil. Therefore, Ysodorus brought him into the attic of his house 

where there were two windows, one facing north and the other east. Moses was first led to the 

window facing north and told to look out and see. Up in the sky he saw a group of demons, 

prepared for battle and horrible to look upon. Then Ysodorus turned him to the eastern window 

and told him to look out. There he saw numerous division of angels bathed in the rays of the 

sun. Ysodorus then explained what this meant. Even though the devil may relentlessly attack, 

God always sends his own forces to defend his devotees.352 Even though this story is presented 

in the saga as a fable, it indicates the overarching worldview of the author. The Earth is placed 

between Heaven and Hell and is the battleground for the hordes of Hell against the forces of 

Heaven. These two opposing camps are not on equal footing as the forces of Heaven are 

commanded by God and thus much stronger. These two opposing camps should also not be 

interpreted literally, they more likely represent good and evil in general. Such evils as lust and 

such goods as the love of God and one’s neighbour.353 But the imagery is clear as it is no 

coincidence that the demons are seen in the northern window and the angels in the eastern.   

In Norse tradition, the entrance into hell is often thought to be somewhere far north. 

The Scandinavian idea of Hell‘s entrance being somewhere in the north is an old one. This idea 

is clearly expressed in stanza 38 of Völuspá “She saw a hall, far from the sun, on corpse-coast 

(Náströndu), and the door faces north.”354  Hel is both the given name of Hel, the daughter of 

Loki, who rules the world of the dead, also called Hel. From the name Hel is derived the term 

                                                           
351 Unger 1877a: 677. 
352 Unger 1877a: 680. 
353 Forgiveness and love for one’s neighbour are elementary teachings of Jesus Christ. We can see in the 
sources for the thesis how this comes to the fore. Matthew 22:37-40, 37 He [Jesus] said to him, ‘“You shall love 
the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.” 38 This is the greatest 
and first commandment. 39 And a second is like it: “You shall love your neighbour as yourself.” 40 On these 
two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.’ 
354 “Sal sér hon standa sólu fjarri Náströndu á, norðr horfa dyrr”. (Jón Helgason (Ed.) 1951: 9). 
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Helvíti, which means Hel’s place of punishment.355 The expressions farðu norður og niður (go 

north and down), or the Norwegian dømt nord og ned (judged north and down), are derived 

from this old idea of the entrance of Hell lying somewhere in the North. We see this view also 

expressed in Gylfaginning: “…but down and North leads the way to Daeth (Helvegr).”356 

Connecting the North with Hell has a solid expression in the messuskýringar 

(Expositiones missae) of the Norse Middle Ages. It has its origins as a genre in the teachings 

of the Church Fathers, in addition to the New Testament interpretations of the Old Testament. 

The genre reached its apogee at the end of the twelfth century to the beginning of the fourteenth 

century. At the core of the expositiones missae is the allegorical interpretation of the mass.357 

The manuscript AM 625 4to, pages 1r-49v are dated to circa 1300-1325 but the manuscript to 

about 1400,358 is fine example. “…and in that [the North] is the woe of death marked”.359 For 

those who are not the friends of God, death is woeful and into the North they must go, to the 

entrance of Hell. That the entrance to Hell was placed in the North illustrates the enchanted 

worldview of the Middle Ages.   

That the eastern window was the direction where the angles were seen is far from being 

surprising. The east has had a significant place in Christianity from the beginning, churches 

usually face east and bodies are usually buried facing east. The traditional view is that Christ’s 

parousia would be from the east as is indicated in Matthew 24:27.360 The theological notions 

in the text are important as these texts were a part of the life of medieval people and were 

important in shaping the worldview of the Middle Ages. A worldview that partly stated that 

the Earth was the in the middle between Heaven and Hell.  

 Then the text proceeds and explains how every man is designated two angles at birth, 

one good by God and one corrupted and evil, by the Devil. The good one tries to exert good 

influence that will lead the person to a godly life and a place in Heaven. The evil one will try 

to lead the person astray, towards misery and the eternal fires of Hell.361 Again this reiterates 

                                                           
355 Steinsland 2005:347-348. 
356 “…en niðr ok norðr liggr Helvegr.” (Holtsmark & Jón Helgason 1950: 65). This is stated in Gylfaginning 
section 49 which tells of Hermóðr’s ride to Hel. In it Snorri Sturluson writes of a deep dark valley, a river and a 
bridge, all are familiar themes from the Hell discourse of Latin Christianity. For Christian influences on 
Harmóðr’s ride to Hel, see C. Abram: Snorri's Invention of Hermóðr's Helreið (2006).  
357 Norseth 2014: 13-14. 
358 National and University Library of Iceland (2018) AM 625 4to.   
359 “…og er í því ógn sú mörkuð er verður í andlátinu.” (Kolsrud 1952: 39). I wrote the Norse quotation in 
modern Icelandic. Simply to allign it more with other Icelandic quotations in the thesis, the text in AM 625 4to 
deviates quite a lot from other Icelandic sources, concerning orthography.  
360 Matt 24:27, For as the lightning comes from the east and flashes as far as the west, so will be the coming of 
the Son of Man. 
361 Unger 1877a: 683. 
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the beliefs of the author that Earth is a battleground between the two poles of Heaven and Hell, 

where each man must make a choice between the dichotomy of good and evil. The belief in an 

angel and a demon, influencing the life of everyone is also present in Duggals Leiðsla. 

“Engillinn svarar ok mællti til hennar: “The angel answered and said: I have always followed 

you, since you were born, and wherever you went, you never wanted to follow my advice.”362 

 Michaels Saga is especially useful to illustrate the different aspects of the medieval 

worldview. In Agnesar Saga and Benedictus Saga, the sky is a part of Heaven and angels 

traverse it as they go about their business. But Michaels Saga is quite diverse as it contains 

various fables and stories. The story of Duggall is a clear example of the other aspect of the 

medieval worldview. The view that Heaven is more separated from Earth and can only be 

reached through death. The death of a person releases the soul that can thus explore Heaven 

and/or Hell and through a miracle is brought back to life to tell the living what it saw.  

 Duggall was a prosperous knight that only cared for his own beauty (fegurð) and did 

not care for his soul.363 Duggall suddenly died, and the author describes all the marks of 

death,364 to make it clear that Duggall was completely dead. But after three days Duggall was 

brought back to life by the power of God, but during the time he was dead he had been shown 

what lay beyond. The central aspect of the saga is that at the moment of death the soul was 

separated from the body. The text saying: “He said, as my soul left my body, and he truly knew 

that he was dead, then she knew his sins and began to fright and she knew not what she should 

do, she wanted to return to the body but could not enter, then she wanted to leave and feared 

everything.”365  Then Duggall said how his soul tried to go back into his body and struggled 

against the separation but was unable to. Here is an example of a more demarcated Heaven and 

the only way for a person to travel from Earth to Heaven is through death. Thus, the only 

possible return is through a miracle. The author of Michaels Saga does not describe in detail 

the vision of Duggall, it only entails a part of it.   

Later in Michaels Saga a curious tale is told. A bishop with the name Bonus was praying 

to Michael in his temple. At midnight, he heard beautiful singing in the sky and a bright light 

appeared. In the wake of the light followed angels bearing the victorious signs of their leader 

                                                           
362 “Ek fylgda þer iafnan, sidan er þu vart fæddr, ok hvervetna þar sem þu fort, ok villdir þu alldri minum radum 
fylgia.” (Cahill 1983: 21). 
363 Unger 1877a: 686. 
364 Unger 1877a: 686. 
365 “Sem ònd min skildizt uid likam minn, kuad hann og uissi at sonnu, at hann uar daudr þa uissi hon synder 
sinar og tok at hrædaz og uissi ok vissi eigi huat hun skylldi at hafazt hon uilldi aptur snuazt j likam og matti eigi 
inn komazt þa uilldi hon burt fara og hrædizt huetuetna.” (Unger 1877a: 687). 
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(höfdingia). He saw that these were the inhabitants of Heavenly Jerusalem (himneskrar 

Jerusalem) and between them the queen of Heaven and Earth, Mary, virgin and mother.366 

Mary367 then bids Bonus to sing a mass, which he did and was rewarded with heavenly clothing. 

Then the heavenly host ascended through the air (loptið) home to Heaven.368 This narrative is 

a clear example of how the Earth is in some hagiographies closely connected to Heaven. The 

god-fearing bishop saw the heavenly host descend from Heaven to Earth and after finishing on 

Earth they ascend into the sky, home to Heaven. But what is most striking about the narrative 

is the prominence of Mary as the queen (drottning) of Heaven and Earth. She is obviously a 

great queen with a whole retinue, in addition to the appropriate regalia. She is the greatest of 

all queens as she transcends all earthly queens. Lastly it is important to note the gift given to 

Bonus for his mass, a piece of clothing from Heaven, which emphasis the connection of Heaven 

and Earth, at least in this saga. Heaven is clearly not just a spiritual place, if it were so then 

Bonus could not have gotten a physical piece of clothing from Heaven as a gift. Again, we are 

reminded by the closeness of the divine, and of the miracles of the Middle Ages. Because of 

the enchanted world in which medieval people lived, that which is usually unseen is much 

closer. Thus, the divine Jerusalem, Heaven as a great city, appears. A loyal servant of the 

Church even gets a piece of it, in the form of the clothing. This clothing underscores the 

material nature of that which is usually thought of as immaterial. In this case the world beyond 

the Earth, Heaven.  

We can continue with examples of the interconnection between Heaven and Earth. One-

night Benedictus was awake praying. He was sitting by the window and as he looked out he 

saw a light coming down from Heaven. In the light he saw how the angels of God carried the 

soul of the bishop Germano into Heaven. Benedictus then sent a man to Campania and the man 

confirmed that Germano bishop had died at the same time as Benedictus saw his ascension. In 

fact, the last sentence is “…as Benedictus saw his soul ascend into heaven.”369 Furthermore, as 

Benedictus died two monks got a strange vision, as noted before. Then a man said, “Benedictus, 

God’s friend travels this road to heaven.”370 The saga illustrates the ambiguity of the sources. 

                                                           
366 Unger 1877a: 700. 
367 The cult of Mary seems to have taken root in Icelandic society at the end of the twefth century, though 
primarely during the thirteenth century, ( Ásdís Egilsdóttir, Gunnar Harðarson & Svanhildur Óskarsdóttir 1996: 
xii). For the cult of Mary in Icelandic medieval society, see Ásdís Egilsdóttir, Gunnar Harðarson & Svanhildur 
Óskarsdóttir: Maríukver: Sögur og kvæði af heilagri guðsmóður frá fyrri tíð (1996), especailly the introduction, 
pp. IX-XLV. It can also me mentioned that the story of Mary‘s mother, Anne, was translated and known in 
Iceland as Saga Heilagrar Önnu, for more on that saga, see Kirsten Wolf (Ed.): Saga Heilagrar Önnu (2001).  
368 Unger 1877a: 701. 
369 “…sem Benedictus saa ond hans fara til himins.” (Unger 1877a: 177-178). 
370 “Þessa götu stigr Benedictus guds vinr til himens.” (Unger 1877a: 178). 
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At first Benedictus sees Germano ascending through the sky on his way to Heaven. We can 

imagine that he would then traverse the first heaven, the sky and the air. And then arrive in the 

second heaven, like the homily Oratio Domini recounts. Or the idea could be that he was on 

his way to heavenly Jerusalem, or the third heaven, to the presence of God. All the above is 

possible, and we cannot truly know. But what we do know is that there were different ideas 

circulating and they come clearly to the fore in the sources.  

What is striking about this account is the inconsistency with what has been said before. 

The account of the ascension of Germano is physical, Benedictus looks out the window and 

sees the ascension. There is no talk of a vision or anything of that nature. The description is 

clear and what he saw was of this world, the light shines from the Heavens upon the Earth and 

through it a host of angels lead Germano into Heaven. Then right away, in the next chapter, 

there is another story from the life of Benedictus and now the miracle is otherworldly. The two 

monks that get the same vision are not in the same place. What they see is clearly a vision, it 

is not a part of the physical world. What is especially striking is how the one account just 

follows the first one. It is interesting how the author of the saga has two different ascensions. 

Benedictus saw the soul of Bishop Germino ascend into Heaven, which most likely was thought 

of as the lowest reaches of Heaven. When it comes to describing the death of Benedictus, his 

ascension is only witnessed through visions by two monks some distance away from each other. 

This is curious as the disciples of Benedictus were beside him as he died, it is interesting that 

the author does not recount that they witnessed his ascension into Heaven. But of course, 

visions are also an important part of the worldview, and that is exactly what the second story 

from the life of Benedictus illustrates. The possible rationality behind the latter story is to 

support the truthfulness of it by having the two monks witness it, instead of the disciples who 

had more to gain by the saintliness of their master. Even so the saga has much more to tell us. 

Benedictus Saga has an interesting dialogue which casts further light on the medieval 

worldview. “Since the first father of mankind was driven from the delights of paradise to the 

exile of this world, then he was forbidden to see the delights of heaven, which he had seen 

before.”371 Because of the exile from paradise, man has been severed from Heaven and must 

live in the darkness of this world. Being born into the darkness of this world and having never 

experienced the light of Heaven, people are dismissive of the glories of Heaven. The author of 

the saga compares this life to the life of a child born in darkness. It is incapable of believing in 

                                                           
371 “Siðan es enn fvrsti maþr faþir mancvns vas brat recinn or paradisar fagnaþi i þessa heims utlegþ, þa matti 
hann eigi sia himnescs oþals fagnaþi, þa es hann hafþi fyr litiþ.” (Unger 1877a: 234). 
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the sun, the moon and the stars, and the same applies to people on Earth that know nothing but 

darkness. But fortunately for mankind, God sent the Holy Spirit into the hearts of men so that 

they can believe in the things they cannot try, especially miracles.372 It is an interesting thought 

how the author of this work explains the incredulity of people. The Holy Spirit is needed so 

that men can believe in miracles. The explanation also indicates the idea that before the fall, 

mankind could see Heaven. 

 A prerequisite for going to Heaven is of course that human beings have souls. In the 

dialogue, there appears a threefold division of the creatures created by God. There are spirits 

which are not invested with flesh, these spirits are the angels. There are those invested with 

flesh but who also die in said flesh, these are living creatures (cvqendi). The third category of 

creatures are those invested with flesh but who do not die with the flesh, that is mankind. 

Mankind is placed between these two, as man consists of the inferior and superior nature, the 

superior spirit like the angels but the inferior flesh like living creatures.373 Mankind nature 

consists of both, it has a soul but also corporality. It takes the middle ground between the beasts 

and the angels, which is fitting as the earth is thought of as the meeting place between Heaven 

and Hell. This is illustrated in the story of Moses and Ysodorus in Michaels Saga. Benedictus 

Saga is also in the Dialogues of Pope Gregory the Great. The enlightening conversation which 

follows is a part of his Dialogues.374 Where he speaks to his dear friend Peter the Deacon 

(Petrus). It shines light on both the physical and the spiritual matters.  

Petrus then says how when he saw a man die, he could not see his soul leave the body 

and wondered how something can be that cannot be seen. Gregorius answers by asking why he 

is surprised that he cannot see the soul when it leaves the body when he cannot see the soul 

when the body is alive.375 

Elaborating on this issue of not seeing the souls of those that ascend into Heaven, 

Gregorius claims that it is not right. Men have seen the souls of other men ascend into the 

Heaven. He says that some men have been able, through faith and prayer, to clear their minds 

and see souls as they depart from the body. Gregorius then names various examples,376 among 

them are the two that have been given earlier, the ascension of Germano and Benedictus. But 

an interesting example is that of the abbot called Seps from Nursia. The man was blind, but 

                                                           
372 Unger 1877a: 234-235. 
373 Unger 1877a: 235. 
374 For the Dialogues of Gragory the Great, see Saint Gregory the Great: Saint Gregory the Great: Dialogues 
(1983).  
375 Unger 1877a: 237. 
376 Unger 1877a: 239. 
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only in the physical sense as the inner light was always with him. “…he never led him loose 

the eternal light, even though he had lost the corporeal light,…”377 “he” refers to God. When 

Seps died, all those present saw a dove leave his mouth and fly out of a window and ascend 

into Heaven. But his soul was shown in the likeness of a dove because God wanted to illustrate 

the kind nature of the man.378 

Gregorius also tells of Mellitus and his vision. In it, a young man appeared and showed 

him a book and asked him to read it. There he saw his name and then the names of all those 

that bishop Felix had baptised last Easter. All the names were written with golden letters. 

Mellitus passed away at the same day and in few days, all those that had been baptised this 

Easter passed away as well. The most important part of the story is the end. “Just as things yet 

done were shown to these men, souls may as well, before they depart from the body, see 

heavenly signs even more so awake than in dreams.”379  What is fascinating about this account 

is the statement that heavenly signs, miracles, are more likely to be shown to people in their 

waking state than in their dreams. Here we see a clear example of a worldview where Earth is 

connected to Heaven and the miracles of God are close by. It is not just visions in a dream state 

that people are experiencing, but divine intervention in the physical world.   

There are also some stories about people traveling to Heaven, but the nature of the travel 

is not always clear. Gregorius recounts a story where in the house of a rich man called 

Valerianus, a plague spread, and a young shepherd caught the plague. When he seemed close 

to death, he suddenly awoke and said that he had been in heaven and that he knew who would 

die in the house from the plague. But when he was in heaven he learned to speak all languages, 

which he then proved by talking in Greek and Norse. He soon died and so did those that he had 

named.380 This story is interesting for the fact that the boy became gravely ill and during his 

sickness he travelled to Heaven. But there is no mention of angels or any saints accompanying 

him, which is peculiar as usually people are lead into Heaven by an angel or a saint.  

In Benedictus Saga there is an instance that illustrate the separation of Heaven from 

Earth. A part of the saga tells of Stephanus, a blacksmith living in Constantinople. There the 

saga clearly states that as he died his soul left his body and was shown another world. Having 

seen this otherworld his soul then returned to the body and he came to life again, which made 

it possible for him to retell what he had seen. What is most interesting about the saga is the 

                                                           
377 “….at (hann) let hann aldregi tvna eilofo liose, þott hann hefþi mist licamligs lios,…” (Unger 1877a: 239-240). 
378 Unger 1877a: 240. 
379 “Sva sem þessom monnom motto vitraþir verþa oorþnir hlutir, sva mego oc stundom andir, aþr þęr scilisc 
viþ licami, sia himnesc tocn enn heldr vacande en i dravmom.” (Unger 1877a: 242-243). 
380 Unger 1877a: 243. 
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phrase “…and he was shown otherworldly things.”381 It is a clear example of the idea of Heaven 

as a clearly distinctive place from Earth, as there is not talk of ascension into Heaven or a 

descent into Hell. But this is an appendix to Benedictus Saga, an important fact to keep in mind 

as the beginning of the saga is not in accordance with the appendix, at least not concerning the 

idea of Heaven. 

In Barbare Saga there is an interesting narrative that casts light on the closeness of 

Heaven. Saint Barbara had been thrown into a prison cell. Then a light shone from Heaven and 

Jesus appeared to her. Jesus strengthened her faith and told her to stand firm against her 

tormentors and then he ascended into Heaven, having healed her.  What follows is Barbara’s 

steadfastness against her torments and her repeated praying, directed towards Heaven. Four 

times Saint Barbara looks up towards Heaven and prays. Each time she prays for strength to 

endure the torments she must endure because of her faith. What is interesting about these 

sections of the saga is the strong imagery of the physical sky above as Heaven. Not a 

supernatural place that is utterly separated from Earth. Even so, the saga uses the word vision 

(vitrun).382 Vision means that Jesus appeared to her in a vision and as he had comforted her he 

ascended into Heaven (ste til himins). The beginning of the narrative is clearly a vision but the 

end of it is not quite clear. It could be that the ascension of Jesus is simply the end of the vision 

and thus the whole story is therefore not to be taken literarily. But there could also be a mixing 

of two notions of a Heaven that is beyond Earth, a clearly otherworldly and a separated place, 

and of the sky as a part of Heaven. The sky could then be thought of as the lowest echelon of 

Heaven and would thus connect the Earth to Heaven. At the end of the saga Barbara prays that 

her torments would be at an end. Then a voice from Heaven bids Barbara to come and dwell 

among himself and his Father in Heaven.383   

Here there is no talk of a vision and this is clearly meant as an audible voice coming 

from Heaven. This indicates the connection between Heaven and Earth as it is important that 

God’s or Jesus’ dealings with the saints do not take place in visions. If those interactions were 

only in visions, it would mean that the divinity and Heaven were clearly separated from Earth. 

But as these interactions are so clearly connected to the sky, it strongly indicates that the sky 

was connected to Heaven. What this saga most clearly displays is the ambiguity of Heaven.  

We can also look at Augustinus Saga, where the author recounts a story of a good 

woman and her encounter with Augustin. The woman was poor and in need of help, therefore 

                                                           
381 “…oc voro honom svndir annars heims hlutir.” (Unger 1877a: 250). 
382 Unger 1877a: 155. 
383 Unger 1877a: 157. 
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she decided to throw herself at the feet of Augustin and entreat him to help her. But Augustin 

did no such thing as he did not see her. The impoverished woman was saddened and turned 

away from Augustin. The following night as she slept, she felt as she ascended upwards before 

the throne of God. There she saw Augustin kneeling before the Holy Trinity. A voice from the 

divine throne said to her that Augustin did not see her as his earthly eyes could not revert away 

from the divinity and towards her. She was then directed to come again to Augustin, early the 

following day and then try his mercy. She acted according to the commands of the voice and 

as Augustin saw her, he welcomed her with great mercy, as he knew the woman before him, 

who he had seen in Heaven the night before.384 

The piety of Augustin is at the core of the story as it illustrates his immense 

concentration, where he is fixated on the Trinity to such a degree that his eyes cannot tear 

themselves from it. Still, the short story illustrates the different ideas on Heaven. The 

experience of the woman is that of a vision, brought about in sleep. Her vision was brought 

about by sleep and most likely, her body was left behind as only her soul ascended into Heaven. 

Concerning Augustin, it is not unlikely that his experience was comparable, even though the 

narrator does not say so. As the story is concerned with a vision on the part of the woman it is 

most likely to infer that also Augustin experienced a vision. Instead of the narrator imagining 

that Augustin was brought to Heaven with his body and soul. Even so, both experience the 

vision and Augustin recognised the woman as she came to him the following day. This short 

story illustrates the immaterial aspect of the Heaven and Hell worldview. 

 This last example is at odds with most of the examples from the hagiographies so far. 

Augustin was brought in spirit to Heaven, not in body. While among the other saints they travel 

to Heaven after their death, thus only their souls ascend into Heaven. But Augustinus Saga is 

more akin to Duggals Leiðsla. Only Duggal’s soul traversed Hell and then Heaven, and after 

its journey it returned to his body. Duggall then lived the rest of his life in poverty and good 

faith. From the numerous examples I have presented and discussed we see that as the Bible 

does not give a clear view of Heaven. People have been driven to answers and the works Íslensk 

Hómilíubók, Niðrstignignar Saga, Duggals Leiðsla and Heilagra Manna Søgur, all illustrate 

the effort to answer the numerous questions concerning Heaven, in some manner.  

 In the Icelandic annals we can see a truly fine example of the enchanted worldview of 

the Middle Ages. In Annales Reseniani, for the year 742 it reads: “Charlemagne born.”385 Just 
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385 “Fòddr Carlla Magnus” (Storm 1988:11).  
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few years later: “in Mesopotamia the ground blew apart, and there ascended a creature, built 

as a mule. And foretold with human language of the onslaught of nations from the Arabian 

desert.“386 Here we see the blend between the factual and the fantastic. The birth of 

Charlemagne, an historical event. But shortly after, a creature foretells of the onslaught of the 

Arabs. We clearly see the medieval blending of what would in modernity be considered the 

factual and material events of history and the fantastical.  

  Furthermore, in Annales regii we can read: “The vision of Duggall in Ireland.”387 It is 

noteworthy that the annals do not state that this is when the vision was written down, nor does 

it mention Marcus, who wrote down the vision. Furthermore, the work is known as Duggals 

Leiðzla not Leiðzla Duggals. From the word order, we can see that the annals are referring to 

Duggals vision, as an historical event. The annals are not referring to the literary work known 

as Duggals Leiðzla. The mention of the vision in the annals are extremely interesting and 

underscores the enchanted worldview of the Middle Ages, especially when we keep in mind 

the examples from Annales Reseniani. From these two annals we see how the Middle Ages 

combined historical events and religious experiences, such as visions, or monsters foretelling 

the future. There are many more examples in the annals which could be drawn upon and 

connected to the worldview of the hagiographies. Together, the miracles of the saint’s sagas 

and the fantastical events recounted in the annals, underscore the enchanted nature of the 

medieval worldview. Despite the prominence of the fantastic the Church was firmly placed in 

the politics of its time. Here we can see how the Church used the works, discussed so far, to 

enhance its position in society. Mustering its ecclesiastical literature in a propaganda war with 

local chieftains, the goðar of Iceland. This conflict is known as Staðamál fyrri and Staðamál 

síðari. 

3.7 Kirkjustuldur and Staðamál 

Staðamál fyrri and Staðamál síðari are the greatest conflict between the Church and 

the goðar in Icelandic medieval history. In the end the Church stood victorious, greatly 

increasing its wealth and power. The propaganda aspect must be noted as it is striking all 

through the sources how the Church sought to influence society with what can be called 

propaganda. The Norse ecclesiastical literature of the Church should be investigated and linked 

to its social context. The Icelandic Church was dependent on the word as it did not command 

great armies or have command over men (mannaforráð). Still, Staðamál fyrri and Staðamál 

                                                           
386 “Spracc iord i sundur i Mesopotamia oc kom upp þar æitt kvikendi vaxet sæm mull. Oc sagde firer mæð 
manz mali agang þioða or òydimorg i Arabiam (Storm 1988:11). 
387 “Leiðzla Dvbgals á Irlanndi.” (Storm 1988:114). 
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síðari, a conflict over Church property fought between the Church and the goðar, ended in a 

decisive victory for the Church. The Church was in a unique position to influence all sections 

of society. Speaking softly with the promise of Heaven, while carrying a big stick, the torments 

of Hell. Here, Duggals Leiðsla is crucial, as it can be viewed as a work of propaganda, which 

explains its immense popularity in Iceland and throughout Europe.   

From the outset of Christianisation, the Church in Iceland was firmly linked to the 

chieftains (pl. goðar, sg goði). The first Icelandic bishop Ísleifr Gizurrarson (1056-80) 

illustrates this. He was the son of Gizurr hvíti Teitsson, who was one of the leading chieftains 

behind Christianisation. It was the farm of Ísleifr at Skálholt in Southern Iceland which was 

turned into a bishop’s see. The northern chieftains did not want a single episcopal see and 

founded the counterpart to Skálholt in 1106 at Hólar. These two episcopal sees were dominated 

by the chieftains up until the thirteenth century. An essential feature of the goðakirkja388 

(chieftain’s church) was the strong link between it and the chieftains. The bishops of medieval 

Europe were usually elected by the people and the clergy, which meant that in Iceland, the 

bishops were elected at Alþingi.389 The chieftains were the dominant force at Alþingi and 

logically held great sway over the early Icelandic church,390 hence goðakirkja (chieftain’s 

church). The Second Lateran Council of 1139 had decreed that episcopal elections should be 

made by the chapter, an ecclesiastical organisation in every cathedral city. The aim was to 

make episcopal elections into a firmly ecclesiastical matter. As no such chapter was in Iceland, 

the chieftains retained their power over the goðakirkja.391  

                                                           
388 The Irish church before the reforms of the 12th century, is comparable to the early Icelandic church 
(goðakirkja). While in Ireland the church was dominated by the monasteries, the Icelandic church was 
dominated by the goðar. A thourough comparison is outside of the thesis, but still I wanted to note the 
numerous similarities. Especially as this could be an interesting research subject. We can also note the 
propaganda aspect of Visio Tnugdali in Irleand, which is comparable to the same function as Duggals Leiðsla 
had in Iceland. Even though this is mostly outside of the thesis I did familiarise myself somewhat with medieval 
Irish church history, see John Watt: The Church in Medieval Ireland (1972). 
389 It is somewhat murky how bishops were chosen in Iceland, but the traditional process entailed an election. 
It is unclear if these elections were in any way influenced by canon law or if there was distinction between 
electio (selection) and postulatio (request). It is also possible that there was an elimination process, where 
each district named their candidate. Even so, in the latter part of the twelfth century there was some sort of 
an assembly and public discussion. At this public assembly, the reigning bishop had the final say. The bishop 
did not have a veto and how fundamental his words were to the final decision is not clear. If his words swayed 
the assembly or if they were just a conformation for a finished decision, must have varied from election to 
election. (Orri Vésteinsson 2000: 157).  
390 For numerous aspects of the Icelandic and Norwegian Church in the Middle Ages, see Steinar Imsen (Ed.): 
Den kirkehistoriske utfordring (2005). See also Helgi Þorláksson (Ed.): Church Centres: Church Centres in Iceland 
from the 11th to the 13th Century and their Parallels in other Countries (2005).  
391 Imsen 2012: 204. 
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During the twelfth century, goðar and wealthy farmers had built numerous churches on 

their lands. After the introduction of the tithe in 1096-1097, these men of property started to 

give their farms, partly or wholly, to the churches they had already built. These gifts were given 

with the conditions that the givers and their descendants should administer these gifts in 

perpetuity. If the Church owned the whole of the farm it was called a staður (site), otherwise 

it was called bóndakirkja (farmers church). The bishops had limited authority over these 

properties. This development would become a bone of contention and break out into a long 

conflict between the bishops and the goðar. The conflict was important for both parties as there 

was a lot of wealth at stake. In the diocese of Skálholt, circa 1200, there were about 80 staðir 

and 140 bændakirkjur and in the diocese of Hólar, around the same time, there were about 35 

staðir and 80 bændakirkjur. The introduction of the tithe was a crucial prerequisite for the 

development of ríki. For the churches became important institutions for the economy of the 

goðar. The staðir, which were the biggest and richest farms, became immensely important for 

both Church and goðar.392  The revenues from the churches were thus a bone of contention 

between the Church and the goðar. We see how the introduction of the tithe contributed to the 

friction between the Church and the goðar. The tithe being a factor in the later outbreak of 

conflict, the staðamál.  

An important part of the societal change taking place during the immediate time of 

Duggals Leiðsla was the fight between the goðar (pl. chieftains) and the Church. The so called 

Staðamál, were extremely important as the conflict was about the control of rich farms and 

churches. In this conflict the Church used its influence in society, its learning and especially its 

literature, like Duggals Leiðsla, to fight a war of propaganda against the goðar. Where in the 

end the Church was victorious, curbing the power of the goðar and greatly increasing its own 

wealth and position in society.  

Not all thieves suffer the same penalty and the theft of Church property was extremely 

heinous. In Duggals Leiðsla, Duggal’s guardian angel explains that all things dedicated to the 

Church belong to the Church and by taking anything that belongs to it, the person commits 

church thievery (kirkio stuldur). Both sacred and profane items are included in this. Lastly the 

angel states; “But those steal the greatest and transgress, who steal the equipment of holy men 

they are the most sinful, unless they compensate greatly.”393 As stated earlier Visio Tnugdali 

was written in a monastery by a monk. In addition to its monastical background, it is no surprise 

                                                           
392 Jón Viðar Sigurðsson 2003: 122. 
393 “En þeir stela mest og misgera er hreinlifra manna bunadi stela nema þeir bæti uel þa eru þeir syndgazster.” 
(Cahill 1983: 42). 
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that the author of the saga, and then the Norse translator, emphasised church thievery and that 

they place the greatest emphasis on theft from monasteries.394 We can also consider the 

teaching element of the book. The author has stated before that that the saga is for the 

betterment of the audience. Even when describing the tortures, the author states how it is to 

help the audience to stay away from sin and thereby attain salvation. By emphasising the 

serious nature of stealing from the Church, the author was trying to influence his audience. 

That is of course the main purpose of the whole saga, to influence the audience and guide them 

towards the teachings of the Church. Condemning thieves who stole from the church in the 

strongest language, had extensive influence on society. We can see how Duggals Leiðsla was 

a part of the Church’s fight for independence and prominence in society. My claim is that this 

is the fundamental reason for the popularity of the work through Europe. As it aligned perfectly 

with the Church’s assertion of its independence, libertas ecclesiae. 

Duggals Leiðsla starts with a prologue and the words “If you want to be a saved man, 

then sow the seed which you want to reap; all that which is good you should do and you know 

you should bear, be quick to find it, and you will find good reward.”395 The whole prologue of 

the book uses end rhyme. Like we see in holpinn vera/upp skera, gott gera/þer bera and at 

vinna/umbun finne. A fine example is also “…that those celebrate, who bless, but others fear, 

who transgress…”396 The rhyme makes it much easier to remember and is an interpolation by 

the translator. A possibly reason for the prologue was to help an illiterate society to remember 

the message of the saga. Which is summed up in the first sentence, if you want to be saved, do 

good deeds, fail to do so and you will be judged accordingly. The saga is a long explanation 

and illustration of the saying, you reap what you sow.  

We can discern how ecclesiastical literature sought to fight against the chieftains. There 

is an important message in Duggals Leiðsla which underscores the importance of the work in 

the propaganda of the Church. In the third place in Heaven, a great hall adorned with numerous 

riches. Duggall sees a king, sitting on his throne and enjoying his status in Heaven. But a key 

sentence in the saga is “they said, now you shall enjoy the labour of your hands…” [referring 

to the men waiting on the king, presenting him with gifts].397 To emphasise the importance of 

                                                           
394 For a superb overview of the Icelandic monasteries from an archaeological perspective, see Steinunn 
Kristjánsdóttir: Leitin að klaustrunum: Klausturhald á Íslandi í fimm aldir (2017).  
395 “Ef þu villt madr holpinn vera, [þa sa þvi fręi nidr, sem[1] þu villt upp skera; allt þat er þu matt gott gera ok 
þu veizt þer bera, ver þu skiotr þat[2] at vinna, þa mantu goda ombun finna.” (Cahill 1983:1). 
396 “…at þeir fagni, er gott gera, en hinir hrædiz, er misgera.” (Cahill 1983:2). 
397 “Nu skalltu niota starfs handa þinna sogdu þeir…” [referring to the men waiting on the king, presenting him 
with gifts].” (Cahill 1983: 90).  
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the sentence the angel repeats the words: “Now you shall enjoy the labour of your hands.”398 

These words are crucial as they underscore the nature of the work. Duggals Leiðsla is extremely 

concerned with right living and its raison d'être was to influence people to right living, 

according to the Church. These two sentences are important in underscoring the propaganda 

aspect of the work. As the chieftains in Iceland would also reap what they sowed, just as this 

king.  

During the first century of the Icelandic church the close relations with the chieftains 

seems to have been unproblematic. The church was firmly inside of the Icelandic political 

context and the interests of the chieftains were those of the bishops. The archbishops of 

Hamburg-Bremen were far away and did not concern themselves with a peripheral diocese like 

Iceland. The same was with Lund from 1103-1104. Neither archdiocese sought to assert its 

authority over the Icelandic dioceses. This only changed by a papal bull in 1152-1153, when 

Niðarós was made responsible for the Norwegian dioceses and those overseas, culturally 

connected to it. The metropolitan see at Niðarós was influenced by the Gregorian reforms and 

slowly developed its own program of asserting its authority. At the core of the program was 

the goal of freeing the church from any meddling on the part of the profane. In addition to 

strengthening the ecclesiastical structure, emphasising the authority of the highest authorities 

of the church.399     

Despite the power of the goðar there were bishops who fought against the chieftains 

and sought to further the independence of the church and canon law. Both Þorlákr Þórhallson 

bishop of Skálholt 1178-1193 and Guðmundr Arason bishop of Hólar 1203-1237, were 

independent men. Both acted in accordance with instructions from Niðarós and sought to quell 

native customs incompatible with the church. Their campaigns illustrate the power of the 

chieftains as the bishops were dependent on a strong archbishop in Niðarós, to gain any 

successes in Iceland. Fighting the chieftains without Niðarós was doomed to fail. Guðmundr 

Arason stood against the chieftains and as a result he spent most of his 34 years in office, 

wandering around Northern Iceland, even fleeing abroad. Because of these unruly bishops, it 

was imperative for the chieftains to have as much say in the election of bishops as possible. To 

keep away men inspired by the Gregorian reforms, or in the least to rein in such reforms as 

much as possible.400   
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The Gregorian reform movement sought to assert the independence of the Church in all 

matters concerning its interest. The maxim of the church was libertas ecclesiae and the program 

resulted in immensely increasing the power of the Church. Uniformity and unity under the pope 

was at the centre of the program. Local churches, such as the goðakirkja, influenced by local 

customs were at variance with the Gregorian reforms and had to be reformed and brought to 

the papal fold.401 The independence of the Church meant that it should invest all offices of the 

Church, have control over all its property, the Church should have its own laws, all matters 

concerning the Church should be under the Church’s jurisdiction, the clergy should be exempt 

from all obligation to extra ecclesiastical powers, and the clergy should focus on matters 

pertaining to the Church. The highest earthly power should be with the Pope and he should be 

the head of the universal Church, freed from local rulers.402 The Gregorian reforms were the 

impetus behind the reform activity of Icelandic bishops in what became known as Staðamál. 

Which was a conflict not limited to Iceland but was fought out all over Latin Christianity.  

The Archbishop in Niðarós managed to attain victory in Norway, gaining control of 

Church property there. After this success, Iceland was next. From 1173 we have a letter from 

Archbishop Eysteinn Erlendsson. In this letter, the first from an archbishop to Iceland, he 

severely criticised the state of the Church in Iceland. But he lacked strong supporters who could 

champion his case in Iceland. As both bishops at the time, Brandur Sæmundsson and Klængur 

Þorsteinsson, were members of the powerful chieftain families of Iceland. They had therefore 

little interest in weakening the power of the chieftains. In 1174 the champion needed by the 

archbishop, was chosen as a bishop, though he was not ordained until 1178. This was Þorlákur 

Þórhallson who started the Staðamál fyrri.403    

The bishops had only had custody of the property of the bishoprics and the properties 

of monasteries alongside abbots and abbesses. Other church properties were in the custody of 

powerful chieftains. In the summer of 1179, Þorlákur demanded the acceptance of his lordship 

over all ecclesiastical property in the Eastern Quadrant (Austfirðingafjórðungur), of Iceland. 

At first, he was successful, and many handed over their churches, though it is likely that many 

were not profitable or only just managed to cover their expenses.404 

King Sverrir Sigurðsson greatly influenced matters in Iceland. He managed to weaken 

the archdiocese in Niðarós. Thereby Þorlákur lost essential support for his reforms in Iceland. 
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Even so, he kept on fighting and managed to gain some headway in his endeavours. Still, the 

Icelandic bishops had little hope of success without strong support from Norway. Archbishop 

Eiríkur Ívarsson sent a letter in 1189 and reminded the Icelandic bishops that he was their 

superior and should be obeyed. The Icelandic chieftains cared little for the archbishop and his 

wishes. The chieftains were the real rulers of the goðakirkja and could thus go on as before. 

Despite the strong position of the chieftains some headway was made for the Church. In 1189 

the clergy was forbidden to carry weapons and in 1190 it was forbidden to ordain goðar 

(chieftains). One of the negative effects of Þorláks endeavour, concerning the Church, was that 

Icelanders mostly stopped giving properties to the Church.405  

We can juxtapose Duggals Leiðsla to the discussion concerning gifts to the Church. In 

one of the sections of Heaven, Duggall and the angel see men who lived righteously. An 

important part of their living was: “…and strengthened holy churches and the clergy with right 

tithes and other proper and honourable things …406 Here the Church is fighting for and 

underscoring the importance of the tithe and emphasising that those who pay the tithe, can 

expect great rewards in Heaven. In addition to paying the tithe, people can give more and thus 

further their goal to attain Heaven. The propaganda cannot be clearer.  

 Guðmundur góði Arason bishop at Hólar (1203-1237) was in many ways the successor 

of Þorlákur. Kolbeinn Tumason, a powerful chieftain, attained custody of Hólar and sought to 

control the resources of the diocese. But Guðmundur sought to thwart his plans and sought 

instead to give to the poor, his almsgiving was extremely generous and gained him much 

support among the common people. Guðmundur was also the first Icelandic bishop to demand 

unrestricted jurisdiction in all matters of the clergy. He backed up his claim by arriving at 

Alþing in 1205 and threatening to place all those who sought to judge a certain priest, under a 

ban. His action was nothing else but a declaration of war against the chieftains. Unfortunately 

for Guðmundur, the clergy were dependent on the chieftains and the farmers. Thus, the clergy, 

in most parts, were unable to support him.407 

 Guðmundur was viewed as a holy man and performed miracles and sanctified wells. 

He was a strong leader and had many supporters but even so, he lost his struggle. In his time 

the power of the Church was greatly diminished, and the chieftains became bolder in their 

attacks on the Church and its subordination to their power. The chieftains seized Church 
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property and became church thieves. In 1214-1237 local chiefs took most of the income from 

the bishopric of Hólar. Some laymen derided the sanctifications of Guðmundur, they urinated 

into wells and said it equivalent to Guðmundur sanctification. They also claimed that they could 

not discern between the bones of saints and those of horses. The disrespect was immense and 

in 1238, the chieftains sent two men for ordination in Norway, who were clearly not 

qualified.408  

Until 1238 the Icelandic bishop candidates had been ordained by the cathedral chapter 

in Niðarós. In 1238 this changed and Niðarós secured its authority to elect Icelandic bishops, 

by refusing to ordain the two candidates who had been sent from Iceland. The reasons were 

that one of the candidates had been born out of wedlock and the other had been a chieftain 

which was not in accordance with canon law. That Icelandic candidates had been lacking in 

the criteria’s necessary for the office of bishops was nothing new. Most of the earlier candidates 

had been unqualified according to the laws of the church. In 1238 the archbishop of Niðarós 

decided to take control of the Icelandic bishoprics and legitimised his refusal of the Icelandic 

candidates by pointing at the criteria demanded of bishops in canon law. The background for 

this show of force was the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 where the decisions of the Second 

Lateran Council, concerning the election of bishops, was repeated. There was no body of 

canons attached to the bishoprics of Iceland, but they were supposed to elect a bishop. 

Therefore, the canons at Niðarós should have the authority to elect Icelandic bishops. In 1237 

both bishoprics became vacant and Niðarós decided to intervene and assert its authority, which 

it did. In 1238 two Norwegian men were ordained as the two bishops of Iceland.409 Thereby 

the archbishop in Niðarós gained control over the Icelandic bishoprics and by ordaining 

Norwegians, he secured for himself strong supporters for his undertaking of asserting the 

independence of the Church in Iceland. As the Norwegians did not have connections to the 

powerful families in Iceland, fighting for control.   

In 1269 Árni Þorláksson was ordained and returned to Iceland with the archbishops 

demands that all property and sources of income should become under the custody of the 

Icelandic bishops. The chieftains refused to accept his request and they especially sought to 

keep the biggest of the churches. The conflict was known as Staðamál síðari. Árni managed to 

gain Oddi, an important church and farm, and gained most churches in the Eastern Quadrant. 

The conflict was brought before the archbishop and the king in 1273. The archbishop judged 
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in the favour of Árni. The archbishop had earlier secured the neutrality of the king by promising 

to support his laws, Járnsíða.410 The final settlement was that the Church would gain the staðir 

but the bændakirkjur went to the families which held them. It was essential in this long conflict 

for the bishops in Iceland to have the support of the archbishop and at least the neutrality of the 

king. As the goðar had all become the men of the king (hirðmenn). In the end the Church 

managed to assert its ownership over the staður which greatly enriched the Church and 

increased its independence.411 The conflict ended with Church victory, but the road to victory 

had been difficult and set with dangers. The local elites had sought to resist the power of the 

Church. The conflict between the chieftains and the clerical supporters of the Gregorian 

reforms was the societal context of Duggals Leiðsla.  

One of the places in Hell, described in Duggals Leiðsla, is for thieves. Thievery is 

strongly condemned especially if something is stolen from the Church. Kirkjustuldur is all that 

which is stolen from a Church, either sacred or profane. These acts of thievery are greatly 

punished.412 Through and through Duggals Leiðsla preaches right living and condemns sin. 

Like we saw at the beginning of the book, it was written with the purpose in mind to help 

people to live righteous lives and avoid sin. This passage would not have been lost on people, 

where thievery was strongly condemned, and thieves placed in a special place in Hell. In the 

eyes of the Church, the behaviour of the chieftains was nothing less than thievery. They refused 

to hand over property belonging to the Church and they sought to administer the income from 

these places as they saw fit. Duggals Leiðsla was translated in the context of Staðamál fyrri 

and Staðamál síðari. The saga and its message fits the conflict between the bishops and the 

chieftains and would have been used in the Church’s propaganda. The Church had a unique 

status in Icelandic society as it administered to the people, listened to confessions and 

performed masses. In the Church’s mission it came into contact with almost everyone and could 

thus spread its message with relative ease. The Church therefore had a unique opportunity to 

preach its propaganda and influence the views of the people.  

In 1275, new Christian laws were introduced in Iceland. It was first formally accepted 

by Skálholt but not Hólar. Still, the bishops of Hólar tried as they could to implement and 

follow the laws. In Norway, during the 1280s, there was anticlerical sentiments among the 

regents governing Norway. King Hákon V Magnússon, shared some of this anticlericalism and 

challenged the bishops. During his reign from 1299-1319, the Church could not advance its 
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Christian code.413 The anticlerical sympathies of king Hákon are interesting in connection to 

Duggals Leiðsla. It is his reign which is the latest possible time frame for the translation of 

Visio Tungdali into Norse. The prologue gives the widest timeframe of 1217-1319. This fits 

well with the various reforms carried out by the bishops, who fought to assert the independence 

of the Church and weed out idiosyncrasies. Seeking to form a thoroughly organised Church 

with the same structure across Latin Christianity, with the pope in the vanguard. Duggals 

Leiðsla, is thus a fine example of Church propaganda and could be applied to various European 

countries. The compatibility of the work with the Gregorian reforms, must have been an 

important part in its immense success. Though its vivid descriptions of Heaven and Hell, must 

also have been of fundamental importance. Together these two important parts of the work 

ensured its success.  

3.8 Conclusion 

In striking contrast to Hell, Niðrstigningar Saga offers little in the case of Heaven, which it 

refers to as Paradise. The main sources for Icelandic Heaven are thus Íslensk Hómilíubók and 

Duggals Leiðsla. Together, both works, the first from circa 1150 and the latter from circa 1250, 

1319 at the latest, superbly illustrate Icelandic Heaven. It is noteworthy how the strong Biblical 

tradition of the Heavenly City has asserted itself firmly in Íslensk Hómilíubók. To be 

strengthened even more in Duggals Leiðsla. We can thus say that the preeminent view of 

Heaven in Icelandic society from 1150 to 1400 is that of the Heavenly City. With only the 

homily Oratio Domini, deviating from this view, with its tripartite heaven. The homily De 

Sancto Michaele et omnium Angelorum also somewhat deviates with its view of people 

becoming angels after the death. Still, the Heavenly City is preeminent. The strongest 

characteristic of Icelandic Heaven is the emphasis on friendship (vinátta) with God. This 

underscores the claims of Jón Viðar Sigurðsson (2017), that friendship was the most important 

social bond in Iceland from circa 870 to 1262-1264. In addition to illustrating the elasticity of 

the Church, as it tailored its message to the society it sought to evangelise. To the extent that 

this did not compromise core doctrine. A part of Icelandic Heaven is also its closeness and the 

openness for the divine, which is so succinctly expressed in the hagiographies, as the enchanted 

worldview.  

 At last we can note the strong presence of propaganda and link this aspect of the sources 

with the political conflicts which took place during the period in question. Here Staðamál stand 

out. There is no doubt that the Church used Heaven as a tantalising reward and Hell as a terrible 
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threat. We can see this in the sources and further research into this aspect of Icelandic society 

would be much desirable.  
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4. Conclusions 
What was the Icelandic Heaven and Hell and what main societal aspects can be discerned from 

the Icelandic literature on the subject for the period 1152/53 to 1400?    

We have seen by comparing Niðrstigningar Saga to Descensus Christi ad Inferos how 

the first greatly adds to the latter, resulting in a new work known as Niðrstigningar Saga. I 

have thus, throughout the thesis, referred to the author of Niðrstigningar Saga instead of the 

translator. As the latter is not sufficient enough, for it does not do justice to the independence 

of the author of Niðrstigningar Saga, who, indeed used Descensus Christi ad Inferos as a 

foundation, but still his independence resulted in a quite a different work of literature. This is 

crucial as it was the author of Niðrstigningar Saga who weaved together various elements and 

created the unique Icelandic Hell.  

When reading the literature of the past, we must keep in mind that modern notions of 

copyright do not apply. Same is to say about notions of originality, we can see this with the 

repetitiveness of the hagiographies, which was viewed as an argument for their veracity. We 

must also realise that there was most likely never a Norse translation of the Bible in its entirety 

during the Middle Ages, as Kirby (1986) has illustrated. Thus, there was no definitive corpus 

of literature that formed a closed canon. This is crucial, as it means that the Church in Iceland 

was not limited to the Bible as it is known today with its 66 books in the Protestant tradition. 

A Bible containing 66 books is a legacy of the reformation and during the Middle Ages a 

variety of religious literature flourished, among them are Niðrstigningar Saga, Duggals Leiðsla 

and Heilgra Manna Søgur, in addition to many more not discussed here. We do thus have a 

time period, 1153/54-1400, where the canon of the Church was, de facto though not de jure, 

open. By realising this, the sources of the thesis gain far greater importance. We can therefore 

reasonably state that these works were close to being on par with the books of the Bible. 

Bernold von Konstanz touched upon this when he explained that the problem of the apocrypha 

is that their authority is doubtful. But for the vast majority of the Middle Ages, this was a minor 

problem. Thus, we see the spread of numerous apocrypha, such as the Gospel of Nicodemus, 

the numerus hagiographies, such as Benedictus Saga, and the prominence of visionary 

literature, like Duggals Leiðsla. The elasticity of the canon of the Church during the Middle 

Ages means that the sources I have been utilising in the thesis have much to divulge on the 

Icelandic views of Heaven and Hell. As much, if not more, than the Bible, especially when we 

keep in mind the general silence of the Bible on Heaven and Hell.  

 Niðrstigningar Saga is the supreme work, for its sheer independence and richness. The 

saga is unique, and its depiction of Hell is captivating. In it, Hell is a dark place with a fortress 
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as its most prominent feature. While in Descensus Christi ad Inferos, the fortress is missing, 

so we see how the author of Niðrstigningar Saga has added this element of Icelandic Hell. In 

the Latin there is only reference to the gates of Hell and Hell itself without further description. 

We have also seen that Íslensk Hómilíubók does not contain descriptions of Hell, same is to 

say for Heilagra Manna Søgur. Concerning the spatial notions of Hell, Niðrstigningar Saga 

and Duggals Leiðsla are the most fruitful works available. 

 The spatial notions of Duggals Leiðsla are far removed from that of Niðrstigningar 

Saga. In Duggals Leiðsla we have a crude dichotomy into upper and lower Hell. Crude for the 

reason that the demarcation is not clear, and the structure is somewhat in a flux. It is also 

noteworthy how the numerous places in Hell, according to Duggals Leiðsla, are seemingly 

shattered about. Simply put, Hell is not singular but is fragmented into different places. The 

view of Hell in Duggals Leiðsla is thus far removed from the depiction in Niðrstigningar Saga. 

When we compare the two Hells, we see the independence of the author of Niðrstigningar Saga 

contrasted to the faithfulness of the translator of Duggals Leiðsla. Whereby, the first illustrates 

the seemingly more freedom and independence around 1220, contrasted to the strength of 

European ideas in the latter. Niðrstigningar Saga represents a fully Icelandic Hell, with all its 

unique features.  

Duggals Leiðsla represents a more thorough European view and illustrates its 

incorporation into Icelandic society. Duggals Leiðsla is also an example of the gradual 

development which took place during the Middle Ages, where the idea of Hell was slowly 

developed. The reason for more faithfulness in Duggals Leiðsla than Niðrstigningar Saga is 

most likely the increase of extra-Icelandic influences on society. Such as the monarchy in 

Norway, the archbishop in Niðarós and intellectual currents from France and the rest of Latin 

Christianity. Iceland got Norwegian bishops and greater numbers of men travelled abroad to 

study, bringing home the intellectual currents of the times. Duggals Leiðsla was quite popular 

and the views it expressed were in vogue. In addition, it was possibly not as popular to draw 

upon native elements for literary endeavours, except concerning the Sagas of Icelanders. We 

can speculate if Icelandic creativity went into those projects, instead of ecclesiastical literature, 

such as different apocrypha, hagiographies etc.  

Niðrstigningar Saga is not only unique in its view of the spatial notions of Hell but also 

by creating a social structure, mirroring that of Icelandic society around in the early thirteenth 

century. The most striking example is the assembly, þing, in Hell. Where the inhabitants of 

Hell discuss the coming of Jesus Christ into their ríki (domain). Þing, were absolutely 

elementary during the Free State Period. Where men came together and discussed important 
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matters of society. We see how Iceland’s societal structure influenced Niðrstigningar Saga, as 

the inhabitants of Hell convene and discuss the appropriate course of action. What is most 

striking during this assembly is the agency of the inhabitants of Hell, jötnar (giants), djöflar 

(demons), ríkiströll (mighty trolls) and ríkisdioflar (ruling/mighty demons). In Descensus 

Christi ad Inferos the beings in Hell are completely subservient to Inferus, the personification 

of Hell which is absent in Niðrstigningar Saga, lacking all agency. It is striking how the author 

of Niðrstigningar Saga decided to draw, to an extent, on Old Norse religion to enrich the saga. 

A fine example of this was the use of the term jötnar.  

The ríkiströll and the use of the term ríki in connection to Hell, Jesus and Salomon, 

underscores the societal context of the work. Where there had been a gradual development 

from the creation of Alþingi in 930 and possibly as many as 50-60 goðar to circa 1200 and 

about 10 goðar. The formation of ríki, geographical areas dominated by a single goði, was an 

extremely important development and the ríki had been mostly formed when Niðrstigningar 

Saga was written. The political conflicts in Iceland were characterised by contestation of the 

ríki. This shines through Niðrstigningar Saga, especially when the inhabitants of Hell chastise 

Satan and state how Jesus has constantly broken his strength and ríki. The societal context of 

the saga’s time means that it has influenced its creation and shines through it. Which illustrates 

the utility of the Norse ecclesiastical literature, sources which otherwise are often dismissed.  

I am not aware of any comparable sources to Niðrstigningar Saga, especially 

concerning the depiction of Satan. It is not my intention to state that there is a deliberate 

comparison between Satan and the goðar. Still it is tempting to at least lean towards such a 

claim. Satan calls an assembly, þing, to talk to his supporters. He then deliberates with them 

and seeks to convince the inhabitants of Hell to fight with him against Jesus, which in the end 

they refuse to do. Satan does not have ultimate authority over the inhabitants of Hell, instead it 

seems that his authority is, to a degree, based on the consent of the inhabitants of Hell. We can 

thus say that he has consensual mannaforráð (authority) over the jötnar (giants), djöflar 

(demons), ríkiströll (mighty trolls) and ríkisdioflar (ruling/mighty demons). In fact, the goðorð 

entailed little power to rule directy, against the will of a follower. A goði had to rely on the 

consent of his followers.414 We see this clearly in Niðrstigningar Saga, as after the inhabitants 

of Hell have refused to fight for Satan at the þing, they drive Satan away. In fact, forcing him 

to prove his worth by facing Jesus alone. Which Satan does and fails miserably. This 

underscores the depiction of Satan, to an extent, as a goði. Still, after the defeat of Satan the 
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ríkisdioflar, who clearly are not just mighty demons but have authority over other inhabitants 

of Hell, muster the forces of Hell and prepare for battle. In addition to driving Satan away, this 

is the most important act of agency among the inhabitants of Hell. We also see that Hell has a 

societal structure, some kind of a social hierarchy. This hierarchy underscores the position of 

Satan as a chieftain, possibly as an Icelandic goði. Ruling a ríki, dependant on the consent of 

his supporters. Then defeated by Jesus, his ríki taken away from him and he bound for eternity.    

The most glaring example of the influence of Old Norse religion is the incorporation of 

the Midgard Serpent into Niðrstigningar Saga. Both Marchand and Bullita have stated that the 

Midgard Serpent is ultimately of Christian origin, stemming from the Book of Job, where 

Leviathan appears. Thus, they claim it redundant to look into the position of the Midgard 

Serpent in Old Norse religion and possible influences from there on Christianity. In this I 

disagree. It is perfectly possible that the inspiration for the Midgard Serpent is Leviathan, that 

this idea travelled from the ancient Near East, north into Scandinavia and gave rise to the 

Midgard Serpent in Old Norse religion. Even so, because of fundamental differences between 

the two, I find this to be unlikely and their arguments unconvincing. Where the greatest 

difference is simply the fundamental differences between Leviathan in the Bible and the 

Midgard Serpent in Old Norse religion. At the core of the Book of Job is the problem of divine 

justice and in God’s second speech, where Leviathan and Behemoth are mentioned, God 

explains his role in controlling Leviathan and Behemoth. Central to the story is the wisdom of 

God and Job’s unfathomableness. In contrast, the Midgard Serpent is a being which serves an 

elementary purpose by holding the world together. It is a fundamental part of the cosmic order, 

Leviathan is far from coming close to any such role. In fact, the only things the two have in 

common is that both are some kind of monsters. It is not even clear what kind of monster 

Leviathan is thought to be, a dragon, a whale, a sea monster or simply a crocodile? All is 

possible, and all appears in the sources, while the Midgard Serpent is always a mighty serpent 

circling the world, holding it together. If its origins stem from the Bible, then it would be 

reasonable to imagine that Behemoth, which appears alongside it, would also have been 

brought north, influencing Old Norse religion. Still, I have found no evidence for such a 

creature. Behemoth, or a comparable creature, is nowhere to be found.    

 Monstrous snakes, dragons and other monsters are simply found all over the world but 

still they do not share a common origin. It is a part of the human psyche to fear snakes as they 

can be poisonous. Such a simple explanation is most likely the origin for the Midgard Serpent, 

especially as the common European adder is found in Scandinavia. Still, if the Midgard Serpent 

had its origin in Leviathan it would not change the fact that we still would be forced to consider 
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Old Norse religion. For the sheer fact that Icelanders around the middle of the twelfth century 

did not know of such possible origins, the same applies to the early thirteenth century. They 

would without a doubt have viewed the Midgard Serpent as a firm part of Old Norse religion. 

Which then begs the question, why was this monster from Old Norse religion incorporated into 

wholly ecclesiastical literature, Íslensk Hómilíbók and Niðurstigninar Saga? We cannot get 

away from Old Norse religion, we are thus forced, to a degree, to consider its influence. 

Especially when we add to the discussion the jötnar, something which both Marchand and 

Bullita have ignored.       

  We have seen how the term jötnar only appears in Niðrstigningar Saga, circa 1220, 

but not the older Íslensk Hómilíubók, circa 1150. Both the Midgard Serpent and jötnar are 

interconnected. The identification of the Midgard Serpent in Íslensk Hómilíubók is most likely 

a case of trying to connect familiar gods with foreign gods, as to equate Óðinn for Mercury or 

Mercury for Hermes. When men read or came into contact with Leviathan, some kind of a sea 

monster, they identified him as the Midgard Serpent simply because the Midgard Serpent was 

so familiar, while Leviathan was not. The argument that the Midgard Serpent is wholly a part 

of the ecclesiastical literature and that Old Norse literature can be ignored, does not hold up to 

closer scrutiny. Thus, even as late as 1220, around the time when Niðrstigningar Saga was 

written, the Midgard Serpent was still far more known than Leviathan. Even though Leviathan 

is spoken of in the homily Resurrectio Domini in Íslensk Hómilíubók, the author of 

Niðrstigningar Saga chose to use the Midgard Serpent in his saga. Despite a tradition for 

Leviathan in Iceland, keep in mind the importance of Íslensk Hómilíubók and the spread of its 

message, the author still chose to include the Midgard Serpent. Which must underscore its 

importance in Icelandic society of the time. The prominence of Old Norse religion is strongly 

underscored when we take the works of Snorri Sturluson into account, but he was writing 

during the creation of Niðrstigningar Saga.    

 The use of jötnar in Niðrstigningar Saga is also important as it further emphasises the 

influence of Old Norse religion on the author of Niðrstigningar Saga. The jötnar are not 

mentioned in the other sources. So, in Niðstigningar Saga we have the incorporation of two 

crucial parts of Old Norse religion, the Midgard Serpent and jötnar. Which illustrates my main 

point, that in Skálholt, the literary centre of Iceland at the time, was immense creativity and 

freedom in literary pursuits. The result was the innovative creation of Icelandic Hell.  

 We can contrast this with Duggals Leiðsla, which is a later work and preoccupied with 

the ideas which were in vogue in Europe at the time. Thus, we have the immense focus on 

being devoured, souls torn to pieces and a preoccupation with tortures in Hell. Which is all 
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lacking in Niðrstigningar Saga. In addition to the introduction of purgatory into Icelandic 

society. After my reading and study of the subject of Hell, then it seems to me that Duggals 

Leiðsla is the first example of purgatory in Icelandic society. Indeed, the term is never used or 

its Icelandic equivalent, hreinsunareldur, still we see from the structure of Hell and Heaven, 

the presence of what I have chosen to call proto-purgatory. Purgatory has not been a special 

subject of the thesis, because it lacks a clear articulation in the sources. Despite the presence 

of proto-purgatory, it is more fitting to refer to the depictions in Íslensk Hómilíubók, 

Niðrstigningar Saga and Duggals Leiðsla as Hell, instead of purgatory. This is something 

which merits further study, the introduction of purgatory into Icelandic society, its history and 

ultimate demise following the reformation.  

 In contrast to the creativity of Hell in Niðrstigningar Saga, Paradise is, simply put, 

lacking. The author does not add to it and the only thing which can be gleamed from the saga 

is that it is surrounded by a wall with a gate, guarded by an angel. It is ironic that the vividness 

and rich descriptions of Hell are thus contrasted to a dull and murky Heaven. Niðrstigningar 

Saga has scant information on Heaven/Paradise. Therefore, Íslensk Hómilíubók and Duggals 

Leiðsla offer support. At the core of both works is Heaven as a city, New Jerusalem, Heavenly 

Jerusalem or Zion, as it is known in Christianity.  

 Concerning Heaven, there was not the same leeway for innovation as for Hell. The idea 

of a paradise garden or a heavenly city is much stronger than comparable traditions for Hell. 

Thus, for the latter, there has been much more innovation. In Duggals Leiðsla we see the City 

of Heaven, with an outer wall, separating those who are not yet ready to enter Heaven. Inside 

the wall there are other walls, one of silver, another of gold and the third of numerous jewels. 

Each demarcates a certain area of Heaven appropriate for a certain group of people. In where, 

the highest place is the abode of martyrs and virgins. We see how Heaven in the Icelandic 

literature aligns well with the literature of Latin Christianity. For example, Duggals Leiðsla, is 

quite a faithful translation, which underscores the incorporation of popular themes in Latin 

Christianity into Icelandic society. In contrast to the innovation so prominent in Niðrstigningar 

Saga. 

 Still the idea of the Heavenly City is not the only view expressed in the sources, like 

we see in Niðrstigningar Saga, but also in the homily Oratio Domini in Íslensk Hómilíubók. In 

the latter, there is the statement that there are three Heavens. Which, to an extent has foundation 

in the Bible. Still it is noteworthy that Íslensk Hómilíubók expresses this view, especially as 

the work, otherwise, holds to the view of the Heavenly City. Another interesting deviation is 

the view expressed in the homily De Sancto Michaele et omnium Angelorum, that people 
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become angels after their death. This is an interesting statement as its origin must stem from 

the reading in the Septuagint. I have not sought to trace how this belief could have entered 

Íslensk Hómilíubók. But what it and the view of three heavens illustrate is that even concerning 

Heaven there were some alternative views. The idea of a Heavenly City was not the only one 

around, despite its pre-eminence.  

 Despite the general alignment of Heaven in the Icelandic sources to the views of Latin 

Christianity there is a glaring deviation concerning the emphasis on friendship with God. The 

focus on friendship with God is all pervading through the sources. Jón Viðar Sigurðsson (2017) 

has referred to this as “friendship theology”, which is quite fitting. The emphasis on being 

God’s friend (vinur), reflects Icelandic society from about 870 to 1262-64, when friendship 

was the most important social bond. Because of the elementary importance of friendship in 

Icelandic society the Church used this crucial bond to introduce and strengthen its message. 

Which was far from alien to the Church as it had, from its inception, been generally receptive 

to extra-Judeo-Christian ideas. As we saw with Gregory the Great and his exhortation to use 

that which was useful for Christianisation in England. Augustin, that champion of the Church, 

is also a fine example of the willingness of the Church to use other cultures for its own interests. 

In the case of Augustin, it was first and foremost rhetoric which he utilised for the benefit of 

Christianity. This greater context enabled the Church in Iceland to utilise such fundamental 

aspects of society as friendship, to connect this bond with God and at first to introduce and then 

to strengthen Christianity by emphasising the importance of friendship with God. This aspect 

of the Norse literature which so emphasises and underscores friendship with God, can 

conveniently be placed under the rubric of “friendship theology”, as Jón Viðar Sigurðsson 

(2017) has done. This is the most important aspect of Icelandic Heaven.  

 The greater context encompassing Earth, Heaven and Hell is the enchanted worldview 

of the Middle Ages. A view which entailed the interconnectedness of Earth and the afterlife, 

either in Heaven or Hell. We see this especially clearly in the hagiographies, where the lines 

between Earth and the afterlife are not so clear. This also comes to the fore in Duggals Leiðsla, 

were Duggal’s soul leaves his body to embark on a journey through Heaven and Hell. It is 

crucial to note that the authenticity of the saga is the supposed fact that Duggall, a knight in 

Ireland, truly went on an incredible journey through Heaven and Hell. In the Middle Ages the 

visionary literature was quite popular, and we have numerous examples of the genre. Central 

to these visions was the supposed veracity of the claims of those who experienced them, such 

as Duggall. We see how this phenomenon of Latin Christianity was introduced into Icelandic 
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society, with the translation of Duggals Leiðsla. But also, in part with the hagiographies which 

entail numerous instances of travel between Earth on the one hand and Heaven on the other.  

 I have read volumes of original sources in Old Norse for this study and the political 

uses of many of them is noteworthy. For the sake of brevity, I was not able to delve into any 

depths concerning the propaganda of the Church. Such a study is a desiderium. Still, to an 

extent, I briefly discussed Staðamál and the sources in connection to this important conflict. 

There are numerous examples from Latin Christianity of the use of ecclesiastical literature to 

bash political rivals. There are even visions, Visio Karoli Crassi comes to mind. We see the 

same in Duggals Leiðsla, where the kings and archenemies Cormac MacCarthy and Donough 

MacCarthy appear as friends in Heaven. This is an example of the use of visions for a political 

purpose and the same is with Gregory the Greats claim that the soul of King Theodoric was 

thrown into Etna after his death. The Church used numerous literature to influence society and 

it was not shy to threaten its opponents with the gravest of punishments, eternal damnation in 

the fires of Hell. When Guðmundur góði Arason arrived at Alþingi and threatened to place his 

opponents under a ban, then in essence, he was threatening to ostracise them from society and 

damn their souls to eternal punishment in Hell. This was no idle threat, for people believed in 

Hell and the power of the Church was such that this was a real tool at its disposal. To utilise 

and even exploit against its enemies, in connection with the beatitudes of Heaven. Thus, in 

medieval Iceland, there was much to lose, yet still, much to gain. Eternal damnation in Hell or 

everlasting beatitudes in Heaven, in saecula saeculorum.  
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