
 i 

 

How many and where? 

An Analysis of Three Texts in Three Hands in  

Stockholm Islandica perg. nr. 5 folio 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

William Brooks Bechtel 

Master's Thesis in Viking and Medieval Norse Studies (MAS4091) 

30 Credits 

Department of Linguistics and Scandinavian Studies (ILN) 

Faculty of Humanities 

UNIVERSITETET I OSLO 

Spring 2019 



 ii 

 

  



 iii 

How Many and Where? 

An Analysis of Three Texts in Three Hands in 

Stockholm Islandica perg. nr. 5 folio 

 

William Brooks Bechtel 

 

 

Master's Thesis in Viking and Medieval Norse Studies (MAS4091) 

30 Credits 

Department of Linguistics and Scandinavian Studies (ILN) 

Faculty of Humanities 

UNIVERSITETET I OSLO 

Spring 2019 



 iv 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Copyright © William Brooks Bechtel 
 
2019 
 
How many and where? An analysis of three texts in three hands in Stockholm Islandica 
perg. nr. 5 folio 
 
William Brooks Bechtel 
 
http://www.duo.uio.no 
 
Trykk: Reprosentralen, Universitetet i Oslo 
 



 v 



 vi 

Abstract 

 

The present thesis aims to investigate the scribes who contributed to the manuscript 

Stockholm Islandica perg. nr. 5 folio, establishing differences and connections between the 

texts and the hands in the manuscript. This occurs in two directions: the first is an analysis 

of three texts from the manuscript: Jóns saga Hólabyskups, Þorláks saga helga, and a series of 

lists of Icelandic and Norwegian bishops and abbots. These texts have thematic overlaps and 

occur consecutively in the manuscript. The second aspect is a comparison the three hands 

which copied the texts, particularly their paleographical features. These conclusions are then 

combined in order to suggest possible relationships between the hands and between the 

scribes and their scriptorial origins. 

 

Holm. perg. 5 fol. in the Royal Library in Stockholm is of Icelandic origin, dated to 

the third quarter of the 14th century. In 72 leaves it contains four sagas and some other 

material. The sagas are all of saints: three Icelandic bishops (Jón, Guðmundr, and Þorlákr) 

and an Anglo-Saxon king (Edward the Confessor). There is also a poem, Guðmundardrápa, 

lists of bishops and abbots in the Norwegian archdiocese, and a section of stories about the 

Apostles. Altogether it is a fundamental source for main versions of the sagas contained 

within–Guðmundar saga D, Jóns saga L, and Þorláks saga A. The manuscript itself has in 

modern scholarship typically been linked to the Helgafell monastery scriptorium in Western 

Iceland by analysis of its hands and artwork. 
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steering me from a series of increasingly outrageous ideas about names in margins and 
manuscripts taking holidays between monasteries toward something a bit more sensical. I 
would also like to thank Karl G. Johansson for the help he gave me in distinguishing hands 
(and in particular the letter <e>), and Haraldur Bernharðsson for getting me to the point 
where I could read these texts at all.  
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Notes on orthography 
 
The spelling of medieval Icelandic personal names is done in standardized Old Icelandic 
style (Þorlákr, not Þorlákur). Certain place names use the English standard (Bergen, not 
Bjǫrgvin); otherwise modern Icelandic spelling. 
 
Special characters are generally only used where they need to be distinguished from other 
forms, e.g. <a> / <ɑ> and <s> / <ſ>, but <f> and not <ꝼ> as carolingian <f> does not 
appear in the manuscript.  
 
Each of the hands in this manuscript use <d> and <ð> indiscriminately. They are written 
here based on the presence of a discernable crossstroke.  
 
<ꝛ>, <z>, <ƶ>, and the tironian note <)> are used according to the letter they represent 
orthographically, even if the characters are identical in practice. That means that z will be 
<z> or <ƶ>, but never <ꝛ> or <)>, and vice versa.  
 
Abbreviations are expanded in italics. 
 
Photographs of the manuscript are my own unless otherwise noted.  
 
The font Palemonas MUFI is used in order to facilitate inclusion of special characters. 
<https://skaldic.abdn.ac.uk/m.php?p=mufi&i=972> 
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Introduction 
 

Islandica perg. nr. 5 folio in the Royal Library in Stockholm is a fourteenth century 

manuscript containing several Icelandic texts of a religious natur. The manuscript contains 

four saints’ sagas about three bishops (Guðmundr, Jón, and Þorlákr) and one king (Edward 

the Confessor) as well as a religious poem and some miscellany about the archdiocese of 

Niðarós and the Apostles, written in a series of hands. These exemplars of the sagas form the 

main sources for their individual recensions, and in turn these versions reflect the milieus in 

which they were copied and retained. Two sagas in particular stand out—Jóns saga 

Hólabyskups and Þorláks saga helga—due to their completeness and overlapping hands. The 

five hands of Holm. perg. 5 fol.and in particular the three middle hands, those which copied 

the two sagas discussed herein, have been linked to the Helgafell monastery in western 

Iceland—with the possible exception of the fifth hand who may have added Játvarðar saga 

later on.1 Thus not only can the sagas be connected to other versions and recensions, but the 

scribes who copied them can be put into a web of fourteenth century monastic hands.  

The goal of the present research is to take scribes and their texts and understand the 

context in which they contributed to Holm. perg. 5 fol. Three texts will be drawn from the 

manuscript: Jóns saga Hólabyskups in the  L-recension; the lists of bishops of abbots of Iceland 

and the Norwegian realm; and the A-version of Þorláks saga helga. The texts will be 

considered in regard to how they reflect the milieu in which they were copied. Each in its 

own way has a bearing on the understanding of the time and place in which they were retained 

by scriptoria. Likewise, consideration must be given to the hands themselves: their styles, the 

material they copy, and their similarities to other hands. The end result will be a picture of 

                                                        
1 Byskupa sǫgur: MS Perg. fol. No. 5 in the Royal Library of Stockholm, ed. Jón Helgason, Corpus codicum 

Islandicorum medii aevi, vol. XIX (Copenhagen: Ejnar Munksgaard, 1950), 8. Hereafter BS XIX.  
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how closely related each of Holm. perg. 5 fol. Hands 2, 3, and 4 are, and how and where their 

scribes were writing or gathering their exemplars. 

Of course, the present research will cover two of the three bishops sagas in particular. 

The practical purpose has been stated above; however, there is a thematic connection between 

the two as well. Jón Ǫgmundarson of Hólar (d. 1121) was the first bishop of Iceland’s second 

diocese. Þorlákr Þórhallsson (d. 1193) was bishop of the other seat, Skálholt, a half-century 

later. Þorlákr was actually canonized first, some five years after his death. That Jón was 

disinterred and translated only two years following is noteworthy but unsurprising. 

Ecclesiastical and popular Christian establishments seem to have had a domino effect in 

Scandinavia: for instance, within 65 years of the first Scandinavian archdiocese there were 

three. That Iceland would go from having no local saints to a pair in under a decade thus 

makes sense.  

It also amounted to a move toward balancing the holiness of one diocese over the 

other. Skálholt’s recently-deceased bishop was being venerated across the country2—several 

of the miracles described in Þorláks saga involve men from the north, including Abbot Karl 

of Þingeyrar. The parallels between the bishops extend further than political convenience, of 

course. Jón and Þorlákr both came from Fljótshlíð in the south of Iceland, and both held 

important places in the development of the Church: Jón in creation of a new diocese and 

dismantling pagan holdovers and Þorlákr in the strengthening of ecclesiastical power. 

Likewise, Jón fought against the ‘old ways’ to ensure Christianity dominated; half a century 

later Þorlákr was refining established faith into a more orthodox form. These connections are 

somewhat less clear in the narratives of each saga, as will be described below; still, the patterns 

                                                        
2 Ásdís Egilsdóttir, "The Beginnings of Local Hagiography in Iceland: The Lives of Bishops Þorlákr and Jón", 

The Making of Christian Myths in the Periphery of Latin Christendom (c. 1000-1300), ed. Lars Boje 
Mortensen (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2006), 132.  
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exist and may be evidence of some formulaic connection between the two texts, though there 

is no strong evidence that their composition is related.  

Jóns saga exists in several variants. The general story follows a pattern: Jón is born to 

a priest in Breiðabolstaðr in Fljótshlíð in the middle of the 11th century, just before the native 

Icelander Ísleifr Gizurarson becomes the first bishop of Skálholt. He is later taught by the 

bishop, and then goes abroad with another of Iceland’s early priest-scholars, Sæmundr fróði 

Sigfússon.3 He becomes bishop in 1106 when the ‘northerners’’ diocese is founded, 

immediately travels to Lund to be consecrated, and from there to Rome to meet the pope.4    

"It seems unlikely that the men of the north preferred somebody with no connections in their 

regions",5 but this fact may only serve to bolster the evidence for his piety and well-

respectedness. One of his greatest achievements, according to the saga, is changing the names 

of Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday (Tir’s Day, Odin’s Day, Thor’s Day) to less pagan 

alternatives (þriðjudagr, miðvikudagr, fimmtudagr).6 He dies in 1121 after a pious and just life. 

A few miracles are tagged on to the end of the saga. Holm. perg. 5 fol. contains the L-version 

which does not devote too much space to specific miracles surrounding the saint, least of all 

in the present L1 recension. One of the miracles actually mentions Þorlákr as well but notes 

that it is Jón who intercedes on behalf of the woman in question. 

Three recensions exist of Jóns saga: S, H, and L (formerly referred to as A, C, and B 

respectively).7 Indeed, according to Peter Foote, “[t]he S recension, the only one that survives 

as a unity, may be classified as an abridged descendant” of the vita written at the behest of 

                                                        
3 Jóns saga L, chh. IV-XVIII, in Jóns saga Hólabyskups ens helga, ed. Peter Foote, Editiones Arnamagnæanæ 

Series A, vol. 14 (København: C.A. Reitzels Forlag, 2003), 59-75. 
4 Jóns saga L, chh. XX-XXII, 77-81. 
5 Orri Vésteinsson, The Christianization of Iceland: Priests, Power, and Social Change 1000-1300 (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2000), 146. 
6 Jóns saga L, ch. XXV, 83-85. 
7 See Sagas of Icelandic Bishops, ed. Stefán Karlsson, Early Icelandic Manuscripts in Facsimile. vol. VII 

(Copenhagen: Rosenkilde and Bagger, 1967). Hereafter EIM VII. 
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Saint Guðmundr Arason (whose saga incidentally precedes Jóns saga in Holm. perg. 5 fol.); 

H “often has a fuller and more authentic text”, and L “is an early fourteenth-century 

revision”.8 The S-version has 4 major manuscripts and a dozen or more minor manuscripts 

and fragments. The L-version has 4 major sources as well, though not entirely in parchment 

manuscripts. H exists in a pair of manuscripts, one paper. The S- and H-versions contains 

many more miracles than the present L-version.  

Besides Holm. perg. 5 fol., the L recension is represented in AM 219 fol., AM 392 

4to., Holm. papp. 4 4to., and Norrøne fragmenter 57 in the Norwegian Riksarkivet.9 AM 219 

fol. is notably comprised of the three Icelandic bishops’ sagas found in Holm. perg. 5 fol., 

though it is important to note Árni Magnússon grouped the leaves together in the early 18th 

century after collecting them across northern Iceland: “Synest, ad þau ‘oll mune vera ur einu 

Volumine, iafnvel þott dalkarner sieu ei fyllilega so langer eda breider a [<i] einu bladenu 

sem ä ‘odru.” [“It appears that they are all from one codex, even though the columns are not 

quite as long or as broad on the one leaf as on another.”]10 Chapter 4 will address the 

peculiarity that the versions of Jóns saga and Guðmundar saga are aligned with those in Holm. 

perg. 5 fol., while Þorláks saga is grouped in the C recension thereof. These two manuscripts 

are linked to the same scriptorium and timeframe.11  

Þorláks saga has a much more unique narrative, which is understandable considering 

it was composed within a generation of the saint’s death. Þorlákr is born in Hlíðarendi in 

Fljótshlíð. His family is good but poor—perhaps adding to their virtuousness. He is fostered 

by Sæmundr fróði’s son Eyjólfr at Oddi, whose ruling family factors into the different versions 

of the saga to varying degrees—Jón Loftsson was Eyjólfr's nephew and one of the most 

                                                        
8 Jóns saga Hólabyskups ens helga, ed. Peter Foote, Editiones Arnamagnæanæ Series A, vol. 14 (København: 

C.A. Reitzels Forlag, 2003), p. XIV. 
9 Foote, 125. 
10 EIM VII, 9.  
11 Foote, 182; EIM VII, 8.  
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powerful men in late-12th century Iceland; his mistress was Þorlákr’s sister, and their son 

became Bishop of Skálholt. Þorlákr travels to Paris to study for half a decade, and after 

returning chooses not to marry and dedicates himself to the Church. After being an abbot at 

Ver for some years, he is elected bishop based on the praise from those who knew him. 

Þorlákr never goes to Rome but is consecrated by Eysteinn in Niðarós. The rest of the saga 

deals with his deeds, and in particular his reformation of the liturgy and calendars for the 

Icelandic churches.  

There are four major recensions of Þorláks saga: A, B, C, and the fragmentary D. The 

A-version survives in Holm. perg. 5 fol., while the B-version exists in one manuscript with 

an additional used to supplement the recension, and C has seven manuscripts, two of which 

are complete texts. There are also several Latin fragments, dating from as early as 1200, 

containing vitae of Þorlákr. The A-version notably lacks the Oddaverjaþáttr, which is an 

account of the conflict between Þorlákr and Jón Loftsson. It is nevertheless considered 

complete in its one manuscript.  

The lists of bishops and abbots contains nineteen timelines of Church holdings. These 

include the two Icelandic bishoprics, seven Icelandic monasteries and one Icelandic convent, 

and seven bishoprics including and suffragen to the Archdiocese of Niðarós (including two 

sets where the diocese was moved, for a total of nine named Norwegian seats). The lists are 

not entirely accurate when compared to other extant lists from the period,12 but demonstrate 

some understanding of the history of the Norwegian/Icelandic Church.  

 After its composition in the 14th century, Holm. perg. 5 fol. can be traced as far back 

as the late medieval period, when a Guðmundur Jónsson wrote his name on 71v. In 1644, 

Jón Gissurarson—half-brother of Brynjólfur Sveinsson—copied from it in the Westfjords; in 

                                                        
12 See Pius Bonifacius Gams, Series episcoporum Ecclesiæ catholicæ (Graz: Akedemische Druck- U. 

Verlagsanstalt, 1957), 333-337. 
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1656 it was given by Brynjólfur to Jørgen Seefeldt and brought to Denmark.13 After the 1660 

war with Sweden, it was in Stockholm being copied by the 1880s and afterwards stored away. 

In 1818 Johan Liljegren mentioned it in Skandinaviska Fornålderns Hjeltesagor I. Jón 

Sigurðsson described it in 1841 and it was copied in part; seven years later it was described 

in Förteckning öfver Kongl. bibliothekets i Stockholm isländska handskrifter.  

Following that, editions began to appear, almost entirely in normalized forms. In 

1851-52, the miscellany was abridged by P. A. Munch in Norsk Tidskrift for Videnskab og 

Litteratur vol. V, and printed almost in whole in original spelling in Diplomatarium Islandicum 

III in 1896. Játvarðar saga was published in 1852 in Annaler for nordisk Oldkyndighed og 

Historie by Jón Sigurðsson with C. C. Rafn. Þorláks saga was printed in Biskupa sögur I in 

1856, as was Jóns saga (1857). Guðmundar saga and Guðmundar drápa followed in Biskupa 

sögur II in 1878.14  

More modern editions appear at the middle of the 20th century. A complete facsimile 

was published in 1950 as volume 19 of the Corpus codicum islandicorum medii ævi series, of 

which Jón Helgason was the series editor and wrote the introduction for the edition. One side 

was printed in facsimile in Early Icelandic Manuscripts in Facsimile volume VIII, edited by 

Stefán Karlsson in 1967. Diplomatic and normalized editions of the different texts have been 

printed since, though the manuscript has otherwise never been printed in full besides the 

facsimile. Þorláks saga appears in Íslenzk fornrit XVI (2002), and Jóns saga was printed in 

Íslenzk fornrit XV (2003) and received a detailed working-over by Peter Foote in his 2003 

edition for Editiones Arnamagnæanæ. 

This quality of this manuscript means that the versions of Jóns saga and Þorláks saga 

contained within can act as prime examples, both in the recension of the texts and the copying 

                                                        
13 BS XIX, 10.  
14 See for example Vilhelm Gödel, Fornnorsk-isländsk litteratur i Sverige, vol. I (Stockholm: Ivar Hæggströms 

Boktryckeri, 1897), 110; and BS XIX, 10-11. 
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into a collection together. Both sagas deal with Icelandic bishop-saints, and both are accepted 

to have been originally composed around the same time. Accounting for the ‘one saint for 

each diocese’ aspect of these contemporary canonizations, one saint being from Skálholt and 

the other from Hólar, the narrative patterns of the texts come into play. The rosters of 

religious leaders in the realm, interjected between the two sagas without commentary, is 

another aspect highlighting the religious milieu. All are important descriptors of the 

ecclesiastical and political worlds within Iceland and Northern Europe. For instance, this 

version of Þorláks saga lacks the critique of Jón Loftsson found in others; it is important to 

note to what extent the texts address political strife, compared to both one another and to 

their alternative forms.  

The three hands must then be analyzed with these relationships considered. This will 

entail studying the paleography and to a lesser extent the orthography, marking the 

similarities and differences both between them and with connected hands from other 

manuscripts. Peculiar stylistic qualities can shed light on where the scribes learned and 

practiced their art. The use of certain forms and spellings act as chronological anchors as well 

as scribal ones, adjoining a text to its time and place of origin. They may also give a glimpse 

into what source material the scribes had at hand or chose to use.  

With these groundworks laid, the final step will be to elaborate on what makes the 

texts in this manuscript and their composition unique. Some facets are apparent from the 

start. The placement of the hands within the wider Icelandic corpus of the 14th century inserts 

Holm. perg. 5 fol. into a discernable form or style. The texts themselves have obvious links: 

as said, the manuscript is religious in nature. More specifically, it deals with matters important 

to Iceland and the Archdiocese of Niðarós. The three Icelandic bishop-saints pin its focus to 

the island, but the remaining two sections detail the value of Trondheim, its sees, and its 

religious cults in the Church hierarchy to which the scribes likely belonged. The miscellany 

details bishops from Oslo to Greenland, all under the umbrella of Niðarós; the protagonist of 
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the final text, Edward the Confessor, was not an unknown saint in medieval Norway in 

particular due to its ecclesiastical connections to England, though he is not addressed here. 

In order to match the scope of the project, two approaches will be taken which more 

or less align with the two directions of research. The first is an analysis of the content of the 

three hands' sections. This will by no means be exhaustive and will instead focus on a select 

number of important aspects regarding thematic choices and connections to real time and 

space. The second will be a direct look at the hands themselves. Studies of these hands have 

already been carried out in more detail; here there will be particular examples given which 

have not been strongly considered in discussions of this particular manuscript. These 

examples will be used to provide some context for the style the scribes were trained in, as 

opposed to being simple descriptions of the hands themselves. These two areas will then be 

considered critically, with material beyond Holm. perg. 5 fol. referenced but kept out of the 

focus. Therefore in each section of this research the primary source will be interpretation of 

the manuscript itself, whether its physical characteristics or the texts as are copied on its 

leaves.  
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1. Content of the Texts 
 

The collection of texts in Holm. perg. 5 fol.—Guðmundar saga D, Guðmundardrápa, Jóns saga 

L, the lists of bishops and abbots, the stories of the Apostles, Þorláks saga A, and Játvarðar 

saga—all speak to the details of its composition. In the present research covering folios 48r-

68v, three of the seven individual texts are considered (the section about the Apostles in the 

miscellany is put aside for practical reasons). There is a wide corpus of scholarship on the 

sagas, and bishops’ sagas in particular; for that reason only a concise selection of topics is 

being investigated, which contribute to the exploration of the manuscript and its origins.  

A brief overview of the narrative parallels is an appropriate introduction to the themes 

of the two sagas. Each contains many events, some standard and hagiographical and others 

specific to Iceland and its history. The latter are the more telling examples. The sagas of the 

Icelandic saints, and in particular those of Jón and Þorlákr, highlight an arc of Icelandic 

christianization that is both historical and literary.15 This overarching framework is vital for 

understanding the bishops' sagas as a cohesive genre and not just a categorization for 

convenience. The ecclesiastical tallies on the other hand are an invaluable tool for both dating 

the manuscript and placing its interests, if not its origins. Rosters like this one give context 

and legitimacy to the characters in the sagas, for one. More importantly do they also provide 

us with the scribe's understanding of the past and help us find the scribe's present, 

geographical and temporal. Including the narrative of the sagas with the information in the 

lists can give a sufficient understanding of the nature of the manuscript as a whole. 

 

 i. Being both bishops sagas, Jóns saga and Þorláks saga each have a tendency to follow 

certain tropes; they are further conjoined by their similar purposes: each is the result of an 

                                                        
15 Margaret Cormack, "Christian Biography", A Companion to Old Norse-Icelandic Literature and Culture, ed. 

Rory McTurk (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 28-30. 
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effort, beginning around 1200, to establish a local saint within a diocese. Therefore, they tend 

to differ in narrative while having similar miracle themes.16 Þorlákr was canonized in support 

of Skálholt, and Jón of Hólar. That Jón’s canonization was a reaction to Þorlákr’s is highly 

possible. It is possible the establishment of Guðmundr as a bishop saint in the fourteenth 

century was in part another attempt at the same, and made that man the more popular of the 

Hólar bishops. This is made apparent by the order of the sagas in Holm. perg. 5 fol., where 

the substantial Guðmundar saga and Guðmundardrápa are the initial texts, followed by Jóns 

saga. Þorláks saga is understandably more personal and exciting, being that it was written in 

its first form by those who had been contemporary with him. Jóns saga on the other hand 

came a long while after the death of those who knew the bishop, and in response follows a 

much more standard hagiographical style—which for its worth is proof that Iceland had an 

understanding of vita culture by this time.17  

Jón has a few personal significances linked to him: one is his relationship with 

Sæmundr fróði, of whom the thirteenth century authors and scribes would have had 

knowledge and perhaps even writings. Another event is the changing of the days of the week, 

as mentioned in the Introduction above. Jón is given credit for taking the paganism out of 

the names, changing Tyr’s Day to Third Day, Odin’s Day to Midweek Day, Thor’s Day to 

Fifth Day, and Frigg’s Day to Fasting Day.18 This is a peculiarity that survives in Icelandic, 

despite the majority of the other Germanic languages, arguably spoken by otherwise more 

thoroughly christianized people, retaining the old forms. When combined with his position 

as the first Bishop of Hólar, the value of this one action may be enough to make Jón a unique 

candidate for sainthood. This ‘fight against paganism’ trope is a common aspect of Icelandic 

Christian identity in the Middle Ages, and the period around the original composition of Jóns 

                                                        
16 Cormack, "Christian Biography", 31.  
17 Cormack, "Christian Biography", 30. 
18 Jóns saga L, ch. XXV, 84. 
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saga was rife with stories of pagans being overcome by true believers: the sagas of early kings 

such as that of Óláfr Tryggvason and narratives like Kristni saga.19  

Þorlákr on the other hand is the star of the other side of the christianization process. 

Cornerstones of this cycle include: the conversion, as told in Kristni saga and several other 

tales from various genres (such as Guðrún's conversion in Laxdæla saga); the establishment 

of the Icelandic Church and the fight against paganism, as outlined for instance in 

Íslendingabók and championed by Saint Jón; and the standardization of the Church carried 

out by Þorlákr, Guðmundr, and others. If Jón championed the end of the ‘pagan resistance’, 

Þorlákr heralded the new dominance of the Church as an institution. He challenged the 

influence of secular rulers over religious power, and promoted an Icelandic Church 

established in the hierarchy of the Archdiocese of Niðarós and of Rome. Guðmundr of course 

came in the half-century after Þorlákr, finishing the job so to speak. Thus the three Icelandic 

saints, along with the Norwegian missionary kings and the bishops described in the text 

Hungrvaka, are the dots which when connected draw the path from paganism to proper 

Catholicism.  

The different versions and exemplars of each saga have not been addressed here so 

far. Details concerning the changes and discrepancies between different recensions of each 

saga are discussed in detail elsewhere—the Íslenzk fornrit editions have comprehensive 

introductions, for instance.20 There are two brief points to highlight insofar as the versions 

relate to Holm. perg. 5 fol. The version of Jóns saga which exists herein is from the L 

recension; however, it ends sooner than other surviving sources in this group. Several 

                                                        
19 See for instance Kristni saga in Íslendingabók—Kristni saga: The Book of the Icelanders—The Story of the 

Conversion, trans. Siân Grønlie, VSNR Text Series, vol. XVIII (London: Viking Society for Northern 
Research, 2006). 

20Biskupa sögur I, ed. Sigurgeir Steingrímsson, Ólafur Halldórsson, Peter Foote, Ízlensk fornrit vol. XV 
(Reykjavik: Hið Íslenzka Fornritafélag, 2003); Biskupa sögur II, ed. Ásdís Egilsdóttir, Ízlensk fornrit vol. XVI 
(Reykjavik: Hið Íslenzka Fornritafélag, 2002). 
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miracles are left off of the end, although the language of the final sentence does not betray 

an abrupt ending, reading instead as a fitting ending thanking God and Jón, as several other 

miracles do.21 On the other hand, this instance of Þorláks saga is the sole exemplar for the A-

version. It is substantial yet lacks the Oddaverjaþáttr drama between Þorlákr and Jón Loftsson. 

The absence of this vignette means that Þorláks saga A is purely about the bishop's saintly 

life and ecclesiastical accomplishments. The noticeable absence of southern Icelandic 

politicking is clear when compared to the B or C recensions. That feature may be important 

when attempting to place the scribe in a milieu that reflects not only scribal practices but also 

political interests, as described below in Chapter 4. 

There are a number of different manuscripts containing corresponding sagas to Holm. 

perg. 5 fol. One in particular stands out due to its similarities in both content and scribal 

origins, the two focuses of the present research. AM 219 fol. is a manuscript containing the 

same three Icelandic bishops’ sagas, and its composition is linked to the Helgafell-group. The 

leaves were collected piecemeal by Árni Magnússon and others, but the order of the sagas is 

agreed to be: Jóns, Þorláks, Guðmundar. Of these, the former and the latter are of the same 

recensions as those in Holm. perg. 5 fol. (L and D respectively), while Þorláks saga is grouped 

into the C-version. An intensive comparison of the texts of this saga in each could provide 

some insight into the connection between the two, and why this is the only text of a different 

recension across the two manuscripts. 

 

ii. If the manuscript was composed as a record of the holiness of the Icelandic Church, 

then it stands to reason that the bishops and abbots related to it would be tallied. The list 

itself throws some confusion into the origin of the manuscript. The date of the source(s) of 

these names has to be in the few years around 1308, based on the dates the final bishop/abbot 

                                                        
21 Jóns saga L, ch. XLVIII, 102; compare Jóns saga L2, ch. LIII, 107. 
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listed for each diocese or cloister.22 This holds true for 13 of the 19 listed locations. Four of 

the other Six were either closed or moved before the 14th century: Saurbær monastery, Flatey 

monastery (moved to Helgafell), Trondheim’s church (listed in the manuscript as moved to 

Niðarós), and Selja (moved to Bergen).  

The remaining two locations are Skálholt and Þykkvibær monastery. The Skálholt list 

appears to have four added lines, where blank spaces have been left to do the same for Hólar: 

these four lines cover the bishops from roughly 1309-1360. The assumption has been that 

the Skálholt list was updated after by the same scribe.23 This does not seem to be the case. 

The Þykkvibær list shows no unusual formatting, continuing straight to Eyjólfr Pálsson (abbot 

1154-1377),24 and the use of a particular abbreviation as seen in Chapter 3 below does not 

seem to be a later development either. 

It seems more likely that the scribe immediately added the final Skálholt bishops after 

copying from some exemplar list—the four ‘extra’ bishop entries have identical sentence 

structure and abbreviations. This could explain why the same amount of space was then left 

after the Hólar section. The lack of any such space for the monasteries could simply be due 

to the greater importance of the two dioceses compared to the monastic centers. The lists 

furthermore get a number of things wrong, particularly in the Norwegian section: names are 

misspelt, and the order of certain bishops is mixed up. Jón Loftsson, whose feud with Þorlákr 

is prominent in Þorláks saga B and C, has his patronym mistaken as ‘liotƶ/ ſon’ 59rb10-11, 

despite being accurately represented on 58vb40.   

The bias shown toward the two institutions in the South is not conclusive, but it seems 

odd that a Helgafell scribe would fail to update his own monastery’s information while adding 

fifty years' worth of names to locations in the other part of the country. Furthermore, while 

                                                        
22 Diplomatarium Islandicum, vol. III: 1269-1415, ed. Jón Þorkelsson (Kaupmannahöfn: Hið Íslenska 

Bókmentafélag, 1896), 148-54. Hereafter DI III. 
23 EIM VII, 13. 
24 DI III, 153-54. 
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the Norwegian churches which moved are listed in an order suggesting as much, Flatey is not 

listed before Helgafell, even though that is to where the monastery was moved.25 Jón Helgason 

considers this, entertaining the idea that the manuscript came from Þykkvibær based on this 

information.26 That said, his facsimile edition was published before the Helgafell-group 

identifications were first outlined by Ólafur Halldórsson in the 1960s, as will be considered 

below. Nevertheless it is important to note the geographical tilt of the material itself as found 

in the bishops and abbots lists. 

 

 The content of the texts spanning 48r-68v were without doubt copied with the 

Icelandic Church in mind. The two sagas describe historical figures and events in Icelandic 

Christian history, which in effect is a depiction of Icelandic Christianity. The tallies 

corroborate these tales with 'factual' information as to who was in control of ecclesiastical 

functions for the whole of the Christian history of the island. The results are twofold: the 

former mainly gives a sense of what information was important to the scribes and their 

exemplars, and by extension the scriptorium or scriptoria where they were created. The latter 

shows the importance of record-keeping as well as the understanding (or in certain cases lack 

of understanding) the scribe or his exemplar had of the sphere of influence of the Archdiocese 

of Niðarós. Omission and especially misinformation can be evidence of a lack of correct or 

comprehensive source material, but can also signify the ignorance about certain factors and 

thus highlight what is known or available to the scribe. These textual facts are fascinating and 

important on their own, but to understand the scribes who copied them they must be seen in 

not only the context of their composition but also in the actual leaves they are found on. 

  

                                                        
25 Margaret Cormack, "Monastic Foundations and Foundation Legends", Íslensk klausturmenning á miðöldum 

(Reykjavík: Miðaldastofa Háskóla Íslands, 2016), 70. 
26 BS XIX, 10. 
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2. Description of the Manuscript 
 

It is helpful to address the manuscript itself as a physical object in order to depart from the 

study of textual aspects copied on folios 48-68 and look into the characteristics of the scribes 

whose hands are present. This chapter will include a brief overview of some main features of 

the Holm. perg. 5 fol. While there are descriptions available elsewhere, including in particular 

the 1950 facsimile edition, they are not entirely comprehensive; herein I will only mention 

key aspects and traits not mentioned elsewhere which may be important to understanding the 

history of the manuscript. The first section is a general description of the manuscript's 

makeup, including its size and details on its contents (some of which have been discussed 

above) and their respective hands.  

 

 i. The manuscript is comprised of 71 leaves dated to the mid-to-late 14th century. It 

is bound in a white vellum cover, which is later but definitely pre-mid-19th century. The 

details of the binding are unknown. The manuscript is comprised of nine gatherings and a 

single loose leaf. The first eight gatherings are all standard quires of eight folios from four 

sheets. The exception to this is gathering 4 (fols. 25-32), which is a quinion with the fourth 

and fifth leaves—between f. 27 and f. 28—cut out. This apparently was done before the 

copying of Guðmundar saga, and it escapes mention even in Jón Helgason’s description of 

the manuscript in his facsimile edition.27 Folio 65 is a loose leaf; had it appeared toward the 

end of Þorláks saga or at least around the miracles section, this could perhaps have been 

inserted on its own anticipating a quicker end to the saga. However considering that it appears 

in the middle of the text this should be discounted. The final six leaves comprise a gathering 

of their own. 

                                                        
27 BS XIX, 7. 
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 The recto side of the first folio is a full-page illustration of two bishops, one of which 

is certainly Saint Guðmundr. It is unclear which of the other two the second is.28 Guðmundar 

saga covers 1v to 46vb, whereupon Guðmundardrápa goes until 48ra5. These two texts were 

copied by Hand 1 of the manuscript. There is space for a rubric, and then from 48ra7 to 

58vb18 is Jóns saga. The 48r portion of the text is written in Hand 2, and the rest in Hand 3. 

A list of bishops, abbots, and abbesses in Iceland and the Archdiocese of Niðarós extends 

from 58vb19 to 59va22, and from 58va23 to 60va9 is a short text about the Apostles, followed 

by a break of about 2 lines. This was all written in Hand 3. Þorláks saga begins here with a 

large initial and continues to 68vb31. Hand 3 writes until the end of 64r, and Hand 4 

continues to the end of the saga beginning mid-sentence at the top of 64v. The final saga, 

Játvarðar saga, begins after about a space of one line from the end of Þorláks saga, and ends 

about two-thirds down 71r, leaving the rest of the leaf blank with the exception of some 

scribbles and marginalia.  

None of the texts end on the last side of a gathering, nor do any of the hands change 

at these locations. Nevertheless, coincidentally the changes from Hand 1 to Hand 2, Hand 2 

to Hand 3, and Hand 3 to Hand 4 all occur on the last leaf of their respective gatherings. This 

proves that the texts were written into the manuscript in the order they are found but is not 

necessarily proof that they were all written consecutively by contemporary scribes as Jón 

Helgason suggests.29 It is at least a trustworthy assumption that Jóns saga, the miscellany, and 

Þorláks saga were all copied one following the other, as the hands overlap and they sit across 

several gatherings. 

There are some generally interesting aspects to the different leaves. The formatting of 

certain folios is skewed, which is readily apparent when looking at 62v or 63v, where the 

upper margin grows considerably in size from the outside to the inside. There isn’t always 

                                                        
28 Lena Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting (Reykholt: Snorrastofa, 2009), 46, note 55.  
29 BS XIX, 8. 
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expression of this angle, but by looking at the 8 leaves of gathering 8 the pattern becomes 

clear: take for instance the large top margin of 57va, which corresponds to the very thin top 

margin of 64rb. This, along with the change in the width of the inner margins (becoming 

narrower down the side on 57v, and wider on 64r) implies that the gathering was assembled 

and cut a slightly improper angle.  

It is hard to determine if this was done when the manuscript was first assembled. 58v, 

which corresponds to 63r and shows the same skew, has some marginalia deep in the inner 

margin. It is a 26-character long list of letters denoting a calendar, which will be addressed 

in more detail with other marginalia below. The list appears to follow the line of the crease, 

not of the ruling of the page. The obvious assumption is that the list was written into the 

manuscript bound and cropped as we find it today—a similar calendar on 54v is dated 1614, 

so this may be dated to the early 17th century. There are also the prickings remaining on the 

outside edge of many of the folios. In certain instances they appear to descend at a different 

angle than the edge itself, in these cases apparently matching the angle of the horizontal 

ruling.  This would suggest that the gathering was cropped to dimensions different from how 

it was originally intended, as this was a formatting technique meant to create uniformity.30 

Another binding malfunction can be found in gathering 9. The two halves of the 

gathering have different dimensions, with the first three leaves being significantly wider. The 

outer margins however seem to have similar dimensions, which suggests that the ruling was 

done more or less properly; that it was folded off-center is reinforced by the final three recto 

sides lacking any inner margin of note. It is an inconclusive and yet considerable source of 

insight into the history of the manuscript's binding. It cannot be proven with the current 

evidence, but certain gatherings (containing certain texts in certain hands) being bound 

differently or at different angles could suggest that they were not originally joined.  

                                                        
30 Albert Derolez, The Palaeography of Gothic Manuscript Books: From the Twelfth to the Early Sixteenth 

Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 35. 
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ii. The quality of the ruling varies drastically from one side to another. Certain sides 

exhibit straight, even rows and columns with consistent letter size. Others have comparatively 

haphazard writing and waving lines. The differences in ruling establish patterns which 

differentiate the three hands explored herein. Seeing how they change helps to corroborate 

other differences between hands, particularly 3 and 4, which at times appear visually similar.  

Hand 2 exists only one one side and so it is impossible to account for any variation in 

its ruling technique. It seems to attempt to correspond to its predecessor's formatting. The 

two smaller initials have indents approximately six letters deep and three lines long, while 

the larger indent in column a is nearly a full third of the width of the column and 8 lines 

long.31 Despite its messy nature, Hand 2’s ruling is fairly consistent, and although its rows are 

cramped and not always in line with the pricking, the scribe generally keeps to them. 

Occasionally there are some line spacing issues which are corrected by writing at an angle, 

such as at 48rb23-24, but it is hardly noticeable.  

Hand 3 covers 30 full sides, by far the most space of the three hands examined here, 

and the first impression varies from the stark, angular Gothic strokes of 48v to a scratchier 

style on 63v. Likewise does the quality of the formatting waver throughout its pages. 48va 

has 40 lines with about a half-line of space between; 63va has the same number of lines, but 

at first glance looks quite different. In particular, the first eight lines are spaced out and seem 

shaky and inconsistent. Line 10 has a chapter start, and there is consistency after this—perhaps 

the scribe ended a rough day with the previous chapter and was able to start fresh upon the 

new one. The normal initials tend to receive an indent of about 6-8 characters and are 

typically 3 lines long, and the large initial beginning Þorláks saga is nearly half a column wide 

and about 7 lines long.32  

                                                        
31 Liepe, 46. 
32 Ibid. 
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The physical ruling can be seen in several places. The pricking technique changes 

throughout the course of Hand 3's run, changing from a more direct puncture—carried over 

from gathering 6 in gathering 7—to more of a slice in the later gatherings.  48v has some of 

the clearest examples of scratched ruling, showing both the individual lines and the double-

ruled outlines for the columns. The initials fit cleanly into this outer ruling. 56v has some 

horizontal lines scratched in across the top few lines, but the marks do not actually align with 

the lines themselves.  

Hand 4 also tends toward the 40-line standard, evident on 66r and 68v for example. 

The latter pages of Hand 3 tend to have about 35-38 characters per line, while lines in Hand 

4 often exceed 40 characters. The ‘normal’ initials are typically 3 lines long, though there is 

a 4-line initial at the bottom of 66vb, and the miracles oftentimes have 6-character by 2-line 

indents. The ruling can be seen scratched in in several places, most clearly across 65r, both 

horizontal and vertical (single-ruled).  

The ruling patterns can also be definitive of the diligence of the scribe: if he himself 

ruled the parchment, then to what extent he follows a specific pattern could be proof of how 

important the project was to him. There is certain a change in how ruling was approached in 

these 20 folios. The change in the method of ruling including the formatting but also the 

preparatory pricking could suggest a change in style, if a scribal or scriptorial standard could 

be established.   

 

iii. The imperfections found on any given leaf do more than detract from the quality 

of the work. Tears, cuts, and holes whether intentional or not are aspects of the history of the 

manuscript and the parchment it was written on. The apparent marks may be corrections of 

individual words or passages, betray whole erased texts, or merely be blemishes. Some of 

these are simple consequences of the bookmaking process, while others highlight the value 

of parchment, and the amount of use this manuscript was given over its history. 
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The folios vary in dimensions by up to a few centimeters on any given leaf, particularly 

in the width. The leaves are far from pristine, with numerous tears, holes, and creases 

throughout. However, there seems to be very little damage done to the manuscript after its 

composition. Select examples of later damage are apparent. Most upsetting may be the tear 

through the bottom margin of 48, which looks straight enough to have been an intentional 

cut. It severs the decorative descender of the <Þ> initial. Why a cut like this would have 

been made is up for conjecture, though perhaps it was a mistake made while cutting the 

manuscript to align for binding—perhaps the realignment postulated above. The vast majority 

of damage is in the form of ink smudges or water marks. Examples of this sort of smudging 

appear at 48rb27-29, 61v21-22, and elsewhere. There is a distinct three-line-tall smudge 

which renders several words on 64va30-33 illegible. The parchment itself is riddled with 

discolorations and dark spots, some of which may be evidence of editing the writing. 

There are some examples of leaves being entirely erased and written over, as well as 

several places where it appears the scribes have corrected as they have gone. Of the 21 folios 

covered by Hands 2-4, there are twelve leaves that show evidence of being significantly 

overwritten. Nine of these certainly contained writing which was erased to make room for the 

present texts; three are less certain but could also be. Incidentally there are no leaves where 

both sides have visible writing underneath; that said, hardly any of the residual script is legible 

on even the clearest sides.  

Of the clearly-erased sides, the first is 51v. 53v has writing which is obvious as it 

extends unevenly into the left margin beside both columns a and b. 54r is the next and 

contains some of the most legible writing in the section. Line b15 has a string after the chapter 

ends, including what may be <m>, <g>, <æ>, <a>, and certain other characters. A hook 

curling to the right off the bottom of a round character beneath the <l> in ‘lyðní’ (b14) 

suggests that this is a different hand than any of the one present, which do not have flourishes 

in that direction.  
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The visible writing on 56r is concentrated on the bottom half. Considering some of 

the clearer strokes, it may actually be upside-down in relation to the present text. Some 

writing can be found in the middle of column a on 60r, but whether this is a fully rewritten 

side or a partial deletion is difficult to ascertain. 63r was obviously scratched out, and from 

its appearance may have been a complete side of text. The first side Hand 4 writes on is 64v, 

and it has text beneath both columns. It comes perhaps from a different hand, implied by the 

three characters appearing just to the left of the chapter number ‘24’ on line a22. The third 

character looks particularly foreign to the manuscript. Finally is 67v, which has some evidence 

particularly in column a.  

Besides this there are the three sides which would require closer analysis to prove 

some sort of underwriting. These are 58v; 59v; and 61v. Nothing conclusive can be said about 

any of this at the time, except that there was value placed on replacing the old text on these 

leaves with the sagas now copied down. What can be concluded is that this manuscript was 

not constructed out of entirely new parchment. Detailed investigation into the properties of 

the parchment in Holm. perg. 5 fol. would merit their own project.  

 

iv. The marginalia found throughout the manuscript is varied and interesting. This 

section does not focus specifically on the delineated folios but will instead explore a few 

examples and suggest their importance.  An overview of the present marginalia is given by 

Jón Helgason in the introduction to the facsimile edition with the flippant qualification 

“[t]hey are not of any great interest”.33 The present research is concerned with the 

composition, and not explicitly with its provenance following completion. Still, the following 

minor examples are curious when contextualized with other details mentioned in this chapter. 

There are about a half-dozen other notes, written in at least two hands. A few isolated words 

                                                        
33 BS XIX, 11. 
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and phrases can be found in the margins: nearly all of these occur throughout Guðmundar 

saga, and some (such as the text in boxes on 9v and 12v) look to be Hand 1 itself.  

There are two calendar lists which appear on 54v and 58v, which were mentioned 

above. The first “has the date 1614 and a series of letters denoting days and weeks in the 

month of December; the single letters in the second row denote days of the Catholic Mass”.34 

The second instance is not labelled, extending 26 characters down in the inner margin and 

then continuing off to the left. Based on the seven-letter calendar system, a month beginning 

with ‘g’ is either April or July: in this instance, April is the likely guess, considering it appears 

alongside the end of Jóns saga and Jón’s feast day is 23 April—due to the binding, it is too 

difficult to see whether any notation of the mass appears next to the day.35 Jón Helgason is 

happy to link them to the given date of 1614, but then it needs to be explained why a clearly 

Catholic calendar would be copied into the book. Nevertheless they appear to be sometime 

later than the composition of the manuscript, and fit neatly onto the margins as they are 

currently bound.  

On 71v, a man named Guðmundur Jónsson writes that he has written in and learnt 

from the book. Jón Helgason places him in the sixteenth century but states “the name is too 

common to afford any clue” as to who or where this person was and moves on.36 His notes 

favor Saint Guðmundur and his saga, though it is hard to say whether this is personal 

preference (perhaps due to an association with the Hólar diocese or even just their shared 

name) or because he focused on that text over the others in the manuscript. 

Even though the marginalia follows the composition of the manuscript, perhaps by 

several centuries, it is still interesting in its own right. The examples given herein reaffirm a 

few facts which were admittedly not much in question: namely that the manuscript existed 

                                                        
34 BS XIX, 11.  
35 Rímtǫl eds. N. Beckman and Kr. Kålund, Alfræði Íslenzk, vol. II (København: Samfund til Udgivelse af 

Gammel Nordisk Litteratur, 1914-16), CLXXVII; CLXXX.  
36 BS XIX, 10. 
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as a single entity well before its mid-17th century transfer to Denmark. The presence of much 

of the notation in the presently-unexplored Guðmundar saga can suggest that that text was 

the most important of those collected, at least to its generations of owners. 

 

It is difficult to evaluate these myriad subjects of interest in any uniform scale. The 

strange angle a gathering was cropped, for instance, is potentially unrelated to the style of 

ruling used on its face. By combining all of this there are still several points to be made. It is 

safe to suggest that there were different people involved in the manufacture of this 

manuscript, not only in the copying but also in the designing, ruling, and binding. It is also 

apparent that this book was used after its completion, and indeed before its completion, as 

evidenced by the erasures. It would be a fascinating undertaking to investigate what made 

Jóns saga or Þorláks saga important enough to the scribe and his scriptorium that they would 

erase several sides of parchment to copy it down. For now it is key to focus specifically on 

those scribes while keeping in mind the work—this manuscript—each is contributing to. 
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3. Analysis of the Hands 
 

The three hands spanning 48r to 68v share several key features; in fact, earlier assessments 

including those by Jón Sigurðsson and Guðbrandur Vigfússon were likely to attribute them 

to a single scribe.37 In one instance the hands, and in particular Hands 2 and 3, have been 

described in detail by Peter Foote in his edition of Jóns saga. Here I will avoid a general 

summary of these descriptions, while highlighting certain aspects which appear to be 

important or previously overlooked. Mostly paleographical but also orthographical features 

will be noted, especially those that link the hands or demonstrate unique qualities. This 

information will then be analyzed in the context of the three hands, their relationship, and 

their relationships with hands from other manuscripts. The hands are numbered based on 

their order in the manuscript, which means that the present scope omits Hand 1 (which copies 

Guðmundar saga and Guðmundardrápa, 1va-48ra5) and Hand 5 (which copies Játvarðar saga, 

68vb32-71ra).  

 The styles of particular characters are the key features for the purposes of this research: 

these are the characters for the letters a, b, d, e, f, j, k, l, p, r, s, u, v, w, y, z and the abbreviation 

of the word ok. Instead of describing each character in its entirety, the highlighted characters 

are grouped by their definitive traits and described by hand:  

1. <a> is included because of its distinctive forms and variations.  

2. <e> likewise has two unique forms, particularly the variant called <e2>. 

3. <b>, <p>, and <þ> are considered specifically for their bows.  

4. <f> and <k> are grouped because they follow similar formats: for <k>, "an 

<l>, to the right of which a <ꝛ>-shaped stroke is added";38 for <f> a descender 

instead. By this point in time the Anglo-Saxon <f> had taken over for the 

                                                        
37 BS XIX, 8; from Jón Sigurðsson's notes in AM 927 4to, 42v.  
38 Derolez, 90. 
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Carolingian <f> in both Norwegian and Icelandic hands, so the differentiation 

here is in particular between the "two-dot" and "two-bow" versions of the 

former.39  

5. <j>, <l>, and <ſ> (long s) will be noted where relevant, primarily for their 

curls.  

6. Of any of the characters, those with the most significance are the special 

forms for r, z, and ok, including: <ꝛ>, <ʀ>, <ƶ>, and the tironian note <)>. 

The shape of the stroke(s) of each character as well as the presence or absence 

of a crossbar may play an important role in qualifying each individual hand.  

7. The form and use of the characters <u>, <v>, <w>, and <y> (where 

relevant) share some unique paleographical and orthographical tendencies 

which ought be elaborated on. 

8. Miscellaneous features: additional letters, ligatures, and capitals will be 

included here as necessary. 

The <)> symbol has been included in the letters section due to its similarity with certain 

other characters. Other abbreviations will be listed afterwards: this list is not exhaustive but 

will briefly detail overlaps and differences in usage between the three hands. The most 

important abbreviations all relate to truncated words with r, and so those will be the focus: 

these include shorthand for words such as frá and fyrir, and the various morphological endings 

containing -r-. Between this selection of characters and abbreviated forms, a clear description 

of each hand will be made, which can then be used to compare each scribe's work. 

  

                                                        
39 On this, see Haraldur Bernharðsson, "Scribal Culture in Thirteenth-Century Iceland: The Introduction of 

Anglo-Saxon "f" in Icelandic Script", Journal of English and Germanic Philology 117, 3 (July 208), 279-314, 
in particular pp. 288-299. 
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i. Hand 2 begins on the seventh line of text on 48ra, which due to the spacing and 

rubricking corresponds to the ninth line of column b. It continues to the end of the side, 

where it finishes mid-sentence; the sentence continues on 48va with the start of Hand 3. 

Hand 2 is a messy and inconsistent charter-hand in nearly all aspects: characters tend to 

change size between and even within words, for instance in ‘smꜳ’ 48rb28 where the each 

consecutive minim increases in length. The lines are far from straight or orderly. Despite 

appearing as a hastily-drawn charter-hand, there are nevertheless some peculiar features that 

seem contrary to efficiency.  

 1. Foote writes, “<ɑ> occurs alongside the more usual two-storey <a>.”40 There is 

perhaps more to this: the two-story form itself has several variations, including one that looks 

like a mirrored Anglo-Saxon <f> with a truncated descender (ex. ‘herforða’ 48rb18). There 

is also at least one example of an <a> with both compartments open in a style that resembles 

the ‘house-shaped’ <a> of other hands: ‘kalla’ 48ra14. In addition, some of the single-storey 

forms have a distinct angular shape with a clear foot (ex. ‘biskupɑ’ 48rb19; ‘þíonɑſtu’ 48rb39), 

while other examples are indistinguishable from the standard <e> (ex. ‘norðlendinga’ 48ra11; 

‘biskupar’ 48rb20). In fact the distribution of the <e>-like <ɑ> could suggest some sort of 

orthographic variation, but this would need to be explored in the context of similar charter-

hands from the period. Occasionally appears a related variant of <o> which is angular and 

resembles <ɑ>. 

 2. <e> appears in two forms, denoted <e> and <e2> as per Karl G. Johansson.41 This 

latter form is defined by a curled tail creating a sideways <q> shape, and has a unique history 

which will be discussed below.  

3. The scribe has a tendency to end particular letters with very straight horizontal 

stroke along the line: this is almost universal in the letter <p> and is also quite regular in <e> 

                                                        
40 Foote, 127. 
41 Foote, 127-128, from Karl G. Johansson (2000), 25-33.  
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and <þ>, while it occurs occasionally in <b>. Ascenders and descenders typically include 

curled flourishes extending clockwise off the end.  

4. <f> is made with the curling stroke forming two closed bows, the bottom of which 

often transects the descender. In rare instances, <k> is formed in the same way as <þ> 

including with the stroke but is distinguished by having a flourish extending from the 

ascender over the bow (ex. ‘komit’ 48rb20).  

5. <l> and <ſ> are both comprised of a hooked ascender, nearly identical except that 

the latter sits below the line. Certain instances of <ſ> look more like a cross with two distinct 

strokes (ex. ‘ſick’ 48rb48). <j> looks like the one-stroke variant of <ſ> with forking on the 

ascender. 

 6. There are several characters representing r as would be expected: Foote describes 

these forms and the widespread use of <ꝛ>.42 The <ʀ> appears in two variants: in a typical 

shape in ‘v0ʀ’ at 48ra8; and as the exclusive r form at the beginning of words as a ligature of 

a larger <ꝛ> with a smaller <ꝛ>, with the former slightly larger than the line (ex. ‘ʀeeð’ 

48ra44). It could be argued that this second form should be considered a geminated 

consonant, but that distinction is not necessary here. Either way, <ʀ> is known in Norwegian 

hands for appearing for r at the beginning of words from the 13th century, but is not as 

apparent in Iceland before 1400.43 The horizontal bottom tail of <ꝛ>, <ƶ>, and the tironian 

note <)> also typically lack any sort of curvature, as with the examples in 3. and 4.  

7. <y> looks like a curled <n> with a tail and a swoosh or circumflex: “[t]he combination of 

these type of <y> with a circumflex appears to be unusual in Icelandic charter hands”, but is 

noted in Norwegian hands at the time.44 <u>, <v>, and <w> are all used by this scribe. They 

are more or less used interchangeably for u and v, although only <u> is typically found word-

                                                        
42 Foote, 129. 
43 Didrik Arup Seip, Palæografi B: Norge og Island, Nordisk Kultur vol.  XXVIII: B (Uppsala: Almqvist & 

Wiksells Boktryckeri, AB, 1954), 80; 142.  
44 Foote, 130. 
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internally or final. The <v> and <w> are made with pronounced loops which close or nearly 

close onto the left side of the character.  

 

ii. Hand 3 begins at the top of 48va and continues to the end of 64rb. Like the 

transition between Hand 2 and Hand 3, the change from Hand 3 to Hand 4 happens mid-

sentence between a recto and a verso side of one leaf. Compared to Hand 2, this scribe writes 

a more formal and visually appealing bookhand. There are however still some inconsistencies: 

a glancing comparison of any two sides written in Hand 3 may evoke some differences, for 

instance between the crisp and neat 48v script and the messier shaking hand on 63v. The 

details in certain characters and the fact that there isn’t any linear shift from one ‘variant’ of 

the hand to another makes it sufficient to assert that it is only one scribe. Despite its more 

professional nature, this section of the texts still shows paleographical variation.  

1. There are two standard forms to represent a, but both are two-storey <a>; the upper 

compartment is generally closed, but an unconnected upper stroke is common enough to 

have no apparent purpose.  

2. <e2> exists as well, “found sometimes in ‘er’ but otherwise in final position both 

within the line and at line-ends”45 Foote does not see this as a revelation about the origin of 

the scribes, though he notes that the use of <e2> in particular positions is consistent between 

Hands 2 and 3 and unlike its use in other hands which employ it.46 That said, it definitely 

brings the hands closer together in any comparison.  

3. This scribe also ends certain characters such as <p> and <þ> with a horizontal 

stroke along the line, though it is not quite as universal as in Hand 2. It is further obscured 

by the more pronounced feet on most minims.  

                                                        
45 Foote, 136.  
46 Foote, 128. 
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4. <f> and <k> are made with a <ʒ>-shape on their descender/ascender respectively. 

This stroke can cross the descender but does not need to, though in <f> it usually meets it 

and in <k> it usually stops about halfway through the lower bow. 

5. <ſ> appears in a small number of variations, with either a curved stroke on top or 

a straight one resembling a cross. 

6. The figures of <ꝛ>, <ƶ>, and the tironian note <)> are clearly differentiated, though 

they become increasingly conflated throughout the course of Hand 3’s section: <ꝛ> often 

includes a hairstroke down to the left beneath the preceding letter, which the other two lack. 

In addition <ƶ> tends to have a flat or slightly curved upper stroke, while the tironian note 

tends to connect the upper stroke with the crossbar in a triangular shape. <z> is occasionally 

used instead of <ƶ>, especially when forming the genitive, in which case it looks identical to 

<ꝛ>; as the -ar genitive form is fully written out in appropriate places, it can be discounted 

that this is some sort of error. The section of the list of bishops and abbots on 59r has several 

examples of the these characters being used inconsistently: ‘Bꝛandzson’ 59rb7—the <ꝛ> does 

not have the hairstroke—but ‘haralldƶ son’ 59rb8—the <ƶ> is closed on top like a tironian 

note, and the hairstroke is present on the <ꝛ>.  

 

<ꝛ>, <z> and <ƶ> in Hand 3 
 

 
<z> ‘Bꝛandzson’ 59rb747 

 

 
<ƶ> haralldƶson’ 59rb847

The small capital <ʀ> has the same variation and use as that in Hand 2: internally and at the 

end of words it appears a minim with a <ʒ>-shape, the bottom stroke curling under the 

                                                        
47 Stock. Isl. perg. 5 fol. f. 59r. Kungliga Biblioteket, Stockholm. Photo: Patrik Granholm, Kungliga 

Biblioteket.  
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minim, almost like a <k> with a truncated ascender: (exx. ‘fyʀ’ 48va20; 49ra5). The ‘double-

<ꝛ>’ variation appears in margins and word-initially (exx. ‘ʀ ann’ 56rb21; ‘ʀunolfs’ 59rb1). 

This distinction is not adhered to exclusively by this hand, especially early on in his section 

(ex. word-initial ‘ʀædu’ 49vb35) but it becomes standard by the end of Jóns saga and 

continues on through the following texts.  

7. There is use of <u>, <v>, and <w> throughout the hand. <w> in particular is used 

similarly as the examples in Hand 2 but mostly disappears after Jóns saga, as Foote notes.48 

This is likely evidence that whatever exemplar the scribes had for that first saga employed 

the character, but the scribe of Hand 3 at least was not inclined to use it by default, as it isn’t 

used in the list of bishops, and rarely appears in Þorláks saga (ex. ‘wirdu’ 62vb12). The <v> 

and <w> characters regular have a counterclockwise curl present but there are instances of 

<v> having a less pronounced flourish in the form of a hook.  

8. A unique ligature of <do> is used by this scribe. This form is not unknown, but 

the notable feature of this is that the ascender is almost completely truncated and often 

extends nearly horizontally, whereas in other instances of <d> it always rises at an angle. 

According to Derolez, "making the sloping shaft of Uncial <d> so short that the whole letter 

does not extend beyond the headline is extremely rare."49 That it only appears to do so in 

ligatures is quite peculiar. 

 

iii. Hand 4 begins at the start of 64va and continues until the end of Þorláks saga at 

68vb31, whereupon Hand 5 takes over to copy Játvarðar saga. This scribe writes in a very 

angular Gothic style, with less rounded strokes and fewer flourishes than his predecessor. 

Some traits, especially certain abbreviations and ligatures, show a high degree of similarity 

with Hand 3. Other features including the shape of minims and tails have more distinct 
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qualities. Orthographically there are several variations that separate the section in this hand 

from those before.  

1. <a> is exclusively two-storey, with the upper compartment typically pentagonal in 

the 'box-<a>' style and occasionally not completely closed. The lines are typically straight, 

drawn with different set of strokes from the other type of <a>.50  

2. <e2> is not used in this hand.  

3. <p> and <þ>, but not so much <b>, sometimes have the horizontal stroke on the 

line.  

4. <f> and <k> are both usually made with a <ʒ>-shape, though the bottom bow 

often cuts off at the line and in <f> rarely connects to the descender. Sometimes in both <f> 

and <k> it appears that two curving strokes are used instead. 

5.. <j> appears alongside <i> word-initially and in the preposition í. Besides the usual 

<s> and <ſ>, <S> can appear at the start of sentences, as in ‘Sꜳ’ 66va21.  

6. <ꝛ> is completely distinguished, made with a rounded stroke which sometimes 

extends below the preceding character, but not necessarily. An exception appears on 66ra14, 

where ‘Giſƶuƶ’ appears where a nominative Gissurr would be expected: this is obviously either 

a typo or confusion of the r-rotunda and z characters <ꝛ> and <ƶ>, considering both the 

context and that *Gissuz is not a recognizable declension of the name. <ʀ> appears word-

initially: it is an <ꝛ> or <ʒ> figure attached to a minim—neither of these styles exceed the 

height of the line in either direction. Occasionally the foot of the vertical stroke is extended 

along the line. The double-<ꝛ> variant does not occur. <ƶ> has an angular nearly vertical 

shape, always with a crossbar. In line with the stylistic trends of the hand, the tironian note 

<)> occasionally appears as a minim with a crossbar; otherwise, it is alike to the <ƶ>, though 
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the tendency of the scribe is to keep the upper lines separate instead of forming a 

compartment. 

7. Typically <u> is used for both u and v in all positions; exceptions do occur, such 

as ‘vrdu’ 66vb32 and in the abbreviation ‘voru’ (ex. 66rb33).  <V> appears for both 

particularly at the start of sentences: ‘Vm daga’ 65ra11; ‘Var’ 66ra14. Both <v> and <V> 

usually lack a prominent curlicue. Unlike in the previous two hands, <w> is not found, 

though as noted above its presence in those two sections may be due to an exemplar.  

8. The ligature of <do> (and also <de>) is found also in this hand where it can be 

employed. It has been seen that <de> as a ligature is common in Icelandic manuscripts.51 In 

Hand 4, the unique phenomenon involving the truncated ascender of the <d> is the norm 

although there are examples of both the ligature with a longer ascender and of standalone 

<d> with a shorter ascender. As seen above, the use of capitals in general is more frequent: 

small capital <G> appears sometimes, including in final position (ex. ‘gefnínG’ 66ra17). 

 

iv. All of the hands are consistent in their use of abbreviations. Though several 

abbreviations can stand in for the same letters or words, each scribe favors particular 

characters for particular purposes. The way these are used can help to determine if the scribes 

received similar educations. The most common abbreviations stand for frequently used words 

or parts of words, including pronouns, prepositions, and suffixes.  

Hand 2’s abbreviations used are generally typical for the period: crossed ascenders to 

signify contracted words, superscript characters to stand in for particular letter combinations, 

and the use of some shorthands such as ‘mʒ’ for meðr. Certain distinction are absolute: the 

split-ascender <r> appears for various combinations with r, but never for <r> on its own—

the ‘superscript curl’ however can stand for r or several combinations including r.52  

                                                        
51 Seip, 142. 
52 Foote, 134. 
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The inventory of abbreviations used by Hand 3 matches almost exactly that of Hand 

2. The use of various symbols matches for certain letter sequences but not others; in others, 

different but equivalent symbols are used, such as <m;> for meðr. Certain unique 

abbreviations appear as well. The word son is abbreviated with a symbol resembling a capital 

<S> with a vertical stroke, or perhaps as a two-stroke <ſ> with a flourish coming off of the 

ascender. This first appears in the four post-1309 lines of the Skálholt bishop’s list; that it 

appears in the main section of the Hólar list immediately following may prove that the former 

was completed before the latter was copied.  

 

Abbreviation for son(r) in Hand 3

 
'son' 59rb853 

 
The abbreviations used by Hand 4 typically match those used by other hands, although there 

are several additional ones. A major difference is the use in this section of abbreviations 

involving ascenders with two crossbars. For instance, <ꝥ> is used for ‘þa’, while the same 

with an additional stroke is used for ‘þess-‘: 65rb14 contains an example of each. 

The most common abbreviations are the variants used for r or clusters containing it. 

Each hand tends to make distinctions between the abbreviations for ar, er, and ra; the other 

combinations tend to float between the characters used for the above. ar is abbreviated as a 

split-stem <r> (or in Hand 4 a more typical <r>) in each of the hands, for example ‘ſonar’ 

48va6. The ‘superscript curl’ character which Foote describes as a “left-handed sickle”54 

stands in for er in all three hands. Compare for instance ‘war’ 48rb10 with the split-<r> and 
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Biblioteket. 
54 Foote, 137. 
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‘verít’ 48rb33 with the sickle character in Hand 2. This can stand for r or almost any 

combination including it, such as ar, er, ir, and yrir, as well as for (i)gi—this last form Foote 

defines separately as <i>, but it is no different from the ‘sickle’ character.55 It can hook to the 

right and fades into a hairstroke, or it can appear where the hairstroke is much more 

pronounced, forming an arch-like shape (ex. ‘vera’ 53ra1). This sub-variation appears in each 

of the hands, and while in Hand 3 it appears the latter form is favored for er there is no real 

evidence for this.   

Consistent throughout the hands is the use of a <p>-shaped character to represent 

ra—it also stands for the vá in svá in all three hands. In addition to these, Hand 4 uses a 

superscript <ꝛ> in certain instances, including for -yri(r) and particularly for ur as in ‘atburdꝛ’ 

66vb14. This differs from Hand 3, which uses a superscript <∞> for example in ‘sigurðꝛ’ 

50va39; ‘sigurdaꝛ’ 59ra13; 59va7. It however mirrors Hand 3’s internal use of <ꝛ> in ‘Siguꝛdꝛ’ 

50vb4, and the one instance of the name in Hand 2 has ‘sighuꝛdar’ 48ra45.  

 

It is apparent,there are a range of similar and unique character forms between the 

three hands. Hands 2 and 3 share more similarities in this regard than either of them do with 

Hand 4, although certain features such as the <do> ligature exist only in the latter two. This 

could be a symptom of these two being the more formal scripts. Indeed it seems that the 

similarities between Hand 3 and Hand 4 are due to their more refined nature, while those of 

Hand 2 and Hand 3 are rooted in more fundamental styles of writing characters and words. 

Both the way symbols are drawn and the way those symbols are used offer a clear view at the 

connection between scribes, whether unique or as part of a wider milieu.  
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4. Discussion 
 

So far there have been established two primary avenues of research: the content of the texts 

and the hands which copied them. Simply put, the former is comprised of what the scribes 

were doing, and the latter is comprised of how the scribes did it. The next step is to synthesize 

these characteristics in order to better explain the relationship between the three covered 

herein. Better understanding these relationships and the relationship between the scribes and 

the manuscript are the goals of this project. 

First, the physical features of each hand's section will be compared. This includes 

primarily the paleographical features, but also incorporates the physical qualities of the 

manuscript in each individual section. This will also touch upon contrasts with other 

manuscript hands, including those linked to monasteries in Western and Northern Iceland, 

particularly that at Helgafell on Snæfellsnes. Themes stemming from the two sagas and the 

ecclesiastical lists will then be reiterated, in particular to connect as much as possible to the 

hands which copied them. All of this can then be considered in the context of where and how 

each hand composed its own section, both stylistically and practically—that is, what their 

milieu was. 

 

i. Each of the separate hands share paleographical and orthographical traits of varying 

similarity. By comparing these to one another it is possible in effect to create some sort of 

‘standard’ for the manuscript, which can then be briefly compared to outside scribes. This is 

not universally applicable, but the degree of overlap between Hands 2, 3, and 4 are enough 

to suggest that they come from a unique milieu. Not every character can be investigated, but 

some of those appear more important: these include characters for a, b, d, e, f, j, k, l, p, r, s, u, 

v, w, y, z and the abbreviation of the word ok. The characters used for g, h, and y are often 

telltale signs of a particular hand but have been mostly omitted for the sake of scope. 
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i.1 a is formed in either a one-storey or a two-storey form. Only Hand 2 has the 

former, but all three of the hands have different variations of the two-storey <a>. The internal 

variations preclude making any conclusions about the hands: for instance, the size of each 

compartment can vary throughout, and Hands 3 and 4 often leave the upper compartment 

open. That said, the shape of the <a> in Hand 4 clearly differentiates it from the style used 

in the preceding hands. 

 

<a> and <ɑ> in Hands 2 and 4 
 

2: <a> herforða’ 48rb18 
 

2: <ɑ> ‘biskupɑ’ 48rb19 
 

4: <a> 'ſína' 67va 
 

i.2 The use of <e2> in Hands 2 and 3 has been described elsewhere, but it is important to 

highlight once again.56 Foote is quick to point out that the “use of it is virtually restricted to 

final <e> and ‘er’… differing from the charters” listed in his description.57 He moves away 

from this as a determinant factor in the scribe’s origin, as it is difficult to know where and 

how it was picked up. What he fails to do is capitalize on the connection it creates between 

the Hands 2, 3, and 5 in Holm. perg. 5 fol. Discounting the lattermost scribe for the moment, 

if Hands 2 and 3 both: i) use this feature; and ii) use it in a similar unique fashion (that is, 

word-final and in few isolated other instances), then it is inappropriate to immediately 

discount a link between the scribes. Foote later asserts that there is no reason to believe that 

the book-hand Hand 3 and the charter-hand Hand 2 are the same scribe due to a lack of 
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unique paleographical or orthographical features, despite explaining the unique use of <e2> 

immediately beforehand.58  

i.3 The forms of b, p, and þ are all related by the horizontal stroke which extends from 

them along the baseline. There is a decrease in frequency of this feature from one hand to 

the next, and it is easy to draw some sort of linear comparison between the three. It is 

important to avoid falling into this trap, but nevertheless important to note this as the first of 

several examples of Hand 4 occasionally employing similar features to those seen in Hand 2 

and/or Hand 3. This can be seen in other manuscripts as well, and certainly in Helgafell-

linked manuscripts such as AM 350 fol.  

 i.4 Hand 4 shows much more flexibility with <f> than either Hand 2 or Hand 3. In 

the first two hands of the section, <f> is invariably formed with an upper closed loop and 

almost always with a closed lower loop, the stroke usually meeting or transecting the 

descender. Hand 4 on the other hand has the occasional <f> formed with two straight or 

curved strokes, forming a letter more familiar in a modern context: this can be seen in ‘ǫfí’ 

66va4 and ‘foſtra’ 67rb31. This sort of variation can be seen in other manuscripts belonging 

to the Helgafell-group, including AM 226 fol., where one of each can be found in close 

proximity in the middle of 180ra1.  

 i.5 <j> is used in all three hands, placed primarily below the baseline in each. In Hand 

4 it looks much like a modern J; Hand 3 occasionally uses a similar character, but more often 

uses a straight stroke with forking to the left in the upper half. Hand 2 does this as well, 

though it is in a distinctly more flourished style. <ſ> likewise has a similar array: the scythe- 

or cross-looking form appears alongside a hooked form in Hands 2 and 3, but Hand 4 almost 

always uses the former, with a nib extending from the left of the ascender. 

                                                        
58 Foote, 131.  



 48 

 i.6 The four characters <ꝛ>, <z>, <ƶ>, and the tironian note <)> have parallels which 

can be drawn from the distribution. <ꝛ> is used frequently and variously enough in each that 

it need not be investigated here. The confusion of <ꝛ>/<z> and <ƶ>/<)> however is 

noteworthy, because it occurs in both Hand 2 and Hand 3. The use of uncrossed <z> has 

been suggested above in certain genitives; the reverse appears in ‘fystrz’ 61rb28. This perhaps 

corresponds to the various use of a <ꝛ> or crossed version for the tironian note as well as z 

in Hand 2 (compare the zz in ‘blezƶɑða’ 48ra12).  

 

<z> and <ƶ> in Hand 2 
 

 
<ƶ> and <z> ‘blezƶɑða’ 48ra12 

 

Considering that the characters are otherwise the same, this could suggest that the distinction 

between them was not quite acknowledged by the scribe, although it is important to note that 

Hand 3 uses the crossed tironian note the vast majority of the time. Karl G. Johansson 

suggests the use of this in 48va1-2 links those lines to Hand 2, but Peter Foote counters this 

with other evidence of its use in the Hand,59 while again failing to point out this as a similarity 

throughout Hand 3's entire section. In fact while the mixed use of barred and unbarred figures 

for these letters and abbreviations is not in itself a determinant factor in the closeness of 

Hands 2 and 3, it does group them more closely to one another in comparison to Hand 4.  

 The small capital <ʀ> as a word-initial is a feature retained in 14th century charter 

hands in Norway; the double-<ꝛ> ligature is found from this time in particular, though not 

necessarily used in the manner Hands 2 and 3 utilize it.60 This is seen in Icelandic manuscripts 
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as well: Didrik Arup Seip states this appears around 1400, but it is definitely present alongside 

other Norwegian influences in Holm. perg. 5 fol.61 Either way it is absent in Hand 4. 

 

<ʀ> forms in Hands 2 and 3 
 

 
'v0ʀ' 48ra862 

 

 
'ʀeeð' 48ra44 

 
'fyʀ' 51ra5 

 

 
'ʀunolfs' 59rb1

 
i.7 The three characters <u>, <v>, and <w> have already been demonstrated to have 

some reliance on exemplar for their use. Therefore, it is more difficult to use them to establish 

any connection or distance; besides differing orthographical usage, the decoration found on 

the <v> in Hands 2 and 3 is a style which Hand 4 generally lacks.  

i.8 d and ð are effectively interchangeable in each of the hands, though both are 

employed by all three scribes. There is an initial <Ð> at the top of 61rb in ‘Ða’, but this 

appears to be a fluke on the part of the initialler as þá is always otherwise written with <þ>. 

The ligatures <do> and <de> have been mentioned above. These in particular are peculiar, 

especially due to the shortening and odd angle of the stem found primarily in Hand 3.63 In 

this hand, it is clearly distinct from any freestanding <d>, while in Hand 4 it moves between 

a unique short-stem variation and a more typical <d> with the vowel attached. The similarity 
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suggests that both scribes learnt this feature, or that the scribe of Hand 4 was copying the 

style from its use by Hand 3. The <d>-ligature formula is apparent in other Icelandic 

manuscripts from a similar time period: AM 219 has examples of it the <de> and <do> forms 

as well as occasionally <da> and even <dó(ó)> (ex. 'dóómr' AM 219 fol. 14vb34).64 This may 

in fact be a learned feature of a particular scriptorium—AM 219 is established in the Helgafell-

group—but this assertion would require a more thorough investigation. 

 

<do> ligature in Hands 3 and 4 
 

 
'dottír' 59rb26 

 

 

'doma' 65va2 

The use of abbreviated words is generally consistent apart from orthographic variation (that 

is for instance the use of <u> or <v> for var): the abbreviation for meðr is ‘mʒ’ (Hand 2), ‘m;’ 

(Hand 3), or ‘md’ (Hand 4)—this norwegianism in the former two is an important distinction 

in the word choice. The majority of the other abbreviations are unremarkable in the present 

context; at any rate an explanation of them is outside the current scope. 

By comparing the three hands we come to several conclusions. The first is that at first 

glance all three hands have the same general inventory of characters. This includes 

overarching styles: the two-storey <a>, the use of <j> including in place of the preposition 

í, and the Anglo-Saxon <f> in particular. It also covers some more specific variations, notably 

the several forms representing r and the two styles of drawing <ſ>. Abbreviations are 

generally similar as well. These, along with other examples and also the lack of certain 

characters—herein unmentioned but including for instance the absence of the Anglo-Saxon 
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<r> and <v> forms which appear in Hand 1—group the three hands together in a stylistic 

continuum.  

This relationship is understood; it is the discrepancies which are more interesting to 

the arguments at hand. The majority of the examined paleographical material exhibits closer 

similarities between Hand 2 and Hand 3 than with either of those and Hand 4. Likewise, the 

'extra hand' (see section ii. below) present contrasts with the Hand 3 section, where it is 

found, and relates to Hand 4. Orthographical features like <u>/<v>/<w> can generally be 

discarded considering the exemplar explanation. Paleographical instances include the closed 

bows of <f> and the curlicue flourishes on <v> and <w>.  

Individually, many paleographical features which Hand 2 and Hand 3 share can be 

explained as traits inherited from a similar school of copying. However, a substantial number 

of them correspond perfectly, sometimes in unique ways. The inclusion of <e2> in the two 

hands is curious point. As stated, this character has been linked to Northern (and so Western) 

Iceland. However, a Skálholt charter from c. 1360 appears to use it as well.65 This could 

conflict with the supposition that the use of <e2> demands origins in either of those two 

regions. Even more particular is the usage of <ꝛ> and crossed or uncrossed and <z>/<ƶ>, 

and the two specifically used forms of <ʀ>: medial or final <ʀ> and word-initial double-<ꝛ>, 

which as said before could be considered a doubled consonant instead of a small capital. 66  It 

is hard to discount this as coincidence or even scriptorial standard, considering how specific 

a trait it is.  

 

ii. An important aspect of the study of Holm. perg. 5 fol. is its relationship with the 

group of manuscripts originating in the Helgafell monastery, and whether or not its scribes 
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fit into the sphere. There is such ample evidence supporting the supposition that it is hard to 

dispute. Lena Liepe has connected the illustrations in the manuscript to those in AM 233 a 

fol. and AM 350 fol., though not necessarily to the same illustrator; regardless this links it in 

one additional way to the monastery group.67 One of the keys may be the presence of a few 

lines of text which do not match the rest of the manuscript. There are two passages: they are 

inserted into Jóns saga and appear to be brief interventions of one line and four lines 

respectively. The features of these lines and their presence in the text are understood as a link 

in the chain of Helgafell manuscript corpus. They may also link together the scribes in Holm. 

perg. 5 fol.   

Hand 4 for its part shares some similarities to the ‘extra hand’ found on those five 

lines or so in the Hand 3 section of Jóns saga. They both use a house-shaped, apical <a>, and 

the bowl of <b> is formed similarly to the angular <h> character. They also both employ a 

superscript <ꝛ> as an abbreviation, as seen in the abbreviated ‘fyrir’ (‘extra hand’: 57ra6; Hand 

4: 67va3). Compare this to the common abbreviation for fyrir found in both Hand 2 and 

Hand 3, which is the superscript ‘sickle’ character: Hand 2: 48ra11; Hand 3: 48va22, 57ra13, 

57ra19, 60vb9. Likewise the capital <E> is similar, although not identical: where Hand 3 uses 

a form with three horizontal strokes as in ‘E n’ 54vb21, both Hand 4 and the ‘extra hand’ 

have a style with four horizontal strokes, which can be compared in the word ‘Enn’ 57ra5; 

66rb7.  

 

Abbreviations of 'fyrir' 
 

 
Hand 2: 'fyrir' 48ra11 

                                                        
67 Liepe, 51. 

  
Hand 3: 'fyrir' 57ra13 
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Hand 4: 'fyrir' 67va3 

 

 
'extra hand' 'fyrir' 57ra6

This certainly does not mean that Hand 4 was also the scribe of the ‘extra hand’, but it is 

internal evidence for the links drawn by Ólafur Halldórsson and Stefán Karlsson between the 

manuscripts now considered to be in the Helgafell-group.68 Guðvarður Már Gunnlaugsson 

maps this family out clearly, attributing the hand of the “fáeinar línur” in Holm. perg. 5 fol. 

to a scribe found in a full nine other manuscripts, notably AM 219 fol., AM 226 fol., and 

AM 350 fol.69 Could this ‘Helgafell Hand 1’ have been a notable scribe, who somehow set 

the standard for these other copyists? This is a suggestion Foote makes.70 It could explain the 

interjection of several lines into Hand 3’s section, as well as Hand 4’s similarity to it. It is 

tempting to put Holm. perg. 5 fol. Hand 4 under the umbrella of Helgafell Hand 1, but there 

are slight differences that make it impossible to ascertain. Of course, slight variations have 

already been accounted for in this hand, which perhaps could be applied to Hand 4 here.71 

 

iii. The final piece of the puzzle involves returning to the texts which these hands 

have copied. Despite all of this narrative overlaps and Icelandic Christian world-building, it 

cannot be argued that that is the reason for their collection in one manuscript, for instance 

Holm. perg. 5 fol. Jón, Þorlákr, and Guðmundr are not the only Icelandic bishops with sagas, 

but they are the only saints. If the compilers of the manuscript were trying to consciously tell 

the story of the Icelandic Church, why does Guðmundar saga precede the other two? There 

                                                        
68 See EIM VII, 19-21, in particular sections 5.e-h. 
69 Guðvarður Már Guðlaugsson, "Voru scriptoria í íslenskum klaustrum?" Íslensk klausturmenning á miðöldum 

(Reykjavík: Miðaldastofa Háskóla Íslands, 2016), 195.  
70 Foote, 179-80. 
71 EIM VII, 20. 
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is also the presence of Játvarðar saga, which does not align with the Iceland-centric narrative 

at all, as well as the stories of the Apostles within the miscellany.  

It may be possible to explain some of this. For one, Játvarðar saga is potentially a later 

addition, a shorter saga of roughly similar material (a confessor’s vita) copied in to fill the 

space left over in the gathering. It is also apparent that the Guðmundr section was written by 

a scribe with a different background to the scribes of the other two Icelandic saints' sagas.72 If 

Guðmundar saga was originally copied on its own, then the subsequent scribes would have 

no choice but to continue after. There may be no specific reason for the inclusion of the 

section on the Apostles, but they are important tales in Christian lore, and perhaps the 

martyrdom of early Christians was seen as corresponding to the fight of early Christian 

Icelanders against paganism and heresy—that is anti-Church sentiments. Still, there is likely 

no bulletproof way to link the compilation of the sagas to any one scriptorium based solely 

on their being collected. Of course both Jón and Þorlákr would be important across Iceland, 

and not only each in their own diocese. The presence of Guðmundar saga is likewise not an 

argument in favor of a Northern origin for the same reason.  

Indeed the bishops' lists written in middle of Hand 3's section are another joining 

factor in the matter. The lists include all three of the Icelandic saints whose sagas appear in 

the manuscript, as well as a number of other Icelandic and Norwegian ecclesiasticals. The 

lists are not exhaustive, but names appear which match people in the sagas, including Gizurr 

Ísleifsson, Jón Loftsson, and Abbot Karl Jónsson of Þingeyrar, who is mentioned in a miracle 

in Þorláks saga. Introducing these and other characters may not have been necessary to an 

Icelandic reader, but by having these lists as reference material in the same manuscript it is 

easy to place the narratives into their real-life timelines. Hand 3 writes the lists, but they are 

relevant to material copied in all of the first four hands.  

                                                        
72 BS XIX, 8. For connection between the hands, see Guðvarður Már Guðlaugsson, 199. 
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As described in Chapter 1, the focus of the lists on southern establishments may point 

toward an origin—at least of the material copied—in those parts. Jón Helgason points out that 

the last three bishops in the list for Þykkvibær cloister lack patronyms, "which may be taken 

as denoting a certain familiarity."73 These three are the post-1308 abbots leading up to the 

time the manuscript is dated. The evidence is strongly in favor of some sort of exemplar 

template for the previous bishops and abbots leading up to the first decade of the 14th century, 

though this exemplar could itself even have been the scribe's memory due to its various 

mistakes; in fact many of the Norwegian names lack patronyms, but familiarity with them is 

almost certainly nonexistent. The seven names who follow the end of this template in Skálholt 

and Þykkvibær clearly deserved mention even at the expense of consistency in the 

timeframes. It seems unreasonable that the scribe did not know, or at the very least could not 

ask, for the names of the Hólar bishops—and he appears to have meant to, as he left the blank 

space. Clearly it was not as important to fill in their data as it was to continue on with the 

manuscript.  

 

The three scripts spanning 48r-68v are all related, mid-14th century Icelandic scribal 

hands, likely trained in the same school or at the very least in the same style. Of these, it is 

apparent that Hands 2 and 3 are very closely related indeed. The manuscript itself is linked 

the Helgafell group of Icelandic manuscripts from the period in various ways: the brief 

presence of the so-called Helgafell Hand 1 in Jóns saga; the illustration and decoration with 

its parallels to AM 350 fol. in particular; and to a lesser extent the content of Holm. perg. 5 

fol. aligning with related manuscripts such as AM 219 fol. The origin of the script and the 

artwork matches that milieu very well; however key details, most importantly the focus on 

Þykkvibær and Skálholt in the bishops' lists, make the picture far less certain.  

  
                                                        
73 BS XIX, 10. 
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Conclusions 
 

The present research has investigated a number of characteristics in the medieval Icelandic 

manuscript Stockholm Islandica perg. nr. 5 folio. The purpose of the project has been to 

uncover details about the origins of the manuscript and the history of the scribes who copied 

four of the seven individual texts contained within. The two major avenues of research are: 

the content of the saga- and other texts, comparing them to determine what they say about 

the situations in which and from which they were copied; and the style of the individual 

hands, looking to see what relates them not only to one another but also to other manuscripts 

in the mid-14th century Icelandic milieu.  

The focus has been on sections containing the middle three hands of Holm. perg. 5 

fol., which collectively copied Jóns saga Hólabyskups in its L-recension, lists of bishops and 

abbots in Iceland and the Archdiocese of Niðarós, stories about the Apostles, and the A-

version of Þorláks saga helga. The two hands which copied the Guðmundr-section 

(Guðmundar saga D and Guðmundardrápa) and of Játvarðar saga are written in their own 

styles and have particular stylistic influences that set them apart from the middle section of 

the manuscript.  

 

The three middle hands have been the focus of the present research due to the overlap 

in their content, but their similarities are far deeper than their consecutive placement. The 

different aspects discussed in each chapter constitute several features that bring the scribes of 

Hands 2, 3, and 4 closer together. These features are both paleographical and orthographical, 

although the latter has only been touched upon briefly. The three hands share many of the 

common traits of 14th century Icelandic writing: characters such as the two-storey <a> and 

the Anglo-Saxon <f> with closed compartments, and the loss of distinction between <d> 

and <ð> are just a few examples. They also in different degrees tend toward the same sorts 
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of styles: use of <ꜳ> and <0> for á and <ǫ> for both ǫ and æ for instance. They also show 

certain marked differences in spelling conventions and characters: Hand 4 has been seen to 

be more angular than the preceding hand, which in turn is a more proper book-hand in 

comparison to Hand 2.  

 Hands 2 and 3 have a number of details that relate them more closely than to Hand 

4. The shape of the lower compartments in <a> in Hands 2 and 3 usually have a wedge shape, 

while in Hand 4 they are regularly square. The use of <e2> is limited but noticeable 

throughout. This feature has been considered particular to the North in Iceland but was not 

necessarily so;74 it is present in certain charters issued from Skálholt in the same time period.75 

<v> and <w> characters are more curved and feature curling flourishes more frequently in 

the former two hands. Their use of the ‘sickle’ character for abbreviations with -r-, and the 

appearance of both barred and unbarred <z> and <ꝛ> distinguishes them from Hand 4’s use 

of a superscript <ꝛ> and other symbols. Overall, the use of abbreviations is nearly identical 

between Hands 2 and 3.  Hand 4 has several other forms unique in the manuscript, such as 

double-barred ascenders in certain abbreviated words.  

 The ‘extra hand’ found in Jóns saga also sheds light on the differences between Hands 

3 and 4. The 5 lines written in a different hand during Hand 3’s section bear a strong 

resemblance to Hand 4. The shape of the letters <a> and <b> and the use of the superscript 

<ꝛ> are alike to Hand 4, but in contrast to the usual figures in Hand 3. As these lines are 

attributed by some including Guðvarður Már Gunnlaugsson to what he labels ‘Helgafell Hand 

1’ found in a large number of manuscripts from the area, by proxy it puts Hand 4 well into 

that scribal milieu. Since it is interpolated into Hand 3’s section, then surely that scribe must 

have been connected to the scriptorium as well.  

                                                        
74 Foote, 127-28. 
75 Nr. 33, IO supple., vol. 1, 24. 
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 This is complicated by the emphasis put on the South in the roster of bishops, written 

in Hand 3 of the manuscript. While it is possible the exemplar or other source used to compile 

the list had a bias counterintuitive to the location it was copied, the formatting seems to make 

this unlikely. Any theories would be on shaky ground, but there are possibilities. The 

suggestion has been made that the scribes needn’t have been at Helgafell.76 

Þykkvabæjarklaustr, the monastery given the most up-to-date record in Holm. perg. 5 fol., 

was an Augustinian institution as Helgafell was (though notably the recension of Guðmundar 

saga in the manuscript has its roots in a Benedictine monastery, so the lines were not 

absolute). If Hand 3 wrote—particularly the miscellany and Þorláks saga—elsewhere it could 

explain why those southern seats were given preferential treatment in the list, although it 

does not explain why Helgafell would not get such an update. An exemplar of Þorláks saga 

from somewhere southern may also have lacked the negative look at one of the region's own 

abbots, Jón Loftsson, in Oddaverjaþáttr, although it is important to note this belief has been 

challenged on account of the A-version text shying away from mentioning other characters 

to any extent.77 The importance of the political implications of the various sagas has 

nevertheless been studied in regards to monastic affairs: the absence of the founding of 

Kirkjubær in the A-version has been suggested as a political move to downplay the good 

deeds of Jón Loftsson's family.78 

 The texts in AM 219 fol. may support this argument. Jóns saga and Þorláks saga appear 

sequentially; in fact, that Guðmundar saga follows lends credence to the idea of related 

exemplars. If the Þorláks saga contained in AM 219 fol. doesn’t match the recension of that 

in Holm. perg. 5 fol., while the other two sagas do, it could suggest that an exemplar of 

                                                        
76 BS XIX, 10; Foote, 128. 
77 ́ Ármann Jakobsson, "The Friend of the Meek. The Late Medieval Miracles of a Twelfth-century Icelandic 

Saint", The Making of Christian Myths in the Periphery of Latin Christendom (c. 1000-1300), ed. Lars Boje 
Mortensen (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2006), 139. 

78 Cormack, "Monastic Foundations", 64. 
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Þorláks saga present in Helgafell’s scriptorium, where AM 219 fol. was probably copied, was 

of a different version than that which was used as an exemplar for Holm. perg. 5 fol. Of 

course any other situation could be the cause of this, including the simple answer that two 

recensions were available to the scribes. Yet in combination with other evidence it cannot be 

ruled out that Holm. perg. 5 fol. had some relationship to a location besides Helgafell.  

This research has touched on several pieces of evidence for the creation and 

provenance of Holm. perg. 5 fol. in the Middle ages. In-depth analyses of the saga text 

versions, the paleographic peculiarities, and the clues as to its transmission across Iceland 

between the 1360s and the 1640s would all play important factors into elucidating the history 

of the manuscript. What is required to clarify the unknown aspects is proper close 

examination of the hands, especially in comparison to contemporary Icelandic manuscript 

hands sharing some of the most distinctive features. There is also room for more analysis of 

the manuscript itself. This can be split into: creation, including its binding and the prior usage 

of its parchment; and provenance, where the first three hundred or so years of its existence 

could perhaps be found by following the clues left in its margins.  

 There is no doubt that this manuscript is an important collection of texts. Each of the 

three bishops’ sagas stand as the modern exemplars for their respective recensions. They are 

each complete—in that they have no lacunae—and are consciously collated into one 

manuscript. While the hands of the scribes can be linked stylistically to Helgafell monastery 

as has been done by scholars of the last half-century, the nature of the content is a little more 

nuanced than that. Furthermore, the distinction of five proper hands (and one interjecting 

'extra hand') which has been generally accepted in the same period may require some 

reanalysis. The shared peculiarities in certain features between Hands 2 and 3 are evidence 

enough that distinguishing their scribes out of hand is unfair without proper diligence. The 

evidence given here is not certain, but it does establish that without further research it is 
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impossible to say that this manuscript is not actually the work of fewer than five scribes, 

perhaps working at least to some extent in a Southern Icelandic scriptorium.  
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Appendix A: Facsimiles 
 

I. 48 recto. Jóns saga. Hand 2 of the manuscript from line a7 to the end. 
 

Stock. Isl. perg. 5 fol. f. 48r. Kungliga Biblioteket, Stockholm. Photo: Patrik Granholm, Kungliga Biblioteket.   



 66 

II. 48 verso. Jóns saga. Hand 3 of the manuscript. 
 

 
 
Stock. Isl. perg. 5 fol. f. 48v. Kungliga Biblioteket, Stockholm. Photo: Patrik Granholm, Kungliga Biblioteket.   
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III. 59 recto. List of bishops and abbots in Iceland and Norway. Hand 3 of the manuscript. 
 

 
 
Stock. Isl. perg. 5 fol. f. 59r. Kungliga Biblioteket, Stockholm. Photo: Patrik Granholm, Kungliga Biblioteket.  
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IV. 65 verso. Þorláks saga. Hand 4 of the manuscript. 
 

 
 
Stock. Isl. perg. 5 fol. f. 65v. Kungliga Biblioteket, Stockholm. Photo: Patrik Granholm, Kungliga Biblioteket.  

 


