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Irish saints in Medieval Iceland

Astrid Marner, Bonn

Together with the Christian faith, which was officially accepted by the 
Icelanders around the year 1000, the ecclesiastical institutions introduced 
the  veneration  of  saints  as  an  essential  part  of  the  new  belief  and 
employed them in preaching and during liturgy.

Initially,  saints  were  imported  to  Iceland  from  the  continent.  Late 
Antiquity  contributed  a  number  of  martyrs,  virgins,  hermits  and  the 
Church Fathers, but also biblical figures and the apostles were venerated. 
They had originally been venerated in the whole former Roman Empire, 
in  the  Eastern  and  African  Church.  From  the  early  Middle  Ages 
confessors  such  as  popes,  bishops and  kings  were  added;  these  saints 
were usually of  French,  German or  English origin.  Altogether,  foreign 
saints form the majority of the Icelandic saintly pantheon. The veneration 
of  national  saints  started  in  the  12th century  with  the  bishops  Jón 
Ögmundarson  (1052-1121),  Þorlákr  Þórhallsson  (1133-1193)  and 
Guðmundr Árason (1161-1237). Ireland, however, is hardly represented 
in the large bulk of saints venerated in Iceland, although the country itself 
possesses an impressive number of saints: In her study on the Icelandic 
veneration of saints, M. Cormack has found evidence for a total of 74 
saints according to documentary and literary sources.1 Among these, only 
two can be considered as Irish in a stricter sense2,  namely Brigid3 and 

1 Cf. Margaret Cormack: The Saints in Iceland. Their veneration from the  
Conversion  to  1400, Bruxelles:  Société  des  Bollandistes  1994  (Subsidia 
Hagiographica 78).
2 A larger  number  of  saints  of  Irish  origin  went  to  the  continent  on 
mission and peregrinatio, leaving their home country to suffer for Christ's sake. It 
was  mostly  on  the  sites  of  their  work  where  they  were  buried  and  where 
veneration started,  accompanied by the composition of hagiographic  literature.  
Due  to  their  mostly continental  veneration,  saints  such  as  Gall  or  Kilian  and 
Companions are  excluded from this  study as  they cannot be regarded as  Irish 
saints proper. Research on Irish saints is frequently limited this way, e.g. Michael  
Lapidge / Richard Sharpe:  A Bibliography of Celtic-Latin Literature 400-1200,  
Dublin: Royal  Irish Academy 1983 (Dictionary of Medieval Latin from Celtic 
Sources, Ancillary Publications 1); Richard Sharpe: Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives:  
An Introduction to Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, Oxford: Clarendon Press 1991.
3 Brigid  of  Kildare  (c.  451-525)  is  considered one of  Ireland’s  patron 
saints. She was venerated for her saintly life and the founding of the nuns’ cell in 
Kildare and other monasteries. Later on, her veneration merged with traditions  
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Columba4.  For  a  third,  Patrick5,  evidence  is  ambiguous.6 In  addition, 
hagiography on roughly one hundred saints is preserved according to the 
Handlist  by O.  Widding,  H.  Bekker-Nielsen  and K. L.  Shook.7 In  this 
corpus,  only  one  text  on  an  Irishman  is  featured,  i.e.  Brendan  the 
Voyager8.

The aim of this article is to investigate more deeply into the veneration 
of Irish saints. For this purpose, I will trace their transmission to Iceland 
and the development of their cult from the sources. I will start with an 
examination of the material pointing at the veneration of saints according 
to different source groups, distinguishing between material clearly set in a 
devotional context (feast  days,  church dedications and liturgical  texts), 
hagiographical  and  non-religious  literature,  especially  historiography. 
Within each group,  evidence  for  the  veneration of  Irish saints  will  be 
recorded and interpreted according to the specific value of the source, its 

around  the  celtic  goddess  Brighid;  it  spread  around  the  British  Isles  and  to 
continental Europe, especially the German-speaking cultural realm, France, Italy 
and Portugal.  Hagiography on Brigid comprises  several  Latin  legends,  starting 
from the early Middle Ages and preserved in copies from all over Europe. In late 
medieval sources, the cult of Brigid is often indistinguishable from that of her 
namesake, Birgitta of Sweden (1303 – 1373). Her feast is usually celebrated on 1 st 

February. Cf. J. Hennig: “Brigid(a)”, in: Lexikon des Mittelalters 2, 689.
4 Columba of Iona (521 – 597), also known as Colum Cille, was the Irish 
monk founder of the monastery of Iona in Scotland. On him, four distinct Latin 
vitae are preserved. All versions had been well-known in the Middle Ages and 
spread until Spain, Gaul and Rome together with his cult, which is detectable in 
martyrologies  throughout  the  continent  for  9th June.  Cf.  D.  W.  Rollason: 
“Columba (Colum Cille) v. Iona (C. v. Hy)”, in: Lexikon des Mittelalters 3, 63-65.
5 Patrick, a slave imported to Ireland from Britain, came to the continent  
as a  clerk and was sent back to Ireland in  432 in order to  mission the island 
especially in the North and Northwest. He died as bishop of Armagh in 461 or  
490. There are preserved original writing by Patrick (episcopal letters, synodal  
acts and the autobiographical Confessi). The first legends emerged already in the 
second half of the 6th century.  He was first  of all commemorated as Ireland’s 
missionary patron saint.  Cf. D. Ó Cróinín: “Patrick (Patricius)”, in:  Lexikon des 
Mittelalters 6, 1791-92.
6 Cf. Cormack, Saints, 91.
7 Cf. Ole Widding / Hans Bekker-Nielsen /  L. K. Shook: “The Lives of 
the Saints in Old Norse Prose. A Handlist”, in: Medieval Studies 25 (1963), 294-
337.
8 Brendan (483-577/583) founded several monasteries and hermitages on 
his  mission  in  Ireland,  Scotland  and  Wales,  and  back  in  his  native  country.  
Hagiographic literature on him was first of all composed on the continent. His 
feast was celebrated on 16th May in most parts of continental Europe and Ireland. 
Cf. J. Hennig: “Brendan”, in: Lexikon des Mittelalters 2, 666.
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background  and  channel  of  transmission.  The  analysis  of  the  source 
material will be conducted with reference to the audience addressed. For 
this purpose, a distinction between lays and the clergy is necessary, since 
priests  and  monks had  been  exhibited  to  a  broader  range of  saints  in 
course of their religious duties, i.e. the daily celebration of the Holy Mass 
and  the  Prayer  of  the  Hours.  Lays,  on  the  other  hand,  were  to  all 
likelihood only aware  of  saints  who were  represented  in  local  church 
dedications or  feast  days  of  a  higher  rank.9 The  nature  of  the sources 
therefore alludes to the popularity of the saint within a limited group of 
recipients. Both groups will, however, be regarded as equally important in 
this study.

In a second step, the information extracted from all source groups will 
be collected for each saint. His or her veneration will be tracked over time 
and  traced  back  to  the  channels  of  influence.  Here  again,  it  will  be 
investigated whether he or she was known to a broader audience or to the 
clergy only.  From these  observations,  tendencies  for  the veneration of 
Irish  saints  in  Iceland  will  be  extracted  on  a  broader  scale.  They are 
caused by individual patterns of veneration and the shared history of the 
two countries. 

Irish saints in devotional sources

Above all, saints played an important role in devotional contexts. Today, 
these can be accessed in a number of ways.10 In the following paragraphs, 
devotional  contexts  will  be  scanned  according  to  three  main  source 
groups: feast days according to calendars and the dating of documents, 
church  dedications,  and  liturgical  texts.  Each  of  these  sources  will  be 
investigated for hints at the cult of Irish saints. The difficulties connected 
with each of the sources will be respected and introduced. 

Feast dates

For Iceland, we find two separate kinds of calendars comprising the feast  
days of saints.11 The first group consists of the enumeration of feasts in 

9 Cf. Cormack, Saints, 15.
10 An introduction into this field of research including an evaluation of the 
relevant sources is given by M. Cormack (Cormack, Saints, esp. 5-68).
11 An  alternative  grouping  differenciates  between  importend  calendars, 
religious/devotional  calendars  and  more  general  calendars,  cf.  Magnús  Már 
Lárusson:  “Kalendarium  II.  Island”,  in:  Kulturhistorisk  leksikon  for  nordisk  
middelalder 8, 106-109: 106.
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Christian/Church  Law.  Grágás  (11th century)  and  the  Church  Law 
composed by the Skálholt bishop Árni Þorláksson (1275) both prescribe a 
number of mass days to be observed by all believers. Hence, these listings 
can be taken as evidence for the presence of the saints in everyday life.

In chapter 13 of  Grágás,  official  feast  days are mentioned. Among 
these, two Irish saints can be found:

Messv daga eigum ver at halda logtekna, þa er nv mvn ec telia. [...] Þaþan  
ero .vij. nætr til brigidar messv. Þar er eigi fasta fyrir. [...] vij. nætr ins fiorþa  
tigar til kolvmba messo. Oc eigi fasta fyrir.12

“We have to keep the legally received mass days, which I am now going to 
enumerate: […] From this it is seven nights until Brigid’s mass. Before this 
there is no fasting. […] Thirty-seven nights until Columba’s mass. And no 
fasting before that.”

Apparently both feasts belonged to the more important dates, on which 
the attendance of the Holy Mass was obligatory (so-called  lögheilagir  
dagar,  i.e. days of greater observance). Since no fasting was demanded 
before  the  feasts  and  no  vigil  celebrated,  neither  of  the  two  can  be 
regarded  as  a  major  feast  (festum  duplex).  Indications  for  an  octave 
following both feasts are lacking, but can be excluded since the vigil is 
omitted. Some manuscripts of Grágás add the liturgical rank (dignitas) of 
the feasts. They ascribe S. Brigid nine and S. Columba three  lectiones  
during morning service in a clerical, presumably cathedral13 setting.

In the enumeration of Árni Þorláksson‘s Church Law, both Brigid’s 
and Columba’s feasts are missing. M. Cormack interpreted this fact as the 
feasts having gone out of use and therefore not being included in 1275.14 
A closer examination of both Law sections reveals that a total of nine 
feasts have not been taken over by Árni. They have in common a dignitas 
of  nine  (Agnes,  Brigid,  Benedict,  Saints  of  Selja)  or  three  (Columba) 
lectiones15,  whereas all other saints of the 1275 Church Law had been 
assigned the rank of a festum duplex in Grágás. No feasts are added. Árni 
apparently restricted himself to the most important feasts, regardless of 

12 Grágás. Stykker, som finds I det Arnamagnæanske Haandskrift. Nr. 351  
fol.  Skálholtsbók og  en Række andre Haandskrifter,  ed.  by Vilhjálmur  Finsen, 
København: Gyldendal / Møller 1883, 30.
13 From prescription of nine lectiones we can see that it was intended for 
cathedral or Augustinian morning service, as the Benedictine rite would have had 
twelve lectiones.
14 Cf. “In some cases, they [the feast days] may indicate a cult which has 
died out; this appears to have been the case for S. Columba”, Cormack, Saints, 15.
15 Op.  Cit.,  24.  For  Ambrose,  the rank of the feast  varies  between the 
manuscripts.
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the vivacity of the cult of minor saints. This is supported by the aims Árni  
had with the composition of  his Church Law: It  was modelled on the 
latest continental development in Canon Law, taking as sources e.g. the 
Summa de poenitentia by Raymundus de Pennaforte, which in turn refers 
to  Canon  Law  collections  (Decretum  Gratiani,  Liber  Extra).  These 
collections enumerate the highest international mass days just as Árni’s 
Church Law does, and they claim that all local dates should be explicitly 
excluded from official codices.16 This could be a reason why Árni omitted 
the feasts of Brigid and Columba and does not necessarily testify for the 
development of their cult at all. M. Cormack’s interpretation must thus be 
questioned,  as  well  as  the  statement  of  L.  Gjerløw,  who  claims  that 
Kolumkillamessa was  celebrated  in  Iceland  “et  stykke  ind  i  1200-, 
muligvis 1300-tallet”17, since  evidential support is lacking.

As a second witness to saintly memory we find calendars appended to 
liturgical manuscripts. The context of their composition and use must be 
regarded as purely liturgical, since it is usually associated with churches 
or the episcopal sees of Skálholt and Hólar. These calendars contain an 
infinitely greater amount of saints’ feasts than the Church Law, but these 
would usually not have any impact upon the lay Icelanders’ everyday life. 
Liturgical calendars reflect customs from the time they were copied with 
a layer of inherited feasts from older source calendars, to which locally 
venerated saints were added or substituted for the inherited core. Only 

16 The Decretum Gratiani enumerates the following obligatory mass days: 
Christmas Day,  Stephen,  John the Evangelist,  Innocents,  Silvestre,  Theophany, 
Purification of the BVM, Easter, Rogation tide, Ascension of the Lord, Whitsun, 
John the Baptist, Twelve Apostles, Peter and Paul, Laurence, Assumption of the 
BVM,  Nativity  of  the  BVM,  Church  Dedication,  Michael,  Dedication  of  any 
Oratory, All Saints, Martin and “illae festiuitates, quas singuli episcopi in suis  
episcopiis  cum  populo  collaudauerint,  que  uicinis  tantum  circummorantibus  
indicendae sunt, non generaliter omnibus. Reliquae uero festiuitates per annum  
non  sunt  cogendae  ad  feriandum,  nec  prohibendae.  Indictum  uero  ieiunium  
quando  fuerit  denunciatum,  ab  omnibus  obseruetur.” (“all  feasts,  which  any 
single bishop in his bishopric celebrates together with the people, which are to be 
indicated  to  the  surrounding  neighbourhoods  only,  not  generally  to  all.  The 
remaining feasts  throughout  the year,  however,  are  neither  to  be forced  to  be 
celebrated nor to be prohibited. But declared fasts must be observed by all, when 
it has been assigned.”  Decretum magistri Gratiani. Ed. Lipsiensis secunda post  
Aemilii  Ludovici  Richteri  curas  ad  librorum  manu  scriptorum  et  editionis  
Romanae fidem  recognovit et adnotatione critica instruxit Aemilius Friedberg, 
ed. by Aemilius Friedberg, Leipzig: Tauchnitz 1879 (Corpus Iuris Canonici 1),  
1353.
17 Cf.  Lilli  Gjerløw:  „Kolumbamesse“,  in:  Kulturhistorisk  Lexikon  for  
Nordisk Middelalder 8, 665-666: 665.
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rarely were the sources stripped of any saints less popular or unimportant 
at the church for which the new calendar was composed. Thus, we find in 
medieval calendars a high number of saints that have been imported from 
previous, often foreign calendars, who had evidently not been venerated 
before.

A large  number  of  liturgical  calendars  can  be  found  appended  to 
copies of the so-called Pater Noster Psalter, which was composed in the 
early  13th century.  Its  accordance  with  the  Nidaros  Ordinary  suggests 
Norway or Iceland as place of composition18 It might have been employed 
in  a  clerical  setting  or  substituted  the  breviary  for  lays.19 From  the 
Icelandic  calendar  appendices,  five  versions  are  preserved  which  had 
been copied between the 13th and the 14th century.20 All  five calendars 
feature Columba's feast on 9th June.21 According to the development of 
these  calendars  from  their  sources,  Columba  is  an  addition  by  the 
Icelandic scribes.22 Thus, the Columba entry must go back to an active 
cult of the saint.

Brigid’s feast on 1st February is only supported by liturgical evidence 
from the later Middle Ages, i.e. the so-called Graduale Gufudalense (AM 
Acc. 7 ms. 2, around 1470). Here, a distinction is made between the Irish 
Brigid and her Swedish namesake23, which demonstrates that the cult of 
the latter had by that time spread to Iceland. As far as Brigid is concerned, 
the  manuscript  slip  proves  the  continuity  of  her  cult  until  the 
Reformation, at least in an ecclesiastical context.

No Icelandic calendar lists a feast for Patrick. His cult had, however, 
been evidently popular in Norway, the first evidence being the  Missale  
nidrosiense from 1519. It  lists his feast  on 17th March with the lowest 
honours, where it might have been introduced there due to the influence 
of the Augustine canons.24 We cannot say whether his cult ever reached 
Iceland. However, it  cannot be fully excluded, given the direct  contact 
between the Icelandic and Norwegian monastic houses.

18 Cf.  Lilli  Gjerløw:  Liturgica Islandica 1,  Copenhagen:  C.  A.  Reitzels 
Boghandel 1980 (Bibliotheca Arnamagnæana XXXV), 159-161.
19 Op. Cit., 167.
20 AM 249p fol.,  AM 249e fol.,  AM 249d fol.,  AM 249f fol.,  and AM 
249m fol.,  Op. Cit., 121-127.
21 Op. Cit., 123.
22 Op. Cit., 124.
23 Brigidæ v. non m. (1/2)” - „Brigid the virgin, not the widow.“  Merete 
Geert  Andersen:  Katalog  over  AM  Accessoria  7.  De  latinske  fragmenter,  
København: C. A. Reitzels Forlag 2008 (Bibliotheca Arnamagnæana XLVI), 13.
24 Cf.  Lilli  Gjerløw:  “Patrik”,  in:  Kulturhistorisk  Lexikon  for  Nordisk  
Middelalder 13, 135-136: 135.
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Corresponding evidence for the feast of S. Brendan could not be found 
in the sources. Although L. Gjerløw claims that his feast was recorded by 
some Icelandic calendars,25 it is unclear to which manuscripts she refers. 
Corresponding entries could not be found in any of the relevant editions.

The second kind of evidence for feast days is provided by the dating 
of documents. Especially in a monastic or clerical context, feasts provided 
a convenient way of dating, which substituted the Roman calendar.

Datings on Columba’s mass appear in Icelandic documents throughout 
the medieval period, e.g. a letter composed

a Stỏpum a vatnsnesi. manudagin næsta fyrer Columbamessu Anno Domini  
Mo cccc Ixxxx octo26

“in Steypir on Vatsnes on the Monday immediately before Columbamessa in 
the year of the Lord 1398”.

These dates give evidence to the fact that the date was known almost two 
hundred years after the submission of Árni’s Church Law and may be 
taken as  further  evidence  against  M. Cormack’s  reading of  the  feast’s 
development.  The  composition  of  these  diplomas  is  closely  tied  to 
ecclesiastical centres or involved priests, who were frequently exposed to 
his memory during matins. Hence, assumptions concerning the awareness 
of Columba’s mass among the laity cannot be certain. In the later Middle 
Ages, Columba is sometimes confused with Columbanus, which in turn 
affects the dating of the manuscript.27

For the feast of Brigid on 1st February, datings can be found from the 
14th century. Among these are two letters from a clerical context.28 In both 

25 Cf. Lilli Gjerløw: “Brandanus”, in: Kulturhistorisk Lexikon for Nordisk  
Middelalder 2, 199: “Han finnes i noen få isl. middelalderlige kalendarier, men 
bare som kalenderdaghelgen, uten liturgisk betydning.”
26 Diplomatarium Islandicum I-XII, Íslenzkt Fornbrefasafn sem hefir inni  
aðrar skrár, er snerta Ísland eða íslenzka menn,  ed. by Jón Sigurðsson / Björn 
Þorsteinsson, København / Reykjavík: Möller / Félagsprentsmiðja 1857-1972, vol. 
VII, 409.
27 E.g.  “skrifad ä Helgafelli  in festo sancte [Cholumbani Abbatis Anno  
Domini  M.  cccc.L.IX.” (“written  in  Helgafell  on  the  feast  day  of  Saint 
Columbanus the abbot in the year of the Lord 1459”, Diplomatarium Islandicum 
V,  200.)  Here,  the  manuscript  lists  “Cholumbe  Abbatis”,  implying  that  the 
document would have been written on 9 th June instead of Columbanus’s feast on 
21st November. This confusion could either be caused by a simple misspelling or  
moreover by Columba’s mass passing into oblivion.
28 E.g.  “a  holum  jn  festo  brigide  virginis  anno  domini  Mo  ccco  lo  
secundo”  (“on  the  feast  of  the  Virgin  Brigid  in  the  year  of  the  Lord  1352.”,  
Diplomatarium Islandicum III,  67) and  “þa ær lidit var fra hinghat burd vors  
herra iehsu christi þushundrat þriu hundrat vj tighir oc niu ar in profesto brigide  
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cases,  priests were involved in the composition. The same observation 
must be made for the hereditary document:

[s]krifuat at þingheẏrum tuæim nattum firer festum beate brigide virginis are  
sidarr en fyʀ seghir. 29

„written in Þingeyrir two nights before the feast of the blessed Virgin Brigid 
the year after the one mentioned before [= 1393].“

Although the people involved in this matter seem to have been lays, the 
composition place at the monastery of Þingeyrar leads us to assume that 
clerks  must have been involved in the composition and might thus be 
responsible for the dating. 

For the Irish saints Columba and Brigid, evidence from the calendars 
above  all  witnesses  to  the  liturgical  memory  of  them.  Most  of  these 
calendars,  however,  contain  a  core  imported  from continental  Europe. 
Only with Columba, traces of an active ecclesiastical cult were detectable. 
A more  general  veneration,  as  it  might  have  been  celebrated  by lays,  
cannot be supported from the 13th century onwards. It  seems, however, 
that this can neither be taken as a proof that their veneration had passed 
into oblivion by then.

Church dedications

According to the witness of the Icelandic church registers (máldagar), no 
Irish saint functioned as church patron in Iceland.

From the record of an image of Brigid in Bergsstaðir (Svartárdalur), 
which must have been acquired between 1318 and 1360, we can presume 
an intense interest in her, which might even have accompanied a church 
dedication not recorded in the sources.

For  Columba,  we  only  have  literary  evidence  to  record  church 
dedications.  They  do  not  comply  with  later  máldagar  of  the  places. 
According  to  the  Sturlubók  (S) and  the  Hauksbók  (H)  version  of 
Landnámabók,  Columba was altar  patron on mount  Esja (located near 
Reykjavík). The church is said to have been built and dedicated by Örlygr 
Hrappsson, a  bondi of Norwegian ancestory fostered in the Hebrides by 
some bishop called Patrick. This bishop is reported to have instructed him 
according to S:

virginis a okrum a myrum” (“when there had passed 1369 years on the feast of the 
Virgin  Brigid  since  the  Birth  of  Christ  in  Akrir  on  Myrar”,  Diplomatarium 
Islandicum III, 250).
29 Diplomatarium Islandicum III, 481.
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Byskup lét hann hafa með sér kirkjuvið ok járnklukku ok plenárium ok mold  
vígða,  er hann skyldi leggja undir hornstafina.  Byskup bað hann þar land  
nema, er hann sæi fjǫll tvau af hafi, ok byggja undir enu syðra fjallinu, ok  
skyldi dalr í hvárutveggja fjallinu; hann skyldi þar taka sér bústað ok láta þar  
kirkju gera ok eigna enum helga Kolumba.30

“The bishop let him take with himself church timber and an iron bell and a  
plenary  and  consecrated  mold,  which  he  should  deposit  under  the  corner 
pillar. The bishop asked him to take land where he would see two mountains 
from the sea and to settle below the southern mountian, and that there should 
be a dale in both of the mountains; he should take homestead there and havelet 
a church made there and dedicate it to Saint Columba.”

H differs slightly from this account; here Örlygr should take the mould

at hann skyldi leggja undir hornstafi ok hafa þat fyrir vígslu, ok skyldi hann  
helga Kolumkilla.31

“that  he  should  deposit  it  under  the  corner  pillar  and  take  that  as  a 
consecration, and he should dedicate it to Kolumkilli.”

The editor Haukr had changed the account he found in his source S and 
embellished it with further information that is paralleled by the beginning 
of  Kjalnesinga saga, where the same episode is featured (see below for 
quotation).32 Among  the  details  important  to  our  interest  is  the  name 
change from „Kolumba“ to „Kolumkilli“, the native Irish version of the 
name. It gives evidence to Haukr‘s attempt to give the narrative a more 
„realistic“ and localised touch. This is equally evident in the mentioning 
of a consecration rite, which can also be found in Kjalnesinga saga. 

The two  Landnámabók  versions as well as  Kjalnesinga saga  form a 
quite trustworthy evidence for the existence of a Columba church at Esja. 
It is likely that the church was destroyed or had gone out of use later on33, 
since we do not  have  any documentation for  its  existence beyond the 
church  register34 of  bishop  Páll  of  Skálholt  from the  turn  of  the  12 th 

century. In this source, no reference is made to the patron saints of this 
church. Although the church might have been in use 200 years after its 
foundation, it  is  highly likely that  the cult  of  Columba had suffered a 

30 “Landnámabók“,  in:  Íslendingabók.  Landnámabók,  ed.  by  Jakob 
Benediktsson, Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka Fornritafélag 1968 (Íslenzk fornrit 1), 52.
31 Op. cit. 53.
32 H makes use of the earlier version in S and probably expands it with  
information found in tales on Kjalarnes, op. cit. 53 note 6. These tales could well 
have served as a source for Kjalnesinga saga, explaining why the accounts in this 
saga and H are parallel.
33 Cf. Cormack, Saints, 91.
34 Cf. Diplomatarium Islandicum XII, 1.
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severe downturn already by the time of Christianisation, given the four 
generations  of  pagans  that  had  lived  there  in  the  meantime.  This  is 
supported by the remainder  of  the H chapter  of  Landnámabók. Haukr 
inserts on the descendants of Örlygr:

Þeir trúðu á Kolumkilla, þó at þeir væri óskírðir. Þorleifr var trǫllaukinn ok  
tók þó kristni.35

“They believed in Kolumkilli, although they were not baptised. Þorleifr was 
possessed by a troll and nonetheless took the Christian faith.”

S is void for a similar entry and the source of this addition cannot be 
reconstructed because it is not paralleled in  Kjalnesinga saga. We may, 
however, take it  as evidence for the discontinuity of Columba's cult at 
Esja, providing us with a reason why the consecration is not mentioned in 
later documents.

The second evidence for a church dedication to Columba is also found 
in the H version of Landnámabók, this time for the church at Innrihólmur 
in Akranes:

En þremr nóttum síðar kom viðrinn á Kirkjusand at Hólmi,  nema tvau tré  
kómu a Raufarnes á Mýrum. Halldórr lét gera kirkju þrítøga ok viði þakða ok  
helgaði Kolumkilla með guði.36

“And three nights later the wood came to Kirkjusand in Hólm, except for two 
trunks which came to Raufarnes in Mýrar. Halldórr had a church built, which 
measured thirty [ells] and was roofed with wood, and he dedicated it with God 
to Kolumkilli.”

The  earlier  account  of  S  does  feature  the  existence  of  a  church  at 
Innrihólmur,  but  omits  to  whom the  church  had  been  dedicated.37 No 
reference is made to the construction of the church during the settlement 
period,  and  it  could  perfectly  well  have  been  built  even  after  the 
Christianisation  of  Iceland.  Later  documents,  however,  support  the 
existence of a church at this place, but refer to other patron saints. The H 
account  might  thus go  back  to  information  not  transmitted to  us  or  a 
fictional attribution by the compiler Haukr in order to illustrate the Irish 

35 Landnámabók, 55.
36 Op. cit., 64.
37  “Þá lét Jǫrundr gera honum [Ásólfi] hús at Hólmi enum iðra ok fœrði  
honum þangat fæzlu, ok var hann þar, meðan hann lifði, ok þar var hann grafinn.  
Stendr þar nú kirkja, sem leiði hans er, ok er hann enn helgasti maðr kallaðr.” 
(“Then Jörundr had a house built for him [Ásólfr] a house at Inner Hólm and 
brought him food there, and he remained there while he lived, and there he was 
buried. Now, a church stands there stands a church, where his wind/ghost is, and 
he is called the holiest man.”, Op. cit., 63.)
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descent of Halldórr. As has been noted before, Haukr is known for his 
interest in Irish matters also in other chapters of Landnámabók. 38

It has been estimated that further church dedications to S. Columba in 
the early years of Christianisation are possible, since they are paralleled 
by church dedications and feasts in Norway.39 All in all, we have some 
evidence for  church dedications to  Columba around the year  870,  but 
their reliability is uncertain. They do point, however, at a discontinuity of 
the cult from the time of settlement until Christianisation.

Liturgical texts

Liturgical  texts bear  witness  to a  saint's  veneration, especially to  their 
presence during mass and the morning service held by all churchmen.

The  preserved  manuscripts  contain  only  entries  for  Brigid.  In  the 
Proprium  sanctorum  of  the  Nidaros  Ordinary,  “Jn  die  beate  brigade  
uirginis”40 (“On the day of  blessed virgin Brigid”)  can be  found.  The 
Ordinary circulated in the whole archdiocese of Nidaros from the first 
decades  of  the  13th century onwards  and  proved especially popular  in 
Skálholt.41 It is possible still that other Irish saints were commemorated, 
since texts from the Commune Sanctorum were adapted according to the 
liturgical calendar for the  minor saints. In these cases, no separate text 
could be found in the liturgical  manuscripts,  but  only in the calendars 
adherent  to  them  (see  above).  Thus,  the  Nidaros  Ordinary  positively 
attests the cult of Brigid, but has a neutral position concerning any other 
Irish saint.

More support to Brigid’s cult throughout the Middle Ages is supplied 
by the imprecation recorded in the so-called Heitbréf Eyfirðinga from 11th 

March 1477. Here it says:

At upphafi heitum ver til [...] Mariam Magdalenam. Ceciliam. Margretham.  
Brigidam [og] allra Gudz heilagra meya.42

“In the beginning we vow to [...] Mary Magdalene, Cecilia, Margret, Brigid 
[and] all the holy virgins of God.”

38 Cf. Cormack, Saints, 92.
39 A  Steinkirkja mentioned  several  times  in  Sverris  saga was  probably 
dedicated to Columba and hence predated 1181, Op. cit., 15.
40 Lilli  Gjerløw  (Ed.):  Ordo  Nidrosiensis  Ecclesiae  (Orðubók), Oslo: 
Universitetsforlaget 1968 (Libri Liturgici Provinciae Nidrosiensis Medii Aevi II),  
312.
41 Op. cit., 73.
42 Diplomatarium Islandicum VI, 105.
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If her cult had turned inactive by the time of composition, as has been 
claimed  by  M.  Cormack,  Brigid  would  not  have  been  explicitly 
mentioned in this context, but rather been substituted by another.

We do have proof that liturgical texts circulated in Iceland which were 
intended to be read on Columba’s feast, e.g. a “lesbok per anni circulum 
ad dominicum enn til columba messu de sanctis” - „a lectionary through 
the  year  for  Sundays,  but  until  Columbamessa  on  the  saints”.43 The 
language of this volume is not explicit, so it could be either Latin or Old 
Norse. Thus, we cannot dismiss that there once existed a text on Columba 
in the vernacular,  which was used either as  lectio  in the prayer of the 
hours, during mass or in the refectory. This goes well together with the 
observation that Columba was attributed a liturgical feast, during which 
manuscripts  like  the  mentioned  lectionary  were  used.  Many  other 
lectionaries might have contained similar texts, which are not recorded 
because they covered the whole year. In any case, we can establish that 
clerics were exposed to this text. Whether or not it was read to lays is 
unfortunately not revealed by the entry of the máldagi. 

Other evidence

Brigid’s name was given to Icelandic women at least in the second half of 
the 14th century. The máldagar distinguish between three different women 
of that name,44 one of which is also mentioned in the Icelandic Annals45. 
In all cases, confusion with or influence from S. Birgitta of Sweden can 
be safely excluded due to the early date of birth of the three women.46 It is 
questionable  though  in  how  far  the  use  of  the  personal  name  might 
correlate with the existence of an  active cult. We might assume that at 
least the former existence of the cult might be a preliminary to acquaint 
the Icelanders with the name, and the persistence of it might have helped 
to keep the memory of her name alive.

Irish saints in Icelandic hagiography

Hagiographic literature, i.e. texts composed in order to promote, support 
or establish a saint’s cult,  is usually set in a devotional, often liturgical 
setting. Apart from this, hagiography was used as private reading, either 

43 Diplomatarium Islandicum II, 441.
44 Diplomatarium Islandicum III, 197, 331 and 367.
45 Islandske  annaler  indtil  1578,  ed.  by  Gustav  Storm,  Christiania: 
Grøndahl & Søn 1888, 366.
46 Cf. Cormack, Saints, 86.
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for  edificatory  or  entertaining  purposes,  and  as  refectory  reading  in 
monastic centres.
From Iceland, we have preserved 254 distinct texts in legendaries proper 
as well as in manuscripts of mixed, but predominantly religious content. 
Furthermore, the church registers mention a number of texts, which by 
now have been lost.

Records of saints’ lives

For  Brigid,  the  1461  máldagi  of  Möðruvellir  records  among  other 
volumes:

Þessar norrænv bækur [...]  Þessar a eine bok. brighitar saga. vrsule saga.  
Eufemia saga. justinv saga.  Eugenia saga. basilla saga.  kallamagnus saga  
med ollum þattum. Olafs saga trẏguasonar agæt. Olafs saga haralldzsonar. 
kongabok tekur til af magnuse olafssyni hinum goda framan til suerris. liber  
genesis et liber macabeorum.47

“These books in Old Norse: [...] These in one book: Brigid’s saga, Ursula’s 
saga,  Eufemia’s  saga,  Justina’s  saga,  Eugenia’s  saga,  Basilla’s  saga, 
Karlamagnus’s saga with all episodes, excellent Olaf Tryggvason‘s saga, Olaf 
Haraldsson‘s saga, Kings‘ Book beginning with Magnus Olafsson the good 
way down to Sverrir, the book of Genesis and the book of the Maccabees.”

This entry seems to represent a mixed manuscript of legendary character 
at  least  in  its  front  part.  The  featured  texts  –  apart  from  the  two 
translations of biblical books – seem to belong to the genre of saga, i.e. a 
narrative text with more or less biographical structure. In this legendary 
we can distinguish two subgenres, the first comprising six lives of virgins 
from Late Antiquity or the Early Middle Ages, the second covering three 
lives of holy kings and a collection of further kings’ lives. In addition, we 
have the translation of two biblical books with no obvious connection. 
Thus, the legendary is structured by the rank of the saints. Since an order  
per circulum anni is lacking, the initial compilation for liturgical use may 
be excluded. A more appropriate context would have been as lecture in 
the refectory or private reading for the Augustine canons at Möðruvellir. 
For  “brighitar saga”, the manuscript context leads us to assume that it 
must be an Old Norse text of hagio-biographic nature centring on  Brigid. 
It  is  likely that  the texts were translations from the Latin due to their  
foreign matters. It is interesting to note that, while versions of all Kings’ 

47 Diplomatarium Islandicum V, 289f.
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sagas mentioned in this máldagi have survived, all six Virgins’ sagas have 
been lost.48

The entry of a “brigitar bok j norænu”49 owned in Hólarstaðr in 1525 
is unlikely to point at another or the same saint's live. Hagiographic texts 
in  the  vernacular  are  almost  exclusively  addressed  as  “saga”  in  the 
máldagar.  The title  as  “book” seems thus to refer  to another genre.  It  
might  for  example refer  to  one of  the mystical  writings of  Birgitta  of 
Sweden, e.g. the  Revelationes. For this text, the  máldagi  is late enough, 
and  its  nature  would  be  rather  difficult  to  grasp  according  to  native 
terminology. Hence, the máldagi would refer to “the book by” rather than 
“the book on” someone called Brigit, Brigitta or the like.  In any case, it is 
highly unlikely that a saint’s life is meant by this, so we cannot take it as 
evidence for literature on Brigid.

There is no evidence for any of the other saints of Irish origin. It must 
be noted, however, that the extant máldagar note quite a large number of 
hagiographic texts which have not survived until today, e.g.  Fabiani ok 
Sebastiani Saga, Lanbertus Saga or Leodgarius Saga. On the other hand, 
they do not make mention of many of the extant saints’ lives. It is highly 
likely that the church registers had probably left an even larger amount of 
texts unmentioned, which have not come upon us. Among these might 
even have been lives of Irish saints. Therefore, a lacking documentation 
of translated lives of Irish saints cannot be taken as evidence that they 
never existed during the Middle Ages.

Surviving texts

Only  one  text  survives  which  has  sometimes  been  classified  as 
hagiographic by scholars:50 Brandanus saga51 as transmitted in the NRA 
fragment no. 68 is the translation of the Latin Navigatio Sancti Brendani  

48 The manuscript AM 764 4to (14th cent.) contains the brief epitome “Af 
Ursulu”, probably related to the  Speculum historiale  account of S. Ursula’s life 
and deeds; in AM 629 4to (17th cent.), there is an “Exemplum af Sancte Sipriano 
þeim gooda manne“, which also comprises the life of Cyprian’s wife Justina; the 
source of the text is unknown (cf. Widding / Bekker-Nielsen / Shook: Lives, 335 
and 307). From the short narrative form of these accounts, we may safely assume 
that these texts are neither the Ursula saga nor the Justina saga mentioned in the 
Möðruvellir máldagi.
49 Diplomatarium Islandicum IX, 299.
50 E.g. Widding / Bekker-Nielsen / Shook, Lives, 304.
51 Edited as “Brandanus saga” in: Heilagra manna søgur: Fortællinger og  
legender om hellige  mænd og kvinder,  ed. by Carl Richard Unger, Christiania: 
Bentzen 1877, I, 272-275.
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abbatis, one of the most popular texts of the medieval Europe, as can be 
seen  from  the  variety  of  versions  in  Latin  and  major  European 
vernaculars.52

The Latin Navigatio is preserved in 125 copies from the 10th century 
onwards. Its author was most likely an anonymous Irishman for linguistic 
and informational reasons. Since the early transmission of the Navigatio  
is exclusively continental and parent to all Irish manuscripts, it is safe to 
assume that the author must have worked in central Europe.53

The text tells about the voyages of Saint Brendan and his seventeen 
companions. It is highly enriched with motifs from Irish and Latin travel 
tales (echtrai/adventures and  navigationes/sea voyages) as well as Latin 
visionary literature.54 Because of these features, it cannot be considered a 
hagiographic text to begin with, since it is very distinct from national Irish 
hagiography.55 It  triggered  the  composition  of  travel  tales  throughout 
Europe and especially to the formation of the immram genre in vernacular 
Irish literature.56

The Old Norse fragment exhibits large losses both at the beginning 
and end of the text and a high number of lacunae within. The remainder 
roughly corresponds to ch. 6-11 of the  Navigatio, which accumulates to 
1/8th of the Latin text. The translation seems to be following its source text 
quite  closely,  although  abbreviations  and  other  adaptions  to  a  Norse 

52 The textual history of both the Latin and most vernacular versions is 
comprehensively  introduced  in  The  Voyage  of  Saint  Brendan.  Representative  
Versions of the Legend in English Translation, ed. by W. R. J. Barron / Glyn S. 
Burgess,  Exeter:  University  of  Exeter  Press  2002 (Exeter  Medieval  Texts  and 
Studies).  Vernacular  versions  comprise  Anglo-Norman,  Old  French,  Old 
Provencal,  several Italian Dialects, Middle Dutch,  High German, Low German 
and  Old  Norse,  cf.  G.  Orlandi:  „Navigatio  S.  Brendani“,  in:  Lexikon  des  
Mittelalters 6, 1063-1066: 1064f. 
53 Cf. John J. O‘Meara / Jonathan M. Wooding: “The Latin Version”, in: 
The Voyage of Saint Brendan, 13-64: 17.
54 Op. cit., 22f.
55 Cf. Orlandi, Navigatio, 1063.
56 It has often been claimed that the Navigatio was a Latin version of an 
existing  immram  tradition.  Latest  research  had  been  able  to  trace  the  travel 
leitmotif back to the voyaging motif found in Hiberno-Latin hagiography like the 
Vita S. Columbae and to show convincingly that the influence must have been 
executed from the continental  Navigatio  to upon Irish literature, for discussion 
and reference to further research see O’Meara / Wooding, Latin Version, 23.
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readership have been detected.57 The original Latin text must be assumed 
to have come from the continent, not from the later Irish branch.58

It has been claimed that the codex of NRA fragm. 68 was written in 
the 13th century.59 The translation itself had supposedly been made even 
earlier, and it possibly even pre-dates the 13th century. The language of 
Brandanus saga is more or less void of distinct features of either variant. 
Some traits, however, point to the Norwegian origin of the scribe.60 We 
cannot  dismiss  the  possibility,  however,  that  the  original  had  been 
translated in Iceland.

Nothing is known about the popularity or dissemination of Brandanus 
saga in Medieval Scandinavia. Neither do we know whether the text was 
meant or perceived as a hagiographic, since the context is not preserved. 
Hence, we might only guess at its perception on internal grounds and by 
comparison with other vernaculars.  The Old Norse rendering differs in 
frequently omitting the omnipresent „saint Brendan“ of the Latin original; 
it is missing in 15 out of 21 cases. This might, however, also go back to 
the habit of abbreviating personal names and need not testify for a non-
hagiographic character of the translation. Unfortunately, the fragmentary 
state does not reveal whether any more substantial omissions or additions 
were made in order to adapt the foreign text to the generic expectations of 
its readership. Other vernacular versions of the Navigatio were included 
in  a  variety  of  contexts,  some  of  which  are  legendary  and  thus 
hagiographic by nature. All of these translations seem to have addressed a 
lay audience rather than the clergy.61 The lay audience of these vernacular 
versions  can  partly  be  explained  by  the  rôle  Latin  maintained  in 
ecclesiastical settings throughout Europe. Due to the late Christianisation 
of Iceland, Latin never succeeded in reaching a similar standing there, be 
it  because of the bad educationary level  of the Icelandic clerus or the 
impact  of  a  high  prestige  vernacular.  From  all  we  know,  we  cannot 

57 Cf.  Andrew Hamer:  “The  Norse  Version”,  in:  The  Voyage  of  Saint  
Brendan, 265-276: 266f.
58 A contrary opinion is uttered by E. Mogk, who makes direct cultural 
contact with Ireland responsible for the translation, cf. Eugen Mogk: Geschichte 
der norwegisch-isländischen Literatur. Strassburg: Trübner 1904, 893.
59 Except for one survey (Widding / Bekker-Nielsen / Shook, Lives, 304) 
scholars agree on the 13th century, cf. Hamer, Norse Version, 265.
60 Op. cit., 265.
61 This can be seen for example with the Brendan section “Seyn Brendan, 
þe holi mon” in the South English Legendary (13th century, 18 manuscripts out of 
60 containing the Brendan section, cf. W. R. J. Barron: “English Versions” , in: 
The  Voyage  of  Saint  Brendan,  277-344:  282f.)  or  the  Venetian  translation 
(composed 1270-1350, 1 manuscript, cf. Mark Davie: “The Venetian Version”, in: 
The Voyage of Saint Brendan, 155-230, 163). 
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exclude that  Brandanus saga  was composed for or used in a religious 
context, although the text's form might disqualify it as liturgical reading. 
Altogether  Brandanus saga  figures as poor evidence for  any supposed 
cult of Brendan in medieval Iceland.

Irish saints in Icelandic non-religious literature

Profane  literature  of  mostly  fictional  or  semi-fictional  character, 
especially  historiography  as  Landnámabók or  Kings’  sagas,  gives 
evidence to the beliefs and ideas valid at the time of their composition. 

Morkinskinna

In Morkinskinna, a king’s saga presents Columba in connection with the 
trial by fire, which Haraldr Gilli took on himself to prove his paternity 
and later become king of Norway:

Ok váru glóandi sjau plógjárn lǫgð, ok gekk Haraldr þar eptir berum fótum,  
ok leiddu hann byskupar tveir. Hann kallaði á inn helga Kólumba meðan.62

“And  there  were  seven  glowing  ploughs  heated,  and  Harald  went  there 
barefoot,  and two bishops led him.  He called on Saint  Columba while  he 
went.” 

Morkinskinna had  reported  before  that  Haraldr  was  born  in  the 
Hebrides/Ireland,  and  given  the  association  of  Columba  with  these 
realms, he would be a natural saint to call upon for a Hebridean. Hence, 
Columba  serves  as  a  means  of  supporting  Haraldr's  origin,  probably 
similar to the church dedications described in  Landnámabók,  where the 
employment  of  Columba  might  go  back  to  the  compiler's  wish  to 
characterise his personnel as Irish/Hebridean, as mentioned before.

Hákonar saga Hákonarsonar

In Hákonar saga Hákonarsonar, three men appear to King Alexander of 
Scotland when contemplating an attack on the Hebrides and warn him 
against doing so:

62 Morkinskinnna  I-II,  ed.  by  Ármann  Jakobsson  /  Þórður  Ingi 
Guðjónsson,  Reykjavík:  Hið  íslenzka  Fornritafélag 2011 (Íslenzk Fornrit  ),  II, 
147.
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Sudreyingar segia at þessir men er konungi synduz i suefni væri hinn heilagi  
Olafr konungr or Noregi ok inn heilagi Magnus jarl  af Orkneyium ok enn  
helgi Kolumba.63

“The Hebrideans say that these men which appeared to the king in his sleep 
were Saint Olaf the king from Norway and saint Magnus the earl from the  
Orkneys and Saint Columba.”

Here,  the  saint  is  associated  more  closely with an  action taking place 
abroad:  Not  only  can  this  be  taken  as  evidence  for  the  theoretical 
knowledge of Columba's sainthood. It works as a literary means, too, used 
to  promote the narrative  plot:  Olav,  Magnus  and  Columba,  the patron 
saints of the Norwegian realm give an impressive warning to Alexander, 
who does not refrain from his plan and thus dies in agony. The reference 
to local tradition must not necessarily be proof of historical truth. Before, 
Hákonar saga reported an alternative version of the dream, in which only 
one person warns Alexander. The reference to the  “Sudreyingar”  could 
hence be taken as an attempt to integrate both versions into the narrative. 
Alternatively,  they might go back to traditions which the author of the 
saga used, so we may not preclude the possibility that they are more than, 
as M. Cormack observes,  „literary inventions,  signifying nothing more 
than knowledge of the monastery on Iona.“64 In  this context, Columba 
functions as  a  characteristic  for  the  setting of  the  narrative,  not  for  a 
person.  Familiarity with  the  saint  is  again  necessary in  order  to  work 
properly.

Landnámabók

In association with the Columba characterisations in Landnámabók, Saint 
Patrick is featured for the etymology of Patrexfjörður. Not only does this 
chapter bear markers of lending the narrative a special Irish character, as 
has been noted above. M. Cormack assures that nothing is known about a 
Hebridean bishop by that name, and that for chronological reasons it is 
impossible  that  the  Irish  saint  could  have  interfered  with  the  time  of 
settlement.65 A closer examination of the textual history of these accounts 
reveals that Saint Patrick did not necessarily figure in the original version 
of this chapter, because the only manuscript of the earlier S version does 
not provide a specification of bishop Patrick as “helgi”. The S account is 

63 ”Hákonar saga Hákonarsonar”, in: Flateyjarbok. En Samling af norske  
Konge-Sagaer med indskudte mindre Fortællinger om Begivenheder i og udenfor  
Norge samt Annaler, ed. by Guðbrandr Vigfusson / C. R. Unger. Kristiania: 1860-
1868, III, 3-233: 178.
64 Cormack, Saints, 92.
65 Op. cit., 91.
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perfectly logical without this obvious addition by the editor if we take 
“enum biskupi Patreki” as “by a [certain] bishop Patrick”. In the parallel 
account of Kjalnesinga saga, bishop Patrick is no saint either:

Maðr hét Örlygr; hann var írskr at allri ætt. Í þann tíma var Írland kristit;  
þar réð fyrir Konofogor Írakonungr. Þessi fyrrnefndr maðr varð fyrir konungs  
reiði. Hann fór að finna Patrek biskup, frænda sinn, en hann bað hann sigla  
til Íslands – “því at þangat er nú,” sagði hann, “mikil sigling ríkra manna;  
[...] þar skaltu láta kirkju gera og gefa hinum heilaga Kolumba. Far nú vel,”  
sagði biskup, “og geym trú þinnar sem bezt, þóttú verðir með heiðnum.”66

“A man was called Örlygr. He was of Irish descent on both sides. In those  
days Ireland was Christian. There the Irish king Konofogor was ruling. The 
before-mentioned man fell into the wrath of the king. He went to meet bishop 
Patrick,  a  relative  of  his,  and  he  asked  him  to  sail  to  Iceland  ʻbecause 
nowadaysʼ, he said, ʻthere is a lot of sailing of rich men there.  […] There you 
should have a church built and give it to saint Columba. Farewell nowʼ, the  
bishop said,  ʻand hide your belief as good as it seems to be worth to you 
among the heathens.ʼ”

From this account we can see that the landtaking of Örlygr had initially 
not been associated with Patrick the saint, but with a bishop by that name.  
This bishop had either lived in Ireland (according to the Kjalnesinga saga 
tradition)  or  in  the  Hebrides  (according  to  Landnámabók).  Only  the 
Landnámabók  account  connects  the  etymology  of  the  fjord  with  this 
Patrick, and it is only once in the later H version that Patrick is addressed 
as a saint.67 It  might have been introduced into the narrative by Haukr, 
who could either have confused the two historical persons accidentally or 
identified them out of his “hagiographic and antiquarian interests”68. The 
H version might in turn have seduced the editor to insert „helgum“ into 
his rendering of S. Given this textual history, it is highly likely that the 
quotations  from  Landnámabók  and  Kjalnesinga  saga do  not  supply 
evidence for Saint Patrick at all.

To  the  “sanctification”  of  bishop  Patrick  in  H,  a  more  theoretical 
knowledge on Patrick in Iceland might have contributed. That Icelanders 
surely knew of the existence of a saint by that name is supported by a 
number  of  texts.  Almost  all  Icelandic  annals,  for  example,  list  the 
beginning  of  Patrick's  mission  to  Ireland.69 We  may  therefore  safely 
assume that the history of S. Patrick had been clear to most Icelanders. 

66 Kjalnesinga  saga,  ed.  by  Jóhannes  Halldórsson,  Reykjavík:  Hið 
íslenzka Fornritafélag 1959. (= Íslenzk fornrít XIV), 3f.
67 “með Patreki byskupi hinum helga” (“with the holy bishop Patrick”), 
Landnámabók, 53).
68 Cf. Cormack, Saints, 91.
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Hungrváka

Hungrváka uses Patrick in order to illustrate the deeds of bishop Þorlákr:

Hann [Þorlákr] má at sǫnnu kallask postoli Íslands, svá sem inn helgi Patrekr  
byskup kallask postoli Írlands, því at þeir frǫmdu verk postola sjálfra í sínum 
kenningum ok þolinmœði, bæði við óhlýðna men ok rangláta. 70

“He can truly be called Iceland’s apostle, just as Saint Patrick the Bishop is 
called  Ireland’s  apostle,  since  they  fulfilled  the  work  of  the  apostles 
themselves in their  teachings and their  patience both with disobedient and 
wicked men.”

In this episode,  Hungrváka  makes use of the Irish saint as a means of 
comparison in order to illustrate the sanctity of the Icelandic bishop, a 
rhetoric mechanism frequently employed in hagiography. It presupposes 
theoretical knowledge on the qualities of S. Patrick in order to work as an 
efficient testimony for Þorlákr. Hence, we can postulate that S. Patrick 
had been known in the settings where Hungrváka was composed, i.e. the 
episcopal  see  of  Skálholt  in  the early 13th century,  and probably even 
beyond.  In  turn,  this  theoretical  knowledge  might  have  led  to  the 
integration of  Saint Patrick in the  Hauksbók  version of  Landnámabók, 
although he most certainly had not been the object of religious veneration 
in Iceland.

Employment of Irish saints in non-religious literature

From the sources quoted before it becomes evident that Irish saints figure 
in a variety of functions in non-religious literature: They were used to 
characterise saga personnel as Irish or Hebridean or to lend a local touch 
to  the  narrative  in  an  Irish/Hebridean  setting.  As  far  as  their  use  in 
etymology is concerned, a confusion of two historical persons – a saint 
and a bishop – might have taken place, either willingly or not. A third 
example sported an Irish saint as a means of comparison in order to prove 
or illustrate the sanctity of a native saint.

69 E.g. “A þessum timum [423] var sendr til Scota Patrecr son Coches  
systor Marteins byskops. hann kristnaði Irland.” (“In that time Patrick, the son of 
Coches  the  sister  of  Bishop  Martin  was  sent  to  the  Scots  [the  Irish].  He 
christianised Ireland.” Islandske Annaler, 6). The other annals witness to the same 
incidence, although the years differ from 423 to 425.
70 “Hungrvaka”, in:  Biskupa sögur II, ed. by Ásdís Egildóttir, Reykjavík: 
Hið islenzka fornritafélag 2002 (Íslenzk fornrít XVI), 1-43: 43.
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All of these examples verify at least theoretical familiarity with the 
saints. Most of these could not, however, serve as a proof of the religious 
cult of the saint. Only some of the evidence of  Landnámabók  could be 
used in order to establish the previous cult of an Irish saint, i.e. Columba.

The veneration of single Irish saints in Iceland

The liturgical evidence collected above points at an active cult of Brigid 
from the early years of Christianity in Iceland onwards. To all likelihood, 
this veneration endured throughout the Middle Ages and was alive not 
only in an ecclesiastical setting, but also among lays, given the use of the 
personal name. As the only Irish saint, hints at the former existence of a 
saint’s life of Brigid are preserved, although the text does not survive. All 
channels  of  transmission,  especially  for  the  feast  day,  make  the 
continental transmission of her cult most likely.

The  veneration  of  Columba  is  as  well  documented  as  the  cult  of 
Brigid. However, we have no evidence of the existence of hagiography in 
this case. In addition to his religious cult, Columba appears in a number 
of non-religious text as a literary means to mark an Irish or Hebridean 
content. From this, it can be deduced that he had been very well known 
and  associated  with  these  realms.  Later  evidence  points  at  a  clerical  
context of his veneration, whereas his veneration among lays might have 
played an inferior role. The veneration of Columba seems to have been a 
native addition to the Icelandic calendars.  Thus,  he has  probably been 
introduced to Iceland not from the continent, but directly from the realms 
of his work.71

According to all liturgical evidence, Patrick has not been venerated as 
a saint in Iceland, although evidence can be found from Norway.  It  is 
certain,  however,  that  the Icelanders were familiar with his mission to 
Ireland and his function as Irish patron saint, which in turn might have led 
to a secondary interpretation of  a  bishop Patrick as  S. Patrick in later 
versions of Landnámabók.

Brendan does not seem to have been venerated in Iceland. On him, the 
only Old Norse text is preserved. This text, though, cannot be thought of 
as hagiography in a strict sense. It is a translation of a popular Latin travel  
tale and might have been initiated due to other than religious interests. It 
is highly doubtful whether that this text ever reached Iceland  during the 
Middle Ages.

Irish saints in medieval Iceland: transmission and contact.

71 Cf. Magnús Már Lárusson, Kalendarium, 109.
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From all it seems, the veneration of Irish saints played but a minor role in 
medieval Iceland. It seems to have been set in a mostly clerical setting, 
into  which  theycould  have  been  imported  via  the  ecclesiastical 
institutions. In all likelihood, we can detect two layers, one in the Heathen 
period of the settlement, and another in the course of or shortly after the 
official acceptance of Christendom around the year 1000.

Veneration of saints in the time of settlement

As demonstrated before, the sources clearly document the veneration of at 
least S. Columba among some of the earliest settlers. For these, they attest 
to church dedications. In a pagan environment, this cult had not been able 
to persist for the four generations to follow, and must be expected to have 
died out by the time the Alþingi officially accepted the Christian faith. 
Contact of Icelanders going on viking raids to Ireland and the Hebrides 
with the native population and viking settlement in these countries could 
not successfully establish the veneration of saints. Probably the cultural 
gap between heathen raiding Vikings and Christian victims prevented the 
acceptance of a new faith and thus the veneration of saints.

Veneration of saints from the year 1000 onwards

Around 130 years after the first settlers, the Icelanders officially adopted 
the Christian faith under the external  pressure of Olafr  Tryggvason of 
Norway. In all likelihood, the veneration of saints played an important 
part both in during mission and in the promotion of the new faith’s values. 
The missionary institutions,  however,  where mostly continental:  It  was 
first the archbishopric of Bremen-Hamburg, then Lund and later Nidaros 
under which the Icelandic dioceses of Skáholt and Hólar were placed,72 
and it  was mostly to  Germany,  France and England that  the Icelandic 
elites  went  for  higher  education.73 From  here,  liturgical  and 
hagiographical manuscripts and calendars were imported, adding to the 
Icelandic year a number of saints to be venerated. Among these was, as 
becomes evident from the sources, Brigid. Ireland never really turns up in 

72 Cf. Jón Viðar Sigurðsson: “Island og Nidaros”, in: Ecclesia Nidrosiensis  
1153-1537,  Søkelys  på  Nidaroskirkens  og  Nidarosprovinsens  historie,  ed.  by 
Steinar  Imsen.  Trondheim:  Tapir  akademisk  forlag  2003  (Senter  for 
Middelalderstudier, NTNU, Skrifter Nr. 15), 121-140, 122.
73 Cf.  Dominik Waßenhoven:  Skandinavier unterwegs in Europa (1000-
1250). Untersuchungen zu Mobilität und Kulturtransfer auf prosopographischer  
Grundlage. Berlin: Akademie-Verlag 2006 (=Europa im Mittelalter 8), 68-72 and 
322-326.
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the  sources  as  long  as  ecclesiastical  institutions  and  development  are 
concerned. The major theological development had for long been centred 
in Rome and on the Curia, and Ireland had – after its separation in the 
Early Middle Ages – been well integrated into this ecclesiastical system, 
thus  losing  its  individuality.  Direct  cultural  influence  from Ireland  on 
Iceland was thus hardly given from the 11th century onwards. Although 
direct  influence  might  have  been  exerted  in  the  case  of  S.  Columba, 
probably a remainder of  his  earlier  veneration, we see that  in the 13 th 

century, a further centralization and normalization of the Roman Church 
also lead to the removal of Irish and other saints in the official Icelandic 
calendar through Árni of Skálholt. Columba and Brigit had evidently been 
venerated  after  1275,  but  were  perceived  as  locally  venerated  saints. 
Other Irish saints, especially Patrick, were surely known for their deeds in 
Ireland, but they were to all evidence not themselves venerated in Iceland. 

As it stands, the major channel through which knowledge on and the 
veneration  of  Irish  saints  could  have  been  transmitted  to  Iceland,  is 
continental Europe. It was from here that the Icelandic imported liturgical 
calendars and thus feast days, and it was here they went on pilgrimage 
and  for  education.  Hence,  only  three  Irish  saints  had  been  evidently 
known in Iceland, i.e. Brigid, Columba and Patrick, and only two of them 
had been the object of religious veneration at all. From the large number 
of Irish saints and the copious saints' lives produced in Hisperic Latin and 
Old Irish, hardly any influence seems to have been exerted in Iceland, 
which was oriented towards the continent and, moreover, Rome.

Abstract

The article  deals  with the veneration and knowledge of  Irish saints  in 
medieval  Iceland.  It  traces  their  transmission  to  Iceland  and  the 
development of their cult from both literary and non-literary evidence and 
elaborates patterns for each Irish saint recorded. Based on the records of 
individual  saints,  the veneration of  Irish saints  is  described  in  a  more 
general manner and its peculiarities explained from the shared history of 
Ireland and Iceland. A discontinuity between the time of settlement and 
christianisation  is  identified  and  the  veneration  resulting  from  the 
christianisation  period  revealed  as  due  to  continental  transmission. 
Therefore,  the  veneration  and  knowledge  of  Irish  saints  in  medieval 
Iceland is evaluated as dependant on continental transmission.
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