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Iceland, which converted to Christianity only around the turn of 
the millennium, lay far from the center of Latin Christian culture.  
Nevertheless, stories from Iceland connect various church figures with 
necromancy, Latin magic, and the devil.  For Icelanders, it was not Arabic 
learning, but their own heathen past which stirred anxiety.   By examining 
tales in which clerics demonstrate unholy supernatural power, I hope to 
demonstrate how continental ideas about magic blended with local ones 
in reflecting the conditions of Icelandic society.1  I will begin with a 
recapitulation of the tale of Gerbert told by William of Malmesbury, since 
this forms a touchstone for the Icelandic material.

William of Malmesbury’s Tale of Gerbert

The twelfth-century historian William of Malmesbury (d. c. 1143) 
recounts the tale of Gerbert, the notorious Pope Sylvester II (d. 1003).2  
According to the tale, Gerbert studied in Spain where “the Christians 
have Toledo for their capital and the Saracens Hispalis commonly called 
Seville; there they devote themselves to divination and witchcraft, as their 
national custom is.”3  From the Saracens, Gerbert learns a variety of arts:

There he surpassed Ptolemy in knowledge of the astrolabe, Al-
handreus in that of the relative positions of the stars, and Julius 
Firmicus in judicial astronomy.  There he learnt to interpret the 
song and flight of birds, to summon ghostly forms from the nether 
regions, everything, in short, whether harmful or healthful, that 
has been discovered by human curiosity; for of the permitted arts, 
arithmetic, music, astronomy, and geometry, I need say noth-
ing—by the way he absorbed them he made them look beneath the 
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level of his intelligence, 
and re-established in Gaul 
through his untiring efforts.  
He was the first to seize 
the abacus from the Sara-
cens, and he handed down 
the rules which calculators 
for all their efforts hardly 
understand.4

The association of Arabic 
knowledge, astrology, and magic is 
here clear, as is the use of spirits.  
Such knowledge takes on a dual 
character, desirable in part, and 
execrable beyond certain bounds, 
which seem embodied in the 
division of Spain’s principal cities 
into Saracen and Christian capitols.  

Gerbert’s studies among the 
Saracens clearly proceeds beyond 
the bounds of acceptable.   He 
takes one particular master, 
whom he hires to teach him and 
to provide books.  This master, 
however, keeps back one book “to 
which he had committed all his 
art and which Gerbert could by no 
means get out of him.”5  Gerbert 
seduces the master’s daughter, and 
with her help, he steals the book 
and makes his escape. When the 
Saracen uses astrology to track 
him, Gerbert avoids detection by 
hiding suspended under a bridge 
so that he touches “neither earth 
nor water.”6 To complete his get-
away, Gerbert summons the devil 
to whom he “covenanted to pay 
him perpetual homage if he would 
protect him from the Saracen … 
and convey him overseas.” 7 

We can see the lineaments of the 
necromancer in William’s tale:  he 
possesses forbidden knowledge, 
contained in secret books, is 
capable of making (and foiling) 

divinations, and of commanding 
spirits.  Moreover, even for 
William, Gerbert represents the 
prototype of a branch of learning 
which (for good or ill) is already 
well-advanced throughout Europe.  

Saemundur the Learned

William’s tale of Gerbert forms 
the earliest bridge between Latin 
necromancy and Iceland.  The 
thirteenth-century Jón’s Saga 
Helga about the early Icelandic 
bishop Jón contains the earliest 
recorded version of the story of 
Saemundur “the Learned” (d. 
1133), a priest-magician of mostly 
benevolent character.  This account 
so closely resembles William’s 
that the two presumably have a 
common source.8  Saemundur’s 
great learning and his foreign 
studies provide a figure to which 
necromantic material could 
also be attached in an Icelandic 
context.  Jóns Saga9 recounts 
that the Icelander Saemundur 
studied in Europe “with a certain 
understanding magister, there 
acquiring such unknown wisdom 
that he had abandoned everything 
that he had learnt in his youth, even 
his baptismal name.”10  Instead, he 
went by Kol (Coal).  

Jón convinces Saemundur to flee 
his master, who like Gerbert’s 
Saracen, pursues him using 
“astronomia.”11  Clever Saemundur 
outwits his master, first by putting 
water in his shoes and his shoes on 
his head.  The master thinks that 
“Jon, the foreigner, has drowned 
my foster-son Kol, for there is 
water round his star.”12  The next 
night the Saracen again sets out 
in pursuit.  Saemundur fills his 
shoes with blood, so that his master 
thinks he has been murdered.  
Eventually, the Saracen realizes 

that Saemunder has escaped, but he 
lets them go, noting that “men will 
win long-lasting benefits from his 
[Jón’s ?] good luck.”13

We already begin to see important 
transformations to the tale that 
proceed from its particularly 
Icelandic context.  Although 
Saemundur’s master remains an 
astrologer, most of those elements 
which reflect anxiety over Islam 
have disappeared.  Instead, 
Saemundur’s master shows 
distinctly heathen characteristics: 
he adopts his student as a foster-
son, which reflects Icelandic kin-
systems.  His resignation, even 
approval, in the face of someone’s 
luck, also reflects a particularly 
Norse attitude towards destiny and 
personal power.

Saemundur’s story continued to 
change down through the centuries.  
By the time Jón Árnasson recorded 
and compiled many Icleandic 
folktales in the nineteenth century, 
Saemundur’s magical training 
had become wholly fantastic.  
Now Saemundur was said to 
have studied at a demonic “Black 

Conference 
Cancellation

Esotericism, Religion and Politics
 

Because of recent budget constraints 
at the host institution, the planned 
June 2010 conference that was to be 
held at Michigan State University, and 
was to have been jointly sponsored 
by the Association for the Study of 
Esotericism, the Societas Magica, and 
the Journal for Radicalism, has been 
cancelled.  The ASE conference cycle 
will be suspended until 2012.  However, 
there was a great deal of interest in 
the conference, and many proposals 
were submitted. Thus, the next volume 
in the Studies in Esotericism series, 
to be titled Esotericism, Religion, 
and Politics, will proceed as usual.    
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School.”  Lessons appeared on 
the wall, and the Devil took as 
payment the soul of the last student 
of each class to leave.  Saemundur, 
of course, is this last student.14

In some versions of these tales, 
Jón remains a significant figure 
who helps Saemunder make his 
escape.  Eventually, however, Jón 
drops out of the legend-cycle, 
and only Saemundur remains as a 
significant character.  In these tales, 
Saemundur escapes the Devil, 
sometimes by hiding suspended 
under a bridge like Gerbert, but 
more often by tricking the Devil 
into grabbing his cloak or his 
shadow in his place. 15  We can see 
that Icelanders remained concerned 
that learning might be tainted with 
magic, but the source of that magic 
has become fully demonized.

Magic in these later tales is often 
clearly associated with pre-
Christian religion.  In one tale, 
Saemundur and a rival go to the 
king of Norway to seek a church 
appointment in Oddi, Iceland.  
The king promises the benefice 
to whoever can arrive there first.  
Saemundur summons the devil 
and promises him his soul, if the 
devil can convey him to Iceland 
without getting him wet.  The 
devil obligingly takes the form of 
a seal and carries Saemundur on 
his back.  When they come in sight 
of shore, however, Saemundur 
strikes the Devil on the head with 
his Psalter, causing the Devil to 
sink.  Saemundur gets wet, but 
he also gets to Iceland, gains the 
church, and keeps his soul.16  The 
motif of travel in an animal form 
has deep roots in Icelandic religio-
magical practices. In much Old 
Norse literature, heathen magicians 

can project their spirit in an animal 
form and travel great distances.17  

Loftur the Magician

Our final set of tales concern the 
post-Reformation figure of Loftur 
(born c. 1700).18  A far more sin-
ister character than Saemundur, 
Loftur combines the figure of the 
clerical magician with a typically 
Icelandic concern for the revenant 
dead.  

Loftur studied at the clerical school 
of Hólar, where he supposedly 
had access to a magical manual 
known as the Greyskin.19  Magical 
texts do seem to have circulated in 
Icelandic schools.  Legal records 
from the seventeenth-century 
record the punishment for magic 
of students at Skálholt.20  We have 
several surviving Icelandic magical 
books, which contain elaborate 
compound runes, and in some 
cases Solomonic and Necromantic 
material as well.21 

The most important tales about 
Loftur concerns his desire for 
the Redskin, a magical book 
supposedly “written in runes, 
like other books of spells” by the 
notorious Bishop Gottskálk (d. ca. 
1522), who “gathered together all 
the black spells, which had never 
been used since heathen times.” 22 
When Gottskálk died, he had the 
book buried with him in his tomb 
so no one could read it.23  Without 
the Redskin, Loftur is damned.  As 
he explains to a fellow student:

Those who have learned 
as much magic as I have 
can only use it for evil, and 
must all be lost whenever 
they die.But if a man knows 
enough, then the Devil will 
have no power over him, 

but must serve without pay 
as he served Saemundur the 
Wise, and whoever knows 
as much as that is also his 
own master, free to use his 
arts for whatever purpose 
he wishes. It is not possible 
to attain this degree of 
knowledge nowadays, since 
the Black School closed 
down, and Gottskálk the 
Cruel had his book Red 
Skin buried with him.That 
is why I want to raise him 
up and force him by spells 
to let me have Red Skin.”24 

Loftur and his companion enter 
the church at night, where Loftur 
summons the spirits of the dead 
Bishops. Gottskálk appears, 
bearing the Redskin. They engage 
in a duel of magic, which Loftur 
loses when his companion rings the 
church bell too soon.  Despairing, 
Loftur leaves the school and later 
dies.25

These tales combine Latin, 
Icelandic and Lutheran features 
into a composite picture of the 
nature and dangers of clerical 
magicians. The magical use of the 
dead is a particularly Icelandic 
motif. In Old Norse literature the 
dead (especially the heathen dead) 
often guarded treasure in their 
tombs. As with Gottskálk they are 
prone to physical manifestations, 
sometimes engaging heroes 
in violent combat.26  Loftur’s 
magic strongly resembles Latin 
necromancy.  In the magical duel 
he inverts and perverts Christian 
ritual:

He turned the penitential 
psalms of David to the 
Devil’s name, and made a 

cont'd on page 5
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confession of all the good 
he had ever done as if were 
a sin. … He recited the 
Lord’s prayer to the Devil, 
and gave the blessing in the 
Devil’s name, till the whole 
church shook and rocked as 
if in an earthquake. 27   

Gottskálk’s book-burial 
demonstrates how thoroughly 
magic was seen as a pagan 
survival, made dangerous by its 
eruption into Christian society.  As 
Simpson notes, the book-burial 
turns its possessor into a type of 
ancestral figure.  Thus, Gottskálk is 
both pagan (in his knowledge) and 
Christian (as a Bishop).  His power 
comes from unnaturally retaining 
knowledge of the older era into 
the new.  Indeed, there is a triple-
layering of the past, for Gottskálk 
was a Catholic bishop in a now-
Lutheran country, and Loftur 
therefore has greater power over 
him than over the later Bishops 
who “were all buried with the 
Bible on their breasts.”28

Conclusion

The stories of Loftur and 
Saemundur reveal the complexities 
of Icelandic clerical magic. The 
Arabic-inspired necromancy that 
vexed the authorities of Latin 
Europe traveled to Iceland via 
the same channels as Christianity 
itself.  There it blended with local 
ideas about spirit projection, the 
dead, and the power of runes.  In 
the popular imagination it became 
more fantastic as well as more 
revealing of Iceland’s own cultural 
concerns.  Remote from fears about 
Arabic learning, medieval and 
early modern Icelanders instead 
saw learned magic as a dangerous 
reminder of the practices they had 
already abandoned.  
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3 William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum 
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