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Abstract

When individuals and families chose to emigrate from Viking Age Scandinavia, their
decisions had a major impact on their personal lives. For some this meant amongst other
things a change of faith. While most migrants remained faithful to the old pagan beliefs, some
converted to Christianity prior to their arrival on Iceland. The early settlers of Iceland were
both pagans and Christians.

Medieval Icelandic literature recounts stories of both pagans and Christians settling in
Iceland, though none of these stories is as strange as that of Audur/Unnur djupudga
Ketilsdottir. The question of Audur’s religion is an interesting one and a puzzle at that. Two
traditions exist parallel to one another. The first tradition is transmitted through
Landnamabok, Islendingabok and several islendingaségur. According to these sources she
converts to Christianity somewhere on the British-Irish archipelago before setting sail to
Iceland. She erects several crosses and demands to be buried in the Christian fashion.
Through oral transmission this Christian tradition has been elaborated and has survived. It is
preserved in the Icelandic folk legend Gullbra og Skeggi i Hvammi written down by Jon
Porleifssonar. The other tradition is preserved only in Laxdela saga. In this saga Audur, who
is named Unnur here, remains pagan and is buried accordingly. These alternative traditions
form a good example of the difference between real and constructed memory of Viking and
religious identity. They illustrate how cultural memory and religious identity are shaped,
altered and extended over time.

This paper will not attempt to determine which of these traditions is real, but will give an
overview of the alternate traditions as they are preserved, how these were modified, why and
how these alternate religious identities were created. The discussion will focus on religious

and funerary customs.
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