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50. The martyrdom of St. Magnus
As cheerful as if he’d been invited to a feast was the illustrious Earl Magnus. After this conversation he spoke neither in anger nor resentment, but knelt down to pray, covering his face with his hands and shedding many tears in the sight of God. 
Once it had been decided that the saintly Earl Magnus was to die, Hakon told his standard bearer Ofeig to do the killing, but he refused angrily: So Hakon ordered his cook Lifolf to kill Magnus. Lifolf started to weep out loud.
‘This is nothing to weep over,’ said Magnus. ‘A deed like this can only bring fame to the man who carries it out. Show yourself a man of spirit and you can have my clothes according to the old laws and customs. Don’t be afraid, you’re doing this against your will and the man who gives you the order is a greater sinner than you are.’
At this, Earl Magnus took off his tunic and gave it to Lifolf, then asked for leave to pray. This was granted, and he prostrated himself on the ground, committing his soul to God and offering himself as sacrifice. He prayed not only for himself and his friends but for his enemies and murderers, forgiving them with all his heart for their crimes against him. He confessed his own sins before God, praying that his soul might be washed clean by the spilling of his own blood, then placed it in God’s hands. He asked that he might be greeted by God’s angels and carried by them into the peace of Paradise. Some people say that Mass was sung for him and that he received sacrament. As this friend of God was being led to his execution, he spoke to Lifolf.
‘Stand in front of me and strike me hard on the head,’ said Magnus, ‘it’s not fitting for a chieftain to be beheaded like a thief. Take heart, poor fellow, I’ve prayed that God grant you his mercy.’
With that he crossed himself and stooped to receive the blow. So his soul massed away to heaven.
	The death of St. Magnus as detailed in this excerpt taken from the Orkneyinga Saga, gives a glimpse into a time when Christianity was somewhat new to the Norsemen. His death more than anything, highlights how Magnus reconciled the two worlds within his own life despite outer influences seeing them as opposites. It is also an example of how other Christian Norsemen at the time may have weaved their culture and beliefs with those found in Christianity. St. Magnus’ death showing that one system of belief does not extinguish the other but can and does exist in tandem within history.  
	Before looking further into this excerpt it’s important to have some context to understand why he allowed himself to be executed. Magnus was facing death largely due to political issues involving his cousin Hakon rather than religious persecution. Hakon’s claim on Orkney was widely unsupported and he was aware that if Magnus lived, he would have no hope of becoming Earl.[footnoteRef:1] Magnus on the other hand was viewed in high regard due to his character and was well educated due to his father’s status, most likely by monks from Eynhallow. He frequently embodied not only holy traits worthy of a saint as an adult, but also those revered by the Norse at the time. In his youth he took part in Viking raids for a few winters, but eventually grew a disdain for them turning his attentions to more honorable pursuits.[footnoteRef:2] It was his bravery that became his crowning glory among the Norse and something he had in plenty as evidenced by his quick acceptance of death. He shows himself to be honorable as he respects the decisions made by the other Chieftains who demanded one of the two men must die to end the issues surrounding joint rule. Magnus being the more honorable of the two decides to be the one to die.[footnoteRef:3] He follows through on his vow to the chieftains despite his life being the cost. He does not fight his fate or create physical conflict to avoid it. This act of nonviolence and submission to death wasn’t due to his Christian values as Christianity was often introduced directly through violence in the North.[footnoteRef:4] It was most likely because he was wise enough to understand that Hakon would cause further issues if he did not, and determined dying was the best choice for everyone to keep peace. Therefore, his martyrdom is the culmination of wisdom created though a life informed by two cultures rather than a destruction caused by one.  [1:  Kjørsvik Shei, Liv. The Orkney Story, pg. 56 ]  [2:  Kjørsvik Shei, Liv. The Orkney Story, pg. 55]  [3:  Pálsson, Hermann. Translated, Orkneyinga Saga, pg. 94]  [4:  Kjørsvik Shei, Liv. The Orkney Story, pg. 55] 

	It is in the acceptance of his death, however, that we can truly see the weaving of beliefs. In the excerpt, Magnus flits between the worlds as he prays and accepts his death willingly. He does not shy away from it but is courageous in the face of his impending demise. Magnus does not condemn his executioner, but instead reassures him that doing so will bring him fame and status. This act being a mix of forgiveness taught by the Christians, and the Norse way of uplifting the brave and fearless. 
The excerpt begins with saying that Magnus felt as though he was being ‘invited to a feast’ as he made peace with his incoming death. This phrase alone harkens back to the Saints roots as a Norsemen and the hall of Valhalla as does his mention of angels which mirror tales of the Valkyrs. 
	The Norse had two deities that Magnus could have conflated with the Christian god. These gods were Odin and Tyr. Tyr was a sky god who also established the laws of mortal men.[footnoteRef:5] He was also heavily associated with wisdom, war, and bravery and was said to have some control over the Valkyrs.[footnoteRef:6] However, it is most likely that Odin was the one Magnus may have fused with the Christian god to form his own views. Odin was also viewed as a sky god, associated with wisdom, and was known as the All-Father, king of the Nordic deities placing him closer to the Christian view of their monotheistic God.[footnoteRef:7] The Valkyrs were said to be his attendants in the paradise that was the great hall of Valhalla to the Norsemen. Much like Christian angels, Valkyrs were commonly depicted as wearing long flowing white robes, and they were sent to deliver the worthy of the fallen to Valhalla as angels delivered souls to Heaven in Christian mythos. There are some key differences, such as the Norse believed only worthy warriors could be uplifted to Odin’s Hall.[footnoteRef:8] This could explain why he wanted to be executed as he was. He may have believed that to be worthy of heaven, that he must die in a way that was fitting for a Nordic chieftain and not as he says, ‘like a thief’. His wording and behavior point to a fusion of Christian faith and Norse cultural and religious belief, He meshed the two together in a way that brought him comfort and courage in death.  [5:  Davidson, H.R., Pagan Scandinavia, pg. 72]  [6:  Guerber, H.A. The Norsemen, pg. 173]  [7:  Davidson, H.R., Pagan Scandinavia, pg. 122]  [8:  Guerber, H.A. The Norsemen, pg. 19, 173] 

Magnus has been touted as being remarkable due to the contrast between his actions as a Christian and the beliefs of his fellow Norsemen, his defiance of Nordic tradition gaining him sainthood as he moves against the cultural tides.[footnoteRef:9] However, the reality is that he is remarkable from the way he was able to blend the two into something that made him a man worth remembering and writing about. It is the way he walked with one foot in each world that creates a stark image of life in a time of changing beliefs.  [9:  Kjørsvik Shei, Liv. The Orkney Story, pg. 54] 
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