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In the Introduction to her book, The Saga of the Sister Saints, Natalie 
M. Van Deusen sets the stage for the study, edition, and translation of 
the legend of Martha and Mary Magdalen in Iceland. She offers a brief 
survey of the development of the legend of Martha and Mary of Bethany 
from the New Testament accounts to early Biblical exegetical texts and 
martyrologies, through medieval local cults of Martha and the develop
ment of her legend, culminating in the thirteenth century in Jacobus de 
Voragine’s Legenda aurea. Mary of Bethany came to be conflated with 
Mary Magdalen and evidence of the latter’s cult is found in England and 
Ger many in the tenth century, and subsequently in France. The earliest 
known vita of Mary Magdalen, the vita eremitica, originated in southern 
Italy in the ninth century, and told of her life in the wilderness. Subsequently 
the vita apostolica developed, which recounted her proselytization of the 
Mar seilles region. Finally, the two vitae were joined in the composite vita 
aposto lico-eremitica. Mary Magdalen’s cult was furthered, especially by 
the Dominicans, with the inclusion of her legend in the thirteenthcentury 
Legenda aurea and the composition of the early fourteenthcentury Book 
of Miracles of Saint Mary Magdalen.

In the first chapter, “The Sister Saints in the North: The Penitent and 
the Hostess” (pp. 12–34), Van Deusen surveys church calendars, dedi
cations, inventories, artistic depictions, prayer books, liturgical sources, 
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and hagiographic material as evidence of the cult and legend of Martha 
and Mary Magdalen in medieval Scandinavia. The chapter addresses the 
similarities and differences in devotion to Martha and Mary Magdalen 
in Denmark, Norway, Sweden and Finland. Of the two saints, Mary 
Mag dalen seems to have been more popular in Denmark, to judge by 
the frequent occurrence of her name in prayers. Mary Magdalen is por
trayed singly, but also with her sister Martha, in numerous frescos, 
and she appears to have been especially venerated by the Dominicans. 
Notably, Mary Magdalen is also the subject of a Danish ballad, in which 
she is associated with the Samaritan woman at the well. In Norway, Mary 
Magdalen’s feast is celebrated on 22 July, and it is regularly mentioned in 
Nor wegian charters from the beginning of the fourteenth century as well 
as in letters of indulgence. The saint is portrayed in paintings, sculptures, 
and textiles in Norway, and celebrated in the ballad “Maria Magdalena”, 
which has been transmitted in eighteen complete transcriptions. To judge 
by references to feast days of Mary Magdalen in Sweden and Finland, 
as well as the numerous churches and chapels dedicated to her, devotion 
to the saint seems to have been more popular there than in Denmark and 
Norway. Images of Mary Magdalen are found in more than one hundred 
frescos, altarpieces, sculptures, and textiles. Whereas Martha appears 
in medieval Swedish prayer books, she is mentioned only in passing 
and always in connection with Mary Magdalen, prayers to whom are 
preserved in several prayer books. The legend of Mary Magdalen is found 
in the Old Swedish Legendary, which derives from the Legenda aurea, 
but unlike the Latin legendary, the Swedish legendary transmits no inde
pen dent legend of Martha. A ballad about Mary Magdalen originated in 
the fifteenth century and survives in transcriptions dating from the end of 
the eighteenth century. 

The survey of devotion to the sister saints in Denmark, Norway, Swe
den, and Finland is a fitting backdrop for the investigation in the second 
chapter (pp. 35–60) of the cult and legends of Martha and Mary Magdalen 
in Iceland. It contains an exhaustive survey of evidence of their cult, their 
feast days in calendars, charters, and church inventories. Mary Magdalen 
is named in testaments, while images of her were owned by several 
medieval Icelandic churches, and she is represented in a number of 
manuscript illuminations. Church and monastery inventories reveal that 
they possessed legends of Mary Magdalen and/or Martha. Mary Magda
len is mentioned in homilies, and references to Martha, who is better 
represented in Iceland than in other Scandinavian countries, occur in both 
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secular and sacred literature. The sister saints appear in both prose and 
poetry. The outstanding testament to the two saints is the vernacular vita 
apostolico-eremitica, namely Mǫrtu saga ok Maríu Magðalenu, which 
derives from a variety of biblical and Latin exegetical sources. Unlike 
other medieval legends of the sister saints, there is a greater focus in the 
Ice landic legend on Martha than on Mary, whose apocryphal legend is 
relatively reduced. Mǫrtu saga ok Maríu Magðalenu commences with an 
introduction to Martha, with a focus on her virtues, her celibacy, her hos
pi tality and domestic abilities. Van Deusen notes that as a representative 
of the vita activa, Martha was an ideal model for Icelandic women in the 
domestic sphere. 

Chapter 3 (pp. 61–90) is devoted to a discussion of the manuscripts 
and transmission of Mǫrtu saga ok Maríu Magðalenu, its sources, 
author ship, and provenance. Van Deusen points out that only four Latin 
composite legends of Mary Magdalen and Martha are extant, but that 
none of these is similar to the blend of content and sources in the Ice
landic compilation. She suggests that the composite legend of the sister 
saints was written in Iceland around 1350, and that its author may have 
been Arngrímr Brandsson, abbot of the Benedictine monastery of Þing
eyrar. She argues that the legend’s style, use of sources, and content are 
similar to those of other prose works attributed to Arngrímr, in which 
he employed alliteration, connective formulae, and antitheses, as well as 
rhetorical questions and phrases. The primary source of Mǫrtu saga ok 
Maríu Magðalenu was Vincent of Beauvais’s Speculum historiale, one of 
Arn grímr’s sources in his writings, but also various other Latin sources, 
such as Peter Comestor’s Historia scholastica. 

The focus of chapter 4 (pp. 91–112) is on women preachers and the 
question of genre. Van Deusen points out that Mǫrtu saga ok Maríu 
Magðalenu has traditionally been classified with the heilagra meyja 
sögur, the legends of virgin martyrs, but observes that the saga of the 
sister saints differs substantially from these in content. She argues that 
the focus of the legend of Martha and Mary is on their apostolic mission 
and notes that in a scene after the Resurrection Mary is designated as 
“postoli postolanna”, a direct translation of the Latin apostolorum 
apostola, a common epithet for Mary Magdalen during the Middle Ages. 
The Icelandic saga recounts Mary’s missionary efforts and preaching in 
Provence—the Latin loan prédikaði occurs—and she is compared to the 
apostle Peter. Similarly, there is a focus on Martha’s preaching ministry in 
the legend. Van Deusen therefore suggests that the legend of Martha and 
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Mary might more appropriately be classified with the postola sögur rather 
than the heilagra meyja sögur. Van Deusen notes, however, that neither 
the law codes nor other relevant texts address the issue of preaching by 
women. Whereas there is some confirmation of women teaching within a 
formal ecclesiastical context in Iceland—in one instance a woman teaches 
a young boy to read the psalter—the sole evidence of women preaching is 
found in Mǫrtu saga ok Maríu Magðalenu. 

Natalie Van Deusen’s study of the saga of the sister saints concludes 
with an edition of Mǫrtu saga ok Maríu Magðalenu (pp. 116–203), with 
a critical apparatus of variant readings. The English translation on facing 
pages has notes indicating Latin sources. On the whole, the edition is 
exemplary, as is the English translation, though the latter occasionally 
repli cates what seems rather awkward syntax that Van Deusen ascribes 
to the Latin source. One of the idiosyncrasies of the legend is that words 
spoken by Jesus are usually followed by an exgetical restatement intro
duced by the clause, “sem hann segði”, which Van Deusen translates with 
“as though he said”. In her note on the translation, Van Deusen writes 
that her goal is readability, and that colloquialisms and idiomatic phrases 
are rendered into their best English equivalents. That is indeed the case, 
but occasionally the tone seems not quite right, for example, when Jesus 
appears to his disciples and says Heilar sé þér, which is rendered with the 
rather abrupt “Greetings” (pp. 150–51). Similarly, at the death of Mary 
Mag dalen, her body rests in the chapel for seven days and everyone noticed 
ilm mikinn, translated as “a powerful smell” (pp. 172–73). In this context, 
“smell” suggests a decomposing body, but the ilm mikinn refers here to 
the odor of sanctity, and “fragrance” would have been more appropriate. 
Such small quibbles aside, Van Deusen has produced a reliable translation 
of a rather difficult text. 

Van Deusen argues convincingly that Mǫrtu saga ok Maríu Magðalenu 
was composed around 1350, most likely by Arngrímr Brandsson, abbot 
of the Benedictine monastery of Þingeyrar. Therefore, I think it odd that 
her edition of the saga is normalized to a spelling standard from circa 
1200 (as found in the Íslenzk fornrit editions of the Íslendinga sögur), 
especially since the manuscripts on which the text is based, Holm Perg. 
2 fol. and AM 235 fol., are dated to the early fifteenth century. In other 
words, the orthographic normalization suggests a text some two centuries 
older than it is. A fourteenthcentury orthographic standard might have 
been more appropriate, like that adopted by Guðrún Ása Grímsdóttir in 
her edition of Söguþáttr af Jóni Halldórssyni biskupi (in Biskupa sögur 
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III, 1998), the account about Arngrímr’s contemporary and friend, Bishop 
Jón Halldórsson.

Natalie Van Deusen’s The Saga of the Sister Saints. The Legend of 
Martha and Mary Magdalen in Old Norse-Icelandic Translation is 
exemplary. The introductory study situates the Icelandic legend in the 
broader context of Latin hagiography and the cult of the sister saints in 
mainland Europe and Scandinavia. The analysis of the distinctive cult and 
legend in Iceland provides a fitting basis for the edition and translation of 
the vernacular vita apostolica-eremitica.
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