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Preface

Iceland is a large island — about the same size as Ireland — in the North
Atlantic. The Arctic Circle just skims the most northerly points of its
coastline. Most of the interior of Iceland is completely uninhabitable:
high snowy mountains and great rocky glaciers. In winter, the days
are dark; around the solstice, the sun barely rises at midday. But at
midsummer, there is almost perpetual daylight, and in spite of the
high latitude, around the coast the climate is surprisingly temperate
because of the warming effects of the Gulf Stream. These coastal
landscapes, agricultural and natural, can be remarkably reminiscent
of those in the west of Ireland, or the Western Isles of Scotland. But
there are some dramatic differences. Iceland is a volcanicisland: its sands
are black, there are great stretches of old, hardened lava, and every-
where evidence of fresh volcanic activity in hot springs, bubbling mud
pools and the pervasive smell of sulphur. Not for nothing did the poets
Simon Armitage and Glyn Maxwell call their Iceland travelogue Moon
Country, for it was here that American astronauts trained for their giant
leap. Here too, in the early Middle Ages, pioneer settlers established
not only a new nation, with sophisticated legal and parliamentary
structures in place of monarchy and the feudal system, but also a unique
literary culture quite unlike anything else in the Middle Ages. It is this
literary culture - its origins, range, and political and literary influence —
which is the subject of what follows.

This book is not a survey or a history of Old Norse-Icelandic
literature. Rather, it aims to introduce readers used to more familiar
kinds of literature — medieval or modern or both — to the distinctive
literary qualities of a very rich, diverse and extensive body of texts.



Iceland

The Beginnings

Iceland has no human prehistory. There are none of the megaliths of
western Europe, no stone circles or dolmens. In fact, there is no
reliable evidence of human habitation — neither archaeological re-
mains nor textual reference — until the Irish monk Dicuil, writing at
the court of King Charlemagne at the beginning of the ninth century,
reports that Irish pilgrim monks — peregrini who habitually sought
out the most isolated landfalls they could find — had been spending
summers on Iceland. Until then, Iceland was little more than a learned
rumour. The fourth-century sc Greek scholar and explorer Pytheas of
Marseilles was reputed to have proposed the existence of an inhab-
ited land six days sailing to the north of the British Isles; he called it
Thule, and it was imagined as the most remote geographical point —
Ultima Thule. This land came to be identified with Iceland (though it
was more probably the Shetlands, or even Norway). The Venerable
Bede, as later Icelandic historians were to record, alluded to sailings
between Britain and an island believed to be Pytheas’s Thule in his
time, the eighth century. But only Dicuil’s account records what is
plainly first-hand knowledge of what we now call Iceland:

It is now thirty years since priests who lived in that island from the first
of February to the first of August told me that not only at the summer
solstice but also on the days to either side of it the setting sun hides
itself at the evening hour as if behind a little hill, so that no darkness
occurs during that brief period; but that whatever task a man wishes to
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perform, even to picking the lice from his shirt, he can manage as
precisely as in broad daylight.

When Dicuil was writing, the distant north was just beginning to
make itself felt on the Carolingian empire — and indeed other western
European nation-states — in the shape of viking raids. It was as part of
the so-called viking expansion that the island of Iceland was itself
settled by the people who were to produce the most remarkable
vernacular literature in medieval Europe.

The term ‘viking’ is a major site of contention amongst scholars.
Strictly speaking, it denotes marauding bands of Scandinavian pirates,
but since a whole era in European history has been named after
them, the term has been loosely applied to many aspects of the
culture of that period. But the word does not denote nationality, and
the phrase ‘viking settlers’ is seen by many historians as a simple
contradiction in terms. On the other hand, it is not so easy to make a
clear-cut distinction between, for example, those Norwegians and
Hiberno-Norse who settled and farmed in Iceland, and the members
of raiding parties who terrorized Christian Europe, for the sagas
describe otherwise staid and law-abiding Icelandic farmers going on
viking expeditions during the summer months, and as we shall
see, the Icelandic text Landndmabdk relates that one of Iceland’s first
settlers raised his money for the settlement itself by raiding in Ireland.

The origin of the word ‘viking” is uncertain. In Old English, the
cognate word ‘wicing” was first used by Anglo-Saxons to designate
pirates of any nationality, and was never the only or even the standard
word used to denote Scandinavian raiders of any sort. Our modern
word ‘viking’ does not derive from this usage, but has come into
English by a much more roundabout route: the first instance of its use
recorded in the Oxford English Dictionary is from the beginning of the
nineteenth century, when it was adopted from modern Scandinavian
languages — which had themselves reintroduced it from the medieval
texts Scandinavian antiquarians were rediscovering.

It is customary to date the viking age from the notorious sack of
Lindisfarne, in ap 793, which the Anglo-Saxon scholar Alcuin seems
to identify as the first viking raid. However, it seems likely that
elsewhere in Britain there had been earlier, less spectacular raids
than the one on Lindisfarne. The end date is also hard to fix precisely,
but certainly by the middle of the eleventh century the viking raids
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characteristic of earlier centuries had ceased. And by then, William
the Conqueror, himself a descendant of the vikings who raided and
then settled Normandy, had not only become king of England, but
also beaten off a series of attempts at Scandinavian counter-invasions,
and completed the putting down of Scandinavian-sympathetic rebel-
lion in England with the so-called Harrying of the North. Even more
significant is the link with Icelandic history, for Iceland was converted
to Christianity in the year 1000, and in the years following the
conversion, the practice of writing down the Icelandic language in
Roman letters on vellum manuscripts, and thus, the production of a
developed body of literature, began.

For its first settlers, Iceland was to all intents and purposes ferra
nova. Dicuil’s pilgrim monks in search of solitude and an ascetic life
were not really settlers, since they never overwintered in Iceland. But
they were all Iceland had in the way of native inhabitants, and
later Icelandic historians, such as Ari Porgilsson, the twelfth-century
author of Islendingabék, the book of the Icelanders, note their presence
and explain, perhaps euphemistically, that they didn’t wish to live
alongside pagan Norwegian newcomers, and left. Thus these Norse
emigrants established a nation which alone amongst all those in
western Europe had a definitive point of origin.

There are two kinds of written evidence describing Scandinavians
of the settlement period, the early viking age: the later records of
native Icelandic historians, and the contemporary testimony of their
literate, Christian victims, in other countries. Both are vivid, detailed
and influential, and both are deeply flawed as historical source
material, and highly misleading in their own ways, as we shall see.
Wherever the vikings raided in Europe, their actions were chronicled
in lurid terms by native clerics. In 793, vikings had raided the monas-
tery at Lindisfarne, to the evident distress of the Anglo-Saxon scholar
Alcuin, who wrote a famous letter of condolence from the court of
Charlemagne, where he, like Dicuil, was an honoured guest, to King
Ethelred of Northumbria:

Lo, it is nearly 350 years that we and our fathers have inhabited
this lovely land, and never before has such terror appeared in Britain
as we have now suffered from a pagan race, nor was it thought that
such an inroad from the sea could be made. Behold the church of
St Cuthbert spattered with the blood of the priests of God, despoiled of
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all its ornaments; a place more venerable than all in Britain is given as
a prey to pagan peoples.

In the course of the next two and a half centuries, much of Europe -
and indeed beyond — was to experience the unparalleled terror of
viking raids, if the testimony of the monastic chroniclers who were
their prime victims is to be believed. Our modern-day views of the
viking invaders are based on such accounts from England, Ireland and
the Frankish kingdom. But they tell a partial story in both senses of
the word.

The activities of small, savage warbands, and larger-scale conquest
and settlement, are obviously very different matters. But Anglo-Saxon
annalists revile Norwegian raiders and Danish armies in exactly the
same terms: they are all unspeakably evil heathen murderers, a scourge
sent by God. And yet in the middle of the ninth century, when a
sizeable Danish army ravaged England, and most of the northern and
eastern parts fell under Scandinavian control, this area came to be
known as the Danelaw - significantly, and perhaps unexpectedly, a
name signifying a place where Scandinavian legal custom prevailed,
not a wasteland of anarchy and terror. The word ‘law’ itself is derived
from a borrowing into Old English from the Norse. No doubt there
had been terrible outrages in the course of this Anglo-Danish war.
But the death of King Edmund of East Anglia, who according to the
Anglo-Saxon chronicles was simply killed in battle against these
Scandinavian invaders, was soon transformed into a sensational
example of Christian martyrdom at the hands of heathen savages sent
by the devil himself. Other evidence — particularly from placenames —
indicates that the outcome of the Danish invasions was a settled
farming and trading community, whose members lived in harmony
with their Anglo-Saxon neighbours and soon adopted Christianity.
Less than a century and a half later, on St Brice’s Day 1002, Ethelred,
king of England, ordered a massacre of all Danes living in his king-
dom. In Oxford, the Danish population fled to the sanctuary of St
Frideswide’s church, but this did not save them, because Ethelred’s
soldiers burnt it, with the Danes inside. This is a dramatic reversal of
the usual association of church burning and mass murder with the
Scandinavian invaders. And though the earliest Scandinavian raiders
would certainly have been pagans, Christianity had spread fast through-
out northern Europe, and by the turn of the millennium, Iceland,
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Norway and Denmark were all Christian nations, with Sweden not
far behind.

In such contemporary evidence, we hear the testimony of those
who saw Scandinavians as unwelcome outsiders, a heathen ‘other’
causing destruction, havoc and terror. But we do not hear the voices
of the vikings themselves. Contemporary written evidence from
the Scandinavians themselves does, however, exist, in the form of
inscriptions carved in wood, or stone, or ivory, in the runic alphabet
or fupark.

Language

The fupark was a native Germanic script which may date from as early
as the beginning of the first millennium ap. It was named after its first
six letters: each letter also had a name which was a common noun
beginning with the sound of the runic letter. Thus the first six runes
were called in Old Norse fé (cattle), ur (shower), purs (ogre), dss (god),
reid (riding) and kaun (boil). Some of the letters in the runic alphabet
resemble familiar Roman forms, but the origins of most of them are
unknown, although it has been suggested that they were modelled on
Greek or Etruscan letters. The functionality of the alphabet was clearly
the primary influence on the shape of its letters, however, which are
largely made up of straight lines with only the odd broad curve: a set
of carved staves, rather than a cursive script. Runic inscriptions tend,
naturally, to be brief, and a substantial number, especially the earliest
ones, are wholly or partly obscure in meaning. But the whole
runic corpus — some thousands of inscriptions — as well as being
the only written source from the viking age which records what the
Scandinavians wanted to say about themselves (as opposed to the
chronicles of their neighbours or descendants), is the earliest written
precursor of the language now usually known as Old Norse — the
language of the sagas.

The runic alphabet, with some modifications, could be used for
inscribing any Germanic language — there are a number of runic
inscriptions in Old English, and a handful of Frisian ones. But the
earliest inscriptions, from Scandinavia, are in a language convention-
ally termed ‘Proto-Scandinavian’ — the ancestor of modern Icelandic,
Norwegian, Danish and Swedish. The linguistic information they can
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offer is limited, however, since most run only to one or two words,
and insofar as they can be made out at all, inscribe proper names, or
meaningless collections of often repeated letters. Many record on
individual objects the names of the owners or creators of these
artefacts; a good example is the Danish Gallehus horn from the fourth
century ap, whose maker proudly carved ‘Ek HlewagastiR HoltijaR
horna tawido” — ‘I, HlewagastiR, [son] of Holt, crafted the horn.” The
whole inscription seems to reflect the kind of metre — a long line with
a break halfway through, two stressed syllables in each half, the first
two alliterating, together with the first of the second pair — which is
characteristic of both Old Norse-Icelandic and Old English poetry.

At the beginning of the viking age, in the eighth century, the Proto-
Scandinavian language of runic inscriptions begins to change quite
markedly. Syllables are lost, and the vowels of those remaining are
altered, but there was still, apparently, one language common to most
of Scandinavia, though this may of course be the effect of there being
so little evidence remaining, and of runic inscriptions using conven-
tional and perhaps fossilized formulae; it tells us nothing about the
variety of spoken language. But by the end of the period, in the
eleventh century, philologists can distinguish East Norse — the lan-
guages of Denmark and Sweden — and West Norse, the language of
Norway, and, by extension, of those colonies settled from there: the
Faroes, Greenland, Scandinavian outposts in Ireland and the western
British Isles, and most importantly, Iceland, where a whole literate,
literary culture was recorded and invented. After the conversion,
Icelanders adopted the Latin alphabet for their literature, with the
inclusion of the runic character ‘P’, usually called by its English
name, ‘thorn’, and therefore probably taken not directly from the
Scandinavian fupark but from English orthography, where it remained
in use until Chaucer’s time.

For the next couple of centuries, the West Norse spoken and
written in Iceland and Norway was common to both countries. This
explains the confusing terminology of Old Norse-Icelandic studies: the
common language is usually termed Old Norse (more precisely, Old
West Norse), even though most of the literature in which it was
written took shape in Iceland. Some scholars therefore make a dis-
tinction between Old Icelandic literature and the Old Norse language.
But since Norwegian and Icelandic are virtually identical at this time,
it isn’t always possible to be sure in which country some of the texts
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were produced. The most inclusive term possible for the literature is
Old Norse-Icelandic, and I shall use Old Norse as the name of the
language.

As time went on, the primary link between Iceland and Norway
began to fade, and Norwegian began to develop separately, while
medieval Icelandic — the language more commonly known as Old
Norse — continued with very little change. This was due partly to the
geographical situation of Iceland, and its increasing cultural isolation
throughout the early modern period. The result is that the language
of the sagas is very little different from the language spoken and
written in present-day Iceland, although of course the lexis has greatly
increased to accommodate modern conditions. New terms have
usually been constructed from native elements, rather than borrowed
from other European languages, or based on Greek or Latin words.
Modern Icelandic is thus full of constructions such as smjorliki, the
word for margarine (literally, ‘butter-substitute’) or /josmynd, literally,
‘light-image’, that is, photograph.

Although at first sight these modern Icelandic words look very
unfamiliar, in fact with practice (and hindsight) it is possible to relate
many of them to English words. This is because all the Scandinavian
languages, including Icelandic, on the one hand, and English,
together with Dutch, German and Frisian, on the other, trace their
ancestry back to a common Germanic original. English and Icelandic
are therefore cognate languages, that is, they have a cousinly rela-
tionship to each other. However, since Modern Icelandic has changed
relatively little from its medieval form, while English has changed a
great deal, the correspondences between individual word elements
are not always immediately apparent. Thus, for instance, the first
element in smjorliki, margarine, is related to the Modern English verb
‘to smear’; the Old English noun smere, fat or grease, has not survived
into Modern English, and in Icelandic it had the specialized meaning
of dairy fat, that is, butter. The second element is even trickier. The
word /iki looks as if it is cognate with the English word ‘like’, and indeed
there is a very similar Icelandic word — /7kur — which does mean ‘like’.
But in this case, the element /iki is cognate with a word which has now
all but disappeared from Modern English, though it was the standard
word for body, form or shape in Old English, lic. Its only survival in
contemporary English, to my knowledge, is as the first element in
‘lych-gate’ — the entrance to a churchyard, and the place where the
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coffin, and therefore the dead body, was set down before entry into
the church. A similar form, also meaning ‘body’, survives in the name
for a long-distance footpath — the Lyke Wake walk — across the North
Yorkshire Moors. The walk was named after a Cleveland dialect poem,
the ‘Lyke Wake Dirge’, which describes the journey of a soul after
death; the walk itself is imagined to follow the kind of arduous routes
mourners might have used when carrying coffins from isolated farm-
steads to the thinly spaced churches of the moors.

Many words in Icelandic are extremely similar to Modern English
forms: the word handrit, for instance, is easily guessable as ‘manuscript’,
literally ‘writing by hand” — though one might confuse it with rithond,
which means ‘handwriting’. Similarities between the two languages
were more evident in the early period, and in the viking age, Anglo-
Saxons and Scandinavians would probably have been able to under-
stand one another. But this is not evident from contemporary texts,
because Old English literature mostly survives in a standard, literary
language known as Late West Saxon (we know relatively little about
other regional, spoken versions of it), and the standard Old Norse
literary language dates from well after the viking age; Old Norse-
Icelandic literature was written down during the later twelfth century,
when the viking age was over. We can only guess at the pronunciation
of both languages; the northern variants of Old English in particular
may have sounded surprisingly close to Old Norse — just as, for example,
contemporary north-eastern dialects are believed by some to be
intelligible to Norwegians, especially if delivered at full volume.

From the Anglo-Saxon period onwards, contact between the
English and the Norse led to many Old Norse words being borrowed
into the English language. To begin with, this borrowed vocabulary
apparently reflected the new technology which the vikings intro-
duced: the terminology of ships and sailing. But as more and more
Scandinavians settled permanently alongside the Anglo-Saxons, so
the number of loanwords increased. Not only individual words,
but also idioms, syntactical patterns and grammatical features were
borrowed into English, so much so that post-viking age English — which,
with the admixture of a French element after the Norman Conquest,
is the basis for Middle English, the language of Chaucer — has been
called an Anglo-Scandinavian creole, that is, a mix of two languages
which forms the basis of a new mother tongue. Such intensive
borrowing was of course made easier by the inherent similarity of the
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two languages. And this is the reason why many words of Norse
derivation — which include such basic items as ‘die’, ‘take’, ‘husband’,
‘them’ and ‘their’, ‘window’, ‘happy’, ‘wrong’ and, as we have seen,
‘law’ — do not strike native speakers as ‘foreign’, or out of place in
English. It is sometimes impossible to distinguish what was originally
a Norse loanword from an item derived from a close Anglo-Saxon
cognate. In the northern parts of the British Isles — Northern Ireland,
Scotland and the north of England - the influence of Norse is espe-
cially evident in dialectal loanwords and Scandinavian-influenced
pronunciation. English and Icelandic share the same linguistic roots,
but during the viking age, the contact between their speakers intensi-
fied the already close relationship between them.

Cultural Heritage

Though the earliest runic inscriptions are mostly too short to provide
much historical information, viking age runic texts — the vast majority
of the three-thousand-odd examples carved on to memorial stones —
provide extraordinary insights into the lives and deaths of those
continental Scandinavians who commissioned them and whom they
commemorate. The runestones taken as a group confirm modern
conceptions of the vikings as adventurers, traders and fighters. The
central importance of the viking ship in all these activities is reflected in
runic texts, and there are approving references to heroic virtues such
as loyalty, fellowship and honour, as well as condemnation of their
counterparts: betrayal, murder and disgrace. But the prominence of
women in the runic evidence — primarily as the commissioners of runic
monuments, but also as the beneficiaries in complicated property deals —
is more unexpected, and the degree to which poetry is preserved in
inscriptions suggests another side to viking culture. The function of
memorial stones as records of legal inheritance and affinities also
testifies to an ordered, relatively regular society, and one which valued
the stability which genealogical records could confer. This was also a
society on the cusp of a major transformation from paganism to Chris-
tianity. Runestones thus reveal to us not only an image of marauders
and travellers quite close to that recorded by their contemporary
clerical victims, and enthusiastically taken up by later societies, but
also a less sensational, and more impressive, social culture.
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Reading the runes — an idiom which has, incidentally, come to be
used in contemporary English for the activity of foreseeing the polit-
ical and economic future, though there is no reason to suppose that
genuine runes ever served any divinatory purpose — presents a number
of practical problems. Sometimes inscriptions have been damaged or
worn away, and those who carved them seem on occasion to have
made mistakes which render an inscription meaningless without careful
amendment. Sometimes it seems that inscriptions were plain mean-
ingless. However, the clarity of some of these messages is startling,
and the information they provide is invaluable. For instance, we learn
from runic inscriptions that vikings may have referred to themselves
as such. The Tirsted stone from Lolland in Sweden contains a longish
inscription with a whole series of what are apparently mistakes on
the part of the rune carver: words missed out, or written twice, and
some unintelligible series of letters. But the whole text seems to record
that two men, Asrad and Hilvig, set up the stone in memory of a
relative of theirs, Frede, who fought with Fregge and was killed, and
the inscription appears to sum them up: aliR uikikaR - all vikings.
They were certainly doing what we expect vikings to do: fighting,
getting Kkilled, and praising kinsmen.

It is also not unexpected that words for ships and sailing, for parts
of ships and for their crews and captains are relatively common on
viking age inscriptions. The amazing extent of viking exploration,
in pursuit of both war and trade, is everywhere evident. Names of
foreign lands figure largely on memorial stones, which often record
death far from home: westwards, in England - several stones record
that the deceased received tribute there: giald, the infamous Danegeld —
or Ireland; or eastwards, around the Baltic Sea, or in Novgorod,
Byzantium, Jerusalem, or ‘Serkland’, the home of the Saracens. Such
public monuments would serve not only as pious or respectful
memorials, but also, more practically, as unequivocal notices of deaths
which were otherwise — especially in the absence of a body -
unverifiable. They also make public the obvious entailments of fam-
ilial relationships: inheritance claims, and the right to ownership of
land and property.

Sometimes a runic inscription includes a simple declaration of
ownership: ‘This farm is their odal and family inheritance, the sons
of Finnvidr at Algesta’ is the concluding note on a memorial to one
of these brothers. But an inscription on a rock at Hillersjo, in the
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Swedish district of Uppland, sets out a complicated history which
might well have given rise to fierce dispute if its details were not
unalterably set in stone:

Geirmund married Geirlaug when she was a girl. Then they had a son,
before he [Geirmund] drowned, and the son died afterwards. Then she
married Gudrik ... Then they had children, but only a girl lived. She
was called Inga. She married Ragnfast of Snottsa, and then he died, and
a son afterwards, and the mother [Inga] inherited from her son. Inga
afterwards married Eirik. Then she died, and Geirlaug inherited from
her daughter Inga.

This stone, with its unusually long inscription, belongs to a group of
six, all of which record details of the same extended family. Four of
them were commissioned by Inga herself, the wife of Ragnfast, and the
Hillersjo inscription makes plain how it was that she had the wealth
and standing to commission such a rich body of memorial stones: she
was already the only surviving child of two marriages, and thus the sole
heir. One of Inga’s stones details how she had also inherited property
from her father. But the climax of the Hillersjo story — even, we might
want to call it, saga — is its revelation that when Inga died, everything
reverted to her mother Geirlaug. Geirlaug must have become a rich
woman, and such accumulated wealth would be likely to have caused
resentment: on one of the stones it is recorded that Ragnfast had
sisters, but not that they inherited anything. The runic inscription
explains how it was that Geirlaug came to inherit everything.
Simple inscriptions on objects which we can assume were gifts —
‘Singasven polished this for Thorfrid’, inscribed on a knife handle, or
‘Gautvid gave this scales-box to Gudfrid” on a bronze mount — are
testimony to traditional relationships between men and women
familiar throughout history: men as the commissioners or makers of
the piece, and women as recipients. But women figure very largely as
the commissioners of memorial runestones, and the most obvious
reason is that since so many of them commemorate men who died
fighting abroad, it would often fall to their widows to set up the
memorial to them, even though these women would not have the
right to inherit from their husbands if there were children from their
marriage. And some runic inscriptions commemorate women, none
more touchingly than a stone set up in Rimseg by Thorir in memory
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of his mother, which concludes: ‘mupur is daupi sam uarst maki’ — a
mother’s death is the worst (thing) for a son. The last part of this
lament is inscribed backwards, as if such personal grief should not be
broadcast so baldly on a public monument.

Most viking age poetry has survived in the later prose works of
medieval Icelanders, quoted, ostensibly from oral tradition, to sub-
stantiate or embellish their narratives. But a number of runestones
include verses in their inscriptions. The earliest to do so, the Rok
stone, which has been dated to the ninth century, quotes, in the
midst of a lengthy and mostly obscure genealogical catalogue, eight
lines apparently from a poem about Theodric, king of the Franks in
the sixth century, and the subject of later Old Norse heroic literature.
The metre of the lines, and the form and content of its poetic diction
— Theodric is called ‘stilliR flutna’, leader of sea-warriors — is familiar
from Old Norse verse only preserved in post-viking age manuscripts.
On the Karlevi stone, from Oland, in Sweden, a whole stanza in the
complex metre known as drottkvett — the metre of the court — is
meticulously inscribed. Stanzas in this metre consist of eight short

[
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The Karlevi stone, Oland, Sweden, dating from about the year 1000.
One complete skaldic stanza is legibly incised in runes on the stone.
© Corbis
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(six-syllable) lines of highly alliterative and consonantal wordplay.
Since much of this early poetry — if we include those stanzas quoted
in later texts — is praise poetry, either publicly celebrating the deeds
of a live leader, in the hope of financial reward, or respectfully com-
memorating one who is dead, then it is exactly what we might expect
to find on grand public monuments such as runestones. The com-
pressed intricacy of the skaldic stanza is ideally suited to the needs of
the rune carver, whose craft would have been far too laborious to
accommodate more expansive narratives in verse or prose. The Karlevi
stanza praises and commemorates a Danish ruler who is designated
by an elaborate string of epithets — battle-strong chariot-god of the
great land of the sea-king. This can be decoded as sea captain, since
the great land of a sea king is, paradoxically, the sea, and vehicle-
god of the sea is one who commands a ship. Such circumlocutions
are known as kennings, and are the most distinctive feature of Old
Norse skaldic verse. Here, then, the runic evidence shows that fully
developed skaldic verse was being practised in the ninth century, that
is, as early as later Old Norse sources suggest. And the language of the
Karlevi verse identifies its skald as a Norwegian or an Icelander, even
though the runic letters are in Danish style, corroborating later Old
Norse sources which identify Norwegians and Icelanders as masters of
the art.

In Old Norse tradition, the god of poetry, Odinn, is apparently credited
with the invention, or at least discovery, of runes, and two Swedish
runestones call their alphabet ‘of divine origin’. The word ‘rune’ itself
—riin in Old Norse — is related to other Germanic words associated with
secrecy, and some surviving inscriptions include curses or charms, often
directed towards potential vandals, as on the Glavendrup stone (com-
missioned by a woman), which ends with the imprecation ‘May he
become [a] riti who damages the stone or drags it away.” No one knows
what the word riti might mean; but one can speculate. Meaningless
strings of runic letters on stones and objects may be magic formulae.

The Glavendrup stone also includes the laconic charm ‘pur uiki pasi
runar’ — ‘may Porr hallow these runes’. But in general, the inscrip-
tions provide very little information about Scandinavian paganism.
They are bearers and broadcasters of secular information. By far the
most evidence of pagan belief comes from viking age picture stones,
with their vivid and often highly detailed scenes. It can be hard to
work out what exactly is being depicted. Sometimes, the incised
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The Hordum stone, Thy, Denmark. This depicts the god Porr on a fishing
expedition; on the end of his taut line, but out of the picture, is the mighty
world serpent.

Museet for Thy og Vester Hanherred, Thisted Museum

picture is accompanied by some runic text, as with the famous Swed-
ish Ramsund stone, for example. Scenes from the celebrated story
of Sigurdr the dragon-slayer are contained within a frame formed by
a snake’s body, and runic letters spell out the inscription — not an
explanation of or a commentary on the illustration, but a conven-
tional commemorative formula. The relationship between the picture
and the words seems to be simply the association of the dead man
with a great legendary hero.

We would hardly be able to interpret the scenes on these stones at
all were it not for the survival of later, written texts, which either allude
to or recount in detail mythological episodes. But while literary texts
can help to interpret the pictures (though many remain completely
obscure), the stones, which can be dated to the early viking age, are in
turn clear evidence that literature preserved in later texts is recount-
ing, at least in broad outline, myths which were known in the earlier
period. The Hordum stone, from North Jutland, depicts, in a few
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laconic, expressive strokes, the god Porr — unmistakable in his distinct-
ive pointed helmet — at sea, the stern of his rowing boat braced at an
improbably steep angle, and his foot poking through the bottom of
the little boat. All the energy and tension of the scene are focused on
Porr’s fishing line, but the picture on the rock is fragmentary, and we
cannot see what extraordinary creature might be on the end of that
taut, fine line. Old Norse accounts in both prose and verse of Porr’s
dramatic encounter with the World Serpent make clear the signific-
ance of this scene: in the poetry especially, it appears that the World
Serpent is figured as a massive living belt holding together the whole
world — much as the runic snake encompasses the illustrated history
of Sigurdr the dragon-slayer on the Ramsund stone — a world which
is, literally, hanging by a thread in this scene.

Memorial stones, in conventional formulae still familiar today, com-
mend the dead person to Christ, and hope for mercy from a Christian
god. Some couch this prayer in disarmingly frank terms, such as the
Lilla Lundby stone, which enjoins ‘God defend his soul better than he
knew how to deserve it.” Perhaps the single most famous, and most
impressive, Christian runic monument is the Jelling stone, which
has been dubbed ‘Denmark’s baptismal certificate’ — a phrase worth
repeating because it underlines the place and function of runic
inscriptions in a society which was pre-literate in the conventional
European sense of producing documents in Latin script on vellum.

The Jelling stone is part of a complex of Danish monuments set up
by King Gorm the Old and his son Harald Blacktooth, who ruled
Denmark in the second half of the tenth century. The first Jelling stone
commemorates Gorm’s queen, Thyre, who is elegantly described —
though the runes are rather inelegantly carved — as ‘Denmark’s
adornment’. Gorm was a pagan, and it is recorded that he once
refused permission for a Christian bishop to engage in missionary
work in his kingdom. The second Jelling stone is by contrast a mag-
nificent piece of work, beautifully decorated as well as bearing the
highly significant runic declaration: ‘King Harald commanded this
monument to be made in memory of Gorm his father, and in memory
of Thyre, his mother — that Harald who won the whole of Denmark
for himself, and Norway, and made the Danes Christian.” On one
face of the stone, the so-called ‘Jelling beast’, an elaborately carved
monster, is framed by a serpent. On the other is a picture of Christ,
arms outstretched in victory.

15



IcELAND

Runic inscriptions and picture stones are partly textual (and thus
historical) and partly material (and thus archaeological) sources for
the past. Other material remains of viking age culture tend to confirm
the picture we have so far, of raiders and traders, pagans and Chris-
tians, farmers and craftworkers. Ships, swords and helmets (not the
horned ones of Victorian fantasy) are evidence of both the distribu-
tion of viking activity, and the nature of it, just as documented in the
written sources of their victims. Hoards of coin and other precious
objects can also indicate the extent of viking adventuring, though it is
not always clear whether an individual collection of foreign coins and
exotic items is evidence of fair trading or forced tribute. The elaborate
craftsmanship of Scandinavian artefacts suggests not only a highly
developed sense of the aesthetic, but also, together with more recent
evidence of viking age settlements both at home and abroad — the
workshops, shipyards and trading centres at viking towns such as
York, for instance, or Ribe, or Hedeby — a complex and cohesive social
set-up. Charms or amulets which probably depict the god Porr reflect
his status — confirmed by personal and placename evidence — as the
most worshipped of the pagan pantheon. Perhaps the most evocative
material evidence of viking culture as one which straddled the pagan
and the Christian is the manufacturer’s mould from North Jutland,
from which both a Porr’s hammer and a Christian cross could be cast,
according to the customer’s preference.

All this runic and archaeological evidence is not of course directly
applicable to Iceland. The unique conditions of the settlement — the
very newness of Icelandic society — would have radically altered social
relations both amongst the settlers themselves, as they struggled with
the basics of survival in what was for much of the year a fiercely
harsh environment, and between these pioneers and the societies
they had left behind, especially given the difference between Iceland
as a republic, and the Scandinavian nations as monarchies. And it
must be remembered that though most of the runic evidence comes
from Denmark and Sweden, Iceland was settled by Norwegian emig-
rants, together with a Celtic admixture whose culture and language
would have been completely different. None the less, the picture we
derive from archaeology and runic inscriptions is a striking one. The
language of the runes — at first, Proto-Scandinavian, and then, into
the viking age, common Scandinavian - is easily identifiable as a close
forerunner of Icelandic. But from the content of the inscriptions, we
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learn of values, both heroic and personal, as memorial stones praise
the dead and denigrate their opponents. We see the commissioners
and craftworkers of these memorials as poets and historians, caught
up in dense and powerful webs of kinship and friendship bonds. We
have a picture of a society in which women might wield power and
influence. And it is a society which valued the commemoration of
the past, and its links to the present through genealogy and poetry.
Perhaps most significantly of all, as a prefiguration of a new society
which was to found a great literary culture, what the runic inscrip-
tions indicate is a people who were concerned to record, and not
just remember: to transform information into art. There are no runic
memorial stones in Iceland, a new land which no one inherited from
his or her ancestors. But it may be that a literary culture took their
place, as Icelanders textualized not only their own settlement, their
conversion and the lives of generations immediately preceding
their own, but also the history and mythic prehistory of Norway and
Denmark

Discovery and Settlement

Since there was no indigenous population in Iceland when the pagan
Norsemen arrived, it was left to later Icelandic historians to chronicle
the settlement. They record that during the ninth century a series of
Scandinavian travellers sailed to Iceland. According to one source, the
first was Naddoddr, a Norwegian viking — perhaps exiled, presumably
for criminal activities — who was heading for the Faroes, but was
driven ashore on Iceland, which he named, disparagingly, Snowland.
A Swede called Gardarr was intrigued enough to make a purposeful
search for this unpromising place, guided by his mother, we are told,
who had second sight, though it’s not clear whether her clairvoyance
revealed to him anything about Iceland’s future, or simply provided
him with the necessary directions. He formed a better opinion of it
than Naddoddr, and called it Gardarsholm — Gardarr’s Island. The
name Iceland was given by Floki Vilgerdarson, a Norwegian who was
following in Gardarr’s footsteps. Floki is said to have taken three
ravens to sea with him, and he was able to measure how close to the
new land he was by whether the birds flew backwards, upwards or
forwards. One of Floki’s party reported — somewhat proleptically! — to
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Norwegians back home that in this place butter dripped from every
blade of grass. Iceland, as represented by its native historians, had
become a talked-about destination, and a newly emerged refuge for
those who, like Noah, had searched the seas for a place to settle.

Landndmabdk, the book of settlements, or more literally, land-
takings, is a compilation — now extant in medieval fragments or
seventeenth-century copies or redactions — of information about the
first settlers of Iceland: where they settled, who their families were,
and who they were related to; and it is from Landndmabdk that most
of our information about these early travellers to Iceland comes.
Perhaps because it mostly makes no attempt at a continuous narrative
form, Landndmabdk has usually been regarded as historically reliable.
But when we read about how the first permanent settler made his
land-taking on Iceland, we may begin to suspect that the material is
not as dependable as the form of the text suggests. Landndmabok is a
probably a version of Iceland’s origins shaped by the ideologies of the
descendants of the original settlers: the settlement as they would have
wished it to be.

Both Landndmabék and Islendingabdk stress that Iceland was settled
by Norwegians. As we have seen, the existence of Irish monks on
Iceland is not air-brushed from the record, but it is passed over swiftly.
The first two actual settlers are named in Landndmabdk as a pair of
Norwegians, Ingolfr and Leifr. The account in Landndmabdk of the
events which lead up to the emigration of Ing6lfr and Leifr is a short
story in itself, and bears all the hallmarks of the storyteller’s art.
Ingolfr and Leifr are blood brothers — actually, second cousins — whose
great-grandfather is Hromundr Gripsson, a legendary hero celebrated
in Old Icelandic tradition. The brothers team up with the three sons
of a Norwegian earl, rather formulaically named Hasteinn, Hersteinn
and Hélmsteinn. One winter, celebrating their viking exploits together
at a feast, one of the earl’s sons vows that he will marry Ingélfr’s
sister, or marry no one. This oath is not well received ‘by people’, the
narrator non-committally notes, although Leifr goes red in the face,
something which indicates anger in Old Norse narratives. The next
we hear is that Ing6lfr and Leifr mount an attack on the earl’s sons,
killing one of them. The following year, the second of the earl’s sons
makes a revenge attack, but is killed himself. The earl and his one
surviving son are offered compensation, and they demand the total
assets of both blood brothers. Ingélfr and Leifr get a ship ready and
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set off for Iceland. Having decided on a place to settle, they part
company. Ingdlfr puts all his money into settling permanently in
Iceland, while Leifr goes on a viking expedition to Ireland, where he
gathers together much plunder (including money and a sword from
inside a pitch-black gravemound, which the sword, wielded by the
mound’s ghostly occupant, mysteriously illuminates; and ten Irish
slaves, of whom five are named). Almost as an afterthought, we are
told that he had by this time married Ingoélfr’s sister.

There is no way of determining how much of this little story is
‘true’, in the conventional sense. On the other hand, there are plenty
of fictional features: the pair of heroes, the three sons of the earl, the
matching fights. Characteristic of Old Norse adventure stories are the
impressive ancestry of the heroes, their brave show against aristo-
cratic opponents, and the recovery of treasure and weapons from
inside a gravemound (even the Old English poem Beowulf relates how
its hero descends into a dark cavern lit by a sword and inhabited by
a hostile monster). But perhaps most striking is the way this story
reflects some of the key features of Old Norse saga writing. The
syntax and style are straightforward and unpretentious; there are
remarkably few adjectives. The narrative is presented simply as a
report of events, without any comment, interpretation or other inter-
vention from the narrator. He only tells us what any observer might
have heard or seen — for instance, that Leifr flushed red, rather than
telling us directly that he became angry. The author does not pre-
sume to tell us why Leifr was angry; alert readers or listeners may
make the correct inference at the time — that Leifr himself wanted to
marry his blood brother’s sister, and resents the young aristocrat’s
presumption — or it may dawn on them at the end of the story, like
the key to a puzzle. But it has been purposefully withheld until the
end of the account. And yet in spite of all this evidence of literary
shaping at work, the clear implication is that the author is only telling
us what he knows — only five slaves are named, and he clearly does
not see it as his business to invent any more names, or by implication
to elaborate anything else in this account. ‘What he knows” may of
course be the story, fictional or otherwise, which he has inherited.
But the impression given is of the recording of a factual tradition.

There are problems of a different sort about the historical reliability
of Ingolfr and Leifr’s settlement. After their adventures with the earl’s
sons, Ingolfr makes his way to Iceland, but not before he has held a
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major pagan sacrifice, and carried out rituals of divination to deter-
mine whether or not this new country is a propitious destination.
When he first catches sight of Iceland, Ingélfr performs another act of
pagan piety: he throws overboard his high-seat pillars. It seems likely
that these formed part of the throne on which the head of the family
might sit on formal occasions, and that they might have been carved,
and had a religious significance. Ingo6lfr trusts that they will indicate,
according to where they are washed up, a place in Iceland favoured
by his family’s gods back in Norway. The author of Landndmabdk is
in no way apologetic about Ing6lfr's pagan practices, and this model
of settlement is implicitly contrasted with Leifr’s. Leifr disdains sacri-
fice to the gods, and does not throw any high-seat pillars overboard
in the hope of an omen. And his attempt at settlement is a farcical
failure.

Leifr and his Irish slaves, far from enjoying divine direction, drift
helplessly off the Icelandic coast. Finding himself short of drinking
water, he improbably acts on his slaves” inexplicable advice to make a
mixture of flour and butter to relieve thirst. Their name for the result
is minnpak, apparently a Norse approximation of the Irish term
‘menadach’, a sort of porridge or polenta. The only use found for the
minnpak is the coining of the placename ‘Minnpakseyrr’, which no
doubt explains the existence of the whole bizarre story, for a timely
shower of rain relieves the drought on board, and the minnpakr goes
mouldy, and is thrown overboard in a messy parody of the high-seat
pillars ritual; it is washed up at Minnpakseyrr.

Once ashore, Leifr puts his Irish slaves to pulling the plough, and
they rebel, and kill Leifr and his companions. They settle in the
Vestmannaeyjar — the islands of the men of the west (the Irish) — and
are eventually tracked down by Ingdlfr, who wipes them out. Their
leader gives his name to the place at which he meets his death -
Dufpakskor — and the place at which the slaves jumped over a cliff is
also named after them. In other words, placenames which might
seem to indicate Irish presence are explained not as Irish settlements,
but as commemorating how this Irish element was decisively erased.
This is the Icelandic account of the settlement of Iceland: Norwegian
ancestry, untainted by any Celtic admixture, and sympathetic accept-
ance of the pagan culture which went with it. Incidentally, this
picture of pure Norwegian ancestry has been undermined by modern
genetic research, which indicates a strong Celtic element in the
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Icelandic gene pool. The earliest Icelandic accounts of the settlement
are not reliable as history.

What we learn of the settlement of Iceland from later native sources
may be unreliable on two counts: the history may be at best selective,
at worst deliberately distorted; or the narrative may be framed in a
way which makes modern readers suppose it to be history even though
it may be fiction. When we come to look at the Icelandic family sagas,
which take as their subject the lives of the families of these settlers,
similar blurring of historical fact and naturalistic fiction, compounded
by the saga authors” adherence to a style more historical than fictional,
means that the picture we have of early Icelandic society may
be authentic, invented, or somewhere between the two. For our
purposes, more significant than the rather partial information early
Icelandic historical sources can offer is the narrative form they take:
poised between history and fiction, they are strongly told stories with
vivid characters and dramatic events, yet with one foot firmly in a
real historical world. These histories herald the family sagas.
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What Is a Saga?

Even readers who know very little of Old Norse-Icelandic literature
will mostly have heard of the Icelandic sagas, but far fewer have a
clear idea of what actually constitutes a saga. The Icelandic word saga
is related to the Old Norse verb segja, ‘to say’: this may indicate
something about the origins of saga literature in that early period of
Iceland’s history before texts were written down, but very little about
the form of what is told. Saga is comparable with the English word
‘story’, which can similarly be used to designate a wide variety of
writing. The term saga does not even distinguish between a fictional
narrative and an historical account. There are thus many kinds
of saga in Icelandic literary tradition, but the most celebrated is the
so-called ‘family saga’ — the Islendingasaga, or saga of Icelanders.

The family sagas constitute a literary genre unique to Iceland,
and the major part of this chapter will be devoted to describing and
defining them. But in Icelandic tradition, several more familiar
medieval genres are also called sagas: saints’ lives (such as Mariu
saga, for instance, or Amndreas saga, lives of the Blessed Virgin and
St Andrew); clerical biographies (the so-called Byskupa sogur, or lives
of the bishops); translations of chansons de geste or French romances
(Karlamagnus saga, the story of Charlemagne, or Tristrams saga ok
Isondar, the romance of Tristan and Isolde); historical biographies of
Scandinavian kings (Sverris saga, the life of King Sverrir of Norway,
amongst many others, or Knytlinga saga, a history of the kings of
Denmark, named after their progenitor Knttr); or legendary heroic
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sagas (the so-called fornaldarsogur, stories about olden times). There is
one common denominator: sagas, fictional or historical, fantastical or
naturalistic, native or translated, religious or secular, are all continu-
ous prose narratives about the past. Within this huge variety, I want
to concentrate on sagas which are native, secular and naturalistic: the
family sagas or I[slendingasdgur.

The past in which the family sagas are set — the sdgudld, or saga time —
is the period leading up to the settlement of Iceland in ap 870 on until
the first few decades after Christianity, around 1030. During this brief
period, Iceland established itself as a nation, and its settlers set up a
strong and workable parliamentary and legal system. Iceland func-
tioned as an imperfect but extraordinarily precocious democracy, with
elected judges and legislators. Much power in this society was still in
the hands of hereditary chieftains, or godar, but there were no kings,
and the great power struggles with the church were still centuries in
the future. Essentially, Iceland was a scattered but cohesive commu-
nity of independent farming settlers, pioneers fighting for survival in
the face of a harsh climate and a recalcitrant landscape. These two
contrasting contexts — a sophisticated political and intellectual milieu
together with a very basic fight for physical survival — form the back-
drop to the events of the family sagas.

Family sagas were first written down in manuscript form in the
thirteenth century. The authors and audience of family sagas can only
be conjectured. The preferred image of medieval Iceland is of a highly
literate and relatively unified society. None the less, it is likely that
saga authors were clerics (and of course male), and that sagas were
perhaps commissioned by the leaders of powerful families. The first
sagas may have been orally composed, but it’s hard to imagine
that extemporization could sustain the complexity and subtlety of the
existing family sagas; more probably they would have been read from
manuscripts. But their audience may well have been very mixed, in
terms of status, learning and age. Saga authors relate in a naturalistic,
even matter-of-fact way, the day-to-day life of these ninth-, tenth-
and eleventh-century Icelanders. Much of the substance of the sagas
is an exploration of personal and social relations — of how neighbours
form alliances or foster lethal feuds; of how families develop into
invincible kin groups through the generations, or fragment under
the pressures of life in Iceland. As one might expect, disputes both
between and within families arise over land, livestock or vital food
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stores. The quality of relationships between individuals naturally plays
a vital part in this larger network. The stability which results from
strong, loyal, loving marriages, filial or sibling bonds, or firm friend-
ships is set against the disastrous — if dramatic — effects of the violence
which so often ensues from their opposites: betrayal, rivalry, hatred
and deceit. The law figures largely in such conflicts; sometimes the
violence precipitates legal action, but the law itself might also decree
— or at least condone - violent revenge as a fit penalty. The legal
process — conducted at the Alping, or national parliament, which was
held annually at Pingvellir (the assembly plains) — might not contain
the spread of violence, but rather, advance it. But, perhaps unexpectedly
for the modern reader, what is celebrated in the sagas is not the
triumph of the physically strong, but the intellectual ability and good-
will of those who strive to maintain social order.

Are Family Sagas Medieval Novels?

Given that family sagas are secular, naturalistic prose narratives deal-
ing with individuals and society, the literary genre which they most
closely resemble is the novel, especially the novel in its most tradi-
tional form. A modern reader coming to family saga literature for the
first time will be struck by the similarity even before he or she starts
reading, because editions of modern translations of individual family
sagas even look and feel like novels, or collections of novellas. Con-
temporary readers may well feel uncomplicated empathy with the
actions and situations of saga characters, as if their values and morals
are part of a shared understanding which can transcend historical
context. With only the most perfunctory nod to the special circum-
stances of life in medieval Iceland, the apparently universal humanity
of these characters can seem directly accessible to us; we can sym-
pathize with their predicaments, admire their virtues and deplore
their failings. But the characters and events in sagas are shaped by a
culture more different from our own than we may suspect, or can
easily allow for, and their distinctive, even unique, manner of story-
telling tends to obscure these radical differences. We need to learn to
read family sagas. Two examples will illustrate this: the story of a
successful marriage, and that of an unsuccesstul one, both apparently
immediately transparent in terms of a modern reader’s engagement

24




THE SAGA

with what’s happening, but the second in fact much stranger and harder
to gauge than a novelistic surface might lead us to expect.

In Gisla saga, the hero, Gisli, is on the run from his enemies. Unable
to stay at home, he builds himself a farmhouse in a remote fjord. His
wife Audr would rather share his outlawry than be parted from him,
and he would rather stay with her from time to time and risk being
found by his enemies than be parted from her: he has an under-
ground hideout made at their farm. One day, his enemies, led by a
man called Eyjolfr, call on Audr, and offer her a deal: they will pay
her a great deal of money if she will betray Gisli’'s whereabouts.
Eyjolfr vividly describes to Audr the misery of her present situation,
separated from friends and family, exiled in an isolated farmhouse.
He even promises to arrange a better marriage for her, once he has
killed Gisli — and he assures Audr that they will take care that she will
not actually see the killing. Audr listens, and concedes that money
can be a consolation to the bereaved. She asks to see the silver. As
Eyjolfr begins to count it out, Audr’s foster-daughter panics, and runs
out of the farmhouse to warn Gisli that Audr is about to betray him.

Gisli is completely unmoved by the girl’s story. He is confident that
Audr will never betray him. But when the girl returns to the farm-
house, Audr is weighing up the three hundred pieces of silver in a
large bag. Having checked with Eyjolfr that she can do as she likes
with the money, she suddenly swings the heavy bag into his face,
and blood spurts from his nose. He is humiliated, and Gisli’s trust is
vindicated.

It is impossible not to respond instinctively to this scene as it
unfolds: Eyjolfr’s ruthless nastiness, the apparent possibility of a volte
face by Audr — especially when she hears the description of her own
miserable situation — the girl’s panic, and the double meaning of
Audr’s establishing that she can do whatever she wants with
the money. We may feel that with only trivial allowances made for
cultural and historical difference, the morality of the events and the
sympathy or otherwise due to the characters is self-evident and
transhistorically accessible. In fact, naturalistic as Audr’s loyalty may
seem, it may be interpreted as part of a highly literary pattern govern-
ing the whole saga. Gisli is a medieval Icelander whose tragedy is that
he lives according to the imperatives of a heroic society which by this
time exists only in older Germanic literature. Gisli’s sister is married
to the brother of a man murdered by Gisli, and she betrays Gisli’s
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guilt to her husband. In doing this, she directs her loyalty very clearly
to her husband’s family. Gisli deplores her disloyalty to himself, and
compares her bitterly and unfavourably to women in heroic legend
who, caught between natal and marital bonds, defend their brothers.
It is ironic, then, that Gisli himself should benefit from the uncondi-
tional loyalty of a marital relationship, whilst lamenting the unreliability
of a sibling one. Gisli’'s own difficult relationship with his brother —
brotherhood being one of the strongest bonds in the old heroic literat-
ure — constitutes a tense and dramatic faultline throughout the whole
saga. Thus, an Icelandic audience well versed in traditional poetry
and heroic legend would see the relationship between Gisli and Audr
in the context of changing patterns of loyalty in literature and society.
Nevertheless, in its essentials, the scene between Audr and Eyjolfr is
almost archetypal: we can imagine it being replayed in any literary or
dramatic context, in any place or time, in which loyalty is tested,
seems to teeter on the brink, and emerges triumphant.

In Njdls saga, however, the case of an unsuccessful marriage is
much harder to read. An Icelander called Hoskuldr suggests to his
brother Hrttr that he should think about marriage, and proposes
Unnr, the very eligible daughter of a prominent lawyer in the district.
The brothers negotiate a marriage settlement with Unnr’s father,
and all three men agree that the wedding shall take place in three
years’ time, to give Hrutr the opportunity to travel to Norway to
claim an inheritance. In due course, the wedding feast is held, but
the bride does not seem to be happy. The saga narrative delicately
alludes to the fact that the relationship of the bride and groom is a
little cool. The next spring, Unnr asks her husband if she may accom-
pany him to the annual assembly, to see her father. Hrutr agrees,
and rides with her. Alone with her father, Unnr cries, and tells him
she wishes she had never married Hrutr. Her anxious father at once
fetches Hrutr and his brother, and questions them on how Unnr is
being treated. Hrutr invites Unnr to make a complaint about him,
if she wishes, but no complaint is made. Unnr’s father impatiently
notes that all the evidence (he is a lawyer, after all) suggests that
she is being well treated, and he sends her home. But the following
year, Unnr plucks up courage, and tells her father Moror that she and
Hrutr have a sexual problem: their marriage has never been properly
consummated. Mordr at once works out a way for her to divorce
Hrutr.
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It seems natural to feel sympathy for Unnr here. Depending on
our own cultural circumstances, an immediate response may be to
deplore a marriage agreement which is made quite without reference
to the bride herself, and ascribe her lack of enthusiasm at the
marriage feast to her powerlessness. But most readers will recognize
that this would be to impose contemporary norms on a medieval
narrative. Much more directly affecting is Unnr’s embarrassment
at having to discuss such an intimate matter with her father — but
since he was responsible for arranging the marriage, it is to him
that Unnr must turn — and how overfacing she finds the challenge
from her husband and father to specify just what it is she has to
complain about. The dynamic of gender relations seems remarkably
familiar here. And how enlightened, we may feel, that Unnr’s father
at once recognizes that an arranged marriage, however outwardly
successful, is a hopeless project if the partners are not sexually
compatible.

But a closer examination of this story, and especially with regard to
the way it is presented by the saga author, reveals that it’s all much
stranger, and richer, than it seems. Hrutr, the man who can't
consummate his marriage, is presented as an admirable and honour-
able figure. As is customary in saga narrative, he is introduced along
with a brief sketch of his qualities and status: he’s good-looking,
even-tempered, reliable and shrewd. This information is presented
not as the personal assessment of the saga author himself, who
characteristically does not pass comment on his characters or events
as the authoritative narrator in a nineteenth-century novel tends to.
Rather, the information assumes a sort of public status; it’s not the
uniquely privileged opinion of an omniscient author, but an uncon-
troversial consensus. And Hrutr’'s personal qualities are confirmed
by being openly revealed in his actions. When his brother Hoskuldr
shows off his pretty young daughter, Hritr cannot help but notice —
and point out — that she has a dishonest look to her (an insight amply
fulfilled later on in the saga, as one might expect). Perhaps more
appealingly, when Hoskuldr describes his brother’s good qualities (and
what the Victorian novelist would describe as his ‘prospects’) during
the betrothal negotiations with Unnr’s father, Hratr modestly and
gently warns Mordr that his brother is overstating the case on
account of brotherly love. The reader is thus predisposed to see Hrutr
as an admirable and sympathetic figure.
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When Hrutr travels to Norway, to lay claim to an inheritance, he
attracts the attention of the king’s mother, Queen Gunnhildr, who
commands him to sleep with her. While Hrutr does not initiate
this arrangement — which continues all year — nevertheless, he
does not protest. The saga author’s habitual refusal to speculate on
his characters’ inner life — how they feel about a particular situation,
as opposed to what they say or do about it — contributes greatly
to the wry humour of the story. But it also prevents the reader
from forming a moral judgement about Hrutr’s behaviour; it is left
to us to decide whether he enjoys his relationship with the queen.
When Hrutr begins to get homesick for Iceland — at least, that’s
what he tells Gunnhildr; is he rather tiring of her, and longing
for marriage with the eligible Unnr? — the queen charges him with
having a woman in Iceland. Hrutr flatly denies this — why, exactly? —
but Gunnhildr does not believe him. She puts a spell on him, that he
will never enjoy sexually the woman he has set his heart on in
Iceland, even though he will experience no such problems with any
other woman.

This, then, is the context in which we must place the unconsumm-
ated marriage. In the midst of a story about marriage negotiations
in Iceland, and a business trip to Norway, we are suddenly confronted
with an element which, disturbingly, seems to belong more to the
world of fairytale: a wicked queen jealously casts a spell. Family sagas
are full of such switches from naturalism to the supernatural. We
can read this as an aspect of the belief system of medieval Icelanders,
something we as modern readers must simply make allowance for,
or we can compare it with so-called magic realism. But it’s striking
how often in the family sagas an apparently supernatural event
motivates some circumstance for which we would find it easy to
provide another explanation. Gunnhildr’'s curse is a case in point:
I suspect that a contemporary psychotherapist might attribute Hrutr’s
sexual dysfunction to a natural response to guilt about his relation-
ship with the queen mother. In Grettis saga, an old woman acting on
behalf of the hero’s, Grettir’s, enemies, also casts a spell: this time she
carves the spell in runes on a log of wood, and smears the runes with
blood. The log is washed up on the otherwise impregnable island on
which Grettir is hiding out, and when he attempts to chop the log
into firewood with his axe, the blade slips and cuts his leg, which
then becomes infected. Disabled, Grettir becomes a more manageable
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prey for his pursuers; the log which is instrumental in his downfall is
both cursed - supernaturally — and yet also poisoned in a perfectly
plausible way.

While we are told that Unnr did not look happy during the wed-
ding feast, we are not told why this might be, since the saga author
characteristically does not speculate on what motivates his characters,
or more generally, on what they may be thinking on any particular
occasion. There are a number of possibilities, of course, and the lack
of authorial guidance positively invites speculation. Perhaps Unnr is
unhappy about having a marriage — even to a husband as eligible as
Hrutr — imposed upon her. That this cannot be easily dismissed as no
more than an anachronistic response on our part is to some extent
supported by another storyline in Njdls saga — that of Hrutr’s dishonest-
looking niece Hallgerdr, who is furious when her father Hoskuldr
arranges a marriage for her without consulting her. On the other
hand, Hallgerdr is negatively characterized from the beginning in Njdls
saga, especially as a young woman notorious for insisting on having
her own way. What we lack here — and this is especially evident in
the absence of the narrator’s guiding voice — is any sense of societal
norms against which we can measure Unnr’s behaviour. Because the
characters seem so natural, so believable, and so familiar as psycho-
logical types, it is deceptively easy to interpret their actions according
to our own unexamined standards. Even if we remind ourselves that
different cultural norms apply, it’s hard to know what those norms
actually were. Almost the only evidence of how society operated
in saga age Iceland is the sagas themselves. The first large histories
of Iceland use the evidence of the sagas quite uncritically as socio-
historical source material. But distinguishing fact from fiction in family
sagas is an almost impossibly difficult task — as we shall see later on in
this chapter. One recourse is to compare behaviours and responses as
depicted elsewhere in the literature itself — as, for instance, comparing
Unnr’s response to an arranged marriage with Hallgerdr’s. Though
this is for obvious reasons an uncertain and delicate business, we can
at least work with the notion ‘saga society” — a society minutely and
apparently naturalistically depicted in the sagas themselves — which
allows us to defer the question of whether this society is historically
actual, and authentically portrayed. An important reason why such
a procedure can work well is that the picture of society evident
from the family sagas — a body of almost fifty texts — is remarkably
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consistent. It is, in fact, as consistent as if saga authors were describing
an actual historical society.

To return to Unnr: it seems that if we could only know more
about wedding and betrothal customs — whether as depicted in the
saga literature, or in Icelandic actuality — we might be able to get to
the bottom of her low spirits. For example, in some peasant cultures,
the wedding feast itself takes place after the consummation of the
marriage — if this were the case in Iceland, then Unnr would by this
time have discovered the problem which undermines their marriage.
But to my knowledge, no such evidence exists. This does not mean
that such practices did not occur, or that they were not a feature of
‘saga society’ (a text in which they might have been depicted may
not have survived). But whatever the actual or textual truth of the
matter, modern readers will feel in a disadvantaged position to inter-
pret what is going on. In this interpretative vacuum, other possibilit-
ies present themselves. Perhaps Unnr has heard gossip about Hratr’s
adventures in Norway. With regard to novels and plays, of course,
such speculation would be ruled invalid, like the celebrated mistake
of pondering how many children Lady Macbeth had. But it is also
possible that the saga author is not really telling us anything at all
about Unnr’s disposition, but is simply signalling to his reader or
audience that things are not right. As it turns out, Unnr had reason to
be sad, whether or not she knew it at the time; absence of a specific
explanation does not make her sadness implausible.

In this extended analysis of one minor storyline in Njdls saga, we
have already touched on a number of features of saga narrative which
highlight the necessity of recognizing the alterity, or ‘otherness’, of
this kind of literature. There remain yet more aspects of the story of
Hritr and Unnr to take account of.

The saga author has not presumed to know or tell what Unnr’s
private feelings about her relationship with Hratr were, and he
has certainly not presumed to air their personal or sexual relations
beyond noting what would have been evident to the whole house-
hold - that they were a little cool with each other. But when Unnr
confides in her father, quite privately — the saga narrative tells us that
the two of them went off to somewhere no one might overhear them —
then the saga author does assume a fly-on-the-wall omniscience, and
reports what Unnr says. We should note that elsewhere, the saga
author takes advantage of his non-omniscient stance and purports
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to be unable to record private conversations: this enables him to
increase narrative tension by withholding from his audience advance
knowledge of some plan which his characters are hatching. A good
example occurs in Eyrbyggja saga. One neighbour approaches another
for advice on how to deal with a pair of Swedish berserks (as they are
described in the saga prose: we may simply naturalize them into
frighteningly thuggish foreign farm workers, liable to uncontrollable
violence). The two neighbours take themselves off to a place where
they can’t be overheard, and the saga author leaves them there to
discuss what to do next. We as readers only learn what plan they
have worked out when that plan is put into action, dramatically, and
successfully.

Without full access to the exchange between Unnr and Mordr, we
as readers might assume that Hrutr could not consummate his mar-
riage because of impotence. But as we learn from the saga author’s
intrusive reportage, this is very far from being the case. As Unnr
eventually brings herself to tell her father, when she and her husband
try to have sex, Hrutr’'s penis becomes so large that penetration is
impossible. Gunnhildr’s curse has an effect which, far from diminish-
ing Hrutr’'s manhood, almost farcically amplifies it.

As with Gunnhildr’s original curse, a range of readerly responses is
possible here. One might suspect the operation of some kind of crude
humour, for example. Humour is notoriously culture-specific: it is an
area in which a reader’s personal judgement will depend even more
than usual on his or her own time and place. And as we have seen,
saga authors tend not to intervene with any guidance on interpreta-
tion. But there may be other clues in the narrative, if only we knew
how to interpret them. Is it simply coincidence, for instance, that
Hritr's name means ‘ram’ in Icelandic?

Another approach to the effect of Gunnhildr’s curse is to set Hrutr’s
affliction in the context of attitudes towards sexuality in ‘saga soci-
ety’. One of the least attractive aspects of social mores in family sagas
is the contempt accorded to men whose manliness — either social or
sexual — is questioned. Accusations of cowardice, for example, might
be framed as insults about effeminacy. To be branded as the passive
partner in a homosexual relationship was deeply shameful, and even
legally entitled the victim to kill in revenge whoever perpetrated the
slander. Such slander is referred to as nid, and both Icelandic and
Norwegian law books attest to the seriousness of the offence given
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and taken. The insult might be verbal, but there are accounts in
family sagas of the setting up of what is called a nidstong, literally an
‘insult pole’, which consisted of a crude wooden representation of
two men, one standing close behind the other, as a publicly displayed
visual insult about the alleged effeminacy of the passive partner.
But the law codes from medieval Iceland and Norway do not offer
us the non-fictional perspective on society we so often feel the lack
of in reading family sagas. Historians have always recognized that
laws tend by their very nature and function to be unrepresentative
of societies: they treat what is transgressive of and marginal to the
norms of society — though one can to some extent make allowance
for this in using them as evidence. However, the chief Icelandic
legal codex — Grdgds, or ‘Grey Goose’, named for the colour of the
manuscript’s binding — presents other difficulties. It seems to be a
compilation of laws — sometimes contradictory ones — from different
periods in Icelandic history, more an antiquarian anthology than a
workable reference book. It is hard to tell whether saga and law
independently depict an actual society, or whether a saga author
himself has used law codes for some authentic detail, as an historical
novelist might.

To return to Unnr and Hrutr: to suppose that their marriage was
not consummated because Hritr was impotent would have been to
situate Hrutr in a category generally despised in saga narrative: that of
the ‘unmanly man’. His bizarre sexual problem might not be a crude,
macho joke, but a way of explaining the failure of the marriage
without consigning Hrutr to the realm of the mocked and pitied. But
there is a further twist to the story. Some version of Hritr and Unnr’s
marital problems has clearly leaked out. Visiting his brother’s farm on
one occasion, Hritr overhears some children playing at being himself
and Mordr. One child suggests that he ‘be’ Mordr, who sued for
divorce on his daughter’s behalf, and his playmate takes on the role
of Hrutr, ‘who wasn’t able to have sex with his wife’. In his fury and
embarrassment — and we might remember at this moment that the
marriage was all his idea in the first place — Hoskuldr, Hratr’s brother,
lashes out at the child. But Hrutr gives the child a gold ring, and is
praised for his manliness — ironically, in his response to a game which
with careless cruelty acted out what everyone must have thought was
his lack of it. The child tells Hrutr that he will always remember what
Hrutr has done, and this is of course realized by the narrative itself.
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The aftermath of this story of a failed marriage is curious. Moror,
as I have noted, does not hesitate once Unnr has brought herself
to tell him exactly what is wrong. He at once devises a plan for her
divorce. This is not a straightforward matter, because as we have seen,
Unnr has nothing she can complain about in her husband’s pub-
lic treatment of her. From instances elsewhere in the family sagas, it
seems that women did have certain grounds for initiating divorce — a
further irony is that a husband’s effeminacy was one of them. In
Laxdeela saga, for instance, the resourceful but ruthless heroine Guorun
engineers a divorce from a husband foisted on her by male relatives
by tricking him into wearing a shirt cut like a woman’s blouse.
However, the implication of Njdls saga is that Unnr must not only
observe a series of legal niceties, but also keep what she is doing
secret from Hrutr, presumably because he would try to prevent her
from leaving him. Her father Moror — the lawyer — outlines a careful
and ingenious plan.

Unnr is to behave affectionately to Hrutr, and thus lull him into a
false sense of security. In spring, when he is scheduled to make a trip
away from home, Unnr must take to her bed, pretending to be ill.
Mordr predicts that Hratr will be all solicitude, and will make
no awkward inquiries into what is the matter with her (is it at all
possible that Mordr expects Hrutr to suppose that his wife may be
pregnant?). Once Hrutr has left, Unnr must name witnesses and
declare her divorce from Hrdtr in two locations: by their marital bed,
and by the main door of their farmhouse. She must then escape —
taking an unpredictable route — to her father’s house.

The procedure set out in the saga narrative may actually represent
an authentic pre-Christian divorce ritual, and it was perhaps open
to women as well as men. But the clear implication of the story is that
Unnr must plan a secret escape, and could not make an open declara-
tion. On the other hand, it is hard not to feel that Hrttr is being taken
advantage of: especially uncomfortable is the plan that Unnr should
act the compliant (and satisfied?) wife, and use the pretended illness
to play on Hrutr’s kindness and good nature. When Hrutr finds out
that his wife has left him, he behaves with dignity. Faced with Moror’s
legal claim for the return of the dowry (plus the money Hrttr himself
had contributed to the deal), Hrutr accuses Moror of greed, and chal-
lenges him to fight a duel for the return of the money. Moror refuses
the challenge, and is mocked by everyone at the assembly. Although
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the saga narrative now turns to other matters, the dowry dispute,
and the bitterness between Hrutr and Mordr, remain unresolved, to
emerge a little later as the root of one of the major conflicts in the
whole saga.

It may seem odd that Unnr fades out of the narrative; intuitively,
we expect to follow characters through the saga, while instead it’s the
progress of events — the legacy of the failed marriage and the dowry
dispute — which drives the onward narrative. Any judgement we may
come to about the rights and wrongs of the marriage — and it is
appealing to imagine some original audience eagerly debating the
situation — is thus of little use to us as we read on in the saga. We are
not required to build up a picture of Unnr’s character which will
enable us to judge — or predict — subsequent events, because Unnr
does not figure in them. The rights and wrongs of her behaviour do
not carry over into any assessment we might want to make about the
progress of the dowry quarrel, which involves new opponents
for Mordr, and leaves the circumstances of the marriage failure far
behind. The impression, characteristic of the family sagas as a whole,
is that the narrative is event-driven rather than character-driven; that
characters, however vividly portrayed, enter the narrative and leave it
as the occasion demands. They, like us as readers, are caught up in
the complex onward sweep of events, but they drop out as events
move on and new figures take their place. It is almost as if the author
is not himself the controller of these events, but that they have — or
had - a life of their own. It is as if, in fact, the author were recording
what happened. Hrutr reappears sporadically in the continuing
narrative, not because he is the subject of it, but because he is
involved, with his brother Hoskuldr, in the negotiations over the
marriage of Hoskuldr’'s daughter. Hrutr’s role is that of a wise and
respected authority, a man of powerful integrity; for him, the debacle
over the marriage to Unnr is over, though as I have said, the dowry
remains unrepaid.

It is high time to draw together some of the issues raised by this
extended analysis of one small storyline in Njdls saga. Saga characters
are depicted as strongly believable, naturalistic creations, whose situ-
ations may seem familiar and sympathetic even to modern readers.
This may encourage us to approach sagas as if they were medieval
novels. But this is simply misleading. The most striking difference is
that the whole apparatus of what Wayne C. Booth called ‘the rhetoric
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of fiction” — all those ways in which the novelist tells his or her reader
more than simply ‘what happened’ — is almost completely lacking. As
Booth points out, we may no longer expect to be directly addressed
by an author - the ‘dear Reader’ trope — or to be engaged by him or
her in a mock dialogue about our opinions of what has been related
as story. But we may still, consciously or unconsciously, expect the
author to insert his or her opinions about what is going on into the
narrative prose, to describe the unspoken thoughts and feelings of
the characters, and to help the reader to evaluate both character and
event. In saga narrative, focalization — the way events are presented
from the viewpoint of one or more of the characters in the narrative —
is typically wholly external, that is, events are seen from the perspec-
tive of a narrator who stands outside the world of the narrative.

The virtual absence of the rhetoric of fiction means that we as
readers must work at interpreting characters’ behaviours for ourselves,
but we have only the evidence of other sagas, and the equivocal
information we can glean from surviving law codes, with which to
build up a picture of society against which we can measure what is
happening. On the positive side, we can very often infer from the
bare details in the narrative a rich and coherent subtext to events —
as, for example, when we remind ourselves that Hoskuldr has particu-
lar reason to be infuriated by the children playing at the marriage
between Unnr and Hrutr, since it was he who suggested the whole
thing, or that Unnr’s father Mordr, in inviting Hritr and Hoskuldr to
testify about Unnr, and Unnr to state her case against them, is behaving
like the professional lawyer he is. W. P. Ker, one of the earliest
saga critics, summed up this characteristic of saga psychology with an
illuminating metaphor based on the face of a clock:

The brevity and externality of the saga method might easily provoke
from admirers of Richardson a condemnation like that of Dr. Johnson
on those who know the dial plate only, and not the works. The
psychology of the sagas, however, brief and superficial as it may be, is
yet of the sort that may be tested; the dials keep time, although the
works are not exposed.’

Nevertheless, we may also have an uneasy feeling that judging the
behaviour of the characters is not precisely what is being required of
us: events move on, and there is little sense that characters are built
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on and developed in any systematic psychological way which would
invite moral assessment — indeed, it would be hard to see how this
might happen, given that we so rarely find out what they are think-
ing. The fundamentally moral imperatives of the novel are perhaps
not in question at all here. Should we, in fact, be reading the sagas
not as a variety of fiction at all, but as a variety of history?

Are Family Sagas Chronicles of Time Past?

The simplest and most obvious way of determining whether any given
narrative is history or fiction is to pose the question, ‘Is it true? Did
these things really happen?” But we can only rarely check the sagas
against any other source. In part because it seemed so unlikely that
medieval fiction should operate in such a naturalistic mode as the
family sagas do, and in part because the authors of family sagas adopt
a mode of presenting their material so much like a non-fictional
chronmicle, scholars and critics traditionally treated them as reliable
historical sources, until doubts about their veracity set in, and the
pendulum swung the other way, so that sagas were deemed
completely useless as historical sources. Once this swing took place,
another way of distinguishing fictionality and historicity became
apparent: to try to identify fictionality — not just by default, that is,
consigning what cannot be true to the category of fiction, but, more
subtly, by recognizing the fictionality of what might nevertheless
plausibly have happened - a plausibility which may actually be part
of the author’s inventive skills.

Hrafnkels saga, the story of the priest-chieftain Hrafnkell
Hallfredarson, who killed his neighbour’s son when he disobeyed a
prohibition not to ride a stallion which had been dedicated by Hrafnkell
to the god Freyr, is one example of a saga whose historicity was first
challenged, in the middle of the twentieth century, on the grounds
that it did not match up with such facts as are known about its main
characters. Unlike most other family sagas, Hrafnkels saga has only
one main storyline: the chieftain is unexpectedly toppled from power
by the socially insignificant father of the murdered boy when Hrafnkell
is prosecuted by law for the killing. But exiled from the district, his farm
and most of his goods confiscated, Hrafnkell buckles down and rebuilds
his standing and authority in a neighbouring area. Re-established
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as a chieftain even more powerful than before, he takes unexpected
revenge and reclaims what he has lost, thus doubling his assets, and
leaving, at his death, two great estates for his two sons to manage
and govern. (See the appendix for a translation of the whole of this
saga.)

There is evidently nothing in this broad outline which could not
have happened in an actual historical world. The saga author flirts
with the supernatural: the murdered boy, Einarr, rides the forbidden
horse in an attempt to round up some of Hrafnkell’s sheep which
have gone missing, and though he is fully aware of the taboo on the
horse, he finds that all the horses at his disposal unprecedentedly
shy away from him, while Freyfaxi, the stallion, stands stock still,
almost inviting the transgression. And having been ridden, Freyfaxi
bolts off down to Hrafnkell’s farmhouse, and neighs loudly outside, as
if to betray Einarr himself. However, such events as these might
easily have occurred in the real world; they are precisely the kind
of occurrences which, when we encounter them today, lead us,
half-seriously, to talk about fate, or guardian angels. They are not
inexplicable without the supernatural gloss.

But we must turn from plausibility to historicity: not ‘might the
events of the saga have happened?’ but ‘did they?’ There are two
kinds of written sources we can set against Hrafunkels saga in an
attempt to measure its historicity. First, there are other family sagas.
This might seem to be a hopelessly circular undertaking, but in fact
one of the remarkable features of the family sagas is that the most
important and powerful families depicted in them, and their location,
remain more or less consistent throughout the texts: there seems to
be a sort of unspoken consensus about the make-up of Icelandic
society in the saga age, which corresponds closely to the consistency
I referred to earlier in the presentation of how that society operated.
It is as if the main characters in a Dickens novel were to appear as
extras in Thackeray or Trollope. This naturally gives the impression of
an actual population, and that the family sagas are indeed based on
reliable and authentic traditions which derive, eventually, from those
very people and their descendants. Of course an equally probable
explanation is that the authors of family sagas all turned to the same
sources for the bases of their narratives, like historical novelists re-
searching the past in the pursuit of authenticity. In medieval Iceland,
the obvious recourse would be the compilation known as Landndmabdk,
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the book of land settlements, which sets out apparently historical
information about the first settlers in Iceland, which families they
belonged to, and where their settlements were. As we saw in chapter
1, there are stories in Landndmabdk which cannot be taken completely
literally. But because the work as a whole does not impose a coherent
or continuous narrative structure on the material, Landndmabék has
usually been accepted as a valuable historical resource.

In Landndamabok, we hear of a settler called Hrafnkell Hrafnsson,
who established himself in the east of Iceland. A brief story is told
about him: he misses a landslide by the skin of his teeth when he
rests briefly in Skridudalr (landslide valley) on his trek inland to set
up his new farm, and is warned by a dream to wake up and move. In
his haste to escape the rockfall, he leaves behind some of his
livestock, and they’re buried beneath it. This seems to me to be just
the kind of story, its roots in plausible actuality, which might be
preserved in a collection of historical traditions like Landndmabok. But
Hrafnkels saga tells a different story: the original settler is Hrafnkell’s
father, Hallfredr, and the landslide buries a farmstead he has built for
his first overwintering in Iceland. In his dream, he is not so much
warned to escape a landslide as advised that he will prosper better if
he establishes a farm elsewhere. And the animals he leaves behind
(though since he doesn’t leave in any rush, it’s hard to understand
why they were left at all) are different: two goats, rather than a boar
and a bull.

These differences can be explained in two ways: either the author
of the saga had only a vague and imperfect memory of the
Landndmabdk story, or was even recalling another version of the same
basic tradition; or else he deliberately altered the story for his own
purposes. The first possibility suggests that the tradition was authentic,
and that the saga author was reproducing it. The second would reveal
an author of historical fiction at work, adapting his sources.

Another small difference is the name of the original settler’s farm:
in Landndmabdk, it’s Steinredarstadir; in Hrafunkels saga, Hallfredarstadir.
This is not the insignificant difference it might appear. The element
stadir, ‘steads’, refers to the farm building; the rest of the name is the
personal name of the farmer to whom it belongs. In Landndmabok, we
do not know who Steinredr was, or why Hrafnkell settled in a farm
which was already named after someone. In Hrafnkels saga the first
settler starts afresh — there was no one there before him — and his
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move there was guided by what we may identify as a genius loci, a
spirit of the land, Iceland, who favoured Hallfredr’s settlement in the
same way as his son Hrafnkell seems to have the spirits of the land on
his side when, exiled from his first estate, he prospers in his resettle-
ment, helped by mild weather and unusually prolific fishing. The
author of the saga has developed a story of favoured and prosperous
settlement.

Hrafnkels saga consists very largely of conversation, which is highly
likely to be authorial invention. But dialogue, even if inauthentic,
doesn’t call into question the overall historicity of events. Even the
rhetoric of fiction can be part of the lively presentation of history.
And interestingly, in this saga we do have two instances of the highly
unusual practice of the saga author presuming to tell his audience
what his characters were thinking. In both instances, what we
are told subtly but firmly informs our responses to each character’s
behaviour. Einarr, faced with missing sheep and a herd of shy horses,
has to make the decision whether or not to disobey the order not to
ride Freyfaxi. We are told that Einarr rode the stallion in the belief
that Hrafnkell wouldn’t find out about it. The saga author, free to
invent any motivation he pleased, could have credited Einarr with a
much more exculpatory motive: that he thought that Hrafnkell would
rather have had his sheep found, even if it meant the horse being
ridden, for instance. Einarr would then have been the victim of an
innocent misjudgement on his part. But it seems that the saga author
did not want to present Einarr as an innocent victim. Hrafnkell, in his
turn, kills Einarr in the belief, as the saga author tells us, that he
ought to abide by the solemn oath he has sworn. The saga author,
free to invent, might have credited Hrafnkell with some regret about
killing Einarr — or even some sadistic pleasure in the punishment. But
instead, we learn that Hrafnkell feels that he has no choice. In both
cases, the motivation ascribed to the characters serves to prevent the
reader from either sympathizing fully with Einarr, or fully deploring
or condoning Hrafnkell’s violence. The saga author’s intervention
actually confuses the balance of our moral sympathies, just as we
found it difficult to take the side of either Unnr or Hruitr in Njdls saga.
We are distanced from both characters, rather than invited to identify
with one or other of them.

Even such authorial inventions as these do not compromise the
historicity of the whole text: the real challenge to the saga’s authenticity
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as a record of tenth-century events comes with an examination of
the identity of the great men from the north-west of Iceland who
help Hrafnkell’s opponents to take him on. And much of what
happens in Hrafunkels saga is actually incompatible with the informa-
tion which Landndmabok sets down. Hrafnkell is accused of murder by
the cousin of the boy he killed. This man, Samr, is a skilled lawyer,
and seems to have a good case. But he needs the backing of powerful
chieftains if his prosecution is to be successful; the saga author is
neither naive nor sentimental about the relationship between might
and right in saga society. However, everyone knows that Hrafnkell is
a formidable opponent, and has always routed any opposition. Just as
Samr is about to give up — the archetypal narrative moment, by the
way — help comes to him in the form of two powerful men from the
remote and distant western fjords of Iceland. We are given much
convincing-sounding detail about these men, their family connections
and background. Their brother, for example, is said to be related by
marriage to the celebrated poet Egill Skalla-Grimsson, the hero of
Egils saga. But though he is briefly mentioned in Landndmabdk, there
is no mention of him in Egils saga, in which the woman in question is
said to be married to someone else entirely. And while in Landndmabok
there is plenty of information about the great men of the west of
Iceland, there is simply no space, either textual or geographical, for
the other brothers. Here is the historical novelist at work, attaching to
a figure for whom there is (very slight) historical evidence a series of
fictional connections, and hence, events. Taking all these points — and
a number of others — together, as Sigurdur Nordal did in his pioneer-
ing study of the fictionality of Hrafukels saga, it begins to seem merely
perverse to insist on the saga’s historicity. The saga now appears to
us as historical in form, or mode, but as fictional in substance. Para-
doxically, the appearance it gives of historicity is part of its literary
aesthetic.

If we can feel confident that the events which form the basis of the
narrative of Hrafnkels saga are likely to be fictional, it becomes easier
to separate out the historical mode from the fictional substance. We
may notice that the saga, in common with many others, begins in
a factually ‘top-heavy’ way with a genealogy. As it happens, this
genealogy is consistent with what we learn from other, more reliably
historical, Old Norse-Icelandic texts. But it records not the ancestry of
the saga’s leading characters, but the widely accepted genealogy of

40




THE SAGA

the kings of Norway. This serves the historical impression the saga
gives in two ways: it dates with patent accuracy the beginning of the
saga (it was, we are told, in the days of King Harald the Fine-Haired
that Hrafnkell’s father emigrated to Iceland), anchoring the events of
the saga to real historical time, and it establishes the saga author as an
historian, a man who deals in facts, and can tell you things that are
true about the ninth century, and even earlier. In similar ways, the
care taken by the saga author to give the origins of the many
placenames in the saga both anchors the story geographically — many
of these names were not only current in the centuries following the
settlement, the saga author’s own time, but are still current today —
and also establishes the author as authority. The derivations of some
of the placenames — for instance, Arnprudarstadir, rather implausibly
said to have been named after a foreign slave woman who died there
the first winter — also serve to insert the story of Hrafnkell into a
non-fictional landscape. And finally, the many and detailed refer-
ences to the topography of eastern Iceland, its valleys, glaciers and
rivers still identifiable and bearing much the same names, complete
the impression of verifiable historicity. Towards the beginning of the
saga, the author tells us that Hrafnkell and his father made frequent
visits to each other, but that the most direct route between their two
farmsteads was difficult to travel over, being both stony and boggy.
Hallfredr finds a longer but drier way across the moor, and the saga
author slyly notes that this is a path which only those who are most
knowledgeable about the district know: its inhabitants, and the saga
author himself.

What we have in Hrafnkels saga, then, is a series of almost certainly
fictional events taking place against a backdrop which includes, but
is not limited to, real places, landscapes, people and history. The
likelihood is that this blend is characteristic of the family sagas as a
whole. Just how much of either events or backdrop is fiction is
impossible to determine. It may be too that the society presented in
family sagas is a non-fictional part of the backdrop, preserved in its
essentials by oral tradition and collective memory: the events may not
have happened, but if they had, they would have happened in just
this way. On the other hand, it may, as some scholars have argued,
owe more to the society of those who finally shaped the family sagas
in the centuries following the saga age. It’s simply not possible to
determine how historically authentic it is, but it’s internally consistent
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to a remarkable degree and, as I have said, has its own integrity as
‘saga society’, whether it’s a textual construct or a long-remembered
actuality. In a plausible recreation of a possible world, the author tells
his story as if it were something quite separate and distinct from his
telling of it, as if it had independence and autonomy, and he were
merely its transmitter. Such deference to the integrity of the story is
reinforced by the saga author’s use of phrases such as ‘as the story
goes’, or ‘as it is said’, or ‘at this point it happened that’.

It always seems more appropriate, when speaking of saga narrative,
to refer to the course of events, or simply ‘what happened’, than to
the plot of a saga. There are two main reasons for this. First, what I
have described as the primacy of event over character, and the way
characters come and go as events dictate, mean that one of the chief
functions of plot in the classic literary sense — a means of delivering
praise and blame to the characters — is defunct. And second, plot, in
the sense of a rearrangement of a sequence of events to achieve some
artistic or moral end, is almost entirely lacking in saga narrative.
Events in a saga are presented in rigorously naturalistic chronological
order. Both of these conditions have the effect of producing a narrative
which is more like chronicle than prose fiction.

The absence of plot as a device for delivering praise and blame is
very evident in Hrafunkels saga. Because the saga is much shorter than
most family sagas, and follows only one narrative thread — the career
of Hrafnkell himself — it is easier to distinguish true plot from the
tremendously rich complexity of a saga such as Njdls saga, which has
a huge cast of characters and storylines, all intersecting and connect-
ing rather as conventional plotlines do. In Hrafnkels saga, the young
lawyer Samr unexpectedly wins a case against Hrafnkell. But although
the Icelandic legal system seems to have worked very well, it
completely lacked any executive body to put into practice any of the
verdicts which were delivered. Thus, if the prosecutor of a case won
an award of damages or compensation from his opponent, it was up
to him to claim the money, and there was no institutional sanction
against the defendant who simply didn’t pay up. Perhaps partly
for this reason, outlawry was a common penalty: it meant that the
aggrieved party could take vengeance on the guilty party by Kkilling
him and seizing his property. Samr has to be persuaded into taking
this action by the chieftains from the north who have given him their
support: as they point out, his legal victory is meaningless if Hrafnkell
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is allowed to carry on with his life as if nothing had happened. But
Samr simply doesn’t have the killer instinct (unlike his powerful and,
ultimately, successful opponent). He confiscates Hrafnkell’s property
and tortures and humiliates him, stringing him up from a washing
line. But in the end, against the advice of his patrons, he offers
Hrafnkell the choice between exile and execution, and Hrafnkell moves
out of the district. The rest of the saga tells how Hrafnkell prospers in
his exile, building up a large and powerful estate. When Samr’s brother
returns from a glamorous career abroad, Hrafnkell kills him - instead
of taking his revenge on Samr directly — and Samr, lacking the initi-
ative or the courage to take matters into his own hands, asks the
brothers from the north for help again. But they now decline to help
him, and Hrafnkell’s return to a now redoubled power is complete.
This story completely lacks what we might want to call poetic
justice. Samr’s show of mercy to Hrafnkell not only proves to be
his downfall, but also seems to mark him out as a weak character
who doesn’t deserve further help. Can the ‘moral’ of the saga really
be that Samr should have killed Hrafnkell when he had the chance?
Hrafnkell, by contrast, does not hesitate to kill a man — Samr’s brother,
against whom he has no grievance at all — as a strategic move: had he
killed Samr, the impressive brother from abroad might well have
proved a more troublesome opponent than Samr, who has demon-
strated his weakness by showing mercy to Hrafnkell, and forfeited the
support of the brothers from the north. They are not interested in the
rights and wrongs of the matter; they only see that Sdmr will never
be able to assert himself as a ruthless leader, and can see no future in
propping him up. Hrafnkell is the winner in the end, with two estates,
two chieftainships, and two sons to pass them on to. This narrative
lacks any moral gratification for the modern reader. The course of events
has rewarded the strong and humiliated the weak, but weakness and
strength are figured as mercifulness and ruthlessness, which is a morally
uncomfortable equation. The effect is more like history — these things
happen - than like a traditional fictional narrative, in which a reader
may expect, if not the simplicity of a happy end, then at least the
sense of life rearranged to make some moral sense. In fact, the overall
shape of saga narratives suggests non-fictional subject matter: Hrafnkels
saga, beginning with Hrafnkell’s father’s emigration to Iceland, and
ending with Hrafnkell’s death, with a brief note about his sons taking
over his authority, reads, in its whole structure, like a biography.
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The ordering of events in a saga narrative also gives an effect which
is more reminiscent of chronicle than of fiction. Narratologists make a
simple, primary distinction between the substance of the events re-
lated — what the Russian formalists termed fabula — and the reordering
of them which is, as they saw it, the essence of fictional narrative, to
produce sjuzet, the storyline, or plot. Of course, narratives differ greatly
in the degree to which the order of events is creatively manipulated.
The Old English poem Beowulf, for example, begins with an account
of the early history of the royal house of Denmark, progressing chrono-
logically until the ‘present time’ of the poem, during which stories
from various points in the distant past are introduced into the nar-
rative as the recitations of court entertainers, or the reminiscences of
the poem’s main characters. This radical reordering of events encour-
ages the poem’s audience to see events and characters related not
only causally — ‘this happened and as a result this followed” — but also
typologically: ‘this happened, and we can compare it with something
else which happened at a different time in a different place’. Authors
of crime fiction — especially classic murder mysteries — conventionally
begin with the discovery of a body, which is in fact the final action in
a fabula which the investigator begins to piece together, working
backwards towards the conditions and events which led up to the
murder. We only find out what happened in the beginning at the
very end of the story.

Saga narrative, by contrast, presents a sjuzet which closely, even
precisely, follows the fabula: events are told in the order in which
they happen. They stand in a completely naturalistic chronological
relationship to each other — which additionally has the effect of rein-
forcing the fundamental causality of any course of events. Sometimes,
as I have noted, the saga author may hold back information — ironic-
ally, by adhering to a strictly historical stance, and not overhearing
private conversations in which plans are laid and plots are hatched.
And sometimes, when a character passes out of the narrative, the
saga author may briefly allude to what happened to him or her in the
long term — that he or she will play no further part in the saga
narrative, but lived on in the district until old age, for instance.
While this is technically a manipulation of strictly linear chronology,
the effect of historicity it gives is obvious. Sometimes, there may be a
brief attempt to sustain parallel storylines — ‘and meanwhile . . .”. But
there are no flashbacks. This in itself may be understood as part of the
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saga author’s stance with regard to the story he tells; after all, as
Wayne Booth points out, the manipulation of narrative event is one
aspect of the rhetoric of fiction, one of the ways in which the author’s
presence is indicated or betrayed in the narrative itself. One of its
effects is that the ideal audience of a saga must be constantly alert to
the possibility that an event or character in the early stages of a saga
may only assume significance much later on; causality in saga society
could remain dormant for a long time, with long-held grudges and
long-bided times. For example, in Hrafunkels saga the lawyer Samr
takes up the case against Hrafnkell at the beginning of the saga, and is
introduced early on. He has a brother, Eyvindr, who is introduced at
the same time, since they are brothers, and co-exist in the world of
the narrative. Eyvindr is away on his travels when the saga opens,
and doesn’t return until the closing stages of the narrative. But we
should not forget his presence. As well as giving the naturalistic,
historical impression that Eyvindr exists as a figure in Icelandic
society whether or not he is active in the narrative, introducing him
early can set up a degree of suspense: what will happen when Eyvindr
returns? Similarly, we are told that Hrafnkell has dedicated a stallion
to the god Freyr, and has sworn to kill anyone who rides it, before
the boy who eventually breaks the taboo has even asked Hrafnkell for
the job which brings him into contact with the stallion. Again, this
has two effects. First, the taboo assumes a kind of autonomy from the
course of events in the narrative, and thus the appearance of reality —
it was there all along, and doesn’t seem to have been introduced by
the saga author to fulfil the needs of a plot. And second, the intuitive
reader will expect the taboo to be broken, and interpret succeeding
events in the light of this. The reader will feel that he or she knows
what is likely to happen, and the course of events may seem even
more naturalistic because of this.

Although there are no flashbacks in saga narrative, there are some
instances of prefigurations, couched as either the dreams or the wise
projections of characters whose wisdom about how events are likely
to unfold makes them almost prescient. As we saw with other super-
natural events, prescience and clairvoyant dreams work alongside the
naturalism of the narrative, and are in any case presented as part of
the real world of the saga.

It is sometimes possible to be sure that certain elements are fictional.
For instance, we may recognize the essentials of a story borrowed
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from another literary tradition. In much European medieval literat-
ure, this happens all the time; medieval authors constantly reworked
and recycled familiar stories, which form the basis of a Canterbury
Tale, or a metrical romance, or one of Boccacio’s Decameron stories.
Medieval saints’ lives regularly imported story elements from one
another. But this happens much less in Icelandic literature. It’s partly
because the sagas are so very firmly based in a specific time and place;
their chronotope, to use Mikhail Bakhtin’s useful term, is early medi-
eval Iceland, and the conditions and customs of continental Europe
can’t be translated into this strongly realized context. And it’s partly
the result of Iceland’s geographical and cultural isolation during the
period: to some extent a physical necessity, but also the result of an
intensely insular nationalism.

In many family sagas, even when plausible events succeed one
another in a natural chronological way and are related as if they were
history, those events all seem to illustrate a theme or particular area
of life. Thus, for example, after the opening story of Hritr and Unnr
in Njdls saga, the story moves apparently naturally on to negotiations
about the marriage of Hrutr’s niece, Hallgerdr, a lethally unsuccessful
alliance. Hallgerdr’s next marriage is happier, but ends in tragedy.
As we have seen, the dowry dispute is still smouldering on, and this
brings into the narrative Gunnarr, a distant relative of Unnr’s, who is
called on to pursue the money. Gunnarr falls in love with Hallgerdr,
a love match which also turns out disastrously. It begins to look as
if the saga author is not recounting ‘what happened’, but is, in time-
honoured literary fictional fashion, exploring a theme. And indeed
the saga continues with incidents based on sexual relations, good and
bad. Either the saga author has selected carefully from a vast array of
true stories from Icelandic tradition, or we are dealing here with
historical fiction.

Similarly, the structure of Hrafnkels saga can be described as creating
a number of binary contrasts, in terms of both character and event.
Every action has a contrasting or complementing counterpart, every
character his equal or opposite. This might be interpreted as reflecting
the essential contrast in the whole saga, between weak Sdmr and
powerful Hrafnkell, or even the bipartite shape of the narrative, in
which Hrafnkell is first overcome by, and then in turn overcomes, his
opponent Samr. Certainly, the high degree of such patterning in the
narrative suggests literary artifice. And yet it remains difficult, in a
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genre in which the highest art is the most convincing impersonation
of history, to disentangle traditional truth from novel fiction. In any
case, in these postmodern times, the distinction between fact and
fiction is probably to be found not in the text, but in the author’s
intention. A good example is Ari’s [slendingabdk; as he makes clear in
his prologue, he means to be an historian; he not only repeatedly
substantiates the information he gives us by naming his informant,
but also explains that he has revised a previous version of the text ‘as
[the information] became better known to me’, and enjoins us to
continue in this vein: ‘as for whatever is incorrectly stated in these
historical records, it is one’s duty to prefer what proves to be truer’.
Even though his history may be partisan, and even if his facts are
wrong, his intention makes the text a history. In family sagas, which
do not have helpful prologues, we lack any statements, explicit or
implicit, of intent.

I want next to present three extracts from three family sagas;
although T hope the extracts will speak for themselves, I will in
each case draw attention to whatever in them suggests fictionality or
historicity.

Three Extracts: Egils saga, Vatnsdcela saga
and Laxdcela saga

Egils saga describes the life of the poet and viking Egill Skalla-Grimsson,
who seems to have been an actual historical personage, an Icelander
who was born about a decade after the beginning of the tenth
century, and died within a decade or so of its end, that is, just before
Christianity was adopted in Iceland. Egill’s personality dominates the
saga: he is difficult, wilful and savage, a remarkable poet (though the
authenticity of the verses which are quoted in the saga prose and
attributed to him is uncertain) and capable of both great affection and
great hatred. Unusually for a family saga, we are told a great deal
about Egill’s adventures abroad: like his father and grandfather before
him, Egill has hostile relations with the rulers of Norway (including
Queen Gunnhildr, who cursed Hrutr in Njdls saga), and he barely
escapes execution at the court of Eirikr bl6dex (the infamous Eric
Bloodaxe) in York. But he is highly regarded by the English king
Athelstan, and the saga gives him a leading role in Athelstan’s
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victorious campaign against the Scots. After relating a lifetime of
warlike exploits and poems, the saga author ends with a poignant
account of Egill’s impotent, but still raging, old age:

It was during the early part of the reign of King Hdkon the Great, when
Egill Skalla-Grimsson was in his eighties, and he was then a fit man
in all respects, apart from being blind. One summer, when men were
getting ready for the Assembly, Egill asked Grimr to ride to the Assembly
with him. Grimr responded without enthusiasm. And when Grimr and
Pordis talked together, Grimr told her what Egill had asked for: ‘T want
you to find out what lies behind this request.” Pordis went to talk to
Egill, her kinsman; it was then Egill’s greatest pleasure to chat with her;
and when she came to him, she asked: ‘Is it true, kinsman, that you
want to ride to the Assembly? I'd like you to tell me what your plan
might be.” ‘I'll tell you’, he said, ‘what I've thought out. I intend to take
with me to the Assembly those two chests, both of which are full of
English silver, which King Athelstan gave me. I'm going to have the
chest taken to the Lawrock, when it is most crowded there; then I'm
going to sow the silver, and I'll be very surprised if they all share it
nicely between them; I expect that there would be kicking and punches,
or it might end up with everybody at the Assembly in a fight.” Pérdis
says, ‘This seems to me a great plan, and it’s bound to be spoken of as
long as the country is inhabited.” Then P6rdis went to speak to Grimr
and told him Egill’s plan. ‘He must not be allowed to put such a mon-
strous plan into action.” And when Egill came to speak to Grimr about
the trip to the assembly, Grimr completely dissuaded him, and Egill
stayed at home during the assembly, and he wasn’t very pleased about
that; he frowned a lot. At Mosfell, there was a shieling, and Pordis was
at the shieling during the Assembly. One evening, when people were
getting ready for bed at Mosfell, Egill called up two of Grimr’s slaves; he
told them to get a horse for him, ‘I want to go to the hot springs.” And
when Egill was ready, he went outside and he had his two chests of
silver with him; he mounted the horse, rode then down along the
homefields to the bank which slopes away there, and that was the last
people saw. But in the morning, when men got up, then they saw that
Egill was wandering around on the hill to the east of the farm, and he
was leading his horse behind him; they now go to him, and brought
him home. But neither the slaves nor the chests ever turned up again,
and there are many theories about where Egill has hidden his treasure.
To the east of the farm at Mosfell a gully runs down from the moun-
tain; and it has been remarked that in sudden thaws the water flows
down fast, and after the water has flooded out, English coins have been
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found in the gully; some men reckon that Egill must have hidden the
money there. Down below the homefield at Mosfell there are big
marshes, extremely deep; many believe it to be true that Egill must
have thrown his money in there. South of the river there are hot
springs, and a short distance away great holes in the ground, and some
people think that Egill must have hidden his money there, because
over in that direction gravemound fire is often seen. Egill said that he
had killed Grimr’s slaves, and that he had hidden his money, but he
told no one where he had hidden it. The next autumn, Egill became ill,
and that illness led to his death. And when he was dead, then Grimr
had Egill dressed in good clothes; then he had him taken down to
Tjaldanes, and a gravemound made, and Egill was laid in it, together
with his weapons and clothing.

This depiction of Egill as an old man is both touching and shocking.
Egill’s helplessness, unable to travel to the assembly without the
support of his kinsman Grimr, and the ease with which the woman
Pordis at first wins his trust and then humours him, are in terrible
contrast to the depiction of Egill in his youth and prime in the main
body of the saga, which he completely dominates through his phys-
ical and verbal superiority. Egill is celebrated as a warrior and a poet,
and overmasters kings and earls with his fearsome skills in both war
and poetry. But even without knowledge of the rest of the saga,
we feel for the weakness of an old man: having gone missing the
previous evening, Egill is found wandering around near the farm, and
the servants bring him home. This picture of senility transcends
cultural and historical differences; the forgetful old man could come
from any place or time, and anyone who has to deal with very elderly
people will feel a guilty sympathy with P6rdis’s unflinching hypocrisy,
as she congratulates Egill on his appalling plan, and goes straight off
to tell her husband.

Knowing more about the relationship between Egill and Pordis
greatly intensifies the poignancy of the episode. Egill’s older brother,
Porolfr, was everything that Egill was not: handsome, popular, easy
to get on with, and happy to make a career serving the rulers of
Norway. He marries Asgerdr, the beautiful daughter of a rich and
powerful Norwegian chieftain. But Porélir is killed — to Egill’s intense
sorrow — fighting for King Athelstan against the Scots. It is now that
King Athelstan gives Egill the two chests of silver, declaring that the
money is for Egill’s father, compensation for the loss of his son Porolfr.
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The saga author notes, however, that ‘it is not related” whether Egill
did in fact pass on his father’s share of the English silver; we only
learn the truth at the very end of the saga, in our extract, when Egill
disposes of the chests.

Egill takes his leave of King Athelstan on the grounds that he must
look after his brother’s widow. He breaks the news of Porolfr’s death
to Asgerdr, and offers to look after her and her baby daughter. He
stays with them during the autumn, but becomes more and more
withdrawn. His friend Arinbjorn urges him to get over the death of
his brother, but Egill eventually confesses to another kind of heart-
sickness: he is in love with Asgerdr, his brother’s widow. It is at this
point that the alert reader may remember that Egill fell ill just before
the wedding feast for his brother and Asgerdr was celebrated. The
saga author, of course, gives us no guidance: was Egill always half in
love with his glamorous older brother’s beautiful wife? Or is he greedily
wise to the advantages of keeping this Norwegian heiress in the
family? Or both? He and Asgerdr marry, and seem to have had a
happy marriage, to judge from the little the saga author tells us about
their relationship. When Asgerdr dies, Egill leaves their farm, and
moves in with his now married stepdaughter, whom, we are told,
Egill loved more than any other living person. And this woman is
Pérdis, a baby when Egill married her mother, now Egill’s favourite
person in the whole world, and the betrayer of his plan to disrupt the
Icelandic Assembly.

Egill’s half-senile malevolence, his rage against his own impotence,
and his contempt for what he sees as the civilized posturing of the
new Iceland, in which men solve their disputes by recourse to the
law rather than violence, is dramatically figured in his plan to destroy
this fagade by exposing greed for gold — something which, as we
have seen, Egill himself knew the power of — as a stronger force
than respect for the law and democracy. It is of course hard, if not
impossible, to judge whether an original audience would have been
appalled, or secretly, even guiltily, thrilled, by the prospect of such
anarchy. Pordis certainly has no hesitation about how to act.

It may be that Egill’s plan was modelled on an episode in Icelandic
tradition: the legendary hero Hrolfr kraki, pursued by a Swedish army
led by King Adils, delays their pursuit by sowing gold on the path
behind him, so that the Swedish warriors leap from their horses to
pick it up, and fight amongst themselves for the larger share of it.
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Snorri Sturluson tells this story in his thirteenth-century handbook of
skaldic poetry, Skdldskaparmdl (‘the art of poetry’), as an explanation
of why, in the riddling diction of skaldic verse, gold is referred to as
‘the seed of Kraki’. Egill is presented to us as a skilled and celebrated
practitioner of the art of skaldic verse; the plan to subvert the
Assembly is thus both appropriate to him, as a fictional character, and
a plausible idea coming from an actual skaldic poet. The secret
conversations between Pordis and Egill, on the one hand, and Pordis
and her husband Grimr, on the other, have a novelistic air to them
(though it’s not impossible that Egill’s plan could have been spoken
of — ironically, as Pordis herself predicts — even though it was never
put into action). But the passage as a whole is presented as if the
author were transmitting actuality. It opens with the careful historical
contextualizing of the time of the events — the early part of Earl
Hakon’s notorious reign. The saga author’s implicit claim not to know
the whereabouts of Egill’s treasure (or, indeed the fate of the two
slaves, who are never seen again: how helpless was Egill?) is not in
itself an historical attitude, but is characteristic of a kind of playful
fictionality. However, close attention to the tenses of the verbs in this
passage makes it clear that the saga author is relating the episode as if
it really happened. There are many theories, he tells us, about where
Egill has hidden the treasure. And the present tenses used for the
description of the landscape and its natural features — the gully which
runs down from the mountain, the deep marshes below the homefield,
and the hot springs to the south of the river — all seem to confirm the
actuality of the episode, though strictly they only attest to the actual-
ity of its setting. The uncertainty of what constitutes the historical
record is stressed by the saga author: he offers, as a historian might,
three possible theories about what might have happened to Egill’s
money, but slyly notes that each of them is believed to be true by
some people. The final irony is that one of the theories about
the location of the treasure depends on a belief in gravemound fire
— the supernatural light which emanates from the treasure tradition-
ally to be found in gravemounds, a feature familiar from Icelandic
fornaldarsogur, fictional tales about legendary heroes and their
adventures with the supernatural. It is hard to know whether the
saga author himself believed in gravemound fire, or whether he is
mischievously complicating still further the extraordinarily complex
blend of historicity and fictionality in his work. The sober account of
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Egill’s last illness and death, with a respectful and proper pagan burial
organized by his son-in-law Grimr, carefully but restrainedly recreates
the funerary practices of a pre-Christian Icelander.

It has been suggested that the author of Egils saga may have been
Snorri Sturluson, Iceland’s premier medieval historian, the author of
a celebrated collection of the biographies of the rulers of Norway,
Heimskringla. It may be, then, that in Egils saga we have a fictionalized
biography written by an historian. The next extract, from Vatnsdela
saga, is written in familiar family saga style, but its fictionality is rather
easier to diagnose.

Vatnsdela saga follows the fortunes of a great Norwegian chieftain,
Ingimundr, who, unusually in saga literature, supports King Haraldr
of Norway in his attempt to bring the whole country under his sole
rule, and he emigrates to Iceland not as a rebel, escaping the king’s
displeasure, but because he believes a new life in Iceland to be what
fate has ordained for him. He becomes a model chieftain in Iceland,
and every possible praise is accorded to him by the saga author. His
three sons continue this tradition after his death, and in the following
extract, they try to right what they see as a social wrong:

Porgrimr from Karnsd had a child by his mistress, who was called
Nereidr, and on the orders of his wife the child was exposed. The
brothers, the sons of Ingimundr, were all great friends, and often went
to visit one another. On one occasion, Porsteinn went to visit Porir, and
Porir walked with him back to the road. Then Porsteinn asks Porir
which of the brothers seemed to him the most impressive. Porir said
that it was not a matter of opinion ‘that you are the most impressive of
us in terms of good ideas and common sense’. Porsteinn replies, ‘[Our
brother] Jokull is in front of us with regard to all kinds of bravery.’
Porir said that he was the least impressive of them ‘because a berserk-
frenzy comes over me whenever I least wish it, and I'd love it, brother,
if you could do something about it". ‘The reason I've come here is that
I've heard that Porgrimr, our kinsman, has had his child exposed on
the orders of his wife, and that’s a bad thing to have done. And it seems
to me to be a great pity that you are not normal in your temperament.”
Porir said he would do anything to rid himself of this. Porsteinn said
that he wanted to propose a remedy, ‘but what are you willing to do?’
Porir answers, ‘Whatever you want.” Porsteinn said, ‘There is one thing
I would like for myself, and that is the chieftainship to be held by my
sons.” Porir said that should be so. Porsteinn said, ‘Now shall I call on
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him who has created the sun, because I believe him to be the most
powerful of all, that that affliction may leave you; I will do this in
return, for his sake: I will help with the child, and bring it up, so that
he who has created mankind may later turn him to himself, because
I think this fate has been allotted to him.” Then they mounted their
horses, and rode to where they knew that the child was hidden, and
Porir’s slave had found it near Karnsa, and they saw that a cloth had
been spread over its face, and it was pawing at its nostrils, and it was
then nearly dead. They picked up the child, and took it back to Porir’s
house, and he brought up the boy, and he was called Porkell the
Pawer; and Porir never had another berserk-frenzy; and that was how
Porsteinn obtained the chieftainship.

Anyone who has experienced the elaborate etiquette with which
traditional societies handle the tricky business of making a deal or a
request part of a social occasion will recognize Porsteinn’s refined
politeness in not raising the real reason for his visit to Porir until the
very last moment — as his brother is seeing him off, even though he
knows that the baby is at risk. The deal which Porsteinn is brokering
is a double or deferred one: in essence, he is offering to heal his
brother in exchange for inheriting their father’s chieftainship, but he
sees the saving of the exposed baby as a way of bargaining with God;
he will bring up the child in exchange for God’s healing Porir. The
underlying morality of the scheme is troubling: Porsteinn is not only
saving the baby because it’s the right thing to do, but also because he
sees it as a way of getting the family chieftainship for himself and his
sons. The exchange with his brother is conducted with impeccable
politesse: notice how Porgrimr steers the conversation so that he does
not have to patronize Poérir by bluntly bringing up the subject of his
abnormality himself, but delicately prompts Poérir to mention it first in
the context of a comparison of the qualities of the three brothers. This
whole exchange is without doubt a strikingly naturalistic recreation
of acutely observed social norms in Icelandic society.

Unidealized aspects of Icelandic society seem to be evident in other
aspects of the story. It is striking that Porir’s mysterious affliction -
referred to in the Icelandic as a berserksgangr (literally, a berserk-
going) — is the occasion not of sensationalism or militaristic awe, but
of regret verging on embarrassment: it is something which hits him
at especially inappropriate moments. Perhaps the saga author has
in mind a condition such as epilepsy, or episodic schizophrenia, or
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mania. Whatever the reality of the condition, Périr is willing to do
anything to be cured of it.

The exposure of babies was probably a fairly common practice in
pre-Christian Iceland, though strongly condemned by the church. In
the account of the conversion of Iceland in Ari’s Islendingabdk, the
exposure of newborn babies was one feature of heathen practice which
was specifically allowed to continue under the new Christian law,
though Ari is quick to point out that it was soon discontinued. There
is no reason to believe that the practice of exposure was a peculiarly
heathen perversion: it is more likely to have represented both an
economic necessity — a form of primitive family planning — or a means
of controlling the balance of the population in terms of gender and
disability; in other words, the potentially weakest in society, female
and disabled babies, were the most likely to have been exposed.

Porkell krafla (‘the Pawer’) is marginal to society because he is the
child of a married Icelander and his mistress — the name Nereior may
be Irish, in which case she might well have been a Celtic slave. But
the baby which is saved because it fitted in with a long-headed plan
by Porgrimr to advance his sons (we may note that Périr knew where
the baby was, but had no plans to rescue it) has a remarkable future:
Porkell becomes the pre-eminent man in the Vatnsdalr district, and
the saga author tells us that he embodies all the virtues of the greatest
of the Vatnsdalr chieftains of old — except that he surpasses them
because, in fulfilment of Porsteinn’s prophecy, he is a Christian.
Porsteinn’s remarkable anticipation of Christianity in his recognition
of the Almighty who created mankind and the sun is plainly the
invention of a Christian saga author who wished to present his hero
as more than just a righteous heathen. The healing of Porir is almost
a miracle story.

But even more plainly fictional is the story of Porkell, the aban-
doned baby: like Moses, or Oedipus, he is the castaway whose life
hung in the balance when he was a baby, but who rose to great
things and unchallenged pre-eminence. The story of Porkell krafla is,
in other words, a mythic archetype presented in naturalistic terms as
part of the everyday history of Iceland. And yet the picture of the
newborn baby, fighting for life, stays with us in its vivid naturalism.
The verb krafla, from which Porkell’s nickname came, can mean two
things: either the pawing action, as I have translated it above, used
of the desperate attempts of someone struggling for a hand-hold, or
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the slow, recurrent bubbling of lava, that swelling and collapsing
movement which was perhaps mirrored in the movement of the cloth
over the baby’s face as the child fought to take its feeble, but still
visible, breath. Either way, the fictional archetype is presented in
unforgettably real terms.

The final saga extract comes from Laxdela saga, which relates the
story of the families who settled around Laxardalr. Its remarkable
heroine, Gudrin Osvifrsdéttir, is the most prominent of a number of
vividly depicted female characters who eclipse the male characters
in the saga. In this extract, we see HOoskuldr (whom we remember
from the story of his brother Hrutr’'s marriage, in Njdls saga) caught
between the two women in his life, his wife and his mysterious
mistress, when he returns home from a trip abroad with more than a
cargo of wood:

Hoskuldr landed at the mouth of Lax River; he has his cargo unloaded
there, but his ship laid up further up the river, and he builds a boatshed
there, and the ruins can be seen there, where he had the boatshed
built; he set up booths there, and that is called Budardalr. Then Hoskuldr
had the wood taken home, and that was easy, because it wasn’t a long
way; Hoskuldr rides home after it with a few men and gets a great
welcome, as is to be expected; and his farm had prospered in the
meantime. Jérunn asks who the woman might be who had travelled
with him. Hoskuldr replies, ‘You're going to think that I'm answering
you with mockery; I don’t know her name.” Jorunn said, ‘There are
two possibilities: that the report which came to me must have lied, or
you must have said enough to her to have found out her name.’
Hoskuldr said that he wouldn’t deny this, and tells her the truth, and
said that the woman should be well treated, and said that his prefer-
ence was that she should live at home with them. J6runn said, ‘I'm not
going to fight with a slave woman you’ve brought from Norway, how-
ever little she knows about how to behave properly, and that seems to
me to be as clear as anything, if she is both deaf and dumb.” Hoskuldr
slept beside his wife every night from then on, and didn’t have much to
do with the slave woman. That she was a woman of distinction was
plain to everyone, and also that she was not stupid. And towards the
end of the winter, Hoskuldr’'s slave woman had a baby boy; then
Hoskuldr was summoned, and the child shown to him; it seemed to
him as to others that he’d never seen a more handsome or aristocratic-
looking child. Hoskuldr was asked what the boy should be called. He
wanted the child to be called Olafr, after his uncle Olafr feilan, who had
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died a short time before. Olafr was a most outstanding child. Hoskuldr
loved the boy very much.

The following summer, Jorunn said that the slave woman would
have to do some work, or else go elsewhere. Hoskuldr told her to act as
a servant to himself and his wife, and to look after her son as well. And
when the boy was two years old, his speech was perfect, and he ran
about on his own like a four-year-old. One morning, it so happened
that Hoskuldr had gone out to see to his farm; the weather was good;
the sun shone but was still low in the sky; he heard people speaking; he
went over to where a stream flowed down along the slope of the
homefield; he saw there two people and recognized them; his son Olafr
was there, with his mother; the realization comes to him that she was
not dumb, because she was talking freely with the boy. Then Hoskuldr
went up to them, and asks her name, and said that there was no point
keeping her identity a secret any more. She agreed; they now sit down
on the meadowbank. Then she said, ‘If you want to know my name,
I am called Melkorka.” Hoskuldr told her to say more about her family.
She replies, ‘My father is called Myrkjartan; he is a king in Ireland.
I was taken captive from there when I was fifteen.” Hoskuldr said that
she had kept quiet for rather a long time about such a noble origin.
Then Hoskuldr went in, and told J6runn about the new thing he’d
learned while he was out. Jorunn said she didn’t know about the truth
of what she had said; she said she didn’t like mysterious outsiders, and
they break off this discussion; Jorunn treated her no better than before,
but Hoskuldr did. And shortly afterwards, when Jorunn was going to
bed, Melkorka was helping her off with her shoes and socks, and she
laid them on the floor. Jorunn picked up the socks, and hit her around
the head with them. Melkorka became angry and punched her on the
nose, so that it bled. Hoskuldr came in and separated them. After that
he moved Melkorka and gave her a farmstead farther up the valley; it
has been known as Melkorkustadir ever since; it’s deserted now; it’s on
the south side of Lax River.

The evident humour of this situation does not eclipse its underlying

drama and pathos; the saga author brings out both in his elegant and
psychologically acute narrative. Hoskuldr’s first exchange with Jérunn

shows her ostensibly having the upper hand: she has already heard

about Melkorka, and disdainfully dismisses Hoskuldr’s rather sheep-
ish introductions. Her lofty refusal to take issue with Melkorka —
‘I'm not going to fight with a slave woman’ — and her contempt for
Melkorka’s apparent disability seem to be the response of a dominant
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character. But Jorunn’s resentment and humiliation are inevitable.
She is introduced into the narrative as a proud, clever woman, and
we are told in this extract that the farm had prospered while Hoskuldr
was away, that is, while she was in charge of it, but at first no work
is required of this distinguished stranger. And is it evident to every-
one that she is of some noble origin because of what she looks like,
or on account of the way she behaves? Melkorka’s arrival is only
the first in a series of setbacks for Jorunn. The birth of the handsome,
precocious and unmistakably aristocratic boy Olafr, so much loved by
Hoskuldr, is a blow to her; and the news of Melkorka’s identity the
last straw. Her defiant scepticism — why should anyone believe what
this strange woman says? — is hollow and unconvincing, and there is
a poignant irony in her dismissal of Melkorka as beneath her. And
finally, we can imagine how galling it would have been for Jorunn to
see Hoskuldr — a man who bought the slave woman in an attempt
to look impressive, but who cannot dictate terms to his wife (he
tentatively expresses the preference that Melkorka should live at the
farm with them, and unresistingly obeys Jéorunn’s command that she
should do some work) — treating Melkorka more considerately now
that he has found out about her aristocratic lineage. We may be
reminded of W. P. Ker’s remark about sagas, which I quoted earlier:
we are shown only the surfaces of saga characters, but behind this
apparently superficial narrative, a rich and naturalistic psychology can
be readily inferred. And it is remarkable how very often our specula-
tions about the characters’” motives and feelings are confirmed by
tiny, apparently circumstantial details in the narrative.

The account of how Hoskuldr comes to discover Melkorka’s iden-
tity is a masterly piece of scene-setting: the saga author recounts
Hoskuldr’s early morning walk across his fields, the fine weather and
the low sun. He hears voices before he sees the mother and son,
because of the lie of the land. Perhaps, too, the detail of the stream
flowing reflects the unexpected fluency of Melkorka’s speech. This
quietly idyllic scene is economically depicted with absolute convic-
tion. On the other hand, Hoskuldr’s little epiphany is framed by slightly
awkward attempts by the saga author to establish the fundamental
historicity of the episode. We have the oddly detailed account of
exactly where Hoskuldr’s ship was unloaded, and was beached, with
the corroborative detail that the ruins of the boatshed he built are still
to be seen, and an explanation of a placename which still exists. The
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narrative is repetitive and halting here as if the author were more
concerned with information than with artistry. We have the same
feeling at the end of the passage, as the author piles up ostensibly
factual detail about Melkorka’s farmstead.

That Melkorka should turn out to be an Irish princess is clearly the
stuff of fairytale, though the names are authentic — Melkorka is a
good representation of the Irish name Mael-Curchaich, and King
Myrkjartan corresponds to the well-attested Muircertach. What is
significant is that these names figure in Landndmabok, and may very
well have been historical. And Olafr’s son, who is to become a leading
figure in Laxdela saga, is named Kjartan after his distinguished Irish
great-grandfather. Islendingabdk and Landndmabdk both efface as far
as possible any Celtic element amongst the first settlers, and saga
authors were hard pressed to explain the evidently Irish names of
some of the leading figures in saga literature — not only Kjartan, but
Njéll (Niall) and Kormakr (Cormac), for instance. In Laxdwla saga we
have a fairytale explanation: Kjartan’s name is inherited neither from
the embarrassing presence of some Irish slaves who accompanied the
first settlers, nor from a mixed Hiberno-Norse second settlement from
Northern Ireland and the Western Isles of Scotland, but from a great-
grandfather who was one of the high kings of Ireland, and a grand-
mother who was a princess in disguise. The story might even be true.

I have cited Jérunn’s reaction to Melkorka as an example of the
psychological realism of the saga author, with Jorunn’s eventual phys-
ical attack on Melkorka as the inevitable outcome of her frustration
and anger. And yet there is a close analogue to Jérunn’s behaviour,
which might otherwise seem so natural, in one of the poems of the
Poetic Edda, a collection of stanzaic poems of unknown age put together
in Iceland, probably in the thirteenth century. Gudriinarkvida (‘the lay
of Guorun’) focuses on the terrible grief of Guorin on hearing of the
death of her husband Sigurdr, the legendary dragon-slayer. Other
women at the court tell of their own sorrowful pasts, and one foreign
queen, Herborg, relates how she was taken as a captive in war, and
forced to act as a servant to the war-leader’s wife. Specifically, she
had to dress the woman in her finery, and tie on her shoes each
morning. Out of jealousy, the poem laconically tells us, the woman
beats Herborg, who notes, obliquely but revealingly, ‘Nowhere did I
find a better man of the house, and nowhere a worse woman.” Jorunn’s
explosion of violence against Melkorka is essentially the same scene,
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transformed to fit its setting in an Icelandic farmhouse. In fact, the
central story in Laxdela saga, a frustrated love affair between Gudrin
and Kjartan, which ends with GuOrin marrying not Kjartan but his
foster-brother Bolli, and finally exhorting her husband to kill Kjartan,
itself closely follows the story told in this and related poems in the
Edda, based on heroic legend, in which Sigurdr is murdered at the
instigation of a tormented lover, Brynhildr, who has had to marry
someone else. In other words, the saga author has turned to what is
very likely to have been his own literary (or pre-literary) heritage to
produce a scene which matches perfectly the nat