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others, including this reviewer, will rather see this approach as reasonable and
well-balanced, hostile only to facile speculations and simplistic dogmas.

Few individuals points raise queries. In the verse quoted on p. 66 (from
Atlakvida, though curiously this is not stated) I am surprised that darrada has
been rendered ‘javelins’ despite Anne Holtsmark’s cogent argument for
‘banners’ (Maal og minne, 1939). It certainly ought to be true that ‘all agree’
that Hamdismdl is ‘a poem of great antiquity’ (p. 71), but in fact it is not, for
Klaus von See describes it as ‘sehr junges’ (Edda, Saga, Skaldendichtung,
1981, p. 251). The bibliographical references make a somewhat hit-and-miss
impression (several articles listed on Gisla saga, nothing on Laxdela or Egils
saga); in the excellent discussion of Hrafnkels saga allusion is made to
Nordal’s monograph and to papers by E.V. Gordon and by Knut Liestgl, but
it is nowhere stated that Nordal’s fundamental but fairly rare study is
available in an English translation (marred, it is true, by some bad errors, but
surely better than nothing for the many likely students who lack access to
Nordal and cannot read modern Icelandic anyway); the journal reference for
Liestal’s (Norwegian) paper is given, but not that for Gordon, who wrote in
English.

Peter Foote’s translation reads excellently: in over four hundred pages I
noted only two points. I do not quite know what is meant by saying that a
saga has a ‘lumping’ character (p. 241; if this is a misprint, it is the only one
I have found); and the phrase ‘at malicious random’ (p. 350) strikes my ear as
not quite natural. The book is beautifully produced and, while there may be
divided views about the modern drawings in the text (including one by
Aubrey Beardsley), the splendid colour plates of manuscripts and landscape
will be admired by all.

D.A.H. EVANS

MANNFRAEDI HRAFNKELS SOGU OG FRUMPZETTIR. By HERMANN PALSSON.
Islensk ritskyring, 3. Békautgdfa Menningarsjéds. Reykjavik, 1988. 127 pp.

The format of Hermann Pélsson’s latest Hrafnkels saga Freysgoda volume
is that established in his earlier contributions (on Njdla and Laxdela) to the
Islensk ritskyring series, designed, one imagines, for experienced readers of
major sagas at hd- rather than mennta-sk6li level. At the heart of each
volume is a lengthy section in which key words and themes—sundurleitir
Sfrumpeettir ranging alphabetically, in the case of Hrafnkatla, from dgirnd to
virding—receive the kind of detailed contextual commentary to which few
editions could devote the space and to which few editors could bring
Hermann’s formidable range of reading and reflection. Whatever refocusings
and clarifications Hermann’s view of Hrafnkatla may have undergone since
his earlier extended discussions (most recently his 1981 Hrafnkels saga og
klassiskar békmenntir) of the saga, the overall perspective remains familiar.
The saga is to be seen primarily as a deernisaga tracing and explaining what
Chaucer’s Monk (cited at one point by Hermann) might have called the
prosperite—wrechednesse—prosperite life-cycle of a resourceful einvaldur; the



484 Saga-Book

narrative is judged to be as much interested in ethical absolutes and states of
mind as it is in the stirring deeds of afrekasdgur; it seeks not so much to be a
spegilmynd af islenskum hofdingja & tiunda 6ld eda 60rum tima sidar (p. 27)
but rather to gl@da skilning ¢ mannlegum vandamdlum yfirleitt (p. 15). Two
features underpin Hermann’s discussion. Firstly, there is an unshaken belief
in the importance of European literary parallels and sources. Auden’s
Iceland was a ‘fortunate’ island ‘where Europe is absent’; Hermann’s
Hrafnkatla is a saga in which Europe (in the form of its classical and medieval
literary tradition) is constantly present. Secondly, and perhaps ironically,
there is an apparent reluctance to draw the attention of Icelandic readers to
contemporary foreign fredimennska on Hrafnkatla; Hermann's views are
defined primarily against those of Sigurdur Nordal and his influential
Icelandic adherents. Thus, for example, Einarr, judged by Nordal to have
been, throughout the summer, like any country boy, ad brenna i skinninu to
ride Freyfaxi, is judged by Hermann to have had no such inclinations prior to
the loss of the sheep; Porkell, judged by Nordal also to have been anxious and
eager to rouse his excessively stolid elder [sic] brother to action against
Hrafnkell, is judged by Hermann to have had no such attitude towards one
who was not even his elder brother; Nordal's influential emendation,
attributing to Porgeirr and not to Porkell the warning that Samr should not
allow Hrafnkell to escape with his life, is persuasively challenged by
Hermann.

In at least two respects Hermann’s book breaks new ground and identifies
fruitful new directions for study. Firstly, prior to 1986, all editions and hence
most discussion of Hrafnkatla were based on the shorter of the saga’s two
versions. Hermann has had access to, and made telling use of, the text of
Peter Springborg’s forthcoming edition of the saga’s longer version. The
insights from use of this longer version are striking: the longer version
sharpens the icy wittiness of Samr’s short version response to the killing of his
cousin; the longer version alone indicates that Hrafnkell was ekki gamall
madr when he died in his bed, thus making clear just how skémm er 6héfs
avi; the longer version expresses Hrafnkeli’s choice of life ef kostur er by a
laconically impersonal construction rather than by the shorter version’s ég
kjosa; the longer version prefaces the killing of Einarr not as in the shorter
version by the narrator’s indication of the importance of keeping sworn oaths,
but rather by Hrafnkell’s own explanation—vér héfum pann dtrinad ad ekki
verdi af peim monnum er heitstrengingar fella 4 sig. Understanding of the
early chapters of Gisla saga Surssonar has certainly developed recently in the
wake of such analysis of the longer and shorter versions; similar detailed
analysis of Hrafnkatla now beckons. Secondly, since his 1981 book,
Hermann’s further consideration of both Icelandic and continental European
texts has inevitably thrown up further parallels to, echoes of, and
correspondences with particular locutions in the saga. Happily, the book’s
format comfortably accommodates such apercus as brief individual items: no
stretching of each brief aper¢u to article or conference-paper length here.
Not all Hermann’s readers, whether in Iceland or further afield, have shared
or will share his inclination to judge many of these features munu vafalaust
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vera af lerdum rétum runnar (p. 82) but the constant play of light, however
refracted, from unfamiliar texts over a familiar saga, from the traditionally
European over the (apparently) quintessentially Icelandic, from the pagan
over the Christian, from the sacred over the secular, from the poetic over the
prosaic, from the gnomic over the narrative, is intriguing and stimulating.
Indeed, many readers will feel that the strength of this volume lies in the
potency of its individual insights, in the fascination of the detail, rather than
in the broader and more lightly urged notions of mannfredi identified in the
book’s title and discussed fleetingly in the opening chapters. The principal
drawback of the volume’s format is a probably unavoidable but (at times)
tiresome repetitiousness between sections, and the need to have Hermann’s
other Hrafnkatla publications at one’s elbow in order to cope with frequent
references back. One tiny problem which could have been avoided is the
failure of the bibliography to identify ‘HP 1977’, several times referred to in
the text—a ghost, a misprint?

ANDREW WAWN

FORMALAR [SLENSKRA SAGNARITARA A MIDOLDUM. RANNSOKN
BOKMENNTAHEFDAR. By SVERRIR TOMASSON. Stofnun  Arma
Magnussonar 4 Islandi, rit 33. Stofnun Arna Magnissonar. Reykjavik, 1988.
xvi + 462 pp.

This book contains a very detailed discussion of the prefaces to a wide
range of medieval Icelandic narrative writings, and of the topoi to be found in
them. The prefaces to 43 works are discussed, and these include saints’ lives,
bishops’ sagas, kings’ sagas, sagas of contemporaries, fornaldarsigur,
riddaraségur and chronicles (such as Islendingabok and Veraldar saga)—it is
claimed that prefaces are found in all genres of prose writings except the
[slendinga ségur. The reasons for the latter thus and in other ways differing
from all other medieval Icelandic prose genres are discussed, but without a
clear explanation being offered. But the author takes the view that all
Icelandic writers, including the authors of the sagas, were well versed in
medieval European literary methods and procedures. He gives a lengthy
account of the intellectual background of medieval Icelandic writers and of
the knowledge and availability of Latin rhetorical devices and attitudes,
concluding that Icelandic prefaces show that the writers were well acquainted
with normal medieval European forms of expression, and that their
conception of genre too was derived from medieval Latin writings. The
various topoi used are discussed and exemplified in great detail—the
approach is largely based on that of E.R. Curtius—and an attempt made to
distinguish the statements in the prefaces which are to be taken as mere
commonplaces from those that can be taken as giving genuine information
about the author and his work. Particularly interesting is the discussion of the
various purposes of writing, though the evidence for patronage in medieval
Iceland is disappointingly thin. Sometimes one might take issue with the
author’s interpretation of individual phrases in his sources: it is clear that
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medieval Icelandic writers took for granted the usual European formulation
of the purpose of writing as edification with entertainment, but I am doubtful
whether the phrase géd skemmtun is used in a moral sense (pp. 130-40).
Skemmtun means something to make the time seem short, and if it is good it
is effective and not tedious, and also presumably healthy, but not necessarily
edificatory. The discussion of genre is also helpful, as is that of history and
fiction; Steblin-Kamenskij is properly criticised, and the question raised
whether Icelandic writers were not aware of the possibility of ‘higher’ kinds of
truth than the factual. The conclusion is that they were. It remains
nevertheless strange that so little allegory was used in the medieval period in
Iceland. Attitudes to sources are also dealt with, as well as attitudes to the
activity of writing. It is pointed out that the verb gera is sometimes used of it,
and that the same term is also sometimes used of God creating heaven and
earth, and is then a synonym of skapa and smida; however, it might also have
been added.that the verbs skapa and smida are nevertheless not used in
Icelandic of literary activity. It remains somewhat doubtful whether it can
really be claimed that writing was seen as an act of creation, and that this
referred both to the physical action and the creative act of composition.
When gera is used of writing it is presumably only understood as the
equivalent of the Greek woweiv, Latin facere. Another odd thing is that the
idea of inspiration (whether from God or elsewhere) is so little touched on in
Icelandic sources. These are all interesting topics and the evidence to be
gleaned from Icelandic writers writing about themselves and their works in
their prefaces is fully dealt with. One is left in no doubt of the close parallels
between literary activity and attitudes in Iceland and those in Europe in the
Middle Ages.

The second part of the book contains detailed analyses of three prefaces in
relation to the works they are attached to—Qddr’s preface to his Oldfs saga
Tryggvasonar, Snorri’s preface to Heimskringla, and the preface to Adonias
saga, which, with its emphasis on moral issues and inclusion of two of Asop’s
fables, gives a clear indication of how under some circumstances stories could
be taken to have a clear moral message. In an appendix the manuscript
preservation of the extant prefaces is detailed with discussion of authorship
and the relationship of the prefaces to the works they accompany. The book
has an index and a lengthy bibliography that includes, as well as the Icelandic
sources and discussions of them, many medieval Latin writings and
discussions of them too; there is also a detailed English summary (covering 15
pages).

The relationship of medieval Icelandic writing to contemporary European
writing is of continuing interest and importance, as is the question of how the
reader ought to understand the significance of conventional statements or
formulae in literature. Sverrir’s book is a substantial contribution to these
two topics.

ANTHONY FAULKES
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MODRUVALLABOK, AM 132 FOL. Edited by ANDREA VAN ARKEL-DE
LEEUW VAN WEENEN. E.J. Brill. Leiden, New @fork, Kebenhavn and
Kéln, 1987. Volume one: index and concordance, xlvi + 226 pp. and 34
microfiches; volume two: text, iv + 374 pp.

These volumes present a complete transcription of the nearly two hundred
double-column closely written leaves of Mddruvallabék (AM 132 fol.) and an
index to every word found in the transcription. This index gives the
frequency counts of every word and the reference for every occurrence of all
except the most common words; it is supplemented by a microfiche which
gives all the references for the common words omitted from the index. A
further 33 microfiches contain a complete concordance of the whole
transcription, equivalent to over six thousand printed pages; pages vii and xiii
of volume I promise further publication on the orthography and morphology
of the manuscript. Also, the introduction to volume I outlines computer
techniques developed by van Arkel and used to facilitate a work of such
ambition. Mddruvallabok is certainly worth this effort; it is the most
important single resource we have for the text of the great family sagas. The
Islenzk fornrit editors chose Médruvallabék as their base for eight of the
eleven sagas contained in the manuscript; of the other three sagas, Gering
and Magergy both chose Mddruvallabék as the base for their editions of
Finnboga saga and Bandamanna saga respectively, and Fdstbradra saga is
fragmentary. Included in the eight is Njdls saga; this is found complete in
other vellum manuscripts, but Mddruvallabék preserves the most complete
versions of Egils saga, Laxdela saga, Kormdks saga, Viga-Glums saga and
Droplaugarsona saga to be found in vellum manuscripts; only in
Médruvallabék is Hallfredar saga preserved as a separate work; without
Moédruvallabok Olkofra pdttr would have been lost altogether, as has the saga
of Gaukr Trandilsson, apparently meant to follow Njdls saga in the
manuscript. The manuscript is also of great potential philological interest. It
is almost all the work of a single highly competent scribe, whose work can be
dated and placed with reasonable certainty: in the first half of the fourteenth
century in Eyjafjérour. Yet up until now no transcription of the manuscript
has been published and there exist piecemeal detailed discussions only of
those parts of Médruvallabok containing individual sagas in various editions.
Scholars without access to Médruvallabok itself have been able to study it as
a whole only in the facsimile edition printed as volume V of the Corpus
codicum Islandicorum medii aevi (1933). This is a splendid book, with a
valuable introduction by Einar Olafur Sveinsson, but few copies were printed
and there will be many libraries which-like the Bodleian in Oxford—do not
possess a copy.

The transcription presented in van Arkel’s volume II is therefore likely to
be of the greatest immediate interest. This transcription gives a closer
representation of the manuscript than (for example) the diplomatics
published in the Editiones Arnamagne@anc series. Abbreviations are not
expanded out and great care is taken to represent something of the whole
range of devices by which the scribe signals abbreviation: the tittle,
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superscripted r, i and other characters, hooks and circles, horizontal strokes
for contraction and abbreviation, points before and after letters indicating
suspension, special signs for common words (e.g. ok, hann, hans, pess), and
more. Several letter forms themselves are closer to the manuscript than is
usual in printed editions: /f/ is represented by a sign resembling the insular f
used throughout Madruvallabék; the long form of /s/ (a straight vertical
ascender, curling over and down to the right at the top), is kept apart from
both s and S in the transcription as it is in the manuscript; round d is
distinguished both from the forms with a diagonal bar through the ascender
(conventional d) and the forms with a horizontal bar through the ascender.
Indeed, the transcription is so faithful that van Arkel might have taken it
further: r rotunda and r are not distinguished in the transcription, as they
clearly are in the manuscript; accents over y, frequent in the manuscript (if of
dubious meaning) are not transcribed; bar accents which extend over two
letters ipn the manuscript are usually transcribed over one letter only.
Nevertheless, to read this transcription is to read something very close to the
manuscript, with all its inconsistencies, difficulties and potential ambiguities.
To the many scholars without access to either the facsimile or the manuscript
this closeness to the manuscript will be welcome. Van Arkel is also to be
congratulated on the accuracy of the transcription. I compared five columns
of the transcription, chosen at random, with the facsimile, and found only one
material error: in 103rb33 (fol. 103 recto, column b, line 33) A tittle = hér is
transcribed h bar = hann. On the evidence of this sample, one may use the
transcription with confidence. The utility of the transcription is greatly
enhanced by the addition of the chapter numbering as given in the Islenzk
fornrit editions in the margins: because the transcription follows the lineation,
column-division and pagination of the manuscript exactly, the reader may
navigate between modern edition, transcript and facsimile with ease.
Without making a systematic search, 1 have found several points where the
transcript-—and the manuscript—give a different reading to that found in the
Islenzk fornrit edition. So the conversation between Hallgerdr and the
farandkonur in ch. 44 of Njdls saga, transcription 16rad0-42, differs in
wording from that given in the fslenzk fornrit edition and there are other
examples in 15rb38 and 38va20. In none of these does the [slenzk fornrit
edition indicate the variant reading in Mddruvallabok. If only as a medium
for such comparison of modern text with original manuscript, the
transcription would justify itself. In summary: the transcription is accurate; it
is easier to read and use than the facsimile (in which several pages of
manuscript are indecipherable, e.g. 18r and 21r); it presents the manuscript in
unusually close detail. One regrets the lack of even minimal palaeographic
footnotes (indicating for example the various discontinuities in the
manuscript), the levelling of certain characteristic forms noted above, and the
divergences from the manuscript listed in volume I, pp. xliv—v. But for most
uses the convenience and clarity of the transcription will outweigh these
defects.
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Volume I presents an index of the transcription. According to the
preface, this is modelled on Larsson’s Ordférrddet i de dlsta islinska
handskrifterna (1891). As in Larsson,.every occurrence of every word is
indexed; the index is completely lemmatized, so that all the forms of sjd as
pronouns are drawn together into a single entry and distinguished from forms
of sjd as verb; within each entry, the forms are sorted and labelled so that
every instance of (for example) the first person singular present indicative of
vera is referenced. Information about the more common words is
summarized with full references to these given on the accompanying
microfiche. Van Arkel goes beyond Larsson in that this index presents each
word-form exactly as it appears in the transcription, which in turn very closely
reproduces the manuscript. As with the transcription, the index represents
meticulous and immense effort. Every word in the whole manuscript had to
be tagged with its lemma, its part of speech and grammatical function.
According to the introduction, the computer did much of this, but clearly
much was left to be done by the author herself. As with the transcription, a
check of a sample showed that this index is exceptionally accurate. Every
reference was correct, and I found only one error in the grammatical tagging:
in Laxdela saga, ch. 82, 196ra3 of the transcript, hann in the phrase hann
hugsar must be nominative, and cannot be either nominative or accusative as
p- 72 of the index suggests. In its accuracy, its organization and its close
representation of the orthography, this index is a philological treasure-house.
One may calculate the relative frequency of -lld-/-ld- across the whole
manuscript, or in individual sagas; one may deduce that the tittle and not
superscript r may represent the nominative plural inflection in allir etc., while
superscript r and not the tittle may represent /ar/ in par and var; and so on.
According to the introduction p. xxix, the whole index is held in database
form: access to this would permit quick testing of the most elaborate
hypothesis. One looks forward to the promised survey of the orthography
and morphology of the manuscript to see the use van Arkel makes of this
wealth of material. As with the transcription, the index is superbly printed,
with a rational and compact system of reference giving quick and easy access
from the index to the transcription (and hence the manuscript). Again, there
are matters one would wish altered. It is surprising to see middle-voice verb
forms grouped with the indicative; Holtsmark distinguishes them in her
Ordforrddet i de eldste norske hdndskrifter til ca 1250 (1955) though Larsson
does not. What must be clear emendations are characterized as (apparently)
alternative spellings: gmvr in Hallfredar saga, ch. 6, 153ra26, cannot be a
spelling of gripr, nor can the symbol (like a reversed E) used throughout the
manuscript for ok be any sort of spelling for at in Njdls saga ch. 106, 38va20.
These are scribal errors and should be marked as such. One feels haunted by
the decision not to distinguish r and r rotunda: distribution of such spellings
might be a vital clue to differences between the orthographies of individual
sagas. Also, a fragment of computer code has crept into the tenth line from
the top of the second column of p. 107. But, again, the great merits of the
whole index outweigh these perceived defects.
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One cannot be enthusiastic about the third part of this enterprise, the
concordance contained on the microfiches enclosed in a wallet in the
endpapers of volume I. Once a text has been put into machine readable
form, computers may generate a concordance with such ease that the impulse
to produce one appears irresistible. There are times it should be resisted.
Besides basic accuracy (with computers, no longer a problem, given a
correctly transcribed text), one might expect three things of a concordance:
firstly, it should be readable; secondly it should in every case give enough
context for reasonable scholarly purposes; thirdly it should be so organized as
to allow its users to find efficiently just what they want. Too many entries in
the Modruvallabok concordance fail on all three counts. Firstly, many lines
are not readable; van Arkel has chosen to base the concordance on the
transcription as printed in volume II. that is the text without expansion of
abbreviations. One might tolerate this, except that she has substituted arcane
symbols .for the special manuscript forms so carefully represented in the
transcription: the abbreviation for hans is represented by X, superscript
letters by enclosure in round brackets, the /ur/ sign by 8, the /us/ sign by 9,
and so on. The reader who readily deciphers huat *S" pu nu Z. e" p" pik" as
Hvat sér pu nii pess er pér pykkir (15rb38) may use this happily. One fears
that scholars will balk at having to master a script even more esoteric that that
of the scribe. Furthermore, one looks in vain in the introduction for an
unambiguous, clearly presented statement of just what sign in the
concordance represents what in the manuscript. Pages xliii—iv purport to give
such an account, but this is poorly presented, and so compressed as to be
incomprehensible: for example, it directs the reader to ‘Figure 1° for
explanation of the coding of double superscript letters, but when the reader
has found this figure (on p. xxiv) it fails to explain this coding. It is not that
van Arkel had no choice but to present the concordance in this unreadable
form. Two articles by her (‘Automatic expansion of abbreviations: an
experiment with Old Icelandic’ Computers and the humanities, 16 (1982), pp.
157-64 and ‘The computer in Old Norse textual editing’ Association for
literary and linguistic computing bulletin, 10 (1982), pp. 48—54) described an
apparently successful system by which the computer automatically expanded
the abbreviations: a concordance of such an expanded text would have been
far more readable and useful. After all, the primary function of a
concordance is the provision of semantic and grammatical information and
not exploration of the orthography. In any case, van Arkel’s assertion that
‘the microfiche process does not offer the same flexibility and choice of
characters as typesetting’ (p. xliv) is misleading: the technology has long been
available to permit her microfiche to appear much more like the manuscript
than it does. Secondly, in many cases the concordance does not give enough
context. One finds lines such as s. R and s. b and 5. J and en ss. X standing
as complete entries. The combination of abbreviation and unexpected letter
forms makes it unlikely that one will decipher the first and last examples as
respectively segir Hritr and en synir hans; the lack of context makes the
entries of little use when one does. The fault for this lack of context appears
to lie with van Arkel’s decision to place end-of-sentence markers liberally
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through the text. From the specimen of her transcription of part of
Droplaugarsona saga, ch. 1, printed on p. 54 of her 1982 article, she divides
the first words of Arneidr so: “Gakk til.skips. Ok seg Katli, at hann komi til
min, pvi at mér er krankt”. Hon gerdi svd. Ok gekk Ketill einn saman. . ..
Because of van Arkel's decision to limit the context in the concordance to the
sentences she defines, Gakk til skips and Hon gerdi svd duly appear without
the following ok-clause in the concordance. The scholar searching for uses of
verbs of motion with ok to indicate purpose, or instances of ok as a
coordinating conjunction, will be frustrated. No doubt this free use of end-
of-sentence markers made it considerably easier for the computer to identify
the grammatical function of each word, but the scholar struggling with the
concordance will not feel this is a virtue. Thirdly, the arrangement of the
concordance means that users will spend too much time looking for material
rather than using it. This is not just the fault of the inconvenient microfiche
format. The alphabetization of the whole concordance is not transparent;
van Arkel's assertion on p. xliii that ‘the order is the normal alphabetical
order’, with the symbols for p, @, hans (=X), pess (=Z), ok and konungs
(=£) following, is not borne out by the concordance, which has it thus: v (=u)
b x y Z (=pess) e ok X (=hans) £ (=konungs). A yet different order is used
for alphabetization within letters, but one must be able to understand the
concordance program printed on p. xxvii to determine this. Every fiche is
labelled only with the first word found on the first page of the fiche; specifying
the last word on the last page as well would have helped the user materially.
Above all: the concordance was created simply by sorting together all
identical spellings in the transcription: thus homographs with very different
lexical and grammatical functions are agglomerated, and the different forms
of a single lemma are scattered under its variant spellings. One finds the two
instances of the past tense of aka spelt ok buried among 58S instances of ok in
the concordance; the single letter v alone represents at least eleven different
lemmata, and many more forms of those lemmata; the various forms of sjd
verb and pronoun so carefully distinguished in the index are here jumbled
together; one has to look from fiche to fiche to trace the different forms of a
single lemma (e.g. ek, mér, mik). Of course, one can use the index to find the
various spellings of any one word, and then (after translating the spelling) find
them in the concordance, but this is defeating the purpose. None of this is to
deny that some scholars may still find parts of the concordance of
considerable value, but many more are likely to be annoyed and frustrated.
It could have been very much better. A concordance based not simply on the
spelling of the transcription, but ordered and arranged by lemma, word-class,
grammatical function, etc., along the lines of Gering’s great Vollstindiges
worterbuch zu den liedern der Edda (1903) or R. Kellogg’s A concordance to
Eddic poetry (1988), would have been far more useful. Generation of such a
concordance from the database that lies behind the index, using one of the
programming languages built in to many databases, would have been quite
feasible: one hopes that further such enterprises might explore this possibility.
Finally, fiche no. 22 in my review copy was defective.
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The problems with this concordance are at least buried in the microfiche;
the defects in the introduction are all too visible. There are so many errors in
it that the reader might be pardoned for concluding, quite unfairly, that the
scholar who passed it for the press could not be trusted to transcribe a
manuscript. Possessive apostrophe s is missing from ‘Helgason’s’ and
‘Bartholin’s’ pp. xii-iii; italicization of names of sagas is inconsistent, and even
more erratic in scholarly references (compare the three references to Stefin
Olkofra pdttr on p. xiii; an accent has crept onto the third C of
CONCORDANCE on p. xiv; a stop appears between ‘cross-stroke’ and
‘seems’ on p. xvi; volume 4 of Fritzner is referred to variously as Fritzner vol4
and Fritzner 4 in the one sentence on p. xxx, with similar indecision in
footnote 37 on p. xl; ‘infinitive infinitive verb forms’ are discussed on p. xxxi
(compare ‘sufffixed article’, p. xliii); the subjunctive is called the conjunctive
(cf. Dutch conjunctief) on p. xliii; the table of abbreviations used in the index
on p. xliii omits the underlining used to indicate that a letter is a large initial
(e.g._Aller p. 5); the last and third last sentences of the first paragraph of the
introduction (p. xi) are incomprehensible. The failings are not just of detail.
The introduction claims to be a ‘user’s guide’ (p. xi), but as I note above, it
fails to give a clear guide even to the letter-forms used on microfiche. Most of
the introduction is, in any case, a ‘project report’ (p. xi): a historical account
of how and when the work was done, down even to the exact date van Arkel
finished checking the plotted text against the manuscript (p. xxiv). Van Arkel
justifies the inclusion of this information by the assertion that ‘explaining the
features requires a rather detailed knowledge of the working-methods
followed. So a history of the project had to be included....” (p. xi). Scholars
have been using transcriptions, indexes and concordances for generations; if
the work is well done there is no need for explanation. The worst effect of
the introduction is that it might lead the reader to suspect (quite wrongly) that
the work has not been well done, and that the two real achievements of these
volumes, the transcription and the index, are grievously flawed. Concerning
the transcription: van Arkel states that it is ‘essentially a copy of the
transcription employed in the project’ (p. xliv); it is ‘the machine-readable
text as used in the project’ (p. xiv); p. xliv implies that the transcription has
only been supplied because ‘references in the INDEX and
CONCORDANCE refer to it’; from p. xii it appears that van Arkel first
intended only to publish the index, and hence the surprising organization of
these volumes, with the index in volume I and the transcription in volume II.
The scholar seeking reassurance that van Arkel’s first priority was accurate
transcription of the manuscript will not be reassured by these statements, nor
impressed by the assertion on p. xii that the transcription ‘gives all users
access to the MS text’. What does ‘text’ mean here? A record of its exact
orthography? Or (as appears to be the case) some sort of abstraction of the
orthography? And he is iikely to be puzzled by van Arkel’s apparent need to
apologize for having the transcription appear so like the manuscript (‘At first
glance the TEXT may suggest a level of transcription that was never aimed at’
p- xliv; similarly p. xxv ‘This is done not so much to imitate the MS....").
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Concerning the index: van Arkel’s account of her preparation of this (pp.
xxviii-xxxix) dwells at such length on the computing difficulties it presented
that one might suspect these difficulties rendered the whole index invalid.
Yet, careful reading of this section shows that van Arkel went to immense
effort to correct every point where the computer failed. The excellence of the
index is testimony to her success. Of course, in pure computing terms, and
perhaps in terms of the original aims of her project, she might be held to have
failed (cf. p. xxxvi: ‘The use of programs which are less than perfect may seem
objectionable to some...."). But that will not concern the user of the index,
who wants assurance only that the index is reliably usable (as it certainly is).
Indeed, the whole emphasis on computing methods in the introduction
appears misjudged. The non-technically inclined will be baffled by much of
it. More seriously, the constraints of space mean that the explanation of (for
example) the lemmatization programs on pp. xxxiv-xxxviii is so abbreviated
as likely to be obscure even to the adept. It would have been far better to
have removed all this to a specialist journal. Also, there is too much
discussion of particular computer hardware in the introduction: the references
to the Burroughs 7700 (p. xiv) and the Micro Bee 2 (p. xxii) already look
dated.

Overall, the tone of the introduction is unnecessarily defensive (e.g. the
‘allegations to the role time—or rather the lack of it—has played’, p. xi).
The excellence of the work on the transcription and the index needs no
defence. Van Arkel has, in these, transformed Mddruvallabok from the least
available of the great Icelandic manuscripts to one of the most richly supplied
with scholarly resources. One regrets the time van Arkel spent on the flawed
concordance: time that would have been better spent on adding the necessary
palacographic annotation to the transcription so that it would be a more
satisfactory substitute for the manuscript, or on polishing the index. or—
especially—on making the introduction worthy of these volumes. As a
pioneer, she has not only had to make her own tools but also to set her own
aims. The transcription and the index may stand on their own great merit,
the rest should be passed over lightly.

PETER ROBINSON





