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THE MORAL SYSTEM OF HRAFNKELS SAGA
FREYSGODA

By R. D. FULK

I

ERHAPS the most intensely studied of the Islendingasogur

is Hrafnkels saga Freysgoda, and for a variety of reasons.!
The saga lies at the heart of the most prolonged debate in saga
criticism: scholarly credence in the historicity of the Islendinga-
sogur in general was profoundly shaken by the conclusion of E.
V. Gordon (1939) and Sigurdur Nordal (1940) that Hrafnkels saga
is historically impossible, and has features of a bookish composition
(the Buchprosa position).2 What once perhaps seemed a dead
issue has been reinvigorated by the appearance of several studies
suggesting that even Hrafnkels saga, the strongest case for the
Buchprosa theorist, must rather accurately reflect oral traditions
transmitted from the tenth century to the thirteenth, when the saga
was committed to writing (the Freiprosa position).? But Hrafnkels
saga has attracted an exceptional amount of attention for other
reasons, as well. Perhaps more students of Old Icelandic read it
in the original language than any other saga, since it is of a
convenient length for completion in a semester, and so has
appeared in a number of editions, as well as in what has so far
been the most popular elementary Old Icelandic textbook for
English speakers, E. V. Gordon’s Introduction to Old Norse. And
then there is simply the literary craft of the saga: pre-eminently
among the family sagas, Hrafnkels saga appeals to twentieth-
century taste in narrative structure. The events follow a causal
sequence from first to last, every character and incident serves a
discernible function relevant to the whole, there are studied paral-
lels in the action that lend the work a pleasing sense of wholeness
and symmetry, and in fact there is hardly an extraneous word in
the saga.

The appeal of Hrafnkels saga is, however, in despite of enormous
uncertainties of interpretation, uncertainties that result naturally
from saga style, characterized by the narrator’s guise of uniform
objectivity. Hrafnkell’s unprovoked attack on Eyvindr poses the
most striking problem: it is difficult to imagine how this act can be
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approved under any ethical system, and so logic tempts one to the
conclusion that Hrafnkell is not the hero of his own saga. It is in
fact the conclusion of more than one study that he is not intended
to engage our sympathy.* Nearly as striking a problem is the
narrator’s observation that Hrafnkell’s humiliation at the hands of
Samr effected a change in the man’s character, rendering him
gentler and more likeable. That he then kills Eyvindr is peculiar,
and has even led some to contradict the narrator and insist there
has been no change in Hrafnkell.$

At first it perhaps seems ironic, then, that the one saga with a
genuine claim to centrality in the development of twentieth-century
saga scholarship, and the subject of so much critical debate, has
not even yielded to a consensus opinion on so fundamental an
issue as its meaning. But in fact the problems of literary interpreta-
tion and saga origins do not seem to be entirely separable. To
resolve difficulties of interpretation the practice has regularly been
to invoke one of two moral systems, and the choice of moral system
has to a remarkable extent governed each reader’s views on the
composition and historicity of the saga. Those who consider
Hrafnkell a hero largely view the moral system of the saga as a
fierce pagan one, whereby the ability to outwit one’s opponents —
regardless, apparently, of the means — itself constitutes heroism.
Since this moral system is rather antithetical to thirteenth-century
Christianity, concomitant with this view of Hrafnkell is the inclina-
tion to adopt the Freiprosa position that the saga more or less
accurately reflects tenth-century conditions because it is faithful to
oral tradition transmitted from the pre-Conversion age. A recent
variation on the Freiprosa position is to suppose that actual events
of the tenth century have here been recast in the mould of a grim
thirteenth-century secular outlook inspired by political events of
the bloody Sturlungadld. Both versions of the Freiprosa position
unfortunately lead to the distasteful conclusion that the saga cele-
brates lawlessness and commends the hero for mere fierceness and
self-gratification. The alternative is to judge Hrafnkell on the basis
of Christian precept; but then there can be no genuine sympathy
for him. The impulse to apply Christian ethics is strong, perhaps
because the saga has a modern character, and because unlike
other Islendingasdgur, this one strikes nearly everyone as a work
primarily devoted to exploring a moral issue, even if it is not clear
what moral stance is favoured: Theodore Andersson (1967, 282),
for instance, begins a discussion of the saga with the remark,
‘Hrafnkels saga is the most obviously moralistic of the sagas’. That
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moral atmosphere distinguishes this saga from other Islend-
ingaségur, since, as Peter Hallberg (1956; tr. 1962, 2) remarks
about the sagas, ‘Formally, at any rate, there prevails an almost
complete freedom from moral value judgment’. But it is dissatisfy-
ing to isolate Hrafnkels saga so from other saga literature, especi-
ally when in other respects it is such a paragon of the genre.
Though seemingly Christian impulses may surface in saga charac-
ters, especially as a device for ending the escalating violence (e.g.
Flosi P6rdarson’s remarkable forbearance at the close of Njdls
saga), on the whole, real Christian virtues are not simply absent
from the saga world, but are actually inimical to it. And so if
Christianity were the moral system against which we were expected
to judge Hrafnkell and his adversaries, this saga really would stand
apart from all others. That supposed uniqueness strains plausibility
when we recognize that so many saga heroes, all killers, are
Christians, while Hrafnkell certainly is not. Christianity is conspi-
cuously absent — the saga is set in pre-Conversion times, and
unlike most family sagas, makes no mention of anything Chris-
tian — and so one is wary of applying Christian ethics, especially
when the hero is thereby rendered unsympathetic.

These contradictions suggest the saga can reflect neither pre-
Conversion nor Christian ethics. A third possibility has not been
properly explored: if the saga really is a product of the thirteenth
century, and yet does not reflect thirteenth-century morality, then
the exclusion of Christian thought is surely purposeful. It would
be a natural choice for an author seeking verisimilitude to exclude
Christian morality from a saga set in the tenth century. The moral
outlook of the saga then does not reflect real pagan values, but a
thirteenth-century Christian’s conception of morality in a pre-
Conversion world. Thus the old Germanic code of honour and
vengeance is naturally the proving ground for the moral opposition
explored in the saga. On the one side stand those who regard the
code as an abstract good in itself, regardless of its benefit or
detriment to those who live by it. For these people, honour is the
highest good, and they will insist on justice at all costs. They are
idealists inasmuch as they will consistently stand on their prin-
ciples, but their principles (especially those pertaining to venge-
ance) are often at odds with common sense, or what even jaded
saga readers might consider plain decency. Simply, the most strik-
ing trait of these people is the overzealous prosecution of their
honour. There is even a term for such people in Old Icelandic,
ofrkappsmenn, though here they will be referred to as ideologues.
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On the other side stand those who also live by the Germanic ethics
of honour and vengeance, but who regard them as good only
insofar as they accomplish practical, social ends. For this group,
honour is not an end in itself, and these people will put certain
other, less abstract considerations first. They will never exact
vengeance merely for the sake of satisfying their own offended
honour: some larger benefit must always accrue to such a grave
action. The conditions under which they will take vengeance will
be explored below. Let us call these people the pragmatists.¢ The
opposition between pragmatists and ideologues provides convinc-
ing solutions to all the interpretative problems associated with
the saga, and the solutions to those problems in turn reflect
unambiguously on the Freiprosa/Buchprosa controversy as it per-
tains to Hrafnkels saga — a subject that will be taken up at the
end of this paper, after a thorough examination of the opposition
between pragmatism and ideologism in the saga.

IT

Hermann Pélsson (1966, 114-22; 1971a, 75-9) has aptly likened
Hrafnkels saga to a story of equally refined narrative structure,
Porsteins pdttr stangarhgggs. The comparison is especially apt be-
cause the two have much in common: they are both Austfirdinga
sogur, apparently coeval, and present revenge episodes involving
equivalent character types — a powerful godi, a poor farmer, and
the farmer’s hapless son. The similarities are such that the two
stories might even be the work of a single author. I believe there
is another important similarity: the two present the same opposition
of moral priorities. To demonstrate the opposing forces of pragma-
tism and ideologism it will be useful to begin by explicating the
moral system of this pdrrr.

Unlike Hrafnkels saga, this pdrtr is a comedy, and the most
broadly comic character is Pérarinn. He is presented in ironic terms
from the beginning, where we are told he had been a raudavikingr
in his youth (lit. a ‘red’ Viking, i.e. a particularly fierce one:
Austfirdinga sogur 1950, 69), and even now that he was old and
nearly blind it was unpleasant to have any dealings with him.
Because of the enormous expense of arms, there is a wry impli-
cation in the narrator’s observation that although Porarinn was
poor, he owned a good many weapons. He naturally turns out to
be quite grim about matters pertaining to honour. He grossly
overreacts to the discovery that his son had been struck with a prod
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at the horse-fight, and he exaggerates the incident, saying Porsteinn
had been beaten senseless like a dog (lostinn i svima . .. sem
hundr, p. 70). He even goes so far as to call his good-natured son
ragr— an excessive and wildly inappropriate accusation, especially
between father and son, since this is one of the three words one
could be outlawed for using, according to Gragds. The exaggera-
tion of Pérarinn’s vehemence, especially in an old and half-blind
curmudgeon, renders him a mere type. The comedy in his irritable-
ness is nowhere clearer than at the end of the pdrtr, where he feigns
elderly infirmity in order to draw the godi Bjarni within range of
his short-sword hidden in the bed. At any rate it is clear that Bjarni
is amused rather than alarmed at the trick, since he immediately
reveals his own ruse and says he will provide servants to tend
Pérarinn’s farm, thereby condemning him to a life of leisure.

It seems everyone in the pdttr is eager to pit the two reluctant
protagonists against each other in a duel to the death, for the sake
of their offended reputations, and it is important to recognize the
comedy in the portrayal of these other hawkish types. There is
unmistakable humour in the character of Bjarni’s wife Rannveig,
for after she finally succeeds in goading him to his long-delayed
revenge, to her horror she discovers he intends to take his revenge
honourably: he will challenge Porsteinn to single combat rather
than descend on him with a mob. The suddenness of her change
of attitude renders her even more comic: immediately she pleads
with Bjarni not to risk his life alone against such a hellish brute
(heljarmadr, p. 74) — an amusing characterization, given poor
beleaguered Porsteinn’s stolid and endearing placidity. We can see
that Rannveig, like old Pérarinn, is easily excited, and continually
prepared to overreact.

The two other characters who most concern themselves with
Bjarni’s honour, the brothers Pérhallr and Porvaldr, are also
comic, since they are introduced at the beginning of the pdttr as
gossips (uppaustrarmenn miklir um allt pat, er peir heyrdu i heradi,
p. 69). There is some dry wit in their exchange over the svidueldr
about wethers and Bjarni’s honour, but since our sympathy is
entirely with Bjarni, especially after one of the other men at the
fire points out the godi’s reason for leaving Porsteinn alone, the
real comedy lies in the brothers’ chagrined discovery that Bjarni
had heard every word of this. Equally unheroic (and therefore
comic, given all their talk about honour) is the way they go about
fighting Porsteinn: they lure him outside with a self-abasing lie,
attack without warning, two-on-one, and still manage to lose their
lives.
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Even Bjarni looks slightly comic once he accepts the premise
that it is incumbent on him to exact vengeance. In the course of
the duel it becomes apparent that Porsteinn is holding back his
superior strength, all the while pretending to be afraid of the godi
in order to convince him he can end the fight and still maintain
his superior dignity. The comedy lies in Bjarni’s naively firm
declaration that by no means can Porsteinn talk his way out of it
now (Eigi mun nii stoda at beidask undan, p. 76), followed by his
slow realization that he is severely overmatched (e.g. Bjarni meelti:
‘Betr bitr pér nui it sama vdpnit, er pu hefir 40r i dag haft’, p. 76).
There is comedy also in Porsteinn’s remark upon the godi’s sword
that it cannot be the same one he bore to his famous battle at
Bodvarsdalr. There can hardly be any malice intended in this
remark — after all, Porsteinn is endeavouring to placate Bjarni
all the while. Rather, this can only be pure naivety on Porsteinn’s
part, turning Bjarni’s unspoken rage into comedy.

In sum, all the characters who are most insistent about honour
and the old vengeance ethic are presented as comic. On the other
hand, those characters who are not comic (Porsteinn and, outside
of the duel scene, Bjarni) are precisely the ones who put honour
after more pragmatic considerations: Bjarni refuses to take venge-
ance because Porsteinn is Porarinn’s only support; and Porsteinn
is so thoroughly unconcerned with the bauble reputation that he
repeatedly claims to be frightened of Bjarni, simply to escape a
duel he could himself easily win. (The consequences of winning
the duel would of course be disastrous for both Porsteinn and his
father.) Moreover, it is an entertaining and pointed irony that the
characters who insist on the maintenance of honour are the ones
who act dishonourably, while the two pragmatists are exceptionally
meticulous about honourable behaviour. As mentioned above,
Pérarinn employs a ruse to bring Bjarni within stabbing distance;
Rannveig is horrified at the thought of a fair and equal duel; and
the brothers try to trick Porsteinn and force unequal odds upon
him. On the other hand, despite his pragmatism Bjarni insists on
single combat. And Porsteinn refuses to take advantage of Bjarni
during the duel: twice Bjarni puts down his sword, to drink from
the stream and to tie his shoestring, and despite these opportunities
Porsteinn stands idly by. This is what Porsteinn is referring to when
he later remarks that he could have taken advantage of Bjarni
(Oroit hafa mér svd feeri { dag G pér, at ek meetta svikja pik, p.76).

And so what we have in Porsteins pattr stangarhgggs is a witty tale
about conflicting values: the self-importance of the old vengeful
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Germanic values versus the self-effacement of accommodation and
cool-headedness; the old order versus the new; to put it most
generally, the old ideologism versus the new pragmatism. Given
the many similarities between Porsteins pdttr and Hrafnkels saga,
it should not now be entirely surprising to find that the saga is
about the same conflict of values.

11

The corpus of Hrafnkels saga criticism demonstrates consider-
able critical sympathy for the plight of Porbjorn, the murdered
shepherd’s father. This is perhaps a natural attitude to assume: no
one can approve of the murder, and Hrafnkell himself clearly
thinks ill of it, so it seems the natural conclusion that Porbjorn’s
case is wholly just. Still, a few dissenting voices have portrayed
Porbjorn rather differently, and it is striking to find an opinion such
as Finnur Jénsson’s (1920-24, I1 517): ‘One feels sorry for Porbjorn
for not accepting this offer . . . He is petty and malicious, besides
ill-endowed and short-sighted and, when everything seems to be
going against him, a thoroughly feeble wretch (he cries at the
Althing)’.7 This assessment of Porbjorn looks considerably more
accurate once evaluation of his character is divorced from the
recognition that Hrafnkell was wrong to kill Einarr. Hermann
Palsson-(1966, 115-6) has pointed out that Porbjorn and Pérarinn
are counterparts. But the two characters’ affinities are perhaps
even closer than has been supposed, since it seems Porbjorn is as
preoccupied with honour as the old raudavikingr. His refusal of
Hrafnkell’s offer of compensation is certainly essential to the plot,
but it detracts from the value of an extraordinarily well-constructed
saga to suppose Porbjorn’s refusal is out of character, or that
character has been subordinated to the exigencies of the plot.
Porarinn grudgingly accepts a similar offer from Bjarni Brodd-
Helgason, at the same time acridly remarking that godar make
such offers only to solace an immediate grief, and forget their
promises a month later. Hermann Pélsson (1966, 116) remarks that
although Porbjorn does not himself state his reasons for rejecting
Hrafnkell’s offer, ‘vel ma vera, ad hofundi hafi verid svipad i huga
og Pérarni’. But it is not necessary to conclude that Hrafnkell’s
offer is not trustworthy or honourable. First it should be remem-
bered that Pérarinn himself is not to be trusted, and it is remarkable
that the old man complains so bitterly about the offers of godar at
the same time as he accepts Bjarni’s offer. It seems the author saw
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this as another opportunity to exploit the old man’s irascibility for
the comedy it affords. In fact there is good reason to believe the
pdttr’s thirteenth-century audience did not regard the old man’s
accusation as realistic, because the action of the pdttr ends with
Bjarni’s announcement that Pérarinn will be provided with ser-
vants, and will suffer no want the rest of his life. This could hardly
have served as a satisfactory dénouement if the promises of godar
were as insubstantial as Pérarinn claims. Second, it is a strong
indication of the generosity of Hrafnkell’s offer that without hesita-
tion Porbjorn’s nephew Samr and his brother Bjarni (at
Laugarhiisum) both commend it, and apparently harbour no suspi-
cion the godi would not honour his promises. (On Bjarni’s and
Samr’s reliability, see below.) In the sagas, kinsmen who demand
lavish compensation are not mercenary. The purpose of compensa-
tion is to reaffirm the honour of the slain and to show that the
prestige of his kinsmen is undiminished by his murder. Porbjorn’s
rejection of Hrafnkell’s offer cannot be said to stem from either
of those considerations: the offer is generous enough to reaffirm a
shepherd’s honour, and Porbjorn simply never had any prestige of
the sort we find solaced by monetary compensation in the sagas.
He may naturally have any amount of self-respect, but that is a
rather different matter from comparing one’s prestige to that of a
rich and powerful godi. And yet his motive in rejecting the offer
apparently is what Hrafnkell says it is: his insistence on arbitration
implies he considers his own prestige equal to Hrafnkell’s. It is
not because of anything we know about medieval Icelandic atti-
tudes that we are inclined to sympathize with Porbjorn’s egalitarian-
ism and ignore the disparity in the two men’s prestige. But there
can hardly be another saga in which the class status of the opposing
forces is so disproportionate (except perhaps Qlkofra pdttr, though
there the comic portrayal of Qlkofri rather confirms than refutes
the point), and certainly none in which the forces on one side are
referred to by the narrator as einhleypingar (Austfirdinga sogur
1950, p. 109). The word is certainly pejorative in this context, and
though the translation ‘vagrants’ (Hermann Pélsson 1971b, 47) has
connotations that are too forceful, there is at any rate an implied
connection between the men’s social status and the value of their
cause. This epithet can hardly be said to have any point, considering
the outcome of the saga, if it is not designed to belittle Hrafnkell’s
opponents by characterizing them as upstarts.

It appears, then, that rather than getting fair compensation for
the death of his son, Porbjorn’s only concern in his meeting with
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Hrafnkell is his own self-importance. To us this perhaps seems a
harsh judgment of a man who has just lost his eldest son. But
Porbjorn’s actions after rejecting Hrafnkell’s terms make it clear
this is the attitude we are intended to take. At this point Porbjorn
and Pdrarinn seem particularly alike, since both are irascible
enough to call their closest kinsmen cowards. That Porbjorn is in
the wrong about his kinsmen cannot be doubted. In the case of
Bjarni at Laugarhisum we have a character who appears nowhere
else in the saga, and so serves no other purpose than to assure
Porbjorn he has acted foolishly. Therefore, if Porbjorn were right,
Bjarni would serve no purpose in the saga at all, since it can hardly
matter to the development of the story if he is a coward. But if
Bjarni is right, his function is clear: he is empowered to characterize
Porbjorn for us (and with some annoyed incredulousness, at that)
as rash and vain; and we may rely on Bjarni’s impartiality to
the extent that any prejudice on his part ought to stem from
considerations of kinship, disposing him in his brother’s favour. In
the case of Samr the indications are even clearer. Whatever we
decide about Samr’s character later in the saga, here at his first
appearance in person he is no coward. He seems unruffled by his
uncle’s insults. He proves his courage when he accepts the case,
and so when, after that, he still thinks Porbjorn is a fool (mér
bykkir par heimskum manni at duga, sem pi ert, p. 108), the
equitableness of his judgment is reliable. Given the supreme
importance of the uncle-nephew relationship in early Germanic
society, it is of some significance that Porbjorn has difficulty con-
vincing even Samr to lend his support. Samr has no illusions about
the likely outcome of the case, and so in his equanimity he is a
fine foil to Porbjorn, who in this exchange with his nephew alterna-
tes with self-abandon between abusive gall and ingratiating senti-
mentality. When Samr points out to him that they will bring home
only humiliation from the Althing, Porbjorn’s response epitomizes
the emotionalism of his outlook: P6 er mér pat mikil hugarbot, at
pui takir vio mdlinu. Veror at par, sem md (p. 108).

Modern commentary on the saga has not been kind to Samr,
and at times the criticism of his character has been stinging: in one
place he is called "a notorious blab . . . conceived in comic terms’
(Thomas 1973, 420); in another he is ‘the supreme fool in the saga’
(Heinemann 1975a, 448); and in a third he is an ‘ehrgeiziger,
skrupelloser Mann’ (de Vries 1967, II 440). It is perhaps possible
to lay too much emphasis on Samr’s foolishness, grasping at the
one character in the saga we can be certain of. It is indeed a tactical
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blunder for Samr to spare the hero’s life (as Porgeirr seems to take
some pleasure in pointing out to him), but his doing so does not
characterize him as mindless. He specifically says he is sparing
Hrafnkell’s life because the man has many young children to
provide for. If we ought to admire Bjarni Brodd-Helgason for
leaving Porsteinn untroubled for the sake of his old father, it would
be odd to condemn Samr’s compassion for Hrafnkell’s children.
After all, Samr is neither witless nor out-and-out malicious, and
if he were either, the saga would suffer for it. In fact, the author
seems to have foreseen the difficulties that would ensue from
providing Hrafnkell with an unworthy opponent, and has made an
effort to redeem something of Samr’s character. For example,
Samr is said to have made a good godi in Hrafnkell’s place: Samr
var vinsall af sinum pingmonnum, pvi at hann var hegr ok kyrr
ok godr érlausna (p. 125).

Likewise Samr seems to have been prevented from revealing his
most objectionable characteristics until the very end of the saga,
again in order not to spoil his status as Hrafnkell’s foil. The effect
is that we see Samr develop in the course of the story. When we
first hear him speak, he seems to stand a reasonable chance of
being considered a pragmatist, because there is no taint of vanity
or offended honour in his advice to Porbjorn, despite the latter’s
taunts. Rather, he offers to return humbly with his uncle to Adalbdl
and find out whether the godi will still tender the same generous
terms. But when Samr says he will take over the case from Porbjorn,
against his better judgment, solely because they are kinsmen — a
consideration that did not manage to sway Bjarni — he looks
considerably less pragmatic. It is not long then before he begins
to appear as much of an ideologue as his uncle. At the Althing,
when even Porbjorn is ready to admit what a fool he has been, it
is Samr who takes up the standard of irrationality. His stated
reason for refusing to give up the case is as misdirected as the one
that drove his uncle to initiate the action: it is a matter of honour,
since Porbjorn questioned his courage till he accepted the case
(Fryoir pu oss mjok hugar ok ollum peim, er i petta mal vildu eigi
ganga med pér, p. 110). This speech is ironically crowned by the
maudlin spectacle of Porbjorn’s bursting into tears, so moved is he
by Samr’s resolution in the face of heroic odds. Of course Samr’s
is precisely the sort of sentiment Porbjorn ought to revel in, given
what a slave to honour he is himself, and so his approval comically
seals Samr’s high-mindedness with a metaphoric kiss of betrayal —
the first clear instance of comedy in what has so far been a sober
saga.8
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Samr’s ideologism surfaces again several times in the saga. A
particularly distinct instance is his unconcern when Porgeirr points
out to him that there is no advantage to winning the court case — the
victory could in fact bring Sdmr worse trouble from Hrafnkell —
without the ability to enforce the verdict. But because the author
has done some balancing of Sdmr’s character throughout the saga,
for the purpose of rendering him a worthy opponent for Hrafnkell,
the real nature of Sdmr’s conception of honour is not revealed till
the very end, where his mean-spiritedness is at last allowed full
range. His mission to Porskafjordr having proved a failure, he
rejects the Pjostarssons’ gifts, and calls the brothers faint-hearted
(litlir { skapi, p. 133), and this sort of behaviour suggests a strong
family resemblance. The pettiness of Samr’s reaction is highlighted
by the contrasting generosity of the brothers: they offer to move
Samr and his family out to the West, where they will protect them
from Hrafnkell; when Samr prepares to leave in a huff and asks
for an exchange of horses, they agree with alacrity (Var pat pegar
til reiou, p. 133); and of course they offer him the gifts he rejects.
His pride is hurt by Porgeirr’s evaluation of his dealings with
Hrafnkell, and this offence to his honour eventually leads him to
turn even on those who had been his staunchest support.

Samr’s brother Eyvindr has raised some persistent difficulties in
the interpretation of the saga. Hardly a reader has failed to remark
that Eyvindr is an innocent bystander to Hrafnkell’s feud with
Samr, and so it is not fair that he falls victim in the struggle. Nor
is there anything ignoble about Eyvindr’s actions for the short
while we are acquainted with him, and in fact the narrator offers
some remarks quite to the contrary. For instance, when Eyvindr
goes down fighting we are told he defended himself well and
manfully (Eyvindr vardisk vel ok drengiliga, p. 129). Likewise
after it is explained that he had raised his young relation the
skésveinn out of poverty, taken him abroad (quite an honour), and
treated him as an equal, it is remarked that Eyvindr got quite a bit
of credit for his treatment of the boy (Perta bragd Eyvindar var
uppi haft, ok var pat alpyou rémr, at feeri veeri hans likar, p. 126).
At first glance, then, it seems the author’s purpose is to elicit
sympathy for Eyvindr, and the inevitable result is that Hrafnkell
looks quite the villain for killing him.

The uncertainty about Hrafnkell’s heroic status as a result of
this killing is unfortunate, since a close examination of the text
suggests just the opposite was intended. Rather than to derogate
Hrafnkell’s character, the mention of Eyvindr’s noble qualities is
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intended to amplify Hrafnkell’s prestige in overcoming such an
adversary. This intent should be evident from the start, since the
narrator introduces Eyvindr as the most heroic of men ( inn vaskasti
madr, p. 125). The implication of this remark is that Eyvindr as a
character really does not matter much, since the remark is a clear
violation of that standard of formal objectivity that Lars Lonnroth
(1976, 83) calls impassibilité. A narrator may at the very outset
establish any number of attributes of a character (temperament,
accomplishments, appearance, etc.), but an overt evaluation of a
character’s worth (male characters’ worth being measured gener-
ally in vaskleikr) is strikingly at odds with saga conventions. It
would be an appalling breach of decorum to introduce, for in-
stance, Gunnarr 4 Hlidarenda this way, and so the necessary
conclusion is that Eyvindr’s valour does not matter in the same
way as genuine heroes’ valour matters. This departure from saga
conventions becomes comprehensible, on the other hand, if we
understand the author’s real dilemma: he needed to provide
Hrafnkell with a worthy conquest, but at the same time saw the
dangers of gratuitously slowing the action and creating un-
warranted sympathy for Eyvindr if he established the man’s worthi-
ness through dramatic rather than expository characterization.
The creation of the character Eyvindr is itself a response to
difficulties raised by Samr’s character. It was remarked above that
the author must have recognized the problem that arose from
making Samr look too absurd, since he made an effort to mitigate
Samr’s foolishness, and kept the man’s worst characteristics in
reserve till the end of the saga. Still it is apparent that Samr could
not serve as a target of revenge commensurate with Hrafnkell’s
dignity. And so the narrator introduces Eyvindr and tells us flatly
at the outset that here is a noble man. The point is openly reiterated
more than once: the gridkona at Hrafnkelsstadir, for instance,
calls him worthy of Hrafnkell’s revenge (svd menntr, at hefnd veeri
{ honum, p. 127). The tacit corollary is that revenge has not been
taken before this because Samr would not serve that purpose. Then
Porgeirr is made to state that corollary explicitly in the last chapter:
he explains that Hrafnkell left Samr in peace and waited till he
could take his vengeance on someone who seemed to him a better
man (er honum potti pér vera meiri madr, p. 133). Porgeirr’s
comment in particular carries an air of authorial approval, coming
as it does at the very end of the saga. At any rate, if the author
expected us to disagree with Porgeirr’s evaluation of Hrafnkell’s
prudence, it is a mystery why he would put this evaluation at the
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end of the saga, where it looks distinctly like a final summary, and
into the mouth of a character whose approval of Hrafnkell cannot
by any means be attributed to a prejudicial fondness for him.
And so the opinions of Porgeirr and the gridkona about the
appropriateness of killing Eyvindr may be taken at face value,
after all. Nor then are such minor characters’ opinions expressed
for no very good reason, though it seems that is what must be
assumed if the opinions of Porgeirr and the gridkona are not taken
for attitudes we are expected to share. The saga now begins to
look remarkably straightforward, to the extent that its most direct
statements may be interpreted literally, without any elaborate
contrivance.

Since, as it now seems, Eyvindr’s character is determined solely
by the requirements of the plot, there is no good reason to suppose
much sympathy is intended for him, and in fact it now becomes
apparent that he is, after all, something of an ideologue. It would
of course be making the saga too schematic to suppose that every
character must be either a pragmatist or an ideologue, even a
character as unimportant as Eyvindr. But Eyvindr does have some
traits like those of Hrafnkell’s other opponents, or at any rate
unlike those of the hero himself. One of these traits is hinted from
the start, since the second piece of information we learn about
Eyvindr, immediately after he is called vaskastr, is that although
he is told about Samr’s feud with Hrafnkell, he pays little heed to
it (ok lét hann sér um pat fart finnask, p. 125). Perhaps he is right
in principle to suppose the matter does not directly concern him,
but it is a characteristic of Hrafnkell’s opponents to put their faith
in principles divorced from realilty. The foolishness of Eyvindr’s
faith in the abstract rightness of his uninvolvement is what is being
stressed by this immediate mention of his unconcern. Moreover,
we know Eyvindr really does believe the matter does not concern
him, given his subsequent actions. His indifference is mentioned
immediately because this self-delusion is destined to be his down-
fall, and so undergoes considerable development as the chase
proceeds. So patterned and economical are the introduction of
Eyvindr, the indication of his tragic flaw, and the narration of his
downfall, that the story is like an exemplum. When the skdsveinn
urges him to ride away and save his life, we can predict what
Eyvindr’s response will be: he has no quarrel with Hrafnkell. But
when it becomes apparent that despite the wrongness of it all,
Hrafnkell really is pursuing him, and as the boy’s appeals grow
more insistent, Eyvindr is forced to admit his real motive: he would
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be ridiculed if he rode away, only later to discover that Hrafnkell
had not actually been menacing him. The skdsveinn in fact seems
to have been created primarily to solve the problem of how to
elicit this confession. Fredrik Heinemann (1974, 111) remarks:
‘Although this emotion probably motivates a good many saga
characters, they are seldom forced to confess this fact under press-
ure.” Then there can be little doubt about the author’s motive in
having Eyvindr make such an unheroic admission, especially after
he has made a point of referring to him as vaskastr. After all, this
exchange with the skésveinn — in fact, this whole slow chase rather
than a quick ambush — just is not necessary to the plot. It is
included because the author had a point to make: outnumbered,
Eyvindr goes to it, sacrificing his life and the lives of his four
companions on a point of pride.®

Finally among Hrafnkell’s opponents are the Pjostarssons.
Sigurdur Nordal (1940, 63; tr. 1958, 53) was the first to point out
that there is a strong contrast between the characters of the
brothers: ‘Thorkell is brisk, goodhearted, inexperienced, eager for
risky enterprises, and anxious to court danger. (‘Nothing ventured,
nothing gained’ is his motto.) Thorgeirr is circumspect, staid, slow
to undertake anything, but fearless once he lets himself go, realistic
and merciless.” Leaving aside the approval implied in calling
Porkell goodhearted, these contrasting portraits could well serve as
types of the ideologic and the pragmatic. The contrast is established
from the moment we first see the brothers together. That Porkell
takes an interest in the case at all reveals he is not a pragmatist,
but his ideologism is most strongly characterized by the terms in
which he tries to solicit his brother’s interest, since they pertain
only to virding: the most honour accrues to him who defeats the
most formidable adversary; and there is no dishonour in defeat at
Hrafnkell’s hands, since that has been the fate of everyone who
has opposed him (pp. 114-15). If the author had not intended to
portray Porgeirr as a pragmatist, these inducements might have
been successful. But Porkell’s brother remains unimpressed by
appeals to honour, and it is only to avoid ill will between them
that Porgeirr finally agrees to lend his support (p. 115). Porkell’s
behaviour here is remarkable. When his appeal to honour fails,
he turns petulant, saying his advice is little esteemed, and he just
might go where he is better appreciated. One is reminded of
Porbjorn’s peevishness when seeking help from Bjarni and Samr.
Likewise Porgeirt’s initial reaction to the mention of Hrafnkell’s
crime is that like the other godar, he has no intention of getting
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involved (p. 114), and one is reminded of Bjarni’s and Sdmr’s initial
reactions to Porbjorn’s incitements. It seems to be a characteristic of
ideologues to turn sullen when thwarted (and Samr is no excep-
tion), and a characteristic of pragmatists to know their minds
immediately, regardless of what we should consider the moral
issues involved.

The contrast between the brothers’ outlooks is maintained
throughout the saga, and the two are assigned parts consistent with
their views — so consistent that on this basis Sigurdur Nordal
(1940, 63; tr. 1958, 53) approves a textual emendation, reassigning
to Porgeirr a particularly pragmatic speech attributed to Porkell.
For instance, when Samr displays his unabashed impracticality,
strutting about the Althing and revelling in his victory without a
thought for the future, it is practical Porgeirr who is assigned the
task of pointing out to him the precariousness of his position.
Likewise it is Porgeirr who sees to the practical matter of conduct-
ing the férdnsdomr while Porkell chooses to amuse himself watch-
ing Hrafnkell and his men hang by their hamstrings. Perhaps the
clearest example comes at the end of the saga, when the
Pjostarssons decline to assist Samr in opposing Hrafnkell again.
The narrator makes an emphatic point of telling us this time it is
Porgeirr who answers for the brothers: Porgeirr hafdoi meir svor
fyrir peim breedrum i pat sinni (p. 132). Of course if Porkell
answered it would be in c¢haracter for him to grant Simr’s second
request, for the same reasons he granted the first. E. V. Gordon
(1939, 6-8) and Sigurdur Nordal (1940, 10-17; tr. 1958, 7-13)
have pointed out that Porkell and Porgeirr have no discoverable
historical counterparts, and have argued that the two are in fact
products of the author’s imagination. If the brothers are the
author’s creation, surely he needed to create just one benefactor
for the sake of the plot. That he created two, with the additional
explanations that duality entails (e.g. the sharing of the godord),
must be an indication of the thematic importance he attached to
the contrast between their characters.

IV

This distinction between pragmatists and ideologues puts
Hrafnkell’s own character into a different light. The change in
Hrafnkell’s character should now appear obvious, being a conver-
sion from the one point of view to the other. When he kills Einarr
his motives are entirely ideologic: he stands idealistically by his
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oath to Freyr, and so this is a killing entirely. on principle. The
repercussions of the act teach the hero how ill-motivated some
principles can be, and how like some of his opponents’ motives his
own have been.

It is not difficult to show that we are intended to take a dim view
of this killing. In addition to Hrafnkell’s own admission that this
is among the worst of his homicides, we have the implication that
the author saw it as particularly bad, since he seems to have taken
some extraordinary precautions in order to palliate Hrafnkell’s
crime, and so ensure that the godi will not lose his heroic status
and our sympathy. Most notable in this respect is the way Einarr’s
disobedience and death are presented. It is unlikely anyone would
really believe that Einarr deserves to die for riding the horse,
and so it is remarkable that the author highlights the shepherd’s
culpability by having him state, himself, that it would be pernicious
of him (meingefit, p. 102) to ride Freyfaxi after he had been
warned.® More important, the way Einarr treats the horse is
shameful: he rides Freyfaxi from morning to evening, travelling
fast over an extraordinary distance — at least 90 kilometres of
rough terrain if the traditional topographical identifications are
correct.!* The narrator is explicit about the awful condition of the
horse after this treatment (p. 103). Note also that it is the treatment
of Freyfaxi, not the mere fact that the horse was ridden, that
Hrafnkell responds to when the stallion arrives at Adalbél (p.
104). Einarr is not and can never be a villain, and so it is all the
more remarkable a sign of the author’s regard for Hrafnkell that
he has attempted to minimize our sympathy for Einarr.

The riding of Freyfaxi is also arranged in such a way as to suggest
fate is forcing a regrettable course of action upon the characters.
When Einarr goes to mount a horse, they all run away except
Freyfaxi. For the purposes of the plot it would suffice to leave the
matter at that, but the narrator makes a curious point of relating
how the horses had never before been so shy, and in contrast, how
still Freyfaxi was, as if he were rooted to the ground (p. 103). The
suggestion is that the supernatural is at work, and one’s suspicton
becomes a conviction when Freyfaxi reveals an anthropomorphic
will, galloping down to Adalbdl to let Hrafnkell know how he has
been treated, holding a strange conversation with the hero, and
returning to the herd the moment he is dismissed. Edward Condren
(1973, 521) sees something supernatural in the disappearance and
reappearance of the sheep, and O. D. Macrae-Gibson (1974-77,
257) suggests Einarr’s not having heard the sheep the first time he
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rode by the gil is another manifestation of fate working against
Einarr. It is no coincidence that these are the only supernatural
elements, other than Hallfredr’s dream, in an otherwise realistic
saga, because they serve an important purpose. The implication is
that Hrafnkell had the situation thrust upon him by unopposable
forces.

But the author goes to even greater lengths to mitigate our
censure of Hrafnkell, by removing any taint of malice from the
killing. Like all good saga heroes, Hrafnkell sleeps on the matter,
and so we know this is not a rash act committed in a moment’s
anger. He styles himself not as an avenger going to battle, but as
the instrument of justice, wearing black and carrying a single
weapon (Hann rior i blam kizdum. Oxi hafdi hann i hendi, en
ekki fleira vdapna, p. 104). His composure, even his equanimity, is
stressed by having him compliment Einarr on the quality of his
husbandry, despite his intention to execute him immediately after-
ward. And the blow when it comes is not bloody and exultant,
like the slash of the avenger, but swift and undramatized: pd hljép
hann af baki til hans ok hjé hann banahggg. Eptir pat rior hann
heim (p. 105). Finally, avengers do not raise cairns over their
victims, as Hrafnkell does over Einarr. Killers were required by
law to bury their victims, but a cairn is a different matter altogether,
since vordur are intended as memorials of one kind or another, the
function they serve elsewhere in the Old Icelandic records.2 In this
particular, the absence of malice on Hrafnkell’s part is expressed in
terms of a certain generosity, since this appears to be no mean
monument: it is remarked that from the shieling the cairn was
used to mark mid-evening, and the purpose of this observation
apparently is to indicate that the cairn was sizeable.

If Hrafnkell’s crime is not the result of anger, nor even of
personal ill will toward Einarr, it must be due to an error in
his reasoning, and the narrator conveniently tells us the godi’s
reasoning the moment before the execution: En vid pann dtrinad,
at ekki verdi at peim monnum, er heitstrengingar fella d sik, pa
hljop hann af baki . . . (p. 105). The killing then is a matter of
principle, and so reflects well the attitude of an ideologue. The
problem with principles of this sort is that their maintenance is
prompted solely by a fatuous self-regard, rather than consider-
ations of social welfare, though properly it is for its social value
that we esteem the virtue of keeping one’s word. It is a recognition
of the difference between these two types of motivation that
characterizes the change in Hrafnkell. Given the narrator’s state-
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ment, en miklu var madrinn nii vinseelli ok gaefari ok haegri en fyrr
at 9llu (p. 125) after Hrafnkell’s move to Fljétsdalr, it is remarkable
how many scholars have flatly contradicted the saga, claiming there
is little or no change in Hrafnkell.?3 But even if we did not have
the narrator’s statement, it would be evident that the author
believed Hrafnkell undergoes a change. After all, the author
would not have created all these extenuating circumstances for the
killing of Einarr in order to moderate our criticism of Hrafnkell
unless he believed both that Hrafnkell is the hero of the saga and
that the hero is acting unwisely at this point. Hrafnkell must be
acting wisely at the end of the saga in order to rank as the hero,
and so he simply must undergo a change.

Another piece of evidence for a real change in Hrafnkell is his
renunciation of the Asir. Many have viewed this breach of faith
as a covert Christian element in the saga.!* But as a Christian
impulse the renunciation serves no discernible purpose of any
relevance to the rest of the saga, and ascribes to the hero belief in
a moral system that is frankly contradicted by his later killing of
Eyvindr. However, if the real issue is not Christianity versus
paganism, but pragmatism versus ideologism, the renunciation of
the gods is a more apposite expression of the change in Hrafnkell
than any other could be. In abjuring them he abjures his ideologism
in a rather literal sense, since his idealistic adherence to his oath
was the cause of the killing of the shepherd — in renouncing his
faith he is in effect saying he will never again allow himself to be
governed by anything as unpragmatic as an oath to a god. But this
is also a renunciation of ideologism in a figurative sense, since the
gods embody the old pagan values, especially those we find most
objectionable in the ideologues of the saga: insistence on honour,
and thirst for vengeance.

The reason so many refuse to believe Hrafnkell changes in the
course of the saga is that to most minds the killing of Eyvindr is
as bad as, if not worse than, the killing of Einarr. To believe
that Hrafnkell changes then requires one to believe that we are
expected to approve of the later killing. It may be true, as argued
above, that the author intended no real sympathy for Eyvindr, and
even made him look foolish in his ideologism, despite his necessary
valour; but it is a rather different matter to say Hrafnkell is right
to kill him. Nor is it entirely satisfying to suppose, with Sigurdur
Nordal (1940, 59-60; tr. 1958, 49-50), that Hrafnkell’s motive is
simply to ensure that there will be no danger of revenge from
Eyvindr once Hrafnkell finally settles the score with Samr. This
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could be part of Hrafnkell’s reasoning, but if it is true, as argued
above, that Eyvindr is introduced into the saga solely because
Samr is not himself a worthy target of revenge, then the threat
Eyvindr poses can only have been an afterthought on the author’s
part. The opposition of pragmatism and ideologism explains how
we can be expected to commend Hrafnkell’s actions here. It seems
neither pragmatists nor ideologues are categorically opposed to
killing, but the two groups have different ideas about what motives
justify homicide. The ideologues insist on retribution at the slight-
est provocation, and it seems no offence is too petty to merit the
ultimate vengeance. The pragmatic are rather more circumspect,
and in order to establish what they believe justifies a killing it will
be useful to examine Porsteins pdttr once again.

No reader is particularly surprised at Porsteinn’s first murder.
P6rdr is a thoroughly disagreeable and threatening character, and
there is some satisfaction in seeing him get his deserts. Porsteinn’s
psychological consistency here is questionable, since elsewhere he
is portrayed as even-tempered; but perhaps the psychological
motivation can be overlooked, since the murder has such a trans-
parent moral motivation: the reader is not displeased to see P6ror
punished. The case is not the same with Porvaldr and Pérhallr.
They are shameless gossips, and too clever for their own good, but
they are by no means threatening. In fact, they at least have
sufficient introspection to realize how foolish they have been (N
pykkjask peir vist ofmeelt hafa, p. 73). And so because they are
not shameless the way P6ror was, Bjarni’s sending them to their
deaths seems harsh. Of course Porsteinn must kill them once they
attack him, but the moral motivation for their deaths is not clear.
Psychological motivation seems to break down entirely when it
comes to Bjarni’s decision to fight Porsteinn. Certainly it is neces-
sary to the plot that they fight, but it is difficult to believe that
Bjarni, who has been so reasonable throughout, and had such good
reasons to leave Porsteinn undisturbed, would suddenly and for
no very good reason decide to fight the man. Such disregard of
psychological consistency would diminish our estimation of the
battr.

I suggest there is psychological consistency here, and that Bjarni
and Porsteinn share a single reason for their decisions to kill.
Porsteinn takes no action against P6ror until his father goads him
to it. Just as Hrafnkell’s killing of Einarr is curiously dispassionate,
so is Porsteinn’s approach to P6rdr marked by a composure that
is odd, considering it was only minutes before that his father’s
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taunts provoked him to the decision: Porsteinn even goes so far as
to offer POr0r an easy way out of the coming fight, if he will say
the blow at the horse-fight was an accident. The conclusion seems
inescapable that Porsteinn has not been wrought up to a passion
by his father’s insults, and so he must have a rational motive. The
most likely reason, then, is that he realizes life with his father
will be insupportable if he does not act. The importance of this
psychological motivation increases when we recognize that the
supposed moral motivation is flawed: our moral satisfaction in the
killing is marred by the realization that P6rdr apparently is unarm-
ed when he is murdered. Why then does Bjarni send Porvaldr and
Pérhallr to fight Porsteinn? He must know they will be killed —
or failing that, at least it is odd that Bjarni at this point forsakes
his intention of leaving Porsteinn alone. As pointed out above, a
killing seems a harsh consequence of a little gossip, no matter how
maliciously intended. The answer must be that Bjarni does this for
much the same reason Porsteinn kills P6rdr. Bjarni must realize
that life for him at Hof will be difficult if this situation continues.
He will not maintain his authority for long if even those who most
owe him their respect and support, his own servants, mock him
and question his courage. Either he must prove himself to them
or put an end to their talk altogether. In this instance he chooses
the latter course because he correctly surmises that the ridicule of
him is not general at Hof — as we see, the other farmhand
who speaks at the svidueldr clearly does not share Porvaldr and
Pérhallr’s opinion. It is the other course, proving himself, that
Bjarni chooses when he decides to fight Porsteinn. This is the
clearest case of all, since Bjarni’s choice is in direct response to
Rannveig’s assertion that he is losing the support of his pingmenn:
Pykkir pingmonnum binum eigi vaent til halds, par sem pu ert, ef
bessa er 6hefnt, ok eru pér mjok mislagdar hendri kné (p. 74). There
is an apt parallel in Hrafnkels saga, where pragmatic Porgeirr
Pjostarsson agrees to lend his support to the case only when he
sees that it will create enmity between his brother and himself if
he does not. In sum, then, Porsteinn’s and Bjarni’s decisions to
kill will no longer seem out of character once we recognize the
importance these two men attach to preserving their positions in
their own homes.

If a pragmatist will take vengeance not for the sake of any
supercilious sense of honour, but rather for the sake of retaining
the confidence of servants and supporters, and maintaining peace
in his own home, it immediately becomes apparent why Hrafnkell
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decides to kill Eyvindr. When even the lowliest servant in the
house, a gridkona, can berate Hrafnkell with impunity over his
affairs with Samr — to his face, and in front of the household —
it is time for him to act. This is not to denigrate the importance of
the construction Porgeirr at the end of the saga puts on Hrafnkell’s
delay in taking revenge: we must accept as accurate his explanation
that Hrafnkell was waiting for a better victim than Samr to arrive
on the scene. But introducing the woman provided the author with
an effective way to keep Hrafnkell’s motives from seeming at all
unpragmatic. After all, the woman is not a necessary character,
and her hvot in particular seems at first glance superfluous. She is
introduced because the failing support that her criticism implies
forces Hrafnkell to act, regardless of whether he had actually been
waiting for Eyvindr to return to Iceland. If he had attacked Eyvindr
on his own initiative it would surely have seemed an ideologue’s
act, a response merely to slighted honour. But with his credibility
at home in question, Hrafnkell has a more immediate motive, tied
to reason rather than emotion. Note that there is a considerable
difference between this killing and the first. Had he spared Einarr,
Hrafnkell stood to lose no one’s good opinion but Freyr’s. He
faced no crisis of confidence in his own home, the way he does in
the second killing, and the way Porsteinn does in his pdrtr. In
fact, I think most readers’ opinion of Hrafnkell would improve
considerably if Einarr were spared, and the author’s referring to
Hrafnkell as a bully (6jafnadarmadr mikill, p. 99), and his efforts
to provide mitigating circumstances for the first killing, imply that
his opinion was the same. Note also that there is a considerable
difference between Hrafnkell’s allowing himself to be swayed by
a servant’s opinion and, for instance, Samr’s giving in to Porbjorn’s
insults. In the latter instance, Porbjorn’s motives are anything but
selfless. He stands to benefit monetarily if he manages to cow Samr
into accepting the case; and we know as well that his opinion is
baseless, since for all his other faults Simr is no coward — he is
foolhardy, if anything. Nor is there any reason to think Samr would
suffer unduly for allowing his uncle to maintain a low opinion of
him. (Cf. hcw Porgeirr indulges Porkell, with whom he must live
under the same roof.) Things are otherwise with Hrafnkell and the
gridkona. She stands to gain nothing by this killing, and so unless
she is simply perversely bloodthirsty, it is likely her attitude reflects
the general opinion in Flj6tsdalr.S His own father’s refusal to help
shows that Samr would lose no one’s high regard but Porbjorn’s by
refusing the case. Conversely, Hrafnkell seems already to be losing
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his own household’s respect. Finally, we just do not sympathize
with Porbjorn’s unreasonable demands, while there is some reason
to believe that the author intended us to take a certain satisfaction
in the slaying of Eyvindr. The best evidence lies in the terrible
cruelty of SAmr and his party, as shown by the torture of Hrafnkell.

If there are any doubts about where one’s sympathy ought to
lie, they are dispelled at the férdnsdémr. 1 suspect the thirteenth-
century audience was even more offended than we by the torture
of Hrafnkell, since, as Einar Ol. Sveinsson (1940; tr. 1953, 73)
remarks, even in those violent times of the Sturlungs, torture was
not an Icelandic practice. It has been pointed out, moreover, that
outside of Hrafnkels saga, torture of an enemy is entirely foreign
to the family sagas (Steblin-Kamenskij 1971; tr. 1973, 100; Stefan
Einarsson 1957, 132). The physical cruelty of the torture of course
is abhorrent, but that is only a small part of the overall cruelty. If
Samr and the Pjdstarssons really were noble opponents there
would be no torture, just an outright killing. Offended honour
demands only monetary compensation or a retributive slaying —
torture is no satisfaction to offended honour, but only to the sort
of personal spite Hrafnkell did not feel when he killed Einarr.
Instead the author makes it clear that the Pjéstarssons take delight
in this cruelty. Porgeirr points out to Hrafnkell that he probably
never imagined he would be put to so much shame; Porkell says
he will stay with Hrafnkell rather than choose to conduct the
féransdomr, because it seems the easier task; and Porgeirr tells
Samr, after the confiscation, that he can do what he likes with
Hrafnkell, since he looks tame now (pp. 120-121). These remarks
are directed toward the only person whose pride they could hurt —
Hrafnkell. The brothers are amusing themselves by humiliating
him while they torture him. The author further solicits our indigna-
tion by setting this shameful behaviour in contrast to the nobility
of Hrafnkell’s conduct: at first the hero pleads for his own life and
the lives of his men, who are innocent; but when this proves
ineffectual he continues to plead for his men’s lives. Certainly it
is essential to the plot that Hrafnkell choose not to die, but to live
with this stain to his honour. However, the author makes a point of
providing him with a noble motive for this consummately pragmatic
choice, perhaps the first sign that his ideologism is on the wane:
he is putting his sons’ welfare before his own sense of honour.
Sigurdur Nordal (1940, 59; tr. 1958, 49) is surely right that Hrafn-
kell’s choice is the more difficult one, in defiance of normal saga
standards of heroic behaviour.
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And so just as in Porsteins pdttr, it is the ideologues, those
obsessed with honour, who act dishonourably, while the pragmatist
behaves nobly. At any rate this incident of torture seems to be
designed to induce in us enough contempt for Sdmr and all those
associated with him, that the long delay before the hero takes
revenge will seem like superhuman forbearance. Hrafnkell’s no-
bility of character is later reaffirmed by the generosity of his terms,
once he has Samr in his power. Samr has done nothing to gain our
sympathy, and so after the cruelty of the torture one naturally
expects an equally bad or worse fate for him. Under the circum-
stances it is no less than astonishing that Sdmr’s punishment is to
return to living just as he had before he usurped Hrafnkell’s
godord. Surely the point is not that living with disgrace is a fate
worse than death. After all, if Hrafnkell’s intention really were to
see Samr live miserably, one would expect that he would reduce
Sdmr to poverty rather than allow him to repossess his former
estate. Rather, the real point in allowing him this much seems to
be that Samr at this point is no more worthy a target of revenge
than he has ever been, and to take any sort of vengeance on
him would be beneath Hrafnkell’s dignity. He is as far beneath
Hrafnkell’s regard as Einarr ought to have been: that Hrafnkell
took revenge on one such insignificant character, but not the other,
is surely a sign of the change in him. He is a gentler man, as the
narrator says, precisely because he knows better now what persons
and what acts merit vengeance.

Finally, Hrafnkell’s new-found pragmatism is also expressed in
his assumption of a posture that must seem fairly unheroic by the
standards of the older Germanic values. There seems no other
good reason for the narrator to remark that twelve of Hrafnkell’s
seventeen companions were killed in overcoming Eyvindr and his
four men. He also pointedly notes that Hrafnkell died of an illness
(p. 133). Of course it is unheroic to die in one’s bed, but in
this instance the hero’s death has particular significance, given
Hrafnkell’s renunciation of Freyr, since dying in his bed would
deny the hero entry to Valhgll. The implication, then, is that the
hero’s hard-earned pragmatic outlook remained with him to the
end of his life. By the end of the saga Hrafnkell cares not at all
about conventional ideas of honour and heroism, and we ourselves
are not intended to judge him by these standards.'6 By the end of
the saga we are expected to understand that a good and a powerful
godi’s obligations are only in small measure to himself. The weigh-
tiest of his obligations are to those dependent on him. This is the
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effect of the Pjéstarssons’ advice to Samr, that makes it possible
even for him to become a successful godi. It also expresses well
the change in Hrafnkell.

\Y

The author of Hrafnkels saga has been rather original in employ-
ing the opposition between these principles I have called ideolog-
ism and pragmatism. He did not invent them, since we find them
in a great many sagas. The restoration of stability after a prolonged
feud almost invariably requires certain concessions of a pragmatic
kind. Likewise there are countless saga antagonists who appear to
be ideologues, inasmuch as they pursue vengeance solely for
honour’s sake, disregarding the larger consequences, especially to
themselves. But still there are important differences in the way
these principles are treated in Hrafnkels saga. In other sagas a
protagonist may have unpragmatic motives for pursuing revenge,
and still manage to maintain his heroic status. So, for instance, in
Njdls saga Gunnarr 4 Hlidarenda’s motives for killing Otkell
Skarfsson and his companions are anything but pragmatic. Rather,
Gunnarr’s is an emotional response to insults and injustice, as he
makes clear just before attacking: consider, e.g., his remark,
Munud pér nii ok reyna, hvirt ek greet nokkut fyrir yor (Brennu-
Njdls saga 1954, 137), referring to Skammkell’s insult of the
previous week. It is worth note, in this context, that at the same
time as Gunnarr purges his resentment here, the author intends
him to appear more pragmatic than that: there is high irony in the
remark, after Otkell and his men are all dead, ‘Hvat ek veit’, segir
Gunnarr, ‘hvdrt ek mun pvi 6vaskari madr en adrir menn sem mér
bykkir meira fyrir en 9Orum monnum at vega menn’ (pp. 138-9).

Another difference in the ways Hrafnkels saga and other sagas
treat this moral opposition resides simply in the importance atta-
ched to it. The difference between pragmatists and ideologues is
the point of Hrafnkels saga. Though both character types may
appear in other sagas, the centre of interest in those sagas does not
lie in the opposition between the two points of view, as represented
by distinct parties acting consistently. Consider, for example,
Viépnfirdinga saga, in which none of the principal characters seems
above a purely emotional response to the feud.

The treatment of this opposition in Hrafnkels saga is also unusual
in that the hero and his adversaries are defined by their positions
on the issue. In other sagas the antagonist is not commonly identi-
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fied by his overzealous adherence to the code of honour and
vengeance, but usually by his failure, in some way, to abide by
the code. The antagonist generally violates the code by valuing
something more than his honour, e.g. his life, his hatred of the
protagonist, greed, jealousy, or pure spite.!” In Hrafnkels saga, on
the other hand, though the hero’s adversaries may well eventually
demonstrate such foibles, it is these characters’ regard for the
code — their overzealous prosecution of their honour — that
initially assigns them the role of antagonists.

A final characteristic that distinguishes the ideologues in Hrafn-
kels saga from those in other sagas is the extravagance of their
idealism. As pointed out above, Hrafnkell is thoroughly dis-
passionate in his manner of dispatching Einarr, and I do not know
of another saga killing as unemotional, nor one motivated by
such an abstract principle. So, too, there is an equally perverse
innocence in Samr’s self-satisfaction in having won his case at the
Althing, without his giving a thought to future dealings with
Hrafnkell. His idealism is such that he is altogether satisfied with
a victory in principle. The implication is that he regards this battle
solely as a conflict between abstractions rather than a clash between
men.

The originality of the author, then, consists not in the invention
of the moral opposition explored in the saga, but in the way he
has made that opposition the controlling theme, and suited every
detail of the narrative to the exposition of the moral question at
hand. Two considerations suggest that this choice of theme was
natural, almost inevitable. First, apparently this conflict was of
some concern to the author’s contemporaries. Einar Ol. Sveinsson
(1940; tr. 1953, 91) remarks that before the thirteenth century in
Iceland even the most trivial slight to a man’s honour was avenged
as a matter of course; but during the age of the Sturlungs, when
the whole social fabric seemed to be unravelling, a more pragmatic
attitude toward vengeance was required:

In the thirteenth century men have their hands so full that they cannot put the

same stress on matters of form as before. They consider themselves fortunate to

escape by flight, have to put up with being spoken ill of, as long as they have

hopes of practical results. This does not mean that they are not touchy and
sensitive of their honor, but the most pressing need must come first.18

Second, even without events of the Sturlungadld for the author’s
model, it is natural that he should have chosen to explore this
particular conflict, considering the nature of the saga material
itself. Fidelity to that material demanded that Christianity play no
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part in this tenth-century setting. It must have been an engrossing
puzzle for an Icelander of his age, to imagine the nature of
moral thought outside the context of Christianity. After all, saga
literature as a whole is the best evidence that his own age was not
short-sighted enough to suppose there were no moral choices
before the advent of Christianity. And so in addition to its other
modern tendencies, Hrafnkels saga shows a careful avoidance of
anachronism: the author has stepped outside a Christian perspec-
tive and presented us with his conception of moral thought in an
age in which everyone measured his behaviour by standards rather
different from Christian virtue.

Thus the value of the pragmatist/ideologue contrast for under-
standing other saga literature is necessarily limited, and the real
value, for saga scholarship at large, of a coherent view of the moral
system of Hrafnkels saga remains its relevance to the question of
saga origins. My own inclination is to agree with Carol J. Clover’s
assessment (1982, 16) that we ought ‘no longer ask whether the
saga is literary or oral, but what in the received saga can be ascribed
to the literary author . . . and what to a native tradition’. That
view is threatened by those recent studies that, in reaction to
Buchprosa theory, portray Hrafnkels saga as largely faithful to an
oral tradition.'® There is value in demonstrating the errors in
Buchprosa analyses of this saga — and it is almost unavoidable
that there should have been errors; so unwelcome was evidence
of the bookish nature of Hrafnkels saga that the case was perhaps
inevitably overstated. But since Hrafnkels saga is central to the
question of saga origins, these attempts to reestablish its fidelity
to oral tradition are ultimately disturbing. Therefore, that the saga
is primarily fiction needs to be reaffirmed. Few would deny that
Hrafnkels saga is exceptionally well crafted, but since there are
these elements of the saga that have eluded clear interpretation,
it has been urged that such elements constitute evidence that the
author had before him material transmitted orally from the tenth
century, some of which he himself did not understand entirely (see
Hofmann 1976, 31-4). But as Klaus von See points out (1979, 49),
if such elements can be shown to serve a clear thematic purpose,
then they actually serve as the best sort of evidence there is for
the fictive nature of the saga. Certainly the foregoing analysis
provides evidence of that sort, since it has perhaps never been so
clear how artificial the craft of the saga is. Characters are invented
for very specific purposes. So for instance Porbjorn disappears after
he has served the purpose of typifying Hrafnkell’s opponents as
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vain and unreasonable upstarts; Bjarni at Laugarhiisum is intro-
duced solely for the purpose of characterizing his brother Porbjorn
as a fool; the griokona provides Hrafnkell with a reasoned, immedi-
ate, and, most important of all, overt incentive (maintaining his
authority) for exacting a vengeance he apparently had been plan-
ning all along; and Eyvindr himself is nothing but a noble victim,
a character introduced for purely artistic reasons, simply because
it would have cast doubt on Hrafnkell’s own character if Samr
had been portrayed from the start as a worthy opponent. The
Pjéstarssons, too, even disregarding the lack of historical evidence
for their existence, carry a fictive air to them, since the contrast
between their characters pointed out by Sigurdur Nordal can now
be seen to lie at the very heart of the saga’s theme.

The same literary purposiveness also can be seen to underlie
every event of the saga, and this is especially important in the
case of those incidents that formerly seemed, because of their
apparently marginal relevance, to bear the stamp of historical fact.
So for instance the destruction of Freyfaxi serves to elicit proof
from the hero’s own mouth that he has learned his lesson and
reformed himself. More transparently, the protracted chase serves
no purpose but to allow Eyvindr to characterize himself as noble
but deluded in ways that Hrafnkell is not. And since onomastic
details in the sagas have been made a cornerstone of Freiprosa
theory, which asserts that these details have been inserted for the
purpose of assuring the historical authenticity of the events related,
it is significant that the mention of the origin of Einarsvarda can
now be seen to serve solely a literary purpose, demonstrating the
hero’s munificence, and so his lack of personal spite in the killing
of Einarr.

This free invention of character and incident is antithetical to
the sort of preserving spirit that is and must be attributed to any
oral tradition held responsible for this and other sagas. If there
was such a meticulousness of oral tradition that historical fact
could be handed down over three centuries, it makes no sense that
a thirteenth-century Icelander steeped in that tradition should have
played so loose with it when it came to committing the tradition
to writing. Hrafnkels saga is simply too precisely constructed to
be anything but the most meticulously conceived work of a mature
literary craftsman. While we may be delighted to discover actual
traditional elements in the saga, there is no returning to the view
that the story of Hrafnkell as we have it is at all like any tradition
about him that could have been transmitted orally from the tenth
century.
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Notes

1 This paper has benefited from the invaluable suggestions of Alfred David,
Evelyn Firchow, John C. McGalliard, and George Roundy, Jr., to whom I am very
much indebted; but especially from the lengthy and meticulous comments of the
late Foster Blaisdell, whose sudden death was deeply felt by all his friends and
colleagues.

2 For surveys of the Freiprosa/Buchprosa controversy see Scovazzi (1960), An-
dersson (1964, 65-81), and Mundal (1977).

3 For a helpful bibliographical discussion of the new Freiprosa analyses of
Hrafnkels saga see Hughes (1980); and to the bibliographical references there add
Strém’s essay (1979) mentioned below, n. 16. A recent and useful bibliography of
Hrafnkels saga criticism is provided by Larsson (1983).

4 See, e.g., Halleux (1963, 72-6; 1966, 36-44) and Oskar Halldérsson (1976, 58-
67). In addition, Hermann Pélsson (1971a, 53, 70) remarks that the author must
have thought Hrafnkell deserved to die for the first murder; and he disapprovingly
notes that ‘it is often assumed in saga criticism that the author’s sympathy must lie
with the principal hero’.

5 For references see below, note 12. I should say that I do not question, as some
do, the emendation of land to lund adopted in Chapter Seven by almost all editors
(see Austfirdinga sogur 1950, p. 125, with n. 2); but the point is actually immaterial
to the question of whether or not we are to understand a change in Hrafnkell's
character, since the narrator relates (immediately after the lund crux) that Hrafn-
kell was now vinsalli ok gaefari ok heegri en fyrr at gllu.

¢ Oskar Halld6rsson (1976, 62) makes a similar point when he divides the
characters of Hrafnkels saga into two groups, with Hrafakell, Bjarni, and Porgeirr
on one side, and Samr, Porbjorn, and Porkell on the other. He remarks that the
men in the former group einkennast af veraldarhyggindum og kaldrifjudu mannviti,
en hinir meir af tilfinningasemi en raunszi’. A recapitulation of Oskar’s views is
also available in Swedish translation in his 1978 essay.

7 ‘Det gor en ondt for Torbjorn, at han ikke vil modtage disse tilbud . . . Denne
er smélig og ondskabsfuld, dertil lidet begavet og kortsynet og, nér alt synes at gd
ham imod, en ren uselryg (han grader pé altinget)’. As evidenced below, Hermann
Pélsson’s views on the ethics of the saga characters do not lend themselves readily
to my assertion that Hrafnkell is a sympathetic character while Porbjorn is not, but
he does at one point remark that Porbjorn’s demand is ‘syndsamlegs edlis’, while
Hrafnkell's reaction is ‘nasta skiljanleg’ (1966, 42); and elsewhere he refers to
‘heimsku Porbjarnar (ad hafna rausnariegu bodi Hrafnkels)' (1982, 30). There
seems also to be little sympathy for Porbjorn on the part of R. George Thomas
(1973, 426), who, in speaking of Hallfredr, Bjarni, and Porbjorn, says that the last
‘occupies an apparently more central place to provide comic relief’.

8 For an analysis of some of the comic elements in Hrafnkels saga see Konig
(1972, 2-14) and Heinemann (1975b, 453-62). I think there is little likelihood in
the supposition that we are meant to sympathize with Porbjorn’s tears. The idea
might be credible if they were tears of despair (cf. Nordal 1940, 57; tr. 1958, 47),
or of humility and self-knowledge (cf. David Erlingsson 1970, 32; and Hermann
Palsson 1966, 48; 1971a, 59); but it is directly after Samr’s stirring promise never
to give up that the saga states, Pd faer Porbirni své mjgk at hann greetr (p. 110).
Porbjorn’s tears do then seem to be intended as a comment on Sdmr’s sentiments,
and as such they serve an immediate contextual purpose (which they would not, if
considered a sign of despair); they reflect saga style very well, demonstrating the
author’s opinion without any direct statement; and they are, certainly, a witty
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device. Finally one might compare the tears of Qlkofri in the pdttr by his name —
as in fact Hermann Palsson does (1971a, 66, n. 6), though he draws no conclusions
from the comparison. Apparently we are intended to sympathize with his plight
but not his crying, since the hero Broddi Bjarnason has no patience with it,
remarking, ok eigi skaltu snokta (Austfirdinga sggur 1950, 86). To suggest a man has
been crying of course is a great insult in the sagas, as Gunnarr & Hlidarenda’s
dealings with Otkell Skarfsson in Njdla demonstrate. And so it is hardly likely that
Porbjorn’s tears are intended to engage our sympathy, especially considering how
he earlier attempted to portray himself not as a weak old man, but as an inflexible
ofrkappsmadr, in refusing Hrafnkell’s offer.

® Hermann Pélsson (1971a, 28) also faults Eyvindr for this conduct, saying the
man is guilty of ‘being too proud to save his own life’.

10 The word meingefit is a hapax legomenon, and so it is difficult to translate
with absolute assurance. J6n J6hannesson suggests ‘gefi0 pad lanleysi’ (Austfirdinga
sogur 1950, 102, n. 2), and Finn Hgdnebg glosses it as ‘uvettig’ (Fritzner and
Hgdnebg 1886-1972, IV 244). But both of these definitions seem unjustifiably
neutral, since compounds in mein- otherwise retain the original sense of the
word and so indicate injury, offence, or blameworthiness. Cf. Hermann Palsson’s
translation ‘wicked’ (1971b, 40) and the gloss ‘one is maliciously inclined’, which
appears to be Arnold Taylor’s (Gordon 1957, 369).

11 Q. D. Macrae-Gibson (1974-77, 255-6) suggests an alternative identification
of Reykjasel that would slice 35km. off the distance Einarr travels, reducing it
‘from the phenomenal to the merely exceptional’. Of course if the author’s point
is to highlight Einarr’s cruelty, the believability of the distance covered should not
be a factor in determining whether Reykjasel ought to be relocated.

12 For example, in Orkneyinga saga Kali Kolsson raises a varda to commemorate
how he and his companion Havardr swam across a pool inside a cave when none
of the other men with them dared to do so. Likewise in Landndmabdk, the slave
Ronguodr raises a cairn to mark the place where he, travelling in the interior from
the Nordlendingafjéroungr, found footprints coming from the South, after which
travel between the North and the South across the interior became regular. The
only other use of the word varda in Old Icelandic records, I believe, is in Gisla
saga, where Nj6snar-Helgi and his companion Havardr build a cairn at night to
mark the spot where they saw a light, so they can find it again it daylight.

13 That Hrafnkell has not changed in any significant way is the opinion of a
remarkable number of scholars. Pierre Halleux, for example, claims: ‘Si celui-ci
s’adoucit dans I'adversité, il ne faut pas croire a une conversion’ (1963, 73; see also
1966, 44). David Erlingsson (1970, 24) comments: ‘Hrafnkells karaktirséndring ar
salunda klar, men den ir inte sarskilt djupgaende’ (‘Hrafnkell’s change of character
is thus clear, but it is not especially profound’). Hermann Pélsson (1971a, 69), too,
remarks that ‘the experience of pain makes him milder and gentler to begin with,
but when his servant urges him to take revenge his sense of pity is easily blunted’.
Peter Hallberg’s solution to the problem is to suggest a distinction between ‘social
attitude’ and ‘ethical code’: the words used to describe the change in Hrafnkell,
‘vinseell “‘popular”, geefr “pleasant” and heegr “amenable”” . all concern Hrafn-
kell’s social attitude, but tell us nothing of the inner man, nothing of a change in
Hrafnkell's ethical code’ (1975, 443). Oskar Halld6rsson (1976, 60-61) suggests
Hrafnkell merely affects a change, in order to delude his adversaries. But then the
narrator’s mentioning the change at all, it seems, would be gratuitous.

14 Perhaps most explicit on this point is Walter Baetke (1952, 16-17), who argues
that the main action ‘wollte zeigen, dass Hrafnkels eifriger Gotzendienst und sein
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Vertrauen auf Frey ihn zu Hochmut und Gewalttitigkeit verfithren, in falsche
Sicherheit wiegen und schliesslich ins Verderben stiirzen’. His renunciation of Freyr
precipitates a profound moral change in the hero. Therefore the author’s intent is
devotional, and the saga ‘ist ein echtes Werk des Hochmittelalters’, covered with
an antiquating veneer of tenth-century morality. See also Andersson (1967,
282-3), and cf. Bjarni Gudnason (1965, 74-82), whose intent is to counter Hermann
Palsson’s arguments for strong Christian influence in the saga.

15 It also seems to be Oskar Halldérsson’s judgment that the gridkona’s opinion
is general in Fljétsdalr: he remarks, ‘Almannarémurinn hljémar i eggjun grio-
konunnar’ (1976, 61). I should point out, though, that even if the woman’s opinion
is representative, I should be the last to disagree with Peter Hallberg (1975, 443)
that she is essentially a comic character. The comedy serves a good purpose,
because if she were not comic her taunts would bite harder than they do, and it
would then be difficult for Hrafnkell to accept her advice with any sort of dignity.
Her silliness invites his (and our) indulgence of her critical attitude toward him.

16 It is because of such unheroic elements in the reformed Hrafnkell’s character
that it is so difficult to accept the analysis of Marco Scovazzi (1960, 39), who
remarks that ‘la saga abbia voluto rappresentarci in maniera esemplare I’evoluzione
drammatica di uno spirito pagano fortemente attaccato a quel bene ideale, che
definiamo ‘onore’, e deciso fermamente a non accettare mai una sua contaminazione
o diminuzione. La morale e le azioni di Hrafnkell sono schiettamente pagane, dal
principio alla fine della saga’ (‘the saga sets out to represent by way of example
the dramatic evolution of a pagan spirit firmly attached to that fine ideal we call
*honour’, and fully determined never to accept any stain to or diminution of that
honour. Hrafnkell’s morals and actions are frankly pagan, from the beginning to
the end of the saga’). Ake V. Strém (1979, 65), whose intent is to champion Oskar
Halldorsson’s efforts to revive the theory of a Freiprosa origin for Hrafnkels saga,
cites Scovazzi’s views, in support of the claim that the saga is untouched by
thirteenth-century thought. But even if it were possible to reconcile Hrafnkell’s
unheroic posture with Scovazzi’s views, the admitted absence of overtly Christian
elements would remain perhaps the one feature that cannot have any bearing on
the extent to which the saga might be said to reflect accurate oral tradition. Of
course the seeming absence of thirteenth-century morality in a thirteenth-century
composition is necessarily deliberate.

17 Examples are, respectively, Porkell Geitisson in Njdls saga, the brothers
Hallvardr harofari and Sigtryggr snarfari in Egils saga, Porbjorn ongull in Grettis
saga, Bolli Porleiksson in Laxdcela saga, and Heensa-Pdrir in his saga.

18 A specific model for Hrafnkels saga in the events of the thirteenth century has
been suggested by Hermann Palsson (1962).

19 See above, note 3. For a view similar to Clover’s see Hermann Pélsson (1981,
11-12).
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THE POSITION OF FREED SLAVES IN MEDIEVAL
ICELAND

By JON HNEFILL ADALSTEINSSON!

REED slaves are mentioned in various passages of

Landnimabék (Ldn), the Family Sagas and other works that
deal with the history of Icelanders in the tenth century. These
accounts will be set forth in this essay, and in the first place I shall
try to estimate their value as sources with reference to the authority
of the works in which they appear. The next step will be an attempt
by comparative methods to throw light on the position held by
freedmen in the early days of the republic. Material for comparison
is chiefly drawn from the law-texts, but a few later sources are also
taken into consideration.

Two recensions of Ldn, Sturlubék (S) and Hauksbok (H), tell
how the settler Geirmundr heljarskinn bestowed freedom on his
slave Atli. There is also an account in the Geirmundar pditr
heljarskinns (Gp) of Sturlunga saga. The story begins by describing
how Vébjorn Sygnakappi and his companions were shipwrecked.
Then the three texts continud:

Gp: P4 ték vid peim ollum skipverjum um vetrinn Atli prell Geirmundar

heljarskinns. Atli var 6dzil ok hamrammr mjok. En er Geirmundr vissi pessa

érlausn pralsins, pa frétti hann pralinn: ‘hvat kom bér til bess, er pi tékz sva
mikit 4 hendr vid Vébjorn ok forunauta hans’? Prellinn svarar: ‘pat kom mér til
pess, at ek vilda pann veg syna, huersu mikid gaufug-menni ok stor-menni sa
madr uar, er pann prel atti, er slik storredi pordi a hendr at takaz’. Geirmundr

bad brelinn hafa pauck firir sitt orredi ok gaf honum firir pessa [sgk frelsi ok
buland] (Sturlunga saga 1906-11, I 5).

S: En um vetrinn t6k vid peim gllum Atli { Fljéti, prell Geirmundar heljarskinns.
En er Geirmundr vissi 6rlausn Atla, pa gaf hann honum frelsi ok bi bat, er hann
vardveitti; hann vard sidan mikilmenni (/F I, 188).

H: En um vetrinn ték vid beim gllum Atli, prell Geirmundar heljarskinns, ok
bad bau engu launa vistina, sagdi Geirmund ekki vanta mat. En er Atli fann
Geirmund, spurdi Geirmundr, hvi hann var své djarfr at taka slika menn upp 4
kost hans. Atli svaradi: ‘Pvi at bat man uppi, medan fsland er byggt, hversu
mukils hattar s4 madr mundi vera, at einn (hans) prell pordi at gera slikt ttan
hans orlofs.” Geirmundr svarar: ‘Fyrir petta pitt tiltceki skalt pi piggja frelsi ok
ba petta, er pa hefir vardveitt.” Ok vard Atli sidan mikilmenni (fF I, 189).

Translation of the passage in Gp:
‘Then Atli, thrall of Geirmundr heljarskinn, housed the whole
crew throughout the winter. Atli was overbearing and much given
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to shape-shifting. And when Geirmundr got to know of the relief
afforded by the thrall, he asked him: “What induced you to take
on the responsibility for Vébjorn and his companions?”’. The thrall
replied: “My reason was that I meant in this way to show how
noble and magnanimous the owner must be if his thrall dared take
on a project so great.” Geirmundr thanked the thrall for his
resourcefulness, and because of it granted him freedom and land
to settle’.

In Gp the story consists of 96 words, in H 93 words. S has 34
words. By Haukr’s own account, he composed his book from
Sturlubék and Styrmisbék (IF 1, 395, 397; also cvi-cix). Thus it is
natural to find similar turns of phrase in S and H. There is one
place where the wording is identical in Gp and S: en er Geirmundr
vissi {pessa) orlausn ‘and when Geirmundr got to know of the
relief afforded’. By contrast, a comparison of the accounts here
quoted from Gp and H shows that there is little similarity of
wording between these two texts. The material is in broad outline
the same, apart from the occasional factual difference, but there
is considerable difference of tone. I will take first the points on
which Gp and H diverge.

In Gp the term prall is applied seven times to Atli, who is
also described as ‘overbearing’ and ‘given to shape-shifting’, both
derogatory terms typical of those commonly used of slaves (cf.
Foote 1977, 50). There is no confirmation of these terms in what
follows, except in so far as Atli could be called overbearing for
lodging the ship’s crew over the winter without asking leave.
Geirmundr’s reaction to the outcome of the affair could have
been responsible for the disappearance of this feature from the
description of Atli, and so from the tale itself. In H the term preell
appears twice only, and once in $. Atli is once mentioned by name
in Gp, twice in S, and four times in H. The magnanimity of
Geirmundr is strongly emphasized in Gp. Atli refers to him as
gofugmenni and stérmenni. In H he uses the expression mikils
hattar, certainly a term of approbation yet not nearly as strong as
the two former. There is a material divergence at the end of these
accounts. According to Gp, Geirmundr gave Atli freedom and
land to settle, while S and H say that he gave Atli freedom and
the farm which had been in his charge. This is a big difference,
since it is said that Atli supervised the work of 12 or 14 other slaves
at the farm under his control (/F I, 154-5). S and H follow up with
the statement that Atli became a man of importance. In these
versions he is finally the hero of the story.
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The chief conclusions to be drawn from this comparison are:

1. The narratives of Gp and H are of much the same length and
similar in content, but very different in phrasing. The indication is
that these accounts were written independently. There is a differ-
ence of tone and emphasis between Gp on the one hand and S and
H on the other which suggests that tales of the encounter between
Geirmundr and Atli went through a long oral transmission.

2. There are two reasons for thinking that the version of Gp is
much older than the version of § and H. Frequent use of the term
preell in Gp points to a time when the slave-community was a
living reality, and the distinction between slave and householder
was clear in men’s minds (cf. Foote 1977, 41). The treatment of
freedom and landholding in the narrative of Gp also seems closer
to actuality, and this again points to an older stage of the tale.

3. The fact that in S and H the slave gives way to the character
Atli suggests a long formative period in oral tradition. To some
extent Atli takes over the role of hero from Geirmundr. The
statement in S and H, that Geirmundr gave Atli a large estate with
his freedom, again suggests that we are at a long remove from the
reality of any imaginable original account.

4. All three sources agree in stating that Atli was a slave when
he gave shelter to Vébjorn Sygnakappi and his companions, and
for this reason Geirmundr gave him his freedom. It seems to me
natural to suppose that this is the historical nucleus, the report of
an unusual event of a kind likely to be long remembered.

The conclusion that Gp is older than S or H, here reached on
the internal evidence of their textual relations, accords in essence
with the results of earlier studies on the age of these works. Jon
Jéhannesson suggested in his time that Gp was related to Melabék
(M), which is based on a recension of Ldn older than § and H (cf.
Jéhannesson 1941, 165). I myself was led to a similar conclusion
in separate observations on the material in these texts relevant to
the history of religion (Adalsteinsson 1978, 21). On the other hand,
it is clear from this comparison that the section of Gp in question
is not textually related to the lost Styrmisbok.?

In Ldn there is an account of the land-taking of Audr djipaudga,
followed by the statement that she granted land to her crew and
her freedmen. Four of her freedmen are named: Vifill of Vifilsdalr,
Hundi of Hundadalr, Sgkkolfr of Sgkkélfsdalr and Erpr, to whom
Audr gave Saudafellsiond (/F I, 140-2). Erpr is the only one of
Audr’s freedmen whose ancestry is given; he is said to be son of
Earl Meldin of Scotland and Myrgjol daughter of Gljémall king
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of Ireland. It is said that Earl Sigurdr killed Meldin and enslaved
the mother and son. Audr gave a high price for Myrgjol, who with
Erpr accompanied her to Iceland. Six children of Erpr are named,
with their descendants (/F I, 142).

Hundi and S¢kkolfr exist only as names; the valleys of the same
names raise suspicions that they couid as well have taken their
names from the valleys as the valleys from them. On the other
hand, a line of descent from Vifill is given, and he gets separate
recognition both in § and M. In M: ‘Vifill was the name of Audr’s
fourth freedman, forefather of a distinguished kin and an influential
man; . . . he appeared to be the offspring of a man of rank, as
Audr foresaw.’ In this recension a line of descent connects Vifill
with Snorri Markisson of Melar (/F 1, 141). S quotes Audr’s
remarks about Vifill: ‘She said he might pass for a man of rank
wherever he was.” The group of Vifill’s descendants in § includes
three bishops, and his son’s daughter became a daughter-in-law of
Snorri godi (fF I, 141). Porbjorn was a son of Vifill's, and his
daughter Gudridr married Porfinnr Karlsefni. One son of Guoridr
and Porfinnr was Snorri, father of Hallfridr, mother of Bishop
Porlakr (1118-33). Their other son was Porbjorn, father of Pérunn,
the mother of Bishop Bjorn (1147-62). The son of Snorri Porfinnson
was Porgeirr, father of Yngvildr, the mother of Bishop Brandr
(1163-1201) (IF 1, 141).

All the bishops mentioned here were alive in the period when
Landndma was first being recorded; the eldest of them was contem-
porary with Ari fr60i and a prime mover in the writing of
Islendingabok. Here it is also relevant to recall that one of Ari’s
oldest named authorities for islendingabék was Purior, daughter
of Snorri godi (/F 1, 4). Thus many reasons indicate that what
Landndma says of Vifill the freedman of Audr djapaudga is based
on historical fact, i.e. that Vifill came to Iceland as Audr’s slave,
and that she gave him freedom and land to settle on.

In Eirtks saga rauda, Vifill is the only one of Audr’s freedmen
mentioned by name, as follows: ‘One of them was called Vifill;
he was a man of good family, who had been captured in the
Western Isles and was regarded as a bondman until Audr freed
him’ (fF IV, 196). In this passage it is specially emphasized that
he was ‘regarded as a bondman’, for this is a patent effort by
the writer to make Vifill's status no lower than circumstances
warranted. To say that he was ‘a man of high birth’ is an increase
of emphasis as compared with the statement in M that he was
offspring of a man of rank. It has been pointed out that Firiks saga
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rauda shows a strong tendency to enhance the dignity of Gudrior
Porbjarnardéttir and her line (Stréombéck 1935, 56). This appears,
for instance, in the words of her father Porbjorn refusing an influen-
tial suitor, son of a freed slave: ‘I never thought to hear this from
you, that I should consider marrying my daughter to a thrall’s
son . .." (IF IV, 204). These words are all the more remarkable
when in fact Porbjorn was himself son of a freedman. In spite
of the tendency in Eirtks saga rauda to elevate Vifill and his
descendants, the saga makes no effort to gloss over the fact that
he had been a thrall, had arrived in Iceland as part of the household
of Audr djipaudga and had been freed by her. Eiriks saga rauda
is dated to the later part of the thirteenth century {cf. KHL s.v.
Eiriks saga rauda).

A similar tendency to elevate a freed slave and his descendants
occurs in H, in connection with Steinrgdr the freedman of Porgrimr
bildr. The wording of S is: ‘His freedman was Steinrgdr, son of
Melpatrekr of Ireland; he took possession of the whole of
Vatnslond and lived at Steinrgdarstadir. Steinrgor was the comeli-
est of men’ (/F 1, 388, 390). In H the words ‘a man of high rank’
(gofugs manns af Irlandi, IF 1, 389) are added as a description of
SteinrgOr, and it is further stated that Steinrgdr married the daugh-
ter of the man who freed him. A line of descent is given from
Steinr@dr to Brandr of Pingvellir, who lived in the latter part of
the twelfth century (see further Olason 1948-52, I, 269).

It is said of the settler Ann raudfeldr that he raided in Ireland
and later went to Iceland, where he spent the first winter in
Dufansdalr, and afterwards went to Eyrr. H says: ‘Ann gave
Dufansdalr to his thrall Dufann,” but § has: ‘Dufann was the
freedman of Ann; later he lived in Dufansdalr’ (IF I, 176-77). §
and H proceed to tell of Ann, his son Bjartmarr and his grandson
Végestr: ‘Hjallkarr was Ann’s freedman; his son was Bjorn, thrall
of Bjartmarr, who freed him. Bjorn then made money; Végestr
objected to this, and ran him through with a spear, but Bjorn beat
him to death with a mattock’ ({/F 1, 178-9). The story of the quarrel
between Végestr and Bjorn is not known from other sources, but
here we have particular and exceptional incidents likely to stick in
the memory, whatever may have happened to the names. As for
means of transmission, it may be noted that Audr, sister’s daughter
of Végestr (reputedly beaten to death with a mattock) was related
by marriage to P6rdis, grandmother of Snorri’s daughter Purior,
an authority named by Ari fr6di (IF I, 180 and note).

There are more freedmen mentioned in Ldn who could conceiva-
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bly be of Irish descent. Two brothers Hildir and Hallgeirr are said
to have taken land between Markarfljét and Rangé. S puts their
origin in the Western Isles, but H states that the brothers were
Irish. The text continues: ‘Dufpakr in Dufpaksholt was freedman
of the brothers’ (IF I, 355).

There is sometimes mention of particular grounds for granting
freedom, as in the account of Atli, thrall of Geirmundr. Thus Ldn
tells of two settlers, Lén-Einarr and Laugabrekku-Einarr, who
fought each other. After Lon-Einarr had fallen, the thrall of
Laugabrekku-Einarr saw the thralls of the other Einarr running
away, pursued them and killed both: ‘In reward Einarr granted
him freedom and land’ (/F I, 109). Again, reasons are given for
granting freedom when we read that Eirikr in Goddalir sent his
thrall south across the mountains to spy out the land, and the
thrall discovered a route across the uplands between northern and
southern Iceland: ‘. . . and Eirikr granted him freedom as a reward
for his journey’ (IF 1, 232). The thrall is said to have raised a cairn
on the new route, which thereafter bore his name and was called
Rangadarvarda. The name Rongudr quoted for the thrall or freed-
man is unparalieled, and is quite as likely to derive from the name
of the cairn as the other way round.?

Ldn records of Ingolfr, settler in Reykjavik, and his thrall Vifill:
‘Ing6lfr granted freedom to Vifill, who settled at Vifilstoptir . . .
and became a responsible man’ (/F 1, 45). The term skilrikr applied
to this freedman indicates that he attained to full rank of thane in
the community. The place-name Vifilstoptir is found only in this
passage in S; the text of H places Vifill at Vifilsstadir, a later
form of the name (IF 1, 45). Topt was used in Old Icelandic of
foundations and walls before the roof was built, e.g. skdlatépt; in
later Icelandic #ftir commonly refers to ruined buildings.
Vifilstoptir in S could therefore indicate that the site was not
occupied when the original of .§ was written. Vifilsstadir is a site
in the settlement of Ingélfr about 10 km. from Reykjavik.

According to Ldn and Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar, Skalla-
Grimr of Borg occupied a wide area in Borgarfjor0r and Myrar. At
the end of the description of his settlement, Ldn says: ‘Freedmen
of Skalla-Grimr were called Griss and Grimr; he gave them iand
up near the mountains, Grisartunga to Griss and Grimsdalr to
Grimr . . . Sigmundr was the name of one of Skalla-Grimr’s freed-
men; to him he gave land between the rivers Gljifra and NorOra.
He lived first at Haugar, before he moved to Munadarnes;
Sigmundarnes is named after him’ (/F 1, 88). Two more freedmen
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are named in Ldn as settlers in the area taken by Skalla-Grimr:
‘Porgils knappi, a freedman of Kolli Hréaldsson, took possession
of Knappadalr’ (IF 1, 94). And further: ‘Skorri, freedman of Ketill
gufa, took possession of Skorradalr above the lake, and was there
killed’ (/F 1, 71). Finally there is a thrall said to have settled in
Skalla-Grimr’s district: Fl6ki, thrall of Ketill gufa, took possession
of Flékadalr and was killed there’ (IF 1, 72).

The freedmen said to have settled in Skalla-Grimr’s district, his
own freedmen and those of others, are mostly empty names. In
Egils saga Griss is the name of a freedman with Skalla-Grimr in
Norway, and there also Sigmundr is mentioned as Skalla-Grimr’s
household slave after his arrival in Iceland (Egils saga Skalla-
Grimssonar 1933, 62, 75). A line of descent is given for Porgils
knappi only. The accounts of Skorri and Fléki are highly suspect.
There could of course be no question of land-taking in land already
occupied, and moreover a thrall could not take land. It is also
quite possible that the names of the freedmen and the thrall are
topographical, i.e. personal names derived from place-names.*

In a final example taken from Ldn, it seems to be assumed that
a thrall had been granted freedom, although this is not stated
outright. It is said that Ingimundr gamli owned a slave called
Fridmundr, and later comes the statement: ‘Fridmundr took Forsae-
ludalr’ (F 1, 219). Here it seems necessary to assume that Frid-
mundr received his freedom before he took possession of
Forszludalr.

It has been argued above that some of the allusions to freedmen
in Ldn have in all probability a historical core, that the settlers in
question did actually grant freedom to named thralls of theirs. The
chief people concerned are Atli freedman of Geirmundr, Vifill
and Erpr freedmen of Audr djipaudga, Steinrgdr freedman of
Porgrimr bildr, Dufann and Hjallkarr freedmen of Ann, and Bjorn
freedman of Bjartmarr. The arguments for this conclusion are
twofold. On the one hand, lines of descent are given from the
freedmen to people contemporary with the period of composition.
This applies to Vifill, Erpr and Steinrgdr. On the other hand,
specific tales are associated with the grant of freedom. The account
of Atli exists in two recensions and bears some evidence of a long
transmission, and the account of Bjorn is unusual, and also not
far from the earliest written record. Dufann and Hjallkarr are
associated with the tale of Bjorn.

The seven freedmen here discussed all have this in common,
that they arrived in Iceland from western lands. It is specifically
stated of some that they came from Ireland.
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The authority of the accounts of freedmen in Ldn must be
assessed in conjunction with other elements in Ldn. Much has
been written on the origin of this work and its transmission and
revision between roughly 1100 and 1300; for during this period the
material was in the hands of historians. Specialists on Ldn do not
agree on the initial incentives to the composition of the work, and
opinions also differ to some extent on the internal relations of
separate recensions.® The most convincing theory of origin seems
to me that studies of the settlement were formulated gradually,
partly for the purpose of land disputes about tenure, but also as
specialized information brought to bear in the field of genealogy.
In the course of time efforts were made to work this information
up into one whole, and then people began collecting comparable
material about areas that had not been covered before (see especi-
ally Jakob Benediktsson in /F I, cxvi-cxvii and refs.). This method
of compilation would make Ldn a source of variable authority,
since the knowledge of its compilers could not be equally reliable
at all points. And the anecdotes accompanying the material had
also gone through different stages of transmission. The later recen-
sions of Ldn contain many additions, especially concerning those
areas most familiar to later writers. All this needs to be kept in
mind when we are assessing the accounts of freedmen in Ldn.

One of the authors of Ldn alludes to the purpose of the work,
in a postscript: ‘Many people say that recording the landndm is
superfluous erudition. But it would seem easier to reply to foreign-
ers who disparage us as the descendants of slaves or rascals, if we
are sure about our true lineage; and also to those who seek
knowledge of antiquity or want to draw up pedigrees, if we begin
at the beginning rather than cut in half-way. Indeed this is true of
all discerning peoples who seek to discover the beginning of their
settlement, or the origin of individuals or families’ (/F 1, cii).

. This postscript is preserved only in the Pérdarbék-redaction of
Ldn. In Gerdir Landndmabékar, Jon Johannesson attributed the
postscript to Styrmir, and thought that it first appeared in the lost
Styrmisbék. He based this view mainly on the words dskyldr
frodleikr, ‘superfluous erudition’, which recall the preface to Hun-
grvaka (cf. J6hannesson 1941, 203). But later he thought that
for various reasons the postscript came from the lost original
Landndmabdk (cf. J6hannesson 1956, 36). Sveinbjorn Rafnsson
has pointed out that the arguments for Styrmir’s authorship are
very weak, and according to his estimate of the relations between
different versions it is virtually certain that the postscript is from
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M, and was derived from an ancient recension of Ldn (cf. Rafnsson
1974, 99). Also, the explanation given for compiling an account of
the landndm fits better in one of the oldest and first recensions
than in the later ones. The need for an explanation of this sort
would be greatest at the time when the work was first put in hand.

The age of this postscript does not materially affect the matter
here under discussion, since whether these words were written in
the early twelfth century or a hundred years later, they were likely
to encourage the tendency to play down accounts of slaves and
freedmen in earlier and/or later recensions of Ldn. Considering
these words, we can also expect to find that pedigrees from freed-
men do not rate high in Ldn. It follows that what is even so said
of slaves and freedmen in Ldn acquires greater authority in view
of this expressed prejudice, and that lines of descent from these
are on the whole no more suspect than other pedigrees.

There is yet another argument to support the view that slaves
were freed in Iceland already in the settlement period. Ari fr6oi
says in Islendingabék, explaining the choice of Pingvellir for the
site of the General Assembly: ‘But a man who owned land in
Blaskégar had been put under penalty for unlawfully killing a
thrall or freedman’ (IF I, 8). Ari is here cautious as usual in
framing a statement about something he does not know for certain,
which shows that the tradition he was recording was not unambi-
guous. This does nevertheless indicate that shortly before A.D.
930 the affair might just as well have concerned a freedman as a
slave. In other words, historic tradition took it for granted that by
930 there were both slaves and freedmen in Iceland.

According to the sources I have drawn on, there were five
principal methods of obtaining slaves and renewing the supply:-

1. Captives in battle were enslaved.

2. Slaves were bought at a market dealing in this commodity.

3. Children were born in slavery and reared as slaves.

4. A debtor was enslaved by the man to whom he owed money
(Grg 11, 194).

5. Slavery was the punishment for theft (Grg Ib, 165).

There is no reason to doubt that owning slaves was a long-
standing practice in Norway before Iceland was colonized (cf.
Foote 1975). Consequently it is natural to suppose that settlers
took their household thralls with them to Iceland. It is sometimes
expressly stated in Ldn that a thrall had been bought, and reference
may be made to the accounts already noticed of Audr djipaudga
buying Myrgjol and Vifill. It is said in Laxdela saga that Hoskuldr
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had bought the bondwoman Melkorka, and there is a long story
attached (Laxdela saga 1934, 27). The historic truth of this story
must evidently be treated with caution. It is pretty sure that the
four or five slave-gangs mentioned were quite exceptional for
Iceland in the early age of settlement.

Revolt of slaves is once mentioned in Ldn. Hjorleifr, foster-
brother of the settler Ingélfr, is said to have made a foray in
Ireland, where he captured ten thralls; these he harnessed to the
plough with his ox at seed-time after his first winter in Iceland.
The thralls killed the ox and said that a brown bear had done it.
‘And when they went out in search of the bear and were scattered
through the woods, the thralls attacked them severally, and killed
every one’ (/F 1, 43). Since S and H have this account of the slaves’
revolt, and there is a fragment of it in M, it is quite possibly based
on an ancient tale.

There were three ways of freeing slaves:-

1. Without payment.

2. Other people paid to free the slave.

3. The slave freed himself.

It is quite possible that thralls in Iceland were freed from
bondage without payment during the first decades of settlement,
but not credible as a general rule. A thrall was property that could
be used as legal tender (Grg Ib, 143). Thus people could hardly
be expected to renounce such property without compensation, any
more than they would other kinds. In a given situation, it would
not be unreasonable for men of means to buy their kinsmen out
of slavery, and people may well have lent money to thralls to pay
for their own release (cf. Foote 1977, 56 and n. 38). The third
method was probably most usual, for a thrall to buy himself out.
It is as well to consider some passages which throw more light on
the freeing of thralls and the status of freedmen.

Snorri Sturluson, in his Oldfs saga helga, tells of Erlingr
Skjalgsson and his thralls: ‘Erlingr always had thirty slaves at
home besides other servants. He set his slaves a defined day’s work
and gave themn time afterwards and permission, so whoever wanted
to work for himself at dusk or at night, to him he gave arable land
to sow corn on for himself and turn the crop to his own gain. On
every one of them he set a price and a ransom, and many freed
themselves in the first or second years, and all who had anything
in them at all freed themselves in three years. With that money,
Erlingr bought himself other slaves. Some of his freedmen he put
on to herring-fishing, and some to other livelihoods. Some cleared
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woodlands and built themselves homesteads there, He got them
all on in one way or another’ (Snorri Sturluson 1941-51, II 30).

Since Erlingr Skjélgsson lived some 200 years before Snorri, we
must be cautious about the historical truth of this account. But
realism is not the most interesting aspect here, rather the pattern
of granting freedom that is revealed. The system that Snorri attribu-
tes to Erlingr Skjalgsson secures for the slave-owner maximum
profit from each individual slave. The labour-power of the slave
is used to the full while his working ability is highest, and thereafter
he frees himself and thus repays the owner’s outlay when he bought
the slave. This payment is laid out in buying new slaves, and so
the process is kept going.

Next we have to consider the likelihood that slaves in Iceland
in the early tenth century freed themselves by the method of
Erlingr Skjalgsson described above. There are no direct records
of this, and so it is necessary to feel a way along other approaches.
Grdgads has provisions for individual ownership by thralls, termed
orkostr ‘means to pay’ (Grg la, 202; 11, 33, 396). In the provisions
laid down by Grdgds it is also assumed that thralls might work for
their own profit much as the thralls of Erlingr Skjalgsson were said
to work at dusk or at night. ‘If a man’s slaves or bounden debtors
work after eykt of their own accord, they are fined four ounce-
units if they have the means to pay’ (Grg II, 33). There is also a
provision in Grdgds to the effect that a thrall may be given his
freedom when he has paid half the price or more: ‘A slave does
not become free until half his price or more has been paid’ (Grg
Ia, 192). Two points emerge from these provisions. In the first
place, thralls in Iceland were allowed to work for themselves, thus
presumably outside the working hours assigned to completing
obligatory tasks for their owner. Secondly, the thrall was freed
when he had paid half of the freedom-price. Yet there was no
question of complete freedom until the freedman had been ‘led
into the law’ as it was phrased, legally received into the community
of free men. On this matter also Grdgds has precise directions: ‘A
slave is given full freedom when he is led into the law. The godi
in whose assembly-group he belongs is to lead him into the law’
(Grg la, 192). Grdgds also has particular provisions for those
freedmen who have gained freedom but have not been led into the
law. This indicates that the process was apt to take some time,
which was natural enough while the freedman was earning the
second half of the freedom-price. Grdgds says: ‘If a slave is given
freedom but not led into the law or brought onto the assembly-
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slope, then he is to take neither a free man’s personal compensation

‘nor a slave’s; and he is then called a “‘spade-freedman” ’ (Grg Ia,
192). A grefleysingr, ‘spade-freedman’, might not bear weapons,
and had to defend himself with his mattock or spade if he were
attacked (cf. KHL s.v. Leysingi. Island). This situation recalls the
tale of the freedman Bjorn mentioned above, who beat Végestr to
death with his mattock (p. 37). It indicated that Bjorn was a
grefleysingr. The story goes that Végestr accused Bjorn of making
plenty of money. It is not clear how Bjorn had offended in terms
of the laws and customs of the time, but in Grdgds there are
provisions covering the obligations of an owner towards the man
he had freed, showing that they were associated in some kind of
relationship: ‘Each man is to maintain his own freedman, unless
he has means of support or has a son born a natural heir, or a
daughter who can manage to maintain him’ (Grg Ib, 17). The
owner was also prosecutor in a suit for killing of his freedman: ‘It
is prescribed that, if a freedman is killed, that case lies with his
freeborn son, or else with the freedom-giver’ (Grg Ia, 172). A
freedom-giver inherited on the death of his freedman, and if the
freedman had so disposed of his property as to diminish the
inheritance of the man who had given him freedom then the owner
had the right to enslave his freedman once more: ‘If a freedman
diverts the right to inherit from the man who freed him, the latter
has the right to revoke his freedom’ (Grg Ia, 247). Possibly the
tale of Végestr and Bjorn retains some faint memory connected
with this provision.

Damages for the killing of a freedman were less than those for
that of a freeborn man. The charge of having sexual intercourse
with a bondwoman who had been freed was not as grave as for
sexual intercourse with other free women. On the other hand,
freedmen’s children held equal rights with other men’s children,
and the charge of sexual intercourse with a freedman’s daughter
rated the same as that with any other free woman. A freedman
could free his own thrall, and was then entitled ‘the superior
freedman’ (Grg Ia, 202; Ib, 48; Ia, 172; 11, 337).

It cannot be firmly decided whether these particular legal provi-
sions were observed in Iceland during the first decades of settle-
ment. But the history of slavery in the North goes back far beyond
the settlement of Iceland, and we may safely believe that very
early on people ensured their rights in relation to freedmen as in
other matters. [slendingabok and Landndmabék each mention the
holding of a ping before 930. Ari frédi speaks of a ping held at
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Kjalarnes in the days of Porsteinn, son of the settler Ing6lfr; in §
and H it is stated that Porolfr Mostrarskegg established a ping in
his district, and there are anecdotes concerning this particular ping
(IF1, 8; 125). All this goes to show that it was already possible to
‘lead a freedman into the law’ in the early tenth century. Attention
should be drawn to the fact that freeing of slaves was less compli-
cated in Iceland than in Norway. The children of Icelandic freed-
men were totally free; but by the Norwegian Laws of Gulathing,
reciprocal obligations existed between the freedom-giver and the
freedman, binding their families to the third degree of kinship, to
the fifth degree according to the Laws of Frostathing (Norges gamle
Love 11, 53; cf. Foote 1977, 57).

The fact that freeing from bondage in Iceland was far less
consequential and much simpler than in Norway indicates that it
might have been an advantage for Icelandic slave-owners to free
their thralls, or at least some part of the slave-gang. There are
sound reasons of cultural development in support of this sugges-
tion. Once the provision of shelter and other tasks essential to a
prototype settlement were completed, and before the stock of
cattle had grown appreciably, there must have come a time each
year when the need for a large work-force was less than at other
seasons. Yet thralls and free labourers needed the same amount
of food and clothing whether they worked longer or shorter hours.
In the first years of the settlement land was the principal disposable
property, so presumably the best prospect of a good return lay in
the leasing or selling of land. Freedmen, and others who acquired
land in this way, could count on yearly returns for longer or shorter
periods from the land that the settler had originally taken into
possession, and knew that such land could hardly be utilised
by other methods. Since the freedman was moreover under an
obligation to his former master, it might be worth while in more
than one way to have him living at a convenient distance to the
settler’s estate, for instance at times of unrest.®

On page 41 above, it was proposed that thralls were acquired
by five different methods; and subsequently, that there is reason
to think that they were either household slaves or else people
taken in battle and sold. Those examples of freedmen which appear
to have some historical basis all concern captives or bought slaves,
thus presumably people of free birth. This conclusion agrees admir-
ably with what might seem probable. In a land lightly occupied
and thinly settled, freeborn slaves were likely to be more trouble-
some than those inured to slavery from childhood. But also, they
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were more likely to make their own way in the world if they were
given freedom.

In sum, there are several reasons for thinking that it was econ-
omic for a settler who had taken a large tract of land to free his
thralls (or at least some of them):-

1. Slaves who worked for their own benefit out of obligatory
working hours were not likely to rise in revolt.

2. The owner saved on food and clothing for a work-force
beyond his needs.

3. The owner recouped what he had spent on buying the slave.

4. The owner derived profit from the land that the freedman
occupied.

5. The freedman was in duty bound to support his previous
owner, tied to him by various obligations, and often settled within
easy range so as to give him warning of approaching trouble.

6. The owner succeeded to the property of a freedman who had
no legal heirs.

All the items here listed were calculated to increase the goods
and extend the power of the slave-owner. Of course we are not
talking about historical proof of the processes involved, but rather
of probability from the point of view of cultural development; the
course that events might have taken, judging from sources that are
both meagre and hard to interpret. The chief conclusion must be
that arguments from cultural development tend to show that it
would have been economic for settlers in Iceland to free some part
of their slave community.

It is difficult to judge of the condition of freedmen in the first
decades of settlement in Iceland. To start with, we can assume
that they worked for their own benefit at dusk and at night, until
they had earned half the price of freedom. They had to find the
balance at the same time as they were paying rent or tenancy by
instalments (always supposing they had no other source of income)
and supporting their families. In these conditions, it is safe to
suppose that some proportion of freedmen gave up the struggle
and reverted to their previous servitude. No doubt others struggled
on, but in the conditions facing freedmen (judging from the laws)
it might be expected that they were often short of ready money.
There is a direct reference to this situation in what is said of
Porbjorn Vifilsson (see pp. 36-7). In Eiriks saga rauda he is reported
as saying: ‘But now my estate is running into trouble for lack of
ready money, and up to now it has been considered respectable.
Now I prefer to sell up, rather than lose my honour’ (IF 1V, 205).
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This is the reason that Porbjorn went to Greenland. With the
reservations already expressed about the reliability of Eiriks saga
rauda, we can detect here a theme that was familiar enough where
freedmen or their sons were concerned. From the standpoint of
cultural development, it makes no great difference whether this
motive was applied to one freedman rather than another.

Yet sagas may also represent freedmen or their sons as well off.
In Eiriks saga rauda it is said of Porgeirr of Porgeirsfell: ‘He was
rich, and he had been a freedman.’ Of his son Einarr: ‘Einarr
voyaged from one country to another, and he prospered’ (F1v,
203). There is no comment on the financial standing of this father
and son, and the author refers to their state in the same matter-
of-fact way as he does to Porbjorn’s shortage of money later in the
story.

In two accounts it is expressly said that a freedman made a lot
of money, but in both it is further shown that this prosperity cost
him his life, indirectly. One story concerns Bjorn the freedman of
Bjartmarr, already mentioned (pp. 37, 44); the other is in Laxdeela
saga, concerning the freedman of Hritr Herjélfsson, who establi-
shed his freedman just outside his own boundaries on the land of
his brother Hoskuldr. There was disagreement about which of them
he should pay, and the freedman was killed (IF V, 70).

These few accounts of the status of freedmen allow of no certain
conclusions. It could not be expected that sagas would have much
to say about this group of people, since they dwell most upon those
individuals who are outstanding in one way or another. Also, there
are particular reasons for including anecdotes of the freedmen and
their descendants noticed above. Porbjorn Vifilsson is mentioned
for the sake of his descendants, the bishops. The anecdote about
Einarr and his father comes in because Einarr was the man that
Porbjorn refused as suitor for his daughter Guoridr. The incidents
of Bjorn and of Hriitr’s freedman are used in connection with a
dispute and a killing. None of these passages sets out to say
anything specific about the conditions of freedmen, and this gives
additional authority to what they do say.

So these are the main conclusions of this investigation:

1. Historical reasons lead us to think that certain named thralls
were granted freedom in Iceland already in the settlement period,
c. A.D. 900. The thralls concerned here have one feature in
common: they were all obtained in the Western Isles.

2. Arguments from cultural development indicate that it might
well have been economic for settlers who took large territories to
grant freedom to some proportion of their thralls.
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3. Little can be certainly affirmed about the condition of these
freedmen and their descendants. Considering the laws probably in
force at this time, it seems fair to suppose that their circumstances
were rather pinched and they were especially liable to run short
of money. There is an allusion to this.in the tale of the freedman’s
son (cf. p. 46 above). But on the other hand there are tales to
show the opposite state of things. We may well think that there is
something to be said for accounts of each kind, but as things stand
the question will not be settled by the evidence so far available.

Notes

1. Slightly edited from a seminar paper given at University College London,
23rd February, 1984. Translated here by Joan Turville-Petre.

2. See, however, Jakob Benediktsson’s introduction to his edition of Ldn (iF I,
ci and n. 15) where other views are expressed.

3. Rong means ‘bent, somewhat crooked’; see further Note 4.

4. See Vilmundarson 1980, 57-140.

5. See J6hannesson 1941, 203, 226, and Rafnsson 1974, 81, 88, 142; also Jakob
Benediktsson in IF I, cvi-cxx and refs.

6. Cf. the farm-name Leysingjastadir. See Foote 1977, 46-7 and refs.
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NEW THOUGHTS ON VQLUNDARKVIDA
By LOTTE MOTZ

HE tale of Volundr, a highly gifted craftsman, who experienced

great cruelty and exacted a terrible retribution, has been of
great appeal in the Germanic area through the ages. Folk-tales,
poems and prose narratives have kept his memory alive so that
even in modern times Richard Wagner considered composing a
work about the vengeful artisan.

The Eddic poem Vglundarkvida is one of the fuller documents
concerning the master craftsman. The poem has frequently en-
gaged the attention of students of Germanic literature because of
the heterogeneity of its elements and the unorthodox nature of its
hero. Dealing with the central theme of heroic literature, the
restoration of honour after injury, it contains episodes which would
be better suited to a fairy-tale, and, in contrast to the conventions
of the genre, it shows a warrior humbled by a smith.

Various interpretations of the work have therefore been pro-
posed: that it is a myth (Schréder 1955), a heroic poem (Genzmer
1912-22), a folk-tale turned into heroic poetry (Grimstad 1983) or
an account of a ritual regeneration {Taylor 1963). Recently a
structural reading has been given which points to the parallels
between the various parts (Burson 1983).

After studying the poem and its interpretations I conclude that
it owes its present form to a number of cultural environments. A
story, current in the primitive setting of north-Eurasian peoples,
where water birds are of importance, incorporated themes associ-
ated with the figure of the master-craftsman of agricultural com-
munities, and was then reshaped by a poet with the outlook of a
heroic warrior society.

The story of the poem in brief is as follows: Vglundr and his
brothers each gain a swan woman as a bride, but these leave after
several years of marriage never to be seen again. Waiting for the
return of his spouse, Volundr is attacked, fettered and mutilated
by the retainers of a king. Though lame and powerless, he manages,
through his cunning and skill, to murder the king’s sons and seduce
his daughter. He then rises in triumph into the air to escape from
the place of his humiliation.

Clearly we have before us two distinct and separate stories: one
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of love and loss, and another of injury and revenge. Scholars agree
that a new narrative begins after Volundr’s wife has broken the
bonds of marriage. Much speculation has arisen concerning the
relation of the swan woman’s story to Volundr’s. It has frequently
been held that two separate and unconnected tales were here
brought together by the poet. I too shall, among other things, deal
with this problem, and try to reach a conclusion by approaching
the poem through its components.

Even a superficial reading of the poem shows that it was ac-
quainted with diverse geographic regions. Volundr and his brothers
are described in the prose introduction to the poem as ‘sons of the
king of the Finnar’, i.e. they were born in Finland or Lapland, and
they glide on skis through snow-covered forests to obtain their
prey; they marry women from the south, one of them the daughter
of the king of France (Valland). Volundr falls victim to Niouor, a
king in Sweden according to the prose, king of the Njarar according
to the poem. Mountains near the river Rhine are mentioned.

We deal, moreover, with diverse cultural environments. Volundr
and his brothers are brought before us as ski-hunters. This type of
hunting, requiring courage, skill and strength, was developed in
pre-historic times in arctic regions by societies of fishermen and
hunters. Images of men on skis, dated to the second and third
millennium B.C. and belonging to the so-called Arctic Rock Art,
were incised into the rock face in circumpolar lands (Clark and
Piggott 1965, illustration 80). Olaus Magnus describes the ski-
hunting of sixteenth-century Lapps in his treatise on the customs
of northern nations. Volundr, the son of the king of Lapland, thus
pursues, in the swan maiden episode, a mode of gaining sustenance
of extremely ancient roots.

After the departure of his wife he changes his way of life and
turns into an artisan. His skills surpass those of other men and he
lives apart from any group. It appears that a class of specialized
craftsmen arose, also in very early times, in archaic peasant cul-
tures. The kilns of Arpachijeh, on the shores of the river Tigris,
produced pottery for the surrounding regions in neolithic times.
The presencs of centres for the manufacture of stone axes and
pottery in the New Stone Age has also been established for Eng-
land, Jutland and parts of Germany (Smith 1974, 120-23; Schlicht
1971, 11).

The practitioners of special skills appeared in the eyes of others
as beings of superhuman powers who could control the forces of
nature and human life. They were thus viewed with admiration,
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awe and fear (Eliade 1971; Motz 1983). The many tales of folk-
tradition and mythology concerning an artisan of superhuman and
magical talents — in which he often lives apart from other men —
must have arisen at the time of origin of this special class. And we
may attribute the powers of the master smith Volundr over his
surroundings to the outlook and beliefs of early peasant cultures.

The poem, as we have it, is set, however, in the environment of
the early Middle Ages, with the landscape divided into the king-
doms of Christian Europe and the warriors protected by medieval
coats of mail (negldar véru brynior, Vkv 6). The greed for gold
which led Nioudr to capture Volundr appears as a motivating force
elsewhere in heroic literature, and the craftsman’s overriding thirst
for vengeance belongs to the ethos of heroic warriors of the age
of the migrations.

The poem thus accepted themes and motifs from three divergent
cultures and developed its plot using a protagonist from each
group: the hunter, the craftsman and the warrior. 1 shall now
examine these themes and motifs as they appear outside the poem,
in their own environment. I shall then try to trace the form in
which they entered the Old Icelandic text.

The episode of the swan woman

In the Icelandic work this episode is placed by its physical setting
{snow-covered landscape) and the descent of its actors (sons of the
king of Lapland) in the context of a northern hunting culture.
There are yet more elements which imply that the tale belongs to
this environment. The marriage of a human with an untamed
animal and the change from animal to human form belong to the
intellectual world of cultures with close dependence on beasts of
the chase and the sea (Findeisen 1956, 70-73; Eliade 1972, 163).
Here strong ritual ties were developed between the sphere of men
and the sphere of beasts. The story of the swan woman is indeed
spread widely in northern lands where archaic economic systems
have been retained in many ways. While in more southern coun-
tries, where the narrative is also found, it is frequently incorporated
into a fairy-tale, it appears in northern regions in the form of a
myth and in conjunction with elements of faith.!

The tale is disseminated among the Buriat, the Chukchee, and
the Ainu, and is also well remembered among the Eskimo. While
in these areas we obviously encounter many variations, we also
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meet with a number of common features. In contrast to the Euro-
pean versions, the husband always endeavours to recover his lost
companion, and he almost always succeeds in his venture.

The variant versions of the myth as they exist among the Eskimo
have been gathered, examined and analysed by Inge Kleivan, and
she has also reconstructed a hypothetical basic form.? In this form
a man sees women bathing in the water while their feather shifts
are lying on the shore. He steals the garments and returns them
one by one, keeping the dress of the loveliest, whom he thus forces
to become his wife. Several elements indicate that she is really a
water bird, a goose. Thus she cannot overcome, for instance, her
distaste for human food. She stays with her husband, bearing him
a son, but she patiently gathers feathers for a new dress until one
day, taking her child with her, she escapes.

Without delay the husband sets out on his perilous journey of
recovery, meeting and escaping many dangers. One day he comes
upon a man at the shore of a lake, and by asking him the proper
question, receives information about the location of his lost family.
He is, moreover, provided with a vessel.? Passing further trials on
his sea voyage the husband finally reaches the ‘Land of Birds’.
Here he finds his wife remarried, frequently to a bird, an eagle,
gull or crane. In some versions the new husband gives up his rights
without any struggle, in others the first husband must engage in
fight. After he has won, he may stay in Birdland, or he may return
with his family to his own home. Sometimes he receives a feather
garment from the girl’s father so that he too may rise aloft. In two
versions the girl once more escapes. In all versions she has children.

The tale touches upon religious faith through two of its elements:
the woman’s entry into Birdland and her motherhood. It is assumed
among North-Eurasian nations that migratory birds reside in Bird-
land at the time of their winter absence. The Vogul and the Ostyak
place this location at the source of the river Ob, where also lies
the country of the dead (Réheim 1954, 20). It is entered by a
narrow gap. The Chukchee believe in a moving sky which lifts and
sinks; when it rises a small opening is created and through this
opening the birds rush out to leave the earth (Paulson 1962, 28).
The departure is, however, not without its danger, for the sky may
crush the creatures as it comes down upon them. The Gyliak of
the Amur country envisage a woman seated at the edge of the
horizon, trying to catch and kill the fowl in their passage (Réheim
1954, 20-21).

Some versions relate the swan woman’s departure to the yearly
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migration of the water birds. A swan maiden thus requests of the
birds which pass her house in their travels that each drop a feather
to her (Bogoraz 1902, 611). Another woman who escapes requests
that every spring and autumn, at the time of the birds’ passage,
ceremonies be enacted in her honour (Harva 1916-32, 501). Itis
likely that the story of the departing swan woman (goose or duck)
originated in the experience of the yearly departure of migratory
birds and in the fear that they might not return to communities
which depended on them for subsistence.

In all stories the bird woman functions as a mother and in some
as an ancestress. The Transbaikal Buriat thus are said to have
descended from a swan woman’s daughter who had stayed behind
(Findeisen 1956, 10). The chiefs of the tribe of the Dorb6t derive
their origin from the bird woman, and they offer sacrifices at a
specific lake, near Urumtsch in Turkestan, where their ancestor
had bedded the bird lady (Findeisen 1956, 10).

The tale thus serves in some places as a myth of origin. It must
be related to the frequently encountered function of swans or other
birds as totem or ancestral animals. The Yurak claim descent from
eagles or from swans. According to Uno Harva (1938, 470) swans
are ancestors to several Turco-Mongolian peoples.

Let us restate that the swan maiden myth appears of importance
among nations in which water birds contribute to the economic
well-being of the community. The tale seems to reflect the experi-
ence of, and the fear and anxiety generated by, the yearly departure
of migratory birds. Though it is plausible that the myth was enacted
ritually to ensure the return of migratory birds, there is to my
knowledge no evidence of such a performance. The tale is, how-
ever, overtly related to a belief in which water birds are seen as
ancestral beings, and it functions as a myth of origin in some places.
It is thus significant that the marriage of man and bird woman
always has an issue.

Having examined the swan maiden story in the context in which,
apparently, it originated and in its fullest version, let us now see
which elements have entered the Eddic lay. Let us recall that in
the beginning of the Eddic tale Vglundr suffers the loss of a beloved
mate and that he later manages to bed a woman who will be the
mother of his child. We thus deal here, as in the full version of
the myth, with the loss and the regaining of a woman, even though
the role has been divided between two persons in the Eddic lay.
We note that Volundr fully claims Bodvildr, the king’s daughter,
as his wife and the child she carries as his own.* His act of vengeance
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thus consisted, not in bringing the shame of unwed motherhood (a
Victorian notion) to the royal household, but in wresting a woman
from her family of birth, just as the goose woman is wrested
from the Land of Birds and as Gerdr, of another Eddic poem
(Skirnismal), is wrested from her family of giants.

A child claimed and recognized by his father, especially a
supernatural father, is not stigmatized as a bastard. Heracles was
not a lesser hero because he was begotten in adultery. Tales of the
abduction and ravishment of women abound in myth and are
frequent in Old Icelandic literary texts. In these the action may be
motivated by lust, by the desire for a wife or for off-spring; it may
also be committed as an assertion of superior power or in disdain
for the laws of the community. By claiming Bodvildr as his wife
Volundr asserted his superior power (pviat hann betr kunni, Vkv
28). Let us also note that, after her seduction, Bodvildr weeps not
only in fear of her father’s wrath but also in sorrow over the
separation from her lover (Vkv 29).

That the story which was incorporated into the Eddic lay had
contained a search for the fickle woman is supported by the action
of Volundr’s brothers. After discovering the absence of their wives
they immediately set out on skis to regain them (Vkv 4). Volundr,
on the other hand, deviates at this point from the pattern of the
tale, not only in his patient and lonely wait, but also in his change
of occupation.

Non-Eddic sources support the view that Volundr’s adventure
ends, indeed, in his marriage. In Pidriks saga he wins Boovildr as
a wife and he makes her the mother of a famous son, Vidga. The
English tradition shows Beaduhild in alliance with Weland and as
the mother of his child.5 In the Middie High German works
Friedrich von Schwaben and Heldenbuch the story of Wieland is
concerned with his marriage to a princess rather than with his
achievement of revenge.

In the non-Eddic sources the artisan belongs to a well estab-
lished, partly non-human, family or dynasty. In Pidriks saga his
descent is traced to a king and a mermaid; she gave birth to Velent’s
father Vadi, a giant. Velent, in his turn, became father of a mighty
hero. Not only Weland but also his family are remembered in the
English tradition. The place names Hwittuces hleew (‘mound of
Hwittuc’, his son), Beahhildae byrigels (‘Beahhild’s barrow’), and
‘Wadde’s grave’ together with ‘Wayland’s pond’ or ‘Wayland’s
smithy’ indicate that he, as well as as members of his family, had
remained alive in folk belief.¢ His father has a connection, as in
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the Old Norse sources, with the sea, and, as a giant would, he has
built a causeway for his wife; thus the old Roman road from York
to Dunsley bears the name ‘Wade’s Causey’ (Davidson 1958, 151).

In the Heldenbuch Wieland is driven from his country, learns
smith-craft in a mountain and marries the daughter of king Hart-
wich. In Friedrich von Schwaben prince Friedrich, also known as
Wieland, marries his beloved Angelburg after many dangerous
adventures. An evil spell had been laid upon this princess so that
she was changed into a dove; by taking her dove garment while
she was bathing in a well Friedrich releases her from her enchant-
ment.” If we recall that king Vilkin, grandfather of Velent, in his
turn, had won the love of a non-human woman who had later
given birth to Vadi, then we realize that the themes of gaining love
and marriage and of begetting children loom large in the stories
of Wieland/Velent. They may be considered tales of the origin of
a family, a dynasty or a famous hero. It is just this type of tale, as
we have seen, that is represented by the myth of the swan woman.

Non-Eddic versions of Vglundr’s story reveal yet more themes
of the ancient myth. The hero of the arctic tale reaches the shore
of a lake where a man drops wood shavings into the water. From
these shavings a vessel is created for the husband. On coming to
a shore Velent of Pidriks saga creates a vessel for himself (Pidriks
saga 1905-11, 8). In one of the Eskimo variants the vessel produced
for the husband is fitted with a tightly closing lid so that it resembles
a submarine. It is just such a snugly fitting vessel that belongs to
Velent in Pidriks saga.® In some northern versions the woman
patiently gathers feathers of birds passing overhead; in the Ice-
landic saga Velent sews a garment from feathers gathered by his
brother.

It must be clear that the bird woman tales arose and stayed alive
in countries where water birds were of economic importance. In
these cultures such fowl were imbued with a special mythological
significance. We have already noted that the swan is often the
ancestral animal among Siberian nations. In Ugric mythology,
among the Vogul and the Ostyak, the ruler of the sky himself is
often in the shape of a water bird, a duck or gander. A swan is
frequently the love partner of this god. The mighty Mirsusne-
Chum thus flies in the form of a duck, crane or gander to the Land
of Birds to meet his beloved, a wild goose or swan. In Ostyak
fairy-tales the bride of the ruler of the world lives as a swan on a
wonderful and hidden island and he visits her in the shape of a
gander or a swan (Ferdinandy 1956, 20, 24-5).
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It appears that some of the themes and motifs of such mytholo-
gies attached themselves to the stories and the figure of Volundr.
There are indications that bird form had belonged to Volundr or
his brothers, the love partners of swan women. Alvitr (as she is
called in the prose introduction) embraces the ‘white neck’ of
Volundr (Vkv 2); his brother’s name Slagfidr is translatable as
‘wet feathered’;® Volundr mentions his *webbed feet’ (fitiar). After
seducing Boovildr and accomplishing his vengeance he rises like a
bird into the air (Vkv 29, 38).

Large birds are always present in those images which are said to
represent scenes from Volundr’s life. The Franks Casket shows a
craftsman in his smithy with a decapitated body at his feet, two
female figures, and four long-necked birds (Becker 1973, Table I,
274). On the Gotland picture stone Ardre VIII we recognize the
tools of smith-craft and two headless bodies within a house, a
woman leaving, and a huge bird arising from the ‘smithy’ (Lindquist
1941-2, T 22-5). On a stone from Leeds a fettered man holds a
woman above his head; a smith’s tools are lying on the ground,
and his fetters are in the process of transformation into wings
(Becker 1973, 160). The pictures, all of which are held to relate
to the master craftsman, indicate that large birds were inextricably
associated with his fate and his adventures.

Yet another theme of Ugric mythology is discernible in the story
of the smith. Recurrently in this mythology the son of the sky god
descends to earth, usually in the shape of a duck, and here he
performs the office of a healer and a shaman.1® Sometimes, how-
ever, he suffers injury at the hands of men and takes vengeance.
The son of the shaman Doh of the Ostyak thus came to earth in
the form of a bird; people shot him thinking he was an ordinary
bird and were then punished by their own deaths (Findeisen 1929,
39; Donner 1933, 94).

A Vogul myth shows a particularly strong resemblance to
Volundarkvioa. In this myth the son of the sky god descends to
earth and is enslaved to a family of Samoyed. He is tortured and
mistreated and told that he will soon be sacrificed. His superhuman
powers enable him, however, to destroy the people and the animals
connected with the intended sacrifice, including his master’s son,
whom he Kkills by cutting out his tongue, half-blinding him and
impaling him. He then places the corpse on his father’s knees while
he returns triumphantly to his own father in the sky (Réheim 1954,
37, quoting Munkacsi 1892-1921, II, part 2, 105 and part 1, 73).

The tale of the mistreatment of a god and the god’s revenge and
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epiphany appears elsewhere in the Edda, in the story of king
Agnarr and Grimnir (Odinn) in Grimnismal.

In the final stanza of Volundarkvida the artisan triumphantly
describes to the king the fullness of his vengeance. If this encounter
may indeed be interpreted as a form of epiphany, then we can
more clearly understand the humility of the king’s reply when he
is told of the slaying of his sons and the raping of his daughter.
‘No man is so tall,” the king exclaims, ‘that he can take you from
horseback (pic af hesti taka), nor so mighty that he can shoot you
from below where you soar up near the clouds’ (Vkv 37).11 This
avowal is clearly less characteristic of a heroic warrior’s stance
before his enemy than a man’s prostration before the glory of a
god. Surely, a warrior of heroic poetry, though vanquished, never
would concede defeat to a human foe, but rather, even on the
point of death, hurl an insult at his enemy.

The king’s avowal bears, in fact, a resemblance to a statement
made by Vogul singers about the ruler of the sky: ‘In the whole
world there is no army with wings, no army with legs, that he
cannot conquer. Idols and gods who soar high he holds firmly in
his hand; idols and gods who walk low he holds firmly in his hand’
(Réheim 1954, 68). We may also observe the image, evoked by
Nioudr, of Volundr’'s ride through the air. This too is an activity
associated with the chief Vogul god (Ferdinandy 1956, 24, 253).
Bodvildr’s words, which end the poem, affirm, in their turn, the
power of her elfin lover: “To withstand him I had neither strength
nor knowledge’ (Vkv 41).

Let us summarize at this point. The myth of the swan maiden,
her marriage, motherhood, escape and recovery, as it is told among
the Uralic, Altaic and Paleo-Siberian nations, finds echoes in the
Germanic story of the skilful smith. We discern in the stories of
Volundr further images and themes of an archaic faith in which
water birds were of importance, scenes and pictures deprived of
their original significance, yet strangely vital in themselves.

Legendary craftsmen

A god of smith-craft is well known in mythology. Hephaistos of
the Greeks and Koshar-u-Khasis of the Canaanites forge magic
objects for the other gods. These objects are often essential to the
establishment and support of cosmic order. In Germanic mytho-
logy dwarf-smiths have wrought such inestimable gifts as the fetter
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which keeps the wolf Fenrir immobile and thus postpones the day
of ultimate disaster, and the hammer which helps the god Pérr to
smash the skulls of trolls. That the craftsman produces objects for
the use of others, who are thus dependent on him, shows that the
tales developed in societies which possessed a class of workmen
with special skills. In the folk-tales and legends of many lands the
legendary artisan is thus a man apart from his community who
renders the services of his special talents to his group. In the tales
of the Germanic area he is frequently insuited or abused by those
who benefit from him. Sometimes he takes effective vengeance.
Sometimes he merely withdraws from further intercourse with
men. 12

The craftsman of mythology and the folk-tales lives almost
always in a hidden place, in mountains, caves or water, far from
the settlements of men or gods. In the folk-tales, therefore, men
may have to place their order at the entrance to the hidden smith’s
dwelling. In this place they must also leave their payment, and
here they will also find their finished work (Motz 1983, 43-5).

The most important of the Germanic folk-tale figures is the
Grinkenschmied of Westphalia. He creates, among other artifacts,
ploughshares which will never rust, and he lends his spit against
payment for all festive gatherings. In the most frequently recurring
tale about him a farmer tries to cheat him of his wages. In conse-
quence he must endure the harsh punishment meted out by the
mighty smith (Kuhn 1859, I 84-93).

In the Norse heroic sagas (fornaldarségur) the legendary smith
is depicted, above all, as a creator of precious swords which may
be magically endowed. Sometimes the weapon is freely given to a
warrior, sometimes it is taken by brute force from the artisan.!3
And, as in the folk-tales, the craftsman’s vengeance, carried out
by magic means and never in open battle, may overtake the warrior
hero.

The smith Hephaistos played a vital role in the miraculous
delivery of Athena from the head of Zeus, and gave rise to living
beings by creating servants out of gold. The Egyptian smith-god
Ptah gave birth to all living things on earth. The Germanic dwarfs
shaped a living creature, Freyr’s boar, with bristles of gold, and
they themselves originated in the earth or in the blood and bones
of a slaughtered giant (Skdldskaparmdl 122-3; Edda, Volospd 9,
10; Motz 1983, 150-52).

While the smiths of myth are thus often vital to miraculous
deliveries and to the birth of living creatures by magic means, they
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are not shown {and neither are the folk-tale smiths) in successful
erotic relationships, winning a wife, begetting off-spring or estab-
lishing a family.'# Hephaistos is cuckolded by his wife and the
marriage has no issue. The Grinkenschmied lives alone or with an
apprentice. Koshar-u-Khasis has no spouse. We must conciude
that the craftsman’s way to creativity is through the magic of his
forge and not through the power of his loins.

After this brief outline of some of the aspects of the legendary
smith, we shall now consider which of the themes are encountered
in the lay of Volundr. Like Hephaistos and the Germanic dwarfs,
Volundr forges objects which are used by others. During his captiv-
ity he lives hidden and distant from the company of men, and no
one dares to visit him except the king (Vkv, prose after v. 17).
Like the craftsmen of the fornaldarsogur he is robbed of a precious
sword through the brute strength of warriors. He too achieves
vengeance through his cunning and his wiles.

If we remember that the creations of the craftsman’s forge
were thought to carry magic powers, then we may find a new
interpretation for one of the actions of Vglundr. While his brothers,
as we recall, set out on an attempt to recover their wives, Volundr
stayed behind to await the return of his ‘light-coloured lady’ (Vkv
5). We may wonder why he, who does not seem less active or
resolute than his brothers, should accept his lot with such passivity.
He may, however, not be as resigned in his reaction as it appears.

With grim energy he shapes rings in the fire of his forge (Vkv
5). What are the lindbaugar (a hapax legomenon) which he welds
and rounds so carefully? Why would he, we may ask, heap jewels
on a woman who broke her troth when he did not do so in the
fullness of their love relation? Would a man of Germanic society
wait in sorrow, like a medieval troubadour, for a woman who
might never return?

Let us recall that magicians (and smiths were thought to be
magicians) excel above all in the art of fettering and binding. The
artisan-magician is thus able to recreate in the roundness of a ring
the enchantment of the magic fetter from which no one may escape.
Rings, symbolic of the magic fetter, have remained in use into
modern times.!® Volundr shaped seven hundred golden rings while
waiting for *Alvitr’. On discovering his empty dwelling, Volundr
may merely have renounced the traditional manner of recovering
his spouse. He did not embark on a dangerous journey, so reminis-
cent of the shaman’s voyage, but chose the craftsman’s way: the
creation of objects of compelling force. One of the seven hundred
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rings was stolen and given to the princess; when it broke she came
secretly to the craftsman to have it mended. This visit led to her
seduction; thus it was indeed a ring which brought a woman to
Volundr’s arms. ¢

If we understand that the ring was thought to radiate magic force
we may also understand that Bodvildr was in the craftsman’s power
as soon as she had placed it on her arm. The interpretation
suggested would change the traditional reading of some lines.
Volundr exclaims after he was robbed and maimed: ‘Now Bodvildr
wears the red rings of my bride; I shall not get any recompense.’?’
The lines are generally interpreted as a lamentation over the theft
of the ring(s) for which he will not even be given compensation.
But if the ring has powers of enchantment, as I have suggested, it
would mark Bodvildr as Volundr’s wife. ‘My bride’ would then
refer to Bodvildr rather than 'Alvitr’. The passage would then
mean: ‘Now Bodvildr wears the red rings of (being) my bride (as
my bride); for this I do not await compensation (with this I am
well satisfied)’.

Volundr, it is true, bares his teeth in anger when he sees the ring
on Bodvildr’s arm (Vkv 17). His anger might be aroused because
she, who is by rights his wife, is not yet in his possession.

That the figure of Velent-Weland fully partakes of Germanic
folk-tradition we may understand from the legend attached to the
Wayland Smith of England. He lives, like the Grinkenschmied,
hidden from the sight of men, in a Stone Age burial mound called
‘Wayland’s Smithy’ near Ashbury in Berkshire (Davidson 1959,
149). He will provide shoes for the horse of a farmer or traveller
if a silver penny is laid before his door and the horse tied up in the
vicinity. On the next day the man may retrieve his horse and find
that his coin has been accepted.

We cannot find a counterpart to Volundr’s mutilation either in
swan maiden stories or in Germanic folk-tales of the smith. A
possible analogue is found in Greek tradition. Hephaistos was
hurled from the sky by Zeus and was injured in his fall to earth so
that he was lamed (lliad 1 586-94, 607; Motz 1973-4, 111-14). If
we accept the Greek account as a true parallel then we must class
the maiming of Vglundr with the motifs belonging to the legendary
smith.

In contrast to the smiths of myth and folk-tale, Volundr is a
member of a family or dynasty. He succeeds in gaining a woman
for his embrace and in engendering a son. These achievements do
not belong, as we have seen, to the life pattern of the smiths of
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Germanic myth, folk-tales or prose narratives. We must conclude,
therefore, that the seduction of Bodvildr was taken from a different
source, i.e. from the myth of the swan maiden.

We may thus understand that although the Eddic lay follows
the structure of the full tale of the swan woman in the sequence
of winning, losing and recovering a wife, the archaic myth, devel-
oped in a hunting culture, must at some stage have become en-
twined around the figure of the master craftsman who had come
to prominence in a different social setting. The following features
of the lay may be traced to the legends of the smith: Volundr’s
mysterious and lonely dwelling-place, his powers of craftsmanship,
the stealing of his treasures, and his revenge.

On the basis of my examination I thus assert that the tale of the
smith’s vengeance was embedded in the narrative of the swan
maiden between her loss and her return where in the archaic myth
the husband meets the dangers on his way. Both stories give an
account of a recovery: that of his lost wife by her husband, and
that of his lost honour by the smith.

Ann Burson believes, as do most scholars, that in the Eddic
poem two separate tales, the swan maiden’s and the smith’s, were
brought together. Yet she finds that the two conjoined stories
contain a single pattern of the sequence and structure of a Mdrchen-
type folk-tale as these were proposed by Vladimir Propp. She
concludes that the creator of the Eddic poem must have known an
‘extended’ form of the swan woman story (Burson 1983, 11). She
thus considers an “extended’ form what I understand to be the full
and non-fragmented version of the archaic myth. And she therefore
does not take the step taken by me, and believe that it was precisely
this version that had served as a basis for the poem. Let us now
look at the heroic aspects of the lay.

Heroic aspects

We already noted that the external environment is that of the
early Middle Ages. There is reference to the gold on Grani’s path
(Vkv 14). This gold was gained by Sigurdr, the most famous warrior
of Germanic heroic literature. Volundr’s transformation of the
skulls of the slain princes into drinking cups parallels a custom
among such warrior nations as the Scythians or the Huns. These
would, at times, turn the skulls of their slain enemies into cups for
drinking.18



New thoughts on Volundarkvida 63

The story, moreover, has been humanized. Characters are
stripped of their superhuman ancestry: Volundr is not descended
from a giant but from a human king. The swan maidens, in their
turn, are here the daughters of king Hlgdvér and king Kiarr. They
are also given the features of Germanic battle maids (they are
called valkyries in the prose introduction). The change of the
superhuman women from swan maidens into human princesses
bears on our view of Bgdvildr. She may have undergone a similiar
change. As she represents the recovered wife of the full tale of the
swan woman (as argued earlier in this article), she may have had
a superhuman ancestry, lost it, and become the daughter of a
king. She bears a name which would clearly suit a valkyrie. Both
elements in it, bgd and hildr, mean ‘battle’; the second is frequently
found in women’s names.

Human emotions have become central to the poem. In folk-
tales and myth the man gains the woman only because he robs her
of her dress, and she escapes as soon as she can counteract his
trickery. The women of the Eddic poem choose their husbands in
tenderness and leave out of longing for their former life (Vkv
2-3). The prose introduction still mentions feather dresses lying on
the shore. Yet this fact has lost its function in the progression of
the plot. The image has remained as the vestige of an earlier
causation, serving now aesthetically to add vividness and colour
to the scene.

While elsewhere the swan woman is important as an ancestress
and Bodvildr as the mother of a famous hero, Volundr’s partner is
not even shown as a mother in the Eddic lay. Like the feather
garments on the beach she has lost her earlier function. Deprived
of her role as an ancestress she has become a person in herself:
fearing her father’s wrath when her ring is broken, in childlike
trust before the smith, weeping over the departure of her lover,
carrying his seed within her womb, remembering his power and
his strength, she has grown from child to woman before our eyes.

The ruthlessness of his greed had incited Niduor to his action;
we are also shown his rage against his wife and his despair when
his sons fail to return; in the end he recognizes in humility the
power of Volundr. He too has changed profoundly in the course
of his experience. His sons, in their turn, are propelled towards
their death by their boyish curiosity (Vkv 20). As the king was
driven by his lust for gold, so Volundr is driven by his passion for
revenge. The queen, a fierce and cunning woman, was probably
motivated by jealousy of one who might rival her in magic know-
ledge; she is called kunnig (Vkv 25, 30) but Vglundr surpasses her.



64 Saga-Book

Emotions are brought into sharp focus and illuminated by telling
states and gestures: the women clasping their lovers in their em-
brace, Nidudr sleepless in his sorrow, Boovildr weeping, Volundr
baring his teeth when he sees the ring on Bodvildr’s arm, his
eyes glowing with the fires of his hate, sleepless in his thirst for
vengeance, and breaking into harsh laughter in his triumph.

The poet also moved the desire for revenge and its fulfilment
into the centre of the plot. Since all interest is focussed an how
the act of vengeance is accomplished, we may understand why here
alone, among the many versions of the story, the humbling of the
king is more important than the winning of a bride or the begetting
of a famous son. The need for vengeance so overrides and engulfs
all other needs, that, apparently, it incorporated the act of love or
lust into the master-plan against the king. That a quest for the
restitution of a loss is also present in the myth of the swan maiden,
and an intent to repay an injury important in the legends of the
superhuman artisan, must have made the blended story highly
appealing to a poet who wished to glorify heroic deeds.

In the Eddic poem we have indeed turned from the world of
myth to that of heroic literature, for it is a truly human story,
concentrating on the deeds of men and on the passions which drive
them to glory or to death. From the genesis which I have proposed
we may understand the various puzzling features of the lay as
remnants of earlier concepts and beliefs, remains of a structure
that has been superseded. Even so, many mysteries remain. We
do not know, for instance, why Volundr and Bgdvildr were both
violated while sleeping in their seats, or understand Volundr’s
apparent affinity with such animals as wolves, bears and snakes
(discussed in Grimstad 1983). They belong to some forgotten
context which also it might be tempting to reconstruct.

We may wonder if the name Volundr/Velent/Weland had belon-
ged originally to the hunter or to the master smith. The alliteration
apparent in Volundr’s genealogy — Wachilt (the mermaid), Wade,
Wieland, Witticko — would indicate that Volundr had a legitimate
position in his family, and his name would thus be part of the tale
of a superhuman dynasty, i.e. that of the swan woman.

Scholars agree in placing the origin of the Volundr legend within
areas of north or north-west Germany. Folklore would support
such an origin, for in modern lower Saxony and northern
Westphalia we meet the richest fund of stories out of all Germany
of the superhuman artisan. Near Osnabriick, Miinster, and the
small town of Bramsche grew the towering figures of the Grinken-
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schmied, the Hiiggelschmied and the craftsman of the Darnssee
(Motz 1983, 60-63). Towns and cities in this region incorporated
the name of the famous smith Mime in their designation, as in the
case of mimigernaford, the old name for Miinster, or Minden from
mimidun. As a ruling local spirit a legendary artisan would have
been absorbed into the lore concerning a superhuman dynasty. We
must also remember that it was from just these areas of lower
Saxony that tribes departed across the sea and brought the story
of the wise and glorious craftsman to the British Isles.

It is clear that the medieval poet of the lay of Vglundr did not
know the earlier significance of the themes and stories, originating
in hunting and peasant cultures, which he employed. The poem
thus bears testimony to the fact that images and tales live immeasur-
ably longer than the society which gave them birth.

Notes

! Holmstrom (1919) offers a survey of the world-wide distribution of the motif
(D.361.1). He notes that it may combine with other folk- and fairy-tale themes,
such as that of ‘The Man in Quest for a Lost Wife’ (Type 400), or ‘Girl as Helper
in the Hero’s Flight’ (Type 313), or ‘Man Persecuted because of his Beautiful Wife’
(Type 465). He understands that the swan maiden part of such stories might more
clearly belong with folk-tales, while the latter portions, which contain many
adventures, would belong with fairy-tales.

2 Kleivan 1962, 25-7. In the arctic tales the man always sets out to search for his
lost companion after discovering her flight. We certainly deal here with one
continuous tale and not with two conjoined stories. 1 suggest that when the
narratives were told in the more sophisticated regions of Europe, they lost their
earlier significance so that they became fragmented and the second portion of the
tale frequently disappeared.

3 Kleivan 1962, 20-2. The man met by the husband has a deformity, for he is
hollow from the mouth to the anus. The man asks the approaching husband from
what direction he has come, and the husband tactfully names a direction from
which he could not have noticed the deformity. The vessel originates from wood
shavings and is usually a living salmon.

4 Vkv 33. As he reveals the extent of his vengeance Vglundr also admonishes the
king not to hurt his, Volundr’s, wife. He calls her in this stanza both ‘wife’ and
‘bride’. Ann Burson believes that these terms are used ironically; in Pidriks saga,
however, Bodvildr does become the artisan’s wife.

5 The Old English Waldere names Widia as the son of Weland and the grandson
of Nidhad. The poem Deor speaks of the sad fate which befell Welund and of
Beaduhild’s sorrow on discovering her pregnancy. The poem does not expressly
state that she had been Welund's mistress. It seems, however, unlikely that another
Beaduhild (not a common name) would find herself in the same circumstances as
Welund’s paramour, and that her fate would be mentioned immediately after
Welund’s. Her anguish might be motivated, like that of Bodvildr in the Eddic poem,
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not only by her state, but by her sorrow over her lover’s departure and by fear of
the anger of her father.

¢ Hwittuces hleew is mentioned in the same charter which mentions Wayland’s
Smithy and has been identified as a knoll lying about one mile from the megalithic
monument. Beahhildee byrigels is mentioned in a charter of 856 A.D. and lies near
the Swine Brook about two miles distant from the monument and about one mile
away from ‘Hwittuc’s mound’. Another charter speaks also of ‘Behhild’s slough’
and ‘Behhild’s tree’. These places, in their turn, are less than five miles away from
Wayland’s Smithy. The proximity of these places to one another would support a
relation to the Weland story even though the names are not completely identical
with those of the literary sources. Hwittuc is close in sound to German Witticko,
and Beahhild has been interpreted as scribal error for Beadhild (Grinsell 1939).
In Pidriks saga, Vadi is the son of a woman of the sea. He is depicted as wading
across a sound; the English tradition has kept a memory of Wade's boat (Davidson
1958, 152).

7 The princess whom Wicland meets at the beginning of the story had been
enchanted by her stepmother. He marries the girl after he has released her from
her enchantment, yet she dies after some years and he marries a second time. We
thus find here the elements of gaining, losing and recovering a wife, as they are
found in the swan maiden story.

8 It was noted in note 3 that the vessel was usually in the form of a living salmon.
In the case of the ‘submarine’ type of boat the fish was hollow inside and the man
was fitted into it. His voyage thus contains a theme found in shamanistic contexts,
that of being swallowed by an animal. The Finnish sorcerer Viiniamoinen thus
entered the body of a whale. The Biblical tale of Jonah and the whale is well
known. These considerations might throw new light on the origin of Velent’s
submarine vessel (Kleivan 1962, 22).

 The component -fidr of the name may be related to German Feder, Icelandic
fioor, English feather (de Vries 1960), rather than to finnr. Kluge and Gotze 1943
postulate a Germanic *fepero and cite Old High German gifiori ‘collectivity of
feathers’.

10 Kannisto (1951, 323) quotes the magic song of the son of god, the “World
Surveyor Man’, who is a goose or a duck.

" The expression taka af hesti can be interpreted in two ways; it could mean
‘unsaddle’, and this view is taken by F. Detter and R. Heinzel 1903, II 303. The
words could also be related to an action performed while sitting on a horse, and
this. meaning is assumed by B. Sijmons and H. Gering (1931, 24). I favour the first
interpretation because of the symmetry between the two lines (5-6 and 7-8) of the
stanza. The first part of each line appears to deal with Vglundr’s imagined enemy,
the second part with his fate; hdr ‘tall’ would correspond to ¢flugr ‘mighty’, and pic
af hesti taki ‘unsaddle you’ with pic nedan scioti ‘shoot you from below’. It would
also not make much sense to describe an imagined enemy so carefully; and one
would assume that if the af hesti referred to the horse of Volundr’s enemy, the
words would be placed right after hdr. In Pidriks saga Velent is, in fact, in possession
of a swift horse.

12 Thus a craftsman living in the Darnssee of lower Saxony served the human
community for many years. When a farmer left his excrement instead of payment,
the smith withdrew into the depths of the lake and ceased working for the villagers
(Kuhn 1859, 1 48).

13 Such an incident is also described in Pidriks saga: here the warrior meets the
dwarf Alfriggr (German Alberich), seizes him and does not release him until he
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promises to forge a mighty sword. In this way Pidrikr obtains the sword Nalhringr.
It may be significant that the dwarf’s name, which perhaps means ‘ruler of the
elves’, corresponds to the appellation used by Nidudr for Volundr, visi dlfa (Vkv
13, 32; Pidriks saga 34).

141t is true that the folk-tales sometimes show dwarf-smiths as members of a
nation under the rulership of a king; it is also true that dwarf-smiths appear as
fathers of children. Still we do not ever find stories in which they marry or beget
a child. The dwarf-smiths of Germanic mythology all seem to be male and unable
to beget a child or have a heterosexual love relation with one of their own kind.

15 Bichtold-Staubli 1927-42, entry Ring, 5; here it is understood that the basis
of ring symbolism is that of creating a magic tie; ‘Der Ring ist der sichtbar gemachte
Zauberkreis, der als Bindung zu dienen hat.’

16 The episode of the broken ring occurs also in Pidriks saga, though the ring
here was not produced by the artisan. Yet another jewel is sent by Volundr to the
princess, and this jewel also is in rounded form (bridstkringlor, discs or rings for
the bosom). We may observe that Volundr creates the rings for his ‘light-coloured’
wife (Vkv 5); her name, however, is not given there. The ‘white-browed’ Bodvildr
might also answer to this description. In Vkv 17 the ring is designated as ‘Bodvildr’s
ring’; it would be reasonable to assume that by wearing the ring intended for
Volundr’s wife she became his bride.

17 Vkv 19: Nu berr Bodvildr/ brudar minnar/—bidca ec pess b6t—/ bauga rauda.
There is an inconsistency here, since only one ring is given to Bodvildr according
to the prose after Vkv 16. It is a minor one, however, and has no bearing on the
development of the story or its interpretation.

18 Archaeologists have come upon workshops, ascribed to the Scythians, for
turning skulls into drinking vessels in their excavations of the steppe fortress of
Gorodisce of Bel'sk. In many cases the bone of the temple served as a handle
(Rolle 1980, 91-3; cf. also Altheim 1951, 22).
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NOTES
1. ON THE ENDING OF FLORES SAGA OK BLANKIFLUR

By GERALDINE BARNES

THE RELATIONSHIP OF the various versions of the tale of Floris and Blaunch-
eflur to their ancestor, the Old French ‘aristocratic’ romance of Floire et Blancheflor
(or Version I), has been the subject of discussion and contention ever since
Edélstand du Méril raised it in 1856 (xxviii-Ixxxix). The ending of the Old Norse
Flores saga ok Blankiflir, a blend of heroics and hagiography unique in the Floris
corpus (delivery from execution of the youthful hero and heroine by the former
himself in judicial combat; stipulation by Christian Blankiflir that unless pagan
Fl6res embrace her faith, she will take the veil; the couple’s eventual retirement
to the religious life in establishments which they have founded — Fldres saga 1896,
XXIH-XXIII), is only one loose thread in a web of possible interconnections and
influences.*

Opinion on the origin of the saga’s conclusion is divided between those who
attribute its account of the trial scene and subsequent events to the independent
hand of a Norwegian translator/adapter, deliberately deviating from known manu-
script traditions of the French romance, and those predisposed to the notion of a
‘lost” source. Gustav Storm, for example, regarded the trial by combat as a
specifically Norwegian innovation suiting a thirteenth-century taste for chivalric
literature (1874, 35). Noting that the duel ‘must have appealed much more to
Scandinavian taste than the exhibition of forensic oratory contained in the romance’,
Margaret Schlauch (1934, 182) considers certainty either way impossible. Others
incline in the other direction (du Méril 1856, Ixi; Herzog 1884, 206; Degnbol 1979,
75-6). Degnbol points (without specific examples) to reported similarity between
the saga and a fragmentary Anglo-Norman manuscript of the romance (Leclanche
1971, 559) discovered in 1916 (Christ 1916, 82-3; Giacone 1979, 401-2) as possible
evidence that ‘changes in the saga at points where only the Continental French
texts are available for comparison could derive from lost sections of the Anglo-
Norman text’ (p. 75). Since this manuscript lacks the ending (and the beginning)
of the story, the argument for an Anglo-Norman saga source, largely in agreement
with the plot of known French texts but abruptly diverging from it in its latter
stages, must perforce remain speculative. Degnbol attempts to bolster it by offering
some similarity between a list of tortures proposed for hero and heroine in the trial
scene of the Flemish Floris ende Blancefloer and the saga (although they have only
hanging in common — Floris ende Blancefloer, lines 3479-84; Flores saga 1896,
XXII: 7) as possible evidence that ‘the saga’s public cry for revenge, specifying
various methods of torture, was contained in a common French/Anglo-Norman
source and should not be viewed as an innovation on the part of the Norwegian
translator’ (pp. 75-6).

This suggestion does not withstand closer scrutiny. If such apparent correspon-
dences between Flemish and Norse extended beyond this point, there might be
grounds, other than wishful thinking, for postulating a lost common source.
However, from the trial scene to the end of the work (some five hundred lines in
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the French) the Flemish is remarkably faithful to the story line of extant French
manuscripts: portraits of hero and heroine, absent in the saga, are retained at a
point exactly equivalent to that in the French (Floris ende Blancefloer, lines 3579-
3603; Floire et Blancheflor, lines 2845-2910), there is no judicial combat, no tour
of inspection of the churches of Paris (a feature of Blankifltr’s campaign to convert
Fléres in the saga), and no retirement to the cloister.

Criticizing Herzog’s persistence in attributing similarities between different ver-
sions of the tale to lost sources, F. C. de Vries (1966, 56) sounds an apt note of
caution about this type of conjecture: ‘ . . in investigations of this kind one runs
the constant risk of attaching too much importance to agreements between passages
in the various versions which may be merely accidental and, similarly, to interpola-
tions or omissions which again need not point to a common source.” De Vries’s
argument (p. 57) that adapters of Floire et Blancheflor could have both indepen-
dently altered their sources and also familiarized themselves with other versions
prior to composing their own is an attractive one. In the case of the tortures, for
example, the likelihood of influence of Flemish on Norse, or even vice versa,? is
no less plausible than their possible derivation from a common Anglo-Norman
source.

Taking his argument beyond the limitations of manuscript comparison, and
endorsing Lorenz Ernst’s opinion (1912, 36-7) that Hartmann von Aue’s Erec is a
demonstrable influence on Konrad Fleck’s Floire und Blanschesflir, de Vries (p.
60, note 89) makes the further pertinent observation that ‘by concentrating one’s
sole attention on differences and agreements between the versions of one poem
one runs a risk of developing a dangerous form of intellectual myopia.’ One
possible cure for this condition which could be useful in unravelling the tangle of
sources of and influences upon the tale’s various retellings is to investigate the
literary backgrounds of its many adapters. Could other works known to the saga-
writer account for his alterations to the plot of Floire et Blancheflor? The ‘popular’
version of the romance (Version II), a work slightly later than Version I, also
contains a judicial combat, aithough not at an equivalent point in the story, in
which Floire saves the falsely accused Blancheflor from execution and then returns
to his school books (lines 963-1210). Whether or not the author of the saga knew
this work we cannot know, but he was obviously familiar with saints’ lives. Degnbol
(p. 74) discounts the possibility of independent hagiographic influence on the saga,
but there is considerable evidence of it throughout (Barnes 1977, 55-64). While
other versions, like the sixteenth-century Spanish Flores y Blancaflor and the
fifteenth-century German prose adaptation of Fleck’s work (ed. by Herzog 1884,
218-26), also strongly emphasize the religious element inherent in the pagan-
Christian opposition of the original, none goes so far as to make the couple finish
their days in separate religious houses.

The mixture of hagiography and heroics which distinguishes the conclusion of
the saga can be found elsewhere in Old Norse literature, most prominently in
Karlamagniis saga but also in some accounts of the life of Olaf Tryggvason.
Parallels with the major divergences in Fldres saga from its original can be found
in a number of branches of Karlamagniis saga: single combat between an adolescent
prince and a pagan nobleman; visits to the churches of Paris; the building of
churches and endowment of monasteries and convents; retirement of hero or
heroine to the cloister. In Oddgeirs pdttr danska, for example, Karlamagnis’s son,
Karlot, only six weeks a knight and said by his father to be barn at aldri challenges
the pagan king, Sodome, to a duel (Kms 1980, 146); Karlamagnis himself fre-
quently visits the church of St. Denis in Paris (Kms 1980, 33, 241; Kms 1860, 132),
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builds churches and founds religious houses (Kms 1980, 50, 52, 248, 319; Kms 1860,
133); Vilhjalmr korneiss retires to a monastery (Kms 1980, 305-6). Olaf Tryggvason
is also precocious in the performance of martial exploits (pp. 24-9), fights the
heathen, and ends his days as a holy hermit (p. 260) in Oddr Snorrason’s Saga
Oldfs Tryggvasonar (ca. 1200), a work which Lars Lonnroth (1975, 38) characterizes
as ‘a curious blend of hagiography and romance and heroic legend’, probably
influenced by the clerical Charlemagne tradition.

Perhaps the greatest concentration of resemblances to the end of Flores saga is
to be found in the second branch of Karlamagniis saga, Af frii Olif ok Landrés syni
hennar, the story of the pious Olive, sister of Charlemagne, wrongly accused of
adultery. This, according to the prologue (Kms 1860, 50*'?) was composed after
Bjarni Erlingsson of Bjarkey found its (now lost!) English source (Smyser 1941,
69-84) in Scotland in the winter of 1286-7. Kélbing (Fléres saga 1896, 71-2) pointed
out the similarity between the tortures proposed for Olif and for Fléres and
Blankiffir; these have more in common than those to which Degnbol draws
attention in the Flemish version:

sumir badu hengja, sumir halshoggva pau; en adrir deemdu, at pau skyldi vella i
brennanda biki; sumir, at pau skyldi grafa kvik { jord, ok hofudin steedi upp or
jordu, ok steypa sidan vellanda oleo yfir hofud peim; sumir deemdu, at pau veri
flegin kvik ok lifdi sidan i sterkum fjotrum til vidrsjénar @drum, sliks at dirfaz
(Flores saga 1896, XXII: 7).

badu nd sumir brenna hana & bali, sumir halshéggva, sumir badu draga hana
kvika sundr (Af fri Olif, Kms 1860, 59'4%5).

Like Olif, Fléres is accused of sorcery, a charge not found in the French:

Ventir mik, at pt sér gerningamadr (Flores saga 1896, XXII:9).
ek vil segja yor, at hon er hin mesta gorningakona (Af fri Olif, Kms 1860,
58%9).

Judicial combat is also Olif's means of defence, although the attempt fails because
her accuser attributes his defeat to her witchcraft (Kms 1860, 59°5); finally vindi-
cated, she declines a reconciliation with her husband and, like Flores and Blankifiir,
retires to a convent (Kms 1860, 75'%%).

In the face of the difficulty of establishing precise dates for the composition of
Flores saga and the various branches of Karlamagnis saga, it is, of course,
impossible to suggest, let alone nominate with any confidence, specific sources
or influences in either direction. Nevertheless, the parallels between the major
divergences in Fléres saga from Floire et Blancheflor and episodes in Karlamagniis
saga, particularly in Af fri Olif, are striking. If Fléres saga was composed after
1286-87, it could be argued that the similar circumstances leading to Olif’s,
arraignment (both she and Floire and Blancheflor are found in compromising
bedroom situations) influenced its author to adopt the motifs of judicial combat
and retirement to the religious life from the story of Olive.

Another loose thread in the Floris and Blauncheflur network is the 56-line
prologue to the extant French manuscripts of Version I which, among other things,
refers to the later careers of hero and heroine as rulers of Hungary and parents of
Berthe, mother of Charlemagne (ll. 7-12, 25-30). This information, which has no
bearing on events of the romance, may be a scribal attempt dating from the late
thirteenth century to attach the tale to the matter of Charlemagne (Pelan, 1956,
139). None of this prologue appears in the saga, and there are no means of
establishing whether its author was familiar with it. It is interesting, however, that
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although there is no mention of Berthe or Charlemagne in the saga, its emphasis
on pagan-Christian conflict and conversion of the heathen is reminiscent of the
crusading spirit of the Carolingian chansons de geste. Perhaps the story is simply
one which lends itself to attachment to French epic or, in the case of Fldres saga,
to attracting material characteristic of the genre.

One of the most curious features of Floire et Blancheflor is the diverse character
of its numerous adaptations. A great many ‘lost’ versions would be required to
account for all these variations on the original if they are not the work of individual
translator-adapters. The martial and devotional tone of Fldres saga ok Blankifliir
could very well be the work of a Norwegian cleric, well versed in saints’ lives and,
like Oddr Snorrason in an earlier era, familiar with the matter of Charlemagne,
composing some time in the latter part of the thirteenth century.

Endnotes

1 The most detailed survey of scholarship on this question, with extensive
bibliography, is Giacone (1979).

2 A fragment of the saga dates from the beginning of the fourteenth century. The
work is generally thought to have been composed some time in the latter half of
the thirteenth. Leendertz (Floris ende Blancefloer 1912, cxv) dates the Flemish
from the mid-thirteenth century.

3 Pelan (1975, 16) suggests that Version II was composed ‘peut-étre avant la fin
du XII® siecle’. Leclanche (1971, 566-7) argues for a date between 1147 and 1149
for Version I.
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2. ON THE YOUNGER AND THE YOUNGEST RUNIC
INSCRIPTIONS IN SWEDEN

By Marir AHLEN?

WE HAVE more than 2,000 runic inscriptions on stone from eleventh-century
Sweden, so it is not surprising that it is with these Viking-Age monuments that
writing in runes is most often associated. One might also have assumed that runes
went out of use when the custom of raising rune-stones died out around the year
1100 and the Latin alphabet was established by the Church as the normal medium
of writing. But such an assumption would be wide of the mark. It should not be
forgotten that runes were primarily intended for carving on wood, and as such
proved a most serviceable tool for everyday communication. As a form of writing
used by the common people, runes lived on for several centuries, in inner Dalarna
right up to the beginning of this century (v. Friesen 1933, 244). While visiting
Alvdalen in Dalarna during an expedition in 1734, the famous botanist, Carl von
Linné, noted that ‘the farmers in this parish, as well as using runes, still to this day
write their names and owners’ marks with runic letters, which appear on walls,
stone sinkers, bowls, etc. A practice which is no longer known to exist in any other
place in Sweden’ (Car! von Linnés Dalaresa 1960, 46).2 Runic inscriptions from
later centuries can also be found in other parts of the country, but it is most unlikely
that any of these represent an unbroken tradition. In such cases, we seem to be
dealing with recently acquired knowledge.

The 16-symbol fupark of the Viking Age developed little by little into a more
complete system of writing, in all probability under the influence of the Latin
alphabet. What is usually known as the medieval or the dotted runic alphabet
gradually took shape. In this, every rune corresponds to a Latin letter (see Fig. 1).
The symbols also appear in the same order as the letters of the Latin alphabet,
and no longer in the fupark order. The graphemic inventory of the 16-symbol
fupark was incomplete, in that, to put the matter in a rather simplified way, no
distinction was made between voiced and unvoiced consonants, nor between mu-
tated and unmutated vowels. Thus, the same symbol was used, for example, for
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Fig. 1. The medieval runes and their variants (from Svirdstréom 1982, 2).

/k/ and /g/, and for /o/ and /¢/. As early as the Viking Age, attempts were made
to expand the system with so-called dotted runes. By placing a dot on or in certain
runes, it was possible to make minimal distinctions that previously had gone
unmarked. The system was gradually extended, so that eventually a fully dotted
runic alphabet was in use all over Sweden (and elsewhere in Scandinavia). This
alphabet persisted at least until the close of the Middle Ages (Svérdstrom 1972,
77-97).

In the following account, I shall give some examples of late runic inscriptions
from various parts of Sweden.

The pastor of Runsten parish in Oland carved the following inscription on the
choir-wall of his church some time in the sixteenth century: tet bér soknaheerren
kunnz rungr lesze ok skrivee, ‘The pastor should be able to read and write runes’
(O1 34, cf. Jansson 1963, 180).3 The pastor’s rune-carved recommendation to his
colleagues brings to mind two lines from Erik Axel Karlfeldt’s poem Sdng efter
skdrdeanden (‘Song after the harvest’): Han talar med bonder pd bondernas sdtt
Men med lirde man pd latin. (‘He talks to farmers in the farmers’ fashion, but with
learned men in Latin.”)

According to the antiquarian, Johannes Bureus, another recommendation — this
time of a more jocular kind — could be seen in the seventeenth century carved on
the wall of the house in Stockholm’s Gamla Stan in which Olaus Petri, one of the
principal figures of the Swedish Reformation, lived. It read: skaggiot - haka -
klzpeer - ikk - veel - i - dansz, ‘A bearded chin is unbecoming at a dance’ (U1,
p. 74). It is well known that Olaus Petri was interested in runes. This can be seen
in his historical chronicle as well as in his short article entitled ‘Om runskrift’.

More interesting than these two inscriptions are in my view those in which one
or more proud craftsmen have sought to ensure that posterity knew who was
responsible for their creations. That this was a fairly common practice is clear from
the account of such inscriptions given by Moltke (1976, 342-69). The existence of
such inscriptions from more recent times does not of course mean that the craftsmen
concerned signed their works in runes because this was their normal method of
writing. Possibly they became familiar with the medieval practice after coming
across examples in the course of their labours and decided to emulate it. Acquaint-
ance with the antiquarian studies which were coming into vogue at this time may
also have led them to consider the use of runes eminently suitable for a church
building. The search for archaeological remains, including runic inscriptions, was
after all largely in the hands of churchmen. There is another inscription in Runsten
church in Oland which reads: iustus : iohan : séderbark : molari : korlen : forkullari :
iakobson : snikari : 1847, ‘Justus Johan Séderberg, painter, Corlin, gilder, Jakob-
son, carpenter, 1847°.# On a pillar dated c. 1670 in Stra church, Ostergotland, we
read: gisermun - kiserpee : mik : , ‘Germund made me.’ This is strongly reminiscent
of two medieval inscriptions from Vistergétland. On a door in Varsas church, it
says: asmunteer : gieerbi : tyr : , ‘Asmunder made the door’ (Vg 220), while in
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Gillstad church there is a baptismal font with the inscription: antreos : kerpe kar,
‘Andreas made the vessel’ (Vg 252). A certain similarity can also be found with
the inscription on a silver spoon from Gotland from the end of the fourteenth
century, which reads: sihlaivir - a mik, ‘Siglaivir owns me’ (G 147). It seems highly
likely that Germund took a medieval inscription as a model for his own effort in
Stra church — especially so since the verb form kizrpze must have gone out of use
fong before the 1670s (v. Friesen 1934, 123-64).

In 1957 a painted runic inscription was discovered in Tédby church, just north of
Stockholm, on the back of one of the banisters enclosing the steps up to the pulpit.
The pulpit itself was removed to Taby church in 1692 from Slottskyrkan in
Stockholm. At first it was situated on the south side of the church, but in 1757 it
was moved over to the northern side, and it was during this move that it was
painted. On one of the banisters the painter has written in three lines: benna
prebig : stol : Xhr : malap : ANNO MDCCLVIII AF samuel cronberg, ‘This pulpit
is painted [then in Latin letters] in the year 1758 by [and again in runes] Samuel
Cronberg.’ He was clearly quite familiar with the runic alphabet, but his knowledge
was not perfect. He does not seem to have been able to remember how to write
the @-rune, but he solved the problem by placing over an 'x’ the diacritic dots that
transform Latin ‘a’ into ‘&’

About 20 kilometres north of Téiby church stands the church at Vallentuna,
which was built at the end of the twelfth century. In separate inscriptions, two of
the stone-masons who took part in the construction have preserved their names for
posterity. On a stone which was subsequently removed from the church, and now
lies, somewhat damaged, in the wall of the vicarage, the verb taehldi can be seen.
Thanks to older drawings, by Bureus and O. Celsius among others, we know that
it once said [dafip] teehldi, ‘Davip cut’. According to Celsius, it lay ‘at the southern
corner of the church (down by the ground), which consists entirely of cut sandstone
right from the ground to the roof’ (U 220).5 Carved across several stones in the
corner structure at the north-western side of the tower, the following inscription
can still be seen: andur ftelhti pinna fakra sten : host, ‘Andor cut this beautiful
stone . ’ The last four runes, which are transliterated host in Upplands runinskrif-
ter, have proved difficult to interpret (see U 221). Celsius suggested they concealed
the word ost, ‘cheese’, to which an h had been added in error. His view, then, was
that the smooth, evenly cut cornerstones may have been called ‘stone cheeses’
because of their shape. Sven B. F. Jansson proposes the word be taken as some
kind of adjectival addition to the carver’s name, but he makes no suggestion as to
what the sequence host might mean. The two s-runes in the inscription have
completely different shapes. The first, which occurs in the word sten, has the
form [‘ probably a variant of the more usual [‘ , while the second, which is found
in the final word of the inscription, is the more usual 1. In medieval runic writing
this rune can also stand for the ‘c’ of the Latin alphabet, which would give a reading
hoct rather than hest. Jansson considers this possibility too, but once again makes
no pronouncements about the possible meaning of such a word.

There was a close parallel to the Vallentuna inscription in old Skatelév church
in Smaland. One of the stones in the wall of the church (now demolished)® bore
a runic inscription, the latter part of which reads: bosi : talhi sten til skatma kirkiu,
‘Bosi cut the stone for the Skatelév dwellers’(?) church’ (Sm 6).

In Lot church in Oland there is an inscription on one of the pillars by the chancel,
carved by a dissatisfied craftsman who clearly considered that he had been paid
insufficient for his work: haevben : pe : mera : mik : givit : bt : dret :batar :
skrivit, ‘If they had given me more, then it would have been better written’ (Ol
54).



76 Saga-Book

There is another group of late runic inscriptions, quite different in type from
those I have so far discussed. They belong to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
especially the latter. They are sometimes incorrectly referred to as ‘false runic
inscriptions’, but this is based on a misunderstanding, since those who carved them
never intended to fool anyone into believing they were genuinely old. They are
quite simply late inscriptions of varying kinds, carved by people who wished to
give expression to their interest in runes and in the past, and who doubtless had
great fun in the process. That the carving of runes could be considered fun is
apparent from a ¢. 1.5m. long ribbon in the shape of an ‘s’ which decorates a rock
on Svartsjolandet, one of the islands in Malaren. In translation the inscription
reads: ‘Herbert and Lars and Karl cut runes. It was fun.” On a piece of bedrock
near Sollentuna church north-west of Stockholm, there is a long band of runes
which, judging by what they say, were not carved in quite the same happy frame
of mind. This inscription runs: ‘In an evil hour, mocked by hate, lonely, ill, poor,
without hope, without friends, I carved here a memorial. Albin Tinglet.” The same
Albin Tinglet is also responsible for at least two other runic inscriptions in the
vicinity — these, too, in bedrock. One is in the shape of a bell and carries the
message: ‘To Albert Torvald Matson from A[lbin] T[inglet]’. The second consists
of a long ribbon formed into three circles in the shape of a pyramid. Inside the
ribbon a runic inscription announces: ‘Best wishes to mother Anna on her fiftieth
birthday, the thirteenth of August, nineteen hundred and thirty-eight, from Albin
and Rune’ (Rune was Albin’s son). One imagines that Albin must have felt the
runic alphabet’s lack of numerical symbols rather keenly when he carved this
inscription. One wonders, too, whether it is mere chance that a man so clearly
interested in runes christened his son Rune.

On a raised stone in Harestad in Bohuslédn a grandmother has been honoured
with a runic inscription bearing the following message: ‘Magnus carved this for his
mother, Kristina. Cut the stone did son and grandson.’” The local history society
(hembygdsférening) in Taby, Uppland, who wished to honour their faithful col-
league, Sven Erik Vingedal, when he reached the age of 70 in 1976, had a stone
raised with the following runic inscription: “Tord and Torsten and Sven had the
stone raised for Sven, their good friend, while he still lived. He knew the whole
of Taby. Hans cut [the runes].” The latter part of the inscription harks back in
somewhat jocular fashion to the inscriptions on the well-known Jarlabanki stones.
Jarlabanki was a local bigwig in Taby in the eleventh century. He had several
almost identical runestones carved for himself while he was still alive and active.
As an example, I quote here U 164, Taby Ta: ‘Jarlabanki had these stones raised
in his memory while still alive, and he made this causeway for his soul and alone
owned the whole of Téby. God help his soul.’

A primary school teacher by the name of Rudolf Magnusson, who in 1926 worked
at Lindhult school in Viastergotland, made a runic inscription while he was there,
the last part of which is a copy of the Agersta stone from Uppland (U 729). The
Lindhult inscription reads: runa - risti - r - m - 1926 - rapi - tikr - par - run si
runum - pim - sum - b - r -, ‘R. M. cut runes 1926. Let that man read, who rune-
skilled is, those the runes that Bjalli] c[ut].” By way of comparison, I include here,
in translation, the complete text of the Agersta stone: ‘Vidhugsi had this stone
raised in memory of Szrzifr, his good father. He lived in Agersta. Here shall stand
the stone between farms. Let that man read, who rune-skilled is, those the runes
that Balli cut.” The text of the Lindhult inscription is an exact copy of Agersta,
except that Magnusson ignored Balli’s dotted i- and u-runes, thereby altering the
tekr and ryn of the original to tikr and run. He also abbreviated the signature
‘Balli cut.’
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A rune-carver in Nérke went to Old Norse literature for his material. In the
outhouse of a property in Orebro there is a large, limestone slab on which someone
has carved a rather clumsy ribbon in the form of a snake (a common technique in
Viking-Age inscriptions) with the following runic text: ainstop x im x ik x urpin x
sim x asb x i x hulti x falin x at x friantum x sim x fura x it x kuisti. This is part of
a stanza from the Eddaic poem Hamdismdl. In OIld Icelandic it runs:

Einsted em ek ordin,
sem osp i holti,

fallin at frendum,
sem fura at kvisti.

(‘Lonely I have become, like an aspen in a forest (of evergreens?); family has

dropped away like twigs from a fir.")

These lines can also be found carved round the base of the statue Biltespinnarna
(‘The belt duellers’) in Stockholm, one of the works by the celebrated sculptor,
Pelle Molin (1814-73). The two inscriptions are identical (except for an error on
the limestone slab which has it for the final at; see N, pp. 57-8), and it seems highly
likely that the Orebro inscription was copied from the statue. Who was responsible
for this is not, however, known.

A pastor’s son from Varmland by the name of Fridrik Fryxell, something of a
genealogist and collector, made two runic inscriptions in which echoes of a number
of runic monuments from the Viking Age can be heard. Fryxell lived between 1724
and 1805. On a rock now covered by a building in the parish of Vise, Viarmland,
he carved an inscription in memory of his brother, Mats. In translation it reads:
‘On this rock eight brothers carved runes of sorrow in memory of Mats, their
brother, who was a retainer of King Fridrik and died one thousand, seven hundred
and forty-six winters after the birth of our Lord.” Forty years later he made an
inscription in memory of another of his brothers, this time on a raised stone which
now stands in Sunne churchyard (see V, pp. 78-9). This inscription runs: ‘Ulrica
had runes of sorrow carved in memory of Johan, her husband, who was rural dean
and pastor in Fryksdalen. Magnus and Matts and Axel raised the stone for their
father. Fridrek, his brother, carved [the runes].’

‘In the depths of the forest’ — as the position is given in the Supplementary
Index of Runverket (Sweden’s runological institute) — in Sollentuna, north of
Stockholm, two names have been carved on a large boulder. Gustaf and Hulda
Bjorklund sought to preserve their names for posterity by carving them in runes.
This is the most common type of late runic inscription: one, or sometimes a couple
of names, cut on a stone, and nothing more. This example, ‘from the depths of the
forest’ can serve as a representative of the whole group.

In Fullersta park in Huddinge, south of Stockholm, the following runic inscription
can be found on a stone: fullirsta / aukust - rista - pissa runor - till minni : iftir -
sik 11.4.1882, ‘Fullersta. August carved these runes in memory of himself
11.4.1882." The form rista provides an example of the loss of the ending -de in the
preterite of verbs of the first conjugation, a feature typical of the Sveamd! dialects.
The same phenomenon occurs in an inscription from another suburb of Stockholm.
In Flaten woods in Tyreso, there is a runic carving which, oddly enough for one of
this late date, employs the old 24-symbol fupark. It runs: beqt : okk : ulla // telta :
her, ‘Bengt and Ulla camped here.’ Loss of -de in the preterite ending is found yet
again in an inscription from Vistergétland, which, like the Tyreso carving, is also
in the older fupark. One Theodor Tholinson sought to inform the world of the
year in which he moved to Mélndal and took up residence there (in a house
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which has since been pulled down). He wrote: peodor bolinson flytta hit anno
MDCCCCXIII, ‘Theodor Tholinson moved here in the year 1913." He is said to
have carved other runic inscriptions, but this is the only one known today.

I may include as my final example of Sweden’s youngest runic inscriptions the
serpent-shaped ribbon from Féfiangan cliff in Stockholm. It was discovered in 1923,
and contains the following message: ontirs immo kosto storm minni of uistilsin i
fofinkon 19-05-06 lifui niktirhitin. It was only some considerable time after the
discovery that an interpretation was forthcoming. This was provided by Elisabeth
Svardstrém (1969), who translates the inscription along these lines: ‘Anders,
Emma, Gosta Storm. In memory of the days spent at Fafangan 1905-6. Long live
sobriety.” Gosta Storm was born in 1892. Anders and Emma were his parents. It
was at Fafiangan that the local branch of the International Order of Good Templars
in which the Storm family was active used to hold their celebrations. Gosta, who
moved to Gotland in 1921 and eventually became editor of Gotlands allehanda,
has explained that he modelled his runic serpent on one he found in the Swedish
reader he used in primary school. This also contained the runic alphabet with
Roman equivalents. The carving of the inscription took three days.

Endnotes

1 Translated here by Michael Barnes.

2 ‘Bonderna hér i forsamlingen, forutom det att de bruka runstavar, skriva én i
dag sina namn och bomirken med runska bokstédver, som synes pa viggar,
skotstenar, skdlar etc. Det man pa intet annat stélle i Sverige 4nnu vet kontinueras.’

3 Inscriptions, where published, are cited by the abbreviated title of the volume
of Sveriges runinskrifter in which they appear, followed by their number (where
applicable). Details are given in the bibliography.

4 Inscriptions, both old and new, that have yet to be published can be found in
the so-called Supplementary Index kept by the Swedish Riksantikvarieimbete’s
Runverket (runological institute). The director of Runverket, Helmer Gustavson,
kindly gave me permission to use this Index in the preparation of my article.
Where inscriptions are cited without a source reference, the text is taken from the
Supplementary Index.

5 ‘P4 s6dra Kyrkohdrnet (ned wid jorden), som ar med huggen sandsten dnda
up i fran jorden till taket.’

¢ The stone is now in Smalands museum in Vaxjo.
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3. DE NORMANNORUM ATROCITATE, OR ON THE EXECUTION
OF ROYALTY BY THE AQUILINE METHOD

By BJARNI EINARSSON

IN 1984 Professor Roberta Frank of Toronto (R.F. hereafter) published a challeng-
ing paper entitled ‘Viking atrocity and skaldic verse: the rite of the blood-eagle’.
She finds that in recent Viking scholarship there has been a marked tendency to
‘stress their {scil. the Scandinavian invaders of England’s] demonic side, to expose
the dark virulence and fanaticism of Norse paganism’. The most sinister expression
of this unpleasant side of Nordic nature and nurture is seen in the custom of ‘carving
conquered enemies according to the Odinic rite of the blood-eagle’. R.F. cites one
modern authority as saying that ‘examples of this practice may have included: King
Zlla of Northumbria, Halfdan son of King Haraldr Harfagri of Norway, King
Edmund . . ., King Maelgualai of Munster, and just possibly Archbishop £lfheah.’
This refined method of execution seems thus to have been reserved for royals,
though one story says that a giant was similarly distinguished.® The archbishop can
be left out, for no source whatever indicates that he was paid the same compliment.
Itis R.F.’s undisguised aim on the one hand to deprive Vikings of their reputation
as connoisseur killers of kings and on the other to reprove scholars who, allegedly,
have been taken in by a verse of the famous skald, Sighvatr P6rdarson. This verse
is in his Kniitsdrdpa, a eulogy of Canute the Great made in that king’s lifetime.
According to R.F., it gave rise to disastrous misunderstanding on the part of saga-
authors and of the poet of one Eddaic lay (cf. note 1). On the strength of their
misconception these entertainers then proceeded to regale audiences by describing
how Vikings slaughtered conquered enemies by cutting open their backs.
Sighvatr’s lines are (Skj. B I 232):
Ok Ellu bak,
at, 1ét, hinn’s sat,
fvarr, ara,
Joérvik, skorit.
R.F. asserts that ‘an experienced reader of skaldic poetry, looking at Sighvatr’s
stanza in isolation from its saga context, would have trouble seeing it as anything
but a conventional utterance, an allusion to the eagle as carrion beast, the pale
bird with red claws perched on and slashing the backs of the slain: “Ivarr had Ella’s

9y

back scored by an eagle”.
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With this I am convinced that no experienced Icelandic reader of skaldic poetry
could possibly agree. The main reason is that use of the verb skera is inconceivable
in any context where carrion beasts rip into dead bodies by claw, tooth and neb.
In the old poetic language skera invariably refers to cutting with a knife or sword
or, in general, with weapons or some sharp tool. By transfer it is also often used
of ships cutting through waves (LP, s.v. skera). This is in full agreement with usage
in the modern language. In Sighvatr’s lines the verb skera is of course correctly
translated in English as ‘cut’ (R.F.’s ‘scored’ is not appropriate). But because you
may be able to say in English that a carrion bird ‘cut a corpse’ (and that does not
sound entirely natural either), it does not follow that you can say Hreefugl skar nd
in Icelandic. You would have to say that the bird sleit or dt, ‘tore’ or ‘ate’, the dead
flesh. These are the verbs used in skaldic poetry for describing what eagles and
ravens, and wolves too, do to corpses: ¢tu ernir | af jofurs dolgum; hrétt gat hrafn
at slita | hold;, sleit grn gera beitu; hrdtt bratt hafoi at slita | hrafn tafn (Skj. B 1496,
257, 452, 491).2

Besides, no eagle in his right mind would try to open the back of his victim. He
might of course tread over the backs of the slain and stand on their heads, cf.
Snorri, Hdtatal 51: ilspornat getr grn | aldrlausastan haus (Skj. B 11 75), but he
would get the corpse face up before beginning to slita. It follows that the expressions
skera and bak in Sighvatr’s lines are both unsuitable in a description of the natural
behaviour of carrion birds; but along with the verb rista, ‘cut, slash, scratch’, they
are the correct terms to use in speaking of cutting a ‘blood-eagle’ in the back of a
captured enemy.

It goes without saying that Sighvatr’s verse is not proof that King Ella was in fact
executed by the aquiline method some 150 years and more before the lines were
composed. But it must be counted evidence showing that there was a Scandinavian
tradition about it already in the first third of the eleventh century, as there probably
also was about the killing of Halfdan, son of Haraldr harfagri, by the same method.

There is no reason why we should believe that ‘romantic’ ideas about the exploits
of Vikings and their cruelty towards victims did not arise before the late twelfth
century, when it is supposed that kings’ sagas began to be written in Iceland - not
to mention Saxo’s Gesta Danorum (1931, 263), where King Ella’s death by the
aquiline method is also reported.

It would of course be futile to indulge in speculation about how cruel the
Scandinavian invaders of England really were, but we may reasonably doubt
whether they matched any notion of the ‘noble savage’. According to English
sources, they began their ravages with an attack on Lindisfarne in 793, killing
defenceless monks, looting and burning. This became the pattern for their raids in
the British Isles.

We have no reliable information about the treatment of royal enemies captured
by Viking chiefs or the leaders of the Scandinavian hosts who came bent on conquest
and settlement. But it seems not at all unlikely that they reserved special torments
for those who merited special revenge — those who had themselves done Viking
leaders to death, for example. There is ample evidence of man’s cruelty to man,
from the earliest times to the present day, and it is not the intention of this note
to collect evidence of torture inflicted on captives or other defenceless people. But
as we are speaking of ‘primitive’ people, one well-documented instance of ven-
geance on a captive king may be cited from African history. In 1835 the last Mambo-
or Ba-Rozwi king was defeated in battle by an invading tribe and then skinned
alive (Davidson 1962, 259).

In speaking of some saga-writers’ postulated misunderstanding of skaldic verse,
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R.F. mentions with approval Klaus von See’s contention that the author of Kormdks
saga took literally, and wrongly, a poetic allusion in one of the stanzas attributed
to Kormakr. In the episode in question the saga describes Steingerdr as peeping at
Kormékr from the wainscotting ‘under Hagbardr’s beard’ (Kormdks saga 1939,
208). His companion then asks: ‘Kormékr, do you see the eyes out there by the
Hagbardr-head?” Kormékr then improvises three stanzas in succession, all on the
theme of tragic love. In the second half of the third of these he uses the phrase 4 halsi
Hagbards,® and this must be logically connected with the preceding description;
‘Hagbardr’s neck’ and ‘under Hagbardr’s beard” must refer to the same thing. What
the thing is, is not explained, but it must have been some part of the room or its
furnishing. From the first mention of Hagbardr in the prose and on through the
following stanzas with tragic love as their theme and to the point at the end where
the name Hagbardr is repeated, reference is clearly intended to the famous love-
story of Hagbardr and Signy. The contention supported by R.F. is that the saga-
author failed to understand the Hagbardr allusion in a stanza handed down by
tradition; but this is totally unwarranted and stems from the quite unfounded,
though widespread, belief that the stanzas in Kormdks saga are older than the saga
itself.

The stanza in question reads (cf. Skj. A 181, B 171; Kormdks saga 1939, 210):

Hofat lind né ek leynda

1{0s [MS lidr] hyrjar pvi stridi

bands man ek beida rindi

baugseem af mér augu,

b4 [es] hunknarrar hjarra

happpagi bil krapta

helsis scem & halsi

Hagbards 4 mik stardi.
The second half of the stanza, all that matters in the present connection, is not at
all easy to understand, but, as noted above, the crucial words 4 halsi stand in clear
relation to the girl who is staring and the prose statement at the outset that she is
looking undir skegg Hagbardi. Von See (1977, 63), on the other hand, offers
this version: ‘Die halsbandgeschmiickte Frau starrte auf mich zum Hagbard-Hals
(starrte auf meinen Hagbard-Hals).” In this he apparently follows the interpretation
of Ohlmarks (1957, 382), who says, ‘Jag tror att stardi & mik at Hagbards-halsi helt
enkelt betyder “hon stirrade pa mig och pd min Hagbards-hals” (min hals som
lopte samma risk som en géng Hagbards gjort).’

R.F. has in earlier contributions (e.g. Frank 1972) demonstrated an extensive
knowledge of skaldic poetry and an intuitive faculty of interpretation. In this case
it is difficult to believe that she re-read this stanza; she must instead have taken
von See (and Ohlmarks) on trust. It is hardly necessary to be a native speaker of
Icelandic to see that the dative construction & (at) halsi Hagbards in lines 7-8 cannot
be the object of stardi at the end of line 8. We need not here try to explain the
kenning for woman in this second half of the stanza, but the only possible sense of
the helmingr as a whole is: ‘when the woman with the fine necklace, (standing) by
the neck of (the) Hagbardr, stared upon me.’

But it is also obvious that these lines of verse cannot be properly understood
without the help of the preceding prose. That is the crux of the matter: prose and
poetry in this saga make an indivisible artistic whole.

Endnotes

1 I do not know where (if at all) the two last-named kings are said to have been
executed by the aquiline method. Four ‘blood-eagle’ victims are named in Icelandic



82 Saga-Book

sources: (1) King Ella of Northumbria, in Ragnars saga and Ragnars sona pdttr,
see Volsunga saga ok Ragnars saga lodbrékar (ed. Magnus Olsen, 1906-8), 168,
193, and Hauksbék (ed. Eirikur Jonsson and Finnur Jénsson, 1892-6), 464. (2)
Halfdan, son of King Haraldr harfagri, in Haralds saga ins hdrfagra, sce Heims-
kringla 1 (ed. Bjarni Adalbjarnarson, fslenzk fornrit XXVI, 1941), 132, and in
Orkneyinga saga, see Orkneyinga saga (ed. Finnbogi Gudmundsson, {slenzk fornrit
XXXIV, 1965), 13, and cf. Flateyjarbok 1 (ed. Gudbrandur Vigfisson and C. R.
Unger, 1860), 223. (3) Lyngvi, son of King Hundingr, in Reginsmdl 26, see Edda
179, and in Pdttr af Norna-Gesti, see Flateyjarbok 1 352-3. (4) The giant Brusi in
Orms péttr Stérdifssonar, in Flateyjarbék 1 531, cf. Two Icelandic stories (ed.
Anthony Faulkes, 1967, repr. 1978), 81/526-7 and note ad loc.

2The poets are Rognvaldr and Hallr in Hdrtalykill (bis), Porméor
Kolbrinarskéld and Einarr Skilason.

3 The only manuscript has a halsi, but scholars agree that the original was
probably at halsi. It is a point of no significance in the the present discussion.
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REVIEWS

EDDA, SAGA, SKALDENDICHTUNG. AUFSATZE ZUR SKANDINAVISCHEN LITERATUR DES
MITTELALTERS. By Kraus voN See. Carl Winter Universititsverlag. Heidelberg,
1981. 539 pp.

This book brings together a series of articles, reviews, and notes published by
Klaus von See between 1957 and 1981. Six of them are concerned with mythological
and wisdom poetry in the Eddaic style, especially Hdvamdl and Rigspula. Another
nine deal with heroic poetry, especially as preserved in the Elder Edda, with
emphasis on Hamdismal, Gudrinarhvot, Bjarkamdl, and the legends of Brynhildr
and Sigurdr. Another four deal with praise poetry in the Eddaic style: Haralds-
kvadi, Eirtksmal, Hékonarmdl, and Darradarljéd. There are eight studies of
skaldic poetry, focussing on metrical developments, the profession of skald, and
Christian poetry, together with such individual skalds as Torf-Einarr, Hjalti
Skeggjason, Hallfredr, and Hald6rr 6kristni. The five articles on saga devote special
attention to the question of oral narrative, with individual discussions of Hrafnkels
saga, Porgils saga ok Haflida, Pidreks saga, and Féstbreedra saga. The book is
rounded off with a general conclusion and a set of additional notes on eight of the
preceding articles, both published here for the first time. It is introduced with a
general survey of medieval Norse-Icelandic literature, reprinted from Lexikon des
Mitelalters.

The author’s range is very wide. His interests as a comparativist emerge, for
instance, in the discussions of heroic poetry and in his illuminating appraisal of the
Malone edition of Widsith. His knowledge of the law texts is usefully brought to
bear upon skaldic poetry. A brief review like the present necessarily cannot do
justice to the major scholarly achievement which this book represents.

As to formal unity, the book stands halfway between a monograph and a
collection of articles. The individual studies have a distinct thematic cohesion when
read in sequence, and this cohesion is reinforced by the concluding article, where
the author lays stress on three main concerns which he sees as underlying his work.
These are, crudely summarized: the text in its extant form; the individuality of the
text and of the author who lies behind the text; and the writing of literary history,
with as precise as possible a periodization of texts. I shall elaborate briefly on each
of these points.

Von See counts himself as a defender of the synchronic approach against the
diachronic. He shows that with both poetic and law texts the dedicated hunt for
scraps of Germanic antiquity may lead to serious misunderstandings of the text as
it stands. In contrast to Malone, whose interest in Widsith lay chiefly in its fragments
of ancient tradition, von See points to the formulas ‘life and light’ and ‘sing and
say’ as evidence that the extant poem is the work of a Christian author. His
suggested structure for Widsith, though fragile in some of its details, does much to
rescue this work from the category of catalogue poetry. Similarly, with Bjarkamdl,
he advocates that we come to terms with Saxo’s poem as it stands, rather than,
with Olrik, attempting to reconstruct the lost vernacular original from it. He
concludes from the dialogue form of Saxo’s poem that the original is unlikely to
have been of early date, but here subsequent investigators will need to take into
account Karsten Friis-Jensen’s research on Saxo’s classical models. It is also
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consistent with von See’s general philosophy that he should defend the integrity of
Atlakvida as it stands against Aage Kabell’s attempts to reduce this and other
works to a set of A-verses (i.e. initial half-lines) and to develop from them a
speculative theory concerning the origins of Germanic metrics.

In stressing the role of the individual poet von See opposes the notion of unfixed
oral epic narration, freely variable from performance to performance. He envisages
the individual artist conferring system (a strong central theme, stylized characteriza-
tion, and an organization into dramatized scenes with dialogue) upon the original
amorphous narrative materials: this version then becomes fixed. The inclusion of
the notion of amorphous material in this model seems to me logically suspect,
because necessarily all narrative has a shape, deriving from the subjectivity of the
narrator: one could more validly talk about degrees of stylization, and clearly the
extant heroic poetry is very highly stylized indeed. Von See is also uneasy at the
concept of ‘intertextuality’, as tending to constrain the individuality of the artist
and our awareness of it. This term, however, seems to be used rather loosely in
recent theoretical writings; it does not entail a close interdependence among texts
of the kind we see in much Old English poetry. More generally, von See defends
Heusler against criticism of what some have seen as undue empbhasis on the personal
and individual in not merely the author but also the theme and reception of heroic
poetry. He seeks to direct exegesis away from a hypothesized communal function
of poetry (for instance, recitations of genealogies or the incorporation of poetic
texts in cultic ceremonies) and back to the idea of entertainment, notably by means
of poems which celebrate an expression of individual will.

A few examples will show how this theoretical stance expresses itself in the
detailed philology of von See’s articles. Noting that the repetitions to be found in
skaldic poetry have been a favourite target for rather mechanistic explanations, such
as plagiarism or oral formulism, he proposes an alternative mode of explanation that
flows from the deliberate artistry of the poet. Hallfredr’s apparent re-use of lines
from Haldo6rr Skristni is explained as deliberate citation with a polemical purpose.
Where oral narrative is concerned von See seeks to show that much of the apparent
evidence can be accounted for in other ways. Thus the contrast between the strong
verse tradition in early Continental vernacular literatures and the equally strong
prose tradition in early Norse-Icelandic literature need not lead to postulation of
similarly contrasting substrates of oral narrative. Von See would give prime
importance to purely literary influences, so that the genres first attempted in the
vernacular literature of a particular region will be those currently in the ascendant
in the international Latin literature. The reports of oral saga performances in
Porgils saga ok Haflida are accounted for as ex post facto inventions, designed to
heighten the prestige of the lygisaga by conferring upon it antiquity and a respect-
able audience.

A major argument for the existence of an oral prose narrative tradition has been
the belief that the skaldic stanzas eventually incorporated into certain sagas would
have been unintelligible if heard or read in isolation. The lack of precise identifica-
tions of persons and places in many skaldic stanzas gives this argument a definite
plausibility. In answer, von See shows that the five revenge verses attributed to
Torf-Einarr need no Begleitprosa if they are simply read in uninterrupted succes-
sion, shorn of the prose which separates stanza from stanza in Orkneyinga saga and
Heimskringla. Since three of the verses are found in just this undiluted state in
Fagrskinna, I am surprised that von See does not accord more importance to that
text. He credits Snorri with a re-shuffie of the stanzas, but here the evidence of
Fagrskinna suggests that Snorri was not the innovator. Latterly a debate has
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developed between Dietrich Hofmann, who sees the time references in v. 1 as
separating it from the other stanzas, and von See, who argues that these time
references are not so specific as they look. Here too Fagrskinna should be brought
into the picture. It places the recitation of all the cited stanzas, which include v. 1,
after the killing of Torf-Einarr’s major opponent. This suggests to me that the five
verses are indeed a single poem, as proposed by von See, and that, specifically,
they combine to constitute that type of dramatic monologue where the action
described proceeds as the speaker describes it: thus what is present when the
speaker speaks v. 1 is past when he speaks v. 2.

Von See’s investigation of prose narratives accompanying verse citations also
takes in the Njdls saga account of Darradarliéd. While perhaps nobody would
accept this account with full literalness von See boldly extends the normal distrust
by arguing that the poem is not a charm or spell, uttered to influence the course
of a battle, but a praise-poem, recited to the glory of the victorious leader and
couched (at least in part) in metaphor. This view of the poem seems to me a wholly
justified demystification. Some details do, however, remain incompletely resolved.
Whichever interpretation of the poem as a whole one chooses, the repeated phrase
vindum vef poses real difficulties: nothing is to be gained by preferring Fritzner
and Finnur Jénsson’s incorrect explanation of the technical operation referred to
over Falk’s correct one, as von See does. An appended note, taking account of
Marta Hoffmann’s The warp-weighted loom, would have been welcome here. Two
other quibbles I have are with the needless emendation of kved ek to kvad ek in v.
7 and the failure to cite Nora Kershaw’s discussion of the date of the battle and
the historical personages involved in it, when Genzmer’s much weaker article on
these problems is given attention.

The third of von See’s general points is the need for a stricter periodization of
the surviving texts, genres, stylisms, motifs, and so on. He urges us to resist the
impulse (which I think grows fainter year by year) to assign all motifs to a genuine
Viking antiquity. He makes a very good case for regarding the story of the recitation
of Bjarkamal before Stiklastadir as a borrowing from William of Malmesbury’s
account of the Battle of Hastings. Similarly with a familiar stylism: alliteration in
law and other prose texts should be attributed to medieval Latin rhetoric rather
than to native pre-Christian tradition. An analysis of ideas about the heart, in its
physiological make-up and presumed psychic function, enables von See to separate
out a number of poems which are evidently influenced by biblical conceptions of
this useful organ. Among these poems is Hdvamadl, to which von See had already
accorded a late date on other grounds. Both in dating and in the search for literary
affiliations von See has been unafraid of controversial solutions. Given the paucity
of hard evidence some of these solutions are likely to remain as mere suggestions:
thus the very interesting proposed link between the sagas of skalds and the
Provengal vidas of the troubadors.

This collection of von See’s Kleine Schriften is highly welcome. The author’s
style is lucid and incisive; his arguments are often brilliant and convincing and
always stimulating. The publishers are to be congratulated on a well-produced
volume which makes these exciting publications much more conveniently available
than heretofore.

RusseLL PooLE

ESSAYS IN SHETLAND HISTORY. HEIDURSRIT TO T. M. Y. MANSON. Edited by BARBARA
E. CRAWFORD. The Shetland Times Ltd. Lerwick, 1984. xiv + 271 pp.

This collection of essays was published in 1984 to honour the eightieth birthday
of Dr. Thomas Mortimer Yule Manson on 9 February. Mortimer Manson’s first
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interest was, of course, a deep passion for the culture and traditions of Shetland.
But he has been active in many other fields — he was the organizer of the first Viking
Congress in Lerwick in 1950, and the inspirer of its successors, and was an early
enthusiast for the Faroe Islands, being fired by the belief that Shetland had much
to learn from her northern neighbours. It is thus entirely appropriate that Essays
in Shetland history should not be narrowly confined to Shetland. One essay is about
Orkney, one is jointly about the Faroes and Shetland, and one is about the
Faroeman Jakob Jakobsen, whose reputation depends on his work on the Shetland
Norn. The other essays make helpful references to conditions up and down
Scandinavia. The time-scale of the book is equally impressive. Dr. Barbara Craw-
ford contributes an article ‘The cult of St. Magnus in Shetland’ and Paul Bibire
gives us * “Few know an earl in fishing-clothes” °, both of which have something
important to say of Orkneyinga saga and the cults which arose from its incidents.
More recent material is dealt with in John Graham’s ‘Education in Shetland in the
eighteenth century’ and Dr. Ronald Cant’s ‘Church life in Shetland in the nineteenth
century’. Perhaps the most impressive group of contributions concerns land tenure.
John Baldwin’s ‘Hogin and Hametoun: thoughts on the stratification of a Foula
tun’ is particularly interesting, both for the detailed knowledge shown of the island
of Foula, and the comparative material from Gasadalur in the Faroes. Brian Smith’s
‘What is a scattald? Rural communities in Shetland, 1400-1900° threw a great deal
of light on a term which had long puzzled me. Dr. William Thomson’s ‘Fifteenth
century depression in Orkney; the evidence of Lord Henry Sinclair’s rentals’ is a
scholarly treatment of Orcadian agricultural depression during the difficult century
following the Black Death. A very surprising contribution is that by the late Dr.
Ronald Popperwell, ‘Music in Shetland’. Probably most of us were unaware of Dr.
Popperwell’s musical interests, or his close connection with Shetland. In preparing
this article, the next to last in the book, the author acknowledges information from
Dr. Mortimer Manson, whose father was a noted figure in Shetland musical life
from 1881 until his death in 1941. Equally surprising is the final article, which
applies genuine scholarship to the portrait of a man carrying a huge fish, which
became a trade-mark for Scott’s Emulsion. Dr. Margaret Mackay gives us an
account of Shetland oral tradition in her article ‘Heard, seen, told: the oral record
in Shetland’. The classification of oral tradition into legend, memorate and personal
experience is a valuable one, and can be used in the evaluation of both recent and
more ancient traditions. This tool is of equal value with place-name research in
throwing light on Old Norse literature. Place-name research is the principal concern
of the first two articles in the book, Lindsay MacGregor’s ‘Sources for a study of
Norse settlement in Shetland and Faroe’ and Dr. Per Andersen’s ‘Peter Andreas
Munch and the beginning of Shetland place-name research’. The latter article
throws considerable light on the growth of toponymical research by the establish-
ment of the rules: 1: of establishing the earliest form of a place-name; 2: of
comparison of similar place-names in different areas of settlement (for instance,
Shetland and Orkney, or Shetland and the Faroes); 3: of the use of place-names
containing administrative elements (e.g. -ting); and 4: of the use of topographical
and climatic character of the place in question. In view of the last criterion it is
surprising that Munch never went to Shetland. An important factor to the credit
of this book is the wealth of notes at the end of each article. The reader can easily
follow each researcher’s tracks. Mere consideration of the bibliographies can be
an education to the enlightened reader in the best that has been produced in each
of the varied fields considered. Mistakes are rare. I detected only one, where
Lindsay MacGregor on page 12 quotes an alleged legal enactment issued c. 1271
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by Magnus Hékonsson of Norway, extending Gulathinglaw to the Faroes. Jakob
Jakobsen himself, cited by the author, thought this document suspect, and Christian
Barentsen, writing in the supplement to the agricultural report of 1911, regarded
it as an outright forgery; no ancient copy exists, only an alleged paper copy from
about 1600. But Mr. MacGregor is not the first to have made a slip over this matter.
It is a trivial blemish to a large and scholarly book, very well illustrated and edited,
and well worth the price (£15) for almost anyone concerned with northern studies.

JonN F. WEST

FESTSKRIFT TIL LUDVIG HOLM-OLSEN PA HANS 70-ARSDAG DEN 9. JUNI 1984. Edited by
BIARNE FIDJEST@L, EYVIND FIELD HALVORSEN, FINN HADNEB®, ALFRED JAKOBSEN,
HALLVARD MAGER@GY, MAGNUS RINDAL. Alvheim & Eide. Ovre Ervik, 1984. 328
pp-

This book contains, as well as a scholarly biography of and a bibliography of the
works of Ludvig Holm-Olsen, 29 articles by scholars of international standing
which, as is usual in such celebratory volumes, reflect the interests and activities
of the recipient over the years. Thus, many of the contributions deal with aspects
of Old Norse (particularly Old Norwegian) linguistic history, including runes and
personal names. Old Norse literature is well represented, with articles on Eddaic
and skaldic poetry, sagas and historical writings. As well as some articles on
miscellaneous topics, a number of the contributions are devoted to manuscript
studies.

The two articles on skaldic poetry by Bjarne Fidjestgl (‘ “‘Har du hgyrt eit dyrare
kvede?” Litt om gkonomien bak den eldste fyrstediktinga’) and Peter Foote
(“Things in early Norse verse’) complement each other neatly, as both are concerned
to discover the historical reality behind the phenomenon of skaldic poetry: Fidjestgl
the €conomic and social position of skalds and poetry, Foote the reality of legal
terminology reflected in skaldic poetry. Both describe their method as one of
‘sieving’, and such a sifting out of historical kernel and literary accretion in texts
(without devaluing either) seems to have become something of a programme in
Old Norse studies of late. It leads naturally to a concern with the life of texts, with
their development through various stages of composition, copying and redaction,
and to a more subtle appreciation of the contexts of and reasons for any changes
made. Thus, Dietrich Hofmann (‘Die Vision des Oddr Snorrason’, following on
from a paper he contributed to Speculum norrcenum. Norse studies in memory of
Gabriel Turville-Petre, 1981) attempts to find the background for Oddr’s vision
(recounted in one manuscript of Oléﬁs saga Tryggvasonar) in his literary activities
at Pingeyrar. Alfred Jakobsen (‘Omkring Selsbane-tatten’) analyses Snorri’s adap-
tation of the story of the death of Sel-P6rir and emphasizes his historical perspective,
feel for psychology and talent for logical reasoning. Hallvard Magergy (‘Ei
fallgruve i prologen til Sverris saga’) interprets the shorter version of this prologue
in the light of medieval historical theory and logic, and traces its further develop-
ment in Flateyjarbok. Else Mundal, in a thorough and convincing article (‘fslend-
ingabok, ttar tala og konunga ®vi’) concludes that the three eponymous works of
her title were three independent works of Ari Porgilsson, but that they were from
the first combined in a single codex, and this is what has led later scholars to assume
that the genealogies and kings’ lists were a part of the lost, older version of
[slendingabck. This codex provided a kind of ‘Foundations of Icelandic history’
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and was a model for subsequent medieval Icelandic historiography. The presence
in this volume of three editions of manuscript fragments (‘Et fragment av Kongespei-
let’ by J6n Helgason, ‘Om himmel og helvede pa gammelnorsk. AM 238 XXVIII
fol.” by Stefidn Karlsson and * “Roted fragmentum membraneum, um Sanctam
Luciam og Agatham” AM 921, V, 4° by Agnete Loth) as well as James Knirk’s
¢ “Uleselige™ steder pa 1r i AM 81a fol.” are clearly meant to reflect Holm-Olsen’s
activities as an editor. Yet they raise a general question which applies to all such
collections: should such editions be published in Festschriften? It would be more
useful for future users of these texts if they could all be published in more or less
the same place — perhaps a series especially for editions of fragments that do not
deserve a volume to themselves — for, given the quality of work being done at the
respective manuscript institutes, it can be assumed that these will be definitive
editions for some time to come. Festschriften can often be difficult to get hold of
in 20 or 30 years’ time and it does not seem a good idea to spread editions about
in them. At least the series produced by the manuscript institutes (Gripla and
Bibliotheca Arnamagnzana), while also mixing editions with articles, have indexes
to make finding the editions easier. For surely editing manuscripts is not an end in
itself, but meant to be a service to philologists and literary historians? Another
general question raised by most such celebratory volumes is, would not the scholar
in question be even better honoured by a collection of his or her own articles rather
than the miscellaneous contributions of colleagues? The recent volume for Peter
Foote (Aurvandilstd. Norse studies, 1984) is an example of a really useful book,
collecting articles printed in odd places, with the master’s own comments on his
youthful works. Such a volume of course means less work for the editors and more
for the birthday scholar, and can hardly be kept a secret (although what Festschrift
is a real secret?). In the case of Holm-Olsen, it would have been interesting to
read some of his many newspaper articles, even if these might not be strictly
speaking ‘scholarly’ works. But the old Festschrift tradition will soldier on.
JupitH JESCH

NORTH-WESTERN EUROPEAN LANGUAGE EVOLUTION. NOWELE. Edited by Erik W.
HanseN and Hans F. NIELSEN. Odense University Press. Odense. Vol. 1, August,
1983, 112 pp. Vol. 2, December, 1983, 107 pp. Vol. 3, June, 1984, 112 pp. Vol. 4,
October, 1984, 111 pp.

Of journals which primarily deal with Scandinavian historical linguistics, Arkiv
for nordisk filologi goes happily from strength to strength, but Acta philologica
Scandinavica seems to have been inactive recently. In Iceland, after the unhappy
decease of fslenzk tunga, a new and outstanding periodical has arisen from its
ashes, fslenzkt mdl. A separate periodical devoted to Icelandic place-names,
Grimnir, also makes a sporadic and idiosyncratic appearance. It is a pleasure to
welcome an excellent new periodical in the historical linguistics of the (Germanic)
languages of north-western Europe. It hopes to present articles, in English or
German, on development and variation in ‘Icelandic, Faroese, Norwegian, Swed-
ish, Danish, Frisian, Dutch, German, English, Gothic and the early Runic language
(sic)’, and will also accept articles on Baltic, Slavonic, Celtic, Romance and Finno-
Ugrian languages in so far as they demonstrate the effect of these languages on
any of the primary languages. It will also accept theoretical articles. It does not
present reviews. Four volumes of NOWELE, which appears twice a year, have so
far been published (as of December, 1984). Each has contained four or five
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substantial articles, the standard of which has been impressively high. The editors
have also clearly taken advantage of the ‘new technology’ to produce a handsome
text at low cost. Most of the volumes which have hitherto appeared contain at least
one article on Indo-European, and one on the language of runic inscriptions,
including one by our own Patrick Stiles on the interpretation of swestar on the
Opedal stone (vol. 3, June, 1984). In the first volume, Hreinn Benediktsson
published a fundamental study of the origins of the Germanic subjunctive, which
will remain of permanent value. Also in that volume, Gillis Kristensson applies
place-name evidence to Old English Second Fronting, in a welcome but not
necessarily convincing attempt to solve the intractable problem of the status of its
products. In the most recent issue to date (vol. 4, October, 1984) Bente Hansen
contributes an important review of the Scandinavian linguistic elements in English,
in the light of the attempts by historians such as Peter Sawyer to re-evaluate the
Viking settlement, and that of the work by scholars such as Kenneth Cameron and
Gillian Fellows-Jensen on place-names. The modern languages are not neglected,
however: there are articles on Chaucer’s vocabulary, the decay of the Shetland
Norn, the development of voiced fricatives in Dutch, a possible Irish pun in
Shakespeare. These are leavened by occasional articles on linguistics. This standard
and spread of interest has been consistently maintained. NOWELE presents
material of uniformly high standard across a wide but well-integrated range. This
reviewer’s only fear is that the recent appearance of a number of journals, not all
of which can have substantial financial support, may lead to the early demise of a
periodical. Those working in these areas are becoming fewer, and remain, alas,
under continual threat from those who consider that generative grammar, or George
Eliot, are the only proper areas of study. Let us hope that NOWELE may stimulate
sufficient new interest to maintain itself without displacing other journals, and to
spread the gospel of historical linguistics among those as yet unconverted.

PauL BIBIRE

GERMANIC ACCENTOLOGY 1, THE SCANDINAVIAN LANGUAGES. By ANATOLY LIBERMAN.
University of Minnesota Press. Minneapolis, 1982. xx + 381 pp.

It is difficult to do justice to a book of such quality in a review of sensible length.
I would imagine, also, that its subject matter lies outside the main fields of interest
of many Saga-Book readers. 1 will therefore restrict myself to a few general
remarks.

Germanic accentology 1, The Scandinavian languages is, as the long list of
publications under Liberman, A. in the bibliography makes clear, the culmination
of some twenty years of research. And it is a work of truly massive erudition.
Whatever view one takes of the principal thesis, this is a study which, because of
the author’s encyclopaedic knowledge, the closeness of his argumentation and the
all-embracing nature of his approach, will be seen, certainly as a milestone, and
perhaps as a turning-point in the study of Scandinavian accentology. On the long
but fascinating journey towards his main conclusions, Liberman discusses, inter
alia, the phonetic and phonological properties of accents (tones) and of stgd, West
Jutland stpd, preaspiration (especially in Modern Icelandic), oralised stpd, and the
accentological problems of apocope (including circumflex). Almost 100 pages are
then devoted to a chapter entitled ‘The origin of Scandinavian accentuation’ in
which Liberman argues, on the basis of the preceding discussion: 1. that the
Scandinavian languages were originally mora counting and that the tool of mora
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counting was stgd, which was the marked member of the opposition stgd:no-
stpd; 2. that following apocope (medieval apocope, not the sixth-seventh-century
variety), which appeared earliest and had its nucleus in words with a long sonorous
sound (i.e. words with stgd), stgd became limited to monosyllables and disyllables
with a second closed syllable; 3. that stgd, while retaining its mora-counting
function, thereby also became a partial marker of monosyllabicity, while no-stgd
came to mark di- and polysyllables; 4. that the phonetic realization of no-stpd
changed according to its new, clearly defined role as the marked member of a
syllable-counting opposition — in most cases it acquired a strong second peak, and
accent (tone) 2 was born; 5. that where this occurred, stpd, which up to then had
functioned both as a mora-counting device and a marker of monosyllabicity, lost
the former function and with that the innate features of its realization — it became
purely an unmarked counterpart of accent 2, i.e. accent 1; 6. that ultimately accent
1 extended to virtually all monosyllables, irrespective of whether they had had
stgd or not. I have of course omitted here all the subtieties and many of the basics
of this reconstruction of events, not to mention the persuasive arguments that lead
up to it, but I hope I have given the absolute fundamentals.

Liberman’s approach is functional. He asks not is this or rhat articulation or
change of articulation plausible or conceivable, but why should such an articulation
or change of articulation occur — what is its function? It is this approach that leads
him inexorably to apocope as the key which will unlock for us the secrets of
Scandinavian accentuation: ‘While comparing facts from various Scandinavian
languages and dialects, I often felt that I was going through an enchanted palace
that would come alive if I could find the sleeping princess and kiss her. I think
there are really two such princesses: function for all periods and apocope for
diachrony. There is nothing in the late history of Scandinavian accents that is not
in some way or another connected with apocope, and nothing is worth anything at
all until it is subjected to functional analysis’ (p. xviii).

When writing examiners’ reports for Oxford higher degrees, it is customary,
however brilliant the thesis, to sound some note of criticism. Lest readers think I
am failing in my duty as a reviewer, I will follow that useful practice here. Among
several doubts that assailed me as I read Germanic accentology 1, three are perhaps
worth mentioning. First, if it was apocope that triggered the development of accents
1 and 2, it is odd that in spite of the apparently early and certainly very thorough-
going Jutlandic apocope so few Jutlandic dialects exhibit tonal distinctions. Second,
the persistence in Danish, Norwegian and Swedish of accent 1 or stgd in disyllabic
words which in Old Norse were monosyllables seems to me a problem. We can
certainly argue, as Liberman does, that whether or not words like bitr ‘bites’ were
mono- or disyllabic at the time of apocope in the different dialects, "inasmuch as
acc. 1 has superseded stgd and the forms under consideration have acc. 1, the
accent’s predecessor in them must have been stgd’ (p. 197). But this does not really
answer the question why a word like myrdir, ‘murders’, which, according to
Liberman’s theory, originally had stgd, came to have no-stgd or accent 2, while
bitr, likewise with original szpd, retained this or developed accent 1. Third, one of
the ‘preliminary considerations proving a greater antiquity of the stgd:no-sted
opposition in comparison with that of acc. 1:acc. 2’ (pp. 191-2) is certain phenomena
in the dialects of Hedemora and Flekkefjord, for ‘as always in areal linguistics,
isolated phenomena occurring on discontinuous territory are likely to reveal the
original state’ (p. 191). If not entirely on discontinuous territory, the tonal dialects
of Danish seem to be ‘isolated phenomena’, and fading ones at that. Are they not
likely to reveal the original state?



Reviews 91

These are, I think, more than minor quibbles, but they in no way diminish this
splendid work for which I have nothing but admiration.

MiCHAEL BARNES

THE UNMANLY MAN, CONCEPTS OF SEXUAL DEFAMATION IN EARLY NORTHERN SOCIETY.
By PREBEN MEULENGRACHT S@RENSEN. Translated by Joan Turville-Petre. The
Viking collection. Studies in Northern civilization, volume I. Odense University
Press. Odense, 1983. 115 pp.

The unmanly man, Joan Turville-Petre’s excellent translation of Preben Meulen-
gracht Sgrensen’s Danish Norrgnt nid. Forestillingen om den umandige mand i de
islandske sagaer {Odense, 1980; 2nd ed., 1982), is the first volume of The Viking
collection, a new series of scholarly studies in Old Norse literature and civilization.
The general editors are the author of the present volume and Gerd Wolfgang
Weber. Their choice of The unmanly man to launch the series gives one a clear
idea of the editors’ general aim: to make available to specialists and non-specialists
a series of interdisciplinary studies which examine Old Norse literature in society
and other central topics in early Scandinavian cultural history. They are to be
congratulated for their initiative in encouraging works of this kind, for they are
badly needed in the field of Old Norse studies, which has in the past been rather
slow to adopt the methodologies of other disciplines in the humanities and social
sciences. There is no doubt that The unmanly man is a brilliant example of
interdisciplinary methodology and it has illuminated the realization in literary
texts of a dominant semiotic code of medieval Icelandic society, that of sexual
unmanliness, or ‘passive’ homosexuality, as a symbolic vehicle for the expression
of social and moral unworthiness in a man. Although many fine studies of nid, or
sexuai defamation, already exist, what is new in Preben Meulengracht Serensen’s
approach is his insistence that one must look at the written texts of thirteenth
century Iceland not primarily as keys to unlock cultural traditions and ideologies
of earlier ages, but as a textual medium for expressing the relationship between
inherited tradition and contemporary thought. The unmanly man is one of the first
sustained analyses of Old Norse literature as social semiotic and it is very good,
both in its utilization of frames of reference from other disciplines such as anthro-
pology and in its at times superb, fine-grained literary analysis of the significance
of nid-motives to the fabric of whole sagas. The chapter Meulengracht Serensen
devotes to Gisla saga is a case in point, and he has made his study of this saga even
more comprehensive since the first, Danish edition. Some reviewers of the Danish
version of the book (e.g. Carol Clover in Journal of English and Germanic
philology, LXXX:3, 1982, 398-400) have considered that the author should have
foregrounded comparative, anthropological and Christian material more than he
did, and he has cbviously taken note of such criticisms to the extent of introducing
succinct references to medieval Christian attitudes to homosexuality beyond what
was in the first edition. However, to have introduced sustained comparisons would
have been to have written a different kind of book and one probably less of a
methodological rour de force. There is, of course, more to be said about nid in
early Icelandic society, but we should be grateful to Preben Meulengracht Sgrensen
for showing us how to write a new kind of literary criticism of Old Norse texts and
how to read the texts themselves. It is to be hoped that this volume reaches a wide
audience of socio-linguists and anthropologists as well as scholars of Old Norse.
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The volume is beautifully produced by Odense University Press; I noted a few
typographical errors, especially clustering round pages 18 to 20.

MARGARET CLUNIES R0SS

BARDAR saGA. Edited and translated by J6N SkaPrasoN and PHiLLIP PuLsiaNo. The
Garland library of medieval literature, volume 8, series A. Garland Publishing,
Inc. New York and London, 1984. xxx+ 147 pp.

This edition consists of a short introduction, a select bibliography, the text with
a parallel translation, brief textual notes, an index and an appendix. The series in
which the book appears is expressly intended for the general, non-specialist reader,
and the introduction follows a prescribed pattern. In sections titled ‘Authorship’,
‘Artistic achievement’ and ‘Sources and influences’, the editors discuss questions
of dating, the unity of the present text, thematic and structural features and literary
models. This is all very clear and balanced. The evidence and views advanced by
earlier commentators on such questions as dating, possible multiple authorship
and the existence of a separate Gests pdttr are touched on, but the editors refrain
from forcing any conclusions, themselves presenting little that is original, though
it must be said that they show sensitivity to the saga’s merits and literary techniques.
This editorial unobtrusiveness, while perhaps furnishing the general reader with
digestible material, errs by omission at times and becomes even facile in a way that
will fail the more demanding reader in an age when editions are frequently doctoral
theses with far more commentary than text. For example, the three-page section
‘Sources and influences’ fails to consider the relationship of Bdrdar saga to works
other than Landndmabdk in sufficient detail, and could have given far more
information without greatly increasing its length. A case in point is the statement
(p. xxii): ‘The author was obviously familiar with a wide range of sagas and pzettir
which he drew on in composing his work. “Halfd4nar béttr svarta ok Haralds
harfagra™ in Flateyjarbék describes a dream similar to Bardr’s dream in Chapter
I.’ The discussion proceeds no further, leaving, perhaps, the impression that the
source of the passage has been found. Of course there are many important features
in common between the two dreams, but Halfdan’s dream is of hair, not a tree,
and the tree dreams in Hdlfdans saga svarta in Heimskringla, Fléamanna saga and
Hardar saga could have been brought in for thoroughness. The textual policy seems
sound, and the text is normalized, with important variants given below it. The
translation reads well and is generally good, though not without lapses. Nordr
hingat § hdlfuna (p. 4) does not mean ‘here in the northern hemisphere’; it is
incongruous to call a trolls’ jélaveisla (p. 68) a ‘Christmas feast’; and the translations
of i seli (p. 62) and Hann hafdi selfér (p. 66) as ‘in a fishing shed’ and ‘He had a
fishing outpost’ respectively are wholly unwarranted. ‘Out onto the cliff’ for at 4
bergit (p. 70) does not fit the context, and ‘P6r is wise to Frigg’ is a lamentable
rendering of the line Por er vis (sic) til Friggjar in the verse on p. 38, which also
deserves a note as a midavisa. The book’s frontispiece map of the vicinity of
Snzfellsjokull is sketchy and not improved by a glaring spelling mistake (some
Icelandic words in the introduction, and three proper names in the bibliography
are also misspelled) and the photograph of the oldest manuscript page has been
reproduced far too small to be of any use. Despite these criticisms, this edition will
be of use to learners of the language and makes available an interesting and rather
neglected saga.
JEFFREY COSSER
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EIR(KS SAGA VIDFQRLA. Edited by HELLE JENSEN. Editiones Arnamagneance, series
B, vol. 29. C. A. Reitzels Forlag. Kgbenhavn, 1983. ccliv + 145 pp.

Carl Christian Rafn included Eiriks saga vidforla in the collection of texts which
he published in 1829-30 under the title Fornaldar ségur Nordrlanda;, however, the
blatantly clerical character of the work caused it to be expelled from the canon of
fornaldarségur by Gudni Jénsson in the fourth edition of Rafn’s anthology. Helle
Jensen’s is the first edition of this curious text to be prepared from all existing
manuscripts, of which there are more than fifty, the oldest dating from the four-
teenth century. The saga, which recounts the journey of Eirikr the son of Prandr
(the eponymous founder of Trondheim) in search of the earthly paradise (‘which
heathen men call Oddins akr"), is a remarkable example of the odd mix of Latin
learning (and pseudo-learning) with native Germanic material which characterizes
many of the later Icelandic prose narratives. In preparation for his quest, Eirfkr
spends several years at the court of the Emperor of Constantinople, where he
absorbs a fund of geographical lore and Christian wisdom, which the author of the
saga conscientiously reproduces for the edification of his readers. Helle Jensen
includes in her introduction a discussion of the Latin sources of this material, much
of which is based on passages from two of the most popular works of Honorius
Augustodunensis, the Imago mundi and the Elucidarius. She also examines briefly
some literary analogues for particular details in the subsequent account of Eirikr’s
visit to Oddins akr. At points in her introduction Jensen is more laconic than one
might have wished. She remarks, for instance (p. xI), that the discussion of
cosmography in the commentary on Genesis 1: 6-8 in Stjérn (ed. C. R. Unger, p.
12) provides no close parallel for the synthesis in Eiriks saga (A 101-111, B 85-95,
C100-110) of information from the Imago mundi and the Elucidarius on the
arrangement of the heavenly spheres. At the same time, however, she notes a
certain similarity between this section of Eiriks saga and a discussion of the heavenly
spheres in Pdls saga postola II (ed. C. R. Unger in Postola ségur, p. 268, 1. 15-
16), without mentioning that this passage would appear to be based, at least in
part, on the chief source for the commentary on Genesis 1: 6-8 in Stjérn, viz. Peter
Comestor’s Historia scholastica (Patrologia Latina, CXCVIII, 1058 A-B). (On the
question of Latin sources, see further Rudolf Simek, ‘Die Quellen der Eiriks saga
vidforla’, Skandinavistik 14.2 [1984], 109-14; and Helle Jensen, ‘Eirtks saga vidforla:
Appendiks 3. In The Sixth International Saga Conference. 28.7.-2.8.1985. Work-
shop papers I, [1985], 499-512.) This is a small detail, however, which hardly
detracts from the general usefulness of the introduction. This edition will be
welcomed not only by those interested in the impact of Latin learning upon the
popular literature of medieval Iceland, but also by students of the rich body of
medieval literature pertaining to the Other World.

Davip and 1aN McDoucaLL

POESIE EINER ACHSENZEIT. DER URSPRUNG DER SKALDIK IM GESELLSCHAFTLICHEN
SYSTEMWANDEL DER WIKINGERZEIT. By HERMANN ENGSTER. Europdische Hochschul-
schriften, Reihe 1, Deutsche Sprache und Literatur, Bd. 667. Peter Lang. Frankfurt
am Main, Bern and New York. 1983. 384 pp.

The point of departure for this book is the circumstance that skaldic poetry
appears to have its inception at the onset of an era characterized by great material,
social, and cultural upheavals. The author contends that eras of similar rapid
transition are often attended by major shifts in consciousness, for example from
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the collective to the individual or from the concrete to the abstract. He sees skaldic
poetry as embodying a consciousness of a Janus type, looking back in some respects
and forwards in others. In an earlier publication the author has traced a similar
pattern in Holberg’s comedy Jeppe pd Bierget.

As a literary historian Engster sees his task in terms which go back to Adorno
and ultimately to Hegel. It is not a question of placing artistic works in their social
and historical context — itself a difficult task where so little is known — but, more
ambitiously, of showing the structure of society to be immanent within the artistic
work. The emphasis is on artistic creation as an acting and reacting element within
society, rather than as a distinct entity. Accounts which stress ludic or ‘art for art’s
sake’ qualities in skaldic verse are seen as ultimately unfruitful. Engster’s concern
is with skaldic poetry as a genre and particularly with its technical evolution over
approximately its first hundred years of attested works. In concentrating on form,
at the apparent expense of content, Engster cites the precedent of Adorno, who in
his analysis of Balzac used a formal aspect, the hyper-realism of the novels, to
point to an underlying unease about a transition in society from individualism to
the anonymity of the bureaucracy and large commercial enterprises.

The mention of Balzac prompts the comment that a great deal is known about
the life and works of this novelist and the society in which he lived. The development
of the novel genre can be documented in enormous detail. Such is not the case
with skaldic poetry. A prerequisite in a genre study like this book is a discussion
of just which attested poems can be regarded as authentic examples of practice in
the century that begins with Bragi's floruit. We need some assessment of the
evidence supporting attributions, notably those to Egill Skalla-Grimsson, and this
the author fails to provide. The author’s conception of the development of skaldic
poetry also relies heavily on the assumption that until the completion ca. A.p. 800
of the major phonological shifts which separate Primitive Norse from Old Norse a
strict, syllable-counting, highly compressed form like dréttkvaett would not have
been possible. But this does not seem to me a safe assumption on which to build
further hypotheses. The Strgm runic inscription, wate hali hino horna haha skabi
hapu ligi, is obviously based on syllable counting, albeit rudimentary. Eilifr
Godrunarson and the poet of Hymiskvida appear to be aware of a disyllabic
treatment of the name Pérr, which, as a feature of actual pronunciation, must
antedate Bragi. The later poets could not have inferred the disyllabic form if it had
not occurred in pre-Bragi syllabic verse. Certain Primitive Norse words would
admittedly be awkward to accommodate in any metre resembling dréstkveert, but
the poets might well have solved their problems through the evidently early device
of tmesis, as later poets certainly did — for instance with the metrically difficult
name Stiklastadir. It is safe to assume that the far-reaching linguistic changes would
have led to the metrical dissolution and loss of some poems; it is not safe to assume
that the syllable-counting techniques that we see after these changes were a wholly
new possibility.

Engster is on firmer ground when he traces developments after Bragi. He cites
a large body of work by previous scholars to demonstrate a rapid tightening of
formal control on the part of the poets. Kuhn’s observations on the increasing
strictness over internal rhyming and the syntactic cohesion of the helmingr and
stanza as a whole are supplemented by Marold’s on the avoidance of trope-
dependent kennings in the nominative case and Mohr’s on the distribution of
kenning material through the helmingr. Engster sees this formal strictness as
emanating from a poetic consciousness where the diversity of the world is integrated
into a unity, and the consciousness in turn he sees as mirroring the new individualism
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of the Viking Age. The new formality is specially linked to the court of Haraldr
hérfagri, while for a time at leasi the skalds of the earls of Hladir and of Iceland and
Orkney are looser (and, as Engster sees it, more traditional) in their compositions. I
must admit to a failure to understand why the new individualism did not equally
affect these peripheral groups, perhaps in particular the very independent-minded
settlers in Iceland. An individual subjectivity is manifest in the verses of Torf-
Einarr, if we believe these to be correctly ascribed. Although I agree with Engster
that a process of individuation is going on, I think it applies to the collectivity and
not to particular persons. The rapid evolution of a ‘metropolitan’ style would add
a distinctive element to the ceremonies at Haraldr’'s court and so assist in the
general magnifying of its prestige that attended the incipient unification of Norway.

The forward-looking Janus head of skaldic poetry is therefore, in Engster’s
analysis, its tendency to abstract patterning. The creation of unity through these
patterns is a formal complement to a more abstract and centralized hegemony in
society, which, in a rapid Viking Age transition, supplants the older kinship
organization. The development of rekir kennings is another aspect of the move to
abstraction, because in their task of decoding multiple kennings the audience was
presumably aided by an awareness of abstract kenning types (e.g. ‘fire of water’
means ‘gold’). The backward-looking head is differentiated by its contrasting
attitude to kennings. It treasures them as the surviving fragments of the pensée
sauvage (or mythic logic) which operated in the collective consciousness prior to
the Viking Age. To establish this potentially very fruitful theory Engster begins
with the likelihood that kennings antedate dréttkvaert as we know it. The evidence
is frail but consistent in its direction. Bragi’s very complex kennings presuppose
antecedents of a simpler kind; naseu on the Eggjum stone can be explained as a
kenning for ‘blood’ and dated ca. A.p. 700; kennings are attested in other contem-
porary or older poetries, such as Old English and Irish (though how far these are
truly comparable remains problematic). Further to this, the author argues that
kennings are not images but signs: they constitute a second-order language superim-
posed upon ordinary language. This feature they share with mythic logic, as
described by Lévi-Strauss. A second shared feature is the strategy of analogy. On
this analogical basis of the kenning and on the connections with mythic logic
generally, the author’s arguments are unfortunately rather thin. This is a pity,
because Engster’s theory would provide a broader and historically more convincing
account of kennings than, for example, the idea of cultural taboos or sheer play
with language or a deliberate dissolution of reality into dream.

The value of this book will lie, I suspect, in renewed and invigorated debate
about the origin of kennings and of skaldic verse generally. The author’s synthesis
of material and theory from the realms of literature, history, archaeology, anthro-
pology, sociology, and philosophy is impressive and at times genuinely instructive.
But at times too the learning seems unassimilated. Footnotes swell to relentless
length, one excursus spawns another, afterthoughts are awkwardly appended,
cross-references become laboured and fussy, sentences are overladen and paren-
thetic. The typography of the book is unpleasing: Norse words or sometimes
individual characters are in a different fount and type-size from the main body of
the text, creating problems with spacing and lineation and leading to omissions.
The reader is referred to endnotes not by means of superscript numerals but by
numerals in brackets, which adds to the general parenthetic appearance of the text.
The handwriting of a Greek word on p. 234 is a distinctly amateurish touch (why
not simply transliterate if no Greek fount was available?).

In short, Engster’s ideas are interesting and potentially very illuminating, and I
hope we shall see them again in a revised, elaborated, and more skilfully presented

form. RusseLL PoOLE
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BOOKS RECEIVED: The Society has also received the following: The Anglo-
Saxon chronicle Volume 17. The annals of St. Neots with Vita prima Sancti
Neoti, ed. David Dumville and Michael Lapidge. D. S. Brewer. Cambridge, 1985;
Gillian Fellows-Jensen, Scandinavian settlement names in the North-West. C. A.
Reitzels Forlag. Copenhagen, 1985. J. P. Lamm and H.-A. Nordstrém (eds.),
Vendel period studies. Transactions of the Boat-grave Symposium in Stockholm,
February 2-3, 1981. Statens Historiska Museum. Stockholm, 1983. Sean McGrail
(ed.), Aspects of maritime archaeology and ethnography. Papers based on those
presented to an international seminar held at the University of Bristol in March,
1982. Trustees of the National Maritime Museum. London, 1984.
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EDITORIAL

From this issue onwards, Saga-Book will appear in a new
format. Ostensibly annual, it has in the past frequently been
published biennially in double issues and this has often meant the
late appearance of notes and reviews. The Council of the Society
has therefore decided to publish Saga-Book in two separate
sections. Notes and reviews will appear on a regular, annual basis,
beginning with this issue. Artficles will for the present appear
biennially, beginning with an issue in 1988. Volume numbers and
pagination will continue as before, the two sections together going
to make up a complete Saga-Book. Subscribers will receive both
sections of Saga-Book automatically without any further action on
their part.

We hope readers will be pleased with this arrangement and
will enjoy receiving their regular dose of Saga-Book.

The Editors
Saga-Book (Notes and reviews)

NOTE

Contributions to both sections of Saga-Book are welcomed for
consideration and may be sent to:

Articles Notes and reviews
Dr Anthony Faulkes Dr Richard Perkins
Department of English Department of Scandinavian
Language and Literature Studies
University of Birmingham University College, London
PO Box 363 Gower Street
Birmingham London

B1S5 2TT WCIE 6BT



98 Saga-Book

NOTES

YNGVARR'’S EXPEDITION AND THE
GEORGIAN CHRONICLE

BY MATS G. LARSSON

J. SHEPARD has in an afterword to his detailed and thorough
paper on Yngvarr’s expedition to Serkland presented some critical
views on my paper on the same subject, where 1 proposed
identifying the Varangians of the battle of Sasireti in the Georgian
Chronicle with the expedition of Yngvarr (Shepard 1984-85, 276-
83, Larsson 1983). Shepard’s criticism is mainly based on the gap
between the dating of Yngvarr’s death according to Yngvars saga
(YS) and the Icelandic annals, 1041, and the dating of the battle
of Sasireti, which Shepard and many other scholars set to 1046/47
(Shepard 1984-85, 277). He also criticises me for stressing some
resemblances while suppressing other important details of the
saga. [ will here discuss some problems which unfortunately have
not been mentioned in either of the two articles and give my views
on the significance of Yngvars saga for my theory. As this is my
main aim I will only peripherally comment on Shepard’s other
views on Yngvarr’s expedition as presented in his paper. The
references and the bibliography in Shepard’s paper are very
comprehensive. In particular, many of the works in Russian are
new to me and I am pleased to note that the translation by
Papaskiri (1981, 169) of the part of the Georgian Chronicle where
the Varangians are mentioned is in agreement with my exegesis,
which is also noticed by Shepard (1984-85, 279). As Shepard and
I seem to agree that the Varangians probably came from
Scandinavia and not from Byzantium, which I saw as the most
important problem, I can here concentrate on the chronology of
the Georgian Chronicle and on the identification of the
Varangians recorded in it.

As I mentioned in my paper (Larsson 1983, 100-101), there
have been different opinions among scholars on the dating of the
battle of Sasireti. The difference between the datings is five to six
years. Allen (1932, 90) has dated the battle to 1041. Shepard
rejects that dating and states that it is incompatible with the
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Georgian Chronicle as translated by Brosset (1849), and that
modern scholars have followed the sequence of events which sets
the second return of Dimitri and the battle of Sasireti after the
Byzantine annexation of Ani in 1045 and the death of the amir
Jafar, which according to these scholars should have occurred in
the same year (Shepard 1984-85, 276-77). However, the main
source for Allen’s chronology is also the Georgian Chronicle as
translated by Brosset (1849, 319-21), which Allen has interpreted
in combination with other relevant sources. Unfortunately he has
not discussed the dating problem in his text, so that his analysis of
the events cannot be known. I will, though, argue below not only
for his chronology not to be rejected, but why it in my opinion
should be preferred.

The identification of what is said of Ani in the Georgian
Chronicle (Brosset 1849, 319) with the events related to the
Byzantine annexation of Ani 1045 is, to my knowledge, the reason
why several scholars have set Jafar’s death and the battle of
Sasireti after that year. The same argument is delivered by
Shepard. However the Georgian Chronicle supplies no datings
and this identification is very uncertain. As Brosset notes (1849,
319, n. 2), the Georgian text says that Ani was delivered by its
inhabitants to Bagrat’s mother, Mariam, while the Armenian
sources for the year 1045 on the contrary say that some of the
inhabitants proposed to submit to Bagrat. In the same paragraph
of the Georgian text it is stated that a person named West joined
Bagrat with nine fortresses belonging to Ani. Brosset ends his
comments with the statement that he does not believe that the
event recounted by the annalist belongs to the year 1045, but that
it is more probable that there is a question of some proposition
made to Bagrat soon after the death of the Armenian king Achot
IV in 1039, as his son Gagik II became king first in 1042. Brosset
also comments on the dating of the events by saying it ought to be
somewhere around 1040 or 1041 according to the order in which
they are told by the annalist (1849, 319, n. 4). In his ‘Additions et
éclaircissements’, Brosset sets the capture of Tiflis, which
according to the annals was contemporary with the death of Jafar,
to 1040 (Brosset 1851, 227). The dating is here identical with
Allen’s (1932, 89). The second return of Bagrat’s half brother
Dimitri is placed by Brosset in 1042 in the same chronology, while
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Allen here supplies the year 1041. Shepard states in a former
paper on Armenia in the 1040s (1975-76, 293, n. 32) that Ani
according to the Georgian Chronicle was held by Queen Mariam
at an unspecified date. The conclusion must be that Brosset’s
version of the Georgian Chronicle cannot form a basis for
rejecting Allen’s chronology or indicate that the battle of Sasireti
took place after 1045.

The Byzantine annexation of Ani in 1045 was more a result
of palace intrigues against the king Gagik II than of military
actions by the Byzantine emperor. The main military events
connected with the annexation were the defeat of the Byzantine
commander, the parakoimomenos Nicholas, outside the gates of
Ani in 1044, the amir of Dvin breaking into the areas of Ani on
behalf of the emperor in the same year, and the emperor sending
an army, consisting to a large extent of Armenians and Georgians,
against Dvin in the autumn of 1045, thus breaking the terms with
the amir after the annexation (Grousset 1947, 574-82; Minorsky
1953, 52-53; Shepard 1975-76, 296-98; 1984-85, 252). The march
against Dvin is the only part of these events that may be identified
in the Georgian Chronicle, which says that Liparit marched
against Dvin to make war against the commander of that city in
the interest of the Greek emperor (Brosset 1849, 322). Grousset
states that Liparit was the commander of the Georgian troops in
the emperor’s campaign against Dvin in 1045 (1947, 582).
Shepard (1975-76, 303, n. 61) dates Liparit’s march to 1047,
referring to the Georgian Chronicle, which says that one year after
coming home from the war against Dvin Liparit participated in
the Byzantine war against the Turks in 1048 (Brosset 1849, 322-
23). However, the chronicle does not say that the march started
one year before the Turkish war. It seems more probable that
Liparit led the Georgian troops mentioned in the emperor’s
march in 1045, as Grousset concludes, and returned home when
the war with the amir ceased in 1047 (Grousset 1947, 584;
Minorsky 1953, 54; Shepard 1975-76, 303). The Georgian
Chronicle sets the march against Dvin a number of events and
reasonably a number of years after mentioning the delivery of Ani
to Bagrat’s mother (1849, 319), and also clearly after the battle of
Sasireti (1849, 321). Thus, following the order of the chronicle,
the most probable conclusion is that the first mention of Ani does
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not apply to the events of 1045 and that the battle of Sasireti must
have taken place before 1045.

The development of events in Armenia before the
Byzantine annexation is rather complicated, with many different
groups and rulers involved during a short time. In the general
confusion after the death of Achot IV and Hovhannés-Sembat,
the vest or intendant of Ani, Sargis, tried to assume power over
the city and took control of a great number of fortresses and
castles. Different groups opposed him (1040-41) and wanted to
place Gagik, the son of Achot, on the throne. After an uncertain
sequence of events, Gagik II was officially crowned as king of the
Armenians, probably in 1042 (Grousset 1947, 569-71; Shepard
1975-76, 285-87). The period when Vest Sargis, probably the
same person as the one named West by the Georgian Chronicle
(Brosset 1849, 319), had control of the fortresses belonging to Ani
was thus 1040/1041. His joining Bagrat with nine fortresses,
mentioned in the Georgian Chronicle in connection with the
account of Ani’s delivery to Bagrat’s mother, was accordingly
probably during that period, as Brosset has also proposed, and
not in 1045. Yuzbashyan (1978, 158) has come to a similar
conclusion and dates the event to 1041. Parallel with the events
referred, the Armenian king David Anholin used the situation
and tried to invade the area around Ani, Chirak. After being
repelled, David incited the Byzantines against Gagik. A short
time before his death in 1041, the Byzantine emperor Michael [V
sent an army against Ani in accordance with the will of
Hovhannés-Sembat, in which Ani was left to the Byzantine
emperor. The Byzantine army did not succeed and was forced to
retreat to Constantinople, possibly during the reign of Michael V
(1041-42) (Grousset 1947, 569-71; Minorsky 1953, 52; Shepard
1975-76, 285-86).

The Armenian or Byzantine sources do not mention any
Georgian interventions in the struggles of 1041/42. However, the
events may be connected with the paragraphs in the Georgian
Chronicle which tell that Liparit acted treacherously against
Queen Mariam in the city of Ani and that the Greeks arrived to
the area after that. The chronicle also says that King David of
Armenia joined Liparit and the Greeks against Bagrat (Brosset
1849, 320-21). As Shepard has assumed in his earlier paper (1975-
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76, 293, n. 32), Liparit may have participated in one of the
Byzantine attempts on Ani (i.e. before 1045). Considering the
other details, that participation probably occurred in connection
with the campaign in 1041/42. In the Georgian Chronicle, these
events are recounted in direct connection with the record of
Bagrat’s brother Dimitri’s second return, which resulted in the
battle of Sasireti, recounted in the following paragraph. The
battle of Sasireti is in the Georgian Chronicle followed by an
account of the death of Dimitri and a failed meeting between
Bagrat and Liparit. In the next paragraph the chronicle tells
about a revolt among some Meskhian nobles against Liparit, and
that Bagrat supported the revolt. That lead to a new battle
between Bagrat and Liparit, the latter again supported by the
Greeks, where Bagrat was beaten a second time (Brosset 1849,
322). The Greeks mentioned in this paragraph could possibly
have a connection with the reinforcements sent by the emperor to
the parakoimomenos Nicholas in 1044 (Grousset 1947, 575;
Minorsky 1953, 53). It is first after that battle that Liparit’s march
against Dvin with the same army appears in the Georgian
Chronicle.

The conclusion from this analysis of the Georgian Chronicle
in relation to Armenian history ought to be that Allen’s dating of
the battle of Sasireti cannot be rejected, but should be preferred,
and that the battle was probably connected with the Byzantine
campaign against Ani in 1041/42. As stated above there is
unfortunately no evidence from Byzantine or Armenian sources
that Bagrat or Liparit were directly involved in this campaign.
The same applies to the annexation in 1045. Considering the
complicated sequence of events of the period in question and the
absence of clear datings in the Georgian Chronicle, neither of the
datings can be taken as certain, and we are here compelled to
work with probabilities. In my opinion the possibility of
identifying the Varangians of the Georgian Chronicle with the
expedition of Yngvarr, known to have ended ca 1041 and to have
had the same area as its goal, increases the probability that Allen’s
dating is correct. No other expedition by Scandinavians
(Varangians) is known through Scandinavian, Russian or other
sources for that time and to that area. Shepard, however, states
that there is no discernible connection between the information of
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the Georgian Chronicle and Yngvarr’s expedition. He is instead
of the opinion that we here have indications of another expedition
of Scandinavian mercenaries or explorers, which however as he
himself states is not commemorated in any known runic
inscriptions (Shepard 1984-85, 275-76).

When deciding which is the most probable of the two
alternatives, one expedition close in time and well documented in
other sources and one unknown, I can see no reason to prefer the
latter. Shepard’s contention that various groups of Scandinavians
in quite large numbers could have reached the region of the
Caucasus in the first half of the eleventh century (1984-85, 276)
seems to me exaggerated. The probable numbers of the
population of especially eastern Scandinavia during the time in
question make such a conclusion unlikely. For instance, in my
calculations of the number of Swedish participants in Yngvarr’s
expedition from settlement archaeological material, I have
estimated them at 500 - 1000 men. These calculations certainly
are approximate, but a number greater than 1000 must be seen as
improbable even for this major expedition (Larsson 1986, 105-7).
It is furthermore unlikely that a new expedition should have
started already a short time after (following Shepard’s dating of
the chronicle) the two catastrophes which followed Yngvarr’s
expedition in 1041 and the Russian attack on Constantinople in
1043.

However, the possibility of an unknown expedition to
Georgia must still be considered. When evaluating the
probability of that alternative compared to identifying the
Varangians of the Georgian Chronicle with Yngvarr’s expedition,
we may use Yngvars saga, which is the only known source for the
latter event except for the runestones and the Icelandic annals. If
one could find significant resemblances between the information
of the saga and the description of conditions in Georgian
geography and history for the time in question, the probability
that the Varangians in Georgia were Yngvarr and his men, and
that the saga had a basis in reality, increases. (As Shepard
devotes himself to analysing the saga for several pages of his
paper, e.g. 1984-85, 268-71, he might agree with me here.) That
the saga should give an exact description of the Georgian
conditions, which Shepard seems to demand in his criticism of my
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interpretation of it (1984-85, 277-81), cannot however be
expected.

Yngvars saga contains, as Shepard emphasizes, a mass of
fabulous material. To be able to find a possible core of reality in
it one must try to analyse it critically. It is thus necessary to leave
out certain details which must be regarded as unrealistic and were
probably added during the time the saga was repeated orally or
during the recording of it. I have in my paper (Larsson 1983)
sorted out the obviously legendary parts with dragons and other
mythical creatures, the romantic story where the queen falls in
love with Yngvarr and wants to marry him and make him king of
her realm, the great friendship between Yngvarr and the king,
Yngvarr as the hero of the battles, and the exaggerated
Christianity of Yngvarr and his men, who in some parts of the
saga seem to belong more to a missionary tour than a Viking
expedition. The remaining part I have tried to use in comparison
with Georgian conditions. Below I have made a summary of the
most important parts corresponding in general with my hypothesis
and of the details in which they differ:

The river used was the greatest and the middle one of three rivers flowing
austan, i.e. with a direction from east to west, around Gardariki, and the
ships were turned austr, i.e. to the east, when the journey on the river started
(YS 12). As I have emphasized in my paper this does not in any way
correspond to the Volga, which flows mainly from the west to the east and
from the north to the south. Some scholars have used the word greatest to
deduce that the river was the Volga, but the text only says that the river was
the greatest of three rivers flowing in the same direction and in the same area.
That corresponds however very well with the Rioni, the river on which Bashi
— the campsite of the Varangians in the Georgian Chronicle — is situated.
The Rioni flows from the east into the Black Sea and is surrounded on both
sides by smaller rivers flowing in the same direction. Regarding the wording
‘around Gardariki’, it may be noted that Gardariki (Russia) in the Icelandic
sagas was thought to reach as far as to Byzantium (Shepard 1984-85, 225).

- The city Citopolis, also situated on the river in question, had a magnificent
queen, Silkisif, and was built of white marble stones (YS 15, 29). As Shepard
comments (1984-85, 278) there is a resemblance between the name of the city
and the Greek and Latin name of Kutaisi (Cytaea). This city, situated on the
Rioni ca. 20 km northeast of Bashi, was probably during the time in question
ruled by Mariam, Bagrat’s mother, whom I have proposed to identify with
Silkisif. The queen was according to the sources a dominant figure and, as an
example of that, the Georgian Chronicle states, as mentioned above, that the
city of Ani was delivered to her and not to Bagrat. That she in the oral Norse
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tradition should come to be regarded as the queen of a separate country can
thus not be considered a major objection against the identification with
Silkisif. Furthermore, after a visit to Kutaisi I have become aware of the
monumentality of the Bagrat cathedral, which already existed in Yngvarr’s
time. It was adorned with white and veined marble and formed the main
landmark of the city (Mepisashvili and Tsintsadse 1977). This great
cathedral, situated within the citadel on the high rock forming the heart of
Kutaisi, just by the Rioni, must have made a great impression on the northern
visitors. The saga’s account of the city built of white marble could be a
memory of that impression.

The streams and narrow gorges with high crags on the route to Jdlfr’s
kingdom (YS 16) do not correspond with the conditions of the greater river
Dnepr, which Shepard proposes (1984-85, 280). There a portage was
necessary, but not with ropes uphill over steep crags, as described in the saga.
Nor can the gorges be regarded to be as narrow as told in the saga (compare
Porphyrogenitus 1949, where the narrowness of Dnepr at one of the rapids is
compared with the width of the polo-ground in Constantinople). That the
conditions were exceptional on Yngvarr’s route according to the Norse
tradition could be deduced from the afterword by the author of the saga (YS
48), where he reproduces a tradition of the expedition rowing in darkness
between high crags for two weeks. Although telling about dragons and giants
eilsewhere in the saga without any comment, he finds that tradition
unbelievable. As I have described in my paper (Larsson 1983, 98), the gorges
of the Tscherimela, the upper tributary to the Rioni, must be regarded as very
special. Shepard here objects that the saga tells of one river, while the road
Rioni/Kura includes two, separated by a mountain range. The objection is
correct, as is the one about the long time to come from Citopolis to
Hieliopolis according to the saga (Shepard 1984-85, 278-79). The mountain
range separating Rioni and Kura and the pass over it is however in my theory
just the part with the crags described in the saga.

- The political situation in Georgia, with Bagrat for the time in question being
in the eastern parts fighting his vassal Liparit and his brother Dimitri,
corresponds, as I have shown in my paper, in major parts with the description
of the combat between Jilfr and Bidlfr in Yngvars saga. This applies
especially to the battle of Sasireti, where the Varangians of the Georgian
Chronicle participated. There is however probably a confused part in the
description of the battle in the saga, where Julfr, whom Yngvarr had helped in
the fight, came back and attacked Yngvarr. I have interpreted this as the
tradition being corrupt in that part and that it originally was Bi6lfr, the enemy
and brother of Jilfr, who came back, as being the most logical course of
events. With that change the saga and the description of the battle in the
Georgian Chronicle are largely in agreement. Even in the saga Yngvarr,
having been described as a hero in the preceding battle, seems to retreat with
his men to the camp when they are surprisingly attacked the second time and,
after an adventure with women coming to the camp, the expedition returns to
Citopolis in the west, as the Varangians in the chronicle return to western
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Georgia after the battle and the settlement with Liparit (Larsson 1983, 101-2).
The forest of Sasireti, where the battle took place, is situated ca. 40 km
northwest of Tiflis, on the banks of the Kura (Wakhoucht 1842, maps 2 and 3;
the location stated in my paper [Larsson 1983, 100] is thus not correct, but
applies to another Sasireti). The account of Yngvars saga that the battle took
place close to the boats of Yngvarr and his men thus corresponds to the
conditions of the place (YS 25).

That a few resemblances occur between a saga and other
sources cannot form evidence that they refer to the same events.
However, when a number of correspondences occurring in the
right order are found, the probability that the two sources have
the same foundation is increased. The different arguments
presented above taken together must be considered when
evaluating the two main alternatives: that the Varangians of the
Georgian Chronicle were Yngvarr’s expedition, or that they were
another Viking raid. The second alternative is still not
impossible, but after the comparisons with Yngvars saga and the
correspondences demonstrated, I cannot see why one should draw
the primary conclusion that the Georgian Chronicle tells about
another — contemporary — expedition which has left no other
traces, but from which some of the details could have survived in
Yngvars saga (Shepard 1984-85, 280).

There are some other parts of Yngvars saga with a special
interest, even if they do not have anything directly to do with
Georgia. They show, however, that the saga includes parts which
definitely can be stated to have a realistic core. Two such parts
are the description of the Greek fire (YS 20-21; Larsson 1983, 99;
Shepard 1984-85, 280) and the account of the round boats which
seem to be very similar to the quffas of Eufrat and Tigris (YS 16;
Larsson 1983, 98-9). A third part, and a most interesting one
when trying to reconstruct the route of Yngvarr, is the account of
the abyss Gapi or Belgsoti. Shepard has not commented on my
identification of that description with Kara-Bugaz of the Caspian.
He only states that the description of the saga is just another one
about great waterfalls, where this one falls into the Ocean
(Shepard 1984-85, 270, 279). The account is, however, too close
to reality to be dismissed in that way. The saga tells about a sea,
Lindibelti, the source of the river for the journey. From that sea
another river falls into Raudahaf (the Red Sea), where there is a
great abyss called Gapi. Between the sea and the river there is an
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isthmus. The river flows a short way before it falls over the rocks
into Raudahaf (YS 18, 23-4). I have in my paper shown that there
is a very close correspondence between that description and the
real conditions at Kara-Bugaz (the Black Abyss), by the eastern
Caspian Sea. In addition, the salt bay into which this rapid falls
lights the sky above with a red tone, according to Russian
descriptions, a phenomenon which has always frightened seamen
(Larsson 1983, 100). With these facts as a foundation for the
description of Gapi and the name Raudahaf 1 can see no reason
to conclude that the abyss described in the saga is just one of the
saga’s waterfalls and that Raudahaf should be another name for
the Ocean. The account of the saga in this part in fact forms
evidence for Yngvarr reaching the Caspian, even if it cannot be
excluded that another tradition of the gulf has been included in
Yngvars saga.

The Georgian Chronicle and the saga taken together have
formed the basis for my attempt to reconstruct Yngvarr’s
expedition. As I have discussed in my first paper there are still
many questions to be answered. Why did such a large number of
Varangians come to Georgia and why did they divide into two
parts after Bashi? Were there any Russian troops in the force
coming to Bashi? The large number of participants in the
expedition compared to my calculations based on archaeological
material (see above, p. 103) seems to indicate that the force, 3000
men, could not have been entirely Scandinavian. I have
suggested that the part which went over the Likhi mountains to
eastern Georgia, 700 men, were the Scandinavians and that the
saga’s account is for obvious reasons mainly concerned with them,
while a greater Russian force stayed in Bashi. This can only be an
assumption, based on my combination of Yngvars saga and the
Georgian Chronicle. Regarding the reason for the expedition to
the area I think Papaskiri might be right when he suggests that it
may have been sent by Jaroslav as a part of the hostilities between
Russia and Byzantium, even if I do not agree with the time
proposed, 1043-46 (Papaskiri 1981, 172). The hostilities began
according to Michael Psellos already under the rule of Michael IV
(1034-1041), when the Russians are said to have prepared for an
attack on Constantinople, arming with all energy and building big
and small ships for the attack, which however was postponed until
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1043 (Psellos 1928, 8). Even if Psellos’ account cannot be
accepted in all its details it may contain some truth (Shepard 1979,
211-12). It could possibly be an explanation for Yngvarr’s three
year stay with Jaroslav (ca. 1036-1039 according to the saga’s
account [YS 12]) and the following expedition. A military reason
could thus be a possible alternative to the commercial aim
suggested in my paper (Larsson 1983, 96-97).
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STEIGAR-PORIR’S COUPLET AND
STEINN HERDfSARSON II: NOTES AND QUERIES
BY RICHARD PERKINS

ON PAGES 120-21, Peter Foote reviews Bjarni Einarsson’s
recent edition of Agrip and Fagrskinna in the Islenzk fornrit-series
(1984; abbreviated: [f, XXIX). As Foote suggests, we have good
reason to be grateful to Bjarni for his new volume. Editions of
both Agrip and Fagrskinna were previously not easy to come by;
this was particularly true of Fagrskinna. And yet both works are
important sources for the study of the Kings’ Sagas and, of course,
for the history of Norway for the period they cover. Agrip is of
interest for its early date and the influence it exerted on other
works. Fagrskinna drew on a number of older histories and, as
Bjarni confirms, must have been a major source for Snorri
Sturluson’s Heimskringla. And Bjarni’s edition has special value
for another reason. Both Agrip and Fagrskinna are of no small
interest for the skaldic poetry they contain. The text of
Fagrskinna carries some 270 skaldic strophes or parts of skaldic
strophes. And to the author of Agrip quite possibly falls the
distinction of being the first Norse history-writer to incorporate
skaldic verse in his work. Bjamni’s edition, then, gives us the
opportunity to review a not inconsiderable part of the skaldic
corpus. Skaldic studies are in a particularly healthy state at the
moment. At the same time, there is still much work to be done in
the field. The present note, then, takes occasion to reconsider
two pieces of skaldic poetry which appear in Bjarni’s edition, to
make observations on them and to raise certain queries in
connection with them.

A. Steigar-Porir’s couplet

This appears twice in Bjarni’s volume, in Agrip (If, XXIX,
44) and in Fagrskinna (If, XXIX, 305), as well as in
Morkinskinna, Heimskringla and Hulda-Hrokkinskinna (cf.
Finnur Jénsson (ed.), Den norsk-islandske skjaldedigtning,
1912-15 (abbreviated: Skj), A, 1, 434; B, I, 403). It is:

Vérum félagar fj6rir
fordum - einn vid styri.
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It may be commented on under four headings, as follows:

(1) What relationship the couplet has to the prose which
surrounds it in the five works in which it appears is not easy to say.
In all five cases, Steigar-Périr is represented as uttering the verse
when about to die on the gallows. The couplet may, then,
perhaps be intended as a reminiscence of earlier, happier days.
But this is a matter we may steer clear of in the present context.
We have no particular grounds for believing that the couplet is the
original composition of the historical Steigar-Périr (an eleventh-
century Norwegian), nor do any of the texts say it was composed
by that person. At least three of its seven words are formulaic
(see (2) below). We may, then, regard the couplet as anonymous,
composed at some time before about 1190 (the approximate date
we can assign to Agrip; cf. If, XXIX, x). It is not, therefore, an
unreasonable approach to consider it more or less in vacuo. (Itis,
however, perhaps worth noting incidentally that in all but one of
the texts in which the couplet appears — the exception is Agrip
— the surrounding prose contains what appear to be set words of
command given to a vessel’s helmsman, crew or rowers, albeit in
a transferred context; cf. Hjalmar Falk, ‘Altnordisches
Seewesen’, Worter und Sachen, IV, 1912, 6; Haakon Shetelig and
Hjalmar Falk, Scandinavian archaeology, 1937, 348.)

(2) The words einn vid styri with which the second line ends
are formulaic: we may compare Pérarinn (Skj, A, 1, 153; B, I,
145): en hundr vio styri; Hallar-Steinn, Rekstefja, v. 15 (Skj, A,
I, 547; B, I, 528-9): hilmir styroi; Anon. (XII), B, 3 (Skj, A, I,
591; B, I, 592; cf. B below): Magniss styrir. In the three
instances just cited, the formula ends the line. And in all three
cases, the verse in question refers to the rowing of ships. Cf.
Saga-Book, vol. XXI, parts 3-4, 1984-5, 196, 198-9, 205.

(3) AIll the many manuscripts of the couplet have vgrum
(vdrum, etc.) as its first word except one: the Codex Frisianus of
Heimskringla has reyrum, ‘we rowed’. This reading is not without
interest. It seems quite possible that it appears in the Codex
Frisianus not necessarily as a result of its scribe (or a forerunner)
misreading or miscopying his exemplar, but rather because the
scribe in question, in addition to finding the couplet in his
exemplar, also knew a variant of it independently from oral
tradition and substituted the first word of the oral version known
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to him. At all events, the variant reyrum need not surprise us
unduly. That at least three of the félagar fjérir were engaged in
rowing seems clear. Skaldic verses which mention rowing, in both
present and past tenses, are numerous (cf. Saga-Book, vol. XXI,
parts 3-4, 1984-5, 212-13, for examples, to which may be added
Steinn Herdisarson’s verse discussed below). And as just
mentioned ((2) above), the other three verses that contain the
formula which ends the second line also refer to rowing. (When
Codex Frisianus has feerdom (so spelt) as the first word of the
second line, this is a reading it shares with other manuscripts and
one clearly derived from its exemplar; cf. Skj, A, I, 434, variants.
Can any sense be made of this word as a verb faeréum (so spelt in
various manuscripts) in this context? Might we, for example,
translate the second line: ‘We placed one (of our number) at the
helm’? First person plurals of verbs in both present and past
tenses are not uncommon in Old Norse sea-poetry (cf. Saga-
Book, XXI, parts 3-4, 1984-5, 159, 200 and passim).)

(4) Parallels to the couplet ascribed to Steigar-P6rir may be
considered.

In Jon Arnason’s and Olafur Davidsson’s Islenzkar gdtur,
skemtanir, vikivakar og pulur (1887-1903 (abbreviated: fgsvp), 1I,
130), we find the following description of the children’s game ad
roa { sel:

Tveir unglingar setjast flotum beinum 4 g6lf og halda saman

hondum. Peir eru r6drarmennirnir og réa hvor 4 méti 66rum.

Hinir sem eru { leiknum, eru selirnir og eru peir ad valkéka
kringum sjomennina. Pegar minnst ad vonum varir, kasta

r6drarmennirnir einhverju i selahépinn. Pad er skutull. Si
dettur nidur er skutullinn hittir og lezt vera steindaudur.
Roédrarmennirnir smédmjaka sér ad honum, taka hann og leggja
yfir feturnar 4 sér, taka beir svo aptur ad réa og skjota, fezera sig
og innbyrda...Pad er vist einginn efi 4 pvi, ad pulan “Réum vid
i selinn, rostdngs 1t 4 melinn” bendir til leiks pessa.

The pula Olafur Davidsson refers to here begins as follows (/gsvp,
IV, 222):
(i) Roéum vid i selinn,
rostings it 4 melinn;
skjétum og skj6tum,
skreipt er undir fé6tum....

This verse does not, of course, bear any particular resemblance to
Steigar-Périr’s couplet. On the other hand, in vol. I of his
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Islenzkir sjgvarheettir (1980, 439), Lidvik Kristjdnsson refers to
the following variants of it:
(i) Ro6um vid i selinn
rostungs it 4 melinn,
styrimadur og stjori,
pé erum vid fjOrir.
(iii)  Vio skulum réa,
pvi vid erum fj6rir:
béturinn og staturinn,
styrimadur og stjori.

And perhaps most interestingly this:

(iv)  Vi0 skulum réa 4 selabat
fyrst vi0 erum fj6rir.
Pad er badi pu og ég,
styrimadur og stjori.

It is not necessary to detail the likenesses between these last three
verses (particularly (iv)) and Steigar-Périr’s couplet. Nor, of
course, should these likenesses be exaggerated. But similarities
there are (particularly if we read Codex Frisianus’s reyrum in
Steigar-Périr’s couplet) and it seems quite possible that these are
more than fortuitous. Accepting, at any rate, that they are, one
may wonder what relationship there might be between the skaldic
couplet and the modern Icelandic verses just quoted. Here we are
on speculative ground. Could Steigar-Périr be quoting (part of) a
children’s play-verse, put into the past tense? This is not
impossible, although fordum puts the verse as it stands
emphatically in the past tense. But another possibility presents
itself: In Saga-Book, vol. XXI, parts 3-4, 1984-5, pp. 155-221, it
was suggested that some of the skaldic verses we have preserved
may be rowing chants. Now that there was some relationship
between children’s play-songs of the type quoted as (i)-(iv) above
and genuine rowing chants does not seem at all unlikely. Gustaf
Cederschiold (Rytmens trollmakt, 1905, 80), for example, sees a
connection between cradle songs of the type Ro, ro till fiskeskdr
(cf. the Icelandic Réum vid, réum vid / fram um fiskisker...in
Igsvp, 1V, 263) and rowing chants:

Bland andra grupper [of cradle songs] fortjianar den att sarskildt
uppmirksammas, som bérjar med:
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Ro, ro till fiskeskar,
manga fiskar fa vi dar,

eller nigon variation af samma tanke. Ocksa i Norge aro dessa
visor rikt representerade. I fortsittningen uppriknas vanligen
de fiskar, man skall finga. Dessa visor tyckas snarare ha
uppkomit vid verklig rodd eller di man lekt “rodd” med sméa
barn genom att taktmdssigt fora deras armar fram och tillbaka.
Om detta ir den egentliga anvindningen, har 6vferflyttningen
till vaggningen kunnat bero pi likhet i takt, pa analogien mellan
vagga och bét, vaggning och rodd, samt kanske ocksa pa ordet,
Ro, som ju i annan betydelse bérjar ménga vaggvisor.

Many a Scandinavian child of the Middle Ages would, like the
proverbial Faroese dreingjabarn, have been born, as it were, with
‘an oar in his hand’. Many would, like Faroese children, have
begun rowing at a very early age (cf. V. U. Hammershaimb,
Feergsk anthologi, 1, 1891, 411-2). Prior to that, rowing games of
the type described above would have begun to prepare them for a
life at the oar. And even before that, as Cederschibld suggests,
when their mothers dandled them in early infancy, they may have
put them through the motions of rowing. For many of them,
then, rowing and chants connected with that activity would have
been with them almost literally from the cradle to the grave. And
that children’s play songs of the type in question were based on
genuine rowing chants does not seem at all unlikely. Steigar-
Périr’s couplet might be part of a rowing chant on which the sort
of children’s verse exemplified by (i)-(iv) were based.

Another, admittedly rather remote, parallel to Steigar-
Périr’s couplet might be seen in a helmingr (see Skj, A, I, 139; B,
I, 130), attributed variously to Brennu-Njall (Edda Snorra
Sturlusonar, ed. Finnur Jénsson, 1931, 175) and Haraldr hardradi
(Morkinskinna, ed. Finnur Jénsson, 1932, 86), but probably, in
fact, the original production of neither: Senn jésum vér, svanni, /
sextdn, en brim fexti, | dreif d hafskips hifa | him, i fjérum
riimum. Here we find: (a) the first person plural of a verb (i.e.
josum) (cf. vgrumireyrum) denoting a work process (i.e. bailing;
cf. Codex Frisianus’s reyrum); (b) a preoccupation with ships and
the sea; (c) a preoccupation with numbers (sextdn, fjorir), also
suggested by the fjérir of Steigar-Périr’s couplet. (And with Senn
josum vér, svanni, etc., we may compare the following from
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Friopjofs saga ins freekna (Skj, A, 11, 275; B, I, 296-7): Josum
vér, medan | yfir gekk svoliir, | bragnar teitir / 4 bedi bord, / tiu
deegr ok dtta; cf. Saga-Book, vol. XXI, parts 3-4, 1984-5, pp.
160-61, 195-6).

B. Steinn Herdisarson II

The first helmingr is as follows in Bjarni’s edition of
Fagrskinna (p. 266; cf. Skj, A, 1, 409; B, I, 378):

Hét 4 oss, pas uti -

Ulfr - h¢kesjur skulfu -
r60r vas greiddr 4 greedi,
- grams stallari - alla.

And Bjarni translates: ‘Ulfur, stallari konungs...eggjadi oss alla,
haskeftar kesjur (spjot) bifudust, pa er ré60r var hertur 1ti 4 sjé.’
Now I wonder if Bjarni, together with various previous editors
and translators (cf. e.g. Skj), may not have met with "en liten
olyckshindelse pa havet’ (cf. e.g. Ernst A. Kock, Notationes
norrence, 1923-44, X1, 10-12) in interpreting the hdkesjur of the
second line as some sort of spear. I doubt whether the men
referred to by the pronoun oss really had much time for shaking
weapons. I also doubt if the weapons shook by themselves.
Against the first proposition speaks the consideration that the
hdsetar would probably have had too much to do at their oars,
their hd-kesjur, ‘thole-spears’ or ‘thole-halberds’. Bjarni himself
(ff, XXIX, p. 192) recognizes that the hddyr of v. 4 of Pérarinn
loftunga’s Tggdrdpa might mean ‘thole-animal’, ‘ship’. And at ff,
XXIX, 325, he interprets hd-Skrauti in his verse 263 as ‘thole-
Skrauti’, *ship’ (with Skrauti taken as a ‘gridungsnafn’; cf. the
ship-names Uxinn and Visundr). Surely, then, a hd-kesja might
be an oar. After all, a spear, particularly a halberd, resembles an
oar more closely than an animal (including an ox) a ship. (On
kesjur generally, see Kulturhistoriskt lexikon, 1956-78, XVI, cols.
511-12.) On page 87 of ff, XXIX, in the second verse of
Fagrskinna’s version of Hdkonarmdl, Bjarni emends the
manuscripts’ dolgar to dolgdrar, ‘strife-oars’, ‘spears’, in
accordance with the Jofraskinna-text of Heimskringla. Such an
emendation seems entirely appropriate. And if ‘strife-oar’ could
mean ‘spear’, so surely could ‘thole-spear’ mean ‘oar’. And
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skjdlfa is a perfectly apposite verb for the movement of oars: in
verse 3 of P6ror Kolbeinsson's Eiriksdrdpa (cf. p. 130 in Bjarni’s
own edition), we are told how margr hlumr skalf (cf. Skj, A, 1,

214; B, I, 204); in Snorri’s Hadttatal, verse 75, reedi raungdd
skjdlfa (Skj, A, 11, 72; B, II, 82); and in an unattributed verse in
Morkinskinna (ed. cit., 1932, 331) and Fornmanna sogur (1825-

37, VII, 66-7), mjor skelfr sjautggr vondr (Skj, A, 1, 591; B, I,

592). The second half of Steinn’s verse confirms the impression

(prose word order): Skeleggjadr spjalli snjalls landreka bad
leggja skip sitt vel framm med skylja, en seggir jortu. ‘The

dauntless friend of the brave ruler ordered the ship to be drawn

up well forward alongside the king’s; the men assented.” Battle

has not yet commenced. What Ulfr’s men assent to do is to row.

They have no need of weapons yet.
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REVIEWS

DANSK LITTERATUR HISTORIE 1. FRA RUNER TIL RIDDERDIGTNING O. 800-
1480. By SGREN KASPERSEN, SIGURD KVZERNDRUP, LARS LONNROTH and
THORKIL DAMSGAARD OLSEN. Gyldendal. Copenhagen, 1984. 608 pp.

The Scandinavian countries have long had a tradition of producing
multi-volume works of reference and synthesis aimed at the ‘educated lay
reader’. Such works, mainly histories of the world, the nation, or their
literatures, have a tendency to appear at generational intervals. The volume
under review is the first of a nine-volume history of Danish literature, written
by a collective of 47 authors and generally acknowledged to be the summa
summarum of what has been known as the ¢ ‘68-generation’, a generation
whose star is fading fast, even in Denmark.

The lasting achievement of this generation, and one which will outlive
them, has been to wrench literary studies from their splendid isolation
somewhere in the higher reaches of the stratosphere and to insist that literary
texts be seen in their gesamt-cultural context, as well as in their
interrelationships  with  political, economic, social and historical
developments. Such an insistence is the guiding principle behind this literary
history, making it a truly new departure from other efforts. However, this
approach does have its inherent dangers, with at least two consequences
which are apparent in this first volume. On a general level, the difficulty of
separating literary from other forms of history (once one has descended from
the stratosphere) demands a dialectical approach which, even if not entirely
unsuitable for proselytizing to the lay, does create problems of presentation to
a non-specialist audience. Moreover, the attempt at a unified approach to the
history of Danish literature from 800-1980 forces the first 400 years (a third of
the whole period!) into a methodological straitjacket from which they never
really escape.

An English translator of this work would have to consider whether the
title meant ‘A literary history of Denmark’, or ‘A history of Danish literature’
or even ‘A Danish history of literature’. Although grammar would suggest
the second or third interpretation, it is in fact the first which seems to be the
controlling framework. It would at any rate account for the choice of the year
800 as a starting-point. This date accords rather better with the definition of
the beginnings of Denmark as a single kingdom by historians (Else Roesdahl,
Danmarks vikingetid41980, 16; Niels Lund, ‘Viking Age society in Denmark
— evidence and theories’. In Niels Skyum-Nielsen and Niels Lund (eds.),
Danish medieval history — new currents, 1981, 28) than with any generally-
accepted literary-historical or even linguistic milestone. The second
interpretation of the title is only acceptable if one feels able to stretch the
term ‘Danish literature’ to include texts by Danes (but not in Danish), or
about Danes, or indeed neither of these things, such as the largish chunk of
Old Norse-Icelandic literature which forms the basis of much of the argument
of the first part of this volume.

This first section (pp. 11-112) is called ‘Den oldnordiske kultur ca.
800-1200’ and is written by Lars Lonnroth. Because it stands at the beginning
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of the whole work and, in the absence of any kind of general introduction,
must needs introduce the history, it deserves closer attention than I will have
the space to pay the rest of this first volume. Unfortunately, the historical
perspective which 1 detected in the choice of the date 800 does not inform
anything else about this first part. It is odd, considering that the dates of this
first section nearly coincide with what is usually known as ‘The Viking Age’,
that the term ‘vikingetiden’ is relatively infrequent and tends to be used
without any clear demarcation from ‘oldtiden’ (or sometimes even
‘middelalderen’). It is true, the term ‘Viking’ is much overused these days
and the reader is grateful to be spared yet another potted account of deeds of
derring-do at home and abroad. Yet the author has not been able to free
himself from outdated approaches largely deriving from 19th-century
Romanticism, for he adopts the retrospective method, using later texts to
illuminate Danish Viking Age literary culture, which means mainly “sagaerne
og Saxo’ (p. 13) with a leavening of Eddic and skaldic poetry. By this means
the author performs the astonishing feat of using Old Norse-Icelandic texts
and Saxo to illustrate the ‘social milieus’ in which literary culture took place in
Denmark and then deducing from this the kind of literary culture that took
place. And this, not unnaturally, resembles that of the Old Norse-Icelandic
texts and Saxo, which are the last repository of ‘@ttesamfundets myte og
digtning’ (p. 112). Lonnroth is probably aware of the viciousness of his
circular argument, as he draws attention to it elsewhere (p. 13), yet it is
precisely this dialectical approach which will confuse the hypothetical lay
reader. The specialist reader, on the other hand, will not be impressed by
Lonnroth’s final reference (p. 112) to the ‘omfattende filologisk
rekonstruktionsarbejde’ which is needed to ‘udskille de gennemgribende
omarbejdninger af zldre overleveringer, som Saxo og andre reprazsentanter
for middelalderens kristne kultur har foretaget’. This is certainly what
Lonnroth ought to have done, for it is not the retrospective method per se
which is at fault, but the way in which it is applied. And the whole method
stands or falls according to the viewpoint from which we choose to look back.
This is where Lonnroth seems particularly wrong-headed with his Romantic
Pan-Scandinavianism, his old-fashioned emphasis on concepts like "zt og
xre’, the importance of the farm as a ‘literature-producing miliew’ and not
least his sweeping assertion that the ‘grundlzggende levevilkar var dog
nogenlunde ens over hele Norden’ (p. 17).

What should a poor author have done, then, when his 46 co-
collectivists were pressing him to provide them, not only with an account of
Danish literature 800-1200 (whether or not such literature existed), but also
with an explanation of its social basis? It may seem too obvious to mention,
but it would have been very useful to begin by providing a summary of what
does exist from this period. Runic inscriptions are mentioned briefly on pp.
69 and 94, and on pp. 109-10 the Karlevi inscription is contrasted with two or
three others of lesser dimensions, but nowhere in this book would the curious
reader find any account of the number, distribution, date or content of this
one branch of ‘literary culture’ which is indisputably Danish, of the requisite
period and excellent material for a social-historical analysis (Klavs
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Randsborg, The Viking Age in Denmark, 1980, 25-44). It is fair to say,
however, that the volume as a whole consciously eschews providing any
information in tabular or other easy-reference form, preferring to entangle
the reader in 606 pages of unremitting argument — another obstacle to the
lay reader, I would have thought. More in keeping with the rest of this
Volume 1 and its new internationalism (for the other contributors are very
keen to underline Denmark’s participation in, nay total dependence on, the
‘European’ culture of the time — Ja til EF seems to be the watchword here),
Lonnroth might have followed his own exhortation (p. 112) and performed ‘a
systematic comparison with Old English literature’. There is no shortage of
recent work which suggests that what might be termed the North Sea culture
of the Viking Age was a truly dynamic, international force which, taken as a
whole, was greater than the sum of its parts. Moreover, a lot of the cross-
fertilization seems to have taken place along the England-Denmark axis in
particular (cf. several of the contributions in Colin Chase (ed.), The dating of
Beowulf, 1981; Inge Skovgaard-Petersen, ‘Fra sagn til historie og tilbage
igen’. In Middelalder, metode og medier. Festskrift til Niels Skyum-Nielsen,
1981, 297-319).

To be fair to Lonnroth, much of this new work may just have been too
recent to be taken account of, for Dansk litteraturhistorie is a project that has
been in progress for some time. The specialist reader will wear lightly the
misfortune of being presented an out-of-date account of the earliest centuries
of Danish culture and will look eagerly to the next generation to provide a
convincing account of the ‘literature’ of Viking Age Denmark, on its own
terms and not on terms borrowed from those conservative old Norwegians
and Icelanders. It will be an exciting project and will be more truly
interdisciplinary than Lonnroth, despite his ritual bows to archaeology, social
and religious history, and anthropology. However, it is unfortunate that a
non-specialist audience is given the impression that the type of analysis
performed by Lonnroth is the latest thing in early literature studies, it can
only confirm most people’s assumption that tedium increases in proportion to
the remoteness from us of a historical period.

It is unfair to dismiss the rest of the volume in a few sentences, as [ am
going to do, for there is much good in it, particularly in section 2, ‘Kristning
og feudalisering 950-1250" (pp. 113-378, written piecemeal by the other three
contributors to the volume). Here, too, there are problems of presentation
— Saxo, for instance, crops up both in Lonnroth’s section and in this one, but
there is no attempt to link the two (if only to draw attention to Saxo’s split
personality!) and the lack of apparatus makes it difficult to make one’s own
cross-connections. Apparently, notes, bibliographies and indexes will appear
in Volume 9 of the history, a fact which has made it impossible to check the
sources of any statements in this book. The chapter on ‘Folkevisen’ (pp.
476-546, by Kvarndrup) deserves a review to itself, if only because it, like
Lonnroth’s section, is both curiously at odds with the ethos of the volume and
also seems to reflect an antiquated attitude as to what belongs in the first
volume of such a history (is ‘medieval’ for most Danes still synonymous with
sagas, Saxo and Ebbe Skammelsen?). Needless to say, Kvarndrup does not
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accept the revisionary redating of Danish ballads to the 16th century (pp.
517-20). His contribution, as a whole, is curiously parallel to Lonnroth’s, in
its use of the retrospective method and the fact that he is forced into
concentrating on a hypothetical, reconstructed ‘social history’ of his literary
texts (themselves partially hypothetical or reconstructed) rather than the
equally interesting, and knowable, ‘social history’ of ballad variants (which
would, of course, have had to come in another volume of the history).

It would be easy to criticize much of the detail in the book. The
illustrations are lavish and fun, but it is not always clear what they are meant
to illustrate. The publishers and editors will by now be tired of having it
pointed out to them that the ‘shields’ on p. 23 are in fact brooches. The
numerous 19th-century representations of Nordic Antiquity would have been
better off in a later volume on the 19th century. In fact, the whole section on
Old Norse-Icelandic literature could with profit have been placed in a volume
dealing with the Romantic period, for surely that was its period of greatest
influence on Danish literature?

JUDITH JESCH

AURVANDILSTA. NORSE STUDIES. By PETER FOOTE. Edited by Michael
Barnes, Hans Bekker-Nielsen and Gyerd Wolfgang Weber. he Viking
collection. Studies in Northern civilization, volume 2. Odense University
Press. Odense, 1984. 311 pp.

We are grateful to the editors of this excellent volume for various
reasons. Many of us are bored with the convention of festschrifts — a
convention which too often allows the idle to dust whatever article has been
resting in the obscurity of a filing cabinet and offer it for publication,
doubtless to the embarrassment of editorial board and festschriftee alike.
These editors however have recognised with becoming modesty the far more
valuable compliment that is paid to a first-rate scholar in bringing his own
distinguished work to a wider public. Our field is one in which most of the
incisive scholarship is produced in articles, but such articles, scattered through
the journals of various countries, are not readily found by undergraduates,
sometimes not even by postgraduates, especially those who do not have the
good fortune to work within the vicinity of a copyright library. And whereas
any student of Old Norse benefits from reading such precise and vigorous
scholarship as Peter Foote’s, those — probably the majority in this country
— who are reared in English Departments without benefit of modern
Scandinavian tongues, specifically and desperately need the guidance of
experts in a whole range of literary and philological approaches. Obviously
the articles brought together in this book represent in some ways an
amorphous collection. They range from that detailed textual analysis which
Peter Foote invariably handles with the cheerful assurance of a true
philologist to those wider discussions represented by such articles as ‘Secular
attitudes in early Iceland’. Still there are themes and subjects which form
useful groups. Several articles on points of detail in Fereyinga saga are given
contextual support from another more general approach to the saga. A
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second group of essays deal specifically with problems of reading and
interpreting skaldic poetry. The one on ‘Wrecks and rhymes’ is a particularly
useful warning to those in other disciplines who too lightly assume they may
link vocabulary with artefacts without understanding the pitfalls of language
study, or who dismiss too readily the range of evidence that intelligent use of
language sources offers to the historian or archaeologist. No one discussing
Viking ships yet again in the future will be able to ignore the questions raised
here. Similar clear warnings are sounded in the ‘Notes on the study of scaldic
poetry’. Peter Foote refers in his obituary for Gabriel Turville-Petre to
‘younger scholars ...happily blinkered by methods of source-criticism that are
valid for documentary history but less appropriate for study of a transitional
period between non-literate and literate cultural stages’. His own approach is
not merely unblinkered, it is keenly perceptive, and he particularly draws to
our attention here the need for refining our methodology, indicating some of
the ways in which this might be done. A number of articles deal with
religious or secular attitudes in the sagas. One that I have particularly
enjoyed re-reading is the early and excellent ‘Sturlusaga and its background’
which includes a typically astringent assessment of Hvamm-Sturla:

Wit of the kind Sturla exercises needs self-control — which is
perhaps why Sturla took to his bed when he was grieved over
something.... One might suspect, however, that Sturla, once
between the blankets, spent his time in thinking up savagely
witty remarks for use on hypothetical occasions.

Without wishing to imply that Sturla could in this respect have taken
Professor Foote’s correspondence course, it is clear from Foote’s sharpened,
polished style that he has devoted a good deal of time not only to his
scholarship, but also to its articulation. The chosen title of the volume is
suitably serious and suitably light-hearted, according excellently with the wit
and wisdom of the book. Readers of it will note and approve the sentiments
of the editors who ‘express their gratitude to the author for giving them a gift
on the occasion of his sixtieth birthday of far greater value than any gift they
could have given him’.

CHRISTINE E. FELL

AGRIP AF NOREGSKONUNGA SQGUM. _FAGRSKINNA - NOREGS KONUNGA
TAL. Edited by BJARNI EINARSSON. fslenzk fornrit, XXIX. Hid fslenzka
fornritafélag. Reykjavik, 1985. cxxxi + 420 pp.

Hid islenzka fornritafélag and Dr Bjarni Einarsson deserve warm
congratulation for making this handsome volume available. Agrip has
perhaps not been very difficult to get in Finnur Jonsson’s 1929 edition in
Almordische Saga-Bibliothek 18 or in Gustav Indrebg’s 1936 print, with a
nynorsk translation, in Norrgne bokverk 32, but Finnur Jénsson’s standard
edition of Fagrskinna, published in the Samfund series as long ago as 1903, is
something of a rarity. Lack of a handy edition may account in part for the
comparative neglect of Fagrskinna by students of early Norwegian-Icelandic
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literature. Another prominent reason is that it has long been seen in the
shadow of Heimskringla. Literary historians have tended to regard it as a dry
piece and their comments may well have discouraged people from discovering
its peculiar merits and defects for themselves. Another very uneven work,
the Legendary saga of St Oldfr, is in a similar case, and we may be grateful to
Professor Anne Heinrichs and her colleagues in Berlin for providing a new
normalised text of this, with parallel German translation, in the
Germanistische Bibliothek (Heidelberg, 1982). It is educational to read these
works as foils to Snorri, but they can, and should, also be read for
independent pleasure and profit. Bjarni Einarsson writes an ample and lucid
introduction. Half of it is devoted to Agrip (though Fagrskinna is six times as
long), with a detailed discussion of its relations with Historia Norwegiae and
Theodricus’s Historia de antiquitate regum norwagiensium and an account of
its language and style as contributions of major interest. On Fagrskinna
Bjarni has two sections which are especially illuminating: a concise survey of
the verse (there are 272 visur of one kind and another) and a lengthy analysis
of the histories contained in it, with attention to sources, demonstrable and
putative, and selective, but telling, comparison with extant works,
Heimskringla, the Legendary saga, and Morkinskinna. He is disposed to
believe that Fagrskinna was written by an Icelander working in Norway, and
in that does not differ from an opinion long and widely held. He would
however shift its date of composition, usually set at about 1220, forward by a
few years. A date towards or about 1230 would certainly help to explain why
Snorri appears to have made some but not full use of it. The footnote
commentary has the usual Fornrit character, succinct and helpful but
presupposing a good deal of general knowledge on the part of the reader.
Interpretation of the verse is clear and sometimes fresh. There are no fewer
than sixteen maps, four in the body of the book, the rest at the end.
Altogether it is an edition very easy to read and use. I could wish one novelty
in Fornrit practice, on the model of the 1946 Sturlunga saga edition by J6n
J6hannesson and his collaborators, and that is the insertion of marginal dates
where these are known or can be safely inferred.

PETER FOOTE

CULTURE AND HISTORY IN MEDIEVAL ICELAND. AN ANTHROPOLOGICAL
ANALYSIS OF STRUCTURE AND CHANGE. By KIRSTEN HASTRUP.
Clarendon Press. Oxford, 1985. xii + 285 pp.

This is a very interesting book. In it, medieval Icelandic society and its
attitudes and values are examined, using the approach and methods of
modern anthropology. The theoretical considerations underlying such an
examination, in particular the problems of applying them to the examination
of a historical society where first-hand evidence is not available, are
extensively discussed; indeed some might think that rather too much space is
devoted to discussion of theory and method. But it is important to realize the
partial nature of the sources for such a study, and that they not only give an
incomplete picture, but one which inevitably contains various kinds of bias
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more difficult to eliminate than those which affect examination of
contemporary societies. The book is based on a doctoral thesis submitted in
1979, revised, the author says, by 1982. It is a pity that the author was unable
to take account of the equally interesting (and problematical) examination of
Icelandic society down to the present by Richard F. Tomasson in Iceland.
The first new society (1980). This is quite a different sort of book, though in
it, too, the methods of modern anthropology and sociology are applied to the
study of Icelandic society. Tomasson, however, seems much more taken in
by the still prevailing myth of Iceland as a place of independence,
egalitarianism and freedom than Hastrup, whose results are in many ways
unexpected and unromantic. On p. 31, Tomasson quotes various views about
the possibility of the anthropological study of Iceland in the Middle Ages,
including that by Victor W. Turner that the sagas ‘are many and rich and full
of the very materials that anthropologists rejoice in when vouchsafed to them
by informants in the field’, and also calls Njdls saga an ‘anthropological
paradise’. Hastrup’s book, however, is not primarily based on the sagas at
all. It is to a large extent based on secondary sources (including both
historians and literary historians, some of them writing a long time ago),
though primary sources are widely quoted, with an emphasis on documentary
material rather than literary (especially Grdgds). Consequently, the picture
of medieval Icelandic society that results is quite different from the one one
gets from reading the sagas. There is much emphasis on kin structure, legal
organization, geography, chronology and the calendar, but very little mention
of honour and heroism and individuality and the spirit of adventure. This is
perhaps a good thing, in that it may be a more accurate picture of the reality
than the romanticized view that saga-authors present. But the vocabulary of
the sources most often used in the analysis is so alien to that in the sagas that
the question must arise as to which set of terms really expresses the normal
concepts of everyday life in Iceland. An example is the word dthaf, found in
learned writings, and derived, as Hastrup points out (p. 64), from European
Latin sources, but never, it seems, used in ordinary speech. The traditional
opposition of learned and popular is not invoked in this book, and it may be
that it is not considered relevant by anthropologists, but it seems to reflect a
real division in medieval societies, and it is rather simplistic to assume that
there was only one culture in medieval Iceland, and that the vocabulary of
learned works can give us a direct insight into the categories and values of the
general population. It is not that Hastrup dismisses the sagas as evidence.
As she points out (pp. 11-12), the Icelanders’ own understanding of their
history and society is as much evidence for the anthropologist as other
peoples’, though it has a different status, and imaginative literature is
revealing about conceptual relationships though it may be misleading about
everyday reality. The problem, as always, is which texts can be taken to
reveal normal conceptual relationships, and which reveal those of a limited
group of people. Legal texts and sagas do give different pictures.

The book is divided into two major parts, the structural analysis and
the analysis of historical change in Iceland down to 1262. The latter is given
plenty of attention and is not underestimated, but there is continual emphasis
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(as there is in Tomasson’s book) on the continuity and persistence of attitudes
and values in spite of the fundamental change resulting from the adoption of
Christianity, and Hastrup speaks of the entire, generalized world-view of the
Icelanders — whether heathen or Christian. The evidence for this is
extremely problematical, resting as it does on mythological sources. It is
interesting that Hastrup assumes a binary opposition between Utgardr and
Midgardr, rather than a trinary scheme including Asgarbr: gods and humans,
she maintains, were associated together against giants who were symbols of
disorder. This seems to me to be a helpful way to view Norse mythology.
But to make an analogy between horizontal models of cosmology and social
and spatial realities (p. 151 and elsewhere) seems to me to be imposing
anthropologists’ jargon onto medieval Icelandic thought. Would Vikings
really have perceived their social and kinship relations as horizontal rather
than vertical so that their concepts of society, kin and cosmology affirmed
each other? Would they have understood this modern metaphor?

In accord with her view of Icelandic concepts and attitudes as having
been consistent from the time of the settlement to the end of the ‘Freestate’
(as she calls it), Hastrup sees the ‘fall’ of the Freestate as the most significant
change in the structure of Icelandic society. She does indeed discuss whether
to a contemporary Icelander this ‘fall’ would necessarily have seemed the
catastrophe that she takes it to have been, but nevertheless lays great stress
on the change of identity that must have resulted from the political change.
She also tries to account for what she sees as the historical inevitability of the
fall by finding essential imbalances or contradictions in the structure and
concepts of Icelandic society from the time of the Settlement (pp. 134-5).
Though all due wariness is expressed, it is this attempt to identify an inherent
source of instability in the concept-structure of early Iceland that I find most
unsatisfactory. Because a modern anthropologist finds that the conceptual
system of an early society does not fit neatly into modern schemes of
classification (vertical and horizontal), it does not necessarily follow that there
were inherent weaknesses in that society. The weaknesses may be in the
classification system. I doubt if the conflict between two modes of perceiving
kinship, if there were one, would necessarily lead to social instability. I still
incline to the traditional view that the loss of independence in 1262 was due to
the lack of a strong executive power in Iceland, combined with the increasing
effects of changes in the world outside Iceland, both economic and political.
It is the effects of these external changes that are most underestimated in
Hastrup’s book. Indeed what I miss most in the early chapters on temporal
and spatial categories is any systematic comparison with systems of
classification outside Iceland. ‘Measuring the world in Iceland’, we are told,
‘was a matter of collating temporal, spatial, and social realities’ (p. 69). Is
this not true of all societies? And in discussing items of vocabulary so as to
deduce the classification systems of medieval Iceland, too little attention is
paid to the extent to which these items may have been simply borrowed from
abroad or inherited from Norway, rather than being newly created to
represent the Icelanders’ perception of reality.
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The analysis in this book is largely based on a study of the vocabulary
of medieval Iceland, with, as I have said, rather little consideration of the
extent to which the vocabulary that is discussed can be assumed to have been
‘normal’. A lot of it is based on lists of words compiled by earlier scholars —
a selection of a selection. There are unfortunately clear signs that Hastrup is
not entirely at home with the vocabulary she discusses, and has rather little
familiarity with the Icelandic language. It is untrue that in Icelandic ‘the term
“friend” was indistinguishable from the term for “kinsman™ (p. 75). The
terms are vinr and freendi. Here as elsewhere Hastrup is misled by her
secondary sources. It is not true that ‘terminologically there was no
distinction between a “trader” and a “skipper™ (p. 224). Because the same
term could be used for both, it does not mean that there was no means of
making the distinction. ‘Norn’ was not the contemporary label for the ancient
Norse language in the British Isles (p. 224). Sekt is not an adjective (p. 137).
The term ‘Fornmanna Sogur’ is wrongly applied on p. 143. Where passages
of Old Icelandic are quoted and translated, the translations leave something
to be desired. On p. 184 the words kristni and kristnir are confused, an error
against which all first- -ygar students of the language are warned when they first
read [slendingabok. Fr]ddagr does not mean ‘Frey’s day’, nor does
laugardagr mean ‘washing day’ (p. 25). A number of such mistakes could
have been avoided if excessive reliance had not been placed on the Cleasby-
Vigfusson dictionary, which is too widely regarded as a totally reliable source
of information about the Icelandic language. There are also some incorrect
and misleading references. The term skyldskapr (for ‘kinship’), which I do
not believe existed, is not mentioned in one of the two (secondary) sources
quoted for it (p. 75), and the term aukneetr (presumably an error for
aukancetr) is not on the page of Grdgds quoted as a source (p. 27). These
sorts of inaccuracy, and the insecure grasp of the language which they imply,
are a serious flaw in a study where the chief source of evidence is linguistic
usage. There are other places where the evidence cited is intolerably partial
or tendentious. On pp. 68-9 the concept of verdld is discussed but there is no
mention of the term heimr. It is true that much in the Icelandic laws ‘cannot
be traced back to the Norwegian laws upon which the Icelandic laws were
allegedly built’ (p. 88), but this is because those laws were not recorded; the
Norwegian law books are all from a later period, so that there is no evidence
that the Icelandic system was unique. Rigspula is cited as evidence for
Norwegian categorization of class in the 10th century without any questioning
of its date and provenance, and the inconvenient final verses (in what survives
of the poem) are dismissed as ‘out of line’ (p. 254). A note on slaves (pp.
253-4) is concerned with English terms rather than Icelandic ones, and seems
to abandon methodology. Was the term alpingi ‘more or less synonymous
with “our law”, that is, the nation’ (p. 122)? Did P6rr’s fights invariably
remain undecided (p. 148)? The statement ‘he always nearly won, but not
quite’ does not correspond to my reading of the mythology. When arguing
(p. 148) that ‘the distinction between gods and giants was blunted’ (in some
myths), it might have been mentioned that the same is true of the distinction
between men and giants, and between both and dwarfs, for instance in the
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Volsung story, and there should have been some discussion of the significance
of the frequent interesting myths of marriages or attempted marriages
between gods and giants. In mentioning the origin of the name Iceland (p.
8), it would have been relevant to mention the reason that the source gives for
the coinage. When the evidence of the sources is clearly very partial or
conflicting, -it seems to me that conclusions should be a good deal more
tentative than Hastrup makes them. Surely the great uncertainty about the
month-names in Old Icelandic means that their interpretation is of no value,
at least as anthropological evidence? Particularly in regard to the temporal
terms, there is enormous uncertainty about which terms are normal and
universal, and which just learned and artificial. There are signs of slack
thinking and incomplete analysis. Is it true that there was in Iceland a
contradiction between a democratic and an aristocratic principle? Indeed was
there a democratic principle at all? I know of no evidence that there was.
The section on spatial categories seems vague and general in a way that does
not reflect the rather precise way in which medieval Icelanders seem to have
regarded space. The discussion of the orientation system does not refer to
more recent accounts of the problem than 1928 (p. 65), since when there have
been several major contributions to it (see references in The Old English
Orosius, ed. Janet Bately, 1980, p. Ixiv). The change in the number of godar
from 39 to 48 is not explained (p. 212). The analysis of the kinship system
leaves one confused. It is claimed that there was a mixing of principles which
led to instability, and yet on p. 104 it is stated that the appearance of more or
less contradictory principles is ‘the result of translation’ since the language of
social anthropology does not have a term to describe the Icelandic system.
While describing the ability of medieval Icelanders to adapt their institutions
to changing circumstances, Hastrup claims (p. 230) that these adaptations
themselves caused disruption. This is a pessimistic view of human
development. On p. 232, it is stated that ‘owing to the increasing inflexibility
of the system in relation to itself and to its environment, it seemed in
retrospect to have been doomed to destruction from the start.” To whom?
The author seems to have herself fallen into the trap that she warns against,
of attributing a modern hindsight to medieval Icelanders. The account of the
breakdown of Icelandic society in the thirteenth century is logically the least
satisfying part of the book. It assumes that the breakdown was inevitable and
the result of the inherently self-defeating nature of the social system. While
this is a relief from the usual over-romanticization of early Iceland, it involves
a strangely old-fashioned view of the role of the historian and anthropologist,
as one whose aim is to explain fate and evaluate the efficiency of different
social systems. Another kind of carelessness occasionally appears, such as
the mention of ‘Snorri’ without previous introduction or reference on p. 33,
the several references to books lacking page numbers on p. 84 and elsewhere,
and various printers’ errors, including, if it is one, the word ‘judical’ on p.
129.

Like other books from the Clarendon Press recently, this one is less
than well produced, with various blots and blemishes and irregular spacing
and unpleasant word-divisions. But in spite of everything it is, as I have said,
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a very interesting book, and thought-provoking, and thoroughly well worth
reading. It forces one to reconsider one’s own assumptions about medieval
Iceland by presenting the subject from a new and unfamiliar viewpoint.
Whether it gives a truer picture of the reality is difficult to say. It is certainly
not a definitive account of the anthropology of medieval Iceland, but nor does
it claim to be. And in spite of the disclaimer, the claim (p. 7) that her ‘story
tells the truth; and if this is not the whole truth, then it is at least one whole
truth, about the early history of Iceland’ is a bold one.

ANTHONY FAULKES

THE SCANDINAVIANS IN CUMBRIA. Edited by JOHN H. BALDWIN and IAN D.
WHYTE. The Scottish Society for Northern Studies. Edinburgh, 1985. vi +
167 pp.

This collection of essays, which has emerged after some delay out of a
conference held by the Scottish Society for Northern Studies in 1981,
reproduces a familiar pattern in containing a dozen very varied essays at best
only loosely linked around the theme declared in the title. The majority of
the contributions are informative if unexciting, self-contained pieces on
aspects of medieval Cumbria with a general bias towards trying to set some
otherwise unobtrusive Scandinavian settlers within the pictures drawn. A
variety of evidence is considered, and the most positive contributions come
from studies of place-names and unfamiliar documentary evidence on social
and economic organization set against the agrarian topography of the region.
Archaeology and more familiar literary historical sources produce little that is
new for us.

North-western England ought to be a significant area for the
generation or testing of propositions concerning the Viking-Age Scandinavian
settlements and their cultural consequences in England as it is an area
producing a substantial corpus of sculpture, crowned by the Gosforth Cross,
and apparently a Norse-influenced dialect of Middle English differing from
that east of the Pennines. In this regard, a well-presented set of papers such
as this throwing up a number of useful titbits has its merits, but substantial
progress requires an integrated not a cumulative effort. The grossly
perceived parameters of Scandinavian settlement in Cumbria remain little
different: there is no new evidence or argument for dating the settlement,
although N. J. Higham’s ascription of a later ninth-century burial at Ormside
to a Scandinavian raiding group unable to guarantee the grave security
outside of hallowed land provokes more doubts than it dispels. It is
repeatedly accepted as most plausible that Scandinavian settlement
proceeded by an ‘aristocratic’ takeover of established estates, followed or
accompanied by the new settlement of more marginal land. The argument
that the immediate origin of the settlers is to be sought around the west coast
of Scotland rather than in Ireland is pressed particularly hard, in addition to
which Gillian Fellows-Jensen finds place-name evidence of influence, and
thereby possibly settlement, from the Danelaw.
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Rather than offering summary judgements or random comments on
individual efforts, attention may more usefully be drawn to one or two
general issues which might repay greater attention in the future. With regard
to place-names, too ready a willingness to assume a simple correlation
between place-name distribution and density or location of colonization, or,
in essence, between language and ethnic identity, is a recurrent feature,
although controverted by Mary Higham as it suits her in searching out Britons
in the Forest of Bowland. Place-name evidence is particularly unsatisfactory
as virtually the only evidence for the nature of any Anglian settlement in
Cumbria. The principle is appreciated by both N. J. Higham and A. J. L.
Winchester in discussing the -thwaite place-names but needs greater emphasis.
Place-names in -thwaite, and other forms, may belong to the linguistic part of
a remarkably consistent Anglo-Scandinavian culture in tenth-century
Cumbria, a culture emerging from the integration in regular patterns of
diverse elements of English, Hibernian and Scandinavian origins in thought,
the language, the sculpture and other aspects of material culture. From the
evidence of this collection it would appear that a distinctly Scandinavian
element in social and economic culture is lacking, but rather than simply
noting that ‘there is no evidence’ for Scandinavian influence in this respect
and that these aspects of culture may be more ancient, in a study nominally
devoted to the Scandinavians in Cumbria it is a more dynamic question to ask
in face of the other aspects of cultural integration ‘if not, why not?’. Studies
of the Scandinavians in any region of England will be very much more vital
when they no longer simply accumulate evidence in specialist compartments,
but attempt an imaginative synthesis of the processes of cultural contact and
change as an integrated whole.

JOHN HINES

HAVAMAL. Edited by DAvID A. H. EvANs. Viking Society for Northern
research, text series, volume 4. Viking Society for Northern Research.
London, 1986. 157 pp.

David Evans’s new edition of Hdvamdl, together with a lengthy
introduction and commentary — a glossary, done by Anthony Faulkes, is to
appear in the near future — is the first English edition since Daisy Martin-
Clarke’s of 1923; indeed, as Evans points out in his preface, no annotated
edition of the poem has been produced in any language since Sijmons and
Gering’s Kommentar appeared in 1927. Much has happened in Hdvamadl-
studies since that time. In 1927, scholars were chiefly concerned with
determining which verses constituted the ‘original’ Hdvamdl, paying
particular attention to the first eighty-odd stanzas of the manuscript, ‘das alte
Sittengedicht’, as Heusler called it. They excised the ‘unechte’ verses and
re-arranged those remaining in an order more congenial to the logic of the
modern reader, an approach which culminated in Lindquist’s 1956
monograph, Die Urgestalt der Hdvamdl. However, as early as 1930, de Vries
had already pointed out the many verbal connections which link together the
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verses in the gnomic section of the poem; since the work of Schneider,
published in 1948, and von See’s monograph of 1972, Die Gestalt der
Hdvamadl, it has become impossible to deny some degree of unity to the first
eighty verses of Hdvamdl. Evans has thus a great deal of ground to cover in
his Introduction, but he succeeds in giving a lucid and comprehensive account
of these critical developments in Hdvamdi-studies, although the discussion of
the scholarship of the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century (p. 11)
might have profited from some indication of chronology, or at least the
inclusion of a few dates. In dealing with more recent studies, Evans makes
perhaps too sharp a distinction between Schneider’s view of the poem and
that of von See. Schneider’'s comment on Hdvamdl 1, ‘keine
Spruchsammlung, sondern eine Spruchhaufe’ has often been quoted, by von
See among others, as if it were Schneider’s final verdict on the poem. This
leads Evans to suggest that Schneider’s Redaktor figure was a mechanical and
unskilled compiler of ancient verse from various sources, and to contrast this
figure with von See’s ‘deliberate artist who created a harmonious and
coherent design’ (Intro., p. 10). Yet at several points in his study Schneider
concedes the skill of his Redaktor, particularly in creating the striking and
intelligently-structured opening section. While exaggerating Schneider’s view
of the Redaktor, Evans also takes issue with von See’s ‘deliberate artist’,
seeking a middle ground between the two conceptions of Redaktor. He is
right to object to von See’s inclination to argue that verbal links between
verses prove both (i) that the verses belong to an old, original series, and (ii)
that one verse has been composed by the Redaktor, taking theme and
vocabulary from older verse, a tendency noted by most reviewers of von See’s
book. However, the verbal links undeniably exist, whatever inference the
critic may choose to draw from them, and I see no reason to query, as Evans
does, von See’s connection of gott in v. 12 with the comparative betri in vv. 10
and 11. Von See’s suggestion that Hdvamdl was in fact composed under the
influence of Hugsvinnsmdl is discussed in some detail in the Introduction pp.
16-18; most of von See’s arguments are convincingly rebutted. Evans himself
inclines to the view that the origin of the Gnomic Poem lies in ‘native heathen
antiquity’ (p. 16). As evidence for this view, he refers to ‘a certain unity in
the tone’ (p. 99 — a unity which ought to have been more clearly
demonstrated. Evans believes the Gnomic Poem to be of Norwegian origin:
citing the bautarsteinar of v. 72, the references to cremation practices, wolves
and kings, and the use of certain verbs, e.g. glissa and glama in v. 31, which,
although unrecorded elsewhere in Old Norse, exist in certain modern
Norwegian dialects. Little of the philological evidence is to be regarded as
certain: ‘The adjective neiss (49) is perhaps only Norwegian; if daudr in 70
is taken to be a noun, this too has clear parallels only in Norwegian, and the
use of seer to mean ‘lake’, which is probably the sense it bears in 53, is alien
to Icelandic usage’. While it is quite feasible that the un-Icelandic wolves and
kings of the poem are remembered from the Icelanders’ Norwegian heritage,
there is no necessity to assume that the poem as we have it was actually
composed there, any more than the references to ship-burials and cremation
in Beowulf constitute evidence that the poem was composed at the same time
as the Sutton Hoo burial.
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The Introduction also discusses other issues of Hdvamdl criticism:
what proportion of the Gnomic Poem is constituted of pre-existing proverbs
and how may these be identified? Can the parallels which several scholars
have detected between parts of Hdvamdl and certain classical and Biblical
texts be attributed to a direct literary influence? With regard to the first
question, Evans shows the problems inherent in attempting to identify
proverbs in a dead language, and suggests that only a small number of lines in
the Gnomic Poem can be identified as proverbs with any degree of certainty.
He is justifiably sceptical of most of the parallels adduced by Hagman,
Pipping and Singer. Comparative study of wisdom verse, between cultures
widely separated in place and time, where there can be no question of literary
influence, shows that pre-industrial societies tend to produce similar
manifestations of collective wisdom at a cultural level. No anthropologist,
after Lévi-Strauss, would argue that such parallels as those suggested by these
three scholars must be the result of direct influence or even general cultural
diffusion.

In his treatment of the later mythological sections of the poem, Evans
suggests plausibly that the Redakror has been responsible for drawing
together the whole poem as a presentation of different modes of wisdom
under the fiction of a monologue spoken by Odinn. He points out that much
of the original material of the Hdvamdl was not written as an Odinic
monologue: hence the puzzling references to Odinn in the third person, and
the ambiguous ek of the Gnomic Poem, who is clearly Odinn in vv. 13-14, but
most probably a human narrator figure in the other references. The
Introduction contains a few surprising asides: that the concept of the world
tree is ‘fairly marginal in Norse tradition’ (p. 34) — despite its appearance
here, and in Vpluspd and Grimnismdl — and the assertion (p. 38) that
Sélarlj6d is the only Christian poem composed in /j6dahdttr, when
Hugsvinnsmdl has already been discussed at some length earlier in the
Introduction. Evans’s summary of previous scholarship is broad-ranging and
accurate, and he argues convincingly against several views which are in
danger of becoming received opinion among scholars who are not Hdvamadi-
specialists (cf. John Lindow’s entry for Hdvamdl in Dictionary of the Middle
Ages, vol. 6, p. 144). Yet in the end, we are left to fall back on the
‘traditional position’, whatever that may be. Old arguments are knocked
down, but we are given little in their place. In a text designed mainly for
undergraduate use, too doctrinaire a position should perhaps be avoided;
nevertheless the reader with some previous knowledge of the poem is left
slightly disappointed by the Introduction.

The text of the poem, presumably newly re-edited, although the editor
does not tell us from where, is fairly conservative. The Commentary is full
and detailed: many difficult verses, such as 49 and 50, are given extensive
treatment, and the different interpretations offered by earlier scholars
enumerated. Evans is never afraid of admitting that some lines are beyond
interpretation, and wisely does not struggle to produce a convincing
explanation for every locus desperatus. In some places, in his comments on v.
6 for example, his choice of translation verges on the idiosyncratic, and his
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approach to emendation is somewhat inconsistent: he objects to the
emendation of ¢ brondum in v. 2 to at brondum, as Rask, Resen and Neckel,
following a paper manuscript suggest, which would eliminate the difficulty in
translating brondum as ‘hearth’, while he freely emends rds in v. 151 to rams
‘strong’, despite the occurrence of hrds vidar in a similarly magical context in
Skirnismdl 32.

It is curious, given the prominence which is given in the Introduction to
the question of the ordering of the verses, that Evans does not note the
scribe’s accidental reversal, subsequently corrected, of vv. 62 and 63 in the
manuscript, indicating the scribe of Codex Regius, at any rate, knew what
order was correct in the poem he was transcribing.

In the Preface, Evans is oddly dismissive of Martin-Clarke’s edition of
Hdvamal, (‘conceived on a modest scale,...now over sixty years old’), and he
scarcely refers to it in his Commentary. Martin-Clarke’s useful translation
might have afforded him some help in v. 67, a verse with which various
editors have struggled for decades. V. 67 makes perfect sense if read in
conjunction with the rueful v. 66, where the speaker complains that he is
never in the right place at the right time, for either the ale has been drunk, or
it has not yet been brewed. V. 67 continues the theme, but with reference to
food: some stingy people invite him home only when they know he is not in
need of food, while his good friend has hams ready when he has just eaten
one elsewhere and is no longer hungry. The volume is commendably free of
misprints: I noted only Holtausen and zcunriten for Holthausen and zaunriten
on p. 139 and some minor typographical errors on p. 144,

David Evans has produced an edition of Hdvamd! which should be
welcomed both by students and teachers of Old Norse. The Introduction
provides a fine summary of existing scholarship; the text is generally reliable,
while the Commentary, in any case a good supplement to Sijmons-Gering,
will be of inestimable value to readers who lack German. When the glossary
becomes available, this edition should assure Hdvamdl of a prominent place
in most syllabuses.

CAROLYNE LARRINGTON

EDDA. OESZAKI MITOLOGIKUS ES HOsI ENEKEK. Edited by ANikO N.
BALOGH. Translated by DEzs® TANDORL Europa Konyvkiads.
Budapest, 1985. 512 pp.

The Hungarians, a nation of some ten million speaking a language
incomprehensible to anyone else, have always been great translators. Like
the Icelanders, and other minority linguistic communities, they have always
known much more of the literatures of other nations than the others have
known of theirs. Translation has been a means of fostering and encouraging
the literary development of the language, as well as of acquainting readers
with foreign literatures. The translation of the whole of the Poetic Edda into
Hungarian is thus not as obscure a project as it might sound. This popular
translation has been produced in tandem by Anik6é Balogh, of the Eotvds
Lor4nd University in Budapest, and the poet Dezs8 Tandori. Dr Balogh has
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introduced and annotated the collection. Like most readable translations of
poetry, the text is more a Hungarian recreation of the original than a literal
version of the sort students would want as a crib, and this translation is indeed
readable. The rich sonority of Hungarian suits the declamatory style of the
original much better than any modern language that I know. It is therefore a
pity that the apparatus is not entirely satisfactory, at least by western
European standards of scholarship. It is true that Hungarian academics work
under conditions that make even our underfunded British universities seem
ideal: there is very great pressure on people to produce some tangible work,
photocopying is almost unheard of, currency and other problems make access
to books and journals published in the west difficult or impossible. Mistakes
and confusions in Dr Balogh’s notes must be attributed to such pressures.
Thus in her note on Prymskvida (p. 447), she asserts that the giant Prymr asks
for the sun and moon as well as Freyja to wife, but she must have been
thinking of the story of the master-builder in Snorri’s Edda here. In the
translation of this same poem, it is not clear why the obvious, refrain-like
repetitions of lines are not reproduced in the Hungarian version, where
needless small variations of expression are introduced. Hungary has in the
last few years begun to participate much more fully and on equal terms in the
western economy. We may hope that the new glasnost will enable much
more academic and scholarly exchange, too. We in the west might share the
benefits of accuracy and precision accruing from our superior facilities with
them, and perhaps technical advice will help Hungarian printers to cope with
Old Norse characters. But we also have much to learn from the Hungarians’
enthusiasm for and openness to new and foreign cultures.

JUDITH JESCH

DUGGALS LEIDSLA. Edited by PETER CAHILL. Stofnun Arna Magndssonar &
Islandi, rit 25. Stofnun Arna xlagnussonar. Reykjavik, 1983. ¢ + 148 pp. +
6 facsimiles.

It has been more than a century since C. R. Unger published his
edition of Duggals leizla in Heilagra manna spgur I, 1877, 329-62. Especially
welcome, then, is the appearance of Peter Cahill’s new edition, which brings
up to date critical work on this text and makes available to students of Old
Icelandic a text which, even in Unger’s outdated edition, had become difficult
to acquire. Duggals leidsla (Dl) is the only translation into Old Icelandic of
the prose version of the Visio Tnugdali, a vision of the Other World which,
according to its prologue, was rendered into Latin from ‘a barbaric language’
(presumably Irish, although there is no evidence that the work is dependent
upon a written Irish source), around the year 1149, by a certain Marcus, a
monk of the Irish Benedictine community in Regensburg. The text is an
account of the vision of a thoroughly ungodly Irish nobleman,
Tnugdalus/Tundalus, or Duggall, who for his sins is struck dead for three days
and nights and then returned to life to describe, as a warning to others, the
torments of Hell which he has seen and suffered during this period. The Visio
was immensely popular in medieval Europe. In his recent study of the
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transmission of the text and its German and Dutch translations (“Visio
Tnugdali”. The German and Dutch translations and their circulation in the
later Middle Ages, 1982, 1, 15 ff.), Nigel Palmer notes that the Latin prose
Visio is preserved in some 154 manuscripts written between the twelfth
century and the nineteenth and survives in fifteen vernacular renderings. D!
is the oldest of these vernacular prose versions, as Cahill makes clear in his
review of evidence pertaining to the date of the Icelandic text. He points in
particular to the influence of DI on Abbot Arngrimr’s Gudmundar saga,
apparently through a lost version of a life of Gudmundr Arason composed
some time toward the close of the thirteenth century. The apparent influence
of DI upon a thirteenth-century text lends weight to the argument that the
King Hédkon mentioned in the prologue as the reigning Norwegian monarch
when the book was translated from Latin is Hdkon the Old (d. 1263) and not
Hikon V Magnisson, who was not crowned King until 1st November, 1299.
That Dl is perhaps a full century older than (although quite independent of)
other vernacular prose translations of the Visio is a fact which is not always
appreciated. Even Palmer, in his study of vernacular translations of the Visio
mentioned above (365), inexplicably identifies ‘the earliest translation’ as ‘the
principal Dutch version, which is the work of a translator whose rendering of
the Purgatorium S. Patricii is dated 1387’, ignoring the fact that even the
oldest extant manuscript of DI (AM 657a 4to, an extract incorporated into
Michaels saga) is dated c. 1350.

In his edition, Cahill presents complete diplomatic transcriptions of the
five main manuscripts of D!/ arranged one above the other, and prints the
corresponding Latin parallel text at the foot of the page. This format
inevitably makes for a rather busy page; but in presenting full transcriptions
of the chief Icelandic manuscripts together with the complete Latin text and
relevant variants from Adolf Wagner’s edition (Visio Tnugdali, 1882), Cahill
and his publishers have done their readers a double service. For they make
available a useful reprint of this section of Wagner’s now extremely rare
collation, which supersedes the only printed text of the Visio available to
Unger, that published by Oscar Schade in 1869. Cahill’s introduction is
clearly argued and informative. The study opens with an account of the
provenance of all manuscripts of DI and a meticulous analysis of the
palaeographic and orthographic peculiarities of four of the chief manuscript
witnesses. 1 have only a petty complaint to make about one minor detail in
this section. Cahill’s note that it is his practice to supply silently the enclitic
definite article where appropriate when expanding abbreviations would be
more helpful if included among the other comments on his methods of
transcription which introduce the text (xcvii), rather than being relegated to a
footnote on his treatment of abbreviations in Hand I of AM 681a 4to (xiii,
n.11). Without a more prominent note, it is not immediately apparent to
readers that this is the editor’s practice when transcribing AM 681a 4to, but
not when dealing with other manuscripts (cf., e.g., pl. 4, AM 624 4to, 138v.
20: eigel, rendered 46.11: eingel <inn>, and 56.10: eingel <sins>, 82.14
[AM 681b 4to]: s(alin)). Transcriptions in the text and introduction seem to
be laudably accurate. Although I have not checked through the book
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thoroughly with an eye to catching minor slips, I noticed in reading only one
mistake in transcription: 41.6: eingilsins, read engilsins (cf. pl. 1, AM 681a
4to, 4r.24: eng), and one typographical error: xxxix, A53.3: hfa, read hafa.

The discussion of the date and provenance of D! and of the style and
vocabulary of the translation which forms the second part of the introduction
is clearly presented and interesting to read. This section closes with a handy
catalogue of words for pain and torment found in D/ and the Visio, followed
by terms for the same notions in Tristrams saga. Cahill’s note (Ixxx, n. 44),
that in Ernst Walter’s Lexikalisches Lehngut im Altwestnordischen (1976)
readers will find ‘a study on somewhat similar lines, but much more detailed’,
is potentially misleading, for Walter’s study treats exclusively ethical
vocabulary. Nevertheless, Cahill’s comparative sketch of this particular
semantic field in three texts provides a sample of the sort of instructive word
studies which might be made of other Old Icelandic prose translations. In his
discussion of the relationship between the Latin text and the Icelandic
translation, Cahill treats in some detail sample passages set against their Latin
parallels ‘“in an attempt to characterise if possible the translator’s methods’
(lix). For this part of his study, Cahill organizes his examples into four
categories which illustrate particular characteristics of the translation:
‘additions’,  ‘omissions’, ‘paraphrase’, ‘mistranslation’ and ‘other
modifications’ (a set of classifications used by H. Hecht in his examination of
the translation technique of Warferth of Worcester, Bischof Werferths von
Worcester Ubersetzung der Dialoge Gregors des Grossen, 1900-07, reprint
1965, ch. 4). This is perhaps the weakest part of Cahill’s study. Particularly
in describing certain readings in DI at odds with Wagner’s Latin text as
‘mistranslations’, the author often seems unconvinced by his own arguments
and repeatedly caution forces him to admit that such variations may well stem
from different readings in the Icelandic translator’s Latin exemplar, and not
from his failure to understand the Latin text.

The introduction closes with an excursus on Biblical quotation which
takes as its model H. J. Lawlor’s study of ‘The Biblical text in Tundal’s
Vision®, Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy, 36C (1924), 351-75. This
section is a useful addition to recent studies of Biblical translation in Old
Icelandic, particularly Ian Kirby’s Biblical quotation in Old Icelandic-
Norwegian religious literature (1976-80). In discussion of quotations from
Psalms in DI, further reference might have been made to Heiko Uecker (ed.),
Der Wiener Psalter: Cod. Vind. 2713 (1980), a text which, although relatively
late, provides a unique example of the way these Biblical passages were
treated by an Icelandic glossator. It is unfortunate that Cahill neglects to
identify which edition of the Latin Bible he uses, but simply reproduces
readings under the heading ‘Vulgate’. He does not use the standard edition
of the Clementine Vulgate edited by Robert Weber, et al. (1969); nor are his
readings precisely the same as those of the widely-used Colunga-Turrado
edition (Biblioteca de autores cristianos, 14). The laconic reference ‘Vulgate’
is particularly unhelpful when the author refers to Psalms, for the Psalter used
by the author of the Visio was, as Lawlor (372) explains, an odd mix of
Roman and Gallican readings with some Old Latin admixture, and it would
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be instructive to have this pointed out. Less helpful still is Cahill’s
unfortunate policy of reproducing Lawlor’s references to Psalms according to
the Authorized Version numeration rather than following the numbering of
Psalms and verses in the Clementine Vulgate. Thus Cahill, Ixxxv, I, cit. 2:
for Ps. xxxiii.5, read 32.5; Ixxxvi-vii, II, cit.4: for Ps. xiv.3, read 13.3; cit.5:
for xviii.5, read 17.6; for cxvi.3, read 114.3; cit. 6: for xviii.44, read 17.45;
for xxxix.2, read 38.3; cit. 7: for xxxiv.13, read 33.14; cit.8: for xxxviii.10,
read 37.11; cit.9: for xxxix.2, read 38.3; cit. 10: for li.1, read 50.3; cit. 11:
for Ixvi.12, read 65.12; cit. 12: for Ixxi.20, read 70.20; cit. 13: for Ixxvii.10,
read 76.11; cit. 14: for Ixxviii.22, read 77.22; cit. 15: for Ixxviii.39, read
77.39; cit. 16: for xci.7-8, read 90.7-8; cit. 17: for cvii.18, read 106.18; cit.
18: for c¢xii.9, read 111.9; cit. 19: for cxiii.2, read 112.2; cit. 20: for cxvi.7,
read 114.7; cit. 21: for cxvi.12, read 115.12; cit. 22: for cxxviii.2, read
127.2; cit. 23: for cxl.3, read 139.4; xciii-iv, IV, cit. 1: for Ps. xlv.2, read
44.3; cit. 2: for Ixxiii.9, read 72.9; cit. 3: for cvii.10, read 106.10; cit. 4:
for cxii.9, read 111.9; cit. 5: for cxviii.12, read 117.12.

Cahill provides a serviceable English translation of the Icelandic text
(and the final part of the Visio for which there is no Icelandic parallel) which
will be particularly useful to students of medieval visionary literature who do
not specialize in Old Icelandic. It is rather odd, then, that Cahill does not
translate the Icelandic prologue, particularly since the reference to King
Haékon in the prologue has a bearing on establishing D/ as the oldest extant
vernacular prose rendering of the Visio. But this and the other minutiae
mentioned in this review are very minor infelicities which do not detract
significantly from the great value of this very fine edition.

IAN MCDOUGALL

SCANDINAVIAN LANGUAGE CONTACTS. Edited by P. STURE URELAND and
IAIN CLARKSON. Cambridge University Press. Cambridge, London, New
York, etc., 1984. xii+340 pp.

The Beatles, it will be remembered, were once smitten by the charms
of an Indian guru. Ultimately disillusioned, they returned to Britain, offering
‘we’re human’ as an excuse for their folly. The idea that it is human to err is
one the editors of Scandinavian language contacts might well ponder, for they
have not yet achieved the understanding shown by those young musicians.
They are Believers, and what they believe in is “contact linguistics’. Thus ‘the
essence of every language is the way in which it varies from a geographical
point of view in its development through time and its social use’, and ‘this
variation is the result of a whole series of factors of which language contact
between bilingual or bilectal individuals...is the major one’ (p. 1). Further:
‘New horizons and new viewpoints will be the result, if all fields of
Scandinavian linguistics are concentrated in a historical, synchronic, and
ethnic-social approach. The goal is to solve the multifaceted problem of
language change which is due to contacts between languages in specific areas
during periods of known bilingualism (natural or learned). ... Only when
linguists from all branches of the discipline are willing to cooperate with each
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other in the new framework will it be possible to carry through this project
successfully’ (p. 7). It is a relief to know at last what the essence of every
language is. That, after all, is a problem which has been baffling linguists for
some time. But one feels a sense of unease about the fate of those who are
not ‘willing to cooperate with each other in the new framework’. Many will
doubtless also hope that the strident style of the Introduction (here quoted) is
not being presented as a model for adherents of the new orthodoxy — and
the same must be said of the standard of accuracy and scholarship. Readers
will be surprised to learn that ‘unlike most Island Celtic languages and ...
Norn ... Faroese survived as a living language and has succeeded in
establishing a written norm’ (p. 10). This is presumably the editors’ own
view, but when they tell us that it is the Anglo-Saxon chronicle that makes
mention of the Cwenas (p. 10), they are simply repeating uncritically an error
made by one of their contributors. Given the generally dogmatic and
unscholarly nature of the Introduction, we must be thankful that
Scandinavian language contacts is not, as the editors there imply, a unified
work, written to demonstrate the great leap forward in understanding that can
be gained through working ‘in the new framework’, but instead an extremely
varied collection of essays, some of which have only the most tenuous
connection with any kind of linguistics, written by an assortment of authors at
diverse times for sundry purposes.

The varied nature of the contributions and their unequal quality mean
that only a lengthy review can do the book justice. Nevertheless, in order not
to tax the patience of the reader too greatly, I shall limit myself to stating
what it covers and giving some general indication of the strengths and
weaknesses of the individual essays.

There are eleven chapters in all, comprising: (1) An introduction to
contact linguistics written by the two editors; (2) A general survey of
russenorsk, the Russo-Norwegian pidgin language used in parts of northern
Norway until the early years of this century, compiled by I. Broch and E. H.
Jahr; (3) An investigation by O. Korhonen into the distribution of five lexical
items to do with navigation, and into what they can tell us about the
migrations of the Finns, Lapps and Vikings; (4) A sketch of some of the
problems concerning Scandinavian involvement in the east during the Viking
Age, by A. Ligreid; (5) A study by B. Panzer of two linguistic features which
North Russian dialects share with Scandinavian, and a discussion of whether
this is due to influence or parallel development; (6) A critical survey of the
present state of research on the rise of the East Slavonic Kingdom by S.
Soderlind; (7) A description by B. Hagstrom of the linguistic situation in the
Faroes, where both Danish and Faroese are official languages; (8) A
statistical investigation into language death in the multi-lingual community of
Rodends in North Frisia by N.-E. Larsen; (9) A brief survey by B.
Sgndergaard of the problems of interference between German and Danish in
the border region in Southern Jutland/Schleswig; (10) A detailed study of the
pronunciation and spelling of 190 French loan-words in German, English,
Dutch, Danish, Norwegian and Swedish by H. H. Munske; and finally (11) A
lengthy contribution by P. S. Ureland on the influence of American English
on American Swedish — ‘a case study on the nature of interference’.
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Some indication has already been given of the quality of the
Introduction. It has its uses as an annotated bibliography since it surveys
most previous work in the field (including ‘Four Viking Conferences on
Norse-Celtic Contacts from 1950 to 1961°! — p. 4 — but, oddly enough, with
hardly a mention of any of the literature on Norn). However, if the
remainder of the book is read, it is largely superfluous for this purpose. Left
are then only the extravagant claims about the explanatory powers of ‘contact
linguistics’.

Chapter 2 on russenorsk is a well-documented, balanced article, based
on an earlier monograph by the two authors written in Norwegian. In
contrast to many of the other essays, it lives up to the title of the book and
provides an account of contact between a Scandinavian and a non-
Scandinavian language and its results. Some 8-9 pages are devoted to a
concise introduction, which sets the historical and cultural scene and gives
details of earlier descriptions of russenorsk. The major part of the essay (29
pages) consists of the authors’ own linguistic description of this pidgin
language, divided into phonology, morphology, word-formation, syntax
(especially extensive), semantic expansion and lexicon, and concluding with a
section on the origins, development and use of russenorsk. There is much of
interest here, for those whose concern is with pidgin languages in general as
well as for the Scandinavian specialist with an eye on language contacts in the
north. Particularly fascinating is the part played by Lappish dialects in the
formation of russenorsk, a question the authors explore carefully, although
lack of surviving evidence makes it impossible for them to reach firm
conclusions. Lack of evidence is a problem throughout the study, and one
can well understand the reluctance of the authors to choose, for example,
between five different explanations of the origin of the -a noun-marking suffix
(p. 34), although some guidance as to which they considered more or less
plausible would have been helpful.

The emphasis in chapter 3 is on cultural history. It tells us little about
‘languages in contact’, other than that terms spread from one language to
another and sometimes undergo semantic shifts — linguistically unexciting
conclusions. The main thesis, for which a reasonably plausible case is made,
is that the aspen dug-out spread from the Slavonic-speaking peoples of what
is now Russia via the Gulf of Finland to Satakunta and thence north. The
spread was connected with the erdmark, ‘wild-life’ culture and the particular
ecological conditions in which this form of existence thrived. The swyde lytle
scypa and swyOe leohte which Ohthere described to King Alfred are best
understood as some kind of aspen dug-out, and it was this type of boat that
the Rus ‘bought and equipped’ for travelling between Constantinople and
Novgorod. Korhonen is clearly more at home in Finno-Ugrian than in
Scandinavian Studies. This is revealed not only by the howler that attributes
Ohthere’s description of the Cwenas to the Anglo-Saxon chronicle (see the
opening remarks on the Introduction), but also by several other lapses, for
example his use of the 1809-edition of Egils saga in which he finds ‘a passage
which dates from the era of the farmer Ottar [= Ohthere], although the text
was written several centuries later’ (p. 92). This piece of information is
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attributed to Bjorn Sigfusson’s article on Egils saga in Kulturhistoriskt lexikon
II1, but I cannot find that Bjérn says anything of the sort. Reference to the
introduction in the Fornrit-edition of Egils saga (pp. xxvii-xxviii) would have
put Korhonen straight on this point. It must also be a manifestation of the
author’s scholarly orientation that A. S. C. Ross’s monograph on The
Terfinnas and Beormas of Ohthere (2nd ed., 1981) is not even mentioned in
the bibliography. Whether it is due to my ignorance of Finno-Ugrian studies
or to the author’s elliptical style that parts of his essay are hard to follow, I am
not sure. It is certainly due to linguistic interference from Scandinavian in his
English that the accepted terms Lapp and Lappish have been replaced by the
odd Saami, Saamish. To my knowledge neither Lapp nor Lappish have the
‘pejorative connotation’ (p. 92) in English that they have in Scandinavian,
and the change is therefore pointless. It springs from the same kind of
mentality that causes people to write i Island against the promptings of their
linguistic intuition and regardless or in ignorance of the fact that Icelanders
themselves say and write d [slandi.

Chapter 4 I will say little about, save that, with the inclusion of chapter
6, it is superfluous. Since in addition the essay has nothing to do with
Scandinavian language contacts, it is hard to understand why it was included.
It also contains a fair spread of muddle and misinformation: for example,
that Heimskringla (cited in the bibliography only in nynorsk translation) and
‘the Kings® Sagas’ are one and the same thing (p. 100), and that Agrip is ‘a
compilation in Old Icelandic dating from the last years of the 12th and the
13th centuries’ (p. 107). It is unfortunate too that V. Thomsen’s theory
about the origin of the name Rus is rehearsed on p. 103 without a hint of
criticism (and in somewhat confused shape), this in spite of the fact that some
of the forms quoted in support (e.g. rop(er)s, rops-maen [sic]) seem to be
non-existent or unimaginable at the time they are claimed to have existed,
and that the meanings of roper given: ‘narrow strip of sea (narrows) between
islands’, ‘water way’, ‘protected sea route’ enjoy no support from any
dictionary I have consulted. It is in keeping with the standard of this passage
that the scholar whose views are repeated with such apparent approbation is
cited in the bibliography as ‘Thomsen, U..

In chapter 5 we are back to contact linguistics. The essay opens on a
weighty theoretical note: ‘This article should be seen in the broader
framework of the question as to whether it is possible to distinguish between
loan relationships caused by language contact and internal developments
which have led to identical or similar language structures in different places’
(p- 111). There follows a brief discussion of the post-positional article in
North Russian, and then a thorough and well-documented survey of the rise
of the ‘possessive perfect’ (i.e. an equivalent of have + pp constructions) in
these dialects. The material cited and the accompanying analysis show clearly
the similarity of the Latin, Germanic and North Russian perfect
constructions, and the comparison has considerable intrinsic interest.
However, no evidence of influence following upon linguistic contact is
forthcoming. The author is aware of this deficiency and his final conclusion is
that ‘the theoretical question of how borrowings are to be distinguished from
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genuine parallel developments still remains unresolved’ (p. 127). One can
see that Panzer’s essay has an obvious place in a volume devoted to
Scandinavian language contacts, because of the possibility that Scandinavian
influence is involved in the rise of these North Russian constructions, but
given the total lack of evidence, apart from the similarity of the constructions
themselves, that would support such a hypothesis, the topic seems ill-suited as
a contribution to the general theoretical discussion delineated at the outset.
On a more mundane level, one notes that Panzer, like Korhonen and
Ligreid, does not seem entirely at home in Scandinavian scholarship. A
mere glance at pages 122-4, which deal with the Scandinavian perfect, reveals
a large number of errors. One trusts that the author’s mastery of other
languages and sources is better. On a purely practical level: literal +
idiomatic translations of the Russian examples would have facilitated
understanding considerably.

Chapter 6 seems a competent, if sometimes over-imaginative piece of
work. Among other merits, it injects some sense and clarity into the
Roslagen, roper, Rus discussion, and thus provides a valuable corrective to
chapter 4. It is, however, hardly a contribution to the study of languages in
contact. As far as I can see, only four lexical items are discussed. What
Soderlind gives us is a critical survey of previous theories about the origin of
the Rus and their name, interspersed with his own theory that the moving
spirit in the rise of the East-Slavonic Kingdom was the Goths. Rus, according
to him, is from common Slavonic *rusi ‘The Red-Blond (People)’, whereas
Finnish ruotsi is from Gothic raups [ro:bs] ‘The Red-Blond Man’, via an
earlier proto-form *rgtsi; the Goths were known to have light complexions
and red-blond hair and to have great organisational talents — so the
connection is obvious. Or is it? I suspect that some will greet Soderlind’s
thesis with acclaim, whereas others of a more sceptical cast of mind will see it
as yet another in a long line of speculative essays about tribes and peoples of
whom we have only the haziest notions. For my own part, I find it an
interesting thesis, but far from proven fact (which is how it tends to be
presented towards the end of the chapter). To raise but one minor objection:
I am not happy with the suggestion that the strong masculine singular form of
the adjective in Gothic could denote a people. Many readers will, I think,
also find that in places the argument proceeds with breathtaking leaps (cf., for
example, p. 158). All in all, however, I think Séderlind’s contribution is one
of those things it is better to have than not to have.

Chapter 7 differs from all the others in that the language contact under
discussion is between two varieties of Scandinavian. Hagstrom begins by
giving a very general history of Faroese (a tale told several times before and
probably best by R. Djupedal, ‘Litt om framvoksteren av det fareyske
skriftmalet’, Skriftsprdk i utvikling, Tidrsskrift for Norsk spraknemnd 1952-
1962, 1964, 144-86 — not cited in the bibliography). This is followed by an
outline description of the linguistic situation in the Faroes in the areas of
administration, church, school, journalism, films and books, and by a short
section dealing with degrees of bilingualism found in the islands. There are
several paragraphs outlining the influence of Danish on the Faroese lexicon
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and on Faroese morphology and phonology, and a brief final section devoted
to Faroese language policy (another oft-repeated tale). There is little to take
exception to in Hagstrom’s essay. It is competently written and lucid and
should provide an interesting account for anyone totally unfamiliar with the
linguistic situation in the Faroes. Unlike many of the other chapters in
Scandinavian language contacts, however, it makes no attempt to present
anything new, and is therefore likely to disappoint those readers with some
knowledge of the subject. One wonders, for example, why nothing at all is
said about the influence of Danish on Faroese syntax. It is not, as the
uninitiated reader could be forgiven for thinking, because such influence is
absent; on the contrary, it pervades virtually all spoken and much written
Faroese. The reason for this omission is rather to be sought in the lack of
interest scholars and ‘language cultivators’ have so far shown in this aspect of
Danish-Faroese contact. In this, as in much else, Hagstrom faithfully reflects
what we might term the ‘official line’ in the Faroes, which can be
paraphrased, only slightly maliciously, as follows: ‘Danish influence is a bad
thing and should be eradicated where possible. It is most noticeable and
therefore easiest to get to grips with in the lexicon, but the more obvious
symptoms in the morphology and phonology should also be combatted.
Syntax is a problem because it is not always easy to spot the difference
between features which are Danish-inspired and those which are genuinely
Faroese. The best we can do is to encourage everyone to write like Hedin
Brii and in the meantime ensure that for every Danish word there is a Faroese
equivalent.” It is symptomatic of his approach that Hagstrém offers no
criticism at all of the existing Faroese-Danish and Danish-Faroese
dictionaries. He notes that they are puristic, but in no way makes clear that
this purism involves among other things the censoring of large numbers of the
most common items of Faroese vocabulary. A totally different appraisal is
given by the Faroese poet, critic and linguist, Rikard Long, in his series of
articles on Donsk-fgroysk ordaboék, now collected and reprinted in H.
Andreassen (ed.), Kveikt og kannad (1979), 208-34 — one of the most
damning indictments of a dictionary I have read. It is no surprise, then, to
find that Hagstrom concludes his essay with these stirring words: ‘In the
optimistic and energetic struggle for the strengthening of the Faroese
language, Danish pressure has been challenged. Without the patriotism and
linguistic conscience of its users, the Faroese language would certainly have
been submerged and would now only remain as a substratum in the spoken
Danish of the Faroe Isles’ (p. 188). This is hardly the dispassionate voice of
the linguist.

The four remaining chapters deal with subjects that are perhaps not of
immediate relevance to Saga-Book readers, and since this review is already
too long, I will give them only the briefest mention. Larsen’s statistical
investigations into language death in Rodenis on the Danish-German border,
where five varieties of Germanic are spoken (South Jutlandic, North Frisian,
Low German — all three under threat — High German and standard
Danish), seems to me an excellent piece of work — together with chapter 2
the best in the volume. It is entirely scholarly in tone, the research is
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thorough and by and large clearly presented. I only marvel at the people of
Rodends, who without exception — if I have understood correctly —
answered the author’s detailed questionnaire about their linguistic habits.
This has unfortunately never been my experience with questionnaires.
Sgndergaard provides a very brief summary of recent research on his topic.
The general situation he describes is the one already outlined in the preceding
chapter and his presentation therefore involves some repetition. However,
he does go on to give a number of examples of linguistic usage — even
though only the most obvious and general cases of interference are included
— whereas Larsen quotes not a single word from any of the languages he
deals with in his essay. Munske’s study, like Larsen’s, is thorough, scholarly
and competent. The particular problems he seeks to elucidate I am afraid
held little interest for me, but his essay is valuable for the light it sheds on
more general questions to do with the borrowing and integration of loan-
words. In the final chapter Ureland uses the polemics between the Swedish
writer, Vilhelm Moberg, and two critics of his American Swedish, Joran
Mjoberg and Einar Haugen, as the starting point of his investigation. The
essay is thorough, detailed and extremely well documented, but the
controversy between Moberg and his critics looms large throughout, and one
continually has the feeling that the primary purpose of the investigation was
to clear Moberg of the suspicion of having made up parts of his American
Swedish, rather than to investigate American Swedish dispassionately with a
view to learning more about the differing forms linguistic interference can
take. The summary on p. 316 thus stresses only the linguistically
uninteresting point that Moberg's Americanisms are plausible reconstructions
of nineteenth-century American Swedish and omits to mention the main
conclusion that seems to emerge from the study: that there was virtually no
limit to the influence of American English on American Swedish and that
theories of ‘an ordered selection of lexical and grammatical items’ or ‘a scale
of adoptability” in linguistic interference are therefore likely to be false.

I conclude with one or two comments about the book as a whole.
Most of the contributions have been translated into English from other
languages, and I imagine that the plodding, often clumsy and sometimes
opaque style is a reflection of this. One does not mind so much that
disinterest is confused with lack of interest (p. 216); one can even hazard a
guess at what is meant when the Varangian Calling-in Legend in the Primary
chronicle is referred to as ‘this sage-like entry’ (p. 98), but the following two
quotations, not untypical of parts of the book, indicate the kind of up-hill
grind that lies ahead for anyone who wishes to wrestle with the detail: “The
fact that haapio as a term for a boat is borrowed into all these areas and is
used for “a small and light boat” — irrespective of its construction — is the
reason why I consider that it was derived from an earlier term which denoted
a boat which, just as the term says, was made by hollowing out an aspen
trunk’ (p. 75); ‘As a result of taking account of this new research and of the
development of new areas and methods of research in linguistics certain areas
of research are now once more in the centre of current interest’ (p. 98).
There is in fact quite a lot to be learnt about language contact from the
authors’ or the translators’ English prose.
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Editorial control does not seem to have extended much beyond the
systematisation of references. These exhibit an easy and satisfactory
consistency, but in such matters as, for example, the translation of linguistic
examples or foreign language quotes, transliteration of Greek words (see,
e.g., pp. 104, 136), or the checking of references, it appears to have been a
case of every man for himself. This allows the author of chapter 4, for
example, to tell us that it was originally ‘presented in German at the
Conference in Oslo’, yet as those of us who frequent Oslo in the summer
months know to our cost, the University there hosts a great many
conferences. It is presumably also lack of editorial control, coupled with
careless proof-reading (to which numerous printing errors bear witness), that
compels those seeking ‘Bishop Liutprand’ in the index to look between ‘de
Lucena’ and ‘Lund’.

MICHAEL BARNES.

L’'OUBLI DE L'THOMME ET L'HONNEUR DES DIEUX ET AUTRES ESSAIS. VINGT-
CINQ ESQUISSES DE MYTHOLOGIE (51-75). By GEORGES DUMEZIL.
Bibliothéque des sciences humaines. Editions Gallimard. Paris, 1985. 338

PP-

Readers of Saga-Book will probably recall an article not many years
ago by R. I. Page entitled ‘Dumézil revisited’. The present volume by
Georges Dumézil contains twenty-five new essays on a wide range of Indo-
European mythological topics. Two of them are replies to Page, and it seems
appropriate to draw attention to them in Saga-Book, so that interested
readers can seek them out and evaluate them as replies. The details are:
“73. “Dumézil revisited” (a propos de R. I. Page, Saga-book of the Viking
Society, XX, 1-2, pp. 49-69, University College, Londres, 1978-1979)’, op.cit.
pp. 259-77, and ‘74. La malédiction du scalde Egill (2 propos de R. 1. Page,
“Dumézil revisited”, pp. 66-67)’, idem pp. 278-98. No other parts of the
book are on Norse topics, but the final piece deserves mention here. It is
additional to the numbered essays, is headed ‘Conclusion’ and entitled ‘Pro
domo (1949) revisited (1984)’, and occupies pp. 319-35. It is a reprint of an
early defence of himself by Dumézil against his critics, with new footnotes.

DESMOND SLAY






ECONOMIC REPRESENTATION AND NARRATIVE
STRUCTURE IN HENSA-PORIS SAGA

By E. PAUL DURRENBERGER, DOROTHY DURRENBERGER AND
ASTRADUR EYSTEINSSON

I: Introduction

N the second half of the 13th century the chieftains of the

Icelandic Commonwealth pledged their allegiance to the king
of Norway, thus ending a nearly four-hundred-year long history of
a stratified society without a state and initiating a dependency
relationship that would not be fully sundered until 1944. The
Sturlung age, the last decades of the Commonwealth, was a period
of the kind of turmoil that Fried’s (1967) analysis of political
systems would lead us to expect. Out of this turmoil came not only
a fair share of violence and betrayal, of saints and sinners, but one
of the world’s great literatures, the Icelandic family sagas. Writers
of that tumultuous period also left a legacy of sagas about their
own age, the collection of which is known as Sturlunga Saga.

While the historical reliability of the family sagas, sagas of
places, individuals, and families of the first hundred or so years of
the Commonwealth, is widely debated, Sturlunga Saga is accepted
as largely historically accurate. From Sturlunga Saga we can draw
a description of the events of the Sturlung age, the last epoch of
the Commonwealth. One of the cultural products of that age was
the family sagas, and they no doubt have as much to say about the
Sturlung age as the period three hundred years earlier when the
events they record happened.

The Icelandic sagas, like all literature, are cultural artifacts.
As such, they are amenable to various approaches of modern
scholarship, each of which has tended to develop its own appreci-
ation of phenomena and to some extent a unique vocabulary of
description, discussion, and criticism. The Durrenbergers come to
the topic from the point of view of anthropology and the analysis
of cultural forms in relation to institutional arrangements. Astradur
Eysteinsson approaches the topic from the vantage point of com-
parative literature with its more developed critical categories and
insights into literary structures as such. We think that the attempt
to weave the two disciplinary approaches into a single fabric of
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argument enlightens both approaches and the phenomenon of the
sagas as well as the time in which they were written.

One of the family sagas, Heensa-Poris saga, describes a man who
got rich by trading in Iceland, buying goods in one place to sell in
another, and lending others wealth for interest, who accumulates
merchant and usurer’s capital. The presentation of the saga, the
way the author tells the story to Heensa-Périr’s discredit, as well
as the fates of Heensa-Périr and his supporters, raise questions
about the place of commerce and markets in Iceland.

In this paper we aim to show how the author manipulates the
saga to put Heensa-Périr in an unfavourable light, and ask how
this relates to the institutional and economic structure of the
thirteenth century and earlier periods in Iceland.

II: Economy and Social Structure in Commonwealth Iceland

The Icelandic Commonwealth was a stratified society without a
state, the last instance of this kind of society in Europe. Our access
to this society is facilitated by documents such as Heensa-Poris saga
and other sagas. The sagas are not historical records in the modern
sense, but they embody representations of the society which enable
us to read the cultural paradigms which underlie the dramatic
action and discourse their anonymous writers set down in them.

The stratified society without a state, according to Morton Fried,
who does not mention its late European occurrence in Iceland, is
bound to be extremely unstable, and the picture he paints of
this social structure holds true for most aspects of the Icelandic
Commonwealth. It may take some centuries, as it did in Iceland,
but ultimately, ‘the stratified society will face a magnitude of
internal disputes, pressures, conflicts’, and if ‘there is a partially
congruent kin-organized system of restraints and balances, it is
doomed to increasing incidence of failure if relied on to maintain
the political integration of the society’ (Fried 1967, 225).

The principles of ownership of land and slaves were central
from the time of the settlement of Iceland and there were local
assemblies based on Norwegian models. From the beginning all
heads of households that met the economic criteria for indepen-
dence, control of defined productive resources, were either chief-
tains (godar) or followers (pingmenn). Followers could elect to
follow any chieftain.

The élite of such a society has somehow to cope with its funda-
mental contradiction: to maintain their privileged differential ac-
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cess to basic resources without institutions to enforce or protect
this axiom of social stratification. Commonwealth chieftains at-
tempted to do this by establishing a general assembly, Alpingi, a
legislative and judicial body, in 930.

The general assembly could make law and both the Alpingi and
local assemblies could hear and judge cases. Verdicts were more
influenced by the relative power of the two sides in the case than
procedure, concepts of justice, or argument (Jones 1935, 21). Most
cases were resolved by violence or arbitration (Miller 1984). The
winner won the right to carry out a verdict. Neither the assemblies
nor any other body had any power to enforce verdicts. Thus the
influence of a verdict from an assembly was only as strong as the
winner’s power to carry it out. In Hensa-Péris saga the relative
strengths of the parties are described and how they fared in their
armed confrontations with each other, but not the bases of their
arguments or procedures at the assemblies. To the author, the
important dimension of the cases at the assemblies was the strength
of each side, and he indicates that this determined the verdict. This
is quite general, especially in the thirteenth century (Durrenberger
unp.).

The Alpingi had no executive power, so that any kind of social
and economic balance had to be created by those who constituted
the uppermost level of the social hierarchy, the chieftains (godar).
The annual meetings of the Alpingi functioned as an arena for
building coalitions, making, breaking, and testing the personal
connections which constituted the social and economic order.
Without the institutional structures to translate law into practice,
from the beginning to the end of the Commonwealth, that order
depended only on concentrations of force.

As the population increased and free land was no longer avail-
able, some people had insufficient land to support themselves and
became available for wage work. This provided an alternative to
slavery as a means for land ‘owners’ to appropriate the labour of
the landless without having to provide year-round support for
them as members of their households. Thus slavery declined and
disappeared during the 12th century. To secure claims to owner-
ship, whether based on purchase, heredity, gift, or some other
ground, ‘owners’ had to have the armed support of a chieftain and
contribute to his establishment. Chieftains had to have the support
of their followers, whether they provided it willingly or not, in
order to provide security for the property claims of followers and
to maintain their own establishments.
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While the landless became dependent on the independent house-
holders for their livelihoods, whether through rental arrange-
ments, wage labour, or poor relief, the farmers or independent
householders were dependent on chieftains to maintain their access
to lands (Gelsinger 1981). The farmers appropriated the pro-
duction of their dependents, and the chieftains that of the indepen-
dent farmers. At the apex of the system were the chieftains who
alternately fought and allied with kinsmen and others to maintain
their positions or enlarge them. The best way to maintain a chief-
tainly position was to enlarge it so that one could meet others with
overwhelming force (Durrenberger unp.).

The system of extraction rested on concepts of property, of
unequal access to resources, but there was no state to defend
claims to ownership. One could maintain such claims only through
coalitions of force which depended on being a member in good
standing in some chieftainly entourage or developing some per-
sonal power-base for oneself by trying to head an entourage. Being
a member or leader of an entourage was primarily a matter of
social manceuvre, arranging good marriages or foster-relationships,
holding feasts, winning important law cases at the Alpingi, and
generosity to one’s following. Important exchanges of wealth
within Iceland, therefore, took place in this social context, not in
a separately defined economic sphere.

As in other such systems of hierarchic entourage relationships,
there are no egalitarian relationships. Authority rests on the as-
sumption that the one in authority is the benefactor of the other.
Authority goes to the provider of benefits in hierarchic relation-
ships. The greater the resources one has, the more reciprocal
relationships one can form, the more enduring are the relation-
ships, and entourage heads try to cultivate as many reciprocal
relations as their resources allow. Hanks’s description of Thai
entourages (1972, 86) fits equally well the Icelandic Common-
wealth:

The poor manager fails to balance membership with resources, while the good
manager gains and holds his members. But let him not be niggardly, for the man

who fails to use his resources wholeheartedly for his followers may find himself
as shunned as if he were bankrupt.

The two major kinds of groups were the entourages of chieftains
and their followers and the coalitions the chieftains formed among
themselves. Both shifted and changed membership through time.
Economic exchange was a component of this socio-political system
and functioned along the lines of, on the one hand, price-setting
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lists established by public consensus and, on the other, a reciprocal
exchange of goods which was deeply embedded in the various
aspects of social interaction.

Gelsinger (1981) discusses Icelandic foreign commerce as though
it were governed by market relationships, and there is little doubt
that relationships of supply and demand, which varied through
time with different goods, had a part in determining exchange
values. At local assemblies and the Alpingi Icelanders prepared
lists of various goods and their exchange values relative to one
another to govern exchange either for the island as a whole or for
the local assembly district for which the list was drawn up (Gelsin-
ger 1981, 33-44). That drawing up such lists of exchange values
was a matter for assemblies suggests that there was no price-setting
market. Had there been a price-setting market, then such lists
would not have been necessary nor would they have been tolerated
(see Miller 1986).

One of the uses of tables of equivalent values would have
been to reach settlements of disputes in which wealth had to be
exchanged, when so many ‘hundreds’ were awarded to a claimant.
Transfers of wealth via legal awards would have been facilitated
by such equivalences. Such equivalences were not set by the
invisible hand of the market, but by the public debate of assem-
blies, a social rather than an economic process.

It is no surprise that the rates of exchange themselves were set
by the social process of negotiation at the assemblies rather than
a price-setting market. The law, as it is recorded in the law code,
Grdgas, specifies maximum returns for labour, interest rates, and
that when there are divisions or transfers of property, including
land, a group of neighbours must set values on the property. In a
society in which values are set by markets, there would have been
no necessity for such provisions, or lists of exchange values of
various goods against others, since they could be established by
market functions. In the Icelandic Commonwealth any attempt to
put exchange on such an impersonal footing as a market would be
anti-social. The author of Heensa-Poris saga presents Heensa-Porir
as a vehicle of precisely such anti-social behaviour.

Exchange was largely a matter of reciprocity within entourages,
involving a chieftain and his followers. The sum of reciprocal
relations would be a redistributive system with the chieftain at the
centre receiving wealth from one source to disburse it to another.
His function as a lender, a usurer, was in the context of entourage-
building and maintenance; it was not an economic function as we
know it in state societies.
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Chieftains were voracious enough but they relied on building
followings, coalitions, alliances, and translated the power these
gave them into force either at assemblies to influence legal de-
cisions or in fighting. As an aspect of this social manceuvring to
gain power, they engaged in land-renting, lending wealth and
trade with Norway, both taking goods to Norway and welcoming
Norwegian traders into their followings. But this was not conceived
of as being the same kind of activity as peddling, lending, and
manceuvring with wealth to gain wealth. Rather it was the trans-
formation of wealth into support, support into force, and force
into wealth. Investments were in people, not goods, even in the
foreign trade. It was a social rather than an economic manceuvring.

Trade and usury, or even the accumulation of wealth, were not
in themselves objectionable activities. In Njdls saga, two people
who are described as influential, respected and popular engage in
lending, and collect interest. Njall and Hritr are both held up as
exemplary figures. Usury itself is not condemned, but rather usury
for the anti-social purpose of wealth accumulation. Njall and Hritr
use their wealth for social ends, to cement ties of affinity and
friendship, to build followings.

There is scant mention of internal trade in the sagas, but there
are clear indications, and this is true for the sagas about the 13th
century as well, that people who attempted to accumulate wealth
without using it for social purposes were scorned. Einar O. Sveins-
son (1953, 47) interprets incidents from Islendinga saga (in Sturl-
unga saga) to suggest that ‘such men were unpopular with the
common people, and the chieftains coveted their wealth and had
no scruples in trying to lay their hands on it’. The most plausible
reason for the rare mention of internal trade in the sagas is that it
was considered a natural part of the whole sphere of social exch-
ange and reciprocity. Wealth was accumulated and lost in social
manceuvre, not through trade. Islendmga saga relates many inci-
dents of people gaining wealth by marriage and force, even by
poetry, but not by trade, and especially not by the kind of internal
trade that Hoensa-Périr is trying to develop.

While the contemporary and family sagas related that travellers
were lost at sea, captured into slavery, disappeared in foreign
lands, or lost their wares while travelling, they do not record that
such individuals lost their fortunes by trading. This is the other
side of the observation that fortunes were not made by trading. In
societies in which the market is the mechanism for accumulating
wealth, trading is a risky venture, and there are stories of both
great gains and losses at trading.
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The great losses of fortune recorded in the sagas are social
losses, losses incurred by inattention to maintaining a sufficiently
strong following, or by other social misbehaviour or miscalcu-
lation. Hrafnkels saga, for instance, describes how a chieftain
lost his chieftaincy through inattention to his following, and then
regained it by carefully re-establishing himself as a social leader.

The Icelandic non-market economy, then, was grounded in
the workings and values of reciprocity within entourages and
coalitions, hierarchic reciprocity, and in socially determined exch-
ange. The ‘economy’, therefore, was integral to the various aspects
of social interaction, and hence to concepts of kinship, marriage,
fosterage, friendship, relationships with neighbouring farmers and
alliance with chieftains and other farmers. A chieftain’s wealth
was of no use if it could not be used to ensure popularity and a
large following.

Blund-Ketill’s introduction in our saga is significant: he was
manna audgastr ok bezt at sér { fornum sid; hann dtti prjd tigu
leigulanda; hann var inn vinseelasti madr { heradinu (IF 111 5).
Blund-Ketill’s dealings with his tenants are clearly taken to be the
ideal in this reciprocal system, even though some of them fail him
and cause his careful plan to flounder. All his actions are motivated
by social relationships. When he hears that the Norwegian mer-
chant, Qrn, has been banned by Tungu-Oddr, he remembers that
Qrn’s father had been very helpful to him on one occasion back in
Norway, and it is a matter of natural social exchange for Blund-
Ketill to invite the banned merchant to stay at his house, although
his generosity as always causes him trouble, and eventually will
cost him his life.

Blund-Ketill, therefore, can be seen as an ideal, if ill-fated,
embodiment of the traditional socio-economic system of Common-
wealth Iceland. The man he houses is the opposite. The very
presence in Iceland of a Norwegian merchant, who operates ac-
cording to the logic of the market, raises the question of how the
Icelandic system could co-exist with a foreign trade with a state
society, a trade which was crucial for the island.

The family sagas make many references to such trading trips,
both of Icelanders to Norway and Norwegians to Iceland. There
is no doubt that the trade was of great economic importance
(Gelsinger 1981). Marshal Sahlins stresses the diplomatic content
of long-distance trade in primitive societies. There is a ‘facility of
a translation from trading goods to trading blows’ (1972, 302). The
acquisition of foreign goods may be urgent, but with no sovereign
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power, there must be some way to secure peace by extending
sociable relations to foreigners. Thus, trading partners usually
establish friendship or quasi-kinship relationships. Sociability re-
quires reciprocity, and the best strategy is ‘a generous return
relative to what has been received, of which there can be no
complaints’ (Sahlins 1972, 303). There is a tendency to over-
reciprocate.

If the trade with the Norwegians had involved a great deal
of conflict, it would obviously have ceased early on. While the
Norwegians and the Icelanders were clearly not always operating
in terms of the same sets of assumptions, one might say that they
operated quite well in terms of common ‘misunderstandings’ (see
e.g. Durrenberger 1975). While the Norwegians were marketing
their goods, the Icelanders were carrying on an exchange on their
own terms, whereby a group of three chieftains (originally probably
only one; see [F III 8, n. 4) determined the price of the goods
bought by Icelandic farmers. As long as the Norwegians were
satisfied with the prices, the trading would run smoothly enough.
There are numerous examples in the sagas of how the Icelanders
did not treat the Norwegians as mainly traders, but as individuals
with whom to establish social relationships. Norwegians accommo-
dated themselves easily to the situation in Iceland, offering support
and generosity in return for local support and a place to stay.

However, there were some conflicts, and the one in Heensa-Poris
saga is by no means the only one recorded in the sagas. Some are
recounted in the contemporary Sturlunga saga collection, and one
would in fact expect such conflicts to have increased in the last
century of the Commonwealth, since by then there was less demand
for Icelandic woollen goods, as other countries developed weaving
industries based on their own domestic wool supplies, and also
because there was less grain available in Norway due to worsening
climate and increasing population. When the relative values of
wool and grain began to shift in Norway, as Gelsinger (1981)
documents, the merchants must have been put in a bad position.
From their point of view, the old equivalences of grain with
woollen goods were no longer validated by the economic facts of
market exchange in Europe, while for the reciprocity-oriented
economy of Iceland this cannot have made much sense.

Such is the context for the scene in Islendinga saga ch. 15
(Sturlunga saga 1946, 1 240) which is reminiscent of Blund-Ketill’s
taking of Heensa-Pdrir’s hay. Snorri Sturluson, the famous chieftain
and writer, housed a skipper of a ship from the Orkneys over the
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winter, although they did not get along well. Snorri had some of
the skipper’s meal taken and said that he would determine the
price for it, although the skipper was adamant about naming his
own price for it. Although he later managed to take revenge by
killing one of Snorri’s men, the scene illustrates the power over
trade that their social positions granted Icelandic chieftains, a
power that barred any kind of bargaining or mutual settlement
concerning prices.

This privileged trading status of the chieftains was supposed
to rest on a concept of reciprocity, and the closing chapter of
Gudmundar saga dyra (in the Sturlunga Saga collection) expresses
this concept forcefully and symbolically. Some Norwegian mer-
chants cut off the hand of Skaringr, a relative of the chieftain,
Gudmundr. Gudmundr stipulates that they pay thirty ‘hundreds’
as compensation. They find that too much, and eventually he
grants them another offer:

Gudmund said: ‘T will make you a different offer: I will pay you the thirty
hundreds which have been valued as the fine. and I will choose a man from your
number, someone who seems to me to be the equal of Skaring, and I will
cut off his hand, and then you can offer him whatever miserably inadequate
compensation you choose.’

This was even less to the merchants’ taste and they paid the fine at once.
Guomund took Skaring away with him from the ship (McGrew and Thomas
1970-74, 11 206; Sturlunga saga 1946, 1 212).

Gudmundr offers them the ultimate and ‘ideal’ act of reciprocity.

I1: Disruptions of the Commonwealth Economy

While Gudmundr’s offer to exchange a hand for a hand may
illustrate the tenacity of traditional social reciprocity in Iceland, it
also exemplifies the boundaries and the imminent, as well as
violent, exhaustion of that paradigm. The saga was written at a
time when the Commonwealth was collapsing under the strain of
tensions from within and without. The family sagas were also
written during that tumultuous period, and they are unlikely to be
unmarked by the crucial shift of paradigm that the society was
undergoing. Such moments of disruption are invaluable points of
reference, since by signalling those places where paradigmatic
shifts are under way, they direct our attention to crucial aspects of
the social structure which is /*about to crumble/ but which the family
sagas seek to recreate or r&fconceptualize from their unstable and
even somewhat bewildered'vantage-point. The fact that the authors
of the sagas did not distinguish between what we might now call
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‘fiction’ and ‘historical reality’ only works to our advantage here,
for what is at stake is social signification, not historical documenta-
tion in the modern sense (Durrenberger 1985). Hensa-Poris saga
is a good example of how the family sagas grow out of the clashing
together of the two historical paradigms of social exchange and
market exchange. Let us observe three scenes of crucial disruption
in the traditional economic order.

It is obvious from the above description of the Icelandic Com-
monwealth that Heensa-Périr’s activities run counter to the trad-
itional mode of socio-economic exchange. His wealth comes
directly and exclusively from trade and he does not build any
kind of reciprocal network around it. But in the absence of state
apparatus, there is no institutional framework which will protect
such one-sided internal trade. Nor is it upheld through kinship
ties. Significantly, the saga gives us no genealogy for Heensa-P6rir
and he appears to have no relevant kinship or affinal connections.

Wealth can be used to get support, even in the absence of a
following or kinship ties. In this saga there is a symmetry between
the use of wealth (market paradigm) and the use of affinal relation-
ships (social exchange paradigm) to muster support. Both are used
to create immediately useful connections. Affinal ties and money
are functionally equated, and the author obviously favours the
former.

Heensa-Poérir decides to seek a relationship with one of the
chieftains of the district, Arngrimr, by offering to foster his son,
Helgi. It was generally a man of lower social status or prestige
who offered fosterage to another. This is the first time we see
Hensa-Périr appealing to the paradigm of social exchange, in
which fosterage was one of the central means of establishing or
strengthening reciprocal social relationships.

After Arngrimr rejects his offer, Heensa-Porir offers him half of
his wealth in return, and Arngrimr does not turn down such an
excellent offer. Just as in Thailand and other hierarchic systems
of patron-client relationships, followings and support depend on
wealth. A chieftain could not overlook sources of wealth that
would enhance his ability to attract followers and support. When
Heensa-Périr offers Arngrimr and, later, Porvaldr wealth in return
for support, they do not decline. When he uses wealth to buy
social support, Heensa-Périr uses a model of market exchange
which is alien to the model of social reciprocity, a model which
would seem corrupt from the vantage-point of the older paradigm.

For Heensa-Porir, the fosterage transaction does not entail the
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traditional assumption that he is setting up a reciprocal relationship
with Arngrimr in terms of mutual support. Rather, the fosterage
becomes yet another market item for him; he basically ‘buys’
Helgi from Arngrimr, whereby he is of course buying Arngrimr’s
potential support in case he needs protection for his market endeav-
ours. We are told that Arngrimr’s support did indeed prove bene-
ficial to him; thus his investment was worth the high price.

Here we see the ambiguity and ambivalence of the two paradigms
of exchange and proper conduct. On the one hand is Heensa-
Poérir’s market mentality, which aims to secure his investments by a
substantial outlay of wealth which is justified in economic terms.
On the other hand, and contrasting with it, is the older paradigm
of exchange within a context of sociability and social relations of
support.

We are clearly witnessing an attempt at marketization of the
Commonwealth economy. Buying support is generally not well
looked upon in the sagas. In Njdls saga, the opponents Kari and
Flosi muster support for the crucial assembly at the Alpingi. Their
means of doing so are sharply contrasted. While Kari seeks support
only through friendship and social ties, Flosi offers monetary
rewards to some people in order to increase his following. The
contrast is again stressed in the way the two groups recruit their
legal advisers. Flosi pays his. The contrast between the upright
Njall and the villainous Moror Valgardsson also comes to mind.
Njall’s advice to Gunnarr is given as a part of their mutual bond
of friendship and support, while Mordr sells his advice to Gunnarr’s
enemies. Acquiring social support through purely pecuniary means
introduces a foreign element into the system, an element which
unpredictably upsets the tenuous balance which is preserved
through the reciprocal socio-economic system.

The second instance of economic disruption in Hensa-Poris saga
occurs when Qrn, the Norwegian skipper, defies Tungu-Oddr’s
traditional authority to set the price of the merchants’ goods. This
is a potential opening of conflict, but the workings of the traditional
system prevent it from escalating. Qrn is received by Blund-Ketill,
whose popularity and large following prevent Tungu-Oddr from
further action. But we note that the social and economic order has
begun to embrace paradoxes which might prove explosive and lead
to the rupturing of that order.

The third disruption is the one which sparks the feud in the saga.
When Heensa-Porir refuses to sell hay to Blund-Ketill, even though
he has plenty of hay in stock, he is ignoring the usages of the
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reciprocity-oriented system and instead insisting on his right to do
what he wants with his property. He obviously believes that he
can pursue his personal mercantile interests without the least
regard to the economic plight of his neighbours, the people who
constitute the social structure which he has up to now been able
to manipulate. Even Arngrimr, whose support Heensa-Porir has
purchased, when he realizes what had preceded Blund-Ketill’s
taking of the hay, refuses to help Heensa-Porir in the case. Heensa-
Porir must again resort to buying support in order to move against
Blund-Ketill.

IV: Power Struggle and Narrative Structure

To some the sagas may seem to be very violent narratives which
reflect the nature of Commonwealth society. Any such simple
reflection theories may be quickly refuted. The sagas do not provide
us with a mimetic model of saga society. The sagas do not relate
much of the everyday life of this rural community. The level of
narrative self-consciousness is at a minimum, and anything which
is taken for granted or belongs to the common stuff of these
people’s lives is either passed over or remains unobtrusively in the
background, while moments of social conflict are emphatically
foregrounded. The sagas can be seen as highlighting that which is
different; that which threatens to rupture the given social structure.

But at the same time, social conflicts or feuds were always
potentially present, for there was no legitimate force to hinder
them from taking place. Ideally the reciprocal economic system
outlined above would create a kind of power balance which would
prevent feuds, but the other side of the coin is that the larger a
following a chieftain has, the more prone he is to get involved in
cases on behalf of his followers. He may even strongly wish to get
involved in feuds since these could prove highly beneficial to him
in terms of power and wealth, which he could then translate into
an even larger following. Major formations of power in a stratified
society without a state, as Fried (1967) has pointed out, ultimately
lead to destabilization such as we see acted out in 13th-century
Iceland. The feuds therefore bring out the essential character of
this socio-economic system, its pervasive network of reciprocal
social ties of support and obligation, while also illustrating its
weakness: despite the mediating function of the Alpingi, the system
is overwhelmingly dualistic. We find that the narrative structure
of Heensa-Poris saga, as well as that of other sagas, represents,
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and to a certain extent reproduces, this dualism and the world view
that goes along with it. But we also believe that the narrative
shows clear signs of the fracturing of this dualism, probably caused
by the historical reality of the 13th century when the saga was
written.

The story-telling of the family sagas is largely built on the
principle of what Altman has termed ‘dual-focus narrative’, which
he sees at work in a great deal of medieval writing (Altman 1974
and 1976). In the Icelandic sagas, this structural principle arises
from the fact that any conflict will immediately create two opposing
groups of people, both of which we follow in the course of events.
However, the narrator does not have simultaneous overview of
both ‘camps’; in fact he rarely identifies with a third or outside
party, and hardly ever has the elevated position or authority of the
plot-weaver, and it is partly this that makes the sagas so different
from traditional novels. There is no suspense in terms of anticipat-
ing what has happened or what is going to happen; this we may
have realized from the outset — what we ask is how is it going to
happen?

The sagas, therefore, are not woven according to a narrative
structure which gradually dawns on us as we move through the
text. Instead, they assume a social scene which is split into two
parts, between which we move in what Altman calls ‘alternating
following pattern’, one which involves frequent narrative shifts
and sometimes character replacements. The famous ‘objectivity’
of saga narrative is partly created by this alternating, report-
like, ‘horizontal’ representation of the two forces involved in
the conflict. There is no forthright narrative omniscience; we are
limited to the point of view of one side of the conflict at a time.
This lack of elevation to create an awareness of a ‘plot’, i.e. of a
political conflict which can be observed from the point of view of
a ‘higher’ authority, would seem to be related to the lack of state
authority in a society whose world view was holistic or totemic (in
the sense of Lévi-Strauss 1966 (Durrenberger 1985)), and whose
vision of social calamity was therefore inherently dualistic. Unpro-
tected by a third authority, each individual had to create his own
social alliances for any kind of potential or actual conflict.

The first three chapters of Heensa-Poris saga consist of the
introduction of characters, Heensa-Périr’s fostering of Helgi, and
the disagreement between Tungu-Oddr and Qrn. From then on,
however, we are immersed in the dual-focus narrative. First we
follow Blund-Ketill’s problems with his tenants which eventually
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lead him to taking Heensa-Pdrir’s hay. As soon as this has hap-
pened, there is a sharp narrative shift: Ni skal segja fra, hvat Porir
hafoisk at (ch. 6). Heensa-Périr now more or less governs the
narrative focus up to the point when his newly acquired, his second
‘purchased’ ally, Porvaldr, summons Blund-Ketill (ch. 8). There
we notice how deftly the saga authors were sometimes able to
wield the narrative shifts, for it seems so natural for us to follow
Blund-Ketill back to his house after the summons. We are not to
stay there long, however, for the indignant Norwegian visitor, Qrn,
sets an arrow to his string, and shoots the narrative focus back to
Heensa-Pdrir’s group with that arrow, which kills Helgi and gives
Hcensa-Périr a reason to burn Blund-Ketill’s farmstead.

Once Heensa-Porir and his men have burnt everyone inside the
house to death, the narrative focus shifts again, this time in a
typical character replacement, to Blund-Ketill’s son, Hersteinn.
We follow him and the people on his side for quite a while, up to
the beginning of chapter 13, when we are told of the recruiting of
men on both sides. The two groups then clash twice in the same
summer, the second time at the Alpingi, while Heensa-Périr mys-
teriously disappears with a dozen men, and Hersteinn claims to be
sick and stays at home from the Alpingi. While their followers are
at the Alpingi, the two opponents are thus left in the district to
deal with one another in a manner which remains outside the
mediating sphere of the general assembly. We never actually see
Heensa-Porir again until Hersteinn uncovers his plan, confronts
him, and cuts off his head.

The final two chapters tell us nothing more of Hersteinn; instead
the dual focus is now (again through character replacements)
alternately on his father-in-law, Gunnarr, and on Péroddr, son of
Tungu-Oddr, who had been on Heensa-Périr’s side in the feud.
After some exchange of narrative focus and adversary moves, they
are reconciled and Péroddr marries Gunnarr’s daughter.

V: Dualism: Narrative, Social and Historical

We noted above that the narrative dualism helps give the sagas
their ‘objective’ flavour. Nevertheless, it is precisely this dualism
which clearly collapses any kind of ‘objectivity’ in most sagas, not
least Haensa-Poris saga. For the dualistic categories easily become
vehicles for social values, positive and negative. This even holds
true on a large scale, such as we see in Njdls saga, where the
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religious duality of paganism and Christianity is superimposed
upon the already existing dualism of the saga.

In Hensa-Poris saga, Blund-Ketill and Heensa-Porir obviously
stand out as representatives of oppositional categories, and the
introduction already makes clear whom we are to favour. While
Blund-Ketill is described as both the richest and the best-loved
man in the country-side, Heensa-Périr is unpopular and detestable,
and remains so even after he becomes rich. So we have an oppo-
sition of two centres of wealth, the crucial difference being in how
wealth is handled. We have already discussed how Blund-Ketill is
an embodiment of the traditional socio-economic order, whereas
we witness Heensa-Porir’s disruption of this order three times,
when he ‘buys’ Helgi from Arngrimr, when he refuses to sell
Blund-Ketill the hay, and when he buys Porvaldr’s support.

It is interesting how the first of these subversive acts works
against Heensa-Porir in the saga. For the man he ‘bought’, Helgi,
refuses to act according to his foster-father’s methods: whenever
Heensa-Porir tries to lie about the taking of the hay, Helgi tells
the truth, much to Heensa-Périr’s discredit. Helgi thus forms a kind
of corrective, both in terms of the social system of the saga, and
for us as readers; with his honesty he confirms the villainy of
Heensa-Porir. This is a crucial narrative device, for our readerly
sympathies have a tendency to lean toward the character we
are following in the narrative, but by placing Helgi (who in his
straightforwardness actually appears like a shadow of Blund-
Ketill) in Heensa-Périr’s following, the saga makes sure that the
dual-focus narrative cannot work in his favour.

The saga is structured, through its narrative as well as its descrip-
tions, to favour Hersteinn and Blund-Ketill and to discredit
Heensa-Périr. While the language is objective, the saga is not. It
would have been possible to tell the saga in quite a different way.
One can imagine a version in which Heensa-P6rir was the hero of
the saga: a hard working man of little means labours for wages,
invests his wages wisely in merchandise and works hard moving it
from place to place, and in time amasses enough wealth to help
others by lending or advancing them wealth, at the same time
astutely profiting, but not unfairly, from his good deeds. Some of
his beneficiaries are reluctant to keep their bargains with him, so
he seeks and gains the support of a powerful chieftain who aids
him to get a just return. Then an overbearing aristocrat, steeped
in the outmoded traditions of the past, high-handedly violates all
the social relations necessary for mercantile enterprise — without
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the agreement of the owner, he takes goods for his own reasons.
The merchant is denied the right to decide to whom he will sell
and at what price. The merchant with his chieftainly allies justly
accuses the behind-the-times chieftain of theft, and one of the
chieftain’s followers then kills the merchant’s foster-son. The mer-
chant and his allies exact vengeance by burning the murderer and
thief in their house. The villain’s son then gathers enough support
to kill the honest merchant and expel all his supporters from the
land.

This version, which better fits modern social and legal orien-
tations, is not the saga that Iceland of the thirteenth century has
given us. Even when the narrative perspective on events is on
Heensa-Porir’s side, it is undermined from within his own house-
hold.

Moreover, the social values of the traditional economy are again
re-confirmed when the narrative focuses on Hersteinn after the
burning of his father. He sets up a series of reciprocal social ties
in order to take revenge for his father and uphold his rights in the
district. It is striking that each of his supporters is ‘tricked’ into a
tie of obligation before they know that it is going to involve them
in a feud against Blund-Ketill’s enemies. Thorkell trefill offers his
support before he learns of the burning:

Porkell maiti: ‘Eigi beetti mér radit, hvart ek mynda sva skjott a bod brugdizk

hgfa, ef ek hefda petta vitat fyrr; en minum rddum vil ek nd lata fram fara . . .’

(fF 111 27).

He, in turn, makes Gunnarr Hlifarson assent to his daughter’s
marriage to Hersteinn before he tells him of the burning. Likewise,
Gunnarr ensures the support of P6rdr gellir before telling him
what is behind the formation of this social alliance.

The formation of these ties of obligation and support clearly
follows a strict code which regulates social behaviour. These peo-
ple seem to find it unthinkable to back out of their pledge of
support once they are involved in such a tie of obligation. Once
they have assented to support or kinship-ties, they have entered
the realm of unreversed dualism; backing out would be tantamount
to a declaration of enmity. Sagas such as Hensa-Péris saga and
Njals saga bear witness to the fact that marriage was perhaps the
primary mode of creating or cementing reciprocal ties in this
stateless socio-economic system. It is no coincidence that Hensa-
Poris saga, like Njdls saga, is brought to a close with a marriage
which eliminates the vestiges of the preceding feud. This time
Gunnarr Hlifarson marries his other daughter to P6roddr, son of
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Tungu-Oddr, who maintains that he has a legitimate claim to the
land which is now Gunnarr’s.

It is noteworthy that in both cases Gunnarr is really forced to
marry his daughters off, although he is subsequently pleased with
the arrangements. The two scenes remind us of the continually
latent threat of force and violence in the Commonwealth society,
and thus underscore the inherent instability of the system. It is a
system in which any share of power can only be secured through
the actual or potential use of physical force. This is something
which Blund-Ketill does not seem to take carefully enough into
account. The scene when Porkell trefill and Hersteinn visit Gun-
narr calls to mind Blund-Ketill’s visit to Heensa-Périr and it is
worth while to compare and contrast the two visits.

Both Gunnarr and Heensa-P6rir are reluctant to leave the house
to meet their visitors outside. Porkell insists until Gunnarr does
come out, whereas Blund-Ketill agrees to go inside to talk with
Heensa-Porir. The different attitudes reflected in these responses
are further developed: once Gunnarr is outside, Porkell closes the
door, thus isolating Gunnarr from his household, and has him sit
down with people sitting so close to him ar peir sdtu d skikkjunni,
er Gunnarr hafoi yfir sér (IF 111 29). In a not-too-subtle manner
they are telling him that he had better acquiesce to their wishes or
else his days are numbered. Blund-Ketill, on the other hand, tries
for quite a while to bring Heensa-Porir to his senses, and instead
of intimidating him by threats to make him accept his terms, he
eventually just takes the hay and leaves.

One might say that either way he was bound to face counteraction
on behalf of Hensa-Porir and Heensa-Porir’s supporters — and
this again shows the omnipresence of feuds in the society —
but these two cases illustrate that in order to survive, powerful
individuals had to interweave and affirm their peaceful social
endeavours with aggressive outward politics. While Blund-Ketill
diligently cultivates his reciprocal social ties, he fails to assert his
powerful position when meeting resistance. By following the code
of social reciprocity without trying to enforce it physically when it
fails to work, he shows himself to be hopelessly idealistic, as we
see already in his dealings with his tenants. He represents the best
of the unattainable ideal of the stratified society without a state.

Hence, it is in the character of Blund-Ketill that the historical
duality of the saga appears most cogently. We already noted how
the family sagas are the meeting-place of two historical paradigms,
that which is handed down from the Commonwealth and that
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which is turbulently and victoriously emerging in the thirteenth
century. In Blund-Ketill the saga-writer created the ideal of the
traditional socio-economic system at a time when this system was
collapsing. The burning of Blund-Ketill is therefore in a way a
highly symbolic act in the context of 13th-century Iceland, and
underscores the historical duality of the saga.

At the same time the saga shows how even the traditional
dualism, narrative and social, fails to encompass social reality. We
saw this in the way Heensa-Poérir’s perspective is undermined from
within his own household, through the counter-statements of his
foster-son, and we see it even more clearly in the case of Blund-
Ketill. When he houses the Norwegian skipper, Qrn, he does so
on the impetus of an old social obligation: Qrn’s father had helped
him once in the past. But while he is thus working within the frame
of conventional social exchanges, he is at the same time disrupting
that system, for Qrn had defied Tungu-Oddr’s traditional authority
to set the price for his trade goods. This is where the inherent
paradox of the Icelandic system is revealed: while acting according
to the code of Commonwealth reciprocity, Blund-Ketill has liter-
ally housed an element which is foreign and hostile to it, namely
the Norwegian state and market system, which ultimately can
only reject the Icelandic anomaly in the by now predominating
European trading system, while Iceland cannot survive without
the trading connections with Europe.

Qrn’s presence at the farm proves fatal for Blund-Ketill. Giving
Hoeensa-Porir the ostensible justification for the burning, he rashly
shoots an arrow into the group of adversaries and ironically kills
the man who resembles Blund-Ketill most and Heensa-Périr least.
It is highly unlikely that the sagaman actually intended Qrn to be
a ‘symbol’ for the 13th-century Norwegian presence in Iceland.
But it is bound to be significant that he represents an economic
system which meets a resistance from the Icelandic socio-economic
order. At the same time he finds refuge in Iceland through the
workings of that same traditional social paradigm. As a participant
in a native dispute his rash and uninformed act causes an internal
feud to escalate. This is not such a far cry from the role of the
Norwegian crown in the internal affairs of 13th-century Iceland.

VI: Conclusion

In Commonwealth Iceland there was a system of extraction based
on claims to ownership of property, on concepts of the unproblem-
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atic differential access to resources in favour of a chieftainly class.
The chieftains were unwilling to subordinate themselves to state
institutions to protect their privileged positions. The consequence
was stratification without a state, the contradiction of an economic
system based on property relationships without a congruent insti-
tutional system to enforce them. Ownership was as sound as the
force one could muster to defend it. There was a complex system
of law, but it was all just so much labyrinthine rhetoric in the face
of the stark reality that power decided. As slavery diminished,
claimants to land enlarged their holdings by using wage labour
and tenancy arrangements to work them. To support their claims,
they had to increase their power by enlarging their entourages.

Force is a central issue. In state societies, there is a monopoly
of egitimate force and institutions to develop and perpetuate the
rhetoric to justify it. In stateless societies there is no monaopoly of
force, though in the Commonwealth there was not equal access to
force. The use of force to settle disputes seems unreasonable in
the logic of state systems, productive only of chaos. An assumption
of stateless societies is that each bearer of force is reasonable and
that the aggregate of opinion and force will result in justice and
order.

A new stress was put on the old system of recruitment of support
through social and economic manceuvres. The relations with
Norwegian traders, who operated in terms of a market paradigm,
became more and more problematic and an internal trade in
Iceland began to develop. In addition to the contradiction of
property without a state the paradigm of market exchange, the
purchase and sale of support and social relations as though they
were commodities, developed in contradiction to the paradigm of
social exchange.

This was the social and economic context of 13th-century Ice-
land, before the chieftains bowed to the inevitabilities of their
inequitable social order and subordinated themselves to the hege-
monic power of Norway. Hensa-Péris saga indicates a tension
between the traditional chieftainly model of political economy and
attempts, ever more prevalent in the 13th century, to establish an
alternative.

In this stateless but stratified society, extraction of economic
value depended on entourages and economic manceuvre was social
manceuvre. There were no price-setting markets, and attempts to
gain wealth by accumulating merchant or usurer’s capital were
considered anti-social. In the saga of Heensa-PSrir we see high
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value placed on entourage-building with affinal relations and no-
thing but scorn for Heensa-Périr who, because he follows a com-
mercial rather than a social logic, is despised. These values derive
from the social and political structure of the period and shaped
the saga-writer’s construction of the saga, the way he handles
genealogies, descriptions of character, and the narrative structure
as a whole.

Hcensa-Périr embraces the new paradigm of market relations.
When he attempts to use elements of the old system, he manipu-
lates weaith to acquire wealth. Blund-Ketill embodies the recipro-
cal paradigm. For him the possession of wealth is never an issue.
His purpose is to maintain social relationships. He supports Qrn to
reciprocate for a deed of Qrn’s father. He loses wealth to retain
good social relations.

It is significant that Helgi and Qrn are introduced at the same
time. Just as Hoensa-Périr and Blund-Ketill are the antithesis of
each other, so are Helgi and Qrn. Helgi knows everything, clarifies
reciprocal relations when Heensa-Porir would obfuscate them. Qrn
is a foreigner who represents market relations in conflict with the
old system in Iceland. His action ends any possibility of compro-
mise. Each resides in the camp which is opposite to that which they
represent.

We have discussed how the narrative is manipulated in Blund-
Ketill’s favour: he is presented as a kind of ideal of the historical
paradigm favoured by the saga, and his honesty and lack of self-
centred assertion of power and ‘legitimate’ interests are reflected
in the character of Helgi, who thus subverts Heensa-Porir’s strictly
mercantile view of events.

But both these idealistic characters are killed half-way through
the saga, and in the latter half of the saga, the traditional socio-
economic values are reasserted in a more ‘realistic’ manner: gaining
social support may involve the threat of violence, but enough
support must be gained to oust the opponents through sheer
physical force. But it was precisely this paradoxical co-existence
of reciprocal social balance with the inherently dualistic amassing
of physical force which would ultimately collapse the Common-
wealth. Characteristically for the sagas, the second half of Hensa-
Poris saga limits the serious aspects of social conflict to an internal
feud. The foreign element from the first half of the saga is now
absent, and in its absence the saga can reassert its economic and
cultural values, manipulate the narrative in favour of those values
and ultimately bring about a solution according to the traditional
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socio-economic paradigm. The last action of the saga is a triumph
of the old system. Tungu-Oddr is forced to give up his use of
force by his obligation to his son. The conflict is resolved by the
establishment of new social relations and obligations through
marriage. Tungu-Oddr gains a degree of access to the contested
property by social relationships. This was more highly valued than
any wealth.

Viewed from the point of view of the 13th century, the time of
its composition, the saga could be deemed to be turning a blind
eye to the outside force which would inevitably engulf the stateless
island community. For there really was no way out. Once stratified,
societies either revert to a less differential, more egalitarian struc-
ture, or they are headed for statehood — for better or for worse.
If the sagas are heroic literature, their heroic attitude is perhaps
nowhere more striking than in the presentation and upholding of
the ideology of the traditional socio-economic system in the face
of the intrusion of a new economic and historical paradigm.
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THE ALLEGED FAMINE IN ICELAND
By R. C. ELLISON

‘rYHE Alleged Famine in Iceland’ was the heading chosen by

both The Times and The Scotsman for letters opposing the
raising of famine relief funds in 1882, as discussed by Richard L.
Harris in his article ‘William Morris, Eirfkur Magnisson, and the
Icelandic famine relief efforts of 1882’ (Saga-Book XX, 1978-81,
31-41). In this he uses these and other letters published in British
newspapers of 1882-83 and also the private letters of William
Morris and his friends, in order to show the confusions and antagon-
isms surrounding the relief fund and its distribution. What Harris
does not concern himself with in any but the most general terms
is the real condition of the country behind the claims and counter-
claims of the contending parties. In my own article, ‘Halleeri og
hneykslismal’ (Andvari, Nyr Flokkur XXI, 1979, 62-79), I had
attempted, having covered much the same ground as Harris, to
answer this fundamental question by using Icelandic sources,
printed and unprinted, but without having then discovered the
resources of the Pjodskjalasafn in Reykjavik. In this paper I have
therefore cited again a number of my previous sources, especially
the private diaries, but have endeavoured to substantiate my case
with statistical material from parish registers and censuses, which
have also given me much information about my diarists’ house-
holds.

Harris may have been satisfied as to the real need for famine
relief by the letter published in The Times on 27th December 1882
and signed by more than seventy of the leading men of Iceland,
which stated that

The charitable donations sent to this country .. have been of the utmost

importance to the farmers, who were indeed in great need thereof, in order to

be able to preserve some of the most necessary live stock, and these kind

donations have thus prevented much real distress.
But this did not silence the debate at the time and does not answer
many of the specific accusations levelled against the Mansion
House Committee, not only by financially interested parties such
as Messrs Slimon of the Leith & Iceland Shipping Company, light-
minded tourists like Charles E. Paterson or established opponents
of Eirikur Magnisson such as Gudbrandur Vigfasson, but also by



166 Saga-Book

the well-informed and compassionate geographer W. G. Lock and
by critics within Iceland itself. One of these was Eirikur Briem,
Alpingismadur and editor of Isafold, who was a signatory of the
Times letter yet had previously challenged the accuracy of the
committee’s informants:

Peir hafa 4n efa gj6ért meira dr peim vandradum, sem par eiga sjer stad, heldur

en astz0a er til; ad t.d. nokkurstadar 4 Vesturlandi sje st hungursneyd, ad folk

muni eigi geta polad venjulegan mat, er hreint eigi satt.
(Isafold 8th September 1882)

The accusations against the Committee (and by implication
chiefly against Eirikur Magnuisson) range from ignorance and gulli-
bility, through deliberate misrepresentation for emotional effect
or for less honest reasons, to total incompetence in selecting and
delivering the relief supplies or even to misappropriation of the
funds. The most damaging of these, and the most effective in
stopping contributions to the Fund, came from Gudbrandur
Vigfiisson in letters to The Times on 13th October 1882 and 3rd
January 1883. While Eirikur was able to refute the accusations of
financial dishonesty by publishing detailed accounts, a degree of
incompetence was hard to deny, in that almost half the funds were
swallowed up by transportation costs. Early offers of free or
cheap transport having been withdrawn, the Committee eventually
reckoned itself grossly overcharged — Eirikur called the shipping
company

helvitis svindlarana, sem . . . eru ad berjast 4 allar lundir vid ad rana sj6dinn

allt er peir geta.

(Letter to Steingrimur Thorsteinsson, 25th February 1883, Lbs. 1706 4to)

As to the charge of sending unsuitable goods, Gudbrandur’s
January letter made disingenuous use of a copy of the Lylie’s bill
of lading, acquired for him by W. G. Lock. Much play is made of
the inclusion of cocoa, biscuits, rice, refined sugar and tinned
meats, but Lock’s copy of the manifest (Bodleian Library MS
Icelandic d. 1) explicitly marks the cocoa, meat and biscuits as
being not part of the relief goods but ordinary freight. The sugar
and rice seem to have been donations in kind, and were left by
Eirikur in Reykjavik for distribution to the poor there, since he
was as aware as anyone of their irrelevance to the main purpose
of the Fund.

The central question remains, whether there was any such famine
as the Committee’s published appeals described, and if so whether
it was where the supplies were sent. Clearly there was no famine
by today’s Ethiopian standards, but none such was claimed —
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Morris’s letter to The Daily News of 8th August 1882 was a model
of restraint, and he made it clear that he had waited for official
confirmation of earlier personal letters before backing the estab-
lishment of the Mansion House Fund. Nevertheless some of these
official reports were later retracted as different areas of the country
were found to be less badly affected than at first supposed when
normal communications between north and south had been crip-
pled for months by snow and pack-ice. Yet no blame can be
attached to Morris and his friends for accepting the apparently
authoritative reports from the Danish government of Iceland and
from British diplomatic sources, let alone for accepting statistically
detailed reports direct from ‘famine areas’ in Iceland.

The area from which the first formal appeal for help came to
Eirikur Magnisson was the Snafellsnes peninsula and Dalasysla.
The letter of appeal, written in July 1882 by Arni Thorlacius of
Stykkishdlmur and Pétur Eggerz of Akureyjar, had enclosed pre-
cise figures of losses attested by the county officials. These showed
that by mid-July the cattle losses from hunger and disease on
Snazfellsnes amounted to 66 cows, 30 heifers, 347 horses, 4465
ewes, 549 wethers, 4005 yearlings and 4008 lambs. The figures for
Dalasysla put this into proportion by also counting surviving stock:

Dead  Living

Cows 12 552

Horses 154 1,127

Ewes 2,989 {4,319 in milk
4,777 dry

Wethers 979 2,532

Yearlings 2,697 3,908

Lambs 6,359 3,307

Notes with the figures point out the poor milk-yield of surviving
stock (dairy products being normally a major item of diet) and
that almost all the farmers were already deep in debt for cattle
feed which had often failed to save the beasts it was bought for.
(Skuld 2nd August 1882.)

This looks convincing, but W. G. Lock, claiming first-hand
knowledge, insisted that the only stock losses and the only bad
hay harvest in 1882 were in the north:

The hay harvest in the south and west of Iceland is the best that has been secured
for years . . . no relief is needed in the south.

He had no hesitation in attributing the published figures from the
west to gross exaggeration

doubtless by the officials — who are in Iceland, with but few exceptions, the
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most dishonest race under God’s sun — with a view to raise a famine fund, from
which what is vulgarly known as ‘a good picking’ might be made.
(The Scotsman 23rd September 1882)

Certainly these figures led directly to a ‘halleerislin’ of 10,000
krénur being made to the Snzfellsnes area from government funds.
Since Eirikur delivered no relief goods in the west, might it not be
argued that he had discovered the ‘famine’ there to be fraudulent?
Such a conclusion would be hazardous, if only because the Mansion
House Fund was only part of an international relief effort: Eirikur’s
awareness that the west had already received its government loan
and was due for relief supplies from the Danish famine fund would
be enough to make him bypass those ports for the more urgent
need further north.

Moreover other records exist, not intended to persuade out-
siders. Arni Thorlacius might have exaggerated the disaster in his
letter to Eirikur, but he could have no motive to falsify the notes
of his hay crop which he kept every year in his almanac. For the
four years spanning the ‘famine’ period the total returns, measured
in horse-loads, were: 1880 — 1,939; 1881 — 965; 1882 — 963; 1883 —
1,619. So much for Lock’s ‘best hay harvest for years’, at least
around Stykkishélmur. The honesty of the county officials seems
also to be borne out by the records of tithes paid on Snzfellsnes,
which fell from 1,652 ‘hundreds’ in 1881 to a mere 789 in 1882,
representing a 52% drop in taxable income. A slight improvement
t0 922 ‘hundreds’ was recorded for 1883. (Arni Halldér Hannesson,
Arbok Snaefellinga og Hnappdaela 1850-1885, Lbs. 616 4to.) The
ill-effects of the measles epidemic in this part of the country are
also attested by the parish register for Helgafell and
Stykkishélmur, which shows the death-rate rising from 21 in 1881
to 41 in 1882, 16 deaths being from measles. These figures are
balanced against 25 live births in the parish in each of these years.
It is also relevant that the number of paupers in the parish rose
from 12 in 1881 to 20 in 1883; emigration figures were not kept in
this parish.

Djupivogur in Berufjordur on the east coast of Iceland was the
first port at which Eirikur Magnisson did deliver relief supplies,
for an area of Sudur-Milasysla and Austur-Skaftafellssysla of
which he believed he had reliable information that it had been
especially badly affected by stock losses in the storms of April as
well as (in Miilasysla alone) by debts incurred to feed sheep which
were subsequently lost. Eirikur therefore delivered 800 sacks of
grain and £150 in money (the only cash distributed by the Fund)
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and promised that a private yacht called Gladys, which he believed
to be on its way laden with food for human consumption, would
also deliver it in Djapivogur, earmarked for Skaftafellssysla. He
subsequently found that the voyage of the Gladys had been can-
celled because of Gudbrandur’s Times letter of 13th October.
(Pj6dolfr 8th September 1883.)

That it cost Eirikur Magnisson three times as much to land these
goods at Djapivogur as to unload 2,500 sacks and 698 bales of hay
in Bordeyri (Accounts presented to the Mansion House Commit-
tee, 11th December 1882) was the result of the different conditions
at the two ports: it is evident from William Morris (1911, 20) that
steamers could not tie up in Djdpivogur but had to use small boats
for unloading. Clearly this would not be an argument against
landing relief supplies here if the need was real. It is notable
however that this region was not one named in any of the disaster
reports from Danish official sources or from Consul Paterson, nor
indeed in W. G. Lock’s list of suitable ports for relief supplies,
which otherwise closely matches Eirikur’s itinerary (The Scotsman
23rd September 1882). So why was the Committee persuaded that
this was an area of special need? It may be recalled that Eirikur
Magnisson was born at Berunes, across the fjord from Djapivogur,
where his father séra Magnis Bergsson was parson. In 1861 Eirikur
himself was appointed curate there to assist his father but did not
take up the post, preferring to go to England to work on the British
and Foreign Bible Society’s new translation of the Bible into
Icelandic. Nonetheless he must still have had numerous friends in
the region in 1882, while his father, having moved one parish
further north to Heydalir, was still active in the ministry at the age
of 85. Eirikur will thus have received detailed news of the region’s
condition; whether he over-reacted to the plight of his particular
friends is another matter.

An independent witness is the priest who had taken over the
Berunes parish from séra Magnis, séra Porsteinn Pérarinsson. In
his diaries (Lbs. 2965 4to) he not only kept day by day records but
was also in the habit of making summaries at the end of a year or
season. Thus on 31st December 1881 he wrote:

N er petta ar 4 enda, sem hefur verid hart og kuldasamt 4r; vikingsvetur i fyrra
og mestu frostgrimmdir og hagleysa, vorid og sumarid kalt og purrvidrasamt,
grasvoxtur pvi litill einkum 4 hardvelli, og heyfong manna med minna méti.
Sumstadar f6r aldrei frost ur jordu allt sumarid . Veikindi litil og manndaudi
litill. Verzlun ekki hagfelld landsbium. Sumstadar talsverdur afli, en sumstadar
litill.

Although this suggests that people had come through that year’s
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hardship reasonably well, séra Porsteinn also records one farmer
with his family ‘coming on the parish’ on 25th July, while on
6th August he laments the emigration to America of ten of his
parishioners, including his own brother-in-law and the district
midwife.

Séra Porsteinn lost four wethers in January snows in 1882 but
otherwise was able to graze his stock outdoors for much of the
winter, until the storms struck at Easter (9th April) and continued
without let until 5th May. Nonetheless he records no personal
stock losses in the storms, and on the official first day of summer,
19th April, he was able to write merely:

Pannig er pessi vetur 4 enda, sem hefur verid hér i Mulasyslum frostvegur og

snjéléttur, svo sjaldan hefur ordid haglaust, en hrydjasamur og vedrasamur, og

skepnur manna eru pvi vida magrar og farnar a0 falla ar veszld, og verour mikill

fellir vida, einkum i Skaftafellssyslum, ef vorid verdur kalt. . . Enginn hafis
komid. Veikindi og manndaudi litill.

Six days later however ice-floes were sighted, and by 5th May the
fjord was not only filling with ice but was experiencing one of the
less obvious hazards of a visitation of Arctic floes: three polar
bears were shot in Berufjordur.

The ice cleared from the fjord by 23rd May but returned a week
later, trapping eight fishing vessels for at least a fortnight and not
clearing completely until 1st July. It is not surprising therefore to
find a note that little grass had grown by 15th June. No more snow
fell after 13th June however and despite persistent fogs the weather
is generally described as good throughout July and August. The
fishing was particularly good in September, and the measles epi-
demic is never mentioned, and was indeed of little significance in
this area because it had experienced an epidemic of a much milder
strain twelve years earlier. (Porvaldur Thoroddsen 1958, 94.) In
the southernmost three parishes of Milasysla only one death from
measles occurred in 1882, and although the death-rate did rise
from 15 in 1881 to 33 in 1882 this is almost entirely accounted for
by infant mortality from whooping cough.

Yet there are signs of hardship: séra Porsteinn lost perhaps a
third of his lambs, and when he sold 16 wethers to Messrs Slimon
on 5th October, several of them were two-year-olds, whereas in a
normal year no one would sell a wether under three years old. On
31st December 1882 he sums up:

Petta ar er & enda, sem hefur 4 ymsu tilliti verio erfidt; vorhardindi mikil og

talsverdur fjarfellir og lambadaudi hinn mesti. Aflahlaup kom mikid um tima 4
Einmanudi snemma; afli gddur um sumarid. Grasvoxtur litill og heyfong manna



The Alleged Famine in Iceland 171

pvi med minna méti. Verzlun i medallagi. Manndaudi og veikindi litil hjer [he
generally ignores infant mortality], en vida déu margir Gr mislingum, einkum 4
Sudur- og Vestur-landi. A pessum vetri fremur hart inn til alira dala og vida
hagleysur.

Séra Porsteinn does not mention the farmers’ debts, but there was
no rise in either pauperism or emigration in the area in 1882 or
1883. The picture he paints is of considerable hardship, but there
is no indication that it compared with the situation in the other
areas to which Eirikur took relief supplies or even with that in
Vopnafjordur, further north on the same coast, which Lock had
recommended as a centre for aid and from which the Slimons’
ship Camoens embarked 57 emigrants on 14th August 1882 (The
Scotsman 25th August 1882).

Before assuming that Eirikur Magndsson was unduly generous
to his family and friends it should be noted that he was under
considerable pressure of time both from the urgency of the need
he perceived in Iceland and from the impending winter storms —
the Lylie came close to wreck three times in its circumnavigation
of the country. Although he met séra Porsteinn (who subsequently
spent three days distributing the goods) and other available of-
ficials, Eirikur could not in 24 hours afford time to evaluate precise
needs or to make contact at all with Skaftafellssysla, nor did he
allow himself time to visit his father. Moreover he was explicit
that the aid left at Djapivogur was for Austur-Skaftafellssysla and
the three southernmost parishes of Miilasysla only, thus excluding
his father’s parish from benefit.

No such doubts are tenable about the remaining areas to which
the Fund sent aid, despite the doubts raised at the time. In
Hunavatnssysla, the region served by Bordeyri, Lock had agreed
that there was urgent need though ‘but a fraction of the livestock’
had been lost, whereas Charles E. Paterson claimed to have seen
‘abundance of good hay’, horses ‘in excellent condition” and ‘none
of the natives exhibit[ing] anything approaching a sign of short
commons’ (The Times 28th September 1882). The condition of this
area has been thoroughly researched by Bjarni Jénasson for Svipir
og Sagnir 111 (1953). He records that the ground in many parts of
the region remained frozen throughout the summer (p. 198) with
a resultant very poor hay crop further damaged by the constant
bad weather and the delays due to the measles epidemic during
the harvest period. Measles are reckoned to have killed about 100
people in the area and to have cost 500,000 krénur in lost working
days, at the official rate of 2.38 kr per man-day (p. 201). The
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reductions of livestock recorded are also striking, although the
figures for sheep include the increased numbers sold in the autumn
of 1882 to meet the cost of winter supplies. Bjarni gives the figures
for reductions in holdings in Hdnavatnssysla between 1881 and
1883, with comparative percentage figures for the whole country:

Cattle 371 or 23.27%, nationally 18.12%
Sheep 24,408 or 42.68%, v 35.68%
Horses 1,135 or 24.27%, " 20.53% (p. 202)

Plainly then, aid sent to this region was not misdirected: the only
problem was that it was not enough, even when supplemented by
contributions from the Danish fund, to prevent these extensive
stock losses, with resultant poverty and rising emigration rates.
Most of the local parsons had stopped keeping records of those
entering and leaving the parish, but at Bordeyri in 1883 three
babies died while their parents were waiting for an emigration ship,
and the neighbouring parish of Kirkjuhvammur in the same year
for the first time recorded 17 emigrants to America.

The records of two parishes near Eirikur’s next port of call in
Skagafjordur, Glaumbajarsékn and Hélar i Hjaltadal, suggest an
even greater degree of distress. This had been an area of growing
population through both the birth-rate and movement into the
parishes (despite a whooping cough epidemic which killed 8 chil-
dren in 1881), but the figures for 1882-83 show a sharp rise in the
death and emigration rates. Taking the two parishes together the
figures are these:

1881 1882 1883
Live births 39 39 41
Deaths 26 45 (8 of measles) 32
Entering parish 93 70 90
Leaving parish 45 (1) 50 (10) 150 (71)

Figures in brackets are those emigrating to America.

The last supplies from the Mansion House Fund were delivered
in Akureyri, at the head of the long Eyjafjorour. This was totally
blocked by ice for most of the summer; as late as 16th August both
the Camoens and the Danish vessel Valdimar were compelled,
after forcing their way through the ice for eight hours, to turn back
at the island of Hrisey 20 miles north of Akureyri (The Scotsman
25th August 1882).

About seven miles north of Akureyri lies Mo0ruvellir, the school
whose principal Jon A. Hjaltalin was Gudbrandur Vigfisson’s
chief ‘no famine’ witness. In The Times 13th October 1882 Gud-
brandur vouched for ‘his sterling veracity, soberness of mind and
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accurate knowledge of modern Iceland’ as well as his being ‘on
the very spot where the famine is said to be worst’; and the facts
(which Gudbrandur did not mention) that they were second cousins
and that Jon had been at odds with Eirikur Magniisson on his own
account for some ten years are not in themselves adequate grounds
for doubting his evidence. (See letters from Jon Hjaltalin c¢. 1871
and 16th January 1875 in Bodleian Library MS Icelandic d. 1.) On
4th September 1882 J6n had written that

Many things have been getting scant, such as coffee and sugar. There is, however,

no actual distress or famine about these parts. Although the seasons have been

severe, I must admit that there is no more failure of harvest than in many other
countries.
(The Times 13th October 1882)
Moreover he did not change his views as the year advanced, for
on 8th January 1883 in a private letter to Gudbrandur (Bodleian
MS Icelandic d. 1) he thanked him for exposing ‘hallerislygina’
and continued:

Pér getid rétt til, ad hér hefir ekkert halleri verid og er ekki 4 Nordurlandi. Eg

get sidur sagt um hina hluta landsins, en eg fér landveg sudur i Reykjavik i

Juniméanudi, og sd eg pa hvorki hungur né hor a nokkrum manni nokkursstadar.

I vetur hafa allir néga bjorg . . Pad er satt, ad hér hefir verid hart { ari, sidan

eg kom hingad [1880], og menn urdu ad fakka mjog skepnum sinum { haust; en

i sumar var, var engin astz0a til ad betla, eins og gjort var. . Margir landar

vorir kunna dgztlega vid ad lifa 4 60rum; sématilfinningin er engin; og bad er

alitin dygd, ad ljuga svo miklu til, sem ménnum getur { hug dottid, ef nokkrar
kronur fast fyrir.
Jén Hjaltalin’s assistant master Porvaldur Thoroddsen gives a
more gloomy picture of conditions in his Ferdabdk, the record of
his annual geographical expeditions to different parts of Iceland:

Sumarid 1882 var eitt hid lakasta, er verid hafdi { manna minnum.

Samgonguleysid, fsarnir, kuldi, bokur, rigningar og frost um hasumar drégu

kjark Gr monnum. .. Ekkert er hegt ad fd i kaupstdounum og ekkert fra

utlondum, svo bd eru flestar bjargir bannadar. . Um morguninn 28. juni fér
ég a stad fra Mooruvollum { Horgardal. Fyrr var eigi hagt ad fara, pvi nagilegt
gras handa hestum var eigi sprottid, og hey var hvergi ad fa, pétt gull veri i bodi.
(1958, 21-22)
Porvaldur’s work that summer took him away from witnessing later
conditions in Eyjafjordur; moreover, like Jon Hjaltalin himself,
he had a regular income independent of farming and was in no
personal danger of starvation or bankruptcy.

This is less true of their parish priest at Mddruvellir, Provost
Davio Gudmundsson, since although he was better off than most
of his parishioners he, like virtually all Icelandic clergy at that
time, derived the greater part of his income from farming both
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directly and indirectly through tithes and rents. His diaries (Lbs.
925-6 8vo) show that he was in the habit, after taking services at
Méoruvellir, of visiting Jon Hjaltalin before riding back the two
miles to his own farm at Hof. In the circumstances it seems unlikely
that Jon did not hear from him of the difficulties of the local
farmers, even if séra David did not mention that throughout
April and May he personally had been lending hay to a dozen
neighbouring farms. Much of this was explicitly intended for sheep,
which in a normal year should be foraging for themselves by April,
but their needs led to a shortage for the cows, which were therefore
let out to graze on 31st May despite the cold sweeping in from the
ice-packed fjord.

Séra David describes the bad weather with feeling but more
often in connection with difficult journeys to take services than as
it affected the stock, so it is not clear that he lost more than one
ewe and a number of lambs. What does come over vividly is the
effect on this community of the measles epidemic. On 5th July séra
Davio gave shelter for two nights to a farmer who had been to
Akureyri to seek medicine for his family and was too ill to continue
his journey home. Ten days later all the children at Hof were sick.
Two or three of the adults kept on their feet a day or two longer
to do the most essential farm tasks, but by 18th July séra Davio,
who being 48 had probably had measles in the 1846 epidemic, was
the only person in the household of 22 adults and children who
was not ill in bed. His time was fully taken up with nursing, with
the assistance of a woman from a neighbouring farm, while two
others came in to do the milking. By 21st July one of the household
men was well enough to resume care of the milking ewes while
another went to fetch medicine. The more demanding work of
mowing which should have occupied most of the adult males by
then could not be attempted until 27th July, when just one man
was fit to work, and it was not until 31st that three others were
able to join him. This not only shows a fortnight’s total loss of
work at the busiest time of the farming year, but it also invites one
to imagine the condition of homes similarly afflicted and less able
than the parsonage to cail on neighbours for help. While all séra
David’s household recovered, his diary entry for 27th July shows
that not all in the area were so fortunate:

Helgi fér ad slé fyrir mig. Adrir gerdu ekkert. Eg allan dag { likredu eftir sira

Andrés, pad sem eg gat fyrir bornum. Fréttist 14t Sigranar 4 Aslaksstodum,
Valdimars 4 Grund og Pérgerdar { Felli.

Séra David was more conscientious than most in recording causes
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of death, and though the parish register shows a rise in deaths from
16 in 1881 to 35 in 1882 it records only 5 as being from measles.
On the other hand, 4 more deaths in the same period of July are
attributed to ‘bungt kvef og halsveiki’, which may suggest that the
victims died in the early stages of measles before the rash de-
veloped. (If not, deaths from heavy colds suggest something
seriously wrong with the general health and resistance of the
victims.) The same register shows a rise in emigration to America
from 1 in 1881 to 11 in each of 1882 and 1883.

On 21st and 22nd November 1882 séra Davi0 records distribution
of corn from the Mansion House Fund, Eirfkur Magnuasson having
reached Akureyri on 14th November, but he evidently did not feel
entitled to accept any for himself. The people really in need of
the relief supplies, if any were, would obviously be those with no
other source of income than farming and fishing. The poorer
crofters lived permanently on the bread-line and the failure or
emigration of a few more of that class would not suffice to prove
abnormal distress. I have therefore gone to the diaries of a moder-
ately well-to-do farmer, J6n Jénsson of Siglunes (Lbs. 1581-2 8vo),
to find the effect of the 1881 Great Frost Winter and the pack-ice
and measles of 1882 on a normally self-sufficient recipient of the
famine relief. (Being equidistant from Eirikur’s two delivery ports
of Saudarkrékur and Akureyri, Jon was reached by neither and
had to wait for the Danish fund to bring corn to Siglufjérour in
December.)

Jon was an elderly man, 72 in 1881, who headed a household of
24 people, which divided into two in 1882 when his young protégé
Baldvin J6hannesson set up as a farmer, but probably stayed under
the same roof. Although Siglunes lies in an exposed position on a
northern headland, it has extensive grazing and hay meadows,
some in sheltered valleys, with winter grazing on seaweed along
the coastline and both peat and driftwood for fuel. Jon also had
tenants at a nearby farm paying an annual rent of 5 kr and an
unspecified number of wethers, and he and Baldvin between them
owned three open fishing boats, although Jon himself no longer
put to sea. On the other hand they shared their grazing with two
other households at Siglunes, one of 14 people headed by Porleifur
Porleifsson and the other of 12 led by Gudmundur Gudmundsson.
How much stock Jén normally held is unclear. Horses are men-
tioned only in passing, and one has to pick out references to
individual animals in order to see that in good times he owned five
cows and a bull. His normal sheep stock seems to have been
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something over 100, and in addition many members of his house-
hold owned a few sheep each.

In the hard winter of 1880-81 J6n does not seem to have lost
stock from starvation, but one cow died in calving. The main cause
of loss was one which may be peculiar to Iceland. Apodemus
sylvaticus, the English wood mouse, was accidentally introduced
to Iceland in the settlement period and has adapted to the different
conditions there to become the hagamiis, living usually on a
mixture of seeds and insects on the open moors. In hard years they
come down in large numbers to seek food around the farms,
and in the Great Frost Winter this assumed plague proportions.
(Porvaldur Thoroddsen, 1958, 36, records that at a farm in the
next fjord to Jon, Silfrastadir in Skagafjorour, over 2,000 mice
were caught in two months.) Since very little grain was stored at
the farms, the mice turned instead to attack the sheep, closely
packed at night into turf-built sheds. Burrowing under the fleece
on the sheep’s back where there are few nerve-endings, the mice
would eat their way for days into the flesh, unresisted by the animal
and often unnoticed by the shepherd until the victim was weakened
past recovery. In this way Jon lost nine ewes and a wether, while
others were badly injured. (Séra David likewise lost one lamb
‘mouse-eaten’ at this time.)

In the following summer Jén harvested something over 320
horse-loads of hay, not much for the stock he owned but not so
little that he was worried. It did mean however that he had to drive
his sheep out to graze whenever the weather made it at all possible,
and twice in December 1881 when sudden snowstorms blew up he
had to dig as many as 30 ewes out of drifts. On the first occasion
all survived, but on the second he and Baldvin lost a ewe each.
Gales in January 1882 not only kept all stock indoors but also did
extensive damage to the beached boats and the fish-drying racks.

By the end of March, after two more months of constant snow-
storms, hay was getting scarce but Jon felt he had sufficient, since
the weather seemed to be improving, to lend two horse-loads to
his parish priest and another to his tenant at Skata. Even more
generously he lent the latter both corn and more hay on 24th
April, after a fortnight of renewed storms had so set back Jon’s
hopes that he had had to slaughter the bull. The sheep were also
suffering from privation. On 28th April a wether died, apparently
from starvation, and on 4th May eight more were rescued on the
verge of death from exposure.

The household was also suffering from more than the weather
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at this time: from the end of March to late May all of them,
especially Jon, were afflicted with scabies. This parasitic infection
is not particularly associated with malnutrition, but on 2nd June
Jon describes symptoms which suggest he had then developed
scurvy, which results from vitamin C deficiency. Fishing too was
both dangerous and unrewarding. On 9th May Jén’s men came
home after a night at sea with only three fish apiece, although
Gudmundur’s boat arrived a few hours later with 27 { hlut. Three
days later the pack-ice which, as individual floes and icebergs, had
been in the vicinity since February, began to fill the fjord so that
no one could put to sea.

By 26th May Jén’s hay stocks were almost exhausted and snow-
storms were still forcing him to keep all the ewes and lambs
indoors, so he resorted to feeding them on dried fish, but when
another blizzard struck on 5th June even that resource was exhaus-
ted and the tone of the diary entries, including prayers for help,
grows increasingly desperate. The ewes, if not yet actually starving,
were rapidly running dry and it was plainly impossible to rear the
lambs. On 6th June therefore

Var skorid undan flestum dnum, Porleifur undan 6llum sinum; jeg 4 9 eftir.

Three days later Jén also lost a ewe belonging to a friend, which
he felt obliged to replace. At least after this date the sheep were
finding adequate grazing, but the cows were still indoors and
needing fodder late in June, as the entry for 25th June shows:
Bjart vedur og austan gola. Var ekki hugsad til messuferdar, pvi prestur 14 veikur
af mislingum, sem eru hér ad ganga ofana annad bdgt. Altaf fult med hafis og
ekkert getur sleigid { jord. Kam altaf gefid, med pvi valla sést nokkur grédur.
Bardi hefur leigid i mislingum, er nd ad skéna.
Unfortunately Bardi, Jon’s 17 year old fosterson, who had evi-
dently brought the infection home from his schooling at the parson-
age, had spread it to all the rest of the households at Siglunes
apart from the older people who had had the disease before, so
that by 2nd July ‘allir liggja i hragu i mislingunum’, though all
recovered. That this did not delay the haymaking as it did for séra
Davio was due solely to the far worse weather conditions at
Siglunes; there was no grass fit for mowing before the last day of
July. Nor was fishing interrupted, since it was not until 28th July
that the ice in the fjord broke up enough for the boats to put out,
and 7th August saw the first rewarding fishing trip in three months.
Rain and even snow hampered the haymaking in August and
September, and the poor quantity and condition of the hay made
the prospects for the next winter grim indeed. Foreign steamers
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calling in the fjord gave the opportunity both to buy corn and to
sell 10 of the fitter wethers, but the impossibility of feeding the
remainder and the necessity of feeding their families confronted
J6n and his colleagues with harsh decisions. On 3rd October J6n
slaughtered his favourite cow, though she should have calved at
Christmas, and two days later his farmhands slaughtered all the
sheep they owned themselves. J6n had already culled a ewe and
one of his remaining lambs, but as the weather worsened with
constant snow-storms in October and November he and the other
farmers slaughtered more and more, until by 29th November J6n
had only 20 ewes, no lambs and 20 wethers left, of which two more
went before the end of winter. His desperation is indicated by the
fact that at least 15 of the beasts slaughtered were yearlings,
selected breeding stock already tended through one unproductive
winter, which should have begun to pay for themselves the next
year. Yet Jon was evidently still better off than some of his
neighbours. When the famine relief corn was distributed on 7th
December he and Baldvin each received only one sack, whereas
Porleifur and Gudmundur were allotted two each. But this was
not enough to turn the tide: both Jén and Baldvin survived as
farmers at Siglunes, but by the time of the next year’s parish census
Guomundur Gudmundsson had left the district, while Porleifur
Porleifsson was a lodger where before he had been the farmer,
and although a year later he was independent, it was only as a
tomthismadur.

I think these testimonies sufficiently show that there was real
and urgent distress in all the areas to which the Mansion House
Fund directed its relief supplies, with the possible exception of the
region around Djipivogur, where conditions were clearly less
bad than further north. Whether there was actually a famine, or
whether there would have been one in 1883 without the inter-
vention of the relief funds, remains a matter of definition and
speculation. Nowhere have I found a record of anyone dying of
starvation, and the role of malnutrition in the low resistance to
measles and other diseases in 1882 and 1883 is nowhere recognized
in the parish registers. Certainly the medical estimate of 1,600
deaths from measles (1 in 45 of the population) is enough in itself
to account for the rise in the death-rate from 2,393 in 1881 (births
2,437) to 3,353 in 1882 (births 1,945). (Porvaldur Thoroddsen 1958,
95, quoting Eir 1, 1899, 4). The sharp fall in the birthrate can
be directly blamed on the particular vulnerability to measles of
pregnant women, and the deaths in that section of the population
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would also explain why the birthrate in 1883 was again low —
though not why the death-rate was well above average.

Curiously enough, perhaps the best piece of evidence for malnu-
trition as a contributory cause of death comes courtesy of those
arch-opponents of the Famine Relief Fund, Messrs Slimon of the
Leith & Iceland Shipping Company. The Scotsman for 25th August
1882 gives a detailed account of the voyage of their ship the
Camoens, which returned to Scotland on 24th August carrying 107
steerage passengers, Icelanders from Seydisfjorour and
Vatnafj6rour [sic, i.e. Vopnafjordur| intending to take ship from
Glasgow for America. On the voyage measles had broken out
among the emigrants, 11 of whom were taken to the Canongate
Fever Hospital in Edinburgh, but one, an ‘adult female’, had died
before the ship reached port. The death was certified by a Scottish
doctor on board as being not directly from measles but ‘the result
of general debility’.
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FOREIGNERS AND FOREIGN LANGUAGES IN
MEDIEVAL ICELAND!?

By TAN McDOUGALL

Amongst other people of the Earth, Islanders seeme to
stand in most need of Forraine Travell, for they being
cut off (as it were) from the rest of the Citizens of the
World, have not those obvious accesses, and contiguity of
situation, and [with] other advantages of society, to mingle
with those more refined Nations, whom Learning and
Knowledge did first Vrbanize and polish.

—James Howell, Instructions for Forreine Travell 1642

HE first foreigners to come to Iceland were the heathen settlers
from Norway who, according to Ari’s account in chapter 1 of
Islendingabok, found that they had been preceded in their journey
to the new land by Irish anchorites (/F I 5):
Pa viru hér menn kristnir, peir es Nordmenn kalla papa, en beir féru sidan
4 braut, af pvi at peir vildu eigi vesa hér vid heidna menn, ok 1étu eptir beekr
irskar ok bjollur ok bagla; af pvi matti skilja, at peir varu menn irskir.
This information is repeated in the first chapter of Landndmabdk,
in the Sturlubék redaction (/F I 31-2):
En 49r [sland byggdisk af Néregi, varu par peir menn, er Nordmenn kalla papa;
beir varu menn kristnir, ok hyggja menn, at peir hafi verit vestan um haf, pvi at
fundusk eptir peim beekr irskar, bjollur ok baglar ok enn fleiri hiutir, peir er pat
matti skilja, at peir varu Vestmenn. Enn er ok bess getit 4 békum enskum, at {
pann tima var farit milli landanna.
It is impossible to say to which English books the author of this
passage refers. Einar Olafur Sveinsson (1948, 20) and J6n Helgason
(1951, 79-80) suggest Bede, In regum librum XXX quaestiones
XXV (CCSL 119, 317), where the movement of the sun in winter
and summer in Thule is described on the authority of visitors from
those parts (cf. [F 132, n.3). It is also difficult to determine what
sort of books the irskar beekr mentioned in these passages may
have been. As Einar Olafur Sveinsson argues (1962, 17), there is
no reason to assume that the adjective irskr refers to the language
in which the books found by the Norse settlers were written, since
it is unlikely that in the ninth century any heathen Scandinavian
could read Irish or any other language written in the Latin alpha-
bet. It is more probable that these codices, like the other bits of
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ecclesiastical furniture lumped together alliteratively as bwkr,
bjollur ok baglar, were identified as Irish by their appearance —
their style and decoration.

A similar reference to Irish artifacts from the settlement period
is found in the account of Drlygr inn gamli Hrappson’s emigration
from Ireland to Iceland in Kjalnesinga saga. Orlygr, who was a
Christian, is said to have been advised by his foster-father, a certain
Bishop Patrekr, to take with him to the new land three holy
things — consecrated earth to be placed under the corner pillar of
anew church, a plenarium or unabridged missal, and a consecrated
church-bell (/F XIV 3-4):

Madr hét Orlygr; hapn var irskr at allri tt. I pann tima var frland kristit; par

réd fyrir Konofogor [rakonungr. Pessi fyrrnefndr madr vard fyrir konungs reidi.

Hann fér at finna Patrek biskup, freenda sinn, en hann bad hann sigla til Islands, —

‘pvi at pangat er nii,” sagdi hann, ‘mikil sigling rikra manna; en ek vil pat leggja

til med pér, at pu hafir prja hluti: pat er vigd mold, at pu latir undir hornstafi

kirkjunnar, ok plenarium ok jarnklukku vigda. PG munt koma sunnan at Islandi;
b4 skaltu sigla vestr fyrir, par til er fjérdr mikill gengr vestan { landit; bd munt
sja i fjordinn inn brji fj6ll ha ok dali i 6llum; pu skalt stefna inn fyrir it synnsta
fjall; par muntu fi g6da hofn, ok par er spakr formadr, er heitir Helgi bjéla.

Hann mun vid pér taka, pvi at hann er litill bl6tmadr, ok hann mun f4 pér bustad

sunnan undir pvf fjalli, er fyrr sagda ek bér fra; par skaltu lata kirkju gera ok

gefa inum heilaga Kolumba.’

Orlygr eventually settled at Esjuberg on Kjalarnes, where he
built a church dedicated to Columba or Columcille (see Jon
Johannesson 1974, 122). According to the saga, this church was
still standing and both the bell and the missal which Qrlygr brought
from Ireland were still in sitw during the episcopacy of Arni
Porlaksson of Skélholt (1269-1298). By that time both of these
antiquities were much the worse for wear — the bell rust-eaten
and the pages of the missal coming loose from its spine. But the
provenance of the book could still be identified — as the author
states, ‘there is Irish writing in it’ (/F XIV 43-4):
Helga Porgrimsdéttir bjo at Esjubergi med bdrnum peira Bia. P4 st6d enn kirkja
su at Esjubergi, er Orlygr hafoi latit gera; gaf pa engi madr gaum at henni; en
med pvi at Bui var skirdr madr, en blétadi aldri, pa 1ét Helga husfreyja grafa
hann undir kirkjuveggnum inum sydra ok leggja ekki fémeatt hja honum nema
vapn hans. St in sama jarnklukka hekk pa fyrir kirkjunni 4 Esjubergi, er Arni
biskup réd fyrir stad, borlaksson, ok Nikulds Pétrsson bjé at Hofi, ok var pa
slitin af rydi. Arni biskup 1ét ok pann sama plenarium fara sudr { Skalholt ok 1ét
biia ok lima 611 blédin i kjélinn, ok er irskt letr 4.

Again, the phrase irskt letr here suggests that the book was written
in insular script rather than in the Irish language. One can compare
similar references to ‘Irish’ service-books in inventories of books
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and church furniture owned by Icelandic religious houses in the
later middle ages:
... dominicor a sumarmessur samsett, jrsk .. Messobok, fra advenntu til
paska samsett jrsk . . . (DI VII 68, Kvennabrekkukirkja i Délum, 1491-1518)

messobok irzk fra adventu til paska alfer . . (DI IX 317, Register of the
holdings of the churches of Northern Iceland compiled by Sira Sigurdur Jénsson
of Grenjadarstadir in 1525 — Modruvallaklaustr)

.. . jrskur grallari . . commons messobok irsk . . . (DI1X 322, Grenjadarstadir

1525)

Here the term ‘Irish’ probably refers to liturgical peculiarities
associated with the Irish ritual, although these service books may
also have been written or decorated in an insular style (see Gjerlgw
1980, 20). Other inventories include references, for example, to
Irish (in the sense of Irish-style) crosses — for instance, at
Gnupufellskirkja in 1394 (DI III 527) and at Pykkvabzjarklaustr
in 1523 (DI IX 190).

Without doubt, traditions concerning the early Celtic or half-
Celtic inhabitants of Iceland — the first Christian settlers of the
island — held a certain fascination for Icelandic historians of the
eleventh and twelfth centuries. This Christian antiquarian interest
is reflected, for example, in the brief ‘saint’s life’ included in
Landndmabék of Asolfr alskik Konélsson who, according to
Hauksbok, came from Ireland with twelve companions, apparently
Culdee monks who travelled in groups of twelve after the manner
of the apostles. According to Sturlubok, he eschewed the company
of his heathen neighbours, like the devout papar who preceded
him (/F 1 62): Hann var kristinn vel ok vildi ekki eiga vid heidna
menn ok eigi vildi hann piggja mat at peim. Memories of this
champion of Irish Christianity appear to have been revived among
the Icelanders after their conversion, for in the eleventh century a
church was built on the site of his cell at Innri-H6lmr on Akranes
and dedicated to Columcille (see J6n Jéhannesson 1974, 122-3).

Most of the early Irish settlers of Iceland did not, of course, live
divorced from the Norse-speaking population in this way. From
about A.D. 800, Norse vikings had frequented the Irish and Scottish
coasts and settled among the Gaelic population there, although
for the most part the position of the Norsemen in Celtic lands
remained hostile and insecure. There is evidence that a hybrid
Irish-Norse dialect distinct from Irish Gaelic was spoken in western
Scotland and the Hebrides during the ninth and tenth centuries.
One Old Irish text entitled Airec Menman Uraird Maic Coisse (‘the
noble mind of Erard MacCoissi [d. 990, according to the Annals
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of Ulster]’; 1908, 72) includes a disdainful allusion to the inel-
oquent ‘gic-goc of the Gall-Gaedil’, apparently a reference to the
language of the mixed Norse-Irish population of Scots Galloway
intended to mimic the peculiar cadence of this creolized dialect
(Marstrander 1915, 10). There is, however, no linguistic evidence
which suggests that a bilingual Gall-Gaedil population of any size
existed in Ireland after the middle of the ninth century. The
Scottish Gall-Gaedil are not mentioned in Irish sources after 858
(see Marstrander 1915, 11, and generally 4-11; Chadwick 1975, 26;
Jackson 1975, 3-11). The handful of Celtic words which found their
way into Old West Norse were probably either borrowed by
Norsemen in contact with Celtic-speaking peoples in Ireland, the
Isle of Man, the Hebrides and the Orkneys, or were introduced
into Icelandic in Iceland by Celtic immigrants.2 Scholarly estimates
of the proportion of early settlers of Iceland who had emigrated
from the British Isles (see generally Einar Olafur Sveinsson 1962,
20) vary between roughly eleven or twelve per cent (Finnur Jénsson
1898, 188; 1921, 41), thirteen per cent (Gudmundur Hannesson
1925, 15, 235), and seventeen per cent of the total population
(Melsted 1903, 225). Gudbrandur Vigfiisson’s estimate (1856, 186,
197) that Irish and Hebridean immigrants accounted for nearly one
half of the total population is undoubtedly far too high.
Landndmabdk is certainly punctuated with Celtic names, e.g.
Bekan (Becdn) 4 Bekansstodum; Kadall (Cathal) in Eyjafjoror;
Kalman (Colmdn) i Kalmanstungu and his brother Kylan
(Cuiledn); Askell hnokkan, son of Dufpakr (Dubhthach) or Dof-
nakr (Domnach), son of Dufniall (Domnall), son of King Kjarvalr
(Cerbhall) of Ossory; Myriin (Muirenn), wife of Audun stoti of
Hraunsfjoror and daughter of an Irish king Maddadr (Maddadh)
or Bjadmakr (Blathmac); Myrgjol (Muirgeal, a servant of Audr
in djupaudga), daughter of Gljémall (perhaps = Cathmal)
Irakonungr (iF 164-7, 145, 81-2, 367-8, 120-1, 138; on these names
see Einar Olafur Sveinsson 1957, 3-4; 1962, 21-2; J6n Jéhannesson
1974, 18; Lind 1920-1; and the footnotes in /F I). A few nicknames
known or assumed to be of Celtic origin may have been given to
pagan Norsemen who had received baptism, or may reflect the
mixed Norse-Celtic background of the person named.® Oddly
enough, however, most of the names of Irish slaves recorded in
Landndmabdk are Norse. Compare, for example, the names of
slaves taken in Ireland by Hjorleifr Hrédmarsson (IF I 41-2):

Hjorleifr herjadi vida um frland ok fekk par mikit fé; par t6k hann prala tiu, er
sva hétu: Dufpakr ok Geirrgdr, Skjaldbjorn, Halldérr ok Drafdittr; eigi eru
nefndir fleiri.
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Only Dufpakr is an Irish name (Dubhthach). Similarly, none of
the Irish slaves whom Kétill gufa @rlygsson captured in Ireland
have Irish names (/F 1 166):

Ketill . . . hafdi verit i vestrviking ok haft {(6r) vestrviking prala frska; hét einn

Pormdéor, annarr FIoki, pridi Kori, fjordi Svartr ok Skorrar tveir.

William Craigie has suggested that Norsemen ‘seldom took the
trouble to learn the real names of their slaves, and gave them
Norse ones instead’ (Craigie 1897b, 249, cf. 260; 1879a, 447; 1903,
179). It is, of course, equally likely that many of these inventories
of slaves in Landndmabdk are fabrications of a later date intended
to explain particular place-names: Dufpaksskor in Vestmanna-
eyjar, Porm6ossker, Kdranes, Svartssker and Skorraeyja (= Skor-
rey) in Myrasysla, Skorradalr and Flékadalr on Borgarfjordr, and
Skorraholt in Melasveit. Perhaps a more significant indication of
the assimilation of Celtic settlers is the fact that Celtic names
seldom appear among the lines of their descendants. For instance,
only one of the children of Erpr Meldiinsson (the Irish freedman
of Audr in djipaudga), his son Dufnall, has a Celtic name (Irish
Domnall) — all the other names in the line descending from him
are Norse (see [F I 142). Similarly, Avangr i Botni (who is called
irskr at kyni) named his only son Porleifr; and all his descendants
have Norse names (see [F I 58).

Many of the Vestmenn mentioned in Landndmabok must have
had Irish as their mother tongue; others may have been bilingual
in Norse and Gzlic. One recalls, for instance, Snorri’s description
of Haraldr gilli (fl. c. 1103-36), son of King Magnis berfcettr.
Haraldr was raised in Ireland and the Hebrides yet could still
converse in Norse — although, Snorri notes, he had great difficulty
with the language and men made sport of his stammering speech
([F XXVIII 267). In any case, there is little evidence that the Irish
language survived long in Iceland after the settlement period.
Olafr pa is said to have been taught to speak Irish fluently by his
mother, Melkorka (/F V 57). And Vatnsdela saga contains an
account of how a magician named Bardr stirfinn used an Irish
incantation to dispel a supernatural rainstorm some time around
the year 1000 (/F VIII 127-8):

Ulfhedinn var mikill vinr Hélmgongu-Starra, ok bat segja menn, ba er Pérarinn
illi skoradi 4 hann til h6Imgongu, at Ulfhedinn f6r med honum til hélmstefnunnar,
ok i peiri ferd gerdi at peim vedr illt, ok ztludu peir vera gorningaveor. Baror
hét madr ok var kalladr stirfinn; hann fér med peim. Peir badu hann af taka
vedrit, pvi at hann var margkunnigr. Hann bad pa handkreekjask ok gera hring;
sidan gekk hann andscelis prysvar ok melti irsku; hann bad ba ja vio kveda. Peir
gerdu sva. Sidan veifdi hann gizka til fjalls, ok ték pa af vedrit.
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To the author of the saga, at least, the use of the Irish language
was apparently as arcane as the rest of this wizard’s ritual. The
incomprehensibility of Irish is also highlighted in a story (included
in the partr of Gisl Illugason found in the younger version of Jéns
saga helga) of a Norseman at the court of King Myrkjartan of
Connacht, who mistakenly greets the Irish monarch with a curse
instead of a salutation (Bps. I 227):
tér hann [Gisl] med Magnisi koningi til irlagds ok var hann formadr fyrir
gislunum, er Magnis kontngr sendi Myrkjartan Irakoniingi i Kunnoktum; en
bar var einn norenn madr { férum med peim, kvezt kunna val irsku, ok baudst
til at kvedja konunginn, en Gisli lofadi honum. Sidan melti hann til kondngs:
‘male diarik’, en bat er 4 vora tiingu: ‘bélvadr sér pi, koningr!’ — pa svaradi einn
koniings madr: ‘herra!’ segir hann, ‘bessi madr man vera prall alira Nordmanna’.
Koningr svarar: ‘olgeira ragall’, pat er 4 vora tingu: ‘Gkunnig er myrk gata’.

It is interesting that the two Irish phrases in the anecdote, though
garbled, are not utter gibberish. William Craigie interpreted the
first, male diarik, as a corruption of an Irish phrase, mallacht duit
a rig, ‘Accursed be ye, O King’. Marstrander suggested that the
second, olgeira ragall, was a distortion of Irish olc aerafdh] ra [=
la] gall, ‘ill it is to be cursed by a Norseman’. The Icelandic
translation supplied in the text of the second phrase, ékunnig er
myrk gata, makes it clear, however, that the Irish makes no sense
whatsoever to the saga writer.*

The author of the First grammatical treatise, which was probably
composed some time between 1125 and 1175, refers to the Irish
habit of pronouncing Latin ‘¢’ as ‘k’ in all positions — even before
‘¢’ and ‘I’ (FGT 234):

Sa stafr er her er ritinn .c. er latinv menn flestir kalla ce ok hafa fyrir tva stafi

fyrir .z. ok .s. pa er beir stafa hann vi0 e. ¢0a i pott peir stafi hann vi0 a. ¢da o.

eda u sem k. sem sva stafa skotar pann staf vi0 alla raddar stafi i latinv ok kalla
che.

However, as both Anne Holtsmark (1936, 53-62) and Hreinn
Benediktsson (FGT 194) have pointed out, this passage hardly
suggests that the author of the treatise had a first-hand knowledge
of Irish. On the contrary, his use of the term skotar, corresponding
to Latin Scoti, instead of irar suggests that this information was
derived from a Latin literary source rather than from an Irish
source or from personal experience.

It is hardly surprising, in light of the scanty evidence of any
knowledge of Celtic tongues among Icelanders after the middle of
the tenth century, to read in an entry in Skdlholts anndll for 1337
that the language spoken by five shipwrecked ‘Scottish’ mariners
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(presumably Gaelic) was utterly incomprehensible to the inhabi-
tants of Hornafjordr (Islandske Annaler 1888, 207):

. . Rak feriu skip vndan Noregi til Island [sic] i eyna Vigr fyrir Horna firdi ok
a .v. menn skotzka. ok undir stod engi tungu beira nema bat litid er peir kunnu
i norenu .

Evidence of the presence of non-Scandinavians other than Celts
in Iceland during the settlement period is extremely shadowy. In
Landndémabdk one runs across the odd foreign name (see Einar
Olafur Sveinsson 1962, 20-22): the name of Fridmundr, one of the
slaves of the viking Ingimundr inn gamli Porsteinsson, is English
or Frankish, that of Rodrekr, one of the slaves of Hrosskell of
Yrarfell, is probably German (see /F 1218 and 230, n. 5). English
or German names also occasionally appear, however, in the famil-
ies of Celtic settlers. Besides Vilbaldr (probably English ‘Wille-
bald’) Dufpaksson, brother of Askell hnokkan mentioned above
(see IF1 326), there is Arnaldr, brother of Semundr the Hebridean
of Semundarhlid, and Valpjofr, the son of @rlygr inn gamli (/F I
220, 54). Vilborg, the wife of Por0r skeggi of Lén, is said to be of
English parentage — although in Hauksbok her father, Oswald,
and maternal grandfather, Edmund, appear to be confused with
the martyred English kings of the same names (see IF I 48-9 and
n. 4). The daughter of the Hebridean Hallgeirr of Hallgeirsey has
a Romance name — Mabil (from Amabilis — see IF I 355). Of
Fridleifr { Holti it is reported that his father’s side of the family
was from Gautland, but his mother Bryngerdr was Flemish (/F I
242).

Apart from some Frisian noblemen reported by Adam of Bre-
men to have visited Iceland in the mid-eleventh century (1978,
490) and perhaps the German Tyrkir, who is said to have ac-
companied Leifr inn heppni to the New World ([F 1V 249, 252-3),
the first non-Scandinavians to have made prolonged sojourns in
Iceland after the settlement period appear to have been the
missionary priests and bishops who arrived in the late tenth and
eleventh centuries. Oddr Snorrason, describing the hardships
which beset the Christian mission instigated by King Oléfr Tryggva-
son, reflects that linguistic difficulties were not the least of the
obstacles which the missionaries to Iceland had to surmount (1932,
154-5):

En eigi var bess at von. at folkit myndi verpa lydit med sipum eda fullri tru vid
gud. pui at stundin var scomm en folkit hart oc styrct i utrunni. oc villdi seint
lata sid frenda sinna. kenni manna f2d var oc mikil oc po udiarfir peir er voro.
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firir sakir uvizku oc ukunnandi. at fara med danscri tungu pui at peir varu miok

firir litnir af monnum.
These men were, of course, faced with the alternatives of either
learning the unbaptised tongue of those they wished to convert, or
of winning to the faith individual native speakers of Norse and
enlisting their aid as mouthpieces in the spreading of the Word. The
latter method was adopted by the Frankish missionary Frederick
(Friorekr), who employed Porvaldr Kodransson to preach on his
behalf during his stay in Iceland between the years 981 and 985.
According to Kristni saga, Porvaldr met up with Frederick in
Saxony after travelling around Europe on viking raids. He is said
to have stayed with the German bishop ‘for a time’, and presumably
acquired his knowledge of German during this period (Kristni saga
1905, 5-6, 8-9, 11):

Sva er sagt, er peir biskup ok Porvaldr féru um Nordlendingafjérdung ok taladi

Porvaldr tri fyrir mgnnum, pviat biskup undirst6d pa eigi norreenu, en Porvaldr

flutti djarfliga guds erendi, enn flestir menn vikuz litt undir af ordum peira .

Peir Porvaldr ok biskup féru i Vestfirdingafjérdung at boda tru

Porvaldr taladi par tra fyrir monnum . .

Peir Friorekr biskup ok Porvaldr féru til pings ok bad biskup Porvald telja tri

fyrir monnum at logbergi sva, at hann vari hja, en Porvaldr taladi.
Ari refers to Frederick in [slendingabok (IF 1 18) as the only
foreign bishop to have come to Iceland during heathen times, but
he makes no mention of Porvaldr’s part in the mission.

Frederick’s countryman and successor in Iceland, Pangbrandr,
does not appear to have required the services of an interpreter.
According to Kristni saga, at least, this miles Christi brandished
tongue and sword with equal skill in pursuance of his mission. In
this work we are told, for example, that Pangbrandr pleaded the
case of Christianity so forcefully at the Alpingi that many men
there accepted the faith (Kristni saga 1905, 22): Pangbrandr flutti
skoruliga guds erendi & pingi, ok téku pd margir menn vid trii . . .
Pangbrandr had, of course, spent several years in Norway as
hirdprestr to Olafr Tryggvason and as the first priest in Mostr. The
priest who accompanied Hjalti Skeggjason and Gizurr inn hviti to
Iceland after the failure of Pangbrandr’s ill-starred mission, called
Thermo by Theodoricus (1880, 15, 21), Pormé6dr in Icelandic
sources, is said to have come from the British Isles with King Olafr;
but his nationality cannot be determined. It is not recorded that
he did any preaching in Iceland; rather, according to Kristni saga
(1905, 38), the pleading of the Christian cause at the Alpingi
appears to have been left to Hjalti and Gizurr.
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Of the foreign bishops said by Ari and the author of Hungrvaka
to have come to Iceland in the years following the conversion,
two, Bjarnhardr Vilradsson, ‘the book-wise’, and Hréddlfr, or
Raodlfr, who the author of Hungrvaka says was named after his
place of birth, Riida or Rouen (Hungrvaka, Bps. 1 64-5; [F1 18),
are probably to be identified with the Rudolf and Bernhard who,
according to Adam of Bremen, accompanied Olafr Haraldsson to
Norway from England to assist him in preaching the gospel and
organizing the church (1978, 296; cf. Melsted 1907-15, 824-7; J6n
Jéhannesson 1974, 140, 141, 193). Bernhard spent five years in
iceland in the period around 1020, but Bishop Rudolf stayed much
longer, living at Bar in Borgarfjordr for nineteen years from 1030
to 1049. Here Rudolf founded a monastery where, according to
the Hauksbok version of Landndmabék (IF 1 65), three monks
remained after his return to England in 1050. The monastery does
not appear to have survived long after this. Rudolf died Abbot of
Abingdon in Berkshire in 1052. Bishop Bernhard of Saxony, who
came to Iceland from Norway because of a disagreement with
Haraldr inn hardraodi, stayed the same length of time as Rudolf,
nineteen years, from 1048-1067. He lived at Stéra-Giljd and
Sveinsstadir in Hinavatnsping, where he became renowned for his
many consecrations of churches, wells and fishing stations. After
the death of King Haraldr, however, he promptly quitted the
country and spent his remaining days first at Selja and later in
Bergen (see Hungrvaka, Bps. 1 65; J6n J6hannesson 1974, 142).

Among the other foreign missionaries of the eleventh century
were an Irishman named Johan, who stayed only a few years
and is said to have later suffered martyrdom among the Wends
(Hungrvaka, Bps. 1 64; [F 1 18); a Bishop Kolr (see Hungrvaka,
Bps. 1 63) whose nationality is uncertain, but whose name, Jon
Jéhannesson suggests (1974, 141, n. 50), may be an Icelandic
adaptation of the German name Colo; and a Heinrekr biskup, also
of uncertain nationality, who stayed two years and may have been
the Heinricus whom Adam of Bremen reports to have died of drink
in Lund shortly after 1066 (1978, 444; cf. Hungrvaka, Bps. 1 65;
IF 1 18). Ari also records a visit by ‘five other men who called
themselves bishops — Qrndlfr and Godiskélkr and three ermskir:
Petrus and Abraham and Stephanus’. The author of Hungrvaka
observes that these bishops who arrived during the episcopacy of
Isleifr Gizurarson ‘enjoyed popularity among evil men’ because of
the laxity of their doctrines, until Archbishop Adalbert of Bremen
sent a letter to Iceland forbidding people to accept their services
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(see Bps. 1 62-3; Jon Johannesson 1974, 143). Part of this letter
probably inspired the provision in the Christian laws of Iceland,
codified in the 1120s, against foreign priests not versed in the Latin
language, whether they are ermskir or girzkir (Grdgas 1852-79, Ia
22):

Ef vtlendir prestar koma vt hingat. peir er eigi hafa her fyr verit. oc scal eigi

tipir at peim kaupa. oc eigi scolo peir skira born. nema sva se sivkt at 6lerpir

meN @tti at skira. heldr scolo beir scira enn 6lerpir menn. ef eigi nair avprvm
presti. ba er rett at kavpa tipir at peim. ef peir hafa rit oc innsigli byskvps. oc
vitni .ij. manna peirra er hia voro vigslv hans. oc segia ord byskvps. pav at rett
se mavNvmn. at bigia alla pionostv at honum. Ef byskvpar koma vt hingat til
landz eba prestar. peir er eigi erv lerpir. a latinv tungy. huartz peir erv hermskir
epa girskir. oc er mavnnvm rett at hlypa tipvm hans ef menn vilia. Eigi scal
kavpa tipir at peim. oc aungva pionostv at peim bigia.
Girzkr here could be a variant spelling of grikkskr, ‘Greek’, or it
could refer to a Slavic language spoken on the Baltic, in Gardariki.
As Magnis Mar Larusson has argued (1960, 23-38), these priests
were probably churchmen from Ermland on the south-east Baltic
coast, rather than from Armenia, and would have used Slavonic
as their liturgical language. The names of the companions of
Petrus, Abraham and Stephanus — Qrnolfr and Godiskalkr — are
Germanic, and it is not unlikely that these men acted as interpreters
for the three bishops.

Some of the foreign missionaries — notably Rudolf of Baer and
Bernhard the Saxon — stayed in Iceland long enough to have
become fluent in Norse. (Both Rudolf and Bernhard may, of
course, have acquired a working knowledge of the language in
Norway.) As the famous passage on the community of language
in the North before 1066 in chapter 7 of Gunnlaugs saga informs
us, English and Old West Norse were sufficiently similar during
the eleventh century to have made the linguistic difficulties facing
English missionaries less serious than those facing priests from
other countries.5 The large number of Old English words in Old
West Norse (see de Vries 1977, xxvil) — words like biskup,
gudspjall, kirkja, klerkr, kristinn, pistill, prestr, ra&dingr, stafréf
etc. — make it clear, however, that English clerics in Norway and
Iceland were obliged to introduce from their own language a
considerable body of ecclesiastical and pedagogical vocabulary.
Moreover, the translations of £lfric’s De falsis deis and De auguriis
preserved in Hauksbok show that English vernacular manuscripts
were available in Iceland and intelligible to at least some Icelandic
clerics in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.® At least two leading
Icelandic churchmen of this period, Porlakr Pérhallsson and Pall
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Jénsson, received part of their education in England. And refer-
ences to priests with English or Anglo-Norman names are found
occasionally in thirteenth-century sources: Gunnfardr and Ljifini
in Sturlu saga (Sturlunga saga 1946, 1 65, 76), and Adalsteinn
djakn Reinaldsson in Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar (1987, 40; cf.
note ad. loc., 86-7). In fact, the provisions in Grdgds governing
the inheritance of the property of deceased foreigners suggest that
Englishmen were not unfamiliar in Iceland at this time (Grdgds
1852-79, 1a 229; 11 74-5, 98):

EN ef sa madr andaz her er her a engi frenda alande. oc scal iafnt arfr fara sem

vig soc ef hann veri vegiN. Nu andaz hann at boanda oc scal hann virda lata fe

ba er vii. vicor ero af sumre oc a hann avoxto til bess er erfingi comr eptir. Nu
calla freendr hins til oc er eigi scyllt at selia peim. Nu andaz enscir menn her eda
beir er eN ero o kunare hingat. oc er eigi scyllt at selia peim. nema her hafe verit
fyr sonr eda fapir eda bropir. peirra. oc kanadiz peir pa vid . . N6rronir menn
oc danskir oc soénskir. eigo her arf at taca eptir freendr sina pridia brgora oc
nanare. EN at freendsemi af 6llum avdrom tungum en danscri tungo. scal engi
madr her arf taca nema fapir epa sonr eda bropir. Oc pviat eino peir ef peir hafdo
keNz her adr sva at menn visso deili a pui. . Nv andaz enskir menn her. eda
peir er hingat ero eN okunare. oc er eigi scylt at selia pbeim nema her hafi verit
fyr sonr. eda fapir. eda bropir peirra oc kanadiz peir pa vid . . Nv andaz enskir
menn her. ¢da peir er menn kuNo eigi her male. eda tungor vid. oc er eigi scyllt
at lata arf peirra ut ganga. nema her a landi hafe verit fyr fapir eda sonr eda
brépir ens davpa. oc hafe beir pa vid kanaz.
The law states that if men who speak a language other than the
donsk tunga die in Iceland — FEnglishmen or those still ‘more
foreign’ (tkunnari) — then only a father or a son or a brother may
claim an inheritance after them. The implication is clearly that, of
those races whose language made them ‘strange’ to Icelanders, the
English were, at least, the least foreign.”

From the eleventh century, especially after the founding of
Bergen around 1075, English merchandise regularly made its way
to Iceland from Norway, with which country England maintained
a lively trade. Documents of the twelfth and thirteenth century
show that direct trade between England and Iceland in falcons
and homespun was also not uncommon. English psalters and
massbooks are mentioned in Icelandic booklists from the thirteenth
century through the sixteenth. One inventory in Eyjafjoror dated
1318 (D111, 453) lists eleven Reddingabaekur, which Jén Sigurdsson
suggests must be English ‘reading books’, although the word prob-
ably refers more specifically to books of ‘readings’ (i.e. ‘church
lessons’), lectionaries.® The validity of this interpretation cannot,
of course, be proved; but an interest in English texts was not
uncommon in the late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Henry



Foreigners and Foreign Languages in Medieval Iceland 191

Goddard Leach (1921) has argued that many of the texts of Old
French romances which reached Iceland and Norway during this
period probably originated in the British Isles. The second branch
of Karlamagniis saga, the story of Olif and Landres, is said to have
been rendered ‘from English into Norse’ at the instigation of Bjarni
Erlingsson of Bjarkey from a text which he acquired in Scotland
around 1287 (Karlamagniis saga 1860, 50). And late fifteenth-
century translations of parts of Robert of Brunne’s Handlyng Synne
and the English Gesta Romanorum are preserved in Icelandic
manuscripts of the sixteenth century (see Einar G. Pétursson 1976,
Ixxvili-Ixxx, Ixxxiii-xciii).

Icelandic connections with the continent, and in the eleventh
century particularly with North Germany, were still more signifi-
cant than those with England. The Archbishops of Hamburg-
Bremen had from the beginning claimed authority over all churches
in the Scandinavian countries, and the Icelandic church remained
under the administrative jurisdiction of Bremen until 1104. Even
after that date, when the Icelandic church became suffragan to
Lund, German influences continued to reach Iceland both directly
and through the new metropolitan see, whose German ties ex-
tended beyond Hamburg-Bremen to Alsace and the Rhineland.
Isleifr Gizurarson, the first Icelandic bishop and probably the first
Icelander to embark upon clerical studies abroad, was educated
at the famous convent-school of Herford in Westphalia, and Isleifr
in turn sent his son and successor as bishop, Gizurr, to school in
Saxland, presumably at the same institution. Ari records that
Semundr Sigfisson inn fr68i was in Frakkland, presumably for
the sake of his education, sometime around 1076 (see IF I 20-1;
on Szmundr and Frakkland cf. Foote 1984, 114-18, 120). Frakk-
land here need not, of course, mean France proper — the term
was used generally to refer to a larger, vaguer geographical entity
including both Romance and German-speaking areas in Lotharin-
gia, Burgundy and Alsace. The priest Rikini whom Jén Qgmundar-
son brought to Hélar around 1066 to serve as chaplain and to teach
music and rhetoric, and who is described as franzeis (see Jons saga
helga, Bps. 1 168, 173; 239, 246), probably came from roughly the
same area. He was certainly ‘Frankish’, but need not have been
‘French’. His name is German (Rikewin) and appears to have been
especially common in the region of Metz and in the Rhineland
around Cologne (see Foote 1984, 111-112, 120).

French influence on ecclesiastical and intellectual affairs in
Iceland became more significant after 1153, when the creation of
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the metropolitan see of Nidardss was followed by an influx of ideas
associated with the Cluniac movement, the Cistercians and the
Victorines, whose ties with Norway were becoming firmly estab-
lished in the mid-twelfth century. It is not surprising to read that
Porlakr Pérhallsson spent some time studying in Paris ¢. 1153-
1159 (see Poridks saga helga, Bps.192,267; cf. Jakob Benediktsson
1972, 341; 1976, 386; J6n J6hannesson 1974, 180, 196-7), a period
during which many leading Norwegian clerics were receiving an
education in the same city, especially at the Augustinian houses of
St Victor and St Geneviéve. The roll of Norse Parisklerkar of the
twelfth century includes Eirikr Ivarsson, archbishop of Nidaréss
(1189-1205), his successor Périr Gudmundsson (fl. 1205-1214) and
Bishop Porir of Hamar (fl. 1189/90-1196). Archbishops Eskill (died
1181) and Absalon (died 1201) of Lund also had ties with St Victor.
(St Porlakr’s part in the founding of the first Augustinian canons’
seat in Iceland at Pykkvabceer in 1168 makes it tempting to believe
that he too may have studied at St Victor during his stay in Paris.)®
The learning which Scandinavians went abroad to acquire was
of course, Latin learning. Functioning as the language of both
Church and education for the whole of western Europe, the status
of medieval Latin was quite different from that of any ‘foreign
language’ As Bernhard Bischoff has observed (1961, 210):

as the language of the Western church which every child admitted to an
ecclesiastical school had to learn, it became for many centuries the general
vehicle of spiritual culture and of practical record .. In the mediaeval West
the majority of the population were ignorant of Latin; but whoever learned it
became a member of a European community; with Latin he could cross all
venacular frontiers, if only he remained within the social stratum where it was
understood.

This is the language in which the schoolmasters Gisli Finnsson,
from Gautland, and Rikini, the Frank, gave instruction in Jén
Ogmundarson’s renowned school at Hélar — the language of which
even the carpenter Péroddr Gamlason gained a smattering by
attending, while he worked, to the lessons recited by the young
scholars there.1?

That Latin-speaking foreigners living in Scandinavia could get
by, in clerical circles at least, without learning the Norse tongue,
is illustrated by the example of Jon flemingi, one of the Flemish
companions of Laurentius Kéifsson during the time he spent in
Trondheim. Jon had studied law in Paris and Orléans and was
fluent in Latin and French. His knowledge of Norse was, however,
less than adequate (Laurentius saga ch. 9, Bps. 1 799): . . hann



Foreigners and Foreign Languages in Medieval Iceland 193

kunni ekki norrenu at tala, ok skildi alpydan ekki mdl hans, pvi
at hann taladi allt G latinu, fransisku edr fleamsku. The sort of
difficulties which a foreigner in Jon’s position could run into is
demonstrated in an anecdote telling how Jon asked Laurentius
to teach him how to greet some Icelanders who had arrived in
Trondheim. Laurentius mischievously suggested that fagnadar-
laus, kompdn would be an appropriate greeting; and Jon, who knew
enough Norse to recognize that the first part of the first word meant
‘joy’, assumed that the second element was the same as Latin laus
and innocently addressed Laurentius’ kinsman Kleengr with this
insulting salutation (Laurentius saga ch. 12, Bps. 1 801-2):
Einn tima kému morg islandsfor til Prandheims, ok véru & margir islenzkir
menn; vildi sira Laurentius peim 6llum nokkut til géda gjora. Par kom millum
annarra sa maor, er Klengr steypir hét, ok freendi Laurentii, ok honum heimuligr.
En sem J6n flemingi s& pat, vildi hann gjora honum nokkut athvarf, ok talaodi
einn tima vid Laurentium 4 latinu, ok malti: ‘kennit mér at heilsa 4 penna ydar
kompén uppa norrenu’. Laurentio potti mikit gaman at Joni, ok sagdi: ‘heilsadu
honum svo: fagnadarlaus, kompén!" — ‘Ek undirstend’, sagdi J6n, ‘at petta mun
vera fogr heilsan, pvi gaudium er f6gnuor, en laus er lof’; gengr sidan at Klengi
steypi, klappandi honum & hans herdar, ok melti: ‘fagnadarlaus, kompéan!”’. Hinn
hvesti augun i moti, ok potti heilsanin eigi vera svo fogr sem hinn tladi. Nd
melti J6n flemingi vid Laurentium: ‘ek forstend na, at pa hefir darat mik, pvi
at pesst madr vard reidr vid mik’.

The story, which is curiously reminiscent of the tale of the inappro-
priate Irish greeting in Gisls pdttr, not only teaches us something
about the correct pronunciation of the au diphthong in Old West
Norse in the thirteenth century; it also demonstrates the limitations
of even well-educated foreign clerics living in partibus alienis at
this time.!!

Nevertheless, the competence in the international language of
Latin (and in many cases, French) which study at a foreign univer-
sity afforded, made those Scandinavians who had benefited from
such an education valuable as interpreters. In Orkneyinga saga,
for instance, we are told that Rognvaldr kali invited Bishop
Vilhjalmr of Orkney (who had studied in Paris in the first half of
the twelfth century) to act as his interpreter on his journey to the
Holy Land (/F XXXIV 204):

[Rognvaldr] Jarl haféi ok Vilhjalm byskup i bodi sinu of j6lin ok marga geedinga

sina. P4 gerdi hann ok bert of rddaggrdir sinar, at hann @tladi or landi ok ut til

Jérsalaheims. Bad hann byskup til ferdar med sér. Byskup var Parisklerkr, ok
vildi jarl einkum, at hann vari tilkr peira. Byskup hét ferdinni.

But I shall return to this matter of interpreters in due course.
Among the plunder of book-learning brought home from abroad
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by Icelandic scholars was much new information about tongues
and peoples unknown in the North; and eventually these new ideas
became incorporated into the Icelandic world-picture. In their
approach to foreign languages, medieval Icelandic writers were
heir to certain myths about the origin of foreign tongues which all
European authors shared. Hebrew, Greek and Latin, the three
sacred languages which Pilate had written on the title he placed
above the cross, assumed in the medieval mind a mystical quality
that made them revered above all others.*?

Old Icelandic texts preserve a wide variety of explanations of
the origin of the Latin language. In chapter two of Breta sgogur, for
example, it is noted that Latin owes its beginnings to King Latinus,
eponymous founder of the Latini — and more particularly to his
daughter, Aneas’ wife Lavinia, whose name is here corrupted to
Latina, for purposes of etymology, and who is said to have first
discovered the Latin alphabet (Hauksbok 1892-6, 233):

Konvngr red fyri Italia sa er Latinvs (het). dottir hans het Latina. hon fan fyrst
latinv stafrof ok af hennar nafni heita aller Latinv menn beir er pa tvagv kvonv.

Most writers who favour this etymology are content to identify
Latinus rather than his daughter as the eponym of the Latins and
their language. This explanation is offered as early as the second
century, in Hyginus’ Fabulae (ch. 127), and at least as late as the
end of the thirteenth, in the Catholicon of Johannes Balbus (1460,
s.v. Latinus). According to a more popular account of this episode
in linguistic history, the Latin alphabet was first discovered by the
nymph Carmenta (or Carmentis) — as one reads, for example, in
Hyginus (Fabulae, ch. 277), or in Isidore’s Etymologiae (1, iv, 1):
Latinas litteras Carmentis nympha prima Italis tradidit, Carmentis autem dicta,
quia carminibus futura canebat. Ceterum proprie vocata [est] Nicostrate.

According to another account, the natives of Italy were first taught
to write by Carmenta’s son Evander, Aneas’ ally in the war against
the Latins — as one reads, for example, in Tacitus (1937, III 270):

At in Italia Etrusci ab Corinthio Demarato. Aborigines Arcade ab Evandro
didicerunt; et forma litteris Latinis quae veterrimis Graecorum.

Although, as far as I have been able to discover, Carmentis is never
mentioned in Old Icelandic literature, her Arcadian equivalent
Nicostrata appears at least once. The author of Veraldar saga, in
effect, marries the aetiological tale of Nicostrata/Carmentis with
that of Latinus by explaining that this "other’ discoverer of the
Latin alphabet was, in fact, the king’s wife (Veraldar saga 1944,
46):
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Eneas gek at eiga Lavinea dotvr Latinvs konvngs er latinvtvnnga er vid kend pvi
at Nicostra(t)a kona hans fan latinv stafrof.

Association of the ‘discovery’ of Latin with Carmentis and Evan-
der also underlies an entry for the year 1053 in Flateyjaranndll
which describes the unearthing of the body of Evander’s son Pallas
in Rome. After quoting the simple Latin epitaph found with the
body, the author adds the cautionary note that these lines of verse
could hardly have been written at the time of Pallas’s death, for
when Evander’s son met his end at the hands of Turnus, the Latin
alphabet had just been newly discovered. This entry for 1053,
complete with its long description of the miraculously uncorrupted
body of this giant warrior of old, is a fairly close rendering of an
article under the same year in the Chronicle of Helinand of
Froidmont (fl. 1160-1229), who in turn draws his description, with
some rearrangement, from William of Malmesbury’s Gesta regum
Anglorum (written around 1120).13 Helinand copies William’s
remark that although, true enough, Evander’s mother Carmentis
did discover Latin script, it is more likely that the epitaph was
written by some ancient poet, Ennius perhaps, than by one of
Pallas’s contemporaries. The Icelandic translator omits mention
of the name Carmentis, but retains the notion that the first use of
Latin is associated with the time and family of Evander:

A pessu ari fanz likami Pal-

lantis sonar Euandri i murnum

Eo tempore corpus Pallantis filii Ev-
andri Roma integrum repertum est,

med bessu letri.
Filius Euandri Pallas
que(m) lancea Turni
Militis occidit more suo
iacet hic.
bat trua menn at pessi vers voru
eigi pa dictud i fystu er Pallas
var i vegginn lagidr. puiat pa
var nyfundit at cins latinustaf-
rof. helldr hyggia menn at pau
hafi ger verit af einu edr nock-
uru odru fornu skalldi.
(Flateyjarbok 1860-68. I11 508)

cum hoc epitaphio:

Filius Evandri Pallas,

quem lancea Turni

Militis occidit, more suo

jacet hic.
Quos versus non tunc factos credi-
derim, quamvis Carmentis litteras la-
tinas invenisse dicatur; sed vel ab
Ennio, vel ab aliquo alio antiquo
poeta . .

(PL 212, 950B).

One other odd explanation of the origin of Latin appears in an
account of the history of the world in the fourteenth-century
Icelandic miscellany AM 764 4to, where it is stated in a discussion
of the skills of the descendants of Adam that Enoch first discovered
the Latin alphabet (AM 764 4to, 2v):

. . enok er upp var numinn sem fyrr segir uar hinn vij af adam hann fann fystr
allra manna bokstafa setning latinu mals
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This notion is recalled in an account of the generations of Cain in
another fourteenth-century miscellany, AM 194 8vo, which notes
that Enoch discovered the runic alphabet (AM 194 8vo, 29r, Al
46):
.. . Jarét lifdi viij h. vetra ok Ix ok ij vetr. Hans son var Enok, er pessa
heims var ccc ok Ix vetra, hann fan fyrst rina stafi. A hans dogum andadiz Adam

This account provides an interesting Biblical alternative to the
accepted Nordic myth (recorded, for example, in Hdvamadl, verses
138-145, and Sigrdrifumal, verse 13) that runes were of divine
origin, first mastered by Odinn through an act of self-sacrifice (see
Musset 1965, 168-9).

It is possible that Icelandic authors drew the idea that Enoch
discovered some sort of alphabet from an addition to Peter Come-
stor’s account of the generations of Adam, included in many
manuscripts of the Historia Scholastica (cap. xxx, PL 198, 1080C-
1081A):

Repetit de generatione Ad, ut integrum ordinem genealogiarum prosequatur.

Unde quidam incipiunt ab Adam primam ®tatem; alii a Seth . . . Iste genuit

Enos, qui Cainam, qui Malaheel, qui Jaret, qui Henoch, qui Mathusalem, qui

Lamech, qui Noe. Sicut ergo in generatione Cain, septimus, scilicet Lamech, fuit

pessimus, ita in generatione Seth, septimus, scilicet Henoch, fuit optimus. Et

transtulit illum Deus in paradisum voluptatis ad tempus, ut in fine temporum,
cum Elia convertat corda patrum in filios. [Additio. Henoch quasdam litteras
invenit, et quosdam libros scripsit sub quo Adam intelligitur mortuus.]

The story may be traced back to the apocryphal Book of Jubilees,
which recounts that Enoch was the first man to learn the art of
writing. 14

According to the most common tradition, the Greek alphabet
was first brought to the uncivilized Greek peoples from Phoenicia
by Cadmus, the founder of Thebes, who had adapted the letters
from Egyptian pictograms. The story was widely known from
accounts by, for example, Tacitus (Annales X1, xiv), Pliny (Natu-
ralis historia V11, lvi, 192), Hyginus (Fabulae, cap. 277), Isidore
(Etymologiae 1, iii, 5-6), and Vincent of Beauvais (1624, I1 85). A
brief Latin tract in the Icelandic manuscript AM 732 b 4to (thought
to have been written at the beginning of the fourteenth century)
recounts the same story of Cadmus’s importation of the Greek
alphabet (AM 732 b 4to, 2v):

Litteras grecass inprimis chatmus agenoris filius a fenice ueniens non nullas

adtollit. postquam aliquantas alii adiecerunt que ad numeros faciendas habitab-

iles habentur. Earumque litterarum quibus scribi potest summa ad .xxiiij.
peruenit cetere caracteres adiuncte ut millenarum numerum perficere possint.
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The same story is included in chapter four of Tréjumanna saga
(1963, 4):

Convngr h(et) Agenor a Girklandi rikr ok fiolmennr. hann atti .{j. born Kadmvs

h(et) svn hans en Evrépa dottir allra kvenna fridvz. Kadmvs var spekingr mikill.

hann fann stafrof Girkia.
Cadmus is again mentioned as the discoverer of the Greek alphabet
in chapter three of Alexanders saga (1925, 48), in the discussion
of Tyre, the city founded by Cadmus’s father, Agenor:

Agénor konungr er reisa let Tirvm sem sagt var. var fader Cathmi er fyrst fann

stafrof agriczco oc erv storar sogor fra peim ber er finnaz mono ipeire boc er heitir

Ovidius magnus.

It is interesting to note that in the same passage it is stated that it
was in the same city of Tyre that, at least according to the ancient
poets, the Hebrew alphabet was first discovered and taught:

. . oc par kemr at su en ageta borg Tirus. er Agénor konungr hafde reisa latet
ifyrsto brennr vpp oll I pesse borg hefir fyrst funniz oc kent veret stafrof
aebrescu ef pvi ma trua er fornscalldin hava sagt. eda frettir hafa fra faret.

The reference to Cadmus is drawn from one of the scholia to Book
I11, lines 330-334 of Walter of Chétillon’s Alexandreis. It appears,
for example, in the earliest extant manuscript of the poem, Codex
Genevensis lat. 98 (from the second half of the twelfth century),
but this gloss makes no mention of the discovery of Hebrew.1s
Still, hardly a thirteenth-century manuscript of the Alexandreis
may be found which lacks glosses, and the reference to Hebrew in
Alexanders saga may well have been drawn from some other
commentary. At any rate, it is not surprising to find both these
myths of origin presented together in Alexanders saga. Where
these alphabets are dealt with at all in Icelandic texts, samples of
Hebrew and Greek are not infrequently discussed side by side —
logically enough, as they were generally regarded as the two
principal ancestors of the Latin alphabet.

The author of the First Grammatical Treatise, considering which
letters might properly be used in Icelandic orthography, demon-
strates his erudition by including in his discussion references to
various foreign languages including the Greek distinction between
short epsilon and long eta, short omicron and long omega (FGT
218):

ba er po gott ad [vl]ita bat ad er grein enn aa raddar stofvim . grein sv er
mali skiptir hvart stafr er langr ¢da skammr sem grikkir rita i 9drv likneski langan

staf enn i QOrv skamman. Sva rita peir e skaman. € en sva langan sem sia stafr er
H [.] bann veg o skamman. [0] Enn bann veg langan o [.]

and further remarks on the Greek letters kappa (FGT 234-36):
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Enn fyrir pvi at .c. hefir enn sama voxt hvart sem hann er hofvd stafr ritinn ¢da
@igi . . ok pa rit ek fyrir hans hofv0 staf penna staf . k. fyrir pvi at pa hefr hann
sinn voxt pot nakkvat legiz vid. er ok wigi all fiartekit til bess vaxtar honvm allz
sa stafr stendr i grikskv ok heitir kappa . . .

and ypsilon (FGT 238):

v hann er grickskr stafr ok heitir par «/ enn latinv menn hafa hann fyrir / ok i
grikskvm ordvm ad ins po ef skynsamliga cr ritad ok parf hann af pvi igi her
i vaara tvngyv nema madr vilf setia hann fyrir u pa er hann verdr stafadr vid annan
raddar staf ok hafor fyrir samhliodanda.
The author remarks further on the Hebrew letters daleth and sade,
from which two characters, he explains, we derive our letter z
(FGT 238):

z hann er samsettr af deleth ebreskvm staf sva ritnvm [. .| ok settr er fyrir d ok
af peim 0drvm er heitir sade ok er sva ritenn. [. . .] ok er fyrir es i latinv settr
allz hann sialfr er ebreskr stafr er po se hann i latinv stafréfi ok hafor. pviat
ebresk ord vada opt i latinvnni. [The forms of the two Hebrew letters given in
the MS are greatly distorted.]

It must not be assumed, however, that these references demon-
strate that the Icelandic grammarian had any first-hand knowledge
of Greek or Hebrew. His notes on the long and short vowels
in Greek are taken over from some version of either Priscian’s
Institutiones grammaticae or Remigius of Auxerre’s commentary
on Donatus’s Ars Maior.'® Anne Holtsmark (1936, 35-7) has
demonstrated that the author of the treatise would have been
familiar with the Greek letter kappa from Book I of Priscian’s
Institutiones (De Littera) and points out that the same unusual form
of the letter found in FGT appears, for example, in a twelfth-
century copy of Priscian’s text, preserved in the Royal Library in
Copenhagen as MS. Gks. 1988 4to, 3v-10v (cf. Hreinn Benedikts-
son’s remarks, FGT 194-5). The author’s comments on ypsilon are
found in almost every commentary. The name used in the Icelandic
treatise, ui, suggests a connection with the English name (‘wy’);
and representation of Greek ‘v/y’ as forms of ‘ui’ or *wi’ finds its
way into discussions of the Greek alphabet in many texts written
before the end of the twelfth century.!” No source has been
discovered, however, for the Icelandic author’s remarks on the
Hebrew origin of z, which are, of course, completely erroneous.
The Latin grammarians regard z as a Greek letter. In the Hebrew
alphabet, z is in fact represented by zayin. No combination of the
Hebrew characters sade and daleth will form either z or zayin, and
in any event the Hebrew characters in the Icelandic text are grossly
distorted. Anne Holtsmark points out, however, that the forms
of the letters are sufficiently reminiscent of old Hebrew script,
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particularly as it appears on coins and jewellery, to suggest that it
is possible that the author of the source for the Icelandic passage
may have had at least a passing acquaintance with the Hebrew
alphabet.!8

It is worth noting, at any rate, that the names of the complete
Hebrew alphabet were known in medieval lceland. A detailed
discussion of the spiritual significance of the letters of the Hebrew
alphabet is preserved in AM 732 b 4to. The passage (headed de
rationale) represents a re-arrangement of Jerome’s interpretation
of the Hebrew alphabet in his thirtieth Epistle to St Paula of Rome,
concerning the verses on the Hebrew letters in Psalm 118. After
explaining the meaning of each character, Jerome supplies a list
of connexiones to demonstrate that when these “etymologies’ are
written out in the natural order of the Hebrew alphabet, they form
a succession of seven separate phrases suitable for contemplation.
Compare the text of AM 732 b 4to, 6v:

hier standa ebreskir stafir sem Aleph . Beth . et cetera de rationale.
Notandum est quod aleph interpretatur doctrina. beth domus. Gimel plenitudo.
deleth tabularum seu scripturarum. hec siquidem est prima connexio litterarum
ipsarum ubi dicitur quod doctrina ecclesie que est domus dei est in plenitudine
scripturarum. He ista. Vau. et Zay. hec. heth uita. hec est secunda connexio
ubi dicitur. quod ista et hec doctrina quam predicimus est uita qua uivimus. //
Teth bonum ioth principium. hec est tercia connexio. ubi dicitur quod bonum
est principium per scripturas quasi per speculum saltim in enigmate agnoscere
dominum // Caph manus Lameth cor uel disciplina. hec est quarta connexio.
ubi dicitur. quod in utero cordis disciplina exigitur quia nihil facere possumus
nisi que facienda erunt agnouerimuss Men ex ipsis. nun. sempiternum. samech.
adiutorium. hec est quinta connexio ubi dicitur quod ex ipsis scripturis est nobis
sempiternum auxilium / Aym oculus phe errauit. sadeth iusticia. uel consolatio.
hec est sexta connexio. ubi dicitur quod sepe dicta scriptura est oculus errantibus
et consolatio // Coph. aspice res capud. syn super uulnus. thau signum uel
consurnmatio. hec est. septima connexio ubi etiam in numero fit misticus
intellectus. ubi dicitur. aspice in scriptura contineri capud nostrum a quo habemus
medelam super uulnera et consequamur consummacionem. id est uitam et-
ernam.//

[The Icelandic heading is written in a different hand from the rest of the entry]

and Jerome 1949-61, 11 33-4:

. 5. ALEPH interpretatur ‘doctrina’, BETH ‘domus’ GIMEL ‘plenitudo’, DE-
LETH ‘tabularum’, HE ‘ista’, VAV ‘et’, ZAI ‘haec’, HETH ‘uita’, TETH
‘bonum’, 1IOD ‘principium’, CAPH ‘manus’, LAMED ‘disciplinae’ siue
‘cordis’, MEM ‘ex ipsis’, NUN ‘sempiternum’, SAMECH *adiutorium’, AIN
‘fons’ siue ‘oculus’, PHE ‘os’ — ab ore non ab osse intellege, ne litterarum
ambiguitate fallaris —, SADE ‘iustitiae’, COPH ‘uocatio’, RES ‘capitis’,
SEN ‘dentium’, TAU ‘signa’.

6. Post interpretationem elementorum intellegentiae ordo dicendus est. Prima
conexio est ‘doctrina domus plenitudo tabularum ista’, quo uidelicet doctrina
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ecclesiae, quae domus Dei est, in librorum repperiatur plenitudine diui-
norum.

7. Secunda conexio est “et haec uita’. Quae enim alia potest esse uita sine
scientia scripturarum, per quas etiam ipse Christus agnoscitur qui est uita
credentium?

8. Tertia conexio habet ‘bonum principium’, quia, quamuis nunc sciamus
uniuersa quae scripta sunt, tamen ‘ex parte cognoscimus et ex parte prophet-
amus’, et ‘nunc per speculum uidemus in aenigmate’; cum autem meruerimus
esse cum Christo et similes angelis fuerimus, tunc librorum doctrina cessabit.

9. Quarta conexio est ‘manus cordis’ siue ‘disciplinae’. Manus intelleguntur in
opere, cor et disciplina interpretantur in sensu quia nihil facere possumus
nisi prius quae facienda sunt scierimus.

10. Quinta conexio est ‘ex ipsis acternum adiutorium’. Hoc explanatione non
indiget, et omni luce manifestius est ex scripturis aeterna subsidia ministrari.

11. Sexta conexio habet ‘fons’, siue ‘oculus oris iustitiae’, secundum illud quod
in tertio numero exposuimus.

12. Septima conexio est quae et extrema, quo et in ipso quoque septenario
numero sit mysticus intellectus, ‘uocatio capitis dentium signa’. Per dentes
articulata uox promitur, et his signis ad caput omnium qui Christus est
peruenitur.

together with his Connexiones (from Thiel 1969, 86):

1. Aleph, Beth. Gimel, Deleth = doctrina domus plentitudo tabularum
. He, Vau, Zai, Heth = ista et haec vita

. Tet, Jod = bonum principium

. Chaph, Lamed = manus disciplinae sive cordis

. Mem, Nun, Samech = ex ipsis sempiternum iudicium

. Ain, Phe, Sade = fons sive oculus oris iustitiae

. Coph, Res, Sen, Thau = vox capitis dentium signa

NN RN

Such explanations of Hebrew characters were extremely popular
in the middle ages. Matthias Thiel has made a detailed study of
these lists and distinguishes ten different types preserved in whole
or in part in works written between the fourth and the fourteenth
centuries and reproduced in scores of medieval manuscripts. It
appears, for example, in commentaries on Psalm 118 by Jerome,
Ambrose, Alcuin, Bruno of Wurzburg (fl. ¢. 1034-45), Bruno the
Carthusian (c. 1032-1101) and Anselm of Laon (c. 1050-1117); in
the Vespasian Psalter and another eighth-century manuscript of
the Roman Psalter preserved in the Vatican library, Reginensis
lat. 11; in an Irish mnemonic verse of the ninth century (MGH
Poetae 111 698-9); in commentaries on the first book of Lamen-
tations by Rabanus Maurus (c. 784-856) and Paschasius Radbertus
(c. 790-865); and glosses on Lamentations in twelfth- and four-
teenth-century manuscripts in Cambridge and Paris (see the com-
parative table in Thiel 1969, 90-93). The rendering in AM 732 b
4to is closest to the earliest form of the list in Jerome’s thirtieth
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epistle, although the Icelandic version takes many variant readings
from a text dependent at times on the commentary of Ambrose,
at times on that of Bruno the Carthusian (cf. variant readings in
Thiel 1969, 90-96).

The earliest Icelandic attempt at complete transcription of the
Greek and Hebrew alphabets which I have been able to find is
preserved in the miscellany manuscript AM 685 d 4to, written in
the fifteenth century, 30v-31r (reproduced on pp. 202-31%) — but
even here many of the characters are malformed and their names
confused. In any event, one must be careful not to attach too
much importance to this sort of garbled alphabet as evidence of
knowledge of a foreign language. Bernhard Bischoff is quick to
point out (1961, 213):

. these lists and enumerations in general cannot be regarded as a result of, or

as an attempt at genuine language study. They might rather be regarded as a

symptom of a naive curiosity which manifests itself in the collecting of

foreign and strange alphabets which can be observed in manuscripts from the
eighth century on and continued to post-mediaeval times. The collections often
include real as well as invented alphabets without discrimination, amongst them,

e.g., the alleged alphabet of the kingdom of Prester John. Quite often they were
used for cypher, and Greek and runes most frequently of all.

Of the three sacred languages, Hebrew had the significant dis-
tinction of being generally regarded as the original language of
mankind. According to Genesis 11:1-9, the generations of Adam
had a single common language. At least from the Hellenistic
period, this tongue was commonly said to be Hebrew, an ancient
Judaic idea which Christian writers may have drawn from the
apocryphal Book of Jubilees, 12:25-26, in which an angel of God
teaches Abraham the first language of man, forgotten since the
time of Babel and here identified as ‘Hebrew .  the tongue of
the Creation’ (Charles 1913, 32). Accordingly, Ambrosiaster (died
¢. 393) discusses the common assumption that Hebrew was the
language first given to Adam.?? Isidore (Etymologiae 1, iii, 4)
speaks of Hebrew as ‘the mother of all languages and letters’.
Likewise Bede notes that the language in which Adam gave names
to all things in creation seems to have been Hebrew, since all the
names which appear in the Book of Genesis up to Babel are taken
from that language (In Genesim 1, ii, 19, CCSL 118A, 55-6):

Constat Adam in ea lingua, qua totum genus humanum usque ad construc-
tionem turris, in qua linguae diuisae sunt, loquebatur, animantibus terrae et
uolatilibus caeli nomen imposuisse. . Primam autem linguam fuisse generi
humano Hebream uidetur, ex eo quod nomina cuncta quae usque ad diuisionem
linguarum in Genesi legimus, illius constat esse loquelae.



AM 685 d dro, 30v



AM 685 d 4to, 31r
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Peter Comestor makes the same observation in the Historia Schol-
astica (PL 198, 1070A):
Et imposuit eis nomina Adam lingua Hebrza, qu sola fuit ab initio. Quod inde

perpenditur, quia nomina qua leguntur usque ad divisionem linguarum Hebrea
sunt,

and this is duly included in the treatment of Genesis in Stjérn
(1862, 33):

. bat er huers kuikendis nafn allt til pessa dags sem Adam gaf pi. talandi upp
aa ebreska tungu. biat hon ein uar fra upphafi allt til tungna skiptis.

Over the centuries, other theories regarding the language of Adam
were occasionally proposed. The oldest preserved text of the loca
Monachorum (thought to have been composed in the sixth century)
records that the first words which Adam spoke were Deo gratias —
as if man’s first language was Latin.?! On the other hand, Norman
Cohn recalls that certain sixteenth-century German millenarian
mystics argued that Adam spoke German, in order to underpin
their own position that the Teutons were God’s chosen people.22
Just as extravagant, as late as the seventeenth century, Johannes
Bureus took exception to the suvggestion of the Dutch scholar
Johannes Goropius Becanus that Adam spoke Dutch, and used
the common medieval etymology of Adam’s name, from the points
of the Greek compass (Anatole, Dysis, Arktos, Mesembria), trans-
lated into modified Swedish equivalents (Séder, Vister, Euster,
Norr), to transform Adam’s name into SVEN and lend support to
his own theory that the original language of mankind was Swedish
(see Schick 1932, 97-8; Marchand 1976, 117, n. 2).23

But such suggestions remained, to say the least, anomalies, and
the theory that Hebrew was mankind’s first language was rarely
challenged. The notion finds further support in the most common
medieval etymology of ‘Hebrew’, found for example in Isidore’s
Etymologiae (V, xxxix, 6; VII, vi, 23; IX, ii, §, 38, 51) and Balbus’s
Catholicon (1460, s.v. Heber), that the word is derived from the
name of Heber, son of Beria, whose household was the only one
of the generations of Noah to retain the original language of
mankind, which is now called Hebrew after him. The same account
of Heber is included in the Icelandic miscellany manuscript AM
194 8vo, 30r (Al 1 48):

Heber . lifdi ccce ok Ixiiij. I hans husi hélst enn sama tunga sem adr var, af
honum er kglluth Ebrea tunga su er Gydingar mela.

The popular myth that Hebrew was man’s first language is incorpor-
ated into most Old West Norse accounts of the confusion of
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languages after the construction of the Tower of Babel. Consider,
for example, Veraldar saga (1944, 14):

En er mannfiolde ox i heiminvm af nyiv ba oxv osidir i heiminum en sem fyrr
bedi i hordomi ok i ofmetnadi. pa vrdv pav tilteki navckvra manna at beir gerpv
kastala ok pat mannvirki at peir hvgdoz mvndo ganga i himin vp bvi at beir
spvroo til pes at gvd hafdi drect ollvm heimi i Noaflodi er folkit var illa sidat ok
hvgdvz mvndv getta sin vid flodinv en etludu ser ecki bella mega. En gvd hnekdi
sva pvi ofmetnapar verki at engi peirra matti skilia hvat annarr melti ok stvckv
beir i brvt af bessvm bysnvm a sins vegar hverr ok gerboz padan af sva margar
tvngvr i heim(i)num sem eir varo en pat erv .ii ok .1.xx. En adr (var) Ebreatvnga
ein. pessir varo langfed{g)ar i odrvm alldri heims ok patriarche. Noi ok Sem
Arfaxat ok Cainan Sal{e) ok Heber er Hebrei erv fra komnir. i hvsi Heber hellz
in sama tvnga sem adr hafdi melt verit. Af hans nafni hetir ebresca sv tvnga er
a Gypingalandi er melt.

Stjérn 1862, 66-7:

Sua segir Josephus. at Ebrei eru kalladir af nafni Heber. piat i hans husi at eins
hellz ebresk tunga eptir tungnaskiptit. enn {yrr uar hon ecki kaullut ebresk tunga.
helldr mannligh tunga einfalldliga sua sem uén uar. pa er menn hofdu ongar fleiri
tungur at tala medr. speculum hystoriale. Sun Heber tok nafn af tungnaskipti ok
piodanna. piat Phalech pydiz sundrskipting. fyrir pann skylld at aa hans dogum
skiptiz igrdin medr piodunum. biat fyrr nefndir hertogar Nemroth Jethan ok
Suphene ok margir adrir risar medr peim ferdu sina bygd austan eptir Asia
... Toku peir pa at reisa einn mikinn staupul af tigli ok bi limi sem likaz var
biki medr griotmol gort. Af pessum staupli segir Josephus. at hans uidleiki uar
sua sterklegr. at peim er nerri uaru syndiz hans had ok lengd litils uerd. Gud
drottinn geymdi at huat er peir gordu. sua sem hugsandi peim par fyrir hegnd ok
pinu. ok sa pa borg ok turn sem beir smidadu. ok sagdi sua til sinna heilagra
engla. Ein tunga gengr medr ollu bessu folki. er baleidis er talat sem einn
samlendr lydr. H6fu peir ok sua upp pessa sina gerd ok fyrirztlan. at peir munu
ecki sealfkrafi af henni letta. par til er peir hafa hana medr uerkum fylit ok
frammkomit. Nidrum pa ok neisum peirra tungur. sua at engin peirra skili annars
tal. Ok pegar i stad uard sua. at engin peirra feck annars tal ne tungu undirstadit.
biat ef nockurr bad faa ser steina. pa baru peir til hans uatn edr eitthuert annat.
Braut pat ok annarr nidr sem annarr gordi upp. Vurdu peir sua af at lata uppteknu
uerki. piat .ii. ok .Ixx. uurdu pa maalsgreinir ok tungnaskipti. eptir bi sem i
skiluisum bokum finnz skrifat.

AM 764 4to (fourteenth century), 3r:

Nefrod. het. einn risi hann gaf ser fystr manna konungs nafn hann uar xxx alna
har hann fylldiz pess ofmetnadar upp at gera stopulinn babel i babilonia hann
smidupu Ixx risa ok ij peir ztludu at smida hann allt upp til himinsins ok er hann
uar smidapr sva at hann var at had quatuor milia passuum. ij passus gera fadm.
ba leit gud dirf peira ok taalmadi smidina sva at pa uard tungna skipti taladi pa
eingi peira hinni somu tungu ero . sidan Ixx ok ij tungur pa lamdiz stopulsmidin
sva segir ieronimus prestr at ein tunga gengi um ij fystu heimsalldra til abrahams
[ok uar pat ebreska) en sidan hafa per dreifz um allan heim . . [the four words
in brackets added in the same hand in right-hand margin]

All these accounts repeat the commonplace that the number
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of languages spawned from the confusion of Babel was 72 (cf.
Hauksbok 1892-6, 153). This figure represents the number of
nations determined by a count of the descendants of Adam in the
Vulgate — an idea suggested by Augustine in De Civitate Dei XVI,
vi and quoted again with a fuller explanation of the notion by
Isidore (Etymologiae 1X, ii, 2):

Gentes autem a quibus divisa est terra, quindecim sunt de laphet, triginta et una

de Cham, viginti et septem de Sem, quae fiunt septuaginta tres, vel potius, ut

ratio declarat, septuaginta duae; totidemque linguae per terras esse coeperunt,
quaeque crescendo provincias et insulas inpleverunt.2*

This count of languages is repeated in most medieval discussions
of the origin of nations. Authors often went so far as to draw up
catalogues which identified each of these languages by name.25
The 72 languages are neatly distributed among the peoples de-
scended from the three sons of Noah, who divided the traditional
tripartite map of the world among them. Thus according to most
accounts, Europe, peopled by the house of Japheth, had fifteen
languages; Africa, from Cham, had thirty; and Asia, from Sem,
had twenty-seven. This tally of tongues and nations of the world
is included in, for example, the introduction to the geographical
treatise which the author of Stjérn (1862, 64) translates from
Vincent of Beauvais (1624, IV 24A: . . . Texuntur autem ex tribus
filijs Noe generationes 72. scilicet 15. de laphet, 30. de Cham, 27.
de Sem . . Filij Sem obtinuisse referuntur Asiam: Cham Aphricam:
laphet vero Europam . . .):

Speculum hystoriale. Attleggir af .iii. sunum Noa eru taldir .ii. ok .1xx. piat .xv.

varu af Japhet .xxx. af Cham. en .xxvii. af Sém. Sua segiz at Noe sealfr hafi sua

skipt heiminum medr sunum sinum. at Sém ok hans afkugmi fengi Asiam ser til

bygdar. enn Cham ok hans kynsmenn Affricam. enn Europam Jjaphet ok hans
kynsmenn. Kom pat po einkannliga mest framm eptir tungnaskiptit i Babilone.

It may be noted that the geographical treatises in the fourteenth-
century miscellany AM 194 8vo record a different division of
languages: 27 Asian, 22 African and 23 European, spoken by one
account in 1,000 different countries (AM 194 8vo, 8v-9v, Al17-
8), by another, in 901 (AM 194 8vo, 28r, Al I 45). A very similar
account of the division of the world in Hauksbok (1892-96, 164-5)
records that from the line of Sem come 27 languages spoken in
406 Asian countries; from lafeth, 23 languages in 250 European
countries; and from Kam, 22 languages in 394 African countries —
the same division of 72 languages which, according to the author
of this account, are again spread through 1,000 countries (although
his obviously somewhat garbled figures add up to 1,050). It would
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appear that these figures are drawn from sections twenty-six to
twenty-eight of Bede's Chronicle of the Six Ages of the World, in
which human speech is also divided into 27 Semitic, 22 Hamitic
and 23 Japhetic languages, a total of 72 tongues spoken in 1,000
different countries (see Bede, De Temporvm Ratione, 1xvi, 26-8,
CCSL 123B, 468-9).

Most medieval Scandinavian discussions of the customs of for-
eign nations tend to concentrate on the peoples who inhabit the
most exotic and unknown corners of the globe — usually identified
with the other two-thirds of the world, Asia and Africa. And here
Scandinavian authors tend to follow the European practice of
regarding the inhabitants of these regions as outlandish barbarians.
In the Third grammatical treatise, Olafr Pérdarson, drawing on the
most common account of the term barbarismus offered by the
Latin grammarians, observes that to the Graeco-Roman mind the
barbarian not only spoke a corrupt and vulgar tongue; he was in
all his habits uncultivated, ignorant, rude, unpolished, given over
to cruel brutishness and bestiality. Accordingly, Olafr adds to his
account the common derivation of barbarus from barba and rus to
complete this traditional picture of the foreigner — a hairy, un-
tamed savage at home in woods and caves in mountain wilderness
(1884, 61-2):26

Barbarismvs @r kalladr einn lasta fvilr lvtr malsgreinar i alpyoligri redv, ®nn sa

zr i skalldskap kalladr metaplasmus. Barbarismvs fekc af pvi nafn, at pa ar

romverskir hofdingiar hofov naliga vnnit alla verglldina vndir sina'tign, tokv beir
vnga menn af gllvm piodvm ok flvttv pa i romam ok kenndv peim at tala romverska
tvngv. Pa drogv margir vnemir menn latinvna eptir sinv eiginligv mali ok spilltv
sva tvngvnni. kollvov romveriar pann mals lasst barbarismvm, pviat peir nefndv
allar piodir barbaros nema girki ok latinvmenn. barbari varv kalladar fyrst af
longv skeggi ok liétvm bvnadi par piodir, @r bygdv a hafvm figllvm ok i pykcvm
skogvm, pviat sva sem asiona peirra ok bvnadr var ofagiligr hia haverskv ok

hirdbvnadi romveria, slikt sama var ok orOtak peirra otogit hia malsgreinvm
latinv snillinga.

It must be noted, however, that by the middle ages the inroads
which Germanic culture had made on what remained of the old
Roman empire had blurred the ancient meaning of barbarismus
and the word took on a new moral censure. The classical contrast
between Greek and Roman civilization and barbarism had been
taken over into a new distinction between the barbarian and
the Christian. This transformation of the ‘ancient barbarian’ is
discussed at length by W. R. Jones (1971, 405):

The dissolution of the Roman state and its civilization in the West as a result of
internal decay and Germanic attack eroded the old distinction, so long cherished



208 Saga-Book

by Latin literati, between Romanitas and various kinds of barbarism and substi-
tuted for it a new distinction based upon religion. By the end of the seventh
century, if not a bit earlier, the ‘barbarian’ had become the pagan or Arian
heretic in contrast to the trinitarian Christian. The diminution of the Latin
character of European culture and the mingling of German and Romanized
provincial populations promoted the adoption of the purely religious meaning
of the word ‘barbarian’ and the identification of civilization itself with Christian
orthodoxy. The closing of the civilized ecumene through the conversion of
heathen and heretic peoples of the European heartland pushed barbarism back
to the frontiers where its old competition with civilization continued to be fought
out.
In keeping with this universal Christian image of the barbarian,
the word barbarus is commonly rendered in Old Norse as Aeidinn.
Consider, for example, AM 677 4to, 1r (Leifar 1878, 1): . . . par
er engi gydingr ne girczr mapr heipin ne vtlendr prell ne frelsingr
... helldr er Cristr sva sem aller hiutir i olilom . . ., cf. Pseudo-
Augustine, De Duodecim Abusionum Gradibus (PL 40, 1088), Ubi
non est Judeeus et Graecus . . . servus et liber, Barbarus et Scytha;
sed omnia in omnibus Christus; AM 677 4to, 26v (Heilagra manna
spgur 1877,1224): . . . evdisc borgarly prinn sva mioc af sottom oc
af hepinna manna her . ., cf. Gregory the Great 1978-80, 11 286,
ita cuncti habitatores ciuitatis illius et barbarorum gladiis et
pestilentiae inmanitate uastati sunt . .; AM 619 4to, 113 (Gamal
Norsk Homiliebok 1931, 114): . . . Sidan veittu pzir d-r&de poeim
heeionum hundum af mycclu cappe er peir sa pann halgan mann
[ lidi ok fultingi meo sér. ok fell par pa fyrir paim fa-lidum flester
aller peir haeionu menn . . ., cf. Passio et Miracula Beati Olaui
1881, 77, Immanes barbaros, quibus paulo ante multus et fortis
resistere non ualebat excercitus, auxilio martiris munita persequitur
acies non grandis; Stjiorn 1862 59: Josephus segir. at iafnuel hafi
peir menn minz ok getit flodsins ok arkarinnar i sinum frasognum.
sem heidinna manna sQgur samsettu ok skrifadu . - ., cf. Peter
Comestor, Historia Scholastica, cap. xxxiv (PL 198, 1085A), Hujus
diluvii, et arcae, ut ait Josephus, memoriam faciunt, etiam qui
barbarorum historias conscripserunt.

Not infrequently, the new Christian conception of the barbarian
turned, as the Grazco-Roman definition had, on matters of langu-
age. Homer had referred to the non-Greek races as barbarophonoi
(1liad 2.867) — people whose speech was simply an unintelligible
‘bar bar’ to Greek ears, and Pliny had characterized several races
as monstrous either because they lacked human speech or spoke
in a tongue which was incomprehensible to civilized men (see
Pliny, Naturalis Historia V. viii, 45; VI, xxxv, 187-188; VII, ii, 23,
25; cf. Friedman 1981, 29). Augustine, likewise, is of the opinion
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that the diversity of languages so separates foreign peoples from
the society of civilized men that ‘a man would rather have his dog
for company than a foreigner’.2” Those peoples who remained
outside the Christian fold were regarded, in keeping with the
Grzco-Roman image of the barbarian, as decidedly less than
human. As W. R. Jones remarks (1971, 382), Augustine, like many
Christian writers of the middle ages, remained

typically Roman in his attitude toward the barbarian . . . Although his faith was

broad enough to encompass such monstrosities as pygmies, Sciopodes, and

Cynocephalae within the family of Adam, he viewed the barbarian in the old
way — through the narrow prism of Roman pride.

Christian disdain for the heathen was paralleled by a more
general contempt for the foreigner; it is not unusual, in fact, to
find Scandinavians held up to scorn. Adam of Bremen reports that
the pagan northern reaches of Norway and Sweden are inhabited
by bearded women and wildmen who ‘in speaking to one another
are said to gnash their teeth rather than utter words, so that they
can hardly be understood by the peoples nearest to them’.2?8 Even
Christian Greenland is said to be inhabited by people who are
green.?® In 1031, more than a century after the conversion of
Rollo’s army in France, the Cluniac monk William of Volpiano
wrote a diatribe against Normandy’s ‘barbarous dukes’. Similarly,
in his sermon delivered at the Council of Clermont in 1095,
long after the conversion of most of Scandinavia, Pope Urban II
contrasted the relative extent of Christian and infidel dominions
throughout the world and observed of Europe, ‘How small is the
part of it inhabited by Christians! for who will give the name of
Christians to those barbarians who live in the remote islands and
seek their living on the frozen ocean as if they were whales?’39
Urban’s contemptuous aside is repeated by William of Malmesbury
(1887-9, II 395) without comment.

Such ethnocentrism was certainly not confined to the Christian
world. The Saracen, confident in his own cultural superiority,
despised the customs and language of the northern peoples in
precisely the same way. Thus, as late as the fourteenth century,
the Arabic writer al-Watwat reports that Norway is inhabited by
brutish savages without any necks who sleep in trees and live on
acorns; still worse, the islands nearby are overrun with horned
mermen who survive on nothing but fish, plants and salt water (see
Birkeland 1954, 112). One of al-Watwat’s contemporaries, the
Syrian writer ad-Dimaqi (d. 1327), records that the shores of the
great frozen sea far in the north are peopled by various tribes of
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tall, white-haired, blue-eyed half-brutes, among them a nation
called Warank (apparently a rendering of Old Norse veringi,
‘Varangian’). Some of these barbarians, he remarks, ‘understand
virtually no language whatsoever’ (see Birkeland 1954, 112-15).

Medieval Icelandic and Norwegian writers, for their part, show
a certain fascination with (and routinely paint a monstrous portrait
of) the Finns and Wends and other strange nations who inhabit
Svipjéd in mikla, a country which appears to take in much of
Eastern Europe and parts of Asia and which shows definite affinities
with greater Scythia and even parts of Africa — in short, the
frontiers of ‘barbary’. Accounts of this vast and mysterious region
in, for instance, Stjorn (1862, 78-9), Hauksbok (1892-96, 165-7)
and the geographical treatise in AM 194 8vo (22r-v, Al 136) concur
in populating these lands with giants of all description, man-eaters,
blood-drinkers, cyclopes, headless mouthless monsters with one
leg or sometimes none at all, amazons, hermaphrodites, satyrs,
centaurs, troglodites, horned men and dwarves. Snorri Sturluson’s
description of this terra incognita in the first chapter of Ynglinga
saga is typical. In summing up the exotic nature of the region, he
describes it as a land of ‘marvelous races of many kinds’ (/F XXVI
9-10):

Svipj60 ina miklu kalla sumir menn eigi minni en Serkland it mikla, sumir jafna
henni vid Blaland it mikla. Inn ngrdri hlutr Svipjodar liggr 6byggor af frosti ok
kulda, sva sem inn sydri hlutr Blalands er audr af sélarbruna. { Svipj6d eru
stérherud morg . . . Par eru risar, ok par eru dvergar, par eru bldmenn, ok par
eru margs konar undarligar pjéoir. Par eru ok dyr ok drekar furduliga stérir.

Not unnaturally, several descriptions of the many nations of
such barbarous regions also remark on the many languages which
these monstrous peoples speak. The depiction of distant climes as
a menagerie of unintelligible foreigners is a conventional backdrop
for romance tales. It is not surprising, therefore, that a good
grounding in foreign tongues is presented as part of the standard
equipment of the heroes of such stories (see Kalinke 1983; Amory
1984, 521). Mastery of languages, either in preparation for or after
many years of travel in foreign lands, is mentioned among the
heroic attributes of, for instance, Sigurdr in Volsungasaga (1965,
23):

Reginn hét fostri Sigurdar ok var Hreidmars sonr. Hann kenndi honum ipréttir,

tafl ok rdnar ok tungur margar at mala, sem b4 var titt konungasonum, ok marga
hluti adra,

in Yngvars saga (1912, 12), of Yngvarr:
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Litlu sidar sigldi Ynguar ur Suipiod med xxx skipa, ok logdu eigi fyrr seglin, enn
beir kuomu j Gardariki; ok toc Jarizleifur kongur uid honum med micilli semd.
Par uvar Ynguar iij uetur ok nam par margar tungur at tala,

his wife Silkisif (Yngvars saga 1912, 15):

Hun spurdi, huerir peir vari, edur huert peir giordizt. En Ynguar suarar aungu,
buiat hann uilldi freista, ef hun kynni fleire tungr at tala; ok suo reyndizt, at hon
kunni at tala romuersku, byuersku, donsku ok girszsku ok margar adrar, er gengu
um austurueg,

and their son Sveinn (Yngvars saga 1912, 31-2):

Hann uar sterkr madur ok hinn likazti fodur sinum. Hann reizt j hernat ok uilldi

reyna sic fyst; og er nockurer uetur uoru lidner, kom hann med myclu lidi j

Garda austur ok sat par um ueturinn. EN er sagt, at pann uetur geck Sueinn j

bann skdla, at hann nam margar tungr at tala, pzr er menn uissu um austurueg

ganga.

The same prodigious linguistic proficiency is attributed to Her-
brandr in Pidriks saga (1905-11, 252-3), to Valdimar in Valdimars
saga (Loth 1962-65, I 53), to Hector in Hectors saga (Loth 1962-
65, 183), to Oddr in Qrvar-Odds saga (1892, 13), to Eirekr forvitni
in Pjalar-Jons saga (1939, 1), to Tristram in Tristrams saga (1878,
16-17; cf. Gottfried von Strassburg 1949, 2060-63), to hinn halfliti
madr in Mdgus saga jarls (Fornségur sudrlanda 1884, 35), and
to Ermen in Karlamagnus saga (1860, 378). The list could be
extended.

Quite unlike the heroes of romance, however, European pil-
grims and crusaders travelling to the Mediterranean and the East
often had considerable difficulty with the languages of the strange
countries they visited. In medieval pilgrim guidebooks language is
often cited as one of the principal barriers to travel. Jonathan
Sumption has summarized the problem (1975, 193):

Few mediaeval men, however cultivated they were, understood more than a few

words of any language but their own or Latin. Travelling through regions such

as eastern Europe or Egypt, where pilgrims were rare and Latin unknown, was

a difficult and dangerous undertaking. Lietbert, bishop of Cambrai, who passed

through the Danube valley on the way to Jerusalem in 1054, listed ‘the strange

and foreign language of the Huns’ amongst the perils which he had encountered,
together with mountains, swamps and impenetrable forests.

The anonymous author of one late twelfth-century itinerarium
preserved in the Heiligenkreuz manuscript no. 88 (see Neumann
1866, 259, trans. Sumption 1975, 193) refers to the Greeks as:

cunning men who do not bear arms and who err from the true faith .  They
also use leaven bread in the Eucharist and do other strange things. They even
have an alphabet of their own (et propriam literam habent).

Similarly, Jacques de Vitry complains that the Jacobite and Ar-
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menian Christians, ‘barbarous nations who differ from both Greeks
and Latins . . . use a peculiar language understood only by the
learned’ (1611, 1092; 1896, 76; cited Sumption 1975, 193). And the
author of the French ‘Pilgrim’s guide’ to Santiago de Compostella
(included in the Liber Calixtinus from about 1139) compares the
odious and unfathomable language of the Basques to the barking
of dogs.31

The oldest preserved Scandinavian guide book to the Holy Land,
an itinerary apparently based on the Leidarvisir written between
1154 and 1159 by Abbot Nikuldas Bergsson (in some sources
Bergpdrsson or Hallbjarnarson) of Pvera, devotes little space to
discussion of problems of communication. It does, however, in-
clude one interesting remark on the subject, for in its description
of the northern part of the route, between the towns of Minden
(Mundioborg) and Paderborn (Poddu-brunnar [!]) in Saxony, this
guide notes: nu skiptazt tungur ‘now the languages change’ (AM
194 8vo, 11r, Al 1 13). The passage is problematic, for between
Minden and Paderborn there is no change of dialect — both towns
are situated, just as they were in the twelfth century, in a Low
German region. Kristian Kalund has puzzled over this crux and
proposed that this observation about languages appears where it
does in the itinerary only as a result of some garbled re-arrange-
ment of the original text. The remark should, he argues, have
appeared a few sentences earlier, where it would make a suitable
introduction to the description of Saxony in general; for in crossing
the Saxon border the Scandinavian pilgrim would have encoun-
tered a change of speech between his own language and German
(see Kalund 1913, 66).

To alleviate the inconvenience of prolonged contact with foreig-
ners and their incomprehensible languages en route to the Holy
Land, at least two Danish kings generously established hostels for
pilgrims who spoke danska tungu — the common language of
Scandinavians. According to Fagrskinna and Knytlinga saga,
Knutr the Great founded several hospices for Scandinavians along
the road to Rome during his journey through Italy in 1027. Com-
pare the accounts in Fagrskinna (IF XXIX 204-5):

Kniitr konungr gardi ferd sina af Englandi sudr um sj4, tok bar staf ok skreppu
ok allir hans menn, beir er par varu, gekk til Rams sudr, ok kom i mét hénum
keisarinn sjélfr, ok fylgdi hénum allt til Rimaborgar. Knitr konungr setti allt
spitala 4 veginum, ok gaf fé til stada, ok svd er sagt, at hann feeddi alla ba menn,
er fé pyrftu 4 Rimaveg, sva at engi pyrfti bidja, er pann veg for sudr ok sunnan.

and Knytlinga saga (IF XXXV 123):
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Medan Knutr konungr var 4 Rémavegi, pa pyrfti engi madr sér matar at bidja,
s4 er hans fundi matti nd, sva gaf hann ollum néga skotpenninga . . Kniutr
konungr setti spitala pann, er alla menn skyldi feeda um nétt, b4 er par kemi
af danskri tungu. Vida gaf hann ok til stérfé, bar sem varu klaustr eda adrir stérir
stadir.

It is also noted in chapter 74 of Knytlinga saga that after his visit

to Pope Pascal II in 1099, King Eirikr Sveinsson the Good set up

another hostel for Nordic pilgrims eight miles south of Piacenza

(on the road to Borgo San Donnino) and that at Lucca he set aside

sufficient money to provide visitors to the aforesaid hostel with

lodging and as much wine as they cared for (/F XXXV 220):
Sidan skildu beir, péfinn ok Eirikr konungr, med vinattu ok karleikum, ok sngri
Eirikr konungr badan til heimferdar. En er hann kom til borgar peirar, er
Placencia heitir, p4 setti hann spitala skammt frd borginni. En er hann kom nordr
til borgar beirar, er Lika heitir, b4 gaf hann par fé til pess, at allir pilagrimar,
peir er danska tungu melti, skyldi 6keypis ndégt vin drekka ok heimila gisting
eiga at peim spitala, er hann hafdi settan ok 40r var fré sagt.

The same information is included in the itinerarium in AM 194
8vo, 12r, 14v-15r (A I 15-16, 21):
Sudr fra Plazinzo er dagfor til Domna-borgar, par er Eiriks spitali a milli . . . [
Kipr er borg, {er) Beffa [MS Bessa; i.e. Baffo] heitir, par er Varingia seta, par
andadiz Eirikr Dana konungr Sveins son brodir Knutz ens helga. Hann lagdi fe
til i Luku, ath hverr madr skylldi drecka vin okeypis ath @rnu af danskri tungu,
ok hann lét gera spital viij milum sudr fra Plazinzoborg, par er hverr madr feeddr.

As has been mentioned, no other allusions to possible linguistic
barriers are included in this pilgrim’s guide, and one is left to
ponder how Icelanders travelling south would have made them-
selves understood in situations where for one reason or another
they were unable to use Latin or French, which in the twelfth and
especially in the thirteenth century had gained a certain degree of
international currency (see, e.g., Bischoff 1961, 210-11; Sumption
1975, 193). Here one might refer to the episode in Orkneyinga
saga in which Guoifreyr, the widely-travelled and multilingual
commander of a Galician castle besieged by Rognvaldr Kali, steals
into Rognvaldr’s camp disguised as a beggar in order to discover
what he can of the earl’s plan of attack. He decides to address the
Norsemen in French, since that is the foreign language which they
would be most likely to understand (fF XXXIV 214):

S4 hofdingi hét Gudifreyr, er kastalann byggdi; hann var vitr madr ok hniginn

nokkut 4 aldr; hann var klerkr g60r ok hafoi farit vida ok kunni margar tungur

... Ok er Gudifreyr kom til Rognvalds jarls, ok sag0isk vera stafkarl einn ok
melti 4 volsku; pat skildu peir helzt.

Bernard Bischoff points out that beyond the sphere or below the
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social stratum in which one of the medieval ‘world’ languages was
recognized, the demands of sheer self-preservation required that
the foreign traveller take special steps to make himself understood
in the vernacular.32

The phrase-book offered one way round the language problem.
As early as the ninth century, a group of ‘Old High German
Conversations’ (Altdeutsche Gespriche), consisting of orders to
servants, requests for information, simple demands such as ‘I want
a drink’, were drawn up for the use of Romanic-speaking Franks
travelling in Germany (see Bischoff 1961, 217; Sumption 1975,
194-5; Bostock 1976, 101-3). Various other manuals of this sort,
written between the tenth century and the close of the middle ages,
survive to this day. Most of these were clearly intended for the use
of pilgrims to the Holy Land and provide translations of useful
words and phrases from, for example, Greek, Hebrew, Arabic and
even Basque, into Latin, French, Italian or German. Almost
certainly the most comprehensive medieval collection of foreign
alphabets, words and phrases compiled for the use of travellers is
that composed by Arnold von Harff, a gentleman of Cologne,
after his tour of the great Christian shrines of Europe and the East
between 1496 and 1499. He accumulated in his travels many
alphabets (Greek and several oriental ones, some of them inde-
cipherable) and vocabularies of Croatian, Albanian, Greek, Ara-
bic, Hebrew, Turkish, Hungarian, Basque and Breton, all set out
in the same practical arrangement: the numerals, a few useful
words (e.g. ‘Yes, no; good, bad; God, Devil; bread, wine, water,
bed, horse, oats, hay’), and such handy phrases as, ‘Good morning’,
‘Good night’, ‘Where is the inn?’, ‘Wash my shirt’, ‘Pretty lady,
shall I sleep with you?’, ‘Lady, I am already in your bed’, and ‘I
do not understand’ (see Arnold von Harff 1860; 1946; Bischoff
1961, 219-20; Sumption 1975, 195-6). It is a mark of the growing
popularity of the phrase-book as the ultimate solution to language
difficulties that at least towards the end of the middie ages when
the prosperous merchants of southern Germany had established
themselves in Venice so that a knowledge of German became
desirable for Italians, there circulated in several editions a ‘Most
useful manual for understanding Germans attempting to speak the
Italian language’.33 It is, of course, impossible to prove that any
such phrase-books also came into the hands of Icelanders, for no
reference to such a traveller’s companion is preserved in any
medieval Icelandic source, unless, though it seems unlikely, a list
of the names of the months of the year and the days of the week
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in a mixture of Turkish and Arabic preserved in an Icelandic
florilegium, compiled 1635-69, AM 124 8vo, 30r line 26 to 31r line
4, is descended from a medieval guidebook:34

De Aconomicis: Umm Buande Folk og peira Sidveniu J tyrkia Rijkent

Arent skiptta peir j tolf mindde, peir byriast //
30v  pa tingl kueykest, enn endast pa tingled end-
ar, og heyta beir so 4 beira tinga: — 1. Mecher=
en:- pad er Iindarius:- 2. Sepher:- pad er
februarius:- 3. Rebuel evel:- bad er Marti=
5 Gs:- 4. Rebuel achir:- pad er Aprilis:- 5.
zumasiel: Evel:- pad er Maits:- 6. Zimasi-
el achir:- pad er Iinius: 7. Rezeb:- pad er
Idlius:- 8. Schavan:- pad er Afligastus:-
9. Rdmasan:- pad er September:- 10. Scaa=
10 Val: pad er October:- 11. Ciclade:- pad er
November:- 12. Silchize:- pad er Decem-
ber:- Tungled og Stigrnarnar vyrda peir
meir og til bidia, hellddr enn Sélena, pess vegna,
ad peir eru veykare og verr til passa 4 dagenn
15 pé solenn skyn, hellddr enn & netiirnar,
bé tungled Iyser:- peira ératala er med
tientt slag:- 1. Heginos:- ba peir telia fréa
fading Machometz:- Annad kalla peir Mé=
chometicos:- pa peir telia fra hanz vppstign=
20 ing til hymna:- J hdorre vykd hafa peir sig
daga. so sem vier, og heyta peir suo, & peyrra
tingi:- 1 Bésar jani pad er Sinnidagar:-
2. Basar ertisi: pad er. midnudagur:- 3.
Salle:- pad er priditdagir:- 4. Sarscham-=
25 tia: pad er:- midkdadagur:- 5. Pescemba:-
pad er fymtidagir:- 6. Jimar: pad er /
31r  festadagir: hiorn beir hallda helgann:- 7:-
suma ertis:- pad er Latigardagir:- Og hier
med endast sidvenia peira tyrkianna, So myk-
ed sem eg hefe heyrtt og lesed:

But if this sort of aid was not available to the travelling Icelander,
what other means of communication might have been at his dis-
posal? It appears that some pilgrims who could not make them-
selves understood in their native tongue, nor master the
complexities of Latin, managed to muddle through with a sort
of ‘pidgin Latin’; although those who learned to communicate
effectively in this way must have been few and their ability to
do so regarded as nothing less than a gift from God. In his
autobiography, Giraldus Cambrensis recalls meeting a Welsh her-
mit, Wecheleu, near the River Wye in 1193, who while journeying
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to Jerusalem had miraculously acquired an odd sort of Latin, in
which infinitives replace conjugated verbs. Wecheleu explains that
the Lord had blessed him with this linguistic gift ‘not by way of
grammar and cases, but only that I might be understood and
understand others’ (Giraldus 1937, 126; cf. Clanchy 1979, 153). In
his account of his meeting with Wecheleu, Giraldus provides a
long sample of this ersatz Latin, which is in fact quite easy to
understand once one becomes accustomed to it (1861, 89-91):

In hoc itaque proposito firmiter constitutus, ad amicum suum anachoritam de
Locheis apud Elevein in archidiaconatu suo non procul a Vagz fluvio, cui
nomen Wecheleu, virum bonum et sanctum, licentiam ac benedictionem suam
accepturus, accessit. Quem cum inter cztera rogaret attentius, ut oraret pro ipso,
quatinus Sacram Scripturam, cui indulgere volebat, scire salubriter et intelligere
posset; respondit vir sanctus, manum archidiaconi manu sua tenens et stringens:
‘Och, och, noli dicere scire sed custodire: vana, vana est scire nisi custodire’.
Talis cnim erat ei loquendi modus semper per infinitivum nec casus servabat; et
tamen satis intelligi poterat. Requirenti vero archidiacono unde ei verba
Latina, cum non didicerit, respondit in hunc modum. Sua enim ipsius verba
ponam; sicut ea libenter archidiaconus et frequenter retractare et recitare con-
suerat: ‘Ego’, inquit, ‘ire Hierosolimam et visitare sepulchrum Domini mei; et
quando redire, ego ponere me in hoc carcere pro amore Domini mei qui mori
pro me. Et multum ego dolere, quod non posse intelligere Latinum neque
missam nec evangelium; et multotiens flere et rogare Dominum dare mihi
Latinum intelligere. Tandem vero cum uno die hora comedendi vocare ad
fenestram servientem meum semel et iterum et pluries, et non venire; propter
teedium simul et famen ego dormire et quando vigilare, ego videre super altare
meum panem jacere. Et accedens benedicere panem et comedere; et statim ad
vesperas ego intelligere versus et verba Latina que dicere sacerdos, et mane
similiter ad missam sicut mihi videbatur. Et post missam ego vocare presbyterum
ad fenestram cum missali, et rogare ipsum legere evangelium illius diei. Et ipse
legere, et ego exponere; et dicere sacerdos quod recte; et postea loqui cum
presbytero Latinum, et ipse mecum. Et ab illo die ego sic loqui; et Dominus
meus, qui dedit mihi Latinam linguam, non dedit eam mihi per grammaticam
aut per casus, sed tantum ut intelligi possem et alios intelligere.’

If all else failed, the Icelandic pilgrim may have followed the
example of many other Europeans in his position and had recourse
to sign language as a means of communication — a last expedient
to which, according to the twelfth-century chronicler Guibert de
Nogent, more than a few medieval travellers resorted. Thus cru-
saders, by making the sign of the cross, could at least demonstrate
which side they were fighting on to allies with whom they shared
no common language (Gesta Dei per Francos 1, i, PL 156, 686B-
C):

Testor Deum me audisse nescio cujus barbarae gentis homines ad nostri portum
maris appulsos, quorum sermo adeo habebatur incognitus ut, lingua vacante,
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digitorum super digitos transversione crucis signa praetenderent, hisque indiciis,

quod nequibant vocibus, se fidei causa proficisci monstrarent.

(For other examples of sign language used to overcome linguistic
barriers encountered by medieval travellers, particularly by clerics
visiting religious houses dedicated to maintaining a rule of silence,
see Sanford 1928, 591-2; Gougaud 1930, 21; Van Rijnberk 1953,
7-10.)

Of course, for those in a position to employ them, interpreters
provided another way round any linguistic barriers. The author of
the Icelandic geographical treatise in AM 194 8vo notes, for
instance, that a Norwegian priest and merchants who travelled to
Finnmark in the days of King Hikon VI Magnisson (1355-1380)
were forced to communicate with the Finns through fitlkar (‘in-
terpreters’) because their barbarous language was so different from
Norse (AM 194 8vo, 35r, Al 1 57):

Sa athburdur gerdizt aa dggum virdulighs herra herra Hakonar med guds nad

Noregs konungs ok Olafs erkibyskups i Nidarosi, ath einn prestur af Haloghalandi

rikur ath audafum red sik i skip med kaupmonnum peim, sem sigldu kaupferd

nordr @ Finnmork, ok hann for med peim sakir erennda sinna. Tokzt beim vel
ok skiott sin siglingh, ok toku med skipi sinu @skiligha h¢fn, i hverium stad margir

Finnar komu til peira til kaupstefnu, svo sem sidur er til, ok haufdu hvorertveggiu

ser tulka, pviath Finnar peir, sem @ru a enda Finnmarkar allt nordur vidr

Gandvik, ®ru allir alheidnir ok hafva adra tungu en ver Nordmenn.

As has already been mentioned, Earl Rognvaldr Kali took Bishop
Vilhjalmr of Orkney with him to the Holy Land to act as tilkr
because he had been educated in Paris and would therefore be
skilled in the international languages, Latin and French. In chapter
11 of Magnuss saga blinda ok Haralds gilla in Heimskringla it is
said that during the attack on Konungahella the Christian de-
fenders were able to discover the plans of the Wendish attackers
through an interpreter who managed to overhear the Wendish
chieftain Uniburr’s address to his troops (/F XXVIII 293):

P4 létu heidingjar illiliga enn sem fyrr, yldu ok gnistu. Gekk bd allt félk til

konungs. POtti kristnum monnum ba sem veri til rads, at peir mundi undan leita.

P4 skildi tilkr, s4 er skildi vindesku, hvat hofdingi s melti, er Uniburr er nefndr.

Hann melti sva: ‘Petta folk er atalt ok illt vidskiptis, ok pott vér teekim allt pat

fé, er i bessum stad er, pA mattim vér gefa til annat fé jafnmikit, at vér hefoim

eigi komit hér, svd hofum vér mikit 1id 1atit ok marga hofdingja. Ok fyrst i dag,
er vér tokum at berjask vid kastala, b4 hofdu peir til varnar skot ok spjét, pvi
nast bordu peir oss med grjéti, ok nid berja peir oss med keflivolum sem hunda.

Sé ek fyrir pvi, at beira fong pverra til varnar, ok skulum vér enn gera peim harda

hrid ok freistum peira.’

After the battle is lost and the Christians are removed from the
city, the Wendish king Réttiburr has an interpreter ask the priest
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Andréas to explain the great terror which grips his men when the
priest boards the Wendish ship with a cross (/F XXVIII 295):
Pa féru peir Andréas prestr 4 konungsskipit ok med krossinn helga. Pa kom 6tti
yfir heidingja af beiri bending, er yfir konungsskipit kom hiti sva mikill, at allir
peir béttusk nar brenna. Konungr bad talkinn spyrja prest, hvi svd vard. Hann
sagdi, at almattigr gud, s er kristnir menn tridu 4, sendi peim mark reidi sinnar,
er peir dirfOusk pess at hafa med hondum hans pislarmark, beir er eigi vilja tria
4 skapara sinn. ‘Ok svd mikill kraptr fylgir krossinum, at opt hafa ordit fyrr
pvilikar jartegnir yfir heidnum monnum, bé er peir hofdu hann med hondum, ok
sumar enn berari.’
It is interesting to note that the word tilkr is itself a foreign
borrowing (apparently from Old Slavonic #iiki: ‘interpretation’),
suggesting perhaps that the interpreter’s function was usually per-
formed by a foreigner rather than a polyglot Scandinavian.3>
There are, of course, references to outstanding Scandinavians
who demonstrate an exceptional proficiency in speaking one or
several obscure foreign tongues. King Olafr Tryggvason, for in-
stance, impresses his men with his knowledge of Wendish (Oddr
Snorrason 1932, 209):
Oc ipenna tima sia menn at skip rendi akafliga mikinn at lyptingunni a O(rminum)
langa. oc rendi af sudrztt. pat var sextansessa. oc geck madr or stafninum oc
taladi vid Olaf konung. med ukunnre tungu. Oc sua malti oc konungr imoti. at
Nordmenn skildu eigi. Oc er beir varu ibrottu spurdu menn konungs huerir
peir menn veri. er vid hann hafou talat. Hann sagpi at peir veri ukunnir menn
oc komnir af Vindlandi.
Similarly, during his visit to the court of King Kirialax in Constanti-
nople, Sigurdr Jérsalafari is said to have made an eloquent speech
in Greek (Morkinskinna 1932, 349):
... Nv foro peir menn oc como fyr S(igurp) konvng oc s(ogbo) at keisari sendi
honom petta fe. S(igurpr) konvngr stop pa vpp oc toc hringana oc dro ahond ser.
Sipan talapi hann grendi a gricsco oc paccapi keisara med fogrom orpom sina
storlyndi. toc nv oc scipti pesso fe mep sinom monnom mep blipo. oc fecc af
peso micla virping af keisara.
Likewise, the author of Knytlinga saga remarks that King Eirikr
Sveinsson of Denmark was skilled in a great many languages and
supports this observation by citing a dréttkveett stanza supposedly
composed by Markiis Skeggjason (/F XXXV 216-7):
Eirikr konungr var vitr madr ok klerkr godr ok kunni margar tungur tala. Hann
var allra manna minnigastr ok snjallr { mali. Sva segir Markus:
.Alla hafdi ¢olingr snilli.
Ungr nam hann 4 margar tungur.
With these passages one might also compare the description in
Hungrvaka of Hallr Teitsson’s remarkable ability to speak the
language of every country he visited as if he had lived there since
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childhood (although one should allow for a considerable degree
of hagiographic hyperbole in such an account).3¢ Although all of
these men were sufficiently widely travelled to have acquired some
knowledge of foreign languages, nevertheless such allusions to
prodigious linguistic proficiency are far too reminiscent of this
commonplace skill among the heroes of romance to be confidently
regarded as historically accurate.

This is certainly not to suggest that Scandinavian travellers
to the East learned nothing whatsoever of the languages they
encountered there. It is reasonable to assume that some of those
who spent long periods in a particular area abroad would acquire
some degree of functional competence in the local vernaculars.
The fact that certain loan-words have come into Old West Norse
from Old Russian, for example, would suggest that the Varangians
who made their way to Byzantium from Russia learned at least a
little local vocabulary through contact with the many Russian-
speaking soldiers in their regiment. Thus, for instance, A. Stender-
Petersen has argued that the Varangian practice of plundering the
coffers of a Byzantine emperor immediately after his death —
called politasvarf in Haralds saga Sigurdarsonar in Heimskringla
([F XXVIII 90) — does not, as Snorri’s discussion of the practice
might suggest, take its name from a word péliitir meaning "palaces’,
butis a Varangian slang word for a tax-gathering expedition derived
from the Old Russian term for such expeditions, pol'udije (see
Stender-Petersen 1953, 151-64, esp. 161-2; Blondal 1978, 78-87;
de Vries 1977, 427). Similarly, the Old West Norse word
stolkonungr — the customary title for the East Roman emperors
in Norse sources — appears to be formed by folk-etymology from
Old Russian stol'nyj kn'az' (‘prince of the capital’), the term
normally used in Russian sources to refer to the rulers of Kiev and
Novgorod (see Stender-Petersen 1953, 233; Blondal 1978, 3, 177;
de Vries 1977, 551).

In the last analysis, however, it must be admitted that a few loan
words carried into Old West Norse do not constitute proof of more
than a merely superficial understanding of a foreign tongue.37 A
certain amount of linguistic confusion is found to have beset
Norsemen in Byzantium — a point made clear in chapter 88 of
Orkneyinga saga. Here it is said that on their way to Constantino-
ple, Rognvaldr Kali’s crew tarried a long time in a town called
‘Imbélum’ (perhaps Neochori, the harbour of Amphipolis).3® One
night one of the Norsemen, Erlingr skakki Kyrpinga-Ormsson,
was making his way back to ship after a bout of heavy drinking
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when he was met by a group of local townsmen approaching
him along the pier shouting as they came: midhafi, midheefi —
according to the author of the saga, a common local expression
used when people met in a narrow street and one party wished the
other to give way. Thus the word may represent a garbled Norse
version of Greek uetafnOi, ‘turn around’, ‘out of the way’, as
Guobrandur Vigtisson suggests (Cleasby and Vigfasson 1957, s.v.;
noted by Finnbogi Gudmundsson, /F XXXIV 233-4n.); or perhaps,
as R. M. Dawkins proposes, a corruption of uf dtaf ‘don’t cross’
(Dawkins 1936, 35-7, noted /F XXXIV 234n.). Whatever the case,
Erlingr pays no heed to the warning, with the result that when he
meets the oncoming Greeks, he tumbles head first into the mud
below (J/F XXXIV 233-4). Admittedly, it is stated that Erlingr
ignores the Greek warning because he is drunk, but it seems less
likely that he pays no heed because, out of drunken belligerence,
he wishes a confrontation which will land him in the mud; rather,
his mind is too clouded to attend to a snatch of a foreign language
in which he is far from fluent. Whatever the Varangians’ knowledge
of Greek, there is at least little evidence to support the suggestion
of Henry Goddard Leach (1921, 285-6) that the ‘translations from
Greek’ referred to in the introduction to Viktors saga ok Blavus
(1964, 3) may have been produced by Norse soldiers in Byzan-
tium.3° In fact, we need hardly give more credence to this statement
than to the assurance given in the introduction to Vilhjdlms saga
sjéds that the work was originally written by Homer and inscribed
on a wall in Babylon!4°

Having said this, it would probably be equally unwise to accept
as wholly reliable the image of Nordic travellers presented, for
instance, in the ‘Norwegian merchants’ episode in Tristrams saga.
The author of this work seems to suggest that it goes without saying
that Norwegian traders, peddling their wares abroad, would be
able to understand "neither Breton nor French, nor any other
languages’ (Tristrams saga ok Isondar 1878, 17-18):

Féru beir pa til skips allir; peir 1étu syna Tristram fuglana; en kaupmenn véiru

norreenir ok skildu hvérki brezku né volsku né adrar tungur, at fcera saman kaup

sin. Tristram var pa freeddr nokkurum tungum, ok ggrdi hann kaup vid pa um
VII fugla.

Cf. Gottfried von Strassburg 1949, 2230-37:

‘ei’ sprach er [Tristan] ‘edelen koufman,
s6 helfe iu got! und kunnet ir
schachzabelspil? daz saget mir!’

und sprach daz in ir zungen.
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nu sahen si den jungen
aber noch vlizeclicher an,
dé er ir sprache reden began,
die lutzel ieman kunde da.
On the other hand, it is reasonable to believe that few Scandinavian
merchants managed to live up to the ideal, set forth by the author
of Konungs skuggsjd, of mastering all tongues, and Latin and
French in particular:
En bo at ec reeda nu flaest um logmal pa vaerdr ngi madr til fulz vitr nema hann
kunne goda skilning oc godan hatt a ollum sidum. par s&m hann verdr staddr
oc zf pu villt verda fullkomenn i frodleic. pa n@mou allar mallyzkur en alra
helzt latinu oc valsku. pviat bar tungur ganga vidazt. En po tynpu =igi at haldr
binni tungo.#!
It is interesting that in the same breath the author appeals to his
reader not to neglect his own language. One might compare this
concern expressed by the author of Konungs skuggsjé for the
welfare of the Norse tongue in the face of influence from the
international languages of Latin and French with remarks made
some three hundred and fifty years later by Arngrimur Jénsson
concerning the preservation of the purity of Icelandic. Arngrimur
states in Crymogaea (1609) that the language of Iceland had not
changed since his country was first settled by Scandinavians and
that it had remained uncorrupted by foreign influences largely due
to two special circumstances: continued keen interest in the native
literature preserved in manuscripts and a general absence of con-
tact with foreigners (1951, 30):
Porro ea lingva, olim Danica et Norvegica dicta, solos Islandos uti integra
dicebam, si primam et fatalem seu necessariam illam mutationis lingvarum
causam excipias: qua est, ut idem Bodinus ait, in ipso decursu temporum, quibus
non modo lingve, sed etiam res omnes mutantur, ac tota rerum natura senescit.
.. . Sic videmus paulatim omnium populorum linguas aliter atque aliter mutari,
ait Bodinus. Id quod etiam nostre lingva ex parte aliqua accidere posse non
imus inficias: sed nequaquam tanto discrimine aut tam paucorum annorum
intervallo. Ad cujus puritatem retinendam potissimum duo sunt subsidia. Unum
in libris manuscriptis, veteris puritatis ac elegantiz refertissimis. Alterum in
commerciorum extraneorum paucitate. Vellem his tertium 4 modernis nostra-
tibus adjungi: Ne scilicet scribentes aut loquentes vernaculé¢ Danizarent aut
Germanizarent, sed ad lingva patrie, per se satis copiosz et elegantis, copiam
et elegantiam anniterentur, eamque sapienter et doct¢ affectarent; minus profectd
in posterum mutationis periculum metuendum foret. Alioqui ad corrumpendam
lingvam non opus erit exterorum commerciis.

It would be incorrect, however, to assurrge’ that the author of
Konungs skuggsja gives voice to the same ahxiety when he urges
his reader to cultivate an interest in his own language. Medieval
writers in Iceland and Norway do not seem to have felt the concern
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over contamination of their language by foreign influence often
voiced by Icelanders of a later period (see Knutsson 1980). When,
for instance, in the prologue to Heimskringla, Snorri states that
he has compiled a record of the lives of specifically all those
Norse kings and noblemen who have spoken d danska tungu, the
statement is hardly an expression of isolationism; rather, it is a
recognition of the common cultural identity of the Scandinavian
nations.42 Medieval Icelandic writers are not averse t(&ii{ncluding
treatments of foreign places and material from foreign Yiterature
in stories and histories written in their own tongue — and in doing
so they manifest the growing confidence in their own language and
culture which is one of the hallmarks of the great European
vernacular literatures of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.

Notes

! An earlier draft of this paper was read at Ursula Dronke’s Scandinavian seminar
in Oxford in May 1984 and a somewhat revised version, under the rather less
comprehensive title *Foreign languages in medieval Iceland’ was presented at the
Sixth International Saga Conference in Helsinggr, 28 July-2 August 1985, which I
was able to attend with the aid of a grant provided by the Social Sciences and
Humanities Research Council of Canada. I am grateful to Marianne Kalinke for
drawing to my attention her thorough treatment of the matter of foreign languages
in Icelandic romances (Kalinke 1983) which I had not read before completion of
the version of this essay presented in Helsinggr. I am indebted to Peter Foote,
Jonna Louis-Jensen and Richard Perkins for helpful suggestions about various
points in the paper.

2 See, for example, the selection of Irish loans presented in Craigie 1897a, 439-
54; Einar Olafur Sveinsson 1957, S; J6n J6hannesson 1974, 123-4; de Vries 1977,
Xxi.

3 For example. the nicknames of Helgi bjéla = bjélan (IF 150, V 3; Lind 1920-
1, 24-5; cf. Irish Beslfljan, related to bél ‘lips, mouth’); of Olafr/Oleifr feilan
Porsteinsson (iF 1 136; Lind 1920-1, 78; cf. Irish fdeldan ‘wolf cub’ — interestingly,
an element in the clan name Mac Gill'’Fhaolain = MacClellan; see Black 1946,
470); and of Askell hnokkan Dufpaksson (/F I 367; Lind 1920-1, 150; perhaps
from Irish cnoccdn ‘little lump, hillock’, although cf. Icelandic Anokkinn ‘bowed,
curved’). For interpretation of these and other apparently Irish names in
Landndmabok see generally Craigie 1897a, 444-50; Finnur Jénsson 1921, 17-54.

4 For interpretation of these two phrases, see Craigie 1897a, 443; Marstrander
1915, 69, n. 2; Helgi Gudmundsson 1967, 104-5. Jonna Louis-Jensen (1977, 119)
notes that the second word in the second ‘Irish’ phrase in the story reads lagall in
AM 392 4to (17th cent. — the chief manuscript of the ‘C-redaction’ of Jéns saga
helga), and that the manuscript form interpreted as ragall in Bps I actually reads
iagall in Stockholm perg. fol. nr. 5 (c. 1360 — the chief manuscript of the ‘B-
redaction’). The ‘C’ reading provides the form of the Irish preposition la (‘with,
by, with regard to’). The emended reading in Bps I substitutes the distinct Middle
Irish preposition ra, re (= Old Irish fri) which was often confused in meaning with
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la (see Dictionary of the Irish Language 1V 413, fri). 1 am grateful to Anne Dooley
and Harry Roe of the University of Toronto for helping to clarify some of the
complexities of these two Irish prepositions.

The last word in King Myrkjartan’s response in this story is written gata (‘road,
way’) in Bps 1, but gdta (‘riddle’) makes more sense (see Cleasby and Vigfisson
1957, s.v. gdta; Jonna Louis-Jensen 1977, 119, n. 35). With this response one might
compare the introductory formula commonly used in Latin riddle-collections:
Obscurus sermo quasi mirandus sit enigma (see Walther 1963-9, 1T 19637).

5 Pd réd fyrir Englandi Adalradr konungr Jatgeirsson ok var géor hgfdingi. Hann
sat penna vetr i Lundiinaborg. Ein var pd tunga ¢ Englandi sem i Néregi ok i
Danmgrku. En pa skiptusk tungur { Englandi, er Vilhjdlmr bastardr vann England;
gekk padan af i Englandi valska, er hann var padan attadr. (IF 111 70). Cf. also
FGT 208, and the story in Fagrskinna (IF XXIX 289) of the conversation between
Styrkdrr stallari and the English vagnkar! after the Battle of Stamford Bridge.

Otto Jespersen suggests that the English, on the other hand, may not have
regarded the Norse language as one with their own. He supports this assumption
by noting that Wulfstan describes the Scandinavian invaders to his English audience
as ‘people who do not know your language’ (Jespersen 1972, 60). In fact, the
homily to which Jespersen refers, an Old English version of the apocryphal Carta
Dominica, a letter purportedly written by Jesus commanding all men to observe
the Sabbath faithfully or incur divine wrath, includes among the many punishments
reserved for those who fail to keep Sunday holy the warning that God will send
upon them a marauding race of foreigners ‘whose language you do not understand’
(Napier 1967, 295-6 [MS. Lambeth Palace London 489, 28r]): . . . and ic sende ofer
eow pa peode eow to hergjanne and eower land to awestenne, pe ge heora spraeca
ne cunnan, forbpan pe ge ne healdad sunnandeeges freols, and forpan pe ge me
forseod and mine beboda noldon healdan. (Cf. another version of the homily in
the Cambridge MS. Corpus Christi College 162, p. 47, printed Napier 1901, 359.)
Because Jespersen accepts the attribution of the Old English homily to Wulfstan,
he assumes that the foreign-speaking invaders referred to here would naturally be
the Norsemen. Although it has been demonstrated that Wulfstan was probably not
the author of either version of this homily (see Jost 1950, 228-30, 232-3; and K.
Ostheeren’s note in Napier 1967, 361-2), one might assume that Jespersen’s argu-
ment is nevertheless supported by the fact that both versions of the homily are
preserved in manuscripts of the early eleventh century, when England suffered
new attacks from Scandinavia. Interestingly, an early eighth-century Irish rendering
of the Sunday letter of Jesus, preserved in the first part of the Cdin Domnaig
(*Sunday rule’). was once dated to the ninth century simply because of the same
identification of these ‘foreign invadcrs™ as vikings. Martin McNamara notes,
however (1975, 62-3), that this detail is also found in Latin versions of the letter
from as early as the sixth century. [t seems likely that the authors of the Irish letter
and the Old English homilies on Sunday observance are simply following some
version of the original Epistola lesu which, McNamara points out (1975, 63), ‘says
that those who violate Sunday rest will have sent on them by God “the Ishmaelite
people to enslave them™.” Given the evidence available, it is impossible to prove
(and it is implausible) that an eleventh-century English audience would have
associated a reference to foreign-speaking invaders in this context specifically with
Norsemen or any other contemporary foreign enemies.

6 See Hauksbok 1892-6, cxviii-cxx, 156-64. For a convenient survey of studies of
English influence on Icelandic literature, see Einar G. Pétursson 1976, Ixxii-Ixxxii,
cvii-cviil.
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7 This point is taken from the interesting discussion of records of non-Scandina-
vian foreigners in Iceland by Bogi Th. Melsted 1907-15, 882-3. On these foreign
visitors in general, cf. 716-22, 821-32, 879-83.

8 See note ad loc.. DI 11, 995; cf. Einar G. Pétursson 1976, Ixxiii. With this
Icelandic term cf. OED s.v. reading vbl. sb., 10b(a); Bosworth and Toller 1898,
s.v. reedingboc. On the semantic obscurity of the Old English word cf. Gneuss
1985a, 111-13, 116; 1985b, 120-1.

9 On Norwegian and Icelandic connections with French centres of learning during
the middle ages, see Jorgensen 1914-15, esp. 338 ff.; Johnsen 1939; 1943-6; 1951;
1972; Berulfsen 1948, 74-5; Bekker-Nielsen 1968; Jakob Benediktsson 1972; J6n
Jéhannesson 1974, 180, 196-7).

10 See both the older and younger versions of Jéns saga helga, Bps. 1, 163, 235.
Cf. the very rudimentary Latin response of Bishop Gudmundr Arason’s emissary
Ketill when addressed by a representative of the Papal curia in Rome in Saga
Gudmundar Arasonar eptir Arngrim abéta, Bps. 11 123-4.

111 know no medieval parallels to these two anecdotes about inappropriate
greetings, but for a charming Norwegian-American analogue from the early part
of this century (in which a Norwegian immigrant is told that the most impressive
way to address an American woman in her own language is to tip one’s hat and
say ‘Hello, pie face’), see Per Rosendahl’s cartoon Naar en kan snakke Yeinki,
reproduced in Haugen 1986, 112.

12 On Hebrew, Greek and Latin as the three ‘sacred languages’ see Bischoff
1961, 215; Borst 1957-63, I 396, 454, 468, 634; McNally 1958. Consider, for
example, Isidore’s remarks on the subject, Etymologiae IX, i, 3: Tres sunt autem
linguae sacrae: Hebraea, Graeca, Latina, quae toto orbe maxime excellunt. His
enim tribus linguis super crucem Domini a Pilato fuit causa eius scripta. Vnde
et propter obscuritatem sanctarum Scripturarum harum trium linguarum cognitio
necessaria est, ut ad alteram recurratur dum siquam dubitationem nominis vel
interpretationis sermo unius linguae adtulerit.

13 See William of Malmesbury 1887-9, 258-9. Another account of the discovery
of Pallas’s body, complete with an Icelandic translation of his epitaph, is included
in Breta sogur, Hauksbok 1892-6, 236-7; but no mention is made of the date of the
verses.

14 See Jubilees 4:16-18 in Charles 1913, 18: ‘Enoch . . . was the first among men
that are born on earth who learnt writing and knowledge and wisdom and who
wrote down the signs of heaven according to the order of their months in a book,
that men might know the seasons of the years according to the order of their
separate months.’

15 Sec gloss in Walter of Chatillon 1978, 400: S/ PRECLARA DICTA VATVM
scilicet Lucani, qui Tyriis ascribit inuencionem litterarum dicens ‘Phenices primi,
fame si creditur, ausi mansuras rudibus uocis signare figuras.” Item Theodolus
‘Grecorum primus hec uestigat gramata Cadmus.” A quo Cadmo filio Agenoris, in
Grecis litteris peritissimo, Tyrii Grecas litteras primo addidicerunt, unde Cadmus
dicitur eas inuenisse, et ita gracia Cadmi Tyro attribuit inuencionem litterarum.
There is likewise no mention of the origin of the Hebrew alphabet in R. T.
Prichard’s recent annotated translation of the Alexandreis (Walter of Chatilion
1986, 88, 96, n. 23).

16 Cf. Donatus, Ars grammatica, ‘De littera’, in Keil 1857-80, I'V 367; Remigius,
In artem Donati minorem commentum, ‘De littera’, in Hagen 1870, 224. Both
passages are reproduced in FGT 80, n. 1. Cf. remarks on these Latin parallels by
Holtsmark 1936, 89-90.
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17 For example, in Gregory of Tours (540-94; 1967, 1 364); in Rabanus Maurus
(780-856). De inventione linguarum (PL 112, 1579-80), where both Greek v and
Latin y are called oy; in the ninth-century Irish grammatical primer Auraicept na
n-éces (1917, 86-7); and in the English Ormulum, written c¢. 1200 (1878, II 361,
note to line 4320). See Hreinn Benediktsson, FGT 96-7; Holtsmark 1936, 68-70.

'8 See Holtsmark 1936, 72. Hreinn Benediktsson maintains, nevertheless (FGT
194), that it is more likely that the author of FGT derived his information about
Hebrew characters from some Latin work than that he had first-hand knowledge
of Hebrew.

9 T am grateful to Peter Springborg and Arne Mann Nielsen of the Arnamagn®an
Institute in Copenhagen for providing me with photographs of this manuscript and
for granting me permission to reproduce them here.

20 See Psevdo-Avgvstini Qvaestiones veteris et novi testamenti CXXVII (now
identified as the work of Ambrosiaster), cviii, 6 (CSEL 50, 251, 255): De lingua
Habrea, ex quo nomen acceperit . . Haec ergo lingua est, quam dicimus primitus
datam Adae et ceteris, quam propter praesumptionem turris aedificatae credimus in
multas dispersam et confusam, ut non iam haec, sed multae ex hac inmuiatione
habita quorundam dictorum existerent, ut non haberet speciem nec tamen deperiret,
sed tota confusa esset ceteris linguis.

21 See Schlettstadt Stadtbibliothek MS. 1093 (c. 700), 72v, printed Forster 1910,
344: Primum uerbum qualem dixit Adam? — Primum uerbum ‘Deo gratias’ dixit.
Cf. Borst 1957-63, II 434 and 435, n. 83.

22 See the summary of the ‘Book of a hundred chapters’ (written by an anonymous
‘revolutionary of the Upper Rhine’ soon after 1500) in Cohn 1957, 119.

23 Among various arguments put forward to demonstrate that the first language
of mankind was lingua Cimbrica or Teutonic, Goropius Becanus (Origines Antwer-
pianae 1569, V 539-40) proposed that Adam’s name was a compound of two words,
Hat and Dam (since, he pointed out, Adam was a ‘dam’ against a diabolical sea of
‘hatred’). Bureus objected that this was no proof that Adam spoke niderlindskan,
since Hat och Dam . re sd reen swenska som hdllenska (cited in Schiick 1932,
97-8).

24 James Cross and Thomas Hill (1982, 75) remark that the discrepancy between
73 and 72 languages in this calculation may be explained ‘by the presence of the
Cainan (recorded in Luke 3:36 within the list of the generations of Christ) who . .
does not appear in the Hebrew (and Vulgate) at Genesis 11:12, but only in the
Septuagint/Old Latin as the father of Sale and Son of Arphaxad’. Bede draws
attention to this superfluous Cainan in his commentary /n Lucam |, iii, 35-6 (CCSL
120, 90). A convenient summary of the commonplace of the 72 languages is
presented by Hans Sauer (1983).

25 Arno Borst, author of the foremost study of the ‘history of ideas regarding the
origin and number of languages and peoples’, prints a sample of seven such lists
composed between the third century and the seventeenth and copied repeatedly
throughout this period (1957-63, II 931-52). The existence of Icelandic is not
recognized in these inventories until the seventeenth century, when it is included
as language number 37 in a list drawn up by Johann-Heinrich Alsted of Herborn
(see Borst 1957-63, 11 952).

26 This folk-etymology is recorded for example by Cassiodorus (c. 485-c. 580),
Expositio Psalmorum: in Ps. 113, CCSL 98, 1029; by Balbus (1460, s.v. barbarus)
and by Huguccio of Pisa (died c. 1210), Magnae derivationes, s.v. barbarus, Munich
Stadtsbibliothek, MS. clm. 14056 (14th cent.), 11r.

27 W, C. Green’s translation, cited in Friedman 1981, 216, n. 10. See Augustine
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1957-72, VI 148: In quo primum linguarum diversitas hominem alienat ab homine.
Nam si duo sibimet invicem fiant obviam neque praeterire, sed simul esse aliqua
necessitate cogantur, quorum neuter linguam novit aiterius, facilius sibi muta anim-
alia, etiam diversi generis, quam illi, cum sint homines ambo, sociantur. Quando
enim quae sentiunt inter se communicare non possunt, propter solam diversitatem
linguae nihil prodest ad consociandos homines tanta similitudo naturae, ita ut
libentius homo sit cum cane suo quam cum homine alieno.

28 [ quote from the translation by F. J. Tschan (Adam of Breﬁtcrr1959, 212-13);
cf. Adam of Bremen 1978, 478: qui . . . loquentes ad invicem frendere magis quam
verba proferre dicuntur, ita ut vix a proximis intelligi queant populis. Teeth-grinding
in lieu of civilized human utterance appears to have been regarded as characteristic
of heathen speech. Gregory the Great, for example, marvels that the heathen
language of the Britons ‘which once only knew to gnash its barbarous teeth’ should
be transformed through Christianity into a tongue fit for singing ‘the praises of God
with the Alleluia of the Hebrews' (Moralia XXVII, xi, 21, CCSL 143B, 1346).
Bede duly repeats these remarks in his Ecclesiastical History (1969, 130).

29 See Adam of Bremen 1978, 488: Sunt autem plures aliae in oceano insulae,
quarum non minima [est] Gronland. .  Homines ibi a salo cerulei, unde et regio
illa nomen accepit.

30 Quoted in Jones 1971, 395 and Southern 1967, 69. The translation presented
here borrows from both Jones and Southern. I prefer Southern’s rendering of
Urban's phrase, more belluino, as more appropriate to Northern climes, rather
than Jones's doubtless more accurate translation, ‘in the manner of brutes’.

31 See Le Guide du pélerin de Saint-Jacques de Compostelle 1969, 28; cited in
Sumption 1975, 192; cf. Bischoff 1961, 218. This particular uncomplimentary
comparison is common in medieval descriptions of barbarous tongues. For example,
in the Middle English Kyng Alisaunder (1952-7, 1 109), it is noted that people
descended from Cain bark like dogs:

... He was of Kaymes kynrede —
His men ne couben speke ne grede,
Bot als houndes grenne and berken,
So vs siggen pise clerken.
G. V. Smithers compares Chanson de Roland 3526-7 (cited Kyng Alisaunder 1952-
7, 11 94):
Cil d’Ociant i braient e henissent
Et cil d"Argoillie come chien i glatissent.
In the same way, the Arabic writer al-Qazwini (1203-83) includes in his geographical
treatise a report by a tenth-century informant, at-Tartasi. that the songs of the
people of Schleswig are more discordant than the howling of dogs (see Birkeland
1954, 104; I am grateful to Richard Perkins of University College London for this
reference). The commonplace appears to go back to stories of the mythical race of
cynocephali. Cf. the accounts (usually attributed to Megasthenes, ¢. 350-290 B.c.)
of the speech of the dog-headed men of India in Pliny (Naturalis historia VII,
it, 23), Aulus Gellius (Noctes Atticae 1X, iv, 9), Solinus (Collectanea rerum
memorabilium lii, 27) and Augustine (1957-72, V 42).

32 See Bischoff 1961, 216. Bischoff translates a verse by the thirteenth-century
German didactic poet Hugo von Trimberg (Der Renner, 3633 ff.) which, although
referring to the predicament of the poor forced to take up service-abroad, describes
equally well the plight of the medieval pilgrim: ‘Parrots and magpies are taught to
speak by means of hunger Many people whose purse, hand and stomach are
empty. are forced to learn Czech, Italian or Hungarian.
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33 Questo sie uno libro utilissimo a chi se dileta de intendere Todescho dechiarando
in lingua Taliana, Venice 1498-1500; noted in Bischoff 1961, 211. This remarkable
book finds its modern counterpart in the very popular volume, An Irishman’s
difficulties with the Dutch language by ‘Cuey-na-Gael’ (pseudonym of the Revd Dr
John Irwin Brown), which went through eight editions between 1908 and 1928. See
Russell Ash and Brian Lake, Bizarre books (1985), 132.

34 30v lines 2-12 record a Turkish phonetic approximation of the names of the
month in the Islamic (Arabic) lunar calendar (presented in the correct order, but
arbitrarily associated with the fixed twelve months of the Christian calendar). 30v
line 22 to 31r line 2 presents a faithful rendering of the Turkish names of the week.
I am grateful to Professor E. Birnbaum of the University of Toronto and Vit
Bubenik of Memorial University of Newfoundland for advice about this mixture
of Turkish and Arabic. On this little tract, see Overgaard 1979, 288.

35 See Falk and Torp 1960, 1269, tolk; cf. de Vries 1977, 600, rulkr; Alexander
Jéhannesson 1956, 1211, wilkr. The same relationship is evident in the origin of
German Dolmetsch, apparently derived from Turkish tilma¢, tilmadz ‘middleman’
(cf. Old Slavonic tlima¢i; see Kluge and Mitzka 1975, 137); in the origin of English
‘dragoman’, through medieval Greek dpayduavog from early Arabic targuman
(see Onions 1966, 287; Kluge and Mitzka 1975, 137); and in the derivation of
Middle Welsh gwaistod/gwalstawd from Old English wealhstod (see Geiriadur
Prifysgol Cymru XXV, 1567, Kluge and Mitzka 1975, 137). Cf. the interesting
articles by Fix 1984, 553-57; Gravier 1986, 159-66.

36 The polyglot Hallr died in Utrecht in 1150 before he could be consecrated
Bishop of Skalholt. Hallr’s skill with languages is described as follows (Bps. I 80):
Eptir andlat Magnus biskups, hit neesta sumar, vard at kjésa mann til biskups, ok
for wan Hallr Teitsson, ok melti allstadar peirra mdli, sem hann veeri allstadar
bar barnfaeddr, sem pd kom hann. Hallr andadist i Trekt, pd peir foru aptr, ok var
eigi vigdr til biskups. It should be noted, however, that precisely this miraculous
gift of tongues is a hagiographic commonplace. Like the apostles at Pentecost,
many saints are reported to have been able, particularly when preaching, to
communicate with people from many lands in their own native idiom. For instance,
St Pachomius (c. 290-346), the Welsh Saints Cadoc (died ¢. 575) and David (died
c. 601), St Antony of Padua (1195-1231), St Vincent Ferrer (1350-1419) and St
Bernardino of Siena (1380-1444) are all reported to have been blessed with this
gift. Intriguingly reminiscent of the description of Hallr Teitsson’s polyglot skills
is part of Cardinal de Monte’s testimony presented to Gregory XV at the canoniza-
tion of Francis Xavier, Jan. 19, 1622: De Dono Lingvarvm. Diuersarum namgque
gentium linguis, quas non didicerat, cum eas Euangelij causa adiret, ita eleganter, &
expedite loquebatur, ac si ibi natus, & educatus esset: & contigit non raro, vt eum
concionantem diuersarum nationum homines, sua quisque plane, & polite loquentem
audiuerit (Relatio facta . . . coram S.D.N. Gregorio Papa XV a. . Card. A. Monte
Die XIX Ian. MDCXXII super Vita, Sanctitate . . & miraculis Beati Francisci
Xavier fRome 1622], 31). With these accounts one might compare Gregory the
Great’s story of the squire Armentarius, who miraculously acquires the ability to
answer questions put to him in any language, however barbarous, ‘as if he had
been born in that same nation’ (see Gregory the Great 1978-80, III 94). Although
Hallr may well have been proficient in several languages, the enthusiastic account
of his linguistic proficiency in Hungrvaka may simply be intended to emphasize the
saintly character of the deceased Bishop-elect. For these and many other examples
of the gift of tongues as a hagiographic topos see Brewer 1884, 1 154-5; Loomis
1948, 71-2. Linguistic aptitude was, of course, included in the ‘gifts of men’
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commonplace reflected in I Cor. 12:7-10: . unicuique autem datur manifestatio
Spiritus ad utilitatem, alii quidem per Spiritum datur sermo sapientiae . . alii
genera linguarum, alii interpretatio sermonum. Compare the rendering of this
passage in the Old Icelandic translation of Gregory the Great's Ascension Day
homily, no. 29 (AM 677 4to [13th cent.], 17r, printed Leifar 1878, 27): . . hann
sendi anda siN ofan. oc veitti sumom melsco . . en sumom at mela a margar tun(g)or
en sumom bdcspeci, or in the translation of Gregory’s Whitsun homily, no. 30 (AM
677 4to, 20r, Leifar 1878, 33): Sumom gefsc speci mdl fyr h(eilagan) a(nda) en . .
sumom scilnin(g) tun(g)na. sumom mdla pypin(g).

37 For some examples of snatches of Greek vocabulary in twelfth-century pulur,
see Amory 1984, 514n.

38 Various interpretations of Imbdlum have been proposed. Alexander Bugge
regarded the word as a corruption of Amphipolis; Dasent suggested that it referred
to the Isle of Imbros in the Dardanelles. It seems most likely that the place
described in the story is Neochori, the harbour of Amphipolis; and in keeping with
this assumption, Guobrandur Vigfasson suggested that the name Imbdlum grew
out of &umohig (‘belonging to the city’) by analogy with Istanbul (< gig ™v 6l
‘to the city’). Rudolf Meissner, however, argued that the word was not a place-
name at all, but a rendering of #uforog (Latin embolum), a name applied in
Byzantium to a street situated by an archway, in particular a mercantile district or
bazaar. See Meissner 1925, 183-4; Finnbogi Gudmundsson in [F XXXIV 233, n.
2; Blondal 1978, 155-6.

3% For a cavear against overzealous attempts to draw conclusions about Scandina-
vian knowledge of Greek from details in the riddarasggur, sce Amory 1984.

40 See Loth 1962-5, IV 3: pessi saga var tekin af steinuegginum j Babbilon
hjnni miklu. og meistari Humerus hefer samsett hana.

41 Konungs skuggsia 1983, 5. For a useful survey of evidence of Scandinavian
knowledge of French during the middle ages, see Laugesen 1951, esp. 46-58. It is
interesting to note. in this regard, that Marianne Kalinke (1983, 852) draws attention
to a letter (DN 1 19, no. 24, dated 8 July, 1241) from Pope Gregory IX to the
Norwegian king Hdkon Hakonarson in which the Pope excuses the King from
organizing a crusade (suggesting instead that he serve the Christian cause by
attacking his heathen neighbours) on the grounds that a crusade would be too
onerous for the Norwegians, who would be handicapped not only by their poverty
and the great distances they would have to travel but also by their ignorance of the
languages of the countries through which they would pass en route to the Holy
Land (ignorantia linguarum interiacentium). Whether or not Hakon himself had
broached the subject of his countrymen’s ‘ignorance of foreign languages’, it is
clear enough from Gregory's response that the Pope was quite prepared to regard
Norwegians as sufficiently cut off from civilization to be incapable of communicating
with their fellow-Christians in Europe.

42 [F XX V1 3: ‘A bok pessi lét ek rita fornar frasagnir um hofdingja pa, er riki
hafa haft ¢ Nordrlpndum ok d danska tungu hafa meelt, svd sem ek hefi heyrt fréda
menn segja’. 1 have faintheartedly side-stepped the question of when Icelanders,
and for that matter Norwegians, Swedes and Danes, began to regard the languages
of their fellow-Scandinavians as definitely ‘foreign’. For informed discussion of this
thorny subject, see Melberg 1949-51, esp. 77-88; Seip 1954, esp. 7-13; 1955, esp.
31, 59-60. 83-4, 213-17, 336-40; Skautrup 1957; and Karker 1977.
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MOTIVATION IN LOKASENNA
By JOHN MCcKINNELL

HE main question I wish to pose in this paper is a very simple

one: what is the reason for the argument in Lokasenna? Most
verbal contests in Eddic poetry are not motiveless, but have some
practical intention and result. In Vafpriidnismal the loser of the
riddle contest will lose his life; in Alvissmal the dwarf wants a
wife and Pérr wants to keep him talking until the sun turns him to
stone; in Hdrbardsljéd, Pérr wants to be ferried across an arm of
the sea and Odinn wants to assert the superiority of his own cult
to that of Pérr; in Skirnismdl, Skirnir wants to gain Gerdr’s love
for Freyr, which she is reluctant to give. Outside the Codex Regius
of the Poetic Edda, the deadly riddle contest reappears, in a
slightly mutilated form, in the verse of Hervarar saga ch. 10
(1956, 36-51) and the P6rr-Odinn contest in Gautreks saga ch. 7
(Fornaldarségur Nordurlanda 1943-4, II1 25-6), though in this
instance the underlying verse has not survived. In each case, the
argument has some practical cause and the upshot is some real
change in the circumstances of those involved. It would therefore
be surprising if there were no practical motivation for Loki’s
intrusion into Agir’s feast other than the uttering of comic abuse.
We know that Loki will not be killed in this contest, because we
know his future up to Ragnargk (and if we didn’t st. 49 reminds us
of it); so we must find some other explanation of why Loki chooses
to intrude where he is so clearly not wanted.

I

My second question, which can be answered at once, is whether
the accusations which Loki hurls at the gods should be regarded
as true (as argued for example by Turville-Petre, MRN 131) or as
a mixture of truth, half-truth and comically outrageous lies (as
suggested by Einar Olafur Sveinsson 1962, 320-1 and Anne Holts-
mark 1965, 678-80).

If some of Loki’s accusations were false, the force of his attack
would be greatly reduced, quite apart from the danger of confusion
between the supposedly true and false accusations. Besides, a god
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who was thought of as falsely accused could simply retort by calling
Loki a liar — yet only one of them does so (Bragi in st. 14). The
accusation he is reacting against is a general one of cowardice, the
sort of thing which, because it does not allude to a particular myth,
is hard to establish as either true or false. In this stanza Bragi uses
the excuse of being in £gir’s hall as a way of avoiding a fight while
asserting in ferocious terms what he would do to Loki if he were
outside, and in the following one, Loki coolly calls his bluff and
quite accurately says that Bragi won’t do what he has threatened.
Bragi’s hot denial is therefore part of a passage which demonstrates
clearly that the accusation of cowardice is well-founded.

Freyja also tries to suggest that Loki’s accusation is false, when
she asserts that he has a deceitful tongue (st. 31:1, possibly echoing
and implying the threat in Havamdl 29:4-6). Again, the charge she
is replying to is general rather than relating to one specific incident;
it is that each of the Asir and elves present has been her lover.
And of course this accusation is also true in general substance;
Freyja is a goddess of sexuality, and her promiscuity is only to be
expected. To take one instance of it, Sorla pdttr opens with two
chapters in which she sleeps with each of four dwarf smiths and is
then visited while asleep in her private bower by a provocative fly
whom we know to be Loki in one of his many forms
(Fornaldarségur Norourlanda 1943-4, 11 97-9). It seems, therefore,
that the poet only allows characters to deny Loki’s accusations
when there is no danger at all of our believing them to be innocent.

Quite a number of gods, on the other hand, overtly or implicitly
admit that Loki’s accusations are well-founded. The clearest exam-
ples of this are in st. 33, where Njordr admits Freyja’s promiscuity;
st. 35, where he admits having been a hostage; and st. 39, where
Tyr admits the loss of his hand. But another repeated tactic is for
the deity accused to repeat the accusation with the preface Veiztu
ef. .—‘Youknowif. ..’ followed by a counter-accusation. As
Heinrichs notes, this is a really primitive tactic of argument (1970,
53), popular though it remains with modern politicians. It is used
by Odinn in st. 23, Frigg in st. 27 and Skadi in st. 51. The
point here, however, is that it amounts to an admission that the
accusation is true.

One ought here to pause for a moment over what we mean when
we say that an accusation is ‘true’. It certainly does not mean that
Loki is being fair — he can put his own hostile interpretations on
the actions of the gods, and sometimes they are not the obvious
interpretations. But the accusation must either be based on some



236 Saga-Book

existing tradition, or at least it must be in character with some
existing tradition of what the accused deity is like. This constraint
may explain the fact that some of the accusations do not seem at
first sight to be very serious. That against Heimdallr (st. 48), which
rails against his position as watchman of the gods, is an example
of this; if Loki were free to make up lies, he would surely have
alleged something more serious against his most deadly enemy.
(On this particular enmity see Heinrichs 1970, 44-5 and MRN 147.)

There is, though, one other test that must be applied. If we
are meant to regard Loki’s accusations as accurate (if sometimes
biased), there must not be any which are in clear contradiction
with all other tradition. One of Loki’s statements (and only one)
does seem to run counter to what we learn elsewhere; this is his
assertation in st. 58 that Pérr will not dare to rage as he is doing
now when he has to fight the wolf at Ragnargk. Now everybody
knows that a schematic view of Ragnargk makes Vidarr kill the
Wolf after the latter has swallowed Odinn and matches Pérr against
the World Serpent (see e.g. Voluspd 1984, 106-9, stanzas 55-6;
Snorri Sturluson 1982, 50-51, Gylfaginning ch. 51), so it looks as
if Loki has made a mistake. Magnus Olsen (1960, II 51-2) suggests
that the author is influenced by a lausavisa by Hildr Hrélfsdéttir
about Gongu-Hrélfr (see Kock 1949, I 17) and thinking of the
proverb ilt's vio ulf at ylfask, ‘it’s bad to rage (literally “make a
wolf of oneself”’) against a wolf’; but that is no solution, since it
supplies no literal interpretation of what Loki means. There is no
getting away from the clear literal meaning of what he says.

There are, I think, three possible ways of answering this prob-
lem. One is to say that this is a mistake on Loki’s part, inserted
deliberately by the author to show that he is less successful in
abusing Pérr than he has been against the other gods. But in this
case it seems odd that the mistake occurs at the beginning of the
confrontation with P6rr and is followed by some shrewd hits about
Pérr’s encounter with Skrymir (stanzas 60, 62).

Another possible explanation is that traditions about Ragnargk
were not unanimous, but included one in which Pérr did fight the
Wolf. In Hymiskvida 11 he is called Hrédrs andskoti, ‘Hréor’s
opponent’, which seems to imply this. Klingenberg (1983, 143,
161) suggests that P6rr and Fenrir are, in both Hymiskvida and
Lokasenna, apocalyptically significant of the opposing sides at
Ragnargk as a whole, but I find this symbolic mode of thinking
unconvincing for this usually literal and specific poem. The tra-
ditions behind Hymiskvida are peculiar in a number of ways, but
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the considerable confusion in the text of Voluspd 55-6, which the
Lokasenna poet may have been using here, also suggests variable
traditions. It would be easy to conclude from the Hauksbék text
of Voluspa 55:5-8 that Pérr will fight against the Wolf:

Mun Odins sonr  eitri meeta,
vargs at dauda  Vidars nidia.

(Odinn’s son will meet the venom of the monster [or ‘wolf’] after the death of

Vidarr’s kinsman.)

(For the emendation eitri for MS ormi, see Voluspd 1984, 106.) But
as this stanza also mentions Vidarr, who exists in myth only as the
slayer of the Wolf, a reader who misunderstood it in this way
would also have to conclude that Pérr will not be able to kill Fenrir.
Such a belief could easily produce both the heiti in Hymiskvida 11
and the allegation in Lokasenna 58. A different confusion of the
same two mythical motifs may perhaps appear on the Gosforth
Cross, where a Vidarr-like figure can be seen forcing the jaws of
a monster apart with a spear, but the monster seems to be a serpent
rather than a wolf (see Bailey 1980, 126-8).

A third possibility is that Loki is simply being unfair. It was the
normal duty of a son to avenge the killing of his father, but it is
Vidarr, not P6rr, who will exact vengeance from Fenrir for the
killing of Odinn, and Loki may be suggesting that Pérr will avoid
this duty out of cowardice. This last explanation has the virtue of
not conflicting with known tradition, but is also more obviously
and completely unjust than any of Loki’s other allegations, and
thus runs the risk of undermining the force of what he says; it is a
possibility, though not, perhaps, a very attractive one.

The second and third of these explanations are both perfectly
possible, and it cannot, therefore, be shown that Loki’s accusations
run clearly counter to existing traditions at any point. Many of the
gods he attacks effectively admit the truth of what he says, and the
two who accuse him of falsehood are themselves demonstrably
lying. It looks, therefore, as if we are meant to take it that the
accusations are basically true throughout, although they may be
couched in a deliberately biased form.

13

Two other points now call for attention. The poem contains a
number of allusions to what will happen at Ragnarok: in st. 10
O0dinn calls on Vidarr to offer a seat to the ‘Wolf’s father’, and
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this is a covert allusion to the struggle between Vidarr and Fenrir
at Ragnargk; in st. 39 Tyr mentions the bound Wolf awaiting
Ragnargk; in st. 41 Freyr refers to the downfall of the gods — the
Wolf is bound unz ritifaz regin, ‘until the gods are destroyed’; in
st. 42 Loki notes that Freyr will feel the loss of his sword at
Ragnargk; in st. 58 Loki mentions Pérr’s alleged fight with the
Wolf at Ragnarok. The persistence of these references is such as
to justify Klingenberg’s view (1983, 152-3) that the end of the
world is the overriding idea of Lokasenna, though I disagree with
his view of Loki’s motivation (see below).

Secondly, there are two occasions when goddesses are defended,
apparently quite irrelevantly, by the statement that they under-
stand Fate. Odinn says this of Gefjun in st. 21:

(Err ertu, Loki,  oc grviti,
er pa fer pér Gefion at gremi,

pviat aldar grlgg  hygg ec at hon ¢ll um viti
iafngorla sem ec.

(You are mad, Loki, and out of your wits, when you set out to vex Gefjun, for

I think she knows the whole fate of the world as clearly as 1.)

— and Freyja makes a similar defence of Frigg in st. 29. Magnus
Olsen (1960, 11 16-17) has explained this as a threat: it is dangerous
to anger a goddess who knows Fate. But this hardly makes much
sense; if Fate is Fate, then it cannot be fundamentally changed
either by a malignant goddess or by a favourable one. One could
argue that those who know Fate can act in a way that will either
hasten or delay it, but in fact, many of Loki’s opponents seem very
anxious to avoid open confrontation (e.g. Idunn, Gefjun, Sif). So
if the allusion to a goddess knowing Fate is a threat, it is one which
the gods are apparently very reluctant to put into actual effect.

I shall now return to my first question: what is the reason for
the argument? In st. 21 Odinn says that Loki is mad to try to annoy
Gefjun because she understands the whole fate of the world as
clearly as Odinn does himself. That implies that Loki’s motive for
trying to annoy Gefjun (and hence the other gods as well) should
be understood in terms of Fate. I would suggest the view that he
is motivated by the desire to hurry Fate along by provoking a final
breach between himself and the gods. Such a breach must happen
before the gods will bind him, and that must take place before
Ragnargk can follow, and with it the final destruction of the gods.
It is thus within the power of the gods to delay Ragnargk unless
Loki can provoke them into a final breach with him. Loki himself
certainly knows what the future holds; we see this from stanzas
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42,58, 62. He even knows about his own binding, which he admits
in st. 50, using the same phrase, Veiztu, ef . . . as his opponents
do when they admit the substantial truth of an accusation. This
foreknowledge seems to me to render unlikely Klingenberg’s
suggestion (1983, 152) that Loki’s motive is to try to discover what
punishment lies in store for him as a result of the murder of Baldr.

His task of provoking the gods is made more difficult by the fact
that many of them also know why he is there. The list of those
who know what is to come, and who presumably realise what he
is doing, includes those who refer to or are said to possess the
knowledge of Fate (Gefjun, Odinn, Frigg and Freyja), and those
who refer to what will happen at or before Ragnargk (Tyr, Freyr
and Skaoi). There are five characters of whom we never discover
whether they know Fate or not (Idunn, Njordr, Heimdallr, Sif and
Beyla), though the tactics adopted may suggest that at least Idunn
and Heimdallr know what is to come, while Beyla probably does
not. A few of the gods are either ignorant of Fate or allow
themselves to forget about it in the anger of the moment, since
they make bombastic claims about the future which are in direct
conflict with Fate. Bragi is the first of these — if he knows Fate,
his announcement that he would carry Loki’s head in his hand if
he were outside (st. 14) becomes pointless, since Loki is not
destined to die in that way — and in any case, one who announces
that the &sir will never offer Loki a seat (st. 8) just before Odinn
does exactly that (st. 10) is clearly no great expert at telling the
future. Byggvir seems to think (st. 43) that it is within Freyr’s
power to grind Loki into tiny pieces, and his miniature bellicosity
is simply ridiculous. It is possible that we should add Beyla to this
list, depending on what we take her to mean when she says (st.
55) that Pdrr will bring them peace from Loki. If she means that
Porr will kill Loki, she is clearly ignorant of Fate. If she means he
will drive Loki out, she cannot understand Loki’s strategy (if I
have identified it rightly); but she may only mean that Pdrr will
awe Loki into silence, so we cannot be sure of her ignorance of
Fate. But all these are the most minor deities present, the ones we
might expect to be ignorant. The only surprising addition to their
number is Pérr, whose repeated threats to destroy Loki with his
hammer (stanzas 57, 59, 61, 63) are in blatant conflict with Loki’s
role in Fate. I shall come back to this point when looking at the
conclusion of the poem.

This explanation gives a reason for Loki’s intrusion into the hall,
for the references to Fate and to Ragnargk, and for the fact that
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many of the gods are reluctant to behave towards Loki with the
hostility they actually feel against him (which Eldir has underlined
for us in st. 2, before Loki ever enters the hall). I shall now offer
a reading of the major part of the poem in the light of this
interpretation, looking at the kind of accusation Loki makes and
the motives which bring individual gods into the argument.

I

When Loki first enters the hall and demands a drink (st. 6) there
is what looks like a deliberate echo of Vafpridnismal 8, where
O0dinn does exactly the same in the hall of the giant Vafpridnir:

byrstr ec kom  bessar hallar til,
Loptr, um langan veg. (Lokasenna 6:1-3)

(Thirsty, I, Loptr, came to this hall on the lengthy way.)

Gagnraodr ec heiti;  nd emc af gongo kominn
pyrstr til binna sala. (Vafpridnismdl 8:1-3)

(I am called Gagnradr; now I have come from the path, thirsty to your halls.)

It creates an unsettling reversal for Loki, the ally of giants, to be
the ‘Odinn’ figure in the presence of the gods themselves, and at
the same time introduces the theme of verbal contest and suggests
that this time the gods may not be victorious. (Further on the
criteria for assessing borrowings from other Eddic poems, see
Soderberg 1986.)

Bragi is the first figure to respond. Magnus Olsen (1960, IT 53-
5) suggests that he has the position of official court orator, and
points out some interesting resemblances between him and Unferd,
who holds the same position at King Hrodgar’s court in Beowulf.
If this is right, Bragi stands accused of professional incompetence
before he even speaks, because Loki has had time (st. 7) to
comment on the shocked silence with which his entry has been
received. He has neither been offered a seat nor turned away, so
the court puir or orator has been slow in doing his job. As soon
as he does open his mouth, we can add lack of discretion to his
qualities, for his words are unnecessarily extreme: the Asir will
never offer Loki a seat (st. 8). Loki ignores him and reminds Odinn
how in the old days the two of them had become foster-brothers
(st. 9); Odinn must either order that Loki be given a place at the
feast or else he must break his oath. He gives way — but in the
most ironic manner possible, telling Vidarr to let the Wolf’s father
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have a seat (st. 10). This answers Loki’s appeal to an ancient
friendship with a reminder of future enmity; at Ragnargk Odinn
will be swallowed by the Wolf, who will in turn be killed by
Vidarr. This reluctant invitation gives Loki the chance for an ironic
toast in honour of the &sir and Asynjur, in the course of which
he can taunt Bragi again (st. 11), and of course the latter does not
know when to keep quiet. This time, however, he offers Loki a
horse and a sword as an inducement to peace (st. 12) — another
parallel with Unferd in Beowulf (see Beowulf 1455-71) — and it
undermines both of them in the same way. To begin with defiance
and follow it by offering gifts conveys a suggestion of cowardice,
which is what Loki promptly accuses him of (st. 13, probably
echoing Havamadal 16). He also mocks him by pretending to misun-
derstand the figurative legal phrase Bragi has used: ok betir pér
svd baugi Bragi, ‘and thus Bragi will make a legal payment to you’.
By pretending to regard this as a literal offer of a ring, he contrives
to draw attention to Bragi’s splendid appearance and suggest that
he is himself like a piece of jewellery, a bekkskrautudr (cf. 15:3) —
nice to look at in the hall but of no practical use; Porr’s fierce
reaction to the same phrase in Hdrbardsljéo 42-3 suggests that an
obscene sense may also be present. Bragi responds with ferocious
bluster, which Loki promptly exposes: if Bragi wants to fight, no
one is stopping him (15:4-6). Bragi is then further humiliated by
needing the intervention of his wife to save him. He has been
shown up as a coward and as incompetent in his special field of
responsibility. Oratory is seen as mere bluster to protect the
braggart.

Iounn saves Bragi by pretending to scold him for lack of tact (st.
16). The aim of this is to conceal his cowardice, but the effect is
to emphasise it by making him look like a henpecked husband.
Her ostensible argument seems to be that Loki must not be abused
lest it undermine the position of all those who are merely dskmegir,
‘adoptive relatives’ of the Asir; this presumably uses the oath of
foster-brotherhood mentioned by Loki in st. 9 to suggest that he
is not really one of the Asir.

Loki’s insulting reply is overtly about Idunn’s lust (st. 17), but
more relevantly, its real subject is lack of concern for proper family
relationships, and this exposes Idunn’s hypocrisy. Being friendly
to adoptive kinsmen is all very well, but making one’s brother’s
killer into one of them by having sex with him is carrying it a bit
too far. It is not known who Idunn’s brédurbani was, but Magnus
Olsen (1960, 1I 54) points out that Unferd in Beowulf is also the
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slayer of his brothers (Beowulf 587), so it is likely to have been
Bragi himself; but if it was anyone else, we must add cuckoldry to
the insulting associations attached to him.

Idunn’s attempt in the next stanza (st. 18) to use soft words to
turn away wrath is a mask. When she says she doesn’t want Bragi
and Loki to get enraged and fight, she is still trying to conceal
Bragi's cowardice — actually, for all her elaborate anxiety, there
is no danger of any such thing. Despite her concern for Bragi
(which may be motivated by concern for her own social position
as hs wife), 1ounn thus stands accused of family treachery motivated
by lust, and we have seen that she is also a hypocrite.

Gefjun is the next figure to take the stage. It is not at first clear
why she intervenes, but her opening phrase neatly undermines
Idunn’s elaborate argument. She calls Bragi and Loki ip £sir tveir,
‘you two Asir’ (19:1), despite the fact that Idunn has just pretended
that Loki is not really one of the &Esir. Magnus Olsen (1960, II 15-
16) and Maria Elena Ruggerini (1979, 27, 56) take the second half
of st. 19 to mean ‘Loki does not know that Bragi is joking, and
that everyone loves him (i.e. because of his playfulness)’. If this is
right, it contradicts I0unn again, for if Bragi had really been joking
(which of course he had not), there would be no possibility of the
enraged fight Idunn professed to fear; so Gefjun’s defence of Bragi
neatly contradicts Idunn’s. S6derberg (1985, 73-4) would translate
either: ‘It is not Loki’s fault that Bragi is quarrelsome, so all the
gods exonerate Loki’ — a rather weak repetition of what Idunn
has just said — or: ‘It does not worry Loki that Bragi is quarrelsome
and that all the gods excuse him for being so’ -— again contradicting
Idunn’s professed fear of a fight.

Loki’s reply again concerns sexuality, but this time it is about
prostitution: he alleges that a certain sveinn inn hviti, ‘the pale
lad’, gave her a jewel, in return for which she laid her thigh over
him (st. 20). This reference cannot now be substantiated from any
other source, and it is quite likely that the poet made it up; but if
he did, it is in character, because the only other story that survives
about Gefjun, that of her relationship with Gylfi embedded in
Bragi's Ragnarsdripa 13 (Kock 1946-9, 1 2) and explained in ch. 1 of
Gylfaginning (Snorri Sturluson 1982, 7), is also about prostitution,
since it tells how she obtained Zealand from him in return for her
sexual favours. If the poet made up this allegation it follows that
he expected his audience to understand what he meant with no
more information than we now have (unless a stanza in which Loki
replied to [dunn is lost between stanzas 18 and 19, but while this
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is possible, such a stanza would probably have contained more
abuse of Iounn and could hardly be expected to tell us much about
Gefjun). For this reason, Magnus Olsen’s suggestion that the
sveinn inn hviti is ‘a made-up figure, perhaps a young smith’ (1960,
II 16) seems to me to be motiveless and feeble. Hviti in this context
is probably a derogatory word, implying cowardice or effeminacy
(see Ruggerini 1979, 56), and in Bragi we have a splendid candidate
to hand for that description — one, moreover, who has already
been associated with jewellery (compare stanzas 13, 15). If this
association is correct, Gefjun is intervening in defence of her
paramour, and we have the comic but not very edifying spectacle
of wife and mistress contradicting one another in a scramble to
defend a worthless coward to whom they are both sexually attached
in different but equally disgraceful ways.
Odinn intervenes at this point because Loki’s closing phrase
about Gefjun:
oc b lagdir ter yfir (Lokasenna 20:6)

(and you laid your thigh over him)

is also a coarse parody of one of his own amatory exploits, distorted
from Hdvamal 108, which describes his seduction of Gunnlgd:
beirar er lpgdomc arm yfir. (Hdvamadl 108:6)

(who laid her arm over me.)

That story also involves prostitution, though this time by the male
partner, since Odinn sleeps with Gunnlod only in order to obtain
the mead of poetry. It is an ‘unmanly’ thing to have done, and it
introduces a theme of ergi, ‘unmanliness’, in Odinn. He avoids this
covert attack on himself, and pretends only to defend Gefjun (st.
21), by saying that she also knows Fate.

At first, the diversion appears to have been successful, and Loki
leaves the theme of unmanliness to take up that of Fate (st. 22).
Odinn, as chooser of the slain in battle, is an agent of Fate, and
Loki’s charge against him is that he is systematically unjust in this
specialist field of patronage. Because his purpose is to select the
einherjar in preparation for the climax of Ragnargk (still unmen-
tioned, though both of them have it in mind), he is as a matter of
course likely to kill the most valiant and consequently give victory
to those who do not deserve it. Opt (22:4) should be taken as
referring to what usually happens.

At the beginning of st. 23 Odinn implicitly admits that this is
quite true; but the implication of sexually unworthy behaviour still
rankles, and he now makes the mistake of attacking Loki with the
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accusation of having changed sex, and furthermore, of having been
a woman of low enough status to milk subterranean cows for eight
years (st. 23). Preben Meulengracht Sgrensen (1980, 28; 1983, 24)
suggests that this also implies Loki’s subjection to the gross sexual
tastes of giants, and this seems very probable. Such stories (and
worse) about Loki are of course common, and do not worry him
a bit; one remembers the slightly indecent haste with which he
volunteers in Prymskvida 20, without anyone else suggesting it, to
go to Jotunheimar as Pérr’s ‘maidservant’. But it gives Loki the
chance to return to this theme, on which accusations matter more
to Odinn than they do to himself. Odinn has been a woman too,
and one of even lower status — not even a milkmaid, but a
travelling witch, an outcast from decent society (st. 24). We must
assume that this was not done for sexual enjoyment, but rather to
learn more magic, yet such magic was disreputable in itself, at
least by the human standards employed in this poem. (On the
usual social attitudes towards this kind of magic, which was called
seidr, see Dag Strombick 1970, 76-9.) Odinn is thus seen as
systematically unjust in his own special field and capable of sinking
to any disgraceful behaviour in order to obtain magic wisdom of a
discreditable kind.

We need not see Frigg’s intervention at this point as motivated
purely by conjugal love for Odinn. The status of a woman in Norse
society depended to quite a large extent on her marriage, and in
extreme cases the removal of manhood was enough to annul the
social and political effects of a marriage; for example, Preben
Meulengracht Sgrensen has pointed out that in Islendinga saga ch.
115, the motive for the partial castration of Orzkja Snorrason is
to annul the political effect of his marriage to Arnbjorg Arnérsdéttir
(1980, 103-4; 1983, 83-4; Sturlunga saga 1946, I 395), and the effect
is both to annul the marriage and to send Orzkja into exile.
Therefore the attack on Odinn’s manhood amounts to an attack
on the social position of Frigg herself (a motive which may also
explain Idunn’s concern to ward off the accusation of cowardice
against Bragi). In st. 25, Frigg picks up the theme of Fate again
and pretends that it refers only to the past, and that it has compelled
both Loki and Odinn into their past unmanly exploits. The effects
of this dubious piece of reasoning are to make Odinn and Loki
into equals (she uses the same phrase, ip Asir tveir (25:4), as
Gefjun has done about Loki and Bragi in 19:1), and to defend
Loki against her own husband’s attack on him.

She gets no thanks. Loki’s response is to remind her that she too
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has an unsavoury past to hide, in her semi-incestuous adultery with
her husband’s two brothers, Vili and V€ (see the same story in
Ynglinga saga ch. 3, Snorri Sturluson 1941, 12), and there may
also be a continuing suggestion of Odinn’s unmanliness. At all
events, Loki points out that she is not quite the loyal wife she is
pretending to be (st. 26). Her response is the angry assertion that
he would pay for that remark if she had a son like Baldr here (st.
27). This is a familiar female tactic, though one no self-respecting
feminist would use; its purpose is to suggest that the man who has
made the offending remark is a coward who would never dare to
say such things to another man. But on this occasion it backfires.
In the first half of st. 28, Loki portrays himself as provoked into
saying more in order to defend himself: the reason why Baldr is
not here is that Loki himself has already contrived his death. This
adds a second injury; not only is Loki attacking Frigg’s position as
a wife, but even more seriously, he has destroyed her position as
a mother, and even the vengeance for that deed is carried out by
a son of Odinn who is not also the son of Frigg (see Baldrs draumar
10-11).

It is possible that the reminder of Baldr’s death and how Loki
planned it may contain an even more hurtful implication. If the
first audience of the poem knew the story in a form like the one
told in Gylfaginning ch. 49 (Snorri Sturluson 1982, 45) they would
know that the vital information Loki needed in order to contrive
the killing of Baldr was given him by Frigg herself. Unfortunately,
the poem on which Snorri apparently based this chapter is lost
apart from the single stanza he quotes, so it is not certain that this
detail was known before Snorri’s time. If it was, as seems probable,
it suggests that Frigg’s self-indulgence has involved unwitting
treachery to her son as well as semi-incestuous betrayal of her
husband.

It is hard to see why Freyja interposes at this point to defend
Frigg (st. 29). Heinrichs (1970, 54) suggests that she is shocked by
the effrontery with which Loki casts his responsibility for the son’s
death in the face of the mother, but in view of the self-serving
motives for so many of the other interventions, such a motivation
seems improbably altruistic. I can only suggest one theory, and in
the absence of poetic sources, it has to be a suppositious one. If
we accept that Snorri was following an older tradition in making
Frigg betray to Loki the fact that Baldr could be killed by the
mistletoe, the question arises why she should be so casual in
betraying such a vital secret to an unknown woman. Perhaps we
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should see Loki, like Odinn on Samsey in st. 24, as transformed
into a travelling spdkona or prophetess, and the conversation
between Frigg and the disguised Loki as an exchange of magic,
occult information. In that case, Baldr’s death was partly caused
by Frigg’s love of seidr, the evil art which according to Ynglinga
saga ch. 4 was introduced to the &Esir by Freyja (Snorri Sturluson
1941, 13), so that she also has her conscience stung by mention of
the death of Baldr. Freyja’s resort to Frigg’s knowledge of Fate
would then carry two meanings, both ‘Frigg (and I, Freyja) can
see why you're trying to annoy her’, and ‘Frigg (and I, Freyja) are
guiltless of the death of Baldr, because it was all due to Fate’. But
this must remain uncertain, although it may receive support from
st. 32 (see below).

Loki’s attack on Freyja concentrates on her well-known promis-
cuity; he suggests that she has little right to presume to defend
Frigg, because she is herself even worse. Where Frigg has commit-
ted adultery with two men, to whom she is related by marriage
only, Freyja has done so with every male character present. The
end of st. 32 has usually been taken to assert that Freyja committed
incest with her brother Freyr, and that the gods mocked this by
sewing them together (see e.g. Olsen 1960, II 22-3, and cf. the
story of the binding of Mars and Venus in Ovid’s Metamorphoses
Book IV, and Bomer 1969-80, II 68-9); but Séderberg (1985, 78)
tentatively renders it: ‘when for your brother’s benefit you seduced
the good gods with magic’. This is philologically persuasive, makes
it unnecessary to suppose a lost myth, and if correct, makes explicit
the guilty motive for Freyja’s intervention which I have suggested
above.

Njordr is now forced to intervene for the honour of his family,
and his counter-attack on Loki is simple and repetitive, answering
one allegation of sexual perversion with another and repeating
Odinn’s charge that Loki is ragr and has borne children. It is a
stupid attack, for there is no reason to think it will have any more
effect now than when Odinn used it, but it gives Loki the chance
of an almost equally humiliating counter-charge against Njoror
himself. He alleges not only that Njordr was sent ‘east from here’
to the gods as a hostage (i.e. east from Agir’s hall, imagined as
being somewhere far out in the north Atlantic), but also that
Hymir’s daughters (i.e. giantesses) used him as a chamberpot and
pissed in his mouth. Magnus Olsen is probably right to interpret
Hymir’s daughters as the Norwegian rivers, which discharge into
the sea, of which Njoror is patron (see Olsen 1960, II 28-30; MRN
163).



Motivation in Lokasenna 247

Njordr’s defensive response is that he may have been sent as a
hostage to the gods, but he is still a man rather than a woman, for
he has begotten a heroic son in Freyr:

oc piccir sa 4sa iadarr. (35:6)
(and he is thought to be protector of the Asir.)

(It is interesting that one is constantly tempted, in discussing this
poem, to refer to the gods as men and women. That is indeed how
they are regarded in the argument, so that it is, for example, no
defence of Freyja to say that as a goddess of fertility she has to be
promiscuous; here she is judged as if she were a promiscuous
woman.) In the same way, Njor0r’s claim to be a moral defender
of his two children is demolished when Loki reminds him that he
is guilty of exactly the same form of incest himself (st. 36).

The argument has been turning into an escalating row between
Loki and the Vanir, and at this point the one-handed Tyr steps in,
in an attempt to reconcile or arbitrate. In view of the final sentence
about Tyr and Fenrir in Gylfaginning ch. 25, this has caused some
surprise:

En pé er Asir vildu eigi leysa hann bd beit hann hondina af par er ni heitir dlflior,

ok er hann einhendr ok ekki kalladr szttir manna.
(Snorri Sturluson 1982, 25)

(But when the Asir refused to release him, he bit off the hand at the point which
is now called the ‘wolf joint’ [the wrist], and he is one-handed and not said to
be a reconciler of men.)

Critics have tended to agree with Loki when he retorts that Tyr
has never known how to bera tilt med tveim (38:3) — ‘to reconcile
two parties in a dispute’, even if one may suspect a cruel pun here
whereby Loki also means that Tyr cannot ‘carry (anything) steadily
with two (hands)’. But in fact, there is nothing apart from the folk-
etymological explanation of #/flidr (‘wrist’) in this sentence of
Gylfaginning which is not also in Lokasenna 38; it seems peculiar
for Snorri to describe a god in terms of what he is not (even if we
allow for rhetorical understatement) unless he had a source for
doing so. So it seems likely that this sentence in Gylfaginning is
based on the Lokasenna stanza and cannot be used as independent
corroboration of it. Whether or not Tyr is a competent arbitrator,
that appears to be the role he is trying to play here; and as there
is no other clear motive for him to intervene, I would suggest the
possibility that he has an official function as arbitrator, just as
Bragi is the official orator and Sif may be the official hostess (both
suggested by Magnus Olsen 1960, II 47, 53, 55).
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Opinions of Tyr have varied. Magnus Olsen (1960, 11 31) calls
him open and chivalrous for his defence of Freyr, the god of peace
who is his own opposite — a contrast which I would rather see as
ironic. Heinrichs, on the other hand, calls him a militarist (1970,
58). The only writer I know of who has tried to explain why Tyr
is incapable as an arbitrator is Ruggerini (1979, 64), who says
that being one-handed, he lacks the physical capacity to separate
fighting men. I would suggest rather that Tyr’s incapacity, as seen
by Loki, is a moral one. From his point of view as the Wolf’s
father, the binding of Fenrir is an act, not of courage on Tyr’s part,
but of treachery. Mutilation as an outward sign of a man’s treachery
can also be seen in Egill’s partial blinding of Armédr in Egils saga
ch. 72 (1933, 228). To Loki, Tyr’s lost hand is the sign of a broken
oath, and how can one trust an arbitrator who is himself an oath-
breaker? No wonder Loki accuses him of not being ‘even handed’.

Seen in this light, Tyr’s reply is pure cynicism (st. 39); it amounts
to saying: ‘Well, we may have tricked the Wolf and I lost my hand
as you say, but it worked’. Loki’s response to this looks at first like
irrelevant and crude abuse: he alleges that Tyr’s wife has had a
child by Loki himself, and that Tyr has never had any compensation
for this (st. 40). TYyr’s wife is otherwise completely unknown, and
Magnus Olsen is probably right to suggest (1960, 11 33-4) that she
is made up for the occasion. But it is unlike this poet to make up
such charges without any justification. Olsen also notes the irony
that Tyr, the patron of brave men undertaking duels, is unable to
challenge Loki to a hdlmganga to defend his own right. But that,
I think, is the point: the only sort of arbitration that is appropriate
for a warlike god like Tyr is the Adlmganga, the arbitration of
force; and the basic injustice of this has just been exemplified by
Tyr himself when he sought to justify a broken oath by saying that
the deception was successful. The allegation about Tyr’s wife
functions as a moral supposition, to show the inherent injustice of
the hélmganga, in this casual assumption that whoever succeeds
must be justified. What about the one-handed man? Is he not
entitled to justice? Tyr’s argument has in effect been that might is
right, and it has been shown up as morally bankrupt in a way that
makes him appear disgraced and ridiculous himself. Tyr is thus
another example of the god who is seen as unworthy in his special
field of patronage, besides being an oath-breaker.

Once the attempted reconciliation has collapsed, Freyr is forced
to intervene. The underlying dispute has been about him ever since
the allegation of his incest with Freyja in st. 32; Njordr’s self-
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defence has hinged on Freyr’s worth (st. 35), and T¥r has also
stressed his good qualities (st. 37). His method is to try to threaten
Loki into silence by referring to his binding — he will be bound
next unless he keeps quiet (st. 41). But Loki, too, knows what
Fate has in store, and this first explicit allusion by one of the gods
to the final breach between him and them merely shows him that
he is winning. So he presses on, reminding Freyr that he is not
only lustful and incestuous, but that his lust will be fatal to him
and the gods at Ragnargk, for in his passion for Gerdr he gave his
sword away to her, and hence to the giants (st. 42). And this story
is certainly not made up by this poet; it is alluded to in Voluspd
st. 52 (1984, 102-4) as well as by Snorri Sturluson (1982, 31;
Gylfaginning ch. 37). The story in Skirnismdl 23-25, where Skirnir
threatens Gerdr with a sword immediately after offering her gifts,
may be a distorted variant of it.

Byggvir, the next god to intervene, does so in a way which is
both ridiculous and, for the gods, dangerous. His motive is clearly
to back up his master Freyr, but his threats about grinding Loki to
pieces (st. 43) show that he lacks Freyr’s knowledge of Fate, and
his threats are comically like what happens to the barley of which
he is patron:

Veiztu, ef ec 0li &ttac  sem Inguna-Freyr,
oc sva sazllict setr,

mergi smaera  mylda ec pa4 meinkraco
oc lemda alla i lido.

(You know, if I had an estate like Inguna-Freyr and so lovely a dwelling, I would
grind that malicious crow smaller than marrow, and lame him in every limb.)

The point is quickly made by a comparison with the British ballad
John Barleycorn, whose hero may be a descendant of Byggvir:
They wasted, o’er a scorching flame
The marrow of his bones;
But a miller us’d him worst of all,

For he crush’d him between two stones.
(Burns 1928, 389)

(This ballad, of course, exists in a large number of versions and is
certainly not by Robert Burns in the usual sense in which a poet
claims to have composed a poem; however, the modern versions,
for some of which see Sharp 1974, 1I 171-9, are generally more
remote from Lokasenna than Burns’ admittedly slightly *polished’
or artificial text).

Loki begins his reply by asking what this little thing is that has
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just spoken — the rather petty technique of pretending not to
recognise someone in order to diminish them. Magnus Olsen argues
(1960, 11 37-9) that the opening Hvat er pat it litla, er . . ., “What
is that little thing, which . . .”, is meant as the opening of a riddle,
to which the answer is ‘hen’ — an interpretation suggesting petty
chattering and ergi (cowardice and passive homosexuality). But
Hvar er . . is not uncommon in Eddic verse as a way of asking
the name of a new arrival; Ruggerini (1979, 69) gives five other
examples (see Vafpridnismal 7, Alvissmal 2, 5, Reginsmdl 1,
Baldrs draumar 5, and one might add Fjolsvinnsmal 1, 3, for which
see SG 1, 200-201), none of which is a riddle. And the adjective
litli may have been conventionally associated with Byggvir when
he was being praised for courage and strength, as it sometimes is
with John Barleycorn (see the set phrase ‘little Sir John’, Sharp
1974, 11 178, and the early seventeenth-century broadside ‘The
Little Barly-Corne’, The Roxburghe Ballads 11 1874, 28-33). But
the image of a hen clucking around the quern looking for loose
grains is certainly present in st. 44 even if there is no riddle, and
it prompts Byggvir into praise of his own status as patron of strong
drink. He is ‘inspiring bold John Barleycorn’ — bold perhaps, but
oblivious to the real significance of what is going on.

Loki’s second stanza against him (st. 46) attacks him on the
two grounds of injustice and cowardice. The patron of barley is
responsible for bread as well as drink, and he distributes it unjustly
among men, giving some more than their share while subjecting
others to famine. And as patron of drink, he is nowhere to be
found in the straw on the floor when men fight in the hall. Drink
seems here to be seen as the causer of fights, and I would suggest
that the image is of the ale being spilt when men fight and running
away into the straw, not to be found again. So John Barleycorn is
in a way a coward after all; more important, he is another who is
incompetent and unjust in his special sphere of patronage, unfair
in distributing food and a strife-causing coward as patron of drink.

Heimdallr now sees a chance of averting the irreconcilable
quarrel. The mention of Byggvir’s role as patron of strong drink
gives the context for the claim that Loki is only abusing the gods
because he is drunk (st. 47). That is something Loki could accept
without much disgrace, especially since Heimdallr goes out of his
way to point up the parallel with the drunkenness of Odinn:

QIr ertu, Loki,  sva at pu er grviti,
hvi né lezcadu, Loki?

pviat ofdryccia  veldr alda hveim,
er sina melgi né manad.
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(You are drunk, Loki, as well as out of your wits; why don’t you stop, Loki?
Because too much drink causes every man to forget his own tendency to talk.)

The first half of this stanza echoes Odinn’s words in st. 21:

(Err ertu, Loki, oc grviti,
er pu far pér Gefion at gremi, (Lokasenna 21:1-3)

(You are mad, Loki, and out of your wits, when you set out to vex Gefjun.)

and the second half contains some reminiscences, both in phrase
and sentiment, of Hdvamdl 11-14, where Odinn advises against
excessive drinking and recalls how drunk he became when he
visited GunnlQd and obtained the mead of poetry from her:

Vegnest verra  vegra hann velli at,
enn sé ofdryccia ols.

Era sva gott,  sem gott qveda
ol alda sona;
pviat fera veit, er fleira dreccr,
sins til geds gumi. (Havamadl 11:4-6, 12)

(There are no worse provisions that one can travel with on the earth than too
deep a draught of beer.

Ale is not as good as the sons of men claim it to be, for the more a man drinks,
the less he knows of his own mind.)

This reminiscence diminishes Odinn somewhat in order to offer
Loki a moderately honourable escape from the quarrel if he wants
to take it.

But why is it Heimdallr who intervenes at this point? He has not
been attacked, nor has anything just been said to give him a guilty
conscience. It is true that he is Loki’s archetypal opponent, both
at Ragnargk and in the early days of the gods (see Heinrichs 1970,
44; MRN 147), but that does not explain why he intervenes here
rather than at any other moment, nor why his speech is relatively
conciliatory. 1 have only a tentative suggestion to make about this.
The end of the stanza before Heimdallr speaks is concerned with
Byggvir's cowardice when men are fighting in the hall; perhaps we
should imagine Loki looking round for someone to attack in order
to demonstrate his point. The only god against whom he ever fights
physically is Heimdallr, so he is the obvious choice, and as Loki
grabs Heimdallr we should imagine Byggvir diving for the straw
just as Loki says he does. Heimdallr is then forced to respond in
physical self-defence, but he knows what Loki is trying to achieve
by provoking him, so he merely replies that Loki is fighting drunk.
The drawback about this theory is that it would take quite a gifted
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performer to make it clear to the audience what is going on, though
a lighthearted experiment with students at Durham has suggested
that it would be perfectly possible if there were more than one
performer. It is alternatively possible that the reason why Heim-
dallr is brought in at this point is simply that the poet must consider
him at some point and has not yet done so; but in view of the
careful motivation of the interventions of most of the other gods,
this does not seem very likely.

The other problem in this section concerns the implication of
Loki’s reply in st. 48. It is difficult to see why he should taunt
Heimdallr with the mere fact of his role as watchman of the gods,
though he could be suggesting that it is a demeaning life because
it ties Heimdallr to one place. That would certainly explain Skadi’s
reference to Loki’s own impending loss of liberty in the next stanza,
so it is probably part of the meaning. But it leaves unexplained
the strange statement ‘aurgo baki pii munt @ vera’, which has been
interpreted in a number of ways. Bugge (1867, 401) suggested that
aurgo is equivalent to grgu, ‘stiff’, in which case Loki would be
taunting Heimdallr with the discomfort of his extreme physical
(and moral) uprightness. But as all Loki’s other taunts are about
what the gods themselves would consider their vices, this sneer
against virtue seems unlikely. Magnus Olsen (1960, II 44) tenta-
tively suggests that aurgo may come from argr, ‘homosexual’ or
‘cowardly’, but it is difficult to get good sense out of that either in
this context, and an accusation that Heimdallr is argr would be
out of keeping with every other tradition about him, and therefore
not the sort of original invention that the poet makes elsewhere.
So I fall back on the translation ‘with a wet or muddy back’ (for
which see e¢.g. Jan de Vries 1956-7, II 241). One might suggest that
Loki is pointing out the evidence that Heimdallr has been sleeping
on the job, or at any rate lying down. We could then imagine
Heimdallr, not as the trusty watchman standing listening at the
window, as Magnus Olsen does (1960, II 44), but rather as sprawl-
ing on the turf wall of the tiin, just as Einarr is found sprawling
on the wall of the sheepfold at Grjétteigssel when Hrafnkell comes
to exact vengeance from him in ch. 3 of Hrafnkels saga (1950, 104;
1957, 64). But this interpretation has the serious drawback that no
other source suggests that Heimdallr is a lazy watchman, or that
he has a character consistent with this view (see MRN 149, 154).

There is, however, another and more interesting way in which
Heimdallr might come to have a muddy back. The adjective aurugr
occurs in only one other context in Old Norse verse; this is in
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Voluspa 27, where it refers to the muddy waterfall in the river
which flows from Odinn’s pledge (i.e. his eye in Urdarbrunnr).
That stanza also mentions Heimdallr and how his hearing lies
pledged under Yggdrasill (see Voluspd 1984, 56-7; MRN 149-50),
the tree which is described as:

héar badmr, ausinn  hvita auri. (Voluspa 19:3-4)

(A lofty tree, sprinkled with white mud.)

Perhaps Heimdallr should be seen as having acquired the mud on
his back as he walked away from the tree after depositing his
hearing under it. In that case, he is being mocked as the assiduous
watchman who has undermined his own effectiveness by rendering
himself wholly or partially deaf, and this is then another instance of
a god being seen as incompetent in his special area of responsibility.
Such an interpretation depends on the word Aljéd in Voluspad 27:1
being interpreted as ‘hearing’: but even if one were to revive the
old alternative explanation that what Heimdallr pledged under
the tree was not his hearing but his horn, the implication for the
context in Lokasenna would not be greatly altered, for a watchman
with no horn on which to sound the alarm would hardly be any
more effective than a deaf one.

It is also possible that aurgo here carries giant associations, for
the majority of compounds with aur- as first element noted in LP
24 are connected with giants. There are five giant-names (Aurboda,
Aurekr, Aurgelmir, Aurgrimnir, Aurnir), one giant kenning
(aurmyils Narfi) and two names connected with dwarves, which
may be related to the giant-names (Aurvangar, Aurvangr); against
these, there are only three compounds which definitely have no
giant associations (aurbord, aurglasir, aurridi). One might very
tentatively suggest that Loki is implying that muddy giants may
get into Asgardr behind the muddy back of the deaf watchman; it
is at least possible that Skadi, who speaks next, understands him
to mean this.

This brings us to the question why it is Skadi who intervenes
next. For this poet, as for Snorri Sturluson in Skdldskaparmadl ch.
1 (1900, 70), she is primarily the daughter of Pjazi, and therefore
a giantess who has come among the gods. The suggestion that
Heimdallr is an incompetent watchman against giants may include
an implication, whether intended by Loki or inferred by Skaoi
herself, that she ought not to have been admitted to Asgardr. Such
an implication would of course be unfair, at least if the tradition
used by the poet of Lokasenna made it clear, as Snorri does, that



254 Saga-Book

the Asir let Skaoi in while discussing with her the compensation
to be paid to her for the killing of her father Pjazi. But Loki’s slurs
do not have to be fair, and this one is given sufficient pretext by
the mere fact of her presence among the gods.

Her attack on Loki sweeps away Heimdallr's attempt to rec-
oncile the dispute as a piece of drunken argument, best ignored.
She reminds Loki, in her blunt, coarse giantess fashion, of the
most painful and unpleasant details of the binding that awaits him,
presumably in an attempt to frighten him into delaying it. But
Loki, intent on hastening a Fate he already foresees, has of course
thought of that already, and responds by taunting her with his own
prominent role in the death of her father Pjazi (st. 50). This cruel
mockery resembles the way he cast his responsibility for the death
of Baldr in the face of Frigg (st. 28), and again it has a further
sting in the tail, though this time that sting is delayed until Skadi
has sworn eternal enmity towards him (st. 51). He mildly remarks
(st. 52) that she was gentler in her words when she invited him to
her bed. No other source mentions this liaison, and it is possible
that the poet invented it, though it seems more likely that some-
thing like the obscene horseplay of Skdldskaparmal lies behind it;
here, Loki deliberately falls into Skadi’s lap (or onto her knee)
after tying his testicles to the beard of a goat:

Pat hafdi hon ok { settargord sinni, at Asir skyldu pat gera, er hon hugdi, at peir
skyldu eigi mega, at hlcegja hana. P4 gerdi Loki pat, at hann batt um skegg geitar
nokkurrar ok gOrum enda um hredjar sér, ok 1étu pau ymsi eptir ok skrakdi hvart
tveggja hatt; pa 16t Loki fallask { kné Skada, ok pa hi6 hon; var pa gor sett af
Asanna hendi vid hana.

(Snorri Sturluson 1900, 70)

(She also made it a condition of her settlement that the &sir should do what she
thought they would be unable to perform: to make her laugh. Then Loki tied [a
rope| to the beard of a goat and the other end round his testicles, and they pulled
in opposite directions and each squawked loudly; then Loki allowed himself to
fall into Skadi’s lap, and she laughed. And so the Asir’s settlement with her was
completed.)
Similarly suggestive connotations are attached to a sexually sig-
nificant obje