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1 Introduction

The twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth centuries were a time of intense social
and political development in Iceland, as well as a period of crucial cultural signif-
icance, when the narrative accounts of medieval Icelandic history and myth were
composed in written form. For this reason, an insight into the Icelanders’ self-
image at this time is necessary for the understanding of all medieval Icelandic
texts. The best sources available for this purpose are narratives depicting this pe-
riod from the perspective of a time when it was still quite recent. These include,
firstly, the secular contemporary sagas (samtidarségur), recorded primarily in
the compilation Sturlunga saga, which describes the gradual concentration of
power in Iceland and the subsequent violent conflicts of the so-called Sturlung
Age in 1220-1264. Secondly, this period is depicted in the bishops’ sagas (biskupa
sdgur), biographies of eleventh- to fourteenth-century Icelandic bishops. Since
these sagas not only record the events, but also interpret and evaluate them, their
analysis can show how the Icelanders at the time of their origin perceived, or
wished to perceive, their recent history. The central question then is what atti-
tudes and values the narratives reflect and how they construct the identity of the
community that produced them.

Due to the inherent intertextuality of medieval literature, a sufficiently com-
plex understanding of the medieval Icelanders’ interpretation of their recent past
can only be achieved if the contemporary sagas are analysed in a broader context
of texts including the sagas of Icelanders and other narrative accounts of Ice-
land’s early history, because that is how they were received by their original audi-
ences. Such an approach does not, however, require a detailed comparison of
motifs, plots, and character portrayals in all extant sagas. It is rather based on the
idea that the recipients’ perception of texts is shaped by the structural and the-
matic characteristics of different narrative types. Furthermore, it will be argued
here that the knowledge of certain culturally specific narrative types also shapes
the community’s interpretation of real events by determining what will be re-
membered and how. That is why this approach to the sources is closely connected
with the theory of cultural memory.

The central idea behind the theory of cultural memory is that “remembrance
weaves together current matters of concern with narratives about and from the
past” (Rigney 2018, 242). In this sense, memory can be defined as “the contempo-
rized past” (Assmann 1995, 129) or as “the interplay of present and past in socio-
cultural contexts” (Erll 2008, 2). This means that when we study the sagas from
the perspective of cultural memory, we reveal the processes through which a
saga endows a story about the past with meanings shaped by the values and con-

@ Open Access. ©2025 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111348476-001


https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111348476-001

2 = 1 Introduction

cerns of its own present. At the same time, the past also shapes the perception of
the present by providing models or patterns that frame the present and integrate
it into the collective self-image. The past and the present are thus always inter-
preted in a mutual, dialogical connection (Vésteinn Olason 1998). In the Icelandic
saga corpus, all the texts “gave meaning to the present through their articulation
of the past and created a common memory of the past for the Icelanders” (Long
2017, 36-37). In the contemporary sagas, recent events were transformed into a
narrative discourse, and thus they were connected to the memories of the more
distant past and integrated into the community’s concept of its history.

In the study of Old Norse literature from the perspective of cultural memory,
various approaches can be taken. Firstly, we can look for specific sites of memory
contained in the narratives, such as placenames, personal names, or genealogies
(Glauser 2000, 2007; Jargensen 2010). Secondly, the texts can be analysed as sour-
ces of the medieval cultural concept of memory in the sense of the human ability
to retain, process, and retrieve knowledge; it is possible to study direct or meta-
phorical textual references to memory and remembering, as well as matters con-
cerning mnemonic practices (Asdis Egilsdéttir 2006; Hermann 2015, 2022). Thirdly,
we can read the texts as foundation narratives that define collective identity by
“explaining the origin and uniqueness of a society” and by “legitimizing the cur-
rent social order” (Jergensen 2010, 5). This is the approach predominantly taken
in the present study. It is intended to serve as a theoretical basis for studying the
contemporary sagas neither purely as literature, in the sense of focusing on the
psychology of individual characters or on the literary quality of exciting dialogues
and compelling scenes, nor purely as history, in the sense of attempting to filter
out the literary elements in order to reveal facts. Instead, it allows us to interpret
the texts as narrative discourses that record and construct the community’s mem-
ories of its past by combining historical contents with a narrative form.

Since the analysis of medieval sources through the lens of modern theories
poses specific problems, the rest of this introduction, after an overview of the
sources, outlines some conceptual and methodological concerns. The study itself
is divided into five chapters that explore different aspects of the narrative con-
struction of medieval Icelandic identity.

Chapter 2 outlines the central themes that define the medieval Icelanders’ col-
lective identity in narratives describing the settlement and Christianization of Ice-
land. It then shows how these themes are accentuated in the introductory peettir
of Sturlunga saga, so that thematic continuity is established between the accounts
of the early history and this compilation. In the next chapters, the same themes
are analysed in the contemporary sagas themselves, with an emphasis on the the-
matic unity of the entire immanent narrative of medieval Icelandic history.
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Chapter 3 shows how one of these key themes, the importance of social mecha-
nisms that strengthen internal unity, is developed in the depictions of internal Ice-
landic relations in the contemporary sagas. The predominant structural patterns in
these narratives foreground the character types that embody these social mecha-
nisms and counteract the disruptive forces in a decentralized society, so that even
the tumultuous Sturlung Age is not presented as a time of a social downfall or dis-
integration. The texts thus construct a memory of the recent past from which the
medieval Icelanders could proudly derive their collective identity.

Chapters 4-6 deal with the narrative accounts of contact between Iceland
and Norway during and after their political integration. The chapter divisions are
intended to make the discussion more clearly structured, not to imply that there
were any sharply defined boundaries between the individual periods of the his-
torical development. The chapters show how the narratives accentuate some of
the other key themes that define medieval Icelandic collective identity, in particu-
lar the Icelanders’ free will and active initiative in historically important deci-
sions, as well as the deconstruction of the Icelanders’ marginality within the
Norse, European, and Christian cultural region. The individual historical persons
depicted in the sagas are viewed as identity bearers who embody the various pos-
sible relationships between Iceland and the Norwegian monarchy and illustrate
the gradual development of these relationships.

1.1 The sources

Most contemporary sagas with secular subject matter are not preserved individu-
ally, only as components of a compilation, Sturlunga saga.! Hrafns saga Sveinbjar-
narsonar exists both individually and in a shortened version incorporated in
Sturlunga saga. Arons saga Hjorleifssonar is not included in Sturlunga saga and is
preserved separately. The bishops’ sagas have a rich manuscript history, and
most of them are extant in several different redactions. The king’s saga, Hdkonar
saga Hdkonarsonar, is not the primary object of analysis in the present study, but
it provides some relevant material.

1 For details about its title, see Gudrin Asa Grimsdéttir 2021, xii-xiv.
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Sturlunga saga

Sturlunga saga is an extensive compilation of sagas dealing with twelfth- and thir-
teenth-century Icelandic history. Its time span extends from 1117 to 1284 — with
the exception of the introductory pcettir, which depict earlier history. The compi-
lation consists of nine longer narrative units, known as Porgils saga ok Haflida,
Sturlu saga, Prestssaga Guomundar géda, Gudmundar saga dyra, Hrafns saga
Sveinbjarnarsonar, Islendinga saga, bérdar saga kakala, Svinfellinga saga, and
borgils saga skarda. It also contains shorter introductory, connective, and closing
texts, including Geirmundar pdttr heljarskinns, Haukdela pattr, and Sturlu pdttr.
The authorship and exact dating of most of the component sagas and pcttir are
not known with any certainty (Jén Jéhannesson 1946, xvi—xlix; Gudrtin Asa Grims-
déttir 2021, xli-cxxii). An exception is Islendinga saga, which is believed to have
been written by Sturla Pérdarson the younger (1214-1284), probably in the last
decade of his life.2

Sturlunga saga was probably compiled in the early fourteenth century. It is
not sure who the compiler was; possible suggestions include the légmadr béror
Narfason of Skard (d. 1308) or Porsteinn Snorrason, canon and later abbot of the
Helgafell monastery (d. 1353), in which case a somewhat later dating would be
likely (Helgi Porlaksson 2012, 53—-66; Gudrun Asa Grimsdéttir 2021, cxxix—cxlii).
The compiler doubtlessly worked on behalf of some representatives of the ruling
class, so the compilation presumably reflects attitudes that were dominant among
the social elite, rather than the opinions of a specific individual.

The original redaction of Sturlunga saga is lost. Two later redactions are pre-
served in incomplete medieval vellum manuscripts — Krdksfjardarbok (AM 122a
fol., ca. 1350-1370) and Reykjarfjardarbék (AM 122b fol., ca. 1375-1400) — and in
about forty seventeenth- to nineteenth-century paper copies (Ulfar Bragason 2005,
428-429; Gudrdn Asa Grimsdottir 2021, xx—xli). The extant manuscripts cannot be
regarded as “reliable witnesses to the original compilation” (Gudrun Nordal 2010,
175); apart from multiple textual differences, each redaction contains some sections
that are not included in the other (Gudrtin Asa Grimsdéttir 2021, cxxii—cxxix). Nev-
ertheless, Olafia Einarsdottir (1968, 52-80) has convincingly argued that many of
the sections found only in one redaction were part of the original compilation, and
the differences are caused by the individual redactors’ choice to omit some mate-

2 Sturla bérdarson may have played a role in the composition of other component texts and/or
in the compilation of Sturlunga saga (Ulfar Bragason 1986a, 16-20; 2005, 429-430; Gudrtn Asa
Grimsdoéttir 2021, cxlii-clv).
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rial and retain other.® She thus disproves the previously dominant opinion that
most of the differences are a result of interpolations composed by the redactors or
taken from other sources. The main difference that probably actually resulted from
interpolations by the redactor of Reykjarfjardarbék is the incorporation of Porgils
saga skarda and Sturlu pdttr; other additions in Reykjarfjardarbdk are the so-called
Jarteinasaga Gudmundar biskups and Arna saga biskups, which follow after the
compilation and are not incorporated into it.*

Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar

The separate Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar, depicting the protagonist’s skills,
journeys, and conflict with his opponent Porvaldr Snorrason around 1200, is
more extensive than the abbreviated version incorporated in Sturlunga saga.
However, it ends with Hrafn’s death and its immediate aftermath, whereas his
sons’ subsequent vengeance and its political consequences are only described in
other sections of Sturlunga saga.

Hrafns saga was probably composed around 1230-1250 (Ulfar Bragason 1988,
267). It is extant in two redactions; the longer redaction is preserved in four-
teenth-century fragments and seventeenth-century paper copies (e.g. AM 155 fol.);
the shorter redaction is preserved in an incomplete fifteenth-century manuscript
(AM 557 4to) and its seventeenth-century paper copies (e.g. AM 552 n 4to) (Gudrun
Asa Grimsdottir 2021, clxxiii-clxxiv).> The compiler of Sturlunga saga probably
used an older redaction that is not extant and that presumably contained some-
what longer formulations (Gudrun P. Helgaddttir 1993, 67).

3 Olafia Einarsdottir bases her argumentation on several fourteenth-century Icelandic annals,
which, as she shows, must have been derived from the original redaction of Sturlunga saga
(1968, 46-49). According to Gudrun Nordal (2010, 184, 189), a key motivation for the redactors’
different choices may have been their regional interests, as Kroksfjardarbok probably originated
in the west and Reykjarfjardarbdk in the north of Iceland.

4 The edition used here (Gudriin Asa Grimsdéttir, 2021) is primarily based on Krdksfjardarbék
but follows Reykjarfjardarbdk or its copies where the text of the former is lost or where the latter
contains text not included in the former; both texts are printed where there are significant tex-
tual differences (Gudrtin Asa Grimsdottir 2021, xvii).

5 The present study follows the 2021 edition by Gudrtn Asa Grimsdéttir (Sturlunga saga III),
which follows the 1987 edition by Gudrun P. Helgadéttir, based primarily on the copy of the lon-
ger redaction in AM 155 fol.



6 = 1 Introduction

Arons saga Hjorleifssonar

Arons saga Hjorleifssonar tells the story of Aron Hjorleifsson (ca. 1200-1255), a
supporter of Gudmundr Arason (Bishop of Hélar 1203-1237) in his conflicts with
the secular leaders, primarily the Sturlungar. The dating of the saga’s composition
has been an object of debate. Its first editor Gudbrandur Vigfusson (1858, 1xvii)
has dated it as early as 1270, Jon Jéhannesson (1946, 1) as late as 1350. Recent re-
search has shown that Arons saga cannot be younger than 1320-1330, when Elzta
saga Gudmundar biskups, which builds on it, was written (Stefdn Karlsson 1983,
clxvii—clxviii; Ulfar Bragason 2013, 128). It is presumably not much older either,
because it was possibly related to the translation of Gudmundr Arason’s relics in
1315 (Porter 1971, 144). Thus, Arons saga may have been composed around 1320.

No complete medieval manuscript of Arons saga is extant. In the editions the
text is reconstructed from an early-fifteenth-century vellum fragment (AM 551 d
4to), seventeenth-century paper copies (AM 212 fol., AM 426 fol.), and Elzta saga
Gudmundar biskups in Codex Resenianus (AM 399 4to) and its copy (AM 394 4to)
(Porter 1971, 139-141; 1993, 21).

borldks saga

borlakr borhallsson was Bishop of Skalholt in 1178-1193, and he is regarded as Ice-
land’s most prominent saint, acknowledged by the Pope as its patron saint in
1984. borldkr’s sanctity was first proclaimed shortly after his death, already at the
Alpingi of 1198. The same year, his relics were translated to Skéalholt, and an ac-
count of his miracles was read out at the Alpingi of 1199. Porldkr’s popularity as a
saint in Iceland is documented by church dedications and texts. There is a frag-
ment of a Latin hagiography from ca. 1200 (AM 386 4to), the likely source for the
oldest liturgical texts and for the oldest version of Porldks saga. The oldest extant
miracle collection (AM 645 4to) dates from ca. 1220, and several fragments of
Latin liturgical texts date from the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries (Wolf 2008,
246-248).

borldks saga is, in terms of content and structure, a typical hagiography of a
confessor. It consists of a description of the protagonist’s life, in particular his ec-
clesiastical career, and an account of his death, burial, the translation of his relics,
and his miracles. The portrayal does not dwell on details and presents the protag-
onist more as a type than as an individual (Armann Jakobsson and Asdis Egilsdét-
tir 1999, 92-93; Wolf 2008, 249-250).

borldks saga is extant in three medieval redactions. The A-redaction was
probably composed before Bishop P4ll Jénsson’s death in 1211; its earliest textual
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evidence is the fragment AM 383 4to I from around 1250, and its primary manu-
script is Stock. Perg. fol. no. 5 from around 1360 (Wolf 2008, 249). The B-redaction
was probably composed on the occasion of the second translation of borldkr’s relics
in 1292, and it is extant in the manuscript AM 382 4to from around 1350. The redac-
tor points out in the prologue that the original saga neglects Bishop Pborldkr’s strug-
gles with his secular adversaries, and he adds interpolations focused on this aspect
of the bishop’s life — primarily Oddaverja pdttr. Due to its strong bias and related-
ness to the politics of its time, the pdttr is more likely to be an ideologically moti-
vated narrative than a reliable record of historical reality (Armann Jakobsson and
Asdis Egilsdattir 1999, 92-99; Wolf 2008, 249-250). The C-redaction was composed
after 1325, and its oldest extant manuscript is AM 219 fol. from the late fourteenth
century, but the text is preserved in its entirety only in seventeenth-century copies.
It also contains Oddaverja pdttr, but its position in the text differs from the B-
redaction. All three redactions end with accounts of miracles, which differ consid-
erably in order, extent, and wording (Wolf 2008, 249-250).°

Jons saga

Jon Ogmundarson was Bishop of Holar in 1106-1121. The choice of Jon as Iceland’s
second saint canonized by the Alpingi may have originated from an initiative by
Brandr Seemundarson, Bishop of Hélar in 1163-1201, to establish a saint from his
own diocese. Jon’s relics were translated in 1200, and a Latin hagiography, preserved
only in later Old Norse redactions, was written shortly after 1200 to substantiate his
claim to sainthood (McCreesh 2007, 16).

Jons saga follows the tradition of hagiographies of bishops and confessors,
and some episodes probably stem rather from this tradition than from Jén Og-
mundarson’s real life, as the saga was written quite long after his death and
could scarcely rely on trustworthy sources. Such borrowings were frequent in ha-
giography, where it was more important to create an ideal image than an accu-
rate personal portrayal (see Grgnlie 2017a, 7-8).

Joéns saga is extant in three main redactions from the thirteenth and four-
teenth centuries. Many identical formulations in all three redactions point to a
common written source, while the differences are likely to be deliberate altera-
tions motivated by the redactors’ wish to emphasize specific ideas. The first re-
daction, known as S (Skalholt), probably originates from the first half of the

6 The present study follows the 2002 edition by Asdis Egilsdéttir (Biskupa ségur II), A-redaction
and B-redaction.
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thirteenth century. Its oldest extant fragment is AM 221 fol., dated to around 1300;
the oldest complete manuscript is AM 234 fol. from around 1340. The second re-
daction, known as H (Holar), may have been written around 1230-1260. Its main
manuscripts are both post-medieval: Stock. papp. 4to no. 4 from around 1630, and
AM 392 4to from around 1640. The youngest redaction, probably composed in the
early fourteenth century, is known as L (Latin), as its style is strongly influenced
by Latin hagiographies. Its main medieval manuscript is the incomplete Stock.
Perg. fol. no. 5, dated to around 1360; the complete text is extant only in post-
medieval paper copies (Foote 2003, ccxiii—cCXXXVii).

Gisls pattr Illugasonar is in some form included in all the extant redactions of
Jéns saga, and it is also preserved independently in Hulda-Hrokkinskinna,” a com-
pilation of kings’ sagas from around 1280. The S-redaction and the H-redaction of
Jons saga contain an abridged retelling of Gisls pdttr, but multiple formulations
shared with the version preserved in Hulda-Hrokkinskinna imply that the texts
were derived from the same written source. The L-redaction contains a much lon-
ger version of Gisls pdttr, clearly based on a written source related to the version
in Hulda-Hrokkinskinna, which nevertheless does not include the episode where
Jon miraculously saves Gisl from the gallows. This episode was probably added
by the redactor of the L-redaction® (Foote 2003, cclviii—cclxvii).

Gudmundar ségur

Gudmundr Arason was Bishop of Hélar in 1203-1237. He was never canonized,
but a broad array of written and folkloric narratives documents his popularity as
a saint in both medieval and post-medieval Iceland. He was regarded as a holy
man already during his life, even before Porldkr and Jén were declared saints at
the Alpingi. At first, his veneration was opposed by the Icelandic Church and the
secular leaders, which is probably the reason why no complete hagiographic saga
about him is known from the thirteenth century. In the fourteenth century, how-
ever, these same authorities aimed for his canonization. This effort inspired the
production of several redactions of a hagiographic saga, but it brought no results
because the power of canonization had been restricted to the Pope already in
1234 (McCreesh 2007, 17-20).

7 This compilation is preserved in two sister manuscripts — Hulda (AM 66 fol.) from the four-
teenth century and Hrokkinskinna (GkS 1010 fol.) from the fifteenth century. Both are copies of
an original that is not extant.

8 There is no complete scholarly agreement on the origin of this episode and on the relative dat-
ing of the versions of Gisls pdttr; for an overview of the debate see Magnus Fjalldal 1986, 153-155.
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The sagas of Gudmundr Arason deal with conflicts between Icelandic ecclesi-
astical and secular power in the first half of the thirteenth century. In comparison
with borldks saga and Jons saga, they contain more political subject matter and
elements of secular biography, and yet they are hagiographic in essence (Skor-
zewska 2011, 25-28). In the light of such “hybridisation” and “extension of generic
repertoires” (Grgnlie 2017a, 259), it makes sense to approach the secular contem-
porary sagas and the bishops’ sagas as a literary continuum.

Gudmundar saga biskups is extant in four redactions. All are partly based on
Prestssaga Gudmundar géda, which was the first written account of Gudmundr’s
early life, focused on his piety, asceticism, humility, and early miracles. It was writ-
ten shortly after Gudmundr’s death in 1237 by one of the clerics from his circle,
probably Lambkarr borgilsson (d. 1249). Prestssaga is unfinished, ending abruptly
with Gudmundr’s consecration journey to Norway in 1202, and it is preserved only
as a component of the later Gudmundar ségur and Sturlunga saga. The earliest ex-
tant account of Gudmundr’s years as bishop is contained in the secular Islendinga
saga; its hagiographic counterpart is a miracle collection from the early fourteenth
century (Stefan Karlsson 2000, 156-158; Ulfar Bragason 2003, 483-484).

The redactions A, B, and C are based on these and other sources, including
Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar and Arons saga Hjorleifssonar. They were probably
composed around 1320-1330 in connection with canonization efforts after the first
translation of Gudmundr’s relics in 1315. The exact dating of the redactions is un-
known, and the alphabetical order does not show the chronology of their composi-
tion, but rather the extent to which they differ from their sources. The A-redaction
(preserved in Codex Resenianus, AM 399 4to, ca. 1330-1350), known as Elzta saga
Gudmundar biskups, follows the sources rather closely. The B-redaction incorporates
more hagiographic elements, but its structure and style do not fully follow hagio-
graphic conventions; the C-redaction is closer to Latin hagiographies in terms of
style. The D-redaction (preserved in Stock. Perg. fol. no. 5, ca. 1360) was written by
Arngrimr Brandsson, the abbot of the bingeyrar monastery in 1350-1361, in connec-
tion with renewed canonization attempts after the second translation of Gudmundr’s
relics in 1344. Its main source was the C-redaction, but the material was substantially
revised: details from Gudmundr’s youth were omitted, and additional miracles and
parallels with foreign saints, as well as anecdotes of folkloric origin, were incorpo-
rated. The D-redaction seems to be primarily intended for foreign audiences, al-
though it is not extant in any Latin version (Stefan Karlsson 2000, 158-169).”

9 References to the A-redaction follow the 1983 edition by Stefan Karlsson (Gudmundar ségur
biskups I). References to the D-redaction follow the 1948 edition by Gudni Jénsson (Byskupa ségur
III: Holabyskupar).
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Arna saga biskups

Arna saga biskups is a biography of Arni Porléksson, Bishop of Skélholt in 1269-1298,
focused on his struggle for increased ecclesiastical power, known as the stadamdl.
Since these events are not recorded in Sturlunga saga, Arna saga is the only long
narrative source depicting them. While the narrative employs a learned style in-
spired by hagiographic literature, including biblical allusions, its subject matter is
mainly political. It thus again illustrates the tendency of the bishops’ sagas to inter-
twine hagiographic and historiographical elements.

Arna saga was written after the end of the stadamdl in 1297 and probably be-
fore the fire at Skalholt in 1309, when most of its written sources were lost. It may
have been composed during the episcopacy of Arni Helgason (1304-1320), Arni Por-
laksson’s friend and kinsman, or possibly in the bishopless years 1298-1304 as pro-
paganda for Arni Helgason’s election. Arni Helgason presumably took the initiative
to create the saga, but the text does not seem to be the work of one author. Arna
saga was included in Reykjarfjardarbok, where it followed after Sturlunga saga and
was clearly intended to serve as its continuation. The section containing Arna saga
is only preserved in the seventeenth-century copies. The extant text ends abruptly
in 1290-1291, and the end of the saga is lost (Gudrun Asa Grimsddéttir 1998, v-vi,
xxiii—xxxviii).

Ldrentius saga biskups

Ldrentius saga biskups is a biography of Larentius Kélfsson, Bishop of Hélar in
1324-1331. Before his election as bishop, Larentius spent much time in Norway; he
often stayed with the Archbishop of Nidards and worked as his emissary in Ice-
land. He was involved in serious conflicts within the ecclesiastical elite, which
largely replaced the discord between ecclesiastical and secular power from the
previous decades.

The text itself ascribes its authorship to an unnamed companion of Bishop
Larentius; the likely author is the priest Einarr Haflidason (1307-1393). He also
wrote Logmannsanndll (AM 420 b 4to), which records many of the same events,
often using the same wording. Internal references in the saga suggest that it was
composed after 1346. The narrative combines the typical biographical style with
annalistic references to documents from the Hélar bishopric’s archive, but also
with unexpectedly humorous anecdotes from the bishop’s everyday life, probably
the author’s own memories of him. This makes the saga unique within its genre.

Ldrentius saga is preserved in two redactions, A (AM 406 a I 4to, ca. 1530) and
B (AM 180 b fol., ca. 1500), and in a paper copy commissioned by Pborldkur Skula-
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son, Bishop of Hélar in 1628-1656 (AM 404 4to, ca. 1640), which combines both re-
dactions, and from which other copies are derived. The B-redaction was maybe
written by Larentius’s son, the monk Arni. The ending is missing in all the extant
texts (Gudrin Asa Grimsdottir 1998, lviii-1x, Ixiv-1xvii).'’

Hdkonar saga Hakonarsonar and Magniiss saga Hakonarsonar

Hdkonar saga Hdkonarsonar is a biography of Hakon Hakonarson, King of Nor-
way in 1217-1263. It combines the style and themes of the classical kings’ sagas
with elements of continental royal biography. It was written by Sturla bérdarson
the younger (1214-1284), probably during his first stay in Norway in 1263-1265,
when it was commissioned by Hakon’s son Magnus. The saga is preserved in
three redactions; the main respective manuscripts are Eirspennill (AM 47 fol., ca.
1325), Codex Frisianus (AM 45 fol., ca. 1330), and Flateyjarbdk (GkS 1005 fol., ca.
1390) (Schach 1993, 259-260)."

Sturla Pérdarson was also the author of Magniiss saga Hdkonarsonar, a biog-
raphy of Hdkon Hdkonarson’s son and successor Magnus Hdkonarson, King of
Norway in 1263-1280. The text was probably written partly during Sturla’s second
stay in Norway in 1266-1271, and partly after his return from his third visit to
Norway in 1278. The saga is preserved only in two short fragments (AM 325 X 4to,
ca. 1400), and some material from it is copied in fourteenth-century Icelandic an-
nals (Olafia Einarsdéttir 1993, 401-402).

1.2 Conceptual concerns in research on the contemporary
sagas

The contemporary sagas have received little attention in the study of medieval
Icelandic literature and cultural history. And, insofar as they have been studied,
the research has largely been limited by the choice of approaches and perspec-

10 The present study follows the 1998 edition by Gudrun Asa Grimsdéttir (Biskupa ségur III),
which presents both the A- and B-redaction where both texts are preserved and is supplemented
by text from the post-medieval copy (P). The chapter divisions and numbers differ in the redac-
tions, so all references are marked with A, B, or b.

11 The edition used here (Sverrir Jakobsson, bPorleifur Hauksson, Tor Ulset, 2013) is primarily
based on the Flateyjarbok redaction, as the older extant redactions contain abridged versions of
the text.
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tives. In this section, I will first outline some general research tendencies, and
then turn to broader conceptual issues.

The first limitation in the study of the contemporary sagas is that their narra-
tive substance was underrated in older research. If they were analysed at all, it
was mainly from philological or historical perspectives. The likely reason is that
traditional approaches to medieval sources were based on the dichotomy be-
tween historiography and literature, and the contemporary sagas, which deal
with recent events and contain detailed accounts of political history, were pre-
dominantly categorized as the former. Another reason is that they are extensive
and multi-stranded narratives, so their narrative nature may be less obvious at
the first sight than it is in the case of most other types of sagas. Literary studies of
the contemporary sagas were therefore scarce, and the few existing ones were
focused on individual scenes or narrative features, rather than on the relation-
ship between form and meaning."

Nevertheless, an analysis of this relationship is necessary for a deeper under-
standing of any narrative source. In this respect, a groundbreaking step in research
has been Ulfar Bragason’s assertion that the contemporary sagas follow the same
narrative principles as the sagas of Icelanders (1981; 1986a, 37-83; 2010, 67-91). He
stresses the necessity of recognizing the sagas’ narrativity before assessing their
value as historiography, because their interpretation of history is determined by
the selection and representation of events in a discourse (1986a, 80—82; 1988,
267-268; 2010, 265-266). In continuation of this research tendency, the objective of
the present study is to provide a more extensive and comprehensive analysis of the
narrative techniques employed in the contemporary sagas as means of interpreta-
tion and evaluation — on the level of individual narrative strands, Sturlunga saga
as a compilation, as well as broader intertextual networks.

Sturlunga saga, as a medieval compilation, differs from many other manu-
script collections of sagas, in which the component stories are only loosely con-
nected or largely independent of each other. Research has shown that the compiler
considerably changed his material, consciously shaping its structure and meaning
(Ulfar Bragason 1986a, 124-181; 2010, 187-227, 264-265). It is therefore important to
analyse Sturlunga saga with an awareness of its specificity as a compilation. How-
ever, older studies (Bjorn M. Olsen 1902; Pétur Sigurdsson 1933-1935) focused too
much on the possible origins of the component sagas, on what was original in the
individual sagas, what was interpolated by the compiler, and what the sources of
these interpolations were. This led to neglecting the questions of the compilation’s
meaning. The meaning of Sturlunga saga in its extant form has been analysed by

12 For an overview of research see Ulfar Bragason 1986a, 3-36; 2005, 427—446.
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Ulfar Bragason (1986a, 2010), who nevertheless still pays much attention to compar-
ing the available ‘original’ sagas with their versions in the compilation. Here the
text will be studied in its present form and treated like other sagas — as a product
of a changeable tradition including an inaccessible oral stage of narrativization
and the work of several writers and redactors. For the purpose of detailed analyses
of the relationship between structure and meaning, the compilation will be divided
into the individual narrative strands, because a study of the whole compilation’s
structure at once would lead to undesirable simplifications and generalizations."
Nevertheless, the principles of meaning construction within Sturlunga saga as a
systematically edited compilation will be taken into account, as well as the fact that
it exists in two redactions.

It has been suggested that the differences between the redactions significantly
alter the compilation’s meaning (Ulfar Bragason 2010, 243, 267; Helgi borldksson
2012, 82-84). Here it will be argued, however, that the additions in Reykjarfjardar-
bok reinforce the ideas expressed in the rest of the compilation. Sturlunga saga cer-
tainly “did not find a disinterested audience in the fourteenth century but an active
one, which continued to shape and polish the depiction of the main political players
of the previous century” (Gudrun Nordal 2010, 190). Nevertheless, the additions in
Reykjarfjardarbdk imply that the memory of Icelandic history presented in Stur-
lunga saga remained predominant among the social elite throughout the whole
fourteenth century, while most other competing memories were suppressed and
gradually forgotten.

This is related to the question of the contemporary sagas’ meaning in terms
of their social significance. It has been suggested that the chief reason for compos-
ing Sturlunga saga was the Icelandic elite’s need to substantiate its power claims
after Iceland’s incorporation into the Norwegian kingdom by referring to its an-
cestors’ memorable deeds (Ulfar Bragason 2010, 259-261; Helgi Porldksson 2012,
69-82). While I agree that the purpose of Sturlunga saga was to strengthen the
position and identity of the Icelandic elite in the early fourteenth century, I be-
lieve that it is limiting to view it primarily as genealogical material documenting
the activities of individual men’s ancestors. I will argue that the compilation de-
fines collective identity in a much broader sense, creating the foundation narra-
tive of the Norwegian-Icelandic realm from the Icelanders’ perspective. Together
with other texts, it defines their position in this realm.

13 Where I refer to the component texts by their individual titles (Svinfellinga saga, Pérdar saga
kakala, etc.), I do so for the sake of convenience, and I do not intend to imply that these narra-
tives should be regarded as identical with their older, separate versions. Instead, I presume that
even within the compilation, the individual storylines make sense as narrative units shaped by
particular structural patterns.
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Concerning the connections between Sturlunga saga and other related texts,
the secular contemporary sagas have mostly been studied separately from the
bishops’ sagas.'* These have sometimes been included in the category of the con-
temporary sagas (Clunies Ross 2010, 35-36), but they have mainly been analysed
in the context of continental and translated hagiographic literature, as documents
reflecting the saints’ cults."® This approach has undeniably been fruitful, espe-
cially in the case of the saintly bishops bPorldkr and Gudmundr (Hunt 1985; Cor-
mack 1994; Whaley 1994; Ciklamini 2004; McCreesh 2007; DuBois 2008; Wolf 2008;
Skérzewska 2011). It has, however, limited our understanding of the corpus of the
contemporary sagas as a unified whole, and it has left some of the texts overshad-
owed by others. That concerns first and foremost Arna saga biskups and Ldren-
tius saga biskups, which have largely been studied as purely factual sources, not
as narrative discourses (Haug 2015; Boulhosa 2017). The likely reason is that their
focus is political, rather than hagiographic, so they do not fit into the traditional
approach to the bishops’ sagas as hagiographies. They are, however, the only nar-
rative sources depicting Iceland after the acceptance of royal rule, so they deserve
attention as reflections of how this historical period was evaluated through narra-
tivization. Other bishops’ sagas, apart from documenting the saints’ cults, express
important ideas about medieval Icelandic society and identity as well. This calls
for an emphasis on the similarities, rather than the differences, between the bish-
ops’ sagas and the secular contemporary sagas. In the present study, both groups
of texts are treated as equally relevant sources of how the medieval Icelanders
wished to remember their past.

In this context, it must be pointed out that the contemporary sagas have re-
ceived little attention in memory-oriented research on the medieval North. Under-
standably, memory studies have focused on the dominant foundation narratives of
Icelandic society — texts dealing with the settlement and the Saga Age, such as Islen-
dingabdk, Landndmabdk, and the sagas of Icelanders (Glauser 2000; Hermann 2010;
Gisli Sigurdsson 2014; Long 2017). The perspective of memory studies has also
proved fruitful in studying other sources of a broadly historiographical nature,
such as the kings’ sagas, chronicles, hagiographic sagas, or legal texts, as well as
texts dealing directly or indirectly with mythology and the ancient past, such as
Eddic poetry, skaldic poetry, Snorra Edda, and the legendary sagas (Hermann 2009;

14 Asdis Egilsdéttir (1992) argues that the bishops’ sagas can be regarded as a genre despite the
differences in style and structure, but she does not extensively discuss their relationship with the
secular contemporary sagas.
15 Sian Grenlie (2017a) studies hagiographic and secular sagas as a literary continuum based on
“creative interplay” (2017a, ix), but she focuses on the sagas of Icelanders, only briefly mention-
ing the contemporary sagas.
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Hermann et al. 2014; Glauser et al. 2018). Conversely, the contemporary sagas and
the non-hagiographic sagas of the Icelandic bishops have not primarily been re-
garded as foundation narratives hecause they depict recent events that were not
yet clearly defined as ‘the past’ at the time of writing. I believe, however, that for
this very reason, they offer a unique opportunity to analyse the process through
which the recent past is integrated into cultural memory, and to show how the nar-
rative techniques available in the given literary culture are employed in this
process.

Other issues related to research on the contemporary sagas are broader con-
ceptual concerns that need to be addressed in greater detail. The first is the gen-
eral approach to conflict, social stability, and social transformation, the other is
the medieval concept of nationality.

1.2.1 Conflict and social development

The first conceptual problem underlying much research on the contemporary
sagas is the assumption that conflict is inherently socially disruptive. This can
lead to the perception of any process of social transformation, which inevitably
temporarily intensifies conflicts, as a social disintegration. However, such a sim-
plified notion does not accord with the political dynamics of most medieval socie-
ties, where violent confrontations were part of normal social interaction (Davies
and Fouracre 1986, 233). Violence was an inevitable element of conflicts, but it
was scarcely the sole means of dealing with a dispute, rather just one of the as-
pects that had to be taken into consideration. Moreover, far from being unre-
stricted, it followed certain rules set by the social institutions. The aim of these
rules was not to completely eradicate violence, only to restrict its span, so that
conflicts would not continue endlessly (Halsall 1999, 15-19).

Especially in societies with little developed centralized power, the social insti-
tutions actually derived their authority primarily from the regulation and resolu-
tion of conflicts (Davies and Fouracre 1986, 229). The existence of conflicts thus
strengthened such institutions and motivated their development. Conflict can
even be considered a structuring principle in societies that lack effective author-
ity (Black-Michaud 1975, 16), which was not entirely the case in medieval Iceland
with its complex legal system and social hierarchy, but even there, conflicts
shaped the social relations to a considerable extent. They contributed to processes
that increased social cohesion, because the constant threat of violent clashes mo-
tivated everyone to maintain social ties beyond the kin group. Although men
were not involved in any conflict most of the time, it was always a possibility, so
everybody needed to rely on a group of allies and a powerful chieftain. The need
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for protection thus strengthened the alliances and the chieftains’ power even dur-
ing peaceful times. These social ties then regulated conflict when it occurred
(Byock 1982, 25; Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 2007, 175-176). In practice, chieftains and
other influential men could settle conflicts by participation in lawsuits, media-
tion, or arbitration. Mediation was usually carried out by somebody who was tied
to both parties by alliance or kinship, whereas arbitration typically involved
more authority and was carried out by somebody whose status was superior to
that of the participants. It was important for the arbitrator’s prestige to have his
demands accepted and to reach a lasting reconciliation, so he had to come up
with a solution that satisfied both parties. Such a successful intervention thus not
only terminated the dispute at hand, but also strengthened the connections be-
tween its participants and the local leader (Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, 150-182).

In the first centuries of Icelandic history, when conflicts were largely per-
sonal,’® the social structure itself contributed to the regulation of disputes as well.
Whereas actual feuding societies are typically tribal, territorial, and characterized
by unilineal kinship structures, medieval Iceland was a bilateral society where
followers of different chieftains lived side by side. The termination of conflicts
was thus not just a concern of the participants but was actively supported by the
whole community (Helgi Porldksson 2007, 73-74). And, since the main motivating
factor underlying conflicts was a need to reclaim esteem in the eyes of the com-
munity, it was not in the participants’ interest to break the generally accepted
rules (Miller 1990, 180-181).

The increased concentration of power from the twelfth century led to the
emergence of more serious, long-term power struggles. As power became more
territorial, the overlap of supporter groups, which could previously prevent ex-
tensive conflicts, gradually decreased (Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, 129-132). As the
involvement of the broader community in conflict resolution was reduced and
the chieftains’ power continued to grow, more and more influential arbitrators
were needed for successful termination of conflicts. This situation can be per-
ceived as a crisis (Tranter 1987, 132-133), but here it will be argued that the sour-
ces, without denying some degree of destabilization, show how the social system
adapted to this development and responded to the increased tension by the evolu-
tion of more advanced social institutions. This process included an increase and
transformation of international contacts.

16 Such personal conflicts could arise from situations such as murder, assault, abduction of
women, paternity, divorce, inheritance, land boundaries, trade, theft, breach of agreement, etc.
(Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, 160).
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The most serious problem was the continuing absence of executive power,
which was eventually solved by the Icelandic elite’s initiative to establish a direct
political contact with the Norwegian monarchy. That, in turn, led to the establish-
ment of more efficient social mechanisms for regulating violence and more com-
plex and permanent structures of government. Thus, although the Sturlung Age
must certainly be regarded as a period of social instability, it brought about a social
transformation that finally resulted in increased stability. In this sense, conflict con-
tinued to be a productive social element because it motivated the development of
cohesive forces.

Accordingly, it is important not to automatically regard a transformation of
the social system as a decline. It must be kept in mind that social resilience is not
synonymous with resistance to change, but rather with adaptability. Keeping any
social system unchanged is not only impossible, but also disadvantageous, be-
cause it inhibits progress. Social development inevitably involves periods of de-
stabilization during the transformative stages, but such challenges can strengthen
the social system if it adapts to the community’s evolving needs on the political
and structural level. On the cultural level, the temporary insecurity caused by the
changes can be alleviated by finding a sense of continuity in the image of history,
primarily through the construction of narratives. That is the central object of the
present study.

1.2.2 Identity, independence, nationality

Another conceptual issue that extends far beyond the study of the contemporary
sagas is the question to what extent it makes sense to apply the modern concept
of national independence — or even nation as such — to medieval Iceland and Nor-
way. This leads to the broader question of the historical development of the con-
cept of nationality, which has been an object of debate in historical research and
the social sciences. Since “collective memory became nationalized” in the nine-
teenth century (Rigney 2018, 249), it was assumed that every historical society
that formed a political entity was a national state in the modern sense. Such
views were later challenged by the modernist theorists, such as Eugen Weber
(1976), Benedict Anderson (1983), Ernest Gellner (1983), or Hobsbawm and Ranger
(1983), who argued that the concept of nationality was created only around the
turn of the nineteenth century, in connection with the French Revolution, indus-
trialization, and urbanization. These scholars “regarded the nation as a cultural
artefact, as a product of invention” (Confino 2011, 39), in the sense that “a shared
national memory has always been a matter of forgetting the historical differences
within the bounded nation” (Rigney 2018, 249). The importance of memory in the
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construction of nations was emphasized mainly by Pierre Nora (1984-1992). Other
theorists, however, have criticized this approach. Anthony D. Smith (1991) be-
lieves that it neglects the roots of modern nationality in cultural heritage and
shared history; Adrian Hastings (1997) argues that national identity in a form
comparable to the modern one existed, at least in England, from the Late Mid-
dle Ages.

These discussions have been reflected in the equally contradictory opinions
on the development of nationhood in Scandinavia and Iceland. The authors of
Dansk identitetshistorie (1991-1992) believe that the concept of national identity
was not relevant in the North until the sixteenth century, whereas other histori-
ans claim that national identity mattered in the Scandinavian kingdoms from the
Late Middle Ages at the latest (Lunden 1995; Brgnserud Larsen 1998). Such differ-
ent views stem from the researchers’ varying definitions of the concept of nation —
as ‘a people’ in the sense of ethnicity and shared origin, or as ‘the citizens of a
state’ in a more political sense."” In this regard, it has been shown that the former
applies to medieval Scandinavia much more than the latter. Sverre Bagge (1995,
6-11) has pointed out that the national identity expressed in the kings’ sagas is
mainly based on patriotic sentiments and pride of the Norwegians’ characteristic
personal qualities, rather than on the political aspects of belonging to a kingdom.
Sverrir Jakobsson (1999a, 93-101) has argued that while some of the kings’ sagas,
such as Heimskringla and Fagrskinna, express a connection between Norwegian
collective identity and the kingdom as a state, these texts reflect only the ‘public
identity’ constructed by the official royal ideology, whereas the generally estab-
lished ‘popular identity’ seems to have been mainly regional or local.

In the case of Iceland, which was not a kingdom, the scholarly definition of a
nation was traditionally based on the existence of one shared law and legal as-
sembly (Jon Jonsson Adils 1906, 29; Sigurdur Nordal 1942, 150-152; Jakob Bene-
diktsson 1974, 170). Later research has shown, however, that although a shared
law could construct collective identity, the fact that Iceland, unlike Norway, had
one common law from early on cannot automatically be perceived as a marker of
a national state. The Norwegian provinces were similarly defined by their laws
and legal assemblies, and legal and literary sources imply that the provinces
were important identity units as well, although they simultaneously belonged to a
kingdom. In this sense, Icelanders were ‘a people’ in the same way as the inhabi-

17 The Old Norse term pjod can denote both, which makes it difficult to distinguish these con-
cepts from each other in the sources (Gunnar Karlsson 1987, 131). In some contexts, the term pjod
can even denote any large crowd or ‘the public’, the inhabitants of one country or the people
belonging to one legal assembly, but also all Norsemen, or even all Christians (Sverrir Jakobsson
1999b, 111-115; 2005, 114124, 332-335).
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tants of the Norwegian legal provinces (Hastrup 1984, 241; Gunnar Karlsson 1987,
129)." Accordingly, it has been shown that medieval Icelanders, just like medieval
Scandinavians, defined themselves as a nation primarily in the sense of ethnical
identification — an awareness of ethnical, cultural, geographical, and language
identity, which was not based on the idea of a political national state (Gunnar
Karlsson 1987, 132-133; 1999, 143-144). The ethnical identification of Icelanders
was possibly formed in the twelfth century by the writing of Islendingabék and
The First Grammatical Treatise (Hastrup 1984, 239-240; Gunnar Karlsson 1987,
133-134), or at the latest around the time of saga writing, and it may have been
unusually strong because of a well documented shared history with a clearly de-
fined beginning (Mundal 1997, 14-15; 2010, 466—467, 472).

Recent research has further elaborated on these ideas, showing that the medie-
val Icelandic concept of nationality was derived from multiple factors, so it was
broader and more variable than how it is understood today (Sverrir Jakobsson
1999b, 111-115; 2005, 328-332). Depending on the context, the definition of collective
identity could include the inhabitants of smaller or larger areas. In legal terms,
Iceland was perceived as a single unit, but the sources also show signs of local iden-
tity, related to the quarter (fjérdungr), region (hérad), or district (hreppr). Con-
versely, when the Norsemen travelled outside of the North, they could all be
defined as one nation due to their shared language. In religious contexts, all Chris-
tians were regarded as one people, as Christian identity was more important than
geographically or politically defined nationality. The medieval Icelanders’ identity
thus consisted of several layers: Christian, Norse, Icelandic, and regional. The rela-
tive significance of these categories varied, depending on the geographical or politi-
cal environment with which the individual was interacting (1999b, 115-122, 134-135;
2005, 43-44, 279-303). This accords with the idea that “individuals possess various
identities according to the various groups, communities, belief systems, political
systems, etc. to which they belong” (Jan Assmann 2008, 113).

In the light of these findings, it does not make sense to assess the medieval
Icelanders’ relationships with the Norwegian kingdom in terms of the modern
concept of national independence. Instead, it can be assumed that Icelandic iden-
tity always developed in relation to Norway and included elements of both indi-
viduation and relatedness. This premise is based on the concept of the medieval
North as a unified cultural region, within which continental Scandinavia was
viewed as the centre and Iceland, together with other non-continental Norse terri-
tories, as the periphery. Accordingly, it will be argued here that peripherality and

18 These ideas have recently been further developed by Sverrir Jakobsson (1999, 122-126; 2005,
336-341).
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the consequent feeling of marginality are some of the central themes of the con-
temporary sagas. Icelanders were doubtlessly aware of their peripheral position
within the North and Europe ever since the settlement, but in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries, this awareness was presumably increased by the intensified
political contact with Norway. The gradual integration into Scandinavian political
structures probably broadened the Icelanders’ cultural and social horizons; it did
not contradict their individuality, but it motivated its clearer definition.

It is therefore likely that one of the main purposes of the narratives that de-
scribe this period of Icelandic history was to provide such a definition by asking
and answering a set of questions that are essential for the formulation of collec-
tive identity. What makes the community unique among the other groups with
which it interacts? What does it have in common with them? What determines its
position among them? Which events from the community’s history have defined
what it has become? Which historical personages can be perceived as the bearers
of the community’s identity? These are also the central questions of the present
study. Since the medieval concept of identity was multi-layered and its perception
was situational, the objective is not to formulate a uniform and universal collec-
tive identity of medieval Icelanders that could be perceived as national in the
modern sense. Instead, the aim is to describe the various levels and categories of
their identity, as well as to present the diverse roles that they could assume in
their contact with the Norwegian monarchy.

1.3 Methodological concerns: Medieval literature and modern
theories of memory and narrative

1.3.1 Communicative and cultural memory

In modern memory studies, memory has been understood as “an umbrella term for
all those processes of a biological, medial, or social nature which relate past and
present (and future) in sociocultural contexts” (Erll 2011, 7). In the relationship be-
tween memory and culture, the individual (cognitive) level and the collective (so-
cial and medial) level continuously interact with each other. There is no such thing
as “pre-cultural individual memory” or memory “detached from individuals and
embodied only in media and institutions” (Erll 2008, 5). Until the twentieth century,
however, “memory as a matter of the neuro-mental system” was the only form of
memory that had been recognized as such (Jan Assmann 2008, 109).

The concept of social or collective memory was first systematically developed
in the 1920s by the sociologist and anthropologist Maurice Halbwachs (see Marcel
and Mucchielli 2008). He describes memory as a group reconstruction of the past,
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in the sense that while only individuals can physically remember, it is social
groups who determine what is memorable and how it will be remembered (see
Burke 1997, 44). Thus, “no memory is possible outside frameworks used by people
living in society to determine and retrieve their recollections” (Halbwachs 1992,
43). Halbwachs’s theory has been crucial for modern memory studies, but it has
been criticized for presenting the social frameworks as too static and passive, ig-
noring the dynamic reciprocity between memory and society (Rigney 2008, 95;
2018, 251; Long 2017, 24-25). Later approaches have therefore been based on the
idea that while memory is shaped by social frameworks, it can also redefine them
(see Rigney 2018).

Since these processes can take different forms, the cultural historians Jan and
Aleida Assmann have formulated the distinction between “two different modi mem-
orandi, ways of remembering” (Jan Assmann 2008, 110): communicative memory
and cultural memory. Communicative memory is “the area of memory confirmed
by contemporary witnesses” (Assmann 2011, 35) in everyday communication and
has a limited temporal horizon of up to eighty or a hundred years (Assmann 1995,
127). Cultural memory, by contrast, is “foundational memory that relates to origins”
(2011, 37). It consists of figures of memory, which are “fateful events of the past,
whose memory is maintained through cultural formation” in the form of narra-
tives, rites, or monuments (1995, 128-129). Nevertheless, communicative memory
cannot be equated with oral tradition and cultural memory with written text, be-
cause “formation takes place long before the invention of writing” (1995, 131).

Recent interpretations of this theory have emphasized the idea that the rela-
tionship between these two modes of collective memory should not be regarded
as a “diachronic opposition”, because both can be “continuously interwoven”
(Rigney 2016, 66—67). Thus, the same event can simultaneously be an object of
both modes of memory. A narrative of a recent event, still current in communica-
tive memory, can fulfil the function of “foundational history” just like narratives
of the distant or mythical past. This means that the distinction between the
modes is not defined in terms of the “chronological distance” between the re-
membered events and the act of remembering, but rather in terms of function —
in the sense that cultural memory entails “political or ideological functionaliza-
tions of the past” (Erll 2011, 31-33).

Concerning medieval Icelandic culture, studies have indeed illustrated such
intertwining of both modes of memory. Using Islendingabdk as an example, Ann-
Marie Long (2017, 35-37) shows that the text contains elements of communicative
memory because it is “deeply indebted to the testimony of witnesses”, but it is
simultaneously an artefact of cultural memory, Iceland’s “earliest foundation nar-
rative” that establishes “figures of memory”. As for the contemporary sagas, how-
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ever, it has been suggested that they represent solely communicative memory be-
cause they depict the recent past (Jergensen 2010, 19, 22, 30).

Nevertheless, in the light of the theoretical framework outlined above, it
seems limiting to make such a sharp chronological distinction between different
types of texts. The sagas of Icelanders are further removed from communicative
memory than the contemporary sagas, and yet they were never completely for-
malized or ritualized, so they fit the concept of “continuous interweaving”, rather
than “diachronic opposition”, between both modes of memory. The contemporary
sagas contain eyewitness accounts and describe events that were still current in
communicative memory, but, as will be argued here, they present them as foun-
dational history. For this purpose, they establish particular figures of memory, em-
ploying already existing elements of the community’s cultural memory. The
contemporary sagas are therefore likely to offer an exceptional insight into the
processes of communicative and cultural memory melting together, which is
what I will attempt to show in the present study.

1.3.2 Memory and history

The concept of the “political or ideological functionalizations of the past” is re-
lated to the question of the relationship between memory and history, which has
been an inseparable part of the discussions on collective memory. Some earlier
theorists perceived an opposition between collective memory as a social construct
and modern history as an objective science. Thus, Maurice Halbwachs argued
that historical knowledge is stable, unitary, and objective, whereas collective
memory is fluid, fragmented, evaluative, and selective (Halbwachs 1980, 80-81;
1997, 97-142; see Burke 1997, 45; Erll 2011, 17; Tamm 2013, 463). Decades later,
Pierre Nora, whose work can be regarded as “the starting point of present-day
memory studies” (Confino 2011, 37), still saw a “fundamental opposition” between
memory and history, because “memory is a perpetually actual phenomenon, a
bond tying us to the eternal present”, whereas “history is a representation of the
past” (Nora 1989, 8).

Such approaches have, however, been challenged because they underrate the
influence of social groups on historians and ignore “the memorial function of his-
toriography” and “the constructed nature, subjectivity, and perspectivity of all
history writing” (Erll 2011, 25). Even modern historiography is shaped by “the pro-
cess of selection, interpretation and distortion” (Burke 1997, 44); as such, instead
of simply recording facts, it “constructs their meaning by framing them within a
cultural memory” (Tamm 2008, 510). That makes historical writing one of the
media of collective memory (Erll 2008, 7; Tamm 2013, 463; Hermann 2020, 165).
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This applies to modern academic historiography, but even more so to pre-
modern history writing. Aleida Assmann (2008, 57) even speaks of a pre-modern
“identity between history and memory”, as the central function of historiography
before the emergence of critical scholarship was to preserve the memory of a
group in order to legitimize its power. That complicates the distinction between
history and fiction in pre-modern accounts of the past, which has posed a chal-
lenge to saga studies (see Vésteinn Olason 2007; Mundal 2012; O’Connor 2017).

Traditionally, this debate foregrounded the differences between the saga gen-
res. The kings’ sagas or the contemporary sagas were typically regarded as histori-
ography, albeit not in the sense of fulfilling the modern criteria of historical
accuracy. Conversely, the sagas of Icelanders, alongside the legendary and chivalric
sagas, were often associated with fictionality, although the definitions and implica-
tions of the concept could differ. Recent research, however, has acknowledged that
the modern dichotomy between history and fiction is not applicable to medieval
sources, which were not classified according to such criteria, since historiography
was viewed as a branch of literature (O’Connor 2017, 88-92).

Thus, a major benefit of approaching the sagas from the perspective of cul-
tural memory studies is that it helps us avoid “automatically placing the sagas in
the straitjacket of the ‘history versus fiction’ argument” (Hermann 2015, 339). It
provides a theoretical tool for viewing the sagas as neither documentary records
of facts nor literary fiction, but as “founding narratives, a special type of myth,'
that among their many other qualities have the capacity to offer orientation by
invoking a sense of continuity and cultural stability” (Hermann 2010, 82-83).

This “sense of continuity and cultural stability” is closely related to the capac-
ity of cultural memory not just to store facts about the past, but to shape identity.
What distinguishes cultural memory from general historical knowledge is that it
“preserves the store of knowledge from which a group derives an awareness of
its unity and peculiarity” and “always relates its knowledge to an actual and con-
temporary situation” (Assmann 1995, 130). It “transforms factual into remembered
history” that can “illuminate the present from the standpoint of its origins” (Ass-

19 In this case, myth is understood in the broad sense as a story, not necessarily religious, that
meaningfully connects the past, the present, and the future. Old Norse myth in the narrow sense
has been studied as a component of cultural memory as well. It has been shown that the accounts
of pagan myths, written in Christian times, do not just keep the mythology from being forgotten,
but also integrate it into the Christian concept of world history, thus creating an ancient Nordic
past that could be considered meaningful in Christian times (Hermann 2009). Mythic discourses
can also be employed in historical narratives (Lindow 1997; Clunies Ross 1998; Hermann 2007),
including the contemporary sagas (Clunies Ross 1994; 1998), but that is beyond the scope of the
present study.
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mann 2011, 37-38). The temporal horizon of cultural memory thus includes not
just the past, but also the present and the future, as “the past is retrieved in the
present with a view to providing some orientation for the future” (Caldicott and
Fuchs 2003, 12). Through this process, identity is sustained by remembering, but it
simultaneously determines what will be remembered (Gillis 1994, 3). At any point
in history, the memory of the past — what is remembered and how, which memo-
ries are foregrounded or suppressed — thus depends on what elements of identity
are relevant and desirable at the time.

These ideas have been productively employed mainly in the study of the
sagas of Icelanders. It has been recognized that the sagas “reveal something of
early Icelandic history” and simultaneously “are suggestive of how the Icelanders
wanted to remember their history” (Long 2017, 37). As such, they should be under-
stood according to “paradigms existing at the time of writing”, rather than those
that were dominant during the time depicted in them (Hermann 2007, 21-22). As
retrospective interpretations of the past, the sagas “reveal social, political, and
ideological aspects of their present” (Hermann 2017, 41).

The present study is based on the hypothesis that the same applies to the con-
temporary sagas, although the temporal gap between the events and the composi-
tion is narrower. On the one hand, the contemporary sagas depict events that
could to some extent still be remembered by the writers themselves or reported
by eyewitnesses or other carriers of communicative memory. On the other hand,
they are not neutral records of facts, but rather narrative discourses that con-
struct meaning from the perspective of their own present. They can thus be ex-
pected to “contain a relatively faithful chronicle of historical events”, while they
are also “indicative of the social and literary currents at play in thirteenth-
century society in Iceland” (Gudrun Nordal 2000, 221). It therefore makes little
sense to distinguish between the contemporary sagas as history and the sagas of
Icelanders as fiction. Instead, both can be regarded as literary accounts of a mem-
ory of the past that contributes to the construction of collective identity. We can
thus appreciate their social significance without ignoring their literary nature.

1.3.3 Memory and literature

With regard to the literary nature of the sagas, an important question to be asked
in the study of sagas as sources of cultural memory is how the sagas — as literary
narratives — are related to the community’s memory of its past. Vésteinn Olason
(2007) has distinguished two main levels of this relation. Firstly, the sagas with a
historical subject matter reflect real life — not primarily in the sense of individual
personal experience, but rather of “the accumulated experiences and views of for-
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mer generations of the community” (2007, 28). Secondly, each saga is in a dialogical
relationship with other stories existing in the memory of the given culture, from
which it derives the rules of what material should be included in a story and how
it should be arranged (2007, 28). Accordingly, each saga responds to a textual world
with a set of narrative conventions and to an extra-textual world with a set of
norms and values (2007, 47). Finally, it is useful to define a third level of the rela-
tionship between saga literature and cultural memory, which lies between the
other two and is related to the process of mediation that transforms lived memory
into a literary discourse “indebted to its medium” (Hermann 2013, 351).

These three levels can be linked to the three concepts that have been used in
research to describe the relationship between literature and memory: memory in
literature, literature as a medium of collective memory, and the memory of litera-
ture (Erll and Ninning 2005). The first is connected with the idea that “literature
refers to the extra-textual cultural reality and makes it observable in the medium
of fiction” (2005, 280-281). The second refers to the capacity of texts to shape
memory through mediation (2005, 284-286). The third refers to the “memory of
previous texts” within literary works in the form of intertextuality and genre con-
ventions (2005, 264). These concepts can describe how sagas represent memories,
mediate memories, and have memories (Hermann 2013, 332). Here they will be
combined with observations on the nature of narrative and the relationship be-
tween narrative and extra-textual contexts, in order to provide a theoretical back-
ground for an analysis of sagas as literary discourses of cultural memory.

1.3.4 Memory in literature: Narrative discourse and extra-narrative contexts

The concept of memory in literature refers to the “dialogical relationship between
literature and extra-literary discourses” of memory (Erll and Niinning 2005, 280),
which always involves both representation and construction. On the one hand,
literature refers to various elements of a memory culture, such as the existing
discourses about the past, values, norms, or stereotypes. On the other hand, the
selected elements are not just neutrally recorded, but rather fitted into a narra-
tive structure, in which every element has its place, and thus it receives meaning
(Erll 2011, 153-155). Even in texts that depict real events and claim a high degree
of truthfulness, this meaning is constructed only in the process of narrativization.
Thus, although historical narrative refers to extra-textual reality, it always in-
cludes “an element of fiction or invention, which is inherent in the textualization
of the material” (Vésteinn Olason 2007, 28). Narrative discourse therefore cannot
be regarded as “a neutral medium for the representation of historical events and
processes”, because it “endows them with an illusory coherence” (White 1987, ix).
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Not every written account of events, however, can be regarded as a narrative
discourse in this sense. Hayden White (1987) distinguishes three categories of me-
dieval historiographical texts — annals, chronicle, and historical narrative — of
which only the last is a fully developed discourse. Annals are not a discourse be-
cause they only record individual events in a chronological order without con-
necting them to each other (1987, 5-11). A chronicle is narrative in nature because
it connects cause and effect or conflict and resolution, but it is not a fully devel-
oped discourse because it lacks a conclusion — it ends without summing up the
meaning of the chain of events (1987, 20). Historical narrative, by contrast, “im-
poses a meaning on the events that make up its story level by revealing at the end
a structure that was immanent in the events all along” — such as a moral message,
an evaluation, or a notion of development. It is the plot of the narrative that de-
cides what should be recorded or left out, and the end of the narrative is marked
by a turn in the order, such as the establishment of a new system or a renewal of
the system after a disruption. That is the only way of concluding a historical nar-
rative, because history always goes on in time (1987, 20-23). Due to these charac-
teristics, a narrative discourse allows for “discrete events to be interlinked into a
meaningful history, rather than letting them appear as one odd thing after an-
other” (Tamm 2008, 502). The past is then remembered as a narrative “of prog-
ress, or decline, or circularity, or continuity, or discontinuity; it depends on what
best serves current interests” (Niven and Berger 2014, 8).

Medieval historiographical texts, including the sagas, can thus be regarded as
fully developed narrative discourses insofar as they make a deeper sense of the
past, instead of merely recording events or describing simple causal relations.
This quality was traditionally ascribed to the sagas of Icelanders, whereas the
contemporary sagas were regarded as chronological records without beginnings,
endings, or plots (e.g. Finnur Jonsson 1901, 726-727). In the present study it will be
argued, however, that the contemporary sagas do belong to this category, because
their plot is shaped by an anticipation of a turn in the order. Just like the narra-
tives of early Icelandic history are centred around the settlement and the conver-
sion, the contemporary sagas are centred around Iceland’s political integration
with Norway. Thus, they retrospectively define a turning point in history, reveal-
ing “a structure that was immanent in the events all along”. This structure con-
nects the end of the narrative to its beginning, so that the notion of a turn in the
order does not contradict a construction of a sense of continuity.

In this sense, the sagas that qualify as historical narratives can be considered
historical not in terms of being strictly reliable records of past reality, but because
they “organise Icelandic history spatially and temporally and by so doing they
create a coherent vision of the relatively recent as well as the more distant past”
(Hermann 2020, 169). Thus, the most important aspect of the relationship between
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narrative discourse and memory is the capacity of narrative to not only record
cultural memory, but also to construct and re-construct it. When texts “create a
coherent vision” of the past, they determine how this past will be perceived and
remembered in the future. As such, narrative can “change perceptions of reality”,
and so influence “cultural practice and thereby reality itself” (Erll 2011, 155).

1.3.5 Literature as a medium of memory

Since cultural memory is largely constructed through narrativization, and narra-
tive is inevitably mediated, “a collective memory is necessarily a mediated mem-
ory” (Aleida Assmann 2008, 55). The mediality of narrative and the relationships
between different media must therefore always be taken into consideration in
the study of a memory culture. Concerning medieval narratives, this applies
mainly to the relationship between oral storytelling and writing. While the pres-
ent study is primarily focused on written texts, an awareness of the “ongoing
fluid and reciprocal exchange between oral and written forms” (Long 2017, 29) in
medieval Icelandic culture provides a necessary background for an understand-
ing of the interplay between various narrative images of the past in different
media of memory.

The discussion about the relationship between orality and writing in the sagas
was long dominated by contrasting opinions on the process of their origin. The pro-
ponents of the free-prose (Freiprosa) theory stressed the role of oral tradition in the
creation of sagas, whereas scholars following the book-prose (Buchprosa) theory
emphasized the contribution of the individual author, the importance of literary
borrowings, and the influence of continental European literary culture (Gisli Si-
gurdsson 2005, 285-286; see also Andersson 1964; Clover 1982; Gisli Sigurdsson
2004). Both approaches, however, associate orality with formless, artless transmis-
sion of raw historical knowledge, disregarding the fact that an anonymous oral tale
can be just as creative, artistic, and historically unreliable as a written text (Gisli
Sigurdsson 2005, 287). For this reason, they have largely been abandoned in recent
research and replaced with the theory of orally derived texts (Foley 1991; Gisli Si-
gurdsson 2005, 292-295). The saga is thus understood as a narrative form derived
partly from oral traditions, from which it took much of its subject matter and some
of its stylistic elements, and partly from some medieval European literary genres
(Vésteinn Olason 2007, 29-34; Hermann 2017, 34).

On the one hand, the medium of writing provided “new possibilities for how
to access the past” (Hermann 2013, 347). The saga writers did not simply conserve
oral traditions as they were, but actively shaped the texts by choosing to prefer
some traditions over others (Hermann 2005, 73) and by consciously employing
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certain structural patterns and narrative techniques (Hermann 2017, 38). On the
other hand, written sagas were reassociated with oral performance by public
reading, and they still relied on the recipients’ ability to supplement the text from
their orally derived knowledge of characters and events. Their meaning thus “de-
veloped from their creative interplay with the oral tradition, in which the audi-
ence played an integral role” (Gisli Sigurdsson 2005, 294-295). The re-writing of
texts in the manuscript tradition could then be influenced by the audience’s reac-
tions, so the boundary between oral and literary culture is blurred in the sagas
(Hermann 2017, 41-42); “the voices of tradition are in constant interaction with
the voices of literary culture” (Vésteinn Olason 2007, 46).

This nature of the sagas as orally derived texts poses a challenge to research
on authorial intent. A saga author’s name and social background are often un-
known, but even if they are known, the saga cannot be regarded as an individual
author’s work in the modern sense. Instead, the oral tradition that preceded its
composition, as well as the manuscript tradition that followed it, must be taken
into consideration. The sagas are shaped by creative invention, but they are likely
to express values and ideas that were shared by the dominant social groups, rather
than the individual opinions of an author, a compiler, or a commissioner. In analy-
sing the meaning of a saga, all these layers should be considered simultaneously.

This methodological problem can be solved by adopting an approach based
on the concept of implied author, which represents the set of values reflected in
the work (Booth 1961, 73-74). The distinction between the real and implied author
resolves the contradiction between the fact that no literary work can be entirely
objective — in the sense of indifference toward any values — and that the work
should not be regarded as a direct expression of the real author’s personal biases
(1961, 75). Although the theory of implied author is primarily designed for the
study of modern literature, it can also contribute to solving the issue of authorial
intent in medieval texts. The concept of implied author can involve all the per-
sons who participated in shaping the work in its oral and written form, including
the broader social environment in which a certain set of values was established.
Such an approach can therefore help us reveal ideas and meanings in a narrative
without neglecting its specificity as an orally derived text.”’

This leads to the question of how ideas and meanings can be identified in texts
that imitate the objectivity of oral storytelling, scarcely employing direct narratorial
comments. Here it will be argued that apart from the more straightforward evalua-
tive techniques available in the saga style, such as dialogues, stanzas, or references

20 For the use of the concept of implied author in saga analysis, see e.g. Armann Jakobsson 2014,
328-331.
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to public opinion, the most important narrative device employed in the sagas is the
use of particular structural patterns, which endow the depicted events with mean-
ing without the necessity of explicit commentary. These patterns construct empha-
ses, parallels, and contrasts not just within individual sagas, but also across
different texts. Such intertextual connections constitute the memory of literature.

1.3.6 The memory of literature: Intertextuality, genre, and the narrative types
of sagas

Whereas the study of memory in literature foregrounds the synchronic relation be-
tween literature and extra-literary memory discourses (Erll 2011, 77), the concept of
the memory of literature refers to intertextuality as “the diachronic dimension of
literature” (Erll and Ninning 2005, 264). Intertextuality — not necessarily in terms
of direct textual references to specific works, but rather in terms of “genre patterns,
literary forms and tropes common to the culture” (2005, 272) — is an inherent char-
acteristic of literature. Since all texts are composed and received in the context of a
pre-existing literary corpus, every text is understood by its recipients within a
frame of reference that develops from “the form and themes of already familiar
works” (Jauss 1970, 11). This applies to all literature, but identifying the frame of
reference is especially important for the study of older literature, because the cir-
cumstances of its origin are often unknown and the cultural environment in which
it originated is not directly accessible to the researcher:

Whenever the writer of a work is unknown, his intent not recorded, or his relationship to
sources and models only indirectly accessible, the philological question of how the text is
properly to be understood, that is according to its intention and its time, can best be an-
swered if the text is considered in contrast to the background of the works which the author
could expect his contemporary public to know either explicitly or implicitly. (Jauss 1970, 19)

Furthermore, medieval literature, which usually originated from fluid interac-
tions between various written and oral narratives, is inherently intertextual to a
greater degree than most modern literature. Whereas the modern reader typi-
cally perceives a literary text as a work — a unique product of its creator —, the
nature of medieval literature entails that “the reader must negate the character
of the individual text as a work” and understand the text as a part of an intertex-
tual network (Jauss 1979, 189). That is why the memory of literature is a crucial
aspect of the study of medieval texts.

In saga studies, one of the most important but most problematic issues in this
context has been intertextuality in terms of genre patterns. Due to its diversity,
saga literature has been divided into different subgenres in research, and while
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such categories can be useful, they have also been limiting. The saga genres were
traditionally defined by the subject matter; the characterization of genres by dis-
tinct literary features was mainly descriptive, and the literary quality of different
genres was compared without paying sufficient attention to their social func-
tion.”! More often than not, sagas assigned to the same genre were studied to-
gether and isolated from the rest of the saga corpus; consequently, intertextual
relationships across the traditionally defined genres were often ignored. The
sagas of Icelanders were mostly studied separately; if the contemporary sagas
were analysed alongside them at all, it was often with an emphasis on differen-
ces, rather than connections (Andersson 1975, 441; Hallberg 1976; J6nas Kristjans-
son 1988, 97-109; Armann Jakobsson 1994a, 48-56) — with only a few noteworthy
exceptions (Byock 1982; Ulfar Bragason 1986a; 2010). This is one of the many ex-
amples of genre classification obscuring the understanding of relationships be-
tween different types of sagas, and one that is most significant in the present
context.

In recent saga research, the question of genre has received more theoretical
attention (see Bampi 2017), much of which can be traced back to Jauss’s assertion
that the historical dimension of literary genres includes not only the intra-literary
process, but also the “historical or lived-world situations that might have condi-
tioned this process” (Jauss 1982, 90). Accordingly, genres should not be perceived
as simple labels, but rather as “primarily social phenomena” that “depend on
functions in the lived world” (1982, 100). This has increasingly been acknowledged
in saga studies, which have subsequently paid more attention to the changeable
dominance of different genres within the literary system and to the question of
how these changes were influenced by extra-literary factors, such as social trans-
formations and the emergence of new political elites (Bampi 2017, 9-11; 2020,
24-28). Moreover, the concept of genre has been re-evaluated. Whereas saga gen-
res were previously understood as descriptive categories, they have recently
rather been viewed as a means of communication between the author or story-
teller and the audience (Bampi 2020, 17-18). These trends in research have re-
duced the interest in isolated analyses of sagas traditionally assigned to the same
genre, because the frame of reference that shaped the original audiences’ recep-
tion of texts can be assumed to transcend the boundaries of genres. Different
types of written or oral sagas existed simultaneously, and their recipients were
probably aware of intertextual connections between sagas that dealt with differ-
ent subject matter but shared a similar modality, structure, or theme. With regard

21 For an overview of research on saga genre see for example Andersson 2010, 142-146; Bampi
2017, 4-7.



1.3 Methodological concerns: Medieval literature and modern theories =—— 31

to this inherent intertextuality of saga literature, it makes sense to look for modal-
ities shared by texts across the genres.

For the purpose of the present study, such a multi-genre group of sagas with
a similar modality can be conceived of as containing all the sagas about the his-
torical past of the North, as opposed to sagas dealing with the legendary past or
with subject matter outside of the North. This group includes the sagas and peettir
of Icelanders, the kings’ sagas, the secular contemporary sagas, and the bishops’
sagas. Despite being distinguishable from each other in terms of genre, these
sagas are collectively characterized by a specific modality, which is based on a
particular approach to the relationship between the past and the present — the
time of the texts’ origin. On the one hand, the past is depicted as differing from
the present in some respects, which are mostly derived from transformative
events, such as the settlement of Iceland, the (alleged) unification of the Norwe-
gian kingdom, the conversion to Christianity, or the political integration of Ice-
land and Norway. On the other hand, the sagas create a strong sense of continuity
between the past and the present, mainly in terms of genealogical lineage, the so-
cial significance of some geographical locations, and the stability or similarity of
social institutions, norms, and values. This concept of history connects all the gen-
res in this group. Within the group, individual sagas — or narrative strands of lon-
ger sagas — relate to each other across the traditional genres through shared
structural patterns that shape not only the plot of the story, but also the interpre-
tation of the depicted events.

The importance of narrative structure has received attention in saga studies
since the 1960s, when some saga scholars adopted approaches based on the meth-
odology of structuralist narratology.”” In his influential study, Theodore Andersson
(1967) argued that the sagas of Icelanders share a common structural pattern,
which, together with specific principles of composition, gives them their unique
form (1967, 23-64). This was a groundbreaking approach in the sense that it empha-
sized the fact that historical or traditional narrative material is interpreted in the
sagas through the use of specific compositional techniques (1967, 93). It thus
changed the direction of research from the sagas’ origins to their form (1967,
308-309) and inspired other saga scholars to adopt similar methods. For instance,
Joseph Harris (1972) similarly defined the structural features of the itanferdar
beettir, stories of Icelanders’ travels to the Norwegian royal court. Again, the impor-

22 These approaches were inspired by narratologists such as Claude Lévy-Strauss, A. J. Greimas,
or Roland Barthes, by Vladimir Propp’s Morphology of the Folk Tale, and by the oral-formulaic
theory of Milman Parry and Albert Lord (see Lénnroth 2007, 63; Armann Jakobsson 2017,
127-128).
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tance of his study lies in the fact that it accentuates the essential role of structure —
not just subject matter — in Old Norse narratives.

The main contribution of the structuralist approach to saga studies is that it
has brought attention to “the inner logic of the structure rather than merely its ex-
ternal features” (Armann Jakobsson 2017, 128). The contrasting idea that the struc-
ture of sagas is shaped only by their content (Jénas Kristjansson 1988, 107) fails to
recognize the difference between story and discourse. The events described in the
sagas make up their storylines, but the discourse is shaped by narrative patterns,
which reflect certain thematic emphases. That is why their analysis is important
for understanding a saga’s meaning. Nevertheless, the purely structuralist research
has been rightfully criticized for its rigidity (see Lonnroth 2007; Armann Jakobsson
2017). The method employed in the present study, although it is based on structural
analysis, therefore modifies some of its central elements in order to better serve
the purpose of revealing the relationship between structure and meaning.

Firstly, to continue the discussion of genre, one of the frequently debated
problems of structuralist saga studies has been the question of the link between
structural patterns and saga genres. Both Andersson (1967) and Harris (1972)
argue that the structural schemes identified by them define individual saga gen-
res, but that is a problematic assertion because it disregards the genre fluidity of
medieval literature. As Lars Lonnroth (1975) points out, the structural patterns
are not exclusive to any given saga genre. He therefore suggests building up a
new system of classification, based on the distinctions between different struc-
tural patterns, which define types of stories that cross the genre boundaries (1975,
420-425). The method developed in the present study is modelled on this idea, but
apart from the literary characteristics of texts, it is also focused on the intertex-
tual connections through which the broader saga corpus constructs interpreta-
tions of the past.

The categorization that is introduced here distinguishes between different
narrative types of the sagas that describe the historical past of the North. Each
narrative type can be either inherently tragic or optimistic; this category is de-
rived from Northrop Frye’s (1957, 35-52) definition of tragedy and comedy in the
broadest sense: in tragedy, the initially socially successful protagonist is eventu-
ally isolated from society; in comedy, the protagonist begins as an outsider and is
gradually incorporated into society. In saga studies, this theory was productively
employed in Joseph Harris’s (1976, 16—-19) enlightening observation on the distinc-
tion between the sagas of Icelanders and the titanferdar peettir in terms of tone or
ethos. Whereas the sagas foreground conflict and fate and their tone is predomi-
nantly tragic, the peettir foreground reconciliation and luck and their tone is opti-
mistic. In the present study it will be shown that, especially in texts dealing with
the recent past, this distinction is much more complex than a simple opposition
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between sagas and peettir: both tragic and optimistic narrative types can be used
in longer sagas and shape their interpretation of history.

Since the existing definition of one inherently tragic structural pattern — that
of the sagas of Icelanders, described by Andersson — and one inherently optimis-
tic pattern — that of the utanferdar pcettir, described by Harris — does not suffi-
ciently reflect the structural and thematic diversity of narratives dealing with the
history of the North, I will formulate several narrative types in each category.
The tragic narrative types identified here are termed the conflict story, the peace-
ful chieftain’s story, the outlaw’s story, and the jarl’s story. The optimistic narra-
tive types are termed the travel story, the royal retainer’s story, and the court
poet’s story. Each will be described in the chapter where it is discussed. They are
defined by a combination of a structural pattern and a thematic emphasis, as
“particular structures and formal characteristics correspond to particular argu-
ments and interpretative strategies, pointing to the integration of literary struc-
ture and meaning” (Hermann 2013, 339).

Significantly, the narrative types are not regarded here as descriptive catego-
ries, but as essential interpretative devices. That is an important modification of
the traditional structuralist saga studies, which, because of their descriptive na-
ture, have been criticized for their incapacity to adequately depict the complexity
of saga narratives (Byock 1982, 49-58; Vésteinn Olason 1998, 94: Clunies Ross 2010,
127-130). It has been argued that such a method “serves only to summarize the
action rather than to tell us anything about the particular nature of Icelandic nar-
rative”, and that it tends to “isolate characters and events from their social con-
text” (Byock 1982, 50). That can be true of purely structural analysis, based on
mechanically fitting sagas into generalizing schemes. However, a subtler analysis
of structural patterns, focused on the functions of individual elements in them,
can in fact tell us more about the nature of the narrative than most other meth-
ods. Without it, we can only study the meaning of the sagas’ content, not of their
form. That can easily lead to oversimplified interpretations because content and
form are not two mutually independent characteristics of a text, but rather inter-
connected aspects that always shape each other. The method employed in the
present study is therefore based on the premise that every narrative type, charac-
terized by its specific structural pattern, has its inherent meaning that extends
beyond the meanings of the individual stories. Instead of simply stating that a
story follows a particular pattern, the present analysis shows how the given pat-
tern foregrounds some elements of the story that are important for the saga’s
meaning as social commentary. This leads to the opposite of just summarizing the
action — abstracting the meaning of the story from the details of the action.

Another related limitation of the traditional structuralist approaches is that
they view the structural patterns as normative categories and attempt to fit
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whole sagas or peettir into them, regarding any deviations as random irregulari-
ties or variations without any specific meaning (Andersson 1967, 6, 29; Harris
1972, 15-20). They have been rightfully criticized for their insistence on such uni-
formity, which goes against the nature of medieval literature (Jénas Kristjansson
1988, 98-99). Conversely, the present method acknowledges that whereas some
sagas follow one narrative type from beginning to end, others combine different
narrative types or modify them. Such modifications of the narrative types are not
dismissed here as flaws or arbitrary variations but acknowledged as a con-
sciously employed interpretative strategy that plays a decisive role in the con-
struction of meaning. A combination of contrasting narrative types in a saga can
draw attention to aspects of the story that are important for the interpretation of
the depicted events. A modification of some elements of a narrative type can ac-
centuate certain trends in historical development or the importance of certain so-
cial forces.

The aspects described in the preceding paragraphs make the concept of nar-
rative types a productive tool for studying the contemporary sagas for several
reasons. Firstly, the contemporary sagas, especially the extensive compilation
Sturlunga saga, are, in comparison with most other Old Norse texts, highly com-
plex narratives that combine multiple narrative strands, often intertwined with
each other. The concept of narrative types allows for a structured, systematic
analysis of individual narrative strands without disregarding the unity of the
whole saga or compilation, as the parallels and contrasts constructed with the
help of the structural patterns of the narrative types can be studied both within
each narrative strand and across different parts of the text. A methodology based
on this concept thus enables us to avoid an analysis of individual scenes or spe-
cific elements of the sagas’ content, isolated from the rest of the text and its form,
which has been frequent in literary studies of Sturlunga saga, but which often
fails to create a convincing argumentation for the text’s meaning.

Secondly, since the contemporary sagas deal with recent history and contain
an immense amount of personal and political detail, it can be difficult to under-
stand them as narrative images of collective identity, not just accounts of individual
events and persons. A methodology that allows for a high degree of abstraction en-
ables us to discern the interpretative strategies that transformed individual stories
of real historical persons into figurative commentaries on the overall situation of
Icelandic society. Such interpretative strategies can best be identified through an
analysis of how some elements of the stories were emphasized and others were
suppressed as the memories of recent events were gradually fitted into particular
narrative types in the process of narrativization.

Thirdly and most importantly, the concept of narrative types can contribute to
revealing intertextual relationships between different stories about the past that are
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not connected through direct genealogical or historical links, but rather through ty-
pological similarity. An approach based on an analysis of structural patterns and
their meanings can therefore help us contextualize each saga as a component of a
textual (and immanent oral) corpus without the necessity of taking all parts of that
corpus into account individually and without implying direct textual influences be-
tween particular sagas. In an attempt to reconstruct the frame of reference within
which a saga was created and understood in its original environment, we cannot be
sure which particular sagas were known to each person composing, compiling,
copying, or receiving our source texts, and we must suppose that they knew some
sagas that are not extant today, but it is safe to assume that we know what types of
narratives existed in the given culture. An identification of these types thus facili-
tates an understanding of how the sagas represent not only a memory of past
events, but also of each other. In the study of the contemporary sagas and their liter-
ary context, it can help us find parallels and similarities in structure and meaning
that may not be obvious at the first sight, such as between episodes in the bishops’
sagas and in the kings’ sagas, or between some narrative strands of the contempo-
rary sagas and the peettir of skalds. Such a perception of intertextual relationships —
in a broader sense than just direct textual references — is essential for an under-
standing of the contemporary sagas’ position within a memory culture that was al-
ready shaped by its narrativized memories of events from more distant past.

Written texts about the distant and recent past were composed simulta-
neously, so the sagas and peettir about the Saga Age cannot be regarded as a pre-
existing model for the composition of the contemporary sagas, and the examples
from them are not presented as such in the following chapters. Instead, they are
intended to illustrate how the given narrative type functions as an interpretative
device and how this function could contribute to the structural and thematic sim-
ilarities between both groups of sagas that coexisted in medieval Icelandic culture
as oral as well as written narratives. It can be assumed that the narrative types
with their specific structural patterns existed in their basic form already in oral
storytelling, and that they partly determined which elements of the stories would
be selected to be remembered and which would be forgotten throughout the en-
tire process of narrativization.

Narrativization is, in the context of memory studies, not understood as a
purely textual process, the conscious shaping of a literary work. Instead, it is
closely related to the process of remembering and to the construction of cultural
memory (see 1.3.4, 1.3.5). Beyond the conscious creation of oral or written stories
about the past, the way of remembering recent events must have been influenced
by certain culturally conditioned frameworks that were shaped by memories of
more distant past and by the central elements of collective identity (see 1.3.1,
1.3.2). These frameworks determined what was memorable and how it should be
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interpreted; the mental patterns involved in this process were then reflected in
the narrative structures of the verbal accounts of history. The concept of narra-
tive types is therefore based on the hypothesis that their roots extend beyond lit-
erature. The narrative types that are accessible to us through written texts can be
viewed as imprints of mental structures that shaped the understanding of reality
and reflected the values and concerns of the society that produced the sagas. That
means that we can possibly get a glimpse of those mental structures by analysing
their imprints in the preserved texts — just like we can study extinct organisms by
analysing their imprints in preserved materials.

It is thus important to keep in mind that the narrativization of individual
events did not take place in isolation, but rather within an intertextual and extra-
textual network that included not only diverse oral and written stories about the
distant and recent past, but also collective memory in a broader sense: an imma-
nent narrative of history that was shared by the community. With this collective
image of history always inherently present, individual stories were shaped in
oral storytelling and in writing; the shared interpretation of history can thus be
regarded as the broadest, both intra-literary and extra-literary, frame of reference
for all sagas. At all stages of the narrativization of material that eventually pro-
duced written sagas, the culturally conditioned mental frameworks and interpre-
tative patterns contributed to the selection of elements to be included or left out,
emphasized or suppressed. That can explain why sagas that describe different
historical periods and are unlikely to be directly textually related share so many
similarities. The difference is just that the stories about the Saga Age were shaped
by a longer process of narrativization already in oral storytelling, while the con-
temporary sagas represent an early stage of the narrativization of recent events.
This makes them perfect material for studying the transformation of living mem-
ory into a narrative discourse. That is what will be attempted in the present
study, which aims to show how the narrative types that predominate in the con-
temporary sagas reflect the themes and concerns that were essential for medieval
Icelandic society at a time of intense social transformation.



2 Constructing identity: The beginning
of Icelandic history

2.1 The early construction of collective identity

There were historical and cultural connections between Iceland and mainland
Scandinavia, especially Norway, from the very beginning of the existence of Ice-
landic society, because the settlement of Iceland in the second half of the ninth
century was part of the Scandinavians’ expansion to new territories (see Gunnar
Karlsson 2000, 10-15). However, Iceland began to develop as an individual society,
characterized by a need for a collective identity that would define its relationship
with the other societies to which it was related.

Since the settlement of a country does not immediately lead to “self-definition
by reference to a shared identity” (Hastrup 1984, 237), it can be assumed that such a
collective identity had to be constructed. The Norse settlers as a group shared the
same language and probably most of the essential customs, beliefs, and social
norms, but they needed a foundation narrative — an interpretation of the story of
origin from which a shared identity could be derived (see Long 2017, 1). As the me-
dieval Icelandic community possessed more detailed information about its origin
than most other medieval European societies, it could find ideal material for its
foundation narrative in stories about the settlement (see Mundal 2010, 467). In for-
mulating this narrative, Icelanders had to find a balance between the continuation
of their Norse identity and the discontinuity marked by the establishment of a new
society.

Before this narrative could be fully formed, another highly significant story
of origin was generated by the next decisive cultural transformation, the conver-
sion, which took place only about 125 years after the settlement. In historical real-
ity, Christianization was a gradual process that involved the establishment of
ecclesiastical institutions and the implementation of new social norms into every-
day life. In medieval Icelandic cultural memory, however, it is the conversion —
the brief period of intense missionary activity that culminated in the official ac-
ceptance of the new faith on the political level — that is conceptualized as the
transformative event. From the perspective of the later generations of Icelandic
Christians who composed the narratives, this official conversion marked an es-
sential transformation of identity — not only in the spiritual sense, but also in the
sense that Icelanders had to re-evaluate their relationship with the rest of the
world and with their history and cultural heritage. They had to “reconstitute’
their past in such a way as to assert a new Christian identity for themselves”
(Grgnlie 2017b, 125) without losing their Icelandic identity, which was still fresh
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and fragile. Thus, in the conversion narrative, “the strengthening of local iden-
tity” had to be “carefully balanced against the international and universalizing
tendencies of Christianity” (2017b, 125).

This chapter will show how the stories of the settlement and the conversion
are presented in the most important sources, which record and construct the col-
lective identity of the society that created them. It will be argued here that the
concise historiographical accounts of Iceland’s early past establish the essential
themes that are then developed in the sagas as a thread running through the
whole narrative of medieval Icelandic history.

2.1.1 The construction of identity in Islendingabdk

During the first centuries after the settlement, some elements of the foundation nar-
rative were doubtlessly formed in oral tradition. The central elements of such
orally transmitted collective memory tend to be “the collective identity based on
myths, and more particularly on myths of origin” and “the prestige of the leading
families that is expressed by genealogies” (Le Goff 1992, 58). This is also what
largely constitutes the first known written account of Iceland’s past — Islendinga-
bék, composed by Ari borgilsson the Learned (1067-1148) around 1122-1133.” How-
ever, Islendingabdk does not simply conserve the existing oral stories (Hermann
2005, 78-79) and should not be regarded only as a work intended to keep the past
from being forgotten. As the first Icelandic historiographical text, it “provided a
platform for the historical, cultural and textual construction of the Icelanders”
(Long 2017, 68). This process involved two complementary aspects: formulating an
individual, separate history of the beginning and development of Icelandic society
(Hastrup 1984, 239-243) and contextualizing Iceland’s past within the known his-
tory of the world (Long 2017, 68; Sverrir Jakobsson 2017, 94-95).

Concerning the construction of a uniquely Icelandic history, Islendingabék
foregrounds the first settlers as identity bearers. They are presented as more than
the forefathers of individual families; it is certainly not a coincidence that the four
settlers who receive most attention in the narrative represent one Icelandic quarter
each, and that they also are the ancestors of the first Icelandic bishops. The settle-
ment is thus connected to the origin of the central social institutions: the legal sys-
tem and the Icelandic Church (see Mundal 2011, 115; Long 2017, 68—-69; Sverrir

23 Islendingabdk is extant only in two manuscripts from the seventeenth century (AM 113 a and b),
copies of a manuscript from around 1200. How closely this manuscript represents Ari’s original
work is impossible to determine with certainty, but it is believed that the copies give a good picture
of Ari’s text (Mundal 2011, 113).
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Jakobsson 2017, 78). This means that Islendingabdk constructs a sense of continuity
in the social development from the settlement to the time of its composition.

This sense of continuity is further developed in Islendingabok’s image of the
relationship between the heathen past of Iceland and the Christian present at the
time of its origin. In the text, “a continuity between them is established”, so that
both are “treated as parts of one and the same history” (Hermann 2007, 22-26).
Firstly, the reference to the presence of Irish monks in Iceland before the Norse
settlement marks the island as Christian territory and prefigures the later conver-
sion. Secondly, the account of the conversion accentuates a continuation of the
original social system by showing that it was the institutions established in hea-
then times - the Alpingi, the law, and the lawspeaker — that enabled the official
Christianization of Iceland (Hermann 2007, 24-27; Mundal 2011, 115-117). The em-
phasis on continuity is also supported by the fact that already in the first chapter
of Islendingabdk, important events in the pre-Christian history of the North are
placed within the Christian chronology (Mundal 2010, 470; 2011, 115). Further-
more, unlike some later sources — mainly the peettir included in the sagas of the
Christianizing Norwegian kings — the text purposefully avoids direct references to
pagan religious practice, presenting heathenism rather as an absence of Chris-
tianity. In line with this, fslendingabdk also suppresses accounts of violence ac-
companying the conversion, although they are briefly mentioned for the sake of
accuracy (Grgnlie 2017b, 127-129). All these strategies are clearly deliberately em-
ployed for the purpose of creating a sense of continuity.

Apart from this focus on unifying the pre-Christian and Christian past, the
account of the conversion emphasizes the importance of social cohesion. The con-
version is presented from a political, rather than religious perspective, and the
main concern is the threat posed by the disunity between the pagan and Christian
faction at the Alpingi. The text highlights the social significance of a peaceful, dip-
lomatic solution provided by a respectable social leader, the lawspeaker borgeirr
borkelsson (Sverrir Jakobsson 2019, 11-12). As such, it can be understood as “an
illustration of effective crisis management” (Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 18), an exam-
ple of political prudence that can serve as a model for successful conflict resolu-
tion. Conflicts are, as will be discussed here, the central theme of almost all the
sagas with an Icelandic subject matter; the threat of social instability is always
highlighted, peaceful solutions are advocated, and the importance of capable so-
cial leaders is emphasized. In fslendingabék, this theme is first established in a
written narrative, and its central role in medieval Icelandic literature then con-
tinues all the way to the contemporary sagas and beyond.

As for the geographical and temporal contextualization of Iceland’s past,
Islendingabdk is not characterized by the closed, local perspective typical of oral
cultures, but rather by a learned twelfth-century perspective (Hermann 2005,
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82-83). Its spatial horizon includes Norway, Western Europe, and the centres of
Christianity in Jerusalem and Rome. The temporal perspective combines local
and international points of reference: the lawspeakers and relative dating of Ice-
landic events, the lives of Norwegian and foreign dignitaries, and even the birth
of Christ (2005, 74-77). Due to this broad perspective, Islendingabdk can be viewed
as “a statement defining Iceland as part of the Christian world” (2005, 84).

The relationship between Iceland and Norway receives much attention in
Islendingabdk. Significantly, the settlers’ relocation to Iceland is not explained by
their conflicts with King Haraldr harfagri, which is a widespread motif in later
sources (Gisli Sigurdsson 2014, 181). Instead, the Norwegian kings are depicted ei-
ther neutrally as chronological points of reference, or positively in connection
with the introduction of Christianity (Sverrir Jakobsson 2017, 95). Furthermore,
Islendingabdk accentuates the Norwegian origin and high social status of the set-
tlers, as well as the fact that a cohesive Icelandic society was established due to a
law-code brought from Norway (Long 2017, 69-73). However, the text also states
that the laws were adapted to the specific needs of Icelandic society; the account
thus creates a balanced image of relatedness and independence (2017, 123). An au-
tonomous Icelandic cultural identity is constructed, but the idea of an affiliation
with Norway is not rejected.

Similarly, the account of the conversion in Islendingabdk also pays equal at-
tention to both external and local forces. On the one hand, the text admits that
the Christian mission to Iceland was initiated by the Norwegian king Olafr Trygg-
vason. A confrontation occurred due to the initial rejection of Christianity by
most Icelanders, but the chieftains who had already accepted baptism brought
about a diplomatic solution by volunteering to undertake missionary activity
(Sverrir Jakobsson 2019, 10-13). Such confrontations between Icelanders and Nor-
wegian monarchs, terminated in a peaceful manner by negotiation and agree-
ment, are a recurring theme in the sagas. On the other hand, the account of
Christianization also underlines the active initiative of the Icelandic chieftains, in-
cluding an ancestor of the first bishops, so as to “present the Icelanders as choos-
ing of their own free will to become a Christian people” (Mundal 2011, 111).
Islendingabdk thus establishes an essential theme that extends beyond the depic-
tion of the conversion: the importance of the Icelanders’ active role in processes
that shape their history. This theme significantly contributes to the construction
of identity in the later narratives of Icelandic history, as will be shown in the fol-
lowing chapters.

Allin all, Islendingabdk constructs an image of history with a balanced empha-
sis on continuity and change, contact and individuality. As the random group of
settlers was gradually transformed into a cohesive society, they retained their an-
cestral and cultural identity, but it was complemented by their new identity as Ice-
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landers. This collective identity was derived from a set of ideas that were first es-
tablished as literary themes in Islendingabdk, the oldest written foundation nar-
rative of Icelandic society and Icelandic Christianity. These themes are a thread
running through most narrative accounts of Icelandic history up to the four-
teenth century, and their prominence already in Islendingabdk is a sign of conti-
nuity in the construction of cultural memory throughout the medieval Icelandic
historiography.

2.1.2 The construction of identity in Landndmabdk and Kristni saga

Landndmabdk, a text recording the origin, genealogies, and land claims of the
first settlers, is believed to originate from the early twelfth century but is extant
in redactions dating from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries (Long 2017,
53-54). It may be the first detailed written account of the settlement, and its im-
portance is proven by the remarkable agreement between its descriptions of indi-
vidual settlements and the sagas of Icelanders, which suggests that it was used as
a model for the sagas (Adolf Fridriksson and Orri Vésteinsson 2003, 144-145).
What is even more significant, however, is that the sagas are related to Landnd-
mabdk - just like to Islendingabdk — on the thematic level as well. The text
presents some of the essential themes that shape the narrative image of medieval
Iceland. Thus, although it is focused on individual settlers, it contributes to the
construction of collective identity.

The first central theme of Landndmabdk is Iceland’s relationship with Norway.
The text reaffirms Islendingabdk’s emphasis on the Norwegian origin and high so-
cial status of the settlers (Long 2017, 83-86), which must have been meaningful for
the whole community, not only for the individual families. The relationship with
Norway is, however, not presented uncritically. Landndmabdk states that a fre-
quent reason for the settlers’ emigration was oppression by King Haraldr Halfda-
narson hérfagri, who allegedly claimed rule of what was then perceived as the
whole Norway. The unification of Norway by Haraldr harfagri seems to be a narra-
tive construct reflecting the twelfth-century political situation in the kingdom; this
narrative may then have been employed by Icelanders as an explanation for why
so many noble men left their homeland to settle the island (2017, 104-106).2* Never-
theless, although especially the Melabdk and Sturlubdk redactions of Landndmabdk

24 Apart from Landndmabdk, this image of the settlement is presented in some — but not all —
sagas of Icelanders, as well as in Heimskringla and other compilations of kings’ sagas from the
first half of the thirteenth century (see Byock 1988, 53-55; Armann Jakobsson 1999, 52).
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accentuate the settlers’ conflicts with King Haraldr, they also present his positive
relationship with some of the settlers. Furthermore, the Hauksbdk redaction states
that the first generations of Icelanders relied on the king as an arbitrator in inter-
nal conflicts, such as the division of land between the first settlers and those who
arrived later. Such a depiction of the monarch’s role is probably not an accurate
account of royal authority in the ninth century, it rather reflects the contemporary
perception of the monarchy (2017, 106-111). In the present context, it is noteworthy
that a comparable portrayal of the Norwegian king as an arbitrator in Icelandic
politics is essential for several contemporary sagas, which will be discussed in the
next chapters. All these nuances in the depiction of Iceland’s relationship with the
monarchy connect Landndmabdk with the broad array of narratives that reflect
the medieval Icelanders’ ambiguous attitude to Norway. They express a wish to re-
affirm their historical relatedness to it, combined with the need to reinforce their
individual identity as Icelanders.

Another important theme that is established in Islendingabok and developed
or revised in Landndmabdk is the continuity between pagan and Christian history.
The two sources describe the first introduction of Christianity differently, because
Islendingabdk does not contain any reference to Christianity being brought to Ice-
land by some of the first settlers who arrived from the British Isles (Sverrir Jakobs-
son 2019, 16-17). This remarkable absence can be explained by Ari Porgilsson’s
effort to emphasize the unity of Icelanders as a community with “one law and one
religion”, which made him ignore the different varieties of heathenism and Chris-
tianity that coexisted in early Iceland (Grgnlie 2017b, 129-130). Landndmabdk, by
contrast, records the Christian belief of some settlers, implying that “a variety of
local Christianities”, different from the official Church practice introduced by the
formal conversion, existed in Icelandic society from the very beginning. The text
thus builds up a sense of continuity in terms of the presence of Christians in Ice-
land, which, in this case, is deemed more important than the image of the popula-
tion’s homogeneity (2017b, 132-138).

This revised image of the beginnings of Christianity then continues in the
thirteenth-century Kristni saga, which is partly derived from Islendingabdék
(Grgnlie 2005, 154-156), but its emphases are changed in some respects. It was
probably composed as a continuation of Landndmabdk, with which it is combined
in the early-fourteenth-century manuscript Hauksbdok (Grgnlie 2005, 146-147;
Sverrir Jakobsson 2019, 15-16). In the context of Landndmabdk, the Christian mis-
sion described in Kristni saga is not presented as the first introduction of the new
faith, but rather as a renewal of a pre-existing Christian tradition.

Kristni saga’s depiction of the political circumstances of the conversion
closely follows Islendingabdk; the account of the agreement between pagans and
Christians at the Alpingi is almost exactly copied. The Icelanders’ confrontation
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with the Norwegian king is described more extensively than in Islendingabdk, but
with a comparable emphasis on diplomatic negotiation. However, the reworked
narrative in Kristni saga foregrounds the role of a larger group of Icelanders in
the Christian mission, so the conversion is increasingly presented as a collective
initiative of Icelanders as a community (Sverrir Jakobsson 2019, 17-20).

Overall, Landndmabdk and Kristni saga further develop the central themes
introduced in Islendingabdk: continuity between the past and the present, peace-
ful resolution of internal conflicts, diplomatic negotiation with the Norwegian
monarchy, and the Icelanders’ active initiative in important decisions. Some of
these elements are even taken a step further than in Islendingabdk. Firstly, the
Norwegian monarchy receives increased attention in Landndmabdk, which high-
lights the king’s crucial role in the settlement and his influence on Icelandic poli-
tics. Secondly, whereas Islendingabdk connects the settlement to the Christian
present by a reference to Irish monks unrelated to the Norse population, Landnd-
mabdk and Kristni saga attribute Christianity directly to the ancestors of some
important Icelandic families, thus further increasing the emphasis on continuity.
Thirdly, whereas Islendingabdk accentuates the active initiative of a few Icelandic
chieftains and the lawspeaker, Kristni saga includes representatives of broader
social circles, highlighting the collective initiative. All this implies that the social
significance of these themes was not only retained, but even increased.

2.1.3 Early Icelandic bishops as identity bearers

When we turn to the construction of identity in narrative accounts of the time
following the settlement period and the conversion, we notice that very little was
written about secular Icelandic history from the end of the Saga Age around 1050
to the time described in the contemporary sagas. This period is, however, de-
picted in narratives dealing with the earliest Icelandic bishops: the latter part of
Islendingabdk, the early-thirteenth-century Hungrvaka — a history of the Skalholt
bishopric before the episcopacy of borldkr Pérhallsson,” and the second half of
Kristni saga, which is partly derived from Islendingabdk (Grgnlie 2005, 147) and
partly from Hungrvaka (Wellendorf 2011, 124).

Although these texts differ in focus, they share an emphasis on the first Ice-
landic bishops, Isleifr Gizurarson (1056-1080) and Gizurr Isleifsson (1082-1118).

25 Hungrvaka is the only Old Icelandic text representing the genre of gesta episcoporum; it
seems to be inspired by Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificium by Adam of Bremen, and
possibly by Gesta archiepiscoporum Magdeburgensium or some of the younger Saxon examples
of this genre (Wellendorf 2011, 125-141).
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Islendingabdk and Hungrvaka were both written in an environment connected to
the Haukdeelir family, so it is not surprising that they express a bias in favour of
the family’s famous ancestors (Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 19-20). I will argue, how-
ever, that these bishops played a crucial role in the construction of collective
identity as well. They are portrayed not only in terms of their religious and spiri-
tual significance, but also as important social and political figures in both internal
and international relations. As such, they serve as the main identity bearers in
texts describing this period of Icelandic history. Apart from forming the founda-
tion narrative of the Icelandic Church, the stories of the early bishops are thus
also an essential part of the history of Iceland as a whole, and they continue to
develop the themes established in the accounts of the settlement and the conver-
sion. Just like the previously discussed texts, they present this history with an em-
phasis on continuity. They connect the establishment of the first Icelandic diocese
with the settlement and the conversion by means of genealogy, and with the later
history by means of analogy between the first bishops and the native Icelandic
saints, who are crucial as identity bearers.

The portrayal of Isleifr in Islendingabdk (ix) and Kristni saga (xiv) emphasizes
his clerical excellence and his role as a teacher who educates clerics, including
the future first bishop of Hélar, Jén Ogmundarson. This teacher-student relation-
ship constructs a sense of continuity in the early history of the Icelandic Church
that extends beyond the genealogical line of the Haukdeelir. Jén Ogmundarson
was later venerated as a saint, but only after the time when Islendingabdk was
written, so this aspect is not present in the text. Kristni saga, however, alludes to
it by referring to Jén as “inn helgi”. No more detail is needed, as the veneration of
Jon must have been widely known at the time when Kristni saga was composed.
Even the briefest reference to his sanctity may have added another dimension to
the image of continuity: a connection between Iceland’s earliest bishop and (chro-
nologically) earliest saint. Such a connection may imply that the potential for
sainthood was inherent in the Icelandic Church.

The much more detailed Hungrvaka describes the difficulties faced by Bishop
[sleifr due to the immorality of the local inhabitants (ii). This motif may have
been intended to highlight the success of the next bishop, Gizurr Isleifsson, by
comparison (Wellendorf 2011, 134-135). More importantly, however, the motif has
parallels in Porldks saga, so it connects Isleifr with Saint borldkr. This parallel is
enhanced by the elements of sanctity in the portrayal of Isleifr in Hungrvaka:

Inn efra hlut avi fsleifs byskups bar marga hluti honum til handa, pa er mjok birti geezku
hans fyrir peim monnum er pat kunnu i skynja, af pvi at margir menn varu peir 6dir feerdir
honum til handa er heilir gengu fré hans fundi. Mungét blezadi hann, pat er skjadak var i, ok
var padan frd vel drekkanda, ok mart annat pessu likt bar honum til handa, pétt ek greina nu
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ekki sva sér hvat pat sem hann gerdi ok inum vitrustum mgnnum péttu inir mestu kraptar
fylgja. (Hungrvaka, 2002, ch. 2, p. 10)

(In the latter part of Bishop Isleifr’s life, many things happened that clearly revealed his
goodness to those who were able to perceive it, since many insane people were brought to
him and were healed when they left him. He blessed beer that was spoilt due to bad brew-
ing, and it was good to drink afterwards, and many other such things happened to him, al-
though I do not tell about every single thing that he did and that appeared to the wisest
people to originate from extraordinary powers.)*

Isleifr is not usually described as a saintly bishop elsewhere, but in Hungrvaka,
which constitutes something like a prologue to Porldks saga, it makes sense that
this motif is used in order to present the first bishop’s spiritual excellence as a
prefiguration of borldkr’s sanctity. The Icelandic bishops’ sanctity was an impor-
tant component of collective identity not only on the spiritual level, but also in
the sense of proving the peripheral island’s equality with other, more central
Christian countries. This will be discussed later.

Another significant element in the narratives of early Icelandic history, as has
been shown here, is an emphasis on social mechanisms that prevent internal dis-
unity and on capable leaders who can advocate peaceful solutions if disagreement
occurs. In the story of the conversion, this role is attributed to the lawspeaker, who
prevents social disintegration due to his wisdom and the respect he enjoys among
the population. Later on, the same sources ascribe a similar role to the second bishop
of Skalholt, Gizurr Isleifsson. Such a parallel between the lawspeaker and the bishop
implies that strong leadership as a precondition of social stability was deemed more
important than the differences between secular and ecclesiastical power.

Bishop Gizurr’s portrayal in Islendingabék foregrounds his authority, especially
in connection with the introduction of the tithe. That is a potential source of social
disunity, but discord is prevented by the respected leader who unites the population:

Gizurr byskup vas é&stseelli af gllum landsmgnnum en hverr madr annarra, peira es vér
vitim hér 4 landi hafa verit. [...] bat eru miklar jartegnir, hvat hlyonir landsmenn varu peim
manni, es hann kom pvi fram, at fé allt vas virt med svardpgum, pat es & Islandi vas, ok
landit sjalft ok tiundir af gervar ok lpg 4 logd, at sva skal vesa, medan fsland es byggt. (Islen-
dingabdk, 1986, ch. 10, p. 22)

(Bishop Gizurr was more popular with all his countrymen than any other person we know
to have been in this country. [...] It is a great sign of how obedient the people of the country
were to that man, that he brought it about that all property in Iceland was valued under
oath, including the land itself, and tithes paid on it, and laws laid down that it should be so
as long as Iceland is inhabited.) (The Book of the Icelanders, 2006, ch. 10, pp. 11-12)

26 All translations of primary texts are the author’s unless specified otherwise.
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Kristni saga presents an almost identical portrayal of Bishop Gizurr’s social signif-
icance (xv), adding a short but important remark concerning his role in maintain-
ing peace (xvii):

Gizurr byskup fridadi své vel landit at pa urdu engar stérdeilur med hoféingjum en vépna-
burdr lagaisk mjok nidr. (Kristni saga, 2003, ch. 17, p. 42)

(Bishop Gizurr made the land so peaceful, that no great conflicts arose between chieftains,
and the carrying of weapons almost ceased.) (The Story of the Conversion, 2006, ch. 17, p. 53)

Such an image of absolute peace seems to be exaggerated, and the author pre-
sumably created it as a contrast to the social instability of his own time (Orri Vés-
teinsson 2000, 64-67), but that makes the inclusion of the theme in Kristni saga
all the more socially significant. The connection between solid leadership and so-
cial stability is also an essential theme of many secular contemporary sagas, as
will be shown, and its presence in an account of ecclesiastical history implies that
it was an important concern, independent of genre conventions.

Hungrvaka (iv) goes even further in emphasizing the social significance of
Bishop Gizurr as a leader respected and obeyed by everybody, even comparing
him to a king:*’

Hann t6k tign ok virding svd mikla pegar snemmendis byskupsdéms sins, ok sva vildi hverr
madr sitja ok standa sem hann baud, ungr ok gamall, sell ok fateekr, konur ok karlar, ok
var rétt at segja at hann var baedi konungr ok byskup yfir landinu medan hann liféi. (Hungr-
vaka, 2002, ch. 4, p. 16)

(He received such a great esteem and respect already at the beginning of his time in office
that everyone wished to sit and stand as he commanded, the young and the old, the rich
and the poor, women and men, and it is right to say that he was both the king and the
bishop of the country while he lived.)

This formulation emphasizes the importance of a powerful central authority,
which is, in the absence of kings, represented by the bishop as the only institu-
tionally established social leader (Wellendorf 2011, 124-128). Furthermore, the di-
rect reference to kingship may imply that the question of central authority was
not just a social concern, but also a matter of identity. By comparing a powerful
Icelander to a king, the narrative accentuates his personal, if not formal, equality
or similarity with Scandinavian and European monarchs (Armann Jakobsson

27 The idea that the Icelandic bishop enjoys the social prestige of a ‘king’ first appears in Gesta
Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificium by Adam of Bremen (Wellendorf 2011, 125; Sverrir Jakobs-
son 2019, 5-6) and is also implied in Morkinskinna (Armann Jakobsson 1994b, 33-36; 1999, 48;
Wellendorf 2011, 136; Long 2017, 236-238).
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1994b, 36-38; 1997, 290-300; 1999, 48—49). This emphasis on nobility may reflect
the Icelanders’ need to prove their cultural equality with other societies. Ice-
landers may have regarded their lack of royal rule as a peculiarity that increased
their marginality in relation to other European countries, so they wished to com-
pensate for it by portraying the local ecclesiastical dignitaries or secular leaders
as royal figures (Armann Jakobsson 1994b, 33-36; 2007a, 119-128). This interpreta-
tion is supported by Hungrvaka’s emphasis on Bishop Gizurr’s international
prestige:

[Gizurr Isleifsson] var jafnan mikils virdr hvar sem hann kom ok var pa tignum monnum &
hendi er hann var ttanlands. Haraldr konungr Sigurdarson var pad konungr i Néregi, ok meelti
hann peim oréum vid Gizur at honum kvazk sva synask til at hann myndi bezt til fallinn at
bera hvert tignarnafn sem hann hlyti. [...] En pafinn sendi pa Gizur til handa Harovig erkiby-
skupi 1 Magadaborg 4 Saxlandi ok baud at hann skyldi gefa honum byskupsvigslu, en hann ték
vid honum med mikilli scemd ok virdingu ok vigdi hann til byskups fjérum néttum fyrir Mariu-
messu ina sidari. (Hungrvaka, 2002, ch. 4, pp. 14-16)

([Gizurr Isleifsson] was always greatly respected, wherever he went, and he stayed with
noble men when he was abroad. Haraldr Sigurdarson was King of Norway at the time, and
he said to Gizurr that he seemed to him to be best suited to bearing any noble title that he
would receive. [...] And the Pope sent Gizurr to Archbishop Hardvigr in Magadaborg in Sax-
ony, and he asked him to consecrate him as a bishop, and the archbishop accepted him with
much honour and respect, and he consecrated him as a bishop four nights before the Feast
of the Nativity of Mary.)

The text’s focus on the international acknowledgement received by Bishop Gizurr
constructs a desirable figurative image of Iceland’s position in the world, which
can be understood as a subversive reaction to the Icelanders’ increasing aware-
ness of their marginality. That is another central theme of the contemporary
sagas that will be discussed in the following chapters, and its prominence in
Hungrvaka may imply a change of emphasis in the construction of collective iden-
tity. However, the connection between a central authority and the collective
merit of Icelanders is not presented as a new phenomenon that emerged only
after the establishment of the Icelandic Church. It is a continuation of the law-
speaker’s crucial role in the conversion, which — from the perspective of the me-
dieval Christian authors and audiences — endowed the whole community with
both spiritual and cultural worthiness. In this sense, the narrative admits devel-
opment, but still constructs continuity.
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2.2 The settlement narrative in Sturlunga saga

The time of the first bishops is followed by the period that is recorded in the con-
temporary sagas compiled in Sturlunga saga. These sagas depict intense social
transformation, but the image of Icelandic history as a continuum is reinforced
by the fact that a settlement narrative, Geirmundar pdttr heljarskinns, is directly
incorporated into the compilation. This text differs in style from the rest of the
compilation — its beginning resembles a fornaldarsaga or a fairy-tale (Krommel-
bein 1994, 37), and its ending, probably derived from oral tradition, bears traits of
a folktale (Seelow 1994, 710). It is not unusual that a compiler would borrow and
rework narrative material in this manner,” but the question is why the compiler
of Sturlunga saga decided to incorporate a settlement narrative at all, and, more
importantly, why he chose Geirmundar pdttr specifically among the many other
settlement stories.

The inclusion of a settlement narrative points to the compiler’s interest in
framing the contemporary sagas in the broader context of Icelandic history. Such
a connection between the distant and recent past can be presented in terms of
either contrast or continuity, and this has been an object of debate. Ulfar Braga-
son (1991b, 321; 2010, 237-241) and Stephen Tranter (1987, 239-241) argue that Geir-
mundar pdttr depicts an idealized settler and a golden age, contrasting with the
description of the Sturlung Age as a period of moral decline and social disintegra-
tion. Conversely, Thomas Krommelbein (1994, 40-48) claims that Geirmundr is
not portrayed as an ideal settler at all, because his conduct, combining a Viking
raider’s manners with traits of feudalistic aspirations, leads to dysfunctional so-
cial relationships. In his opinion, the pdttr thus foreshadows the social instability
of the Sturlung Age. Together with the epilogue of the compilation, Sturlu pdttr, it
incorporates the contemporary sagas into the narrative of the Icelanders’ origin
from Norway and reintegration into the Norwegian kingdom after the acceptance
of royal rule, thus accentuating the continuity of Icelandic history.?’

28 Different versions of the narrative are known from other sources. Some parts of Geirmundr’s
story are narrated in Landndmabdk and in a fornaldarsaga, Hdlfs saga ok Hdlfsrekka; the pdttr
also refers to another fornaldarsaga that is not extant. Seelow (1994, 710-711) concludes that the
extant versions share a common source that is not preserved, probably an older redaction of
Landndmabdk.

29 The fact that Sturlu pdttr is only included in the Reykjarfjardarbék redaction of Sturlunga
saga is not considered by Krommelbein, who assumes that it was composed by the compiler of
Sturlunga saga, but that is not a generally accepted opinion (see Olaffa Einarsdéttir 1968, 75;
Ulfar Bragason 2010, 87-88; Gudrin Nordal 2010, 188; Gudrin Asa Grimsdéttir 2021, cxviii—cxix).
This issue will be discussed in the chapter dealing with Sturlu pdttr.
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I agree with Krommelbein’s emphasis on continuity, but his idea that Geir-
mundar pdttr foreshadows social instability seems to be a simplification that ne-
glects the construction of continuity on a subtler level. Nor do I think that the
inclusion of the pdttr in the compilation is sufficiently explained by its genealogi-
cal significance, as has been suggested. Firstly, it has been pointed out that there
is a genealogical connection between Geirmundr and the protagonist of the fol-
lowing text in the compilation, Porgils saga ok Haflida (Seelow 1994, 699). Sec-
ondly, the compilation has been attributed to P6rdr Narfason of Skard, who
derived his ancestry from Geirmundr (Jén Jéhannesson 1946, xxi—xxii). Lastly, the
bdttr may have served a political purpose for the families descended from Geir-
mundr, who needed to legitimize their position in the new situation after the end
of the Sturlung Age (Ulfar Bragason 1986a, 176-178; 1991b, 321; 2010, 241). All these
assertions may be valid, but here it will be argued that Geirmundar pdttr plays a
more significant role in the construction of meaning in Sturlunga saga due to its
thematic emphases that establish some of the compilation’s central themes.*° I be-
lieve that these themes were the reason why the compiler chose Geirmundar
bdttr, because its interpretation of the settlement story could not be replaced
with any other settlement narrative.

First and foremost, an important feature of Geirmundar pdttr is the protago-
nist’s royal descent, which prefigures the aristocratic perspective of the compila-
tion (Gudrun Nordal 2000, 225-226). Significantly, however, the pdttr does not
simply celebrate the protagonist’s ancestry, it also involves the element of insecu-
rity that is so important in the image of Icelandic identity. The first chapter tells
the story of a Norwegian queen giving birth to twin boys, who are so ugly that
she decides to exchange them for the handsome son of a slave. When the twins
turn out to be bold and capable, whereas the slave’s son is unassertive, the queen
reveals the truth to the king and exchanges the children back. This temporary dis-
tortion of social hierarchy has been interpreted as a sign of “a social order in up-
heaval” (eine Gesellschaftsordnung im Umbruch, Krommelbein 1994, 38), but I
believe that in the context of the whole narrative, the focus is the marginalization
of the brothers and their reclaim of social prestige through a demonstration of
their abilities. The twins are marginalized because they do not fulfil the superfi-
cial criteria of nobility, but they overcome their marginality by proving their

30 An interpretation of the pdttr’s theme has been attempted by Marlene Ciklamini, who has
suggested that “the pdttr presents the phases of history and of individual fate as god-willed and
finite. Consonantly the bloodshed and cruelty recorded in Sturlunga saga are likewise god-willed
and finite. The horrors will pass as surely as the pagan era had suddenly ended” (1981, 86-87).
This reading is, however, not convincing and has been rejected in subsequent research (Ulfar
Bragason 1986a, 171; Tranter 1987, 239; Krommelbein 1994, 33-34).
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worth in a confrontation with the alleged royal son. Since Geirmundr later be-
comes a settler, one of the founders of Icelandic society, the story can be inter-
preted as a prefiguration of the narratives that deconstruct the marginality of
Icelanders. As will be shown in the following chapters, the protagonists of the
contemporary sagas are often aware of their marginality because they do not ful-
fil the superficial criteria of nobility, but they actively earn social prestige by dis-
playing their personal qualities. This can be regarded as one of the central
themes of Sturlunga saga.

After an intermezzo describing the brothers’ Viking expedition, the pdttr con-
tinues with another key episode, Geirmundr’s settlement of Iceland, which is also
found in Landndmabdk, but the version in Sturlunga saga introduces some signif-
icant changes. In Landndmabdk, it is the tyranny of King Haraldr harfagri that is
presented as Geirmundr’s motivation for relocating to Iceland. The Sturlubdk and
Hauksbdk redactions say that after King Haraldr’s rise to power in Norway, “Geir-
mundr saw no other possibility but to leave, because he could not receive any
esteem there. He then decided to seek Iceland”.*! The Melabdk redaction even ex-
plicitly states that “Geirmundr went to Iceland because of the tyranny of King
Haraldr hérfagri”.** The version in Sturlunga saga, by contrast, dismisses this ex-
planation and offers another:

Pat vilja sumir menn segja at Geirmundr feeri fyrir ofriki Haralds konungs til fslands. En ek
hefi pat heyrt at i pann tima er peir breedr komu 6r vestrviking veeri sem mest ord 4 at
engin peetti vera fraegdarfor meiri en fara til fslands, ok af pvi inu sama vildi Geirmundr
sigla ut pegar um sumarit, er peir komu vid Néreg, pvi at ba veeri hallat sumri. (Sturlunga
saga, I, 2021, ch. 2, p. 6)

(Some people want to say that Geirmundr went to Iceland because of the tyranny of King
Haraldr. But I have heard that at the time when the brothers returned from their Viking
expedition westward, the general opinion was that no journey seemed more glorious than
going to Iceland, and for this same reason Geirmundr wished to set sail already the same
summer when they had returned to Norway, although it was toward the end of summer.)

This change of interpretation clearly marks the compiler’s intention to present
the settlement as a voluntary undertaking and a quest for glory (Seelow 1994,
709-710; Krémmelbein 1994, 39-40; Ulfar Bragason 2010, 237-239). It is notewor-
thy that the compiler explicitly challenges the other existing interpretation and
contrasts it with his own, instead of silently ignoring it. This deliberate decon-

31 Sa pa Geirmundr gngvan annan sinn kost en rddask brutt, pvi at hann fekk par engvar
scemdir. Hann tok pé pat rad at leita fslands. (Landndmabdk, 1986, ch. S 112/H 86, p. 152).

32 Geirmundr fér til fslands fyrir ofriki Haralds konungs hins harfagra. (Landndmabdk, 1986, ch.
M 30, p. 152).
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struction is further underlined by the compiler’s reference to himself in the first
person, which is unusual in the saga style. In the context of Sturlunga saga as a
whole, this emphasis on the settler’s active initiative in a significant historical
event can be understood as a hint to the audience to pay increased attention to
this theme throughout the compilation. The theme is thus accentuated as an im-
portant element in the construction of collective identity.

Next, the pdttr turns to an account of Geirmundr’s relations with his fol-
lowers in Iceland, and then to the mysterious final episode:

En sa var einn hvammr { landi Geirmundar at hann kvadst vildu kjésa & brott 6r landinu, ef
hann meetti rdda, ok mest fyrir pvi ,at s er einn stadr { hvamminum at avallt er ek lit
pangat pa skramir pat ljés fyrir augu mér er mér verdr ekki at skapi, ok pat ljés er avallt
yfir reynilundi peim er bar er vaxinn einn samt undir brekkunni.“ (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021,
ch. 4, pp. 8-9)

(There was a valley on Geirmundr’s land that he said he would prefer not to have on his
land if he had a choice, mainly because “there is one place in the valley, and every time I
look there, a light shines in front of my eyes, and it is unpleasant to me, and this light is
always above the rowan tree that grows alone by the hillside.”)

Geirmundr is so apprehensive of the tree that when his cows stray to the valley,
he has their milk poured out and punishes his cowherd for using a stick from the
tree to drive the cattle away. The episode is then concluded with a remark in
which the compiler again uses a first-person reference: “that was the only rowan
tree on his land, growing in the same place where the church at Skard stands
now, as we have heard from trustworthy people”.®

It has been pointed out that since the rowan tree is associated with the god bérr
in Norse mythology, it probably represents heathenism in the tale (Krémmelbein
1994, 42). Conversely, the light above the tree has been interpreted as an attribute of
Christianity and a sign of the upcoming conversion of Iceland (Ciklamini 1981, 82).
The heathen settler Geirmundr feels threatened by this unfamiliar divinity, but from
the perspective of the Christian compiler, the conversion, just like the settlement, is a
positive event, and this episode connects the two events (Krommelbein 1994, 42). The
connection is further highlighted by the remark that the church stands in the same
place where the light was seen, and it underlines the idea of continuity between Ice-
land’s pagan and Christian history. The text implies that ‘the light of Christianity’ ex-

33 [...] par at eins var pa reynividr vaxinn { hans landeign, { peim sama stad er nu stendr kirkja
at Skardi, at pvi er vér hofum heyrt sannfréda menn fra segja (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 4, p. 9).
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isted in Iceland already before the formal conversion, so the Christianization can be
regarded as a continuation of this immanent presence of divinity.

That brings us to the other key events in Iceland’s early history — the conver-
sion and the establishment of the Icelandic Church —, which are incorporated into
Sturlunga saga by the inclusion of another short text, Haukdcela pdttr. It does not
immediately follow Geirmundar pdttr, but it serves as its continuation in the sense
that it develops the theme of Christianization, which is hinted at in the final section
of Geirmundar pdttr, and bridges the gap between the conversion and the period
depicted in the contemporary sagas. As such, it not only emphasizes the importance
of the Haukdeelir family (Ulfar Bragason 1986a, 172-173; 2010, 229-230), but also
contributes to the narrative construction of historical continuity.

Haukdcela pdttr begins with the story of the settler Ketilbjorn Ketilsson, the
forefather of the Haukdeelir and of the first bishops, which is derived from Land-
ndmabdk, but Ketilbjérn is also mentioned in Islendingabék and Hungrvaka. The
settlement narrative is followed by the brief statement that Ketilbjérn’s grandson
Gizurr hviti “brought the Christian mission to Iceland together with Hjalti Skegg-
jason from Pjérsardalr”.>* This reference highlights the genealogical continuity
between the settlement and the conversion, complementing Geirmundar pdttr’s
image of geographical continuity. Together, the two texts thus integrate the hea-
then past into the Christian history recorded in the rest of the compilation. Since
the conversion narrative must have been widely known, even such a brief allu-
sion possibly evoked all the themes associated with it in Islendingabdk and Kristni
saga. The short sentence in Haukdcela pdttr can thus incorporate these themes
into Sturlunga saga. Moreover, one of these essential themes, the Icelanders’ ac-
tive initiative in decisive historical events, is emphasized in Haukdela pdttr when
the introduction of Christianity to Iceland is attributed to two local chieftains.

Haukdcela pdttr then continues with portrayals of the first bishops, Isleifr
and Gizurr, which are almost exactly quoted from Islendingabék. Since these sto-
ries had already been written down and were doubtlessly widely known, they ob-
viously do not have a primarily informative function in Haukdeela pdttr, but they
construct meaning on a deeper level. As has been shown here, the early bishops
were significant identity bearers, so their portrayal in Haukdcela pdttr incorpo-
rates the elements of identity embodied by them into Sturlunga saga. Firstly, the
reference to the teacher-student relationship between the first bishop Isleifr and
Saint Jon Ogmundarson presents the beginning of the Icelandic Church as a pre-

34 [...] for tt hegat til Islands med kristnibod ok peir Hjalti Skeggjason 6r bjérséardali (Sturlunga
saga, II, 2021, ch. 126, p. 17).
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figuration of the emergence of sanctity, which integrates the peripheral island
into the Christian world. Secondly, the emphasis on Gizurr Isleifsson’s popularity
and authority in Iceland accentuates the social importance of strong leadership
in the absence of kings. Such allusions in Haukdela pdttr connect the largely sec-
ular Sturlunga saga with the stories of the bishops. The image of continuity is
then further underlined by the genealogical section of Haukdela pdttr, which
bridges the gap between the distant past and the contemporary sagas. All these
references and connections imply that the narratives of Iceland’s early past and
Sturlunga saga were regarded as components of the same immanent narrative of
Icelandic history.

2.3 The early history, cultural memory, and Icelandic identity

The brief historiographical accounts of Iceland’s early past are not sagas proper,
and their structure and meaning do not follow any of the narrative types that
characterize the sagas. Nevertheless, they are more than just randomly gathered
records of events, and they present images of history that create meaningful rela-
tionships between the early history and the time when the texts were composed.
Such relationships always go in both directions: the memory of the past influen-
ces the community’s perception of the present, and the current social issues
shape the memory of the past. Consequently, the cultural significance of all narra-
tive accounts of history arises from an understanding of the past and the present
in the context of each other. In this sense, the most important element shared by
all the narratives discussed here, despite their differing emphases, is that they
connect individual events on deeper than just chronological levels, thus empha-
sizing the continuity of Icelandic history.

In Islendingabok and Landndmabdk, genealogy and topography connect the set-
tlement with the central social institutions of later times and with prominent Ice-
landers at the time of composition. Furthermore, both texts, together with Kristni
saga, incorporate Iceland’s heathen past into Christian history by showing the pres-
ence of some form of Christianity on the island before the formal conversion, as
well as by highlighting the role of pre-Christian institutions in the conversion. This
constructs an image of continuity, although the conversion is presented as a deci-
sive transformation. Even Hungrvaka, which does not contain any detailed descrip-
tion of the settlement or the conversion, at least briefly mentions the settler
Ketilbjorn the Old, who was the forefather of the first Icelandic bishops, and contin-
ues with a short account of the establishment of Skalholt and of Gizurr hviti bring-
ing Christianity to Iceland. Such brief references to stories that must have been
known to the contemporary audience were probably enough to create a sense of
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continuity. The texts also imply genealogical and institutional continuity between
the settlement, the conversion, and the central identity bearers of the eleventh cen-
tury, the earliest Icelandic bishops. Those texts that extend beyond the time when
the native bishops were first venerated as saints, expand this continuity by present-
ing the lives of the first bishops as a prefiguration of the emergence of sanctity in
Iceland. All these elements of continuity contribute to the presentation of the past
and the present as a cohesive history.

Continuity is constructed on the thematic level as well — probably retrospec-
tively, in the sense that social concerns that were relevant at the time of composi-
tion were projected onto the interpretation of past events. From the writing of
Islendingabdk to the composition of the sagas of Icelanders and the contemporary
sagas, the emphases developed, but the main themes remained the same. The
first of these themes is the importance of mechanisms that strengthen social cohe-
sion, such as the law and capable leaders who enjoy general respect in a society
without centralized power. Secondly, a constant theme is the relationship be-
tween Iceland and Norway; a balance is sought between cultural or genealogical
relatedness and individual Icelandic identity. The texts show that a connection
with Norway was maintained through the settlers’ family ties, the imported law,
and the Norwegian king’s role in the conversion, but Icelanders established their
own institutions, adapted the law to their own needs, and showed their own ini-
tiative to convert to Christianity. Confrontations between Icelanders and Norwe-
gian monarchs are admitted, but peaceful negotiation is advocated, and mutually
beneficial relationships are emphasized. Finally, the third theme is the Icelanders’
free will and active initiative in historically important decisions, together with
various elements that deconstruct their marginality within the Norse and Chris-
tian cultural region. These include an emphasis on the settlers’ noble ancestry
and on the almost royal personal qualities of Icelandic social leaders; accounts of
Icelandic dignitaries receiving prestige abroad; and the role of native saints in in-
corporating Iceland into the Christian world.

The thematic continuity between the narratives of the early and recent past
is not just implicit - it is directly emphasized by the inclusion of Geirmundar
bdttr and Haukdeela pdttr in Sturlunga saga. Through these texts, the themes es-
tablished in the accounts of the early past are presented as the central themes of
the compilation. Geirmundar pdttr accentuates the themes of overcoming margin-
ality and of the Icelanders’ active role in important historical events, and it con-
nects the pagan past with the Christian present. Haukdela pdttr expands this
continuity by its focus on the genealogical connection between the settlement and
the Icelandic Christian institutions, and it foregrounds the themes associated with
the role of the first Icelandic bishops as identity bearers. Both peettir thus connect
the accounts of the early history with the contemporary sagas contained in the
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compilation, supporting the idea that both groups of texts were regarded as insep-
arable components of a coherent narrative of Iceland’s past.

The idea that the narratives of the early Icelandic past emphasize continuity
between Norwegian history and the settlement of the island, between the first set-
tlers and later institutions, or between heathen and Christian history, is an essen-
tial starting point for the present analysis. It will be argued here that the literary
accounts of later medieval Icelandic history similarly create a sense of continuity
between the Free State period, the process of transformation in the thirteenth
century, and the time after Iceland’s formal integration into the Norwegian king-
dom. While the settlement, the conversion, and the acceptance of royal rule were
certainly regarded as significant transformative events (see Sgrensen 1995, 79),
the narratives imply that they were remembered with an emphasis on continuity.
Whereas the image of continuity in the settlement and conversion narratives has
been adequately acknowledged in research, the narratives of the political integra-
tion of Iceland and Norway have not been sufficiently re-evaluated in this respect.
That is what will be attempted in the following chapters.



3 Constructing continuity: The Saga Age and the
Sturlung Age

The Saga Age, which started with the settlement of Iceland and drew to an end a
few decades after the conversion, was the time when the Icelandic social system
with its chieftaincies, law, and assemblies was established and developed. Both
the settlement and the conversion, as well as various important aspects of the so-
cial system, receive much attention in the sagas of Icelanders alongside their indi-
vidual stories. Here it will be argued that the contemporary sagas are similarly
focused on the key social mechanisms and the dynamics of power, depicting the
transformation that they underwent before and during the Sturlung Age.

Between the settlement and the thirteenth century, medieval Icelandic soci-
ety went through a complex process of social and political development, the main
aspect of which was a gradual concentration of power. This was a consequence of
the internal dynamics of the social system. Public authority was represented by a
local hierarchy, which was flexible and changeable due to its situational and per-
sonal, rather than institutional character. The foundations of a chieftain’s power
were inherently fragile because they depended on the support he received from
his followers, which again depended on his success in fulfilling his obligations to
them: protection from violence, and, most importantly, resolution of conflicts. A
chieftain’s failure to fulfil these duties would thus lead to a loss of prestige and
power, while popularity had a self-reinforcing effect (Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999,
120-123, 149-150). This inherent instability of the system contributed to a gradual
concentration of power in the hands of the most capable chieftains.

Another important factor in power concentration was the influence of the
Church. The ecclesiastical and secular sphere were interconnected until the late
twelfth century, so the Christian institutions affected the social structures and
power strategies by providing new models of authority (Orri Vésteinsson 2000,
3-5; Sverrir Jakobsson 2016, 19-30, 78-79). Early church building in Iceland was
an initiative of the chieftains, who donated parts of their property to their church
farms (stadir), which then consolidated the chieftain’s authority in the area by
tying it to a culturally important place. Power relations were thus gradually trans-
formed from personal adherence to territorial authority (Orri Vésteinsson 2000,
112115, 238-240; Sverrir Jakobsson 2012, 112). The wealthiest stadir, owned by in-
fluential families, became centres of power (Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, 102-115).
Power concentration was then further intensified by the separation of secular
and ecclesiastical power in the late twelfth century. When some chieftains’ sons
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chose a clerical career and gave up their secular power, other chieftains could
easily receive or inherit a larger share of influence (Sverrir Jakobsson 2016,
145-146).

This means that power concentration was a natural process, rooted in the in-
ternal structure of medieval Icelandic society (Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, 205-209).
As such, it should not be perceived as a disruption caused by abrupt transforma-
tions, but rather as a gradual development that involved elements of both change
and continuity. Since the political structure was variable from the beginning, the
process went on throughout the Free State period (Byock 1985; Orri Vésteinsson
2000, 7). It can be divided into three overlapping phases: the creation of the struc-
ture of chieftaincies (godord) before 1050; the development of territorial power in
the form of domains (héradsriki) in 1050-1220; and the competition for power in
the domains from 1220 (J6n Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, 82-83).

As there was a different degree of social complexity in different regions of Ice-
land, the development was faster in the regions where the chieftaincies were in the
hands of dominant families early on — the Haukdeelir and the Oddaverjar in the
Southern Quarter, the Ashirningar in Skagafjérdr, the Svinfellingar and the
Austfirdingar in the Eastern Quarter. The development was slowest in Borgarfjordr
and the Westfjords, regions with scattered settlements and a lack of dominant fam-
ilies until around 1200 (Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, 67-68; Orri Vésteinsson 2000,
240-245). This geographical variability also indicates that power concentration
should not be regarded as an abrupt transformation. Moreover, effective hierarchi-
cal administration or executive power were never established during the Free
State period, and the inhabitants never abandoned their farmsteads to resettle in
larger, more defensible communities, despite the increased violence of the Sturlung
Age — so that both social structures and settlement patterns were characterized by
continuity (Byock 1986, 28-36).

In the light of these recent perceptions of the contemporary sagas’ historical
background, it is necessary to revise the interpretation of the sagas’ narrative im-
ages of history as well. The temporary destabilization that inevitably accompa-
nied the social transformation was traditionally considered a sign of a moral
downfall and a social disintegration (Einar Olafur Sveinsson 1940, 1-5), and this
view has continued to shape research until recent times. Ulfar Bragason (1991b,
316-321; 2000, 481-482; 2010, 228-240), Stephen Tranter (1987, 2-3, 224), and Lois
Bragg (1994) argue that Sturlunga saga expresses dissatisfaction with the social
situation at the time of its origin and portrays a decline from a golden age after
the settlement to the miserable present, characterized by a disruption of the so-
cial system. Bragg argues that the text presents an “unrelievedly dark and disfig-
ured reality” (1994, 19). Ulfar Bragason states that the compilation’s “image of
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history is tragic”® and that “it creates an apocalyptic image of how the magnates’
immoderation in their greed for wealth and power leads to the only possible solu-
tion being the acceptance of the Norwegian king’s rule”.*® The purpose of the
compilation would then have been to reveal and explain the causes of the moral
decline and social breakdown (2010, 240).

Similarly, Tranter analyses the compiler’s work with the introductory sagas
in the compilation and argues that their central theme is the gradual intensifica-
tion of conflicts and the decreasing possibility of full reconciliation, which in his
opinion mark an absence of moral values (1987, 52-54). He therefore states that
the compilation presents the Sturlung Age and the preceding decades as a period
of a social disintegration (1987, 127-128). As an explanation for why such a narra-
tive was constructed, he suggests that Sturlunga saga was composed as a response
to the allegedly increasingly threatening political situation after 1300, which in
his opinion was characterized by a renewed decline after a period of optimism in
the late thirteenth century. He believes that the message of Sturlunga saga was a
warning to contemporary Icelanders against a repetition of the horrors of the
Sturlung Age, which the compiler may have perceived as an imminent danger
around the turn of the fourteenth century (1987, 226-235).

Helgi Porldksson argues against this view by showing that by 1300, fights and
physical violence had been effectively reduced by the new legislation, so war was
hardly an imminent threat (2012, 67-68). Furthermore, the view of Sturlunga saga,
or Islendinga saga specifically, as an image of a decline has been challenged as
well. While Gudrtn Nordal (1998) agrees that brutal violence is criticized in Islen-
dinga saga, she argues that the narrative does not portray a deterioration of moral-
ity but reflects a complex set of moral values. Since the social dynamics bhecame
more complicated during the Sturlung Age — as the Church demanded political au-
tonomy and chieftains swore allegiance to the king, while loyalty to kinsmen and
allies continued to be binding —, contradictory obligations could cause moral dilem-
mas (1998, 19-29, 227). However, with a few exceptions, kinship ties remained sur-
prisingly strong under such circumstances (1998, 28-29, 42—-44, 220).

Similarly, Armann Jakobsson (1994a) agrees that Islendinga saga condemns
violence by always criticizing the aggressors and praising the defenders in fight
scenes (1994a, 44-75; see also Gunnar Karlsson 1988, 217-220; Gudrun Nordal
1998, 199-200). Nevertheless, he shows that instead of portraying the Sturlung
Age as a time of an overall moral downfall, the saga criticizes individual aggres-

35 [...] sogusyn hennar er tragisk (2010, 266).
36 [...] par er dregin upp spamannleg mynd af pvi hvernig héfleysi valdamanna { sékn til auds
ok valda leidir til pess ad eina lausnin er ad jatast undir Noregskonung (2010, 267).
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sors, while emphasizing the positive values, such as fearlessness in protecting
others or in striving for peace (1994a, 76-78). He argues that the saga praises the
new political system after the acceptance of royal rule because it secures peace
(1994a, 44).

In the present study I will attempt to expand this re-evaluation of the contem-
porary sagas. Firstly, I will analyse all the extant texts, not just Islendinga saga,
and I will pay attention to the structural patterns that shape the meaning of the
sagas, instead of studying individual scenes. Secondly, I will attempt to reach a
deeper understanding of the connections between the sagas’ comments on moral
issues and their function as identity-building narratives. The aim is to reassess
the fourteenth-century Icelanders’ perception of their recent past, with a focus on
how they integrated recent events into the image of history from which they de-
rived their collective identity. That can only be achieved by studying the contem-
porary sagas in the context of the broader saga corpus, especially the sagas of
Icelanders, which played a key role in shaping medieval Icelandic identity (see
Mundal 2010, 465-466).

It will be argued here that both the sagas of Icelanders and the contemporary
sagas, just like the early historiographical texts that were discussed in the preced-
ing chapter, construct an image of the continuity of Iceland’s history. On the sur-
face level, this continuity is accentuated in the sagas by specific narrative elements,
such as placenames and genealogies. Placenames derived from past events or per-
sons inscribe traces of the past in the landscape (Glauser 2000, 208-209; 2007, 20);
genealogies link the present generation to its ancestors (2000, 210). These narrative
elements could thus reinforce the original recipients’ identity by connecting their
environment and descent with memorable events from the past. On a deeper liter-
ary level, the image of continuity is emphasized by the use of the same structural
patterns in the sagas of Icelanders and the contemporary sagas. Since both types of
sagas were composed roughly simultaneously, the structural similarities were
probably a conscious choice, intended to foreground the elements of the stories
that were socially relevant at the time of the sagas’ origin.

On a thematic level, the sagas of Iceland’s distant and recent past are con-
nected by their shared emphasis on the same social concerns and values, albeit in
different historical situations. It can be assumed that this memory of continuity
was to some extent deliberately constructed, as current concerns were projected
onto the accounts of the distant past. The sagas of Icelanders were for the most
part composed during or after the Sturlung Age, when people could perceive
them as “a space within which it was possible to deal with aspects that preoccu-
pied them in their present situations” (Hermann 2017, 40). This thematic connec-
tion between the narratives of the Saga Age and their present could serve several
purposes. Firstly, the sagas could have a “legitimizing effect”, as they could justify
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the leaders’ privilege, which was crucial in the power struggles of the Sturlung
Age (Jgrgensen 2010, 21). Secondly, the sagas of the distant past, characterized by
a “strong honour code and sense of order”, could serve as a narrative commen-
tary on moral issues that had become a pressing concern in the tumultuous pe-
riod of internal clashes, so “the past was constructed in a way to work as a model
for the present” (2010, 29-30). Thirdly, this image of the Saga Age as “a period of
legal and social integrity” (Hastrup 1984, 249) could serve a deeper purpose in the
construction of collective identity as well because it accentuated the positive val-
ues with which Icelandic society could identify.

This should not, however, be understood as a narrative portrayal of a con-
trast between the Saga Age as an idealized past and the Sturlung Age as a period
of downfall. It will be argued here that the contemporary sagas, like the accounts
of older Icelandic history, create a balanced image of the past. They avoid exces-
sive idealization and admit the inevitability of violent conflicts in a decentralized
society, but they also emphasize the significance of the stabilizing forces. They
foreground the social mechanisms that enable the termination of conflicts by
agreement or arbitration, as well as the social leaders who actively reduce vio-
lence and restore peace. These thematic emphases are central to the narrative
types that predominate in the sagas describing internal Icelandic relations, the
conflict story and the peaceful chieftain’s story. As has been shown in the preced-
ing chapter, the importance of the internal mechanisms that uphold social cohe-
sion was accentuated already in the early historiographical texts, especially in
Islendingabék. Through the emphases of the predominant narrative types, this
theme is further developed in the sagas of Icelanders and the contemporary
sagas.

3.1 The conflict story
3.1.1 The narrative type of the conflict story

As has been pointed out above, conflict and its resolution were some of the cen-
tral concerns in medieval Icelandic society. Conflicts were inevitable and could
not be prevented by internal social mechanisms, but they actually contributed to
increasing cohesion in a society with little developed central power, because the
constant possibility of violence motivated everyone to maintain alliances across
kin groups and to rely on a powerful local leader (see 1.2.1). Thus, the primary
function of the stabilizing mechanisms was not to completely eradicate conflicts,
but rather to regulate violence and restore peace.



3.1 The conflict story =—— 61

In the context of this historical situation, it is understandable that contradic-
tory moral codes coexisted in medieval Iceland — not primarily due to its transi-
tional position between heathen and Christian ethics, as has often been suggested
in research, but rather because of the nature of the social system itself (Vilhjal-
mur Arnason 1991, 157-165). On the one hand, individuals were obliged to protect
their kin or allies, even with weapons if necessary — not so much due to any ab-
stract ideas of heroism, but rather because the loyalty and courage of one’s kin
and allies were the only thing one could rely on in situations where life and
death were at stake. On the other hand, moderation and advocacy were necessary
for securing a workable order in a society without centralized law enforcement
(1991, 171-172).

These social concerns, which were relevant both to the Saga Age and to the
time when most sagas were written, are a major theme of the most frequent nar-
rative type in saga literature — the conflict story. This narrative type is shaped by
a structural pattern centred around a conflict and its resolution, which is to say, a
disruption and subsequent renewal of social harmony. Theodore Andersson
(1967, 4-29) defines six stages of the plot: (1) an introduction of the protagonists,
(2) a development of a conflict, (3) the violent culmination of the conflict, (4) a
revenge, (5) a reconciliation, and (6) an aftermath.

Andersson’s study shows how the recognition of this structural pattern can
help us make sense of sagas that otherwise seem to be “diffuse, overcrowded
with persons and details” (1967, 5). Nevertheless, the main drawback of Ander-
sson’s approach is that he does not pay enough attention to the meaning of the
sagas’ structure. Although he accentuates the renewal of social balance through
the revenge and the subsequent reconciliation (1967, 23) and shows the impor-
tance of arbitrators for successful conflict resolution (1967, 25-26), he only dis-
cusses the literary function of these elements, neglecting their contribution to the
construction of social commentary. He even states that “there is no guiding prin-
ciple laid down by the author in order to give his material a specific import”, so
that “in this sense the saga is not interpretable” (1967, 32). Such a view hinders a
deeper understanding of the sagas that could be reached with the help of struc-
tural analysis. In a later study, however, Andersson revises his view and argues
that the sagas’ theme is the importance of moderation and reconciliation (Ander-
sson 1970).

This idea is then further developed by Jesse Byock (1982), who points out that
the sagas “have often been characterized as a literature of conflict” but “are as
much, if not more, a literature of resolution” (1982, x). Byock criticizes Andersson’s
structural analysis (1982, 49-58) and focuses on the structure of the conflicts de-
scribed in the sagas, rather than on the literary structure of saga narrative. He
divides individual episodes into segments representing small units of action — con-
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flict, advocacy, and resolution —, which can be linked into longer chains in a variety
of ways. This approach is not unproblematic either, mainly because it neglects the
question of how the story is told and what elements are emphasized by the narra-
tor (Lonnroth 2007, 70). Nevertheless, the essential contribution of Byock’s study is
that it emphasizes the significance of mediation for the resolution of conflicts in
the sagas.

The present study combines and revises the approaches employed in previ-
ous research. I work with the six-stage structural pattern defined by Andersson,
which has been shown to be shared by both the sagas of Icelanders and the con-
temporary sagas (Ulfar Bragason 1981, 164-170; 1986a, 56—63; 2010, 82—-87), but not
to always shape whole sagas from beginning to end (Lénnroth 1976, 68-82; Ulfar
Bragason 1986a, 60—68; 2010, 89-91). However, instead of mechanically fitting the
sagas’ plots into a structural scheme, I pay attention to how the pattern can be
modified in individual sagas. Typically, peace is renewed only after serious blood-
shed, usually the killing of at least one of the main characters (Andersson 1967,
17). Nevertheless, some contemporary sagas depict events to which this does not
apply, and yet they are structured as conflict stories. This is not regarded here as
an arbitrary irregularity, but rather as a deliberately employed narrative device.

Even more importantly, I attempt to show that the pattern of the narrative
type does not just shape the plot on the literary level but systematically fore-
grounds certain elements of the story that accentuate the significance of the cohe-
sive forces in society. The main device employed in the conflict story for this
purpose is a set of techniques, such as narrative perspective, contrast, or direct
speech, which emphasize the mediation that accompanies the reconciliation. The
details can vary from saga to saga. In some cases, the negotiation that terminates
a conflict is initiated by one of the opponents or encouraged by ‘the people’ or
‘good-willed men’ as a collective unit. Often, however, the reconciliation is negoti-
ated by a mediator — a specific, named person who stands outside of the conflict
but intervenes in it and contributes to terminating violence. The mediator is not
the main protagonist of the story, but he is deemed memorable because he is cru-
cial for the meaning of the narrative. This character type embodies the stabilizing
forces and illustrates the moral importance of peace through his action or ex-
presses it in direct speech. The ideas thus receive directed attention, instead of
being just inherently implied by the structural pattern.

An example from the sagas of Icelanders is the action of Snorri godi borgrims-
son in the final part of Laxdcela saga. In this saga, the central conflict between Kjar-
tan Olafsson and Bolli borleiksson culminates with Bolli killing Kjartan. In revenge,
Bolli is slain by Kjartan’s brothers and a man named Helgi. At this point, Snorri
offers to negotiate a reconciliation, but Bolli’s widow Gudrtn Osvifrsdéttir rejects
it, clearly preferring the prospect of vengeance. Years later, Gudrun incites her
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sons to kill Helgi, which they do, and they intend to attack Kjartan’s brothers as
well. However, Snorri persuades them to agree to a reconciliation instead, and he
negotiates the conditions. Both parties accept his suggestions out of respect for him,
compensation is paid, and this marks the final termination of the conflict. This ex-
ample shows how mediation can break the circle of vengeance even after many
years and multiple killings.

Snorri godi plays a similar role at the end of Njdls saga, in the aftermath of
the burning of Njall by Flosi and his companions. At the Alpingi, the legal prose-
cution of the arsonists by Kéri Solmundarson turns into a violent clash, in which
several men are Kkilled. The fight is then terminated by Snorri, who manages to
persuade everyone but Kari and his ally Porgeirr to accept a reconciliation. Snorri
is asked to judge the case together with others, and the text underlines the esteem
(virding) that he gains by his arbitration. Kari and Porgeirr are later reconciled
with Flosi as well, but that would clearly not have been possible without the pre-
ceding agreement. This episode thus again accentuates the significance of media-
tion in a situation when bloodshed seems inevitable but can still be prevented by
an influential arbitrator.

Finally, Snorri godi is also depicted as a mediator in Heidarviga saga. Initially,
he participates in the central conflict, because he is related by marriage to one of
the parties. He relies on legal means at first, but when they fail, he turns to a vio-
lent vengeance, which leads to an escalation of the conflict. After the main battle,
however, Snorri ensures a truce, due to which the violence is terminated, and the
case can then be settled at the Alpingi. The story thus shows a balance in Snorri’s
behaviour. He does not hesitate to support his in-laws when needed, but when
the conflict escalates to the point where it could threaten social stability in the
district, he is ready to intervene and bring about peace. His intervention is suc-
cessful because he uses both his authority and his wit, qualities necessary for a
mediator.

It may or may not be a coincidence that it is Snorri godi who is presented as
the mediator in all these sagas. Snorri may have represented an ambiguous
image of a chieftain in collective memory. That is best seen in the text where he
is the main protagonist, Eyrbyggja saga: he is shown to be clever or even cunning,
eager to compete for prestige and power, and good at gaining influential allies,
but also selfish and neither too brave nor an outstanding fighter (Vermeyden
2015, 114-130). The narrator does not unambiguously side with Snorri or show ad-
miration for him, and different narrative techniques are employed to express an
ambivalent evaluation of him as a chieftain (2015, 124-133). Such a multifaceted
person could be perfectly suited for portrayal in different roles in various sagas.
Different aspects of Snorri’s character are foregrounded in each saga because
they are relevant to its meaning. In the cultural memory constructed in the indi-
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vidual sagas, then, his portrayal reflects different concerns that were current at
the time when the sagas were composed.

Eyrbyggja saga does not follow the structural pattern of the conflict story and
is focused on the development of the protagonist’s social position (Andersson
1967, 153-162; Vésteinn Olason 1971). It shows Snorri neither as a heroic character,
nor as an ideal peaceful chieftain, but rather as a man who is pressured to gain
and retain power in his district because of his descent from the local leaders. His
story thus illustrates the competition for power between men of equally high an-
cestry, who are all pressured by their descent to strive for prestige (Torfi Tulinius
2014, 196-200). Nevertheless, Snorri seems to fulfil all the necessary preconditions
for being a respectable leader and a successful mediator: he is influential, deci-
sive, clever, eloquent, and possesses a strong sense of diplomacy (Andersson 1970,
581-582). He sometimes acts as a mediator in Eyrbyggja saga, which praises his
moderation but also points out some of his less praiseworthy traits (Vermeyden
2015, 124-128).

The role of a mediator is dominant in Snorri’s portrayal in Laxdela saga and
Njdls saga, but even in these sagas, he is not always presented as being morally
flawless. For instance, he frequently gets involved in others’ disputes in order to
further his own political interests, and he coerces men into switching sides in a
conflict and participating in an attack (Miller 2012, 377-386). In the narratives,
however, his role as a mediator in critical situations is more significant than the
details of individual morality, because the termination of conflicts is crucial for
the renewal of social stability and for upholding the social structure itself. The
character type of the mediator thus embodies the importance of forces that can
break the cycle of violence and restore peace after a series of fights in the absence
of executive power.”’

In the contemporary sagas, various characters can act as mediators. They are
often clerics, because as clerical identity became more clearly defined in the late
twelfth and thirteenth centuries, priests no longer got actively involved in violent
conflicts, so they could act as neutral third parties (Sverrir Jakobsson 2016, 37-41).
Mediators can also be secular chieftains, especially the most powerful ones, who
could successfully intervene in conflicts due to their supreme authority. What con-
nects these characters is that they represent positive personal qualities, such as wis-
dom, moderation, and eloquence, and wield some type of authority, whether it is
secular power or clerical dignity. A shared focus on this character type can connect

37 Examples of other important mediators in the sagas of Icelanders are Gudmundr inn riki
(Valla-Ljots saga, Heidarviga saga), borkell krafla (Hallfredar saga), Gestr Oddleifsson (Hdvardar
saga Isfirdings), Gellir borkelsson (Ljésvetninga saga), or Skapti béroddsson (Valla-Ljéts saga)
(Andersson 1967, 25-26).
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otherwise unrelated stories and stimulate an intertextual dialogue that can include
both the sagas of Icelanders and the contemporary sagas.

3.1.2 Porgils saga ok Haflida: Troublemakers and peacemakers

borgils saga ok Haflida, the first long narrative in Sturlunga saga, is a conflict story
dealing with a dispute between Porgils Oddason and Hafliéi Masson in 1117-1121.
The saga starts with outlining the causes of the disagreement and continues with a
description of the gradually escalating conflict and the subsequent mediation and
reconciliation. Within this structural pattern, the narrative is focused on the con-
trast between several peaceful characters and the central troublemaker. This con-
trast is introduced as the main theme of the saga at the very beginning by means of
a direct characterization of Haflidi and his nephew Mér Bergpdrsson.

Haflidi’s portrayal is brief, but all the clearer in defining the essential per-
sonal qualities of a good social leader — he is described as being “wise and righ-
teous and a powerful chieftain”.® Conversely, Mér is presented as his opposite,
the black sheep of the family:

Hann var dévinsell ok illa skapi farinn ok 6likr gédum freendum sinum, hafdi nakkvat fé ok
helzt illa & Hann var opt med Haflida frenda sinum 4 vetrum ok var honum 6skapudr.
(Sturlunga saga, 1, 2021, ch. 6, p. 12)

(He was unpopular and evil-minded and different from his good kinsmen. He owned some
property but took bad care of it. He often spent the winters with his kinsman Haflidi, who
was not fond of him.)

Haflioi’s discord with Porgils starts because they both feel obliged to support
their kinsmen and adherents. Such an obligation was defined by the medieval Ice-
landic social structure, in which kinship ties and patron-client relationships were
binding. Again, the narrative is focused on the troublemaker: it shows that the
conflict starts because of Mar’s reckless behaviour. Mar wounds his own foster-
father, who is one of borgils’s adherents; Porgils prosecutes the case, and Mar
seeks Haflioi’s support (STU viii). Mar also mistreats a farmhand who is Porgils’s
adherent (STU ix), and he later kills a commoner for a petty reason (STU x). His
behaviour is criticized by Haflidi, and he is again called the black sheep of the
family.39 He does not, however, take Haflidi’s reproaches seriously, continues to

38 [...] forvitri ok gédgjarn ok inn mesti hofdingi (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 6, p. 12).
39 Haflidi 1ét illa yfir verkinu ok kvad M4 lengi hafa verit mikinn énytjung ok kalladi slika menn
helzt mega heita freendaskomm. (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 10, p. 19) (Haflidi criticized the deed
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mistreat the local farmers, and has one of them killed (STU xi). Haflidi condemns
his behaviour again, constantly emphasizing that Mar does not fit among his kins-
men.*® Such repeated comments by the protagonist cannot be regarded as a ran-
dom literary convention; they clearly are a narrative device that constructs the
meaning of the story by building up a contrast between the troublemaker and the
peaceful characters.

The conflict, caused by Mar’s misdeeds, continues with clashes between both
chieftains’ adherents, after which the chieftains fail to reach an agreement (STU
Xvi-Xix). Both carry an axe to a lawsuit, and when borgils sees that Haflidi is
armed, he swings his axe at him and cuts off one of his fingers (STU xx—xxii). bor-
gils is outlawed for this attack but disregards his outlawry, and a fight seems to
be imminent (STU xxii—xxiii). The storyline thus creates the expectation of the
typical violent culmination of a conflict story. At this point, however, the focus of
the saga turns from the troublemaker to the mediators. Their argumentation is
described in detail and receives much attention. The importance of peacefulness
and moderation for personal honour (virding, sémi) is emphasized, not least in a
direct speech by a mediator named Gudmundr, who dissuades Haflidi from an
armed clash (STU xxiii):

4[...] ok ger sva vel at pu far varliga, ok geet virdingar pinnar ok séma, af pvi at sva er mikit
fjélmenni fyrir at pu hefir ekki lids vid, ok eigu menn mikit i haettu ef eigi gengr allvel til, ok
er pér engin svivirding i at bua par mal pitt til er pu kemr framast at 16gum ok yor er éheett.
Mun ek ok med peim ykkrum at sntia at min ord virdir meira, med pa menn alla sem ek fae
til. Haf pud vid rdd vina pinna at pu fylgir sva at eins malum pessum at pu geetir vel sdma
bins.“ (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 23, p. 45)

(“[...] and please act prudently and think of your honour and esteem, for you are facing so
large forces that your own troop cannot compare with them, and men will be in great dan-
ger if things do not turn out well. It is no dishonour for you to prepare your case in such a
way that you can best apply the law and avoid danger. And I, with all the men I can get, will
support the one of you who respects my words more. Follow your friends’ advice and fur-
ther your case only in such a way that you can retain your honour!”)

Haflidi, the central voice of the saga, agrees with Gudmundr and expresses his
gratitude for such advice. Similarly, when the priest Ketill tries to persuade Ha-
flidi to agree to a reconciliation (STU xxxiii), he uses a story from his own life, in

and said that Mar had long been a very useless man and that such men can indeed be called a
disgrace to the family.)

40 Hann letr margt illt af honum standa ok kalladi hann mjok segjast dr sinni eett [...] (Sturlunga
saga, I, 2021, ch. 11, p. 21) ([Haflidi] told [Mar] that he caused much evil and said that he differed
much from his kin [...].)
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which he also accentuates the honour (mannvirding, semd, virding) connected
with moderation:

»[...] Ok sd ek pd at pat eitt var hjalpradit til, at skjota mdlinu & guds miskunn, pvi at allt
tékst pa 40r 60ru pungligar til mannvirdingar of mitt rad. Fann ek pa pat, alls ek hugda pa
at mannvirdinginni, at ekki mundi peer beetr fyrir koma er mundi at seemd verda. Gerda ek
pa fyrir guds sakir at gefa honum upp allt malit. Vissa ek at b4 munda ek pat fyrir taka
er mér veeri haldkvemst. Ok baud ek honum til min, ok var hann med mér lengi sidan. Ok
ba snerist pegar ordréomrinn ok med virding manna, ok lagdist mér sidan hverr hlutr meir
til geefu ok virdingar en adr. Ok veenti ek ok af gudi at pér muni své fara. [...] (Sturlunga
saga, 1,2021, ch. 33, p. 60)

(“[...] Then I understood that the only helpful decision was to commit the matter to God’s
mercy, because everything concerning my honour had gone worse than ever so far. When I
thought about my honour, I understood that I would never receive any compensation that
would increase my esteem. I decided for God’s sake to give up the whole case to [my oppo-
nent]. I knew that for that I would receive the reward that was most welcome to me. I also
invited him to my home, and he stayed with me for a long time. My reputation and esteem
among people changed soon, and since then everything has brought me better luck and
more honour than before. And I assume that God will let it go the same way with you as
well. [...]1”)

This speech again expresses the idea that honour is based on wise decisions,
guided by a sense of moderation (see Jorgensen 2017, 53). The mediators’ mono-
logues thus emphasize the importance of reconciliation, which is already inher-
ently reflected in the structure of the conflict story. Whereas the opposition
between the two chieftains is central to the saga’s plot, it is another opposition,
between peace and violence or moderation and aggression, that is central to the
discourse. The question that the text asks on the level of discourse is not whether
borgils or Haflidi will prevail in the conflict, but whether they will fight or be rec-
onciled. The saga’s ending then shows that in the absence of troublemakers and
with the help of mediators, the chieftains choose to be reconciled and remain
faithful allies ever since (STU XXXiv—XXXV).

borgils saga ok Haflida thus modifies the narrative type. Contrary to the ex-
pectations built up by the structural pattern of the conflict story, in which reconcili-
ation usually takes place only after the killing of a protagonist and the subsequent
revenge, this saga shows a conflict that is terminated by the mediators already be-
fore the violence fully escalates. This reduction of the tragic element of the narra-
tive type further increases its emphasis on the stabilizing forces in society. The
saga implies that discord is caused by individual troublemakers, who behave vio-
lently and refuse to follow the social rules. They are, however, counterbalanced by
the mediators and by the chieftains who may behave unwisely under pressure but
make the right decisions in the end. Such a modification of the narrative type is
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possible due to the intertextual relationships within the saga corpus that the origi-
nal audiences knew in written or oral form. The narrative type connects Porgils
saga ok Haflida with a group of other similar sagas, and this intra-literary context
contributes to the construction of meaning through similarities and differences be-
tween various sagas belonging to this group.

3.1.3 Gudmundar saga dyra: An influential chieftain as a mediator

Compared with Porgils saga ok Haflida, Gudmundar saga dyra follows the struc-
tural pattern of the conflict story more closely, without any significant modifica-
tions. Nevertheless, both sagas similarly emphasize the crucial role of mediators
in conflicts. Whereas the mediators in Porgils saga ok Haflida are respectable but
not too powerful, Gudmundar saga foregrounds the social importance of an influ-
ential leader who can wield supreme authority in mediation.

This theme is first introduced when the protagonist Gudmundr Porvaldsson
is presented as a powerful chieftain, capable of resolving local disputes by arbi-
tration (STU xci).*! His influence in the district illustrates the gradual establish-
ment of territorial power (see Sverrir Jakobsson 2016, 83-86). When Gudmundr
later becomes one of the opponents in a conflict, he is replaced in the role of the
arbitrator by Jon Loptsson of the powerful Oddaverjar clan. Jén’s prestige is pre-
viously emphasized in the genealogical section of Sturlunga saga (£ttartélur):

Loptr Seemundarson for utan ok fekk i Néregi boru, en reyndist sidan at hon var déttir Mag-
niiss konungs berfetts. Jon var son beira er mestr héfdingi ok vinsalastr hefir verit 4 {s-
landi. (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 36, p. 65)

(Loptr Seemundarson travelled from Iceland and married Péra in Norway, and it was later
discovered that she was the daughter of King Magnus Barefoot. Their son was Jén, the most
powerful and most popular chieftain in Iceland.)

This focus on Jén’s royal ancestry accentuates the compilation’s emphasis on the
Icelandic chieftains’ noble, almost kingly qualities. It is thus implied that even the
kingless Iceland is governed by leaders who do not differ much from monarchs.
This idea is corroborated by Gudmundar saga dyra, where Jon arbitrates in the
central conflict after the burning of Onundr Porkelsson’s farm by Gudmundr dyri

41 In this section there are considerable textual differences between the two extant redactions
of Sturlunga saga. The text from the Reykjarfjardarbok redaction, which is less abridged, is fol-
lowed here, but the chapter numbers continue to follow the main redaction (Krdksfjardarbdk).
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and Kolbeinn Tumason (STU xcix—c). It is shown that nobody but Jén possesses
the authority necessary for resolving such a serious conflict (STU c):

Hann [Jén Loptsson] etladi ekki til pings at fara, 40r Eyjo6lfr sagdi honum at par var helzt til
setta stofnat at hann gerdi um mal pessi. Jén svarar: ,Eigi er ek til pessa feerr,“ segir hann,
»pvi at ek hefi aldrei fyrr att um petta at meela. Eyjélfr svarar: ,bat man p til liggja at leita
vid at menn seettist, ok eigi synt hverr b4 md gera, ef pu pykkist eigi til feerr.“ ba bad Eyjolfr
fyrir guds sakir at hann skyldi eigi undan skerast. En pat vard um sidir at Jén for til pings.
(Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 100, pp. 246-247)

([Jon Loptsson] did not intend to go to the assembly until Eyjolfr told him that a reconcilia-
tion was most likely if he arbitrated in the case. Jén answered: “I am not capable of that
because I have never judged such a case before.” Eyjolfr answered: “It is nevertheless neces-
sary to aim for a reconciliation. And I cannot see who could arbitrate if you do not consider
yourself capable of it.” Eyjolfr begged Jon not to avoid the task for God’s sake. And it finally
turned out that Jén attended the assembly.)

Jon’s arbitration leads to an agreement because his authority is respected by ev-
eryone. Jon dies soon after, however, and there is no dominant chieftain after his
death (STU c). In the absence of a strong leader, the reconciliation is broken when
Onundr’s daughter urges her brothers and her husband Porgrimr to take revenge
(STU cii). The avengers kill several men who participated in the burning of
Onundr (STU ciii). This situation is commented on by Jon’s son Ormr:

y[...] Vér ttum fodur pann er haféi mikil metord hér & landi, sva at eigi var s madr er eigi
pétti sinu médli vel komit ef hann skyldi um gera. Nu veit ek eigi,“ segir hann, ,hvart meir er
frd demum um maédlefni pessi er seld voru edr settir peer er hann gerdi nu sidast. Nu hafa
peir pat upp goldit,“ segir Ormr, ,,6fin pau er ger voru er menn hugdu at aldrei mundu goldin
verda ok pat mundi at seettabrigdum verda. En beir er vid téku gjaldinu hafa nu rofit ok bak-
ferlat allt pat er hann maelti um, ok er mér dskapfellt at veita Porgrimi ok svivirda ord fodur
vérs ok hann sjalfan ok alla oss sonu hans.“ (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 103, p. 264)

(“[...] Our father enjoyed great respect in this country, so nobody was dissatisfied with his
case if it was judged by our father. And I do not know,” he said, “what is more extraordi-
nary - the dispute that was committed to him the last time, or the reconciliation he brought
about. Now the compensation has been paid,” said Ormr, “although it was so high that peo-
ple thought it would never be paid and the reconciliation would be broken for that reason.
But now his whole judgement has been broken and disregarded by those who have ac-
cepted the compensation. I disapprove of supporting Porgrimr and dishonouring our fa-
ther’s decision, as well as him and all of us, his sons.”)

This monologue underlines the importance of the powerful chieftain for conflict
resolution, and the story shows that peace becomes fragile in the absence of such
a leader. The tension escalates again until the avengers attack Gudmundr, who
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then retaliates with a much larger force, but the conflict is finally terminated
after that (STU cviii). When Gudmundr gives up his chieftaincy and becomes a
monk soon after (STU cxii), it can be perceived as a morally positive aftermath
that highlights the rejection of violence by the previously belligerent protagonist.
At the same time, it is J6n Loptsson who is the most important character in the
central part of the saga on the level of discourse, although he is not the main pro-
tagonist on the level of plot.

In its interpretation of the past, Gudmundar saga dyra reflects the new condi-
tions resulting from the historical development of Icelandic society. The action is
therefore characterized by mobilization of large forces for aggressive and defen-
sive purposes (Tranter 1987, 174) and personal disputes are increasingly replaced
with rivalry for territorial power (Sverrir Jakobsson 2016, 90). These are historical
facts that cannot be denied in the saga. The narrative, however, does not present
this social development as a downfall. Instead, it shows that the stabilizing forces
evolve in line with the changing nature of conflicts. By emphasizing the impor-
tance of arbitration by a powerful chieftain and implying that peace is threatened
in the absence of an authority that can keep aggressors under control, the saga
promotes centralized power in the hands of influential leaders.

3.1.4 Svinfellinga saga: Mediation and morality

Svinfellinga saga has a simple structure, consisting of a single conflict story. The
protagonists, Semundr Ormsson and Ogmundr Helgason, become enemies after
the death of Seemundr’s father in 1241 because of a struggle for regional power
(STU ccclvi). Ogmundr is not a chieftain but is popular in the district, and his in-
fluence increases when the young and inexperienced chieftain Seemundr replaces
his father.** After an insignificant disagreement, which serves as a pretext in
their competition for power, Semundr summons Ogmundr to a lawsuit, but Og-
mundr prefers to solve the case through arbitration by Abbot Brandr Jénsson
(STU ccclvii).

Like in Porgils saga ok Haflida, the meaning of the saga is shaped by a contrast
between a mediator and an instigator. With the exception of scenes that depict di-
rect clashes, these characters almost receive more attention than the protagonists
from the very beginning of the saga. The introductory chapter does not contain any

42 This resembles the situation before the Sturlung Age (especially the events described in Sturlu
saga, see 3.2.2), although Svinfellinga saga takes place several decades later. This shows that the
concentration of power in Iceland was a gradual process with diverse phases taking place at dif-
ferent times in different regions.
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characterization of the two protagonists, but it does contain a portrayal of the cen-
tral mediator, Abbot Brandr (STU ccclv):

[Brandr Jonsson] var ageetr hofdingi, klerkr géor, vitr ok vinsell, rikr ok gédgjarn. Ok i
pann tima hafdi hann mest mannheill peira manna er pa voru & Islandi. (Sturlunga saga, II,
2021, ch. 355, p. 514)*

([Brandr Jénsson] was a great chieftain, a good cleric, wise and popular, influential, and be-
nevolent. And at that time, he enjoyed the greatest popularity of all the men in Iceland.)

Brandr contributes to preventing strife by his wise advice, which is described in
detail. He warns Ogmundr against immoderately supporting his friends in unjust
cases and disapproves of Seemundr’s actions against Ogmundr, although he
understands his reasons (STU ccclvii). Brandr’s authority is clearly shown in the
first arbitration, when both opponents willingly accept his decision despite their
uncompromising personalities (STU ccclvii). Brandr is also praised for his media-
tion by a reference to public opinion:

Af pinginu rida peir 4boti heim, ok potti pa sem jafnan at Brandr abéti hafdi sér inn bezta
hlut af deildan. (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 357, p. 521)

(The abbot and the others rode home after the assembly, and as always, it was believed that
Abbot Brandr had chosen the best option.)

Brandr’s role in the saga is contrasted with the behaviour of the instigator béror
Sighvatsson, who is a side character, but his intervention is of crucial importance
to the story. First, he convinces Seemundr not to accept the agreement reached
through Brandr’s mediation:

Pordr segir Seemundi at hann vill at hann leggi hvergi sinn hlut fyrir Ogmundi, kvad hvarki
til skorta fjolmenni né meegdir. (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 357, p. 521)

(Pordr tells Seemundr that he does not want him to back away from Ogmundr because he
lacks neither supporters nor powerful in-laws.)

Consequently, Seemundr and his brother Gudmundr decide to attack Ogmundr. A
violent clash is prevented only because Ogmundr manages to gather the local
men, so Semundr’s troop is outnumbered and forced to retreat (STU ccclviii).
bordr Sighvatsson now goads Ogmundr into continuing the hostilities, just like he
previously goaded Seemundr:

43 The text from the Krdksfjardarbék redaction is followed in all the references in this section.
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bordr kvad Ogmundi sjalfratt i hvern stad at lata hlut sinn fyri Seemundi, ,pvi at pu hefir
fjarkost meira. bu ert ok vinseelli af béndum. b6tt pu hafir eigi godord pa heyri ek ok at
baendr vili pér eigi verr en Seemundi. Ok pott ek sé maegdr vid Seemund pa meeli ek pat eigi
at hann ofsaeki né einn mann. [...]” (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 358, pp. 528-529)

(P6rdr told Ogmundr that it was his own choice to what extent he would back away from
Semundr, “because you have better resources and are more popular among the farmers.
Although you do not have a chieftaincy, I hear that the farmers do not want a worse posi-
tion for you than for Seemundr. And although Seemundr and I are in-laws, I do not approve
of his oppression of anybody. [...]”)

In the narrative, bordr is criticized by a reference to public opinion, and the re-
sults of his goading are condemned by his positive counterpart in the saga, Abbot
Brandr:

Ok pat sumar ferr hann [P6ror] utan, ok er pat mal manna at hann skildi haréliga vid
petta mal. En er Brandr abo6ti spyrr pessi tidindi leetr hann illa yfir. (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021,
ch. 359, p. 532)

(And the same summer he [Pdrdr] sailed abroad, and people said that he left the case after
having made it difficult. And when Abbot Brandr heard this news, he expressed his
dissatisfaction.)

Interestingly, the role of an instigator is attributed to b6rdr Sighvatsson only in
Svinfellinga saga. Conversely, Pérdar saga kakala states that he mediated between
Seemundr and Ogmundr in order to secure peace (STU cccliv):

Petta sumar urdu peir nékkut missattir Seemundr Ormsson ok Ogmundr Helgason. Keerdu peir
pat fyrir bordi, ok setti hann peer greinir pa nidr er voru & milli peira ok peim bar 4. Melti pa
ok engi madr & mati pvi er bordr vildi at veeri. (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 354, p. 511)

(The same summer [1249] some disagreements occurred between Seemundr Ormsson and
Ogmundr Helgason. They complained to Péror, and he settled the matters that were be-
tween them and that they argued about. Nobody opposed bérdr’s decisions at the time.)

This is an illustrative example of how the same situation can be treated differ-
ently in different sagas. That does not necessarily mean that the truth is deliber-
ately twisted in the texts. In communicative memory, Pordr’s involvement in the
conflict was probably remembered as including some degree of goading and
some degree of mediation, and different evaluations of his actions could exist si-
multaneously. As the material was transformed into cultural memory, the process
of narrativization led to a selection of individual aspects that were significant for
the construction of meaning in each saga.

In Svinfellinga saga, the selection of narrative material was guided by the fact
that its meaning depends on the contrast between the instigator Pérdr and the
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mediator Brandr. The saga shows how boror’s goading intensifies the strife,
whereas Brandr constantly tries to resolve the conflict peacefully. After Semundr
has had Ogmundr outlawed and has confiscated his property, Brandr persuades
Seemundr to let him mediate an agreement, and his mediation is again praised in
the text (STU ccclix). There is still much mistrust between the two parties, so
Brandr continues with his effort to maintain peace and encourages Seemundr to
trust Ogmundr and to keep to the agreement, which Seemundr promises him (STU
ceclix).

In the end, it is Ogmundr who breaks the agreement and attacks Seemundr
and his brother (STU ccclxi). At this point, the contrast between the instigator and
the mediator is replaced with a contrast between the aggressor and the victims.
The moral perspective in this episode is based on a condemnation of violence,
underlined by a focus on the defenders, which is first enhanced by a foreshadow-
ing of their killing (STU ccclx). In the description of the assault itself, it is empha-
sized that the brothers are outnumbered, caught unaware, and given no chance
to defend themselves (STU ccclxi). The three priests who arrive at Seemundr’s re-
quest beg for Seemundr’s life and condemn Ogmundr’s misdeed (gleep), but he
does not heed it. The spiritual aspect is underlined in the death scene, when See-
mundr falls on his knees and repents his sins before his beheading. The narrative
is then focused on the brothers’ wounds, while also stressing that they faced
death with courage and dignity. Gudmundr’s plea for mercy is not presented as a
sign of cowardice, but rather as an attempt at avoiding unnecessary bloodshed.
This impression is strengthened by Gudmundr’s statement that he prefers dying
to living after his brother’s death:

Gudmundr Ormsson ok prestarnir 1dsu pa sjau salma, ok fann engi madr at hann brygdi sér
nokkut vid pessi tidindi. P4 var hann 4tjdn vetra. Gudmundr meelti til Ogmundar pa er peir
hofou lesit psdlmana: ,Gott veeri enn at lifa, ok vildi ek grid, fostri.“ Ogmundur leit fra
ok melti: ,Eigi porum vér nud pat, féstri minn,“ segir hann. Var hann pa raudr sem bléd.
Gudmundr svarar pa: ,S4 liggr hedan nu skammt i brott at eigi er betra at sema vid yor ok
lifa eptir hann daudan.“ (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 361, pp. 549-550)

(Guémundr Ormsson and the priests then recited seven psalms, and nobody noticed him
being affected by what had happened. He was eighteen years old at the time. When they
had finished the psalms, Gudmundr said to Ogmundr: “It would be good to stay alive, and I
would like to ask for mercy, foster-father.” Ogmundr looked away and said: “I dare not let
you have it now, foster-son.” He was as red as blood. Gudmundr replied: “There lies the
man not far from here, for whose sake it is better for me not to be reconciled with you and
not to live when he is dead.”)

The defenders’ moderation and fearlessness are contrasted with the attacker’s
brutality, which is presented without any notion of heroism. The condemnation



74 —— 3 Constructing continuity: The Saga Age and the Sturlung Age

of violence is also underlined by statements about the reluctance of Ogmundr’s
followers to perform the killings (STU ccclxi).

The case is again arbitrated by Abbot Brandr, who decides that Ogmundr
must give up much of his property and leave the district; Ogmundr willingly ac-
cepts his sentence, so the judgement marks the end of the conflict (STU ccclxii).
Following the typical structural pattern of the conflict story, the saga thus ends
with a successful termination of the cycle of violence by the mediator. The final
arbitration again highlights Brandr’s importance and authority; the narrative
thus foregrounds the social mechanisms that re-establish peace after the conflict,
and the saga emphasizes the continuing significance of these stabilizing forces
during the Sturlung Age. The saga’s ending shows that Ogmundr’s acts are not
only morally unacceptable, but that the aggressor, by disrupting social harmony,
also loses his own social position. This image of the mediator’s superiority over
the aggressor endows the saga with a morally positive tone. Instead of depicting a
moral decline, the saga thus contrasts socially disruptive behaviour with a posi-
tive image of cohesive forces, embodied by the mediator Brandr.

3.2 The peaceful chieftain’s story
3.2.1 The narrative type of the peaceful chieftain’s story

While the central theme of many sagas dealing with internal Icelandic relations is
the renewal of peace after a conflict, some sagas take this theme a step further by
introducing a protagonist who embodies peacefulness throughout the story and
attempts to prevent violence from the very beginning of the conflict. This is the
character type of the peaceful chieftain, usually contrasted in the narrative with
excessively ambitious men who refuse to terminate conflicts by reconciliation
and prefer violent clashes. They can be the protagonist’s friends or kinsmen, who
cause their own downfall by their excessive belligerence. They can also be his op-
ponents, who often mock him for being unmanly because he rejects violence, but
there is a clearly marked difference between their mockery and the narrative
voice of the saga. In the narrative, peacefulness is not presented as a sign of
weakness or cowardice, but rather as a strong moral code - to apply his moral
principles in practice, the protagonist must be decisive, determined, and coura-
geous, because the morally right solutions are usually not the easiest ones. The
protagonist’s moral superiority is emphasized in contrast with the aggressive
characters.

The peaceful chieftain is characterized not only by avoiding violence himself,
but also by his effort to prevent the aggression of others by active interventions
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and to dissuade them from violent behaviour by warning them about its conse-
quences. The inherently tragic element of the narrative type is that the protago-
nist is usually unable to fulfil his peaceful intentions because others disregard his
advice. The hope of a peaceful solution is thus implied and then thwarted; the
bloodshed is presented as unnecessary because it could have been prevented if
everyone had obeyed the peacemaker. The tragedy is finally completed when the
peaceful chieftain himself, after his failed attempts at terminating violence, falls
victim to a violent act. Nevertheless, the account of his death also emphasizes his
integrity, fearlessness, and dignity, although it is usually not a heroic last stand.
The protagonist typically chooses to die, rather than to leave his kinsmen and
companions or to let them risk their lives for him. This emphasis on his selfless-
ness accentuates the positive values that are embodied by him as the central
character of this narrative type.

The structural pattern of the peaceful chieftain’s story can be summarized as
follows: (1) the protagonist’s characterization in contrast with an aggressor; (2)
the protagonist’s involvement in a conflict, in which he attempts to prevent vio-
lence from the beginning; (3) the failure of the peaceful efforts; (4) the protago-
nist’s violent death. A typical example of the peaceful chieftain is the protagonist
of Njdls saga. Njall borgeirsson is presented as a wise man who knows the law
and aims for peaceful, legal solutions of disputes. He repeatedly brings about rec-
onciliation on behalf of his closest friend, Gunnarr Himundarson, and he agrees
on settlement by negotiation with Gunnarr multiple times during a prolonged dis-
pute between their wives. Njall also warns Gunnarr against violent behaviour
and predicts that it will lead to his downfall, but Gunnarr disregards his warning
and is eventually outlawed and killed. Then we see Njall’s own sons in the role of
aggressors when they thoughtlessly start a conflict with Gunnarr’s kinsman
brainn and kill him. Njall arranges a reconciliation again in his effort to prevent
further bloodshed, and he takes care of brainn’s son Hoskuldr, but Njall’s sons
later kill Hoskuldr because of envy. The efforts at reconciliation fail, and Flosi, a
kinsman of Hoskuldr’s wife, takes revenge by burning Njall’s farm. Njéll refuses
to leave his sons and chooses to die together with them. This ending accords with
the inherently tragic tone of the narrative type, and researchers have rightfully
perceived the text as a “tragic saga” (Torfi Tulinius 2015, 100).

Throughout the saga, Njall is contrasted with Gunnarr and his own sons, who
are aggressive, although they are not presented as villains. This contrast shows
that violence is encouraged by some social norms, which are criticized in the
saga, while Njall embodies their positive counterparts (Andersson 1970, 587-588).
Njall is also mocked by his opponents, who consider him unmanly, and yet the
narrative voice evaluates him positively; the saga thus implies that excessively
heroic masculinity is not a desirable social norm (Armann Jakobsson 2000, 31-32,
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40-41; 2007b, 194-200). Instead, it presents a different image of the ideal man: the
character type of the peaceful chieftain, defined by integrity, intelligence, author-
ity, restraint, and moderation (Armann Jakobsson 2007h, 209-212).

Understandably, the central characters in a complex narrative like Njdls saga
are not portrayed stereotypically, so they have some ambiguous traits as well.
Gunnarr is aggressive yet noble, heroic yet consumed with doubt; even the wise
Njall sometimes acts imprudently or his motivations seem confusing, and he even
intentionally gives bad advice to those who seek his assistance; both are honour-
able but occasionally shown to participate in deceit (Armann Jakobsson 2000,
33-34, 41; 2004, 48-49; 2007b, 199, 212; Tirosh 2014, 213-214). However, these ambi-
guities do not overshadow the persons’ function as representatives of particular
character types. As Armann Jakobsson has pointed out, apparent incongruities or
contradictions can be a narrative device employed in the sagas to make their re-
cipients think more deeply about the story and “to involve their audience in the
creation of the meaning” (2004, 51). In Njdls saga, the ambiguities in the charac-
ters’ behaviour show that contrasting forces exist in every individual’s mind.
What matters is not that a person must be absolutely morally flawless, but rather
that they manage to keep the darker side of their personality under control and
choose socially beneficial behaviour in most, if not all, situations. If the text is
read as social commentary, this can serve as a small-scale image of the tension
between cohesive and disruptive forces in society.

Another ambiguity in Njdls saga is that whereas Njall’s loyalty to Gunnarr does
not seem to falter, his relationship with his sons is problematic (Tirosh 2014,
216-222). On the level of social commentary, the tension between Njall and his sons
can again be understood as a narrative device that emphasizes the differences be-
tween their character types, which figuratively embody contrasting forces in soci-
ety. Their tragic fate then accentuates the fragility of peace in a society where
conflict resolution is not an institutional procedure but a private matter, influenced
by personal grudges and emotions. This tragedy culminates when Njall chooses to
die alongside his kinsmen and willingly accepts death, as do several other charac-
ters in the saga (see Torfi Tulinius 2015). And yet, his fearless approach to death
corroborates the idea that he is mentally stronger than many of the belligerent her-
oes, so his peacefulness is definitely not a sign of weakness. As such, he can be re-
garded as the model chieftain both in life and in death, with whom the audience
was intended to sympathize and identify (Armann Jakobsson 2007b, 195-197, 212).

The importance of this character type is further emphasized through paral-
lels between different sagas, where similar portrayals of peaceful chieftains re-
peatedly foreground the same values. For instance, the type is represented by
Ingimundr Porsteinsson, the protagonist of the first half of Vatnsdela saga. He is
a raider and a fighter in his youth before he moves to Iceland as a settler, but as
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an Icelandic chieftain, he protects harmony in his district and never employs or
incites violence. He is contrasted with the local troublemaker Hrolleifr, who
transgresses multiple social norms. When Hrolleifr is exiled from his home dis-
trict for his misdeeds, Ingimundr shows goodwill by providing him with a new
home. Instead of showing gratitude, Hrolleifr mistreats the local people and ini-
tiates a conflict with Ingimundr’s sons. A fight breaks out and the aged Ingimundr
intervenes in order to stop the battle, but Hrolleifr pierces him with a spear. This
tragic ending shows the peaceful chieftain as a victim of the same violence that
he was trying to prevent, and his moral integrity is contrasted with the aggres-
sor’s recklessness. Although the structural pattern of the peaceful chieftain’s
story does not shape the whole saga, it significantly contributes to the construc-
tion of meaning in the section dealing with Ingimundr.

Another typical peaceful chieftain is Askell Eyvindarson in Reykdela saga,
who repeatedly regulates violence and encourages reconciliation in a prolonged
dispute between his aggressive nephew Vémundr and his opponent. He usually
achieves a temporary settlement, but then the conflict is renewed again. Finally,
Askell himself falls victim to violence when his kinsmen are attacked by their
enemy. He is mortally wounded but conceals his wound and advises his kinsmen
to be reconciled with their opponents, which they do out of respect for him, but
his son does not participate and later takes revenge. The tragedy of Askell’s killing
is underlined by his unswerving commitment to peace immediately before his
death, which highlights his moral strength. Throughout the saga, Askell is praised
for his honourable behaviour (drengskapr), justice (réttdemi), and peaceful ef-
forts by the narrator’s voice and by references to public opinion (Andersson 1970,
583-584). He is contrasted with the socially disruptive Vémundr, “the most unpro-
voked and most unmotivated agitator on record” (Andersson 1967, 270). After As-
kell’s death, the second half of the saga, describing the revenge and counter-
revenge, shows how violence escalates in the absence of a peaceful chieftain.

Overall, the peaceful chieftains’ stories in the sagas of Icelanders reveal the
flaws of the medieval Icelandic social system — its internal instability and the social
norms that encourage violence —, while simultaneously foregrounding the positive
values that uphold social cohesion, which are embodied by the central character.
Here it will be argued that the same applies to the interpretation of the recent past
in the contemporary sagas, which are equally critical but also accentuate the cohe-
sive forces by their emphasis on peaceful chieftains. Sturlunga saga constructs so-
phisticated parallels between several protagonists representing this character type,
thus highlighting its importance for the compilation’s meaning. The tragic tone of
the narrative type shapes some parts of Sturlunga saga but is modified in others;
their unexpectedly optimistic endings then emphasize the continuing social superi-
ority of the morally positive values represented by the peaceful chieftains.
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3.2.2 Sturlu saga: The moral and political superiority of the peaceful chieftain

Sturlu saga deals with a dispute that took place in the years 1148-1183 between
Sturla Pérdarson the elder and Einarr Porgilsson, son of Porgils Oddason from
Dborgils saga ok Haflida. The saga is shaped by the structural pattern of the peace-
ful chieftain’s story, and its central focus is the contrast between Sturla and his
negative counterpart Einarr.

Einarr borgilsson inherits his social position from his father, the leading
chieftain in the district, but Einarr is far less capable and disregards some essen-
tial social norms. He frees a rover and killer from captivity and assists him in es-
caping, and the saga is quite direct in expressing the condemnation of such
behaviour by references to public opinion (STU xlviii). When Einarr is not only
unable, but clearly also unwilling, to rid his district of a rover band, his reputa-
tion worsens, and the loss of popularity leads to a loss of power (STU xlix):

Eptir pessa atburdi lagdist sa ordrémr & at annarr hattr p6tti & um heradsstjérnina en pa er
borgils hafdi. Ok téku pa margir peir er mikit péttust at sér eiga at rdda sér til eigna i adra
stadi, par sem peim pétti trausts at van. (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 49, p. 85)

(After these events, the general opinion was that the leadership in the district seemed very
different from how it had been when borgils was in charge. Many of those who felt that
much was at stake, started to seek property in other districts, where they believed they
could expect support.)

Sturla Pérdarson comes from a less powerful family than his adversary but is
more capable and more honourable; he is characterized positively from the be-
ginning of the saga (STU xlvi). The two chieftains get into a dispute while protect-
ing their adherents’ interests (STU xlvi), as well as due to more personal matters
(STU D). Einarr behaves dishonourably in his conflict with Sturla, attacking and
burning his farm while Sturla is away and cannot defend his property (STU li).
Sturla, by contrast, shows goodwill by accepting arbitration after this attack in
order to prevent further hostilities. Einarr and his followers generally act aggres-
sively and recklessly, while Sturla’s party turns to violence only in necessary de-
fence (STU lii-Ixi).

When the decisive fight takes place, the structural pattern of the peaceful
chieftain’s story leads to the expectation of Sturla’s violent death, but this expec-
tation is not fulfilled in the saga. Instead, Einarr is severely wounded in the battle
and must ask for quarter, which Sturla grants him (STU Ixii). Sturla not only sur-
vives the battle but even gains the local power that previously belonged to his
opponent. Thus, instead of presenting a contrast between the peaceful chieftain’s
moral superiority and his tragic death, the saga combines the protagonist’s moral
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and political victory. The idea that a rightful victory, accompanied by magnanim-
ity towards the defeated opponent, increases a chieftain’s esteem much more
than a killing of the opponent, is supported by a reference to public opinion (STU
Ixiii). This modification of the narrative type emphasizes the saga’s overall posi-
tive image of a society in which the disruptive forces are counterbalanced by the
peacefulness and moral integrity of some of its most successful leaders.

Sturla is, however, not a sufficiently strong chieftain yet — he possesses all
the necessary personal qualities, but his position is not fully established. For this
reason, a lasting reconciliation between him and his adversary cannot be reached
without the intervention of a more powerful leader, whose authority is practi-
cally undisputed. The influential chieftain J6n Loptsson is therefore asked to arbi-
trate between Sturla and Einarr after the fight, and the reconciliation has a
lasting effect (STU Ixiii). Thus, the saga, apart from portraying a peaceful chief-
tain, emphasizes the importance of a strong leader.

Sturla then continues to defend his adherents, as well as his social position,
against other rivals (STU Ixiv-1xxiv). In the descriptions of these disputes, it is again
Jon Loptsson’s role as an arbitrator that receives much of the narrator’s attention:

Voru pd sem mestar virdingar Jons, ok var pangat skotit 6llum stérmalum sem hann var.
[...] ok koma pessi mél 61l undir Jon Loptsson & pingi ok réd einn sem hann vildi ok skipadi
sva at flestum likadi vel. (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 69, pp. 125-126)

(Jon’s esteem was then greater than ever, and all the important cases were committed to
him. [...] and all these matters were committed to Jon Loptsson at the assembly, and he de-
cided everything alone as he wished, and he solved the matters in such a way that most
people were satisfied.)

Ok ganga menn nu medal peira ok beida at Sturla jatadi i dom Jéns um malit, kvadu pess
van at honum mundi i pvi aukast mestr seemdarhlutr [...]. [Sturla] kvad nu sva at ordi: ,Kun-
nigt man ménnum vera um malaferli var Pals ok um pd svivirding er mér var setlud at gera
[...]. En peir menn er sik binda nu vid mélit, nefni ek fyrst til pess Jon Loptsson er dyrstr
madr er & landi pessu ok allir skjéta sinum mélaferlum til, p4 veit eigi ek hvart annat er na
virdingarveenna en reyna hvern séma hann vill minn gera. [...]¢ (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021,
ch. 74, pp. 136-137)

(And people mediated between them and asked Sturla to agree to Jén’s judgement on the mat-
ter; they said it was likely to greatly increase his esteem [...]. [Sturla] uttered these words: “Peo-
ple certainly know about my dispute with Pall and about how he intended to dishonour me [...].
But of the men who will now be involved in the case, I name Jon Loptsson first, the most power-
ful man in the country, to whom everyone commits their disputes. I do not know what could be
more likely to increase my esteem than trying what he will do for my honour. [...]”)

In Sturla’s conflict with Pall S6lvason, Jén manages to moderate Sturla’s ambition
without impeding his honour; to increase Sturla’s esteem even more, Jon offers to
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foster his son Snorri (STU Ixxiv). Everyone is satisfied with his solution, nobody
suffers a loss of honour, and no serious bloodshed is committed. The narrative
shows that this would not be possible without Jon’s intervention, so he becomes a
highly important character in the second half of the saga. He represents the char-
acter type of the peaceful chieftain, while also being portrayed as an embodiment
of centralized power — a leader whose decisions are accepted by everybody due
to his authority, which enables him to arbitrate in conflicts and prevent violence.
The saga thus evaluates the concentration of power positively and emphasizes its
importance for peace and stability through its image of Jon as an excellent leader.

3.2.3 Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar: The portrayal of the ideal peaceful
chieftain

Unlike Sturlu saga, Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar, which deals with the conflict
between Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson and borvaldr Snorrason around the turn of the
thirteenth century, follows the structural pattern of the peaceful chieftain’s story
without any significant modifications. In accordance with its narrative type, the
saga presents a contrast between a peaceful chieftain and his aggressive oppo-
nent. borvaldr is portrayed as a man who treats others unjustly but refuses to
tolerate even the slightest injustice against himself and always prefers violent re-
taliation. He assaults Hrafn’s adherents and repeatedly attempts to attack Hrafn.
Conversely, Hrafn is shown to be decisive in legal cases but opposed to any form of
aggression. He defends himself when necessary but refuses to attack borvaldr in re-
sponse. The structural pattern of the narrative type leads to the expectation of the
protagonist’s violent death, which is fulfilled in this case. When Porvaldr finally suc-
ceeds in attacking Hrafn’s farm, Hrafn gives himself up, so that his companions’ lives
can be spared, and is beheaded on Porvaldr’s command. The case is then settled by
arbitration; borvaldr must pay compensation and leave Iceland for three years.
Hrafns saga is preserved both in the Sturlunga compilation and in a separate
redaction. Compared with other secular contemporary sagas, the separate version
is characterized by a stronger religious undertone. It has been described as a nar-
rative portrayal of Christian ethics, or even as a text combining secular biography
with hagiography (Gudrun P. Helgadottir 1987, xx—xxxi, Ixi-1xxxi; Ulfar Bragason
1988, 269-284; Cormack 1993, 210-216; Asdis Egilsdottir 2004, 29-39; Gregnlie 2017a,
18). The Sturlunga redaction omits the long introduction of Hrafns saga, which
most directly foregrounds the moral aspects of Hrafn’s story, as well as some
other material with a strongly religious emphasis or a miraculous undertone.
Scholars have agreed that whereas the separate saga is more biographical and
focused on the dichotomy between good and evil or on the spiritual aspects of the
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protagonist’s decisions, the redaction in Sturlunga saga turns the narrative into a
more typical saga story focused on a conflict between two opponents (Ulfar Bra-
gason 1986a, 152-169; 1988, 285-289; Tranter 1987, 31-50; Gudrun P. Helgadottir
1993, 68-74; Asdis Egilsdottir 2004, 29).

While that is doubtlessly true, I will argue that Ulfar Bragason (1988, 277-289)
places too much emphasis on the difference between the two versions in terms of
meaning. In his opinion, the question of the boundary between peacefulness and
weakness remains open in the Sturlunga redaction because the text without the
morally oriented introduction does not replace the secular code of honour with the
religious moral code (1988, 288-289). This interpretation does not seem accurate,
however, because aggression is never presented as honourable behaviour in Stur-
lunga saga. On the contrary, condemnation of violence and the contrast between
peacefulness and aggression are recurrent themes in the compilation, as has been
shown here. The Sturlunga redaction of Hrafns saga is centred around the same
themes and underlines their moral implications by multiple narrative devices.

The first of these devices is a contrast between the overall positive evaluation
of Hrafn in the narrative and the opinion of some characters who criticize his
peacefulness as cowardice. The separate saga contains a more detailed account of
Hrafn’s argumentation and places a greater emphasis on religious concerns, but
both versions express the same evaluation, underlined by a stanza:

beir voru sumir at pess fystu at rida skyldi eptir peim borvaldi ok drepa hann, své berr sem
hann vard at fjorrddum vio Hrafn. Pat vildi Hrafn eigi. Hér af fekk Hrafn mikit dmeeli, sva
sem Gudmundr Galtason sagdi Gudrunu, systur hans, er hon spurdi hvat hann heyrdi reett
of mélaferli Hrafns:

Heyri ek Hrafni fjarda / hyrtelendr dmeela, / pj6d er til lymsk & 1401, / linspong, um atgéngu.
Raun man segja sina / seimhrj6dandi géda: / Vigs er Ullr at 6llu / eitrpvengs fyrirleitinn.

b4 er borvaldr kom til [safjardar sagdi hann allt annat fra fundi peira Hrafns en verit hafai.
(Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 172, p. 87)

(Some of them suggested that they should pursue borvaldr and kill him, as he had so clearly
plotted against Hrafn’s life. Hrafn refused to do that. He was severely criticized for this, as
Guomundr Galtason said to Gudrun, his sister, when she asked what he had heard about
Hrafn’s case:

I hear that the destroyers of the bay-fire [men] reprove Hrafn for his conduct, plate of linen
[womanl]; the people of the country are too wily. The scatterer of gold [man: the poet] will de-
scribe his good experience: the Ullr of the poison-strap of battle [man: Hrafn] is always prudent.

When Porvaldr arrived in Isafjérdr, he described his confrontation with Hrafn very differ-
ently from how it had been.)
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beir varu margir vinir Hrafns er maeltu at pa skyldi ggra eptir borvaldi ok drepa hann, svad
berr sem hann ggroisk i fjérradum vid Hrafn er hann vildi brenna hann inni. En pat syndisk
opt at Hrafn var 6grimmr madr ok hann vildi heldr deyja fyrir tryggdar sakir en fyrir
otryggdar. Nu vildi hann eigi ggra eptir peim Porvaldi né drepa hann, sva sem hann &tti
kost, ef hann vildi, pvi at hann vildi eigi vinna pat til fara vetra virdingar, sem opt kunnu
manna rad verda, heldr vildi Hrafn hafa svivirding af ménnum i ordalagi fyrir guds sakir ok
heetta své lifi sinu til eilifrar miskunnar almattigs guds. Fyrir pessa tryggd Hrafns ameeltu
honum margir menn, fyrir pat er hann hafdi borvald latit undan ganga, svd sem Gudmundr
skald Galtason segir Gudrunu, systur Hrafns, pa er hon spurdi hvat hann heyrdi reett
of malaferli peira Hrafns. Hann sagdi ok kvad visu: Heyri ek [...].** b4 er borvaldr kom i
Isafjord pé sagdi hann allt annat fra fundi peira ok hver sett verit hafdi en var. (Hrafns
saga, 2021, ch. 15, pp. 349-350)

(Many of Hrafn’s friends said that they should pursue Porvaldr and kill him, as he had so
clearly plotted against Hrafn’s life when he tried to burn his farm. And yet it was shown as
usual that Hrafn was not a ferocious man and would rather die to bring about a truce than
to break a truce. He did not want to pursue borvaldr or kill him, although he had the chance
to do so if he wished. He would not do what others could often suggest just to gain esteem
for a few years. He would rather be dishonoured by men’s speech for the sake of God and
risk his life to earn the eternal mercy of God Almighty. Many men reproved Hrafn for this
truce and for letting Porvaldr escape, as the skald Gudmundr Galtason said to Gudrun,
Hrafn’s sister, when she asked what he had heard about Hrafn’s case. He recited a stanza: I
hear [...]. When Porvaldr arrived in isafj oror, he described their confrontation and reconcil-
iation very differently from how it had been.)

The omission of the spiritual argumentation changes the emphasis of the scene but
not its overall meaning. In both versions, the stanza and the comment on borvaldr’s
untrue description of the confrontation clearly imply that the slander against
Hrafn is unjustified. This dichotomy between the criticism of peacefulness on the
story level and its praise on the discourse level is typical of this narrative type.

The moral aspects of the story are further emphasized by an extraordinary
abundance of predictions and omens, which are, with some exceptions, included in
both redactions. This implies that the compiler of Sturlunga saga was aware of the
moral framework created by the foreshadowing and deemed it important for the
meaning of the narrative — otherwise he could have omitted this material, as it is
not indispensable for the description of the events. borvaldr’s first attack on Hrafn
is preceded by a series of prophetic dreams and visions, including dreams of omi-
nous figures reciting stanzas (HSS xiv; STU clxxii). These predictions not only build
up tension in the story, but, more importantly, contribute to building up the moral
contrast between borvaldr as the aggressor and Hrafn as the peaceful chieftain.

44 The stanza is the same as in the Sturlunga saga redaction.
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Another series of predictions precedes Hrafn’s death (HSS xvii-xix; STU
clxxii). Several people see a mysterious fire, others see blood without knowing
where it came from. There is also a vision of three riders armed with long spears,
a vision of a large man armed with a sword, and several visions of light. This is
followed by an account of an actual miracle (HSS xx; STU clxxii): when borvaldr
prepares the attack on Hrafn, he binds all the people on the nearby farms, so that
they cannot warn Hrafn. A man invokes Saint borldkr and his bonds break, so he
can free everyone else. They fail to warn Hrafn in time, but the event clearly
qualifies as miraculous. Such occurrences are not usual in Sturlunga saga other-
wise, but the scene is not omitted in the Sturlunga redaction because it accentu-
ates the overall moral framework of Hrafns saga.

The supernatural elements contained in the predictions, both in the form of
pre-Christian symbolism and Christian allusions, endow the foreshadowing with
a meaning that transcends the given situation and expresses a universal condem-
nation of violence. The emotional intensity of the predictions draws attention to
Hrafn’s upcoming suffering and marks a narrative focus on the protagonist’s un-
deservedly tragic end.

The spiritual aspect of the story is then also accentuated by allusions to a
saint. The death scene is immediately preceded by a scene in which a poem about
Saint Andrew is recited to Hrafn, who comments on the saint’s martyrdom after
each stanza; it is also mentioned that a priest dreams about Saint Andrew’s death
the same night. These allusions, which are included in both redactions, construct
a parallel between Hrafn and the saint. This parallel highlights the evaluation of
Hrafn as a model to be followed, just like he followed the example of saints.

The death scene itself shows that Hrafn faces danger bravely and is more
concerned for others’ safety than his own. The reason why he surrenders is not
that he dares not fight borvaldr, but rather that he does not want his companions
to risk their lives for him:

Hrafn spurdi ef borvaldr vildi taka seettum nokkurum af peim, kvad Porvald rédda skyldu
sjalfan fyrir settum, ef hann vildi gefa ménnum grid, peim er par voru fyrir. (Sturlunga
saga, II, 2021, ch. 172, p. 94)

Hrafn spurdi ef Porvaldr vildi nékkurar seettir af peim taka, kvad hann rada skyldu sjélfan
fyrir settum, ef hann geefi beenum frid, en peim 8llum grid er par varu fyrir med honum.
(Hrafns saga, 2021, ch. 20, p. 361)

(Hrafn asked whether Porvaldr would agree to a settlement and said that borvaldr would set
the conditions himself if he /left the farm in peace and/ gave quarter to those who were there.)

Hrafn sacrifices his own life, so that others can be spared; his selfless, morally
motivated courage is contrasted with borvaldr’s ruthless aggression. Thus, al-
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though the description of both opponents is less openly biased in the Sturlunga
redaction than in the separate Hrafns saga (Gudrun P. Helgadottir 1993, 68), the
text still expresses a clear evaluation. Hrafn is presented as an innocent victim of
violence, who nevertheless cannot be regarded as being passive or weak, as he
makes important decisions motivated by a clearly defined moral code.

The most important interpretative devices and morally significant scenes are
thus retained in the Sturlunga redaction of Hrafns saga. Moreover, the Sturlunga
compilation as a whole accentuates the meaning of the individual story by its
overall emphasis on the character type of the peaceful chieftain, which shapes
the structure and meaning of the entire narrative. Its importance is underlined
by parallels between several characters: apart from Hrafn, this type is also repre-
sented by Sturla bPérdarson the elder, Pérdr Sturluson, who appears in the role of
an arbitrator in Hrafns saga as well, borgils skardi Bédvarsson, and others. All
the peaceful chieftains in Sturlunga saga, in sections preceding and following
Hrafns saga, are contrasted with the opposite character type, the aggressor. The
stories clearly show the protagonists’ moral superiority over their opponents and
present them as embodiments of beneficial social forces. Furthermore, as will be
shown later, the narratives of bordr Sturluson, and especially of Porgils Bodvars-
son, share Hrafns saga’s focus on similarities between peaceful chieftains and
saints or bishops. The whole compilation thus foregrounds the moral and spiri-
tual significance of the values embodied by this character type.

These parallels between peaceful chieftains throughout the compilation high-
light the moral implications of Hrafn’s story, so its overall meaning is not lost
when the introduction is omitted. Although the Sturlunga redaction is character-
ized by a more secular perspective, whereas the separate Hrafns saga has a stron-
ger religious emphasis, both versions express the same ideas. Despite its tragic
ending, the saga accentuates the continuing presence of morally positive values
in Icelandic society during a time of inevitable internal destabilization. It thus
presents the recent past as a time of difficulty but not of a downfall.

3.2.4 Islendinga saga: b6rér Sturluson as the perfect peaceful chieftain

Islendinga saga, the longest and chronologically broadest part of Sturlunga saga,
begins around the year 1180 and continues until the end of the Sturlung Age in
the 1260s. The extensive saga can be divided into three main sections. The first
section describes the gradual rise of the Sturlungar to power and their subse-
quent downfall, caused by mutual discord. The second section deals with the con-
flict between the Sturlungar and their rival Gizurr Porvaldsson; the third section
shows Gizurr’s rise to power after his defeat of the Sturlungar.
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The first section, the account of the rise and fall of the Sturlungar, is a contin-
uation of Sturlu saga, where Sturla Pérdarson the elder secures his local power,
while the supremacy of the leading clans, the Oddaverjar and the Haukdeelir, is
still unshakeable. Sturla’s sons, by contrast, already have the ambition to assume
a position among Iceland’s leaders. The beginning of Islendinga saga is focused
on the Sturlung brothers Pdrdr, Sighvatr, and Snorri, showing their gradual as-
cent to power by various means, such as successful resolution of local conflicts,
marriages to women from the leading families, and challenging the power of the
previously invincible chieftains in legal cases. While there is no central conflict,
the rivalry between the Sturlungar, the Oddaverjar, and the Haukdeelir is clearly
described in the narrative. The brothers’ success is eventually thwarted by a com-
bination of this rivalry and internal conflicts within the clan, caused by some of
its members’ immoderate greed for power.

Islendinga saga depicts political intrigue and does not avoid direct portrayal
of brutal bloodshed, but it does not present the Sturlung Age as a time without
moral values. It criticizes individuals for their excessive aggression, which is nev-
ertheless counterbalanced by other characters’ moderation or morally motivated
heroism in defence. As Gunnar Karlsson (1988, 213-215) and Armann Jakobsson
(1994a) have pointed out, the fight scenes in Islendinga saga always condemn the
attacker and praise the defender, even if the same persons are alternately pre-
sented in both roles. Here it will be argued that apart from this contrast between
attackers and defenders, another crucial element of Islendinga saga is its empha-
sis on the character type of the peaceful chieftain, who is never presented in the
role of an attacker and always attempts to prevent bloodshed, so he embodies the
stabilizing forces in society.

This type is represented first and foremost by b6ror Sturluson, who is pri-
marily characterized by his active effort to prevent or reduce violence. He is por-
trayed as a man who lacks neither skills nor noble descent and could compete for
the highest position in the power hierarchy but chooses to reject the violence that
the power struggle entails and to focus instead on attempting to moderate his
brothers’ and nephews’ aggression. The narrative contrasts bordr with his bellig-
erent kinsmen, thus figuratively depicting the dichotomy between disruptive
forces and positive moral values in medieval Icelandic society.

The contrast between the brothers is shown already at the beginning of Islen-
dinga saga, in a scene that foreshadows the upcoming development (STU cxviii).
béror defends one of his adherents in a lawsuit and wishes to stick to legal means
and avoid violence. One of the plaintiffs, however, hurls his axe at Pordr’s back,
but Péror stays unharmed despite wearing no armour. His brother Sighvatr
wants to avenge the attack, and several men are wounded before the fight is in-
terrupted, but Pordr then pays compensation for the harm caused by Sighvatr in
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order to avoid the cycle of revenge. Although there is no overt reference to divine
intervention protecting boror, the scene creates the impression that he was pro-
tected by his good intentions alone. The same protection later becomes an option
for those who agree to follow Pordr’s wise advice. Pordr is consistently portrayed
as a chieftain committed to lessening the cruelty of the power struggle by always
choosing peaceful solutions.

This portrayal is contrasted with the image of Pérdr’s kinsmen, in particular
his brother Snorri Sturluson and nephew Sturla Sighvatsson, who disrupt the
clan’s unity by their mutual rivalry. The dispute begins due to their participation
in the conflict between Porvaldr Snorrason and the sons of Hrafn Sveinbjarnar-
son,® in which they end up on the opposite sides (STU clxxxv—cxcvi). The discord
is then further intensified by disagreements about the family’s chieftaincy (STU
cxcviii). At this point, bPérdr Sturluson is involuntarily drawn into the conflict
when Sturla Sighvatsson attacks his farm with an armed force (STU cxcix). How-
ever, the saga now presents another image of bordr being protected by his moral
integrity. During the attack, Sturla suddenly realizes how inappropriate it is and
decides to stop the fight:

Gengu peir ut ok sogdu Sturlu hvat { hafdi gjorzt ok spurdu hvért hann vildi lata ganga at
skalanum. Sturla 1ézt pat eigi vilja ok kvad eerit at gert. Sendi hann pd Arna Audunarson til
loptsins ok baud bérdi grid ok 6llum ménnum. Sagdi Arni své sidan at honum pétti sem
Sturla seei pa pegar missmidi & for sinni. (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 199, p. 174)

(They went out and told Sturla what had happened and asked him whether he wanted them to
attack the hall. Sturla said he did not want them to do that because they had already done
enough. He then sent Arni Audunarson to the loft to give quarter to bérdr and all his men. Arni
later said that he thought Sturla had already realized how misguided his expedition was.)

This scene indicates that Pordr’s morality motivates Sturla to suppress his own
ferocity and follow Pordr’s example, at least for the moment. b6rdr rejects Snor-
ri’s incitement to attack Sturla in revenge and insists on a peaceful settlement
(STU cxcix); this clearly illustrates the contrast between his peacefulness and his
kinsmen’s belligerence, and he is shown to be at least temporarily successful in
preventing a tragic outcome of their aggression.

Nevertheless, the conflicts between the Sturlungar continue, although béror
always does his best to dissuade his kinsmen from violence. He keeps Snorri from
attacking Sturla, offers to mediate between them, and prevents a meeting while

45 This is a continuation of the central conflict in Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar, which ends
with Hrafn’s death, while the second part of the conflict, the revenge of Hrafn’s sons, is depicted
only in fslendinga saga.
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both opponents are in a fierce mood (STU cci). The clashes then subside during Stur-
la’s journey to Norway (STU ccxxii, ccxxvi), but after his return, he and Sighvatr con-
tinue their violent conflict with Snorri, his son Orakja, and their ally borleifr
bdroarson (STU ccli-cclxxviii). This time, Pordr is unable to prevent bloodshed, but
his peaceful attitude still receives much attention in the narrative. When Sighvatr
and Sturla intend to attack Snorri (STU ccli—ccliii), Péror criticizes his brother and
predicts the downfall of the Sturlungar, suggesting that it will be caused by their
own greed for power:

Veitti hann Sighvati &télur miklar um pat er hann fér at brédur sinum 4 hatidum ok sagdi
at hann mundi stér gjold fyrir slikt taka af gudi, gamall madr. Sighvatr ték undir { gamni ok
med nokkurri sva greed: ,Hvarrgi okkar parf nu at bregda 60rum elli, edr hvart gjorist pu
nu spamadr, frendi?“ Poror svarar: ,Engi em ek spdmadr, en pé mun ek pér verda spdmadr.
Sva mikill sem pu pykkist nu ok truir & métt pinn ok sona pinna, pd munu fair vetr lida adr
pbat mun meelt at par sé mest eptir sik ordit.“ (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 253, p. 279)

(He strongly reproached Sighvatr for intending to attack his brother during the feast days.
He said that Sighvatr would pay dearly to God for such an act, an old man as he was. Sigh-
vatr answered jokingly, and yet with some malice: “Neither of us needs to remind the other
of his age. And are you pretending to be a prophet now, brother?” béror replied: “I am not a
prophet, and yet I will make a prophecy for you. As influential as you now consider your-
self, believing in your own and your sons’ power, few winters will pass before people say
that most of your power is gone.”)

boror’s prediction accentuates the destructive effect of the discord between the
Sturlungar, which contrasts with their preceding rise to power. This is one of the
typical tragic elements of the peaceful chieftain’s story: the protagonist is unable
to prevent disaster because others disregard his advice. However, the narrative
type is modified in the saga by the absence of its typical tragic ending. The struc-
ture of the peaceful chieftain’s story builds up the expectation of the protagonist’s
violent death, but P6ror dies peacefully of old age instead (STU cclxiv):

Eptir pat var hann 6leadr er hann hafdi til skipat. En hann andadist féstudag fyrir pdlmsun-
nudag at midjum degi ok song i andlatinu Pater, in manus tuas commendo spiritum meum
eptir Hauki presti. (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 264, p. 294)

(When he had proclaimed his decisions, he was anointed. He died on Friday before Palm
Sunday in the middle of the day, and in the moment of his death he sang Pater, in manus
tuas commendo spiritum meum, repeating the words after the priest Haukr.)

This modification of the inherently tragic narrative type emphasizes the superiority
of the morally positive and socially beneficial values represented by bérdr. The
storyline is of course determined by historical reality, but the way the story is nar-
rated endows the real events with additional meaning. As Ulfar Bragason has
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pointed out, the death scene can highlight the essence of a protagonist’s character
and the overall interpretation of his life, and its meaning can be emphasized by
narrative symmetry. The technique of symmetry is used in the death scene of
boror Sturluson: the peacefulness of his death is underlined by a parallel with the
death of Bishop Gudmundr Arason, which mirrors the deaths of other saintly bish-
ops (1991a, 453-455). According to Gudrun Nordal, Poror’s peaceful death is pre-
sented as a reward for his efforts at peace throughout his life, and it underlines his
moral righteousness (1998, 182-183). At the same time, the saga transcends this indi-
vidual dimension of the story: in the context of Islendinga saga as a whole, Pérdr’s
peaceful death contrasts with the bloodshed of the Sturlung Age, contributing to a
balanced image of this turbulent period of social transformation.

The whole narrative arc of bérdr’s life — from his youth, when he is almost
miraculously protected from an attack, to his peaceful death in his old age — uni-
fies the structure of this section of Islendinga saga and endows it with moral sig-
nificance. If we interpret bordr as the key figure of this section of the saga, which
is an interpretation encouraged by the structural pattern of the peaceful chief-
tain’s story, we see that the saga, instead of portraying the Sturlung Age as a time
of a moral downfall, presents a positive model of behaviour, based on a clearly
defined set of moral values. The inevitable accounts of conflicts are counterbal-
anced by the emphasis on bérdr’s peacefulness, which foregrounds the cohesive
forces that uphold society even during a period of increased violence. The saga
could thus provide Icelanders with a past that they could be proud of, as well as
with a sense of continuity in terms of the values that defined Icelandic society
from the settlement and the Saga Age throughout the Sturlung Age.

3.2.5 Islendinga saga: Sturla Sighvatsson and Gizurr borvaldsson as fighters

We now turn to the second section of Islendinga saga, which is centred around
the conflict between Sturla Sighvatsson and Gizurr borvaldsson. By the time it be-
gins, the strife between the Sturlungar has forced Snorri Sturluson and his allies
to escape to Norway (STU ccli—cclxxviii). The peaceful chieftain P6rdr Sturluson is
dead and Sturla’s and Sighvatr’s awareness of their weakened position probably
makes them all the more eager to confront their rivals.

An open conflict between Sturla and Gizurr and his ally Kolbeinn Arndrsson
starts in the spring of 1238 (STU cclxxxiii—cclxxxv). After Sturla’s imprudent cap-
ture of Gizurr by Lake Apavatn (STU cclxxxiv), the tension turns into armed
clashes (STU cclxxxvi—ccxcii). It is directly expressed in the narrative that the con-
flict is motivated by rivalry in the power struggle — both parties clearly under-
stand that the winner will attain the position they both strive for:
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Gizurr spyrr Sturlu pa hvi hann 1éti leggja hendr 4 hann. Sturla bad hann ekki efast i pvi at
hann etladi sér meira hlut en 6drum ménnum & Islandi, ,en mér pykkir sem pé sé allir
yfirkomnir er pu ert, pvi at ek uggi pik einn manna 4 fslandi ef eigi ferr vel med okkr.
(Sturlunga saga, 11, 2021, ch. 284, p. 313)

(Gizurr asked Sturla why he had him captured. Sturla told him not to doubt that he intended
to attain a higher position than anyone else in Iceland. “And I believe that everyone will be
defeated if you are, because you are the only Icelander I fear, if we do not get along.”)

Pbeir Kolbeinn fraendr rédu pat & Kilinum at peir skyldu flokka uppi hafa ok slita eigi fyrr en
adrir hvdrir veeri { helju, Sturla edr peir. (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 285, p. 315)

(Kolbeinn and his kinsmen decided at Kjolr to gather forces and not to dissolve them until
either Sturla or they were in Hell.)

The Sturlungar, weakened by the conflict within their clan, are finally defeated
by Gizurr and Kolbeinn in the battle of Orlygsstadir on 21 August 1238 (STU
ccxciii-cexciv). This is a decisive event in the Sturlungar’s downfall, as Gizurr
now becomes the most powerful chieftain in Iceland. It is admitted in the text
that he attains this position by partly unfair means, but he cannot be regarded as
the undisputed villain of this section of the saga, because his opponents do not
always behave much better. Overall, the moral interpretation of this section is
ambiguous and must be sought in the deeper layers of the text’s meaning.

The portrayal of Gizurr Porvaldsson is so ambivalent that it has been consid-
ered inconsistent. Some scholars have even argued that the sections in which Gi-
zurr is evaluated positively cannot have been original parts of Sturla Pérdarson’s
Islendinga saga but were interpolated by Sturlunga saga’s compiler from a sepa-
rate, now lost saga of Gizurr (Bjorn M. Olsen 1902, 311-325; K&lund 1904, iv; Pétur
Sigurdsson 1933-1935, 42; Nedrelid 1994, 615-616; Helgi Porldksson 2012, 60-61;
2017, 209). While the origin of the individual sections cannot be determined with
certainty, I will attempt to show that their selection is neither inconsistent nor
arbitrary and that this ambiguity is an important component of the saga’s overall
pattern of evaluating its protagonists, which is based on a remarkable narrative
symmetry between the portrayals of Gizurr and Sturla.

This symmetry has been noticed by scholars, but the existing interpretations
have not been convincing. Gudrun Nordal suggests that the two opponents are
presented as contrasting characters, with Sturla representing recklessness and Gi-
zurr representing moderation (1998, 53—-61). She shows how the negative por-
trayal of Sturla is emphasized by the symbolism of the wolf (1998, 163-171), but
her analysis of symbolism overshadows various other aspects of Sturla’s person-
ality that are depicted in the saga. Furthermore, Gizurr’s behaviour can hardly be
regarded as a model of moderation at this point, as he often acts much more vio-
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lently than necessary. Conversely, Ulfar Bragason states that both the birth scene
and the death scene mark Sturla Sighvatsson as the positive hero of the saga
(1986bh, 68-76). However, drawing such a conclusion on account of two individual
scenes is too limiting because it isolates these scenes from the saga’s overall por-
trayal of Sturla and his opponent. Here it will be attempted to shed better light on
the meaning of the narrative parallel between Sturla and Gizurr.

The two protagonists are directly characterized by the narrator, and such di-
rect characterization is strikingly positive. In the description of Sturla Sighvats-
son, it is emphasized that he gives useful advice and is a popular chieftain and a
good troop leader:

[...] engi flokkr pétti betr sidadr vera en sd er Sturla hafdi. Lagoi hann vel til ok allgegnliga
pessa méla ok fekk af pvi mikla vinsald sudr par. (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 179, p. 132)

([...] no troop seemed to have better manners than the one led by Sturla. He gave good and
very useful advice in these matters, so he gained much popularity there in the south.)

Similarly, the direct characterization of Gizurr Porvaldsson is entirely positive
and portrays him as a popular, capable chieftain. Above all, it emphasizes that he
does not behave immoderately:

Hann gerdist h6fdingi mikill ok vitr madr. [...] Gizurr var medalmadr at vexti ok allra
manna bezt 4 sik kominn, vel limadr, snareygdr, ok lagu fast augun, ok skyrligr i vidbragai,
betr taladr en flestir menn hér 4 landi, blidmeeltr ok mikill romrinn, engi d&kafamadr ok
patti jafnan inn drjugligsti til rddagerdar. (Sturlunga saga, 11, 2021, ch. 265, p. 295)

(He became an influential chieftain and a wise man. [...] Gizurr was a man of average height but
extremely well-built, with strong arms and legs and keen eyes with a firm look — and he an-
swered cleverly, was more eloquent than most men in this country, and spoke kindly but with a
strong voice. He did not behave immoderately and seemed to always stick to his decisions.)

In contrast to this directly expressed praise, the indirect characterization of both
protagonists in individual episodes shows that they often act immoderately and
turn to excessive violence. The criticism of such behaviour is expressed either by
a narrative focus on the defender (see Armann Jakobsson 1994a), or more directly
in dialogues and in the characters’ comments.

Sturla Sighvatsson’s personality is revealed in several key scenes, which are
not an essential part of the saga’s account of the historical events but are impor-
tant as a means of character portrayal. In an introductory scene from his youth,
Sturla wants to try a precious sword owned by a farmer and takes it without per-
mission, which leads to a fight. Sturla fights carelessly, hurts the farmer more
than he intends to, and is criticized by his father, who then brings about a recon-
ciliation (STU clxxiii). Later in the saga, Sturla fights for power ruthlessly and is
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again criticized by Sighvatr, who is a rather aggressive man himself but under-
stands that his son’s ambition is excessive. He ridicules Sturla’s greed for power
in a long monologue, in which he lists the most influential chieftains as Sturla’s
future farm servants (STU cclxxvi). Sturla’s hot temper is reflected in his re-
sponse: he jumps up in anger and leaves his father’s farm. Sighvatr then implies a
prediction of Sturla’s fall:

P4 ték Sighvatr til orda: ,Hvé lengi mun haldast ofsi sjd inn mikli er Sturla hefir umfram alla
freendr vara?“ Mdr svarar: ,bat pykkir likligt at lengi haldist fyrir pinar sakir ok annarra
freenda yovarra gofugra, en p6 muntu sliku neest geta, bondi, ok vilda ek heyra hvers pu
geetir til eda hversu pér segdi hugr um petta.“ Sighvatr svarar: ,,Ekki kann ek til sliks at sj4, en
f4 eru 6hof alllangee. En pé mé vera at petta sé langeett ef hann drepr eigi feeti fyrr, en ef
hann drepr pd mun hann drepa eigi sem minnst. (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 280, p. 309)

(Sighvatr said: “How long will this huge immoderation, which characterizes Sturla more than
any other of our kinsmen, last?” Mar answered: “I deem it likely that it will last long due to you
and your other noble kinsmen. But you would surely make a better guess, franklin, and I would
like to hear what you expect or how you feel about this.” Sighvatr replied: “I am not able to
predict such things, but immoderation seldom lasts too long. And yet it is possible that it will last
long this time, if he does not stumble soon, but if he stumbles, he will not stumble too little.”)

This prediction, just like the previously discussed prediction by Pérdr Sturluson,
serves as a comment that guides the interpretation of the story. It expresses the
idea that immoderation causes the downfall of capable men, which is here applied
to Sturla Sighvatsson but can also be understood as a universally valid norm.

Sighvatr continues to criticize Sturla’s decisions and Sturla’s responses gradu-
ally become more ambivalent. At first, he jumps up in anger again, but then he
comes back and sits humbly by his father’s feet (STU cclxxxi). This probably
shows that Sturla understands that he is going too far, and that he feels uncertain
about his actions. Such uncertainty seems to be caused by moral concerns, so
Sturla is not portrayed as an entirely ruthless man, rather as a promising chief-
tain blinded by his excessive greed for power.

Sighvatr’s comments throughout this section of the saga serve as a narrative
device for evaluating Sturla’s behaviour. They contradict the narrator’s direct char-
acterization of Sturla, but it would be a simplification to suspect the saga’s writer
of failing to create consistent personal portrayals or of unsuccessfully trying to con-
ceal his personal hias. Instead, this contrast can be understood as implying a com-
parison between the ideal chieftain, portrayed in the direct characterization, and
Sturla’s actual behaviour, which is criticized in the saga. This becomes even clearer
when we notice the same pattern in the portrayal of Gizurr Porvaldsson.

The first negative perception of Gizurr is also expressed by Sighvatr Sturlu-
son. When he is asked about his opinion of the boy, he answers: “I do not like
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that frowning brow”,* indicating that Gizurr appears to be fierce and stubborn.

This is followed by a dialogue in which Gizurr’s father borvaldr predicts the fu-
ture conflict:

P4 meelti Sighvatr: ,bess vil ek bidja pik, borvaldr, at vit geetim sv4 til med sonum okkrum
at peir heldi vel vinattu med freendsemi.“ borvaldr leit nidr fyrir sik ok heldr ahyggjusam-
liga ok meelti: ,Gaett man medan vit lifum badir.“ betta virdist ménnum in mesta spasaga at
pvi sem sidar vard, pvi at borvaldr var sdladr pa er Apavatnsfor var. (Sturlunga saga, II,
2021, ch. 189, p. 152)

(Then Sighvatr said: “I want to ask a favour of you, borvaldr, that we both keep an eye on
our sons, so they keep their friendship and respect their kinship.” borvaldr looked down,
somewhat worried, and said: “It will be so while we both live.” People thought that this was
a significant prediction, with regard to what happened later, for borvaldr was dead when
the meeting by Apavatn took place.)

Like the aforementioned predictions, this dialogue foreshadows the upcoming vi-
olence and its tragic consequences. It highlights the contrast between the fathers,
who are concerned for peace — although Sighvatr is a fighter himself, but at least
his ambition has some limits — and the sons, whose greed for power is stronger
than any moral concerns. As such, the dialogue contributes to constructing the
moral framework of the narrative.

The contrast between the positive direct characterization and the indirect por-
trayal of Gizurr is even more striking in the key scenes that depict his action. The de-
scription of Gizurr’s brutality in the battle of Orlygsstadir speaks for itself (STU ccxciv):

Pat segja menn peir er hja voru at Gizurr hljop badum fétum upp vid er hann hjé Sturlu,
sva at lopt sa milli fétanna ok jardarinnar. (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 294, pp. 342-343)

(Those who were there say that when Gizurr hewed at Sturla, he jumped up with both legs,
so one could see air between his feet and the ground.)

Within the terse saga style, this unusually vivid depiction emphasizes the impression
of Gizurr taking pleasure in killing his opponent. After this merciless killing, Gizurr
also plunders Sturla’s body and steals his money, jewellery, and weapons. No direct
commentary is needed for understanding the moral evaluation of such acts.

Some of the remaining Sturlungar, Oraekja Snorrason and Sturla Pérdarson
the younger, later take revenge by killing Gizurr’s kinsman Klengr Bjarnarson
(STU cccxi). They fight Gizurr at the Skalholt bishopric, but the outcome of the
battle is not decisive (STU cccxiv). Both parties then arrange a meeting, but de-

46 ,Ekki er mér um ygglibrun pa. (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 189, p. 152).
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spite the promises of a peaceful negotiation, Gizurr and Kolbeinn capture Orakja
and Sturla in a treacherous manner (STU cccxv). Their treachery is sharply criti-
cized by the two clerics who witness it and even by some of their own men:

Byskup ok Brandr aboti bregdast mjok reidir vid petta ok kalla in mestu svik vid sik gjor ok alla
bé er hlut 4ttu at pessum malum. [...] Beendr nékkurir 6r flokki Kolbeins gengu pé til Oraekju ok
kvadust skyldu berjast med honum ok kvaddu petta in mestu svik. [...] Sigvardr byskup ok
Brandr aboti dmeeltu Gizuri mjok um pessar malalyktir at honum hef6i illa farit. Gizurr svarar
své, kvad & 6llu 66ru meiri mein sja en pessu. (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 315, pp. 387-388)

(The bishop and Abbot Brandr were enraged by this and called it the worst betrayal of
themselves and of everyone who was involved in the case. [...] Some farmers from Kol-
beinn’s troop went over to Orakja and offered to fight for him, because they deemed this
the worst betrayal. [...] Bishop Sigvardr and Abbot Brandr strongly reproached Gizurr for
his decision, saying that he had committed a misdeed. Gizurr answered that he saw more
harm in everything else than in this.)

The structure of this scene follows the same pattern as some of the episodes deal-
ing with Sturla: the protagonist behaves immoderately, is criticized, and responds
arrogantly. The clerics’ opinion serves as a means of evaluation, and there is
again a sharp contrast between this evaluation and the direct characterization.
The protagonist is thus compared with an ideal.

This means that there is not an opposition between the depiction of Sturla
and Gizurr, but rather a parallel. The similarity of the pattern is too striking to be
a coincidence, and both portrayals together make sense as a narrative device for
expressing ideas about the behaviour of chieftains. The text portrays neither
Sturla nor Gizurr one-sidedly as a villain but contrasts their occasional reckless-
ness with the image of the ideal chieftain. This ideal is not presented as something
unattainable, however, but rather as a set of qualities that both protagonists in-
herently possess but do not fully develop due to their excessive greed for power,
pride, and belligerence. The saga thus shows that individual chieftains possess
both desirable and disruptive qualities. On the level of individual morals, this
highlights the idea that everyone’s actions are guided by their own decision to
behave either moderately or immoderately. On a more universal level, it can be
understood as an image of the inevitable presence of both disruptive and benefi-
cial forces in any society. In this sense, Icelandic society of the Sturlung Age is
neither better nor worse than any other.

Both Sturla and Gizurr are also contrasted with the ideal peaceful chieftain
béror Sturluson, who embodies the personal qualities that are praised in the di-
rect characterizations. The tragic aspect of the story is the peaceful chieftain’s in-
ability to dissuade his kinsmen from their violent intentions, but his central
position in the narrative emphasizes the morally positive values that uphold soci-
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ety. The narrative thus creates a figurative image of Icelandic society with its var-
ious aspects, implying that the positive elements counterbalance the flaws and
prevent social disintegration, although they cannot always prevent individual
acts of violence.

3.3 Constructing a memory of continuity

The present chapter has shown that the contemporary sagas dealing with internal
Icelandic relations share some of their central themes with the narratives of the
distant past, such as the early historiographical texts or the sagas of Icelanders.
This thematic continuity accentuates the image of Icelandic history as a coherent
process and foregrounds some of the values with which the community identi-
fied. Among these themes, the central focus is the importance of stabilizing forces
in society, embodied by decisive peaceful leaders or other influential persons
who strive to regulate or terminate conflicts by non-violent means.

In the sagas — both those dealing with the settlement period and with the re-
cent past — this theme shapes not only their content, but also their structure, as it
determines the form of the predominant narrative types, the conflict story and the
peaceful chieftain’s story. Their structural patterns construct the meaning of the
sagas by emphasizing certain aspects of the events, foregrounding specific char-
acter types, and creating parallels or contrasts within individual sagas or across
different sagas. It has been argued here that the narrative types thus play an
important role in transforming accounts of the recent past from communicative
memory into coherent stories in the contemporary sagas, and that they endow
the complex chains of events with additional layers of meaning that transcend
the events themselves. As recipients of the texts, we need to reveal the narrative
types and their inherent meanings in order to fully appreciate the interpreta-
tions of history that are hidden beneath the surface of the seemingly straightfor-
ward historiographical style of Sturlunga saga.

The narrative type of the conflict story is centred around an evolution from
the initial escalation of discord to the final reconciliation. As such, it admits that
violence is inevitable in a decentralized society, but it foregrounds the social
mechanisms that enable the renewal of peace with the help of the community, its
most respectable representatives, and its institutions. These mechanisms are em-
bodied by the character type of the mediator, which has a crucial position in the
conflict story. The mediators are not the main characters on the level of plot, but
they are essential for the expression of values and ideas on the level of discourse.
They accentuate the importance of peaceful reconciliation by their action, as well
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as by their speeches, in which they emphasize the connection between modera-
tion and honour.

In the conflict story, the mediator is typically contrasted with his negative
counterpart, an aggressor who disrupts social harmony by his violent behaviour
or an instigator who goads others into aggression. Such pairs, Ketill and Mdr in
borgils saga ok Haflida or Abbot Brandr and bérdr Sighvatsson in Svinfellinga
saga, embody the presence of both stabilizing and disruptive forces in society.
The moral and social superiority of the mediators in the sagas shows that despite
the presence of disruptive forces, the past depicted in the contemporary sagas is
not presented as a period of social disintegration and moral downfall, because
the negative elements are counterbalanced by the positive forces.

The importance of an influential leader who strives to maintain peace in his
district is foregrounded even more in the peaceful chieftain’s story. This narrative
type is centred around the portrayal of its protagonist, who embodies the social
mechanisms that prevent fights and promote non-violent resolution of conflicts.
Its inherently tragic plot accentuates the disruptive effects of excessive aggres-
sion, while its emphasis on the protagonist’s moral integrity underlines the con-
stant presence of cohesive forces in Icelandic society. Just like the conflict story,
this narrative type contributes to an interpretation and evaluation of the recent
past in the contemporary sagas by accentuating a specific character type and cre-
ating contrasts and parallels. Firstly, the peaceful chieftains’ stories are character-
ized by a contrast between the protagonist and his negative counterpart, an
aggressive chieftain. This contrast draws increased attention to the peaceful chief-
tains as representatives of the positive values that uphold society. Secondly, Stur-
lunga saga as a compilation builds up parallels between several noteworthy
peaceful chieftains: the ambitious but moderate Sturla Pérdarson the elder, the
morally perfect tragic hero Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson, the wise béror Sturluson as
the positive counterpart of his power-greedy kinsmen, and others in its later sec-
tions (see chapter 5). The compilation thus emphasizes the peaceful chieftains’ im-
portance for the interpretation of the past.

Furthermore, it has been shown here how the compilation’s overall focus on
the character type of the peaceful chieftain serves as an interpretative device that
can replace other narrative means. The analysis of Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar
has revealed how the meaning constructed in Sturlunga saga by the typological
similarity between Hrafn and other peaceful chieftains replaces the introductory
section of the separate Hrafns saga, which draws attention to the dichotomy be-
tween good and evil. The overall meaning of the story is thus not changed by the
omission of the introductory section in the Sturlunga redaction, although the sep-
arate version reflects a more spiritual perspective and the Sturlunga redaction a
more social perspective. Another function of these parallels in the compilation is
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that as the other peaceful chieftains’ stories in Sturlunga saga modify the inher-
ently tragic tone of this narrative type, the recipient is reminded that the gloomy
ending of Hrafns saga is not the only possible option, and that the overall image
of the recent past in Sturlunga saga is more optimistic. Such intertextual interpre-
tation is only possible due to the typological connections between several sagas
that share the same narrative type.

*

The focus on mediators or peaceful chieftains in these sagas shows how the col-
lective knowledge of the narrative types with their given ensemble of character
types and their inherent meanings shaped the stories during the narrativization
of recent events. Furthermore, it seems likely that the predominant narrative
types with their specific thematic emphases even contributed to the selection of
stories to be narrativized and written down or of persons to be remembered. It
can be assumed that many historical events and persons were remembered in
communicative memory, but whether they would be incorporated into cultural
memory or gradually forgotten, depended mainly on whether their importance in
the stories transcended their individual historical significance and could contrib-
ute to a broader interpretation of history, from which the community could de-
rive its collective identity. It was therefore not just political importance, but also
typological characteristics that determined whether an event or a person would
be remembered and how they would be remembered.

For instance, Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson was probably not as politically significant
as most other central characters in the contemporary sagas, and yet his story was
remembered beyond communicative memory. In the separate Hrafis saga, he is
portrayed as a potential saint (Asdis Egilsdéttir 2004, 33-39), which doubtlessly
made him an important bearer of collective identity. In the Sturlunga redaction,
however, this aspect of his portrayal is suppressed, albeit not completely removed.
Instead, the reason why Hrafns saga was incorporated into Sturlunga saga was pre-
sumably Hrafn’s role as a model peaceful chieftain, an embodiment of values that
defined the Icelanders’ preferred image of their past.*’ Similarly, béror Sturluson
was probably mostly overshadowed by his more ambitious brothers and nephews
on the political level, but he can be regarded as the key character of a section of
Sturlunga saga on the level of discourse, as his portrayal contributes to the compi-
lation’s interpretation of the recent past alongside other peaceful chieftains’ stories.
These stories are more than just moralistic tales intended to illustrate the dichot-

47 The events described in Hrafns saga are also important as causes of later conflicts involving
the Sturlungar (see 3.2.4), but a brief outline of the events would have sufficed as an introduction
to these conflicts.
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omy between virtue and sin. The peaceful chieftains, apart from representing indi-
vidual morality, embody the evolving ideals of government and public authority.

As Torfi Tulinius has pointed out, the increased focus on peaceful chieftains
in thirteenth-century Iceland was part of a trend in western civilization at the
time (2016, 92). A significant aspect of the Church’s rise to power in Europe was
its insistence on the link between government and service. This may have af-
fected the perception of the gradually changing, and possibly debated, role of the
Icelandic chieftains (2016, 92, 99-100). The new ideology may have influenced not
only the current political thinking, but also the memory of the past. It could be
important for the collective identity of thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Ice-
landers to possess stories showing that although the currently popular ideology
was not dogmatically formulated in the past, its central values naturally existed
in society. Icelanders could thus derive their identity and a sense of historical
continuity from an image of the past that mirrored ideas that were socially or
ideologically relevant to the present.

The same importance for the interpretation of history presumably shaped
the portrayals of individuals who receive attention in the conflict stories as medi-
ators. These persons, such as the clerics Ketill and Brandr, probably enjoyed a
good reputation as mediators in real life, which made them memorable in com-
municative memory. However, they were side characters in the respective stories,
so they would hardly have received so much attention in the sagas if they had not
been regarded as essential for the sagas’ meaning as embodiments of the stabiliz-
ing forces in society. Another influential mediator, the chieftain Jén Loptsson,
was doubtlessly a historically significant person, so it can seem surprising that he
is not the central protagonist of any extant saga. However, he is presented in sev-
eral contemporary sagas, primarily in Sturlu saga and Gudmundar saga dyra, as
the main arbitrator — a side character who nevertheless has a crucial position in
the sagas. This social role of Jon Loptsson is essential in cultural memory because
it is associated with an important theme of the narrative of medieval Icelandic
history: the significance of a strong social leader who can effectively terminate
serious conflicts that could not be resolved without the intervention of such a
superior authority.

As has been shown in the preceding chapter, the importance of strong social
leaders is a theme that appears already in the early Icelandic historiographical
texts. The theme is then further developed in the contemporary sagas that praise
powerful arbitrators or peaceful chieftains, illustrate the dire consequences of
their absence, and depict the desirable personal qualities of an ideal leader.
These sagas reflect the political transformation of Icelandic society and show that
the nature and extent of the chieftains’ power changed in the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries. Nevertheless, the social significance of strong leadership is
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equally emphasized in texts dealing with all periods of medieval Icelandic history.
That can be understood as a comment on the entire process of power concentra-
tion from the perspective of the time when the narratives were composed. The
positive portrayal of powerful social leaders throughout different sources indi-
cates that power concentration was probably generally regarded as a beneficial
development that increased social stability in the long term, although some as-
pects of the process inevitably had a temporarily destabilizing effect. As the mem-
ory of this process was narrativized, the structure of the narrative types enabled
an interpretation that foregrounds the positive evaluation without entirely con-
cealing the negative aspects.

Since the sagas accentuate the mechanisms and values that unite a society in
the absence of a central unifying figure, such as a monarch, they are an essential
component of the medieval Icelanders’ collective memory of their pre-monarchic
past. Nevertheless, even the sagas that primarily depict internal Icelandic rela-
tions construct collective identity with an awareness of the relationship between
Iceland and the Norwegian monarchy, which was an inseparable part of their
extra-textual context. What is important in this respect is that it would be mis-
leading to assume that the sagas, by emphasizing the positive aspects of the origi-
nal Icelandic kingless society, express a rejection of royal rule. What they do
reject, however, is an interpretation of Iceland as a failed, disintegrated society
that is unable to resist a submission to external forces. Instead, the texts present a
society that is solidly anchored in its own authentic set of values but is open to
political contact with the monarchy. This contact is the focus of other contempo-
rary sagas, which pay much more attention to the process of establishing deeper
political connections between Iceland and Norway. Their interpretation of these
connections is built upon the image of Icelandic society that has been presented
here, and it further develops some of its aspects. These sagas will be the object of
the following chapters.



4 Continuity and contact: Mutual influences
between Iceland and Norway

The narrative accounts of medieval Icelandic history depict not only the internal
development of the Icelandic social system, power structures, and institutions,
but also the process of defining Iceland’s relationship with other Nordic coun-
tries, especially Norway. It has been shown here that while the narratives of
early Icelandic history show the importance of Iceland’s relatedness to Norway,
they simultaneously accentuate the importance of the Icelanders’ active decisions
and of finding balance between interaction and individuation. In this and the fol-
lowing chapters, it will be argued that the contemporary sagas express similar
themes and attitudes, albeit in different contexts, determined by the historical de-
velopment and by the nature of the sources.

The previous chapter has shown that the secular contemporary sagas dealing
with the period before the Sturlung Age are focused on internal power relations in
Iceland and pay little attention to contact with Norway. Nevertheless, the narrative
image of this contact is recorded in the sagas of the three bishops who were vener-
ated as saints in medieval Iceland. These sagas were modelled on Latin hagiogra-
phies, which were known in Iceland and some of them had been translated into
Old Norse, but they also depict political relationships and significant elements of
medieval Icelandic collective identity. Their wider geographical scope is under-
standable, as Church matters were inherently international and Christianity in-
creased the Icelanders’ awareness of their connection with a broader cultural
region. As Sverrir Jakobsson has pointed out, Icelanders probably perceived their
own peripherality mainly in the context of the Christian world: the Christian his-
tory had happened elsewhere, and the centres of the Church were far away (2005,
160-166; 2009). This feeling of marginality could be deconstructed by narratives of
the spiritual and intellectual accomplishments of Icelandic ecclesiastical dignitaries,
in which Icelanders “declared their arrival in the Christian world through the ap-
propriation of the cult of saints” (Grgnlie 2017a, 1). The Icelandic saintly bishops
were thus even more important identity bearers than their predecessors.

Contact between Iceland and Norway is then foregrounded even more in the
secular contemporary sagas dealing with the beginning of the Sturlung Age, the
time of a significant transformation of the political relationship between the two
countries. Although there had always been a political, economic, and cultural con-
tact (see Werdahl 2011, 1-8), which is a strong element of continuity, the charac-
ter of the relationship between Icelanders and the Norwegian monarchy changed
in the early thirteenth century. Icelanders had always visited the Norwegian
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royal court as travellers, court poets, or royal retainers, but direct political alli-
ances between Icelandic chieftains and Norwegian rulers became a reality only
when the chieftains started seeking the rulers’ support in the Icelandic power
struggle. That was a consequence of the power concentration in Iceland and of
the intense internal conflicts during its final stage, when the chieftains needed a
higher authority that they could turn to for support or arbitration.

A process of power concentration was simultaneously taking place in Norway
as well, and it involved strife between different factions no less than in Iceland.
After Sverrir Sigurdarson’s (1184-1202) decisive victory over Magnus Erlingsson
(1161-1184), his faction gained the throne and managed to retain it even after the
death of Sverrir in 1202 and of his son Hakon in 1204. During the short reign of
Sverrir’s underage grandson Guttormr Sigurdarson (1204), the power was in the
hands of the regent, Jarl Hadkon Félkvidarson galinn, who then held the position
of jarl also during the reign of Sverrir’s nephew Ingi Bardarson (1204-1217). After
Jarl Hakon’s death in 1214, King Ingi appointed his own brother Skuli Bardarson
to the office of jarl. Skuli then claimed the throne after Ingi’s death in 1217, but it
was Sverrir’s thirteen-year-old grandson Hdkon Hakonarson who was elected
king instead, while Skuli retained his position as jarl (see Bagge 2010, 40—67).

The scholarly assessment of the development after 1217 has varied. It has
been suggested that there was little rivalry between Hakon and Skuli until 1238,
with the exception of a few crises (Olafia Einarsdéttir 1992, 99-104). Conversely,
other scholars have argued that there was a constant power struggle between
Hékon and Skuli (Bagge 1996, 107-111; Orning 2018, 206-215). At the beginning of
their co-rule, Skuli refused to swear allegiance to Hdkon until he had received a
sufficient share of the country to govern (Bagge 1996, 108; HSH xxv).*® Skuli’s
daughter Margrét was betrothed to Hakon already in 1219, but in Hdkonar saga,
Hékon expresses his opinion that the betrothal will not change anything (HSH
lvii). After Skuli’s defeat of other rebelling factions, the relationship between the
co-rulers was partly stabilized by an agreement at the assembly in Bjorgyn in
1223, where they divided the country between themselves, but their rivalry was
not entirely terminated (Bagge 1996, 108-109). This rivalry, however, does not
contradict Olaffa Einarsdéttir’s assertion that Hdkon and Skuli issued documents
together and frequently stayed together without any open strife in the 1220s and
1230s (1992, 99-104). The sources imply that Skuli, as a skilled politician, waited
with open opposition to Hdkon until he had secured himself enough support.

48 The references to Hdkonar saga here follow the 2013 edition by Sverrir Jakobsson, borleifur
Hauksson, and Tor Ulset, in which the chapter numbers differ from the edition used by Bagge.
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Only in the late 1230s, he attempted to seize the throne by military means and
was defeated (Bagge 1996, 111-119).

This political tension in Norway seems to have played an important role in in-
tensifying the political contact with Iceland, which has often been neglected in re-
search. The predominant tendency has been to study the political development in
Iceland during the early Sturlung Age as an isolated process, since most scholars
have believed that the internal strife in Norway did not allow the Norwegian rulers
to focus on Iceland until the conflict was terminated by the defeat of Skuli Bardar-
son in 1240 (see Weerdahl 2011, 103; Long 2017, 230). Here it will be argued, however,
that the sagas present just this internal strife in Norway as the incentive that initi-
ated the Norwegian rulers’ active interest in Iceland already around 1220, because
they sought the Icelanders’ support in their mutual competition. One of Skuli’s
strategies for strengthening his power base seems to have been an effort to gain
influential Icelandic allies, and King Hakon soon followed suit and sought political
alliances with Icelanders as well. At the same time, the Icelandic chieftains sought
both rulers’ support in their own power struggles. Icelanders are thus described as
a significant power unit in Norwegian politics at a time of intense conflicts in both
countries, and the narratives accentuate the idea that the political ties that were
established at this time stemmed from both sides’ initiative.

The presentation of this historical period in the sources was shaped by vari-
ous deliberate choices in the process of narrativization. As the stories of the re-
cent past were transformed from communicative into cultural memory, some
aspects were suppressed and others were foregrounded, so that certain themes
were emphasized. Here it will be attempted to show how this interpretation was
achieved in the contemporary sagas with the help of specific structural patterns
and sets of motifs, through which the accounts of recent events were fitted into
particular narrative types. This process endowed the stories with meanings that
were significant for the construction of collective identity.

4.1 Pporlakr bérhallsson, Jén Ogmundarson, Gudmundr
Arason: Saints from the periphery

The sagas of the Icelandic saintly bishops construct identity on two levels, spiri-
tual and social, which are not mutually contradictory and are interconnected in
the narratives, reflecting the medieval perception of multi-layered identity. On
the spiritual level, the sagas emphasize the genuine holiness and clerical virtues
of the local saints. Due to these qualities, the saintly bishops can not only serve as
role models for their successors and other Christians, but they are also compared
to the foreign saints portrayed in the Latin hagiographies on which the bishops’
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sagas are modelled. Such narrative parallels emphasize Iceland’s spiritual equal-
ity with the rest of the Christian world despite its peripheral position.

On the social level, the bishops’ sagas, in the stories of both the saintly bish-
ops and other characters, present different types of relationships between Ice-
landers and Norwegian rulers. In their accounts of the Icelanders’ contact with
the monarchs, the bishops’ sagas employ narrative types that they share with
many secular sagas: the travel story and the royal retainer’s story, which themati-
cally connect them with the immanent narrative of Icelandic history.

4.1.1 The narrative type of the travel story

The story of an Icelander who arrives at the Norwegian royal court, faces deri-
sion, rejection, or a conflict, and finally proves his worth and gains social prestige,
is best known from the itanferdar pcettir that are incorporated in the kings’
sagas, especially in Morkinskinna and Flateyjarbék.*® The travel story also consti-
tutes parts of some sagas of Icelanders (Lénnroth 1976, 71-72; Boulhosa 2005,
182-183) and plays a significant role in the contemporary sagas, including the
bishops’ sagas, as will be shown here.

The structure of the titanferdar pcettir has been described by Joseph Harris,
who defines six stages of the plot: (1) an introduction of the protagonist, (2) a jour-
ney out of Iceland, (3) an alienation between the king and the Icelander, followed
by (4) a reconciliation, (5) a journey back to Iceland, and (6) a conclusion (Harris
1972, 7-14). Significantly, the journey to Norway is not just a physical relocation,
but also a “movement into the king’s sphere of authority” (1972, 10). It thus entails
an acceptance of royal power and of different social norms, which can initially
pose a challenge to the Icelander and cause disagreements. The reason for the
alienation can be the breaking of a rule, the killing of a royal retainer, or slander
by jealous courtiers; the reconciliation is then usually preceded by a test or an
intervention of friends (1972, 11-13). Despite possible variations in the stories, this
structural pattern, centred around the transition from estrangement to accep-
tance, defines the plot of all the utanferdar peettir (1972, 20).

In another study, Harris identifies the typical themes of the ttanferdar pcettir.
A central theme is the reciprocity of friendship and the connection between gen-

49 The function of peettir in these compilations has been discussed in detail by Armann Jakobs-
son (2014) and Stefanie Wurth (1991) respectively. William Sayers sums it up (2021, 43): “The
beettir incorporated in the Norwegian kings’ sagas offer the compiler the opportunity to shift
from the general biographical arc of the royal subject to more specific thematics, realized
through the presence of an Icelander at the royal or other court.”
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erosity and loyalty (Harris 1976, 7-8). As for personal characterization, the Ice-
lander is usually appreciated for his wit and eloquence, whereas the kings are
often presented in contrasting pairs: heathen and Christian, generous and stingy,
kind and overbearing (1976, 8-10). Concerning the central values, most pettir
foreground Christian ethics, such as the importance of magnanimity and forgive-
ness, and some present conversion or divine intervention as a decisive plot ele-
ment (1976, 10-14). As for the protagonist’s condition, there is a sharp contrast
between his initial position as a poor and awkward outsider, subjected to preju-
dice or hostility in Norway, and his later success after he has proven his clev-
erness and courage (1976, 16-17). Thus, the peettir, unlike the sagas of Icelanders,
are characterized by an inherently optimistic tone (1976, 16-19).

Harris aptly characterizes the titanferdar pcettir as a group, but his analysis
tends to be descriptive and limited to the content of the stories, failing to capture
their meaning. He does not sufficiently elaborate on how the narrative fore-
grounding of the reconciliation (1972, 11) or the dominant themes of the pettir
(1976) reflect the social context of the texts’ origin and contribute to their function
as social commentary. Nevertheless, his focus on the peettir has served as a start-
ing point for other studies that have paid more attention to their meaning.

Vésteinn Olason (1985) shows that the peettir accentuate the mutuality of rela-
tionships between Icelanders and kings: the Icelander must deserve the king’s fa-
vour, but the king must deserve the Icelander’s loyalty as well. Thus, the central
concept of the peettir is a hierarchical but reciprocal and voluntary relationship
between the Icelander and the monarch, based on an exchange of service and al-
legiance for prestige and patronage. The popularity of this narrative type implies
that it reflects attitudes towards the monarchy that were widespread among the
thirteenth-century Icelanders who wrote down these stories in the decades before
and after the formal acceptance of royal rule (1985, 64-70).

Else Mundal (1997) focuses on the perception of Icelanders by Norwegians
and analyses the peettir as images of the Icelanders’ position within the Norse cul-
tural region. She shows that the typical protagonist is an inexperienced new-
comer at the royal court, who is unfamiliar with the courtly manners and is used
to more straightforward behaviour, so his conduct is perceived as awkward or
eccentric. The Norwegian courtiers therefore ridicule the protagonist because
they deem him simple-minded or ignorant, or because of his insufficient material
resources and plain clothing, and such derision can lead to conflicts. The Ice-
lander’s unconventional behaviour can also cause an alienation from the king, so
their relationship is initially characterized by mutual distrust. Nevertheless, the
Icelander eventually proves to be no less clever or capable than the courtiers; he
is appreciated by the king and reconciled with him, so his journey increases his
prestige in the end (1997, 22-23).
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A recent detailed study by Armann Jakobsson (2014) shows that the Icelandic
self-image presented in the titanferdar pcettir is twofold, containing an inferiority
complex as well as self-assurance, and relatedness to Norway as well as a sense
of individuality (2014, 291-292). The travel story admits that Norwegians may ste-
reotypically regard Icelanders as foolish and awkward, but the structure of the
story emphasizes the Icelanders’ positive personal qualities, such as integrity,
courage, cleverness, or diplomatic eloquence, due to which they eventually gain
appreciation (2014, 284-286; see also 2003, 45-47). The king is often presented as a
righteous monarch who successfully terminates conflicts and protects the Ice-
landers if they are bullied by envious Norwegian courtiers (2014, 181-184). Over-
all, the travel stories foreground the idea that despite possible initial distrust or
disagreements, contact between Icelanders and Norwegian kings is beneficial for
both parties (2014, 281-283; 2003, 48—49).

All these thematic emphases can be illustrated by examples of utanferdar
beettir. Some peettir depict individual conflicts between the Icelander and the
king, caused by a particular disagreement. The alienation is typically followed ei-
ther by a task undertaken by the Icelander to regain the king’s favour, or by an
influential Norwegian’s intercession on the Icelander’s behalf. In Egils pdttr Sidu-
Hallssonar, the protagonist angers the king by disobedience on a military expedi-
tion; he then regains the king’s favour by persuading a heathen jarl to convert to
Christianity. In Porsteins pdttr Sidu-Hallssonar, which deals with Egill’s brother,
the Icelander is outlawed by King Magnus Olafsson for undertaking a trade jour-
ney without the king’s permission and without paying the travel tax. Einarr pam-
barskelfir, the king’s foster-father, intercedes on Porsteinn’s behalf, and the king
finally agrees to pardon Porsteinn out of respect for Einarr. These stories are less
focused on the Icelander’s position as a socially awkward newcomer and more on
the dynamics of his relationship with the king, which is shown to be changeable
and to depend on various circumstances, including the Icelander’s contacts with
other Norwegians. The central idea is that the conflicts can be resolved and
should not be regarded as a sign of any lasting enmity between Icelanders and
the monarchy.

Other peettir accentuate the Icelander’s conflicts with Norwegian aristocrats
or royal retainers and the king’s role as the Icelander’s protector. The disagree-
ments are typically not just personal but reflect the Norwegians’ jealousy of the
capable Icelander. In Gull-Asu-bérdar pdttr, for instance, the protagonist arrives
in Norway as a poor and insignificant newcomer but earns the favour of the
wealthy Norwegian woman Asa by his wit and his success as a merchant. A con-
flict develops between boror and the king’s vassal Ingimarr because of a theft;
the law is on Péror’s side, but Ingimarr is much more powerful. Ingimarr con-
fronts P6ror three times, but bérdr stands his ground and is defended by Asa’s



4.1 Saints from the periphery =—— 105

influential kinsman and finally by the king himself. b6rdr is called stafkarl einn
islenzkr (an Icelandic beggar) and morlandi (suet-eater) by his Norwegian enemy,
so his regional identity is clearly a source of antipathy (Armann Jakobsson 2014,
283). The king, however, willingly protects the Icelander’s interests; Ingimarr falls
into disfavour with the king and must leave Norway because of this incident,
whereas Pérdr marries Asa and enjoys prestige in Norway for the rest of his life.
The story thus emphasizes not only the Icelander’s skills and integrity, but also
the king’s fairness in judging the case objectively and not marginalizing the
Icelander.”

The reciprocity of relationships between Icelanders and kings is foregrounded
in Audunar pdttr vestfirzka. 1t tells the story of a poor Icelander who travels to
Greenland and spends all his money on a polar bear, which he wants to bring as a
gift to King Sveinn Ulfsson of Denmark. In Norway, Audunn daringly opposes King
Haraldr Sigurdarson’s wish to gain the bear; the king is angered by Audunn’s inten-
tion to give the bear to his enemy but decides to let him continue his journey in
peace. King Sveinn rewards Audunn for the bear by giving him provisions for a
pilgrimage to Rome. When Audunn returns in a poor condition, the retainers laugh
at him, but the king replies to them that Audunn takes better care of his soul than
they do. As a parting gift, King Sveinn gives Audunn a ship, a bag of silver, and a
ring. Back in Norway, Audunn gives the ring to King Haraldr as a token of his grati-
tude and receives gifts in return.

Audunar pdttr thus shows how every gift, material or immaterial, is repaid,
and the Icelander’s determination, daring, and generosity are rewarded with re-
spect and esteem. Audunn’s success can be interpreted as a result of his luck
(Miller 2008, 71-77), but “there is a strong sense in Audun’s Story that Audun de-
serves his good luck, because he generates so much of it for himself as a conse-
quence of his virtue, his intelligence and integrity, and manifest charm” (2008,
75). The story thus foregrounds the Icelander’s personal qualities as a precondi-
tion of his prestige. At the same time, apart from its obvious religious overtones

50 The king is similarly presented as the Icelander’s protector in Porgrims pdttr Hallasonar, in
which King Magniis Olafsson intervenes on the Icelanders’ behalf in their conflict with the mag-
nate Kélfr Arnason, caused by slander and political disagreements. The king pardons the impris-
oned Icelander because he acknowledges that his action was justified. This again shows how the
king protects the insignificant but honest Icelander from a powerful aristocrat regardless of the
difference in their origin and social status.

In Porsteins pdttr Austfirdings, the protagonist saves a young man’s life without knowing that
the man is in fact King Magnus. The king’s retainers later laugh at Porsteinn, implying that Ice-
landers are simple-minded and uncivilized. King Magnus, by contrast, praises borsteinn’s selfless
bravery; he thus implies that the Icelander, despite his humble origin, has done more to deserve
his esteem than those who claim prestige with empty words.
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(Rey-Radlinska 2010, 103-106, 109), the pdttr also presents “a conception of an
ideal king shown in parabolic form” (2010, 108). Although King Haraldr and King
Sveinn are opponents and rivals on the level of plot, on the level of discourse
they both embody the same essential royal virtues, such as magnanimity, justice,
nobility, and generosity (2010, 106-107). The reciprocity of the relationship with
the Icelander is significant in this context as well: the kings test Audunn, but he
also tests their kingly qualities. That is a deeper level of reciprocity, which can
refer to the relationship between Icelanders and the monarchy in general.

Another tale, Hreidars pdttr,‘r’1 accentuates the protagonist’s role as an outsider.
It tells the story of an eccentric Icelander who is considered foolish even at home.
Upon his arrival at the royal court, his straightforward behaviour towards King
Magnus borders on insolence, but it is not a sign of disrespect, rather a lack of re-
fined manners. The king invites him into his retinue and predicts that his skills will
be revealed at some point. Hreidarr is ridiculed by the retainers at first but eventu-
ally earns respect by his wit, eloquence, and physical prowess. However, the re-
tainers of Magnus’s co-ruler, King Haraldr, treat Hreidarr disrespectfully, so he gets
angry and kills one of them, thus incurring King Haraldr’s wrath. Hreidarr then
daringly addresses King Haraldr and gives him a mocking gift, angering him even
more. King Magnus protects him and tells him that he found him strange at first
but has come to like him. Hreidarr finally returns to Iceland and enjoys a much
better reputation there than before. Thus, the main idea of the story seems to bhe
the increase of social prestige through contact with the monarch.

When the protagonist is initially presented as an outsider, the story offers
much space for his social advancement; Hreidarr eventually gets the opportunity to
show that he is smarter and more capable than he seems to be at first (Hermann
Palsson 1992, 156-160). As Richard Harris has pointed out, Hreidarr’s speech and
behaviour in the pdttr are rooted in the traditional, ancient wisdom that is repre-
sented by Old Icelandic proverbs and the Eddic poem Hdvamadl (2020, 22-25). Harris
does not discuss the function of this literary feature as social commentary, but it
can reflect the idea that such timeless, pragmatic cleverness, figuratively attributed
to Icelanders collectively, is more important than the superficial courtly manners
that are only a passing trend. However, the story implies that such differences
should not discourage Icelanders from interaction with the royal court, where they
can be appreciated by the open-minded kings, although they may be rejected by
the overbearing ones. The narrative thus reflects the ambiguous Icelandic self-

51 The commonly used title, Hreidars pdttr heimska (The Tale of Hreidarr the Foolish), is actually
not attested in Morkinskinna, which contains only the introductory phrase “fra Hreidari” (Harris
2020, 20).
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image, in which taking pride in distinctive qualities is combined with a need to
overcome marginality. According to Armann Jakobsson, Hreidarr can be viewed as
“a personification of the Icelandic nation” in the sense that although the king sees
how inexperienced the newcomer is, he acknowledges his potential and encour-
ages him to discover and develop his skills (2014, 282). The pdttr can thus have a
significant figurative meaning.

These thematic emphases and inherent meanings of the travel story also
shape the accounts of events in the contemporary sagas and the bishops’ sagas, as
I will show in this and the following chapters. I will argue that this narrative type
is essential for the interpretation of relationships between Iceland and the rest of
the North, so it significantly contributes to the construction of collective identity.
In the secular sagas, it can be combined with contrasting, inherently tragic narra-
tive types, so it modifies the tone and meaning of the whole story. In the bishops’
sagas, it adds a new layer of meaning to the otherwise predominantly hagio-
graphic narratives, thus enhancing their function as identity-building texts.

4.1.2 The saintly bishops and the narrative type of the travel story

The hagiographic sagas of the first Icelandic saintly bishops, Jons saga and Por-
ldks saga, primarily follow the model of the Latin hagiographies, so they are fo-
cused on the saints’ moral virtues, consecration, work for the Church, death, and
miracles. However, they also deal with some of the social and political aspects of
the bishops’ careers, and they contain accounts of the protagonists’ contact with
continental Scandinavia.

In J6ns saga, Jén Ogmundarson’s glorious ecclesiastical career is first pre-
dicted long before his birth, when his mother meets King Olafr Haraldsson of
Norway, who expresses his belief that her future child will be blessed with great
glory (JS i). Later, when J6n stays at the Danish royal court with his parents in his
childhood, the queen predicts that he will become a bishop (JS i). Next, the saga
gives an account of Jén proving his worth abroad in his youth. While returning
from a pilgrimage to Rome, he visits the king of Denmark and attends mass with
him, but the priest reads poorly. Jon replaces him, and his performance is so im-
pressive that the king then seats him by his side as a sign of respect (JS ii). Still at
the king’s court, Jén has a dream about King David playing the harp; Jén remem-
bers the melody and plays it for the king and the courtiers, who are all deeply im-
pressed (JS iii). Finally, during his consecration journey to Archbishop Ozurr, J6n
sings mass so beautifully that the archbishop compares his voice to the voice of
angels (JS vii). All these episodes imply that the Icelander possesses excellent cler-
ical qualities, although he comes from the periphery of the Christian world.
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These scenes contextualize an episode dealing with the relationship between
Icelanders and the Norwegian king, which is unexpectedly political for a hagio-
graphic saga and is structured by the narrative pattern of the travel story. It be-
gins when the Icelander Gisl Illugason kills a retainer of King Magnus Barefoot in
revenge for his father, is captured and imprisoned, and the Icelanders in town
break into the prison and set him free. In the earlier redactions of Jéns saga, the
tale is brief: the angry king forbids the Icelanders to speak to their defence, but
the priest Jon is allowed to speak and persuades the king to forgive Gisl (JS v).
This version thus foregrounds Jén’s eloquence that turns the monarch from ven-
geance to reconciliation.

In the later L-redaction, the story is more complex. It intertwines political
and religious elements in a noteworthy manner, combining an utterly miraculous
event with rivalry between the Icelandic cleric and a Norwegian retainer. During
the lawsuit with Gisl, a retainer named Sigurdr speaks hatefully of Icelanders and
claims that “it would not be too great a redress if ten Icelanders were killed for
one Norwegian as a punishment for their insolence, as they freed a man who was
in the king’s power”.>* The priest Jén condemns Sigurdr’s vengeful speech, but he
also reminds the king of the Icelanders’ allegiance to him:

[...] fjdndinn meelti fyrir munn peim er i fyrstu taladi, sva segjandi: ,Nu er veginn einn ko-
nungs madr, en makligt veeri at drepnir veeri tiu islenzkir fyrir einn norrcenan.‘ En hugsio
um Dat, goor herra, at své erum vér islenzkir menn yorir pegnar sem peir er hér eru innan
lands. [...]“ (Gisls pattr Illugasonar, 2003, p. 324)

(“[...] the devil talked through the mouth of the man who spoke first, saying: ‘Since one
royal retainer has been Kkilled, it would be fitting if ten Icelanders were killed for one Nor-
wegian.” But keep in mind, my lord, that we Icelanders are your subjects, just like those who
live here in this country. [...]”)

This conciliatory ending of the utterance is intended to discourage the king from
heeding the retainer’s evil words. The formulation that Icelanders are the king’s sub-
jects (begnar) is used in a positive context, with the purpose of reminding the king of
his duties as a protector and righteous judge of his subjects (see Sverrir Jakobsson
2005, 343-345). Icelanders were not the king’s subjects at the time of Jén Ogmundar-
son’s life, but they were his subjects when the L-redaction was composed. The projec-
tion of this situation onto a historical event can be regarded as an acknowledgement
and approval of the situation, implying that Icelanders did not oppose royal rule, but
emphasized their expectation of the king’s justice in his dealings with them.

52 [...] eigi er at beettra at tiu sé drepnir af islenskum monnum fyrir einn norrcenan, ok refsi
beim své sina ofdirfo er peir téku mann ér konungs valdi (Gisls pdttr Illugasonar, 2003, p. 323).
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In the story, however, the king is not persuaded by Jon’s speech and has Gisl
hanged on the gallows. Jén gives Gisl a cloak that protects him together with Jén’s
prayers, so he stays alive on the gallows and is taken down after three days. The re-
tainer Sigurdr becomes mortally ill and asks Jon to heal him by his prayers. J6n does
S0, but only when the retainer has promised to establish a monastery and donate his
property to it. The king is impressed by the miracles and shows Jén deep respect:

Ok er konungr sa Jon prest, rétti hann badar hendr 4 méti honum blidliga ok meelti: ,,Gakk
hér undir bord hjé oss, Jon prestr, inn keerasti Guds vinr, ok sva vilda ek at pu veerir varr inn
bezti vinr, pvi at ek veit fyrir vist at saman ferr Guds vili ok pinn, ok pat vilda ek gjarna at
saman feeri okkar vili.“ Inn heilagi Jon svarar pa: ,Ni munu pér vilja vel til fslendinga, kum-
pana minna, pvi at pat pykir mér allmiklu varda.“ (Gisls pdttr Illugasonar, 2003, pp. 332-333)

(And when the king saw the priest Jén, he stretched out both arms to him in a friendly ges-
ture and said: “Come to our table, priest Jon, the dearest friend of God. I would like you to
be our best friend, because I know for sure that God’s will and yours are the same, and I
would like our will to be the same as well.” Saint Jon replied: “Now you should be kind to
Icelanders, my companions, because that is very important to me.”)

The king then offers Gisl a reconciliation and the same prestige that the slain re-
tainer enjoyed before.® This is a conciliatory ending, focused on the mutual respect
between the king and the Icelandic cleric and his companion. At the same time, how-
ever, the episode shows that the cleric clearly has the upper hand — he makes the
proud retainer give up most of his property, and he makes the king almost beg for
his friendship. He is helped by miraculous divine interventions, which mark his spir-
itual superiority. This combination of an emphasis on reconciliation and on the pro-
tagonist’s accomplishment is typical of the travel story, which reflects the medieval
Icelanders’ wish to overcome their marginality within the Norse cultural region.

A similar concern with the Icelanders’ position in the North characterizes an
episode in Porldks saga (PS-A x). borldkr bdrhallsson is elected as the Bishop of
Skalholt in 1174, but before his consecration, the relationship between Norway and
Iceland worsens due to conflicts that are mentioned, but not specified, in the
saga.”* The cause of the tension was probably a dispute between a Norwegian mer-

53 [...] gakk til seetis Gjafvalds ok haf slika virding af oss sem hann hafdi um alla sina daga.
(Gisls pattr Illugasonar, 2003, p. 333) (Go to Gjafvaldr’s seat and have the same esteem from me
as he had all his life.)

54 Menn vildu eigi at hann feeri utan fyrir sakir 6fridar pess er pé var millum Néregs ok fslands,
er malum var 6sett peim er gorzk hofdu landa i millum af vigum ok fjdrupptekoum. (Porldks
saga A, 2002, ch. 10, p. 64) (People did not want him to go abroad because of the hostilities that
were taking place between Norway and Iceland while the conflicts that had occurred between
the countries due to killings and confiscation of property were unresolved.)
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chant named Brennu-P4all and the Icelandic priest Helgi Skaptason. Helgi’s farm
was burned in 1174; in revenge, Helgi burned the ship of Brennu-Pall, which was
then avenged by the killing of Helgi in 1175.> Porldks saga does not dwell on this
story and focuses instead on Porldkr’s contact with the Norwegian authorities.

In the summer of 1177, Porlakr insists on undertaking the consecration jour-
ney despite the discord, because he cannot bear the absence of a bishop at Skal-
holt after his predecessor’s death (PS-A x). King Magnus Erlingsson opposes
borldkr’s consecration at first, although Pborldkr is clearly not personally involved
in the conflict (PS-A xi); scholars believe that the reason may have been borldkr’s
connection to the Oddaverjar, who were probably involved in the conflict (Orri
Vésteinsson 2000, 153-154; Sverrir Jakobsson 2016, 67-68). Instead of discussing
the causes of the enmity, which were probably known to the intended audience,
the saga foregrounds the central structural elements of the travel story: the alien-
ation and subsequent reconciliation between the Icelander and the king. In the
account of the initial disagreement, borlakr’s vulnerable position in Norway is
contrasted with his mental strength, which is emphasized by a biblical quotation:

beir hofou bé riki yfir Néregi fedgar, Magnus konungr ok Erlingr jarl, fadir hans, ok téku
peir pungliga ollu Porldks mali, ok kému padan hét fyrir heegendi at hvarki myndi 6heett fé
né monnum. En borldkr 1ét sér litit um pat finnask ok syndi par sinn alhuga vera allan sem
David kennir i psaltara, at betra sé Gudi at treystask en hofdingjum, ok 1ét hann petta af pvi
hjé sér lida. (Porldks saga A, 2002, ch. 11, pp. 64-65)

(Norway was then ruled by King Magnus and his father, Jarl Erlingr, and they showed reluc-
tance in borldkr’s matter, and threats came from them instead of favour, that neither prop-
erty nor people would stay safe. But Porldkr was little affected by it, in which he showed his
steadfastness, as David teaches us in his psalm that it is better to trust in the Lord than to
put confidence in princes, and so he did not let this affect him.)

This contrast accentuates Porlakr’s clerical virtue, which outweighs his marginal-
ity in Norway. The focus on his trust in God foreshadows a satisfactory solution,

55 A brief account of this conflict is found in Prestssaga Gudmundar géda (STU 1xxix). The begin-
ning of this conflict may also be referred to in Archbishop Eysteinn’s letter to the Icelanders
from 1173. If the dating is correct, the letter was written before the events depicted in Prestssaga,
which implies that the Icelanders must have mistreated the Norwegians in some way before the
clash between Helgi and Brennu-Pall broke out: “Své ok pat sem pér hafit af gert vid konunginn
ok vid landslyd hans, pa leidréttisk pat vio hann, p6tt margir verdi vid bétina skipask, par sem
fair hafa misgert.” (Diplomatarium Islandicum, I, 1857, p. 223) (And your misdeeds against the
king and his people must be redressed, even if many people must contribute to the compensa-
tion, although few people have committed the misdeed.)



4.1 Saints from the periphery =— 111

and the account is indeed immediately followed by a description of the reconcilia-
tion that is brought about by Archbishop Eysteinn Erlendsson:

En erkibyskup péttisk sitja { miklum vanda er hann vildi hvartveggja elska, ok vildi hann
pess gaeta er Pall postoli kennir i sinum pistli: ,Ottizk pér Gud, segir hann, ,en vegsamid
konung.“ Métti pat ok & ollu sja at hann vildi hér hvérstveggja vandliga geeta i peirra mali.
Bar erkibyskup pd bod & millum peira ok adrir gédgjarnir menn, ok kom par at konungrinn
ok jarlinn sampykkau pvi at borlakr teeki byskupsvigslu, ok gerdisk pa vingunarsvipr peira
4 milli, ok gafusk peir gjofum 40r peir skildi. (Porldks saga A, 2002, ch. 11, p. 65)

(But the archbishop found himself in a great difficulty because he wished to love both parties,
and he wanted to follow what the apostle Paul teaches us in his epistle: “Fear God,” he says,
“and honour the king.” It was obvious from all his acts that he wished to carefully assist both
parties in this matter. The archbishop then mediated between them together with other good-
willed men, and it came about that the king and the jarl consented to Porldkr’s consecration,
and they appeared to be friends from then on, and they exchanged gifts before they parted.)

The two biblical quotations, “betra sé Gudi at treystask en hofdingjum” and “dttizk
pér Gud, en vegsamid konung”, seem to contradict each other, but they make sense
together within the structural pattern of the travel story. The former is linked to the
alienation between Porldkr and the monarch, expressing the idea that while the Ice-
landic cleric lacks political power in Norway, he can hope for God’s help. The latter is
related to the agreement mediated by the archbishop; it accentuates the connection
between secular and ecclesiastical power despite the temporary discord. The contra-
diction between the quotations emphasizes the contrast between the initial conflict
and the subsequent agreement; it thus highlights the importance of reconciliation.

This emphasis on the final reconciliation underlines the overall message of
the episode structured by the narrative pattern of the travel story, which ex-
presses a positive attitude to the relationship between Iceland and Norway de-
spite an awareness of inevitable conflicts. The Icelander faces the king’s distrust
when he first arrives in Norway, but due to his own intellectual and spiritual
qualities, he overcomes the alienation with the help of a mediator. His relation-
ship with the king eventually turns from enmity into mutual respect, and his so-
cial prestige is increased, so his initial marginality is overcome.

The focus on borldkr’s prestige is further accentuated by the ending of the
episode, which describes the archbishop’s appreciation of borldkr, showing that
the archbishop himself considers the Icelandic bishop an ideal embodiment of
clerical virtues:

En er Porldkr byskup var skilior at samvistu vior erkibyskup péd spurdu peir byskuparnir
hversu honum hefdi pokkazk Porldkr byskup. Hann sagoi své at hann péttisk gngan byskup
pbann hafa vigt er honum patti jafn gorla med sér hafa alla p4 mannkosti er byskupum er
skylt at hafa [...]. ,Ma ek yor sva ngkkut segja helzt hve vitrligir mér hafa virzk hans heettir,“
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sagdi erkibyskup, ,at ek munda pvilikt kjésa mitt lifsdeegr it efsta sem ek sa hans hvert.«
(Porldks saga A, 2002, ch. 11, p. 66)

(And when Bishop borlakr had left the archbishop’s company, the other bishops asked how
he had felt about Bishop Porldkr. He said he felt that he had never consecrated a bishop
who seemed to equally possess all the virtues that befit bishops [...]. “The best way to ex-
press how wise I find his behaviour,” said the archbishop, “is that I would choose the
last day of my life to be like I saw each of his days to be.”)

As has been shown above (2.1.3), such emphasis on the appreciation of Icelandic
bishops by foreign dignitaries significantly contributes to the narrative image of
Iceland’s position within the Christian world. Porldks saga, due to its protagonist’s
sainthood, subverts the idea of Iceland’s spiritual marginality even more than the
portrayals of his predecessors.

Overall, the episodes discussed in this section show how interpretations of indi-
vidual stories as figurative comments on medieval Icelandic society are enabled by
the intertextual connections of the bishops’ sagas with the Latin hagiographies and
with the secular utanferdar peettir. An image of the bishops’ double role as saints
and political dignitaries may have existed already in communicative memory, but
the integration of this image into cultural memory through the intertextual pro-
cesses in a literary discourse strengthened the bishops’ function as identity bearers
representing the whole community. The hagiographic elements establish the idea
of Iceland’s spiritual equality with other Christian countries, while the elements
shared with the secular ttanferdar peettir evaluate the Icelanders’ position in their
relationship with the Norwegian royal court. Such a thematic variety would not be
possible without the sagas’ intertextuality, which shapes the meaning of the bish-
ops’ sagas not just as religious texts, but also as identity-building narratives.

4.1.3 Ingimundr borgeirsson’s travel story in Prestssaga Guémundar géda

Unlike Porldks saga and Jons saga, Prestssaga Gudmundar géda, in the version
preserved as a part of Sturlunga saga, is not primarily hagiographic, although it
accentuates spiritual values more than the rest of the compilation. It presents a
balanced image of Gudmundr’s development into a saintly cleric and of his kins-
men’s contact with the Norwegian rulers.

The main traveller in Prestssaga is the priest Ingimundr borgeirsson, a brother
of Gudmundr’s father Ari. The saga underlines his significance for the future bishop’s
upbringing after Ari’s death, but it also depicts his regular contact with Norway. Ingi-
mundr sails there first with his brother Ari (STU Ixxviii), then with Guémundr (STU
Ixxx), and finally with his nephew Ogmundr Porvardsson (STU Ixxxii-lxxxvi). Al-



4.1 Saints from the periphery =—— 113

ready the account of his second journey contains some elements of the travel story,
as the Icelandic protagonist faces disagreements with Norwegians on the ship, is
scorned for his alleged lack of knowledge, and must prove his worth. It is, however,
mainly the third journey that is narrated as a fully developed travel story, structured
by a conflict and a reconciliation between the Icelander and the royal court.>®

After Ingimundr’s arrival in Norway, the king’s men confiscate some of his
merchandise, including some valuable cloth, despite the king’s promise to protect
his property (STU Ixxxv). Ingimundr nevertheless decides not to complain, be-
cause — due to his clerical peacefulness — he does not wish to cause a dispute.””’
When he recognizes his own cloth on the garments of the king’s courtiers, he still
chooses not to cause a conflict and asks his nephew Ogmundr to keep peace.’®
Ogmundr and his companions, however, insist on taking action, so they attack
and kill four of the courtiers who are wearing the confiscated cloth (STU lxxxvi).
When the king judges the case, he takes into account the ancestry of Ogmundr’s
companions and believes that they are telling the truth. He decides that the re-
venge was justified, dismisses all those who participated in stealing the merchan-
dise, and lets Ingimundr and his nephew receive the clothes:

P& koma pessi tidindi fyrir Jén kuflung, ok kvad pa vid hirdmannalddr, ok sogdu hvérir tveggju
Joni kuflungi s6gu sina. En peir Bardr ok Pétr voru nafraendr Eysteins erkibyskups, ok virdir Jon
bé své mikils 1 pessu mali at hann gerir { brott sveit pa alla fra fylgd vid sik. En peir Ogmundr
téku kleedin til sin, ok um petta mal var kyrrt sidan. (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 86, p. 173)

(Then this news gets to Jon kuflungr, and the retainers were summoned by the trumpet,
and both parties presented their version of the story to Jén kuflungr. Bardr and Pétr were
closely related to Archbishop Eysteinn, and Jon trusted them so much in this matter that he
dismissed the whole group from his service. Ogmundr and his men took the clothes and the
case remained undisputed from then on.)

56 The saga takes place during a period of civil wars between several royal pretenders in Nor-
way. Ingimundr was in Norway during the reign of Sverrir Sigurdarson (1184-1202), but the sup-
porters of the previous king Magnus Erlingsson continued to rival Sverrir. Their leader was a
former monk, Jén kuflungr, allegedly an illegitimate son of King Ingi Haraldsson (1136-1161). Jon
kuflungr ruled the region of Vik in Eastern Norway, and in the story of Ingimundr, it is he who is
presented as the king. The rivalry between King Sverrir and Jén kuflungr is not important for
Ingimundr’s story, in which the king rather represents the monarchy as an institution.

57 [..] hann [...] vildi heldr missa en pd skildi a. (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 85, p. 172) (He [...]
rather wished to lose [his property] than argue with them.)

58 [...] [Ingimundr] bad hann b6 vera lata kyrrt ok kvadst eigi vilja at nakkvat hark steedist af
honum. (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 85, p. 172) ([Ingimundr] still asked him to keep peace and said
he did not want any struggles to be caused by him.)
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This episode shows the king’s justice in the conflict between his men and Ingi-
mundr, caused by their greed and his vulnerability as a traveller who cannot rely
on his kin or allies. The king could easily choose to punish the Icelanders and pro-
tect his own men, but he makes no differences between them and judges the case
objectively. The Icelanders are morally superior to the courtiers — Ingimundr due
to his moderation and Ogmundr due to his determination, and the king appreci-
ates them and avoids marginalizing them. They thus regain their esteem and
overcome their initial marginality.

Finally, the episode has a noteworthy epilogue. The saga describes how Ingi-
mundr’s return to Iceland fails and he perishes in Greenland, but his body is later
found undecayed:

Skip peira kom i 6byggd & Greenlandi, ok tyndust menn allir. En pess vard sva vist at fjértan
vetrum sidar fannst skip peira ok sjau menn { hellisskuta einum. Par var Ingimundr prestr.
Hann var heill ok 6fuinn ok sva klaedi hans, en sex manna bein voru par hja honum. Vax
var ok par hja honum ok runar peer er sogdu atburd um liflat peira. En petta potti ménnum
mikil merki, hvé gudi hafdi likat atferd Ingimundar prests, er hann skyldi sva lengi legit
hafa tuti med heilum likam ok é6skéddum. (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 86, p. 174)

(Their ship was driven to the uninhabited part of Greenland and all the men perished. And
this became known because fourteen years later, their ship was discovered and seven men
were found in a cave. The priest Ingimundr was there. His body was whole and undecayed,
and so were his clothes, but only bones were left of the other six men next to him. There
was also wax with runes describing the circumstances of their death. Everybody thought
that it was a great sign of how pleased God had been by Ingimundr’s behaviour that he had
lain outside for such a long time, and yet his body remained whole and undamaged.)

Such a description presents Ingimundr almost as a saint. That is not surprising in
the context of the saga that portrays him as the key figure in the upbringing of a
future saintly bishop, but it can also be compared with the previously discussed
motif of divine intervention in the travel stories in the hagiographic sagas. This
motif serves as the ultimate proof of the Icelandic clerics’ spiritual excellence,
which is not only appreciated by the Norwegian secular and ecclesiastical author-
ities, but its significance in God’s eyes is demonstrated through miraculous occur-
rences, which leave no doubt as to Iceland’s spiritual equality with the rest of the
Christian world. In the context of Ingimundr’s tale in Prestssaga Gudomundar
go60a, with its significant elements of the travel story, I believe that this interpre-
tation of the motif makes sense also here. The meaning of the narrative thus ex-
tends beyond the story of Gudmundr Arason’s family and contributes to the
construction of collective identity.
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4.2 Ari borgeirsson: The jarl’s sword and shield
4.2.1 The narrative type of the royal retainer’s story

Another significant narrative type is the story of an Icelandic retainer at the Nor-
wegian royal court, which foregrounds the connection between service to a mon-
arch and increased social prestige. Royal service as a source of prestige is a
widespread cultural concept in medieval Icelandic literature (Mundal 1997, 17-18).
The likely reason why Icelanders associated the Norwegian king with a specific
type of social status is that “where their power was personal, his had a more ab-
stract and therefore more absolute provenance” (Long 2017, 241).

The essential quality accentuated in the narrative portrayals of royal retainers
is their loyalty to the monarch, which is shown to be deeply appreciated and gener-
ously rewarded (Armann Jakobsson 2003, 47-48; 2014, 280-281). In this context,
however, the narrative type emphasizes the difference between active allegiance
and passive subordination. The retainer is not presented as being forced into un-
conditional obedience to the king; instead, it is shown that he decides to remain
faithful to the monarch of his own free will, motivated by his respect and admira-
tion for him, as well as by his appreciation of the values represented by the king.

This is related to another central theme of the royal retainer’s story: the con-
trast between purposeful courage and meaningless aggression. The story is centred
around the protagonist’s transformation from an aggressor into a courageous de-
fender of the king. The Icelander, portrayed as a brave fighter, is an embodiment
of confidence and fearlessness, but the narrative type shows that such an image of
strength is not associated with a desire for independence exaggerated to the point
of isolation. On the contrary, what distinguishes the noble warrior from a barbaric
killer is his loyalty to a monarch that gives his courage a purpose and a direction,
without which it would be nothing but brutality. It provides him with a sense of
responsibility for the social order that unites society and transcends individual in-
terests or conflicts. The essential difference is that courage in a monarch’s service
contributes to maintaining peace and order, whereas aggression motivated by per-
sonal gain disrupts them.

The structural pattern of the royal retainer’s story consists of four main
stages: (1) an introduction of the protagonist as a belligerent man, whose ferocity
threatens social harmony; (2) the protagonist’s decision to enter the royal service,
whereby his ferocity is given a meaningful purpose; (3) the protagonist proves his
worth in a task or mission; (4) the protagonist is appreciated by the monarch for
completing his task. An optional fifth stage is the protagonist’s death in battle to-
gether with the monarch or in protecting the monarch’s life. Even then, however,
the story should not be considered as being inherently tragic, because death by
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the monarch’s side is presented as a glorious deed motivated by a noble purpose.
The narrative type can thus be regarded as an inherently optimistic story of the
protagonist’s transformation from a troublemaker into a defender of peace and
order.

This narrative type can be found in some peettir in the kings’ sagas. In Hrafns
bdttr Gudriunarsonar, for instance, the protagonist is outlawed in both Iceland
and Norway because of his killings. Although he is aware of being in disfavour
with the king, he insists on joining the king in battle and fights bravely on the
king’s behalf, thus showing his devotion to royal service. The king has a dream in
which Saint Olafr intercedes on Hrafn’s behalf, so he decides to pardon him.
Hrafn then stays with the king for the rest of his life and continues to show cour-
age in his service but never disrupts social harmony again. The story thus fore-
grounds the Icelander’s voluntary decision to remain loyal to the king, as well as
the positive change in his behaviour, motivated by royal service. The motif of the
saint’s intervention accentuates the idea that the king is morally obliged to for-
give the faithful and courageous man. The protagonist is shown to receive pres-
tige and appreciation after changing his behaviour, which implies that his moral
transformation is socially beneficial for him as well.

The narrative type also shapes a large section of Fdstbredra saga, which con-
tains two interconnected stories of Icelandic royal retainers. The sworn brothers
borgeirr Havarsson and bormddr Bersason are introduced as ruthless men, un-
popular in Iceland because of their violent, overbearing behaviour that causes
unrest in their district. When borgeirr sails to Norway and joins the retinue of
King Olafr Haraldsson, he earns the king’s respect by demonstrating his quali-
ties.’® In royal service, he learns to put his courage to a meaningful use and
proves himself in two missions: first a trade journey to Vindland, where the con-
ditions for Norse merchants are difficult, and then a journey to join Jarl Régn-
valdr of Orkney in fights against raiders. King Olafr warns borgeirr against
returning to Iceland, but bPorgeirr leaves anyway and is soon killed in an armed
clash. This implies that his position as a retainer gives him not only a purpose,
but also protection by the king’s luck, which he loses by disregarding the king’s
advice.

After Porgeirr’s death, his equally belligerent sworn brother Pormddr joins
King Oléfr’s retinue as well. His mission is a journey to Greenland to avenge Por-
geirr on the king’s behalf, because the king regards his retainer’s death as his per-

59 Konungr lagdi mikla virding & borgeir, pvi at hann reyndisk i 6llum mannraunum inn rosk-
vasti madr ok gédr drengr. (Féstbredra saga, 1943, ch. 8, p. 159) (The king held Porgeirr in high
esteem because he proved himself to be the bravest man and a worthy fellow in all trials.)
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sonal loss. While bormddr is carrying out his mission, the king’s luck protects him
even when the king is not physically present.® bormédr is finally saved by the
king’s luck when he is pursued by his enemies in Greenland and almost dies of ex-
haustion and wounds but is rescued by a man who has seen King Olfr in a dream.
bPormddr proves his worth by avenging his sworn brother in Greenland, returns to
King Olafr, and is praised for his accomplishment. Afterwards, Pormédr follows the
king even to exile and to battle because “he finds it better to die with him than to
outlive him”.*! He dies together with the king in the battle of Stiklastadir and is
called “King Saint Olafr’s champion”® at the end of the saga. This underlines the
idea that Pormddr’s identity is defined by his loyalty to the king, because in royal
service, the fighter can use his bravery in a useful manner. Instead of being an ag-
gressor and a threat to social harmony, he becomes a defender of the social order
represented by the monarch (see Ciklamini 1988, 228; Arnold 2003, 159-172).

Here it will be shown how the structural pattern and thematic emphasis of
the royal retainer’s story shape the interpretation of recent history in the contem-
porary sagas. In the primarily biographical Prestssaga Gudmundar géda, it con-
tributes to the construction of a broader political meaning by turning the
portrayals of side characters into a comprehensive narrative. Its function is thus
comparable to that of the travel story of Ingimundr Porgeirsson.

4.2.2 borvardr and Ari borgeirsson as ideal royal retainers

The portrayal of Gudmundr’s father Ari borgeirsson and his brother borvardr in
Prestssaga Gudmundar géda presents the two men as ideal royal retainers in the
sense defined above. The story takes place during a period of civil wars in Nor-
way, when the rulers’ position was unstable and not everybody remained faithful
to one faction, but these Icelandic brothers are portrayed as a model of genuine
loyalty to King Ingi Haraldsson and his allies.®*

60 [...] rennir pd hugnum pangat, er var Olafr konungr, ok vetti hans hamingju, at honum
myndi duga. (Féstbredra saga, 1943, ch. 23, p. 240) ([he] then turned his thoughts to King Olafr
and hoped that his luck would help him.)

61 [...] honum pétti betra at deyja med honum en lifa eptir hann (Fdstbreedra saga, 1943, ch. 24,
p- 260).

62 [...] kappa ins helga Olafs konungs (Féstbreedra saga, 1943, ch. 24, p. 276).

63 King Ingi Haraldsson ruled Norway in 1136-1161, partly in co-rule with his brothers and other
pretenders. His successor was Magnus Erlingsson (1161-1184), son of Ingi’s ally, Jarl Erlingr Orms-
son. Both Ingi Haraldsson and Magnus with his father Erlingr faced the opposition of other royal
pretenders.
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borvardr is first introduced as a violent man: he attacks and mortally wounds
a royal retainer soon after his arrival in Norway (STU Ixxvii). King Ingi neverthe-
less forgives Porvardr and accepts him into his retinue, where the young Ice-
lander gets a chance to refine his behaviour and find useful purposes for his
ferocity. The text does not provide much detail of Porvaror’s life as a retainer, but
it implies that he fought alongside the king in the battles of the civil war, which
means that he used his belligerence to protect the monarch. The saga empha-
sizes his loyalty to King Ingi by stating that borvardr returns to Iceland after the
king’s death in battle because he does not believe that any other monarch could
be King Ingi’s equal, but he encourages his brother Ari to join King Ingi’s allies
(STU lxxviii):

N er par til mals at taka er borvardr borgeirsson kom 1t eptir fall Inga konungs ok lysti pvi
at hann vildi engum jardligum konungi pjéna eptir Inga konung, pvi at honum pétti sem
engi mundi hans jafningi verda. Ok pess bad hann Ara, brédur sinn, ef hann keemi til N6r-
egs, at hann byndist eigi vid pann flokk er fellt haféi Inga konung, kalladi van at flokkr
myndi hefjast 1 Vik austr at leita eptir hefndum ok bad hann radast i pann flokk ok setjast 1
rum sitt. (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 78, p. 143)

(Now it will be said that Porvardr Porgeirsson returned to Iceland after King Ingi’s fall and
proclaimed that he did not wish to serve any earthly king after King Ingi, because he felt
that none of them would be his equal. And he told his brother Ari that if he ever came to
Norway, he should not join the faction that had killed King Ingi. He said he expected that a
force would arise in Vik in the east to seek vengeance and asked him to join that faction
and to stand in his place.)

Ari obeys his brother, sails to Norway, and joins King Ingi’s ally, Jarl Erlingr
Ormsson, in three battles until their adversary is defeated — this is the mission in
which Ari proves his worth. The ruler’s appreciation of his retainer’s loyalty is
accentuated by the formulation that “Jarl Erlingr honoured Ari greatly for his
support”® and by a celebratory stanza by Porvardr that is quoted in the text to
highlight the significance of Ari’s service to the rulers.

Jarl Erlingr and his son Magnus then defeat another enemy with Ari’s help.
Ari briefly returns to Iceland, but he soon joins Jarl Erlingr again. Later, Ari in-
tends to return to Iceland once more, but Erlingr’s other retainers dissuade him
(STU 1xxviii):

Ari bj6 skip sitt of varit til {slands ok voru albtnir til hafs. En peir er helzt voru éfundar-

menn Ara 16gou honum til &meelis at hann legdi sva fylgd sina vid Erling jarl at fara fra
honum er jarl pyrfti helzt manna vid ok 6fridar at van. En er Ari heyrdi pessa umraedu pa

64 Erlingr jarl lagdi mikla virding & Ara fyrir fylgd sina (Sturlunga saga, 1, 2021, ch. 78, p. 144).
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1ét hann pegar bera fot sin af skipi ok reedst pa enn til hirdvistar med konungi ok jarli. (Stur-
lunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 78, p. 146)

(In the spring Ari prepared his ship to sail to Iceland and they were fully ready to put out to
sea. But those who envied Ari most reproached him for showing only such loyalty to Jarl
Erlingr that he would leave him when the jarl was in the greatest need of men and a fight
was imminent. And when Ari heard their talk, he had his belongings brought back from the
ship and joined the king’s and the jarl’s retinue again.)

This shows that Ari’s responsibility to the retinue has become stronger than his
personal concerns about his family and property in Iceland. His identity as a re-
tainer and his loyalty to the ruler are his priority, so he chooses to stay with Jarl
Erlingr, although he knows that he will probably have to risk his life for him,
which is what finally happens. In an unexpected attack by the enemy, Ari sacrifi-
ces his life to save Erlingr, whose praise of his courage and extraordinary loyalty
is then quoted in direct speech (STU lxxviii):

En Ari hljép & milli jarls ok 6fridarmanna, sem hann setti sik skjold fyrir jarl, ok sneri { moét
hernum ok gaf své jarli lif at hann fann sik fyrir, pvi at hann var 4dr ekki sarr. En pa var
hann skotinn gaflaki { dstinn ok nistr svd vid gardinn, ok 1ét Ari par lif sitt. En jarl komst
undan ok var skotinn { leerit 4dr hann komst yfir gardinn. [...] Ok er jarl komst yfir gardinn
ok i nakkvat hlé b4 spurdi hann hvar Ari Islendingr veeri, en peir ségdu at hann dvaldist par
eptir vid gardinn liflatinn. Jarl svarar: ,Pat er vist at par fér sd madr er oss hefir bezt fylgt,
ok hofum vér engan jafnhvatan eptir. Ok vard hann einn buinn til af yor at gefa sjalfviljandi
lif sitt fyrir mitt 1if. NG man ek eigi hans freendum launat fa pann skada sem peir hafa bedit
fyrir minar sakir. (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 78, pp. 147-148)

(And Ari cast himself between the jarl and the attackers to serve as a shield for the jarl. He
turned against the troop, and thus he saved the jarl’s life by giving up his own, because he
had not been wounded before, but now his neck was pierced by a javelin that pinned him
to the fence, so Ari lost his life there. But the jarl escaped, although he was shot in his thigh
before he got to the other side of the fence. [...] And when the jarl got behind the fence and
was somewhat safe, he asked where Ari the Icelander was, and they told him that he had
stayed by the fence and had lost his life. The jarl replied: “It is certain that we have lost the
man who has served us best, and we have nobody else as bold as him. Out of all of you, he
was the only one ready to voluntarily give his own life for mine. I will never be able to
repay his kinsmen for the loss they have suffered for my sake.”)

Significantly, the scene is unambiguous about the sacrifice being Ari’s deliberate
act, not an accident in the chaos of battle. It is described how he intentionally
positions himself in front of Jarl Erlingr as a shield, and it is underlined in the
jarl’s speech that Ari gave up his life voluntarily (sjdlfviljandi) to protect his lord.
This depiction of Ari’s devotion to the ruler as an active choice emphasizes the
main theme of the royal retainer’s story: service to a monarch is not presented as
a passive subordination, but as an act motivated by courage and loyalty, which is



120 —— 4 Continuity and contact: Mutual influences between Iceland and Norway

rewarded with glory even after the fighter’s death. This focus is also reflected in
the text’s style: the episode is narrated in unusual detail and more emotionally
than is typical of the terse saga style. Moreover, the episode ends with a reference
to a memorial poem that Porvardr composes about his brother because he wishes
to “depict his courage in poetry that will be spread far and wide”.% This remark
emphasizes Ari’s prestige, because such celebratory poetry is usually reserved for
the praise of kings and jarls, so it suggests that Ari gained a share of aristocratic
glory by his alliance with the Norwegian rulers.

Through the narrative type of the royal retainer’s story that shapes this episode,
the saga with an ecclesiastical protagonist is connected to the other, predominantly
secular sagas that construct the narrative image of medieval Icelandic collective
identity. It expresses various concerns related to the Icelanders’ relationship with
the Norwegian monarchy. Firstly, it shows that allegiance to a monarch is not a loss
of freedom, but rather an honourable decision that can increase the Icelander’s
prestige. Secondly, it illustrates the monarch’s positive influence on the Icelander’s
behaviour, as loyalty to the ruler transforms socially disruptive belligerence into so-
cially beneficial courage. Both ideas can be figuratively applied to Icelandic society
as a whole: by a voluntary alliance with the monarchy, it can overcome its margin-
ality and moderate the disruptive violence that threatens social cohesion. The narra-
tive type thus endows the individual story with a socially significant meaning.

4.3 Aron Hjorleifsson: The outlaw

Aron Hjorleifsson was one of the participants in the conflict between the secular
chieftains and Bishop Gudmundr Arason in the first decades of the thirteenth cen-
tury. His story is narrated in two texts, [slendinga saga and Arons saga Hjorleifs-
sonar, which was probably composed four or five decades later (see 1.1). The
former foregrounds the political context of the conflict in Iceland and Aron’s role
as a warrior, whereas the latter is more biographical and adds a section depicting
the second half of Aron’s life, which he spent at the Norwegian royal court.

The two sagas contain both similarities and differences in their description of
events and characters (Glendinning 1969, 41; Porter 1971, 137; 1993, 21-22). The tex-
tual relationship between them has long been an object of a scholarly debate, in
which different and often contradictory opinions have been presented (see Ulfar
Bragason 2013, 129-131). Bjérn M. Olsen (1902, 254-272) poses several hypotheses

65 [...] 1ata hreysti hans koma i kveedi pau er vida veeri borin (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 78,
p- 148).
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but concludes that neither saga directly copies the other, so they must be inde-
pendent of each other and based on oral traditions. Conversely, Jén Jéhannesson
(1946, 1) suggests that some subject matter in Arons saga can be derived from
Islendinga saga. John Porter (1971) argues, however, that direct textual influence
is unlikely and that the similarities in wording rather imply that both sagas
shared some written sources, possibly some records or documents (bréf) — such
as those mentioned in the prologue to Sturlunga saga or the Midsaga version of
Gudmundar saga (1971, 144-160). Nevertheless, the author of Arons saga, an edu-
cated fourteenth-century Icelander, must have been familiar with the existing
contemporary sagas (1971, 152, 159). According to Ulfar Bragason (2013, 130), this
means that even if he did not use Islendinga saga as a direct textual source, he
probably composed his text in the context of the narrative presented in Islendinga
saga and expected the recipients to understand Arons saga in this context as well.
That is much more important for the present study than the exact textual rela-
tionship between the two sagas.

Considering that Arons saga was probably composed with the knowledge of
Islendinga saga and partly derived from the same sources, whether written or
oral, it seems likely that the differences between them are a result of the narra-
tives’ different emphases, rather than the authors’ lack of information. As Porter
(1971, 159) has pointed out, both authors clearly used their sources selectively,
modifying the meaning of the resulting narratives. On the surface level, some of
the differences can be explained by the fact that Islendinga saga clearly favours
the Sturlungar, albeit without excessively idealizing them, while Arons saga is bi-
ased towards Aron and the bishop, as its composition was probably motivated by
the increasing veneration of Gudmundr Arason as a saint and the attempts at his
canonization (Porter 1971, 144). It thus makes sense that Arons saga modifies the
scenes that shed a negative light on Aron or create sympathy with his opponents,
while it includes several scenes that morally discredit the Sturlungar and their
allies, which are either completely left out in Islendinga saga or narrated from a
different perspective (Porter 1971, 146-148; Ciklamini 1988, 236). The account of
Aron’s life is thus endowed with moral significance as a model story of a Christian
champion (Ciklamini 1988; Ulfar Bragason 2013, 138-139).

On a deeper level, both sagas express more complex interpretations of his-
tory, which determine how the events are narrated and how the characters are
portrayed. In this respect, Ulfar Bragason (2013) has argued that Arons saga is fa-
vourable towards the king, who is portrayed as Aron’s benefactor, possibly be-
cause Aron’s kinsmen were among the new Icelandic aristocracy at the time of
the saga’s origin. Sturlunga saga, by contrast, in his opinion expresses the Ice-
landers’ dissatisfaction with royal rule (2013, 143-144). In the present study, how-
ever, it is argued that Sturlunga saga is not an anti-monarchic narrative, so it will
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be suggested here that the two texts do not express contradictory interpretations
of the relationship between Iceland and Norway, they just differ in emphasis.

Islendinga saga presents the conflict in which Aron participates in a broader
political context. Aron is only a side character in it, so his story does not form a
fully developed narrative pattern and its meaning is limited to an illustration of
individual personal qualities, while other characters carry the central meaning of
the narrative. In Sturlunga saga as a compilation, Iceland’s relationship with the
monarchy is thematized in some of the preceding and following sections, such as
the stories of the borgeirsson brothers or of Snorri Sturluson, whereas the section
that includes Aron’s story is focused on internal Icelandic power relations. That
may be the reason why the compiler did not include an account of Aron’s career
at the royal court, although he may have known it from the orally transmitted
communicative memory.

Conversely, Arons saga presents a coherent biography consisting of two con-
trasting but interrelated narrative patterns, which endow the text with meanings
pertaining to the interpretation of Iceland’s relationship with Norway. That is the
object of the following analysis.

4.3.1 The narrative type of the outlaw’s story

Arons saga Hjorleifssonar is the only contemporary saga that is predominantly
structured by the pattern of the outlaw’s story. This narrative type is known from
several sagas of Icelanders, with which Arons saga has been compared in re-
search (Adalgeir Kristjansson 1965; Heller 1966; Porter 1971, 161-165; Danielsson
2008). These so-called outlaw sagas are Gisla saga Stirssonar, Grettis saga Asmun-
darsonar, and Hardar saga ok Holmverja; the same structural pattern also shapes
some sections of other sagas (Ahola 2014, 105-138).

The typical outlaw’s story deals with the protagonist’s struggle to survive while
he is excluded from society; it usually ends with his heroic last stand and violent
death. It inherently thematizes marginality, with which outlawry as a literary motif
is associated: in the sagas, outlaws dwell in remote, uninhabited places, and they
are often connected with the supernatural, prophetic dreams, and witchcraft. The
structural pattern of the outlaw’s story, defined by Joonas Ahola (2014, 189), consists
of (1) the offense committed by the protagonist, (2) an attempt at arbitration, (3) the
sentence of outlawry, (4) the pursuit of the outlaw by his adversaries, (5) the pro-
tagonist’s death, and frequently (6) a revenge for the Kkilling.

Beside this structural pattern, the outlaws’ stories share some specific narra-
tive principles. They are characterized by an increased focus on one individual pro-
tagonist, whereas the narrative focus in other sagas of Icelanders usually shifts
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between both rivals. There are three main techniques that are employed in the out-
laws’ stories to accentuate their inherently tragic tone and to create sympathy with
the protagonist. Firstly, the narrative emphasizes the protagonist’s mental and
physical suffering, unlike the conflict story, which tends to highlight the protago-
nist’s heroism by implying that he is not affected by pain, fear, or grief. Secondly,
the outlaw’s story employs dreams to illustrate the protagonist’s mental state,
whereas they usually serve as a means of foreshadowing in the conflict story. In
Gisla saga, Gisli describes his dreams about two ominous women in his verse,
which provides the audience with an insight into the insecurities that lurk behind
his seemingly unshakeable courage (see Poilvez 2012, 126-129). Thirdly, accounts of
sorcery or supernatural occurrences emphasize the protagonist’s tragedy in the
outlaw’s story, whereas in the conflict story they mostly serve as explanations of
events for which no natural causes can be found. Gisli Sursson is affected by a sor-
cerer’s spell that prevents him from receiving aid; in Grettis saga and Hardar saga,
the protagonist is cursed by a revenant. The spell or curse underlines the tragedy
of the outlaw’s fate, as he is expelled from society despite being a courageous and
capable man. Due to all these elements, the outlaw sagas differ from most other
sagas of Icelanders in the portrayal of their protagonist, making him appear more
vulnerable than the typical central characters of the conflict stories, and yet more
morally ambiguous than the ideal peaceful chieftain.

Arons saga is structured by the narrative pattern of the inherently tragic out-
law’s story but combines it with the contrasting, optimistic travel story. The for-
mer shows the protagonist’s exclusion from society, whereas the latter portrays
an outsider who is gradually integrated into society. The two narrative types thus
correspond to the aforementioned principles of tragedy and comedy, defined by
Northrop Frye (1957, 35-52). The combination of these narrative types endows
Arons saga with meanings that transcend the individual story and can be under-
stood as comments on the situation of Icelandic society as a whole. The travel
story also contextualizes the whole saga as a narrative of contact between Iceland
and Norway.

4.3.2 Aron Hjorleifsson’s escape and journey

Arons saga begins with a conflict between the Sturlungar and Bishop Guémundr
Arason, who remains in the background and is represented by his two cham-
pions, Aron Hjorleifsson and Eyj6lfr Karsson (ASH ii-ix). This section is struc-
tured by the narrative pattern of the conflict story with its focus on the gradually
increasing enmity between the two parties. The hostilities culminate with the kill-
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ing of Sighvatr Sturluson’s oldest son Tumi, followed by a revenge when Eyjolfr is
killed and Aron is severely wounded in the battle of Grimsey in 1222.

This initial section is followed by the outlaw’s story (ASH ix-xv). Aron is not
formally outlawed yet, but after the lost battle he must flee and hide from his
pursuers. A typical feature of the outlaw’s story is the focus on the individual pro-
tagonist and on the courage of those who help him during his escape. The selfless-
ness of these helpers is underlined, as some of them are even willing to face the
anger of their kinsmen or chieftains for Aron’s sake. When Aron is imprisoned by
Ormr Jonsson of Svinafell (ASH xi), Ormr is reproached by his brother bérarinn
for mistreating a young, wounded man who is seeking shelter. borarinn even pro-
claims himself willing to defend Aron with weapons if necessary. The narrative
expresses a positive evaluation of bérarinn’s selfless help: it is stated that bérar-
inn gained lasting good reputation (ordrémr) by this deed, and stanzas praising
him are quoted in the chapter (ASH xi).

Aron, who has now been formally outlawed by Sturla Sighvatsson at the legal
assembly, then hides with various kinsmen and with his friends, the sons of
Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson (ASH xi-xii). At this point he is again aided by selfless
strangers, who defend him in a fight, although they have no obligations toward
Aron and are followers of Porvaldr Snorrason, an enemy of Hrafn’s sons (ASH
xii). They state that helping Aron is a matter of honour, because it would be a
shame not to assist a defenceless man.®® Their defence is praised in stanzas in-
cluded in the narrative, and their chieftain Porvaldr is even said later to approve
of their honourable behaviour, despite his personal enmity toward Aron’s allies.

The narrative also refers to supernatural signs, which are typical of the out-
law’s story. In the outlaw sagas, such elements — curses and ominous dreams —
usually have negative implications and underline the tragedy of the outlaw’s fate.
In Arons saga, by contrast, the dreams and supernatural signs are positive for the
protagonist, so they foreshadow the upcoming modification of the tragic tone of
the narrative type. Before the aforementioned fight, Aron tells his helpers about a
dream in which Bishop Gudmundr hid him under his cloak (ASH xii). This dream
can be perceived as a sign of the hishop protecting Aron even at a distance, both
in a spiritual sense and in the sense of granting him luck for the fight.

One of the dramatic peaks of the saga is a scene where Aron, outnumbered
and surrounded by Sturla Sighvatsson and his followers, manages to fight his
way out, runs away and is saved by a snowstorm that conceals him from his pur-

66 ,Ameli mun til okkar falla [...] ef vit skiljumst badir vid hann sva buit. (Arons saga Hjérleifs-
sonar, 2021, ch. 12, p. 398) (We will be reproved [...] if we both abandon him in this situation.)
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suers (ASH xiv-xv). The narrator’s direct commentary implies that Aron freed
himself due to his own courage, but that the snowstorm may have been caused
by a divine intervention:

Ok er pat allra manna mal at Aron pykkir manna skéruligast hafa undan komizt vid slika
garpa sem eiga var. [...] Aron hefir nd harda utivist, vétn 611 ill yfirferdar, ok kemr frost {
sérit. [...] M4 bat synast skipat med guds miskunn at pegar Aron komst 6r mannhringinum
rak & kafahrid svd sterka at pegar skildi med peim. H6fdu menn pa hrid lengi i minnum.
(Arons saga Hjorleifssonar, 2021, chs. 14-15, pp. 405-407)

(And people say that Aron seems to be the bravest of men, when he escaped, although he had
to deal with such warriors. [...] Aron now faces difficulties in the wilderness, struggling to
cross all the rivers, and frost gets into his wound. [...] It may seem arranged by God’s grace
that when Aron escaped from the ring of men, such a heavy snowstorm broke out that he
was immediately separated from them. People remembered that storm for a long time.)

This scene clearly illustrates Aron’s physical suffering when he wanders through
the wilderness, severely wounded and exhausted. When he finally finds shelter at
a friend’s farm, he lies down, spreads his arms, and sings prayers in the manner
that he learned from Bishop Gudmundr (ASH xv). This motif emphasizes Aron’s
mental suffering, as he is completely helpless and cannot expect any other relief
than God’s mercy; his religious faith, however, makes his struggles more bearable.

At this point, the expectations built up by the structural pattern of the out-
law’s story lead the audience to awaiting Aron’s death. Instead, however, the nar-
rative shifts into the structural pattern of the travel story when the protagonist is
saved from his outlawry by undertaking a journey to Norway (ASH xv). The saga
thus modifies the inherently tragic outlaw’s story by combining it with an opti-
mistic narrative type. The outlaw’s story highlights the protagonist’s marginal po-
sition, which is then gradually deconstructed in the travel story.

In line with the typical structure of the travel story, Aron first arrives in Nor-
way as a young man in trouble, lacking both property and allies. As such, he is
comparable to the inexperienced newcomers in the iitanferdar pcettir. Another
typical element is a conflict with a Norwegian aristocrat. Aron joins the retinue of
Jarl Skuli Bérodarson at first; the text mentions three possible reasons (ASH xv).
Firstly, Skuli rules the third of Norway around brandheimr, where the ship lands.
Secondly, Skuli is known to be friendly toward Icelanders. Thirdly, he appreciates
Aron’s courage and invites him to his retinue. The latter two reasons imply that
Skuli probably intends to broaden his Icelandic power base by gaining the sup-
port of Aron’s Icelandic patrons, although Aron himself is not powerful. A conflict
occurs, however, when Aron wishes to make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem as he has
promised, but Skuli refuses to give him leave. In this sense, Skuli represents the
typical overbearing Norwegian aristocrat from the travel stories: instead of ap-
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preciating Aron’s determination, he insists on demonstrating his power. As an ex-
planation for Skuli’s obstinacy, the saga mentions that “he believed that Aron was
not worse off near him than further from him”.*” This may refer to Skuli’s inten-
tion to keep his Icelandic retainers within reach in order to secure that they
would not neglect his interests.

Aron decides to fulfil his promise to God and undertake the pilgrimage de-
spite Skuli’s prohibition (ASH xv). The journey to Jerusalem serves as an opportu-
nity for the young man to prove his worth. When Aron returns to Norway, he
visits King Hakon Hékonarson first, probably because he fears Skuli’s wrath. The
king welcomes him kindly and asks Skuli to forgive Aron’s disobedience, since he
made the pilgrimage for the salvation of his soul. Skuli, however, refuses to ac-
cept Aron back into his retinue because he does not trust him.®® It is not directly
stated in the text that the reason for this mistrust is related to the strife between
Skuli and Hakon, but the circumstances imply that it is likely. Aron’s unforgivable
breach of loyalty is probably not the pilgrimage itself, but rather his decision to
visit Skuli’s rival, King Hdkon, immediately after his return.

When Skuli rejects Aron, King Hakon accepts Aron into his own retinue, ar-
ranges a good marriage for him, and provides him with land and a source of in-
come (ASH xv-xvi). The saga thus emphasizes the monarch’s crucial role in the
protagonist’s re-integration into society. In this context, the narrative illustrates
two types of rulers and their different approach to contact with Icelanders. Skuli
Bérdarson attempts to establish a political connection with Aron, but his effort is
thwarted by his distrust and his demand of unconditional obedience. King Hakon,
by contrast, succeeds because he appreciates the Icelander’s determination and
respects his freedom to make his own decisions. The episode thus expresses the
idea that the relationship between Icelanders and the Norwegian monarch should
not be based on blind obedience, but rather on mutual respect. This applies not
only to the account of Aron Hjorleifsson’s life, but also to the whole Icelandic soci-
ety’s situation during and after the Sturlung Age.*

67 [...] honum peetti Aron eigi kominn verr ner sér en firr (Arons saga Hjérleifssonar, 2021,
ch. 15, p. 408).

68 [Skiili] kvad Aron sv4 tafli teflt hafa vid sik ,at okkur sambtid mun skdmm vera.“ (Arons saga
Hjorleifssonar, 2021, ch. 15, p. 410) ([Skuli] said that Aron had played such a game with him “that
our time together must be short.”)

69 Among the ttanferdar peettir, a similar contrast between two rulers’ approach to the Icelandic
protagonist is found in Hreidars pdttr or Porleifs pdttr jarlsskdlds (Harris 1972, 17-18; Vésteinn
Olason 1985, 64-65). It thus seems to have been an established motif, which corroborates the hy-
pothesis that it reflects general ideas that transcend the meaning of the individual stories.
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The rest of the saga shows that Aron stays at the royal court for almost thirty
years until his death in 1255, faithfully serving King Hékon and receiving esteem
in return. The king personally visits Aron when he falls ill, which “seems to men
to be the greatest honour”.”” When Aron dies, the king gives a speech at his
grave, praising his secular qualities, such as courage and travelling experience.
The following direct commentary by the narrator refers to Aron’s spiritual merits,
including his devoted service to Bishop Gudmundr (ASH xxii). The saga thus im-
plies that Aron’s loyalty and courage brought him both secular esteem and spiri-
tual grace, and that he had powerful protectors in both spheres — King Hakon
and Bishop Gudmundr. In the outlaw’s story, the bishop provides Aron with di-
vine protection and mental strength. In the travel story, the king helps Aron over-
come his marginal position and gain the social prestige that he deserves due to
his personal qualities. If Aron’s story is interpreted as a comment on the develop-
ment of Icelandic society as a whole, this implies that institutionalized power —
the Church and royal rule - can help Iceland overcome its marginality and attain
a more prestigious position in the Norse cultural region.

The way in which the protagonist’s life is narrated thus contributes to an in-
terpretation of his story in a broader social and literary context, endowing the
text with a deeper coherence. Arons saga has been criticized in research for its
fragmentary structure, especially in its second half, which is indeed episodic on
the level of plot (Porter 1971, 161-162). Here it has been shown, however, that the
saga’s meaning connects the episodes into a coherent narrative. The text is fo-
cused on the scenes that are essential for the structural pattern of the travel
story: the Icelander’s arrival in Norway, his conflict with a Norwegian aristocrat,
and his subsequent integration into the royal court with the king’s assistance. The
rest of his life in Norway is only briefly outlined, because it is less significant for
the meaning of the narrative, while the funeral scene sums up the whole saga’s
message. While it can be difficult to find “a dominant and purposeful theme in
the saga of Aron’s life” (Porter 1971, 162) on the story level alone, the present anal-
ysis has revealed how specific elements were selected from communicative mem-
ory in the process of narrativization with an emphasis on certain themes: the
overcoming of marginality and the ideal relationship between Icelanders and the
monarchy. These themes transform “the saga of Aron’s life” into a complex narra-
tive commentary on Icelandic history.

The potential of Aron’s story to construct such complex meanings is probably
the reason why a side character from Islendinga saga becomes the central protag-
onist in Arons saga, although Aron Hjorleifsson was certainly less politically sig-

70 [...] hefir ménnum bpat pétt in mesta semad (Arons saga Hjorleifssonar, 2021, ch. 22, p. 420).
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nificant than most other protagonists of the contemporary sagas. Part of the moti-
vation may have been the intention to portray a ‘Christian hero’, as has been sug-
gested in the research outlined above. It is, however, unlikely that such a portrayal
of an individual would have motivated the composition of a new saga if its mean-
ing had not extended even further beyond the story — especially since Aron’s life
was already partly depicted in a written text and he was only a side character in
Gudmundr Arason’s story as well. Instead, the writing of Arons saga was presum-
ably motivated by the intention to develop a figurative interpretation of Aron’s life
as a narrative representation of collective identity. As the character type of the out-
law, Aron could perfectly embody the Icelanders’ inherent marginality — that is
why this aspect of his life, which is only briefly outlined in Islendinga saga, is fore-
grounded in Arons saga. At the same time, due to Aron’s successful integration into
the royal court, his story could be regarded as a narrative of overcoming this mar-
ginality. For this reason, the second half of his life, which is almost completely ig-
nored in Islendinga saga, is narrated as a typical travel story in Arons saga. If the
original recipients understood Arons saga in the context of Islendinga saga, these
differences between the two texts may have drawn their attention to Arons saga’s
deeper meaning.

4.4 Snorri Sturluson: The court poet

Even more sophisticated intertextual connections can be found between Islen-
dinga saga and Hdkonar saga Hdkonarsonar, especially in the story of Snorri
Sturluson. Both texts were written by the same author, Sturla Pérdarson the
younger, whose detailed knowledge of the material enabled him to build up a
complex image of history across the boundaries of the sagas. The two power
struggles — between multiple rivalling chieftains in Iceland and between King
Hékon Hakonarson and Skuli Bardarson in Norway — are presented as being
closely intertwined, although each saga is focused on one of them. In Islendinga
saga, this connection is built up more consciously, as the text repeatedly refers to
events or situations described in Hdkonar saga. The recipients, who are doubt-
lessly supposed to know Hdkonar saga, are thus reminded to keep the Norwegian
power struggle in mind as a background to the political relations in Iceland. Some
Icelandic key events are also briefly referred to in Hdkonar saga, while Islendinga
saga explains more thoroughly how the political rivalry in Iceland influenced the
Icelanders’ decisions to join the Norwegian power game. Due to such intertextual
connections, both texts together present a more coherent image of the past than
each of them could present separately. Intertextuality is thus not just a literary
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phenomenon; it also contributes to an interpretation of history by showing that
Icelandic and Norwegian power relations were regarded as being inseparably
connected.

4.4.1 The narrative type of the court poet’s story

The narrative type of the court poet’s story was, like the travel story, primarily
developed in peettir contained in the kings’ sagas. Both narrative types also share
a similar structural pattern. The typical court poet’s story portrays an Icelander
who arrives at the royal court, lacking both property and appropriate courtly
manners. His behaviour is usually excessively self-assured, even impudent, which
irritates the courtiers and often alienates the skald from the king. Eventually,
however, the Icelander proves his abilities — in this case his poetic art and often
also diplomatic eloquence, so he earns the king’s favour and a prestigious posi-
tion. The central element of the structural pattern is thus again the transition
from alienation to acceptance. This pattern accentuates the notion of a positive,
conciliatory relationship between Icelanders and Norwegian kings that ends in
mutual respect despite some initial disagreement or distrust.

All the narrative types that are centred around the protagonist’s journey
show a specific type of social advancement that depends on individual skills,
rather than on family or social ties, and that an Icelander can achieve only
abroad (Morawiec 2017, 51). In comparison with the travel story, however, the
court poet’s story presents a more self-confident image of the Icelander (Finlay
1997, 164-165). The character type of the skald best represents “the figure of the
young, upwardly mobile Icelandic male who wants to venture into the big, wide
world” and who masters the “courtly and elitist art of skaldic poetry” despite his
meagre, provincial origin and often coarse personality (Clunies Ross 1997, 551).
Some sources directly comment on the special favour enjoyed by court poets,”
others illustrate it by their portrayal of skalds. They show that the skald’s special
position at the royal court gives him privileges that allow him to bypass the stan-
dard hierarchy of the retinue (Finlay 1997, 166). He is presented as being formally
subordinate to the monarch but often acting as the king’s mentor; it is sometimes
implied that he can be intellectually superior to him. The king tolerates the court
poet’s behaviour that would not be acceptable otherwise — a skald can for in-

71 For example “af 6llum hirdménnum virdi konungr mest skald sin” (Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar,
1933, ch. 8, p. 19) (of all his retainers, the king respected his skalds most).
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stance criticize the monarch much more openly than anyone else (Armann Ja-
kobsson 2003, 45-47).

The overall image of the skalds’ role at the royal courts can be loosely based on
the historical reality of the Saga Age, when the rulers of the preliterate Norse king-
doms depended on poetry for promoting their ideology and power (Morawiec 2017,
51-52). Poetry was crucial for the kings’ reputation because praise or criticism in
poetic form could be ingrained in collective memory and outlive the monarch
(Sayers 2021, 43-44). It is therefore likely that poetry was indeed an important so-
cial means for ambitious Icelanders in the tenth and eleventh centuries (Finlay
1997, 161). As for later development, it has been argued that the thirteenth-century
beettir may have rekindled an awareness of skaldic poetry as a political tool in real
life (Gade 2000, 69-70). A more moderate approach suggests that poetry no longer
actually shaped political relations in the thirteenth century, but the pceettir may
have provided certain formal codes of behaviour, which could be consciously imi-
tated by the Icelanders and the monarchs (Wanner 2008, 72-73). That seems to be
more likely, as will be shown below.

In any case, the literary image of the court poets is most probably exagger-
ated beyond the skalds’ real privileges at the royal courts in any period of history.
The narrative type is centred around “the traditional and cultural implications of
the role of skald” (Finlay 1997, 161), which probably played an important role in
cultural memory because they could serve as a means of deconstructing the Ice-
landers’ perception of their own marginality in their relationship with Norway.
The court poet’s story accentuates the Icelander’s active initiative to establish con-
tact with the king and earn social prestige even more than most travel stories.
This aspect was doubtlessly essential for the construction of collective identity be-
cause it figuratively referred to the whole Icelandic society’s relationship with the
monarchy.

An example that aptly illustrates this narrative type is Stiifs pdttr.”” Its protago-
nist travels to Norway to collect his inheritance and meets King Haraldr Sigurdar-
son. The king enjoys their conversation and appreciates Stufr’s wit and eloquence.
Stufr alludes to a joke about the king’s father’s nickname, but the king is not of-
fended and accepts the humour. The king then asks Stufr to recite poetry and is im-
pressed by how many poems he knows. In return, Stufr asks the king to grant him
three wishes: to give him a letter confirming his claim to the inheritance, to let him
compose a praise poem, and to accept him into his retinue. The king comments
that it is unusual for men to present their requests so directly, but he eventually

72 The content and structure of the shorter redaction in Morkinskinna and the separate longer
redaction are similar.
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grants him all three wishes. Stufr then becomes a popular royal retainer and court
poet. In this case, the initial disagreement between the king and the Icelander is
not fully developed. The possibility of a conflict is implied when the Icelander
makes inappropriate jokes and boldly presents his requests to the king, but he is
forgiven before the conflict even begins. The story thus shows that the skald can
speak to the king more daringly than others, and it emphasizes the Icelander’s ac-
tive approach to establishing contact with the king. He does not wait for the king to
offer him a place in the retinue but asks for it himself. He then proves that he is
worthy of such a position, so his ambitious request is shown to be justified. The
battr thus accentuates the Icelander’s success in actively increasing his social
prestige.

Other court poets’ stories place more emphasis on a disagreement between
the king and the skald, which can be both caused and resolved by poetry or other
verbal means. In Ottars pdttr svarta, the protagonist first stays at the court of
King Olafr Eiriksson of Sweden and composes a love poem about the king’s
daughter Astrior. Later in Norway, this poem incurs the wrath of King Olafr Har-
aldsson because Astridr is now his wife. The king has Ottarr imprisoned and in-
tends to have him killed. On the advice of the court poet Sighvatr bPérdarson,
Ottarr composes a praise poem about the king. He then presents the poem to the
king, who grants him a pardon as a reward. Despite the initial conflict, the opti-
mistic ending of the story thus emphasizes the Icelander’s ability to overcome the
alienation.

In some cases, the optimistic tone of the court poet’s story is exaggerated to
the point of humorous light-heartedness. In Pdrarins pdttr stuttfeldar, the protag-
onist becomes involved in rivalry between two courtiers and composes derisive
stanzas about them, but the conflict does not lead to any long-term hostilities and
the skald is rewarded by the king for a more serious poem. The protagonist of the
famous Sneglu-Halla pdttr™ is openly cheeky and deliberately ignores the social
norms at the royal court but gets away with his eccentricities due to his charming
wit and extraordinary eloquence. The king tolerates his rude sexual jokes, com-
plaints about the lack of food for the retainers, rivalry with the experienced court
poet Pjéddlfr Arndrsson, success in outwitting an overbearing Norwegian mag-
nate, and other ploys.

73 Sneglu-Halla pattr is extant in two redactions, incorporated in Morkinskinna and Flateyjarbok
respectively; the Flateyjarbok redaction has been described as coarser and more explicit (Tirosh
2017, 3, 8-9; Sayers 2021, 34-40). The research referenced here is mostly based on the Morkin-
skinna redaction; Hermann Palsson’s study works with the Flateyjarbdk redaction but is applica-
ble to both; my own interpretation is applicable to both redactions as well.
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Sneglu-Halla padttr can be regarded as a parodic imitation of the more serious
court poets’ stories (Hermann Palsson 1992, 149-150).” Everything in the story, in-
cluding the conflicts, is presented as a game (Armann Jakobsson 2014, 177-178);
“the tone of the narrative is such that everything appears comic rather than seri-
ous” (2014, 178).” The padttr thus clearly parodies the narrative type’s already exag-
gerated image of the court poet who can get away with almost anything. Typical
motifs of the court poet’s story, such as the skald’s freedom to criticize the king, his
rivalry with other courtiers, or the contrast between his humble origin and the
aristocratic nature of court poetry, are wittily mocked in Sneglu-Halla pdttr.”®

Its existence does not, however, undermine the validity of the narrative type.
It rather corroborates it because the presupposition of a conscious parody is a
clear awareness of the story type that is being parodied. Nor is Sneglu-Halla pdttr
likely to seriously challenge the ideas expressed in the typical court poets’ stories;
it may rather mock the fact that some of them seem to go a bit too far in their
exaggeration of the skald’s privileged position. Even this parodic pdttr can still
“reflect the kind of relationship that Icelandic elites hoped to enjoy with the Nor-
wegian throne” (Sayers 2021, 45). Nevertheless, it simultaneously reveals this
image as a narrative construct. Due to its self-reflective nature, it thus presents
the court poet’s story and other narrative types as means of a conscious construc-
tion of cultural memory.

Some narratives that portray skalds lack the form of a coherent pdttr and
consist of multiple episodes scattered throughout a king’s saga, and yet they con-
tain all the defining features of the court poet’s story. An illustrative example is
the portrayal of Sighvatr Pérdarson in Oldfs saga helga and Magniiss saga géda in
Heimskringla. These sagas not only quote Sighvatr’s stanzas, but also depict epi-
sodes from the poet’s career in royal service. Oldfs saga shows how Sighvatr first

74 Hermann Pélsson uses the terms “skopsogur” (1992, 149) (comic tales) and “ykjusaga” (1992,
154) (a tall tale).

75 Similarly, William Sayers (2021, 27) speaks of a “gaming context” that clearly marks Halli’s
verbal exchange with the king as a joke and precludes serious defamation.

76 Sneglu-Halla pdttr has also been interpreted as a genuinely positive, albeit comically exagger-
ated, narrative image of authentic Icelandicness that could serve as a source of collective identity
(Tirosh 2017). From this perspective, Halli can be viewed as “independence personified” (2017,
11), “worthy of imitating” (2017, 12) — because, unlike his rival Pjéddlfr, he does not show any
“uneasiness with his meager background” (2017, 14). I believe, however, that this interpretation
does not accord with the overall message of the narrative type. In the context of the typical court
poets’ stories, and considering the frivolous tone of the pdttr, it seems unlikely that Sneglu-Halli
could be regarded as an embodiment of how the thirteenth-century Icelanders actually wished
the skalds of the past to be remembered, let alone as “an Icelandic role model” (2017, 19). Instead,
Sneglu-Halla pdttr indeed seems to be a deliberate satirical imitation of the court poet’s story.
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arrives at the royal court with the intention of reciting a celebratory poem to
King Olafr Haraldsson. The monarch rejects him, but Sighvatr recites a stanza
anyway, and the king rewards him and accepts him into his service. This episode
thus highlights the skald’s self-confidence and active approach to forming a rela-
tionship with the king, as well as his determination when he is not discouraged
by the monarch’s initial lack of interest. In another episode, Sighvatr is presented
in a diplomatic role in a negotiation between King Olafr Haraldsson and King
Olafr Eiriksson of Sweden. During a long-term conflict between the two mon-
archs, Olafr Haraldsson plans an armed attack on Sweden, but Sighvatr brings
about a reconciliation with the help of a Swedish jarl. This shows his active role
in Scandinavian politics, in which he can use his eloquence in other ways than
just composing poetry.

In Magniiss saga, Sighvatr is portrayed as a counsellor of King Olafr’s son
Magnus. When Magnus Olafsson punishes his father’s former opponents too
harshly and treats the farmers ruthlessly, he risks that his own people might turn
against him. Sighvatr composes the poem Bersdglisvisur, in which he encourages
the young king to be kinder and to follow the law. The king takes his advice seri-
ously and becomes a popular monarch, nicknamed Magnus the Good. This epi-
sode shows that the skald is also the king’s advisor and mentor, from whom the
king is willing to accept even open criticism. That is yet another way in which the
Icelander can use his intelligence and verbal skills to directly influence Scandina-
vian politics.”’

Apart from the kings’ sagas, the structural pattern of the court poet’s story
shapes some episodes in the skalds’ sagas. For instance, Gunnlaugs saga orms-
tungu contains a story of a conflict and reconciliation brought about by verbal
exchanges alone, similar to Ottars pdttr svarta. Gunnlaugr offends Jarl Eirikr Ha-
konarson by reminding him of his father’s disgraceful death and is expelled from
Norway. He then visits multiple kings and noblemen in other countries and earns
their favour by composing praise poetry about them, which implies that he is
more concerned with gaining social prestige than with loyalty to one individual

77 A comparably political role of another skald, Pérarinn loftunga, and his poetry in the service
of King Knutr inn riki and his son Sveinn has been analysed in detail by Jakub Morawiec (2020;
2021). He shows how bérarinn’s poetry contributed to building up the image of the king’s su-
preme authority as God’s representative on earth (2020, 40-49) and of Knutr as a formidable and
courageous conqueror who nevertheless maintains peace in his dominion and protects it once he
has gained power over it (2021, 44-56). Morawiec convincingly argues that this reveals bPorarinn’s
awareness of and participation in the construction of the king’s complex royal ideology. At the
same time, the portrayal of Pérarinn in Heimskringla and Knytlinga saga emphasizes his success
gained in royal service despite an initial disagreement with the king (2020, 34-35).
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ruler. However, he also praises Jarl Eirikr in his speech and verse despite their
disagreement. When the jarl hears about it, he allows Gunnlaugr to return to Nor-
way, gives him a warm welcome, and assists him with his journey back to
Iceland.

Although the main theme of the skalds’ sagas is a love triangle, not the pro-
tagonist’s position as a court poet,”® this episode seems to be shaped by the “famil-
iar pdttr pattern” (Finlay 1997, 166; see also Whaley 1997, 665-667). It is likely that
“the author developed the story along conventional lines in order to align his
hero with the outspoken, inelegant but courageous figures familiar in stories of
poets in foreign courts” (Finlay 1997, 166).” This corroborates the idea that the
structural and thematic pattern that characterizes these stories does not define a
genre but a narrative type that crosses the boundaries of genres: the episodes
share the same structure and meaning, whether they are incorporated into a
king’s saga, a skald’s saga, or a contemporary saga.®’

As will be shown here, the contemporary sagas can use the narrative type of
the court poet’s story as a means of justifying or concealing some political aspects
of the relations between Icelanders and Norwegian rulers. First and foremost,
however, the structural pattern of the court poet’s story serves as a means of in-
terpretation and evaluation, transforming individual stories into narratives with
a more universal meaning. By connecting recent events to an idealized memory
of the distant past, it enables the texts to reflect contemporary attitudes to Icelan-
dic identity and to the political relationships between Iceland and the Norwegian
kingdom. In this context, the most significant aspect of the court poet’s story is its
emphasis on the Icelanders’ active role in establishing their contacts with the
kings, their assertive behaviour at the royal court, and their diplomatic skills and
active participation in Scandinavian politics.

78 For a discussion of the relationship between the skalds’ sagas and peettir, see Finlay 1997.

79 The motif of a journey abroad, including some of the typical elements of court poets’ stories —
primarily the protagonist’s active effort to seek prestige and to establish contact with a monarch —
plays an important role in other skalds’ sagas as well; for analyses see Whaley 1997, 667-670;
Morawiec 2017, 38—48.

80 The overall plot of the skalds’ sagas does not share the optimistic tone of the court poets’ sto-
ries, as it is typically characterized by a tragic ending (Morawiec 2017, 51). The tragedy is, how-
ever, a consequence of the protagonist’s conflict with his Icelandic rival, whereas episodes
depicting the Icelander’s contact with the royal court highlight his successful effort at actively
increasing his prestige even in the skalds’ sagas. I therefore do not quite agree with Morawiec’s
opinion that the skalds’ sagas question the cultural concept of esteem gained abroad (2017, 51).
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4.4.2 Snorri Sturluson’s first journey to Norway

The account of Snorri Sturluson’s life in Islendinga saga begins with an outline of
how the ambitious young chieftain establishes his position by acquiring property
through marriage, inheritance, or agreement, and by demonstrating his authority in
legal cases and arbitration. He is initially supported by his powerful foster-brother,
Seemundr Jonsson of the Oddaverjar, who is openly described in the text as the no-
blest (gofgastr) man in Iceland at the time (STU cliv). Eventually, however, the rela-
tionship between the two ambitious chieftains inevitably turns into rivalry. Snorri is
reluctant to directly attack his foster-brother, so he uses petty conflicts and lawsuits
as a pretext for trying to gain superiority over him. In one of such scenes (STU
clxxv), Seemundr’s awareness of the threat to his status is emphasized in a dialogue:

P4 er Seemundr kom i buid sina pd taladi einn hans madr at enn faeri sem optar at Semundr
hefdi enn einn virding af malum pessum. Seemundr svarar: ,Hvat tjoir slikt at meela, pvi at
breedr pessir draga sik sva fram at ner engir menn halda sik til fulls vid pa.“ (Sturlunga
saga, 11, 2021, ch. 175, p. 108)

(When Seemundr entered his booth, one of his companions said that it had again turned out
as usual and Seemundr had again been the only one to gain honour from the case. Seemundr
answered: “What is the point of saying such things, when these brothers are so eager to in-
crease their power that almost nobody can fully hold his ground against them?”)

This direct emphasis on the rivalry between Snorri and Seemundr implies that
their competition for power is an important component of the story. When Snorri
wins a legal case against one of Seemundr’s kinsmen, the open commentary con-
tinues with the formulation that “Snorri gained esteem from this case, and this
case increased his esteem more than anything else in this country”.** Such a com-
ment highlights Snorri’s paradoxical situation: his strategy of improving his status
through legal competition has proven successful, but he has also reached its lim-
its. If he wishes to further increase his power, he can hardly do so in Iceland (hér
d landi) by legal means alone. That leaves him with two options: to start an open
armed conflict with Seemundr, or to travel to Norway and increase his prestige by
seeking an alliance with the Norwegian rulers. Snorri chooses the latter.

The connection between Snorri’s first journey to Norway and his rivalry with
Semundr is emphasized in the saga by the fact that the account of their legal con-
frontation is immediately followed by a description of Snorri’s first contact with a
Norwegian aristocrat on the one hand, and of a dispute between Seemundr and

81 Snorri hafdi virding af malum pessum. Ok i pessum malum gekk mest virding hans vid hér &
landi (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 175, p. 109).



136 —— 4 Continuity and contact: Mutual influences between Iceland and Norway

Norwegian merchants on the other hand. Snorri, still in Iceland, is said to have
actively established contact with Jarl Hikon galinn (STU clxxv):

Hann orti kvaedi um Hakon galin, ok sendi jarlinn gjafir ut & mot, sverd ok skjold ok brynju.
[...] Jarlinn ritadi til Snorra at hann skyldi fara ttan ok 1ézt til hans gera miklar semdir, ok
mjok var pat { skapi Snorra. En jarlinn andadist i pann tima, ok bré pat utanferd hans um
nokkurra vetra sakir, en pé hafoi hann radit for sina pegar timi veeri til. (Sturlunga saga, II,
2021, ch. 175, p. 109)

(He composed a poem about Hékon galinn and the jarl sent him gifts in return, a sword, a
shield, and a coat of mail. [...] The jarl wrote to Snorri and asked him to come to Norway,
promising that he would enhance his esteem. That was much to Snorri’s liking, but the jarl
died at that time, so Snorri’s journey was delayed by several winters, yet he had decided to
undertake the journey as soon as the time was right.)

This account clearly states that Snorri intends to establish contact with a powerful
Norwegian aristocrat who can “enhance his esteem”, and its placement in the
saga implies that the reason is Snorri’s rivalry with Seemundr. Significantly, the
text draws attention to Snorri’s poetry, thus revealing that its continuation will be
shaped by the narrative pattern of the court poet’s story.

Next, the saga turns to Seemundr’s conflict with the Norwegians. He blames
them for causing his son’s death in a shipwreck and requests compensation from
the Norwegian merchants who are in Iceland at the time. They refuse to pay, be-
cause they have nothing to do with the matter, so Semundr confiscates some of
their property. The merchants respond by killing Seemundr’s brother Ormr, his
son, and two other men (STU clxxvi). The description of these events is inter-
twined with the account of Snorri’s decision to travel to Norway and of his jour-
ney in the summer of 1218. This implies that the journey is interpreted in the saga
as part of his effort to gain superiority over the Oddaverjar; their disadvantaged
position in Norway can help him become the first Icelandic chieftain to establish
the new type of a direct political relationship with the Norwegian rulers.

Nevertheless, although Snorri’s journey is presented as a political move, its
depiction in Islendinga saga is shaped by the narrative type of the court poet’s
story. Snorri’s poetry and the reward that he receives for it is the main focus of
the description of his first year in Scandinavia:

P4 er Snorri kom til Néregs voru héfdingjar ordonir Hdkon konungr ok Skuli jarl. Ték jarl
forkunnar vel vid Snorra, ok fér hann til jarls. [...] Snorri var um vetrinn med jarli. En um
sumarit eptir for hann austr 4 Gautland & fund Askels 16gmanns ok fri Kristinar er att hafdi
40r Hakon galinn. Snorri hafdi ort um hana kvaedi pat er Andvaka heitir, fyrir Hékon jarl at
baen hans, ok tok hon saemiliga vid Snorra ok veitti honum margar gjafir seemiligar. Hon gaf
honum merki pat er att hafdi Eirikr Sviakonungr Knutsson. bat hafdi hann pa er hann felldi
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Sorkvi konung & Gestilsreini. Snorri fér um haustit aptr til Skdla jarls ok var par annan vetr
1 allgédu yfirleeti. (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 176, pp. 112-113)

(When Snorri arrived in Norway, King Hédkon and Jarl Skuli had become the rulers. The jarl
gave Snorri a very warm welcome and Snorri stayed with him. [...] Snorri spent the winter with
Skuli. The following summer he went east to Gautland to visit the lawman Askell and Lady Kris-
tin, who had been married to Hédkon galinn. Snorri had composed a poem named Andvaka
about her for Jarl Hakon at his request. She gave Snorri an honourable welcome and many
honourable gifts. She gave him the banner that had belonged to the Swedish king Eirikr Knuts-
son, who had carried it when he defeated King Sorkvir at Gestilrein. In the autumn Snorri re-
turned to Jarl Skuli, spent another winter with him, and was very well treated.)

The emphasis on poetry partly covers up Snorri’s political relationship with Skuli
Bardarson, Jarl Hakon’s successor and King Hakon Hakonarson’s co-ruler, but it
does not entirely conceal it. It primarily serves as an interpretative framework
for the whole episode, a reference to the cultural concepts associated with the
court poets’ stories, such as the Icelander’s intellectual excellence and active ini-
tiative to establish his contact with the Norwegian monarchs.

After having established this framework, the saga turns to the political matters
(STU clxxviii). Jarl Skuli uses the Norwegian merchants’ conflict with the Oddaver-
jar as a pretext for suggesting a military expedition to Iceland, probably in order to
strengthen his influence there and involve the chieftains in his power struggle with
King Hakon. However, Snorri averts the expedition by convincing Skuli and Hakon
to establish political cooperation through peaceful negotiation instead. He promises
to promote royal rule in Iceland with the help of his brothers:

En p6 voru Néregsmenn miklir 6vinir fslendinga ok mestir Oddaverja af ranum peim er urdu
& Eyrum. b6 kom pvi sva at radit var at herja skyldi til fslands um sumarit. [...] Snorri latti
mjok ferdarinnar ok kalladi pat r4d at gera sér at vinum ina beztu menn 4 fslandi ok kalladist
skjott mega svd koma sinum ordum at ménnum mundi synast at snuast til hlyoni vio Néregs-
hofdingja. Hann sagdi ok sva at pa voru adrir eigi meiri menn 4 fslandi en braedr hans er
Seemund leid, en kalladi pA mundu mjoék eptir sinum ordum vikja pa er hann keemi til. En vid
slikar fortolur sleevadist heldr skap jarlsins, ok lagdi hann pat rad til at fslendingar beedi ko-
nunginn at hann baedi fyrir peim at eigi yréi herferdin. Konungrinn var pa ungr, en Dagfinnr
16gmadr var radgjafi konungsins. Hann var inn mesti vin islendinga. Ok var bat af gert at
konungr réd at eigi vard herforin. En peir Hdkon konungr ok Skuli jarl gerdu Snorra lendan
mann sinn. Var pat mest rad peira jarls ok Snorra. En Snorri skyldi leita vid Islendinga at peir
snerist til hlyoni vio Néregshofoingja. (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 178, pp. 121-122)

(But the Norwegians were fierce opponents of Icelanders and mainly of the Oddaverjar be-
cause of the confiscation that had taken place at Eyrar. It thus happened that an armed at-
tack on Iceland was planned for the summer. [...] Snorri strongly dissuaded the rulers from
the expedition and recommended them instead to establish friendship with Iceland’s most
influential men. He said that his words could soon persuade the people to willingly accept
the Norwegian rulers’ authority. He also said that with the exception of Seemundr, nobody
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was more influential in Iceland than his brothers, and he promised that they would follow
his advice when he returned. The jarl was mollified by his intercessions and advised the
Icelanders to ask King Héakon to intercede on their behalf, so the expedition would be re-
voked. The king was young at the time, and the lawman Dagfinnr, his counsellor, was a
great friend of Icelanders. And it turned out that the king decided to cancel the expedition.
King Hakon and Jarl Skuli made Snorri their vassal, and this was mainly the jarl’s and Snor-
ri’s initiative. Snorri was meant to convince the Icelanders to accept the Norwegian rulers’
authority.)

This scene depicts the transition from a conflict to an agreement with the help of
the protagonist’s verbal skills, which is a key component of the court poet’s story.
As has been shown here, the skald’s diplomatic intervention into politics is a typi-
cal element of this narrative type as well; the skald usually excels not only in po-
etry, but also in eloquence and negotiation skills. Above all, the text emphasizes
the Icelander’s active role in his relationship with the Norwegian rulers, which is
the central theme of the court poet’s story. Everything from Snorri’s journey to
Norway to his effort at averting the military expedition and his suggestion to pro-
mote Norwegian rule in Iceland is presented as his own decision, and it is stated
that the establishment of a formal political relationship was “mainly the jarl’s
and Snorri’s initiative”.

This formulation also accentuates Skuli’s role in the matter. The text implies
that at this point, Skuli wields more power in practice than the underage King
Hékon, who relies mainly on his counsellors. In this context, it is also noteworthy
that the plural form “Norway’s rulers” (Ndregshdfdingjar) is used twice in the ac-
count of Snorri’s promise to promote the monarchy in Iceland, which suggests
that he does not necessarily refer to King Hakon, but maybe rather to Skuli. This
foreshadows the latter section of Snorri’s story, in which he gets fatefully in-
volved in the conflict between Skuli and King Hakon.

At this point, however, the saga foregrounds the peaceful agreement and Snor-
ri’s active approach to it. It admits that the Norwegian rulers, mainly Skuli, show
interest in direct political contact with Icelanders, but Snorri is not presented as
passively tolerating their expansive intentions. On the contrary, the text implies
that Snorri actively initiates the connection between Icelandic and Norwegian poli-
tics and suggests a solution that can be beneficial for both parties. He presumably
perceives it as an opportunity to secure the Sturlungar’s position in Iceland, as sug-
gested by yet another reference to their rivalry with Seemundr Jénsson and by the
aftermath of this episode (STU clxxviii), which depicts Snorri’s return to Iceland
and accentuates the Oddaverjar’s disapproval of his alliance with Skuli:

Jarlinn hafoi gefit honum skipit, pat er hann fér &, ok fimmtén stérgjafir. Snorri hafdi ort
um jarl tvau kveedi [...]. En er Snorri kom i Vestmannaeyjar pa spurdist bratt inn 4 land
titkvdma hans ok své med hverjum seemdum hann var ut kominn. Yfdust Sunnlendingar pa
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mjok vid honum ok mest tengdamenn Orms Jénssonar. Pétti peim sem hann mundi vera
settr til af Néregsmonnum at standa & mati, svd at peir meetti engu eptirmdli fram koma um
vig Orms. Var mest fyrir pvi Bjérn borvaldsson er pa bjé & Breidabodlstad ok potti veenn til
héfdingja. Sunnlendingar drégu spott mikit at kveedum peim er Snorri haféi ort um jarlinn
ok sneru afleidis. (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 178, pp. 122-123)

(The jarl had given him the ship that he sailed on and fifteen valuable gifts. Snorri had com-
posed two poems about the jarl. [...] And when Snorri arrived in Vestmannaeyjar, the news
of his arrival and of the honour he had received soon spread across the country. The south-
erners, especially Ormr Jénsson’s kinsmen, became very angry with him. They believed that
the Norwegians had commissioned him to prevent them from successfully prosecuting
Ormr’s Killer. This idea was most supported by Bjérn borvaldsson, who then lived at Breida-
bélstadr and seemed to be a promising chieftain. The southerners ridiculed the poems com-
posed by Snorri about the jarl and twisted them.)

Here the text returns to the conflict between the Oddaverjar and the Norwegian
merchants, but the narrative is once again shaped by an emphasis on Snorri’s po-
etic activity. It is implicitly but rather convincingly suggested that Skuli’s gifts are
a reward for Snorri’s poetry, while it is much more likely that the gifts were in
fact intended to strengthen Snorri’s loyalty to Skuli — not only in the establish-
ment of Norwegian rule in Iceland, but also in the internal Norwegian political
struggles. Through the poetic parody that Snorri’s opponents use to ridicule him,
they thus discredit his political alliance with the Norwegian rulers as well.**
Nevertheless, there is nothing in the text to imply that the Icelanders collec-
tively condemn Snorri’s support of the monarchy as a betrayal of the ‘Icelandic
nation’; it is mainly the Oddaverjar and their allies who disapprove of Snorri’s
political contacts in Norway. It is, however, unlikely that Snorri’s aim was to pre-
vent Ormr’s family from receiving compensation; he presumably intended to
gain political superiority over the Oddaverjar in a much broader sense. The likely
reason why the Oddaverjar and the Haukdeelir opposed his cooperation with the
Norwegian rulers was therefore neither their opposition to the monarchy, nor
the individual case of Ormr’s killing, but rather the competition for power in Ice-
land. The most powerful Icelandic clans probably resented having missed the op-
portunity to enhance their power by such a direct contact with the monarchy,
just because they were stuck in petty conflicts with the Norwegian merchants.
The renewed emphasis on poetry at the end of the episode contributes to the
construction of the whole account of Snorri’s first journey to Norway as the court
poet’s story, which has an interpretative function because of its confident image

82 This element is also present in the court poets’ stories in the kings’ sagas. In Sneglu-Halla
battr, for instance, Halli and his rival bjédolfr ridicule each other’s poems, while the real purpose
is to discredit one’s rival and challenge his social position (Hermann Palsson 1992, 154-155).
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of the Icelander. This image then also shapes the perception of the following sec-
tion of the account of Snorri’s life, which is structured by the contrasting, inher-
ently tragic narrative type of the jarl’s story.

4.4.3 The narrative type of the jarl’s story

The narrative type of the jarl’s story portrays a jarl who is too ambitious to accept
his subordination to the king, so his greed for power leads to a conflict between
them. Its structure is similar to that of the conflict story, beginning with gradually
developing rivalry and continuing with an open power struggle and finally an
armed clash. Social cohesion is then renewed after the jarl’s defeat, when the
king’s power is consolidated. Unlike the conflict story, however, the jarl’s story is
not focused on mediation and reconciliation. When the conflict takes place on the
highest level of the social hierarchy and the king is one of its participants, there is
no supreme authority that could arbitrate, and the internal disunity caused by
the strife threatens the whole kingdom’s stability. The jarl’s defeat and death are
therefore presented as necessary preconditions of the renewal of social stability.
For this reason, the jarl’s story can be regarded as the most tragic of all the narra-
tive types.

The jarl’s story was established in texts dealing with the thirteenth century,
which are characterized by an increased typological difference between kings
and jarls. In the kings’ sagas about earlier times, both kings and jarls are typically
portrayed as the same character type — the traditional Norse ruler, who is primar-
ily a military leader, appreciated for his battle prowess, strategic skills, and ex-
traordinary eloquence that enables him to motivate his warriors (Bagge 1996,
20-33, 65, 86—88; Coroban 2018, 108). The political relations between jarls and
kings depicted in these sagas can vary — sometimes they cooperate, sometimes
they compete for power, and sometimes a jarl replaces the king. Conversely, the
portrayal of thirteenth-century kings is shaped by the newly introduced ideal of
rex iustus: the monarch as a representative of divine will, a guardian of justice
and peace, and a protector of the weak (Bagge 1996, 118-119, 147-155; Coroban
2018, 108-109). Alongside this new royal ideology, the focus on the concept of un-
conditional obedience to the monarch and on centralized royal rule was intensi-
fied (Orning 2008, 69-108; Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 2011, 84-85). In narratives that
are predominantly shaped by this ideology, the jarl usually represents the old
type of ruler, and his conflict with the king can be understood as an image of the
social transformation. That is why the jarl’s story foregrounds the contrast be-
tween the character types of the king and the jarl.
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The best example of the jarl’s story is the account of the relationship between
Jarl Skuli Bardarson and King Hakon Hdkonarson in Hdkonar saga Hdkonarso-
nar, which builds up a contrast between the portrayal of Skuli and Hakon. Skuli
is depicted as the traditional Norse warrior-aristocrat, and the text presents an
ambivalent image of this character type. It highlights his positive qualities, such
as courage, decisiveness, battle prowess, cleverness in politics, and diplomatic
skills. Nevertheless, it also shows his excessive greed for power, which leads to
his rivalry with the king that threatens social stability in the whole realm. King
Hékon, by contrast, embodies the ideal of rex iustus, the peaceful representative
of centralized power. In the saga, Skuli’s defeat figuratively reflects the replace-
ment of the old type of ruler with the new one.

4.4.4 Snorri Sturluson’s second journey to Norway

In the latter section of the account of Snorri Sturluson’s life, his story is so closely
intertwined with Skuli’s that it is shaped by the inherently tragic narrative type
of the jarl’s story, established in the account of the rivalry between Skuli and
Hékon in Hdkonar saga. This conflict is not presented in Islendinga saga in its
entirety, but it is alluded to, and Snorri’s connections with Skuli are repeatedly
emphasized. This accentuates the story’s intertextual relationship with Hdko-
nar saga.

Snorri returns to Iceland in 1220 as Skuli’s ally and formally as King Hékon’s
vassal, but despite such a reinforcement of his position, his situation in the Icelan-
dic power struggle is not easy. Apart from his original rivals, the Oddaverjar, he
now also competes with his extremely ambitious nephew, Sturla Sighvatsson.
When the Oddaverjar are weakened by the death of Seemundr Jonsson in 1222,
Sturla uses the opportunity to gain some of their power by marrying Semundr’s
daughter Sélveig (STU clxxxix). The tension between Snorri and Sturla gradually
escalates into open enmity (see 3.2.5), and in the prolonged power struggle, Sturla
uses the strategy previously used by Snorri: he travels to Norway in 1233 in order
to gain more powerful allies than those he can get in his homeland (STU ccxxii,
CCXXVI).

In the meantime, the conflict between the king and the jarl, depicted in Hdko-
nar saga, is intensified. In the winter of 1232-1233, Skuli is suspected of preparing
an assault on Hakon. After a confrontation at the assembly in Bjoérgyn in the au-
tumn of 1233, Skuli eventually accepts an agreement on the king’s terms (HSH
clxxxviii-cxciii). The tension is clearly not terminated by this formal reconcilia-
tion, as the text admits that “those who believed they knew both rulers’ thoughts
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said that there was never full trust between them again”.®* The saga blames the
disagreements on evil men’s calumny, but in fact there were probably other rea-
sons. Until 1229, Skuli believed that he had no sons, so he accepted the plan that
his daughter’s sons with Hakon would inherit the kingdom, but then he found out
that he had an illegitimate son, Pétr. The saga states that in 1236, he requested the
right for his son to inherit his part of the country, which the king rejected (HSH
ccvi). Another reason for Skuli’s dissatisfaction may have been the new division
of the country between him and Hakon (HSH ccxi), which was probably estab-
lished when he was given the title of duke in 1237. The title itself must have been
intended as a conciliatory gesture, but it probably had little real significance
(Bagge 1996, 110-111).

Mistrust and forced agreements are important components of the jarl’s story,
because they accentuate the impossibility of a genuine, lasting reconciliation be-
tween the opposing parties. Islendinga saga refers to these events in connection
with Sturla Sighvatsson’s arrival in Norway in 1233 and his contact with Skuli’s
kinsman Alfr Erlingsson of Pornberg (STU ccxxvi):

[Alfr] t6k allvel vid Sturlu ok bad hann bar bida bess er hertoginn keemi nordan ok sagdist
vilja koma honum i vinattu vid hertogann. Sagdi Alfr Sturlu at hertoginn mundi gjéra hann at
inum mesta manni, slikt afbragd sem hann veeri annarra manna, en kalladi hertogann vera
inn mesta vin Islendinga ok p6 mestan Sturlunga. Sturla vildi ekki annat en fara sudr til Bjor-
gynjar & fund Hakonar konungs, en pa var sundrpykki mikit med peim méagum, ok drogu peir
pa lid saman, slikt er peir fengu. Peir fundust um haustit i Bjorgyn ok sattust, ok potti herto-
ganum sér pa heldr erfitt veita seettin. [...] Fann Sturla Hdkon konung i Tunsbergi, ok ték
hann allvel vid honum. Dvaldi hann par lengi inn sidasta vetr er hann var { Néregi, ok téludu
peir konungrinn ok Sturla jafnan. (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 226, pp. 241-242)

([Alfr] gave Sturla a very warm welcome and asked him to wait there for the duke® to re-
turn from the north. He said that he wished to establish friendship between him and the
duke. He also said to Sturla that the duke would make him a highly important man, because
Sturla was so much more excellent than other men, and he called the duke a true friend of
Icelanders and mainly of the Sturlungar. Sturla insisted on going south to Bjérgyn and meet-
ing King Hékon. There was then a sharp conflict between Hdkon and his father-in-law Skuli,
and they both gathered as many men as they could. In the autumn they met in Bjérgyn and
were reconciled, but the duke felt that the agreement was difficult to accept for him. [...]
Sturla met King Hdkon in Tdinsberg, and the king gave him a very warm welcome. Sturla
spent most of his last winter in Norway there, and the king and Sturla often talked to each
other.)

83 [...] bat hafa peir menn sagt er vita pottusk hvarstveggja skaplyndi at aldri hafi sidan ordit
fullr tranadr milli peira (Hdkonar saga, I, 2013, ch. 193, p. 23).

84 Skuli was in fact not a duke at this time, but he was clearly best known by that title when the
saga was written.
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The text shows that Alfr is quite eager to persuade Sturla to accept an alliance
with Skuli, thus implying that the support of powerful Icelanders is regarded as
an important factor in Norwegian politics. Alfr calls Skuli “a true friend of Ice-
landers and mainly of the Sturlungar”, probably referring to Skuli’s alliance with
Snorri.®® That may imply that the reason for Sturla’s rejection of the alliance with
Skuli is the strife between Sturla and Snorri at the time (see 3.2.5) and Sturla’s in-
tention to enter into an alliance with King Hadkon against Skuli and Snorri. This is
supported by the direct reference to the conflict between Skuli and Hékon and to
their confrontation in Bjérgyn, which reminds the audience that by choosing an
alliance with the king, Sturla joins the Norwegian power struggle. All these aspects
emphasize the connection between the political conflicts in Iceland and Norway.

This is further accentuated in both Islendinga saga’s and Hdkonar saga’s ac-
count of King Hakon’s negotiations with Sturla Sighvatsson. They show that the
king is eager to establish an alliance with Sturla at the time of an intense rivalry
with Skuli, but he cannot expect the Icelander’s unconditional devotion, so he
must appeal to Sturla’s own interests in the Icelandic power struggle. It is thus
underlined that the connection between Icelandic and Norwegian politics goes in
both directions. These texts, just like the account of Snorri’s first agreement with
the rulers, admit the king’s interest in ruling Iceland, but there is nothing to
imply that the Icelandic chieftain is opposed to it. Instead, he is presented as an
active participant in the arrangements, who thinks of his own political gains.
Both sagas also highlight the king’s efforts to reduce violence in Iceland, thus fore-
grounding the positive impact of centralized rule:

Hékon konungr var ok mikill vin Sturlu, pvi at pat var mjok talat at peir Sturla hefdi pau
r4d gjort at hann skyldi vinna land undir Hakon konung, en konungr skyldi gera hann hof-
dingja yfir landinu. Haféi Hakon konungr par mest varadan Sturlu vid at hann skyldi eigi
auka manndrdp 4 landinu ok reka menn heldr utan. (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 295, p. 347)

(King Hakon was also a true friend of Sturla, because many people said that the king and
Sturla had decided that Sturla should make the country submit to King Hakon, who would
then let him rule the country. King Hakon had then mainly warned Sturla against adding to
the killings in Iceland; he should rather expel men from the country.)

Konungr haféi Sturlu { bodi sinu ok taladi vid hann marga hluti. Lét konungr illa yfir pvi er
Sturla sagdi honum 6frid mikinn af Islandi. Konungr spurdi hversu mikid fyrir mundi verda
at koma einvaldi 4 landit ok 1ét pA mundu verda fridbetra ef einn rédi mestu. Sturla ték

85 A very similar account is found in Elzta saga Gudmundar biskups (ccl), which mentions Alfr
of bornberg, Skuli’s friendship with Icelanders and with the Sturlungar, and the conflict between
Hékon and Skuli. The idea that Skuli is friendly towards Icelanders is also expressed in Arons
saga (xv).
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bessu likliga ok kalladi litit mundu fyrir verda ef s veeri hardyrkr ok rddugr er vid teeki.
Konungr spurdi ef hann vildi taka pat rdd. Hann kvezk til mundu heetta med konungs radi
ok forsjd ok eiga slikra seemda véan af konungi sem honum beetti verdugt ef hann fengi
bessu & leid komid. Konungr sagdi sva at eigi skyldi med manndrapum vinna landit, en bad
hann taka menn ok senda utan eda fa riki peira med 66ru moti ef hann meetti. Sturla var
oftliga fyrir konunginum um vetrinn, ok t6ludu peir um petta mal. (Hdkonar saga, II, 2013,
ch. 196, pp. 24-25)

(The king invited Sturla to his court and discussed many matters with him. He was dis-
pleased when Sturla told him about the fierce fights in Iceland. The king asked how difficult
it would be to establish monarchy in the country, and he said that there would be better
peace if one man decided on most matters. Sturla agreed and said that it would not be diffi-
cult if the man who took up the task was determined and resolute. The king asked him
whether he wished to take up the task himself. Sturla answered that he would try it with
the king’s approval and support, and that if he succeeds, he expects to receive as much hon-
our from the king as he feels he deserves. The king told him not to conquer the country by
killing his opponents, but rather by capturing them and expelling them from the country, or
by gaining their domains by other means if he could. Sturla was often with the king that
winter, and they talked about this matter.)

As it turns out, however, Sturla’s methods after his return to Iceland are far less
peaceful than the king would have wished;*® Sturla violently opposes Snorri, his
son Orakja, and their ally Porleifr Pérdarson (see 3.2.5). He partly follows the
king’s advice when he eventually expels all three opponents from Iceland, but
then he turns to violence again in his decisive clash with his foremost rivals, Gi-
zurr borvaldsson and Kolbeinn Arnérsson. This conflict leads to the death of
Sturla, his father, and several brothers in the battle of Orlygsstaéir in 1238 (see
3.2.5). The sagas’ emphasis on the king’s peaceful instructions implies that Sturla
causes his own downfall by disregarding the monarch’s advice and immoderately
turning to violence. The king’s influence is thus depicted positively, and the tragic
ending is presented as the Icelander’s fault.

Snorri Sturluson is in Norway with Duke Skuli at the time of Sturla’s death.
In the narrative, his fate is linked to Skuli’s conflict with King Hdkon (STU ccci):

Um vetrinn eptir Orlygsstadafund voru peir med Skila hertuga i Nidardsi Snorri Sturluson
ok Oraekja, son hans, ok borleifr bPérdarson, en bérdr kakali var i Bjérgyn med Hékoni ko-
nungi. En um vdrit fengu beir skip er atti Gudleikr & Skartastodum, vinr Snorra, ok bjéggu
pat til hafs med radi hertugans. En er peir voru bunir ok héféu lagt ut undir H6lm, pa komu

86 Detta sumar kom Orakja Snorrason af Islandi ok sagdi padan mikinn 6frid af Sturlu freenda
sinum, ok virdi konungr svd sem Sturla hefdi hardara at farit en hann haféi honum rag fyrir
gert. (Hdakonar saga, II, 2013, ch. 206, p. 36) (That summer (')reekja Snorrason came from Iceland
and brought news about his kinsman Sturla’s fierce violence. The king believed that Sturla had
behaved more ferociously than he had advised him.)
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menn sunnan fra konungi ok med bréfum, ok st6d pat & at konungr bannadi peim 6llum
Islendingum at fara 1t & pvi sumri. beir syndu Snorra bréfin, ok svarar hann sva: ,Ut vil
ek.“ Ok pd er peir voru bunir hafdi hertuginn pd 1 bodi sinu 4dr peir téku orlof. Voru ba fair
menn vid tal peira hertugans ok Snorra. Arnfinnr bjéfsson ok Olafr hvitaskald voru med
hertuganum, en Orakja ok Porleifr med Snorra. Ok var bat ségn Arnfinns at hertuginn geefi
Snorra jarlsnafn, ok sva hefir Styrmir inn frédi ritat: ,Artid Snorra félgsnarjarls,“ en engi
peira Islendinganna 1ét pat 4 sannast. (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 301, p. 355)

(Snorri Sturluson, his son Orakja, and Porleifr bérdarson spent the winter after the battle of
Orlygsstadir with Duke Skuli in Nidards, while P6rdr kakali was in Bjérgyn with King Hakon.
In the spring, they took the ship owned by Snorri’s friend Gudleikr of Skartastadir and pre-
pared it for departure with the duke’s approval. But when they were prepared and had sailed
out past Holmr, the king’s men came from the south with letters stating that the king forbade
all Icelanders to leave Norway that summer. They showed Snorri the letters and he replied: “I
will sail.” And when they were ready, the duke invited them to his court before they took
leave. There were few men present when the duke talked to Snorri — Arnfinnr bjéfsson and
Olafr hvitaskald were there with the duke, and Orakja and borleifr with Snorri. And Arnfinnr
later said that the duke gave Snorri the title of jarl, and Styrmir the Learned has written “the
anniversary of Snorri the Secret Jarl's death,”®” but none of the other Icelanders confirmed it.)

The king forbids Snorri and his companions to return to Iceland, possibly because
he fears that Snorri could easily gain power on Skuli’s behalf after the death of
the king’s chief Icelandic ally, Sturla Sighvatsson. However, Snorri decides to dis-
regard the ban, thus showing his allegiance to Skuli, who clearly regards him as
an important ally. It is even implied that Skuli may have secretly granted Snorri
the title of jarl, which would mean that Snorri was intended to become the sole
leader of Iceland in the case of Skuli’s conquest of the throne. Snorri is thus pre-
sented as a direct participant in the Norwegian power struggle, one of the leading
characters in the jarl’s story. Skuli plays a decisive role in Snorri’s political career:
if Skuli rules Norway, Snorri will rule Iceland; if Skuli falls, it will lead to Snorri’s
downfall as well. The Norwegian and Icelandic power struggles have become so
closely intertwined that they can no longer continue independently of each other.
That is, however, not depicted as a negative development — it is only Snorri’s deci-
sion to support the losing side that leads to his fall.

Hdkonar saga (ccxiv) does not mention Snorri’s title of jarl, but otherwise it
presents a similar image. It sets the episode in the context of Skuli’s rivalry with
Hékon by referring to their plans to meet and negotiate, which are pervaded by
mistrust. A reference to the defeat of the Sturlungar suggests a connection be-

87 Styrmir Kérason the Learned was a priest, l6gségumadr, and later the prior of the Videy mon-
astery. He probably wrote this note in a calendar belonging to a church, so that the death would
be commemorated during mass.
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tween Sturla Sighvatsson’s death and the king’s decision to forbid Snorri to return
to Iceland — this means that the king’s loss of his most powerful Icelandic ally is
regarded as an event that can affect the power balance in Norway:

[Hédkon konungr] sendi ord um vetrinn nordr til hertugans at peir skyldu finnask um sumarit {
Bjorgyn ok bad hann fara nordan med léttiskipum ok 6haegja eigi béndum til pessar ferdar.
Islenzka menn, b sem med hertuga varu, bad konungr ekki 1t fara fyrr en peir hefdi rad fyrir
gert med hverjum erendum peir skyldu fara, pvi at 40r um haustit haféi spurzk at peir hofou
barizk i Skagafirdi, Kolbeinn ungi ok Gizurr, vid Sturlunga ok Sturlungar hofou fallit. [...] Hann
frétti at hertugi hafoi gefid orlof Snorra Sturlusyni ok Oraekju syni hans ok Porleifi til fslands ok
fengit skip pat er hann 4tti halft en hélft Guoleikr af Skartastodum. begar sem konungr frétti
betta pa gerdi hann nordr bréf ok bannadi at peir feeri. Pessi bréf kému til peira er peir 14gu vio
haf, ok foru peir eigi at sidr { banni konungs. (Hdkonar saga, II, 2013, ch. 214, p. 43)

(In winter [King Hakon] sent a message north to the duke that they should meet in Bjorgyn
the following summer and asked him to arrive from the north on light ships and not to trou-
ble the farmers with the journey.®® The king asked the Icelanders who were staying with
the duke not to leave Norway before it was decided what their mission should be, because
the previous autumn the news had arrived of a battle in Skagafjordr, in which Kolbeinn the
Young and Gizurr had fought against the Sturlungar, and the Sturlungar had been defeated.
[...] He [the king] found out that the duke had given Snorri Sturluson, his son Oraekja, and
borleifr permission to return to Iceland and to use the ship that he owned together with
Gudleikr of Skartastadir. As soon as the king found out about this, he sent letters to the
north and forbade them to depart. They received these letters when they were ready to sail
and left Norway despite the king’s ban.)

The mention of the Icelanders’ “mission” (erendi) presumably refers to the king’s
provisions concerning his political relations with Icelanders after Sturla’s fall,
possibly the king’s intention to prevent Snorri from gaining power in Iceland on
behalf of Skuli, and instead to persuade him to act on behalf of the king. Snorri’s
choice to disregard the king’s ban is a sign of his determination to support Skuli,
so he is again presented as a participant in the jarl’s story.

Hdkonar saga eventually turns to the culmination of the conflict between
Skuli and Hékon, the final section of the jarl’s story. Skuli finally stops hiding his
plan to dethrone Hakon and publicly claims the crown (HSH ccxix—ccxxi). This
leads to violent clashes, in which Skuli first wins a battle against King Hakon’s
allies (HSH ccxlvii—ccxlviii) but then loses the decisive battle of Oslo in the spring
of 1240 and flees from it (HSH cclxvi—cclxxii). After the battle, King Hédkon gives
mercy to those of Skuli’s adherents who give themselves up to him (HSH cclxxiii);
Skauli hides in a monastery but is killed by Hdkon’s men on 24 May 1240 (HSH
cclxxx). This is a typical ending of the jarl’s story: a reconciliation is unattainable

88 This implies that the king is afraid of an armed clash if Skuli arrives with a larger force.



4.4 Snorri Sturluson: The court poet = 147

once the jarl has crossed a line in the power struggle, so the only possible option
is the jarl’s defeat by violent means. The king magnanimously spares his defeated
opponent’s soldiers, but the defiant jarl must be killed because he has seriously
threatened the internal unity of the kingdom.

Islendinga saga refers to Skuli’s fall only briefly (STU cccv),®® but this suffi-
ciently contextualizes the rest of Snorri’s story. When he has ended up on the los-
ing side in the power struggle, the structural pattern of the jarl’s story leads to
the expectation of his fall. The saga reveals the king’s command that Snorri must
be either sent to Norway or killed by the king’s new chief Icelandic ally, Gizurr
Porvaldsson (STU cccx):

Var par 4 at Gizurr skyldi Snorra lata utan fara, hvart er honum peetti ljuft eda leitt, eda
drepa hann at 6drum Kkosti fyrir pat er hann hafoi farit ut i bani konungs. Kalladi Hakon
konungr Snorra landrddamann vid sik. Sagdi Gizurr at hann vildi med 6ngu moéti brjéta
bréf konungs, en kvedst vita at Snorri mundi eigi 6naudigr titan fara. Kvedst Gizurr pa vildu
til fara ok taka Snorra. (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 310, p. 368)

(It was written there that Gizurr should make Snorri travel to Norway, whether Snorri
agreed with it or not, or else, if there was no other way, he should kill him for having left
Norway despite the king’s ban. King Hakon proclaimed Snorri guilty of high treason. Gizurr
said that he did not wish to disregard the king’s letter in any way, but he said he knew that
Snorri would never travel to Norway unless he was forced to do so. He said he intended to
go and capture Snorri.)

The preceding narrative has already clearly connected the king’s ban of Snorri’s
return to Iceland with Snorri’s support of Skuli, so the reference to the ban in this
chapter must be understood in this context. It is thus Snorri’s involvement in Sku-
li’s efforts to dethrone King Hakon that can be regarded as the main reason for
the accusation of high treason.’® This connects the king’s command concerning
Snorri to the jarl’s story. Nevertheless, the king’s preferred solution is for Snorri

89 Detta sumar kom Eyvindr brattr ok Arni éreida it med bréfum Hakonar konungs, ok var
peim litt upp haldit. Peir s6gdu ok 6frid pann er verit haféi um vetrinn i Néregi ok fall Skula
hertuga. (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 305, p. 359) (This summer, Eyvindr brattr and Arni éreida
arrived in Iceland with King Hakon’s letters, which were little regarded. They also brought the
news of the war that had occurred in Norway the previous winter and of Duke Skuli’s fall.)

90 Admittedly, according to Hirdskrd, vassals who leave Norway against the king’s will are trai-
tors and forfeit their rights and property (Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, 72). Hdkonar saga shows,
however, that the king is not so uncompromising in practice. He is, for instance, willing to forgive
Snorri’s son Orekja for the same misdeed: “Hann kom & vald Hakonar konungs i Bjérgyn, ok gaf
hann honum skjétt upp reidi sina er hann hafdi & honum fyrir pat er hann fér ut i banni hans.”
(Hdkonar saga, II, 2013, ch. 285, p. 119) ([Oreakja] gave himself up to King Hakon in Bjérgyn and
the king soon gave up the wrath [Oraekja] had incurred by leaving Norway despite his ban.)
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to come to Norway, where they could possibly be reconciled.”® Snorri’s death is
presented first and foremost as a consequence of internal Icelandic competition
for power. Gizurr is furthering his own interests when he uses the king’s com-
mand as a welcome excuse to get rid of his major rival. Accordingly, Gizurr
makes no attempt at the peaceful solution suggested by the king and has Snorri
killed on 23 September 1241 (STU cccx). This again shows how closely intertwined Ice-
landic and Norwegian politics have become: when Snorri is weakened by his choice
of the defeated party in the Norwegian power struggle, his chief opponent in Iceland
uses it as an opportunity to eliminate him. Snorri’s conflict with King Hakon is thus
not interpreted in the narrative as a sign of enmity between Iceland and Norway, but
rather as an episode in the process through which both countries were connected.

However, what is most important for the interpretation of these events is that
despite the tragic tone of the jarl’s story, Snorri is never portrayed as a passive vic-
tim. Both he and Sturla Sighvatsson are depicted as active participants in Norwegian
politics, who voluntarily decide to join the conflict between King Hékon and Skuli
Bardarson, well aware of the potential gains and possible risk. They are willing to
negotiate with the rulers and serve their interests, but they never blindly obey
Hékon or Skuli. This interpretation is achieved not only by the individual scenes de-
picting their contact with the rulers in Islendinga saga and Hdkonar saga, but also by
the interplay between the narrative type of the court poet’s story and the jarl’s story
in the former and latter section of the account of Snorri’s life in both sagas. The
court poet’s story foregrounds the Icelander’s confident initiative to establish his con-
tact with the royal court, and this positive image then modifies even the perception
of the less optimistic jarl’s story. The emphasis on the Icelandic chieftains’ important
and active role in Norwegian politics then influences the whole evaluation of the re-
lationship between Icelanders and the monarchy, from which the medieval recipi-
ents of the sagas could derive a positive self-image.

4.5 Constructing a memory of contact

The texts analysed in this chapter pay much attention to the beginning of Ice-
land’s direct political contact with the Norwegian monarchy, presumably because
this relationship was still in the process of negotiation at the time of their origin
and compilation. The Icelanders’ perception of their own marginality probably

91 The king expressly says to Orakja Snorrason that “eigi mundi fadir hans dait hafa ef hann
hefoi komit & minn fund” (Hdkonar saga, II, 2013, ch. 285, p. 119) (his father would not have died
if he had come to meet me).
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became an increasingly pressing issue due to the current political development,
so they presumably felt the need to reaffirm their position within the Norse and
Christian cultural region more than ever before. This doubtlessly influenced the
way in which they chose to narrativize their recent history, in particular the se-
lection of themes that are foregrounded in the narratives.

It has been argued here that the sagas were primarily intended to decon-
struct the notion of Iceland’s social marginality by presenting it as equal to the
more central areas in terms of important intellectual, cultural, or spiritual as-
pects. Another, closely related theme is the emphasis on the Icelanders’ active ini-
tiative to establish and negotiate their relationship with the monarchy. They are
presented as being open to acknowledging royal power but refusing to be pas-
sively subordinated to the king. The sagas also express the idea that contact with
Norway can contribute to developing the positive aspects of Icelandic identity, as
opposed to isolation, which would hinder Iceland’s dynamic social and cultural
evolution. These themes connect the contemporary sagas, including the bishops’
sagas, with the narratives of the distant past, thus reinforcing the sense of conti-
nuity in the presentation of Icelandic history.

This thematic continuity is also reflected in the narrative types shared by the
contemporary sagas and the sagas or pettir about the distant past. This typologi-
cal similarity creates parallels between recent historical persons and comparable
characters from the Saga Age. The recent narratives are thus integrated into the
audience’s cultural memory, so that they transcend their meaning as accounts of
specific individuals’ lives and participate in the construction of collective identity.

The main narrative type in the depiction of contact between Icelanders and
the Norwegian royal court is the travel story. Its structural pattern is centred
around a transition from the protagonist’s initial low status in Norway and alien-
ation from the court to his social integration and prestigious position. An impor-
tant element of the travel story is the Norwegians’ prejudice against Icelandic
newcomers. This prejudice is based on a sense of regional, rather than national
identity; it is comparable to the way in which the inhabitants of central regions
or cities have tended to mock villagers from remote regions in many cultures
throughout history. The provincial origin of Icelanders is, however, counterbal-
anced by their skills and personal qualities, which are eventually discovered and
appreciated by the king. The travel story thus shows not only the protagonist’s
actual travels, but also his ourney’ from alienation to acceptance.

In the construction of collective identity, this narrative type reflects some of
the insecurities related to the medieval Icelanders’ geographical and economic
peripherality, but it shows that they can be overcome. It expresses the idea that
Icelanders prefer contact with Scandinavia to isolation from it and believe in
their potential for a positive relationship with the monarchy despite possible ini-
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tial difficulties. In the sagas of the Icelandic saintly bishops, this otherwise secular
narrative type accentuates their function as identity-building texts. The protago-
nists, just like their secular counterparts, face conflicts in Norway but eventually
reach a satisfactory reconciliation and prove their mental strength, integrity, and
spiritual excellence. These hagiographic sagas thus deconstruct Iceland’s social
marginality not only by portraying native saints, but also by showing specific ex-
amples of the protagonists overcoming alienation on their journeys abroad.

The image of Icelandic identity in contact with the monarchy is further devel-
oped in the royal retainer’s story, which pays less attention to the Icelanders’
marginality and more to the inherently hierarchical nature of their relationships
with the rulers. The narrative type is therefore focused on the boundaries be-
tween service and freedom, loyalty and subordination, or courage and aggres-
sion. The compatibility of service and freedom is foregrounded by an emphasis
on the protagonist’s voluntary decision to enter the ruler’s service, or even to sac-
rifice his life for him. The retainer is rewarded for his loyalty with a unique type
of prestige that is more absolute and permanent than the changeable personal
status offered by Icelandic society, so the royal service improves his reputation
and social position. Moreover, it also increases his personal integrity, as his bellig-
erence receives a meaningful purpose and his disruptive ferocity is transformed
into socially beneficial courage.

The focus on voluntary loyalty is related to the theme of the Icelanders’ active
initiative in important situations, which is established already in the narratives
of early Icelandic history and receives even more significance in the contempo-
rary sagas. Despite its inevitably hierarchical nature, the Icelanders’ relationship
with the monarch is thus not presented as a loss of freedom. When this narrative
type is employed in the story of borvardr and Ari in Prestssaga Gudémundar goda,
it adds an important political dimension to the saga, turning an individual biogra-
phy into a text that contributes to the construction of collective identity.

The image of the Icelander’s confidence and active initiative reaches its peak
in the court poet’s story. Whereas the travel story highlights the Icelander’s initial
marginality, the court poet’s story emphasizes his extraordinary intellectual
skills, his freedom in deciding to enter a king’s service, his ability to negotiate the
conditions of his relationship with the monarch, and his special privileges at the
royal court. This narrative type probably exaggerates the skalds’ privileges far be-
yond historical reality — in any case that of the thirteenth century — but it is all
the more important for the narrative construction of collective identity. Its exces-
sively glamorous image of the Icelander at the royal court contributes to a socially
relevant interpretation of real-life relationships between Icelanders and the Nor-
wegian monarchy.
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Moreover, apart from portraying the protagonist as something like a medie-
val celebrity, the court poet’s story also accentuates the skald’s diplomatic role in
Scandinavian politics. This element of the narrative type seems to accord quite
well with the thirteenth-century historical reality, and it emphasizes the Ice-
landers’ active participation in Norwegian power relations during the Sturlung
Age. The Icelanders are thus not presented as powerless pawns caught in the in-
tricacies of the high political game, but rather as determined politicians seeking
to promote their position and willing to take risks.

The emphasis on the confident image of the Icelander is most obvious in the
narrative portrayal of Snorri Sturluson. Whereas the skalds in the kings’ sagas usu-
ally arrive at the royal court poor and socially insignificant, Snorri is an influential,
wealthy chieftain already before his arrival in Norway. This removes the initial
contrast between the poet’s sharp intellect and low social position. In this case,
however, the modification of the narrative type does not change its overall tone
but rather strengthens it. The structure and themes of the court poet’s story enable
the presentation of Snorri as an active participant in establishing the political rela-
tionship between Iceland and the Norwegian monarchy despite his tenuous politi-
cal success; the narrative thus rejects any notion of passive subordination.

*

All these narrative types shaped the meaning of the sagas’ accounts of recent his-
tory. The facts that existed in communicative memory were given, but the way of
narrating them was open to choice. The process of narrativization enabled the
selection of what would be foregrounded, what would be forgotten, and which
persons and events would be incorporated into cultural memory. That depended
on what the preferred interpretation of history was.

There is little doubt that an effort to interpret the past motivated the portrayal
of some noteworthy side characters in the sagas. The brothers Ingimundr, bor-
vardr, and Ari Porgeirsson were doubtlessly known in communicative memory for
their kinship with the saintly bishop Gudmundr Arason, but also for their own ac-
complishments. During the transition to cultural memory, the bishop’s life inspired
the production of several sagas due to his importance as a historical personage and
as an identity bearer. The historical significance of the brothers could not compare
with that of Gudmundr, so they did not receive their own saga. However, their sto-
ries served as suitable material for the construction of collective identity because
they could illustrate important aspects of the Icelanders’ contact with the Norwe-
gian rulers. That is probably the reason why Prestssaga Gudmundar géda does not
just mention the brothers in passing as the protagonist’s kinsmen, but the accounts
of their lives are developed into brief but carefully structured stories that follow
some of the predominant narrative types. Due to the collective knowledge of these
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narrative types among the original recipients of the saga, the structure of these sto-
ries could reveal the deeper layers of their meaning.

The narrative types play an essential role in shaping the meaning of the
sagas’ main storylines as well; they enable sophisticated interpretative strategies,
especially if two contrasting narrative types are combined in the account of a pro-
tagonist’s life. It has been shown here how the optimistic tone of the travel story
can be further emphasized in combination with an inherently tragic narrative
type, such as the outlaw’s story in Arons saga Hjorleifssonar. The outlaw’s story
represents the tragic state of social marginality, but then the saga modifies this
narrative type through a combination with the travel story, thus accentuating the
unexpectedly optimistic ending and the deconstruction of the initial marginality.
The protagonist’s marginality as an outlaw is contrasted with the prestige he en-
joys at the royal court, and the tragedy of isolation is contrasted with the benefits
of integration. The protagonist’s physical transfer to Norway is followed by his
appointment to a respectable position, which represents a mental and social in-
corporation into the centre. The pilgrimage to Jerusalem can be regarded as a
completion of this process, as it establishes the Icelander’s contact with the centre
of the Christian world. Such a gradual transition from absolute marginality to the
ultimate integration underlines the central ideas of the travel story.

An optimistic narrative type similarly modifies the meaning of a tragic narrative
type in the story of Snorri Sturluson. The account of Snorri’s first journey to Norway
is structured by the pattern of the court poet’s story. His first international contacts
are depicted with a focus on poetry composed for Scandinavian aristocrats, which
was probably not actually politically significant, but it receives much attention in the
saga because it builds up the interpretative framework of the narrative type. The
protagonist is alienated from the monarchs when they plan a military expedition to
Iceland, but a reconciliation follows when Snorri averts the armed clash by his diplo-
matic eloquence and clever negotiation, typical of the narrative image of skalds. On
the surface of the narrative, the prestige and gifts received by Snorri are also pre-
sented as a reward for his poetry. At the end of the episode, the text again empha-
sizes Snorri’s poem and its parody, thus drawing attention to the court poet’s story as
the framework of the whole narrative’s meaning. When the account of Snorri’s first
contact with the monarchy is fitted into the structural pattern of the narrative type
that presents the most self-confident image of Icelandic identity, the text accentuates
his voluntary decision to enter the Norwegian power game and his assertive negotia-
tion with the rulers. It thus expresses the idea that the Icelanders’ relationship with
the monarchy is not based on passive obedience but on open debate.

This part of Snorri’s story is followed by the latter section, shaped by the con-
trasting narrative type of the inherently tragic jarl’s story, because Snorri’s fate is
inseparably intertwined with the fate of his Norwegian ally, Skdli Bardarson. Snor-
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ri’s tragic end is presented as a result of his decision to support Skuli, the defeated
party in the Norwegian power struggle, instead of the victorious King Hakon. Nev-
ertheless, although the jarl’s story contrasts with the optimistic tone of the court
poet’s story, it does not negate its meaning. The court poet’s story, with its focus on
the Icelander’s active approach to establishing political alliances with the monar-
chy, shapes even the meaning of the second part of the narrative about Snorri. He
is thus not presented as a passive victim, but rather as a player in the political
game who deliberately enters the power struggle, actively chooses a side, and will-
ingly accepts the inevitable risk. On a more universal level, this implies that Icelan-
dic society is not viewed as a passive victim either; the political contact with
Norway is presented as the Icelanders’ own initiative. The tragic ending of Snorri’s
story could have given the Icelanders an opportunity to create a narrative image of
their opposition to Norway if such a narrative had been desirable for the construc-
tion of their collective identity. Instead, however, the existing portrayal of Snorri
serves as a figurative image of the Icelanders’ active role in their relationships with
the Norwegian kingdom, while the inevitable difficulties are not concealed.

These examples show how the meaning can be modified when recent histori-
cal events are fitted into the structural patterns of the narrative types. The result-
ing texts are not essentially historically inaccurate, but they are not neutral
records of events either — they offer a balanced combination of fact and interpre-
tation, which is enabled by their narrative nature. The textuality and intertextual-
ity of the sagas contribute to an interpretation of history and a construction of
collective identity from the perspective of the time of their origin. Apart from
intra-literary connections, the sagas thus also reflect their extra-literary contexts.
They describe the past but figuratively comment on present concerns, which af-
fect the selection of themes and narrative types. This means that the memory of
the past is shaped by its relationship with the present, but the present identity is
simultaneously derived from the remembered past.

Due to this constant interaction between memory and identity, it makes little
sense to divide one from the other or to categorize the sagas as either history or
fiction. The original audiences doubtlessly perceived both the secular and hagio-
graphic contemporary sagas as history in the broad medieval sense but also un-
derstood them as interpretations of the past and sources of collective identity.
Moreover, some of the sagas contain elements of divinity and miracle, which in
the medieval understanding transcend the boundary between reality and belief.
All these aspects of the sagas construct their meaning together, contributing to
their function as narrative images of the medieval Icelanders’ worldview and per-
ception of their own position in the world. The same applies to the texts analysed
in the following chapter, which may appear to be more strictly historiographical,
but textuality and intertextuality are just as important for their meaning.



5 The time of transformation: Iceland’s political
integration with Norway

It has been argued here that the Norwegian power struggle was the primary im-
pulse for Hikon Hakonarson’s and Skuli Bardarson’s active interest in Iceland. It
was Snorri Sturluson’s own initiative to seek Norwegian alliances, but his action
may not have created such firm political bonds between the two countries if it
had not been for the rivalry between the co-rulers. Due to this rivalry, Skuli
aimed for gaining the support of influential Icelanders already during Snorri’s
first visit to Norway in 1218-1220; King Hadkon soon followed suit because he un-
derstood that Icelanders had become a significant force in Norwegian politics. If
one of the chieftains had managed to gain decisive power in Iceland on behalf of
one of the rulers, it could have affected the power balance in Norway. Because of
the highly unstable political situation in Iceland, however, none of the chieftains
achieved such a position. Nevertheless, the direct political relationships between
the leading Icelanders and the Norwegian monarchy had a significant impact on
the development of power structures in Iceland.

After Skuli’s fall, King Hdkon no longer needed the Icelanders’ support in in-
ternal power struggles, but a direct political contact with Iceland was already
firmly established. Influential Icelanders continued to actively seek the king’s sup-
port because they needed centralized rule due to the political developments in
the preceding decades. When King Hakon’s internal position was stabilized after
Skuli’s defeat and he had established personal alliances with some of the most
powerful Icelanders, the next step was the formal establishment of royal rule in
Iceland, which took place on two levels. Firstly, the king acquired control over
the chieftaincies through confiscation and transfers; secondly, the royal represen-
tatives worked on securing the Icelanders’ formal acceptance of the monarchy
(Weerdahl 2011, 89).

By 1250, King Hakon had gained most chieftaincies, mainly through direct
contact with the chieftains, who were nevertheless too busy competing against
each other to fully concentrate on furthering the king’s case. From 1254, the king
therefore employed Norwegian emissaries who had no personal political ambi-
tions in Iceland. Their task was to persuade Icelanders to formally accept the
monarchy, but they were not appointed to govern any territories because they
lacked a local power base, which was necessary for the royal representatives in
their patron-client relationships with the farmers. The Norwegian kingdom had
also once been established through the kings’ political relationships with the local
magnates, and the establishment of royal rule in Iceland followed the same prin-
ciples (Weerdahl 2011, 95-103).
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This gradual process was formally completed in 1262, when the leading Ice-
landic chieftains and representatives of the farmers swore allegiance to the Nor-
wegian kings. The acceptance of royal rule in Iceland has been presented in
research as a crucial transformative event, and its evaluation has ranged from
ideas of the Icelanders’ sheer opposition to the monarchy to more balanced per-
ceptions of constant mutual negotiation.

Earlier Icelandic researchers presented a strikingly negative assessment of
Iceland’s integration into the Norwegian kingdom. It was regarded as a loss of
national independence, caused by the king’s unilateral expansive politics, in
which he deliberately increased the strife between Icelanders in order to weaken
them (Jén Jénsson Adils 1903, 101-102; Sigurdur Nordal 1942, 340-341; J6n Johan-
nesson 1956, 291). This negative perception of the monarchy was connected with
the idea that King Hakon was a foreigner to Icelanders, and the complicated polit-
ical circumstances in both countries were often ignored in the evaluation of the
king’s treatment of Icelanders (Jén Helgason 1925, 132-133; Einar Olafur Sveinsson
1940, 23).

Such interpretations were based on a lack of comparison with the processes
of power centralization in other medieval European states; they also ignored the
historical, economic, and cultural connections between medieval Iceland and
Norway. They were shaped by the political climate at the time of their origin,
when the Icelandic historians’ perception of the past was influenced by Iceland’s
struggle for political independence from Denmark, so they applied modern ideas
of national independence to medieval history (Gunnar Karlsson 1980; Byock 1992;
Halink 2018).%2 This is understandable in the light of memory theories, as the
modern historiographical works, just like the medieval sources themselves, were
media of memory that served “particular interests and ideological positions” (Gil-
lis 1994, 4).

However, the negative perception of medieval Iceland’s relationship with the
Norwegian monarchy still continues to shape research on Icelandic history and
culture. This has probably been caused partly by the overall cultural prominence
of the modern concepts of nationality and freedom, and partly by the insufficient

92 In the 1830s, Icelandic intellectuals in Copenhagen raised the claim of re-establishing the
Alpingi as a national parliament, which was fulfilled in the early 1840s. This started the political
movement led by Jén Sigurdsson, who argued that after the end of absolutism in 1848, power
over Iceland could only be given to the Icelandic people, not to the Danish people. After intense
political efforts, the Alpingi was granted a legislative function in 1874. In 1904, Iceland received
home rule with a local minister, and in 1918, a separate Icelandic state in a personal union with
Denmark was established. The Second World War then re-opened a debate that brought about
the establishment of the Republic of Iceland in 1944 (Byock 1992, 50-56).
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scholarly interest in the contemporary sagas as sources reflecting cultural mem-
ory and collective identity.

Ann-Marie Long (2017), in her otherwise excellent analysis of selected histo-
riographical and legal sources from the perspective of cultural memory studies,
speaks of the Icelanders’ “deep-seated and persistent resentment towards their
ancestral homeland and its monarch” (2017, 4), whom she characterizes as “the
ominous ever-present figure of a distant king who had the potential to threaten
unwanted intervention in the island’s domestic affairs” (2017, 101). Nicolas Meylan
(2014) foregrounds the presumed opposition to the Norwegian monarchy in medi-
eval Iceland in his study on the motifs of magic in selected Old Norse texts, which
he regards as a narrative means of expressing the “Icelandic polemics against the
kings of Norway” (2014, 47). He speaks of “the Norwegian Crown’s encroachment
on [the] kingless and armyless island” (2014, 126) and of “an Icelandic subtext of
political resistance” (2014, 198).

While certain anti-royal attitudes may have existed in medieval Iceland and
may be reflected in some of the sources discussed in these studies, the authors
seem to take the idea of the medieval Icelanders’ opposition to royal rule for
granted. I believe that a more nuanced view can be achieved through an analysis
of the contemporary sagas, which are a major source of the medieval Icelanders’
predominant interpretations of their political contact with the Norwegian monar-
chy in the thirteenth century.

A thorough reassessment has been presented in some studies with a primar-
ily historical focus, which use the contemporary sagas as sources but foreground
the political aspects of the relationship between medieval Iceland and Norway,
rather than the questions of collective identity. Gunnar Karlsson has concluded
that King Hakon “never did anything to force Icelanders to accept his rule*® and
that “it can certainly be assumed that many thirteenth-century Icelanders wished
to become a king’s subjects like other civilized people in the world”.?* Similarly,
Armann Jakobsson has pointed out that Islendinga saga expresses approval of
royal rule as a solution to the violence of the Sturlung Age.”® He has also empha-

93 [...] gerdi aldrei neitt sem neyddi fslendinga til ad jatast undir yfirrdd hans (1975, 52).

94 [..] vist ma gera rad fyrir ad margir 13. aldar Islendingar hafi viljad komast i télu konungs-
begna eins og annad sidad félk heimshyggdarinnar (1975, 53).

95 Pad er einmitt konungurinn sem heggur & pann hnut @ttviga og 6fridar sem lyst er i békinni.
[ Islendinga ségu er hvergi efast um ad st leid ut ur 6fridarvitahringnum sem Islendingar voldu
med pvi ad gangast undir skattgjald til Noregskonungs 1262-1264 hafi verid su eina rétta. (1994b,
31) (It is the king who cuts the knot of killings and hostility that is depicted in the text. [slendinga
saga expresses no doubt that the way out of the vicious circle of violence that the Icelanders
chose by their agreement to pay tax to the Norwegian king in 1262-1264 was the only right one.)
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sized that the king’s interventions into Icelandic politics were a result of the chief-
tains’ own initiative and that the king never intentionally increased the internal
strife in Iceland (1995, 176-178). Orri Vésteinsson has shown that the acceptance
of royal rule was a step in the process of power concentration in Iceland, rather
than a collapse of the system (2000, 8). This idea has been further developed by
Sverrir Jakobsson, who describes the formation of domains (héradsriki) in Iceland
as a decisive step in establishing a foundation for royal rule (2012, 116).

This is related to a more general reassessment of the traditional image of medi-
eval Iceland and Norway as contrasting societies with strikingly different political
systems. It has been shown that despite the absence of a monarch in Iceland, there
were considerable similarities between the internal power relations in both coun-
tries. Even in Norway, royal rule before the reign of Magnis Hakonarson (1263—
1280) was not as stable in practice as it is presented in some kings’ sagas (Weerdahl
2011, 14-15, 64-67). These sagas are shaped by the new royal ideology, introduced
in Norway around the beginning of the thirteenth century, which implies that the
monarch is omnipresent in the whole kingdom in the form of consistently adminis-
tered justice, so that royal power is based on internalized obedience, independent
of the king’s personal presence (Orning 2008, 2, 46). However, the practical exercise
of power in fact depended on the king’s personal contact with the local leaders; the
monarch was more powerful than the magnates but not powerful enough to be in-
dependent of their support. His relationships with them were typically character-
ized by conflict and compromise (2008, 102-105, 189-192).

Disagreements between the kings and the Icelandic chieftains therefore cannot
be viewed as a unique antagonism, caused by the Icelanders’ unusually strong de-
sire for independence. Instead, this tension stemmed from the chieftains’ dual role
as local leaders and as royal representatives, and it was just as characteristic of the
Norwegian magnates’ relationships with the kings (2008, 227-229). The magnates
derived their local authority from their patron-client relationships with the peas-
ants; the kings were thus primarily the most powerful patrons in a society where
patron-client relationships were still the strongest social ties (2008, 334-336) — just
like they were in Iceland. This similarity of social structures disproves the idea of
political contacts between Iceland and Norway as a collision between two contrast-
ing systems.

Lastly, medieval Icelandic identity in the context of interaction with Norway
has been re-evaluated in some recent studies as well, but the contemporary sagas
are again largely left out as sources. Armann Jakobsson focuses on the sagas of
Icelanders (2002) and the kings’ sagas (2014), showing that these sources do not
associate Icelandic individuality with isolation but highlight the importance of in-
teraction with Norwegian kings. Patricia Boulhosa (2005) builds on legal sources
and the sagas of Icelanders; she challenges the notion of the acceptance of royal
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rule as a radical event and suggests that the relationship between Iceland and
Norway was formed by a constant process of negotiation (2005, 1-4, 209-213).
Sverrir Jakobsson’s study on the medieval Icelanders’ worldview (2005) shows
that they perceived themselves as a specific group in their contact with foreign-
ers; mutual distrust or tests of intellect and courage can occur in the accounts of
their contacts with the Norwegian royal court, but the overall relationship is not
presented as opposition or enmity (2005, 343-346). These studies thus contribute
to uprooting the ideas of the Icelanders’ defensive attitude to the monarchy.

The objective of this chapter is to complement the findings outlined here by an
analysis of how collective identity is presented in the contemporary sagas that de-
pict Iceland’s political integration with Norway and the process of accepting royal
rule. The analysis is focused on the narrative portrayals of the leading participants
in this process: béror kakali Sighvatsson, borgils skardi Bodvarsson, Gizurr bor-
valdsson, and Sturla Pérdarson the younger. The chapter is intended to show how
these portrayals are shaped by the saga tradition on the one hand and by newly
introduced ideologies on the other hand. It will be argued here that these narra-
tives further develop the themes established in texts dealing with the preceding pe-
riods of Icelandic history and that this thematic continuity is accentuated by
complex intertextual connections both within and beyond Sturlunga saga.

5.1 P6rdr kakali Sighvatsson: The fighter

After both Sturla Sighvatsson’s and Snorri Sturluson’s death, the leading position
among the Sturlungar passed to Sturla’s brother Péror kakali Sighvatsson, who is
portrayed in Pérdar saga kakala. At the time of the battle of Orlygsstadir, Porar
was in Norway, which was a lucky circumstance that probably saved his life. Nev-
ertheless, the battle weakened the Sturlungar’s position in Iceland, so Pordr faced
fierce opposition when he attempted to regain power.

These power struggles constitute the main storyline of Pérdar saga. The histori-
cal reality of the events is fitted into a structural pattern that consists of two subse-
quent conflict stories, each depicting the protagonist’s dispute with one major
opponent.” The narrative type of the conflict story is essential both for the composi-
tion of the storyline and for the construction of meaning in Pérdar saga. It creates a
set of expectations, which are then partly fulfilled and partly modified in the saga.

96 The original separate Pérdar saga probably also described the preceding decades of the pro-
tagonist’s life. The compiler of Sturlunga saga presumably omitted this part because the same
events are depicted in Islendinga saga (Jén Jéhannesson 1946, x1i).
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As a typical protagonist of a conflict story, P6rdr is portrayed first and foremost
as a fighter but not as a ruthless aggressor. The narrative presents a balanced
image of his positive qualities, such as courage, prowess, and determination, as
well as his faults, mainly immoderate belligerence. It is the contrast between the
protagonist’s ferocity and the stabilizing forces in society that is decisive for the
meaning of the conflict story. Its structural pattern accentuates the arbitration that
terminates the conflict, thus emphasizing the importance of increasingly powerful
mediators. In Pdrdar saga, the character type of the mediator, who intervenes in
the dispute as a neutral third party and advocates peace, is represented by the Nor-
wegian king. As has been shown here, local Icelandic mediators could still actively
intervene in individual conflicts during the Sturlung Age, as in Svinfellinga saga.
There was, however, no authority strong enough to resolve extensive political ri-
valry, so external intervention became necessary, and the most powerful chieftains
turned to the Norwegian king for arbitration. In Pérdar saga, the protagonist re-
peatedly decides to refrain from violence and rely on arbitration by the king; this
element of the story transcends its individual meaning and figuratively illustrates
the importance of royal rule for peace.

5.1.1 The first conflict story: pérér Sighvatsson and Kolbeinn Arnérsson

Around 1240, the most influential Icelandic chieftains had already become leaders
of large, territorially defined domains. The first all-quarter domain was established
in the Eastern Quarter by the Svinfellingar around 1220, but the family was divided
and there was never one individual controlling the whole quarter. The second all-
quarter domain was the result of the expansive politics of Snorri Sturluson in the
years 1220-1232 and Sturla Sighvatsson after 1235, when the Sturlungar controlled
almost all the Western Quarter and a part of the Northern Quarter. After the battle
of Orlygsstadir in 1238, Kolbeinn Arnérsson of the Asbirningar gained all the North-
ern Quarter, which became the third all-quarter domain (Jén Vidar Sigurdsson
1999, 71-75). After defeating Oraekja Snorrason in 1242, Kolbeinn seized most of the
Western Quarter as well. This led to his enmity with Pordr Sighvatsson, which con-
stitutes the first conflict story in the account of Pérar’s life in Sturlunga saga.

The conflict story begins with gradually increasing tension when b6rdr returns
from Norway in 1242 and the Sturlungar’s domain is governed by their opponent
Kolbeinn Arndrsson, who has received forced oaths of loyalty from the local farmers.
Kolbeinn’s men pursue bérdr with the intention of capturing and subduing him,
while Pérdr attempts to gain support and gather followers (STU ccexvii—ccexxiv).
Violent clashes and occasional killings occur (STU cccxxv—ccexxxv) and increas-
ingly important men are killed, including béror’s brother Tumi Sighvatsson the
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younger (STU cccxxxiii). The culmination of the conflict is the battle of Hunafléi
on 25 June 1244, in which bérar is successful at first but then is forced to flee (STU
ccexxxvi—cecexlii). The battle does not bring any decisive result and is followed by
boror’s failed attempt to attack Kolbeinn in revenge (STU ccexliii).

This is where bdrdar saga modifies its narrative type. The structural pattern
of the conflict story leads to the expectation of one of the leaders’ violent death,
but both leaders decide to seek reconciliation instead. Kolbeinn, who is seriously
ill, negotiates with bérdr, and they agree to travel to Norway and accept the
king’s judgement (STU cccxliii). That is a sign of respect for the king’s authority,
which alone can peacefully terminate the power struggle.

The journey does not take place, however, because Kolbeinn is unable to
travel due to his illness. Before his death in 1245, Kolbeinn promises to give bérar
the Sturlungar’s inheritance but gives the rest of his domain to his kinsman
Brandr Kolbeinsson, Gizurr Porvaldsson’s ally (STU cccxliii—cccxliv). That is why
the power struggle continues even after Kolbeinn’s death — without the king’s ar-
bitration, the reconciliation that is now expected is not carried through. The
structure of the narrative thus emphasizes the importance of mediation, which is
presented as the only possible means of terminating violence.

5.1.2 The second conflict story: Pérdr Sighvatsson and Gizurr Porvaldsson

The account of Pérdr’s second power struggle again follows the structural pattern
of the conflict story, this time with an even stronger focus on the king’s role as a
mediator. boror’s rivalry with Brandr Kolbeinsson develops due to competition
for power, and preparations for an armed clash take place (STU cccxlviii—cccxlix).
The culmination of the conflict is the battle of Haugsnes on 19 April 1246, in
which Brandr is killed and Pérdr gains his domain consisting of the Northern
Quarter and the Westfjords (STU cccl). Gizurr Porvaldsson attempts to reunite
Brandr’s supporters and attack Pordr in revenge, but both opponents eventually
agree to travel to Norway and accept the king’s judgement (STU cccl—cccliii).

This section fulfils the expectation of a central character’s violent death, as
Brandr is killed in battle. The structural pattern of the conflict story is, however,
modified at the following stage, when a violent vengeance is averted by an agree-
ment. The condition of the agreement is that the case will be judged by the king
as a supreme authority; the story thus shows that external mediation can termi-
nate the cycle of violence even when a chieftain has already been killed.

When Pérdr and Gizurr arrive at the royal court in 1246 and present their
case to the king (STU cccli), a brief reference to Snorri Sturluson alludes to the
king’s recent conflict with Skuli Bardarson, which resulted in the king’s mistrust
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of the Sturlungar. The audience is thus reminded of the interrelatedness between
the Norwegian and Icelandic power struggle:

En pat péttust menn skilja at konungrinn mundi heldr aleidis vikja fyrir Gizuri allt pat er
honum pétti svd mega. Ok hofou menn pat fyrir satt at pat mundi mjok vera fyrir
sakir mdala Snorra Sturlusonar er 14t hans hafoi nakkvat af konunginum leitt. [...] En er
Pordr keerdi & um malit Snorra Sturlusonar svaradi konungrinn par fyrir ok sagdi at hann
atti pat at beeta, en bad Gizur svara 6drum malum. P4tti ménnum pé sem Hakon konungr
mundi liésinna Gizuri um allt pat er honum peetti sér séma eptir honum at meela. (Sturlunga
saga, II, 2021, ch. 351, p. 505)

(People believed that the king would prefer to decide in favour of Gizurr in everything if he
felt he could. And they assumed that it was so mainly due to the matters concerning Snorri
Sturluson, as his death had to some extent been caused by the king. [...] When bordr prose-
cuted Snorri Sturluson’s case, the king answered that it was his responsibility to pay compen-
sation, but he asked Gizurr to answer to the other matters. People believed that King Hdkon
would support Gizurr in everything, as long as he deemed it honourable to speak up for him.)

By showing that the king’s judgement depends rather on his relationship with
specific individuals than on abstract principles of justice, this description empha-
sizes the personal character of the dealings between the king and the Icelandic
chieftains, which is also typical of political relations in Iceland. The saga thus
highlights the similarity, rather than the difference, between Norwegian and Ice-
landic politics. This means that the king is not presented as a representative of a
foreign system but as the highest authority in a structure of patron-client relation-
ships, powerful enough to arbitrate between the most influential Icelanders.
bordar saga nevertheless shows that despite his personal bias, the king does
not immediately decide in favour of Gizurr but takes time to carefully consider
the matter (STU cccli). A change in the negotiations then occurs when Cardinal
Vilhjalmr arrives in Norway in 1247 and is asked to arbitrate (STU cccliii). Signifi-
cantly, his decision to support bordr is also explained by personal motivations —
by béror’s friendship with Bishop Heinrekr Kérsson of Holar, who “interceded
much on bérdr’s behalf with the cardinal and with the king”.”” Even the foreign
dignitary is thus not portrayed as a representative of absolute, impersonal justice.
The main point of the cardinal’s argumentation, however, is that he “recom-
mended appointing one man to govern the country for the sake of peace”.”® Such
a connection between centralized rule and peace is a constant theme throughout

97 [...] dré hann mjék fram hlut Pérdar vid kardindlem ok svd vid konunginn (Sturlunga saga, II,
2021, ch. 353, p. 508).

98 [...] kvad pat ok rad at einn madr veeri skipadr yfir landit ef fridr skyldi vera (Sturlunga saga,
11, 2021, ch. 353, p. 508).
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Sturlunga saga, and the cardinal’s utterance endows this idea with a more univer-
sal value.”

The negotiation ends with Pordr being chosen as the royal representative and
“appointed to govern the whole country”.!°® Gizurr must stay in Norway and is
“very displeased with it”,'* but the king compensates him by appointing him to
govern a district in Norway. Thus, the saga does not imply that the king incites con-
flicts between the Icelandic chieftains, as has been suggested by some scholars. In-
stead, it shows the king’s honest effort to establish peace. He keeps the opponents
apart in order to prevent a continuation of armed clashes, and he incorporates Gi-
zurr into the Norwegian power structures in order to mitigate his resentment.

When b6éror returns to Iceland in 1247, he gains control of Borgarfjoror, the
Westfjords, and the Northern Quarter without opposition as he has influential ad-
herents there, including Hrafn Oddsson, Sturla bPérdarson, and Eyjolfr Porsteins-
son; he also has allies in the Eastern Quarter, Porvardr and Oddr Pérarinsson and
Seemundr Ormsson (Sverrir Jakobsson 2016, 217-218). It is only due to this power
base that Pordr firmly establishes his leadership.

Everybody obeys Pdror at the Alpingi of 1248, except for Gizurr’s adherents
from the Southern Quarter (STU cccliv). When Gizurr does not return in the au-
tumn, Pérdr forces these men to accept him as their leader against their will but
without armed clashes, as nobody dares to actively oppose him.'°? The experi-
enced fighter can thus refrain from using violent means because his authority
has reached the point where he no longer needs weapons. Nevertheless, he is
never entirely transformed into a peaceful royal official; his ambition to wield
power remains his chief motivation, and he is always ready to defend his power
by the sword if needed.

Due to the personal character of the king’s relationships with the Icelandic
leaders, Pérdr’s position as a royal representative is unstable. When his friend-

99 Hdkonar saga (ccci) adds the cardinal’s famous praise of monarchy. Whether the speech is
authentic or not, it clearly expresses the idea that royal rule is an important sign of civilized soci-
eties: “Pé& var ok su skipan ger til fslands med radi kardinéla at st bj6d er par byggdi bjénadi til
Hakonar konungs, pvi at hann kalladi pat 6sannligt at land bat pjénadi eigi undir einhvern ko-
nung sem 61l 6nnur { veréldinni.” (Hdkonar saga, II, 2013, ch. 301, p. 136) (With the cardinal’s
contribution, the decision was made concerning Iceland that the people who lived there should
serve King Hakon, because the cardinal found it inappropriate that this country did not serve
any king like all other countries in the world.) Neither Hdkonar saga nor Pérdar saga suggests
that Icelanders opposed this idea as such, only that they debated the conditions of royal rule.

100 [...] skipadr yfir allt landit til forrdda (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 353, p. 508).

101 [...] pétti honum pat allpungt (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021, ch. 353, p. 508).

102 [...] meeltu pé flestir menn ekki { méti at pjéna honum (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 354,
p. 511).
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ship with Bishop Heinrekr is thwarted in 1249, the bishop complains to the king,
accusing bordr of disloyalty (STU cccliv):

En byskup flutti ekki mjok mal Pérdar ok kvad hann eigi efna pat er hann hefdi heitit, kvad
konungs vilja aldri mundu vid ganga 4 Islandi medan béror rédi svd miklu. Byskup var med
konungi um vetrinn, ok hlyddi konungr allmjok & hans sagnir. En pa var fatt peira manna i
Néregi er mjok draegi fram hlut bérdar, nema nékkurir 16gunautar hans.'® (Sturlunga saga,
11, 2021, ch. 354, p. 512)

(But the bishop did not support bérdr much and said that bPérdr did not keep his promises. He
said that the king’s will would never be accepted in Iceland as long as Péror was in charge.
The bishop spent the winter with the king, who often listened to his speech. But there were
few men in Norway who supported P6rdr, except for some of his fellow retainers.)

This account again accentuates the personal character of the relations at the
royal court. The king’s decisions are thus not presented as a result of impersonal,
absolute principles, but rather of what Hans Jacob Orning calls a “dual contextual
foundation” - the king is influenced by those who are physically close to him, and
these men also have highly personal grounds for their assessment of the situation
(Orning 2008, 252).

The personal character of these relations is also depicted in Hdkonar saga
(HSH ccci), where the bishop’s sudden enmity towards Pérdr is explained by the
fact that “Pordr’s worst enemies had complained to the bishop, who had taken
their case into his hands”.!®* This means that both the secular and ecclesiastical
Icelandic leaders continue to derive their power from supporting their followers.
The bishop “was Pordr’s worst enemy ever since but formed an alliance with Gi-
zurr, and they told the king that his interests would be better furthered in Iceland
if they were sent there”.'®® bérdr is summoned to the royal court in 1250 (HSH
cccxvii), and “the bishop said that Péror had furthered his own interests instead
of the king’s esteem in all matters, and this time the king believed him much”.'%®

103 In Kroksfjardarbdk, bérdar saga ends here, but an empty space is left on the page, indicating
that the scribe probably intended to add a section about the end of bérdr’s life (see Sturlunga
saga, II, 2021, 512, footnote 4). This section is only found in copies derived from Reykjarfjardarbok,
where it is incorporated into the chronology of the compilation and separated from the rest of
bordar saga by accounts of other events (STU ccccl, see below).

104 [...] p4 hofou peir menn er helzt varu 6vinir bérdar keert sin mal fyrir byskupi, ok haféi
hann tekit peira mél 4 sinn varnad (Hdkonar saga, II, 2013, ch. 301, p. 137).

105 [...] var hinn mesti 6vin bérdar jafnan sidan. En peir slégu sér pa saman i vinattu, Heinrekr
byskup ok Gizurr, ok fluttu pat fyrir konungi at hans mal mundi betr fara 4 fslandi ef peir veeri
til sendir (Hdkonar saga, II, 2013, ch. 301, p. 137).

106 Sagdi byskup at bérdr hafoi i 6llu sinn hlut fram dregit en ekki semd konungs, ok var pvi
meirr traat at sinni (Hdkonar saga, II, 2013, ch. 317, p. 153).
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The motif of calumny creates a narrative parallel between this episode and the
account of King Hakon’s conflict with Skuli Bardarson: it is emphasized in Hdko-
nar saga that when the two co-rulers were apart, dishonest men spread mistrust
and suspicion between them (HSH ccxiii and elsewhere). Through this parallel, the
Norwegian and Icelandic power struggles are connected in Hdkonar saga as well.

The result of these political turns is that the king sends Gizurr borvaldsson and
borgils Bodvarsson to Iceland as royal representatives in 1252 together with Bishop
Heinrekr; Gizurr receives power over almost all the Northern Quarter and Porgils
over Borgarfjoror (STU ccclxiv). Pordr Sighvatsson is kept in Norway and receives
an office in local administration (sysla) as a sign of respect and a source of income
(HSH cccxxvii). However, Poror’s supporters remain loyal even in his absence and
gather forces to attack Gizurr and Porgils (STU ccclxv). This is an internal conflict
in Iceland, which cannot be prevented by the king. bPérdr’s chief supporter Eyjolfr
borsteinsson unsuccessfully attempts to kill Gizurr by burning his farm in the au-
tumn of 1253; Gizurr loses his wife and sons in the attack and leaves for Norway,
where he hopes to regain his prestige (STU cccxci—cccciii). Gizurr and bordr are
then both in Norway and their relationship remains cold (STU ccccl):

Litlu sidar for bordr kakali austr til Tunsbergs, ok ték konungr honum eigi margliga. Gizurr
var par fyrir. Ok er Pordr hafoi par skamma hrid verit bior hann konung at hann 1éti Gizur
i brott fara ok segir eigi 6rveent at vandraedi aukist af ef peir veeri I einum kaupstad badir.
Konungr svarar: ,Hver van er pér pess at ek reka Gizur, frenda minn, frd mér fyrir pessi
ummeeli pin? Edr mundir pu eigi vilja vera { himnariki ef Gizurr veeri par fyrir?“ ,Vera
gjarna, herra,“ segir P6rdr, ,0k veeri p6 langt 1 milli okkar.“ En pé gjérdi konungr pat at
hann fekk hvarum tveggja peira syslu. Hafoi bordr syslu { Skidunni. [...] Pérdr var vinsall i
syslu sinni, ok pykkir peim sem fair islenzkir menn hafi slikir verit af sjdlfum sér sem
bérdr. (Sturlunga saga, I1I, 2021, ch. 450, p. 224)""’

(After some time, POrdr went east to Tunsberg, but the king did not give him a warm wel-
come. Gizurr was also there. And when Pérdr had been there a short time, he asked the
king to send Gizurr away and said that it was not unlikely that it would lead to trouble if
they were both in the same town. The king answered: “How likely do you think it is that I
will send my kinsman'®® Gizurr away just because you ask for it? Or would you not wish to
be in heaven if Gizurr was there?” “I would wish to be there, lord,” bPérdr replied, “but I
would keep a distance from him.” And yet the king made an arrangement to appoint each

107 This chapter is only found in copies derived from Reykjarfiardarbdk (see Sturlunga saga, III,
2021, 223, footnote 3). A lacuna in Krdksfjardarbdk between the years 1255-1258 makes it unclear
what the text looked like there (Olafia Einarsdéttir 1968, 64-66), but the ending of Pérdar saga
may have been intended to follow immediately after its preceding chapters, where the scribe left
an empty space (see footnote 103 above).

108 Gizurr borvaldsson is referred to as King Hakon’s kinsman because his mother was related
to Jén Loptsson, who was a son of King Magnus Barefoot’s daughter.



5.1 Pordr kakali Sighvatsson: The fighter = 165

of them to govern a district in Norway. bérdr governed the district of Skida. [...] He was
popular in his office and people felt that few Icelanders had been as capable as b6rdr.)

This humorous dialogue can be regarded as an evaluation of the king’s attitude to
discord between Icelanders. He is not portrayed as a power-greedy ruler, eager to
weaken the chieftains by increasing their mutual strife, but rather as a peaceful
monarch who does his best to prevent violence. That is illustrated by his practical
solution to POrdr’s enmity with Gizurr by sending them to different regions of Nor-
way. He also shows them trust and respect by granting them prestigious positions
in the Norwegian administration, and it is emphasized in the text that bordr lives
up to all the expectations and becomes a popular local leader in Norway.

It may be this success in Norwegian politics that convinces the king to give
bordr another chance in Iceland. Sturlunga saga does not explain the king’s moti-
vation for his decision but states that he intends to send b6rdr to Iceland as a
royal representative again in 1256. The text pauses on bdrdr’s reaction to the
news, followed by his sudden death (STU ccccl):

Sva segir Kolfinna borvaldsdoéttir, ok var hon pa med boréi, at bréf Hdkonar konungs komu
til hans sid um kveld, er hann sat vid drykk, pat er bordr vattadi at konungr hafoi gefit
honum orlof til fslands ok gera hann par mestan mann. Vard hann sva gladr vid at hann
kvad 6ngan hlut pann til bera at honum peetti p4 betri. bakkadi hann konunginum mikilliga.
Drukku menn pa ok voru allkétir. Litlu sidar taladi boror, sagdist ok eigi fara skyldu af fs-
landi ef honum yrdi audit ut at koma. Litlu sidar segir Pérdr at svifi yfir hann. Var honum
pa fylgt ut til hvilu sinnar. Ték hann pa séttinni svd fast at hann 14 skamma stund, ok leiddi
hann til bana. (Sturlunga saga, 111, 2021, ch. 450, pp. 224-225)

(Kolfinna borvaldsdéttir,'® who stayed with bérdr at the time, says that he received letters
from King Hakon late one evening when he was sitting and drinking. Pérdr then proclaimed
that the king had given him permission to return to Iceland and intended to make him the
most powerful man there. He was so happy about it that he said that nothing else could
have happened that he would have deemed better. He thanked the king very much. Men
drank then and were extremely joyful. After a while Péror said that if he was fortunate
enough to get to Iceland, he would never leave again. A little later he said that he was feel-
ing dizzy. He was then led to his bed. The disease affected him so fiercely that he lay only a
short while before it caused his death.)

This brief, emotive scene is significant for the interpretation of Pérdr’s story in
Sturlunga saga. The old fighter, who never gained lasting power over Iceland by
the sword, finally sees his dream fulfilled by non-violent political means, but his
hope is thwarted by his sudden death, as if he were not destined to govern Ice-
land because of his inherent warrior nature. This is a tragic ending from the pro-

109 Probably a daughter of Snorri Sturluson’s daughter Pérdis and borvaldr Snorrason.
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tagonist’s perspective, but from a broader historical perspective, b6rdr’s death re-
ceives a deeper meaning in the text. Although Sturlunga saga depicts real events
and the death has not been invented for a narrative effect, the structure of the
story influences the recipients’ perception of the events and invites a particular
interpretation. As the narrative type of the conflict story foregrounds the protago-
nist’s portrayal as a fighter, his death may be understood as representing the end
of the era of warrior-chieftains, who are replaced by royal officials. This is pre-
sented as a positive development in the compilation despite the sorrowful ending
of boror’s story on the individual level.

5.2 borgils skardi Bodvarsson: The royal retainer

Porgils skardi Bodvarsson was Pordr Sighvatsson’s kinsman and their stories mostly
take place simultaneously, but there is a considerable difference in their portrayal in
Sturlunga saga. boror is presented as a warrior-chieftain of the old type; although he
refrains from violence in his later years, his action is still primarily motivated by his
greed for power. The portrayal of Porgils, by contrast, is characterized by a develop-
ment from an aggressive youth to a peaceful royal representative who values social
cohesion above his personal ambition. The first section of his saga is structured by
the narrative type of the royal retainer’s story, which emphasizes his transformation
from a belligerent troublemaker into a noble courtier whose courage gets a meaning-
ful purpose in defending the social order represented by the monarch. In the second
section, Porgils saga modifies this narrative type by combining it with the peaceful
chieftain’s story. Unlike the typical royal retainer’s story, in which the protagonist
fights on behalf of the monarch, Porgils saga depicts the protagonist’s transformation
into a royal representative who uses the king’s authority as a means of non-violent
conflict resolution. This development accentuates the difference between the tradi-
tional Icelandic warrior-chieftains and the new type of peaceful representatives of
centralized rule.

It has been suggested in research that Porgils saga, which is only included in
the Reykjarfiardarbék redaction of Sturlunga saga,"™® is more focused on the Ice-
landers’ opposition to royal rule than the rest of the compilation (Helgi Porlaksson
2012, 82-84). I will argue, however, that while Porgils saga openly depicts conflicts
between the supporters of different royal representatives in Iceland in the 1250s, its
overall presentation of the relationship between the Icelandic elite and the monar-

110 Olafia Einarsdéttir (1968, 63) has shown that borgils saga was not included in the original
compilation.
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chy is even more positive than in the other parts of Sturlunga saga. For instance,
Sturla and bordr Sighvatsson are formally royal representatives, but they hardly
ever put their loyalty to the king before their own ambition. Porgils Bodvarsson, by
contrast, is presented as a truly loyal representative of royal rule. Nevertheless, op-
position to him is not depicted as a rejection of the monarchy, but rather as a
power struggle in which the supporters of other chieftains refuse to accept borgils
because they wish to remain faithful to their leaders.

5.2.1 The royal retainer’s story and borgils at the royal court

borgils saga begins with a detailed account of the protagonist’s youth (STU
ceclxvii—ceclxxiv), which highlights Porgils’s fierce, aggressive personality. This
is first shown when borgils gets into a conflict with another boy over a game
and stubbornly refuses to compromise or apologize (STU ccclxvii). This episode
is not historically significant, but it is essential as a key scene in the characteri-
zation of the protagonist and as the introduction of the royal retainer’s story.

When the young borgils sails to Norway, he is still unable to control his feroc-
ity at first. He joins in a brawl at a feast, followed by a debate about honour and
shame (STU ccclxviii):

Eirikr meelti til Brynjolfs: ,Geymid til, bondi, at hark petta semist, ok er pat your seemd ok
allra beira er hér eigu hlut at.“ [...] Bjérn meelti: ,bat kann ek pér segja, Arni, pétt ydr
bykki min skomm litils verd, at vera skal annat hvart at ek skal hafa fyrir fulla seemd edr
hefna min sjalfr.“ borgils segir: ,Ef pu heitist vid, Bjérn, mjok at gera mér eina skémm ba
skal ek gera pér tveer skammir, pat er pu skalt mega badar hendr & festa.“ (Sturlunga saga,
111, 2021, ch. 368, pp. 8-9)

(Eirikr said to Brynjolfr: “Householder, take care of calming down this uproar, for it is a
matter of your honour and the honour of all those who are involved.” [...] Bjérn said: “I can
tell you, Arni, that although you deem my shame insignificant, it will either be so that I shall
receive full compensation, or I will take revenge.” borgils said: “If you, Bjorn, threaten to
cause me some shame, I will cause you a double shame that you will be able to hold with
both hands.”)

The scene shows the contrast between the overall lack of dignity in drunken
brawls and the seriousness of the key concepts of the Norse social norms, such as
honour, shame, and revenge. In the context of these serious concepts, it is signifi-
cant that the episode ends with an agreement:

En beir 16gdu par bezt til hirdmennirnir Arni ok Ketill ok Eirikr ok Bergr. B&du peir borgils
vagja til fyrir Brynjolfi bonda ok rédi peira manna er par voru mest virdir. En Porgils pbagoi
sem hann var vanr ef hann reiddist. Allmisjafnt 16gou menn til, en pessi vard lykt & med
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atkvaedi Brynjolfs bénda ok radi peira manna er par voru mest virdir i hja ok bezt vildu til
leggja at mdl pessi fellust { fadma ok skyldi enginn 66rum fé beeta. Seldi pa hverr 6drum
grio, en sidan settust peir nidr ok drukku. Var bondi pé allkatr ok hverr vid annan. (Stur-
lunga saga, 111, 2021, ch. 368, p. 9)

(The best suggestions came from the retainers Arni, Ketill, Eirikr, and Bergr. They asked
Porgils to yield to the householder Brynjélfr and to follow the advice of the men who were
most respected there. But Porgils was silent, as was his habit when he was angry. Men came
up with various suggestions, but by Brynjolfr’s decision and on the initiative of those who
were most respected there and wished to give the best advice, the end was that the com-
plaints were proclaimed equal, and nobody had to pay compensation. Everybody then
promised each other truce, and after that they sat down to drink. The householder was then
very cheerful, and so were all the others.)

The conciliatory solution is praised in the text through a characterization of those
who bring it about as “those who were most respected there and wished to give
the best advice”. Significantly, those who come up with “the best suggestions” are
the king’s retainers (hirdmenn). The scene thus shows that unity between the
royal retainers is worth giving up some personal pride for, because real honour
is gained by respecting this unity and keeping peace. Everyone therefore feels ob-
liged to put the group’s honour before his individual pride, and the aggressive
youth Porgils must learn to adapt to this concept of group unity.

An important step in this process is borgils’s admission to the royal retinue
through the intercession of respected retainers (STU ccclxx), which shows him
that these men put trust in him despite his reckless personality. The king treats
borgils with respect but refuses to give him permission to return to Iceland. This,
however, cannot be perceived as oppression, but rather as a sign of the typical
duality of the relationships between retainers and kings. borgils has entered the
king’s service voluntarily and agreed to establish a relationship of obligation. He
can gain social prestige at the royal court, but the king rightfully requires loyalty
and cooperation in return; the relationship is mutually beneficial as long as both
parties follow the rules.

At this point, the upcoming change in borgils’s behaviour is foreshadowed
when the queen excuses his ferocity with his youth (STU ccclxxi). In this context,
it is also pointed out that “the queen was the Sturlungar’s best friend, just like her
father Skuli had been”. This allusion to Skuli Bardarson’s alliance with Snorri
Sturluson accentuates the Icelanders’ role in Norwegian politics, thus implying
that the two countries are not viewed as foreign to each other.

111 Dréttning var inn mesti vinr Sturlunga, své sem verit haféi Skuli, fadir hennar (Sturlunga
saga, I, 2021, ch. 371, p. 14).
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borgils’s position at the royal court is improved when he is accepted into
the king’s retinue, but he still needs to prove his worth and show that he de-
serves the prestige he has received. That happens when he shows great courage
in extinguishing a fire in Bjorgyn, gaining glory and the king’s special favour
(STU ccclxxii):

Konungr kvad & hvar borgils skyldi standa, en hann vildi fram ganga miklu lengra. Fekk
hann svd mikinn héska vid pat at pat potti med élikindum er hann helt 1ifi meidingarlaust.
Um sidir 1ét konungr taka langskipssegl ok gera alvatt ok bera at eldinum. Vard pat pa um
sidir at eldrinn slokknadi med guds miskunn ok hamingju konungs. En Porgils fekk pann
ordrém af konungi sjalfum ok 6llum 6drum er vissu at engi madr hefdi par jafnvel borit sik
ok borgizt sem hann { jafnmiklum hdaska, sva sem Sturla bPérdarson hefir kvedit { erfidrapu
peiri er hann orti um Porgils. Ok pessa naut Porgils jafnan sidan hja konungi, svd at hann
poldi honum betr en flestum 6drum jafnar tilgerdir. (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 372,
pp. 15-16)

(The king decided where borgils should stand, but he wanted to go much further. He put
himself in so much danger that it seemed unlikely that he would stay alive and unhurt. The
king eventually let his men take a sail from a longship, make it all wet and throw it over the
fire. Then the fire was finally quenched with God’s mercy and due to the king’s luck. The
king himself and all others who knew about it said that no other man had performed
greater deeds there or held his ground better than Porgils in such a great danger, as Sturla
bérdarson says in the memorial poem that he composed about borgils. Afterwards, this al-
ways served Pborgils well when he was with the king, who was more tolerant of his misdeeds
than other men’s.)

This is a typical component of the royal retainer’s story: the retainer risks his
own life bravely and selflessly for a useful purpose, and the monarch praises his
extraordinary prowess. It is thus shown that the retainer has transformed his
originally disruptive ferocity into beneficial courage. The episode has parallels in
Fostbreedra saga or in the stories of borvardr and Ari Porgeirsson in Prestssaga
Guomundar géda. Like in these cases, it is also accompanied by stanzas in the
style of traditional praise poetry, which allude to the narrative conventions of the
kings’ sagas, thus emphasizing the Icelander’s aristocratic qualities. An important
difference is, however, that whereas the other retainers fight alongside the mon-
archs, borgils’s brave act is entirely non-violent, so it foreshadows his transforma-
tion into a peaceful chieftain.

This episode is followed by another typical element of the royal retainer’s
story: a quest in which the retainer shows his abilities in the king’s absence. bor-
gils is staying in Nidar6s, which is managed by Jarl Knutr Hikonarson.'* Kntitr
insults the Sturlungar at a feast, so a conflict breaks out between him and Pborgils.

112 Ca. 1208-1261, son of Jarl Hékon galinn.
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Significantly, the scene again alludes to the Sturlungar’s role in the recent power
struggle in Norway, specifically to Snorri Sturluson’s and his companions’ support
of Skuli Bardarson (STU ccclxxiv):

Melti Knutr jarl heldr héduliga til Islendinga, taladi til Snorra Sturlusonar ok annarra
islenzkra manna er verit hofou med Skula hertoga. Ték jarl & peim 6llum heldr litilmann-
liga. En borgils svarar sva i moéti at peir freendr hans mundi verit hafa at eigi mundi sik
allmikit vanta pykkja & vid hann fyrir utan nafnbét. betta likadi jarli stérilla, urdu af pessu
mjok sundrorda. (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 374, p. 18)

(Jarl Knutr spoke quite mockingly about Icelanders, referring to Snorri Sturluson and other
Icelandic men who had supported Duke Skuli. He pointed out that they were all rather un-
worthy. borgils replied that some of his kinsmen may have felt that they lacked nothing but
the title in comparison with Knutr. The jarl disliked this greatly, and they got into a fierce
argument because of it.)

It is thus the memory of the conflict between King Hakon and Skuli that is pre-
sented as the main reason for the discord between Jarl Knutr and Pborgils. The
cause of Knutr’s derision may be the fact that these Icelanders were on the losing
side together with Skuli, and Knutr’s intense interest in this matter may be a sign
of his personal resentment towards the adherents of King Hékon’s rival.'*® His
focus on Icelanders in this context implies that he deems their role in the Norwe-
gian power struggle quite substantial, so the saga again accentuates the interrelat-
edness between Norwegian and Icelandic politics.

The episode shares some features with borgils’s first conflict at a feast, which
is nevertheless terminated by the royal retainers’ mutual loyalty. Here, by con-
trast, Knutr represents an independent power unit — he is the king’s vassal, but
the royal retainers are not bound by allegiance to him, and they tend to compete
with his men. That may be the reason why, although an immediate violent clash
at the feast is prevented, the conflict later continues on a more collective level
(STU ccclxxiv). A royal retainer wounds one of the jarl’s followers and is impris-
oned by the jarl’s men. The royal retainers, led by borgils, set him free and
wound several guards. The jarl then summons a force against the king’s men,
who intend to defend themselves, again led by Porgils. Although this conflict is
now collective, Porgils reminds the jarl of their previous personal disagreement.
He also speaks both on behalf of the royal retainers and of Icelanders, which sug-

113 Hdkonar saga shows Knutr’s role in the Norwegian power struggle. At first, in 12261227, he
was the leader of the Ribbungar, a revolt group against King Hakon, but after their defeat he was
reconciled with the king (HSH cliv—clxx). He rejected Skuli’s offers of alliance, including the offer
of a jarl’s title (HSH ccxxviii). He later received this title from King Hidkon and was among the
king’s foremost supporters in his conflict with Skuli (HSH ccxxxviii—cclxiv, cclxxii).
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gests that a double dichotomy can be perceived in the conflict: between the king’s
and the jarl’s followers, and between Icelanders and Norwegians:

borgils heitr ni 4 menn sina at peir skuli ganga 1t i vigin er peir h6fou gert ok verja hendr
sinar roskliga, ,ef pess parf vid, ok latum konung pat spyrja at hann hefir hér drengjum
skipat, en ekki dadleysingjum.« [...] ,[...] Er nd vel at pu reynir pat i dag hvért fslendingar
eru sva linir ok litils héttar sem pér sogoud i vetr.“ (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 374, p. 20)

(Now borgils encourages his men to go out on the ramparts that they had built and to de-
fend themselves bravely “if it is necessary, and let the king know that he has worthy men
here, not idle cowards.” [...] “[...] It is good that you can try today whether Icelanders are as
weak and insignificant as you said last winter.”)

This double dichotomy suggests that Porgils feels obliged to defend both the
king’s and the Icelanders’ honour. Icelanders are, however, defined in the sense
of regional, rather than national identity. They have been mentioned in the saga
as active participants in Norwegian politics, so they are presented as members of
a unified Norwegian-Icelandic realm.

The opponents threaten each other, but kinsmen and friends in both groups are
reluctant to start the attack. When negotiations begin, Porgils refuses to give the jarl
self-judgement but accepts the king’s arbitration. This shows that he has learnt to
control his ferocity and found the right balance between moderation and decisive-
ness — he does not insist on violence but refuses to submit the decision to his oppo-
nent. In the saga it is underlined that “people thought that Porgils had dealt well
with this, and he gained a good reputation for it” and that “the king was satisfied
with this solution”.”** This implies that by preferring a peaceful solution, he upholds
the king’s and the Icelanders’ honour better than he would by victory in a fight."®

The saga thus modifies its narrative type. In the typical royal retainer’s story,
the protagonist improves his reputation by fighting on behalf of the king, but bor-
gils is instead praised for showing moderation and averting bloodshed with the
help of the king’s authority. The saga thus illustrates not only the transformation
of Pborgils’s personality, as his ferocity has been refined into useful, controlled
bravery and has found a direction and purpose in royal service, but also the val-
ues shared by the entire society, where the king’s arbitration is regarded as a

114 botti borgils pessu hafa vel fylgt, ok fekk hann hér fyrir gott ord. [...] Likadi konungi vel
bessi malalok (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 374, p. 21).

115 As Hans Jacob Orning (2008, 340-341) has pointed out, retaining esteem and a good reputa-
tion was in this case crucial not just for borgils, but also for the king. Even for the monarch, ac-
cording to Orning, the primary concern was not to resolve conflicts in accordance with the
absolute principles of law, but rather to uphold his own esteem and authority in the Norwegian
regions where he was not physically present.
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more honourable means of conflict resolution than violence. This modification of
the royal retainer’s story is then further developed in the second section of the
saga, where Porgils, after his return to Iceland, is portrayed as the character type
of the peaceful chieftain.

5.2.2 The peaceful chieftain’s story and borgils as a royal representative
in Iceland

borgils is presented as the king’s retainer who is primarily interested in royal ser-
vice, not in acquiring power in Iceland. Paradoxically, that may be the reason
why the king chooses him as his Icelandic representative, because he needs a de-
voted man who is not greedy for power and whose personal ambition is not
higher than his loyalty to the monarch. Porgils is sent to Iceland in 1252 to claim
Snorri Sturluson’s heritage on behalf of the king; bérdr Sighvatsson is held back
in Norway and is dissatisfied because he claimed this region and appointed his
adherents to govern it for him before his departure in 1249 (STU ccclxxiv).

However, this is not presented in the saga as the king’s intention to increase
strife between the Icelandic chieftains, but rather as his effort to choose a representa-
tive who has the best chance of success and who seems most reliable at the time. By
holding boérdr back in Norway, the king probably attempts to prevent further escala-
tion of conflict in Iceland. The narrative emphasizes that the king insists on coopera-
tion between his Icelandic representatives, especially between Pborgils and Gizurr
borvaldsson. Despite the prolonged rivalry between their families, their obligation to
the king is meant to at least prevent them from continuing their open enmity:

Gizurr haf6i riki sitt fyrir sunnan land, ok skyldi hvarr peira veita 66rum, Gizurr ok borgils.
It sama var Finnbjérn skyldadr at veita peim ok sva peir honum. Hét Heinrekr byskup ko-
nungi ok 6llum peim sinu trausti. (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 374, p. 22)

(Gizurr had his domain in the south of the country, and Gizurr and borgils were both ob-
liged to support each other. Likewise, Finnbjorn [Helgason] was also obliged to support
them, and they were obliged to support him. Bishop Heinrekr promised his support to the
king and to all of them.)

borgils is likely to gain support in Iceland due to his ancestry and his decisiveness,
and yet the saga shows that his rise to power is not easy. bordr Sighvatsson’s allies
refuse to acknowledge Porgils’s authority as a royal representative when he claims
Borgarfjordr on the king’s behalf, because they still regard bérdr as their only right-
ful leader (STU ccclxxvi). The chapter is full of dialogues about royal rule, which sum
up the Icelanders’ ambivalent attitude to the monarchy that is expressed throughout
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the latter part of Sturlunga saga. The Icelanders are not opposed to royal rule, and
they practically already acknowledge King Hakon’s authority, but they insist on
open negotiation and refuse to accept the king’s decisions unconditionally.

The importance of centralized rule for peace is emphasized by the fact that
the portrayal of the royal representative Porgils is shaped by the narrative type
of the peaceful chieftain’s story in this section of the saga. borgils embodies the
ideal balance between decisiveness and peacefulness, and he is contrasted with
his excessively violent opponents. borgils is determined to fulfil his tasks as the
king’s representative, so he is uncompromising in his opposition to béror Sigh-
vatsson’s adherents. He is, however, never in the role of the aggressor in the vio-
lent clashes with his adversaries, but always in the role of the defender.

borgils’s opponents Hrafn Oddsson and Sturla bPérdarson attack him at night,
threaten him with death, and force him to promise to participate in their planned
assault on Gizurr Porvaldsson (STU ccclxxviii). Porgils personally hates his clan’s
rival Gizurr but is bound by an oath to the king not to turn against his fellow
royal representatives. The narrative implies that a promise to the king as the su-
preme authority is generally acknowledged as being binding:

»Meiri naudsyn pykkir mér,“ segir Pordr, ,at pu haldir pann eid er pu svardir konungi til
semaar pér, heldr en pann er pu vannt naudigr til lifs pér.« (Sturlunga saga, II1, 2021,
ch. 378, p. 44)

(“I deem it more necessary,” boror said, “that you keep the oath that you swore to the king to
increase your honour, rather than the one that you swore involuntarily to save your life.”)

borgils therefore breaks the forced promise and refuses to attack Gizurr, showing
loyalty to his fellow royal retainer, who would otherwise be his enemy. That is a
result of the king’s peace efforts. Although Porgils has left the royal court, he has
fully accepted the identity of a royal retainer, which makes him value his obliga-
tions to the king above his private conflicts. That distinguishes him, for example,
from Sturla Sighvatsson, who also entered the king’s service but whose personal
ambition remained stronger than his identity of a royal retainer.

A reconciliation between borgils, Sturla, and Hrafn is advocated by two media-
tors, Bishop Heinrekr and Abbot Brandr, albeit only with partial success. The deci-
sive initiative comes from the peaceful chieftain Porgils himself, who forgives his
opponents for their attack and actively seeks an agreement in spite of constant mis-
trust, multiple minor clashes, and failed negotiations (STU ccclxxx—ccclxxxviii,
ceexciv, ceexevii, ccecii, cecev—ceeevi, cecexii-cecexv). borgils is finally reconciled
with both Sturla (STU ccclxxxvii) and Hrafn (STU cccxcvii); his motivation is doubt-
lessly both moral and political, as it is beneficial for him to have these influential
chieftains on his side.
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At this point, borgils enters into an alliance with borvardr bdrarinsson,
whose aggressive and treacherous behaviour sharply contrasts with borgils’s
ever improving personality. Porvardr asks borgils for help in the prosecution of
Hrafn Oddsson and Eyjolfr borsteinsson for the killing of his brother Oddr (STU
cccexiii, cecexvi), which leads to a renewal of Porgils’s conflict with Hrafn. bor-
vardr’s case is justified, but his attitude is socially disruptive because he refuses
reconciliation and prefers a violent solution. Abbot Brandr predicts Porvardr’s
betrayal of Porgils long before it occurs (STU ccccxvii); such foreshadowing accen-
tuates the moral structure of the story and the contrast between borgils and
borvaror:

,[...] Vilda ek nu at gud veeri yor fyrir vdpn ok vord ok hyljanarmadr Thomas erkibyskup.
En treystid litt & drengskap Porvards, pvi at mér segir eigi mjok hugr um hversu til enda
ganga skipti peira Porgils ok borvards, ok @tla ek borvardr valdi afbrigdum. [...]“ (Sturlunga
saga, III, 2021, ch. 417, p. 152)

(“[...] T hope that God will be your weapon and shield and Archbishop Thomas will be your
protector. But put little trust in bPorvardr’s honesty because I have a premonition of how the
dealings between borgils and Porvardr will end, and I believe that Porvardr will commit a
transgression. [...]”)

This is the first reference to Thomas of Canterbury, who has a special meaning
later in the saga. The allusions to the saint highlight the moral significance of bor-
gils’s personal development.

Since borvardr rejects peaceful solutions, he and borgils prepare for an
armed clash with their adversaries (STU cccexvi-cecexxi). borgils does not wish
to act as an aggressor, but he must support bPorvardr due to their promises of loy-
alty. The battle takes place by the river bvera on 19 July 1255, and Eyjélfr bor-
steinsson is killed in it (STU cccexxii—cccexxiv). borvardr aims for becoming the
new chieftain of Eyjolfr’s domain, but the farmers refuse to accept him because
of his violent tendencies (STU ccccxxvi):

borvardr or Saurbae svarar fyrst, 1ézt eigi r4d eiga meir en eins manns, ,ma ek vel seema vid
bann sem er, en bezt at engi sé. [...] [Baendr] s6gou Porvardi at pat var sampykki beenda at
peir vildu eigi taka vid honum { herad, ,er oss Porvardr sagor inn mesti ofsamadr, en févani
mjok, en eiga p6 at svara stérum vandraedum. Viljum vér bida pess er Hakon konungr ok
Pérdr Sighvatsson gera rad fyrir.“ (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 426, p. 174)

(borvardr of Saurbaer answered first but said that he could not decide for anyone but him-
self: “I may accept whomever [as chieftain], but it would be best if there was none.” [...]
[The farmers] said to borvardr that they had all agreed that they would not accept him as
the chieftain of their district — “it has been said to us that Porvardr is a very violent man,
and that he lacks property, and that he is responsible for serious conflicts. We wish to wait
for King Hakon and Pérdr Sighvatsson to decide.”)
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The meaning of the statement that the farmers would prefer having no chieftain
at all must be assessed in the context of the given situation when Icelandic society
is torn by relentless fights between the chieftains. The same scene shows that the
farmers agree to accept King Hdkon’s and the royal representative boror Sigh-
vatsson’s decision, which implies that they do not oppose centralized rule as
such, they are only tired of the prolonged power struggles. When the king later
assigns Eyjolfr’s district to Porgils (STU ccccxxxvi), “all the farmers agreed to obey
Porgils and accepted him as their chieftain”."® This means that they do not reject
the king’s decisions in general; they willingly accept them if they are beneficial —
for instance when the king appoints a royal representative whom the locals re-
gard as a righteous chieftain.

borvardr is jealous of borgils’s success and reluctant to provide borgils with
the support that he has promised him in their alliance. He finds excuses and
repeats his promises, but it becomes obvious that he cannot be trusted. In the
meantime, borgils’s peacefulness continues to increase. He agrees to accept a
reconciliation with Hrafn, although he is not forced to it by the circumstances,
as he was on the winning side in the battle. Hrafn, however, breaks the settle-
ment by attacking Sturla Pérdarson, who has now become Porgils’s faithful ad-
herent. borgils feels obliged to defend his ally, but violence is prevented by
mediation, and a new agreement terminates the conflict (STU ccccxxxix—cccexl).

At this point, the mistrust between the former allies Porgils and Porvaror es-
calates into an open conflict and its violent ending is predicted by foreshadowing.
The first omen is a dream containing verse about a chair that is falling over and
blood seems to appear on it (STU cccexxxviii); this motif may underline the insta-
bility of Porgils’s alliance with borvardr. The second omen is a drop of blood that
borgils sees on a loaf of bread at a feast, but nobody knows where it comes from
(STU cccxlii). The image of blood on food served to a friend alludes to betrayal by
a man whom borgils trusts.

The confrontation culminates when borvardr claims Pborgils’s domain in Eyja-
fjordr on the basis of inheritance rights received from Steinvor Sighvatsdéttir after
the death of bérdr Sighvatsson, but borgils refuses to give up the domain that he
has received from the king with the farmers’ approval (STU cccexliv—cccexlv). bor-
vardr then resorts to an attack on Pborgils, and the narrative focus on the contrast
between the peaceful defender and the aggressive attacker is intensified. Porvardr’s
action is criticized even by his own adherent:

116 Gengu pd allir beendr undir Porgils ok jattu honum til yfirmanns (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021,
ch. 436, p. 196).
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P4 meelti Jorundr gestr: ,bat kann ek frd mér at segja at fyrir sakir mins herra, Hdkonar
konungs, ok 16guneytis vid borgils, pd mun ek fra rida ok kalla petta it mesta nidingsverk ok
6rad sem pér hafio med hondum.“ (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 445, p. 212)

(Jorundr the Retainer said: “I can say for myself that for the sake of my lord King Hakon
and due to my companionship with borgils, I will ride away and call this act that you intend
to commit the worst villainy and an ill-advised decision.”)

This argumentation resembles the references to the king in the context of borgils’s
previously discussed decision to refrain from an attack on Gizurr Porvaldsson.
Such formulations imply that the former royal retainers regard the king as their
lord even after returning to Iceland. The narrative thus presents allegiance to the
monarch as a natural aspect of life in Iceland even before the official acceptance of
royal rule. The unity and loyalty between the king’s retainers are contrasted with
the ruthless violence committed by some of the chieftains who have not accepted
this concept. In this case, Porvardr represents the old type of the immoderate war-
rior-chieftain, to whom his greed for power matters more than social cohesion.

On 22 January 1258, Porvardr attacks Porgils at night without giving him any
chance to defend himself, rejects his plea for mercy, and has him killed (STU
cccexlv—cceeexlvi). This ending fulfils the expectations created by the inherently
tragic peaceful chieftain’s story. Its moral significance is accentuated by allusions
to Saint Thomas of Canterbury immediately before and after the death scene.
First, the text expresses borgils’s feelings about the saint and his indirect wish to
die in a similar way:

Honum var kostr & bodinn hvat til gamans skyldi hafa, ségur eda dans, um kveldit. Hann
spurdi hverjar sogur 1 vali veeri. Honum var sagt at til veeri saga Thomasar erkibyskups, ok
kaus hann hana, pvi at hann elskadi hann framar en adra helga menn. Var pd lesin sagan
ok allt par til er unnit var & erkibyskupi { kirkjunni ok hoggvin af honum krénan. Segja
menn at borgils heetti pd ok meelti: ,bat mundi vera allfagr daudi. (Sturlunga saga, I, 2021,
ch. 445, pp. 210-211)

([Porgils] was offered to choose what kind of entertainment they should have in the even-
ing, sagas or dance. He asked which sagas there were to choose from. He was told that there
was the saga of Archbishop Thomas, and he chose it, because he loved Thomas more than
any other saint. The saga was then read out, up to the scene when the archbishop was at-
tacked in the church and the crown of his head was hewed off. People say that Porgils
stopped the reading then and said: “That would be a beautiful death.”)

After the killing, the parallel with the saint is further highlighted by a detailed
description of borgils’s dead body and of his wounds:

Nu hafa peir své sagt er par stédu yfir at borgils haféi tuttugu ok tvau sar ok sjau ein af
beim hofou bleett. Eitt af pessum var pat & hjarnskélinni er af var héggvin hausinum. Veittist
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borgilsi pat at hann hafdi pvilikt sar sem sagt var um kveldit at inn heilagi Thomas erki-
byskup hafdi serdr verit i kirkjunni { Cantia, ok borgilsi pétti um kveldit fagrligast vera
mundu at taka slikan dauda. Lét 4boti pa sveipa likit ok segir svd, sem margir hafa heyrt, at
hann kvadst engis manns likama hafa sét pekkiligra en Porgils, bar sem sjd matti fyrir
sarum. (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 446, p. 214)

(Those who were present have said that borgils had twenty-two wounds, but only seven of
them had been bleeding. One of these was the wound on his skull, where the crown of his
head had been hewed off. It had been granted to Porgils that he received the same wound
that the archbishop Saint Thomas had received in his church in Canterbury, as had been
told that evening. borgils had felt that it would be most beautiful to die in the same manner.
The abbot then had Porgils’s body wrapped in cloth and said what many people have now
heard: that he had never seen any dead body as good-looking as Porgils’s, as far as he could
see it for all the wounds.)

The extensive parallel with the saint, together with the emphasis on the unusual
beauty of the body, implies that Porgils’s killing resembles a martyr’s death (see
Grgnlie 2017a, 21). This connects the narrative account with other death scenes in
peaceful chieftains’ stories that allude to martyrdom, such as those in Njdls saga
(see Armann Jakobsson 2000, 43) or the previously discussed Hrafns saga Svein-
bjarnarsonar. Just like these other stories, the narrative accentuates the idea that
the protagonist is an innocent victim of violence, but not in the sense of being
weak, cowardly, or passive, because he actively seeks peace and advocates mor-
ally positive, socially beneficial values. As such, he can be regarded as a role
model in a similar manner as the saints. This is further highlighted by a reference
to public opinion, which serves as a narrative voice that provides an unequivocal
evaluation of the killing:

Lét aboti pd aka likinu upp til Munkapverar ok jarda par semiliga. St6d par margr madr
yfir med harmi miklum. Porvardr var mjok 6pokkadr af verki pessu um 61l pau herud sem
Porgils haféi yfirsokn haft. Meeltist petta verk illa fyrir. Tala flestir menn er vissu at eigi
vissi nokkurn mann hafa launat verr ok 6mannligar en borvardr slika lidveizlu sem borgils
haf6i veitt honum. Er nu lokit at segja frd borgilsi. Ridu fylgdarmenn borgils pa vestr til Ska-
gafjardar, ok spurdust tidindi pessi um allt land. Létu menn illa yfir pessum tidindum hvart
sem verit hofou menn Porgils edr eigi. Vig Porgils var, pa er lidit var frd holdgan vars herra
Jesu Christi pusund &ra ok tvau hundrud fimmtiu ok atta ar, ellifta kal. februarii, Vincen-
tiusmessudag djdkns. Porvardr brauzt nu til herads af nyju ok fekk ekki af heradi. Vildu
beendr nu pvi sidr jatast undir hann sem 6llum pétti hann nu verri madr en 4dr af verki
bessu. (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 446, pp. 214-215)

(The abbot had his body moved to Munkapvera and buried honourably. Many people were
present and grieved deeply. Porvardr was much hated for this misdeed in all the regions
that borgils had controlled. The misdeed was condemned by everyone, and the majority of
those who knew about it said that nobody had ever repaid such support as that provided by
borgils in a worse and more unmanly manner than borvardr. This is the end of Porgils’s
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story. borgils’s companions rode west to Skagafjordr and the news spread across the whole
country. People disapproved of the news, whether they had been borgils’s adherents or not.
The killing of Porgils took place when a thousand two hundred and fifty-eight years had
passed since the incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ, eleventh calendas februarii (22 Janu-
ary), on the holiday of the deacon Vincentius. Porvardr now made another attempt at claim-
ing the district but did not gain any part of it. The farmers were now even less willing to
accept him, because everybody deemed him a worse man than before due to his misdeed.)

The contrast between the grief for borgils and the condemnation of borvardr accen-
tuates the dichotomy between the peaceful chieftain and his aggressive opponent.
Moreover, borvardr’s moral inferiority to borgils is also matched by his failure in
the social and political relations — he is criticized even by those who did not sup-
port borgils, and he fails to achieve his goal in the power struggle. The dating of
borgils’s death by reference to the birth of Christ, which is otherwise not frequent
in Sturlunga saga, implies that this is the death of a man who is not only politically
important, but also significant for the moral message of the narrative.

Despite the protagonist’s violent death, which is typical of the inherently
tragic peaceful chieftain’s story, Porgils saga ends with a reconciliation. After a
failed attempt at revenge by borgils’s brothers and Sturla bPérdarson, a negotia-
tion is offered by Porvardr (STU cccclii), who then accepts the judgement unre-
servedly (STU ccccliv). Although the saga shows the instability of alliances, it thus
accentuates the social mechanisms that restore order."'” Moreover, it is surely not
a coincidence that the end of the saga is focused on Porgils’s brother Sighvatr
Bodvarsson and his sincere loyalty to King Hdkon (STU ccccliv). The text thus cre-
ates a parallel between Sighvatr and the royal retainer borgils, who both enter
the king’s service of their own free will, motivated by their interest in a career at
the royal court, rather than by greed for power. The saga’s ending thus again
foregrounds the optimistic royal retainer’s story.

As has been shown here previously, the peaceful chieftains’ stories are essen-
tial for the meaning of Sturlunga saga because their protagonists embody the cen-
tral values that uphold Icelandic society. In combination with the royal retainer’s
story, which is centred around the royal court’s positive influence on the Ice-
landers’ behaviour and priorities, the peaceful chieftain’s story in Porgils saga figu-

117 Apart from this reconciliation, borvardr is later reconciled with the king as well. This is not
mentioned in Porgils saga, only in Magniiss saga Hdakonarsonar, according to which borvardr
sailed to Norway in 1264 and “gekk hann & vald Magnuss konungs ok gaf allt sitt riki i hans vald
fyrir pd hluti er hann hafai brotit vid konungdéminn i aftoku Porgils skarda ok Bergs, hirdmanna
konungs Hakonar” (Magnuiss saga, 2013, ch. 3, p. 273) (gave himself up to King Magnus and gave
up his domain to the king as compensation for the misdeed he had committed against the king-
dom by killing Porgils skardi and Bergr, King Hdkon’s retainers).
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ratively illustrates the monarchy’s role in the transformation of Icelandic society.
The saga admits that the process of change was tumultuous, but its overall direc-
tion is evaluated positively because the royal representatives derive their authority
from more socially beneficial norms than the traditional warrior-chieftains.

When the redactor of Reykjarfjardarbdk decided to include Porgils saga, the
reason was therefore probably not just that the saga offers a more detailed ac-
count of events from the years 1252-1258 (Olafia Einarsdéttir 1968, 63), but also
that it supports the interpretation of the past that was already expressed in the
original compilation but was further emphasized by the addition. The saga accen-
tuates one of Sturlunga saga’s central themes, the monarchy’s contribution to
peace, and its focus on the peaceful chieftain further highlights the importance of
this character type for the meaning of the entire compilation. The incorporation
of borgils saga into Reykjarfjardarbék thus implies that the Icelandic elite in
the second half of the fourteenth century recognized the centrality of these
themes in the compilation and acknowledged their continuing importance for the
construction of collective identity. This means that Sturlunga saga’s image of the
past was presumably still as meaningful to Icelanders as it had been at the time
when the original compilation was composed.

5.3 Gizurr bPorvaldsson: The jarl

Gizurr Porvaldsson of the Haukdeelir is a central character in two sections of Stur-
lunga saga, and it has even been suggested that he is presented as the ‘hero’ of
the compilation (Gudrtun Nordal 2000, 224, 231). However, as I have attempted to
show so far, I believe that Sturlunga saga, unlike some sagas of the distant past,
does not have any heroes in the conventional sense. Instead, some of its charac-
ters can be regarded as key figures in the sense that they represent the key values
that define the medieval Icelandic collective identity. I have argued that the im-
manent key figure of the compilation is the character type of the peaceful chief-
tain, which embodies the cohesive social forces and morally positive personal
qualities.

In this context, the essential aspect of the narrative portrayal of Gizurr bor-
valdsson in Sturlunga saga is that he represents a different character type in each
of the two sections where he plays a central role. In the previously discussed ac-
count of his conflict with Sturla Sighvatsson, Gizurr is portrayed as a warrior-
chieftain who ruthlessly enforces his claim to power by violent means. In the
final part of the saga that deals with Gizurr’s last power struggles and with his
years as the jarl of Iceland, by contrast, he is depicted as the highest representa-
tive of royal power, who embodies qualities that reflect the current royal ideol-
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ogy. His portrayal follows the character type of the peaceful chieftain and even
contains elements of the ideal of rex iustus, the righteous monarch, as it is pre-
sented in the image of the king in Hdkonar saga. Gizurr is described as a righ-
teous social leader, determined to end his conflicts with individual opponents so
as to prevent long-term strife that would affect the whole community. The text
emphasizes his popularity among the farmers, as well as the extraordinary luck
and God’s mercy that protect his life and help him protect others. It is this devel-
opment from a warrior to a protector that endows Gizurr’s portrayal in the com-
pilation with meaning transcending the individual story. The contrast between
the different images of Gizurr in the two sections of Sturlunga saga can be under-
stood as a reflection of the social transformation of Iceland.

Yet another portrayal of Gizurr is found in Hdkonar saga. This account is
structured by the narrative pattern of the inherently tragic jarl’s story, which is
nevertheless modified. In his relations with King Hdkon, Gizurr is shown to claim
more power than he is rightfully entitled to; he also refuses to fulfil the obliga-
tions established by his voluntary alliance with the monarch. However, he even-
tually tames his excessive ambition and accepts a compromise; his choice of
moderation thus averts the tragic ending that is anticipated in the jarl’s story.

The combination of these different images of Gizurr constitutes an interesting
twist on the narrative type of the jarl’s story, as it is known from the account of
Skuli Bardarson’s life in Hdkonar saga. The description of Skuli’s rivalry with the
king in Hdkonar saga emphasizes the contrast between the excessively ambitious
jarl and the ideal of rex iustus. Conversely, the two portrayals of Gizurr Porvalds-
son — in the latter section of Sturlunga saga and in Hdkonar saga — employ ele-
ments of these contrasting character types in the depiction of the same person. I
will argue that both portrayals make sense in the respective sagas because they
contribute to the construction of their meaning. This shows how the process
through which knowledge about the past is transformed from communicative to
cultural memory depends on the contextualization of this knowledge in narra-
tives representing different perspectives.

5.3.1 Gizurr borvaldsson as the peaceful chieftain in Sturlunga saga

As has been shown here, Sturlunga saga does not conceal the fact that Gizurr bor-
valdsson often behaved violently and sometimes dishonestly in the confronta-
tions with his adversaries (see 3.2.5). In the latter section of his story, however,
the saga gradually builds up his image as a peaceful chieftain. In his conflict with
bordr Sighvatsson, he refrains from violence and agrees to accept the king’s arbi-
tration (see 5.1.2). In the following years, he shows moderation and waits patiently
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until he is appointed to the position of royal representative together with borgils
Bodvarsson in 1252. At this point (STU ccclxiv), the saga emphasizes that “every-
body eagerly agreed to accept Gizurr as their chieftain”;"*® his popularity then be-
comes a central motif. However, Gizurr is popular only in the regions that he
governs and where he already has a strong power base from before, while he is
still opposed by his rivals elsewhere. Pérdr Sighvatsson is in Norway at the time,
but his adherents Eyjolfr Porsteinsson, Hrafn Oddsson, and Sturla bPérdarson the
younger oppose Gizurr by violent means. In this section of the saga, Gizurr is por-
trayed as a chieftain who strives for peace but faces violence — just like the other
peaceful chieftains, such as Njall, Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson, or borgils Bodvarsson.

In 1253, Gizurr is reconciled with Hrafn and Sturla, and they wish to seal the
reconciliation by a marriage between Gizurr’s son Hallr and Sturla’s daughter In-
gibjorg (STU ccclxxxix). Gizurr hosts the wedding at his farm Flugumyri, and Ey-
jolfr Porsteinsson decides to use the feast as an opportunity to attack Gizurr and
his kinsmen and allies (STU cccxci). The brutality of the assault is sharply con-
trasted with the peaceful intentions at the wedding, which are further empha-
sized by Gizurr’s speech at the feast:

,Gud sé med o0ss nu ok jafnan. Hér er gott mannval saman komit, pess er kostr er a landi
voru. Kunnigt er flestum moénnum, peim er hér eru, um malaferli pau er ordit hafa milli
manna hér & landi, pat er nu berr oss nast. Nu er peim malum, er betr er, til géora lykta
snuit med 6llum peim beztum ménnum er hér eru nu saman komnir, Sturlu bénda ok
Hrafni Oddssyni. Vil ek veenta ni med guds miskunn at vérar settir fari vel af hendi. £tla
ek at pessi samkundu skyli vér binda med fullu gédu vérn félagsskap med magsemad peiri er
til er hugat. En til varhygdar vil ek grid setja allra manna i milli, peira er hér eru saman
komnir, at hverr sé i gédum huga til annars 1 ordi ok verki.“ Sidan meelti Gizurr fyrir
gridum ok taladi pa enn vel ok skoruliga ok lauk vel sinu mali. (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021,
ch. 391, p. 81)

(“May God be with us now and always. A great company is gathered here, as great as can be
in our country. Most of you who are here know about the disputes that have taken place
between the men of this country, as they concern us greatly. Now those matters have fortu-
nately turned to a good end due to the most significant men who are present here, the
franklin Sturla and Hrafn Oddsson. I wish to assume that our reconciliation will now go
well with God’s mercy. I expect that at this meeting we shall sincerely bind our alliance by
the intended marriage. But so as to be cautious, I want to proclaim a truce between every-
one who is gathered here, so that each and every one of you will treat the others well in
word and deed.” He then recited the truce formula and continued to speak eloquently and
resolutely and ended his speech well.)

118 [...] jattu allir fusliga at taka vid Gizuri at héfoingja yfir sik (Sturlunga saga, II, 2021, ch. 364,
p- 559).
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The references to God underline the moral framework of the scene in a similar
manner as the references to saints in the other stories of peaceful chieftains in
Hrafns saga or Porgils saga.

The fight scene is narrated from the defenders’ point of view, which fore-
grounds its moral perspective. The defenders’ courage, unlike the aggression of
the attackers, is praised (STU cccxcii). When the attackers fail to enter the houses,
they decide to set them on fire. Gizurr prays ardently and is no longer concerned
for his power, only for the lives of his family (STU cccxcii). His misery is under-
lined, but without casting a shadow on his endurance and bravery. He hides in a
tub of sour milk, where the attackers look for him but fail to find him; he stops
shaking with cold just when they arrive (STU cccxcii). That can almost be viewed
as a sign of divine protection, although it is not directly stated in the text, but it is
implied by the emphasis on Gizurr’s prayers. Such extraordinary luck, connected
with God’s will, is an important element of the ideal of rex iustus,"® which now
begins to surface in the text.

Gizurr survives but loses his wife and all sons. After the burning he is de-
picted as a broken and grieving man; it is admitted that “he looked away and
tears ran down his face like hail”."*® He expresses his grief in a stanza, which nev-
ertheless also expresses a desire for revenge (STU cccxciii). As Torfi Tulinius
(2017) has pointed out, revenge here works as a means of relieving the mental
suffering; after achieving retribution by killing some of the arsonists (STU cccxcv),
Gizurr can finally recover from the trauma and refocus on his public life as a
chieftain (2017, 83-86). In this sense, vengeance is not presented here as a sign of
excessive aggression, but rather as a process necessary even for a peaceful chief-
tain. Furthermore, the narrative again foregrounds Gizurr’s popularity, which is
another central element of the ideal of rex iustus. The text states that the most
influential farmers in the district voluntarily join Gizurr in his vengeance and
contribute to his household to compensate for his material loss (STU cccxciii).

Gizurr travels to Norway to regain his prestige (semdir) by visiting the king
(STU cccxcviii). After the death of Pordr Sighvatsson, whom the king intended to
appoint as the Icelandic royal representative, Gizurr receives the title of jarl and
power over all the Icelandic regions controlled by the king at the time:

119 Extraordinary luck protecting the king and other representatives of royal power is a concept
known also from the kings’ sagas dealing with the distant past (see Armann Jakobsson 1994b,
31-33; Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 2011, 69-70; Coroban 2018, 108).

120 [...] hann leit frd, ok stokk 6r andlitinu sem haglkorn veeri (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 392,
p- 96).
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Ték hann [Pérdr Sighvatsson] pé séttinni svd fast at hann 14 skamma stund, ok leiddi hann
til bana. Er frd honum mikil saga. Hafdi Gizurr sidan meiri metord en 4dr af Hakoni ko-
nungi. Ok pat sumar er nu var fra sagt gaf Hakon konungr Gizuri jarlsnafn ok skipadi
honum allan Sunnlendingafjérdung ok Nordlendingafjérdung ok allan Borgarfjord. Hakon
konungr gaf Gizuri jarli storgjafir 40r hann for ut um sumarit. Hann fekk honum merki ok
14dr ok setti hann 1 haseeti hja sér ok lét skutilsveina sina skenkja honum sem sjalfum sér.
Gizurr jarl var mjék heitbundinn vid Hékon konung at skattr skyldi vid ganga & Islandi.
(Sturlunga saga, 111, 2021, ch. 450, p. 225)

([P6rdr Sighvatsson] was affected by this illness so severely that little time passed before it
led to his death. There is a long saga about him. After that, Gizurr was more respected by
King Hakon than before. And this summer that has now been told about, King Hdkon gave
Gizurr the title of jarl and appointed him to govern all the Southern Quarter and the North-
ern Quarter and Borgarfjordr. King Hakon gave Jarl Gizurr valuable gifts before he left that
summer. He gave him a banner and a trumpet and seated him in the place of honour by his
side and let his pages serve drinks to Gizurr just like to himself. Jarl Gizurr was strongly
obliged to the king by the oath that tax would be agreed to in Iceland.)

This account emphasizes the mutuality of the relationship between the king and
the jarl. Gizurr receives a title, prestige, and status symbols that no chieftain
could gain in Iceland, but this position entails duties and obligations. However,
these aspects receive little further attention in Sturlunga saga and are much
more prominent in Hdkonar saga (see 5.3.2). Instead, Sturlunga saga again accen-
tuates Gizurr’s popularity as a newly appointed jarl by stating that “people gave
him a warm welcome” in Skagafjéror and “the people of Eyjafjéror accepted him
gladly and many gave him money”.'* His popularity presumably originates from
his established power base, so his title is only an institutionalization of the exist-
ing situation. Gizurr’s rivals continue to oppose him; among them are the Odda-
verjar, béror Andreasson and his brothers, grandsons of Seemundr Jénsson, who
possibly still claim the right to rule Iceland as the descendants of the former lead-
ing clan. In fact, however, the Oddaverjar lost their privileged position long be-
fore, and their power constantly decreased since Seemundr’s death in 1222.

béror Andreasson attempts to goad his kinsmen, the sons of Brandr Kolbeins-
son, into an attack on Gizurr (STU cccclvi). In his argumentation, he states that
Gizurr “occupied their father’s hereditary land and did not offer them any com-
pensation for it”.'* However, bordr’s kinsmen are loyal to Gizurr and follow their
mother’s advice that they “should not participate in any plans that could lead to a
betrayal of Jarl Gizurr”, although “they did not find it easy to deal with the situa-

121 [...] téku menn vel vid honum [...] gengu menn vel i méti honum i Eyjafirdi ok gafu honum
margir fé (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 453, p. 229).

122 [...] hann sat & f60urleifd peira, en unni peim engis géds fyrir (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021,
ch. 456, p. 235).
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tion because their kinsmen were involved”.”® This formulation alludes to the di-
lemma of choosing between family obligations and political loyalty; the concept
of allegiance is emphasized by the use of the term betrayal (svik). However, the
brothers are determined to remain faithful to the jarl; there is nothing in the text
to suggest that their loyalty is forced, it seems to be voluntary and genuine. This
implies that they do not regard Gizurr’s rule as a loss of their hereditary land and
believe that he rules their district rightfully.

When Poérdr Andreasson’s intentions are revealed, a formal reconciliation is
arranged between him and Gizurr. Pérdr then accompanies Gizurr to the Odda-
verjar’s original domain, where “the men of Rangéarping then swore allegiance to
King Hakon and Jarl Gizurr”."** The formulation suggests that the jarl directly
represents the king, as the same oath is sworn to both. Apart from that, the text
does not describe the formal aspects of the oaths. Instead, it is focused on a sym-
bolic approval of Gizurr, the king’s representative, as the protector of the country.
It states that during the extremely harsh winter, the weather improves when Gi-
zurr promises to God that the whole population will fast on a holiday (STU
cceclviii). This episode echoes similar accounts of divine intervention in the por-
trayal of rex iustus in Hdkonar saga.

Similarly, Sturlunga saga’s account of the formal acceptance of royal rule
(STU cccclxi) provides surprisingly little information about the content of the
oaths. It lists the names of the chieftains and farmers who swore the oaths and
the numbers of their followers, but apart from that, it only states that “at that
assembly, tax was sworn to the king by all the Northern Quarter and the Southern
Quarter west of bjérs4; tax was also sworn by all the Western Quarter”.'® The
oaths sworn later by representatives of the remaining regions are not even men-
tioned in Sturlunga saga.’® The compilation’s lack of interest in such an impor-
tant event seems unexpected, but it may suggest that the formal acceptance of
royal rule was not perceived as a dramatic change, and that there was little de-
bate about the content of the oaths. According to the available sources, the tax

123 [...] at bit séud 1 ongvum radum peim er til svika megi verda vid Gizur jarl [...] en potti eigi
gott til 6rrdda er freendr peira attu hlut at (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 456, p. 235).

124 Séru Rangeeingar pd trunadareida Hakoni konungi ok Gizuri jarli (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021,
ch. 458, p. 238).

125 Var & pvi pingi svarinn skattr Hdkoni konungi um allan Nordlendingafjéréung ok Sunnlen-
dingafjéroung fyrir vestan Pjérsa. Skattr var ba ok svarinn um allan Vestfirdingafjoroung (Stur-
lunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 461, p. 240). The same term (skattr) is also used in the fourteenth-century
Icelandic annals (Boulhosa 2005, 105-106).

126 Brief information about them is found in the annals and in the extant fragment of Magniiss
saga Hdkonarsonar (iii), according to which the Oddaverjar and the Austfirdingar had sworn al-
legiance to the king by the summer of 1264 (Sverrir Jakobsson 2016, 254-255).
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was approximately as high as the pingfararkaup (Byock 1986, 39-40), so the farm-
ers did not have to pay more than they were used to. It has also been shown here
that Icelandic and Norwegian politics were interconnected in practice already
from the beginning of the Sturlung Age. If the formal oaths of allegiance were
perceived as a matter of ceremony that did not abruptly transform the existing
power relations, it is understandable that they receive little attention in the saga.

Instead, Sturlunga saga continues to depict Gizurr’s confrontations with his
Icelandic rivals."”’ Despite their formal reconciliation, Gizurr is attacked by béror
Andreasson’s brothers (STU cccclxxii). The scene is narrated from the defenders’
perspective, and their courage is praised. Apart from bravery, it is again Gizurr’s
luck that almost miraculously protects him when the attackers’ weapons simply
fail to hurt him; this again alludes to the ideal of rex iustus. The scene also echoes
a similar semi-miraculous episode from the story of the ideal peaceful chieftain
béror Sturluson; such a narrative parallel highlights the scene’s meaning as an
image of a righteous leader. Moreover, Gizurr is protected by the support of the
public as well. When he reaches the church at the nearest farm and the attackers
surround it, the people’s support of the jarl is represented by the farmer and his
wife, who even happens to be the attackers’ sister:

Nt komu Andreassynir at kirkjunni ok hlupu af baki. Asta husfreyja Andreasdottir hljép at
Eyjolfi, bréour sinum, ok laust hann med tré miklu, ok kom pat & stalhufubardit, ok vard pvi
hoggit minna, en hon vard tekin af férunaut peira breedra hennar. Kleengr bad pa méga
sina vel fyrir sja ok gera Gizuri jarli ekkert grand, par sem hann var pa kominn. (Sturlunga
saga, III, 2021, ch. 472, p. 264)

(Now the sons of Andreas arrived at the church and dismounted. The mistress of the house,
Asta Andreasdéttir, ran at her brother Eyjélfr and hit him with a large stick. The blow
caught the rim of his helmet but was lighter than she intended because one of her brothers’
companions had held her back. Klengr asked his brothers-in-law to be careful and do Jarl
Gizurr no harm [in the church] where he was.)

When the reconciliation has been broken by this attack, Gizurr gathers men
under the threat of an accusation of high treason (STU cccclxxiii). The use of this
term (landrddasok) implies that the jarl holds a special position of power, but
there is nothing to suggest that many people apart from bérdor Andreasson’s sup-

127 The chapters describing Gizurr’s final clashes with his opponents (STU cccclxxii—cceclxxiv)
are extant only in the so-called Supplement (Vidauki) in some of the copies derived from Reykjar-
fjardarbok. After the end of the Reykjarfjardarbok redaction, the scribe added this material,
which probably originally constituted the ending of the Kréksfjardarbék redaction (Gudrin Asa
Grimsdéttir 2021, cxix—cxxii). According to Olafia Einarsdottir (1968, 72-74), these chapters were
probably included in the original compilation.
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porters wish to oppose the jarl. Gizurr gathers a large force, both sides behave
violently, and it is admitted that “many innocent people were affected by this strug-
gle and trouble”.”®® This is a less idealized image of Jarl Gizurr, but the mention of
innocent victims does not mean that the people are oppressed by the jarl. The harm
is caused by a personal conflict between the jarl and an individual chieftain, and the
reference to the victims is likely to be a general criticism of violence, which is com-
mon throughout Sturlunga saga. The narrative implies that centralized rule, which
can terminate such violent conflicts, is a welcome alternative for the common people.
It shows how Gizurr chooses the lesser evil — having Andreas’s sons captured during
a seemingly peaceful negotiation — over the greater evil, a continuation of the clashes
that threaten innocent people (STU cccclxxiv). He first intends to have all the broth-
ers executed but eventually spares all except his chief rival béror:

bordr meelti pa: ,bess vil ek bidja pik, Gizurr jarl, at pu fyrirgefir mér pat er ek hefi af gert
vid pik.“ Gizurr jarl svarar: ,bat vil ek gera pegar pu ert daudr.“ (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021,
ch. 474, p. 268)

(Then béror said: “I want to ask you, Jarl Gizurr, to forgive me for what I have done against
you.” Jarl Gizurr replied: “I will do that when you are dead.”)

This dialogue shows that Jarl Gizurr is willing to forgive his opponent on the per-
sonal level, but as the political leader of Iceland, he cannot spare the life of a man
who disrupts peace. For this reason, bordr Andreasson is executed on 27 Septem-
ber 1264. That is a violent termination of the conflict, but in comparison with the
battles of the Sturlung Age, it seems much closer to the image of a righteous ruler
defeating an individual opponent so as to restore social stability; a comparable epi-
sode is King Hakon’s defeat of Skuli Bardarson in Hdkonar saga. And indeed, this is
the last bloodshed in the Icelandic power struggle. The Sturlung Age is over.

5.3.2 Gizurr borvaldsson as the jarl in Hdkonar saga

Hdkonar saga, understandably, is less focused on internal relations in Iceland —
although it does not completely ignore them - and foregrounds the relationship
between Jarl Gizurr and King Hakon, which is shown to be seemingly polite but
full of mistrust and deceit beneath the surface:

Konungrinn gerdi bé skipan til {slands at hann sendi Gizur tt til Islands ok gaf honum jarls-
nafn. Hét Gizurr pvi { mét at frida landit ok 14ta alla beendr gjalda skatt konungi, svd sem

128 [...] galt margr 6verdr pessa ofridar ok 6fagnadar (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 473, p. 265).
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hann hafdi 40r beitt. Bar Gizurr par mikil mal & at hann mundi pvi audveldliga 4 leid koma.
Konungr gaf honum med jarlsnafninu margar seemiligar gjafir ok leysti hann vel ok seemi-
liga sér af hendi. Hann sendi ut med honum bdéralda hvita, hirdmann sinn, at skynja hversu
jarl feeri med konungs trunadi. Margir trunadarmenn konungsins féru ut 4 6drum skipum
pat sumar at skynja konungs erendi, hvart jarl faeri med peim eftir pvi er hann haféi heitit.
En er Gizurr kom til fslands b helt hann pvi vel upp sem vera tti, er Hikon konungr hafoi
gert meiri semd hans en nokkurs manns annars 4 Islandi i peiri nafnbét er hann hafdi gefit
honum ok mérgum 6drum seemdum. bat 1ét hann ok fylgja at Hikon konungr hafdi sva gefit
honum pessa nafnbét at hann skyldi pat engan penning kosta, ok engi skattr skyldi vid pat
leggjask 4 landit. Sagoi hann ok um pad menn er honum gerdusk handgengnir, hiromenn eda
skutilsveinar, at peir skyldu pvilikar nafnbeetr hafa i Néregi af Hakoni konungi. Urdu vid
betta margir godir menn til at gerask honum handgengnir ok séru honum eid en Hakoni
konungi trinad. Bratt urdu menn pess varir at pat var fals er hann sagdi frd ordum konung-
sins. En allt at einu heldu menn trtinad vid hann ok Hdkon konung. (Hdkonar saga, II, 2013,
chs. 356-357, pp. 203-204)

(The king made the decision concerning Iceland that he sent Gizurr to Iceland and gave him
the title of jarl. Gizurr promised him in return to establish peace in the country and to make
the farmers pay tax to the king, as he had requested before. Gizurr eagerly assured the king
that he would achieve that easily. Together with the title, the king gave him many honour-
able gifts and bid him farewell properly and honourably. He sent his retainer boraldi the
White to Iceland with him, so that he would check how loyal Gizurr was to the king. Many
of the king’s confidants sailed to Iceland on other ships that summer so as to supervise the
king’s matters and make sure that the jarl took care of them as he had promised. But when
Gizurr arrived in Iceland, he boasted a lot, and rightfully so, that King Hidkon had honoured
him more than any other Icelander by giving him the title and many other signs of honour.
He added that King Hakon had given him the title in such a way that it would not cost him
anything and no tax would be imposed on the country. He also said that the men who
would become his vassals, retainers, or pages, would have the same titles at King Hakon’s
court in Norway. This made many influential men become his vassals and swear oaths to
him and allegiance to King Hakon. Soon, people realized that what he said about the king’s
words was a lie, and yet they remained loyal to him and to King Hakon.)

This account shares many similarities with the description of the relationship be-
tween King Hakon and Skuli Bardarson, who are also depicted as treating each
other politely but secretly mistrusting each other. Skuli is criticized for deceiving
the king; such behaviour is regarded as unacceptable in the narrative because
Hdkonar saga is shaped by the official royal ideology with its strict definition of
loyalty. Instead of contextual loyalty that is not based on any absolute principles
(Orning 2008, 5-6, 33, 321-322), Hdkonar saga advocates the concepts of absolute
loyalty and obedience (2008, 231-236). The saga is a narrative declaration of this
ideology, applying it to the evaluation of both jarls, Skuli and Gizurr. Both receive
power over a large territory, and yet they oppose King Hdkon because they refuse
to accept any limitations of their power, and they are criticized for it in the saga.
The accounts of both Skuli’s and Gizurr’s action in Hdkonar saga are structured
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by the narrative pattern of the inherently tragic jarl’s story, but this parallel only
emphasizes the different endings of the two stories.

Moreover, the narrative parallel between Skuli and Gizurr implies that no deci-
sive difference was perceived between the Norwegian and Icelandic jarl. Gizurr is
not depicted as a chieftain who wishes to protect Iceland’s freedom and indepen-
dence from foreign rule. Instead, it is suggested that his behaviour is motivated by
his pride and greed for power. He is portrayed as an extremely ambitious magnate
who boasts about his prestige as a jarl but conceals his obligations to the king be-
cause he wants to emphasize his own power over Iceland." Although the text
shows that King Hakon puts pressure on Gizurr, it is not presented as the king’s
unilateral intervention into foreign matters, because Gizurr has voluntarily entered
into an alliance with the king but now refuses to fulfil the obligations established
by this alliance. This interpretation is underlined by the parallel between Gizurr
and Skuli, who was Norwegian, so his rivalry with the king could not involve any
nationalistic sentiments.

Hdkonar saga describes the king’s dissatisfaction with Gizurr’s action as a
royal representative. In 1259, the king receives news of Gizurr’s negligence,"** and
in 1260, he sends two emissaries to Iceland with the task to go to the Alpingi and
read out royal letters about how much tax Icelanders should pay to the king and
how much the jarl should receive:

beir kédmu 1t fyrir alpingi ok féru til pings. Var par fyrir Gizurr jarl ok formenn flestir. b4
varu flutt bréf Hakonar konungs, ok var par mikil manndeild & hversu peim var tekit. Flutti
jarl konungs erendi ok p6 nokkut med ddrum utveg en & bréfum st6d. En Sunnlendingar,
peir sem mestir vinir varu jarls, maltu mest i mét skattinum, ok sva peir sem komnir véru
austan um bjérsa. Ok fellu peer lykdir & at erendi peira fvars vard ekki, ok foru peir ttan hit
sama sumar & konungs fund. Var pat peira flutningr at Sunnlendingar mundi eigi své djarf-
liga hafa neitat skattinum ef peir vissi at pat veeri { méti vilja jarls. (Hdkonar saga, II, 2013,
ch. 360, p. 207)

([The emissaries] arrived in Iceland before the Alpingi and went to the assembly. There was
Jarl Gizurr and many chieftains. King Hakon’s letters were presented there, and there were
great differences in how people responded to them. The jarl supported the king’s require-
ments, albeit in a slightly different way than the letters stated. But the southerners, who
were the jarl’s most loyal friends, opposed the tax more than others, together with those
who lived east of Pjérsa. And it ended with fvarr’s requests not being accepted, and the em-
issaries returned to Norway the same summer and went to the king. They said that the

129 In fact, the jarl’s title did not give Gizurr power over all Iceland, only over about half of it,
and the king probably did not intend to ever give him more territory (Jon Samsonarson 1958,
338-340).

130 Gizurr jarl hafdi litinn hug 4 lagt at flytja mél hans vid Islendinga. (Hdkonar saga, II, 2013,
ch. 360, p. 207) (Jarl Gizurr had put little effort into advancing [the king’s] cause among Icelanders.)
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southerners would not have opposed the tax so stubbornly if they had known that such op-
position was against the jarl’s will.)

These formulations imply that the farmers’ opposition to the tax is not ascribed to
their own initiative, but rather to their personal loyalty to Gizurr, who opposes
the tax because of his ambition to claim unlimited power over Iceland. Accord-
ingly, Hdakonar saga depicts the king’s resentment towards Gizurr after the emis-
saries’ return from Iceland in 1260 (HSH ccclxiii). The following year, the king
sends another emissary, Hallvardr gullskér, to encourage Gizurr to fulfil his
promises (HSH ccclxxiv). In the saga, Gizurr does not openly oppose Hallvardr
but secretly debates with the men of the Northern Quarter, trying to find a way to
increase his power, and “then the whole truth was revealed about what he had
promised to the king”."*! This again accentuates the motif of Gizurr’s deceit,
which is essential for the narrative type of the jarl’s story. The farmers then sug-
gest that they will pay a large sum of money once, instead of a regular tax."* This
must again be understood as a sign of their loyalty to Gizurr and their support of
his power ambitions. Hallvardr refuses this, however, and explains that “the king
wished for the farmers’ obedience and such a tax from the country that would
not be difficult for them to pay; in return, he promised them benefits and legal
improvements”.*3

Nevertheless, the saga implies that the decisive force in the acceptance of
royal rule in Iceland is not Hallvardr, but rather Gizurr’s rivals: Hrafn Oddsson
from the Westfjords, the Andreassons from Rangarping, and Porvardr Porarins-
son from the Eastern Quarter (HSH ccclxxiv). These chieftains join forces to put
pressure on Gizurr at the Alpingi of 1262, threatening to assert the king’s require-
ments by force if necessary; Hallvardr now functions as a mediator between the
two parties.”* The disagreement is thus presented primarily as an internal Icelan-

131 For pé upp allt hit sanna, hverju hann haféi konunginum jattat (Hdkonar saga, II, 2013,
ch. 374, p. 222).

132 [...] bendr hétu jarli storfé at leysa pat gjald er & var kallat. (Hdkonar saga, II, 2013, ch. 374,
p. 222) (the farmers promised the jarl a large sum of money to release him from the payment
that was requested.)

133 [...] konungrinn vildi hafa hlyoni af béndum ok slikan skatt af landi sem peim yréi engir
afarkostir { at gjalda ok hét pé par i mét hlunnendum ok réttarbétum (Hdkonar saga, II, 2013,
ch. 374, p. 222).

134 Kom Hallvardr pa vestan ok sagdi at flokkar varu saman dregnir fyrir vestan heidar, ok
ho6fou allir heitit at ganga undir skatt ok konungs mal ok atludu at rida til pings ok flytja par
konungs erendi ef ekki gengisk ella vid. (Hdkonar saga, II, 2013, ch. 374, p. 223) (Then Hallvardr
arrived from the west and said that troops were gathered west of the heath, and they had all
agreed to accept the tax and the king’s conditions and intended to ride to the assembly and assert
the king’s requirements there if they could not be accepted otherwise.)
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dic conflict, so the narrative foregrounds the Icelanders’ active role in the events.
However, the context makes it clear that the king is an important force in this
conflict, although he is not physically present. The narrative is thus still struc-
tured by the pattern of the jarl’s story: one party in the dispute consists of the
supporters of royal rule, who indirectly represent the king, the other party con-
sists of the defiant jarl and his adherents. The story now reaches its decisive
point — the conflict can either lead to a violent clash, which is anticipated in this
narrative type, or be resolved peacefully. That depends mainly on the jarl’s
decision.

Due to the pressure from his Icelandic rivals, Gizurr asks his followers to ac-
cept the king’s requests, “pleading with them by kind words and calling it plotting
against his life if they do not comply”.**® The inhabitants of the regions governed
by Gizurr, together with the adherents of Hrafn Oddsson, therefore swear tax and
allegiance to the king at the Alpingi of 1262:

Eftir petta var skipud logrétta, ok soru flestir hinir beztu baendr ér Nordlendingafjérdungi
ok af Sunnlendingafjérdungi fyrir ttan Pjérsa Hakoni konungi land ok pegna ok evinligan
skatt med slikum skildaga sem bréf pat vattar er par var eftir gert. [...] Gengu pa Vestfirdin-
gar undir pvilika eida sem adrir. [...] Eftir pessa fundi héfou allir [slendingar gengit undir
skatt vid Hakon konung or prim fjéroungum, utan Sunnlendingar fyrir austan Pjérsa ok
Austfirdingar. (Hdkonar saga, II, 2013, ch. 374, p. 223)

(Then the legislative assembly was gathered and most of the important farmers from the
Northern Quarter and the Southern Quarter up to bjorsa swore allegiance and eternal tax
to King Hékon on the conditions stated in the letter that was then written. [...] Then the
inhabitants of the Westfjords agreed to the same oaths as others. [...] After these meetings,
all Icelanders from three quarters had agreed to pay tax to King Hakon, except for the men
of the Southern Quarter east of bjérsa and the men of the Eastfjords.)'*®

Because of his decision to show moderation, Gizurr retains his prestigious posi-
tion as a jarl for the rest of his life, so his compromise is not presented as a loss of
esteem. This ending of the episode modifies the narrative type of the jarl’s story.
The structural pattern leads to an expectation of the defiant jarl’s violent death,
but instead, Gizurr upholds peace by making a decision that averts the tragic end-

135 [...] bad pa til gédum ordum, en kalladi fjorrad vio sik ef peir gengi eigi undir (Hdkonar
saga, II, 2013, ch. 374, p. 223).

136 The account of these events, from Hallvardr’s arrival to the acceptance of royal rule at the
Alpingi, is also included in the Supplement (Vidauki, STU cccclxxv) that probably originally consti-
tuted the ending of the Krdksfjardarbok redaction of Sturlunga saga (see footnote 127), into
which it was presumably incorporated from Hdkonar saga (Gudrtn Asa Grimsdéttir 2021,
CXX—CXXi).
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ing. This modification of the inherently tragic jarl’s story emphasizes the idea
that social cohesion is more important than individual ambition.

After Jarl Gizurr’s death on 12 January 1268, the administration in Iceland
was in the hands of royal officials from influential families who had managed to
overcome their mutual enmity due to shared obligations to the king. Gottskalks-
anndll, possibly based on chapters of Magniiss saga that are now lost, shows that
Hrafn Oddsson and Porvardr bérarinsson visited the royal court together in 1273,
swore “oaths of loyalty and fellowship” to each other, and King Magnus “gave
them power over all Iceland on his behalf”."*” The former opponents from the
battle of bverd now governed Iceland together. That can be understood as a con-
tinuation of the peaceful unification of the country under the auspices of the
monarchy.

5.3.3 The different narrativizations of Gizurr borvaldsson’s life

This analysis has shown that the depictions of Gizurr Porvaldsson in Sturlunga
saga and Hdkonar saga contrast with each other, but it has been argued here that
although they differ considerably in emphasis, they are not contradictory. The
differences can be explained by the respective sagas’ perspectives and ideologies,
and neither account must be regarded as being essentially untrue, although some
degree of exaggeration is likely to occur in the saga narratives. It can be assumed
that some elements of both portrayals existed in communicative memory — Gi-
zurr may have been known simultaneously for his popularity among the farmers,
his extraordinary luck in surviving violent attacks, his rivalry with other chief-
tains, and his tense relationship with the king. In the process of narrativization,
different elements were selected in each saga because they were important for its
meaning.

Sturlunga saga is focused on internal Icelandic politics and shows that the
relationships between the chieftains depend on personal alliances, popularity,
and frequently conflicting loyalties. The portrayal of Gizurr as a peaceful chief-
tain with elements of rex iustus is a culmination of this character type’s central
position in the compilation. The account of Gizurr’s action in Hdkonar saga, by
contrast, is centred around his relationship with King Hakon, which is evaluated
according to the newly introduced royal ideology of unconditional allegiance.
From this perspective, Gizurr is depicted as an excessively ambitious chieftain,

137 bé 1ét Magnus konungr borvard ok Hrafn sverja hvarn 6drum trunadareida ok félagsskapar
[...] ok fekk peim allt fsland til stjérnar undir hans valdi (Magniiss saga, 2013, p. 285).
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ready to employ lies and deceit to increase his own power. However, his final de-
cision to accept a compromise for the sake of peace modifies the inherently tragic
jarl’s story and connects this image of Gizurr with his portrayal as a peaceful
chieftain in the latter section of Sturlunga saga. Furthermore, the text shows that
Gizurr is not persuaded to make this decision primarily by the royal emissaries,
but rather by other Icelandic chieftains, so the monarchy is not described as
something that is forced upon the Icelanders against their will. The narrative
thus presents an image of the Icelanders actively making their own decisions in
this significant matter.

The meanings of both narratives transcend the individual portrayal of Gizurr
and contribute to an interpretation of the tumultuous events that marked the end of
the Sturlung Age. Gizurr’s depiction in the final section of Sturlunga saga emphasizes
the positive values that uphold Icelandic society and shows how elements of the Nor-
wegian royal ideology were naturally adopted by Icelandic leaders. His image in Hd-
konar saga shows the importance of moderation and compromise, but without
denying that Icelanders made important political decisions on their own terms. All
these aspects were doubtlessly crucial for collective identity at the time of the sagas’
composition, so it probably was mainly the need to construct a particular identity
that determined how the same person would be presented in each saga.

5.4 Sturla bérdarson: The last skald

King Hakon Hékonarson died before he could really take up the government of
Iceland, so a more important role in the social transformation was doubtlessly
played by his successor, the renowned lawmaker Magnus Hakonarson. The main
narrative account of Magnus’s life is not extant, but his role in the relationship
between Norway and Iceland can at least be studied in Sturlu pdttr, the story of
Sturla bérdarson the younger. This short but significant text is believed to be of a
later origin than most other parts of Sturlunga saga (Jén Jéhannesson 1946,
xlviii-xlix) and is included only in the Reykjarfiardarbék redaction.’®

138 Olafia Einarsdottir (1968, 74-77) argues that, based on the evidence of fourteenth-century
Icelandic annals, at least the first section of Sturlu pdttr, depicting the conflict between Sturla
bérdarson and Hrafn Oddsson, was with all probability included in the original Sturlunga saga.
That is, however, not decisive for the present argument, which is centred around the latter sec-
tion, describing Sturla’s journey to the royal court. Assuming that this section was added by the
redactor of Reykjarfjardarbdk, its meaning can be regarded as a reflection of the views that were
dominant at the time when Reykjarfjardarbék was composed. This approach will be taken in the
present study.
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It has been suggested that Sturlu pdttr, just like Porgils saga skarda, ex-
presses opposition to the monarchy, thus making Reykjarfjardarbdk expressly
anti-monarchic in comparison with Kroksfjardarbok (Helgi borldksson 2012,
82-84). I will argue, however, that Sturla bPordarson is not presented in the text
as an opponent of royal rule, and that the pdttr, by employing the narrative
type of the court poet’s story, constructs a positive evaluation of the relation-
ship between Icelanders and the monarchy.’ Its addition to Reykjarfjardar-
bok should then be understood as a reinforcement of the interpretation of
history presented in the preceding sections of Sturlunga saga, where the nar-
rative of Iceland’s direct political relationship with Norway is introduced by
another court poet’s story, the tale of Snorri Sturluson.

5.4.1 The interpretative function of the court poet’s story

Sturlu pdttr states that when Sturla first arrived in Norway in 1263, expelled from
Iceland by his opponent Hrafn Oddsson, he was afraid of his encounter with King
Hakon Hékonarson, whose “enmity he feared most”.** In research, this has often
been explained by the assumption that Sturla had opposed royal rule in Iceland
from the 1240s; he was thus regarded as a heroic defender of national indepen-
dence. Finnur Jénsson argued that Sturla’s behaviour was characterized by “his
constant and consequent opposition to the king and to the more or less open
royal intervention into Icelandic matters and relations” and that he “struggled
against King Hakon’s efforts as long as he could”.*! According to Bjérn borsteins-
son, Sturla was “one of the most resolute opponents of the monarchy among the
Icelandic chieftains”, who “worked purposefully to turn Icelanders away from
loyalty to Hékon the 0ld”.*** Similarly, Gunnar Benediktsson assumed that Sturla
was “expelled from the country as the king’s offender because of his opposition

139 Another, primarily religious interpretation of Sturlu pdttr has been suggested by Marlene
Ciklamini (1984). While her focus on Christian motifs seems exaggerated, she rightly points out
that the pdttr is shaped by “the selection and arrangements of facts” (1984, 139), and thus en-
dowed with a meaning that “transcends personal lives and the historical moment” (1984, 141), so
it “illustrates the allusive power of medieval narrative” (1984, 146).

140 [...] hann uggoi hans fjandskap mest (Sturlunga saga, II1, 2021, ch. 462, p. 245).

141 Den modstand, han altid og konsekvent havde gjort mod kongen og hans mere eller mindre
abenlyse indblanding i islandske sager og forhold [...]. [...] stred sd leenge som muligt mod kong
Hakons bestraebelser (1901, 720-721).

142 Sturla bérdarson sagnaritari hefur verid einna eindregnasti andstedingur konungvaldsins
allra islenzkra hofdingja. Hann vinnur markvist ad pvi ad draga Islendinga fra trinadi vio
Hakon gamla [...] (1956, 26).
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to royal rule in Iceland”.!*? Paul Schach claimed that “Sturla rightly regarded
Hékon as his most dangerous enemy, for he had steadfastly resisted the king’s
subjugation of Iceland to Norway” (1993, 259). Even in recent years, Hans Jacob
Orning has stated that Sturla “had opposed King Haakon in the final days of Ice-
land’s independence” and “came to Norway as a delinquent to receive the king’s
verdict for opposing him” (2018, 203).

Such ideas do not, however, accord with the image presented in Sturlunga
saga. It does not seem likely that Sturla ever decidedly opposed royal rule, and
even if some elements of opposition occurred in his real-life behaviour, the narra-
tive shows that Icelanders did not choose to remember Sturla as an opponent of
the monarchy. Instead, he is portrayed as a pragmatic chieftain who fights for his
own political position and refuses to unconditionally obey the king because he
has his own interests and alliances in mind (see Magnus Stefdnsson 1988, 149;
Helgi Porlaksson 1988, 143-145; 2017, 202). Sturlunga saga depicts Sturla as a loyal
supporter of Péror Sighvatsson, who was a royal representative since 1247. Due to
his loyalty to Pordr, Sturla is dissatisfied with the king’s decision to replace béror
with borgils Bddvarsson in this position. According to Porgils saga skarda, “Sturla
and everyone else who governed bérdr Sighvatsson’s domain said that they
strongly disapproved of all King Hakon’s decisions”.*** This shows that Sturla re-
fuses to blindly obey the king, but the text does not mention any ideas of national
independence. Instead, Sturla’s opposition to the decision is explained by his loy-
alty to his ally and the fact that he “governed béror Sighvatsson’s domain”.

Other sections of Sturlunga saga also present Sturla primarily as a partici-
pant in the Icelandic power struggle, not least by introducing his complicated
power relations with Hrafn Oddsson (see Helgi Porldksson 1988, 138-141). They
begin as fellow supporters of bordr Sighvatsson, but different alliances later
bring them to opposing sides. This leads to violent clashes, including the battle
of bverd (STU cccexxii-cccexxiv) and failed attempts at individual attacks (STU
CCCCXXXV, ccccxxxix). Moreover, their enmity is also motivated by rivalry for
local power in the Borgarfjordr region. Sturla first receives control of the region
from Jarl Gizurr Porvaldsson (STU cccclvii), but in 1261, the king takes Borgar-
fjordr from Gizurr and gives it to Hrafn instead (STU cccclix). This situation
leads to the conflict described in Sturlu pdttr. The rivalry between Sturla and
Hrafn is intensified by Hrafn’s dissatisfaction with the reckless behaviour of
Sturla’s son Snorri in the district (STU cccclxii), so that “there was a complete

143 [...] flemdur utan sem sakamadur vid konung vegna andstédu gegn yfirradum hans 4 fs-
landi (1961, 143).

144 Sagdi Sturla sem allir peir er riki heldu af bérdi kakala at peim var 6pokki mikill 4 allri ski-
pan Hakonar konungs (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 377, p. 30).
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enmity between Sturla and Hrafn”.** Snorri and his allies then initiate an armed at-
tack on Hrafn because “they assumed that they would not enjoy any success if
Hrafn’s power remained as it was”.**® These formulations imply that the conflict is
motivated by personal enmity and competition for power. After Sturla’s failed at-
tempt at an assault, Hrafn decides to retaliate; Sturla flees from the attackers but is
captured. Hrafn spares his life and pronounces a judgement that Sturla must travel
to Norway. This shows that Hrafn, as a royal representative, has accepted this peace-
ful method of conflict resolution, promoted by the king.

It is in the context of these events that Sturlu pdttr mentions Sturla’s fear of King
Hékon’s enmity, so his fear is clearly interpreted as a consequence of his conflict
with Hrafn."’ This makes sense as Hrafn, a royal representative, is doubtlessly pro-
tected by the king. Moreover, both Hrafn and Sturla are royal vassals after having
sworn allegiance to the king in 1262, and hostility towards a fellow royal vassal is
regarded as high treason (Jén Jéhannesson 1956, 330; Magnus Stefansson 1988,
151-160). Hrafn is clearly responsible for the clashes as well, but since he enjoys the
king’s trust, he can put the blame on Sturla when he describes the conflict to the
royal emissaries. This is probably referred to by the formulation that Sturla has been
“slandered in front of King Magnis, and even more in front of King Hikon”.!*® Sturla
then confirms in direct speech that “Hrafn may have slandered me much here”.**°

When Sturla finds out that King Hakon is on a military expedition and the
kingdom is ruled by King Magnus, the queen, and the counsellor Gautr Jénsson,
he “decides to gain their favour”.* This formulation marks the beginning of the
structural pattern of the court poet’s story, which is focused on the Icelander’s
effort to overcome a conflict with the monarch. This narrative type is introduced

145 [...] var pé fullr fjandskapr med peim Sturlu ok Hrafni (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 462,
p. 241).

146 [...] bottu peir skilja at engi vard uppgangr peira ef sva buit steedi riki Hrafns (Sturlunga
saga, I11, 2021, ch. 462, p. 242).

147 The other available sources do not present any contrasting interpretation either. Hdkonar
saga does not mention Sturla’s arrival at the royal court in 1263 at all, and the Icelandic annals
mostly contain only the brief formulation “utanferd Sturlu Pérdarsonar” (Islandske annaler,
1888, pp. 135, 330) (Sturla Pordarson’s journey from Iceland). The only longer entry reads “dtan-
ferd Sturlu bérdarsonar ok var tekinn med valdi af Hrafni Oddssyni” (Islandske annaler, 1888,
p. 67) (Sturla Pérdarson’s journey and he was captured by Hrafn Oddsson); this formulation ac-
cords with the interpretation suggested here.

148 [...] affluttr vid Magnus konung, en p6 meir vid Hdkon konung (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021,
ch. 463, p. 246).

149 [...] Hrafn mun mik hér mjok afflutt hafa (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 463, p. 247).

150 [...] barst Sturla pat fyrir at koma sér { keerleika vid pau (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 462,
p. 245).
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by Sturla’s half-stanza quoted in the text; the verse draws attention to Sturla’s po-
etic art and thereby to the court poet’s story.”! The next typical component is the
initial distrust between the king and the Icelander when King Magnus treats
Sturla coldly due to the reports of his misdeeds. The text also shows that Sturla
lacks property in Norway, which is another standard element of this narrative
type; the story of Snorri Sturluson is an exception.

This first segment of the structural pattern is followed by the account of Stur-
la’s gradual reconciliation with the king, which accentuates his verbal skills. The
title “Sturla skéld” is used when he is first presented to the king, and he is also
called “it mesta skdld” (the greatest poet) by the queen (STU cccclxiii). He first
gains popularity among the king’s men by telling a saga, which also motivates the
queen to intercede on his behalf because she and others “believed that he was a
knowledgeable and clever man”."®* Sturla then receives the king’s permission to
recite his poems about him and King Hakon, which are praised by the king.'**
Sturla explains that he has been “slandered in front of your father and you by my
adversaries, but not truthfully”;154 according to the text, however, he gains the
king’s favour as a reward for his poetry:

,NU hefi ek heyrt kvaedi pin, Sturla, ok hygg ek at pi munir vera it bezta skdld. NG man ek
pat at launum leggja at pu skalt heim kominn med mér i nddum ok géoum fridi. En fadir
minn 4 sok & sinum mdlum, er pit finnizt, en gott mun ek til leggja.“ (Sturlunga saga, III,
2021, ch. 463, p. 250)

(“I have now heard your poems, Sturla, and I think you might be the best of poets. I will
give you this as a reward: you will follow me home and receive mercy and truce. My father
will judge his own conflicts with you when you two meet, but I will intercede on your
behalf.”)

By focusing on the motif of a poem that saves the skald from the king’s anger, the
narrative openly imitates some of the skalds’ stories about the distant past. It
then continues by mentioning Sturla’s assignment to write Hdkonar saga and
Magniiss saga (STU cccclxiii), a fitting task for a thirteenth-century skald," along-

151 The same lausavisa is quoted on another occasion in the compilation (STU cccclix), so it
seems to be borrowed from there for the specific purpose of foregrounding Sturla’s poetic art.
152 [...] pottust skilja at hann var frédr madr ok vitr (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 463, p. 248).
153 Dat tla ek at pu kvedir betr en pafinn. (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 463, p. 249) (I think that
you compose better poetry than the Pope.)

154 [...] at ek hefi affluttr verit vid f60ur yovarn ok yor af 6vinum minum ok eigi med sénnu
efni (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 463, p. 250).

155 In the thirteenth century, written sagas were increasingly replacing skaldic poetry as the
predominant verbal accounts of monarchs’ lives. Sturla also incorporated much of his own po-
etry into Hdkonar saga.
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side the fact that “he composed many poems about King Magnus and gained
great esteem by it”.’* It is also stated that Sturla recites two poems to the Swedish
jarl Birgir and receives a reward for them (STU cccclxiii). The chronology of the
events is somewhat mixed up in this section of the pdttr, which implies that the
intention was not to record facts as precisely as possible but to gather diverse in-
formation that contributed to the protagonist’s portrayal as the character type of
the court poet.

While the information about Sturla’s poetic activity is probably historically
accurate,”” the notion of his poetry as a decisive tool in his political career is
clearly not. The poetic art was no longer regarded as a political device in the thir-
teenth century; instead of referring to the contemporary Norwegian social hierar-
chy, the protagonist’s role as a skald alludes to traditional cultural concepts that
were important for the construction of Icelandic identity, such as intellectual ex-
cellence and freedom in the relationship with kings (Serensen 1995, 102). The
openly exaggerated focus on poetry and the use of popular narrative motifs indi-
cate the constructed nature of the pdttr, showing that it is intended to “fictionalize
the encounter between King Magnus and Sturla, thereby informing the historical
and biographical scene with a suprapersonal meaning” (Ciklamini 1984, 148). In
this sense, Ulfar Bragason (2010, 185) even calls Sturlu pdttr a “parable” (demi-
saga). Its focus on the poetic art is therefore best understood as a narrative device
that contributes to an indirect interpretation of the events.

Although the political aspects of Sturla’s negotiations with the king remain in
the background due to the structural pattern of the court poet’s story, the pdttr
briefly alludes to two likely political reasons for King Magnus’s magnanimity to-
wards Sturla. The first is Sturla’s formal plea for a pardon with the intercession
of the high-ranking courtier Gautr Jénsson (STU cccclxiii).’*® The main reason,
however, is probably the king’s interest in cooperation with a chieftain of noble
ancestry who already has an established power base in Iceland and is ambitious
but not excessively greedy for power. This motivation is not directly described in
the text, but it is stated that Sturla receives the high-ranking position of l6gmadr,

156 Hann orti morg kveedi um Magnus konung ok b4 margfalda seemd par fyrir (Sturlunga saga,
111, 2021, ch. 463, p. 251).

157 According to Skdldatal (The Uppsala Edda, 2012, 108), Sturla was the only documented court
poet (hirdskald) of King Magnus Hakonarson. As such, he probably used his poetry to formally
present himself at the royal court.

158 Examples from Hdkonar saga show that after an accusation of high treason, a necessary
condition of a pardon was to visit the king personally and ask for mercy (Magnus Stefansson
1988, 167-168). The importance of intermediaries in dealing with the king is discussed by Weer-
dahl 2013 and 2015; the various historical roles of Gautr Jénsson are discussed by Werdahl 2017.
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which implies that his contact with King Magnus is primarily political.™®® The
prestigious office of logmadr can be regarded as Sturla’s final political success
after years of power struggles that did not bring him any decisive victory. This
brief mention of political reality in Sturlu pdttr is presented within the frame-
work of the court poet’s story, which endows it with a more abstract meaning.
The focus on social prestige gained by the Icelander through his contact with the
monarch is an important component of the deconstruction of Iceland’s marginal-
ity in this narrative type.

This interpretative effect of the court poet’s story functions on two levels. On
an individual level, it reflects an effort to show how Sturla used his cleverness
and eloquence to gain prestige at the royal court, although his first contact with
the king was involuntary. Such an image of Sturla may have been of importance
to his kinsmen and their adherents, or it may have served as a source of inspira-
tion for other members of the Icelandic elite who felt uncertain in their dealings
with the monarchy. On a more universal level, the narrative type shapes the
image of the first years after the formal acceptance of royal rule and of the rela-
tionship between Icelanders and King Magnus Hakonarson. In this context, as has
been shown here before, the court poet’s story foregrounds the Icelanders’ deter-
mination, intellectual skills, and active initiative to increase their esteem within
the kingdom.

The focus on these values in Sturlu pdttr, the epilogue of Reykjarfjardarbok,
emphasizes their significance for the construction of collective identity. However,
the presence or absence of this epilogue in the individual redactions does not
change the meaning of the compilation, because the same values permeate the
whole narrative of Iceland’s contact with Norway in Sturlunga saga. The compila-
tion’s image of the Icelanders’ active interest in developing a direct political rela-
tionship with the Norwegian monarchy in spite of inevitable complications is
only reinforced by the addition of a court poet’s story at the end.

Just like in the case of borgils saga skarda, the incorporation of Sturlu pdttr
into Reykjarfjardarbék thus implies that the central themes and ideas of the origi-

159 bat er fra Sturlu sagt at hann fér til islands med 16ghdk pa er Magnus konungr hafdi skipat.
Var hann pa skipadr 16gmadr yfir allt island. (Sturlunga saga, III, 2021, ch. 464, pp. 252-253) (It is
told that Sturla returned to Iceland with the lawbook that King Magnus had introduced. He was
appointed as l6gmadr for all Iceland.) Sturla probably participated in the production of this law-
book, Jdrnsida, before his return to Iceland in 1271 (Magnus Stefansson 1988, 179; Gudrin Asa
Grimsdottir 1988, 196-197; Jon Vidar Sigurdsson and Sverrir Jakobsson 2017, 1, 5). In 1271, Sturla
became the first logmadr appointed by the king. When Iceland was divided into two l6gdemi in
1277, Sturla continued as l6gmadr in the Northern and Western Quarter in 1277-1282, while Jon
Einarsson was l6gmadr in the Southern and Eastern Quarter in 1277-1294 (Jén Vidar Sigurdsson
and Sverrir Jakobsson 2017, 6).



5.5 Constructing a memory of transformation =—— 199

nal compilation were still acknowledged at the time when Reykjarfjardarbdk was
composed. The new redaction opened the compilation to changes, but the preferred
choice was to emphasize the significance of ideas that were already expressed in
the text. This means that although Sturlunga saga as a narrative interpretation of
the recent past was not a static object of passive reception, but rather a living re-
flection of the currently predominant views, these views seem to have remained
relatively constant from the time of the compilation’s origin to the composition of
Reykjarfjaroarbok. The practical politics in the Norwegian-Icelandic kingdom had
doubtlessly evolved, but the construction of collective identity through the memory
of the past seems to have been characterized by a strong element of continuity.

5.5 Constructing a memory of transformation

The present chapter has shown how the same narrative types that were discussed
before shape the meaning of the sections of Sturlunga saga that depict the most
intense stage of Iceland’s political transformation. These sagas appear to be more
strictly historiographical than the preceding ones because they pay more atten-
tion to the political situation, although they are still centred around the portrayal
of their protagonists. Nevertheless, I have argued here that they employ the same
interpretative techniques and connect the depicted events with the narratives of
older Icelandic history in the same manner, albeit with different emphases.
Within the Sturlunga compilation, a balanced image of transformation and conti-
nuity is constructed not least through intertextual connections with sagas describ-
ing the preceding decades.

The narrative type of the conflict story connects bérdar saga kakala with Por-
gils saga ok Haflida, Guomundar saga dyra, and Svinfellinga saga. What they all
share is their emphasis on the character type of the mediator, which is highlighted
by the structural parallels between these stories in the compilation. What differs is
the social position of the mediators, since the sagas describe different historical sit-
uations. The intertextual connections between the conflict stories facilitate an indi-
rect narrative evaluation of this historical development. In bérdar saga kakala,
both sections are structured by the narrative pattern of the conflict story, but with
important modifications. In the first section, the expected violent death of one of
the main characters is averted by their agreement to accept the king’s judgement.
In the second section, the king’s arbitration prevents a violent revenge for the
death of a chieftain. bérdar saga thus replaces the expected tragic element of the
conflict story with a more optimistic alternative. This modification could be recog-
nized by the original recipients due to their knowledge of the narrative type from
other sagas. Consequently, they could understand the underlying positive evalua-
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tion of the social development depicted in Pérdar saga even without direct narrato-
rial comments or an excessive idealization of the events.

By foregrounding the king’s role as a mediator, bdrdar saga advocates mon-
archy as a political system that upholds peace and order. The king is unable to
prevent all violent clashes in Iceland because he cannot fully control the local
leaders. However, it is repeatedly accentuated in the saga that whenever the king
has the opportunity to influence Icelandic politics through direct contact with the
chieftains, he attempts to establish peace by appointing the best possible royal
representative and retaining his chief opponent in Norway so as to prevent fights.
There is no sign of the king deliberately increasing the political instability in Ice-
land in order to strengthen his own influence there. The saga thus creates a bal-
anced portrayal of the king: he is not presented as an almighty monarch who can
immediately terminate all conflicts, but the beneficial influence of royal rule is
emphasized.

bérdar saga underlines the similarity between the personal character of Nor-
wegian and Icelandic politics by showing that the power dynamics at the Norwe-
gian royal court are still largely based on individual relationships. The king’s
participation in the Icelandic power struggle is thus not presented as a foreign ele-
ment, but rather as a higher level of Iceland’s own system of patron-client relation-
ships. The interrelatedness of Icelandic and Norwegian politics is also emphasized
by references to the Icelanders’ role in the recent Norwegian power struggle.
Dbordar saga alludes to it only briefly, but since the theme was already established
in Sturlunga saga in the story of Snorri Sturluson, such short mentions are enough
to remind the recipients of it. The compilation thus presents Iceland and Norway
as a unified realm, characterized by constant debates between the monarch, the
local leaders, and the ecclesiastical dignitaries. Disagreements are not ascribed to
an opposition between two separate nations, but rather to a tension between the
king and the magnates. On the one hand, the magnates — both Icelandic and Nor-
wegian — refuse to passively submit to the king; on the other hand, they are aware
of the importance of centralized executive power. The relationship is therefore de-
scribed as a constant process of negotiation.

What is most important in this context is that the king’s interventions in the
Icelandic power struggle are not presented in bdrdar saga as an unwanted inter-
ference, but rather as a result of the chieftains’ own initiative to seek the king’s
arbitration. The saga thus emphasizes the Icelanders’ active participation in the
political integration with Norway. This process was a historical fact, but its inter-
pretation was largely constructed through the narrativization of the recent past
from the perspective of the time when the raw, living memory of the events was
transformed into a coherent history, from which the community could derive its
collective identity. The integration could have been remembered as a result of
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foreign oppression if the social elite that composed or commissioned the sagas
had preferred such an image. Instead, however, the image that was chosen to be
remembered was one of a voluntary contact.

This perception is centred around the theme of the Icelanders’ active initia-
tive in decisive historical events, which, as has been shown here, was established
already in Islendingabdk. In Sturlunga saga, the focus on voluntary decisions in
international relations is introduced in the story of Ari borgeirsson, which is char-
acterized by some degree of heroic idealization, and then developed in the story
of Snorri Sturluson, which is much more complex and ambiguous. bérdar saga
then shows an even more detailed image of the Icelandic-Norwegian power net-
works, but still with the same emphasis on the Icelanders’ active role in these po-
litical relationships. This theme thus intertextually connects sagas even across
different narrative types. The combination of several kinds of intertextual rela-
tionships, based on typological similarity or thematic relatedness, deepens the
multilayered connections that construct the immanent coherent narrative of Ice-
landic history.

Intertextual connections are equally important for the construction of mean-
ing in Porgils saga skarda in the Reykjarfjardarbdk redaction of Sturlunga saga.
The saga is primarily structured by the narrative pattern of the royal retainer’s
story, but it modifies its outcome and emphasis. The protagonist’s behaviour is
shown to receive a meaningful purpose in royal service when he realizes that he
will gain more esteem by loyalty to the retinue and the monarch than by stub-
bornly furthering his individual ambition. He proves his worth at the royal court
and in a quest away from it, which are typical elements of the royal retainer’s
story. However, the saga modifies the narrative type by showing that the protago-
nist does not earn prestige in royal service by fighting on the king’s behalf, but
rather by preventing destruction or bloodshed. Within Sturlunga saga, this modi-
fication is particularly noticeable in contrast with the story of Ari borgeirsson in
Prestssaga Gudmundar géda, who is portrayed almost exclusively as a warrior.
This contrast reflects the historical development from warrior-chieftains to peace-
ful royal representatives; the account of the protagonist’s life thus transcends its
individual meaning and contributes to shaping the overall memory of Icelandic-
Norwegian history.

The modification of the royal retainer’s story is further developed by its combi-
nation with the peaceful chieftain’s story in the second section of Porgils saga. bor-
gils, who has learnt to control his ferocity by adopting the concept of unity and
loyalty as a member of the royal retinue, promotes non-violent power relations
with the help of the king’s authority also after returning to Iceland. He embodies
the right balance between decisiveness and moderation, as he is determined to
carry out his tasks as a royal representative but seeks peaceful solutions whenever
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they are possible. He refrains from attacking his fellow retainer Gizurr borvaldsson
despite his personal hatred of him; he also forgives Hrafn Oddsson and Sturla b6rd-
arson for their attack because social stability matters more to him than personal
grudges. The portrayal of Porgils as an ideal peaceful chieftain is underlined in the
saga by a contrast with his aggressive counterpart, borvardr bPérarinsson. When
borvardr stubbornly fights for power against his former ally, his behaviour repre-
sents the opposite of the social unity that is promoted in the saga; this contrast em-
phasizes the moral message of the peaceful chieftain’s story.

Within Sturlunga saga, the significance of this narrative type is accentuated
by structural and thematic connections between multiple peaceful chieftains’ sto-
ries. It has been argued here that this can be regarded as the most important in-
tertextual relationship that shapes the meaning of the compilation. The parallels
between these stories foreground the values represented by their protagonists,
while the differences in emphasis illustrate the gradual historical development.
In the sagas dealing with internal Icelandic relations, the portrayals of Sturla
bdrdarson the elder, Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson, and Pérdr Sturluson embody the co-
hesive forces that regulate the inevitable violence in a pre-monarchic state. In the
sagas that depict contact with the Norwegian monarchy, the stories of borgils
Bodvarsson and Gizurr Porvaldsson illustrate the king’s positive influence on the
development of Icelandic society. The similarities between both groups of peace-
ful chieftains’ stories emphasize the continuity of medieval Icelandic history by
showing that the essential values that define collective identity are retained de-
spite the transformation of the social system.

The strongest parallel is the one between Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson, the ideal
yet tragic peaceful chieftain, and Porgils Bodvarsson. The deaths of both Hrafn
and Porgils are predicted by foreshadowing, including mysterious appearances of
blood and dreams of ominous figures reciting stanzas. Moreover, both characters
read or listen to a saga or poem about their favourite saint the evening hefore
their killing and comment on the saint’s martyrdom. These similarities are so ex-
tensive that they seem to be a deliberately constructed parallel, intended to com-
pare Porgils to Hrafn. This implies that Hrafn’s story had already become a well-
integrated part of cultural memory; as such, it could shape the perception of
more recent events and contribute to their interpretation in a narrative dis-
course. Unlike Hrafns saga, however, borgils saga accentuates the development
of the protagonist’s personality. Whereas Hrafn is portrayed as an unusually
peaceful man from the beginning, Porgils gradually changes from a ferocious
youth to a refined royal retainer and then to a peaceful chieftain; this evolution is
emphasized by the combination of the two narrative types in Porgils saga.

A similar personal development is presented in the story of Gizurr borvalds-
son, which is divided into several sections in Sturlunga saga. In the first section,
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the account of his conflict with Sturla Sighvatsson, Gizurr is portrayed as a war-
rior-chieftain and contrasted with the ideal peaceful chieftain Pérdr Sturluson.
The middle section, which consists of the events described in Pérdar saga kakala,
illustrates the influence of the monarchy on the Icelanders’ behaviour. Although
Gizurr was formally the king’s retainer long before, his conflict with bdéror Sigh-
vatsson, in which they voluntarily decide to accept the king’s judgement, can be
viewed as the decisive moment when his attitude changes. Then, in the final sec-
tion, it is Gizurr himself who is portrayed as a peaceful chieftain with elements of
the ideal of rex iustus. His popularity is repeatedly accentuated, he is presented
as a bearer of extraordinary luck and God’s mercy and as a protector of the coun-
try, and it is shown that he only turns to violence when it is necessary for termi-
nating individual conflicts that disrupt social stability. These elements of the
royal ideal in the narrative portrayal of an Icelander imply that the Icelanders
perceived royal power as neither foreign nor distant and identified with the val-
ues associated with this concept.

Beyond the level of personal characterization, the emphasis on development
in the stories of both Pborgils and Gizurr illustrates the general direction of Ice-
land’s transformation from a society governed by warrior-chieftains to a state
where violence is regulated by centralized executive power. The young borgils
and Gizurr embody the Icelandic leading class of the Sturlung Age with its weak
sense of collective unity in the absence of a unifying authority that could prevent
constant power struggles. The older Porgils and Gizurr, by contrast, represent the
ever-growing group of Icelandic chieftains who chose to accept the values carried
by the monarch and to further the community’s shared interests. Although the
political relations in the monarchy were still largely based on individual obliga-
tions and trust, the king did not represent just an individual on top of the social
hierarchy, but rather an institution that transcended individuality. Thus, an ac-
ceptance of the monarchy could transcend individual rivalry and strengthen the
sense of unity; this process eventually terminated the tumultuous Sturlung Age.
Since the whole Sturlunga saga is centred around an anticipation of this turning
point, its positive image of the social development counterbalances the inherently
tragic tone of the peaceful chieftains’ stories in its final part.

Finally, the Reykjarfjardarbdk redaction of Sturlunga saga presents an inter-
esting contrast between its epilogue, Sturlu pdttr, which is structured by the nar-
rative pattern of the court poet’s story, and the depiction of Sturla bérdarson the
younger in Islendinga saga. In the latter, Sturla inevitably participates in the end-
less violent power struggles of the Sturlung Age; in the former, he enjoys social
prestige despite his precarious initial position. This difference corresponds to the
aforementioned contrast between the tragic tone of the sagas of Icelanders and
the optimistic tone of the titanferdar peettir, which was pointed out by Joseph Har-
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ris (1976, 16-19). In Sturlunga saga, however, the difference clearly extends be-
yond the simple literary distinction between sagas and peettir, as it has been
shown here that the same narrative types can be used in both groups of texts.
Instead, this contrast again reflects the positive impact of the monarchy on Icelan-
dic politics. Before establishing a direct contact with the monarchy, Sturla is stuck
in the relentless competition for power in Iceland, in which he cannot rely on any
central authority. When this contact is established, albeit with initial difficulties,
Sturla’s political career receives a clear direction. The formal acceptance of royal
rule stabilizes the social system by introducing executive power, and the Sturlung
Age is finally terminated.

The account of Sturla’s life is of course primarily determined by historical re-
ality, but the optimistic image in Sturlu pdttr was to some extent probably delib-
erately constructed in the process of narrativization, with the purpose of shaping
collective Icelandic identity in the transitional period after the formal acceptance
of royal rule. In communicative memory, the story of Sturla’s contact with the
royal court was presumably ambivalent. On the one hand, his political success
and social prestige after his journey to Norway were probably a fact. On the
other hand, there was doubtlessly an initial discord between Sturla and the king,
although he possibly never directly opposed royal rule. In the process of transfor-
mation into cultural memory, each of these diverse elements could have been em-
phasized, suppressed, or interpreted in different ways without the resulting
narrative being essentially untrue.

Due to the undeniable elements of conflict, Sturla’s story could have been eas-
ily turned into a discourse of enmity between Icelanders and the Norwegian mon-
archy if such an interpretation had been preferred. However, the extant text shows
that it was the opposite discourse that became dominant in collective memory — a
narrative that truthfully admits the initial disagreement between the Icelander and
the king but accentuates the reconciliation and the Icelander’s successful political
cooperation with the royal court. This selected memory of the recent past, shaped
by the optimistic, even somewhat idealizing narrative type of the court poet’s story,
could significantly contribute to the construction of collective identity.

Together, these analyses show how Sturlunga saga connects its component
sagas not just through chronology and direct causal relationships, but also through
typological and thematic similarities. The narrative types and thematic emphases
also connect the contemporary sagas with other narratives of Icelandic history.
Apart from the texts discussed here so far, one final group of sources completes the
image of medieval Iceland’s transformation from the Free State to the monarchy:
the late sagas of the Icelandic bishops. Although they differ considerably from Stur-
lunga saga in style and content, it will be argued here that there are significant
structural and thematic parallels. This will be the object of the following chapter.



6 Integration and integrity: Iceland as a part
of the Norwegian kingdom

After the formal acceptance of royal rule in Iceland, the most important step to-
wards an actual, rather than just formal integration into the Norwegian kingdom
was the introduction of a new code of law for the whole realm by King Magnus
Hékonarson (1263-1280). A new lawbook for Iceland, Jdrnsida, was introduced in
1271-1274, and then replaced by an improved version, Jonsbok, in 1280-1281. The
innovations contained in these lawbooks, related to the formalized presence of
the monarchy in Iceland, were the most significant elements of change in the late
thirteenth century. Legislative authority was taken up by the king, while the
Alpingi was transformed into a judicial institution, although it retained some leg-
islative functions in local matters. The lawspeaker (l6gs6gumadr/logmadr) be-
came a royal official, whose main task was to pronounce judgement on legal
cases, either alone or in cooperation with a jury (Werdahl 2011, 123-131; Beck
2011, 67-68). The most radical innovation was that prosecution and punishment
were no longer private matters, as the royal officials possessed the right of public
prosecution and executive authority (Weerdahl 2011, 154-158). In practice, the in-
troduction of executive power significantly reduced violence in personal conflicts.
Some cases of private violence and vengeance still occurred (Helgi Porldksson
1997; 2015; Orning 2013), but armed clashes between kin groups were no longer a
defining feature of Icelandic society.

The chieftains were transformed into royal officials, and their contact with
the king was intensified and formalized (Sverrir Jakobsson 2010, 68—-80). How-
ever, the government of Iceland stayed almost completely in the hands of the
original Icelandic elite, who still used the power base that they had built up as
chieftains (Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1995, 156; Werdahl 2011, 283-288). The officials’
positions were quite stable in the first decades, and they mostly administered the
same districts that they had controlled as chieftains. After the death of the most
influential leaders, Hrafn Oddsson (1289) and Porvardr Pérarinsson (1296), the
new officials derived their power more directly from their service to the king,
and the established families were partly replaced by new ones, but they were still
related to the old chieftain clans (Weerdahl 2011, 177-183; Beck 2011, 109-111)."®°

160 According to Hirdskrd, officials had to be recruited from ‘good families’, which in Iceland
almost always meant being descended from chieftains in the second, third, or fourth generation
(Beck 2011, 191-192).
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Access to the offices was thus mostly socially hereditary, although there was
some chance for new wealthy families (Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 1995, 157-158).'"
This stable position of the local elite in the government was an essential element
of continuity between the old and new political system (Waerdahl 2011, 202-205).

After the termination of the secular power struggles of the Sturlung Age, Ice-
landic politics in the last third of the thirteenth century were affected by an exten-
sive conflict between secular and ecclesiastical power. It was related to similar
tendencies in Europe and Norway, which had started already in the preceding cen-
tury. The Church claimed freedom from secular intervention in matters of ecclesias-
tical jurisdiction, law, and elections since the acceptance of the Gregorian doctrine
at the Lateran council of 1139, and this trend was adopted by the Norwegian archdi-
ocese of Nidar6s, established in 1152 (Jon Jéhannesson 1956, 212-213). The Norwegian
Church attained a strong position during the reign of Magnus Erlingsson (1161-1184),
who gave Archbishop Eysteinn Erlendsson (1161-1188) great privileges in return for
his support in the conflict with his opponent Sverrir Sigurdarson (Bagge 1996, 83-85;
2010, 59-60). The most significant privilege was ius patronatus (2010, 296), which
made the secular owners of churches responsible for renewing the church property
in the case of damage, with the purpose of ensuring more stable pastoral care (Orri
Vésteinsson 2000, 115-119). In Iceland, ius patronatus was probably introduced by
Bishop Porlakr Pérhallsson of Skalholt (1178-1193); its impact is attested in the Old
Christian Law from 1199-1217 (2000, 119-121).

A more decisive struggle for complete independence of ecclesiastical property
in Iceland started only a hundred years later, when Bishop Arni Porlédksson of
Skélholt (1269-1298) introduced the archbishop’s request that all churches must
be given under the bishops’ control.'®* Arni failed to enforce this request at first,

161 When Icelanders swore allegiance to King Hdkon Magnusson in 1302, they requested that
only Icelanders from the chieftain families should receive high royal offices (Werdahl 2011,
133-141) — probably successfully, as the officials known from this period were descended from
chieftains (Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 1995, 160). It has been suggested that this demand was a protest
against four Norwegian officials sent to Iceland in 1301 (Jén Jéhannesson 1958, 232-255), but there
is no evidence of any direct opposition to Norwegians. The demand was presumably rather in-
tended to ensure that the descendants of chieftains, instead of other wealthy Icelanders of less
noble lineage, would receive the prestigious offices (Gunnar Karlsson 1987, 134; Weerdahl 2011,
198-201). As such, it defined the Icelandic aristocracy, protected its privileged position, and
strengthened its collective identity — but it was class identity, rather than national identity (Beck
2011, 94-97, 142-143). The request thus hardly reflected the idea that “pj6din missti frelsi sitt og
hafa sarindin af peim atburdi ekki verio med 6llu horfin” (Jon J6hannesson 1958, 226) (the nation
lost its freedom, and the dissatisfaction with that event was not yet completely gone).

162 [...] gefaz i byskups vald (drna saga, 1998, ch. 9, p. 16).
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because the owners of the wealthiest land-owning churches (stadir),'®® royal offi-

cials from the old chieftain clans, refused to give up their hereditary control of
the stadir (Magnus Stefansson 1978, 123-125; Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 128-130). The
dispute, known in Icelandic sources as the stadamadl, could not be resolved with-
out external intervention, so Bishop Arni and his secular opponents travelled to
Norway to meet King Magnus Hékonarson and the archbishop in 1272. The arch-
bishop decided that all churches must be controlled by the bishops, and King
Magnus showed much benevolence towards ecclesiastical power by acknowledg-
ing this decision. Bishop Arni, whose position was strengthened by the king’s sup-
port, took the churches from their secular owners and gave them as a fief (Ién) to
priests (Magnus Stefdnsson 1978, 138-146).

King Magnus, however, died on 9 May 1280. His son Eirikr was only twelve
years old, so Norway was governed by the royal council. Whereas the king had sup-
ported the Church, the counsellors renewed the conflict, and the Church temporarily
lost almost all the rights that it had acquired in the preceding decades. In 1282, the
archbishop was outlawed together with two Norwegian bishops and died in Sweden
(1978, 174-181). A letter from 1282/1283, issued by the royal council, ordered all church
property in Iceland back into the hands of the previous secular owners. The letter
distinguished sharply between loyalty to the monarchy and to the bishops, as if they
were contradictory. After a long discussion, Bishop Arni agreed to tolerate the letter
for the sake of peace until the consecration of a new archbishop (1978, 187-197).

The new archbishop, Jérundr of Hamar, was consecrated in 1288 and acknowl-
edged his predecessor’s decision that all churches must be controlled by the bish-
ops (1978, 198). King Eirikr Magnusson was now of age, and his active participation
in the government increased. He was willing to compromise, but not to accept
older decisions automatically (1978, 210-219). It then took several years to reach a
compromise. In the Treaty of Ogvaldsnes from 13 September 1297, King Eirikr, Arch-
bishop Jérundr, and Bishop Arni agreed to grant the Church absolute control of all
stadir, while beendakirkjur remained private property.'®* Bishop Arni died soon
after, on 17 April 1298 (1978, 223-225; Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 128-132).

163 Stadir were churches that owned a half or more of the land on the farm to which they be-
longed; those that owned less were bendakirkjur (Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 295).

164 Out of about 220 churches in the Skélholt diocese, about 80 were stadir. While ensuring the
continuation of private ownership of some churches, the Treaty of Ogvaldsnes marked the end of
the power structure that had developed with the introduction of stadir. The wealthiest stadir had
served as power centres, but after the stadamadl they were replaced with large, wealthy farms
known as manors (hdfudbdl); the term was introduced into Icelandic inheritance laws in Jonsbok.
24 of the 30 known manors were bendakirkjur, so there was some continuity in the link between
secular power and religious institutions (Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 1995, 163).
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After the end of the stadamadl, Icelandic politics continued to develop as a
combination of internal processes and influences from continental Scandinavia.
The Norwegian kingdom entered into a personal union with Sweden in 1319, but
the resulting political innovations were not abrupt, because they were a continua-
tion of processes that had started already during the reign of Hdkon Magnusson
in 1299-1319 (Weerdahl 2011, 207). The most significant change in the government
of Iceland was the establishment of the office of governor (hirdstjéri) around
1320. He was the top official in regional administration, who presented internal
conflicts to the king for judgement and functioned as an intermediary between
the royal officials, ecclesiastical power, and the people (Wardahl 2011, 214-218;
Beck 2011, 82-87). However, a similar position without the title had in fact been
held before by Hrafn Oddsson, Porvardr bérarinsson, Erlendr Olafsson, or Alfr of
Krokr (Weardahl 2011, 212-214), so the change was a formalization of the position,
rather than a dramatic transformation of the power structure.

A crisis in the relationship between Icelanders and the monarchy occurred in
1354-1364, when one to four governors held all or part of Iceland as a fief on
lease and were constantly replaced, which caused instability. The people were
dissatisfied, and the conflict became so fierce that a Norwegian fief-holder was
killed (Beck 2011, 62, 90-92; Weerdahl 2011, 250-253; Rohrbach 2013, 202-203). Nev-
ertheless, the discord was of a practical, rather than ideological character. The
written sources from this time show — indirectly, as they are non-narrative — that
even during this period of instability, the predominant view of royal rule re-
mained positive (Rohrbach 2013, 192-193, 204-205).'% After 1370, the fief system
was revoked, and one hirdstjéri for all Iceland was appointed by the king for
three years at a time (Beck 2011, 92). In the late fourteenth century, power was in
practice still in the hands of the local elite, who still retained a personal power
base in addition to their office (Waerdahl 2011, 268-269).

This political elite, together with the Church, also continued to commission the
production of written materials. In the cultural sphere, however, the integration of
Iceland into a centrally administered monarchy led to a gradual decline of interest
in writing long narratives about recent secular history. There are no sagas about
secular events after the death of King Magnus Hakonarson, so the only available
sources are the extant documents, the lawbooks, and the brief records in the an-
nals. The only long narratives dealing with Icelandic events in the decades around
1300 are Arna saga biskups and Ldrentius saga biskups, which primarily record ec-

165 Rohrbach shows that this is reflected for instance in the legal manuscript Skardsbok from
1363. It expresses support of royal rule through its distinctive emphasis on royal authority and its
image of the Icelandic law as part of the Norwegian king’s legislation, presented as part of the
history of salvation.
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clesiastical history. They nevertheless also provide an insight into secular politics,
general social tendencies, and the development of Icelandic collective identity.
Their style is shaped by the tradition of Latin hagiography and historiography and
is quite annalistic due to frequent quotations from administrative documents (Vés-
teinn Olason and Sverrir Témasson 2006, 80). However, their structural patterns
and narrative types share many similarities with the secular contemporary sagas,
so the construction of meaning in the texts is comparable.

Nevertheless, a significant and decidedly not arbitrary difference is that the
bishops’ sagas approach history from a broader perspective than the secular con-
temporary sagas, which are mostly focused on Iceland and its contact with the
Norwegian kingdom, but not on its relationship with the rest of the world. They
“narrate history in a local conceptual framework. Events abroad, pontificates,
reigns, and deaths of foreign dignitaries are not called upon for contextualization
and dating. [...] The Norwegian court forms the only setting abroad, but this set-
ting [...] was part of the microspace of the Icelandic male elite in the thirteenth
century” (Rohrbach 2017, 355-356). Conversely, many of the bishops’ sagas, espe-
cially the late ones, pay much more attention to the Christian world outside of the
Norwegian-Icelandic realm.

This broadening of the perspective probably reflects the fact that once the in-
corporation of Iceland into the Norwegian kingdom was at least formally com-
pleted, the attention turned to this realm’s position within the cultural region
beyond its political boundaries. However, the late bishops’ sagas also continue to
show interest in the power dynamics between the Icelandic elite, including the ec-
clesiastical dignitaries, and the Norwegian centres of power. The narratives thus
construct an image of Iceland’s position within broader areas on several levels. As
such, they contribute to a redefinition of the Icelandic collective identity, which
was presumably much needed at this time of intense social transformation.

Although Iceland’s incorporation into the kingdom did not lead to a loss of its
own identity, as has been argued in the preceding chapters, that does not mean
that the Icelanders’ perception of their identity remained entirely unchanged by
the new political and social situation. For this reason, the theme of marginality and
integration probably gained increased significance in the social debate among the
Icelandic elites, and this was doubtlessly reflected in the literature produced by
these elites. The aim of the present chapter is to analyse the late sagas of the Icelan-
dic bishops, composed in the fourteenth century, as images of that time’s relation-
ship between Icelanders and the monarchy on the one hand, and between the
Norwegian-Icelandic realm and the broader Christian world on the other.
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6.1 Arni borlaksson: The statesman and the saint’s successor
6.1.1 Arna saga biskups as a conflict story

Arna saga biskups is an account of the late-thirteenth-century conflict between
secular and ecclesiastical power in Iceland (stadamdl). The main confrontation
takes place between Arni borldksson, bishop of Skalholt in 1269-1298, and the Ice-
landic royal officials, who replaced the chieftain class after Iceland’s integration
into the Norwegian kingdom.

As Gudrun Asa Grimsdottir (1998, xvi-xx) has pointed out, Arna saga is a po-
litical narrative written shortly after the events, so it has a narrower perspective
than the bishops’ sagas about older times. It does not conceal its propagandist
tone — the saga’s purpose clearly was to secure the continuation of Bishop Arni’s
agenda in his diocese. The bias is expressed through parallels between Bishop
Arni and Saint Augustine, as well as through the selection of quotations from
documents, which play a role comparable to that of stanzas in other sagas: they
corroborate the historicity of the facts, while also highlighting selected aspects of
the narrative. The saga is characterized by an episodic structure and a historio-
graphical style with a strict chronology and annalistic references to foreign
events, popes, and monarchs.

Nevertheless, if we follow the saga’s individual narrative threads, rather
than the given order of the chapters, a relatively clear pattern is revealed. Struc-
turally, this pattern follows the narrative type of the conflict story. The plot of
the saga is based on the protagonist’s gradually escalating conflict with his ad-
versaries, although physical violence is very limited. Bishop Arni first negotiates
with the church owners but gives up when he fails to gain Oddastadr (ASB ix).
Later, he renews his claim at the Alpingi, requests a public judgement, and wins
the lawsuit (ASB x). Eventually, as other major stadir become the object of dis-
agreements, it is decided that the matter must be judged by the king and the
archbishop (ASB xvi-xvii). The structural pattern thus accentuates the role of
the king as a mediator who can terminate the discord and re-establish peace
and order. Like in bdrdar saga kakala, the king represents a superior authority,
capable of solving conflicts that nobody in Iceland is powerful enough to
terminate.

The saga introduces the king as a positive character even before the begin-
ning of the conflict, in an account of Arni’s first journey to Norway in 1263, when
Bishop Brandr Jénsson of Hélar is consecrated. The statement that “a close rela-
tionship developed between King Magniis and this same Arni already then and
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never ended while they both lived”*® foreshadows the monarch’s role in the up-
coming conflict. In the stadamdl, Bishop Arni relies on the king’s support and con-
siders him “a true and perfect friend of the Church”.'®’ He therefore willingly
undertakes a journey to Norway to negotiate with the king for the benefit of the
Church, “so that the crucified one’s matter would not be disregarded because of
his own negligence”.'®® The reference to Christ evokes ideas of the bishop and the
king as God’s representatives.

King Magnus promises to support Bishop Arni, but in return he asks him to
encourage Icelanders to accept the new lawbook Jdrnsida.'®® The episode thus
foregrounds the reciprocal, mutually beneficial relationship between the king
and the bishop, accentuating the ideal of harmony between royal and ecclesiasti-
cal power.”® In the negotiation about the stadamdl, the king acknowledges the
archbishop’s decision that the stadir should be owned by the Church (ASB xxiii).
This decision marks Bishop Arni’s temporary victory and a break in the conflict,
so the episode illustrates the king’s positive role. This image is further underlined
by the saga’s focus on how the king treats Bishop Arni with respect (ASB xxi) and
how Arni takes leave of the king in great friendship (ASB xxvi). This overall tone
of the episode makes it clear that it does not express a negative attitude to the
monarchy, although it admits that disagreements concerning the ratification of
laws and other political matters existed in the newly established, still not fully
stabilized Norwegian-Icelandic realm.

It is the internal disunity between the Church and the secular leaders that is
presented in the saga as the most pressing problem of Icelandic society, and royal
power is depicted as the only authority capable of mitigating this conflict. The
saga therefore implies that the reason for the renewal of the discord is King Mag-
nus’s death, which is described as a heavy loss for the clerics, and this statement
is even emphasized by a biblical parallel:

166 [...] gerdiz b4 pegar mikill kunnleiki milli Magnuss konungs ok pessa sama Arna sa er aldrei
praut medal peir lifdu badir (Arna saga, 1998, ch. 4, p. 8).

167 [...] sannan ok fullkominn vin kirkjunnar (Arna saga, 1998, ch. 20, p. 28).

168 [...] at eigi veeri fyrir hans leti { salt lagit sok hins krossfesta (Arna saga, 1998, ch. 21, p. 30).
169 [...] pad veeri byskuplig skylda at eggja f6lk & pa hluti sem peim var baedi { seemd ok uppreist,
sidh6t ok naudsyn. (Arna saga, 1998, ch. 20, p. 29) ([...] it is the bishop’s duty to encourage the
people to accept things that bring them both honour and improvement and are morally right
and necessary.)

170 Even King Magnus’s lawbooks state that the king and the bishop are both representatives of
God and are obliged to cooperate (Norges gamle love, 1846-1895, I, p. 262; II, p. 193; Gudrtin Asa
Grimsdéttir 1998, XXix—Xxx).



212 —— 6 Integration and integrity: Iceland as a part of the Norwegian kingdom

At lidnum pessum vetri fekk Arni byskup pann skada sem sameiginligr var allri Néregs
kristni at hinn himneski fadir Jesus Christus kalladi til sin virduligan herra Magnus konung
in adventu beati Nicholai { Barin. Var s& skadi svd mikill 6llu landshuinu, en einkanliga kler-
kunum, sem fordum var fréafall hins dgeeta Josua konungs. (Arna saga, 1998, ch. 55, p. 78)

(After the end of this winter, Bishop Arni suffered the loss that was shared by all the Chris-
tians in Norway, that the heavenly father Jesus Christ summoned the noble lord, King Mag-
nts, on the day of Saint Nicholas’s arrival in Bari!” It was a heavy loss for all the
inhabitants of the country, but especially for the clerics, like the decease of the great King
Joshua had been hefore.)

The ideal of a strong king supporting the Church continues to be emphasized fur-
ther on:

Véru ok peer einar fréttir af Néregi at par skeikadi mjok stjérnin sem likligt var at slokk-
nudum svd bjoértum landsins lampa sem var Magnus konungr, peim sem sanna raun sanns
goovila syndi at um sina daga var mjok i loga af eldi tvennar elsku sjalfs Guds ok sinna
naunga [...] (Arna saga, 1998, ch. 71, p. 105)

(The only news from Norway was that the governance went much askew there, as could be
expected after the extinguishing of such a bright lantern of the country as King Magnus,
who had shown by a true proof of true goodwill that he had been much aflame in the fire of
the double love of God and his neighbours [...])

The absence of a strong monarch after King Magnus’s death, when his son Eirikr is
still a child, leads to a renewed conflict between the Church and the royal council in
Norway, in which the archbishop and two bishops are exiled. The conflict reaches
Iceland when a declaration issued by the royal council states that the stadir must be
returned to their secular owners (ASB Ixxiii). After this, the discord gradually in-
creases again. At first, Bishop Arni agrees to a compromise for the sake of peace (ASB
Ixxvii), but then he renews his claims and is accused of breaking the agreement (ASB
Ixxxi-Ixxxii). The matter is discussed at the Alpingi (ASB Ixxxiii-lxxxvi) and a written
agreement is produced (ASB Ixxxvii-Ixxxviii), but it does not terminate the strife.
Some sections of the conflict are presented as being highly personal, like the
typical conflict stories dealing with the Free State period. First, the text focuses on
Bishop Arni’s dispute with the officials Asgrimr Porsteinsson and Ormr Klengs-
son (ASB Ixiv—xcv), which ends only when the bishop’s opponents ask for forgive-
ness on their deathbeds (ASB xcvii, cxviii). The temporary termination of a
conflict due to a non-violent death resembles bordr Sighvatsson’s power struggle
with Kolbeinn Arnérsson in Pérdar saga. Just like in bérdar saga, however, the
discord cannot be terminated completely without the king’s arbitration. Bishop

171 On the day when Saint Nicholas’s relics were translated — 9 May.
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Arni continues to argue with the royal official Hrafn Oddsson and accepts the sug-
gested agreement only reluctantly for the sake of peace (ASB cvii—cviii), so there
is little chance of a lasting reconciliation without external intervention.

While King Eirikr is underage, direct narratorial comments in the saga point
out that he is not decisive enough, although he has a noble personality (ASB xci).
The text states that God has sent a burden (pyngd) in the form of illness, starva-
tion, and cattle plague to Norway to turn the inhabitants back to the right ways.
Queen Margrét dies, and King Eirikr is severely wounded while riding, but God
heals him through the intercession of Saint Olafr (ASB xci). This interpretation
implies that the patron saint of Norway allows the young king to survive because
a strong monarch is crucial for the kingdom. Bishop Arni can expect a positive
development only when King Eirikr is old enough to actively govern the kingdom.

Just like his predecessor Magnus, Eirikr asks Bishop Arni to support his
agenda in return for help in the stadamdl. When a war with Sweden is imminent
in 1286, the king summons forty men from each quarter and all the retainers
from Iceland to join the army (ASB cix). He asks Bishop Arni to encourage the
acceptance of this request and to provide the army with goods, promising him his
support in return (ASB cx). This again illustrates the reciprocity of the relation-
ship — the king does not expect the bishop to obey him unconditionally but is
open to negotiation. Paradoxically, then, the bishop advances the king’s cause,
while the royal officials reject the request. Arni supports it in his public speeches,
emphasizing the mutual obligation between the king and the farmers, who are
actually shown to agree with Arni’s argumentation and acknowledge their duties
to the king (ASB cx—cxi). The bishop is thus presented as an intermediary between
the king and the people, whereas the royal officials mainly promote their own
interests. The bishop’s attitude reflects the idea that the relationship between the
people and the monarchy must be based neither on stubborn opposition nor on
blind obedience, but rather on debate and compromise.

The war with Sweden does not take place after all, but the negotiation inten-
sifies the contact between the king and Bishop Arni. The text emphasizes the fact
that the king now rules more independently than before'’* and feels obliged to
help the Church to its rights."”® This sums up the saga’s central message: the im-
portance of strong royal rule and of cooperation between the king and the

172 [...] fréttiz ok gott fra konunginum at hann rédi meira en fyrrum. (Arna saga, 1998, ch. 122,
p.- 171) ([...] and there was the good news of the king that he decided in more [matters] than
before.)

173 [...] sagdiz ok konungrinn kenna sik skyldugan med erkibyskups radi at fylgja kirkjunni til
sins réttar sem ddrum. (Arna saga, 1998, ch. 127, p. 178) ([...] and the king said he felt obliged to
help the Church to its rights in cooperation with the archbishop, just like [he helped] others.)
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Church. The same ideas are also reflected in the actual events — the newly ap-
pointed archbishop confirms his predecessor’s conclusion concerning the stada-
mdl and the king acknowledges this decision (ASB cxxxi-cxxxii). Bishop Arni and
his adversaries then finally hold a meeting with the king and the archbishop (ASB
cxliv), and it is concluded that the secular owners of the stadir must accept the
archbishop’s decision (ASB cxlvi). The end of the saga is lost, so the final agree-
ment of 1297 is not found in the extant text, but it would make a logical conclu-
sion of the well-structured conflict story.

The saga deals with tension between secular and ecclesiastical power, but it is
important that it never presents a direct conflict between the Church and the king,
only discord between the Church and the secular leaders in the absence of a strong
king. It shows that when royal rule works as it should, the king can efficiently regu-
late such disagreements and terminate conflicts. The saga thus expresses the idea
that a stable monarchy is a precondition of peace and order in the kingdom and of
harmony and mutual support between ecclesiastical and secular power.

Nevertheless, while the overall structure of Arna saga emphasizes the impor-
tance of strong royal rule, many episodes show that Bishop Arni still uses the tra-
ditional Icelandic methods of upholding his power, which were used by chieftains
in the Free State period — such as generosity and efficient conflict resolution on
the local level. These social mechanisms are thus presented as being compatible
with royal rule. Arni hosts big feasts and arbitrates in disputes (ASB xiii); the con-
tinuity is further emphasized by a direct comparison with the most influential
twelfth-century chieftain, Jén Loptsson:

[...] hann gerdi sér vini af 6vinum 1 pvi at hann helt peira hluta langt fram pétt vinir hans
veeri { méti sem fordum gerdi Jon Loptsson, ok endrtryggdi pa évinina med semdum edr
fégjpfum. (Arna saga, 1998, ch. 13, pp. 22-23)

([...] he turned his enemies into his friends by persistently supporting their cases, even
though his friends were against it, like Jén Loptsson had done before, and he appeased his
enemies by increasing their honour or by material gifts.)

Such a parallel constructs a direct link to the past. The text also makes a connec-
tion — underlined by alliteration — between prudence, power, and popularity, the
same values that are appreciated in chieftains in the sagas of Icelanders and the
secular contemporary sagas:

[...] en pvi at byskup haféi 16gunum jafnan at fylgt urdu fleiri fylgjendr pess at hann t6k upp
ok vard pungt vid hann at skipta badi sakir vizku, valds ok vinselda. (Arna saga, 1998,
ch. 41, p. 62)
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([...] and because the bishop had always followed the law, he gained more and more sup-
porters for the cases he took up. He became a difficult opponent due to his prudence,
power, and popularity.)

Although the principles of conflict resolution have formally changed, the saga shows
that many local disputes still follow the model known from the Free State period. The
enmity between Bishop Arni and the royal official borvardr Pérarinsson begins with
a petty disagreement between two farmers, who turn for support to borvardr and
Arni respectively (ASB xl). In another similar case, Arni protects a farmer from Por-
vardr’s accusation of theft (ASB xli). Later, Arni helps a certain Ketill, who is facing
legal accusations, while borvardr supports Ketill’s opponents (ASB xli). This shows
that the farmers still rely on the local leaders, who in turn use conflict resolution as a
means of reinforcing their power. Arna saga thus expresses the idea that the tradi-
tional Icelandic social mechanisms are not distorted by royal rule, only modified.
This can be regarded as the final stage of the contemporary sagas’ image of Iceland’s
political development as a gradual process, characterized primarily by continuity.

6.1.2 Saint borlakr in Arna saga

Apart from its emphasis on the importance of a strong monarchy, Arna saga is
characterized by an openly admitted ecclesiastical perspective; both elements are
intertwined in the narrative and do not contradict each other. Bishop Arni is por-
trayed with a focus on his clerical identity, which, as will be argued here, is de-
rived not only from the authority of the Church as an international institution,
but also from the local Christian history of Iceland. An essential narrative device
employed in his portrayal is the construction of parallels with Saint Porlakr.

Bishop Arni is compared primarily to the image of Saint borlakr that is con-
structed in Oddaverja pdttr in the B-redaction of Porldks saga, a set of episodes
dealing with Bishop Porldkr’s conflicts with the secular chieftains. Oddaverja
bdttr depicts power struggles and political issues, but it is strongly hagiographic.
It explicitly refers to miracles when Porlakr is protected from violent assaults or
his opponents are punished by circumstances that are interpreted in the text as
divine interventions. The hagiographic tendency is accentuated by parallels be-
tween borldkr and Saint Ambrose, a saintly bishop who opposed secular power.
These parallels underline both Porldkr’s sanctity and his conflict with the chief-
tains, which is probably exaggerated in the pdttr (Armann Jakobsson and Asdis
Egilsdottir 1999, 96-99; Sverrir Jakobsson 2016, 68-72).

The author of Arna saga creates the impression that Arni’s actions are mod-
elled on borlakr’s life, but it is in fact this specific account of Porldkr’s actions,



216 —— 6 Integration and integrity: Iceland as a part of the Norwegian kingdom

Oddaverja pdttr, that is probably modelled on Arni’s agenda. Oddaverja pdttr is not
found in the older A-redaction of Porldks saga; it is an addition to the B-redaction,
which was written at the time of Bishop Arni. It was presumably added to the saga
for the purpose of supporting Arni’s argumentation in the stadamdl by references
to the authority of Iceland’s most prominent saint (Armann Jakobsson and Asdis
Egilsddttir 1999, 92-99; Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 112-123; Sverrir Jakobsson 2016,
75-77). That is implied in the prologue of the B-redaction (Porldks saga B, 2002,
Pp. 143-144), where it is stated that the purpose of the saga is to serve as an exam-
ple to be followed, and that the reason for its rewriting is the need to emphasize
the hardships that Saint Porldkr suffered in his conflict with secular power. This
portrayal of borldkr thus seems to have been constructed as a reflection of the
problems faced by Bishop Arni, as a source of parallels that could then be purpose-
fully employed in Arna saga as a means of interpretation and evaluation.

The first parallel concerns the bishop’s conflict with the secular owner of
Oddastadr. According to Arna saga (ix), Bishop Arni fails to gain Oddastadr, gives
up, and returns home. borldkr is depicted in the same situation in Oddaverja
pdttr (PS-B xxii), but this account is in fact probably modelled on Arni’s action.
The parallel is emphasized in Arna saga by a direct reference to borlakr’s dis-
agreement with another chieftain, Sigurdr Ormsson of Svinafell, which is also de-
scribed in Oddaverja pdttr:

Pat sumar reid Arni byskup fyrir nordan Sélheimajékul ok rak byskupligt embzetti um Aust-
firdingafjoroung, ok eptir tilskipan herra Jéns erkibyskups hof hann tilkall & alla stadi, pa
sem par voru. En bott pat yroi med nokkurum métmaelum af peira hendi sem heldu pess
kyns eignir fekk hann vald yfir flestum 6llum stodum utan Pvattd ok Hallormsstodum.
Gengu pvi Austfirdingar 1éttligar at pessu en adrir menn at hinn seli Porlakr med radi Ey-
steinns erkibyskups hof pat sama tilkall at Svinafelli vid Sigurd Ormsson, ok hann jaai by-
skupi peiri kyrkjueign; véru ok eptir pessu deemi velflestir stadir { hans vald gefnir i
Austfirdingafjéroungi. En eptir kirkjuvigslu ok messu skipadi byskup Sigurdi stadinn { 1én,
ok af pessu tilteeki byskups héfz s vandi at hofdingjar i Austfjoroum skipuou stadi [med
radi] byskupa allt til Arna byskups. (Arna saga, 1998, ch. 12, pp. 20-21)

(That summer, Bishop Arni rode north of SéIheimajokull to perform his official duties in the
Eastern Quarter, and on Archbishop Jon’s orders, he claimed all the stadir that were there. And
despite some protests from those who held such property, he gained control of almost all stadir
except bvatta and Hallormsstadir. The Easterners accepted this more easily than others because
Saint Porlékr had on Archbishop Eysteinn’s orders claimed Svinafell from Sigurér Ormsson in
the same way, and Sigurdr had given the church property to the bishop, and after his example,
most of the stadir in the Eastern Quarter had been given under the bishop’s control. And after
the consecration and the mass, the bishop gave the stadr to Sigurdr as a fief, and from this
achievement of the bishop there originated the custom that the chieftains in the Eastfjords sub-
mitted their stadir under the bishops’ control up to Arni’s time.)
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borldkr byskup inn helgi [...] bar fram bodskap herra Eysteins erkibyskups, pann sem hann
baud honum undir sitt vald at heimta allar kirkjur ok kirknafé i sinu byskupsdeemi. [...]
Leid pa & daginn svd at bondi sé at kirkjuvigslan myndi engi verda nema hann 1éti af
sinu mali. Sngri hann nu 4 svinn rddinu ok leggr maldaga kirkjunnar ok sjélfa hana i vald
byskups. Vigdi hann pé kirkjuna ok song messu. Ok eptir messuna skipadi hann Sigurdi
stadinn i 1én um stundar sakir, ok hann jar honum at halda. [...] En po at margir veeri tregir
til at ja undan sér sinar erfdir pa kom pd i einn stad nidr at borldkr byskup fékk forraedi &
ollum stodum fyrir austan Hjorleifshofda utan at bvattd ok Hallormsstodum, ok pat hefir
par haldizk jafnan sidan. (Porldks saga B, 2002, ch. 21, pp. 164-165)

(Bishop Saint Porldkr [...] presented the message of Archbishop Eysteinn, in which the arch-
bishop asked him to gain power over all the churches and church property in his diocese. [...]
As the day went on, the landowner [Sigurdr Ormsson] understood that the church would not be
consecrated unless he gave up his case, so he made the wise decision to give the charter of en-
dowment and the church itself under the bishop’s control. Then the bishop consecrated the
church and sang mass. And after the mass, he gave the stadr to Sigurdr as a fief for the time
being, and Sigurdr accepted it. [...] And although many were reluctant to give up their heredi-
tary property, it finally came about that Bishop Porldkr gained control of all the stadir east of
Hjorleifshofdi, except for bvatta and Hallormsstadir, and it has been so ever since.)

Such striking parallels were doubtlessly created intentionally. It is noteworthy
that Arni is said to have gained control of churches in the same area as Porlakr,
with the exception of the same two churches. Moreover, the fact that a church
was under Porlakr’s control in the past is also mentioned elsewhere in Arna saga
as a part of Arni’s argumentation, and borlékr is referred to as “blessed” or
“holy” (hinn sceli) in these instances:

Hann [Eirikr Mardarson] tok Holtskirkju i Onundarfirdi, 6nytandi skipun Arna byskups ok
vitni peira er med eidum sonnudu at pessi kirkja var & ddgum Hékonar konungs ok Sigurdar
erkibyskups undir valdi Skalaholtshyskups, ok své s6gou peim peira fyrirmenn at hin var &
ddgum hins saela Porlaks byskups undir hans skipan. (drna saga, 1998, ch. 113, p. 160)

(He [Eirikr Mardarson] took the church at Holt in Onundarfjrdr, disregarding Bishop Arni’s de-
cision and the testimony of those who confirmed by oath that this church had been under the
Skalholt bishop’s control in the days of King Hakon and Archbishop Sigurdr, and that their an-
cestors told them that in the days of the blessed Bishop Porldkr it had been under his control.)

Hann [Hrafn Oddsson] skyldadi ok til séknarmenn at taka Holtsstad i Onundarfirdi méti
eidum prestanna Steinpérs, Arna, Finns, Snorra, Jons, er pann stad séru jafnan fra dégum
hins sela borldks byskups hafa undir Skalaholtsbyskupi verit, til pess er Hrafn Oddsson ték
hann 4 dégum Arna byskups. (Arna saga, 1998, ch. 120, p. 169)

(He [Hrafn Oddsson] also commanded the officials to take the church at Holt in Onundar-
fjéror despite the oaths of the priests Steinpérr, Arni, Finnr, Snorri, and Jén, who swore that
the church had always been under the Skalholt bishop’s control since the days of the blessed
Bishop Porlakr until Hrafn Oddsson took it in the days of Bishop Arni.)
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borlakr’s sanctity is clearly intended to justify Arni’s claim and corroborate his
authority. This is further supported by the similarity of the argumentation used
in Arna saga and Oddaverja pdttr, which both refer to the apostles and the Pope
as sources of the bishops’ authority:

[...] véru enn sumir menn heerri vizku, peir sem kunnu sja ok lesit hofou 16gtekna skipan
postulanna, pafanna ok kennara kristninnar, at allt pat sem gudi var gefit ok helgat eptir
sameiginligum l6gum 4 at vera undir vernd ok valdi, skipan ok forsja byskupa ok lerdra
manna [...] (Arna saga, 1998, ch. 80, p. 117)

([...] yet there were some people of higher wisdom, who could understand and had read the
lawful decision of the apostles, Popes, and Church Fathers that all that was given to God and
consecrated according to the common law must be under the protection and authority, con-
trol and administration of the bishops and clerics [...])

bvi baud ek peim prestum sem af kirkjum gengu at segja at peir 1éti paer utan sina vild, at
pafinn, sa sem sitr 1 Guds seeti, segir klerkum 61l kirkna forrdd ok honum 4 61l kristni med
réttu at hlyda. (Arna saga, 1998, ch. 86, pp. 128-129)

(I asked the priests who gave up their churches to say that they gave them up against their
will, because the Pope, who sits in God’s seat, gives all control of churches to clerics, and the
Pope must be lawfully obeyed by all Christendom.)

Byskup sagdi at skipan sjalfra postolanna gaf honum vald yfir pllum Guds eignum fyrir
utan alla grein. ,Heilagir fedr kristninnar ok péfarnir, postolanna eptirkomendr, hafa
petta sama bodit ok skipat i kirkjunnar lpgum um alla kristnina. [...]“ (Porldks saga B,
2002, ch. 21, p. 164)

(The bishop said that the ordinance of the apostles themselves gave him power over all
God’s property without distinction. “The holy Church Fathers and the Popes, the successors
of the apostles, have determined and ordained the same throughout all Christendom in the
laws of the Church.”)

Arna saga thus uses a twofold argumentation, referring both to the authority of
the apostles and the Pope and to the authority of Arni’s role model, the Icelandic
saintly bishop Porldkr. borldkr is portrayed as a significant local historical per-
sonage, whose example should be followed by his successors, but also as a saint,
whose holiness is timeless and universal. His authority is therefore not only local
and historical but is validated by an element of eternity.

The obvious purpose of the references to Saint borlakr in Arna saga is to corrob-
orate Bishop Arni’s clerical authority and claim on the stadir. However, their mean-
ing may also extend beyond the narrow context of the stadamdl and participate in
the construction of collective identity. Medieval Icelanders always defined their iden-
tity by references to their own history, primarily in narratives describing the settle-
ment and the Saga Age. Here it has been shown that the same may apply to
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narratives dealing with the saintly bishops. Saint borldkr can thus be regarded not
only as an embodiment of universal, international ecclesiastical authority; by refer-
ring to a local saint as a source of authority, the saga also makes a statement about
Iceland as a country with a significant Christian history of its own. It thus integrates
Iceland into the Christian world and declares its equality within it.

This theme probably gained importance at the time of Bishop Arni, when Nor-
wegian influence in Iceland became much more direct than before, both in secular
and ecclesiastical politics. As has been argued here, the saga does not suggest that
Icelanders opposed this influence, but they presumably felt a need to redefine their
collective identity in the light of the new situation. Integration into the Norwegian
kingdom may have intensified the Icelanders’ interest in their international posi-
tion, which probably increased their desire to negotiate their equality within the
broader Christian world despite their geographical peripherality. The emphasis on
Saint borlakr in Arna saga can be interpreted as a part of this endeavour.

6.2 Larentius Kalfsson: The loyal cleric
6.2.1 Ldrentius saga biskups as a travel story

Bishop Léarentius Kalfsson of Hélar (1267-1331, in office 1324-1331) was a younger
contemporary of Arni borldksson. Like Arna saga, Ldrentius saga was written
shortly after the bishop’s death, so it is a detailed account of events that were still
fresh in people’s memory, and yet it is already shaped by the saga tradition, in
this case primarily by the narrative type of the travel story. Its structural pattern
begins with the inexperienced Icelander’s journey to Norway: the young priest
Larentius undertakes the voyage together with the royal official Petr, who makes
friendly jokes when he is seasick on the ship, and Larentius is upset (LSB-B ix).
This scene foregrounds the Icelander’s initial insecurity, which contrasts with the
following demonstration of his skills.

Larentius is well received from the start because he accompanies the king’s of-
ficial, but he gradually gains prestige of his own by proving his abilities. When Petr
asks Larentius to write a letter in Latin, King Eirikr Magnusson admires it so much
that he invites Larentius to spend the winter at the royal court (LSB-B x). The arch-
bishop praises Larentius’s writing skills and poetic talent but advises him to focus
on law instead of poetry (LSB-P xi). Larentius then studies law and arbitrates in dis-
putes between the archbishop and the canons; the archbishop appreciates his
learning and grants him control of a church as a sign of respect (LSB-P xii). Due to
the emphasis on Larentius’s verbal and poetic skills, the account, shaped by the
structural pattern of the travel story, also bears some traits of the court poet’s
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story. Although the ancient art of skaldic poetry is replaced with new intellectual
values, such as Latin writing and legal learning, the message remains the same: the
text accentuates the Icelander’s development from a newcomer to a respected per-
son through his own active effort and intellectual abilities.

On the level of content, the main difference from Arna saga is that the conflicts
in which Larentius participates occur within the Church, rather than between secu-
lar and ecclesiastical power."” The plot is centred around the prolonged strife be-
tween Archbishop Jérundr of Nidards and the canons, who request increased
independence in legal matters and in control of property. Conversely, an essential
similarity between the two sagas is that the central conflict illustrates the signifi-
cance of strong royal rule. In Ldrentius saga, the king’s authority is shown to play a
decisive role even in a conflict that takes place in the ecclesiastical circles. At first,
King Hadkon Magnusson brings about an agreement between the archbishop and
the canons, but the discord is soon renewed in the king’s absence (LSB-A xiii). This
indicates that the king’s physical presence and personal authority, rather than the
system of royal administration, are important in such a serious dispute. The king
steadily supports the archbishop, and the canons fear his wrath when he rebukes
them for disobeying their leader (LSB-A xv). Finally, the king threatens the canons
with outlawry and forces them to yield to the archbishop and accept an agreement
that is then held for two years (LSB-A xvi). The whole episode accentuates the king’s
authority, as well as his determination to support the archbishop, who is the rightful
representative of ecclesiastical power in the case of disputes within the Church.

On the background of these political issues, the saga presents the next stage of
Larentius’s travel story: a conflict with Norwegians, in this case the canons. This
situation in the ecclesiastical environment resembles similar situations at the royal
court in the secular travel stories, in which the jealous courtiers are hostile towards
the Icelander and point out his alleged marginality because they envy the capable
newcomer. The canons refer to Larentius’s origin in their verbal confrontations —
when he reads out the archbishop’s letter, one of them replies “you do not need to
yell so loudly, Icelander, we hear what you are saying”."”> They even attempt to

174 Ldrentius saga presents a positive relationship between secular power and the Church,
which is reflected not least in the coronation scenes. When Eirikr Magnusson’s brother Hakon is
crowned, he grants the Church new privileges (LSB-A xvi). When the three-year-old Magnus Ei-
riksson is elected king, the regent Erlendr Vidkunsson rules “med rddi herra Eilifs erkibyskups
ok allra voldugustu herra i Noregi” (Ldrentius saga A, 1998, ch. 31, p. 337) (with the advice of
Archbishop Eilifr and all the most powerful lords in Norway). This implies that this regent, unlike
those depicted in Arna saga, contributes to harmony between the monarchy and the Church.

175 ,Eigi parft, Islendingr, sva hétt at apa, pvi vér heyrum hvat pti segir.“ (Ldrentius saga A,
1998, ch. 14, p. 248).
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attack and imprison Larentius, causing him “many offences, mockeries, and adver-
sities”.'”® The archbishop’s men help Larentius, which shows that the archbishop
repays loyalty with protection, just like kings do in the travel stories. When the can-
ons see how much Lérentius is appreciated by the archbishop, it only increases
their envy, so they respond by having him sent back to Iceland on a visitation. The
archbishop supports him again, this time by writing positive letters about him to
the Icelandic hishops (LSB-A xvii).

When Lérentius later returns to Norway, however, the archbishop is unable
to protect him because he is weakened by illness. The canons have seized the
power, dismissing all the archbishop’s adherents (LSB-A xxii). They confiscate
Larentius’s property, falsely accuse him of falsifying letters, imprison him with-
out a lawsuit, and finally force him to return to Iceland (LSB-A xxiv—xxvi). This
illustrates the importance of a Norwegian authority as the Icelander’s protector;
the emphasis on this motif connects Larentius’s story with the ttanferdar pcettir
and the stories of Ingimundr Porgeirsson or Aron Hjorleifsson. Such narrative
parallels contribute to the construction of meaning in Ldrentius saga. The central
message is that although some envious Norwegians disadvantage the Icelander
due to his origin, the central authorities, the king and the archbishop, do not
make differences between Norwegians and Icelanders but always appreciate
those who are capable, loyal, brave, and steadfast.

The narrative type of the travel story also shapes the account of Larentius’s
consecration journey. The structural pattern begins with a troublesome voyage
when Lérentius is shipwrecked (LSB-A xxxviii). Archbishop Jérundr has died and
been replaced by Eilifr, his former adversary, but Larentius’s relationship with
the new archbishop develops from an initial alienation to a reconciliation: they
ask each other for forgiveness and spend the winter discussing the disagreements
(LSB-A xxxviii). The archbishop then consecrates Larentius, gives him gifts, and
bids him farewell on amicable terms (LSB-A xxxix—xl), so Larentius’s esteem is
increased by the journey.

This return to the structural pattern of the travel story foregrounds its impor-
tance for the construction of meaning in the saga. Just like in the ttanferdar
beettir or the secular contemporary sagas, the narrative type reflects the Ice-
landers’ awareness of their marginality. Its optimistic tone, however, implies a
positive evaluation of the process of integration, through which Icelanders over-
come their marginality and gain respect and prestige. This may not always have
been the reality in the fourteenth century, but the saga shows that this was the
image that the Icelanders wanted to be remembered.

176 [...] margar meingjordir, athlatr ok métgang (Ldrentius saga B, 1998, ch. 18, p. 252).
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6.2.2 Icelandic saints in Ldrentius saga

Apart from this narrative type, which connects Ldrentius saga to sagas with secular
subject matter, the text also employs another element in its narrative deconstruc-
tion of Iceland’s marginality, related specifically to its clerical perspective. The
image of native saints as identity bearers, which was established in the earlier bish-
ops’ sagas, is further developed in Ldrentius saga by a direct comparison between
Iceland and other countries, primarily Norway, in terms of their spiritual excel-
lence, measured by the glory of their saints. Ldrentius saga mostly depicts Icelandic
saints in scenes of confrontation between Icelandic clerics and Norwegians. Just
like the Norwegians challenge the Icelanders’ intellectual skills in the travel stories,
here they challenge the Icelandic holy bishops’ genuine sanctity, and thus also Ice-
land’s spiritual equality with the rest of the Christian world. The bishops’ sanctity is
then proven by miraculous signs, and this confirms Iceland’s spiritual excellence.

In the first scene, King Eirikr Magnusson of Norway invokes saints to get
good wind for sailing (LSB-B vi). A priest recommends him to invoke Saint Jon of
Hélar, and the king replies that he hopes Jon is not as half-hearted (seinldtr) as
most Icelanders. He does not reject the saint entirely but doubts his power be-
cause he is sceptical about the Icelanders’ abilities in general. Then he invokes
Saint Jén anyway, gets good wind, and sends a gift to the saint. The effect of the
invocation proves the saint’s power, and thus also Iceland’s worthiness.

A more serious confrontation occurs in an episode with a Norwegian monk
who challenges Saint borldkr’s sanctity and is miraculously punished (LSB-A
xviii). Larentius asks the monk Bjorn to prepare a sermon for the mass of Saint
borldkr, but Bjorn criticizes Icelanders for the veneration of a saint who is not
acknowledged by the archbishop:

,Undarligir menn eru bér Islendingar, pvi at pér kallid b4 marga heilaga menn sem hér
hafa vaxit upp hja yor ok i 6drum londum vita menn engin skyn 4, pvi er mikil dirfd yoar
Islendinga at pér haldid pennan mann helgan sem erkibyskupsstollinn { Nidarosi heldr enga
minning af. [...]“ (Ldrentius saga A, 1998, ch. 18, p. 269)

(“You Icelanders are strange people when you regard many men who grew up here in your
country as saints, although people in other countries have no idea about them. Great is the
impudence of you Icelanders when you venerate this man as a saint, as he is not commemo-
rated by the archbishopric of Nidards. [...]”)

The formulations in the speech imply that the monk is aware of the Icelanders’
effort to consciously improve their status by referring to their native saints, and
that by opposing this, he advocates the Norwegians’ superiority. He wants to for-
bid the veneration of Porldkr until it is acknowledged (ldgtekit) by the archbishop,
but Larentius asks him to refrain from such silliness (folska) because borlakr is a
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saint, performs miracles, and will punish Bjérn for his doubt. Bjérn nevertheless
decides to eat meat on borldkr’s holiday and suddenly falls mortally ill. Larentius
says that it is not surprising when Bjorn has doubted the sanctity of Porlakr, who
is merciful to the needy, but also vengeful to those who dishonour him.

The episode’s effect is enhanced by the extraordinary structural pattern of a
story within a story when Ldarentius tells Bjorn the tale of an Englishman who
ridiculed borlakr:

At pvi gafz einum ddra { Englandi at hann péttiz gjéra til hddungar ok spotts viér hinn hei-
laga Porldk byskup takandi eitt morbjiga, fram berandi fyrir likneski Porldks byskups
pessum ordum talandi: ,Viltt, mérlandi,"”” pvi at b ert utan af Islandi?“ (Ldrentius saga A,
1998, ch. 18, pp. 271-272)

(One foolish man in England turned to dishonouring and ridiculing the saintly Bishop Por-
lakr by taking a suet sausage and bringing it to a statue of Bishop Porldkr with these words:
“Do you want this, suet-lander, as you come from Iceland?”)

The saint punished this Englishman by making him unable to move his hand until
he repented. The monk Bjérn repents as well and acknowledges Porlakr’s sanctity, so
his illness subsides. The next day, Bjorn preaches about Porldkr and tells the truth
about what happened to him, so the story brings the saint fame, praise, and glory
(freegd, lof ok dyrd). This scene is only loosely connected with the saga’s main story-
line, so its function is clearly ideological. Porldkr, just like in Arna saga, embodies
Icelandic identity. The difference is that in Ldrentius saga, the saint’s authority serves
as a proof of Iceland’s spiritual excellence in a direct confrontation with a Norwegian
cleric, who is reluctant to acknowledge Iceland’s spiritual equality. The Icelander is,
however, aided by a divine intervention, and the ending is conciliatory.

At the same time, Ldrentius saga also uses the motif of Icelandic saints to create
a positive image of Norwegians who appreciate them. The Norwegian-born Bishop
Audunn borbergsson of Holar has Gudmundr Arason’s relics placed in a shrine in
order to support his cult, and this is followed by pilgrimages, veneration, and
miracles (LSB-A xxix—xxx). Bishop Audunn also introduces the day of the translation
of Saint Jén’s relics as an official holiday in Iceland (LSB-A xxx). The saga praises him
for such acts."”® Later, Bishop Audunn prays to Saint Jén for an improvement of the
weather, and his invocation takes effect immediately (LSB-A xxxiii).

177 Morlandi, ‘suet-lander’ or suet eater, is a deprecatory term for medieval Icelanders used by for-
eigners, who regarded the Icelanders’ peculiar diet as a sign of their poverty and cultural inferiority.
178 Matti af slikum hlutum merkja at Audun byskup var mikilshattar hofdingi. (Ldrentius saga
A, 1998, ch. 30, p. 326) (Due to such acts, one could recognize that Bishop Audunn was a distin-
guished leader.)
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These scenes show that Ldrentius saga does not primarily express a negative
attitude to Norwegians. Instead, it emphasizes Iceland’s spiritual excellence,
which is embodied by the native saints. Norwegians who are willing to acknowl-
edge the saints, and thus also Iceland’s equality, are shown in a positive light in
the saga. Others are convinced by miraculous signs, so their scepticism subsides,
and the ending of the confrontation is conciliatory. Icelandic identity is thus not
based on an opposition to Norway, but rather on the Icelanders’ need to con-
stantly negotiate their position within the Norwegian kingdom and the Christian
world. This probably reflects the Icelanders’ increased awareness of their margin-
ality in the realm into which they were already politically integrated, but the pro-
cess of social integration was still not completed.

6.2.3 Language and the perception of identity in Ldrentius saga

While Ldrentius saga still thematizes the Icelanders’ marginality within the Nor-
wegian-Icelandic realm, especially in the episodes with the saints, it also empha-
sizes the unity of the North and recognizes — and deconstructs — the marginality
of the North as a whole in the broader context of Europe and the Christian world.
It thus implies that the context of the perception of identity was broadened. This
development can indicate that a feeling of Norwegian-Icelandic social unity was
growing strong due to the political integration, or that the perception of cultural
boundaries was changed by more frequent and more direct contact with foreign-
ers in the fourteenth century, which increased the Norsemen’s awareness of the
cultural contrasts between them and other Europeans.

So as to further reinforce the image of shared identity, the saga turns to the
motif of language identity. It has been shown in research that the idea of a con-
nection between identity and language had a long history in Iceland, as it is at-
tested already in the First Grammatical Treatise (ca. 1150). This text formulates
the idea of different peoples (pjédir) speaking different languages and presents a
distinct language as a defining aspect of individual Icelandic identity. It also con-
tains the phrase “us, the Icelanders”, the first documented example of conscious
self-identification (Hastrup 1984, 237-243). Ldrentius saga, however, does not
present the Icelandic language identity as a mark of individuality within the
North. Instead, it emphasizes the unity of the North by creating the image of a
Norse language identity, which is contrasted with the identity of foreigners of
non-Norse origin. Nevertheless, it is not a contrast in the sense of enmity, but
rather an awareness of a culturally defined difference.

The episodes that concern language identity deal with the Flemish cleric Jén
and are of little importance to the central events of Ldrentius saga, so they are
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clearly included specifically for the purpose of thematizing identity. Their ex-
traordinarily humorous tone, which contrasts with the otherwise serious tone of
the saga, draws increased attention to them. In the first episode (LSB-P xiv), J6n
expresses a wish to receive control of a church, but Larentius disagrees, because
Jon cannot speak Norse fluently enough. Jon insists that he can say what he
needs, so Larentius tests him, and Jén replies in comically imperfect Norse:

Nu er par til at taka at Laurentius var med Jorundi erkibyskupi i Nidarési ok studeradi jafnan
1 kirkjunnar 16gum er meistari Jéhannes fleemingi las honum; véru peir ok miklir vinir sin i
millum. Laurentio potti mikil skemmtan at hann brauz vid at tala norreenu en komz pa litt at.
Einn tima meelti Jon flemingi vid Laurentium: ,Ek vildi at pu flyttir vid minn herra at hann
veitti mér Marfukirkju hér { bynum, pvi at hun er nt vacans.“ Laurentius svarar: ,Hversu ma
pat vera par sem pér kunnid ekki norreenu at tala?“ ,Kann ek sem mér parfar,“ sagdi Jon, ,,0k
bat sem mér liggr & at tala.“ ,Skipum nu b4, sagdi Laurentius, ,sem kominn sé fostuinngangr,
ba verdr at tala fyrir séknarfélki yoru hversu pat skal halda langféstuna.“ ,A penna mata,
sagdi Jon fleemingi, ,nu er komin lentin, hvern mann kristinn komi til kirkju, gjori sina skri-
pin, kasti burt konu sinni, maki engi sukk, nonne sufficit, domine?“ b4 hlé Laurentius
ok meelti: ,Ekki skilr félkit hvat lentin er.“ Sagdi hann erkibyskupi ok gjérou peir at mikit
gaman, en fengu Jéni nokkorn afdeiling sinnar beizlu pvi at hann var mjok bralyndr ef ei var
svd gjort sem hann vildi. (Ldrentius saga b, 1998, ch. 14, pp. 243-244)

(Now it will be told that Larentius stayed with Archbishop Jérundr in Nidarés and constantly
studied the Church law that Master J6hannes the Flemish read out to him. They were also
good friends. Larentius was much amused when Jéhannes strove to speak Norse but made
little progress. One day, Jén the Flemish said to Larentius: “I would like you to intercede with
my lord, so he would let me have the Marian church here in town, because it is now vacans.”
Larentius answered: “How could that be possible when you cannot speak Norse?” “I can say
what I need,” said Jén, “and what I am supposed to say.” “Then let us assume,” said Larentius,
“that it is the beginning of Lent and you must tell your parishioners how they shall observe
the Lenten fast.” “In this way,” said Jén the Flemish: “Lentin has come, every Christian shall
go to church, do his confessing, throw out his wife, make no mess, nonne sufficit, domine?”
Lérentius laughed and said: “People do not understand what lentin means.” He told the arch-
bishop, and they were much amused, but they granted Jén his wish to some degree because
he was very short-tempered when people did not do what he wanted.)

In this unusually comic chapter, the Icelander Larentius and the Norwegian arch-
bishop laugh together at the foreigner who struggles with speaking their common
language. Significantly, the text emphasizes that Larentius and Jon are friends,
and that the archbishop wants to prevent any disagreements with Jén, so the
laughter does not indicate any hostility towards the foreigner; it nevertheless
marks an awareness of a different cultural identity.'”

179 For a discussion of this episode from a linguistic and sociolinguistic perspective see Hall
2013, 6-14.
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In the other episode (LSB-P xv), J6n wishes to greet an Icelander and asks Lar-
entius to teach him a phrase. Larentius intentionally teaches him a curse instead,
but Jon believes that it is a polite greeting. The humour is based on wordplay be-
tween Norse and Latin:

Einn tima kému mérg Islandsfér til Nidaréss ok véru & margir islenzkir menn; vildi sira
Laurentius peim 6llum nokKkot til géda gjora. Par kom millum annarra sa madr er Klengr
steypir hét ok freendi Laurentii ok honum heimuligr. En sem Jén fleemingi sa pat, vildi hann
gjéra honum nokkot athvarf ok taladi einn tima vid Laurentium & latinu ok meelti:
,Kennid mér at heilsa & pennan ydar kompdan upp 4 norraenu.“ Laurentio pétti mikit gaman
at Joni ok sagdi: ,Heilsadu honum své: Fagnadarlauss kompén!“ ,Ek undirstend, sagoi Jon,
»at petta mun vera fogr heilsan, pvi at gaudium er fognudr, en laus er lof.“ Gengr sidan at
Kleengi steypir, klappandi honum 4 hans herdar ok meelti: ,Fagnadarlauss kompan!“ Hinn
hvessti augun { maéti ok pétti heilsunin ei vera svéa fogr sem hinn eetladi. Nt meelti Jon flee-
mingi vio Laurentium: ,Ek forstend nud at pu hefir darat mik, pvi at pessi madr vard reior
vid mik.“ (Ldrentius saga b, 1998, ch. 15, p. 244)

(One day, many Icelandic ships arrived in Nidards with many Icelanders on board. The
priest Larentius wished to do something good for them all. There was among others a man
called Kleengr the Caster, he was Larentius’s kinsman, and they were very close. When Jén
the Flemish found out, he wanted to pay him a compliment, so he talked to Larentius in
Latin and said: “Teach me how to greet your friend in Norse.” Larentius wanted to make
fun of Jon, so he said: “Greet him so: Fagnadarlauss kompdn (joyless fellow)!” “I under-
stand,” said Jén, “that this must be a beautiful greeting, because gaudium is fognudr (joy),
and laus is lof (praise).” He then approached Klengr the Caster, clapped him on his should-
ers, and said: “Fagnadarlauss kompdn!” The man frowned at him and did not find the greet-
ing as lovely as J6n assumed. J6n the Flemish then said to Larentius: “I understand now that
you have fooled me, because this man got angry with me.”)

In the context of the previous scene, it is obvious that this is a friendly joke that
does not imply any hatred or hostility towards foreigners. Instead, both episodes
illustrate the strong cultural bond that existed between Icelanders and Norwe-
gians because they shared the same language (see Hall 2013, 22-23)."%°

The perception of language must have been closely connected with the percep-
tion of identity, as there were hardly any clearly defined linguistic criteria for what
were different languages and what were regional dialects. Some sources present
the Norse language (dénsk tunga, norreent mdl) as largely unified until about 1400;
that does not mean that there were no dialects, but that the language was perceived
as unified (Sverrir Jakobsson 2005, 195-196, 320-321; 2007, 151). Other sources, such

180 Similarly, as Sverrir Jakobsson (2007, 152) has pointed out, other Icelandic texts also accentu-
ate the differences between Norse and other related languages, such as those of the British Isles
or Germany, often in a humorous manner, or contain jokes about people who speak Norse badly
because they come from abroad.
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as the Third Grammatical Treatise by Olafr bérdarson hvitaskald, seem to make a
distinction between West Norse (norrena), spoken by Icelanders and Norwegians,
and East Norse (danska) (Leonard 2012, 210-211, 217-218). This distinction may have
been motivated by increasing linguistic differences between the dialects, but also
by a growing awareness of a social unity between Icelanders and Norwegians,
which presumably became much stronger in the thirteenth and fourteenth centu-
ries than the overall cultural unity between all Norsemen had been before.

It was probably a combination of both linguistic and social factors that brought
about the distinction, but Ldrentius saga implies that it was the cultural unity of
the Norsemen and their position in relation to other Europeans, rather than the
question of West Norse versus East Norse identity, that was the centre of attention
in fourteenth-century Iceland. The actual linguistic unity of the Icelandic and Nor-
wegian variety of norreena, as Alaric Hall has pointed out, began to decrease in the
fourteenth century, as the Norwegian variety was developing faster and more in-
tensely than the Icelandic variety both lexicologically, phonologically, and morpho-
logically; this development gradually brought the Norwegian language closer to the
originally East Norse varieties. The awareness of this process probably increased
the need for a narrative construction of the unity of norreena in a social environ-
ment where shared Norwegian-Icelandic identity was important for the collective
self-image (Hall 2013, 20-23). That may be the reason why the theme of language
identity re-emerges in the fourteenth-century Ldrentius saga.

For comparison, Ldrentius saga offers another humorous scene, in which a
Flemish man presents entertainment pyrotechnics at the Norwegian royal court
(LSB-B x). This episode foregrounds cultural differences other than language:

Véru pa med konungi Eiriki margir mikilshattar men af ymissum léndum peir sem margs
voru kunnandi, millum hverra var einn madr, brandr fisiler at nafni, ok kunni margt klokt
at leika meir med natturligri list en med nokkors kyns galdr; var hann flemskr at kyni. Vior
penna mann lagdi sira Laurentius kaerleika; sagdi hann honum marga hluti, pvi at hann fér
mjok eftir at nema frédleik medan hann var ungr, en for pé aldri med galdr edr forneskju.
j6lum 1ék brandr fisiler herbrest. Hann verdr svd skjallr at fair einir menn standaz at heyra
hann, med konum leysiz burdr, peim sem med barni eru ok heyra hann, en karlmenn falla
Or seetum & golf nidr edr verda ymislig vidbrogo. (Ldrentius saga B, 1998, ch. 10, pp. 237-238)

(At King Eirfkr’s court there were many extraordinary men from various countries who had
all kinds of talents. Among them was a man called brandr the Marksman, who could per-
form many clever tricks with natural arts, rather than with any kind of sorcery; he was of
Flemish origin. The priest Larentius was fond of this man, who told him many things, be-
cause he was very eager to acquire knowledge in his youth, but he never practised magic or
witchcraft. At Christmas, brandr the Marksman performed an explosion. It was so loud that
few people could bear hearing it, women went into labour if they were pregnant when they
heard it, and men fell on the floor from their seats or lurched in various ways.)
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Significantly, the text again emphasizes the friendship between Léarentius and the
foreigner but simultaneously accentuates the foreigner’s otherness by comically
exaggerating the effect of his tricks. The foreigner and his arts are presented as
being exotic and strange, which subverts the standard perception of mainland Eu-
rope as the centre that defines normality and the North as the culturally peculiar
periphery. The text is of course written from the Norsemen’s point of view, so
their perception of foreigners as exotic is understandable, but the episode may
also be a conscious attempt to deconstruct the idea of the Norsemen’s marginal-
ity. The Icelanders’ effort to overcome their marginality in relation to Norway is
thus complemented — but not replaced — by the Norsemen’s collective effort to
overcome their marginality in relation to mainland Europe.

The idea of a shared Norse or West-Norse identity does not mean, however,
that Icelanders lost their individual identity by being integrated into the Norwegian
kingdom. Their individuality is emphasized by the previously discussed references
to native Icelandic saints, whereas the unity of the Norwegian-Icelandic realm is
underlined by the image of a shared language identity. These elements are inter-
twined without any contradiction in the narrative, which thus implies that integra-
tion and individuality are not mutually exclusive.

6.3 Icelandic saints in Gudmundar séqur

We can now return to the image of native saints as identity bearers and its evolu-
tion in Gudmundar ségur, which deal with older events than Arna saga and Ldr-
entius saga but were composed around the same time, so they can be expected to
represent a comparable stage of the development of the concept.’®! There are also
subtle differences between the redactions, which illustrate the changing empha-
ses in the construction of identity. While the A-redaction continues to emphasize
Iceland’s spiritual equality with Norway, the D-redaction foregrounds Iceland’s
position within the broader Christian world. One of the factors that possibly con-
tributed to this is that the D-redaction was probably intended for an international
audience (Stefan Karlsson 2000, 166-169). However, this was presumably not the
only reason, since the broadened horizon of identity accords with some aspects of
the other, previously discussed sagas composed around the same time, especially
Ldrentius saga. In any case, the varying emphases should be perceived as a con-
tinuation, not a contradiction, of each other.

181 The A-redaction was probably composed around the same time as Arna saga, and the D-
redaction around the same time as Ldrentius saga.
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The focus on Iceland’s international position is accentuated already in the in-
troduction of the D-redaction, where the landscape and climate of Iceland are de-
scribed as appearing exotic to foreigners, and Iceland is explicitly depicted as a
periphery of the Christian world:

Fyrir p4 skynsemd hofum vér nokkut greint af pessu fateeku landi, at ef pessi fraségn verdr {
fjarska lesin, lofist pvi framar vors herra nafn, er engan jardar enda firrir sinni miskunn, sem
pa syndist enn, er hann gaf greindum tutskaga svo rikan gimstein sem heil6g von diktar, at
Guomundr inn go6di sé 1 hans konungligri holl at eilifu. (Gudmundar saga D, 1948, ch. 2, p. 161)

(We have described this poor country a bit for the reason that if this narrative will be read
in distant lands, there will be an all the greater praise of the name of our Lord, who does
not deprive any end of the world of His mercy, which was yet again shown when He pro-
vided the aforementioned remote outpost with such a precious gem, as the holy hope im-
plies, that Gudmundr the Good is in His kingly hall for all eternity.)

The D-redaction thus admits Iceland’s marginality, while also assertively declar-
ing its spiritual excellence, embodied by the native saint.

Although the A-redaction does not contain such utterances, both redactions
present native saints as identity bearers. The key episode in this respect is Rann-
veig’s vision of the Otherworld (GS-A lviii-lix; GS-D iv). The woman experiences a
horrifying vision of Hell and turns to invoking the Virgin Mary, the apostle Peter,
and the Norway-related saints Olafr, Magnus, and Hallvardr,'®® who save her
from the flames of Hell. In the A-redaction, Saint Olafr praises Iceland for its
saints but also points out that the Norwegian saints uphold Iceland as well:

[...] skaltu na at sea uerdleik heilagra manna. er her ero a yoro landi béde lifendr ok an-
dadir. pui at eigi ero a gérom lgndum at iafn miclum maN fiolda. fleire heil(agir) menn enn
alslandi. ok hallda benir peira ok uarar landino upp. eN ella munde firi faraz landit. (Gud-
mundar saga A, 1983, ch. 58, p. 96)

([...] you shall behold the greatness of the saints who are here in your country, both living
and deceased, because other countries with the same number of inhabitants do not have as
many saints as Iceland, and their prayers and ours uphold the country, for otherwise it
would perish.)

This formulation implies that Iceland acknowledges its partial spiritual depen-
dence on Norway with its powerful saints. It is, however, also emphasized that

182 Saint Olafr Haraldsson, the king of Norway in 1015-1028, was the patron saint of Norway.
Saint Magnus Erlendsson, the jarl of Orkney in 1106-1117, was proclaimed a saintly martyr in
1136 by Bishop William of Orkney. Orkney was part of the Norwegian sphere of power, so Mag-
nus can be regarded as a Norway-related saint. Saint Hallvardr Vébjornsson (ca. 1020-1043) was
the patron saint of Oslo.
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Iceland has an unusually high proportion of native saints, so it is not inferior to
other Christian countries. The scene thus expresses an ambivalent attitude to Nor-
way, in which pride of belonging into the Norwegian realm is combined with a
self-assertive need to prove Iceland’s equality within this realm.

The A-redaction then further elaborates on this theme in its references to the
Icelandic saints and other bishops who are regarded as holy men. Such a focus on
local saints may imply an intention to counterbalance the preceding ambivalent
section by a more self-assured statement of Iceland’s spiritual accomplishments:

Nu ser pu her stade pa er eigu helgir menn. béde lifendr ok daudir. eN her ero hus eigi oll
iafn fegr. pui at peir ero helgir menn allir ok ero po helgazstir af peim Jon byskup ok
Thorl(akr) byskup enn yngri. eN ba nest Bigrn byskup ok Isleifr byskup ok Thorl(akr) by-
skup enn ellre. (Gudmundar saga A, 1983, ch. 59, pp. 97-98)

(Here you see the abodes owned by the saints, both living and deceased, but not all the
houses here are equally beautiful, because all these men are saints, but the saintliest of
them are Bishop J6n and Bishop Pborldkr the younger, and then Bishop Bjérn and Bishop
Isleifr and Bishop borlakr the elder.)

None of these formulations are present in the D-redaction, where the episode oth-
erwise mostly includes the same motifs as in the A-redaction. The omission thus
seems to be deliberate, suggesting that the later version reflects a more confident
view, in which the question of Iceland’s spiritual equality with Norway is deemed
less ambiguous, so it receives less attention.

The placement of the episode in the texts follows similar tendencies. In the A-
redaction, it is placed between the revelation of Saint borldkr’s sanctity and the
translation of his relics. Such a placement accentuates the significance of Ice-
land’s native saints in a context where the Norwegian saints enjoy a prominent
position. In the D-redaction, the vision is moved to the introductory section de-
picting Gudmundr’s birth and childhood, and it is preceded by parallels between
Gudmundr and the foreign saints Ambrose, Athanasius, and Thomas of Canter-
bury. This placement suggests a parallel between Gudmundr’s worldly family and
his ‘spiritual family’, the saints in heaven. The interest in comparing Icelandic
and Norwegian saints is thus replaced with a focus on the Icelandic saintly bish-
ops’ position among the international saints.

The next section of the episode is a description of Guémundr’s heavenly
abode, which is narrated similarly in both redactions:

EN annat hus par hea hatt ok gefuglict. pangat mantu heyra sgng fagran ok hliod mikit. ok
dyrdlict. bat & G(udmundr) prestr A(ra) s(on). pui at sua hallda beénir hans upp lande pesso.
sem uarar benir hallda upp Nor(ege) ok Orkneyium. ok man hann uerda mestr upp halldz
madr landi pesso. ok sitea eige { légra sete. enn Thomas ercHibyskup a Englandi. (Gudmun-
dar saga A, 1983, ch. 60, p. 98)
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(Next there is another house, high and magnificent, from where you can hear beautiful sing-
ing and loud and glorious music. That is owned by the priest Gudmundr Arason, because
his prayers uphold this country, just like our prayers uphold Norway and the Orkney Is-
lands, and he will become the greatest upholder of this country and sit in a seat no lower
than that of Archbishop Thomas in England.)

»Sér pu herbergi petta, svo signat ok semiligt, er jafnan stendr an flekk ok félnan ok med
sama rikdémi ok 6lidandi gledi? Sja er eignarjord ok 66al Gudmundar Arasonar, er f4 mun
um sidir eigi leegra sess en Tomas 1 Kantia, ok svo sem vér fullting veitum Néregi ok Orkney-
jum, svo mun hann hjélpa Island med sinum baenum.“ (Gudmundar saga D, 1948, ch. 4, p. 170)

(“Do you see this abode, so blessed and glorious, that stands forever without any blemish or
imperfection and with the same magnificence and eternal joy? That is the possession and
property of Gudmundr Arason, who will eventually take a seat no lower that that of Thomas
of Canterbury, and just like we protect Norway and the Orkney Islands, he will help Iceland
through his prayers.”)

The assertive declaration of Iceland’s spiritual excellence reaches its peak here.
Guomundr is presented as equal not only to the Norwegian saints, as he protects
his country in the same manner as they protect theirs, but also to a famous saint
from England. This parallel shapes Gudmundr’s characterization in other parts of
the saga as well. Especially the D-redaction portrays him “as an Icelandic Thomas
Becket” (Grgnlie 2017a, 19) — the characterization is modelled on this specific for-
eign saintly bishop, rather than just on stereotypical hagiographic motifs. Guo-
mundr thus embodies Iceland’s spiritual equality not just within Scandinavia, but
also within Europe. The likely reason for this increased emphasis on international
context in the relatively late Gudmundar sogur is that Icelanders, due to their inte-
gration into the European political structures, became more aware of their marginal
position within the Christian world, so they felt a growing need to deconstruct this
marginality in the sagas.

6.4 Integration, integrity, identity

In accordance with the medieval perception of multiple layers of identity, the late
sagas of the Icelandic bishops contribute to the construction of collective identity
on two intertwined levels. Firstly, they define Iceland’s position within the Chris-
tian world in a spiritual sense; secondly, they interpret the political relationships
between Iceland and the Norwegian monarchy by fitting the events into the most
common nharrative types known from the sagas of Icelanders and the secular con-
temporary sagas. The choice of these narrative types connects recent events to
the memory of typologically similar events from the past, and so it endows them
with additional layers of meaning. The bishops’ sagas thus complete the interpre-
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tation of Iceland’s contact with the Norwegian kingdom that is presented in the
secular contemporary sagas.

Arna saga fits recent history into the structural pattern of the conflict story
with its focus on the mediator, thus foregrounding the king as a guardian of
peace and stability. The central conflict first develops and escalates in the indirect
absence of royal power — when the king is not personally involved in the dispute
between the bishop and the church owners in Iceland. A temporary agreement is
then reached due to King Magnus’s royal authority, but the conflict is renewed in
the absence of a strong monarch after King Magnus’s death. Finally, the conflict is
terminated when the new king comes of age and strong royal power is re-
established. The stages of escalation and termination of conflict are thus directly
related to the absence or presence of strong royal rule. This implies that the mon-
arch has become irreplaceable in the role of mediator. The same idea is already
expressed in bordar saga kakala and other secular contemporary sagas dealing
with the Sturlung Age, which means that according to the sagas, the decisive
stage of the development took place before the formal acceptance of royal rule in
Iceland. The situation after this formal transformation, described in Arna saga,
can thus be understood as a gradual continuation of processes that started during
the Sturlung Age, so the formal political integration is presented as an official
confirmation of conditions that resulted from a natural social evolution. This con-
tinuity is emphasized on the level of discourse by the use of the same narrative
type in sagas describing all stages of the development.

Furthermore, significant elements of continuity can be found in the accounts
of political practice in Iceland on the level of content as well. Even after the ac-
ceptance of the new laws and centralized executive power, many aspects of the
relations between the leaders and the farmers are described as remaining largely
unchanged. In local conflicts, the farmers still rely on the secular or ecclesiastical
leaders, who then turn to the king for advice and arbitration. The politics thus
consist of two layers: on the one hand, the leaders can gain popularity and in-
crease their power by conflict resolution in local matters; on the other hand, they
rely on the king as a source of justice and order. The first layer shows a strong
continuity with the old system, whereas the second layer is based on new im-
pulses, which nevertheless also appeared already before the formal acceptance of
royal rule, so they do not mark an abrupt change either.

Ldrentius saga is structured by the pattern of the travel story, which is fo-
cused on the protagonist using his own skills to overcome his initial marginality
and to gradually attain a prestigious position and the favour of the highest au-
thorities in Norway. Due to the saga’s ecclesiastical subject matter, the jealous
courtiers from the typical travel stories are replaced by the canons, and the su-
preme authority is represented mainly by the archbishop, although the text also
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underlines the king’s significant role in solving serious internal conflicts. The val-
ues, however, remain similar, with the Icelander’s intellectual abilities, courage,
and loyalty in the forefront; the structural parallels with the typical travel stories
imply that the central message of the narrative also remains the same as in the
secular sagas. The saga expresses the idea that despite the Icelanders’ conflicts
with some individual Norwegians, their relationship with the central Norwegian
authorities is generally positive and beneficial. The unity of the Norwegian-
Icelandic realm is reflected in Larentius’s direct involvement in the internal dis-
pute within the Norwegian Church, which is to some extent similar to the involve-
ment of Icelanders in the Norwegian power struggle during the Sturlung Age, but
the connection is shown to be more immediate in Ldrentius saga. That is a sign of
an actual, not just formal, integration.

On the spiritual level, the bishops’ sagas present the native saints as impor-
tant identity bearers who embody Iceland’s spiritual excellence. This was proba-
bly crucial around the time of the formal acceptance of royal rule, when Iceland’s
position in the kingdom was intensely negotiated. Integration into the broader po-
litical structures was an important step towards overcoming marginality, but its
immediate effect may have been the Icelanders’ increased awareness of their
marginality, which presumably caused a need to reconstruct the collective iden-
tity. In this context, the narratives of the saintly bishops subvert the idea of Ice-
land’s marginality by emphasizing its spiritual equality with Norway and the
Christian world.

The focus on the Christian world distinguishes the hishops’ sagas from the
secular contemporary sagas, which construct Icelandic identity either within the
boundaries of Iceland alone, or in the context of Iceland’s relationship with Nor-
way. The bishops’ sagas also contain these layers but add a third layer, the posi-
tion of Iceland and Scandinavia among the more central Christian countries. In
the resulting discourse, the effort to overcome marginality remains an essential
concern, but the horizon is broadened. It is not just Iceland, but the North as a
whole, that aims for increased integration into the Christian world. However, in-
tegration does not mark a loss of individuality but adds new layers of identity to
the existing ones.



7 Conclusion

7.1 Narrative and memory

The contemporary sagas are valuable narrative sources that not only record
events from an important period of social transformation in Iceland, but also in-
terpret and evaluate these events from the perspective of the thirteenth- and
fourteenth-century social elite. They deal with various aspects of power, as well
as with more abstract concepts of identity and with the medieval Icelanders’ posi-
tion in the world. The aim of the present study has been a detailed analysis of
how these sagas’ images of the recent past are shaped by narrative techniques;
literary characteristics and historiographical contents are treated here as insepa-
rably intertwined components of the texts’ meaning. This objective requires an
approach based on the theory of cultural memory, which liberates the study from
the limiting dichotomy between history and fiction. Instead of being perceived ei-
ther as documentary accounts of facts or as literary inventions, the sagas are
viewed as foundation narratives that explain the origins of the present situation
and endow the past with a social, political, or ideological significance for the
present.

This approach rests on the idea that the meaning of a historical narrative is
shaped by a dialogical relationship between the past depicted in the text and the
text’s own present. On the one hand, the meaning of the past, whether distant or
recent, is always assessed from the perspective of the present; on the other hand,
the memory of the past influences the perception of the present. When the mem-
ory of the past is narrativized in oral tradition or in writing, it is shaped both by
the remembered images of historical events and by current ideas and concerns.
The resulting narrative provides the community with a history from which it can
derive an understanding of its origin, as well as with models for interpreting its
present situation.

In this context, narrative is not regarded as a neutral means of recording col-
lective memory, but rather as a discourse that actively shapes this memory. Dur-
ing the gradual process of narrativization — including an initial oral stage, the
first composition of written texts, and the manuscript history —, some memories
of the past are suppressed and forgotten, while others are selected to be remem-
bered and shaped by interpretative means. Narrativization should thus not be
viewed solely as a matter of textual practice, but also as a transition from the
communicative mode to the cultural mode of collective memory, or from factual
history to foundational history. In this process, the accounts of events which ini-
tially constituted the living memory of contemporary witnesses gain meanings
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that transcend the level of individual stories and acquire the function of founda-
tional memory that illuminates the present through explaining its origins.

This evolution is, however, not understood in terms of a diachronic opposition,
but rather of a simultaneous coexistence of various interrelated functions of a nar-
rative. It can thus be recognized that all medieval Icelandic historiographical texts
contain elements of both communicative memory — how the events were remem-
bered among the people, and cultural memory — how the past was interpreted
from the perspective of later times and employed as a source of collective identity.
None of these narratives are neutral records of eyewitness accounts, but none of
them are entirely formalized or ritualized either. Due to this duality, they can serve
as ideal material for the study of the relationship between communicative and cul-
tural memory in the construction of meaning in a narrative discourse.

This applies to all medieval Icelandic historiographical texts, but first and
foremost to the contemporary sagas, in which the temporal distance between the
events and the time of writing is shorter. The stories about the Saga Age were
composed in written form around the same time, but the memory of the distant
past was already narrativized — endowed with meanings and interpretations that
extended beyond simple chronological or causal relations — in oral tradition be-
fore it was put to writing. Conversely, the narrativization of the recent past
started only shortly before it was written down in the contemporary sagas. In this
process, events that were still fresh in the communicative memory, or even at-
tested by eyewitness accounts, were transformed into foundational history and
received the same identity-building function as the memory of the distant past.
Since the transition from communicative to cultural memory was still at its early
stage at the time of writing, the contemporary sagas are likely to reveal the con-
ditions and circumstances of this transition more clearly than other texts.

The present study has shown that while the contemporary sagas are based
on the living memory of the recent past, they can also be viewed as intertextual
dialogues with narrative accounts of the distant past. Through these intertextual
connections, individual stories are integrated into a coherent narrative of the
past, which is characterized by a thematic unity constructed through a shared
emphasis on particular concerns and values. These central themes, first estab-
lished in the early historiographical texts that are not sagas proper, are further
developed in the sagas dealing with the historical past of the North through the
use of specific structural patterns that foreground certain components of the sto-
ries or types of characters.

Due to such connections between form and meaning, an analysis of the sagas’
structural patterns can contribute to a contextualization of the sagas as components
of a broader corpus of narratives. The connection between a certain narrative struc-
ture, theme, and meaning has in literary research typically been associated with the
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concept of genre. However, since the saga genres have been defined too narrowly,
the present analysis is instead based on the concept of narrative types, which are
characterized by their structural patterns and character types, rather than by their
subject matter or the historical period in which the story is situated. Through the
narrative types, sagas can be interconnected in terms of typological similarity. This
concept thus enables a more systematic study of intertextual relationships across the
saga genres.

An inherent function of the narrative types is that each of them establishes a
set of expectations, which a saga can either fulfil or modify by diverging from the
given structural pattern or by combining two or more narrative types within one
text. Such modifications should not be viewed as flaws or arbitrary exceptions,
but rather as a narrative technique that contributes to the construction of mean-
ing. A necessary precondition of this function is that the recipients of the sagas
are familiar with the narrative types, which is why it is culturally conditioned
and related to the concept of cultural memory.

The narrative types can be regarded as much more than simple literary con-
ventions, rather as interpretative devices that shape the perception of the past by
foregrounding some elements that existed in communicative memory and sup-
pressing others. This approach is based on the idea that when an event takes
place, its meaning is not evident yet — the event can be endowed with various
possible meanings only in the process of narrativization. This process shapes the
interpretation of individual events or persons and even involves the selection of
events and persons to be remembered. It can be assumed that many individuals
were deemed memorable in communicative memory because of their actions or
character traits, and various events were remembered because of their short-
term local importance. In the transition to cultural memory, however, the signifi-
cance of a person or event depended on their function as a source of collective
identity. A story that could express a socially relevant meaning was thus more
likely to be remembered beyond communicative memory, regardless of its imme-
diate historical importance. This deeper level of meaning, which transcends the
historical importance of individual events and contributes to a broader interpre-
tation of the past, can be reinforced by the structural pattern of a narrative type
because the narrative types emphasize particular key components of collective
identity. The selection of material and the structure of the narrative are thus deci-
sive for how the past is remembered and evaluated.

Moreover, the narrative types create parallels, connections, and contrasts be-
tween stories that take place in different times and situations, so they enable the
recipients of the texts to view the past not just as a chain of events but as a coher-
ent history with elements of both continuity and development. That is what con-
stitutes the difference between a simple account of historical knowledge and
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cultural memory, which is characterized by its capacity to contextualize the pres-
ent and shape identity. The interpretation of history in the contemporary sagas
through the narrative types shows how the social elites that composed or commis-
sioned the sagas perceived — or rather wished to perceive - their recent past
from the perspective of their present.

They were clearly aware of the political transformations that had taken place
in the recent decades. The concentration of power had changed the extent and
causes of conflicts, and this had led to an evolution of the stabilizing mechanisms.
The extent and nature of contacts with the Norwegian monarchy had developed,
and the social system had been transformed. An awareness of these changes ex-
isted alongside a wish to accentuate historical continuity; a recognition of the neg-
ative aspects of the development existed alongside a desire for an image of the
past from which the community could proudly derive its identity and its under-
standing of the present. The retrospective evaluation of the past therefore empha-
sizes its positive elements, yet without denying the negative ones. The present is
shown to be a result of a gradual development, which is a perception that con-
structs a sense of continuity.

7.2 Constructing continuity: Internal Icelandic relations

The present analysis has shown that an emphasis on continuity is an essential ele-
ment of the whole immanent narrative of the origin, development, and identity of
medieval Icelandic society, which is accessible to us through multiple texts dealing
with Icelandic history. Although these texts are not gathered in a single manuscript,
it can be assumed that they were intertwined in collective memory. It has been ar-
gued here that this narrative presents Icelandic history from its beginning to the
fourteenth century as a coherent development, structured by three central turning
points: the settlement, the conversion, and the acceptance of royal rule. While
these historical moments are acknowledged as crucial transformative events, they
are all narrativized in a way that creates a sense of continuity.

The settlement is described with an emphasis on genealogical continuity be-
tween influential Norwegian families and the settlers, as well as institutional con-
tinuity in terms of the law and the system of local assemblies. The accounts of the
conversion incorporate Iceland’s heathen past into Christian history by accentuat-
ing the role of pre-Christian institutions in the conversion and the genealogical
connection between important settlers and the first Icelandic Christians and bish-
ops. Comparably, the narratives of the social development that eventually led to
the acceptance of royal rule in Iceland emphasize the continuing importance of
the leading families and the established social mechanisms. The concentration of
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power before and during the Sturlung Age is not presented in the contemporary
sagas as a disintegration of the existing social system, but rather as a gradual con-
tinuation of long-term internal processes.

Even more importantly, it has been shown here that the immanent narrative
of medieval Icelandic history expresses a strong sense of continuity in terms of a
constant emphasis on a set of themes that were essential for the Icelanders’ inter-
pretation of their past. In the accounts of internal relations, the central theme is
the social significance of the stabilizing mechanisms that uphold order in a decen-
tralized society and renew peace after the inevitable conflicts. The forces that
strengthen internal unity — primarily the law and the function of powerful social
leaders as arbitrators — are foregrounded already in Islendingabdk and other
early historiographical texts. This theme is then further developed in the sagas of
Icelanders and the contemporary sagas, where it shapes not only the content of
the texts, but also their structure. The structural patterns of both predominant
narrative types in these sagas, the conflict story and the peaceful chieftain’s story,
are centred around the contrast between violence and reconciliation or aggres-
sion and peacefulness. This contrast accentuates the moral significance of the co-
hesive forces, as well as their continuing presence in Icelandic society. The use of
these narrative types thus enables the sagas to foreground selected aspects of his-
tory without radically distorting the accounts of actual events as they were re-
membered in communicative memory.

The central narrative type in sagas dealing with internal Icelandic relations
is the conflict story, which depicts the development of a conflict from an escala-
tion of violence to a reconciliation, often achieved through the intervention of
mediators. By emphasizing the reconciliation and foregrounding the character
type of the mediator, the conflict story accentuates the social mechanisms that
reinforce or restore order and reflects the cyclical renewal of peace that was an
important social concern in medieval Iceland.

When the memory of historical reality is narrativized in the sagas, the typo-
logical similarities between different conflict stories deepen the meaning of each
saga by creating intertextual connections between sagas describing various peri-
ods of Icelandic history. In sagas dealing with different stages of Iceland’s social
development, the stabilizing forces gradually become increasingly powerful:
anonymous ‘good men’ or local chieftains in the sagas of Icelanders, influential
leaders wielding territorial authority in the contemporary sagas depicting local
conflicts, such as Gudmundar saga dyra, and the king in accounts of extensive
power struggles, mainly Pordar saga kakala. In the latter, the narrative of inter-
nal relations is thus interconnected with the narrative of Iceland’s political con-
tact with the Norwegian monarchy, and the stabilizing function of centralized
power is accentuated. Finally, the last stage of the development is depicted in
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Arna saga biskups, which takes place after Iceland’s formal incorporation into the
kingdom and shows the importance of strong royal rule for internal unity.
Together, these sagas illustrate the dynamic interplay between conflict and
social development. The narratives do not present conflict as an inherently dis-
ruptive social element; they create a more nuanced image, showing both the co-
hesive and destabilizing aspects of conflict. The destructive aspects are presented
as an inevitable but temporary concomitant of social changes: the system must be
partly destabilized during its transformation. On the story level, the disruptive
forces are primarily depicted as consequences of specific individuals’ character
flaws: excessive aggression, immoderate greed for power, a lack of political pru-
dence, or a tendency to disregard social norms. The task of society, its leaders,
and its institutions is to keep such disruptive individuals under control. The texts
show that on this broader social level, conflict can strengthen the social ties that
uphold various relationships beyond the kin group. Moreover, it can reinforce
the power of capable, righteous leaders and undermine the position of aggressors
or instigators, thus contributing to increased social stability in the long term.
What is most important is that conflicts contribute to a development in
which the stabilizing forces are dynamically adapted to the gradual changes of
the social structure. Concentration of power, which is a natural process in a medi-
eval society, leads to more extensive conflicts but also encourages the evolution
of more advanced methods of conflict resolution and strengthens the authority of
social leaders who can regulate or terminate conflicts. The sum of all the conflict
stories in the sagas, instead of presenting a social disintegration, thus expresses a
positive evaluation of the gradual transformation from decentralized to central-
ized society, although the difficulties of this turbulent process are admitted. The
overall image implies that after the tumultuous period of transformation, social
stability can be not just renewed, but even strengthened by the introduction of
more efficient stabilizing mechanisms, centralized authority, and eventually also
executive power and a hierarchical administrative structure. This emphasis on
the benefits of centralized power is probably a comment on the social reality at
the time of the sagas’ origin, rather than on the events described in the stories.
The other related narrative type, the peaceful chieftain’s story, is inherently
tragic because the protagonist usually fails to dissuade others from aggression
and falls victim to violence despite his efforts at peace. Nevertheless, its emphasis
on the protagonist’s moral integrity foregrounds the positive values that define
medieval Icelandic collective identity. The sagas thus imply that these values con-
tinued to shape Icelandic society even during the difficult period of transforma-
tion, not just in terms of individual morality, but also of social integrity.
In the Sturlunga compilation, the importance of this narrative type is empha-
sized by the typological similarity between the peaceful chieftains’ stories in
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Sturlu saga, Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar, the story of bordr Sturluson in Islen-
dinga saga, the second half of Porgils saga skarda, and the final section of Gizurr
borvaldsson’s story. Due to these parallels, stories about different periods of Ice-
landic history can be interpreted in the context of each other, so they can con-
struct meaning without the necessity of employing more direct interpretative
devices. For instance, Sturlu saga and the story of bordr Sturluson increase the
focus on the cohesive forces by reducing the tragic aspects of the narrative type;
this modification can only be understood in comparison with other similar sto-
ries. In the Sturlunga saga redaction of Hrafns saga, intertextual connections
with other typologically similar stories in the compilation replace the evaluative
function of the original introduction of the separate version.

Furthermore, such typological connections allow the discourse to construct
meanings that transcend the historical significance of individual stories. Together,
the sagas representing this narrative type illustrate the evolution of Icelandic politi-
cal leaders from the peaceful but individualistic and excessively ambitious Sturla
bdrdarson the elder to Porgils Bodvarsson, who values social cohesion above his
personal ambition, and Gizurr Porvaldsson, whose portrayal contains features of
rex iustus. This development is not presented as a loss of the original values; peace-
fulness and moderation remain essential but are complemented by a new set of val-
ues, derived from the newly introduced royal ideology. The sum of the peaceful
chieftains’ stories, despite their inherently tragic tone, thus presents a positive eval-
uation of the social transformation and a model of desirable behaviour that counter-
balances the accounts of increased violence and instability during the Sturlung Age.

Through the use of the narrative types discussed here, the sagas could signifi-
cantly shape the memory of the recent past by accentuating particular themes.
These thematic emphases were probably also the reason why certain local events,
such as the conflicts described in Gudmundar saga dyra, Svinfellinga saga, or
Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar, were integrated into cultural memory, although
they cannot be deemed crucial for the overall historical development of Icelandic
society. Many more comparable stories of individual events and persons must
have existed in communicative memory, but they were forgotten — probably not
because they were not ‘good stories’, but rather because they were considered
less suitable for the creation of narratives that could construct collective identity.

The narratives that were selected to be remembered not only recorded the
past, but also connected the past with their own present. The thirteenth- and four-
teenth-century Icelanders could identify with the values that are foregrounded in
the sagas and perceive them as a counterweight to the less positive aspects of their
society and its history. They could appreciate the strong elements of continuity
alongside the elements of change, the beneficial aspects of power concentration,
and the complex connections between political conflicts and social development.
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Thus, contrary to the common scholarly perception of the contemporary sagas as
images of a moral decline and social breakdown, the present analysis has shown
that the image of the past constructed in the sagas could be accepted by medieval
Icelanders as a source of a positive self-image.

7.3 Continuity and contact: Iceland and Norway

Apart from its focus on the internal social development, the immanent narrative
of Icelandic history from the settlement to the fourteenth century also deals with
the relationship between Iceland and Norway. It has been argued here that this
relationship is not primarily presented as an opposition, but rather as a cultural,
social, and political relatedness, which nevertheless does not contradict Icelandic
individuality. Contact with Norway plays a crucial role in all the central events of
this narrative: the settlement, the conversion, and the acceptance of royal rule.
However, although these events can be understood as results of crises, their
narrative accounts do not predominantly show Icelanders being passively sub-
jected to external pressure. Quite the opposite, they accentuate their active initia-
tive in these historically important decisions and in different types of contact with
the Norwegian kings. This emphasis is shared by the depictions of the settlement,
the conversion, and the early Icelanders’ visits to the Norwegian royal court in the
early historiographical texts and the sagas and peettir of Icelanders, as well as the
contemporary sagas, which describe the formation of direct political contacts be-
tween Icelandic elites and the Norwegian monarchy.

The contemporary sagas show that during the Sturlung Age, the Icelanders’
contact with the Norwegian royal court changed from adventurous journeys un-
dertaken by young ambitious men into the chieftains’ effort to gain the Norwe-
gian rulers’ direct support in their power struggles. This eventually led to the
acceptance of royal rule, which strengthened the state institutions and introduced
centralized executive power. This development was a historical fact, but its per-
ception was open to interpretation. Iceland’s incorporation into the Norwegian
kingdom could have been presented as a tragic loss of independence or as a pas-
sive submission to a foreign monarch if the Icelanders of the following decades
had wished it to be remembered that way. Instead, however, the narratives em-
phasize the Icelanders’ active interest in establishing political contact with the
monarchy, and this process is portrayed as Iceland’s integration into Scandina-
vian social structures.

This integration is not depicted as the Icelanders’ loss of their individuality,
but it may have motivated a redefinition of this individuality through the narra-
tivization of stories that could serve as sources of collective identity. The present
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study has shown that the main concern pervading these narratives is not the
question of political independence, but rather the Icelanders’ increased aware-
ness of their marginality within the North, both in geographical, economic, and
social terms. Thus, another central theme of the contemporary sagas, alongside
the Icelanders’ active approach to political contact, is the deconstruction of Ice-
land’s cultural and social marginality — as the geographical and economic aspects
could not be changed.

These themes are reflected in the narrative types that shape the presentation
of contact between Iceland and Norway and create a thematic continuity in the
immanent narrative of Icelandic history. The travel story, the royal retainer’s
story, and the court poet’s story are all inherently optimistic and share a similar
structure and meaning. They express a generally positive evaluation of the Ice-
landers’ relationship with the Norwegian monarchy, foreground the protagonists’
active effort to increase their prestige by demonstrating their skills and qualities
during their journeys abroad, and construct an image of Iceland’s equality within
the Norse cultural region. In some contemporary sagas, they are combined with
primarily tragic narrative types, such as the outlaw’s story or the jarl’s story, but
even then, their optimistic elements either reduce or counterbalance the tragic
aspects and thus modify the saga’s meaning.

The central narrative type in the portrayal of contact between Iceland and Nor-
way is the travel story, which depicts the protagonist’s transition from estrange-
ment to acceptance. The initial alienation is based on cultural stereotypes, which
are related to regional, rather than national identity — Norwegians and Icelanders
are regarded respectively as central and peripheral members of the same group. At
first, the Norwegians deem the Icelandic traveller primitive due to his poverty and
lack of courtly manners, but he eventually disproves such assumptions by demon-
strating his cleverness, eloquence, courage, and integrity. The travel story thus re-
veals the Icelanders’ insecurities but shows that they can be overcome. As the
conflict that develops after the Icelander’s arrival in Norway typically ends with a
reconciliation, the story inherently expresses a positive attitude to the relationship
between Icelanders and the monarchy despite possible initial disagreements.

The focus on these themes connects the ttanferdar peettir from the kings’
sagas of the distant past, the travel stories in the sagas of the twelfth-century Ice-
landic saintly bishops, Arons saga Hjérleifssonar, which deals with the beginning
of the Sturlung Age, and the story of the fourteenth-century bishop Larentius
Kaélfsson. These narratives can receive additional meaning through being inter-
preted in the context of each other: the sum of all the travel stories, interlinked in
cultural memory by their narrative type, emphasizes the continuing significance
of deconstructing the Icelanders’ position as outsiders in their contact with the
monarchy.
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The emphasis on the positive aspects of royal rule is even stronger in the
royal retainer’s story, which also presents a more confident image of the Ice-
lander than the travel story. Instead of highlighting his initial marginality in Nor-
way, it accentuates the development of his personality during his stay at the royal
court. It shows how his ferocity and courage gain a meaningful purpose in his
service to the monarch, so he is transformed from a disruptive aggressor into a
protector of order. This can be understood as a figurative image of Iceland’s
transformation from a feuding society into a state where order is upheld by cen-
tralized rule. The narrative type presents allegiance to the monarch as a chief
value but clearly marks the difference between active loyalty and passive subor-
dination by highlighting the Icelander’s voluntary decision to serve the king, mo-
tivated by the prestige and unity of the royal retinue. This can be interpreted as a
comment on Iceland’s integration into the Norwegian kingdom: the protagonist’s
voluntary service to the monarch can represent the Icelanders’ active decision to
accept royal rule, motivated by the benefits of centralized executive power.

The narrative type of the royal retainer’s story connects some sagas of the
distant past, such as Fdstbreedra saga, with the story of the twelfth-century broth-
ers in Prestssaga Gudmundar géda, as well as Porgils saga skarda, dealing with
the thirteenth century. Nevertheless, while the former two instances share an
ending featuring the retainer’s heroic death in battle alongside the monarch, this
element is modified in Porgils saga, where the royal retainer’s story is combined
with the peaceful chieftain’s story. Instead of fighting on the king’s behalf, borgils
proves his courage in extinguishing a fire, and armed clashes with his opponent
in Norway are averted with the help of the king’s authority. As a royal represen-
tative in Iceland, he puts the community’s interests before his ambition and
actively attempts to reduce violence in conflicts. The character development de-
picted in Porgils saga thus takes the retainer’s transformation, which is central to
this narrative type, one step further. The saga, together with a similar description
of personal development in the story of Gizurr Porvaldsson, can therefore be re-
garded as a culmination of the narrative image of Iceland’s evolution from con-
stant rivalry between aggressive chieftains to centralized rule in the hands of
peaceful royal representatives, whose collective allegiance to the monarch unites
the realm despite individual disagreements.

Finally, the most confident portrayal of the Icelander is presented in the
court poet’s story, which foregrounds the skald’s cleverness and eloquence, active
approach to forming a relationship with the monarch, and special privileges in
this relationship. The skald enters a king’s service on his own initiative because
he wishes to make full use of his abilities — both poetic and diplomatic. He can
speak to the king more openly than anyone else and often uses his rhetorical
skills to terminate conflicts. On a figurative level, the court poet’s story can be
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perceived as an image of how the Icelanders envisioned their ideal relationship
with the monarchy. In this sense, the skald can embody the whole Icelandic soci-
ety and its active role in establishing a direct political connection with the Norwe-
gian kingdom.

This narrative type shapes the stories of Snorri Sturluson and Sturla bérdar-
son the younger, which are thus typologically interconnected with the court
poets’ stories about the Saga Age. It has been argued here that these sections of
Sturlunga saga are not likely to show any considerable political importance of po-
etry in the historical reality of the thirteenth century. When Snorri and Sturla
composed skaldic poems, they probably imitated old cultural traditions that were
no longer politically significant; the structural pattern of the court poet’s story in
the narrative accounts of their lives mainly has an interpretative and evaluative
function. The two Sturlungar were presumably known in communicative mem-
ory for their ambiguous relationships with the kings, involving both an active po-
litical contact and a serious conflict. Their stories could therefore be interpreted
by accentuating one of these elements and suppressing the other in the narrative.
Snorri’s unlucky end and Sturla’s involuntary journey to the royal court could
have served as a basis for a narrative of Iceland’s opposition to the Norwegian
monarchy if such an interpretation had been dominant or preferred. Instead, the
narrative type that was chosen is the one that inherently expresses the most posi-
tive attitude to the monarchy. It is hardly a coincidence that — at least in one of
the redactions of Sturlunga saga — this narrative type shapes the stories that con-
stitute the very beginning and end of the account of Iceland’s political integration
into the Norwegian kingdom. Its structural pattern thus serves as an interpreta-
tive framework of this whole narrative.

All these narrative types contributed to the construction of collective identity
by interpreting the stories, and they probably even motivated the narrativization
and writing down of some of them. For instance, the importance of the travel story
for the interpretation of history was possibly the reason why the stories of Ingi-
mundr bPorgeirsson or Aron Hjorleifsson were not gradually forgotten. They were
culturally significant because of the protagonists’ function as identity bearers, al-
though their political importance could not compare with that of the social leaders
who played a central role in the decisive historical events of their time.

Furthermore, the way of narrating the events accentuates the aspects that
are significant for the meaning of the stories, although the storylines — especially
in the contemporary sagas — are determined by historical facts. For example, Por-
gils Bodvarsson may have been known in communicative memory for his ferocity
in his youth and the contrasting peacefulness in his later years. His early reckless-
ness could have been suppressed in the narrative if the purpose had been to pres-
ent an idealized image of Porgils as an individual person. Instead, it has been
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emphasized, because it is an important component of the narrative type of the
royal retainer’s story, which is combined with the peaceful chieftain’s story to
construct an account of borgils’s life as a figurative image of the development of
Icelandic society.

In other instances, the same historical person can be interpreted differently
in different texts, as in the case of Péror Sighvatsson in Pdérdar saga kakala and
Svinfellinga saga or Gizurr borvaldsson in Sturlunga saga and Hdkonar saga. It
would be a misleading simplification to ascribe these differences to the authors’
personal bias or to automatically regard such accounts as essentially untrue. As
has been shown here, the individuals’ images in communicative memory may
have contained heterogenous elements, and the particular interpretative choices
were motivated by the persons’ roles as different character types in the individ-
ual sagas. It is the character types, rather than the portrayals of individuals,
which are important for a deeper interpretation of history that can serve as a
source of collective identity.

In this context, it is significant that all the predominant character types in the
narrative accounts of contact between Iceland and Norway are Icelanders who
seek social prestige abroad and proudly demonstrate the qualities that the medie-
val Icelanders probably wished to attribute to themselves collectively: courage,
integrity, cleverness, eloquence, decisiveness, and determination that borders on
fierceness but can be useful if it is given a purpose. Each story presents a protago-
nist whose contact with Norway refines his behaviour and fully develops the
qualities that he already possesses. The sum of all the stories can then figuratively
express the idea that the whole Icelandic society can be integrated into Scandina-
vian social structures without losing its identity, and that it can be appreciated
for its own individual qualities, which can be refined and developed through con-
tact with other environments. The overall narrative is thus not a story of losing
independence but of overcoming marginality.

7.4 Memory and identity

When historiographical texts are perceived as narratives that construct identity
through presenting a specific memory of the past, it must be kept in mind that
the relationship between memory and identity goes both ways — identity is sus-
tained by remembering, and what is remembered is determined by the present
identity. The narratives of medieval Icelandic history — not only of the recent
past, but of the whole period from the settlement to the fourteenth century — can
therefore reveal the predominant aspects of collective identity at the time of the
texts’ origin. As has been pointed out here, the main concern seems to have been
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the Icelanders’ awareness of their own marginality within the Norse and Chris-
tian cultural region, as they showed increasing interest in their position and repu-
tation in international relations. Apart from the broad themes associated with the
individual narrative types, this concern is also reflected in various subtler motifs
that are shared by multiple narratives of Icelandic history.

The first of these motifs is a focus on the Icelanders’ noble ancestry. Texts
including Islendingabdk, Landndmabdk, many sagas of Icelanders, or Geirmundar
bdttr in Sturlunga saga foreground the settlers’ origin from influential and hon-
ourable families, or even royal families. In the contemporary sagas, some of the
later Icelandic social leaders are also presented as kinsmen of the Norwegian
kings: Jon Loptsson is said to be related to the kings through his mother’s royal
ancestry, and Gizurr borvaldsson is referred to as Hikon Hakonarson’s kinsman
(freendi) due to his mother’s descent from Jon Loptsson. This emphasis on aristo-
cratic origin possibly served a double purpose in collective memory. Firstly, it
was certainly intended to corroborate the prestige of the individual leading fami-
lies, so it could function as a tool in the competition for power in the thirteenth
century. Secondly, it probably transcended this individual significance and con-
tributed to a more confident collective self-image of Icelandic society as a whole.
These functions are not mutually exclusive and may have existed alongside each
other, while the latter function presumably gradually became dominant as the
stories were transformed from communicative to cultural memory.

Significantly, this focus on nobility is not limited to ancestry. Even more em-
phasis is placed on the noble, almost royal personal qualities ascribed to Icelandic
social leaders, including those who are not related to royal families. Saga charac-
ters like Snorri godi or Njall borgeirsson are portrayed as chieftains who enjoy
natural authority, respect, and esteem because of their wisdom, knowledge of the
law, and ability to make decisions that benefit the entire community. Similarly,
Bishop Gizurr Isleifsson is presented in Islendingabék and Kristni saga not only
as an important ecclesiastical dignitary, but also as a popular and respected
leader who can unify society and prevent discord; in Hungrvaka he is even com-
pared to a king.

Such portrayals of social leaders are then further developed in the contempo-
rary sagas, with a gradually increasing emphasis on the royal ideal of rex iustus.
Jon Loptsson is portrayed as a respected arbitrator who plays a central role in
upholding justice and peace. The same element of the royal ideal shapes the de-
piction of Pérdr Sturluson, in which it is accentuated by the accounts of bérdr
being almost miraculously protected from violence and by the emphasis on his
peaceful death. Similarly, the portrayal of borgils Bédvarsson presents an ideally
balanced combination of courage and peacefulness, together with magnanimity
towards his opponents. These qualities make him an almost kingly character, and
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the magnificence of his personality is accentuated by hagiographic motifs in the
description of his death. Even more striking elements of the ideal of rex iustus
characterize the latter section of Gizurr borvaldsson’s portrayal in Sturlunga
saga, which completes the image of Icelandic chieftains as European-style aristo-
crats. This gradually increasing emphasis on the ideal of rex iustus mirrors the
evolution of royal and aristocratic ideals in the Norse cultural region, while the
focus on the existence of such ideals in Iceland remains constant. It expresses the
idea that the kingless Iceland is not inferior to the European kingdoms. This is,
however, not presented in the sources as an anti-monarchic tendency, but rather
as a deconstruction of Iceland’s marginality.

Apart from this emphasis on the chieftains’ noble qualities manifested in
their behaviour in Iceland, the texts are rich in accounts of Icelanders receiving
prestige and appreciation abroad. This can apply to skalds, such as Sighvatr b6ro-
arson or Snorri Sturluson, fighters, such as the protagonists of Féstbredra saga
or Ari borgeirsson, or even lower-class travellers in the utanferdar peettir or
Arons saga Hjorleifssonar. International acclaim is also important in the por-
trayal of Icelandic clerics: Bishop Gizurr Isleifsson in Hungrvaka, the saintly bish-
ops in Porldks saga and Jons saga, the priest Ingimundr borgeirsson, or Larentius
Kélfsson. Prestige is often connected with allegiance to the monarch, which is not
presented as a loss of freedom, but rather as an increase of esteem — as in the
stories of bormddr in Fostbredra saga, Ari borgeirsson, Aron Hjorleifsson, or bor-
gils Bodvarsson. The image of the Icelanders’ marginality is further deconstructed
by an emphasis on their important roles in Norwegian secular and ecclesiastical
politics, both before Iceland’s official incorporation into the kingdom, as in the
case of Snorri Sturluson, and after, as in the case of Larentius Kalfsson. The simi-
larities between the secular contemporary sagas and the bishops’ sagas in the
presentation of this theme corroborate its crucial role in the construction of col-
lective identity.

In the ecclesiastical biographies specifically, this theme is further developed
by their focus on the local bishops’ role in incorporating Iceland into the Christian
cultural region. Already in the narrative portrayals of the earliest Icelandic bish-
ops, the emphasis on their clerical virtues and spiritual excellence expresses the
idea that Iceland, despite its peripheral position in the Christian world, is not spir-
itually inferior to the more central Christian countries. This deconstruction of Ice-
land’s spiritual marginality is then deepened in the hagiographic sagas of the
Icelandic saintly bishops, in particular borldks saga and Jons saga, which incorpo-
rate Iceland into Christian history by creating parallels between local Icelandic
saints and the foreign saints portrayed in Latin hagiographies. In the later bish-
ops’ sagas, these native saints are then presented both as a source of their succes-
sors’ authority and as embodiments of Iceland’s spiritual equality within the
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Christian cultural region. This motif gradually evolves from an emphasis on Ice-
land’s spiritual excellence in the context of the Norwegian-Icelandic realm to an
increased focus on Iceland’s position within the broader Christian world. Such a
development probably reflects the Icelanders’ growing interest in constructing
their identity within a broader international framework, which was presumably
a result of their integration into a larger political unit.

All these components of medieval Icelandic collective identity are significant
elements of continuity between the early historiographical texts, the sagas and
beettir of Icelanders, the contemporary sagas, and the bishops’ sagas. At the same
time, some degree of development can be seen in the conceptualization of the in-
dividual aspects: there is a growing emphasis on the royal ideal of rex iustus in
the portrayals of Icelandic chieftains, the political aspects become increasingly
important in the depictions of their contact with the royal court, and the saintly
bishops’ position of equality among the European saints is more and more di-
rectly foregrounded. This evolution does not, however, negate the meaning of
these components of identity, it rather adds new layers of meaning to the origi-
nal ones.

A similar continuity can also be perceived on the broadest level of collective
identity that is reflected in the narratives, as the various layers of identity are all
retained throughout the different texts. The sources show that the medieval Ice-
landers defined their identity socially, geographically, and culturally on several
levels that existed parallelly and their relative importance could vary depending
on the situation and the context. Social identity defined each person as a member
of a kin group, a network of alliances and patron-client relationships, a social
class, and a community sharing the same law and social norms. Geographically,
every Icelander belonged to a certain district, region, quarter, Iceland as a whole,
and the Nordic area as a whole. Culturally, Icelanders identified as Christians and
as inhabitants of the Norse cultural region with its language and history. These
cultural elements were shared with Norway, but Iceland also had its individual
history and cultural identity with its own narrative traditions. All these layers of
identity were constantly reformulated in the narratives of the past, but all in all,
they remained the same from the twelfth to the fourteenth century. When new
elements of identity were added due to Iceland’s increased contact with the Nor-
wegian kingdom, they did not disrupt, suppress, contradict, or replace the exist-
ing ones but coexisted with them.

All the aspects that have been discussed here show that the texts in which the
medieval Icelanders depicted their past can be interpreted together as a coherent
narrative of Icelandic history from the settlement to the fourteenth century. This
narrative does not deny the social development that took place throughout the cen-
turies, but it accentuates the themes and values that continued to define medieval
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Icelandic collective identity. As such, it presents a past that explains the origin of
the present and answers the essential questions of what unites the Icelanders and
makes them unique and how they relate to the rest of the Norse, European, and
Christian cultural region. It has been argued here that this function of the imma-
nent narrative may have been decisive for the selection of what would be remem-
bered and how it would be narrativized. Some aspects of this process have not
received as much attention in the present analysis as they would deserve, so I hope
that this study will contribute to an increased interest in this topic and encourage
the search for answers that fall beyond its scope.
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