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Abstrakt

Studie je zamé&fena na staroseverské ,,sagy o soucasnosti (tzn. texty zapsané s malym ¢asovym
odstupem od udalosti dvanéctého a tfinactého stoleti, které jsou v nich zaznamenany) a vybrané
sagy o biskupech jakozto obrazy islandské identity a vztahu Island’anii k jinym zemim,
predevsim k Norsku, ve tfinactém a Ctrnactém stoleti. Soustfedi se na rozbor roli a vyznamut
ruznych nositeld identity zobrazenych v téchto pramenech — islandskych lokélnich aristokratii,
kralovskych zmocnéncti, cirkevnich hodnostaii a svatych biskupt. Pfistup k pramentim se
zakladd na analyze procest pretvareni nedavnych dé&jinnych udélosti v narativni diskurs,
v némz jsou tyto udalosti propojeny se vzdalenéjsi minulosti, kterd utvarela kulturni pamét’
sttedovekych Island’anti. V ramci diskursu se udalosti samotné stavaji soucasti kulturni paméti
dané spoleCnosti a ziskdvaji nové vrstvy vyznamu, které nejsou v historickych faktech
inherentné obsaZeny, nybrzZ vychazeji z jejich kontextualizace. Studie ukazuje, jak narativizace
neddvnych uddlosti a jejich zaclenéni do kulturni paméti vytvareji smysluplny vztah mezi
minulosti a pfitomnosti.

Cilem studie je ukazat, jak narativni prameny odraZzeji vnimani nedavné minulosti na
Islandu tfinactého a Ctrnactého stoleti a jak hodnoti rizné prvky kontinuity a vyvoje v oblasti
politického systému a vztahi k jinym zemim. V prvni fadé¢ nam prameny poskytuji vhled do
postoje stiedoveké islandské spole¢nosti k vyvoji vnitinich vztahi, ktery zahrnoval postupnou
centralizaci moci a pomérné vyrazné zmény Vv politické struktufe spolecnosti. Dale texty
zobrazuji pozvolné zmény rozsahu a podoby kontaktu mezi sttedovékym Islandem a Norskem.
Na politick¢é urovni doslo k propojeni mocenskych struktur obou zemi prostiednictvim
spojenectvi a spolupréce; toto propojeni nakonec vyustilo ve formalni piijeti norské kralovské
vlady v roce 1262. Na spolecenské urovni tento vyvoj postupné rozsifoval horizont, v jehoz
ramci sttedovéci Island’ané utvareli svou identitu, protoZe na jejich vnimani vlastni identity mél
vzrustajici vliv jejich vztah k evropskému spoledenskému prostoru. Zadna z téchto zmén viak
nebyla nahla ani okamzita — jednalo se o dlouhodobé, pozvolné procesy. Studie klade dliraz na
rovnovahu mezi vyvojem a kontinuitou v islandské spolecnosti v dob€ ustanoveni unie mezi
Islandem a Norskem a v predchézejicich i1 nasledujicich desetiletich.

Kli¢ova slova

staroseverska literatura, staroseverské sagy, sagy o soucasnosti, sagy o biskupech, Sdga o
Sturlunzich, narativita, horizont ocekavani, kulturni d€jiny, kulturni pamét’, identita



Abstract

The study is focused on the Old Norse “contemporary sagas” (texts composed with a short time
distance from the events of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries that are recorded in them) and
some of the bishops’ sagas as images of the thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Icelanders’
identity and their relationship to other lands, especially Norway. It aims at analysing the roles
and meanings of various identity bearers portrayed in these sources — chieftains, royal
representatives, ecclesiastical dignitaries, and saintly bishops. The approach to the sources is
based on an analysis of how recent historical events were transformed into a narrative discourse,
in which they were connected to the more distant past that formed the medieval Icelandic
society’s cultural memory. That way, these events themselves became a part of this society’s
cultural memory, and the given historical knowledge was endowed with specific meanings,
which were not inherently present in the knowledge itself, but were based on its
contextualization. The study shows how the narrativization of the recent events and their
integration into the cultural memory creates a meaningful relationship between the past and the
present.

The objective of the study is to show how the narrative sources reflect the society’s
perception of its recent past and of the various elements of continuity and change in the political
system and in the relationships to other lands. Firstly, the sources provide insight into how the
society evaluated its internal development, which included gradual concentration of power and
some considerable changes in the political structure of the society. Secondly, the texts depict
the gradually changing extent and form of contact between medieval Iceland and Norway. On
the political level, the power structures of both lands became interconnected through alliances
and cooperation, which finally led to the formal acceptance of Norwegian royal rule in 1262.
On the social level, this development gradually broadened the horizon within which the
medieval Icelanders constructed their identity, as their perception of their own identity was
increasingly formed by their relationship to the European social space. Neither of these changes
was abrupt or immediate, however — they were long-term, gradual processes. The study
emphasizes the balance between new developments and continuity in the Icelandic society
around the time of the establishment of Iceland’s union with Norway and in the preceding and
following decades.

Keywords

Old Norse literature, Old Norse sagas, contemporary sagas, bishops’ sagas, Sturlunga saga,
narrativity, horizon of expectations, cultural history, cultural memory, identity



Contents

INtrOdUCTION ...t e 10
1. Historical context: Internal and external power relations ................ccoeeiiiiiiiiiinnn... 13
1. 1. Conflict and power in medieval Europe and Iceland ......................oooiii, 13

1. 2. Power, change, and continuity in the medieval Icelandic society ........................ 14

1. 3. Iceland and the Norwegian kingdom ..............cooiiiiiiiiiii i, 16

1. 4. Iceland as a part of the Norwegian kingdom .................ooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii 18

1. 4. 1. The integration of Iceland into the Norwegian kingdom ............................. 18
1.4, 2. The S1a0amal ..........coooine e 19

1. 4. 3. The political development before Norway’s union with Sweden in 1319 ......... 20
1.4. 4. Personal union with Sweden ... 22

1. 5. Similarity and SPecifiCity .........o.oiiiiiiii i 23

B TR I 0 T £« 23

2. Methodological concerns:

Medieval literature and modern theories of narrative and memory ..................ccoevvnennnn 31
2. 1. Narrative discourse as @a MediUm ..........oooviiuiiiiiiii e 31
2.2.Sagas and cultural MEMOTY ... .. ..o.iiuiiiiii i 33
2. 3. The horizon of expectations and the narrative types of sagas ..........c..ccoeveeeininn 36
2.4. The history of 1es€arch ............oouiiiii i 40

2.4. 1. Icelanders and the concept of independence ................cooviiiiiiiiiiiiinn... 40
2. 4. 2. Medieval notions of identity and nationality ...............ccoooeiiiiiiiiiiiinnn, 41
2. 4. 3. Medieval Icelandic identity and the “cultural myths” ......................o.o. 44
2. 4. 4. The narratives of Icelandic social development as an object of study ............. 48

3. The Sturlung Age: Interpretations and 1d€as .............ccooeiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e, 53
3. 1. The Sturlungs and the pOwer Game ............cooeiiiiiiiiiiii e, 53
3. 2. Icelanders as a force in the Norwegian power struggle ..................cooiiiiii.. 56

4. Narrative types and Icelandic identity in the depictions of internal relations ................. 67
4. 1. The MEIAtOr . ....o e 67

4. 1. 1. The narrative type of the conflict story and the importance of reconciliation ..... 67

4. 1. 2. Porgils saga ok Haflioa: Troublemakers and peacemakers ......................... 70
4. 1. 3. Guomundar saga dyra: An influential leader as a mediator ......................... 73
4. 1. 4. Svinfellinga saga: Troublemakers and peacemakers once more .................... 74

4.2. Thepeaceful chieftain ............ooiiiiiiiii e, 78



4. 2. 1. The narrative type of the peaceful chieftain’s story ...............cccoooiiiiiiii 78

4. 2. 2. Sturlu saga: The moral and political superiority of the peaceful chieftain ........ 79
4. 2. 3. Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar: The typical narrative of the peaceful chieftain...81
4.2. 4. [slendinga saga: Pordr Sturluson as the perfect peaceful chieftain ................. 84
4.2.5. Islendinga saga: Sturla Sighvatsson and Gizurr Porvaldsson as fighters .......... 87

4. 3. Conclusion: Mediators and peaceful chieftains, cultural memory,
and Icelandic 1dentity ........ouiiniii e 92

5. Narrative types and Icelandic identity in the depictions of contact

between Iceland and NOTWAY ........oiiiiiiii i e 97

5. 1. Ari borgeirsson: The jarl’s sword and shield ..................cooiiiiiiii 98
5. 1. 1. The narrative type of the royal retainer’s Story .............ccooeiiiiiiiiiiiinnan.. 98
5. 1. 2. borvardr and Ari borgeirsson as ideal royal retainers ...................cooeeieien.. 99
5. 1. 3. The royal retainer’s story, cultural memory, and Icelandic identity .............. 100
5. 2. Ingimundr Porgeirsson: The traveller ..., 101
5.2. 1. The narrative type of the traveller’s Story ..., 101
5.2.2. Ingimundr Porgeirsson’s travel Story ...........ocoiiiiiiiiiiiii e 102
5.2. 3. The traveller’s story, cultural memory, and Icelandic identity ..................... 103
5. 3. Aron Hjorleifsson: The outlaw ............ooiiiiiiiiiiii e, 104
5.3. 1. The narrative type of the outlaw’s Story .........ccoooviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii, 104
5.3.2. Aron Hjorleifsson’s escape and JOUINEY ..........o.euevuiiieinineiniiinniniennenenn.. 104
5. 3. 3. The outlaw’s story, cultural memory, and Icelandic identity ....................... 108
5. 4. Snorri Sturluson: The court POt ........ooiuiiiiiiiii i 109
5.4. 1. The narrative type of the court poet’s StOry .........c.cooeviiiiiiiiiiiiiniene. 109

5.4.2. Snorri Sturluson’s journey to Norway
and the narrative type of the court poet’s story ..........cooeviiiiiiiiiiiiiiii.. 112

5. 4. 3. Snorri Sturluson’s alliance with Skali Bardarson

and the narrative type of the Jarl’s Story ........ooviiiiiii i 117

5. 4. 4. The court poet’s story, cultural memory, and Icelandic identity .................. 119
5. 5. boror kakali Sighvatsson: The fighter ..., 120
5. 5. 1. The conflict story and the character types of the fighter and the mediator ........ 120
5. 5. 2. The conflict story and Pordr Sighvatsson’s fight for power ......................... 121
5.5.3. Thekingas amediator ............oviiiiiiniiitii e 122
5. 5. 4. The fighter’s story, cultural memory, and Icelandic identity ...................... 128

5. 6. borgils skardi Bodvarsson: The royal retainer ..............c.coviieiiiiiiiiiiiinnnn. 129



5. 6. 1. The royal retainer’s story and Porgils at the royal court ........................... 130
5. 6. 2. The peaceful chieftain’s story and Porgils as a royal representative in Iceland ... 134

5. 6. 3. The royal retainer’s story and the peaceful chieftain’s story, cultural memory,

and Icelandic 1dentity ........oouiiiiii e 142
5.7. Gizurr borvaldsson: Thejarl ..., 143
5.7. 1. The jarl’s story and the ideal of rex iustus ............ccooviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinn. 143
5.7. 2. The end of the Sturlung Age and the character type of rex iustus ................. 145
5. 7. 3. The union with Norway and the character type of the jarl ......................... 150
5.7. 4. The jarl’s story, cultural memory, and Icelandic identity ........................... 156
5. 8. Sturla Pérdarson: The last skald ..o 157

5. 8. 1. Sturla Pordarson: a national hero, a traitor, or a typical Icelandic chieftain? .... 157

5. 8. 2. The royal official Sturla Po6rdarson and the cultural myth of the court poet ...... 161
5. 8. 3. The story of “the last skald”, cultural memory, and Icelandic identity ........... 163
5.9. Arni Porlaksson: The POlItiCIAN ..............oeiueeeeei e 163
5.9. 1. Arna saga biskups as a conflict story and the king’s role as a mediator ........... 164
5.9.2. The meaning of Arna saga in cultural MEMOTY .............cc.cevuviiiuiiiiieiin, 169
5. 10. Larentius Kalfsson: The loyal cleric .............ooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e, 170
5.10. 1. Larentius saga as a travel STOTY ........oviiiniiitiitiit et i i eeeaeane 170
5.10. 2. The meaning of Larentius saga in cultural memory ....................cooein.n. 172
5. 11. Conclusion: Narrative types and Icelandic identity ..............c..oooiiiiiiin, 173
6. Icelandic saints and 1deNtity ........ooeiiiiiiiii e 178
6. 1. The bishops as identity bearers ............covviiiviiiiii i 178
6. 1. 1. Early Icelandic bishops as spiritual and social leaders .............................. 178
6. 1. 2. Identity and politics in the sagas of Iceland’s first saintly bishops ................ 181
6. 1. 3. Saint Porlékr in Arna saga and the cultural myth of the “national saint” ........ 188
6. 1. 4. Icelandic saints in LArentius SAGQA ...........oouueeueeiniieieeiieaieaieeiieeanenns 191
6. 1. 5. Icelandic saints in Guomundar sogur biskups ................ccccvviiiiiiiiininnn... 193
6. 2. Language and the perception of identity in Iceland ..........cccoceviininiiniiniininicnnn, 196
6. 3. Conclusion: Individuality and integration .................coiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e, 199
T CONCIUSION . utitttt e e e 201
7. 1. Change and CONtINUILY ......ooiuiiinitit it e e e e e aeas 201
7. 2. The contemporary sagas and cultural memory ...............cooooiiiiiiiiiiiiininnan 203
7. 3. The narrative types and identity ............ooiieiiiiiiiiiiii e 207

Bibliography . ... e 210



List of abbreviations

DI = Diplomatarium Islandicum
HS = Hakonar saga Hakonarsonar
IS = Islendinga saga

JS = Jons saga helga

NGL = Norges gamle love

bS = Porlaks saga helga



INTRODUCTION

The medieval Icelandic society differed from most other medieval European societies in two
respects: it had a historically documented beginning, and it was not ruled by a monarch. These
aspects undeniably contributed to some degree of political and cultural specificity, but they
have often been overestimated in modern research or associated with misleading ideas of
Iceland as a strikingly different political unit aiming at independence even at the cost of
isolation. The objective of the present study is to re-evaluate the social and political
development in twelfth- to fourteenth-century Iceland, as documented in contemporary
narrative sources, which reflect the medieval Icelanders’ own memory of the important events
and their causes, consequences, and meanings.

The political and social relations in Iceland did not remain unchanged from the settlement
to the fourteenth century, and this transformation has been the subject of ongoing scholarly
debate, which has mainly focused on change and paid little attention to the substantial elements
of continuity. The predominant opinion has been that the changes that the Icelandic society
underwent in the thirteenth century were caused by external interventions, which disrupted the
existing social system and abruptly replaced it with a markedly different system. Power
concentration was, however, a natural aspect of the political development of all medieval
European societies, and the changes that took place in Iceland were neither abrupt nor caused
by insensitive external interventions. Instead, the transformation was a gradual process that
stemmed from the nature of the internal power system and involved the local structures, the
secular leaders, as well as the ecclesiastical institutions. This development finally led to the
acceptance of Norwegian royal rule in 1262, which provided the Icelandic political system with
some important elements that it had previously lacked — centralized executive power and a
unifying central authority. This was a significant change in the political and social structure in
Iceland, but many elements of the old system were retained, or they were reformed only slowly
and gradually. The establishment of the union between Iceland and Norway should therefore
be perceived as a step in a process of development, rather than as a breakdown of the existing
system and its abrupt replacement by a different system. It is also anachronistic to assess the
union in terms of the modern concepts of national identity, with their focus on political
independence, as such concepts are not documented in the sources.

The most significant sources available for the research of medieval Icelandic social
development are the contemporary sagas (samtidarségur), both the secular ones and the
bishops’ sagas. They are texts dealing with Icelandic history from the twelfth to the fourteenth
century and written relatively shortly after the events depicted in them took place. The sagas
not only record the events, but also reflect how the society perceived, or wished to perceive, its
past and present. A detailed analysis of the contemporary sagas can therefore show how
complex and multifaceted the relationship between Iceland and Norway was at the time around
the establishment of the union, and it can reveal a nuanced image of the Icelanders’ attitude to
royal power. Ulfar Bragason is certainly right when he states that the contemporary sagas deal
with the legitimization, use, and misuse of power (Ulfar Bragason 2010, 241), but the present
study is intended to show that they also deal with broader and more abstract themes associated
with identity and with the medieval Icelanders’ relationship to the rest of the world. It will be
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shown here that Icelandic identity always developed in relation to Norway, and that it included
elements of both individuation and integration.

There is no doubt that the factors that influenced the forming of Icelandic identity changed
from the twelfth century, when the first extant written records of Icelandic history were created,
to the second half of the fourteenth century, when the latest relevant narrative sources were
produced. The turmoil of the thirteenth century and the union with Norway certainly influenced
the Icelanders’ perception of their identity, but not necessarily in a negative way. The present
analysis is based on the hypothesis that the intensified contact with Norway in the thirteenth
and fourteenth centuries broadened the Icelanders’ cultural, social, and political horizons, as
Iceland became a part of Scandinavian and European structures. In such a situation, the
Icelanders’ perception of their identity was increasingly formed by their relationship to the
European social and cultural space. It is argued here, however, that it was not a relationship of
opposition and isolation, but rather one of interaction and integration. Integration does not
contradict individuality, but it motivates a clearer definition of this individuality — a definition
of what makes the given group special and unique in comparison with the other groups that it
interacts with, what it has in common with them, which events from its history have defined
what it has become, and which historical personages can be perceived as the bearers of the
group’s identity. These are also the central questions of the present study.

The study is preceded by a necessary historical introduction and an outline of the origin and
manuscript tradition of the sources. The aim of the historical overview is not to give a full
account of Icelandic and Norwegian medieval history, but rather to outline the themes that are
most relevant for the present study: the gradual process of power centralization in Iceland, the
similarities between Icelandic and Norwegian politics, and the preconditions of the
establishment of the union between Iceland and Norway.

This is followed by a presentation of the theoretical background of the study, which is
based first and foremost on Hayden White’s theory of narrative discourse as a medium that
endows the depicted events with new layers of meaning, and on Jan Assmann’s theory of
cultural memory as knowledge about the past that is related to a concept of identity. A new
methodological contribution by the author of the present study is the theory of narrative types,
which is intended to help to overcome the limitations posed by the generic division of saga
literature, and which is based on the approach to saga literature as cultural memory.

The final section of the introduction presents a more detailed discussion of selected
themes of Icelandic and Norwegian history, based mainly on the primary sources. The central
idea is that Icelandic and Norwegian politics were very closely intertwined already from around
1220, that the process of power concentration took place simultaneously in both lands, and that
the political situation in both lands was determined by rivalry among several contestants for
power. The main focus is the Icelanders’ active and voluntary role in the development of the
connection between Iceland and Norway.

The first chapter of the study focuses on the depiction of internal Icelandic relations in
the contemporary sagas. The central concept is the ideal of the peaceful chieftain, which is a
significant element of the medieval Icelanders’ cultural memory because it highlights
moderation as one of the central values that enable a society with weak central power to
maintain or renew its balance. The narrative type of the peaceful chieftain’s story shows that in
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the cultural memory of medieval Icelanders, even the complicated and bloody thirteenth century
was not regarded as a time of downfall and disintegration, and that it was believed that the
Icelandic society never lost the central values that it could be proud of.

The second chapter deals with narrative depictions of contacts between Iceland and
Norway around the time of the establishment of the union. It shows the various roles that
Icelanders could assume in their relationship with the royal court, and it illustrates the
similarities and differences in the portrayal of each given type in sagas about the distant past
and in the contemporary sagas. The central idea is that Icelanders actively formed and
negotiated their position in the Norwegian-Icelandic social space, and that they were open to
royal power, but refused to be passively subjected to the monarch.

The subject of the third chapter is the literary portrayal of the medieval Icelandic bishops
and saints. The bishops’ sagas are treated not only as sources of ecclesiastical history, but also
as depictions of the social concerns that were current at the time, and as reflections of the
Icelanders’ identity and relationship to the rest of the world. Far from simply being other
contributions to the vast corpus of Old Norse hagiographic literature, the sagas of the native
bishops are regarded here as complex commentaries on Iceland’s position within the world.

Throughout the study, the aim is to appreciate the uniqueness of the medieval Icelandic
narrative sources, but not to overestimate the exceptionality of the medieval Icelandic society,
and to pay equal attention to its similarity to other contemporary societies as to its specificity,
and to its interaction with a broader social and political circle as to its individuality. Continuity
is regarded here as an equally significant element of medieval Icelandic social development as
change, but this continuity did not stand in the way of contact with other societies, forms of
government, and cultural impulses.

12



1. HISTORICAL CONTEXT:
INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL POWER RELATIONS

1. 1. CONFLICT AND POWER IN MEDIEVAL EUROPE AND ICELAND

Although some medieval European societies were characterized by little developed centralized
power, there was no part of Europe without some public authority, however weak, which could
be called on for judgement when necessary. In these societies, an essential concern was the
regulation of violence in internal disputes by mechanisms operated by local social structures.
The public institutions often actually defined themselves as wielding power through the
direction of dispute settlement (Davies and Fouracre 1986, 229).

Legal means of conflict resolution were often successful because the general acceptance
of strict rules of procedure allowed the court to govern the way in which cases ran. The law
court also produced a framework within which the disputing parties could approach each other
as open adversaries in a legal battle witnessed and validated step by step. The key advantage of
legal procedure was the width of support that was potentially available — going to court meant
making a dispute public, and that increased the possibility of gaining support from neighbours,
dependants, and lords, which was available mainly in the public arena (Davies and Fouracre
1986, 218-19, 234-35).

Violence was nevertheless an inevitable aspect of conflicts, but far from being
unrestricted, it followed certain rules set by the local communities, as well as by public power.
Legitimation of violence was a frequent concern of early medieval rulers; whereas some kings
attempted to completely ban violent acts of vengeance, others aimed only at restricting the span
of violence, so that the revenge cycle would not continue endlessly. Royal officials had the
power to decide when vengeance was legitimate, and fines had to be paid through them. The
royal officials’ right to legitimize or forbid violence or to arbitrate was one of the means of
increasing royal control on the local level (Halsall 1999, 15-20). Violence was scarcely the sole
means of dealing with a dispute, it was rather one of the many aspects that every participant of
a conflict had to take into consideration.

The primary purpose of dispute settlement in a society with weak central power was not
justice in an absolute sense, but restoration of peace. Peaceful coexistence was an ideal, but
disputes constituted a part of normal social interaction (Davies and Fouracre 1986, 233).
Furthermore, conflicts should not be regarded as an entirely negative factor in a society with
weak central power. Disputes contributed to processes that promoted social stability, because
the ever-present possibility of violent clashes gave every individual an interest in the
maintenance of social cohesion. Although people were not always involved in conflicts, the
possibility of conflict was always imminent and had to be taken into consideration. Everybody
therefore needed a group of allies and a powerful local leader who could be relied on when
necessary, and the local leaders derived their power from such a need of protection even during
peaceful times (Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 2007, 175-76; Byock 1982, 25).

Medieval Icelandic society before the last third of the thirteenth century was not subjected
to royal power, so public authority was represented by the law and by a system of local social
hierarchy. These two entities served the purpose of maintaining peace in the absence of
executive power. The social hierarchy was, however, flexible and changeable due to its
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personal, rather than institutional character. The power of the local leaders (godar) was
inherently unstable, because each individual chieftain’s power depended on his relations with
his assembly men and supporters, which again depended on the chieftain’s personal qualities.
Incompetent chieftains failed, while popular chieftains gained ever more power; this means that
popularity was almost synonymous with power, as it had a self-reinforcing effect (Jon Vidar
Sigurdsson 1999, 87-93, 149-50).

The duties of chieftains toward their assembly men included protection from violence
and, most importantly, conflict resolution. In conflicts, it generally mattered more to have
strong supporters than to have a strong case, and a chieftain’s failure to resolve conflicts would
lead to a loss of prestige and power (Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, 120-23). Non-violent
resolution of conflicts could either take the form of lawsuits, or of less formalized arbitration.
All law-learned men could conduct cases, but chieftains could use them for strengthening their
position and demonstrating their power. In negotiation, chieftains usually took the position of
arbitrators; it was important for the arbitrator’s prestige to have his demands accepted and to
reach a lasting settlement, so he had to come up with a solution that satisfied both parties.
Arbitrators could promise further support to those who accepted their decisions, so new
alliances could be formed in this manner. In these kinds of conflict resolution, the chieftains
could gain, strengthen, demonstrate, but also lose their power (Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, 150—
82). Almost every conflict could therefore be perceived as having two functions: as a
compensation for an offence, and as a turning point in the dynamics of power.

1. 2. POWER, CHANGE, AND CONTINUITY IN THE MEDIEVAL
ICELANDIC SOCIETY

Apart from the chieftaincies (godord), which were not strictly geographically delimited because
they were formed by the personal allegiance of farmers to a given chieftain, there were also
geographically marked local units (hreppar). Each hreppr was formally led by five hreppstjorar
elected for one year, who could make decisions in local matters. One of the main functions of
hreppar was taking care of the poor, which consisted in control of a quarter of the tithe and the
moving of paupers (6magar) from farm to farm within the Areppr. The other main function was
communal support of farmers in case of cattle loss or fire. Hreppar probably also controlled the
use of natural resources, with the purpose of preventing local disputes (Jon Vidar Sigurdsson
2015, 17-18). Hreppar were important for the gradual development of centralized power
because they could serve as geographically marked power bases of the local influential families,
whose power was not territorial yet but was beginning to develop in that direction (Jon Vidar
Sigurdsson 1999, 13—14, 64-70).

The secular regional organization was therefore a significant factor in the power
concentration, but the influence of the Church on the development of power relations was also
important. The ecclesiastical and secular sphere were closely interconnected until the late
twelfth century, as many chieftains were also ordained as priests, so the Christian institutions
affected the development of social structures and power strategies by providing new models of
authority (Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 3—-5; Sverrir Jakobsson 2016, 19-30, 78—79). The most
significant element of change was that ecclesiastical authority was territorial, as its main units
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were geographically demarcated bishoprics and parishes. This was different from the traditional
authority of chieftains, which was based on personal adherence (Sverrir Jakobsson 2012, 112).

Early church building in Iceland was an initiative of individual chieftains, who donated
parts of their property to their churches, but the control of the church property remained in the
owner’s and his descendants’ hands. Stadir were churches that owned a half or more of the land
on the farm they belonged to; those that owned less were beendakirkjur (Orri Vésteinsson 2000,
295). Stadir were founded mainly in the second half of the twelfth century, and those who
donated their homesteads to stadir were usually rich chieftains who owned several other estates.
The endowments served to consolidate the family’s power in the area by tying the family’s
authority to a particular important place, which meant that power relations were gradually
transformed from the level of personal adherence to the level of territorial power (Orri
Vésteinsson 2000, 112—15, 238-40). The wealthiest stadir were gradually taken over by the
most powerful families and became important power centres (Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, 102—
15). This means that the initial interconnection between secular and ecclesiastical power
contributed to power concentration and to the forming of preconditions of territorial power.
Their subsequent separation in the late twefth century, when combining a chieftainly and
clerical career was no longer possible, further intensified power concentration. When some
potential candidates to a chieftainly career chose a clerical career instead and voluntarily gave
up their godora, other chieftains could easily receive or inherit more than one godord (Sverrir
Jakobsson 2016, 145-46).

The process of power concentration was gradual and slow; the development of Icelandic
society consisted in evolution, rather than in abrupt transformations, and the political and
judicial structures were variable, rather than permanent (Byock 1985; Orri Vésteinsson 2000,
7). The concentration of power started soon after the settlement and continued throughout the
Free State period. It can be divided into three phases: the creation of the structure of
chieftaincies (godord) until 1050, the development of territorial power in the form of domains
(riki, héradsriki) from 1050 to 1220, and the conflict over the domains from 1220 (Jon Vidar
Sigurdsson 1999, 82—83). There was a different degree of social complexity in different regions
of Iceland, and the development was faster in the regions where the chieftaincies were already
in the hands of powerful, dominant families — the Haukdzlir and the Oddaverjar in the Southern
Quarter, the Asbirnings in the Skagafjordr region, the Svinfellings and the Austfirdings in the
Eastern Quarter. The development was slowest in the regions of Borgarfjéror and the
Westfjords, which were characterized by small, scattered settlements, a lack of centres, and the
equality of several chieftain families in both property and qualities until around 1200 (Jon Vidar
Sigurdsson 1999, 67-68; Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 240-45). In the 1220s and 1230s, the
development of the domains was completed, which is marked in Sturlunga saga by frequent
references to the supporters of a chieftain by the name of the region they inhabited (Sverrir
Jakobsson 2012, 115).

In this process, a new social class of magnates (storhdfdingjar) who wielded territorial
power was formed from among the chieftains (godar), while their position in local power
structures was taken over by powerful farmers, storbcendr. Nevertheless, the transition was
gradual, and the magnates failed to transform the basic social structures, as they were not able
to establish effective hierarchical administration or executive power. Moreover, despite the
increased violence of the Sturlung Age, the disturbances were not so destructive as to force
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farmers to abandon their indefensible farmsteads and resettle in larger, more secure
communities, as there is no evidence of any major alteration in Icelandic settlement patterns.
The society, in a centuries-old pattern, still consisted of several thousand individual households,
although the dispersed farmsteads would have been easy aims to any major organized violence
(Byock 1986, 28-36).

Instead of perceiving the changes of the Icelandic society in the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries as a disintegration of an established order, we should regard them as a process of
establishing more permanent structures of government, which became increasingly more
complex and effective. The acceptance of royal rule was one of the stages in the process, rather
than the collapse of a system (Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 8). Due to the internal processes of power
concentration, a new foundation for royal rule was formed. Before the time of regional power,
the king could only wield power over individual Icelandic chieftains who submitted to him.
When the domains (héradsriki) had been formed, however, the leaders could submit to the king
on behalf of their entire regions (Sverrir Jakobsson 2012, 116).

We can see a balance between change and continuity in the social development of
medieval Iceland. On the one hand, there was a high degree of continuity in the society from
the settlement throughout the Free State period, as the development was always based on
competition for power among chieftains. On the other hand, there was a gradual process of
change that consisted in a development toward centralized power, which marked the first steps
toward the acceptance of royal rule. This development stemmed from the internal power
structures, and it was not primarily a result of external intervention (Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999,
205-09). That is not to say, however, that the Icelandic society was entirely isolated from any
external influences and relations. Despite its geographical position on an island on the outskirts
of Europe, Iceland was a part of a network of social, political, economic, and cultural relations
with other European countries, especially Norway.

1. 3. ICELAND AND THE NORWEGIAN KINGDOM

There were direct historical and cultural connections between Iceland and mainland
Scandinavia, especially Norway, from the very beginning of the existence of Icelandic society,
because the settlement of Iceland in the second half of the ninth century was a part of the
Scandinavians’ expansion to new territories. From the eighth century, the inhabitants of
Scandinavia began to build ocean-going vessels and communicate with the world: the British
Isles, France, or Russia. In 793, the Norsemen performed the first documented Viking raid, and
this event traditionally marks the beginning of the Viking Age. After more and less successful
attempts at conquest of inhabited lands, the Norsemen started colonizing newly discovered and
largely uninhabited lands, such as Iceland. According to Landndmabdk, most of the settlers
came from the western coast of Norway, either directly or via Viking settlements in the British
Isles (Gunnar Karlsson 2000, 10-15).

Although Iceland was formally politically independent of Norway from its settlement to
the acceptance of Norwegian royal rule in 1262, there was a constant political, economic, and
cultural contact and mutual influence between the two lands; the same was also true of the other
Norse communities outside of mainland Scandinavia: the Faroe Islands, Shetland, Orkney, and
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Greenland. As Randi Bjershol Wardahl has rightly pointed out, it is therefore best to analyse
political development and state formation in this region across modern national boundaries
(Weardahl 2011, 1-8).

Apart from direct contact, there were also considerable similarities between the Icelandic
Free State and the medieval Norwegian kingdom in terms of internal power relations. Even in
Norway, royal rule before the reign of Magnus Hakonarson (1263—1280) was not as strong in
practice as it is presented in some of the kings’ sagas (Wardahl 2011, 14—15, 64—67). These
sagas are shaped by the new royal ideology, introduced in Norway in the late twelfth and early
thirteenth centuries, which implies that the ruler is omnipresent in the whole kingdom in the
form of law and justice administered in a consistent manner. It presents royal power based on
predictability and internalized obedience independent of the king’s personal presence (Orning
2008, 2, 46). As Hans Jacob Orning has pointed out, however, the practical exercise of power
in twelfth- and thirteenth- century Norway was in fact dependent on the king’s physical
presence and on his personal contact with the local leaders, with whom he often maintained
relationships based on conflict and compromise. The king was stronger than the magnates, but
not strong enough to be independent of their support (Orning 2008, 2, 102—-05, 189-92). The
transition from local leaders to royal officials in the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries was
never complete — a magnate could gain a position as the king’s representative without losing
his local authority, which was formed by his patron-client relationships with the peasants. The
kings were primarily the most powerful patrons in a society where patron-client relationships
were still the strongest social ties (Orning 2008, 334-36).

Contacts between powerful Icelanders and the Norwegian crown became intensified after
1220, when Icelandic chieftains started to form alliances with the king in order to strengthen
their position in their mutual power struggles. According to Orning, Iceland’s peripheral
geographical location did not make any decisive difference in this process of establishing direct
political connections, because the king’s relationship to magnates was usually characterized by
a considerable physical distance even within Norway (Orning 2008, 44, 227). When some of
the Icelandic chieftains became his vassals, the king treated his Icelandic and Norwegian vassals
almost the same because his priority was maintaining and extending his alliances with as many
magnates as possible (Orning 2008, 254-55). If disagreements occurred between the
Norwegian king and the Icelandic chieftains, it cannot be regarded as a unique antagonism,
caused by the Icelanders’ unusually strong desire for independence and freedom. This kind of
tension was just as characteristic of the Norwegian magnates’ relationship to the king, and it
can be explained by the dual role of the magnates as local leaders and as royal representatives
(Orning 2008, 229).

When the king had established personal alliances with some of the most powerful
Icelanders, the next step was the establishment of direct royal rule in Iceland, which took place
on two levels. Firstly, the king started to acquire control over the Icelandic chieftaincies through
confiscation and transfers. Secondly, the king’s representatives worked on securing the
Icelanders’ formal acceptance of Norwegian royal rule and tax (Wardahl 2011, 89). By 1250,
King Hékon Hékonarson had secured effective control over most of the chieftaincies, mainly
through direct contacts with the chieftains. The king’s strategy of using local players was,
however, less effective for achieving the formal acceptance of direct royal rule, because the
mutually dissenting Icelandic chieftains were too busy competing among themselves to fully
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concentrate on furthering the king’s case. From 1254, the king therefore employed Norwegian
emissaries who had no private ambitions for political power in Iceland. Their task was to
persuade Icelanders to swear allegiance to the king, but they were not put in charge of the
territories that the king controlled, because they lacked a local power base in Iceland. A local
power base was essential for the king’s representatives, because without it, they could not
receive the necessary support of other chieftains and of the people. The Norwegian monarchy
had also once been established by winning over local magnates for the crown, and the
establishment of royal lordship in Iceland followed the same principles (Wardahl 2011, 95—
103). This complex and gradual process was formally completed in 1262, when the leading
Icelandic chieftains, together with representatives of the farmers, swore allegiance to the
Norwegian kings. In reality, however, the process of integration was not completed yet, as it
still lacked the essential steps: the unification of royal administration and the establishment of
a common law for the whole realm (Waerdahl 2011, 18—19).

1. 4. ICELAND AS A PART OF THE NORWEGIAN KINGDOM

1. 4. 1. The integration of Iceland into the Norwegian kingdom

The most significant element of change in the late-thirteenth-century Icelandic society, and the
most important step toward an actual, rather than just formal, integration of Iceland into the
Norwegian kingdom, was the introduction of an innovated code of law for the whole realm by
King Magnts Hakonarson (1263-1280). The new lawbook for Iceland, Jdrnsida, was
introduced in 1271-1274, and then replaced by an improved version, Jonsbok, in 1280—1281.
The major innovations contained in these lawbooks were connected to the formalized presence
of the crown in Iceland. Legislative authority became the domain of the king, and the Alpingi
was turned into a judicial institution, although it retained some legislative functions in local
matters. The law-speaker (logségumadr/logmadr) became a royal official, whose main task was
to pronounce judgement on legal cases, either alone or in cooperation with a jury (Wardahl
2011, 123-31; Beck 2011, 67-68). The most radically new element was that prosecution and
punishment were no longer a private matter, as the royal officials possessed the right of public
prosecution and executive authority (Wardahl 2011, 154-58). In practice, the existence of
executive power significantly reduced violence in conflicts and almost removed long-time
feuds. Some cases of private violence and vengeance still occurred (Helgi Porlaksson 1997;
2015; Orning 2013), but feuds between kin groups were no longer the society’s defining feature.

The chieftains gradually turned into royal officials, but 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; this is a significant element of continuity (Jon Vidar Sigurdsson
1995, 156; Wardahl 2011, 283—-88). What changed, on the other hand, was that the contact
between the king and the Icelandic secular leaders became intensified and formalized. Travels
to the royal court ceased to be a rite of passage for young men looking for advancement, and
they became a routine for the royal officials. An official basically had to have a second home
in Norway, where he would spend long periods of time. This was new in Iceland, but the process
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had most probably been similar in other Scandinavian lands during the formation of each
monarchy (Sverrir Jakobsson 2010, 68—80).

1. 4. 2. The stadamal

Icelandic politics in the last third of the thirteenth century were considerably affected by an
extensive conflict between secular and ecclesiastical power, but it was not a specifically
Icelandic problem, and it must be studied in context of the tendencies in Europe and Norway.
The Church in Europe aimed at independence from secular authorities since the acceptation of
the Gregorian doctrine at the Lateran council of 1139, and this trend was gradually adopted by
the Norwegian archbishops after the archdiocese of Nidaros was established in 1152. The major
demand was freedom from secular intervention in matters of ecclesiastical jurisdiction, law,
and elections (Jon Johannesson 1956, 212—13). The Norwegian Church acquired an extremely
strong position under the rule of Magnts Erlingsson (1161-1184), who gave Archbishop
Eysteinn Erlendsson (1161-1188) great privileges in return for his support in the political
struggles with his opponent Sverrir Sigurdarson (Bagge 1996, 83—85; 2010, 59-60). The most
significant of these privileges was ius patronatus, issued in Canones Nidarosiensis from 1163/4
(Bagge 2010, 296). The aim of this doctrine was to make the householder responsible for
renewing the church property in case of damage, with the purpose of ensuring more stable
pastoral care (Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 115-19). In Iceland, ius patronatus was with all
probability propagated by Bishop Porldkr Pérhallsson of Skéalholt (1178—1193). The results of
ius patronatus are attested in the legislation on rebuilding of churches and squandering of
church property in the Old Christian Law from 1199-1217 (Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 119-21).

A more decisive struggle for complete independence of ecclesiastical property in Iceland
started only almost a hundred years after Bishop Porlékr. Ami Porlaksson became Bishop of
Skalholt in 1269, and according to Arna saga biskups (ch. 9), he introduced the archbishop’s
new programme for ecclesiastical politics. The main issue was that all churches must be given
under the bishops’ control (gefast i biskups vald, Biskupa ségur I, 16). Arni was not successful
in enforcing this claim at first; the owners of the wealthiest stadir were royal officials from the
old chieftain families, and they were reluctant to give up their hereditary control of the stadir
(Magnus Stefansson 1978, 123-25; Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 128-30). The dispute could not be
solved without external intervention, so Bishop Arni and his secular opponents travelled to
Norway to meet King Magntis Hdkonarson and Archbishop Jon in 1272. The archbishop
decided that the control of churches must be given to Bishop Arni (Magnis Stefansson 1978,
138—41). King Magnus acknowledged the archbishop’s decision, which means that he showed
much benevolence toward the ecclesiastical power (Magnus Stefansson 1978, 145-46). Bishop
Arni then took churches from their secular owners and gave them as a fief (/én) to priests. His
position was secured by the king’s support.

King Magnus, however, died on May 9, 1280; his son Eirikr was then only twelve years
old, so the royal council took over the reign. Whereas King Magnts had supported the Church
and extended its power, the counsellors renewed the power struggle, which in turn reached
Iceland. During the 1280s, the Church temporarily lost almost all the rights that it had gained
in the preceding decades (Magnus Stefansson 1978, 174—79). In 1282, the archbishop was
outlawed together with two Norwegian bishops; he fled to Sweden and died there the same
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year. A formal settlement with the Church was then reached in 1283, but the conditions were
set by the counsellors alone (Magnus Stefansson 1978, 180—81). A letter from 1282/3, issued
by the royal council, ordered church property in Iceland back into the hands of the previous
secular owners. The letter distinguished sharply between loyalty to the king and to the bishops,
as if these two could not exist simultaneously. After a long discussion, Bishop Arni agreed to
tolerate the letter for the sake of peace until the consecration of the new archbishop (Magnus
Stefansson 1978, 187-97).

A new archbishop, Jorundr of Hamar, was elected by the Pope and consecrated in 1288.
He aimed at defining the legal position of the Church in Norway and Iceland, and he
acknowledged his predecessor’s decision from 1273 that all churches should be controlled by
the bishops (Magnus Stefansson 1978, 198). King Eirikr Magnusson had now grown up and his
own active participation in the government increased. He was willing to compromise, but not
to accept older decisions automatically (Magnus Stefansson 1978, 210-19). It then took several
more years before the matter was finally solved by the Treaty of Ogvaldsnes (DI I, 34-35) on
September 13, 1297, in which King Eirikr, Archbishop J6rundr, and Bishop Arni agreed to give
the Church absolute control of all churches that owned more than half of the homestead (stadir),
while those that owned less (bendakirkjur) remained private property. In the Skalholt diocese
there were about 80 stadir out of about 220 churches in all. Bishop Arni died soon after, on
April 17, 1298 (Magnus Stefansson 1978, 223-25; Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 128-32).

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 forming of
stadir. The chieftains had used the wealthiest stadir as power centres, but the stadamdl changed
this, so the aristocracy had to find new power centres — large, wealthy farms known as manors
(hofuobol). Jonsbok introduces the term hofudbol into Icelandic inheritance laws; the manors
had to be inherited by sons, while outlying farms (u#jardir) and other property could be inherited
by daughters. 30 farms are marked as manors in the Late Middle Ages; of these, 24 were
beendakirkjur. There was thus a certain continuity in the close relationship between secular
power and religious institutions (Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1995, 163).

1. 4. 3. The political development before Norway’s union with Sweden in 1319

The royal offices in Iceland were relatively stable during the first decades of the union.
Although it might have been the crown’s intention that royal officials should not control areas
where they had property of their own, the Icelandic officials still mostly had their administrative
districts in the regions that they had controlled as chieftains before the union. After the death
of the most significant royal officials Hrafn Oddsson (in 1289) and Porvardr borarinsson (in
1296), however, the new officials based their power more directly on their service to the king
(Weardahl 2011, 177-83; Beck 2011, 109—11). Gradually, the established families were partly
replaced by new ones, which nevertheless mostly derived from the old chieftain clans.
According to Hirdskra, a set of rules for the royal court, officials had to be recruited from “good
families”, and in Iceland it was almost a matter of course to define anyone descended from
chieftains in the second, third, or fourth generation as “good families”. The king also demanded
that the retainers should have good economy, which from 1308 had to be certified by a decree
from the syslumadr (Beck 2011, 191-92). Access to the king’s service was thus mostly socially
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hereditary, although there was some chance for new wealthy men (Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1995,
157-58). Many sons of influential farmers who held an office also received the same office, but
it was not a case of hereditary office, rather of political and economic advantage (Beck 2011,
114-17, 153-54).

When Icelanders swore allegiance to King Hakon Magntsson in 1302, they made a
formal request that only Icelanders from the families who had given up their chieftaincies to
the crown should receive high royal offices (Wardahl 2011, 133—41). The prevailing view has
been that this demand was made because the king had sent four Norwegian officials to Iceland
in 1301 (Jon J6hannesson 1958, 232-55). There is, however, no evidence of opposition directed
against Norwegians; the demand was rather intended to ensure that the descendants of
chieftains, rather than other wealthy Icelander of less noble lineage, would receive the
prestigious offices (Wardahl 2011, 198-201; Gunnar Karlsson 1987, 134). The request was
thus intended to define the Icelandic aristocracy. It appears to have been accepted, as the
officials known from this period were descended from chieftains (Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1995,
160). This constant role of the local aristocracy in the government is the most important aspect
of continuity between the old and new political system (Werdahl 2011, 202-05).

The Icelandic officials were a part of the Norwegian government, and they cannot be
separated from it. Their effort to protect their privileged position may have strengthened the
Icelandic aristocracy’s collective identity, but it was class identity, rather than national identity
(Beck 2011, 94-97, 142-43). It is thus not true that “the nation lost its freedom, and the
dissatisfaction with that event was not yet completely gone” (bjodin missti frelsi sitt og hafa
sarindin af peim atburdi ekki verio meo 6llu horfin, Jon Johannesson 1958, 226). Other classes
had other claims, which were not supported by the aristocracy. Nevertheless, although different
classes had different interests and ideologies, conservativism seems to have been shared by
almost all Icelanders. The Icelandic aristocracy therefore often supported the farmers against
innovations introduced by the crown, but this should not be regarded as disloyalty to the king.
It was rather a conservative defence against social changes (Sverrir Jakobsson 2005, 349-52).

Comparably, protests against Norwegian ecclesiastical leaders were not primarily a
matter of nationality. Some of the bishops were unpopular because of personal conflicts with
secular leaders, and in the late thirteenth century, the Icelanders’ conservative attitudes were
obvious in the stadamal: the bishops were of Icelandic origin, but they were opposed by the
magnates, because their reforms were not in accordance with old traditions. When Icelanders
disliked the innovations and increased financial claims introduced by the Norwegian-born
Bishop Audunn Porbergsson (1313-1322), they requested an Icelandic bishop who would keep
“fornum vana landsins”. This connection between a conservative approach and a focus on
origin was typical for the early fourteenth century, when the royal power had the strongest
impact on the position of individual social classes. When the king’s interventions later became
less direct, Icelanders felt less need to use the question of origin in their argumentation (Sverrir
Jakobsson 2005, 350-51).
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1. 4. 4. Personal union with Sweden

Norwegian historians have mostly claimed that the Norwegian medieval state dissolved after
the personal union with Sweden in 1319. Waerdahl has demonstrated, however, that the changes
in the government of Norway within the union were a continuation of processes that had started
already during the reign of Hakon Magntsson in 1299-1319 (Wardahl 2011, 207).

The most significant change in the government of Iceland in this period was the
establishment of the office of governor (hirdstjori) around 1320, but a similar position without
the title had in fact been held before by Hrath Oddsson, Porvardr Pérarinsson, Erlendr Olafsson,
and Alfr of Krokr (Wardahl 2011, 212—14). That means that the change was a formal
institutionalization of the position, rather than a dramatic transformation of the power structure.
The hirdstjori was the king’s top official in regional administration. He had the authority to
prosecute royal officials who had abused the people, and he also assisted the people in their
conflicts with ecclesiastical power and presented such problems to the king for judgement. In
the fourteenth century there were few emissaries from the royal court, because the hirdstjori
took over their duties (Werdahl 2011, 214-18; Beck 2011, 82-87).

Until about 1350, Icelandic royal officials felt that it was in their own interest to be loyal,
because the office gave them status. Then a crisis in the relationship between Icelanders and
the king occurred in 1354—1364, when one to four men held all or part of Iceland as a fief on
lease at the same time as they were governors. The governors were constantly replaced, which
caused instability. The population was dissatisfied, and the conflict became so fierce that a
Norwegian fief-holder was killed in it (Beck 2011, 62, 90-92; Werdahl 2011, 250-53;
Rohrbach 2013, 202-03). Even during this period of instability, however, most of the royal
offices in Iceland remained in the hands of the local elite (Wardahl 2011, 265-66).
Furthermore, the existing written sources from this period show — indirectly, as they are of a
non-narrative character — that although the Icelandic public opposed the governors, the
dominant view of royal power and monarchy remained positive. As Lena Rohrbach has pointed
out, this is reflected for example in the 1363 legal manuscript Skardsbok, which, with its
distinctive focus on royal authority and with its interest in displaying the Icelandic law as a part
of the legislation of the Norwegian king, which in turn is a part of the history of salvation,
expresses support of royal rule (Rohrbach 2013, 192-93, 204-05).

The disruption was not permanent, and the situation soon became stabilized again. After
1370, the fief system was revoked, and one Airdstjori for all Iceland was appointed by the king
for three years at a time (Beck 2011, 92). The rule of the land was in practice still in the hands
of the local elite, and the Icelandic officials at the end of the fourteenth century still had a
personal power base in addition to their office (Waerdahl 2011, 268—69).

All in all, there is little reason to believe that any serious dissatisfaction with the royal
rule existed in Iceland until the end of the fourteenth century. Occasional conflicts occurred
throughout the first century of the union, but they were of a practical, rather than ideological
character, and they were mostly solved by compromise. The original Icelandic social networks
were largely retained, although the administrative structure changed. The social elites that
produced historical narratives during these hundred years felt no need to hide the individual
problems that had marked the recent developments, but they had no reason to base the texts on
any inherent opposition to the monarchy.
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1. 5. SIMILARITY AND SPECIFICITY

It can be concluded that the medieval Icelandic society was, like other medieval European
societies with weak central power, based on local power structures that had arisen from the
need of support in conflicts and of maintaining peace. The public power was represented by the
law that regulated various aspects of the inhabitants’ lives. There was no royal power in Iceland,
but the local leaders gradually strengthened their relationship with the royal court of Norway,
so Iceland eventually became integrated into the kingdom. The concentration of power in
Iceland had its roots in internal conflicts within the Icelandic society, caused by an inherent
instability of the system.

Internal conflicts were a phenomenon shared by all medieval European societies, but what
makes Iceland unique in this respect is that no other society has produced equally broad, varied,
and detailed narrative accounts of disputes on the local level. Medieval European
historiographic narratives tend to focus on the great deeds of rulers or saints, and while episodes
depicting local conflicts can occur in them, they usually remain marginal. Medieval Icelanders
also produced narratives of Norwegian kings and European saints, but they also created two
subgenres — the sagas of Icelanders and the contemporary sagas — that deal solely with the
internal developments of the Icelandic society. The dominant narrative structures of these texts
are directly based on the principles of conflict and its resolution, so the composition of the texts,
as well as their content, reflect the forces that formed the society depicted in them. Iceland is
the only European medieval culture that allows such a deep insight into its social mechanisms,
and the sagas can therefore be regarded as unique sources.

1. 6. THE TEXTS

The Old Norse sagas can be divided into subgroups distinguished by their narrative structure,
style, and subject matter. The focus of the present study is a group of narrative accounts dealing
with twelfth- and thirteenth-century Icelandic history and written down relatively soon after the
events took place, which is why these texts are known as the contemporary sagas
(samtioarsogur). Apart from the contemporary sagas, there are two other groups of texts that
are significant for the study of this period of Icelandic history. Firstly, there are the bishops’
sagas, biographical sagas of eleventh- to fourteenth-century Icelandic bishops. Secondly, there
are two kings’ sagas, Hdakonar saga Hdakonarsonar and a fragment of Magnuss saga
Hdkonarsonar, which deal with thirteenth-century Norwegian history and mention important
details of the contacts between Norwegian kings and Icelanders. These kings’ sagas are not a
primary object of analysis in the present study, but they are used for comparison or extension
where they offer additional information about the Icelanders’ political relationship to Norway.

The bishops’ sagas have mainly been studied in the context of continental and translated
hagiographic literature, as documents reflecting the saints’ cults. This approach has undeniably
been fruitful, especially in case of the sagas of the saints Porldkr and Gudmundr (Hunt 1985;
Cormack 1994; Whaley 1994; Ciklamini 2004; McCreesh 2007; DuBois 2008; Wolf 2008;
Skorzewska 2011). At the same time, however, it has been a limitation to our understanding of
the corpus of the contemporary sagas as a unified whole, and it has left some of the texts
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overshadowed by others. That concerns first and foremost the latest of these texts, Arna saga
biskups and Ldrentius saga biskups, which have been neglected in literary research throughout
the long tradition of saga studies, although Arna saga has been successfully used as a historical
source (Haug 2015; Boulhosa 2017). The likely reason for the predominant approach to Arna
saga and Larentius saga as purely factual sources is that their focus is political, rather than
hagiographic, so they have not fitted the traditional approach to the bishops’ sagas as
ecclesiastical literature. Furthermore, their style has been deemed too annalistic and dry due to
the frequent quotations from administrative documents (Vésteinn Olason and Sverrir Témasson
20006, 80). They are, however, the only narrative sources dealing with events that took place in
Iceland after the establishment of the union with Norway, so they also deserve attention as
reflections of how these events were remembered and evaluated by the society. This approach
calls for a focus on the similarities, rather than on the differences, between the bishops’ sagas
and the secular contemporary sagas. In the present study, both subgroups are treated as equally
relevant sources of Icelandic cultural history.

Most of the contemporary sagas with secular subject matter have not been preserved
individually, but only as a part of the compilation known as Sturlunga saga. One text, Arons
saga Hjorleifssonar, has been preserved separately from Sturlunga saga, in which it was not
included. Another text, Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar, is extant both individually and in a
shortened version incorporated in Sturlunga saga; some of the other component texts are
preserved individually in fragments. The bishops’ sagas have a richer manuscript history, and
most of them are extant in several different versions. Like other medieval texts, the
contemporary sagas must be treated as products of a flexible and changeable manuscript
tradition, rather than as works of individual authors. This applies to all the texts discussed in
the present study, but even more so to Sturlunga saga, which is a compilation. In case of the
other texts, different extant versions are taken into consideration where relevant.

Sturlunga saga

Sturlunga saga is an extensive compilation of originally separate sagas dealing with twelfth-
and thirteenth-century Icelandic history. It has a time span of almost two centuries, depicting
the history of Iceland from 1117 to 1264 — except for the introductory Geirmundar pattr
heljarskinns, which takes place in the settlement period around 900. The central theme of
Sturlunga saga is the gradual concentration of power in the hands of a few influential families
and the subsequent rivalry and conflicts between these families, which led to the bloody fights
of the so-called Sturlung Age in 1220-1264. The compilation consists of nine longer textual
units, known as Porgils saga ok Haflioa, Sturlu saga, Prestssaga Gudomundar goda,
Gudmundar saga dyra, Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar, Islendinga saga, Pérdar saga kakala,
Svinfellinga saga, and Porgils saga skarda. Apart from these texts, the compilation contains
shorter introductory, connective, and closing texts, some of which are probably the compiler’s
original works (Jon Johannesson 1946, xvi—xlix).

Sturlunga saga was probably compiled around 1300 or somewhat later (Helgi Porlaksson
2012, 53-66). It is preserved in two incomplete medieval vellum manuscripts — AM 122a fol.
from the 1360s, known as Kroksfjardarbok, and AM 122b fol. from the last quarter of the
fourteenth century, known as Reykjarfjardarbok — and in about forty paper copies, dating from
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the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries, some of which also contain parts that are now lost in
the vellums (Ulfar Bragason 2005, 428-31). It has been argued that the meaning of the
compilation was significantly changed in Reykjarfjardarbok by adding Porgils saga skarda,
Sturlu pattr, and Arna saga biskups (Ulfar Bragason 2010, 243, 267; Helgi Porlaksson 2012,
82—84). In the present study, however, it will be attempted to show that both versions of the
compilation express the same general attitudes, which are only supported by the additions in
Reykjarfjardarbok.

The authorship and exact dating of most of the component sagas are not known with any
certainty, the exception being Islendinga saga, which is believed to have been written by Sturla
bordarson the younger (1214—1284), probably in the last decade of his life. Some earlier
scholars ascribed most of Sturlunga saga to Sturla, but this assumption has been disproved by
later research (Ulfar Bragason 1986a, 16—17). It is, however, likely that Sturla wrote Islendinga
saga as a supplement to other contemporary sagas that had been written before, with the
intention of creating a large compilation, which he was not able to finish before his death (Ulfar
Bragason 1986a, 20).

It is not certain who the compiler of Sturlunga saga was, and it has been the subject of an
ongoing scholarly debate, in which no decisive conclusion has been reached. Some possible
suggestions include /6gmadr Pordr 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 of
the compilation would be likely (for details of this debate, see Helgi Porlaksson 2012, 53—66).
In any case, the compiler most probably worked on behalf of some representatives of the ruling
class, possibly rather a group than an individual. The compilation is therefore likely to reflect
attitudes that were dominant in the society, rather than the opinions of a specific individual.

The originally separate sagas, most of which are not preserved individually, were written
with a lesser time distance from the depicted events than the compilation, so they expressed a
more immediate interpretation of these events. In the creation of Sturlunga saga, which took
place several decades after the establishment of the union between Iceland and Norway, some
themes could be emphasized more than others; research has shown that the compiler made
considerable changes to his material, consciously shaping the structure and meaning of the text
(Ulfar Bragason 1986a, 124-81; 2010, 187-227, 264-65). Nevertheless, the overall meaning
of the original texts could hardly be completely changed. Sturlunga saga is therefore treated
here as a narrative that partly reflects the immediate opinions expressed in the original sagas,
and partly evaluates the events from the perspective of a society that already knew how the
union worked in practice and could interpret the recent past from this position.

Arons saga Hjorleifssonar

Arons saga Hjorleifssonar tells the story of Aron Hjorleifsson (ca. 1200—1255), who from his
early youth supports Bishop Gudmundr Arason of Hdlar (in office 1203—1237) in his disputes
with the secular leaders, of whom the Sturlungs play a dominant role in this part of the conflict.
After the battle of Grimsey in 1222, in which the bishop’s men are heavily outnumbered by the
Sturlungs, the wounded Aron must flee and hide from Sturla Sighvatsson, who has had him
outlawed. Aron then manages to escape to Norway, where he enjoys respect and honour as a
royal retainer.
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No complete medieval manuscript of Arons saga is extant; in the existing editions the
text is reconstructed from an early-fifteenth-century vellum fragment (AM 55 1d 5 4to), from
seventeenth-century paper copies (AM 212 fol. and AM 426 fol.), and from Elzta saga
Guomundar biskups in Codex Resenianus (AM 399 4to) (Porter 2017, 21). Scholars have
disagreed about the dating of the saga’s composition: its first editor Gudbrandur Vigfisson
(1858, Ixvii) has dated it as early as 1270, Jon J6hannesson (1946, 1) as late as 1350. Recent
research has shown that Arons saga cannot be younger than 1320—1330 (Ulfar Bragason 2013,
128) because Elzta saga Guomundar, which was probably written around that time, builds on
Arons saga (Stefan Karlsson 1983: clxvii—clxviii). It is probably not much older either, because
it is likely to have been connected to the translation of Gudmundr Arason’s relics in 1315
(Porter 1971, 143—44). This implies that Arons saga must have been composed around 1320.
Since Aron Hjorleifsson lived in the first half of the thirteenth century, the text cannot be based
on reports by eyewitnesses, but rather on orally preserved memory or written sources — the
latter were possibly non-narrative, such as genealogies (Ulfar Bragason 2013, 133-36).

Dborlaks saga helga

The hagiography of the first and most prominent Icelandic saint is extant in three medieval
redactions, marked by scholars as A, B, and C. The A-redaction was probably originally
composed before Bishop Pall Jonsson’s death in 1211; its primary manuscript is Stock. Perg.
fol. no. 5 from around 1360; earlier textual evidence of this text is the fragment AM 383 4to [
from around 1250. In terms of content and structure, A is a typical hagiography of a confessor:
it opens with an account of the protagonist’s life, in particular his ecclesiastical career, followed
by an account of his death, burial, the translation of his relics, and the miracles. The accounts
do not dwell on details and present the protagonist more as a type than as an individual, mostly
avoiding his political life (Armann Jakobsson and Asdis Egilsdéttir 1999, 92-93; Wolf 2008,
249-50).

The B-redaction was probably composed on the occasion of the second translation of
Porlékr’s relics in 1292, and it is extant in the manuscript AM 382 4to from around 1350. In
the prologue, the redactor points out that the original saga neglects Bishop Porlakr’s struggles
with his opponents, so there is a need to add interpolations with a focus on this aspect of the
bishop’s life. The main interpolation is the so-called Oddaverja pattr, an account of various
disputes between Bishop Porlakr and the secular chieftains, presented with a strong bias and a
significant hagiographic undertone. Oddaverja pattr is more likely to be an ideologically
motivated narrative than a reliable record of historical reality (Armann Jakobsson and Asdis
Egilsdottir 1999, 92-99; Wolf 2008, 249-50).

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 pattr, but it is placed differently from the B-
redaction. All three redactions end with accounts of miracles, which differ considerably in
order, extent, and wording (Wolf 2008, 249-50).
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Jons saga helga

The first version of Jons saga helga was written shortly after 1200; the saga was then re-written
in several different redactions in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, and there are three main
extant redactions. Many identical formulations in all three redactions point to a common written
source, while the differences are likely to be deliberate alterations motivated by the writers’
wish to emphasize specific ideas. The style of all the redactions of Jons saga closely follows
the tradition of foreign or translated hagiographies of bishops and confessors, and it is likely
that some of the episodes stem rather from this tradition than from Jén Ogmundarson’s real life,
as the saga was written quite long after the bishop’s death and could scarcely rely on trustworthy
sources. In hagiography, it was more important to create an ideal image than an accurate
personal portrayal, and borrowings were frequent and were as a rule not perceived as a flaw.

The first redaction, known as S (Skalholt), was probably composed in the first half of the
thirteenth century. Its oldest extant fragment is AM 221 fol., dated to around 1300; the oldest
extant manuscript of the full text is AM 234 fol. from around 1340. The second redaction is
known as H (Holar), and it is likely to have originated between 1230 and 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 is known as L (Latin), as its style is more ornate and
more clearly influenced by Latin hagiographies. This version was probably composed in the
first quarter of the fourteenth century. 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, which is of special importance to the present study, is in some
form present in all the extant redactions of Jons saga, and it is also preserved independently of
Jons saga, as a part of the compilation of kings’ sagas known as Hulda-Hrokkinskinna,' which
was probably composed around 1280. The extant form of Gisls pattr is not likely to be much
older than that, but another version of the tale probably existed in written form at the time when
the original Jons saga was composed. The S-redaction of Jons saga contains a very abridged
retelling of Gisls pattr, but the similarity of formulations implies that this text shared a written
source with the version that is now preserved in Hulda-Hrokkinskinna. The H-version of Gisls
pattr largely follows the S-version. The L-redaction of Jons saga contains a much longer
version of Gisls pattr that is clearly based on a written source related to the version in Hulda-
Hrokkinskinna, but the episode in which Jon miraculously saves Gisl from the gallows is not
found in the independent Gisls pattr, and it was probably added by the redactor of the L-
redaction’ (Foote 2003, cclviii—cclxvii).

! This compilation is now preserved in two sister manuscripts — Hulda, AM 66 fol., from the fourteenth century,
and Hrokkinskinna, GkS 1010 fol., from the fifteenth century. They are both copies of an original that is not extant.
2 There is no complete scholarly agreement on the origin of this episode and on the relative dating of the versions
of Gisls pattr; for an overview of some other opinions see Fjalldal 1986, 153-55.
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Guomundar sogur

The different redactions of Gudmundar saga biskups deal with the conflicts between Icelandic
ecclesiastical and secular power in the first half of the thirteenth century, focusing on the life
and deeds of Bishop Gudmundr Arason of Hélar (in office 1203—1237) and his disputes with
the foremost Icelandic chieftains. These disputes concerned the struggle of the Church for
independence from secular power in matters of jurisdiction and control of property, and they
did not take place in isolation, but were based on general European tendencies and connected
especially to Norwegian ecclesiastical and royal politics. Gudmundr was regarded as a saint by
the people of Iceland, and although he was never canonized by the Pope, a broad array of written
and folkloric narratives implies that he enjoyed great popularity as a saint in Iceland in both
medieval and post-medieval times.

Guomundar saga biskups is extant in four different redactions, labelled A—D in modern
research. All of them are partly based on the so-called Prestssaga Guomundar goda, which was
the earliest narrative account of Gudmundr’s life. It was written shortly after Gudmundr’s death
in 1237 by one of the clerics who followed Gudmundr in his last years as a priest, probably
Lambkarr Porgilsson (d. 1249) (Ulfar Bragason 2003, 483-84). Prestssaga is unfinished,
ending abruptly with Gudmundr’s consecration journey to Norway in 1202, and it is preserved
only as a part of the later Guomunda ségur and Sturlunga saga. It focuses on Gudmundr’s piety,
asceticism, and humility in his early years, and on miracles that he was believed to perform
already during his life. The major early narrative account of Gudmundr’s action in office is a
part of Islendinga saga, which, understandably, focuses mainly on political events. Its
hagiographic counterpart is a book of Gudmundr’s miracles from the early fourteenth century.

The redactions A, B, and C are based on these and other sources, including Arons saga
Hjérleifssonar and Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar. They were probably composed around
1320-1330 in connection with the first translation of Guomundr’s relics in 1315, followed by
the first efforts to have him officially canonized (Stefan Karlsson 2000, 156-58; Ulfar Bragason
2003, 483). The main manuscript of the A-redaction is Codex Resenianus (AM 399 4to, ca.
1330-1350). The exact dating of the redactions is not known, and the alphabetical order does
not mark the order in which they originated, but rather the extent to which each text differs from
the original sources. That means that the A-redaction, also known as Elzta Guomundar saga,
follows the sources rather closely; the B-redaction incorporates more hagiographical elements,
but its structure and style do not fully accord with hagiographic generic conventions; the C-
redaction is closest to Latin hagiographies in terms of style (Stefan Karlsson 2000, 160-65).

The D-redaction was composed by Arngrimr Brandsson, Abbot of Pingeyrar (in office
1350-1361), in connection with the second translation of Gudmundr’s relics in 1344, followed
by renewed attempts at canonization. Its major 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 were incorporated. Apart from that, stories of clearly folkloric
origin were added into the narrative. The D-redaction is obviously primarily intended for non-
Icelandic audiences, although there is no extant Latin version of the text (Stefan Karlsson 2000,
166—69). The oldest extant manuscript of the D-redaction is Stock. Perg. fol. no. 5 from ca.
1350-1360.
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Arna saga biskups

Arna saga describes the life of Bishop Arni Porlaksson of Skalholt (in office 1269—-1298) and
his struggle for increased ecclesiastical power, known as the stadamdl. While the narrative
employs a learned style inspired by hagiographic literature and is rich in biblical allusions, its
subject matter is mainly political. The text was a part of the Sturlunga manuscript
Reykjarfiardarbok, but the section containing Arna saga is only extant in seventeenth-century
copies. In the manuscript, Arna saga followed after Sturlunga saga and was intended to serve
as a continuation of it (Gudrin Asa Grimsdottir 1998, v—vi). Since the events of the late
thirteenth century are not recorded in Sturlunga saga, Arna saga is the only long narrative
source depicting the events of this time. The extant part of the saga ends abruptly in 1290-1291,
and the end of the text is lost.

The oldest extant fragment is from ca. 1340. The saga was originally written after the end
of the stadamdl in 1297; it is likely to have been written during the time when Arni Helgason,
Amni Porléksson’s friend and kinsman, was bishop (1304—1320), or possibly in the bishopless
years 1298-1304 as propaganda for Arni Helgason’s election. The saga or most of it was
probably written before the fire at Skalholt in 1309, when most of its written sources burnt
down (Gudran Asa Grimsdottir 1998, xxiii—xxvii). It has even been suggested that Arni
Helgason wrote the saga himself. According to Gudran Asa Grimsdottir (1998, xxxvii—viii), it
is indeed likely that Arni Helgason took initiative in creating the saga, but the text does not
seem to be the work of one author.

Larentius saga biskups

This saga depicts the life of Larentius Kélfsson, bishop of Hélar (in office 1324—1331). Before
his years as bishop, Larentius spent much time in Norway; he often stayed with the archbishop
of Nidards, and he also worked as his emissary in Iceland. He became involved in serious
conflicts within the ecclesiastical elite, which largely replaced the disputes between
ecclesiastical and secular power from the previous decades.

The original composition of the saga is in the text itself ascribed to a friend and servant
of Bishop Larentius, who used both the bishop’s own words and documents from the Holar
bishopric’s archive in shaping the narrative. That is probably the reason why the style of the
saga combines the biographical structure known from other bishops’ sagas not only with
elements of the factual annalistic approach that is typical for historiography based on official
documents, but also with unexpectedly humorous anecdotes from the bishop’s everyday life,
which are not typical for the genre. The author is not named in the text, but it is likely that the
saga was composed by the priest Einarr Haflidason (1307—-1393), who was also the author of
the so-called Logmannsannall (AM 420 b 4to), which records many of the events also depicted
in Larentius saga, often using the same wording. The saga also describes Einarr’s tasks in the
bishop’s service in detail. Internal references in the saga suggest that it was composed after
1346 (Gudrin Asa Grimsdottir 1998, Ixiv—Ixvii).

The saga is preserved in two late vellum manuscripts (AM 406 a I 4to, ca. 1530; AM 180
b fol., ca. 1500), each of which contains a different redaction of the text (labelled A and B in
modern research), and in a paper copy (AM 404 4to, ca. 1640), which combines both versions;
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other paper copies are mostly based on AM 404. The ending is missing in all the extant versions.
It is possible that the B-redaction was created by Larentius’s son, the monk Arni (Gudran Asa
Grimsdottir 1998, lviii—Ix).

Hakonar saga Hakonarsonar and Magnuss saga Hakonarsonar

Hakonar saga Hakonarsonar deals with the life of Hakon Hakonarson, king of Norway (1217—
1263), and it combines the style and themes of the classical kings’ sagas with elements of
continental royal biography. It was written by Sturla Pérdarson the younger (1214—-1284), who
later also wrote Islendinga saga, during his first stay in Norway in 1263—-1265 (Armann
Jakobsson 2015, 5-9). The saga is preserved in three redactions, of which the main respective
manuscripts are Eirspennill (AM 47 fol., ca. 1325), Codex Frisianus (AM 45 fol., ca. 1330),
and Flateyjarbok (GkS 1005 fol., ca. 1390). The 2013 edition, which is used for the present
study, is primarily based on the Flateyjarbok redaction, as the versions extant in the older
manuscripts contain abridged versions of the text.

Sturla Pordarson was also the author of Magnuiss saga Hdkonarsonar, which depicts the
life and reign of King Magnis Hakonarson (1263-1280), Hakon Hékonarson’s son and
successor. Most of the saga was probably written during Sturla’s second stay in Norway in
1266—-1271, and the rest was possibly finished 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). As far as
we can tell from the fragments, its style and structure seem to have been similar to Hakonar
saga.
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2. METHODOLOGICAL CONCERNS:
MEDIEVAL LITERATURE AND MODERN THEORIES
OF NARRATIVE AND MEMORY

2.1. NARRATIVE DISCOURSE AS A MEDIUM

Before we turn to analysing a text as a narrative discourse, we need to make sure that the text
fulfils two basic criteria — that it has a structure that is not arbitrary, and that it interprets,
evaluates, explains, or contextualizes events, instead of simply recording them. Concerning
structure, modern readers may feel that medieval narratives are characterized by a lack of
structure. The reason is that our notions are formed by neoclassical theories that originated in
the Renaissance and were intended for pointing up the failings of medieval narratives (Ryding
1971, 5). These theories owe their sense of the centrality of a unified plot to Aristotle, who
writes in Poetics that “the ordered arrangement of the incidents is what I mean by plot. [...] It
should deal with an action complete in itself, have a beginning, middle, and end, and be of
appropriate length to be grasped as a unity” (Davenport 2004, 16). In our modern perception of
literature, we take these ideas for granted, and we expect that texts follow the principle of unity
of action. We must keep in mind, however, that when Aristotle formulated his poetics, he
simply codified what had become standard practice in the literature of his time, but when they
were re-introduced, the standard literary practice had become strikingly different. The dominant
medieval literary forms often interweave several actions involving more than one central
character, a process that leads to stories consisting of several interdependent narrative lines
(Ryding 1971, 9-16). This is what we need to take into consideration when trying to understand
the narrative structure of medieval texts, because many aspects of the text that would usually
be defined as flaws or conventions can serve as important indicators of the intended meaning
of the text (White 1987, 211-12).

With this in mind, we can turn to the other central aspect of narrative, which is much
more complex — the question of the processes of meaning construction. The contemporary sagas
create a convincing image of history; they depict the most significant events of the time, a broad
array of central and less central characters, as well as interesting details from everyday life.
They are based on real historical events, which were still relatively fresh in people’s memories
at the time of writing — some were remembered by the writers themselves and others were told
to them by eyewitnesses or their direct descendants. At the same time, however, the
contemporary sagas also present an interpretation of history, although they contain very little
direct narratorial commentary. Indirect evaluation and interpretation of the depicted events is
expressed through various narrative devices, such as dialogues, stanzas, shifting narrative focus,
parallels and contrasts, or the use of specific structural patterns and allusions to cultural myths.
In analysing these sources, it is therefore always necessary to define the relationship between
their narrativity and historicity.

As Hayden White has pointed out, narrative discourse cannot be regarded as a neutral
medium of historical representation, because it endows events with an illusory coherence
(White 1987, ix): it creates the idea that a chain of events has a beginning and an end, and that
it leads to a specific result. Meanings are constructed, rather than originally present in the
events: meaning is constituted rather than found, whereas reality is found rather than constituted
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(White 1987, 36-37). Therefore, rather than being a representation of reality, narrative is a
mode of reflection — according to different theorists either ideological, allegorical, or symbolic.
Roland Barthes speaks of an ideological function of the narrative mode because it does not
overtly indicate the constituted nature of its contents (Barthes 1981). The performance model
of discourse, presented by anglophone analytical philosophy, is based on the idea that every
discourse with the same “facts” produces a different meaning. That is to say that historical
narrative endows real events with meaning by allegory to literary models, so it is an allegorical,
figurative discourse (White 1987, 41-47). Hermeneutically oriented philosophers, such as Paul
Ricoeur, believe that narrative enables the understanding of a set of events as a meaningful
whole by grasping together various explanations by means of configuration through plot
(Ricoeur 1978a, 153-61; Ricoeur 1980, 178—79). That way, the status of a chain of events as
history can only be indicated, not represented directly, which makes narrative a symbolic
discourse (Ricoeur 1978b, 233). Regardless of which of these theories we prefer, they all agree
that narrative constitutes, rather than represents, meaning. In the words of Hayden White,
“narrative, far from being merely a form of discourse that can be filled with different contents,
real or imaginary as the case may be, already possesses a content prior to any given actualization
of it in speech or writing” (White 1987, xi). This is true of any narrative, modern or medieval,
which means that a literary analysis is always necessary for understanding how meaning is
created in the discourse.

Not every written account of events, however, is a discourse. In this sense, Hayden White
distinguishes between three categories of medieval historical representation: annals, chronicle,
and historical narrative, of which only the last is a fully developed discourse. Annals are not a
discourse in the sense defined by White because they only record individual events in a
chronological order without connecting them to each other (White 1987, 5-11). Similarly,
White argues that a chronicle is narrative in nature because it formulates relations between
cause and effect or conflict and resolution, but it is not a fully developed discourse because it
lacks a conclusion — it ends without summing up the meaning of the chain of events (White
1987, 20). White defines historical narrative by the presence of a principle for assigning
significance to events with regard to a social system. He argues that a discourse contains “the
plot of a narrative that imposes 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 that decides which events 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 to conclude a historical narrative, because history always goes on in time (White 1987,
20-23).

Medieval texts, in our case the sagas, can thus be regarded as historical narratives as far
as they make a deeper sense of the events they depict, rather than merely recording events or
describing simple causal relations. Scholars have traditionally ascribed this quality to the sagas
of Icelanders and to the kings’ sagas, but not to the contemporary sagas, which they regarded
as dry chronological records of events without beginnings, endings, and plots (f. ex. Finnur
Jonsson 1901, 726-27). In the present study it will be argued, on the other hand, that the
contemporary sagas fulfil this criterion, because they reflect the relationship between the events
and the society. The historical events are formed by social conditions, but particular events can

32



also influence the social structures. It is these social structures and the tendencies that influence
them that form the central meaning of the saga narratives. The contemporary sagas and other
types of sagas that qualify as historical narratives can therefore be regarded as truthful
reflections of their time’s values, norms, beliefs, and mentality, regardless of the historical
accuracy of individual details, such as dialogues. In the words of Jesse Byock, “the realism in
these sagas is not tied to factual accuracy but to the societal normative code” (Byock 1982, 10).

2.2. SAGAS AND CULTURAL MEMORY

In transforming historical subject matter into a narrative discourse, the contemporary sagas’
creators employed the narrative conventions of saga literature, which already existed both in
oral tradition and in writing. Through the process of narrativization, accounts of historical
events were shaped by specific structural patterns and real historical persons were transformed
into literary characters and gained some stereotypical features, comparable to the literary types
known from the sagas of Icelanders and the kings’ sagas. That means that the contemporary
sagas are an inseparable part of the saga tradition, and they were doubtlessly perceived as such
also at the time of their origin. It would therefore be limiting and misleading to analyse
individual contemporary sagas outside of their context within the saga tradition, because the
communication between the storyteller and the audience of medieval narratives was based first
and foremost on the expectations created by the given type of narrative. The fact that certain
structural patterns supported certain ways of interpreting the events was based on the audience’s
knowledge of many similar narratives of the same kind, which were perceived as mutually
connected, although their story lines were independent of each other. In literature, recent events
could thus be associated with the distant past not only through direct causal links, but also due
to typological similarity. A necessary precondition of such contextualization of recent events
was a memory of the past, created by means of oral tradition, writing, material objects, or a
combination of all these elements.

In this context we are not speaking about individual memory, but rather about what Jan
Assmann and others have defined as cultural memory. In Assmann’s theory, “cultural memory
preserves the store of knowledge from which a group derives an awareness of its unity and
peculiarity” (Assmann 1995, 130). This close connection to identity is what marks the
difference between cultural memory and general historical knowledge. In Assmann’s words:

in the context of cultural memory, the distinction between myth and history vanishes. Not the past as such, as it is
investigated and reconstructed by archaeologists and historians, counts for the cultural memory, but only the past
as it is remembered. [...] Cultural memory reaches back into the past only so far as the past can be reclaimed as
ours. This is why we refer to this form of historical consciousness as memory and not just as knowledge about the
past. Knowledge about the past acquires the properties and functions of memory if it is related to a concept of
identity. (Assmann 2008, 113)

Such a definition of cultural memory also implies that, unlike historical knowledge, cultural
memory is highly contextual. As Assmann has pointed out, “cultural memory works by
reconstructing, that is, it always relates its knowledge to an actual and contemporary situation”
(Assmann 1995, 130). That means that any given historical fact can receive new meanings in a

33



group’s cultural memory, and that these meanings depend on the group’s need of specific ways
of defining its identity at any given time.

This is connected to Assmann’s definition of “myth” in the sense of a memory or narrative
of history that creates meaningful links between the past and the present. In his words, “myth
is a predominantly narrative reference to the past that sheds light on the present and the future”.?
Assmann further defines two central functions of myth: a founding (fundierend) and a contra-
present (kontra-prdsentisch) function. The founding function “sets the present in light of a past
that makes it appear meaningful, divinely planned, necessary, and unalterable”.* The contra-
present function, on the other hand, “emphasizes the missing, the disappeared, the lost, and the
suppressed, and it creates awareness of the rupture between ‘then’ and ‘now’”.> This awareness
of the differences between ‘then’ and ‘now’ is necessary for the conceptualization of the past
as the past, which then enables interpretation of the present in light of the past — as well as
interpretation of the past in light of the present.

Other scholars who have further developed the theory of cultural memory have defined it
as “an ongoing process of remembrance and forgetting in which individuals and groups
continue to refigure their relationship to the past” (Erll and Rigney 2009, 2). They have stated
that cultural memory is “as much a matter of acting out a relationship to the past from a
particular point in the present as it is a matter of preserving and retrieving earlier stories” (Erll
and Rigney 2009, 2). We thus return to the concept of narrativity that has been outlined here —
every narrative endows the given historical knowledge with specific meanings, which are based
on its contextualization that is formed by the situation at the time when the narrative is created.
Recent events are transformed into a narrative discourse when they are connected to the past
that forms the given society’s cultural memory. That way, these events themselves become a
part of this society’s cultural memory.

Old Norse literature has been discussed from the perspective of memory studies and
cultural memory in recent research. One of the major benefits of this approach has been that it
has liberated saga studies from the dichotomy of history and fiction. This dichotomy is limiting
because the medieval texts developed before the occurrence of these modern notions, and they
antedate the widespread interest in classifying texts according to such criteria. Instead, memory
studies can reveal the capacity of certain narratives to construct a significant relationship
between the present and the past (Hermann 2010, 69—70). In Pernille Hermann’s words,
“aspects of cultural memory studies [...] may provide a theoretical background for
understanding the sagas, not as a literature that documents facts, nor as pure inventions, 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). Furthermore, memory studies can also nuance other concept pairs that have
appeared in saga studies, such as representation versus reality, text versus extra-textual context,
and orality versus literacy (Hermann 2013, 333). To use Hermann’s formulation again, “when

3 Mythos ist der vorzugsweise narrative Bezug auf die Vergangenheit, der von dort Licht auf die Gegenwart und
Zukunft fallen ldsst (Assmann 2005, 78).

4 [..] stellt Gegenwdirtiges in das Licht einer Geschichte, die es sinnvoll, gottgewollt, notwendig und
unabdnderlich erscheinen ldsst (Assmann 2005, 79).

5 [...] hebt das Fehlende, Verschwundene, Verlorene, an den Rand Gedrdiingte hervor und macht den Bruch bewusst
zwischen ‘einst’ und fjetzt’ (Assmann 2005, 79).
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the formative power of saga literature to shape cultural realities, that is, to construct memories,
is recognized, the distinction between text and reality is blurred, and their cultural significance
is equalized, something that eventually increases the sagas’ value as sources for medieval
culture” (Hermann 2013, 351).

Understandably, Old Norse memory studies have focused primarily on the dominant
“founding narratives” of the Icelandic society — on the texts dealing with the settlement of
Iceland and with the Saga Age, such as the sagas of Icelanders, Islendingabdk, and
Landnamabok (Glauser 2000; Hermann 2010; Gisli Sigurdsson 2014; Long 2017). In
connection with this type of texts, Jirg Glauser has highlighted the important relationship
between landscape and memory, pointing out that while the past is presented as qualitatively
different from the present, traces of the superseded culture are inscribed in the landscape
through its placenames, because places are named after past events or persons (Glauser 2000,
208-09). In his view, “in saga literature it is first and foremost the landscape and the events
localized in it which play the decisive role as guarantors of memory. Narratives [...] are
inseparably bound to Icelandic topography and undertake a wide-ranging literary mapping of
the country, a semioticization of space” (Glauser 2007, 20). The term “semioticization of space”
defines the process by which “the landscape, previously empty and undescribed, and therefore
meaningless and without sense”, is turned into a social space. Through this process, “a
transformation of nature into culture occurs, in that nature — in the concrete form of the Icelandic
landscape surrounding the community — is ‘described’ by the sagas, i.e. endowed with signs
and so filled with significance” (Glauser 2000, 209). Glauser has also emphasized the role of
genealogies in linking the present to the past and creating a continuity between them, stating
that “genealogies are among the most characteristic and original forms of cultural memory
techniques; in such accounts there is frequently a direct leap from mythological beginnings to
the present” (Glauser 2000, 210).

While genealogies and the “semioticization of space” underline the aspect of continuity
between the past and the present, which is dominant in the conceptualization of historical
development in the sagas of Icelanders and related texts, these narratives do not ignore the
differences between the past and the present either. Pernille Hermann has shown that the sagas
of Icelanders have both the founding function and the contra-present function defined by
Assmann. They have the founding function because they underline continuity by stating that
some remarkable objects from the past are still seen “now”, or that the place where something
happened is “now” named after that event or person. At the same time, they also have the contra-
present function because they point out change and contrast, stating that the landscape looked
different “then” than it does “now”, or that some social customs that were common “then’ are
no longer common “now”. What must be kept in mind is that the co-existence of these two
functional aspects and their subtle interplay in the texts are not elements of textual
inconsistencies, but rather inevitable aspects of a meaningful relationship between the past and
the present (Hermann 2010, 76-79).

Apart from the obvious choice of the sagas of Icelanders, Islendingabdk, and
Landnamabok as the main subjects of Old Norse memory studies, the perspective of memory
has also proved fruitful in studying other texts of a broadly historiographic character, such as
the kings’ sagas, chronicles, hagiographic sagas, church historiography, or legal texts, as well
as genres dealing directly or indirectly with mythology and the ancient past, such as Eddic
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poetry, skaldic poetry, Snorra Edda, and the legendary sagas (Hermann 2009; Hermann et al.
2014; Glauser et al. 2018). Memory-oriented research in Norse mythology shows that the
medieval Icelanders’ cultural memory reached even further than to the settlement period — all
the way to the Norse people’s legendary origin from the Asir. The written accounts such as
Snorra Edda, created in Christian times, do not only conserve the pagan mythology to keep it
from being forgotten, but also integrate Nordic pagan religion into a Christian concept of world
history, creating a Nordic past that could be considered meaningful in the thirteenth century
(Hermann 2009, 294-99). That is the main difference between cultural memory and memory
as a mere storage of knowledge — but these concepts are not mutually exclusive, and they often
co-exist within the same text. The concept of memory as stored knowledge corresponds with
the modern concepts of factuality, accuracy, and historicity, while the concept of cultural
memory corresponds with the modern concept of fictionality, in the sense of producing meaning
in a creative manner. The mixing of these two forms of memory thus again indicates that sharp
distinctions between factuality and invention — or between history and fiction — were not typical
for Old Norse literature; instead, every text was created and understood as a combination of
both (Hermann 2009, 299-300).

These and other similar findings have brought very significant new perspectives into the
research of various groups of Old Norse texts. One group of texts that has, on the other hand,
received little attention in context of Old Norse memory studies, includes the contemporary
sagas and the non-hagiographic sagas of Icelandic bishops. These texts are not primarily
regarded as “founding narratives” because 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 by which the recent past becomes integrated
into cultural memory, and to show how the already established cultural myths of the given
society are employed in this process.

As has been mentioned here, an important element of the narrativization of the recent
past, which is essential for its integration into cultural memory, is fitting the events into specific
structural patterns that support certain ways of interpretation or create certain expectations. It
is therefore useful to outline the theory of the horizon of expectations in the following and to
suggest a method of applying this theory to the study of saga literature while avoiding the
constrictions imposed by the traditional but largely limiting category of saga genres.

2.3. THE HORIZON OF EXPECTATIONS AND THE NARRATIVE
TYPES OF SAGAS

The concept of the horizon of expectations was formulated by Hans Robert Jauss as an element
of his reception theory. This theory is based on the idea that a literary text should not be regarded
as having a universal, unchangeable, and timeless meaning, but that the meaning of every
literary text is formed in its recipient’s mind in context of the recipient’s previous experience
with other literary texts. According to Jauss,

the analysis of the literary experience of the reader avoids the threatening pitfalls of psychology if it describes the
response and the impact of a work within the definable frame of reference of the reader’s expectations: this frame
of reference for each work develops in the historical moment of its appearance from a previous understanding of
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the genre, from the form and themes of already familiar works, and from the contrast between poetic and practical
language. [...] A literary work, even if it seems new, does not appear as something absolutely new in an
informational vacuum, but predisposes its readers to a very definite type of reception by textual strategies, overt
and covert signals, familiar characteristics or implicit allusions. It awakens memories of the familiar, stirs
particular emotions in the reader and with its beginning arouses expectations for the middle and end, which can
then be continued intact, changed, re-oriented or even ironically fulfilled in the course of reading according to
certain rules of the genre or type of text. (Jauss 1970, 11-12)

This is what Jauss calls the “horizon of expectations” (Jauss 1970, 12). Jauss further works with
the concept of “aesthetic distance”, that is “the distance between the given horizon of
expectations and the appearance of a new work, whose reception results in a horizon change
because it negates familiar experience or articulates an experience for the first time” (Jauss
1970, 14). He uses this concept to determine the artistic nature of a work, arguing that the
greater this distance is, the higher the aesthetic value of the work is (Jauss 1970, 14—15). That
is true of literary fiction, because its value is determined by its aesthetic quality. The value of a
historical narrative, on the other hand, is not primarily based on its aesthetic quality, but rather
on the fact that the discourse endows the depicted events with new layers of meaning. That can
be achieved in a historical narrative either by fulfilling the horizon of expectations created by a
particular type of text, or by deliberately distorting the given horizon of expectations and
creating a distance from it. Both processes can produce equally valuable historical narratives.

The concept of the horizon of expectations can be applied to the Old Norse sagas; the
typical saga of a conflict between two kin groups can be mentioned as an example. It usually
has a stereotypical structure, the beginning of which implies how the action will continue. Two
protagonists are presented at the beginning, and the primary cause of their conflict is described;
the conflict then escalates, and other characters become involved. Armed clashes take place,
and one of the central characters is killed, which is followed by a revenge; at the end of the saga
the conflict is terminated by a reconciliation. The structure of the saga creates a certain horizon
of expectations. The recipient, whether an original medieval listener or a modern reader of the
editions or translations, who is already familiar with some similar sagas, recognizes its typical
beginning and figures out what types of events are likely to follow. The originality of each saga
is formed by how each type of event is carried out — how the individual protagonists are
portrayed, which of the characters is killed in the decisive fight, who takes revenge, and under
what circumstances the two parties agree on reconciliation.

Other sagas have different structures; some deal with a series of the protagonist’s various
adventures, which are unrelated to each other and are connected only by the focus on the
protagonist. Others describe the protagonist’s turbulent relationship with a woman and his
rivalry with her other suitors or with her rightful husband. Each of these saga types follows a
specific structural pattern and creates a specific horizon of expectations. Each type is also
usually, but not exclusively, connected to a specific saga subgenre. The conflict story described
above is most frequent in the sagas of Icelanders, which depict the first century after the
settlement of Iceland. The quest story is often found in the legendary sagas, which deal with
the legendary ancient past of Scandinavia. The love story is typical for the skald sagas, which
follow the protagonist from his troublesome life in Iceland to his stay at the Norwegian royal
court and then back to his unfulfilled love in Iceland. It would, however, be a simplification to
assume that the saga subgenres are the same thing as the story types or narrative types of sagas.
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The concept of genre is problematic in context of saga studies. As has been pointed out
by Pernille Hermann among others, any individual saga is intertextually connected to other
sagas and to other Old Norse genres, as well as to non-Norse texts. Each subgenre of the sagas
employs some genre-specific characteristics, but still, each genre merges with the others on
various levels. When a saga employs motifs, structures, or themes that are typical for other
genres, it participates in a process that repeats and actualizes other texts. Such intertextual
relations, which embrace elements from oral as well as written texts, challenge the generic
categories developed by modern scholarship (Hermann 2013, 335-37).

The problem of intertextual relations across the genres can be solved by focusing on the
narrative types of sagas instead of the saga genres. The definition of individual narrative types
is based on the interconnection between structure and meaning: stories that follow the same
structural pattern are likely to focus on the same themes and values as well, regardless of
whether they deal with distant or recent events and whether they take place in Iceland or
Norway. Some narrative types are more typical for some genres than for others, but the
boundaries of the genres are not the same as the boundaries of the narrative types. For the
present study it is central that the contemporary sagas contain the same narrative types as the
sagas and peettir of Icelanders, and they also share some narrative types with the kings’ sagas.
Among the narrative types shared by these genres are the conflict story, the travel story, the
outlaw’s story, the court poet’s story, the royal retainer’s story, and others. Each of these types
creates a particular horizon of expectations, whether it is a part of a saga or pdttr of Icelanders,
of a contemporary saga, or of a king’s saga. This enables us to analyse the meanings of the
narrative types across the boundaries of the traditionally defined saga genres.

It is essential to define the horizon of expectations of any given narrative before analysing
its meaning, especially when dealing with medieval literature, because in Jauss’ words:

[...] the reconstruction of the horizon of expectations, on the basis of which a work in the past was created and
received, enables us to find the questions to which the text originally answered and thereby to discover how the
reader of that day viewed and understood the work. [...] The method of the history of reception is essential for the
understanding of literary works which lie in the distant past. 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 answered 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, 18—19)

In context of the present study, it can be assumed that the writers and compilers of the
contemporary sagas could expect their audience to know some sagas of Icelanders — and since
these sagas followed certain narrative types, it did not matter which individual sagas each
member of the audience knew. It was rather the knowledge of the narrative types as such that
formed the audience’s understanding of the contemporary sagas and other texts of the time.
This is connected to the inherent intertextuality of medieval literature, which has also been
discussed by Jauss. Whereas the modern perception of a literary text as a work — that is, as a
unique product of its creator, presupposes a “distinction between purposefulness and
purposelessness, didactic and fictional, traditional and individual, imitative and creative” (Jauss
1979, 188), the inherent intertextuality of medieval literature “is constitutive, in the sense that
the reader must negate the character of the individual text as a work in order to enjoy the charm
of an already ongoing game with known rules and still unknown surprises” (Jauss 1979, 189).
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This is, according to Jauss, “an essential aspect of the alterity of [medieval] literature” (Jauss
1979, 189).

This intertextuality and fluidity of medieval texts may pose a problem when it comes to
the question of authorial intent. Any text that qualifies as a historical narrative represents a set
of choices, such as the choice of narrative type or of particular historical events to be included
or left out. The question of intentionality must therefore be taken into consideration in any
discussion of the evaluation of events in the narrative. Literary criticism has witnessed various
approaches to this matter, from the idea that a correct interpretation of a text reflects the real
author’s intention (Hirsch 1967) to the “death of the author” proposed by some of the
structuralist theorists who believed that the text speaks for itself (Barthes 1977). The currently
widely accepted solution to this contradiction is based on the concept of implied author (Booth
1961), which is a picture of authorial presence that is not explicitly presented in the work, but
rather constructed by the reader as he reacts to the implied author’s involvement, however
hidden it is (Booth 1961, 70-73). The image of the implied author represents the set of values
reflected in the work, and it cannot be identified with the text’s narrator or with its theme, as
both the narrator and the multiple themes are only some of the elements created by the implied
author (Booth 1961, 73—74). The distinction between the real author and the implied author
solves the contradiction between the fact that no literary work can be entirely objective — in the
sense of indifference toward any values — and the fact that the work should not be regarded as
a direct expression of the real author’s personal biases and desires (Booth 1961, 75).

Although the theory of implied author is based primarily on the study of modern
literature, which can be regarded as authorial work in a narrow sense, the concept also solves
the issue of the authorial intent in medieval texts. The name and social background of a
medieval text’s author are often unknown, but even if they are known, the text cannot be
regarded as one individual’s work in the modern sense, because the oral tradition that preceded
the writing, as well as the variability of the manuscript tradition, must be taken into
consideration. The concept of implied author may involve all the persons who participated in
shaping the work in the oral and manuscript tradition, including the fact that the text probably
does not reflect their highly individual opinions, but rather a set of values that was dominant in
the given society (for the use of the concept of implied author in analysing sagas, see f. ex.
Armann Jakobsson 2014, 328-31).

Any reference to evaluation of the historical events in the following discussion should
therefore be understood in the sense of implied author. The present study focuses on the means
of expressing such evaluation, as the voice of the implied author is typically indirect in saga
literature. Values can be inherent in the narrative type itself — for example, as the conflict story
typically ends with a reconciliation, it reflects the idea that social harmony is more important
than fights and revenge between individuals. Other narrative characteristics of the sagas, such
as stanzas, parallel scenes, characterization of protagonists, or shifting narrative focus, can also
serve as means of evaluation; an analysis of these elements is therefore essential to a deeper
understanding of the processes of meaning production that are employed in the texts.

Due to the inherent intertextuality of medieval literature, such an understanding can be
achieved only if the narrative principles of each individual saga are analysed in a broader
context of saga literature, because that is how the texts were understood and appreciated by
their original audiences. Such an approach does not, however, require a detailed comparison of
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motifs, plots, and structural patterns in all extant sagas. It is rather based on the idea that specific
narrative types, of which there is a limited number, create certain horizons of expectations,
which form the recipients’ understanding of each new text that they encounter. To the original
medieval recipients of literature, the knowledge of these types was culturally specific — every
group, defined by language, geographic location, social status and function, and other factors,
received, knew, and produced different narrative types. That is why the study of medieval
literature in context of its original reception is closely connected to the concept of cultural
memory.

Before turning to the discussion of the connections between individual sagas, narrative
types, and cultural memory, it is necessary to outline the history of research of the contemporary
sagas and of the themes that are central to them — the concepts of identity and independence,
and the cultural myths that reflect the relationship between medieval Iceland and Norway.

2.4. THE HISTORY OF RESEARCH

2. 4. 1. Icelanders and the concept of independence

Iceland’s union with Norway was traditionally perceived as a tragic event because it was
regarded as a loss of national independence due to foreign oppression. The temporary instability
that was an inevitable part of the social transformation in Iceland was regarded as an overall
moral downfall and social disintegration (f. ex. Einar Olafur Sveinsson 1940, 1-5). Such
interpretations were based on a lack of comparison with the processes of power centralization
in other medieval European states, and they were formed by the political and cultural climate
at the time of their origin. As several scholars have pointed out, the idea of medieval Icelandic
opposition against the monarchy was largely constructed by modern Icelandic historians, whose
conception of their national history was formed by Iceland’s struggle for political independence
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (Gunnar Karlsson 1980; Byock 1992; Halink
2018). Icelanders aimed at regaining independence from Denmark, under whose rule they had
come together with Norwegians in the course of history. 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 Icelandic political movement led by Jon Sigurdsson,
who argued that after the end of absolutism in 1848, power over Iceland could not be given to
the Danish people, but only to the Icelandic people. Jon Sigurdsson’s suggestion of Iceland’s
practical autonomy was at first rejected by the Danish government, but Icelanders continued in
their effort; all the Icelandic political forces of this time agreed that increased autonomy was a
priority. These efforts eventually brought success: Alpingi was granted legislative function in
1874, in 1904 Iceland received home rule with a local minister, and in 1918 a separate Icelandic
state in personal union with Denmark was established. In the 1940s, the Second World War re-
opened a debate that brought about the establishment of the Republic of Iceland in 1944 (see
Byock 1992, 50-56).

Simon Halink has rightly observed that “Icelandic nationalism was not born in Iceland”.
The ideas that originally came from the German romanticist philosophers were, somewhat
paradoxically, mediated to the nineteenth-century Icelandic cultural elite through the Danish
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educated circles, in which Iceland was appreciated as a treasure chest of Old Norse written
sources. In context of Iceland’s independence movement, nineteenth- and twentieth-century
Icelandic historians idealized the first centuries after the settlement of Iceland as a golden age,
focusing on the idea of freedom and on the value of the cultural heritage, especially medieval
Icelandic literature (Halink 2018, 806—07). They also constructed a negative image of King
Hékon Hékonarson, the founder of the medieval Norwegian-Icelandic union, claiming that the
king deliberately increased the strife among the Icelandic chieftains and deceived them with
false promises and meaningless titles with the purpose of gaining their chieftaincies and power
over Iceland (Adils 1903, 101-02; Nordal 1942, 340—41; Jon Johannesson 1956, 291). Another
chief misdeed against Icelanders that has traditionally been ascribed to King Hakon Hakonarson
is his treatment of Snorri Sturluson (Jon Helgason 1925, 132-33; Magnus Stefansson 1975,
137-39), which has often been evaluated without paying sufficient attention to the complicated
circumstances of Snorri’s dealings with the Norwegian rulers and with other influential
Icelanders. The negative perception of the monarchy was connected to the idea that King Hékon
was a stranger and a foreigner, with whom Icelanders had nothing in common (Einar Olafur
Sveinsson 1940, 23).

These interpretations ignore all the historical, economic, cultural, and linguistic
connections between the two lands, as well as the fact that most of the prominent Icelanders of
the time visited the royal court, many of them repeatedly, so they knew the king personally and
turned to him for support in their mutual power struggles on their own initiative. Such a
perception of history was formed by the modern political circumstances and by a modern
concept of national identity and freedom, which was automatically applied also to the Middle
Ages. Consequently, Iceland’s medieval union with Norway was presented as a result of the
Norwegian king’s unilateral expansive politics, which were passively tolerated by the Icelandic
chieftains. This interpretation of the relationship between medieval Iceland and Norway stems
from the assumption that every society that forms a political entity is a national state, defined
by its claim to political independence. The medieval concepts of identity, nation, and freedom
could, however, substantially differ from the modern ones.

2. 4. 2. Medieval notions of identity and nationality

Medieval states have often been automatically regarded as nation states in the modern sense. In
the case of Iceland, which was not a kingdom, the perception of a nation state was based on the
existence of one law and assembly for all Icelanders (Adils 1906, 29; Melsted 1910, 3; 1914,
16-33; Nordal 1942, 150-52). Even after the end of the strongly nationalistic tendencies in
Icelandic historiography, historians continued to emphasize that Iceland was unique in having
one law and one legal assembly for the whole land (Jakob Benediktsson 1974, 170).
Nevertheless, although a shared law was important for the forming of identity, it would
be misleading to automatically perceive this identity as national in the modern sense. The fact
that Iceland, unlike Norway, had a common law and assembly for the whole land before the
thirteenth century, is not decisive. The Norwegian provinces were similarly defined by their
individual laws and assemblies, although they parallelly also belonged to a kingdom. Various
legal and literary sources imply that the provinces were important identity markers in Norway
as well, as for example the individual provinces swore allegiance to kings separately. As Iceland
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was not a kingdom, it makes sense to compare it rather to the provinces than to the Scandinavian
kingdoms; Icelanders were “a people” in the same way as the inhabitants of the Scandinavian
provinces — regions defined by shared law (see Hastrup 1984, 241; Gunnar Karlsson 1987, 129;
Sverrir Jakobsson 1999b, 122-26; Sverrir Jakobsson 2005, 336-41; Wardahl 2011, 17;
Armann Jakobsson 2014, 279).

In the legal sense, Iceland could be perceived as a single region, but even within Iceland,
the sources show signs of regional and local identity. Every individual related their identity to
Iceland as a whole, but also to their quarter (fjordungr), region (hérad), and district (hreppr)
(Sverrir Jakobsson 2005, 279-93). On the other hand, when the Norsemen travelled outside of
the Nordic area, all Norsemen could be defined as one “nation”, probably due to their shared
language. In religious contexts, all Christians were regarded as one “people”, as Christian
identity was more important than geographically or politically defined “nationality”. Overall,
medieval Icelandic identity was multi-layered, as every individual belonged within “a people”
on several levels: Christian, Norse, legal — within a province, or local — within a quarter, region,
district, or parish. The relative significance of these categories varied in every situation,
depending on the width of the geographical or political environment that the individual was
interacting with (Sverrir Jakobsson 1999b, 115-22, 134-35; 2005, 43—44).

The next question is whether any of these levels of identity can be regarded as “national”,
and whether such a question even makes sense in the study of medieval societies. Some theories
imply that the concept of national identity is a modern phenomenon that was formed only
around the time of the French Revolution, while others claim that it existed in the Middle Ages.
The modernist theorists of nationality, such as Eugen Weber (1976), Benedict Anderson (1983),
or Ernest Gellner (1983), argue that the concept of nationality was created only in the late
eighteenth or early nineteenth century, in connection with the French Revolution,
industrialization, and urbanization. This approach has, however, been criticized by other
significant theorists of nationality. Anthony D. Smith (1991) believes that it neglects the roots
of modern nationality in cultural heritage and shared history; Adrian Hastings (1997) argues
that national identity existed, at least in England, from the Late Middle Ages in a form
comparable to the modern one.

Even those who believe that the concept of nation was formed in the North before the era
of industrialization do not completely agree on when it happened. The editors of Dansk
identitetshistorie (1991-1992) believe that the concept of national identity was not relevant in
the North before 1536, but other Scandinavian historians oppose this idea and claim that
national identity mattered in this area at the latest from the Late Middle Ages (Brenserud Larsen
1998; Lunden 1995). In Icelandic historiography, the perception of this problem has been
strongly influenced by Sigurdur Lindal, who has argued that the idea of an independent national
state did not exist in the thirteenth century, when identity was formed by Christianity and by
personal loyalty to political leaders or allies, and that it was formed only from the fourteenth
century on (Lindal 1964). Else Mundal, on the other hand, has suggested that Icelandic national
identity was formed already around the time of saga writing, and that it may have been stronger
in Iceland than in other lands because of a shared history with a clearly defined beginning
(Mundal 1997, 14-15). Sverrir Jakobsson believes that the concept of nationality existed
throughout the Middle Ages, but that it differed from our modern understanding of it. The
definition of nationality varied in different situations and contexts; it was often defined
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geographically, but it could include smaller or larger areas depending on context; sometimes,
but far from always, the concept of “a nation” was equivalent to the subjects of one king (Sverrir
Jakobsson 1999b, 112-15).

None of these theories can be easily dismissed because each of them depends on how it
interprets the term “nation”, but there is no doubt that the medieval concept of nationality was
different from how we perceive it today — it was broader and more variable (Sverrir Jakobsson
1999b, 111-12; 2005, 328-32). The discussion of the situation in the North is not made any
easier by the fact that the Old Norse term pjod can denote both “a people” in the sense of
ethnicity or shared origin and “a nation” in a more political sense, which makes it difficult to
distinguish these concepts from each other in the sources (Gunnar Karlsson 1987, 131). The
term pjod has even more varied meanings in the medieval sources — it can denote any large
crowd of people or “the public”; in some sources it refers to the people of one land or the people
belonging to one legal assembly, but also to all Norsemen regardless of the kingdoms, or even
to all Christians (Sverrir Jakobsson 1999b, 111-15; 2005, 114-24, 332-35).

Despite such difficulties, there is no reason to assume that nationality in the sense of
awareness of ethnical, geographical, cultural, and language identity did not exist in the Middle
Ages, although it was not based on the concept of a political nation state in the modern sense
(Gunnar Karlsson 1999, 143-44; Sverrir Jakobsson 2005, 332). Gunnar Karlsson has
contributed to a solution of the terminological problems by formulating three stages of the
development of national identity: ethnical identification, cultural nationalism, and political
nationalism (Gunnar Karlsson 1987, 132—-33). As to the question of when ethnical identification
started in Iceland, Gunnar Karlsson agrees with Kirsten Hastrup, who argues that the distinction
between Icelanders and Norwegians was at first mainly geographical, until “Icelandicness” was
defined in the twelfth century by the writing of Islendingabok and The First Grammatical
Treatise, which can be regarded as the starting point of ethnical identification (Hastrup 1984,
239-40; Gunnar Karlsson 1987, 133-34; see also Sverrir Jakobsson 2005, 335).

Cultural nationalism, according to Gunnar Karlsson, became distinct in Iceland in the
sixteenth century, in connection with the European humanism. It is best represented by
Arngrimur Jonsson’s works Brevis commentarius de Islandia (1593) and Crymogcea (1609), in
which he refutes the contemporary continental perception of Icelanders as a primitive people
and underlines the importance of Icelandic history and language. He also connects the term
pjoo with the term frrelsi (freedom), and he describes Iceland’s medieval union with Norway as
a tragedy, but at the same time he expresses loyalty to the contemporary Danish king (Gunnar
Karlsson 1987, 134-35; 1999, 160—64). Political nationalism in the sense of a connection
between collective identity and the claim to a politically independent state appeared in Iceland
only in the first half of the nineteenth century (Gunnar Karlsson 1987, 135-36).

Recent studies have shown that there was little connection between collective identity
and state even in medieval Norway, although it was a kingdom. While some of the kings’ sagas,
such as Heimskringla and Fagrskinna, express a unity of Norway as a nation, Sverrir Jakobsson
has argued that these texts do not reflect the society’s general attitudes, but rather the royal
court’s official ideology, which these works sought to shape, rather than reflecting already
established attitudes (Sverrir Jakobsson 1999a, 96, 99-100). Accordingly, Sverrir Jakobsson
distinguishes between “public identity”, which was consciously formed by the monarchy, and
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“popular identity”, which seems to have been mainly regional or local (Sverrir Jakobsson
1999a, 93, 99-101).

Furthermore, Sverre Bagge has pointed out that the traditional monarchic “public
identity”, as reflected in the classical kings’ sagas, is mainly based on the notion of a shared
Norwegian identity in the sense of patriotic sentiments, when the Norwegians are praised for
bravery and other qualities in contrast to other Scandinavians, but there is not any direct link
between national community and state (Bagge 1995, 6—7). On the other hand, when the focus
on the connection between the people and the state was strengthened during the reign of Hakon
Hékonarson, this was due to the acceptance of an international royal ideology, which offered
less space for Norwegian cultural specificity than the older concepts. Collective identity was
now based on the idea of being the subjects of one king, rather than on notions of shared culture
or specific qualities (Bagge 1995, 8—11).

In general, research has mainly focused on formulating a unified and universal collective
identity of medieval Icelanders, Norwegians, and other “nations”. As such, it has been limited
by the fact that the medieval concept of identity was multi-layered and the perception of identity
was situational, as well as by the sources’ focus on the ruling class and its individual members.
In the present study it is attempted to analyse various categories of medieval Icelandic identity
and specific cultural myths that contributed to the construction of identity, while keeping in
mind that some of these aspects were more significant than others at various times, in different
situations, and for different groups of people. The study also focuses on individual identities
and social roles. The narrative accounts of these identities must be regarded as a combination
of how the individuals presented themselves, how their contemporaries perceived them, and
how the saga writers transformed the real historical persons into character types. The narrative
interpretations of contemporary persons create indirect evaluations of the events in which these
persons participated, and as such, they are not only portrayals of individuals, but also reflections
of more general values and concerns that were current in the society. Due to this focus on
specific cultural myths and individual character types, the study does not aim at defining a
uniform medieval Icelandic identity that could be perceived as “national” in the modern sense.
The study is nevertheless based on the idea that the medieval Icelanders regarded themselves
as a distinct group in their relations with each other and with people from other lands.

2. 4. 3. Medieval Icelandic identity and the “cultural myths”

As Kirsten Hastrup has pointed out, the definition of Icelanders as a people was a gradual
process. The settlement of a land does not necessarily immediately create a people as a defined
group — common habitat does not automatically mean “self-definition by reference to a shared
identity” (Hastrup 1984, 236-37). According to Ann-Marie Long it is, however, likely that after
the settlement, the Icelanders’ physical dislocation from the centre prompted the need for self-
definition in the periphery. This, in turn, required an interpretation of the past and present that
allowed the migrants to find, express, and establish their identity in a new environment (Long
2017, 1). This autonomous Icelandic identity was based on the Icelanders’ definition of their
relationship to Norway as a social space, to kings and monarchy, and to Norwegians as a people.

Such relationships formed a series of cultural myths. In Long’s definition, which is based
on Jan Assmann’s theory, a myth — in the sense of a cultural, rather than religious myth —is a
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narrative, oral or written, with which a community identifies itself. Functioning as statements
of differentiation, myths provide a cognitive and interpretative framework for the related issues
of “who we are” and “where we come from”. As such, they possess a normative and formative
power, constructing the identity of a group through the creation of a shared past, the belief in
which forms a socially constructed “imagined community” (Long 2017, 63—65).

The Icelanders’ relationship to Norway as a social space was defined by stories of the
settlement and of individual Icelandic history and culture, which formed the Icelandic
“foundation narrative” or “myth of origin”. According to Kirsten Hastrup, a certain break in the
historical and linguistic continuity with Norway occurred in the twelfth century, when a
separate history and a distinct language were perceived by Icelanders as defining aspects of the
Icelandic social space. They were formulated in two major works of early Icelandic scholarship:
Islendingab6k (ca. 1130) and the First Grammatical Treatise (ca. 1150). Islendingabék
endowed Icelanders with their own written history from the settlement to the time of writing.
In the First Grammatical Treatise, the author not only speaks about “us, the Icelanders”, which
is the first documented example of conscious self-identification, he also formulates the general
idea of different peoples (pjodir) speaking different languages. With these two works, the
criteria of geography, language, and history merged into a multiple definition of autonomous
cultural identity. Nevertheless, neither Islendingabdk nor the First Grammatical Treatise reject
the idea of affiliation with Norway and the rest of Scandinavia, nor do they imply a claim to
political sovereignty in the modern sense. Instead, they offer room for a dual relationship of
inclusion and contrast between Iceland and Norway (Hastrup 1984, 239-43).

The Icelanders’ relationship to kings and monarchy and their perception of their own
society was reflected in the “myth of the Free State”. According to Hastrup, the sagas of
Icelanders present the Saga Age, the first century after the settlement of Iceland, as a period of
legal and social integrity, honour, and kin loyalty, creating an image of an original “Free State”
as the essence of Icelandic social identity. That way, the Icelandic community was
retrospectively identified as a self-contained and well-bounded society from its very beginning
(Hastrup 1984, 248-51).

The narratives of Icelandic history depict a kingless society, but that does not mean that
they reject the idea of kingship and monarchy in general. Even some of the earliest written
works from the twelfth or early thirteenth centuries show a tendency to compare Icelandic
leaders to monarchs. Bishop Gizurr Isleifsson (1082—1118) is depicted in Islendingabok (ca.
1130) as the supreme ruler of Iceland, popular and obeyed by everyone; Hungrvaka (ca. 1200)
and Kristni saga (ca. 1300) even refer to him explicitly as the “king of Iceland”; in
Morkinskinna (ca. 1220) it is implied in a direct speech by a Norwegian ruler that Gizurr is fit
to be a king (Armann Jakobsson 1994b, 33-36; 1999, 48; Long 2017, 236-38). Similarly, the
contemporary sagas about earlier times portray the leading chieftains of the twelfth century,
Gizurr Hallsson (ca. 1115-1206) of the Haukdelir and Jon Loptsson (1124-1197) of the
Oddaverjar, as noble leaders with almost royal qualities (Armann Jakobsson 1994b, 36-38;
1999, 48—49). The idea of an Icelander who can be compared to a king was thus one of the
elements that constructed the notion of the noble Icelandic society, equal to any society with
royal rule. The idea that a society prospers in the presence of a strong ruler was clearly not
foreign to Icelanders, as it was an inseparable part of the literary construction of the Free State.
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Furthermore, the saga literature’s focus on the Free State should not be interpreted as an
indication of any intention to deny Iceland’s cultural and political contact with the rest of
Scandinavia. The existence of extensive compilations of kings’ sagas reveals that medieval
Icelanders showed active interest in kingship and that monarchy was always a part of their
cultural consciousness, long before King Hakon Hakonarson became actively involved in
Icelandic politics (Armann Jakobsson 1994b, 41-42; 2003, 4041, 50). These sagas were
neither neutral accounts of events nor uncritical praise of the monarchs, but rather a narrative
analysis of royal power, of its legitimacy, and of the political relationships between kings,
aristocrats, and farmers. That means that Icelanders did not regard the concept of royal rule as
something foreign that did not concern them. And it was surely not a coincidence that the
Icelandic saga writers focused — with a few scarce exceptions — on Norwegian kings. From
Sverris saga, the writing of which was commenced around 1185, through Morkinskinna,
Fagrskinna, and Heimskringla from the 1220s and Hdkonar saga from the 1260s to the long
compilations about Olafr Tryggvason and Olafr Haraldsson from the fourteenth century,
Icelanders wrote about Norwegian monarchs, which implies that they felt more closely
connected to Norway than to other kingdoms.

The compilations of kings’ sagas from the first half of the thirteenth century contain some
scenes that highlight the idea of the original settlers’ opposition to Norwegian kings, which was
a part of the Icelandic “myth of origin” (Armann Jakobsson 1999, 52). Nevertheless, such
episodes are counterbalanced by the generally positive attitude to monarchy reflected in the
kings’ sagas and by their insightful analyses of various aspects of royal power. Heimskringla
focuses on the principles of the kings’ political success and on the pragmatic character of their
relationship with the local leaders. Instead of idealizing some individuals and condemning
others, it explains the political circumstances of events and conflicts (Bagge 1991, 226-31,
236-39). The main theme of Morkinskinna is the king’s role in the society, the nature of royal
power, and the social life at the royal court and elsewhere in the medieval kingdom (Armann
Jakobsson 2014, 14). The compilation presents an ideal of kingship, in which the most
important elements are moderation and magnanimity; the portrayals of individual kings depict
their better and worse qualities, but the ideal is always present as a reference point (Armann
Jakobsson 2014, 243-56). The kings’ sagas show a deep understanding of royal power, which
Icelanders would hardly have possessed if they had despised monarchy and distanced
themselves from it.

Besides the Icelanders’ relationship to the monarchy, another important aspect of identity
was their relationship to Norwegians as a people. This relationship is best reflected in narrative
accounts of Icelanders travelling to Norway or Norwegians travelling to Iceland, which form
the “myth of otherness and contact”. As Patricia Boulhosa has pointed out, the travel stories
have a double function in the sagas: to reaffirm the Icelanders’ Norwegian ancestry, and to
affirm their new identity as Icelanders (Boulhosa 2005, 16673, 182).

Stories of Icelanders travelling to Norway, mainly the peettir in the kings’ sagas, admit
that Norwegians often stereotypically regarded Icelanders as foolish and awkward due to their
lack of social experience or lack of fashionable manners. However, the Icelander always
eventually proves his worth and receives proper appreciation for his cleverness, courage, or
personal integrity. Armann Jakobsson has shown that in the pettir in Morkinskinna, Iceland
and Norway are presented as closely interconnected, although the compilation was written
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before Iceland’s official union with Norway (Armann Jakobsson 2014, 129-31). A person’s
Icelandic origin nevertheless matters more in Norway than anywhere else, but the notion of
Icelandicness is a matter of personal identity and has nothing to do with ideas of opposition to
monarchy (Armann Jakobsson 2014, 275-92). The Icelandic self-image presented in
Morkinskinna is twofold, containing an inferiority complex as well as self-assurance, and
relatedness to Norway as well as a sense of individuality (Armann Jakobsson 2014, 291-92).

The sources also show that Norwegians frequently came to Iceland, usually as merchants,
but as a rule, they spent longer periods of time there, and mutually binding alliances often
developed between them and the local chieftains and farmers. The Norwegians could then
become involved in local Icelandic conflicts, and they were often appreciated for their fighting
skills. Some wished to settle down in Iceland, and if they married a local woman and acquired
some land, they were no longer strangers, regardless of their origin. Ownership of land and
belonging within a local family were essential conditions of integration into the society (Sverrir
Jakobsson 2005, 304-20; 2007a, 142—48, 154).

Conflicts between local farmers and Norwegian merchants could occur, but they were the
same as any other local conflicts, rather than being based on any national antagonism (Sverrir
Jakobsson 1999b, 135-38; 2007a, 149). Strangers were not automatically marginal, although
they are sometimes portrayed as bearing some traits of marginality — berserker tendencies,
sorcery, or being hired as assassins — but Icelanders are depicted in such roles just as often. In
getting a stranger to do the dirty work, one could just as easily use someone from another district
as someone from abroad. “Otherness” was defined by being a stranger, not by being a foreigner
in the sense of nationality (Sverrir Jakobsson 2005, 322-24; 2007a, 153-54). In general, the
Norwegian merchants in Iceland could be perceived as strangers in the sense that they could
not rely on their kin group, rather than in the sense of national identity. The term austmaor,
which is dominant in the sagas, implies that they were regarded as inhabitants of the eastern
part of the same social space.

It can be concluded that Icelandic medieval literature does not show any signs of
unequivocal enmity towards Norwegians and the Norwegian monarchy, only of ambiguity. The
ambivalent image of Norway in the sagas can be explained by the Icelanders’ need to form their
own identity, which had to be constructed partly in connection with and partly in opposition to
Norway (Mundal 1997, 23-24). This relationship was, however, one of dualism, rather than
one of contradiction. With an awareness of this dualism, Icelandic identity was constructed in
texts dealing with both the distant past and the recent past. In these texts, real historical events,
as well as stories formed in oral tradition, were transformed into a narrative discourse which
shaped the Icelanders’ ideas of who they were and what their position in the world was. This
discourse was based on three dominant cultural myths: the myth of origin, the myth of the Free
State, and the myth of otherness and contact.
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2. 4. 4. The narratives of Icelandic social development as an object of study

Medieval Icelandic identity was constructed with an awareness of a historical, social, and
cultural community with Norway in terms of language, a shared past, economic ties, and later
an ecclesiastical community within the Church province of Nidards (see Wardahl 2011, 36—
39). Any ideas of individuation were therefore always combined with a sense of relatedness.
This perception, however, is absent in many existing studies of the relationship between
medieval Iceland and Norway and of the processes that gradually led to the formation of the
political foundations of this relationship during the Sturlung Age. Apart from the obvious bias
caused by the political climate in Iceland in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, one of
the main reasons for the prevailing negative attitude toward the union has been the lack of
interest in the narrative principles that form the contemporary sagas, the texts that most directly
reveal the medieval Icelanders’ own perceptions of the union. Research has focused on the
sagas with supposedly higher literary value, such as the sagas of Icelanders and the sagas of
kings, while the narrative substance of Sturlunga saga has been underrated, and the text has at
best been used as a source of facts in studies of the social-historical background of other saga
subgenres (for a discussion of research tendencies see Ulfar Bragason 1986a, 3—10, 193-95).

In the second half of the twentieth century, some scholars finally turned their attention to
the narrative principles employed in the contemporary sagas, but most of these studies still
focus only on individual narrative features, rather than on the overall narrative structure and its
role in the construction of meaning (Glendinning 1966; Glendinning 1974; Clunies Ross 1994;
for a detailed overview of research see Ulfar Bragason 1986a, 11-36). A notable exception is
the work of Ulfar Bragason, who has undertaken detailed studies of the connection between the
structure and meaning of Sturlunga saga, and he has drawn attention to the fact that the
contemporary sagas are based on the same narrative principles as the sagas of Icelanders (Ulfar
Bragason 1981; 1986a, 37-83; 2010, 67-91, 267-68). He stresses the necessity of recognizing
the contemporary sagas’ narrative nature for assessing their value as history, because their
representation of historical events is determined by discursive principles. That is to say that the
factual events do not necessarily predetermine the meaning, it is rather the selection and
representation of events in a discourse that provides the sagas with meaning (Ulfar Bragason
1986a, 80—82; 1988, 267-68; 2010, 265-66). The structure of the sagas is determined by the
value system shared by the texts’ creators and audience (Ulfar Bragason 1988, 268). Similarly,
Stephen Tranter has analysed the compiler’s work with the introductory sagas of the Sturlunga
compilation and argued that these sagas draw attention to certain aspects of the social
development depicted in the compilation, providing a guideline for the perception of a specific
message in the central work of the compilation, fslendinga saga (Tranter 1987, 28-29).

These studies are excellent in terms of method, but their interpretation of the
contemporary sagas is still too strongly influenced by the notion of Iceland’s integration into
the Norwegian kingdom as a negative, even tragic event, and by the traditional perception of
Sturlunga saga as an image of a decline of moral values and a downfall of the social system. In
Ulfar Bragason’s words, the compilation’s “image of history is tragic” (sogusyn hennar er
tragisk, Ulfar Bragason 2010, 266) and “it creates an apocalyptic image of how the magnates’
immoderation in their greed for wealth and power leads to the only possible solution being the
acceptance of the Norwegian king’s rule” (bar er dregin upp spamannleg mynd af pvi hvernig
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hofleysi valdamanna i sokn til auds ok valda leidir til pess ad eina lausnin er ad jatast undir
Noregskonung, Ulfar Bragason 2010, 267). Both Ulfar Bragason and Stephen Tranter believe
that Sturlunga saga expresses dissatisfaction with the social situation at the time of its origin
after the establishment of Iceland’s union with Norway, and that it presents history as a decline
from a “golden age” in the first century after the settlement of Iceland to the miserable present
(Tranter 1987, 2-3, 224; Ulfar Bragason 1991b, 316-21; 2000, 481-82; 2010, 228-40).
Similarly, Lois Bragg characterizes Sturlunga saga as “the history of the thirteenth-century
disintegration of the Icelandic Free State” that shows “unrelievedly dark and disfigured reality”
(Bragg 1994, 18-19).

In Ulfar Bragason’s opinion, the purpose of the compilation was to reveal the causes of
the decline and explain the reasons for the social breakdown (Ulfar Bragason 2010, 240).
Similarly, Tranter believes that the perception of the Sturlung Age as a tragedy had a specific
purpose at the time of the compilation’s origin. He regards Sturlunga saga as a direct response
to the allegedly increasingly threatening political situation after 1300, which in his opinion was
characterized by a renewed decline of the society after a period of optimism in the late thirteenth
century. He argues 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 at the break of the fourteenth century (Tranter 1987, 226-35).

Helgi borlaksson has argued against this view by showing that around 1300, fights and
physical violence had been effectively reduced by the new legislation, so it was unnecessary to
put effort into creating an extensive narrative that would emphasize the necessity of peace and
reconciliation, because there was no reason to be afraid of war (Helgi Porlaksson 2012, 67-68).
The most pressing social problem in the late thirteenth century was the conflict between secular
and ecclesiastical power, which nevertheless did not involve any serious violence and was
terminated by an agreement before 1300. The disruption of social harmony during this conflict
was caused by the absence of a strong ruler after the death of King Magnus Hakonarson (1263—
1280), whose son Eirikr Magntsson (1280-1299) was still a child. As soon as the king came of
age and took the reign fully in his hands, the dispute was solved. This only confirmed the
importance of strong royal rule for social stability.

Furthermore, the view of the Sturlunga compilation as an image of decline has also been
challenged by several scholars, such as Gudriin Nordal and Armann Jakobsson. Nordal has
presented an extensive argumentation for the view that Islendinga saga reflects a complex set
of moral values. She agrees that brutal violence is criticized in the narrative, but she argues that
the saga does not portray a deterioration of morality. Instead, it reflects the fact that obligations
and motivations became more complex in the Sturlung Age. The Church demanded political
autonomy, bishops became involved in politics, and chieftains swore oaths of loyalty to the
king, while the conventional obligations to kinsmen and allies continued to be binding. Various
obligations could therefore contradict each other in many situations and cause moral dilemmas
(Nordal 1998, 19-29, 227). Nordal emphasizes that with a few exceptions, kinship ties
remained surprisingly strong under such circumstances (Nordal 1998, 28-29, 4244, 220).

Similarly, Armann Jakobsson believes that Islendinga saga condemns violence by always
criticizing the aggressors and praising the defenders in fight scenes (Armann Jakobsson 1994a,
44-75; see also Gunnar Karlsson 1988, 217-20; Nordal 1998, 199-200). Nevertheless, he
argues that instead of portraying the Sturlung Age as a time of a general moral downfall, the
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saga criticizes individual aggression, but it shows that positive values, such as fearlessness in
protecting others or in striving for peace, were still present in the society (Armann Jakobsson
1994a, 76-78). Instead of suggesting that the compilation expresses discontent with the
situation at the time of writing and fear of a renewed breakdown of the society, Armann
Jakobsson believes that the saga propagates the new political system in the union with Norway
as the right one because it secures peace (Armann Jakobsson 1994a, 44).

These studies have brought a significant impulse to the re-evaluation of the contemporary
sagas, but they focus primarily on moral issues, rather than on identity and on the Icelanders’
relationship with the rest of the world and with the Norwegian royal power. These aspects of
Icelandic history have been the subject of several other recent studies, but these studies tend to
neglect the contemporary sagas as sources of cultural history and focus on other types of texts.

The broadest and most innovative study of Iceland’s relationship to Norway has been
Patricia Boulhosa’s Icelanders and the Kings of Norway (2005). Building on an analysis of
legal sources and the sagas of Icelanders, Boulhosa re-evaluates the political and ideological
aspects of the historical connections between the two countries. She challenges the notion of
the union as a formal, radical, and sudden event, and argues that the sources show that the
relationship between Iceland and Norway was formed by a constant process of negotiation
(Boulhosa 2005, 14, 209-13). Nevertheless, although Boulhosa focuses on the thirteenth
century, when most of the extant texts were written and Iceland’s formal integration into the
Norwegian kingdom took place, she pays little attention to the contemporary sagas that directly
depict this time, referring to them only sporadically and using them as sources of facts, rather
than as sources of attitudes.

In his study of the medieval Icelanders’ worldview and of the way they perceived their
position in the world and their connection to other lands, Sverrir Jakobsson (2005) analyses
mainly sources dealing with the “outer world”, translated texts, encyclopaedic texts, and kings’
sagas. He points out the significance of Christianity for medieval identity (Sverrir Jakobsson
2005, 100-60). Accordingly, he suggests that Iceland was a marginal place primarily in the
sense of being a periphery of the Christian world — the Christian history had happened
elsewhere, and the centres of the Church were far away (Sverrir Jakobsson 2005, 160-66).
Sverrir Jakobsson characterizes the medieval Icelanders’ identity as multi-layered: Icelanders
perceived themselves as a unified group in contact with foreigners and in the process of
constructing their own history, but regional and local identity was significant in other contexts;
the perception of the various layers of identity depended on where the individual was and whom
he was interacting with (Sverrir Jakobsson 2005, 279-303). The specificity of Icelanders
showed itself mainly in accounts of their contacts with the Norwegian king and royal court;
mutual distrust or tests of intellect and courage could occur in such situations, but the overall
relationship was not based on opposition or enmity (Sverrir Jakobsson 2005, 343—46).

The construction of Icelandic identity and the ambivalent relationship to Norway are the
subjects of a recent study by Ann-Marie Long (2017), in which she analyses Islendingabék, the
different versions of Landnamabok, and selected sagas and peettir of Icelanders from the
perspective of memory studies. While admitting that the sources show a nuanced and multi-
layered relationship between the two lands, Long assumes that some of the later sources were
“written by individuals or sponsored by a class of individuals who may have had a deep-seated
and persistent resentment towards their ancestral homeland and its monarch” (Long 2017, 4).
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She even refers to a medieval Icelandic perception of “the ominous ever-present figure of a
distant king who had the potential to threaten unwanted intervention in the island’s domestic
affairs” (Long 2017, 101). She suggests that the relationship between Iceland and Norway went,
in general, from a focus on shared past through a phase of open opposition in the thirteenth
century to a final acknowledgement of royal authority that was then “retrospectively
interpolated into the memory of earlier relationships™ (Long 2017, 252), so “ironically it may
be the case that, once under the rule of a Norwegian king, the Icelanders finally gained the
guarantee of status and security of identity they had always desired” (Long 2017, 256). This
may, however, not be so paradoxical, and it is the thirteenth-century phase that needs to be re-
assessed. That can be achieved only by a careful analysis of the contemporary sagas.

The presumed opposition to the Norwegian monarchy in medieval Iceland is even more
central in Nicolas Meylan’s study (2014) of alleged “Icelandic polemics against the kings of
Norway” (Meylan 2014, 47). The study is focused on the motifs of magic in various Old Norse
texts. The exclusion of the contemporary sagas from the study is justified by the fact that these
texts do not contain any motifs of magic, but the lack of insight into the contemporary sagas’
meanings leads the author to taking the idea of the medieval Icelanders’ opposition to royal rule
for granted. He then states that “magic became part of the discursive arsenal mobilized by
Icelanders in the thirteenth century in response to the Norwegian Crown’s encroachment on
their kingless and armyless island” (Meylan 2014, 126), and he speaks of “an Icelandic subtext
of political resistance which made use of magic as an effective ideological instrument” (Meylan
2014, 198). It is not unlikely that certain anti-royal attitudes existed in medieval Iceland and
that they may be reflected in some of the sources discussed by Meylan. The study, however,
presents opposition as the dominant attitude to royal rule, which is an opinion that should be
re-evaluated with a focus on the contemporary sagas as a major source of attitudes.

In recent decades, the role of kings in Icelandic history has been thoroughly re-evaluated
also in studies focusing more directly on the time of Hakon Hakonarson’s rule. Gunnar Karlsson
has concluded that King Hakon “never did anything to force Icelanders to accept his rule” (gerdi
aldrei neitt sem neyddi Islendinga til ad jatast undir yfirrdd hans, Gunnar Karlsson 1975, 52)
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” (vist mad gera rdo fyrir ad margir 13.
aldar Islendingar hafi viljad komast i tolu konungspegna eins og annad sidad folk
heimsbyggdarinnar, Gunnar Karlsson 1975, 53). Similarly, Armann Jakobsson has pointed out
that Islendinga saga expresses approval of royal power as a solution to the bloody fights of the
Sturlung Age: “It is the king who cuts the knot of killings and hostility that is depicted in the
compilation. Islendinga 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” (Pad er einmitt konungurinn sem heggur a pann hnut cettviga og
ofridar sem lyst er i békinni. I Islendinga ségu er hvergi efast um ad si leid it vr
ofridarvitahringnum sem Islendingar voldu med pvi ad gangast undir skattgjald til
Noregskonungs 1262—1264 hafi verid sii eina rétta, Armann Jakobsson 1994b, 31). Armann
Jakobsson has also emphasized that the king’s direct interventions into Icelandic politics were
a result of the Icelandic political leaders’ own initiative, and that the king never intentionally
increased the internal strife in Iceland (Armann Jakobsson 1995, 176-78). Nevertheless, an in-
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depth study of the contemporary sagas and the processes of the construction of meaning in them
has not been carried out in this research due to its strictly historical focus.

Most of the studies of Icelandic internal relations that use the contemporary sagas as
sources also have a purely historical focus (Gunnar Karlsson 1975; Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999;
Sverrir Jakobsson 2016). They shed light on the historical connections and circumstances of
the events depicted in the contemporary sagas, but they treat the sagas mainly as records of
facts, rather than as sources of interpretations and evaluations. They do not sufficiently explain
why the Icelandic social elite around 1300 felt the need to invest considerable means into the
production of Sturlunga saga. If we agree that the compilation has a deeper meaning than
simply storing factual knowledge about the past, we must ask what role Sturlunga saga played
within the Icelanders’ cultural memory. And if we accept the idea that early-fourteenth-century
Icelanders had no need for a warning against war, it is unlikely that criticism of violence was
the main objective of the compilation, although it is one of its significant themes. What, then,
was the motivation for undertaking the difficult task of creating the compilation?

Helgi borlaksson has suggested that the chief motivation was the need of the Icelandic
aristocracy around 1300 to prove that it was descended from noble families, whose previous
generations had done memorable deeds, in order to substantiate its power claims (Helgi
Porlaksson 2012, 69—82; see also Ulfar Bragason 2010, 259—61). Nevertheless, while a focus
on noble and worthy ancestors was certainly typical of the early-fourteenth-century Icelandic
aristocracy, a view of Sturlunga saga as primarily genealogical material is limiting. I agree that
the purpose of Sturlunga saga was to define and strengthen the position and identity of the
Icelandic aristocracy in the early fourteenth century, but I believe that the compilation reaches
much deeper in fulfilling this purpose than simply documenting the activities of individual
men’s ancestors. Such an extensive work was probably created first and foremost with the
purpose of defining identity in a broader sense (cf. comparable studies of Hauksbok: Sverrir
Jakobsson 2007b; 2010). My hypothesis, which I attempt to confirm in the present study, is that
Sturlunga saga creates the “founding narrative” of the Norwegian-Icelandic union from the
Icelanders’ perspective, defines the Icelanders’ position within it, and constructs a meaningful
relationship between the Sturlung Age and the time around 1300. That was probably when the
Sturlung Age was first consciously defined as “the past”, and the perception of it could be
formed by ideas of the present on the one hand, and by narrative traditions of the more distant
past on the other hand.
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3. THE STURLUNG AGE: INTERPRETATIONS AND IDEAS

The predominant tendency has long been to study the political development in Iceland during
the Sturlung Age as an isolated process, largely independent of the contemporary developments
in Norway, and to regard any connections that were formed in this period as external Norwegian
interventions into Icelandic matters. Furthermore, most scholars have believed that the internal
strife among various royal pretenders and power factions in Norway did not allow the
Norwegian rulers to focus on Iceland until the power struggle ended with the defeat of Skuli
Baroarson in 1240 (see Long 2017, 230; Weardahl 2011, 103). Here it will be argued, however,
that it was just this internal strife in Norway that initiated the Norwegian rulers’ active interest
in Iceland already around 1220 because they sought powerful Icelanders’ support in their
mutual competition. Iceland became a significant power unit in Norwegian politics, and the
political ties that were created at this time went both ways and stemmed from both sides’
initiative.

The situation between 1220 and 1240 was dominated by two parallel internal power
struggles — between the established Oddaverjar and the quickly ascending Sturlungs in Iceland,
and between King Hékon Hékonarson and Jarl Skuali Bardarson in Norway. In the following it
will be argued that these two conflicts were more closely interconnected than has previously
been assumed. The argumentation will be based on how the events and the overall concept of
the alliance between Icelanders and Norwegian rulers are depicted in [slendinga saga, Hakonar
saga Hakonarsonar, and Arons saga Hjorleifssonar.

3.1. THE STURLUNGS AND THE POWER GAME

Islendinga saga is the longest and chronologically broadest part of the Sturlunga compilation,
so it offers the best insight into the development of power structures during the period of the
most intense social transformation in Iceland. It begins around the year 1180 and continues until
the end of the Sturlung Age and the formal establishment of Iceland’s union with Norway in
1264. Although the saga depicts the overall social development in Iceland, it focuses on one of
the central powerful clans of the time, the Sturlungs. In one of the preceding parts of the
Sturlunga compilation, Sturlu saga, we see Sturla Pordarson the elder securing his local power,
while the supremacy of the traditionally most influential Icelandic clans, the Oddaverjar and
the Haukdelir, is still unshakeable. Sturla’s sons, on the other hand, already have the ambition
to assume a position among the land’s leaders. The beginning of Islendinga saga focuses on
their ascent to power, and while there is no central conflict, the rivalry between the Sturlungs,
the Oddaverjar, and the Haukdelir is clearly described in the narrative.

As the oldest brother, P6rdr Sturluson begins to establish his power first. He uses two
traditional methods: resolution of conflicts among local farmers, and marriage to a wealthy
woman, Gudrin Bjarnadottir (ch. 4). Next, he makes another traditional move by furthering his
assembly man’s interests in a legal case against Porvaldr Gizurarson of the Haukdelir and other
powerful chieftains (ch. 5).

After Poror it is his younger brother Sighvatr who establishes his position. He marries a
woman from the powerful Asbirning family, Halldéra Tumadéttir. He also receives the
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Sturlungs’ godord from his kinsmen, and he gains land through advantageous agreements with
a woman from the district (ch. 6). Soon after, Sighvatr tests his power in a lawsuit against an
influential opponent, Seemundr Jonsson of the Oddaverjar (ch. 7). The text underlines the
significance of this move for the power relations between the chieftains:

Var um pessi mal alltiorcett, pvi at ménnum potti pat in mesta nyjung, ef nokkurir menn vildi deila pingdeildum

vid Oddaverja i pann tima. (Sturlunga saga I, 236)6
Everybody talked much about this event, because people thought it was surprising news that somebody wanted to
file a lawsuit against the Oddaverjar at that time.

The power of the previously invincible chieftain clan is challenged, and Sighvatr even manages
to win the lawsuit with the help of other powerful men. The text emphasizes the importance of
Sighvatr’s victory for gaining power and supporters (ch. 7). At the Alpingi Sighvatr also
arbitrates a reconciliation after a vengeance killing of Porvaldr Gizurarson’s adherent before
any other chieftain can get involved in the case, thus demonstrating his influence (ch. 8). The
text points out that Sighvatr has increased his power by gaining popularity among the farmers
and by his alliance with the powerful chieftain Kolbeinn Tumason of the Asbirnings (ch. 18):

Hann gerdist mikill hofdingi ok vinscell vid sina menn. Med peim Kolbeini Tumasyni var in mesta vindtta med
tengdoum. Kolbeinn réd pa mestu fyrir nordan land [...]. (Sturlunga saga I, 243)

He became a powerful chieftain, popular among his people. There was a strong friendship between him and
Kolbeinn Tumason, as they were in-laws. Kolbeinn was the most influential chieftain in the north at that time [...].

The youngest brother, Snorri Sturluson, finally also affirms his position. He gets a rich bride,
Herdis Bersadottir, with the help of his powerful ally Seemundr Jonsson of the Oddaverjar (ch.
10), and he also supports Semundr in his dispute with Sigurdr Ormsson about a farmer’s
inheritance (ch. 11). Sighvatr and Kolbeinn, on the other hand, support Sigurdr. This is a typical
case of conflicting loyalties — Snorri finds himself opposing his brother when he chooses to
support his ally. It is, however, likely that Snorri acts pragmatically and chooses the strongest
party in order to increase his own power. The dispute is finally solved by arbitration, and Bishop
Pall pronounces a judgement:

Gerir hann eignir allar til handa Scemundi, en stillir sva geroum, at hvarir tveggja mattu vel vid una, en Scemundr
hafdi virding af malum pessum. Kolbeini Tumasyni likadi illa pessar mdlalyktir, en Sighvati verr. (Sturlunga saga
1,238)

He decided that all the property should belong to Seemundr, under such conditions that both parties could be
satisfied with, but in such a way that Semundr would gain honour from the case. Kolbeinn Tumason was
dissatisfied with the decision, but Sighvatr even more so.

It is obvious that the property mainly serves as a pretext, and the real object of the discord is
power. Snorri improves his position by choosing the more successful side. Soon after that, he
inherits the farm Borg from his wife’s father (ch. 15) and gains the farm Reykjaholt by
agreement (ch. 16), thus securing the material aspect of his power as well. The text then states
that he has become an influential chieftain and does not lack property. As a powerful and

6 All references to Sturlunga saga follow the 1946 edition by Jon Johannesson, Magnus Finnbogason, and Kristjan
Eldjarn. Translations are my own, unless stated otherwise.
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respected man, Snorri is asked to arbitrate in conflicts between significant farmers (ch. 33),
which shows that he has gained a sufficient authority.

At this point, the competition for power inevitably leads to rivalry between Snorri and his
ally Seemundr Jonsson of the Oddaverjar, whom the text openly marks as the noblest (géfgastr)
man in Iceland at the time (ch. 17). This is a position that Snorri wishes to take over, but he
cannot attack his ally directly, so he uses petty discords and lawsuits as a pretext for trying to
gain superiority over him. A trivial fight between the adherents of the Sturlusons and of
Semundr Jonsson at the Alpingi leads to battle preparations among most of the chieftains at the
assembly (ch. 34). A reconciliation is finally reached, and Semundr gets the right to judge,
which proves that he is still regarded as being more influential than the brothers:

ba er Semundr kom i bud sina, pa taladi einn hans madr, at enn feeri sem oftar, at Scemundr hefdi enn einn virding
af malum pessum. Scemundr svarar: ,, Hvat tjoir slikt at meela, pvi at breedr pessir draga sik sva fram, at ncer engir
menn halda sik til fulls vio pa.* (Sturlunga saga I, 268)

When Semundr 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 increase their power that almost nobody can fully hold his ground
against them?”

This dialogue shows that Seemundr feels that his status is threatened by the unusually ambitious
and capable Sturlung brothers. It is proven later in the same chapter that he has good reasons
for his worries: Snorri Sturluson wins a lawsuit in an inheritance case against Semundr’s
kinsman Magnus. The court decides that the property belongs to a farmer who will pay dues to
Snorri. Again, the narrative stresses the chieftain’s gain of esteem:

Snorri hafdi virding af malum pessum. Ok i pessum malum gekk virding hans vid mest her a landi. (Sturlunga saga
1,269)
Snorri gained esteem from this case. And this case increased his esteem more than anything else in this land.

Snorri’s influence continues to grow afterwards, but he realizes that the legal competition offers
only limited possibilities of improving one’s status. He does not wish to start an open armed
conflict, so he decides to travel to Norway and increase his social prestige by seeking alliance
with the Norwegian rulers.

It is surely not a coincidence that Snorri chooses to sail to Norway at a time when a dispute
has arisen between Semundr Jonsson of the Oddaverjar and Norwegian traders. Semundr
blames the people of Bjorgyn for causing his son Pall’s death in a shipwreck, and he requests
compensation for the death from Norwegian merchants who are in Iceland at the time. They are
unwilling to pay, because they have nothing to do with the matter, but Semundr confiscates a
part of their property (ch. 35). The merchants respond by slaying Seemundr’s brother Ormr, his
son Jon, and two other men; as a revenge, one of Ormr’s kinsmen drags a Norwegian out of a
church and kills him. The tension between the Oddaverjar and the Norwegians is now stronger
than ever. Snorri decides to travel to Norway immediately after these events, in the summer of
1218. The saga does not directly explain his motivations, but the context clearly implies that
Snorri understands that the Oddaverjar’s disadvantaged position in Norway can help his
strategy of gaining superiority over them by establishing alliances with the Norwegian rulers.
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3. 2. ICELANDERS AS A FORCE IN THE NORWEGIAN POWER
STRUGGLE

In Norway, the process of power concentration involved strife among various factions no less
than in Iceland. Civil wars among numerous royal pretenders took place in the twelfth century.
After Sverrir Sigurdarson’s (1184-1202) decisive victory over Magnus Erlingsson (1161-
1184), Sverrir’s descendants, supported by the Birkibein faction, claimed the throne, but they
were constantly opposed by the Bagall faction. The Birkibein kings managed to retain the
throne after Sverrir’s death in 1202, although they were forced to some compromises with the
Bagall faction. Sverrir’s son Hakon (1202—-1204) died shortly after his father, however, and
during the short reign of the child king Guttormr Sigurdarson (1204), Sverrir’s grandson, the
real power was in the hands of Jarl Hakon Folkvidarson galinn, who acted as regent for the
underage king. He then held the position of jarl also during the reign of Ingi Bardarson (1204—
1217), Sverrir’s nephew. After Jarl Hakon’s death in 1214, King Ingi Bardarson appointed his
own brother Skuli Bardarson to the office of jarl. Skuli then made a failed attempt at being
elected king after Ingi’s death in 1217. Instead, the new king was Sverrir’s other grandson
Hékon Hakonarson, who was thirteen years old at the time, and Skuli retained his position as
jarl.

The scholarly assessment of the power struggle in Norway after 1217 has varied
considerably. Olafia Einarsdottir (1992) believes that there was little rivalry between Hakon
and Skuli until 1238, with the exception of a few individual crises. Her argumentation points to
the fact that they issued documents together, that they are both equally praised in Snorri
Sturluson’s poem Hdttatal, and that Hakonar saga repeatedly states that they got along well
while they were together (Olafia Einarsdottir 1992, 99-104).

Sverre Bagge, on the other hand, argues that “the rivalry between Hakon and Skuli starts
immediately after King Ingi’s death. After Hakon’s victory in the struggle for the throne in
1217-1218, which is finally confirmed in 1223, the two protagonists compete for the actual
power over the country” (Bagge 1996, 107). At the beginning of his co-rule with Hakon, Skuli
refused to swear an oath of loyalty to Hakon until he had received a sufficient part of the country
to govern as jarl (Bagge 1996, 108; HS ch. 25).” The marriage between Hakon and Margrét
Skuladottir was planned already in 1219, but this actually implies that there was imminent
conflict and such a step toward peace was necessary — otherwise there would not have been
such haste to arrange a marriage for a 9-year-old maiden. In the text of Hdkonar saga, Hakon
even expresses his opinion that the betrothal will not change anything (HS ch. 57). Around that
time, Skuli put great effort into fighting the rebel factions, the Slittungs and the Ribbungs,
whom he finally forced to surrender in 1223. Only after that, the question of Hakon’s succession
was finally settled at an assembly in Bjorgyn, and the two rulers divided the land between
themselves (Bagge 1996, 108-09). After this agreement, their relationship was stabilized, but
it was not free from tension. Skuli received the task to guard the defeated Sigurdr Ribbungr,
but Sigurdr escaped in 1224 (HS ch. 109) and rebelled against Hakon again, and this time Skuli

7 The references to Hakonar saga here follow the 2013 edition by Sverrir Jakobsson, Porleifur Hauksson, and Tor
Ulset, in which the chapter numbers differ from the edition used by Bagge.

56



was reluctant to help Hakon. Skuli probably did not do much to prevent Sigurdr’s escape either,
although the saga does not directly mention any such suspicion (Bagge 1996, 109).

All of this implies that the power struggle between Hakon and Skuli defined their relations
throughout the whole period of their co-rule; it can be assumed that Skuli planned to claim the
throne right from 1217 (see Orning 2018, 206—15). That is, however, not contradictory to the
fact that Hakon and Skuli issued documents together and frequently stayed together without
any open strife in the 1220s and 1230s, which are the main points in Olafia Einarsdottir’s
argumentation for largely positive relations between the two rulers. Skuli was clearly a skilled
politician, and as such, he must have known when it was best to keep his plans hidden and
quietly observe the situation. He wanted to secure himself sufficient support first, and one of
the strategies by which he strengthened his power base before he openly turned against Hakon
was gaining influential Icelandic allies.

The idea to involve Icelanders in the power struggle probably came to Skuli’s mind at
some point during Snorri Sturluson’s stay in Norway in 1218-1220. Skali must have noticed
that Snorri was an ambitious and capable player in the political game. It was also quite natural
for Snorri to choose Skuli as his preferred ally at this time because Skuli must have wielded
much more real power than the underage king. This allowed Skuli to get several steps ahead in
involving Icelanders in Norwegian politics as his own allies. King Hakon did not follow suit
immediately, probably because he was too busy fighting his opponents in his own land — the
last rebel faction finally surrendered only in 1227 (HS ch. 170). Around this time, however,
King Hakon started forming his own alliances with Icelanders as well.

Aron Hjorleifsson, who had been outlawed by the Sturlungs in Iceland, fled from his
enemies to Norway in 1225. These events are mostly known from Arons saga Hjérleifssonar
(ch. 15), but they are also mentioned in Islendinga saga (ch. 55). Aron joined the retinue of Jarl
Skuli at first; the text does not directly explain his motivations for this decision, but it mentions
three relevant circumstances. Firstly, Skuli ruled the third of Norway around brandheimr, where
the ship landed. Secondly, Skuli was known to be friendly toward Icelanders (beztr
Islendingum), and finally, he appreciated Aron’s courage and invited him to his retinue (ch. 15).
This implies that inviting Aron was the jarl’s initiative in the first place, and that he probably
intended to broaden his Icelandic power base by gaining the support of Icelanders outside of
the Sturlungs’ political network. A conflict occurred between Skuli and Aron, however, when
Aron wished to make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem as he had promised, but Skuli refused to give
him leave (ch. 15). The text says that “he believed that Aron was not worse off near him than
further from him” (honum peetti Aron ekki kominn verr ncer sér en firr, Sturlunga saga 11, 269);
this may refer to Skuli’s opinion that it is better to keep his Icelandic retainers within reach,
because if they left, they would neglect his interests.

Aron felt an obligation to obey Skuli, but he was eager to fulfil his important promise to
God, so he decided to make the pilgrimage anyway, and he reached Jerusalem (ch. 15). After
his return to Norway, he went straight to King Hékon’s court, probably because he feared
Skuli’s wrath. The king attempted to reconcile Aron with Skuli, but Skuli refused to accept
Aron back into his retinue because he did not trust him: “Aron has played such a game with me
that our time together must be short” (kvad Aron sva tafli teflt hafa vio sik, at okkur sambud
mun skomm vera, Sturlunga saga II, 270). The text does not state that the reason for this mistrust
was connected to the strife between Skuli and Hékon, but the circumstances imply that it is
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likely. Skuli probably felt that Aron’s unforgivable misdeed against him was not the pilgrimage,
which must have been perceived as a virtuous deed in every Christian’s eyes, but rather his
decision to visit King Hakon immediately after his return. Skuli surely felt that he did not need
an Icelandic ally who would not be willing to support him against King Héakon.

When Skuli refused to reconcile with Aron, King Hékon accepted Aron into his own
retinue, arranged a good marriage for him, and gave him land and a source of income (chs. 15—
16). This implies that he must have been aware of the potential value of promoting Aron to a
privileged position and earning his loyalty. Aron was not from a powerful family, but he had
many influential contacts in Iceland, so the king could hope to employ him as a mediator
between himself and Icelandic chieftains. Aron was never sent to Iceland as a royal
representative, but he chose to stay at the royal court and was a retainer for almost thirty years
until his death in 1255.

Snorri Sturluson returned to Iceland in 1220 as Skuli’s ally and formally as the king’s
vassal, and he certainly felt that this strengthened his position, but his situation was not easy.
Beside his original rivals, the Oddaverjar, he now also had to face his extremely ambitious
nephew, Sturla Sighvatsson. Semundr Jonsson, the leader of the Oddaverjar, died in the autumn
of 1222, and the clan was substantially weakened by his death. Sighvatr Sturluson’s oldest
surviving son Sturla used the opportunity to gain some of the Oddaverjar’s power, and already
the following spring he married Semundr’s daughter Sélveig. Their wedding was hosted by
borvaldr Gizurarson of the Haukdalir (chs. 49-50). This was a gesture of good will, and the
Sturlungs further strengthened their alliance with the Haukdelir when Snorri Sturluson gave
his daughter Ingibjorg to Gizurr Porvaldsson. Snorri himself gained powerful allies and
substantial wealth by establishing a relationship with the widow Hallveig Ormsdéttir of the
Oddaverjar (chs. 52-54).

At this time, Sturla Sighvatsson entered the high political game by getting involved in the
dispute between Porvaldr Snorrason and the sons of Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson, which was a
continuation of a previous conflict between Porvaldr and Hrafn.® When Hrafn was killed by
borvaldr in 1213, his sons were too young to take revenge, and a reconciliation for the killing
was arranged. In 1222, however, Hrafn’s sons decided to attack Porvaldr, as they felt that he
had broken their agreement (chs. 46—47). Snorri Sturluson supported them at first, and there
was enmity between him and Porvaldr, but Sighvatr Sturluson and Sturla Sighvatsson mediated
a reconciliation between Snorri and Porvaldr. It is underlined in the text that the chieftains were
concerned not only about the outcome of the conflict, but also about its effect on their reputation
and social position:

Ok sotti Sturla fodur sinn at pvi, at hann keemi scettum a med peim Porvaldi ok Snorra, peim er Porvaldr meetti vel
vid una. For Sighvatr pa sudr i Stafaholt a fund Snorra ok leitadi eftir, hvern veg pess meetti verda, at Snorri hefdi
semo af pessum malum, en Porvaldr yrdi alsykn saka afarkostalaust, en Sturla hefdi slika seemd af, sem hann
beiddi. (Sturlunga saga I, 301)

Sturla urged his father to mediate a reconciliation between Porvaldr and Snorri, so that Porvaldr could be satisfied
with it. Sighvatr then rode south to Stafaholt to visit Snorri and sought to arrange matters in such a way that Snorri
would gain esteem from the case, and Porvaldr would be acquitted of all the charges without trouble, but Sturla
would gain such esteem as he was asking for.

8 This conflict is described in Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar, which will be discussed in the following.
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Porvaldr Snorrason strengthened his position by an alliance with Snorri Sturluson, which was
reinforced by his marriage to Snorri’s daughter Pérdis (ch. 51). Hrafn’s sons then sought a
powerful ally as well, and Sturla Sighvatsson agreed to protect them on the condition that they
would give him their chieftaincy in return (ch. 56). This shows that power was a priority for
Sturla, even though it meant that he had to oppose his kinsman Snorri. He did not, however,
intend to support any violent action, but rather to advocate a reconciliation, but he failed.
Hrafn’s sons finally attacked Porvaldr and burned him in a house (chs. 66—68). As a revenge
for their father, Porvaldr’s sons attempted to attack Sturla Sighvatsson. He was not at home,
but the attackers raided his farm and wounded some people from his household (chs. 70-71).

The enmity between Sturla and Snorri was increased by the attack, and Sturla attempted
to gather a force against Snorri, but men refused to participate. Both parties attended the Alpingi
with a large following. No fighting took place at the Alpingi, but Hrafn’s sons were outlawed
for the burning, and Porvaldr’s sons were prosecuted for raid and plunder (chs. 73-75). Later
Sturla intended to attack Porvaldr’s sons, but they offered him self-judgement and paid a high
sum as a compensation. After this reconciliation, however, Sturla’s adherents complained about
being plundered by Porvaldr’s sons (chs. 77—79). Sturla finally attacked Porvaldr’s sons on their
way to Snorri because he felt that they had broken their agreement by attacking his adherents.
Sturla refused to accept a settlement, even though Porvaldr’s sons offered him their chieftaincy
as a compensation. In the end they had to give up and were killed (chs. 83-85).

Shortly after, in 1233, Sturla Sighvatsson undertook his first journey to Norway (chs. 88,
92). The official reason was the archbishop’s summons because of the Sturlungs’ conflicts with
Bishop Gudmundr Arason, but it can be assumed that the journey was also politically beneficial
for Sturla, because it offered him a new source of power — an alliance with the king. The
prolonged power struggle in Iceland had brought no decisive results, and Sturla must have
realized that he needed more powerful allies than those he could get in his homeland.

In the meantime, the conflicts between the king and the jarl in Norway were intensified
in the winter 12321233, when Skuli was suspected of preparing an assault on Hakon. A
confrontation between Hakon and Skuli took place at the assembly in Bjoérgyn in the autumn of
1233; the king accused the jarl of misdeeds that are not specified in the text, and the jarl finally
accepted a settlement that was designed according to the king’s wishes (HS chs. 188—193). The
tension was clearly not removed by this formal reconciliation, and even the text admits that
“those who believed they knew both rulers’ minds said that there was never full trust between
them again” (pat hafa peir menn sagt er vita pottusk hvarstveggja skaplyndi at aldri hafi sioan
ordit fullr trunadr milli peira, HS 11, 23).

The text blames the disagreements on evil men’s talk, but there were probably other
reasons in reality. Up until 1229 Skuli had believed that he had no sons, so he could have been
happy with the plan that his daughter’s sons with Hakon would inherit the kingdom. Then,
however, he found out that he had an illegitimate son, Pétr, whom he deeply cared about ever
since. The saga admits that in 1236 he requested the right for his son to inherit his part of the
land, which the king rejected (HS ch. 206). Another reason for his dissatisfaction may have
been the new division of the land between him and Hakon (HS ch. 211), which was probably
established when he was given the title of duke in 1237 (Bagge 1996, 110-11). The title itself
was intended as a conciliatory gesture, but it probably had little real significance.
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Skuli probably hoped that he would gain universal support in Iceland before Hékon
managed to form his own alliances with Icelanders. This did not happen, however, mainly
because the Icelandic chieftains were in the middle of a power struggle among themselves and
were unwilling to unite themselves for any cause. For this reason, neither Skuli nor Hakon had
received any decisive support in Iceland when their mutual strife intensified in the early 1230s.
It is not surprising that when Sturla Sighvatsson arrived in Norway just at this time, in 1233,
Skuli was extremely eager to secure his support, as is shown in Islendinga saga (ch. 92):

Sturla Sighvatsson for utan um sumarit at Gasum ok nokkurrir menn med honum. Hann vard siobuinn ok tok
Noéreg fyrir nordan Stad ok helt til Borgundar. Par var pa fyrir Alfr af Pornbergi, magr Skilla hertoga. Hann ték
allvel vio Sturlu ok bad hann par bida pess, er hertoginn kcemi nordan, ok sagdist vilja koma honum i vindttu vio
hertogann. Sagdi Alfr Sturlu, at hertoginn myndi gera hann at inum mesta scemdarmanni, slikt afbragd, sem hann
var annarra manna, en kalladi hertogann vera inn mesta vin Islendinga ok pé mestan Sturlunga. (Sturlunga saga
1,363)

That summer Sturla Sighvatsson sailed to Norway from Gésir with several other men. They set sail late and landed
in Norway, north of Stadr. Sturla went to Borgund, where he met Alfr of Pornberg, who was related to Duke Skuli®
by marriage. Alfr gave Sturla an extremely warm welcome and asked him to wait there for the duke to return 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 honoured 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 Sturlungs.

The formulations in the text suggest that it was a rather pressing matter for Alfr to persuade
Sturla to accept an alliance with Skuli, probably because the support of powerful Icelanders
was regarded as an important factor in the Norwegian power struggle at the time. Alfr used his
eloquence to praise both parties, calling Sturla “more excellent than other men” and Skuli “a
true friend of Icelanders and mainly of the Sturlungs”. This is probably a reference to Skuli’s
alliance with Snorri.'°

Sturla Sighvatsson was, however, not interested in forming any alliance with Skuli. This
is best explained by the fact that there had already been serious disputes between Sturla and
Snorri, first because of the strife between Porvaldr Snorrason’s sons and Hrafn
Sveinbjarnarson’s sons, and later because of competition for the Sturlungs’ godord and other
power struggles. Sturla was therefore probably planning to form an alliance with King Hékon
against Skuli and Snorri. This hypothesis is supported by the fact that the scene contains a direct
reference to the conflict between Skuli and Hakon and to their meeting in Bjorgyn, where Skuli
accepted conditions that were unfavourable for him:

Sturla vildi ekki annat en fara sudr til Bjérgynjar a fund Hakonar konungs, en po var sundrpykki mikit med peim
magum, ok drogu peir pa lid saman, slikt er peir fengu. Peir fundust um haustit i Bjorgyn ok scettust, ok potti
hertoganum sér pa heldr erfitt veita scettin. Petta var kallat hakarlahaust. Pa var Sturla { Bjorgyn ok sva éndverdan
vetr. Sidan réd hann til sudrferdar [...]. Fann Sturla Hakon konung i Tunsbergi, ok tok hann allvel vid honum, ok
dvaldist hann par lengi inn sidara vetr, er hann var i Noregi, ok toludu peir konungrinn og Sturla jafnan.
(Sturlunga saga I, 363—64)

Sturla insisted on going south to Bjorgyn and meeting King Hakon, although there was a sharp conflict between
Hakon and his father-in-law Skuli, and they both gathered as many men as they could. In the autumn they met in

% Skuli was in fact not a duke at this time, but he was best known by that title when the saga was written.

10 A very similar account is also found in Elzta Guomundar saga (ch. 250), where Alfr of Pornberg is mentioned,
as well as the fact that Skuli was a friend of Icelanders and of the Sturlungs; the conflict between Hakon and Skuli
is also mentioned. The idea that Skuli was “the noblest man and friendly towards Icelanders” (inn gofgasti madr
ok beztr Islendingum, Sturlunga saga I, 269) is also expressed in Arons saga Hjorleifssonar (ch. 15). This can be
regarded as a sufficient proof that the information about Skuli’s important alliance with Icelanders was not based
on a subjective interpretation by the writer of /slendinga saga, but it was a generally accepted fact.
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Bjorgyn and were reconciled, but the duke felt that the settlement was difficult to accept for him. It was called the
Shark autumn.'! Sturla was then in Bjorgyn until the beginning of the winter. After that he set out on his pilgrimage
[...]- Sturla met King Hakon in Tnsberg, and the king gave him a very warm welcome, and Sturla spent most of
his second winter in Norway there, and the king and Sturla often talked to each other.

By this time, the king certainly wielded much more real power than in 1220, so an alliance with
him was an attractive option for Sturla. And it is surely not a coincidence that King Hékon
showed interest in such an alliance just at the time of an intense dispute with Skuli. He must
have been aware of Skuli’s alliance with Snorri, and he was probably worried that if all the
Sturlungs — now the leading clan in Iceland — supported Skuli, it could influence the Norwegian
power struggle to Skuli’s advantage. He therefore wanted to make sure to have some of the
Sturlungs on his side, and he understood that he could achieve that most efficiently by
promising them power. This is obvious from both Islendinga saga’s and Hékonar saga’s
account of the negotiations between the king and Sturla:

Hakon konungr var ok mikill vinr Sturlu, pvi at pat var mjok talat, at peir Sturla hefdi pau rad gert, at hann skyldi
vinna land undir Hakon konung, en konungr skyldi gera hann hiofdingja yfir landinu. Hafdi Hakon konungr par
mest varadan Sturlu vid, at hann skyldi eigi auka manndrap a landinu ok reka menn heldr utan. (Sturlunga saga
1,439)

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

Konungr hafoi Sturlu i bodi sinu ok taladi vid hann marga hluti. Lét konungr illa yfir pvi er Sturla sagdi honum
ofrid mikinn af Islandi. Konungr spurdi hversu mikid fyrir mundi verda at koma einvaldi d landit ok 1ét pd mundu
verda fridbetra ef einn rédi mestu. Sturla tok pessu likliga ok kalladi litit mundu fyrir verda ef sa veeri hardyrkr ok
radugr er vio teeki. Konungr spurdi ef hann vildi taka pat rad. Hann kvezk til mundu heetta med konungs radi ok
forsja ok eiga slikra seemda van af konungi sem honum pcetti verdugt ef hann fengi pessu a leid komid. Konungr
sagdi sva at eigi skyldi med manndrdpum vinna landit, en bad hann taka menn ok senda utan eda fa riki peira med
60ru moti ef hann meetti. Sturla var oftliga fyrir konunginum um vetrinn, ok toludu peir um petta mal. (Hakonar
saga I, 24-25)

The king invited Sturla to his court and discussed many matters with him. He was displeased when Sturla told him
about the fierce fights in Iceland. The king asked how difficult it would be to establish monarchy in the land, and
he said that there would be better peace if one man decided most matters. Sturla agreed and said that it would not
be difficult 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 honour from the king as he feels he deserves. The king told him not to
win the land by killing his opponents, but rather by capturing them and expelling them from the land, or by gaining
their domains by other means if he can. Sturla was often with the king that winter, and they talked about this
matter.

The rhetoric of Hdkonar saga focuses more directly on peace, as can be expected, but in fact
the content of both passages is the same. The king probably believed that Sturla would manage
to gain power over all Iceland with as little bloodshed as possible, and if the king then had
Iceland’s sole leader on his side, he would practically enjoy the support of all Icelanders in his
power struggle with Skuli.

The sagas show, however, that Sturla’s methods after his return to Iceland were far less
peaceful than the king would have wished, and the unification of the land under one man’s rule
would take much longer than the king had believed. In Sturla’s absence, the brothers-in-law

! Hakarlahaust: when Skuli arrived in Bjorgyn before the meeting with King Hakon, his ships were anchored at
Hékarlastrond, the Shark Coast (HS chs. 191-193).
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Kolbeinn Arnérsson of the Asbirnings and Snorri Sturluson’s son Orakja had fully entered the
power game. Orakja attacked and killed one of Sturla’s allies (chs. 93-94), and both men
prepared to attack Sturla’s father Sighvatr together. This plan failed, but such open enmity could
not be easily forgotten, and no lasting reconciliation was brought about (chs. 97-98). Sturla
joined in the conflict after his return, and together with his father he started gathering a force
against Orakja, Snorri, and their ally Porleifr Pordarson of Gardar (chs. 112—113).

Sturla and Sighvatr planned an attack on Snorri with the pretext of vengeance for Oraekja
Snorrason’s plundering in their district, but the real reason for the attack was probably their
effort to take over Snorri’s power — something that Sturla dared to attempt now that he enjoyed
the king’s support. Snorri refused to fight his own brother and ran away, so Sturla seized a part
of Snorri’s property and chieftaincy without any direct armed encounter (ch. 114). Orzkja was
captured and maimed by Sturla, after which he left Iceland (chs. 115-116). In 1237 Sturla
defeated Porleifr Pordarson in the battle of Bar and forced him to leave Iceland as well (chs.
121-124). The same summer Snorri Sturluson also sailed to Norway in order to escape Sturla’s
aggression (ch. 126). Sturla then turned against Gizurr Porvaldsson and Kolbeinn Arnérsson,
which proves that his intentions went far beyond vengeance on Orakja. Hdakonar saga (ch. 187)
shows that the king reproached Sturla for his violent behaviour, which he regarded as a breach
of their agreement:

Petta sumar kom Orcekja Snorrason af Islandi ok sagdi padan mikinn 6frid af Sturlu freenda sinum, ok virdi
konungr sva sem Sturla hefdi hardara at farit en hann hafoi honum rad fyrir gert. (Hdkonar saga 11, 36)

That summer Orzkja 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.

Sturla Sighvatsson’s immoderate ambition eventually led to his fall, as his conflicts with Gizurr
Porvaldsson and Kolbeinn Arnérsson culminated in 1238 in the battle of Orlygsstadir, in which
Sturla and his father and brothers were killed. This had significant consequences for Icelandic
power relations. Snorri Sturluson was in Norway with Duke Skuli and his son at the time.

In light of the alliance between Skuli and Snorri it may be possible to interpret the unclear
passages in the sagas that deal with the conflict between Snorri Sturluson and King Hakon.
Islendinga saga (ch. 143) describes the matter rather vaguely:

Um vetrinn eftir Orlygsstadafund viru peir med Skiila hertoga i Nidarési Snorri Sturluson ok Oreekja, sonr hans,
ok Porleifr bordarson, en Pordr kakali var i Bjorgyn med Hdakoni konungi. En um varit fengu peir skip, er atti
Gudleikr a Skartast6dum, vinr Snorra, ok bjuggu pat til hafs med radi hertogans. En er peir varu bunir ok hofou
lagt ut undir Holm, pa komu menn sunnan fra konungi ok med bréfum, ok stod pat a, at konungr bannadi peim
ollum Islendingum at fara it & pvi sumri. (Sturlunga saga I, 444)

Snorri Sturluson, his son Orzkja, and borleifr Pordarson spent the winter after the battle of Orlygsstadir with Duke
Skuli in Nidaros, but Pordr Kakali was in Bjorgyn with King Hakon. But in the spring, they took the ship owned
by Snorri’s friend Gudleikr of Skartastadir and prepared it for sailing with the duke’s approval. And 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.

No explanation of the ban is given in this passage. Hdkonar saga (ch. 214) provides slightly
more information, but the circumstances are still not fully clarified:

Islenzka menn, pd sem med hertuga vdru, bad konungr ekki it fara fyrr en peir hefdi rdd fyrir gert med hverjum
erendum peir skyldu fara, pvi at aor um haustit hafoi spurzk at peir hofou barizk i Skagafirdi, Kolbeinn ungi ok
Gizurr, vio Sturlunga ok Sturlungar hofou fallit. (Hakonar saga II, 43)
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The king asked the Icelanders who were staying with the duke not to leave Norway before it was decided on whose
behalf they should go, because the previous autumn the news had arrived of a battle in Skagafjoror of Kolbeinn
the Young and Gizurr against the Sturlungs, in which the Sturlungs had been defeated.

The formulation implies a connection between Sturla Sighvatsson’s death and the ban. Now
that Sturla was dead, the king had lost his most powerful ally in Iceland, and he had reasons to
worry that Snorri would now become more successful in gaining power in Iceland on behalf of
Skuli, which could affect the power balance in Norway. The formulation “med hverjum
erendum peir skyldu fara” seems to mean “on whose behalf they should go”, and it probably
refers to the king’s intention to prevent Snorri from gaining power in Iceland on behalf of Duke
Skuli, and instead to persuade him to act on behalf of the king. This hypothesis is supported by
the fact that both sagas’ accounts continue by stating that the Icelanders disregarded the king’s
ban — probably because they had already decided to continue to support Skuli:

Tok konungr pa fréttir beedi nordan or landi ok sunnan. Hann frétti at hertugi hafoi gefid orlof Snorra Sturlusyni
ok Oreekju syni hans ok Porleifi til Islands ok fengit skip pat er hann atti halft en halft Gudleikr af Skartastédum.
begar sem konungr frétti petta pa gerdi hann nordr bréf ok bannadi at peir feeri. Pessi bréf komu til peira er peir
lagu vid haf; ok foru peir eigi at sior i banni konungs. (Hdakonar saga 11, 43)

The king received news both from the north of the land and from the south. He found out that the duke had given
Snorri Sturluson, his son Orakja, and Porleifr 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 sail. They received these letters when they were ready to sail, and they left Norway despite the
king’s ban.

Peir syndu Snorra bréfin, ok svarar hann sva: ,, Ut vil ek.“ Ok pd er peir viru biinir, hafdi hertoginn pd i bodi
sinu, aor peir téku orlof. Viru pd fair menn vid tal peira hertogans ok Snorra. Arnfinnr Pjéfsson ok Oldfi
hvitaskald varu med hertoganum, en Oreekja ok Porleifr med Snorra. Ok var pat sogn Arnfinns, at hertoginn geefi
Snorra jarlsnafn, ok svd hefir Styrmir inn fr6di ritat: ,, Artid Snorra folgsnarjarls “ —, en engi peira Islendinganna
lét pat a sannast. (Sturlunga saga I, 444)

They showed Snorri the letters, and he answered: “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 Pjofsson
and Olafr Hvitaskald were there with the duke, and Orzkja and Porleifr 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 formulation that Duke Skuli and Snorri Sturluson talked together in secret, and that the
duke secretly granted Snorri the title of jarl, implies that Snorri was intended to become the sole
leader of Iceland with the title of jarl when Skuli had conquered the throne in Norway.
Understandably, it was in Snorri’s own interest to keep his title secret until it was certain who
would win the throne, nor could he reveal that he knew about Skuli’s plans (see Jon
Johannesson 1956, 300). The text clearly suggests that there was a close political cooperation
between Skuli and Snorri, but Olafia Einarsdéttir most probably goes too far when she writes:

Snorri og Skuli var begge skyldige i rejsningen mod kong Hdkon. Det er meget muligt, at var ikke Snorri kommet
pd sit andet Norgesbesag, og havde ikke Sturla Sighvatsson tabt slaget ved Orlygsstadir, sd var ikke det ulykkesdr
kommet over Skuli som skulle blive hans sidste. (Olafia Einarsdottir 1992, 111)

Both Snorri and Skuli were guilty of the rebellion against King Hékon. It is well possible that if Snorri had not
visited Norway the second time, and if Sturla Sighvatsson had not lost the battle of Orlygsstadir, Skiili would not
have experienced the unlucky year that came to be his last.

12 Styrmir Kérason the Learned was a priest, [dgsdgumadr, and later prior of the Videy monastery. 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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Olafia Einarsdottir believes that Snorri Sturluson played a decisive role in convincing Skili to
finally claim the throne. Snorri was exiled from Iceland by Sturla Sighvatsson in 1237, and
when the news of Sturla’s death in the battle of Orlygsstadir in the summer of 1238 reached
him in Norway, he saw a chance to re-establish his position in Iceland, but that was only
possible with the help of a powerful Norwegian ally. Since his Norwegian ally was Skuli
Baroarson, Snorri’s only chance of regaining his power was Skuli’s ascent to the Norwegian
throne, to which Snorri, according to Olafia Einarsdottir, persuaded him before leaving for
Iceland in 1239 (Olafia Einarsdottir 1992, 108—11).

It is doubtlessly true that Snorri’s alliance with Skuli played a significant role in the power
struggle in both lands, but it is unlikely that it would have been so decisive in Norway. There
is nothing in the sagas to imply that Snorri initiated Skuli’s plans, although he probably
participated in them. If Skili had not made his own decision to try to dethrone Hakon and claim
the throne, an individual Icelander’s argumentation would not have persuaded him — especially
since this Icelander had lost his power, so he could not provide Skuli with the support that Skuli
had hoped for. There was too much at stake for Skuli, so he could not afford to make any
spontaneous decisions inspired by private conversations — he must have planned his attempt to
claim the throne a long time ahead and carefully kept his intentions secret.

Skuli’s attempt to conquer the throne started when he gained strong support in
Prandheimr, including the support of the canons, who were able to confirm his rightful
hereditary claim to the throne. November 6, 1239, Skuli received the title of king at Eyraping,
and soon after that he won an important battle against King Hakon. Then, however, he lost the
decisive battle of Oslo in the spring of 1240. He fled from the battle but was captured and killed
by Hakon’s men on May 24, 1240 (see Olafia Einarsdéttir 1992, 110—11). Hikon was willing
to forgive those of Skuli’s supporters who swore loyalty to him, but some of those who did not
do so were killed.

Snorri Sturluson lived at his farm at Reykjaholt when the ships from Norway brought
letters about Skuli’s fall, as well as the king’s command that Snorri must be either sent to
Norway or killed. According to the royal letter, he had committed high treason:

Var par a, at Gizurr skyldi Snorra lata utan fara, hvart er honum peetti ljuft eda leitt, eda drepa hann at 60rum
kosti fyrir pat, er hann hafoi farit ut i bani konungs. Kalladi Hakon konungr Snorra landradamann vio sik. Sagdi
Gizurr, at hann vildi med engu moti brjota bréf konungs, en kvedst vita, at Snorri myndi eigi onaudigr utan fara.
Kvedst Gizurr pa vildu til fara ok taka Snorra. (Sturlunga saga I, 453)

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.

According to Islendinga saga, the king’s letters were little regarded (peim var litt upp haldit),
but Snorri apparently expected an attack, as he built a fortification around Reykjaholt. It did not
protect him, however. September 23, 1241, he was killed by Gizurr Porvaldsson’s men at night
in the cellar of his house. Gizurr was probably primarily furthering his own interests when he
killed Snorri, since Snorri was one of his major rivals in Icelandic politics, and the king’s order
mainly served him as a welcome excuse for the killing. Accordingly, Gizurr made no attempt
at bringing about the king’s preferred solution, to make Snorri leave Iceland (see Orning 2008,
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239). From a brief note in Islendinga saga (ch. 121) we know that Gizurr had become King
Hékon’s retainer already in 1227, but the saga does not imply that he did much on the king’s
behalf until now. It seems that the king preferred Sturla Sighvatsson as his Icelandic
representative, but now that Sturla was dead, the king had to rely on Gizurr.

It is unlikely that the king would have accused Snorri of high treason only because he had
left Norway without permission. Admittedly, according to Hirdskra, vassals who left Norway
against the king’s will were traitors and forfeited their rights and property (Jon Vidar Sigurdsson
1999, 72). King Hakon clearly based his claim on Snorri’s domain on this, but he would
probably not have been so uncompromising in his dealings with Snorri if the Sturlung had not
been allied with Skuli. This idea is reflected in how ready the king was to forgive Snorri’s son
Orzkja for the same misdeed, according to Hdkonar saga (ch. 285):

bat haust kom af Islandi Orcekja Snorrason, ok hofdu peir tekit hann, Kolbeinn ungi ok Gizurr, ok sent vitan. Hann
kom a vald Hdakonar konungs i Bjérgyn, ok gaf hann honum skjott upp reidi sina er hann hafdi a@ honum fyrir pat
er hann for ut { banni hans. En po sagdi konungr at hann veeri betr til fallinn at deyja fyrir pa sék en fadir hans —
,, ok eigi mundi fadir hans dait hafa ef hann hefdi komit @ minn fund. © (Hdakonar saga 11, 119)

Orzkja Snorrason came from Iceland that autumn, after Kolbeinn the Young and Gizurr had captured him and
forced him to leave. He gave himself up to King Hékon in Bjorgyn, and the king soon gave up his wrath against
him for having left Norway despite his ban. And yet the king said that he would have deserved to die for this
offence more than his father — “and his father would not have died if he had come to me.”

When the king explicitly states that he would have spared Snorri if he had come to him, it
probably means that Snorri would have had to assure the king of his loyalty. The treason that
Snorri was accused of must have consisted in his involvement in Skuli’s efforts to conquer the
throne. Snorri’s unlucky end was the result of his choice of the wrong party in the Norwegian
power struggle, but that is always an inevitable risk in entering high politics. Snorri made some
unwise decisions, but he was surely not a passive victim. The sagas show that both Snorri
Sturluson and Sturla Sighvatsson, far from passively accepting Hakon’s and Skuli’s will, were
active participants not only in the Icelandic power struggle, but also in Norwegian politics.
They were willing to negotiate with the Norwegian rulers and to serve their interests, as long
as they were not contradictory to their own interests. Snorri’s conflict with King Hékon must
therefore not be interpreted as a sign of enmity between Iceland and Norway, but rather as an
episode in the complicated process that inseparably connected both lands together.

It can be concluded that the Norwegian power struggle was the primary impulse for the
Norwegian rulers’ active interest in Iceland. It was Snorri Sturluson’s own initiative to seek
Norwegian alliances, but his journey would not have created such firm political bonds between
the two lands if it had not been for the competition between Skuli and Hakon, because the
Norwegian rulers would not have felt any need to form binding alliances with Icelanders. Due
to the rivalry for the Norwegian throne, Skuli aimed at gaining the support of powerful
Icelanders already during Snorri Sturluson’s first visit to Norway in 1218-1220. King Hakon
followed suit as soon as he could because he understood that Icelanders had become a
significant force in the power struggle. If one of the Sturlungs had managed to gain power in
all Iceland on behalf of one of the rulers, it would probably have affected the power balance in
Norway, but that did not happen. Due to the highly unstable political situation in Iceland, none
of the chieftains managed to gain enough power to be able to significantly influence the political
situation in Norway.
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After Skuli’s fall, King Hékon no longer needed the Icelanders’ support in any internal
power struggle, but by that time, the idea of having an Icelandic royal representative had
probably become a natural part of his political strategies, and he saw no reason to give it up.
After all, influential Icelanders continued to seek his support of their own free will, and he never
forced them into anything. Due to the political developments in the preceding decades, the
chieftains needed centralized power, which was now offered to them. King Hakon’s position
was stabilized after Skuli’s defeat, and the Icelandic chieftains were doubtlessly happier to
accept a strong ruler than a king who was fighting for his position against opponents within his
own land.

With this outline of how the central Icelandic and Norwegian events of the first half of
the thirteenth century were interconnected, we can now turn to analysing the contemporary
sagas from the perspective of cultural memory.
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4. NARRATIVE TYPES AND ICELANDIC IDENTITY IN THE
DEPICTIONS OF INTERNAL RELATIONS

In the twelfth century, the character of the social relationship between the Icelandic local leaders
and their assembly men began to change. The chieftains, who had originally been their assembly
men’s legal representatives, gradually became local magnates with territorial power.
Centralization of power was a natural aspect of medieval European societies, but as has been
mentioned here, scholars have typically perceived this development of Icelandic society and
the internal power struggle that accompanied it as a sign of social disintegration and downfall
(f. ex. Tranter 1987, 127-28). Stephen Tranter has focused on the fact that the introductory
sagas of the Sturlunga compilation, which depict the time before the Sturlung Age, show
gradually intensifying conflicts and decreasing possibilities of full reconciliation (Tranter 1987,
52-53). It is true that this tendency is reflected in the texts, but Tranter automatically
presupposes that the increasing intensity of conflicts marks an absence of moral concerns, and
that the difficulty of reconciliation is the central theme of the texts (Tranter 1987, 53—54).

Here it will be argued, on the other hand, that the sources do not present the centralization
of power as a social decline, and that the increased intensity of conflict is not their central theme.
The texts admit that a certain degree of inevitable destabilization marked the time of social
transformation in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, but they focus on the stabilizing elements
that still existed in the society. The sagas show that the most significant stabilizing element is
the presence of decisive peaceful chieftains, who actively aim at preventing armed clashes. The
character type of the peaceful chieftain presents an ideal model of behaviour and shows that
moral concerns were still a significant value before and during the Sturlung Age. The peaceful
chieftain is usually portrayed in contrast to an aggressor, so his moderation counterbalances the
brutality that is also depicted in Sturlunga saga. Another important stabilizing element is the
presence of mediators, who lead negotiations between the disputing parties, aiming at a non-
violent solution by agreement or arbitration. The mediators are usually not central characters in
the sagas on the level of the plot of the story, but they are of central importance to the
construction of the sagas’ meaning on the level of discourse. Like the peaceful chieftains, they
can be portrayed in contrast to troublemakers, who cause strife or encourage violence, and this
contrast helps emphasize the important role of mediators in the narratives.

4.1. THE MEDIATOR

4. 1. 1. The narrative type of the conflict story and the importance of reconciliation

The conflict story is the most frequent narrative type in saga literature. Its structural pattern has
been described by Theodore Andersson, who defines six stages of the conflict story: (1)
introduction of the protagonists, (2) development of a conflict, (3) violent culmination of the
conflict, (4) revenge, (5) reconciliation, and (6) aftermath (Andersson 1967, 6-29). This
structural pattern can form either whole sagas or only parts of sagas (Lonnroth 1976, 68—82),
but it is usually significant not only for forming the story line, but also for the construction of
meaning. It reflects the cyclical principle of the re-establishment of social harmony. Disputes
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are inevitable and cannot be prevented by the society’s internal mechanisms, but these
mechanisms can renew balance after each conflict. Furthermore, conflicts partly contribute to
social cohesion, because they motivate the forming of alliances or strengthen existing alliances,
so social units larger than kin groups are created and maintained. That means that the conflict
stories do not necessarily portray conflict as a destructive element, but rather as an inseparable
part of the non-centralized society. This has been aptly expressed by Jesse Byock, who has
pointed out that “the family sagas have often been characterized as a literature of conflict, but
this formulation tells less than half the story, for the sagas are as much, if not more, a literature
of resolution” (Byock 1982, x). And this applies not only to the family sagas, but also to the
contemporary sagas (Byock 1982, 5, 35; Ulfar Bragason 1981, 164—70), although the
mechanisms of conflict resolution underwent a certain degree of change between the Saga Age
and the Sturlung Age. It is therefore the reconciliation, often accompanied by negotiation and
mediation, that is the most important part of the structural pattern of the conflict story on the
level of discourse, although the preceding parts are more central on the level of plot.

In the conflict stories that take place in the Saga Age, individual mediators usually receive
relatively little attention. The negotiation that leads to an agreement at the end of the conflict is
either initiated by one or both of the conflicting parties themselves, or the text only briefly
mentions that reconciliation was encouraged or mediated by “the people” or by “good-willed
men”. Nevertheless, the character type of the mediator is not entirely unknown in the sagas of
Icelanders. As the best example, we can mention the role played by Snorri godi in the final part
of Laxdela saga. In this saga, the central conflict between Kjartan Olafsson and Bolli
borleiksson culminates when Bolli kills Kjartan (ch. 49). In revenge for this killing, Bolli is
slain by Kjartan’s brothers and a man named Helgi Hardbeinsson (ch. 55). Years later, Bolli’s
wife Gudrun incites her sons to kill Helgi in revenge for their father, which they do (ch. 64).
Snorri godi then finds out that Bolli’s sons intend to attack Kjartan’s brothers as well, because
they do not deem their father sufficiently avenged. Snorri persuades them to agree to a
reconciliation instead, and he negotiates with Kjartan’s brothers about the conditions of the
agreement (ch. 71). Both parties accept his suggestions because they respect him, a
compensation is paid for the killing of Bolli, and this marks the final reconciliation between the
two parties. This example shows how mediation can terminate a conflict after many years and
several killings, break the circle of vengeance, and renew peace.

Another example is the final part of Njdls saga, the aftermath of the burning of Njall by
Flosi and his companions. Kéri S6lmundarson, Njall’s son-in-law, escapes from the burning
and prosecutes the arsonists at the Alpingi, but the legal case turns into a fierce quarrel and then
into a violent clash (ch. 145). Several men are killed, including Ljotr, son of Hallr of Sida. The
fight is terminated by Snorri godi, who separates the two parties from each other, preventing
further violence. Hallr then proclaims that he wishes to contribute to reconciliation by claiming
no compensation for the killing of his son, which is an extraordinary gesture of good will
(gddgirnd), and he is praised for it by everyone (see Andersson 1970, 587-88). Snorri godi then
begins to mediate, and he manages to persuade everyone but Kéri and his ally Porgeirr to accept
a reconciliation. The chieftains ask Snorri to judge the case together with others, and the text
underlines that he gains prestige (virding) by his mediation. Later, Hallr of Sida persuades Flosi
to agree to a settlement with borgeirr (ch. 146), accompanies him to a meeting, and leads the
negotiation until Porgeirr accepts a reconciliation (ch. 147). Kéri and Flosi are later reconciled
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on their own initiative (ch. 159). Like the previous example, this episode underlines the
significance of mediation in a situation when bloodshed seems inevitable but can still be
prevented by an influential peacemaker.

It may or may not be a coincidence that it is Snorri godi who is presented as the main
mediator in both these stories. He is only a supporting character in both sagas, but he may have
represented a typical mediator figure in the cultural memory that shaped the sagas. He has all
the necessary preconditions: he is influential and decisive, but also moderate. The text in which
he is the main protagonist, Eyrbyggja saga, shows that he is not an ideal peaceful chieftain, as
he does not always avoid violence and kills several men. Nevertheless, he is much more willing
to advocate peace in conflicts that he is not directly involved in, and he makes an excellent
mediator due to his cleverness, eloquence, and sense of diplomacy.

While these examples of a clearly defined character type of the mediator are quite
exceptional in the sagas of Icelanders, the conflict stories in the contemporary sagas put much
more emphasis on individual mediators — characters who stand outside of the conflict but
intervene in it, terminating violence and contributing to reconciliation. This difference
doubtlessly partly reflects the historical reality of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, when the
society became more differentiated than in the Saga Age. I believe, however, that the difference
also stems from an increased focus on the moral aspects of conflict and reconciliation in the
contemporary sagas. That does not mean that the text creates a distance from the original
narrative type of the conflict story, which also emphasizes the importance of reconciliation, but
it is a change in the degree of interest in the values that lie behind the stabilizing forces in the
society. For this reason, the forces that contribute to reconciliation and peace are embodied in
the contemporary sagas as individual mediators who can express their opinions in direct speech,
so the ideas about the importance of peace can be explicitly formulated, not just inherently
implied, in the texts.

Various types of characters can act as mediators in the contemporary sagas. They are
often clerics, because as clerical identity became more clearly defined in the thirteenth century,
priests no longer got actively involved in violent conflicts, so they could act as neutral third
parties. They also enjoyed respect and influence associated with their ecclesiastic position.
Mediators could also be secular chieftains, especially the most powerful ones, who could
intervene in less powerful men’s conflicts “from above” due to their supreme authority. What
connects these characters is that they are not the main protagonists of the story, but they are
significant for the structure and meaning of the narrative. They represent positive personal
qualities, such as wisdom and moderation, and they enjoy some type of influence — secular
power or clerical dignity.

In the typical conflict story, the escalation of violence is not prevented until serious
bloodshed has taken place, and peace is usually renewed only after the killing of at least one of
the protagonists of the saga. The reconciliation is nevertheless of great importance because it
prevents further escalation of the conflict, terminates the cycle of revenge, and re-establishes
social harmony. This structural pattern of the narrative type creates a horizon of expectations
that can be either fulfilled or disrupted in the contemporary sagas.
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4. 1. 2. borgils saga ok Haflioa: Troublemakers and peacemakers

borgils saga ok Haflida, the first long narrative in the Sturlunga compilation, is a conflict story
dealing with a dispute between two chieftains, taking place in the years 1117-1121. The saga
starts by outlining the causes of the dispute between its two protagonists and continues by a
description of the gradually escalating conflict and the subsequent mediation and reconciliation.
Within this structural pattern of the conflict story, the narrative focuses on the contrast between
several peaceful characters and the central troublemaker. This contrast is introduced as the main
theme of the saga at the very beginning by means of a direct characterization of Haflidi and his
nephew Mar. Of Haflidi it is said that he is “wise and righteous and a powerful chieftain”
(forvitri ok googjarn ok inn mesti hofdingi, Sturlunga saga I, 12). His portrayal is brief, but all
the clearer in defining the essential personal qualities of a good chieftain. Mar, on the other
hand, is presented as the opposite — as the black sheep of the family. This introduction predicts
that he will cause more trouble in the times to come:

Hann var ovinseell ok illa skapi farinn ok olikr godum freendum sinum, hafoi nékkurt fé ok helzt illa a. Hann var
oft med Haflida, freenda sinum, a vetrum ok var honum oskaptior. (Sturlunga saga I, 12)

He was unpopular and evil-minded and different from his good kinsmen. He owned some property, but he took
bad care of it. He often stayed with his kinsman Haflidi in winter and caused him trouble.

The chieftains start their dispute because of a feeling of obligation to assist their kinsmen and
assembly men. Such an obligation was defined by the Icelandic social structure, in which both
kinship and any patron-client relationships were binding. And again, the focus is on the
troublemaker; the narrative clearly states that the first discord starts because of Mar’s reckless
behaviour. Mar is fostered by a man named Pordr, who is Porgils Oddason’s assembly man,
but Mar is aggressive toward his foster-father, wounds him, and seeks Haflidi’s support when
Porgils prosecutes him (ch. 3). Mar then continues to cause trouble: he mistreats a farmhand
who is also Porgils’ adherent (ch. 4), and he kills a commoner for a petty reason (ch. 5). His
behaviour is criticized by Haflid1, and he is again called a black sheep of the family (dnytjungr,
freendaskomm, Sturlunga saga I, 18).

Mar does not take Haflidi’s reproaches seriously and continues to mistreat the farmers in
the district, this time having one of the farmers killed (ch. 6). Haflidi condemns his behaviour
again, constantly emphasizing that Mar does not fit among his kinsmen (kallar hann mjok
segjast or sinni cett, Sturlunga saga I, 19). Such frequent comments by the protagonist cannot
be regarded as a random literary convention, they clearly are a narrative device for constructing
the message of the story by building up a contrast between the troublemaker and the peaceful
characters.

Haflidi loses some of his assembly men’s loyalty because of Mar’s violence, and these
farmers turn to borgils instead (ch. 7). This is a typical example of conflicting loyalties — Haflidi
is expected to be loyal to his kin as well as to his assembly men, but in this case, it is not
possible. The text also shows that Haflidi is aware of the contradiction between protecting his
evil kinsman and his other social obligations. When Haflidi criticizes Mar for his attempt at
attacking Porgils’ adherent (ch. 9), he mentions luck in this context:

Haflioi lét illa yfir for peira ok kvad pess van, at Mar myndi eigi hafa geefu vid Porgils — ,, ok ger pii aldri heimanfor
slika sidan. * (Sturlunga saga I, 23)
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Haflioi criticized their expedition and said that it could be expected that Mar would not be lucky in his conflict
with Porgils — “and you must never make such an expedition again.”

In context of the story, it makes best sense to understand luck in a social context — the
troublemaker must fail in the end because everyone will turn against him.

The conflict continues with more killings among both chieftains’ adherents (chs. 11-14),
and the chieftains fail to reach an agreement (ch. 15). Both chieftains carry an axe to a lawsuit,
and when Porgils sees that Haflidi is armed, he swings his axe at him and cuts off one of his
fingers (chs. 16—18). borgils is outlawed for this attack, but he refuses to accept his outlawry
(ch. 18). A violent clash becomes imminent, but it is prevented by mediators. In this section,
the troublemaker figure disappears from the narrative, and the focus turns to the mediators.
Their argumentation is described in detail and receives much attention. The text focuses on how
the chieftains are reminded of the importance of moderation for personal honour (virding,
somi), and such a striking focus on honour draws attention to the theme of what it is that
constitutes honour (see Jorgensen 2017, 53). When a man named Gudmundr, who is related to
borgils and a friend of Haflidi, mediates between them and prevents an armed clash (ch. 19),
he underlines the importance of peacefulness for honour:

[ ...] ok ger sva vel, at pu far varliga, og geet virdingar pinnar ok soma, af pvi at sva er mikit fjolmenni fyrir, at
Dbt hefir ekki 1ids vid, ok eigu menn mikit i heettu, ef eigi geetist vel til, ok er péer engi svivirding i at bua par mal
pitt til, er pu kemr framast logum at ok yor er oheett. Mun ek ok med peim ykkrum at snua, at min oro virdir meira,
med pa menn alla, sem ek fee til. Haf pu nu vid rad vina pinna, at pu fylgir sva ateins malum pessum, at pu geetir
vel soma pins. * (Sturlunga saga I, 36)

“[...] and please act prudently and think of your honour and esteem, for you are facing so large forces that your
own troop does not compare to them, and men will be in great danger if you are not careful. It is no dishonour for
you to prepare your case in such a way that you can best apply the law and avoid danger. I and all the men I can
get will support the one of you who respects my words more. Follow your friends’ advice and further your case
only in such a way that you can retain your honour!”

Haflidi, the protagonist whose voice is the central voice of the saga, agrees with Gudmundr and
praises him for being “good-willed and wise” (heilradr ok vitr, Sturlunga saga I, 36).

Similarly, when the priest Ketill tries to persuade Haflidi to agree to a settlement (ch. 29),
he uses a story from his own life, in which he also underlines the honour (mannvirding, sceemd)
connected to moderation:

o [...] Ok sa ek pa, at pat eitt var hjalprddit til, at skjota malinu a guds miskunn, pvi at allt tokst pa aor o6oru
Dpungligar til mannvirdingar um mitt rad. Ok ek sagda ofrkapp vera ok metnad Modrvellinga, hvé pung heift mér
myndi vera. Fann ek pa pat, alls ek hugda pa at mannvirdinginni, at ekki myndi pcer beetr fyrir koma, er myndi at
seemd verda. Gerda ek pa fyrir guds sakir at gefa honum upp allt malit. Vissa ek, at pa mynda ek pat fyrir taka, er
mér veeri haldkveemst. Ok baud ek honum til min, ok var hann med mér lengi sidan. Ok pa snerist pegar ordromrinn
ok med virding manna, ok lagdist mér sioan hverr hlutr meir til geefu ok virdingar en adr. Ok veenti ek ok af gudi,
at pér muni sva fara. [...] “ (Sturlunga saga I, 48)

“[...] 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. I realized that it was due to the immoderation
and pride of the men of Modruvellir that my wrath had become so fierce. When I thought about my honour, I
understood that I would never receive a compensation that would increase my esteem. I decided for God’s sake to
give up the whole case to [my opponent]. 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. [...]”
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Honour and moderation are presented as interconnected values and as the decisive
characteristics of a good chieftain. The contrast between moderation and aggression forms the
central line of the saga’s meaning. While the opposition between the two chieftains is central
to the plot, it is another opposition, between the mediators and the troublemakers, that is central
to the discourse. The question that the text asks is not whether Porgils or Haflidi will prevail in
the conflict, but whether they will reconcile or fight. In the absence of troublemakers and in the
presence of mediators, the chieftains choose the peaceful option: at the end of the saga, they
reach a reconciliation (ch. 31), and they remain faithful allies for the rest of their lives (ch. 32).

Overall, the text shows that discord is caused by individual troublemakers, who behave
violently and immoderately and do not follow the social rules. The saga does not, however,
show any general moral disintegration, because the troublemakers are counterbalanced by the
mediators and by the chieftains who may behave unwisely under pressure, but who make the
right decisions in the end. The duality is thus double — between troublemakers and peacemakers,
and between wise and unwise choices. The mediators’ monologues emphasize the idea that
honour is based on wise decisions, guided by a sense of moderation. This focus on individual
mediators and on their opinions expressed in direct speech distinguishes the contemporary
sagas from the typical conflict stories dealing with the Saga Age, but both groups of texts
nevertheless express the same general ideas about the importance of reconciliation.

The distance from the narrative type concerns another aspect of the saga. Unlike the
typical conflict stories in the sagas of Icelanders, Porgils saga ok Haflida does not involve a
killing of either of the protagonists because the mediators interrupt the escalation of the conflict
already before the main violent clash. This ending of the saga disrupts the horizon of
expectations created by the narrative type of the conflict story, in which the reconciliation
usually takes place only after the killing of a protagonist and the subsequent revenge. The
beginning of Porgils saga ok Haflida invokes this horizon of expectations by alluding to the
possibility that the troublemaker might distort the peace between the two chieftains. Then there
1s a moment in the middle of the saga when it seems likely that serious bloodshed, which is
typical for the conflict story, will take place, but the conclusion turns out to be unexpectedly
peaceful because the reconciliation takes place before the violence fully escalates. Such a
distance from the horizon of expectations created by the given narrative type draws attention to
the significance of the stabilizing forces in the society, which can thus be regarded as the main
theme of the saga.

As Sverrir Jakobsson has pointed out, the emphasis on the role of clerics as mediators in
borgils saga ok Haflioa, which was originally written around 1240, probably reflects rather the
time of writing than the time of the events. Clerical identity was not yet fully developed in the
early twelfth century because many men were priests and chieftains at the same time, and they
did not avoid participation in violent conflicts (Sverrir Jakobsson 2016, 37—41). That means
that already about a century after the events, the story was shaped by newly developed ideas,
and its interpretation was influenced by the society’s perception of its own present. At the same
time, however, the saga is also shaped by a narrative type and character types known from
stories dealing with the distant past. That shows how cultural memory allows for constant re-
evaluation of events in context of both the present and the past.
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4. 1. 3. Guomundar saga dyra: An influential leader as a mediator

Compared to Porgils saga ok Haflioa, Guomundar saga dyra, which deals with the years 1184—
1200, follows the narrative type of the conflict story more closely and creates less distance from
its horizon of expectations. The decisive mediation takes place only after the killing of one of
the protagonists, and the peace becomes fragile again after the first reconciliation, which is also
typical for the conflict story. I believe, however, that the difficulty and fragility of reconciliation
is not the central theme of Guomundar saga dyra. Instead, the dominant theme of the saga is
the social importance of an influential leader who can act as a mediator due to his authority.
This theme is first implied when the protagonist Gudmundr is presented as a powerful chieftain,
capable of resolving other chieftains’ disputes by arbitration (ch. 3). His influence in his district
is a step toward the establishment of territorial power and geographically defined domains (see
Sverrir Jakobsson 2016, 83—86). When Gudmundr later becomes one of the parties in a dispute,
the role of the central leader is given to Jon Loptsson of the Oddaverjar. Jon arbitrates in the
saga’s central conflict after the burning of Onundr Porkelsson’s farm by Gudmundr dyri and
Kolbeinn Tumason (chs. 14-15). The text implies that Jon is the only man in Iceland capable
of resolving such a serious conflict (ch. 15):

En Eyjolfr Hallsson af Grenjadarstooum reid sudr til Keldna ok hitti par Jon Loftsson. Hann cetladi ekki til pings
at rida, adr Eyjolfr sagdi, at par var helzt til scettar stofnat, er hann gerdi um mal pessi. Jon svarar: ,, Eigi em ek
til pess feerr, “ segir hann, ,, pvi at ek hefi aldri fyrr att um slikt at meela. * Eyjolfr svarar: ,, bat mun po til liggja at
leita vid, at menn scettist. Ok eigi er synt, hverr pa ma gera, ef pu pykkist eigi til feerr.” En pa bad Eyjolfr fyrir
guds sakir, at hann skyldi eigi undan skerast. En pat vard um sidir, at Jon for til pings. (Sturlunga saga I, 193)
Eyjolfr Hallsson from Grenjadarstadir rode south to Keldur to meet Jon Loptsson. Jon did not intend to go to the
assembly until Eyjolfr told him that a reconciliation was most likely if Jon arbitrated the case. Jon answered: “I
am not capable of that because I have never judged such a case before.” Eyjolfr answered: “It is nevertheless
necessary to aim at a reconciliation. And I cannot see who could arbitrate if you do not consider yourself capable
of it.” And Eyjolfr begged Jon not to avoid the task for God’s sake. And it finally turned out that Jon went to the
assembly.

Jon Loptsson’s arbitration stops the bloodshed because he possesses a strong enough authority
to dissuade the opponents from continuing the violence. Jon dies soon after, however, and there
1s no dominant leader after his death (ch. 15). The situation in the absence of a strong leader is
commented on by Jon’s son Ormr, who points out that it is dishonourable to break the
reconciliation established by Jon or to support anyone who has broken it (ch. 18):

o[ ] Veér dttum fodur pann, er hafoi mikil metord hér a landi, sva at eigi var sa madr, er eigi peetti sinu mali vel
komit, ef hann skyldi um gera. En nu veit ek eigi, ** segir hann, ,, hvart meir er frda demum um mdlaefni pau, er seld
varu, eda scettirnar peer, er hann gerdi nu sidast. Nu hafa peir pat upp goldit, ** segir Ormr, ,,0fin pau, er ger varu,
er menn cetludu, at aldri myndi goldin verda ok pat myndi at scettabrigdoum verda. En peir, er vid toku gjaldinu,
hafa nu rofit ok bakferlat allt pat, er hann meelti um, ok er mér oskapfellt at veita Porgrimi ok svivirda ord fé6dur
vars ok hann sjalfan ok alla oss, sonu hans. “* (Sturlunga saga I, 200)

“[...] Our father enjoyed great respect in this land, so nobody was dissatisfied with his case if it was judged by our
father. And I do not know,” he said, “what is more extraordinary — 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 people thought that it would never be paid, and that the reconciliation would be broken for that reason.
But now his whole judgement has been broken and disregarded by those who have accepted the compensation. I
disapprove of supporting Porgrimr and dishonouring our father’s decision, as well as him and all of us, his sons.”

This monologue underlines the importance of the powerful leader even after his death. In the
absence of such a leader, on the other hand, peace becomes fragile. The reconciliation reached
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after the burning is broken when Onundr’s daughter incites her brothers and husband to avenge
the burning (ch. 17). The revenge consists in killing some of the participants of the burning,
while Gudmundr successfully escapes the avengers’ attempts at ambushing him (ch. 18).
Gudmundr knows that he must expect a direct attack (ch. 19), and the avengers finally assault
and wound him; he retaliates soon and strikes back with a much larger force (ch. 23). After this,
a reconciliation is reached when the avengers offer Gudmundr self-judgement (ch. 23). When
Gudmundr gives up his chieftaincy and becomes a monk soon after (ch. 26), it can be perceived
as a morally positive aftermath that confirms the peaceful conclusion of the conflict.

The saga reflects the new conditions that result from the historical development of
Icelandic society. Stephen Tranter is certainly right in stating that mobilization of large forces
for aggressive and defensive purposes occurs in Gudmundar saga dyra (Tranter 1987, 174).
Furthermore, there is little doubt that the original reasons for disputes become ever less
important, as the real motivation for opposition is rivalry for power between the leading groups
(Sverrir Jakobsson 2016, 90). These are historical facts that the saga cannot possibly deny. The
narrative, however, does not present this social development as a downfall, as it shows that the
forces perpetuating social order are still present in the society. Compared to the conflict stories
that take place in the Saga Age, the saga pays more attention to individual mediators, who
possess a moral codex of honour based on justice and moderation, and who naturally need to
be more and more influential as the extent of the conflicts increases. The text implies that social
order is threatened not only by individual aggression, but also by the absence of an authority
that could keep aggressors under control. Nevertheless, the saga shows that such authority is
not constantly absent in the society, only temporarily — in this case, it is caused by the death of
an influential chieftain. The saga thus does not create an image of social disintegration, but it
may also propagate centralized rule, which ensures the constant presence of mediators — royal
officials with constant authority.

4. 1. 4. Svinfellinga saga: Troublemakers and peacemakers once more

Like Porgils saga ok Haflioa and Guomundar saga dyra, Svinfellinga saga has a simple
structure, consisting of one single conflict story. The two protagonists, Semundr Ormsson and
Ogmundr Helgason, get into a dispute soon after the death of Seemundr’s father in 1241 (ch. 3).
The main cause of the dispute is a struggle for regional power. Ogmundr is not a chieftain, but
he is popular in the district, and his influence increases when the young and inexperienced
chieftain Seemundr replaces his father.!* Open conflict between Seemundr and Ogmundr breaks
out in 1248 due to an insignificant disagreement, which serves as a pretext in their competition
for power. Seemundr summons Ogmundr to a lawsuit (ch. 4), but Ogmundr prefers to solve the
case by agreement, which is mediated by Abbot Brandr at the assembly (ch. 5). After that,
however, Semundr stays with Pordr Sighvatsson, who deems such a compromise disgraceful
(ch. 5). At his instigation, Semundr and his brother Gudmundr gather a force to attack
Ogmundr. A violent clash is prevented only because Ogmundr manages to gain the support of

13 The situation resembles events that took place before the beginning of the Sturlung Age (especially those
described in Sturlu saga, see below), 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 different times in
different parts of the land.
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the local men, so Seemundr’s troop is outnumbered and forced to turn back (ch. 6). Ogmundr
rides away to avoid a clash, and he stays with Pordr Sighvatsson, who tells him that he should
not back away from Semundr (ch. 6). After the unsuccessful attack, Seemundr chooses to
pursue the matter by legal means — he sues Ogmundr at the assembly like he intended the
previous year, and since Ogmundr is not present and nobody answers for him, he is easily
outlawed, and Semundr confiscates his property (ch. 8). Abbot Brandr then finally persuades
Semundr to let him arbitrate and bring about an agreement (ch. 9). There is, however, still
much mistrust between the two parties (ch. 9), and in the end, Ogmundr breaks the agreement,
attacks the brothers, and kills them (ch. 11). Then the case is again arbitrated by Abbot Brandr,
who decides about Ogmundr’s sentence for the killings (ch. 14).

Like in Porgils saga ok Haflida, the moral framework of the saga is formed by an
emphasis on the contrast between an instigator and a mediator. In scenes that do not depict
direct clashes, these characters almost receive more attention than the protagonists. In the role
of instigator there is Pordr Sighvatsson, who plays no other part in the narrative and stays in the
background, but his intervention is of fatal importance to the story. He goads both protagonists
into open conflict, and he discourages them from compromise and conciliation (chs. 5-6). In
the text, Poror is directly criticized for causing trouble and then leaving Iceland without taking
care of the consequences:

Ridr bordr heim nordr. Ok pat sumar ferr hann utan, ok er pat mal manna, at hann skildi hardliga vid petta mal.
(Sturlunga saga II, 95)

Pordr rode home to the north. And the same summer he sailed abroad, and people said that he left the case after
having made it difficult.

Interestingly, the role of instigator is attributed to Pordr Sighvatsson specifically in Svinfellinga
saga. In Pordar saga kakala, on the other hand, he is portrayed as a magnanimous chieftain,
and it is even stated that he mediates between Seemundr and Ogmundr to secure peace (ch. 48):

Petta sumar urdu peir nékkut missdttir Scemundr Ormsson ok Ogmundyr Helgason. Keerdu peir pat fyrir P6rdi, ok
setti hann pcer greinir pa nior, er varu a milli peira ok peim bar d. Mcelti pa ok engi madr a moti pvi, er Pordr
vildi, at veeri. (Sturlunga saga I1, 86)

The same summer (1249) some disagreements occurred between Smundr Ormsson and Ogmundr Helgason.
They complained to Pordr, and he settled the matters that were between them and that they argued about. Nobody
protested against bordr’s decisions at the time.

This is an illustrative example of how the sagas can treat the same event differently in order to
underline the aspects that are significant for the construction of meaning in every individual
saga. In this case, Pordr’s involvement in the conflict in reality probably included some degree
of instigation as well as some degree of mediation, and each saga focuses on the aspect that fits
its moral structure. As the historical events are turned into narrative discourses, they are
endowed with new meanings, which are not contained in the events themselves. That does not
necessarily mean that the creators of the texts deliberately twisted the truth; it is rather a sign
of how different texts can emphasize different aspects of the same events, depending on the
central theme of each text. Even before the texts were written down, the events had become
integrated into cultural memory by being turned into narrative discourses in oral tradition.
Several discourses that did not completely accord with each other could exist simultaneously,
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or the focus on various aspects of an event could change over time, reflecting the development
of the circumstances that shaped the context of the narrative.

Svinfellinga saga builds up a contrast between the instigator Pordr and the central
mediator, Abbot Brandr, who is the focus of the narrative from the very beginning, even before
the outset of the conflict. In the introductory chapter there is no characterization of the two
protagonists, whereas Brandr is characterized quite extensively and very positively (ch. 1):

Brandr prestr Jonsson [...] var agceetr h6fdingi, klerkr godr, vitr ok vinscell, rikr ok godgjarn. Ok i pann tima hafdi
hann mest mannheill peira manna, er pd varu d Islandi. (Sturlunga saga II, 87)

The priest Brandr Jonsson [...] was a fine nobleman, a good cleric, wise and popular, influential, and benevolent.
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 accounted for in detail. He
warns Ogmundr against supporting his friends immoderately in unjust cases, and he also
disapproves of Seemundr’s actions against Ogmundr, although they are not undertaken without
reason. He predicts that violent clashes may easily break out between the two because he knows
their intemperate personality (ch. 4):

Abéta likar ok illa fiagrupptektin, pott sakir veeri til, ok kvedst ugga, at til meira myndi draga med peim en pd var
fram komit, pvi at Scemundr var ofsamadr mikill ok Seirinn ok gerdi at pvi engan manna mun. En Ogmundr var
otillatssamr ok atti mikit undir sér. (Sturlunga saga I1, 90)

The abbot also disliked the confiscation, although it had not happened without reason, and he said he feared that
there would soon be more trouble between the two than there had been so far, because Semundr was a very fierce
man, little forbearing with everyone without difference, and Ogmundr was unyielding and influential.

Brandr’s natural authority is clearly shown in the first reconciliation, when both opponents
willingly accept his decision despite their uncompromising personality. Brandr is also directly
praised for his mediation by a reference to the public opinion (ch. 5):

Af pinginu rida peir aboti heim, ok potti pa sem jafnan, at Brandr aboti hefdi sér inn bezta hlut af deildan.
(Sturlunga saga 11, 90)
The abbot and the others rode home after the assembly, and as always, it was believed that Abbot Brandr had
chosen the best option.

In the account of the second reconciliation after Semundr’s attack, the mediators, of whom
Abbot Brandr is most important, are again directly praised in the text (ch. 9). After the
reconciliation, Brandr continues in his effort to maintain peace: he appeals to Seemundr’s sense
of honour by reminding him that breaking the agreement would be much more dishonourable
than accepting a compromise (ch. 9). Finally, after the bloody attack, Ogmundr lets Abbot
Brandr arbitrate to make sure that the abbot’s authority will terminate the conflict and prevent
future violence (ch. 14). Ogmundr and his followers willingly accept Brandr’s sentence,
showing that they fully respect his authority. This focus on the mediator’s supremacy over the
aggressor gives the saga a morally positive tone.

Apart from the contrast between the instigator and the mediator, the saga also builds up a
contrast between the aggressors and the victims of aggression. Both parties in the conflict are
in the role of the attacker at some point, but it is the episode of the final killings that is decisive
for the moral perspective of the saga. In this episode, the condemnation of violence is
underlined by a narrative focus on the defenders. Their point of view is first introduced in the
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foreshadowing of their killing: the evening before the attack, Seemundr’s neck itches in the
place where he later receives the wound, and in the morning, Gudmundr speaks about his dream,
although it is not described directly in the text (ch. 10). The foreshadowing draws attention to
the brothers and creates sympathy with them, as both the physical symptom and the uneasy
dream probably reflect the anxiety that the brothers are beginning to feel.

In the description of the assault itself, it is emphasized that the brothers are outnumbered,
caught unaware, and given no chance to defend themselves (ch. 11). The three priests who are
sent for at Semundr’s request beg for Semundr’s life and condemn Ogmundr’s misdeed (glep),
but he does not heed it. The religious aspect is underlined in the death scene, in the depiction
of how Seemundr falls on his knees and repents his sins immediately before the beheading. The
narrative then focuses on the brothers’ wounds, while at the same time stressing that they faced
death with courage and dignity. The fact that Gudmundr asks for mercy is not presented as
cowardice or disgrace, but rather as an attempt at avoiding unnecessary bloodshed. This
impression is strengthened by Gudmundr’s utterance that he prefers dying to living after the
death of his brother:

Gudmundr Ormsson ok prestarnir lasu pa sjau salma, ok fann engi madr, at hann brygdi sér nokkut vid pessi
tidindi — annan veg en hann kvad nékkut hardara at ordunum en adr. Pa var hann datjan vetra. Guomundr meelti
til Ogmundar, pa er peir hofou lesit salmana: ,, Gott veeri enn at lifa, ok vilda ek grid, fostri. Ogmundur leit frd
ok meelti: ,, Eigi porum vér nu pat, fostri minn, *“ segir hann. Var hann pa raudr sem blod. Gudmundr svarar pa:
,,Sa liggr hédan nu skammt [ brott, at eigi er betra at scema vio yor ok lifa eftir hann daudan. “ (Sturlunga saga II,
100)

Gudmundr Ormsson and the priests then recited seven psalms, and nobody noticed him being affected by what
had happened — apart from the fact that he recited the words somewhat more vigorously than before. 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 red as blood when he said that. Guomundr replied: “There lies the man not far
from here, for whose sake it is better for me not to reconcile with you and not to live when he is dead.”

The violence is condemned by the focus on the defenders” moderation and fearlessness. The
idea that there is no heroism in brutal attacks on defenceless opponents is also underlined by
statements about the unwillingness of Ogmundr’s followers to perform the attacks (chs. 11—
12). Furthermore, the saga shows that Ogmundr’s acts are not only morally unacceptable, but
that he also loses most of his property and must leave the district as a punishment (ch. 14), so
he clearly loses much of his social position. That way, Svinfellinga saga illustrates how the
aggressor, by disrupting social harmony, also loses his own place within the society.
Nevertheless, rather than depicting a general moral decline, the saga contrasts the morally
reprehensible characters with a positive model of behaviour, represented first and foremost by
Abbot Brandr. This contrast highlights the social importance of mediators. In the end, the text
expresses a belief that the abbot has managed to terminate the conflict and that the aggression
will not be continued. That is a typical ending of the conflict story; Svinfellinga saga follows
the structural pattern of this narrative type and creates no significant distance from its horizon
of expectations. The conflict story admits that some degree of violence is inevitable in a society
with weak central power, but it focuses on the society’s internal mechanisms that re-establish
peace and order after each conflict.

In comparison with the conflict stories in the sagas of Icelanders, Svinfellinga saga puts
more emphasis on the contrast between the mediator and the instigator and between the attacker
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and the victims. That way, it draws more attention to the moral aspects of the conflict, especially
to the idea of individual responsibility for violence. The mediator is a side character in the plot
of the story, but he is of essential importance on the level of discourse as an embodiment of the
internal mechanisms of conflict resolution that are present in the society. The foregrounding of
this character emphasizes the continuing presence of these stabilizing forces in the Icelandic
society of the Sturlung Age.

4.2. THE PEACEFUL CHIEFTAIN

4. 2. 1. The narrative type of the peaceful chieftain’s story

The contemporary sagas do not avoid direct and detailed depictions of fights, violence, and
bloodshed, but they never praise aggression as a positive value. As Gunnar Karlsson has pointed
out, that does not mean that bravery in fights is no longer presented as a significant value, but
rather that courage is praised only in defence. That is especially true if the protagonist first
attempts to solve the conflict peacefully, but when it is not possible and he is attacked, he
defends himself bravely or accepts inevitable death fearlessly. The texts also appreciate allies
and followers who are willing to risk their lives for their chieftains in defence, contrasting them
to those who run away in a cowardly manner (Gunnar Karlsson 1988, 213—15). But while the
contrast between defence and aggression is one of the central themes of Sturlunga saga (see
Armann Jakobsson 1994a), the narrative focuses even more on the ideal of decisiveness in
preventing bloodshed, which is represented by the character type of the peaceful chieftain.

The narrative type of the peaceful chieftain’s story, just like the other narrative types that
shape the contemporary sagas, is known from the saga tradition and represents a significant part
of the medieval Icelanders’ cultural memory. The peaceful chieftain is an important character
type especially in the sagas of Icelanders, where he represents a positive counterpart of
aggressive, excessively ambitious men, who refuse to terminate conflicts by reconciliation and
prefer violent clashes. He is often mocked by his opponents for being unmanly because he
rejects violence, but there is a clearly marked difference between this 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 courageous, because the morally right solutions
are usually not the easiest ones. As Theodore Andersson has shown, the sagas of Icelanders
usually praise peacefulness and show the tragic consequences of insisting on revenge
(Andersson 1970).

The peaceful chieftain is characterized not only by avoiding violent clashes himself, but
also by his effort to dissuade others from violent behaviour. He repeatedly actively participates
in arranging reconciliation, and he predicts the tragic consequences of violent acts. He is
morally superior not only to his enemies, but also to his friends or kinsmen, who do not follow
his advice and bring about their own downfall by their excessive aggression. The inherent tragic
aspect of the peaceful chieftain’s story is that the protagonist is often unable to fulfil his
ambition to bring about peace — either because he fails to convince others to follow his advice,
or because he lacks the determination to complete his well-meant act at the decisive moment.
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The bloodshed appears even more tragic because it is presented as unnecessary — it could have
been prevented if all the characters had followed the peacemaker’s advice and had not insisted
on solving their disputes violently. The tragedy is completed when the peaceful chieftain
himself becomes a victim of violence together with his kinsmen or friends, although he has
never committed any violent act (see Andersson 1970, 585-88). His moral integrity then
increases the tragedy of his failure and violent death.

As a typical example of the peaceful chieftain, we can name the protagonist of one of the
best-known sagas of Icelanders, Njdls saga. Njall Porgeirsson is presented as a wise man who
knows the law and always aims at peaceful, legal solutions to disputes, and at preventing
violence. He repeatedly brings about reconciliation on behalf of his closest friend, Gunnarr
Hamundarson, and he warns him against continuing to fight; he also predicts that if Gunnarr
commits two killings in the same family, it will lead to his downfall. Gunnarr nevertheless
continues to fight, commits two killings in one family, and breaks a reconciliation, after which
he is outlawed and killed. Then we see Njall’s own sons in the role of aggressive fighters when
they thoughtlessly start a conflict with Gunnarr’s kinsman Prainn 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 they envy his position and popularity.
The efforts at arranging a reconciliation fail and Flosi, a kinsman of Hoskuldr’s wife, takes
revenge by burning Njall’s farm. Njall refuses to leave his sons and chooses to die together with
them. The horizon of expectations of the inherently tragic narrative type is thus entirely fulfilled
in this saga.

In Sturlunga saga, the character type of the peaceful chieftain is represented by several
central characters. The compilation creates a parallel between them, which highlights the
importance of this character type for the overall message of the text. The personal qualities of
the peaceful chieftain are typically further emphasized by a contrast to another character, who
is presented as an aggressor. This is the case both in some of the introductory sagas of the
Sturlunga compilation, which deal with the time before the Sturlung Age, and in Islendinga
saga, the central text of the compilation. The tragic horizon of expectations of the peaceful
chieftain’s story is fulfilled in some of these contemporary sagas, but others create a distance
from it; their unexpectedly optimistic ending then underlines the continuing social superiority
of the morally positive values represented by the peaceful chieftain.

4. 2. 2. Sturlu saga: The moral and political superiority of the peaceful chieftain

Sturlu saga deals with a dispute between Sturla Pordarson the elder and Einarr Porgilsson, son
of borgils Oddason from Porgils saga ok Haflida, that took place in the years 1148—1183. The
saga is shaped by the narrative type of the peaceful chieftain’s story, and its central focus is the
contrast between the good chieftain, represented by Sturla, and the bad chieftain, represented
by Einarr. Einarr Porgilsson inherits his social position from his father, the leading chieftain in
the district, but Einarr is far less capable and has serious character flaws. He frees a rover and
killer from captivity and assists him in escaping from the land, and the saga is quite direct in
expressing the public’s condemnation of such behaviour (ch. 7). When Einarr is not only
unable, but clearly also unwilling, to rid his district of a rover band, his reputation worsens, and
the loss of popularity leads to a loss of power (ch. 8):
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Eftir pessa atburdi lagdist sa ordromr a, at mjok potti annarr hattr @ um heradsstjornina en pa er borgils hafdi.
Ok toku pa margir, peir er mikit pottust at sér eiga, at rdada sér til eigna i adra stadi, par sem peim potti sér helzt
trausts at van. (Sturlunga saga I, 72)

After these events people said that the leadership in the district seemed very different from how it had been at
borgils’ time. 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 Pordarson comes from a less powerful family than his adversary, but he is more capable
and more honourable, and he is characterized positively from the beginning of the saga (ch. 4).
The two chieftains get into a dispute while protecting their assembly men’s interests (chs. 4—
5), as well as due to more personal matters (ch. 9). Einarr behaves dishonourably in his conflict
with Sturla, attacking and burning his farm while Sturla is away and cannot defend his property
(ch. 10). Sturla, on the other hand, shows good will even in matters that concern him personally,
as he willingly accepts arbitration after Einarr’s attack in order to prevent further hostilities.
Einarr and his followers generally act more aggressively and recklessly, while Sturla’s party
turns to violence only in necessary defence (chs. 11-20).

When the decisive fight between the adversaries takes place, the structural pattern of the
peaceful chieftain’s story leads to the expectation of Sturla’s violent death. This expectation is,
however, not fulfilled in the saga. Einarr Porgilsson receives a serious wound in the battle and
must ask for quarter, which Sturla grants him (ch. 21). The saga thus creates a distance from
the expectation of a contrast between the protagonist’s moral superiority and his tragic defeat —
instead of such an ending, Sturlu saga combines the protagonist’s moral and political victory.
The idea that a rightful victory, accompanied by mercy and magnanimity toward the defeated
opponent, increases a chieftain’s honour much more than a killing of the opponent, is supported
by a reference to the public opinion (ch. 22). The text shows that Sturla is superior to his
adversary not only in military power, but also in popularity and moral qualities. The distance
from the tragic element of the narrative type emphasizes the saga’s overall positive evaluation
of the society, in which negative forces are present, but they are counterbalanced by the
peacefulness and moral integrity of some of its most successful leaders.

Sturla is, however, not a sufficiently strong magnate yet — he possesses all the necessary
personal qualities, but his power 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 magnate, whose authority is practically undisputed. The saga thus connects the
portrayal of the peaceful chieftain with a focus on the importance of a strong leader. The
peaceful, influential, and highly respected chieftain Jon Loptsson arbitrates between Sturla and
Einarr after the fight, and the reconciliation has a lasting effect (ch. 22). Sturla then continues
to defend his assembly men, as well as his position and prestige, against other neighbouring
chieftains (chs. 23-34). It is, however, not these petty disputes that receive most of the
narrator’s attention, but rather Jon Loptsson’s role as arbitrator, mediator, and advisor:

Varu pa sem mestar virdingar Jons, ok var pangat skotio 6llum stormalum, sem hann var. [...] ok komu pessi mal
oll undir Jon Loptsson a pingi, ok réd hann einn sem hann vildi ok skipadi sva, at flestum likadi vel. (Sturlunga
saga I, 104-05)

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 decided everything alone as he wished, and he
solved the matters in such a way that most people were satisfied.
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Ok ganga menn nu medal peira ok beida, at Sturla jatadi i dom Jons um malit, — kvadu pess van, at honum myndi
1 pvi aukast mestr scemoarhlutr [...]. [Sturla] kvad nu sva at ordi: ,, Kunnigt mun monnum vera um mdlaferli var
Pdals ok um pa svivirding, er mér var cetlud at gera, ef fram kcemi. Ok olli pvi meir hamingja min en tilstilli pess,
er gerdi. Sidan var seetzt & mdlit ok selt mér sjalfdemi af Pdli. En nii eru sottir at inir wdstu menn d Islandi, at
petta mal skyli nu i gerd leggja, er aor kom i sjalfdcemi. Nu ef decemi finnast til, at sva hafi menn fyrr gert, pd veeri
a at lita. En peir menn, er sik binda nu vio malit — nefni ek fyrst til pess Jon Loptsson, er dyrstr maor er a landi
pessu ok allir skjota sinum malaferlum til, — pa veit eigi ek, hvart annat er nu virdingar veenna en reyna, hvern
soma hann vill minn gera. Nu kann vera, at ek hafa eigi vit til at sja mér hlut til handa, en vilja mynda ek halda
seemd minni. “ (Sturlunga saga I, 113)

And people mediated between them and asked Sturla to agree to Jon’s judgement in the matter — they said it was
likely that it would increase his honour [...]. [Sturla] uttered these words: “People know about my dispute with
Pall and about how he intended to dishonour me, although he failed, and that was due to my luck, rather than due
to his will. We then reached a reconciliation, and Pall gave me self-judgement. But now the foremost men in
Iceland are encouraged to judge this case, although it has been solved by self-judgement. If there are any examples
of this having been done before, I might consider it. But out of the men who will now be connected to the case, |
name Jon Loptsson first, the most powerful man in the land, to whom everyone commits their disputes — I do not
know what would be more likely to increase my esteem than trying what honour he will grant me. Maybe I am not
clever enough to see what is best for me, but I would like to retain my honour.”

When violence becomes imminent in Sturla’s dispute with his opponent Pall Sélvason, Jon
manages to moderate Sturla’s ambition without impeding his honour; to increase Sturla’s
esteem even more, Jon offers to foster his son Snorri (ch. 34). 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 have been possible without Jon’s intervention, and he thus becomes
the central figure of the second half of the saga. He represents the character type of the peaceful
chieftain, and at the same time he is also portrayed as an embodiment of centralized power.
This aspect is noted by Tranter, who criticizes the reduced involvement of the community in
the process of reconciliation, as the dominant voice in mediation now belongs to one individual
(Tranter 1987, 132-33). Instead of showing the situation in negative terms, however, the saga
presents Jon Loptsson as a highly positive figure, who is both righteous and moderate and works
for the common good. The saga thus shows that disorder increases in the absence of such a
strong leader, but his presence contributes to peace and stability. That means that the narrative
supports the idea of centralized power.

4. 2. 3. Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar: The typical narrative of the peaceful chieftain

Unlike Sturlu saga, Hrafns saga Sveinbajarnarsonar follows the structural pattern of the
peaceful chieftain’s story without creating any significant distance from it. The saga deals with
the life of the chieftain Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson around the break of the thirteenth century, and it
depicts his conflict with the neighbouring chieftain Porvaldr Snorrason. Porvaldr is a typical
aggressive chieftain, who refuses to accept compensations, attacks Hrafn’s assembly men, and
repeatedly attempts to kill Hrafn. Hrafn manages to defend himself, but as a typical peaceful
chieftain, he refuses to attack bPorvaldr in response. When Porvaldr finally succeeds in attacking
Hrafn’s farm, the structural pattern of the peaceful chieftain’s story leads to the expectation of
the protagonist’s violent death, and in this case, the expectation is fulfilled. Hrafn surrenders
because he wishes to save his men, and he is beheaded. The killing is followed by an arbitration,
and Porvaldr must pay compensation and leave Iceland for three years.
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Hrafns saga is the only secular contemporary saga that is preserved both in the Sturlunga
compilation and in a complete separate version, which was probably originally composed
around 1230—1250 (Ulfar Bragason 1988, 267). A detailed comparison of the two versions has
been undertaken by Ulfar Bragason, who concludes that whereas the separate saga focuses more
on the dichotomy between good and evil and on the spiritual aspects of the protagonist’s
decisions, the version in Sturlunga saga omits some of this material and turns the narrative into
a more typical conflict story (Ulfar Bragason 1986a, 152-69; 1988, 285-89). Similar
conclusions have also been reached by Stephen Tranter (1987, 31-50).

While that is doubtlessly true, here the focus of analysis will be the central themes that
are shared by both versions of the saga, and it will be argued that both versions express the
same ideas, although they employ somewhat different narrative devices. The Sturlunga
redaction leaves out the long introduction of Hrafns saga that most directly emphasizes the
moral aspects of Hrafn’s story, but it employs another narrative device to highlight the very
same aspects. The structure and meaning of the compilation, especially of its first half, are
formed by its emphasis on the narrative type of the peaceful chieftain. Apart from Hrafn, this
type is also represented in Sturlu saga by Sturla bérdarson the elder and in Islendinga saga by
Pordr Sturluson, who also appears in the role of arbitrator in Hrafns saga. This narrative type
underlines the moral significance of peacefulness, albeit in a more secular sense than the
introduction of the separate Hrafns saga, which has a strongly religious undertone.

In line with the standard focus of its narrative type, Hrafns saga presents a contrast
between a peaceful chieftain and his aggressive, immoderate opponent. Porvaldr is presented
as a man who treats others unjustly, but at the same time is unwilling to tolerate even the
slightest injustice against himself, refuses to accept compensation, and prefers violent
retaliation. Hrafn, on the other hand, is shown to be decisive in legal conflicts, but opposed to
any form of aggression. Stephen Tranter is right in stating that Hrafn’s peacefulness is not
appreciated, but rather ridiculed as cowardice, by his opponents in the saga (Tranter 1987, 192),
which is also a typical element of the peaceful chieftain’s story. Tranter does not, however,
sufficiently stress the fact that Hrafn is praised by the narrative voice of the saga; this dichotomy
between mockery on the level of action and praise on the level of discourse is also typical for
the narrative type of the peaceful chieftain’s story.

This dichotomy has been emphasized by Ulfar Bragason (1988, 277-89), who
nevertheless places too much emphasis on the difference between the separate version and the
version in Sturlunga saga. In his opinion, the question of the relationship between moderation
and weakness remains open in the Sturlunga redaction because the text without the morally
oriented introduction does not replace the secular code of honour by the religious code of
spiritual glory (Ulfar Bragason 1988, 288-89). In this statement, however, Ulfar Bragason
ignores the fact that aggression and reckless violence are not defined as honourable behaviour
in any section of Sturlunga saga. On the contrary, the condemnation of aggression is a recurrent
theme in the compilation. It has been shown here that the contrast between peacefulness and
aggression is the central theme of all the other introductory texts of Sturlunga saga, and Hrafns
saga further develops this theme, creating an even more striking contrast between these
qualities and underlining the moral implications of this contrast by its tragic ending. Hrafn is
presented as an innocent victim of injustice and violence, but he cannot be regarded as passive,
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as he makes important choices motivated by clearly defined moral considerations. The moral
aspects of the story are further emphasized by specific narrative strategies.

The main evaluative device in Hrafns saga is an extraordinary abundance of various
forms of predictions and foreshadowing, which form the saga’s moral framework. In the
separate version, Porvaldr’s father predicts that his goodwilled son Haflidi will die young, while
his other children will cause trouble (ch. 8). Later, the old wise woman Ragnheidr warns Hrafn
not to trust Porvaldr, comparing him to a wolf (ch. 10). These predictions not only build up
tension in the narrative, but, more importantly, they contribute to building up the contrast
between Porvaldr as the aggressor and Hrafn as the peaceful chieftain. They are not a part of
the Sturlunga redaction because all the first eleven chapters are omitted there, but the
foreshadowing that immediately precedes the attacks is included in both versions.

The frequency and intensity of the predictions increases as the violence draws near. There
is a series of prophetic dreams and visions preceding the first attack (ch. 14), including a vision
of light and dreams of ominous figures reciting stanzas. This foreshadowing is the same in both
versions of the text; it takes up almost the whole chapter, and the stanzas are quoted in their
entirety. This implies that the compiler of Sturlunga saga was aware of the moral framework
created by the foreshadowing, and that he deemed it important for the meaning of the narrative
— otherwise he could have omitted this section of the text that does not directly depict action.

Another series of predictions precedes Hrafn’s death (chs. 17-19). Several people see a
mysterious fire, and 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 (ch. 19): when
Porvaldr wants to attack Hrafn again, he binds all the people on the nearby farms, so that they
cannot warn Hrafn. One of the bound people invokes Saint Porldkr, and his bonds break, so he
can free everybody else. They nevertheless do not warn Hrafn in time, but the event can clearly
be qualified as miraculous. Such occurrences are not usual in Sturlunga saga otherwise, but the
scene is not omitted in the Sturlunga redaction because it underlines the overall moral
framework of Hrafns saga.

The supernatural aspects that dominate both sets of predictions, both in the form of pre-
Christian symbolism and Christian allusions to the theme of evil and sin, give the
foreshadowing a meaning that transcends the given situation and presents a universal
condemnation of violence. The emotional intensity of the predictions draws attention to Hrafn’s
upcoming suffering, marking a clear narrative focus on the protagonist’s undeservedly tragic
end. The death scene is immediately preceded by a scene in which a drdpa of Saint Andrew is
recited to Hrafn, and he comments on the saint’s martyrdom after every stanza; it is also
mentioned that a man dreams about Saint Andrew’s death the same night. These allusions
suggest a parallel between Hrafn and the saint, and they are included in both versions. The
parallel to a saint concludes the moral evaluation of Hrafn as a positive model to be followed,
just like he himself followed the example of saints. This underlines the central theme of the
saga, which is the portrayal of an ideal peaceful chieftain in contrast to his evil, aggressive
counterpart.

As Torfi Tulinius has pointed out, the increased focus on peaceful chieftains in thirteenth-
century Iceland was a part of what was happening everywhere in western civilisation at the time
(Tulinius 2016, 92). A significant aspect of the Church’s rise to power in twelfth-century
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Europe was its insistence on the link between government and service. This can be relevant to
our understanding of Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson in particular, but also of the generally changing,
and possibly debated, role of the chieftain in Icelandic society at the time, with a focus on the
leaders’ obligation to protect and take care of their flock (Tulinius 2016, 92, 99—100).

The Sturlunga compilation underlines the importance of the narrative type of the peaceful
chieftain’s story by combining several such narratives, whereas the separate Hrafns saga must
employ other narrative devices to create the intended focus on the protagonist’s moral integrity.
The emphasis on this specific character type in Sturlunga saga, created by the parallel between
Sturla Pordarson the elder, Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson, and Pordr Sturluson, replaces the long
introduction of the separate Hrafns saga with its focus on Hrafn’s virtues, so the overall
meaning of the text is not lost when the introduction is omitted. Both versions of the saga thus
present the same central idea. The separate version expresses a more spiritual perspective and
the Sturlunga redaction a more social perspective, but the message does not differ: the ideal
chieftain should be decisive in legal conflicts, but equally decisive in rejecting violence and
aggression and in striving for peace and for the common good.

The comparison between the two versions of Hrafns saga perfectly illustrates how the
compiler consciously employed the narrative types in constructing the meaning of Sturlunga
saga. The use of the narrative types known from stories about the distant past allowed him to
create connections between various stories from the recent past, not on the basis of direct causal
links between events, but of typological similarity. Such connections enabled him to interpret
stories in context of each other, and thus to endow them with new layers of meaning without
the necessity of employing more direct interpretative devices, such as those contained in the
original introduction of Hrafns saga. As recipients of the texts, we need to reveal the narrative
types and their inherent meanings in order to fully appreciate the deeper layers of meaning that
are hidden below the surface of the seemingly straightforward historiographical style of the
Sturlunga compilation.

The peaceful chieftain’s story, despite its inherently tragic ending, draws attention to the
continuing presence of morally positive values in the Icelandic society during a time of
inevitable internal destabilization. Hrafns saga thus presents the recent past as a time of
difficulty, but not of a downfall. Furthermore, as the two other central stories of peaceful
chieftains in Sturlunga saga create a distance from the tragic horizon of expectations 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 society in Sturlunga saga is more optimistic.
Such intertextual interpretation is only possible due to the typological connections between
various stories, which are enabled by the narrative types.

4. 2. 4. Islendinga saga: Poror Sturluson as the perfect peaceful chieftain

Now that we have understood how the compiler of Sturlunga saga employed the narrative type
of the peaceful chieftain’s story in constructing the structure and meaning of his work, we can
turn to the role of this narrative type in the central part of the compilation, Islendinga saga. The
long and extensive slendinga saga can be divided into three main sections. The first section
describes the gradual increase of the power of the Sturlung brothers Poror, Sighvatr, and Snorri
and their subsequent downfall, caused by mutual disputes. The second section deals with the
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bloody conflict between the Sturlungs on the one hand and their political rival Gizurr
Porvaldsson and his allies on the other. The third section deals with Gizurr Porvaldsson’s rise
to power in Iceland.

The first two sections illustrate the disastrous consequences of disputes among kinsmen,
which cause instability within the clan and undermine the Sturlungs’ social position. The
narrative presents a contrast between the ideal peaceful chieftain Pordr Sturluson and his
aggressive brothers Sighvatr and Snorri, nephew Sturla Sighvatsson, and their arch enemy
Gizurr borvaldsson. This contrast is essential for the overall moral structure of the saga. The
text depicts political intrigue and violent clashes, and it does not avoid direct portrayal of brutal
bloodshed, but it does not present the Sturlung Age as a time of general moral downfall or social
disintegration. Instead, it illustrates the causes that lead to the fall of influential and capable
men, and it criticizes individuals for their aggressive behaviour, immoderation, and excessive
greed for power. This criticism is, however, counterbalanced by the saga’s emphasis on the
continuing presence of positive moral values in the society. These values are represented by
several characters, but first and foremost by Pordr Sturluson, who is primarily characterized by
his peacefulness and moderation. On the level of the plot of the story, P6ror is overshadowed
by his brothers, but he is a key figure on the level of discourse. The text employs various
narrative devices that draw attention to Pordr and to the values that he represents.

The contrast between the brothers is shown already at the beginning of Islendinga saga,
in a scene that foreshadows the upcoming development. Pordr defends one of his adherents in
a lawsuit and wishes to keep the conflict on the legal level and avoid violence. One of the
plaintiffs, however, hurls his axe at P6ror’s back, but Pordr stays unharmed despite wearing no
armour. His brother Sighvatr wants to avenge the attack, and several men are wounded before
the fight is interrupted, but Poror agrees to a peaceful agreement and pays compensation for the
wounds caused by Sighvatr to avoid the cycle of revenge (ch. 5). Although there is no overt
reference to divine intervention protecting boror, the scene has a symbolic value due to its focus
on the peaceful chieftain, who remains unhurt, as if protected by his good intentions alone. The
same symbolic protection later becomes an option to all who are willing to show moderation
and follow Pordr’s wise advice. Pordr is consistently portrayed as a chieftain committed to
lessening the cruelty of the power struggle, always choosing peaceful solutions.

The matter becomes complicated when Pordr is attacked by his own nephew, Sturla
Sighvatsson, in a conflict over the family’s chieftaincy (chs. 60-62). Sturla does not want to
hurt his uncle, but he hurts several of his men. Realizing the inappropriateness of the attack, he
stops in the middle of the fight and offers truce and reconciliation to Pérdr. bPordr accepts the
offer, and he refuses Snorri’s incitement to attack Sturla in revenge, insisting on solving the
dispute in a peaceful manner. Despite this reconciliation, however, the conflicts among the
Sturlungs continue, but Pordr always does his best to dissuade his kinsmen from attacking each
other. He keeps Snorri from using force against Sturla, offers to mediate between them, and
prevents a meeting while both opponents are in a fierce mood (chs. 64—65). When Sighvatr and
Sturla intend to attack Snorri (chs. 112—114), Pordr criticizes his brother, tries to dissuade him,
and predicts the unlucky future of the Sturlungs, suggesting that it is their own immoderate
behaviour that will bring about their downfall:
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Sighvatr ok synir hans, Sturla ok Kolbeinn, Poror kakali, komu pdalmasunnudag i Borgarfjord med tiu hundrud

manna. En er Pordr Sturluson spurdi pat, reid hann i moti peim ok fann Sighvat, brodur sinn, { Hvitarsiou. Veitti
hann Sighvati atolur miklar um pat, er hann for at brodur sinum a hatioum, ok segir, at hann myndi stor gjold
fyrir slikt taka af gudi, gamall madr. Sighvatr tok undir i gamni ok med nékkurri sva greesku: ,, Hvarrgi okkar parf
nu at bregda 60rum elli, — eda hvart gerist pu ni spamadr, frendi? * Pordr svarar: ,,Engi em ek spamadr. En po
mun ek pér verda spamadr. Sva mikill sem pu pykkist nu ok truir a matt pinn ok sona pinna, pa munu fair vetr lida,

adr pat mun meelt, at par sé mest eftir sik ordit. “ ,, Reidr ertu nu, freendi, “ segir Sighvatr, ,, ok skal eigi marka reids
manns mal. Kann vera okkr talist betr i annat sinn, pa er vit erum badir i goodu skapi, ok skal pess at bida. “ Reid
boror pa i brott. (Sturlunga saga I, 391-92)

Sighvatr and his sons Sturla, Kolbeinn, and Po6rdr kakali arrived in Borgarfjoror with ten hundred men on Palm
Sunday. When P6rdr Sturluson found out about it, he rode to meet them and met his brother Sighvatr at Hvitarsida.

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. Sighvatr 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?”

bordr replied: “I am not a prophet. But I will nevertheless make a prophecy for you. As influential as you now

regard yourself, believing in your own and your sons’ power, few winters will pass before people say that most of
your power is gone.” “You are angry now, brother,” said Sighvatr, “and an angry man’s words should not be taken
seriously. Maybe we can talk better another time, when we both are in a good mood, and we shall wait for that.”

bordr then rode away.

bordr’s prediction draws attention to the central theme of this section of the saga — the
destructive effect of internal disputes within the Sturlung clan. The conflicts among the
Sturlungs form a distinct part of the saga’s structure, contrasting with their rise to power at the
beginning. Pordr’s peacefulness counterbalances these troublesome events, underlining the
text’s focus on the stabilizing forces that hold the society together despite some individuals’
aggressiveness and excessive greed for power. This emphasis on the positive values is further
highlighted by the fact that Islendinga saga creates a distance from the tragic ending of the
peaceful chieftain’s story. The narrative type builds up the expectation of the protagonist’s
violent death, but instead, Pordr dies of old age in his bed, surrounded by his sons and friends,
and the text implies that he dies unafraid of death and satisfied with his life:

Eftir pat var hann dleadr, er hann hafdi til skipat. En hann andadist fostudag fyrir palmasunnudag at midjum degi
ok song i andlatinu: Pater, in manus tuas commendo spiritum meum — eftir Hauki presti. Lik Pordar var par jardat
a Eyri, sem hann hafoi fyrir sagt, fyrir framan kirkjuna. (Sturlunga saga I, 401)

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. Pordr’s body was buried at Eyri, as he had wished, in front of the church.

According to Gudrun Nordal, Pordr’s peaceful death is presented as a reward for his efforts
towards peace throughout his life, and it underlines his moral righteousness (Nordal 1998, 182—
83). As Ulfar Bragason has pointed out, the death scene can highlight the essence of a
protagonist’s character and the overall interpretation of his life; the importance of the death
scene can be emphasized by narrative symmetry and foreshadowing (Ulfar Bragason 1991a,
453-55). The technique of symmetry is used in the death scene of Pordr Sturluson — the
peacefulness of his death is underlined by a parallel with the death of Bishop Gudmundr Arason,
which in turn echoes the deaths of other saintly bishops. Poror’s peaceful death contrasts with
the bloody events of the Sturlung Age, providing a new perspective. If we interpret Pordr as the
saga’s key figure, which is an interpretation encouraged by the structural pattern of the peaceful
chieftain’s story, we see that the saga, instead of portraying the Sturlung Age as a time without
moral values, offers positive models of behaviour, based on a clearly defined set of moral
values.
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4.2. 5. Islendinga saga: Sturla Sighvatsson an Gizurr Porvaldsson as fighters

The central conflict in fslendinga saga takes place between Sturla Sighvatsson and Gizurr
borvaldsson. It must be taken into consideration, however, that it is not the enmity between
these two men alone that brings about the Sturlungs’ tragic end. It is the mutual strife among
the Sturlungs that weakens the clan and makes its members vulnerable. When the open conflict
between Sturla and Gizurr breaks out, Snorri Sturluson has fled from Sturla to Norway, and the
peacemaker Poror Sturluson has died. Without them, Sturla and his father Sighvatr have
become relatively weak. This weakness probably makes Sturla even more eager to improve his
position by defeating his enemies, but this time it leads to his fall.

Open enmity between Sturla and Gizurr starts in the spring of 1238, when Sturla captures
Gizurr during an originally friendly meeting near Apavatn and forces him to swear him oaths
and promise to leave the land (ch. 129). Sturla’s pretext for this act is Gizurr’s refusal to join
him on a planned expedition, which Sturla understands as a betrayal. In fact, however, Sturla’s
aggression against Gizurr is motivated by rivalry in the power struggle. It is directly admitted
in a dialogue that Sturla intends to gain power over all Iceland, and that he feels that Gizurr
threatens his position in Iceland more than anyone else:

Gizurr spyrr Sturlu pa, hvi hann léti leggja hendr a hann. Sturla bad hann ekki efast i pvi, at hann cetladi sér meira
hlut en 60rum monnum d Islandi. ,, En mér pykkir sem pa sé allir yfirkomnir, er pii ert, pvi at ek uggi pik einn
manna & Islandi, ef eigi ferr vel med okkr.* (Sturlunga saga I, 414)

Gizurr asked Sturla why he made his men capture him. Sturla told him not to doubt that he intended to gain a
higher position than other Icelanders. “And I believe that everyone will be defeated if you are defeated, because
you are the only Icelander I fear, if there is not agreement between us.”

After this, it becomes clear that a decisive battle is inevitable. This is directly stated in the text
when Gizurr’s ally Kolbeinn Arnérsson prepares for the final fight against Sturla (ch. 129):

Dbeir Kolbeinn freendr rédu pat a Kilinum, at peir skyldi flokka uppi hafa ok slita eigi fyrr en adrir hvarir veeri
helju, Sturla eda peir. (Sturlunga saga I, 415)

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

Gizurr is held prisoner, but he escapes and joins Kolbeinn Arndrsson, who is already gathering
a force against Sturla (ch. 130). Both parties show open enmity toward each other by plundering
and armed clashes (chs. 131-135). August 21, 1238, the Sturlungs are finally defeated and
killed by Gizurr and Kolbeinn in the battle of Orlygsstadir (chs. 137—138). After the defeat of
the Sturlungs, Kolbeinn gains the entire northern domain and seizes Sighvatr’s inheritance,
claiming that the Sturlungs have forfeited it (chs. 139—-142). Snorri Sturluson returns from
Norway and intends to claim compensation for the loss of his kinsmen at the Alpingi in 1241,
but Kolbeinn arrives with a large force and refuses to negotiate with him (ch. 148). Soon after
that, September 23, 1241, Gizurr attacks and kills Snorri at his farm in Reykjaholt (ch. 151).
The remaining significant Sturlungs, Orakja Snorrason and Sturla bordarson, now have
every reason for open enmity against Gizurr. They kill his kinsman Klengr Bjarnarson (ch.
153) and intend to attack Gizurr, but they fail because they are badly informed about his
whereabouts, but he is well informed about their intentions (chs. 153—155). A battle finally
breaks out at the Skalholt bishopric, but the outcome is not decisive, and both sides agree to let
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Bishop SigvarOr arbitrate between them (ch. 156). That is, however, not the end of their dispute
because Gizurr and his kinsman Ormr Bjarnarson still hold a grudge against the Sturlungs for
the killing of Klengr. A meeting is arranged to negotiate the matter, but during the meeting,
Gizurr and Kolbeinn capture Orzkja and Sturla in a treacherous manner. Orzkja is forced to
leave Iceland, and Sturla is forced to swear allegiance to Kolbeinn (ch. 157). After these events,
Gizurr bPorvaldsson becomes the most powerful chieftain in Iceland. The text does not conceal
the idea that he gained 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 behave much better
in some situations. Overall, the moral interpretation of this section is ambiguous, and its
message must be sought in the deeper layers of the text’s meaning.

The portrayal of Gizurr Porvaldsson in Islendinga saga is so ambivalent that it has been
regarded as inconsistent, and some scholars have even argued that the sections in which he is
depicted positively were not originally in Sturla Pordarson’s text but were interpolated by
Sturlunga saga’s compiler from an independent, now lost saga of Gizurr (Olsen 1902, 311-25;
Kalund 1904, iv; Pétur Sigurdsson 1933-1935, 42; Nedrelid 1994, 615-16; Helgi Porldksson
2012, 60-61; 2017, 209). This assumption, however, makes little sense in context of the saga’s
overall pattern of evaluation of the protagonists. Although Gizurr Porvaldsson and Sturla
Sighvatsson are presented as arch enemies — or, with regard to the internal logic of the text, just
because of that — there is a remarkable narrative symmetry between them in the saga. This has
been noticed by several scholars, but their interpretations of this fact have not been convincing.

Guorun Nordal has suggested that the two opponents are constantly presented as
contrasting characters, representing the opposition between recklessness and moderation
(Nordal 1998, 53—61). She has focused on the negative portrayal of Sturla and on how the
description of his excessive ambition is emphasized by the symbolism of the wolf (Nordal 1998,
163-71). Enlightening as this analysis of symbolism in the saga is, Nordal lets it overshadow
various other aspects of Sturla’s personality that are depicted in the accounts of his action
throughout the saga. Furthermore, Gizurr’s behaviour can hardly be regarded as an example of
moderation, as he often acts much more violently than necessary.

Ulfar Bragason, on the other hand, states that both the birth scene and the death scene
mark Sturla Sighvatsson as the undisputed hero of the saga. He refers to studies of the literary
motif of a heroic last stand with its typical narrative features, such as dreams and omens,
unequal forces, or the narrative focus on the hero, and concludes that Sturla is presented as a
conventional positive hero (Ulfar Bragason 1986b, 68—76). Nevertheless, drawing a conclusion
about the concept of heroism in the whole saga on account of one single scene is too limiting
because it isolates the death scene from the saga’s general portrayal of Sturla and his opponents.
In the following, 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 throughout the saga, and
such direct characterization is usually positive. In the direct characterization of Sturla
Sighvatsson it is emphasized that he gives wise advice and is a popular chieftain, a good troop
leader, and a brisk man:

[...] engi flokkr potti betr sidadr vera en sa, er Sturla hafoi. Lagdi hann vel til ok allgegnliga pessa mala ok fekk
af pvi mikla vinsceld sudr par. (Sturlunga saga I, 285)
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[...] no troop seemed to have better manners than the one led by Sturla. He gave good and useful advice in these
matters, so he gained much popularity there in the south.

Reid Sturla d l6tum hesti, er Alftarleggr var kalladr, allra hesta mestr ok fridastr. Hann var i raudri 6lpu, ok hygg
ek, at fair muni sét hafa réskligra mann (Sturlunga saga I, 334)

Sturla rode a tame horse named Alftarleggr, the largest and best-looking of all horses. He was wearing a red jacket
and I think that few people have seen a brisker man.

Similarly, the direct characterization of Gizurr Porvaldsson is altogether positive and portrays
him as a popular and capable chieftain. Most importantly, it emphasizes that Gizurr does not
behave immoderately:

[...] Hann gerdist hofdingi mikill, vitr madr ok vinscell. Pa hafdi hann dtta vetr ok tuttugu. [...] Gizurr var
medalmadr a voxt ok allra manna bezt a sik kominn, vel limadr, snareygdr, — og lagu fast augun —, ok skyrligr |
viobragoi, betr taladr en flestir menn hér d landi, bliomeeltr ok mikill romrinn, engi adkafamadr ok potti jafnan inn
drjugligsti til radagerdar. En po bar sva oft til, pa er hann var vid deilur hoéfdingja eda venzlamanna sinna, at
hann var afskiptalitill, ok potti pa eigi vist, hverjum hann vildi veita. Hann var freendrikr, ok flestir inir bestu
beendr fyrir sunnan land ok vidar varu vinir hans. [...] (Sturlunga saga I, 402)

[...] He became an influential chieftain, a wise and popular man. He was then twenty-eight years old. [...] 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 answered cleverly, was more eloquent than most men in this land, and he spoke kindly, but with a strong
voice. He did not behave immoderately and seemed to always stick to his decisions. Sometimes, however, when
he witnessed other chieftains’ or his friends’ disagreements, he intervened only little, and it was not certain whom
he wished to support. He had many kinsmen, and most of the best farmers in the south of the land were his
adherents.

In contrast to this directly expressed praise, the indirect characterization of both protagonists in
individual episodes shows that they often act immoderately and unwisely, and that they tend to
turn to excessive and often unnecessary violence. The criticism of such behaviour is expressed
either by the narrative focus on the defender, or more directly in dialogues and comments.

Sturla Sighvatsson’s character is revealed in several key scenes, which are not an essential
part of the saga’s account of the historical events, but they are important as a means of
evaluation. In an introductory scene from his youth, Sturla wants to try a precious sword owned
by a farmer, takes it without asking for permission, and a fight breaks out. Sturla fights
carelessly, hurts the farmer more than he intends to, and is criticized for it by his father, who
then brings about a reconciliation for the wound (ch. 32). Later in the saga, Sturla fights for
power recklessly and violently; his behaviour is again criticized by his father Sighvatr, who is
a rather aggressive man himself but understands 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 (ch. 125). Sturla’s hot temper is reflected in his
response: he jumps up in anger, goes out, and leaves his father’s farm soon after. Sighvatr then
begins to indirectly predict Sturla’s fall:

ba tok Sighvatr til orda: ,, Hvé lengi mun haldast ofsi sja inn mikli, er Sturla hefir umfram alla freendr vara? *“ Mar
svarar: ,, bat pykkir likligt, at lengi haldist fyrir pinar sakir ok annarra freenda ydvarra gofugra. En po 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 sja, en fa eru ohof alllangce. En po ma vera, at petta sé langeett, ef hann drepr eigi bratt feeti,
en ef hann drepr, pa mun hann drepa eigi sem minnst. “* (Sturlunga saga I, 411)

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, yeoman, 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. It is
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nevertheless possible that this time it will last long, if he does not stumble soon, but if he stumbles, he will not
stumble too little.”

Sighvatr attempts to dissuade Sturla from his immoderate plans, and he criticizes his actions
again. Sturla’s response is more ambivalent this time: at first, he jumps up and goes out again,
but then he comes back and sits humbly by his father’s feet. This probably shows that Sturla
understands that he is going too far, and that he feels uncertain about his actions:

Ok pegar er hann kom a beeinn, gekk hann til fo0ur sins ok fagnadi honum ok settist nior at fotum honum. Sighvatr
spurdi hann at ferdum hans ok erindum i fjorouna. En Sturla lét sér fatt um finnast. Sighvatr var styggr i talinu ok
sagadi pat eitt erindi verit mundu hafa, en vera myndi verra en ekki. Sturla kvad hann pat eigi mundu vita. Spratt
hann pa upp ok gekk ut, kom inn aftr ok settist i sama stad. Sighvatr tok pa til orda: ,, Ltlar pu sudr um land?
Sturla svarar: ,, Mcelt hefi ek pat.* ,, Par hefir pu illt erindi, er pu cetlar at deila um fé Kols, “ segir Sighvatr, ,, pvi
at par er pat fé, er margr mun stort illt af hljota, pvi at illa er fengit. “ (Sturlunga saga I, 411)

And when he arrived at the farm, he went to his father, greeted him, and sat down by his feet. Sighvatr asked him
about his journeys and errands in the Firths, but Sturla did not like such questions. Sighvatr talked angrily and said
that it had surely been only such errands that Sturla should not have undertaken. Sturla replied that Sighvatr could
not know that. He jumped up and went out, but then he came back and sat down in the same place. Then Sighvatr
asked: “Are you going to travel south?” Sturla answered: “I have been talking about it.” Sighvatr said: “You have
a bad errand there if you intend to claim Kolr’s property, because that property will cause many men great trouble,
for it is being gained unjustly.”

Sturla’s uncertainty is also obvious in his behaviour toward Gizurr at the beginning of their
conflict. When Sturla captures Gizurr, his indecision at a crucial moment reveals his doubt. He
clearly considers killing Gizurr, but when he cannot decide to do so, it is not a sign of mercy
and moderation, but rather of his inability to predict the development of events and to make up
his mind (ch. 129):

bat er ségn Gizurar sjalfs, at pa er peir namu stadar i hrauninu fyrir ofan Alftavatn ok sdtu & baki, ok pagdi Sturla
sva um hrid. Ok er sva hafdi verit um stund, meelti hann: ,, Ridum enn. ** Hefir Gizurr pa helzt grunat, hvart Sturla
efadist pa eigi, hvern veg hann skyldi af gera vid hann ok enn fleiri menn adra. (Sturlunga saga I, 414)

Gizurr himself has said that when they made a stop in the lava field near Lake Alftavatn and sat on their horses,
Sturla was silent for a while. After some time, he said: “Let us ride on.” Gizurr then suspected that Sturla was in
doubt as to what he should do with him and some others.

Sturla now acts as the opposite of the ideal chieftain, who is moderate, and yet decisive.
Sighvatr’s comments throughout this section of the saga serve as a narrative device for
evaluating Sturla’s behaviour. There is an obvious opposition between Sighvatr’s and the
narrator’s evaluation of Sturla, but it is unlikely to be an inconsistency. Instead, it seems to be
a sophisticated narrative device for comparing the protagonist to an ideal. This becomes even
clearer when we note that the same pattern is also found in the portrayal of Gizurr Porvaldsson.

The first negative perception of Gizurr is also expressed by Sighvatr Sturluson. When he
is asked about his opinion of the boy, he answers “I do not like that frowning brow” (ekki er
mér um ygglibrun pa, Sturlunga saga I, 300), indicating that he feels that Gizurr is fierce and
stubborn. Sighvatr’s utterance is followed by a dialogue in which Gizurr’s father Porvaldr
predicts the future conflict:

bad meelti Sighvatr: ,, Pess vil ek bidja pik, Porvaldr, at vit geetim sva til med sonum okkrum, at peir haldi vel vinattu
meo freendsemi. “ Porvaldr leit nior fyrir sik — ok heldr dhyggjusamliga — ok meelti: ,, Geett mun, medan vit lifum
badir.” betta virdist monnum in mesta spdsaga, at pvi sem sidar vard, pvi at Porvaldr var sdladr, pa er
Apavatnsfor var. (Sturlunga saga I, 300)
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Then Sighvatr said: “I want to ask you that favour, Porvaldr, that we both keep an eye on our sons, so they retain
their friendship and respect their kinship.” Porvaldr looked down — somewhat worried — and he 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.

Such direct references to future events, as opposed to enigmatic prophecies in dreams, are
unusual in Sturlunga saga. This dialogue thus draws attention to the upcoming conflict, and it
serves as a device for structuring the narrative and constructing its moral framework.

The contrast between the positive direct characterization and indirect portrayal is even
more striking in the key scenes that depict Gizurr’s action. Gizurr is repeatedly criticized for
his aggressiveness, whether it is physical violence in the battle of Orlygsstadir (ch. 138), or
unfair behaviour, such as the betrayal of Sturla Pordarson and Orakja Snorrason (ch. 157).
Before the account of the battle of Orlygsstadir, the horror of bloodshed is underlined in the
text by a long sequence of prophetic dreams with stanzas about death and destruction (ch. 136),
which emphasize the condemnation of Gizurr as the aggressor. The description of Gizurr’s
brutality in the battle speaks for itself, so no additional comments are necessary for expressing
an evaluation:

bat segja menn peir, er hja varu, at Gizurr hljop badum fotum upp vio, er hann hjo Sturlu, sva at loft sa milli
fotanna ok jardarinnar. (Sturlunga saga I, 436)

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 is an unusually open depiction of violence, and as such, it
emphasizes the impression of Gizurr taking pleasure in killing his opponent. After this
unusually merciless killing, Gizurr also plunders Sturla’s body and steals his money, jewellery,
and weapons. No direct comment is needed for understanding the moral evaluation of such acts.

In his conflict with Orakja Snorrason and Sturla bérdarson (ch. 157), Gizurr promises
them a peaceful negotiation, but then he captures and imprisons them. His treachery is sharply
criticized by the two clerics who witness it, and even by some of the men from his ally’s troop:

Biskup ok Brandr aboti bregdast mjok reidir vid petta ok kalla in mestu svik vio sik ger ok alla pa, er hlut attu at
pessum mdlum. [...] Bendr nokkurir 6r flokki Kolbeins gengu pa til Orcekju ok kvadust skyldu berjast med honum
ok kvdadu petta in mestu svik. [...] Sigvardr biskup ok Brandr aboti ameeltu Gizuri mjék um pessar malalyktir, at
honum hefdi illa farit. (Sturlunga saga I, 468)

The bishop and Abbot Brandr became enraged by this and called it the worst betrayal of themselves and of
everyone who was involved in the case. [...] Some farmers from Kolbein’s troop went over to Orzkja and offered
to fight for him, because they deemed this the worst betrayal. [...] Bishop Sigvaror and Abbot Brandr strongly
reproached Gizurr for his decision, saying that he had committed a misdeed.

Gizurr’s arrogance is clearly shown when he answers that he sees more harm in everything else
than in this (Gizurr svarar sva, kvad a o6llu 60ru meiri mein sja en pessu, Sturlunga saga I,
468). The narrative structure of this episode follows the same pattern as the episode dealing
with Sturla: the protagonist behaves immoderately, is criticized, and responds arrogantly. The
clerics’ opinion again serves as a means of evaluation. And again, there is a contrast between
this evaluation and the narrator’s voice. Such a contrast implies a comparison between the ideal
chieftain, portrayed in the direct characterization, and the actual chieftain’s behaviour. 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 it would be a
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simplification to suspect the saga’s writer of failing to create consistent personal portraits, or of
unsuccessfully trying to conceal his personal bias. Both portraits together make sense as a
narrative device for expressing certain ideas about the behaviour of chieftains. The text presents
neither Sturla nor Gizurr one-sidedly as a villain, but it contrasts their occasional recklessness
and brutality with the image of the ideal chieftain. This ideal is not presented as a distant
illusion, however, but rather as a set of qualities that the chieftains inherently possess, but they
do not fully develop them due to their stubborn greed for power.

Both Sturla and Gizurr are also contrasted to the ideal peaceful chieftain P6rdr Sturluson,
who embodies the personal qualities that are praised in the direct characterizations. Like in
Njals saga, where the protagonist is contrasted with his own aggressive sons and closest friend,
Pordr’s aggressive counterparts are not presented in the text as reprehensible villains, but rather
as ambivalent characters with both good and bad qualities, who cause their own downfall by
making unwise decisions, motivated by their pride and belligerence. The tragic aspect of these
stories is the peaceful chieftain’s inability to dissuade his kinsmen and friends from their violent
intentions, but the presence of the peacemaker nevertheless emphasizes the positive moral
values that hold the society together.

This example again illustrates how the narrative interprets and evaluates characters by
creating parallels or contrasts between them, this time within the same story. The amount of
direct narratorial commentary that would disrupt the fluency of the account is minimized by the
use of this narrative device. Real historical events are fitted into the structural pattern of a
specific narrative type, which makes it possible to endow an extremely complex chain of events
with additional layers of meaning that transcend the events themselves. The narrative reflects
the whole process of the social development in thirteenth-century Iceland with its positive and
negative aspects, and it expresses the opinion that the positive elements sufficiently
counterbalance the flaws and prevent chaos and disintegration, although they cannot always
prevent violence.

4. 3. CONCLUSION: MEDIATORS AND PEACEFUL CHIEFTAINS,
CULTURAL MEMORY, AND ICELANDIC IDENTITY

The twelfth and thirteenth centuries were a time of intense social transformation in Iceland, but
development does not necessarily mean disintegration, and it is not presented as such in
Sturlunga saga either. The evaluation of events in the compilation is realistic and balanced — it
1s free from excessive idealization, but it does not express a general condemnation of the
society. The sagas truthfully record the social development, which involved increased intensity
of conflict, but they also show that reconciliation was still a preferred solution, although it was
reached by different means and under different conditions than before. In the texts, the real
recent historical events are fitted into certain narrative types — in the sagas dealing with internal
Icelandic relations, the dominant narrative types are the conflict story and the peaceful
chieftain’s story. Their structural patterns and their focus on specific character types add new
layers of meaning to the depictions of real events and underline certain themes that are
foregrounded in the evaluation of the social development in the narratives.
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The central theme of Sturlunga saga’s account of internal Icelandic relations is the
contrast between aggressive and peaceful chieftains or between troublemakers and mediators.
Sturlunga saga does not avoid depictions of brutal violence, but instead of portraying the
Sturlung Age as a time without moral values, it counterbalances the scenes of bloodshed with
an intense focus on the presence of characters who behave moderately and aim at preventing
violence — peaceful chieftains and mediators. These character types are essential for the
meaning of the whole compilation because they define the personal qualities that every socially
significant person should possess, and the texts show that the Sturlung Age did not lack such
morally positive personalities. Another important theme is the significance of strong leaders. In
the absence of royal power, the authority of powerful chieftains was essential for conflict
resolution, and such chieftains are often portrayed as almost royal figures, although there was
no direct connection between them and the royal court at the earlier stages of the development.

borgils saga ok Haflioa focuses on the contrast between the careless and violent
troublemaker Mar and the mediators who aim at preventing violence. Because of Mar’s
immoderation, Haflidi is drawn into a dispute with Porgils, but after some clashes, they reach
a reconciliation with the help of mediators. The saga follows the narrative type of the conflict
story, but it creates a distance from its horizon of expectations by leaving out the violent
culmination of the conflict. The structural pattern of the narrative type leads to the expectation
that the mediation and reconciliation will take place only after the killing of one of the
protagonists, but in Porgils saga ok Haflioa, the mediators manage to bring about a
reconciliation before the decisive armed clash takes place. In their argumentation, the mediators
highlight honour (virding, somi, mannvirding, scemd) as a central value, but this honour is not
defined as an unconditional effort for victory, but rather as righteousness and moderation.
Overall, the text implies that discord is caused by individual troublemakers, who may partly
and temporarily disrupt social equilibrium. The saga does not, however, show any general moral
disintegration, because the troublemakers are counterbalanced by mediators, and the
protagonists’ occasional immoderation is counterbalanced by their final wise decisions. The
distance from the violent element of the narrative type emphasizes the idea that despite the
gradually increasing concentration of power in the Icelandic society, social order was still
maintained by efficient internal mechanisms of conflict resolution. The increased focus on
individual mediators, as opposed to mediation by “the people” in the typical conflict stories in
the sagas of Icelanders, leaves more room for argumentation in direct speech that highlights the
moral aspects of conflict and reconciliation. These moral aspects inherently shape the narrative
type of the conflict story, but they are more explicitly foregrounded in the contemporary sagas.

Sturlu saga presents the contrast between a peaceful and aggressive chieftain. Bad
leadership is embodied by Einarr Porgilsson, who lacks the ability and will to uphold social
order, tolerates the presence of outlaws and criminals in his region, ignores the needs of his
assembly men, and behaves violently in conflicts with his opponents. Good leadership, on the
other hand, is represented by Sturla Pordarson the elder, who is honourable, moderate, and
peaceful. Due to the obvious difference in their personality, people prefer Sturla, and Einarr
loses popularity and is eventually defeated in a fight. Sturla is nevertheless not a sufficiently
strong leader yet, and social harmony can be renewed only with the help of a more powerful
chieftain, Jon Loptsson of the Oddaverjar. Due to his authority and influence, his decisions are
not disputed by anybody. That gives him the power to arbitrate conflicts, mediate reconciliation,
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and prevent violence. Such representatives of centralized power are of essential importance
throughout Sturlunga saga, and the compilation generally depicts the centralization of power
as a positive development, emphasizing its importance for peace. Sturlu saga is shaped by the
structural pattern of the peaceful chieftain’s story, but it creates a distance from its horizon of
expectations. The narrative type usually has a tragic ending when the peaceful chieftain
becomes a victim of violence despite his effort for peace. In Sturlu saga, however, the
protagonist not only survives the conflict, but he even gains the local power that previously
belonged to his aggressive opponent. This distance from the tragic aspect of the narrative type
contributes to the generally positive evaluation of the social development in the saga.

Guomundar saga dyra does not create any significant distance from the horizon of
expectations of the conflict story, following its whole typical structural pattern. The central
theme of the saga, however, is not the fragility of peace, but rather the significance of a strong
leader as a mediator. Compared to the conflict stories that take place in the Saga Age, the saga
pays more attention to individual mediators and shows their continuing, although not entirely
constant, presence in the society. The text again depicts two levels of leadership — Gudmundr
dyri as an influential local chieftain, and Jon Loptsson of the Oddaverjar as a central authority,
to whom Gudmundr can turn for arbitration when his own power proves insufficient. After
Jon’s death, his decisions are still respected by honourable people, but the society lacks a central
authority, so instability and violence increase. The saga thus illustrates the importance of
centralized power, which strongly resembles royal rule, although there is no direct connection
to the monarchy yet.

Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar returns to the narrative type of the peaceful chieftain’s
story and to the contrast between a peaceful and aggressive local leader. Despite some degree
of difference in focus, both versions of the saga express the same central idea that a good
chieftain should always value the common good more than his own power. The saga follows
the structural pattern of the peaceful chieftain’s story without creating any significant distance
from its horizon of expectations, and the moral evaluation of the depicted events that is inherent
in this narrative type is underlined by predictions and foreshadowing, which emphasize the
condemnation of violence. In the Sturlunga compilation, the focus on the character type of the
peaceful chieftain is also emphasized by the parallel between Sturla Pordarson the elder, Hrafn
Sveinbjarnarson, and Pordr Sturluson. The meaning created by this parallel replaces the
introductory part of the separate Hrafns saga, which draws attention to the contrast between
good and evil. The overall meaning of the narrative is thus not changed by the omission of the
introductory part in the Sturlunga version. The narrative type of the peaceful chieftain’s story
reflects an awareness of the presence of both stabilizing and disruptive forces in the society.
Although the promoters of peace do not always win, their presence in the society
counterbalances the disruptive forces and embodies the positive values that hold the society
together.

Svinfellinga saga is shaped by the structural pattern of the conflict story and does not
create any significant distance from it. Like all the typical conflict stories, it depicts some degree
of inevitable violence, but while the armed clashes are central for the plot of the saga, the
discursive level of the conflict story draws attention to the society’s internal mechanisms of
conflict resolution and renewal of peace. Compared to the conflict stories in texts dealing with
the Saga Age, Svinfellinga saga focuses more on the moral aspects of the conflict, which are
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reflected in the deliberately foregrounded contrast between the mediator and the instigator or
between the attacker and the victims. The continuing presence of the stabilizing forces in the
society is embodied by the central mediator, Abbot Brandr, who is repeatedly praised by
references to the public opinion, and although he fails to avert bloodshed, his arbitration restores
social harmony after the killing.

In Islendinga saga, the aggressors and troublemakers are less clearly defined; the same
man can be presented as an attacker in one episode and as a defender in another. Nevertheless,
the text still criticizes the attackers and expresses sympathy with the defenders, regardless of
who they are. The story of Pordr Sturluson follows the inherently tragic narrative type of the
peaceful chieftain’s story, and the tragic aspect is partly present in Islendinga saga because
bordr’s kinsmen disregard his advice and consequently suffer a violent death. The story does,
however, create a distance from the horizon of expectations of the narrative type, as Pordr does
not become a victim of violence himself, and his life ends with a peaceful, natural death. Due
to this distance from the tragic element of the peaceful chieftain’s story, the story emphasizes
the social significance of the values and attitudes that Pordr represents. The way in which Poror
lives and dies counterbalances the bloodshed that is also depicted in Islendinga saga,
underlining the presence of morally positive and socially beneficial values in the society of the
Sturlung Age.

A significant element of continuity between the sagas about the Saga Age, the earlier
contemporary sagas, and the later contemporary sagas is that the character type of the peaceful
chieftain is typically presented in contrast to its negative counterpart, an excessively aggressive
chieftain. This character can be the protagonist’s friend or kinsman, as in Njdls saga or in
Islendinga saga, where bérdr Sturluson is contrasted to his own aggressive brothers and
nephew. In the contemporary sagas, the aggressive chieftain can also be presented as a clearly
defined villain, as in Sturlu saga or Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar. The contrast between the
peaceful and aggressive character type reflects the presence of both positive and negative values
in every society; in this respect, the Icelandic society is presented as neither better nor worse
than any other. Moreover, the belligerent chieftains who are not depicted as villains — Gunnarr
of Hlidarendi, Njall’s sons, Sturla Sighvatsson, or Gizurr Porvaldsson — show that good and
bad qualities are also present in every individual, and that a capable man can be brought down
by his own wrong decisions. The saga criticizes such decisions and individual examples of
violent behaviour, and it is often the peaceful chieftain who expresses such evaluation in direct
speech. His voice can replace direct narratorial commentary, which is scarce in the saga style.

A specific characteristic of the typical peaceful chieftain is also his ability to predict future
events. In the sagas of Icelanders and the contemporary sagas, foreshadowing usually comes
from enigmatic otherworldly beings; predictions are scarcely ascribed to living people. The
peaceful chieftain, however, utters forecasts both in Njals saga, where Njall predicts the
circumstances of Gunnarr’s death, and in Islendinga saga, where bordr predicts that the fall of
the Sturlungs will be caused by their own immoderation. Such predictions also contribute to the
moral evaluation of the events. Unlike the supernatural prophecies, omens, or dreams in the
sagas, which mark the inevitability of upcoming events, predictions uttered by living persons
rather work as warnings, by which the peaceful chieftains actively attempt to prevent violence.
If violence is not prevented, it is because of the decisions and acts of the other protagonists.
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That underlines individual responsibility for violence, as opposed to a moral downfall of the
entire society.

The ideal of the peaceful chieftain is a significant element of the medieval Icelanders’
cultural memory because it highlights moderation as an essential value that enables a society
with weak central power to maintain or renew peace. This character type emphasizes the
presence of positive moral values in the society that was destabilized at the time of
transformation, but still retained its central stabilizing forces. The character type of the mediator
embodies the society’s potential for positive development and the belief that after the turbulent
period of transformation, social stability would not only be renewed, but also strengthened, and
the whole system would be improved. The thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Icelanders could
identify with the values that the peaceful chieftain and the mediator embodied, and they could
perceive them as a counterweight to the less positive aspects of their society and its history.

The contemporary sagas’ focus on these character types and on the significance of
powerful social leaders was of great importance in shaping the memory of the recent past and
in constructing a meaningful connection between this past and the present at the time when
Sturlunga saga was created. Since Sturlunga saga was compiled after the establishment of the
union with the Norwegian kingdom, it can be assumed that its overall positive portrayal of
strong leadership is a comment on the results of the power concentration depicted in it,
expressing a general satisfaction with the centralized rule. At the same time, however, the
compilation does not condemn the old system either — the depiction of increased instability
before and during the Sturlung Age is counterbalanced by the focus on the positive aspects of
the society. Due to its emphasis on the character types that embody the internal mechanisms of
upholding social cohesion, the compilation creates an image of history that the intended
audience could proudly claim as “their own”. The text could thus provide its contemporary
recipients with a meaningful relationship to both their present and their recent past.
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5. NARRATIVE TYPES AND ICELANDIC IDENTITY IN THE
DEPICTIONS OF CONTACTS BETWEEN ICELAND AND
NORWAY

The character of the contact between Iceland and Norway changed at the beginning of the
Sturlung Age. Icelanders had always visited the Norwegian royal court as travellers, court poets,
or royal retainers, but direct political alliances between the Icelandic chieftains and the
Norwegian rulers became a reality only when the chieftains started seeking the Norwegian
rulers’ support in the Icelandic power struggle. This 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. This
development subsequently led to the official acceptance of Norwegian royal rule in Iceland in
1262, which then led to an increased interest in the contact with Norway in the narratives of
recent Icelandic history.

It is noteworthy that the focus of the contemporary sagas depends not only on the time
that they depict, but also on the time of their origin. Porgils saga ok Haflida, Sturlu saga,
Guomundar saga dyra, and Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar probably already existed in written
form in the first half of the thirteenth century.'* These texts deal with events that took place
before the process of establishing the union with Norway began, and they focus on internal
Icelandic politics. Their main theme is the principles of power, the desirable qualities of its
representatives, and the mechanisms of internal conflict resolution and renewal of peace.
Contact with Norway is, on the other hand, one of the important themes in Elzta Guomundar
saga, which also deals with relatively early events that are not directly connected to the process
of establishing the union, but it was written around 1320-1330, when Iceland was already
incorporated into the kingdom. Most of the other contemporary sagas that were originally
composed after the establishment of the union also focus on the theme of contact and integration
much more than the earlier contemporary sagas that were discussed in the previous chapter.!”
That implies that the establishment of the political union did not automatically mean that
Icelanders had become fully integrated into the Norse social space, so they needed to negotiate
their position within this social space more than ever before. The protagonists of the later
contemporary sagas therefore embody various aspects of the contact between Iceland and
Norway, so the narrative portrayals of these identity bearers contribute to the construction of
the medieval Icelanders’ identity within the broader horizon of the Norse social space.

4 According to current research, Porgils saga ok Haflida was probably originally composed around 1240 at the
latest, but possibly already around 1200; Sturlu saga in the first quarter of the thirteenth century; Gudmundar saga
dyra shortly after 1212; Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar around 12301260 (Ulfar Bragason 2005, 431-32).

15 [slendinga saga was probably originally composed shortly before 1284; Pérdar saga kakala after 1270; Porgils
saga skarda after 1275 (Ulfar Bragason 2005, 432-33); Arons saga Hjorleifssonar around 1320. An exception is
Svinfellinga saga, which was probably composed around 1300 (Ulfar Bragason 2005, 432), but it does not deal
with contact with Norway because it portrays men who were not actively involved in the political alliances with
Norway at the time that is depicted in the saga.
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5.1. ARI PORGEIRSSON: THE JARL’S SWORD AND SHIELD

5. 1. 1. The narrative type of the royal retainer’s story

The narrative type of the story of an Icelandic retainer at the Norwegian royal court is a
significant part of the saga tradition, known from both the sagas of Icelanders and the kings’
sagas. Royal service as a source of prestige was a well-known cultural concept, as well as a part
of historical reality. The reason for the Icelanders’ efforts to gain prestige at the royal court has
been well formulated by Ann-Marie Long: “where their power was personal, his had a more
abstract and therefore more absolute provenance” (Long 2017, 241). This historical reality
became ever more important to Icelanders in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, but it is also
reflected as a cultural concept in stories dealing with the Saga Age.

The structural pattern of the royal retainer’s story has four main stages: (1) an introduction
of the protagonist as a fierce, belligerent man, whose ferocity causes trouble and threatens social
harmony in Iceland; (2) the protagonist’s journey to Norway, where his ferocity gets a
meaningful purpose in service to a monarch; (3) the protagonist proves his worth in a quest
away from the royal court; (4) the protagonist is appreciated by the monarch for completing his
quest. An optional fifth stage is the protagonist’s death in battle together with the monarch or
in protecting the monarch’s life. Even when the story has this ending, however, it should not be
considered as being inherently tragic, because death by 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 the social order.

A perfect example is Fostbredra saga, which contains two interconnected stories of
Icelandic royal retainers (see also Arnold 2003, 159-72). The sworn brothers Porgeirr and
Pormd&dr are introduced as reckless, violent men, who are unpopular in Iceland because of their
overbearing behaviour that causes unrest in their district. Porgeirr is finally outlawed for an
unjustified killing. He sails to Norway and joins the retinue of King Olafr Haraldsson, where
he learns to put his courage to a meaningful use in defending social order. He proves his worth
in two quests: first a trade journey to Vindland, where the conditions for Norse merchants are
difficult at the time, and then a journey to join Jarl R6gnvaldr of Orkney in fights against raiders.
King Olafr warns Porgeirr against returning to Iceland, but he returns anyway and is soon killed
in an armed clash. This implies that his position as a retainer gave him not only a purpose, but
also protection by the king’s luck, which he lost by leaving the retinue.

This part of the narrative is followed by the story of Porm6dr, who likewise causes trouble
in Iceland by his womanizing and fierceness. After Porgeirr’s death he sails to Norway and
joins King Olaft’s retinue. His quest is a journey to Greenland to avenge Porgeirr on the king’s
behalf because the king feels that his retainer’s death is his personal loss and a potential source
of shame. When Pormodr is pursued by his enemies in Greenland and almost dies of exhaustion
and wounds, he is saved by a man who has seen King Olafr in a dream — this implies that the
king’s luck protects Porm6dr even when the king is not physically present. When Pormodr has
proven his worth by avenging his sworn brother in Greenland, he returns to King Olafr and is
praised for his deed. Afterwards, Pormo6dr follows the king even to exile and then to battle
because “he finds it better to die with him than to outlive him” (honum potti betra at deyja med
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honum en lifa eftir hann). He dies together with the king in the battle of Stiklastadir, and he is
called “King Saint Olafr’s champion” (kappi ins helga Oldfs konungs) at the very end of the
saga. This underlines the idea that Porm60r’s identity is defined by his loyalty to the monarch
because it is this loyalty that transforms his reckless ferocity into meaningful courage. The ideal
retainer does not fight for himself, but always on his lord’s behalf, whether the monarch is
physically present or not. In royal service, the fighter can use his courage in a meaningful and
useful manner — instead of being an aggressor and a threat to the social order, he becomes a
defender of the social order represented by the monarch.

5. 1. 2. borvaror and Ari Porgeirsson as ideal royal retainers

The story of Ari Porgeirsson and his brother Porvardr in Elzta Guomundar saga (chs. 1-7)'6
presents two individuals who may be perceived as examples of ideal royal retainers in the sense
defined above. It takes place during a time of fierce civil wars in Norway, when the rulers’
position was unstable and not everybody remained faithful to one monarch, but these Icelandic
brothers are portrayed as a model of genuine loyalty to King Ingi Haraldsson (1136-1161) and
his allies.

The saga reveals that Porvardr is troublesome in his youth: he mortally wounds a royal
retainer in an armed clash as soon as he first arrives in Norway (ch. 1). King Ingi nevertheless
forgives Porvardr and accepts him into his retinue, where the young Icelander gets a chance to
refine his behaviour and find useful purposes for his ferocity. The text is very brief and does
not describe Porvardr’s activities as a retainer, but it emphasizes his loyalty to King Ingi by
stating that Porvardr 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 (ch. 4):

[...] ok lysti pvi, at hann vildi engum konungi pjona jaroneskum eptir Inga konung, pvi at honum potti sem engi
mundi verda hans maki. (Gudmundar ségur biskups, 21)

[...] and he proclaimed that he did not wish to serve any king on earth after King Ingi, because he felt that none of
them would be his equal.

Porvardr encourages his brother Ari to participate in the revenge for King Ingi in Norway,
which he does. The saga does not describe any quest in which Ari would prove his worth away
from the ruler, but this difference cannot be regarded as a deliberately created distance from the
narrative type. Instead, it reflects the changes in the historical reality — during the civil war, the
rulers needed their supporters to stay by their side, so there was no time for glorious quests
abroad. Nevertheless, Ari proves his worth in the internal fights in Norway. He joins King Ingi’s
former ally, Jarl Erlingr Ormsson, in battles against their adversary until they defeat him.
Erlingr honours Ari greatly. Jarl Erlingr and his son, King Magnus Erlingsson, then defeat
another enemy with the help of Ari, who gains glory and returns to Iceland as an honourable
man (chs. 4-6). After his brother’s involvement in a bloody fight at the Alpingi, he returns to
Jarl Erlingr (ch. 6). Later, Erlingr’s retainers reproach Ari for his intention to return to Iceland
when a battle is imminent in 1166, and they accuse him of disloyalty to the jarl (ch. 7):

16 All references to Elzta Gudmundar saga follow the 1983 edition by Stefan Karlsson, but the spelling of the text
has been normalized here. The normalization and translations are my own.
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En peir er helst varu ofundarmenn Ara med hirdinni, pa 16gou peir honum til ameelis, er hann skyldi sva leggja
fylgdina vid Erling jarl at fara fra honum, er jarl purfti helst manna vid ok ofridar var van. (Gudmundar ségur
biskups, 27)

Those who envied Ari most within the retinue reproached him for showing only such loyalty to Jarl Erlingr that
he would leave him when the jarl was in greatest need of men and a fight was imminent.

Ari therefore stays in Norway. In an unexpected attack by the enemy, Ari sacrifices his life to
save Erlingr, who then praises his courage and extraordinary loyalty (ch. 7):

., Pat er vist at par for sa er oss hefr best fylgt ok vér héfum éngvan jafn hvatan reyndan ok vard hann einn buinn
til af yor ollum at gefa sjalfviljandi sitt lif fyrir mitt lif. Nu man ek eigi hans freendum launat fa pann skada er peir
hafa bedit fyrir minar sakir. © (Gudmundar sogur biskups, 30)

“It is certain that we have lost the one who has served us best, and we have never met anyone 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.”

When Porvardr finds out about his brother’s death, he composes an erfiflokkr, a memorial poem,
because he wishes to “express his glory in a poem that would be spread far and wide” (/dta
koma freegd hans i kveedi, pat er borit veeri allvioa, Guomundar sogur biskups, 30).

The central focus of this story is courage and loyalty, which are rewarded by prestige and
glory even after the fighter’s death. This narrative focus is also reflected in the text’s style — the
episode in which Ari sacrifices his life to save his lord is described in detail and with a greater
amount of emotion than the terse saga style usually employs. The protagonist’s glory is
emphasized by Porvardr’s stanzas that are included in the text, and by the final remark that
Porvardr composed a memorial poem to commemorate his brother’s deeds. Such celebratory
poetry is typical for the praise of kings and jarls in the kings’ sagas, so it suggests that Ari
gained some of the aristocratic glory by his alliance with the Norwegian rulers.

5. 1. 3. The royal retainer’s story, cultural memory, and Icelandic identity

The narrative type of the royal retainer’s story creates a parallel between Porvardr and Ari
Porgeirsson and similar characters known from stories about the Saga Age. The choice of a
specific narrative type is a conscious decision that shapes the meaning of the story, making it
more than an account of specific individuals’ lives. The story is integrated into the audience’s
cultural memory and connected to other elements of that memory, and as such, it participates
in the construction of the audience’s identity. The fierce fighter is significant as an embodiment
of confidence and fearlessness, but the structural pattern of the narrative shows that such images
of strength are not connected to ideas of a desire for independence and isolation. On the
contrary, what distinguishes the noble fighter from a mere barbarian sword-wielder is his
loyalty to a Norwegian monarch or aristocrat. This loyalty gives his strength a purpose, without
which it would be nothing but brutality. Courage in a monarch’s service is perceived differently
from aggression against fellow Icelanders, because defending a ruler who is regarded as rightful
is an end that justifies the means. Furthermore, royal power is a source of prestige that is much
more abstract and absolute than the sources of status offered by the Icelandic society; property
can be lost and a victory in one dispute can be followed by a defeat in another, but glory gained
abroad has a specifically permanent value.

Within cultural memory, the character type of a royal retainer who gains glory in a ruler’s
service contributes to defining Iceland’s relationship with the monarchy. The narrative
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underlines the Icelander’s voluntary decision to enter the ruler’s service, and the fact that he
chooses to remain faithful when his sword is most needed. The difference between passive
subordination and active loyalty is very significant in this context.

5. 2. INGIMUNDR PORGEIRSSON: THE TRAVELLER

5. 2. 1. The narrative type of the traveller’s story

The story of a traveller who arrives at the Norwegian royal court, faces derision or a conflict,
and finally proves his worth and gains social prestige, forms one of the basic cultural concepts
reflected in sagas dealing with contacts between Iceland and Norway, and it plays a significant
role in the Icelanders’ cultural memory. The narrative type of the travel story is best known
from episodes in the kings’ sagas, the so-called utanferdar pcettir, which are the most typical
portrayals of relationships between Icelanders and Norwegians, so they clearly reflect a
universal perception of these relationships. The travel story also forms parts of some sagas of
Icelanders (see Lonnroth 1976, 71-72; Boulhosa 2005, 182—83), and it is of great significance
in the contemporary sagas.

As typical examples from the kings’ sagas we can name Hreidars pattr heimska or
Audunar pattr vestfirzka. These stories describe an inexperienced Icelander’s arrival at the
Norwegian royal court; they focus on the fact that the Icelander is not familiar with the courtly
manners, so his behaviour is perceived as awkward or eccentric. The Norwegian courtiers
ridicule him because they deem him stupid; another reason for derision can be his insufficient
material resources and plain clothing. In the course of time, however, the Icelander proves that
he is no less clever or capable than the courtiers. The relationship between the Icelander and
the king is initially characterized by mutual alienation and distrust, and conflict can occur
between them, but later the king appreciates the Icelander’s abilities.

The structure of this narrative type has been formulated by Joseph Harris, who has defined
six basic stages of the story: (1) an introduction of the protagonist, (2) a journey out of Iceland,
(3) a conflict between the king and the Icelander — usually because of the Icelander’s
unconventional behaviour or his clashes with some Norwegian courtiers or aristocrats —
followed by (4) a reconciliation, (5) a journey back to Iceland, and (6) a conclusion (Harris
1972, 7). As Harris has pointed out, the central elements of the travel story are alienation and
reconciliation (Harris 1972, 7). Another important element is derision, but when the Norwegian
courtiers ridicule Icelanders because of their provincial character and alleged ignorance, the
Icelander usually proves that the joker is wrong, so in the end the conflict brings him honour
instead of shame (see Mundal 1997, 22-23).

The travel story emphasizes the Icelanders’ positive personal qualities, such as courage,
cleverness, poetic art, or diplomatic eloquence, due to which they eventually gain the king’s
favour (Armann Jakobsson 2003, 45-47; 2014, 284-86). At the same time, however, the king
is also presented in the best light — as a righteous, tolerant monarch, who is always willing to
protect the Icelanders when they are bullied by envious Norwegian retainers (Armann
Jakobsson 2014, 181-84). Overall, the travel story focuses on the idea that the relationships
between Icelanders and Norwegian kings are mutually beneficial, despite some possible initial
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alienation or distrust or some temporary disagreements (Armann Jakobsson 2003, 48—49; 2014,
281-83). The popularity of this narrative type implies that it reflects attitudes that were
widespread among thirteenth-century Icelanders, who wrote down these stories in the decades
before and after the formal acceptance of royal rule.

5. 2. 2. Ingimundr Porgeirsson’s travel story

The portrayal of the Icelander as a “noble outsider” in Norway remains the most frequent
depiction of contact between the two lands also in the contemporary sagas dealing with the
earlier times — the time before the Sturlung Age or its earliest stage. A typical example is the
story of Ingimundr Porgeirsson, another brother of Ari and Porvardr. He was a priest and after
Ari’s death he took care of his illegitimate son Gudmundr, but Elzta Guomundar saga also
portrays him as a traveller. Just like his brothers, Ingimundr travels abroad — he accompanies
his brother Ari on his second journey to Norway (ch. 6), and later he undertakes another
journey, on which he is joined by Gudmundr (ch. 14). Instead of underlining the Icelander’s
loyalty to a specific monarch, the text focuses on his encounters with various Norwegian
commoners or courtiers, in which he is often scorned or wronged and must prove his worth.

On his second journey, Ingimundr argues with the Norwegians on the ship, and he speaks
on behalf of all the Icelanders on board, which is a clear sign of a feeling of shared regional
identity. The Norwegian sailors express their opinion that Ingimundr is unworthy of being a
priest because he is not knowledgeable enough, but they do not prove to know much more (ch.
14). The ship is wrecked on this voyage and Gudmundr is wounded, but Ingimundr eventually
arrives in Norway some years later (ch. 23). He then proves that he is fully worthy of being a
priest, as the archbishop of Nidar6s honours him by offering to appoint him as the bishop of
Greenland (ch. 24). Ingimundr rejects this offer out of modesty, which is a stereotype connected
to saintly bishops, and thus it confirms the overall positive evaluation of Ingimundr. The
narrative purpose of this scene is to counterbalance the account of the conflict by an account of
positive relations that confirms the Icelander’s worthiness and the potential for peaceful
cooperation with the Norwegians.

Another conflict occurs when the royal officials want to confiscate Ingimundr’s
merchandise (chs. 28-29). His companion Ogmundr Porvardsson complains to King Jon
kuflungr Ingason and points out that his father, King Ingi, would have protected Porvardr’s
brother, and King Magnus Erlingsson would have protected Ari’s brother.!” The king replies
that he also will take care of Ingimundr and his property. The officials then intend to confiscate
the property of other merchants on the ship, but Ingimundr claims everything they want to take
to be his. They do not believe him and take some of the goods. Later, Ingimundr recognizes his
own cloth on the clothes of some courtiers, but he lets it be, because he does not want to cause
disputes. Ogmundr, however, also sees these clothes, and he insists on taking action despite

17 King Ingi Haraldsson ruled Norway in 1136-1161, partly in co-rule with his brothers and other pretenders; the
matter of rightful succession was disputed during the period of the civil wars. King Ingi’s successor was Magnus
Erlingsson (1161-1184), son of Ingi’s ally, Jarl Erlingr Ormsson. Magntis Erlingsson was dethroned and killed by
his rival Sverrir Sigurdarson, who then ruled Norway in 1184-1202, but the supporters of Ingi and Magnus
continued to rival Sverrir in the 1180s; they were led by Jon kuflungr, whom they proclaimed an illegitimate son
of King Ingi. Jon ruled the area of Vik in Eastern Norway until he was killed by King Sverrir’s men in 1188.
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Ingimundr’s wish. He ambushes the courtiers and has four of them killed. The king deems
Ogmundr’s action justified, and he dismisses all those who participated in stealing the goods.

This episode shows both the Icelander and the king in a positive light. Ingimundr’s chief
virtue is moderation, because he wishes to avoid disputes and discourages his companion from
violent retaliation. The king shows a deep sense of justice when he punishes his own courtiers
for their misdeed against the guests and is willing to forgive Ogmundr and admit that his act
had a just cause. The king also shows a positive attitude to Ingimundr because of his kin and
his behaviour, and he acts as Ingimundr’s protector. The text specifically underlines the idea
that the highest Norwegian authorities — the archbishop and the king — do not make differences
between Icelanders and Norwegians but assess everyone justly and objectively.

5. 2. 3. The traveller’s story, cultural memory, and Icelandic identity

The choice of the narrative type of the travel story connects the narrative about Ingimundr to
other travel stories, which consist of the same two main elements — the Icelander is mocked or
wronged by some Norwegians, but he finally proves his personal qualities and is appreciated
by the king. That way, the story expresses a belief that there is a potential for a positive
relationship between Icelanders and the monarchy, even though some minor disagreements may
occur. By creating a parallel between Ingimundr’s story and other travel stories, the narrative
connects the events in Guomundar saga to those in Morkinskinna and other kings’ sagas, so it
integrates these recent events into cultural memory, and thus it constructs their meaning.

The travel story presents a less confident portrayal of the Icelander than the story of the
royal retainer because it reflects some of the insecurities that troubled medieval Icelanders who
approached the royal court. These insecurities were connected to the Icelanders’ geographical
and economic marginality and to a possible historical reality of the courtiers’ prejudice against
Icelandic newcomers. This prejudice was clearly based on a sense of regional, rather than
national identity, in a similar manner as the inhabitants of more central regions have often
tended to mock villagers from remote parts of the same land in many cultures throughout
history. Significantly, the Icelander always proves that the derision is unsubstantiated and that
his intellectual capacity is no worse than that of his Norwegian counterparts. The courtiers’
prejudice was with all probability based on jealousy and rivalry because every individual’s
position at the royal court was unstable, so the courtiers used various means of defending their
place. That was the reason why they ridiculed Icelanders for their provincial origin and alleged
simple-mindedness in an attempt at preventing them from gaining prestigious positions. It was
doubtlessly also difficult for the newcomers to adapt to all the rules of courtly conduct at once,
as they were used to more straightforward behaviour. Their “otherness” could alienate them
from the king at first, but in the travel stories the king always discovers and appreciates their
qualities eventually. This is a significant element in the construction of the cultural memory of
contact between Icelanders and monarchs.

In the construction of the medieval Icelanders’ identity, the narrative type of the travel
story builds on an awareness of cultural specificity, which can be perceived as both negative
and positive. The travel story shows that a peripheral position can be overcome, and it reflects
the idea that Icelanders preferred contact with a broader social space to isolation from it, and
that they believed that such contact was possible despite some inevitable difficulties.
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5.3. ARON HJORLEIFSSON: THE OUTLAW
5. 3. 1. The narrative type of the outlaw’s story

Arons saga Hjorleifssonar is the only contemporary saga in which the plot is dominated by an
outlaw’s story. Outlaws’ stories are a specific part of the saga tradition, and beside the motif of
outlawry they share some specific narrative principles, different from those employed in other
narrative types. The narrative type of the outlaw’s story is known from several sagas of
Icelanders, primarily Gisla saga Sirssonar, Grettis saga Asmundarsonar, and Hardar saga ok
Holmverja; it also plays an important role in some sections of other sagas (see Ahola 2014,
105-38). The typical outlaw’s story deals with the protagonist’s struggle to survive while he is
excluded from the society and anyone can kill him with impunity; it usually ends with his heroic
last stand and violent death. The structural pattern of the outlaw’s story, as defined by Joonas
Ahola, consists of (1) the offense, (2) an attempt at arbitration, (3) the sentence of outlawry, (4)
fleeing from pursuers, (5) death, and frequently — although not always — (6) revenge for the
killing of the outlaw (Ahola 2014, 189).

A typical feature of the outlaw’s story is an increased focus on one individual protagonist.
Whereas other saga types usually depict a conflict between two groups and the narrative focus
shifts between them, the outlaw’s story has one central protagonist, with whom the audience is
supposed to sympathize. There are two main narrative devices that are employed in outlaws’
stories to create sympathy with the protagonist. Firstly, the outlaw’s story emphasizes the
protagonist’s suffering, both mental and physical, unlike the heroic mode typical for the conflict
story, which tends to imply that the protagonist is not affected by pain, fear, or grief. Secondly,
the outlaw’s story employs dreams and supernatural elements in a specific way. Whereas
dreams usually serve as a means of foreshadowing in the conflict story, in the outlaw’s story
they are more closely connected to the protagonist’s mental state. In Gisla saga Surssonar, Gisli
claims in his verse to be visited by two ominous dream-women, and this verse provides the
audience with an insight into the protagonist’s mind and into the insecurities that lurk behind
his seemingly unshakeable courage (see Poilvez 2012, 126-29). Similarly, in the conflict story,
accounts of sorcery or supernatural elements normally serve as explanations of events for which
no natural causes can be found, but in the outlaw’s story they emphasize the protagonist’s
tragedy. Gisli Sursson is affected by a sorcerer’s spell that prevents him from receiving aid; in
Grettis saga Asmundarsonar and Hardar saga ok Hélmverja, the curse is uttered by a revenant
whom the protagonist fights before he is outlawed. The spell or curse underlines the tragic
aspects of the outlaw’s fate and the fact that the protagonist is expelled from society despite
being a courageous and capable man; the narrative device thus creates sympathy with the
outlaw. These typical elements of the outlaw story underline its inherently tragic tone.

5. 3. 2. Aron Hjorleifsson’s escape and journey

The expulsion from society usually has fateful consequences for the protagonist of the outlaw’s
story, but Arons saga Hjorleifssonar creates a distance from the horizon of expectations of this
narrative type by combining it with the inherently optimistic travel story. The first part of Arons
saga depicts a conflict between Bishop Gudmundr Arason and the Sturlungs, in which the
bishop remains in the background and is represented by his two champions, Aron Hjorleifsson
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and Eyjolfr Kérsson (chs. 2—8). This part of the narrative is formed by the structural pattern of
the conflict story with a focus on the description of gradually increasing enmity between the
two parties. The hostilities culminate with the killing of Sighvatr Sturluson’s oldest son Tumi,
followed by revenge in the battle of Grimsey, in which Eyjolfr is killed and Aron is seriously
wounded.

This initial section is followed by the outlaw’s story (chs. 9—15); 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 protagonist and on the courage of those who
help him during his escape and hiding. The selflessness of those who give Aron aid is
underlined, as opposed to the pragmatic causes that usually lead to supporting somebody in the
conflict stories. Although Aron’s helpers have little to gain, apart from a good conscience, in
helping a young, wounded man who in their view is unjustly pursued, they do not hesitate to
help him anyway, and some are even willing to face the anger of their kinsmen or chieftains as
a result. When Aron is captured and imprisoned by Ormr Jonsson of Svinafell soon after the
battle, Ormr’s brother Pérarinn reproaches Ormr for mistreating a man who came to his farm
in hope of shelter, is only a boy in age, and whose wounds have not yet healed, meaning it is a
dishonourable act to capture him. Porarinn even proclaims himself willing to defend Aron with
weapons if necessary (ch. 10). The narrative expresses a positive evaluation of Pérarinn’s
selfless help in the formulation that Porarinn gained lasting good reputation (ordrom) by this
deed, as well as in three stanzas that subsequently praise his actions (ch. 10).

Aron then hides with various kinsmen and with his friends, the sons of Hrafn
Sveinbjarnarson (chs. 11-12). At this point he is again helped by selfless strangers, in this case
two followers of Porvaldr of Vatnsfjordr, an enemy of Hrafn’s sons. The men help Aron in a
fight when he is attacked by three of Sturla Sighvatsson’s followers, despite not knowing Aron
and having no obligations toward him. They state that they help Aron in order to retain their
honour, because it would be a shame not to assist a defenceless man (ch. 12):

bottist Aron pa vita, at peir vildu ekki svikja hann. Forvitnar hann nu, hvart peir vildu veita honum vigsgengi eda
vildu peir fara i brott, — ,,en ek [mun] i stad bida. * ,, Egill skal rada, “ segir Sigurdr. ,, Ameeli mun til okkar falla, *
sagdi Egill, ,, ef vit skiljumst badir vid hann sva buit. ”* ,, Vel lika mér ord pin, *“ segir Sigurdr, ,,en po mun petta
medallagi forsjaligt. © (Sturlunga saga II, 261)

Then Aron thought he knew that they would not trick him. Now he asks whether they wanted to give him backing
in the fight, or go away, “but I shall stay on this spot.” “Egil shall decide,” says Sigurd. “Reproach will fall on us,”
said Egil, “if we both leave him like this.” “Your words please me,” says Sigurd, “but this is only half-prudent.”
(Porter 1975, 15)

This defence is praised in stanzas included in the narrative, as Pérarinn’s earlier actions were,
and the men’s chieftain Porvaldr is even said later to approve of the honourable behaviour of
the defenders, despite his personal enmity toward Aron’s allies.

The narrative also refers to supernatural signs, which, as mentioned above, are typical for
the outlaw’s story. In the outlaws’ sagas set in the Saga Age, such elements — curses and
ominous dreams — often have negative implications, in that they underline the tragedy of the
outlaw’s fate. In Arons saga, however, the dreams and supernatural signs are positive for the
protagonist, so they foreshadow the upcoming distance from the tragic elements of the narrative
type. The tone is set at the beginning of the outlaw’s story by a miraculous event in which
Aron’s wounds are treated with no medicine other than water consecrated by Bishop
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Gudmundr, yet they heal quickly and well (ch. 9). This event can be perceived as a miraculous
sign of the bishop protecting Aron even at a distance. The same meaning can be found in a
dream, in which Bishop Gudmundr appears to Aron and makes room for him under his cloak
(ch. 12). That is clearly a symbol of the bishop’s protection, both in a spiritual sense and in the
sense of extraordinary luck in fighting.

The most openly supernatural event occurs during one of the dramatic peaks of the
outlaw’s story, in which Aron is outnumbered and surrounded by Sturla and his followers (ch.
14). Aron throws away his shield and strikes a two-handed blow at a man, causing him to fall
over. Aron then flees, leaping out of the ring of men surrounding him, and is saved by a
snowstorm that conceals him from his pursuers. The narrator’s direct comment implies that
Aron freed himself due to his own courage, but suggests that the snowstorm may have been
caused by a miraculous divine intervention:

Aron hleypr pegar a hann upp ok ut or mannhringinum. Ok er pat allra manna mal, at Aron pykkir manna
skoruligast hafa undan komizt, vid slika garpa sem eiga var. [...] Aron veit nu ogerla, hvar hann ferr. Vedrit tekr
at hardna, ok gerir a fjuk. Sér hann stundum ateins leid sina. Kennist hann vid sik, at hann er kominn a heidi pa,
er Flotur heita. Aron hefir nu harda utivist, vétn 61l ill yfirferdar, ok kemr frost i sarit. [...] Ma pat synast skipat
med guds miskunn, at pegar Aron komst or mannhringinum, rak a kafahrio sva sterka, at pegar skildi med peim.
Héfou menn pa hrid lengi { minnum. (Sturlunga saga II, 267-68)

Aron runs over him at once and out of the ring of men. And it is common opinion that Aron seemed the boldest of
men to have escaped from such fierce fighters as there were to deal with there. [...] Aron does not know exactly
where he is going. The weather begins to worsen, and a snowstorm comes on. He can see his way only at intervals.
He realizes that he has come on to the heath called Flotur. Aron now has a hard journey; the rivers are all difficult
to cross, and frost gets into his wound [...] It may seem arranged by God’s grace that as soon as Aron broke out of
the ring of men, such a thick and fierce storm drove down that they were immediately separated. Men remembered
that storm for a long time. (Porter 1975, 19)

This scene clearly illustrates Aron’s physical suffering when he wanders through the wilderness
in the storm with no certainty of shelter, severely wounded and exhausted. When he finally
finds shelter at a friend’s farm, the narrative attention turns to his mental state. Aron entrusts
his further destiny to God: he lies down, spreads his arms, and sings prayers in the manner that
Gudmundr had taught him (ch. 14). This motif emphasizes Aron’s mental suffering, as he is
completely helpless and cannot expect any other relief than God’s mercy; at the same time,
however, his hope for God’s mercy makes his mental suffering more bearable. At this point,
the horizon of expectations created by the structural pattern of the outlaw’s story leads the
audience to awaiting Aron’s death. Soon after this dramatic culmination of the outlaw’s story,
however, the narrative shifts into the structural pattern of the inherently optimistic travel story
instead. The horizon of expectations is twisted, because the outlaw’s story does not end with
the protagonist’s death, but with his journey out of Iceland in 1225 (ch. 15).

The following part of the narrative is shaped by the structural pattern of the travel story.
Aron first arrives in Norway as a young man in trouble, and he lacks both property and allies.
As such, he is comparable to the inexperienced newcomers in the typical utanferdar pcettir in
the kings’ sagas. Another typical element is a dispute with a Norwegian aristocrat: Aron joins
the retinue of Jarl Skuli Bardarson, but a conflict soon occurs between them. Aron wishes to
make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, but Skuli forbids it. Aron faces a dilemma between loyalty to
the aristocrat he wishes to obey and the feeling of obligation to fulfil his important promise to
God. He ultimately decides to make the pilgrimage despite Skuli’s prohibition. The journey to
Jerusalem serves as an opportunity for the young man to prove his worth. When Aron returns
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to Norway, he visits King Hakon Hékonarson, who welcomes him kindly and asks Skuli to
forgive Aron’s disobedience, since he made the pilgrimage for the salvation of his soul, but
Skuli refuses to accept Aron back. Hakon then accepts him into his own retinue, arranges a
good marriage for him, and provides him with land and a source of income. The travel story
thus shows not only the protagonist’s actual travels, but also his “journey” from alienation to
acceptance and prestige in his contact with the Norwegian rulers.

There is an obvious contrast between Jarl Skuli, who demands unconditional obedience
from the young Icelander, and King Hékon, who appreciates the Icelander’s firmness in his
intention. In this case, Skuli represents the overbearing Norwegian aristocrat from the travel
stories, whereas the king represents the ideal monarch, who shows goodwill and tolerance. That
is one of the central themes of this episode, which can be perceived not only as an account of
an event from Aron Hjorleifsson’s life, but also as a broader social commentary. The episode
expresses the idea that the relationship between Icelanders and the Norwegian monarch should
not be based on blind obedience, but rather on mutual agreement and respect.

Another account of the relations at the royal court is found in a scene dealing with a horse
fight (ch. 18). At first the king’s horse retreats from the horse owned by Gautr of Mel, a
Norwegian aristocrat and a great friend of the Sturlungs (mikill vinr Sturlunga), Aron’s
opponents. Aron recommends that the horse should be urged forward with a stick the way it is
done in Iceland, and then the king’s horse wins. That is another parallel with the typical travel
stories, in which the king often accepts advice from clever Icelanders and supports them in their
quarrels with overbearing Norwegian noblemen. Symbolically, the fight in this scene takes
place between Aron and Gautr, and it can be perceived as an image of the competition for
influence at the royal court, which constantly creates tension there. The king, on the other hand,
represents a superior power that can bring about justice.

Apart from the travel story, this section of the text also contains an aftermath of the
outlaw’s story — an account of Aron Hjorleifsson’s dealings with Pordr kakali Sighvatsson, the
brother of his former arch enemy Sturla Sighvatsson (chs. 19-21). Despite his previous enmity
with the Sturlungs and his initial dislike of Pordr in Norway, Aron decides to help Pordr when
news reach them of the death of P6rdr’s nearest kinsmen in the battle of Orlygsstadir in 1238.
In the narrative the argumentation for this decision is the same as in the scenes from Aron’s
outlawry, when men helped him for no obvious reason — he wishes to show magnanimity toward
a man in trouble in order to retain his honour and to show that he is “a somewhat more
honourable man than most others, as many people said” (nékkuru betri drengr en alpyda
manna, sva sem margir meeltu, ch. 21). Reconciliation and honour are thus presented as
mutually connected — the protagonist gains more honour by helping his former enemy than he
would by killing him. This can be regarded as the saga’s final statement about honour, and it is
further illustrated by the account of P6rdr’s and Aron’s journey to Iceland, where bPordr repays
Aron for his magnanimity by helping him reach a settlement with his former adversaries (ch.
21). The narrative emphasizes that Aron is then reconciled with everybody in Iceland (ch. 22).
That is a completely different ending of an outlaw’s story than the one known from the typical
outlaws’ sagas. The horizon of expectations is distorted again, and this distance underlines the
text’s central theme, the protagonist’s transition from being an outcast to re-integration into the
society. Significantly, Aron decides to return to Norway even when he has reached
reconciliation and regained honour in Iceland, because he prefers to live at the royal court. He
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undertook his first journey to Norway out of necessity, but now it is a deliberate choice. That
implies that also the other Icelandic chieftains sometimes had to turn to the king out of
necessity, but usually they sought his support voluntarily.

Aron is a royal retainer for almost thirty years, and he enjoys a highly prestigious position.
The king visits Aron when he falls ill, which “seems to men to be the greatest honour” (hefir
moénnum pott in mesta scemd, ch. 22), and when Aron dies, the king himself follows his body to
the church and gives a speech at his grave, focusing on his worldly qualities, such as courage
and travelling experience. The following direct commentary by the narrator then refers to
Aron’s spiritual merits, including his devoted service to Bishop Gudmundr (ch. 22). The saga
thus implies that Aron’s honesty, loyalty, and courage brought him both worldly honour and
spiritual grace, and that he had powerful protectors in both spheres — King Hékon and Bishop
Gudmundr. The bishop is of central importance to the outlaw’s story, where he acts as a
mediator of divine protection, and the king represents the ideal of the righteous monarch in the
travel story. If Aron’s story is interpreted as a story of the Icelandic society, this implies that
institutionalized power — the Church and royal rule — can help Iceland overcome its marginality
and gain a more prestigious position in the Norse social space.

5. 3. 3. The outlaw’s story, cultural memory, and Icelandic identity

Arons saga is shaped by the inherently tragic outlaw’s story, but it creates a distance from the
horizon of expectations of this narrative type by combining it with the inherently optimistic
travel story. The outlaw’s story takes its protagonist into a hopeless situation and focuses on his
exclusion from society, and its structural pattern creates the expectation of the protagonist’s
tragic end and violent death. The travel story, on the other hand, focuses on the protagonist’s
interaction with the Norwegian king, who helps the Icelander regain social prestige. The two
narrative types accord with the principles of tragedy and comedy as they are defined by
Northrop Frye (2000, 35-52). According to Frye’s theory, the principle of tragedy is based on
the protagonist being socially successful at first before being gradually distanced, and
sometimes even expelled, from his society — this narrative dynamic fits well with the outlaw’s
story. Frye sees the principle of comedy conversely as being based on the protagonist being
isolated from society at first and gradually being integrated into it in the course of the story.
This overarching dynamic is useful for describing the travel story. The combination of these
narrative types endows the subject matter with meanings that transcend the story line and are
not inherently present in the events themselves.

Outlawry is always associated with marginality: in the sagas of Icelanders, outlaws dwell
at remote, uninhabited places, and they are often connected to supernatural worlds — to dreams,
trolls, and witchcraft. At the same time, marginality was also an inseparable part of medieval
Icelandic identity. Icelanders had doubtlessly been aware of their peripheral position within the
European social space ever since the settlement, and in the late thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries, after the union with Norway, this issue became ever more foregrounded due to the
increased contact between Iceland and other lands. The Icelanders of this time strove for
overcoming their marginal position and for a deeper integration into the European social space.
In this context, Arons saga can be understood as a story about marginality and integration. The
protagonist’s outlawry represents expulsion and a peripheral position. Marginality is an
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inherently tragic situation, just like the outlaw’s story is inherently tragic. The combination with
the travel story, on the other hand, draws attention to the unexpectedly happy ending. The
physical transfer to Norway represents a mental and political integration with a centre. The
pilgrimage to Jerusalem can be regarded as a completion of this effort, as it establishes contact
with the centre of the whole Christian world. In the construction of Icelandic identity, the
narrative functions as an optimistic allegory of overcoming a marginal position.

The saga also leaves no doubt as to who is to be credited with the protagonist’s re-
integration into the society. It is partly the protagonist with his personal qualities, but he could
never enjoy a full re-integration without the aid of a righteous ruler. The role of the Norwegian
king in Aron’s story is thus definitely not arbitrary, and it can be perceived as a central element
of the protagonist’s transformation from an outcast into a respected man. The king is presented
as an embodiment of centralized power, which can renew social cohesion when the Icelandic
social system fails to do so. For the man who shows determination and ability, the monarch
opens the door from the periphery to the centre. The travel story, with its long tradition from
the kings’ sagas, underlines the king’s tolerance to the Icelander’s imperfections, willingness
to appreciate his skills, and tendency to protect him and further his interests. The individual
Icelander can represent the whole population that enjoyed the merits of centralized rule, which
ensured peace in the first decades of the union.

5. 4. SNORRI STURLUSON: THE COURT POET

Snorri Sturluson decided to sail to Norway and visit the royal court in 1218, when his ambition
to gain superiority over the influential and well-established Oddaverjar could no longer be
furthered within the boundaries of Iceland without direct violent attacks. He chose a time when
the Oddaverjar became unpopular in Norway due to their conflicts with Norwegian merchants,
and he hoped to enhance his position by establishing a direct political relationship with the
Norwegian rulers. His journey was thus doubtlessly a political move, but its detailed description
in Islendinga saga is not primarily political — instead, it is shaped by the narrative type of the
court poet’s story. As we know, Snorri was not only a significant political leader, but also a
poet and the author of a treatise on skaldic poetry known as Snorra Edda. Although this activity
had very limited direct influence on his role in the competition for power, Islendinga saga still
creates an image of his identity as a poet. The text uses this image as a central narrative device
for an indirect interpretation of the events and for their integration into cultural memory.

5. 4. 1. The narrative type of the court poet’s story

The narrative type of the court poet’s story was developed in the kings’ sagas. In stories dealing
with the ninth and early tenth centuries, it is associated with Norwegian skalds, such as Pj6oolfr
of Hvinir or Eyvindr Finnsson, but in stories dealing with later events, the skalds are exclusively
Icelandic. The characteristic feature of the representatives of this character type is their
strikingly self-confident behaviour in their encounters with the kings. The poet is formally
subordinate to the monarch, but he nevertheless often acts as the king’s mentor and is almost
treated as the king’s equal or portrayed as being intellectually superior to him. This can be a
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narrative construct, but it is a significant aspect of the narrative type of the court poet’s story.
In case of the Norwegian skalds, such status is perceived as given, and the narratives do not
thematize the development of the skald’s position at the royal court. The present chapter,
however, is focused on the Icelandic skalds, in whose case the sagas pay much attention to the
transformation of their social status. The typical story of the Icelandic skald is based on the
structural pattern of the travel story. It 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 causes alienation between
the Icelander and the king. In the course of time, however, the Icelander proves his abilities —
in this case his poetic art and often also diplomatic eloquence, so he gains the king’s favour and
a prestigious position. That means that the main element of the structural pattern is again the
transition from alienation to acceptance.

The meaning of this narrative type is again based on the idea of a positive, conciliatory
relationship between Icelanders and Norwegian kings that ends in mutual understanding and
respect despite some degree of initial alienation or distrust. In comparison with the travel story,
however, the story of the court poet presents a more self-confident image of the Icelander.
Whereas the travel story aims at showing that the Icelander is the Norwegian retainers’ and
courtiers’ equal, the skald’s story implies that he is superior to them due to his unique poetic
skills and eloquence, which make him nearly irreplaceable in the king’s service. Furthermore,
the sagas create the impression that the court poets enjoy a special position, due to which the
kings tolerate their behaviour that would be unacceptable otherwise — they can for example
criticize the monarch much more openly than anyone else (see Finlay 1997, 166; Armann
Jakobsson 2003, 45-47).

As a typical representative of the character type of the court poet we can name Sighvatr
bordarson, a skald of King Olafr helgi Haraldsson from the early eleventh century. The main
sources of stories about Sighvatr are Oldfs saga helga and Magniiss saga géda in Snorri
Sturluson’s Heimskringla. These texts not only quote Sighvatr’s stanzas, but also depict
episodes from the poet’s career in royal service. Oldfs saga helga shows how Sighvatr arrives
at the royal court as a young man and wishes to recite a celebratory poem that he has composed
for the king, but the monarch refuses to listen to the poem, saying that he does not want any
verses to be composed about him. Sighvatr recites a stanza anyway, and the king rewards him
for it and accepts him into his service. This episode shows the skald’s active approach to
forming his relationship with the king, as well as his decisiveness, which keeps him from being
discouraged by the monarch’s initial lack of interest.

In another episode, Sighvatr is portrayed in a diplomatic role in a negotiation between
Olafr Haraldsson and the Swedish King Olafr Eiriksson. The two rulers are in a long-term
conflict, and when Olafr Haraldsson finds out that Olafr Eiriksson has broken an agreement, he
plans an armed attack on Sweden. Sighvatr wants to try to prevent the armed clash, and he
suggests going to the Swedish jarl Rognvaldr, who can bring about a reconciliation between the
two kings. Régnvaldr and Sighvatr arrange a marriage between Olafr Haraldsson and Astridr,
Olafr Eiriksson’s daughter. The kings finally hold a meeting and renew their agreement.
Sighvatr describes this event in the poem Austrfararvisur, in which he jokingly depicts various
difficulties that he had to deal with on his journey, but he does not focus much on the political
significance of the journey. The saga shows, however, that Sighvatr’s negotiation is important
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and that it probably prevents an armed clash. The episode thus underlines the poet’s active role
in Scandinavian politics, in which he can use his eloquence in other ways than composing
poetry, and he contributes to maintaining peace.

Sighvatr is also present at the birth of Olafr’s son and future successor Magnus. Sighvatr
names the boy Magnus after Charlemagne (Karlamagnus), whom he deems the greatest
monarch of all time. King Olafr disapproves of the name at first, because it has not been used
among his ancestors, but in the end, he likes it. Later, when Magnts Olafsson becomes king,
he punishes his father’s former opponents too harshly and treats the farmers ruthlessly, so there
are rumours in the land that he will end like his father — that his own people will turn against
him. Sighvatr then composes the poem Berséglisvisur, in which he encourages the young king
to be kinder to the farmers and to follow the law. King Magnus takes his advice seriously, and
he becomes a popular monarch, nicknamed Magnts the Good. This episode shows that the
skald is also the king’s advisor and mentor, whose words the king heeds and is willing to accept
even open criticism from him.

Such a presentation of the court poet probably exaggerates the skalds’ real influence at
the royal court, but it may be loosely based on the historical reality of the tenth and eleventh
centuries, the “golden age” of skaldic poetry. In the twelfth century, however, skaldic poetry
began to lose its social significance due to the rise of written historiography in prose and the
increasing influence of Christianity on royal ideologies. The extent to which skaldic poetry
could possibly have remained socially significant in the thirteenth century'® has been a subject
of debate. Some scholars support the idea of a renewal of its significance — Kari Ellen Gade,
for example, argues that the thirteenth-century stories of skalds may consequently have
rekindled an awareness of skaldic poetry as a tool of power (Gade 2000, 69—70). Kevin J.
Wanner takes a more moderate approach when he suggests that the narratives of skalds probably
formed certain expectations of how Icelanders should behave at the royal court, so Icelanders
still approached the kings as skalds, but they understood that it was only a formal code of
behaviour that had no real influence. Following developments in the Scandinavian political and
cultural sphere, poetic production no longer actually shaped political relations, but it may have
served as a discourse of their explanation. Instead of openly admitting the political nature of
their dealings, both sides could refer to the traditional elements of the court poet’s story, or the
writers of the contemporary sagas may have used it to idealize the relations and to push their
political aspects to the background (Wanner 2008, 72—73).

As will be shown in the following, the contemporary sagas can use the narrative type of
the court poet’s story as a means of justifying or concealing some of the 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 interpretation and evaluation, creating
deeper layers of meaning beneath the basic story line, and transforming individual stories into
narratives with a more universal meaning. In the contemporary sagas, this narrative type creates
a connection between recent events and the distant past, using elements of the medieval

¥ A new phenomenon in the thirteenth century was that some of the powerful Icelandic magnates, such as Sturla
Sighvatsson, Pordr Sighvatsson, or Brandr Kolbeinsson, had skalds as members of their households, who
composed poetry for them in the same manner as skalds had traditionally done for the kings (see Nordal 1991).
The narrative type of the court poet’s story, however, applies only to accounts of contacts between Icelanders and
the Norwegian royal court.
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Icelanders’ cultural memory and integrating the new stories into this memory. It allows the texts
to reflect contemporary attitudes to Icelandic identity and to the process of establishing
Iceland’s union with the Norwegian kingdom. In this context, the most significant aspect of the
narrative type of the court poet’ story is that it focuses on the Icelanders’ active role in
establishing their contacts with the kings, on their assertive behaviour at the royal court, and on
their diplomatic skills and active participation in Scandinavian politics.

5. 4. 2. Snorri Sturluson’s journey to Norway and the narrative type of the court poet’s
story

The account of Snorri Sturluson’s early contacts with the Norwegian rulers in Islendinga saga
is clearly shaped by the narrative type of the court poet’s story. At first, still in Iceland, Snorri
is said to have used poetry to gain the friendship of Jarl Hakon galinn (ch. 34):

Hann orti kveedi um Hakon galin, ok sendi jarlinn gjafir ut a mot, sverd ok skjold ok brynju. [...] Jarlinn ritadi til
Snorra, at hann skyldi fara utan, ok lézt til hans gera mundu miklar seemdir. Ok mjok var pat i skapi Snorra. En
Jarlinn andadist { pann tima, ok bra pat utanferd hans um nokkurra vetra sakir. En po hafoi hann radit for sina,
Dbegar timi veeri til. (Sturlunga saga I, 269)

He composed a poem about Hakon the Furious, 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. Snorri liked the idea a lot, but the jarl died at that time, so Snorri’s journey was delayed by several winters.
He had nevertheless decided to undertake the journey as soon as the time was right.

According to this account, poetry alone seems to have won Snorri a promise of esteem in
Norway. In line with this initial focus on Snorri’s role as a poet, the account of Snorri’s first
visit to Jarl Skuli, Hakon galinn’s successor in office, continues to focus on Snorri’s poetic art
(ch. 35):

ba er Snorri kom til Noregs, varu hofdingjar ordnir Hakon konungr ok Skuli jarl. Tok jarl forkunnar vel vio
Snorra, ok for hann til jarls. [...] Snorri var um vetrinn med jarli. En um sumarit eftir for hann austr @ Gautland
d fund Askels logmanns ok fii Kristinar, er att hafdi aor Hékon galinn. Snorri hafdi ort um hana kveedi pat, ar
Andvaka heitir, fyrir Hakon jarl at ben hans. Ok tok hon scemiliga vid Snorra ok veitti honum margar gjafir
seemiligar. Hon gaf honum merki pat, er att hafdi Eirikr Sviakonungr Knutsson. Pat hafdi hann, pa er hann felldi
Sorkvi konung a Gestilreini. Snorri for um haustit aftr til Skula jarls ok var par annan vetr [ allgodu yfirleeti.
(Sturlunga saga I, 271-72)

When Snorri arrived in Norway, King Hakon and Jarl Skuli had become the rulers of Norway. The jarl gave Snorri
an extremely warm welcome, and Snorri stayed with him. [...] Snorri spent the winter with Skuli, and the following
summer he went east to Gautland to visit the lawman Askell and Lady Kristin, who had been married to Jarl Hakon
the Furious. 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 Knutsson, who had carried it when he defeated King Sorkvir at Gestilrein. In the autumn Snorri
returned to Jarl Skuli and spent another winter with him and was extremely well treated.

The account underlines the poem that Snorri composes for Lady Kristin, and the reward that he
receives for it. The saga also emphasizes the fact that Jarl Skuli is extremely friendly to Snorri,
but it still avoids mentioning any political relations between Snorri and the Norwegian rulers.
In reality, however, Snorri’s major aim clearly was gaining the Norwegian rulers’ political
support — this idea is supported by the focus on the Sturlungs’ political ambition in the preceding
chapters of [slendinga saga. At this time, Skali probably wielded more real power than the
underage King Hékon. It is therefore not surprising that Snorri focused on gaining Skuli’s
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favour in the first place and believed that his support would be decisive in the power struggle
in Iceland.

Political relations are directly mentioned a few chapters later, but they are already framed
by the account of Snorri’s poetry, which works as a reference to the cultural concepts that were
associated with the court poets’ stories. Only after having created this frame, the saga moves to
the political negotiations (ch. 38). Jarl Skuli uses the violent clashes between the Oddaverjar
and the Norwegian merchants as a pretext for suggesting a military expedition to Iceland, but
the real reason is doubtlessly Skuli’s effort to strengthen his influence on the Icelandic
chieftains and to incorporate Iceland into his power base in his power struggle with King Hakon.
Snorri Sturluson manages to prevent the expedition by convincing the rulers that a military
attack is not the right solution, but he does not oppose Norwegian rule in Iceland, and he even
promises to bring Iceland under the crown’s reign with the help of his brothers. The formulation
in the saga implies that he does not perceive it as an inevitable concession, but rather as a
welcome opportunity to finally secure the Sturlungs’ position in Icelandic politics. In the saga
Snorri speaks about Semundr Jonsson as the only Icelander who is more powerful than the
Sturlungs; that way, he implies that the situation could change if the Sturlungs gained the
Norwegian rulers’ support:

En pé varu Néregsmenn miklir 6vinir Islendinga ok mestir Oddaverja — af ranum peim, er urdu d Eyrum. Kom pvi
svd, at radit var, at herja skyldi til Islands um sumarit. [...] Snorri latti mjok ferdarinnar ok kalladi pat rdd at gera
sér at vinum ina beztu menn d Islandi ok kalladist skjott mega svd koma sinum ordum, at ménnum myndi synast at
snitast til hlyoni vid Noregshofdingja. Hann sagdi ok svd, at pd vdaru adrir eigi meiri menn & Islandi en braedr
hans, en Scemund leid, en kalladi pa mundu mjék eftir sinum ordum vikja, pa er hann keemi til. En vio slikar fortolur
sleevadist heldr skap jarlsins, ok lagdi hann pat rdd til, at Islendingar skyldi bidja Hdkon konung, at hann beedi
fyrir peim, at eigi yrdi herferdin. Konungrinn var pa ungr, en Dagfinnr l6gmadr, er pa var radgjafi hans, var inn
mesti vinr Islendinga. Ok var pat af gert, at konungr réd, at eigi vard herforin. En peir Hdkon konungr ok Skiili
Jjarl gerdu Snorra lendan mann sinn, var pat mest rdd peira jarls ok Snorra. En Snorri skyldi leita vid Islendinga,
at peir snerist til hlyoni vid Noregshofdingja. (Sturlunga saga I, 277-78)

But the Norwegians were fierce opponents of Icelanders and mainly of the Oddaverjar — because of the confiscation
that had taken place at Eyrar. It thus happened that an armed attack on Iceland was planned for the summer. [...]
Snorri 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 turn to obeying
the Norwegian rulers. He also said that with the exception of Seemundr, nobody was more influential in Iceland
than his brothers. He promised that they would follow his advice when he returned. The jarl’s mind was calmed
by his intercessions, and he gave such advice that the Icelanders should ask King Hakon to intercede on their
behalf, so the expedition would be revoked. The king was young at that 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 Skali made Snorri their vassal, and this was mainly the jarl’s and Snorri’s initiative. Snorri should
convince Icelanders to turn to obeying the Norwegian rulers.

Significantly, Snorri uses his verbal skills to avert the armed conflict — this is another reference
to the typical story of the court poet, in which the protagonist excels not only in poetry as such,
but also in eloquence and diplomatic negotiations. This section of Islendinga saga, however,
no longer conceals the political cooperation between Snorri and the Norwegian rulers, and it
shows that the negotiations took place mainly between Snorri and Skuli, while the king stayed
in the background and his role was largely formal. According to the text, the oath by which
Snorri pledged allegiance to both rulers “was mainly the jarl’s and Snorri’s initiative” (var pat
mest rdo peira jarls ok Snorra, Sturlunga saga I, 278). Similarly, the text of Hakonar saga
states that “Snorri and the jarl talked much about matters concerning Icelanders” (¢6/udu peir
[Snorri ok] jarl mart um mal Islendinga, Hikonar saga I, 230). This again implies that Snorri
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put his trust in Skuli, probably hoping that their power would grow simultaneously. The texts
focus on the agreement between the jarl and Snorri, as well as on Snorri’s own active approach
to the matter. They thus show that far from being passively subdued or even oppressed by the
Norwegian rulers, the influential Icelanders were willing to negotiate with the monarchs and
agree on compromises that could be beneficial for both parties.

If we further compare fslendinga saga’s account to the depiction of the same events in
Hakonar saga, we see that both texts connect the planned military expedition to the previous
conflict between the merchants and the Oddaverjar, and both present the events in the best
possible light and with a focus on the peaceful solution, although they use different narrative
devices for this purpose. Hakonar saga, understandably, pays little attention to the power
struggles in Iceland, nor does it focus on the court poet’s story with its emphasis on the
Icelander. Instead, it generally focuses on the image of Hakon as a peaceful king, and that is
the case also in this episode. The text (ch. 62) states that the initiative to the military campaign
to Iceland came specifically from Jarl Skuli.!” Hakonar saga thus assures its audience that the
king never supported the idea of aggression against Iceland, which fits well into the saga’s
general image of the king as a guardian of peace:

bd gerdi jarl ord d pvi at hann mundi gera her til Islands. Pd hafdi Bjorn, son Porvalds Gizurarsonar, dregit mann
norreenan or kirkju [ Midfirdi ok latit drepa. Pottisk hann pat lata gera i hefud Orms Jonssonar, pvi at hann atti
Hallveigu dottur hans. Jarl cetladi morg skip til ferdarinnar, en menn varu mjok ofusir til ferdarinnar. (Hdakonar
saga I, 229)

Then the jarl spoke about sending an army to Iceland. Bjorn, a son of Porvaldr Gizurarson, had dragged a
Norwegian man out of the church in Midfjordr and had him killed. He felt that he did it as a revenge for Ormr
Jonsson, for he was married to his daughter Hallveig. The jarl intended to send many ships on this expedition, but
men were very reluctant to participate in it.

Hdkonar saga also emphasizes the king’s role as a mediator by quoting his speech, in which he
promotes peaceful relations:

»[--.] En land pat hefir hedan byggzk, ok varir freendr ok forellrar hafa kristnat landit ok veitt landsménnum mikil
hlunnendi. Eru par ok flestir menn saklausir fyrir oss, po at sumir hafi illa gert til varra pegna. En pat mun verda
allra skadi ef landit er herjat. Nui vil ek bidja ydr, herra, at pér latid nidr falla pessa cetlan fyrir sakir flutnings
pessa.“ (Hakonar saga I, 230)

“[...] That land was settled from here, and our kinsmen and ancestors Christianized the land and provided its
inhabitants with great benefits. Most of the inhabitants are also innocent of any offence against us, although some
have hurt our subjects, but everybody would suffer if the land was attacked. I want to ask you, lord, to revoke this
intention due to my intercession.”

The speech underlines the king’s justice and magnanimity when he does not want to punish
innocent people, but at the same time it also points out the historical connection between Iceland
and Norway,?’ so it presents the forming of a political relationship between Icelandic chieftains
and Norwegian rulers as a natural development. That is a good example of the narrative using
a reference to the past to interpret the present.

19 [slendinga saga, on the other hand, uses a passive verb to avoid naming a particular person.

20 This can be compared to some scenes from kings’ sagas about older times, such as an utterance by King Haraldr
hardradi in Morkinskinna, when he mediates in a conflict between the Icelander Halldorr Snorrason and the
Norwegian retainer Sveinn of Lyrgja: “His kin is not worse in Iceland than yours is here in Norway, and it was
not so long ago that those who now inhabit Iceland were Norwegians” (Hans cett er eigi verri d Islandi en pin hér
i Noregi, ok eigi hefir enn allangt sidan lidit er peir voru norrenir er nii byggja Island; see Armann Jakobsson
2003, 43-44; 2014, 282-83, 344-45).
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Hakonar saga also partly covers up the problem of the power struggle by focusing on the
peace for Norwegian traders:

Sem konungr hafoi petta meelt pa fluttu petta margir med honum. Gaf pa jarl upp pessar radagerdir. Var par pat
rdad gert at Snorri Sturluson var ut sendr at frida fyrir Austménnum. Gaf Hakon konungr honum lends manns nafn.
T6ludu peir jarl mart um mal Islendinga. Var pa fyrsta sinni rett um pat af jarli at Snorri skyldi koma landinu
undir konung. [...] En engu kom Snorri daleidis vid landsmenn, flutti hann ok litt. En frid hofou kaupmenn gédan
pann tima d Islandi. (Hdkonar saga I, 230-31)

When the king had finished his speech, many men supported him. The jarl then gave up his intention. It was
decided that Snorri Sturluson would be sent to Iceland to make peace for the Norwegians. King Hékon gave him
the title of royal vassal. Snorri and the jarl talked much about matters concerning Icelanders. That was the first
time the jarl mentioned to Snorri that he should bring the land under royal rule. [...] But Snorri did not convince
the Icelanders, and he did not try too hard either. But the merchants enjoyed good peace in Iceland at the time.

Such a direct focus on peace is typical for Hakonar saga. The difference between the two sagas
is, however, less than it may appear at the first sight. /slendinga saga presents the king’s
participation in the final stage of the conflict between the Oddaverjar and the merchants, which
finally culminates at the Norwegian royal court (ch. 41), with a similar focus on the king’s role
as the protector of peace and justice. In the summer of 1221, Semundr Jonsson’s son Haraldr
is in Norway and stays at the royal court. One day, he is unexpectedly attacked by a man whose
brother is one of the merchants whose property Semundr confiscated. The attacker deals
Haraldr a serious, though not mortal wound, and runs away. The king then orders his men to
pursue the attacker and kill him, which they do. This episode implies that the king values his
duty to protect peace and justice higher than any personal grudges against the Oddaverjar, and
that his priority is to rightfully punish the wrongdoer and prevent further violence.

It seems that it was not necessary for the writer of Hakonar saga to cover up the king’s
role in the initial plan to bring Iceland under Norwegian rule, but that it really was Skali who
came up with the whole idea and attempted to enforce it. [slendinga saga seems to present it
largely as Snorri’s idea (Snorri latti mjok ferdarinnar ok kalladi pat rad at gera sér at vinum
ina beztu menn d Islandi ok kalladist skjott mega svd koma sinum ordum, at ménnum myndi
synast at snuast til hlyoni vio Noregshofdingja, Sturlunga saga I, 277), but it also states that
Snorri mostly stayed with Skuli, not with Hakon, while he was in Norway, so the idea was
probably at least strongly inspired by his previous debates with Skuli. The Norwegian
merchants’ conflicts with the Oddaverjar — and possibly also the idea of a military expedition
to Iceland, which Skuli does not seem to have been very serious about, since he was so easily
dissuaded from it — most probably served as a pretext for starting the whole negotiation. It is
also noteworthy that Snorri, according to /slendinga saga, did not promise to bring Iceland
under the king’s reign, but rather under the reign of Norway’s rulers (Ndoregshofdingja). This
word implies that it was not necessarily King Hakon he meant, but maybe rather Skuli. What is
significant for the court poet’s story in Islendinga saga is that the text presents Snorri as the
one who prevents the imminent military expedition by his diplomatic eloquence, which is a
typical quality ascribed to the character type of the skald.

The aftermath of this episode in /slendinga saga (ch. 38) depicts Snorri’s return to
Iceland, with a focus on the dislike that Snorri’s dealings with Skuli cause among the
Oddaverjar and their allies:
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Jarlinn hafdi gefit honum skipit, pat er hann for a, ok fimmtan storgjafir. Snorri hafdi ort um jarl tvau kveedi. [...]
En er Snorri kom [ Vestmannaeyjar, pa spurdist bratt inn a land utkvama hans ok sva med hverjum seemdum hann
var it kominn. Yfoust Sunnlendingar pd mjok vido honum ok mest tengdamenn Orms Jonssonar. botti peim sem
hann myndi vera settr til af Noregsmonnum at standa a moti, sva at peir meetti engu eftirmali fram koma um vig
Orms. Var mest fyrir pvi Bjérn Porvaldsson, er pa bjo a Breidabolstad ok potti veenn til héfdingja. Sunnlendingar
drogu spott mikit at kveedum peim, er Snorri hafdi ort um jarlinn, ok sneru afleidis. (Sturlunga saga I, 2778)

The jarl had given him the ship that he sailed on and fifteen valuable gifts. Snorri had composed 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 land. The southerners, especially Ormr Jonsson’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 Bjorn Porvaldsson, who then lived at Breidabolstadr and seemed to be a
promising chieftain. The southerners ridiculed the poems that Snorri had composed about the jarl, and they twisted
them.

Here the text turns back to the dispute between the Jonssons and the Norwegian merchants, but
the narrative is once again shaped by a focus on poetry, in this case on the poetic parody that
Snorri’s opponents use to ridicule him, and attention thus turns from the political negotiations
back to Snorri’s poetic activity. The narrative suggests, implicitly but rather convincingly, that
the gifts are a reward for Snorri’s poetry. In reality, however, it is much more likely that the
gifts were intended to strengthen Snorri’s loyalty to Skuli, not only in the establishment of
Norwegian rule in Iceland, but also in the internal Norwegian political struggles, in which the
support of powerful Icelanders could enhance Skuli’s position. By ridiculing the poem, Snorri’s
opponents also discredited his political alliance with the Norwegian rulers.?!

The traditional interpretation of this episode is based on the assumption that Snorri’s
support of the Norwegian monarchy was a deceitful betrayal of the whole Icelandic nation,
against which a// Icelanders rightfully protested. The text implies, however, that it was mainly
the Oddaverjar and their allies who opposed Snorri’s political contacts in Norway. At the same
time, it is unlikely that the direct aim of Snorri’s political dealings would have been to prevent
Ormr’s family from receiving compensation; his intention was to gain political superiority over
the Oddaverjar in a much broader sense. It is then understandable that his cooperation with
Skuli and with the king did not appeal to the Oddaverjar and the Haukdelir. Nevertheless, the
reason was not their opposition to the Norwegian monarchy, but rather the competition for
power within Iceland. The Oddaverjar and the Haukdelir, as the traditionally most powerful
Icelandic clans, resented having missed the opportunity to enhance their power by such a direct
contact with the monarchy, just because they were stuck in petty conflicts with some individual
Norwegians at the time. They surely felt that they might lose the power game due to this single
unlucky move. This interpretation is supported by the fact that the whole preceding section of
Islendinga saga deals with the power struggle between the Sturlungs and the Oddaverjar; the
Norwegian episode is a continuation of this theme.

As has been shown here, the narrative account of Snorri’s first journey to Norway follows
the structural pattern of the court poet’s story. In the introduction Snorri is presented first and
foremost as a poet, while we know from the saga’s preceding section that he is also a powerful
and ambitious chieftain. His arrival in Norway is also depicted with a focus on poems that he
composes for various Scandinavian aristocrats. The Icelander’s alienation from the monarchs

2! This element is also present in the court poets’ stories in the kings’ sagas. As an example, we can name the
episode in Sneglu-Halla pattr, where Halli and his rival Pjodolfr ridicule each other’s poems composed in their
youth back in Iceland. Also here, the real purpose of ridiculing the poems is to discredit one’s rival and to challenge
his social position, rather than just his poetic abilities.
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occurs when they start planning the military expedition to Iceland, but it is followed by a
reconciliation when Snorri prevents the expedition by his eloquence and clever negotiation. The
gifts received by Snorri are presented as a reward for his poetic activity, at least on the surface
level of the narrative. At the end of the episode the text again emphasizes Snorri’s poem and its
parody, which also foregrounds the character type of the court poet. This structural pattern
partly draws the audience’s attention away from the political aspects of Snorri’s journey,
although the saga does not completely conceal these aspects — the middle section of the episode,
which does not focus on the character type of court poet, deals with the political negotiations
between Snorri and Skuli quite openly.

The possibility that the Icelander and the rulers formally followed the tradition of the
skaldic culture in real life is not unlikely, but that alone would not have been a sufficient
motivation for the writer of [slendinga saga to employ the narrative type of the court poet’s
story if the purpose of the saga had been to depict the events as neutrally as possible. And if the
saga writer had even intended to reproach his kinsman Snorri for his dealings with the
monarchy, he would not have used a narrative type that inherently expresses a positive attitude
to the monarchy. The only aspect that the narrative may be intended to cover up is the extent to
which Snorri supported Skuli, rather than King Hakon, because Snorri chose the losing side,
which is always a politically embarrassing matter. Even within the structural pattern of the court
poet’s story it is not possible to entirely conceal this aspect and still present a truthful account
of the events, but the episode shows a good balance between truthfulness and narrative
modification.

First and foremost, however, the construction of the whole episode of Snorri Sturluson’s
first journey to Norway within the structural pattern of the court poet’s story has an
interpretative and evaluative function. This narrative type portrays the Icelander as a self-
confident, active participant in building up the relationship between Iceland and the Norwegian
monarchy, rejecting any idea of passive subordination. Islendinga saga admits that the
Norwegian rulers, at this time mainly the jarl, intended to involve Icelanders in their own power
struggle, but the Icelandic chieftains are not presented as passively tolerating Norway’s
expansive politics. On the contrary, the text implies that the chieftains actively initiated the
connection between Icelandic and Norwegian politics, because they perceived it as an
opportunity to increase their influence and strengthen their position.

5. 4. 3. Snorri Sturluson’s alliance with Skuli Bardarson and the narrative type of the
jarl’s story

When Snorri Sturluson travelled to Norway for the second time in 1237, the situation in both
lands had changed significantly since his previous journey twenty years before. In Iceland, the
power struggle had become openly violent, the Sturlungs had been weakened by rivalry among
each other, and Snorri had been overpowered by his own nephew. In Norway, open conflict had
broken out between King Hakon and Skuli Bardarson, and everyone who became involved in
this conflict had to choose a side. Snorri had chosen a side twenty years ago, and he now relied
on Skuli more than ever. If Skuli conquered the throne, Snorri would get a solid chance of
regaining an influential position in Iceland or even of formally ruling all Iceland on Skuli’s
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behalf. If Skuli was defeated, Snorri would share his defeat. Choosing Skuli’s side was his own
voluntary decision and he alone bore responsibility for it.

This part of the account of Snorri’s life is no longer shaped by the narrative type of the
court poet’s story. Snorri’s story becomes so closely intertwined with Skuli’s that it follows its
structural pattern, which can be defined as the narrative type of the jarl’s story. This narrative
type portrays a jarl who is too ambitious to be content with co-rulership with a king, so he
attempts to dethrone the king and seize the crown. Its structure resembles the conflict story: it
begins with an introduction of the circumstances that lead to the rivalry between the two
opponents, it continues with the development of a power struggle, and it culminates when the
power struggle becomes openly violent, leading to a decisive fight. The social cohesion is then
renewed after the defeat of the jarl, when the internal stability of the kingdom is no longer
threatened by the power struggle and the king’s power is consolidated.

Unlike the conflict story, however, the jarl’s story does not focus on reconciliation. When
the conflict takes place on the highest level of the society and the king is one of its participants,
there is no authority strong enough to mediate an agreement. And when the conflict reaches a
certain degree of violence, there is hardly room for personal forgiveness, because the conflict
is not only a private matter between two private persons, and the king cannot simply forgive
someone who threatens the stability of the whole kingdom by causing internal disunity. 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
narrative types.

The jarl’s story is dominant in the account of the power relations between Skuli and
Hakon in Héakonar saga. It is not told in its entirety in /slendinga saga, but it is alluded to, and
the text makes it clear that Snorri’s story has become intertwined with Skuli’s story. On the
level of cultural memory, the stories are connected — not within one text, but in the minds of
the implied audience. That is how the process of narrativization adds new layers of meaning to
past events by connecting the individual stories together. As a player in the Norwegian game
of thrones, Snorri shares Skuli’s fate. After Skuli’s defeat, there is still a chance of a
reconciliation between Snorri and the king, but the circumstances do not allow it. The narrative
admits that Snorri made a mistake when he chose to support Skuli, who was destined to lose
the power game, instead of choosing to support the victorious King Hakon. The text also openly
shows that it was not King Hakon who betrayed Snorri — on the contrary, it was Snorri who
quite obviously betrayed the king, whose vassal he formally became, and yet he supported the
king’s political rival. Most importantly, however, Snorri is never presented as a victim. The
narrative makes it clear that he was aware of the risk he was taking when he chose Skuli’s side.
When he decided to enter high politics, he knew that there was a price to be paid for it, but the
prospect of the potential gain was worth it. It was time for Icelanders to cross the border of their
land and enter a broader political space.
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5. 4. 4. The court poet’s story, cultural memory, and Icelandic identity

Of all the narrative types, the court poet’s story is the most self-confident presentation of
Icelandic identity. Whereas the typical travel story, and especially the outlaw’s story, focus on
the Icelander’s marginality, the court poet’s story emphasizes his extraordinary intellectual
skills, his special privileges at the royal court, his freedom in deciding to enter a monarch’s
service, and his ability to negotiate the conditions of the mutual relationship with the monarch.
The court poet’s story thus expresses the idea that Icelanders decided to obey a king of their
own free will, and that their relationship with the king was not based on passive acceptance of
the king’s decisions, but rather on open discussion.

In the story of Snorri Sturluson, this narrative type partly conceals some of Snorri’s
political failures, especially the extent and seriousness of his political alliance with Skuli, the
defeated party in the Norwegian power struggle. The main function of the narrative type,
however, is evaluative. When the events are fitted into the structural pattern of the court poet’s
story, it draws attention to Snorri’s voluntary decision to enter the Norwegian game of thrones,
in which he freely chooses one of the competing parties and accepts the inevitable risk.
Furthermore, the story of Snorri Sturluson’s first journey to Norway presents an even more
confident image of the Icelander than the typical court poet’s story. Whereas the skalds in the
kings’ sagas of older times usually arrive at the royal court with little property and little social
significance, Snorri is a wealthy and influential chieftain already before his arrival in Norway.
This removes the initial contrast between the poet’s sharp intellect and his low social position,
which is otherwise typical for the court poet’s story. In this case, however, the distance from
the narrative type does not modify its central idea — instead, it strengthens and highlights it.

A more significant distance from the horizon of expectations of the court poet’s story is
created by its combination with the contrasting narrative type of the jarl’s story. The structural
pattern of the court poet’s story shapes only the account of Snorri’s first journey to Norway,
which focuses on how Snorri prevents an imminent conflict between Iceland and Norway by
his diplomatic skills and how his influence is increased by his alliance with the Norwegian
rulers. The second half of Snorri’s story, on the other hand, is shaped by the inherently tragic
narrative type of the jarl’s story because Snorri’s fate becomes inseparably intertwined with the
fate of his Norwegian ally, Skuli Bardarson. Nevertheless, although this combination of the two
narrative types creates a distance from the optimistic horizon of expectations of the court poet’s
story, it does not negate its meaning. The court poet’s story with its focus on the Icelander’s
free will and active approach to the forming of political alliances interprets even the second part
of Snorri’s story, showing that he was not a passive victim. On a more universal level, this
implies that the Icelandic society is not presented as a passive victim either: the forming of
political relationships with Norway is depicted as the Icelanders’ own initiative. The gloomy
ending of Snorri Sturluson’s story could have given Icelanders an opportunity to create a
narrative of opposition to Norway if such a narrative had been desirable for the construction of
Icelandic identity. The existing narrative about Snorri, however, proves that it was not the case.
Instead, the writing of Islendinga saga was motivated by the interest in creating a narrative of
the Icelanders’ active approach to their integration into a broader social space.

119



5.5. PORPR KAKALI SIGHVATSSON: THE FIGHTER

After both Sturla Sighvatsson and Snorri Sturluson had been killed, one of the Sturlungs still
held an important position in the power struggle — Pordr kakali Sighvatsson, Snorri’s nephew
and Sturla’s brother. His life is described in detail in another part of Sturlunga saga, known as
bordar saga kakala. Unlike Snorri, who is presented as a politician and a poet, Pordr is depicted
first and foremost as a fighter who lets his sword speak in the power struggle more than his
words. At the end of the saga, however, his character undergoes a transformation.

bordar saga consists of two subsequent conflict stories, each of them depicting the
protagonist’s dispute with one major opponent. Both conflicts occurred after the battle of
Orlygsstadir, which weakened the Sturlungs’ position in Iceland. At the time of the battle, Pordr
was in Norway, which was a lucky circumstance that probably saved his life. The Norwegian
king then helped Po6ror again when the power struggle in Iceland became intractable. The main
theme of this chapter is the development of the political relationship between Pordr, his
opponents, and the king.

5.5. 1. The conflict story and the character types of the fighter and the mediator

The structure of Pordar saga is shaped by the most common narrative type known from the
sagas of Icelanders, the conflict story. This narrative type is essential both for the composition
of the story line and for the construction of meaning in Pordar saga: the historical reality of the
events is fitted into a specific structural pattern, which has an interpretative and evaluative
function. It defines the protagonist as the character type of the fighter, and it draws attention to
the character type of the mediator, who terminates the conflict in which the fighter is involved.
The structural pattern of the conflict story creates a horizon of expectations, which is partly
fulfilled and partly disrupted in the narrative. New layers of meaning are constructed that way.

The character type of the fighter was a significant element of the medieval Icelanders’
cultural memory because armed clashes were a common aspect of life in a non-centralized
society. The typical fighter is not presented as a reprehensible, ruthless aggressor, or as an
unambiguously negative character. The sagas highlight the fighter’s positive qualities, such as
courage, determination, and battle skills, but they also point out his main fault, which is a lack
of moderation and an excessive tendency to violence in conflicts. As a typical example of the
fighter from the sagas of Icelanders we can name Gunnarr of Hlidarendi in Njdls saga. As has
been mentioned here, the belligerent Gunnarr is contrasted to the peaceful Njall, but he is
nevertheless not presented as a negative character. His portrayal in the text rather illustrates
how violent behaviour brings about the downfall of an otherwise exceptionally capable man.
The same is true of the typical representative of this character type in the contemporary sagas,
Sturla Sighvatsson. The structure of the conflict story creates an equal focus on both competing
parties; there is no hero and villain, only several groups furthering their interests. There is no
clearly defined aggressor either — the opponents’ roles as the attacker and the defender usually
alternate.

In the narrative portrayal of Pordr Sighvatsson, the character type of the Icelandic fighter
is combined with another type, known from the kings’ sagas — the warrior-aristocrat. This has
been pointed out by Costel Coroban, who has noticed a similarity in the portrayal of Pordr in
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bordar saga and of King Sverrir Sigurdarson in Sverris saga (Coroban 2018, 173-76). I do not,
however, agree with Coroban’s interpretation of this narrative parallel. He states that “these
attempts to award ‘kingly’ qualities to Icelandic magnates could not exist without a diminution
of the Norwegian kings’ roles. If we accept that the contemporary sagas attempted an
augmentation of the status of the Icelandic chieftains, then logically this construction must come
with a de-construction of the role of Kings” (Coroban 2018, 177, see also 189). Such
conclusions are not supported by the overall meaning of Pordar saga, which rather implies that
the Icelandic aristocrats’ desire to model themselves on kings signals their admiration and
approval of royal power. The following discussion of Pordar saga will, among other things,
aim at illustrating this.

Another highly significant character type in the conflict story is the mediator, who
intervenes in the dispute as a neutral third party. That is true especially in the contemporary
sagas; in stories about the Saga Age, an agreement is often reached on one or both of the
conflicting parties’ initiative, or it is mediated by “the people”. In some sagas of Icelanders,
there can be an individual mediator, typically an influential and popular chieftain, whose
authority is acknowledged by both parties. The contemporary sagas are characterized by an
increased focus on the individual mediator; this character type can be represented either by a
powerful chieftain or by a cleric. During the Sturlung Age, local disputes could still be solved
internally, as we saw in Svinfellinga saga. There was, however, no authority strong enough to
solve conflicts over the control of whole domains. It became impossible for the most powerful
chieftains to resolve their conflicts without external intervention, so they turned to the
Norwegian king, hoping that his authority would help them establish peace. Pdrdar saga
therefore portrays the king as a mediator.

5. 5. 2. The conflict story and Pordr Sighvatsson’s fight for power

Around 1240, the most influential Icelandic chieftains had already become powerful leaders of
large, territorially defined domains. The first all-quarter domain was established in the Eastern
Quarter by the Svinfellings 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 Sturlungs controlled almost all the Western Quarter, besides also controlling a
part of the Northern Quarter. After the battle of Orlygsstadir in 1238, Kolbeinn Arndrsson of
the Asbirnings gained all the Northern Quarter, which became the third all-quarter domain (see
Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, 71-75). After his defeat of Orakja Snorrason in 1242, Kolbeinn
also gained power over most of the Western Quarter, which led to his disputes with Pordr
Sighvatsson. This conflict forms the first part of Pérdar saga in the Sturlunga compilation.? It
follows the typical structural pattern of the conflict story: it begins with gradually increasing
tension between the two opponents, the next stage is a series of violent clashes, and the

22 The original separate Pordar saga, which is not extant, probably also described the preceding decades of the
protagonist’s life. The compiler of Sturlunga saga left out this part, probably because the same events are
depicted in Islendinga saga.
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culmination of the conflict is a battle. It is followed by a failed attempt at revenge and then
finally by a reconciliation.

When Pordr returns from Norway in 1242, his father’s and brothers’ domain is governed
by their opponent Kolbeinn Arnérsson, who has received forced oaths of loyalty from the local
farmers. Kolbeinn’s men pursue Pordr with the intention of capturing and subduing him, while
bordr attempts to gain support and gradually gathers some followers (chs. 1-11). Violent
clashes and occasional killings occur, as well as preparations for larger armed attacks, and both
sides gather numerous forces (chs. 13-25). Ever more important men get killed, including
Pordr’s brother Tumi Sighvatsson the younger (ch. 24). The violent culmination of the conflict
is the battle of Hunafl6i on June 25, 1244, in which Poror is successful at first but then is forced
to flee, and Kolbeinn pursues him (chs. 26-34). The battle does not bring any decisive result.
Poror attempts to attack Kolbeinn in revenge, but he fails (ch. 35). The conflict then reaches the
stage of reconciliation when Kolbeinn, who has become seriously ill by the time, negotiates
with Pordr. When the negotiation proves impossible without a sufficiently powerful arbitrator,
both chieftains agree to travel to Norway and accept the king’s judgement (ch. 35).

The king represents a higher authority, which alone can terminate the ongoing power
struggle by peaceful means. The general respect for the king’s authority is reflected in both
opponents’ willingness to accept his judgement. The journey does not take place in the end,
however, because Kolbeinn is unable to travel due to his illness. Before his death in 1245,
Kolbeinn promises to give Por0r his inheritance from the Sturlungs, but he gives the rest of his
domain to his kinsman Brandr Kolbeinsson, who cooperates with Gizurr Porvaldsson. It is of
interest that when Kolbeinn discusses his promise to Pordr with the farmers, they reject it at
first, because they are afraid that P6rdr will mistreat them. There is nothing in the saga to
suggest that Pordr tends to mistreat those who have accepted his leadership, so this is not a
depiction of bordr’s character, but rather of the general mistrust in the society. The dispute does
not end with Kolbeinn’s death, and the following conflict is not a revenge for Kolbeinn, whose
death was not violent, but rather a direct continuation of the power struggle (chs. 35-36).

The narrative account of these events in Pordar saga is a well-formed conflict story, but
it creates a distance from the horizon of expectations of the narrative type. When the conflict
culminates with a battle, the structural pattern leads to an expectation of a defeat and death of
one of the leaders, but both leaders survive the battle in the saga. The text implies, however,
that a lasting reconciliation would not have been possible without external intervention.
Although the mediation does not take place in the end, the structure of the narrative nevertheless
emphasizes its importance by showing that the conflict continues even after the death of one of
the opponents. This continuation of violence may have been prevented if the mediation had
taken place.

5.5. 3. The king as a mediator

The second conflict again follows the structural pattern of the conflict story, this time with an
even stronger focus on the king’s role as a mediator. Pordr’s dispute with Brandr Kolbeinsson
develops due to competition for power, and preparations for an armed clash take place (chs.
40-41). The violent culmination of the conflict is the battle of Haugsnes on April 19, 1246, in
which Brandr is killed and Pordr gains his domain, which consists of all the Northern Quarter
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and the Westfjords (chs. 42—43). In an attempt at revenge, Gizurr Porvaldsson intends to reunite
Brandr’s supporters and attack b6rdr (ch. 44), but the situation turns into a reconciliation when
both chieftains agree to travel to Norway and accept the king’s judgement (chs. 44—47).

This part of the saga fulfils the expectation of the defeat and death of one of the opponents
when Brandr is killed in the battle. The distance from the horizon of expectations of the conflict
story is created only at the stage of the revenge: the structural pattern leads to an expectation of
a violent vengeance, and the mediation is anticipated to take place only after that, but the bloody
vengeance is averted by the agreement and subsequent mediation instead. The story thus shows
that external mediation can terminate the cycle of violence even when a leader has already been
killed.

When Pordr and Gizurr arrive at the royal court in 1246, the king discusses the case with
them but does not make any final decision yet. Nevertheless, Pordar saga gives an account of
what people think about the king’s preferences (ch. 45):

En pat pottust menn skilja, at konungrinn myndi heldr dleidis vikja fyrir Gizuri allt pat, er honum potti sva mega.
Ok hofou menn pat fyrir satt, at pat myndi mjok vera fyrir sakir mala Snorra Sturlusonar, er lat hans hafoi nokkut
af konunginum leitt. [...] En er Pordr keerdi a um malit Snorra Sturlusonar, svaradi konungurinn par fyrir ok
sagdi, at hann atti pat at beeta, en bad Gizur svara 60rum malum. Potti ménnum pa sem Hakon konungr myndi
liosinna Gizuri um allt pat, er honum peetti sér soma eftir honum at meela. (Sturlunga saga 11, 82)

People believed that the king would prefer to decide in favour of Gizurr in everything, as long as he found it
possible. 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 Pordr prosecuted Snorri Sturluson’s case, the king answered
that it was his responsibility to pay compensation, but he asked Gizurr to answer to the other matters. People
believed that King Hakon would support Gizurr in everything, as long as he deemed it honourable to speak up for
him.

This implies that the relations between the king and the Icelanders were still rather personal
because the king was expected to base his judgement on his relationship to specific individuals,
rather than on abstract principles of justice. This was not dissimilar to conflict resolution in
Iceland, in which the allies and supporters that the participants could rely on were often
decisive. The acceptance of the king’s authority should thus not be regarded as a breakdown of
the Icelandic social system; instead, it can be regarded as its higher level. The only difference
was that nobody in Iceland was powerful enough to judge the chieftains, so they needed to turn
to the king to have their disputes judged and to be appointed to positions of power.

Both Pordar saga kakala (ch. 45) and Porgils saga skarda (ch. 6) emphasize the
chieftains’ truthfulness and honesty when they present their case to the king:

Ok pann ordrom fengu peir badir, at menn kvddust eigi heyrt hafa einardligar flutt en hvarr flutti sitt mal, sva
margt sem i hefdi ordit. Mcelti ok hvargi 60rum i mot eda osannandi annars sogn. (Sturlunga saga I, 82)

And they both gained such a reputation that people said they had never heard a more sincere speech than when
each of them presented his case, although so much had happened between them. They did not oppose each other
or call each other’s speech untrue.

Sogou pa sva einardliga fram sin malaefni fyrir konungi, at pa greindi ekki a. (Sturlunga saga 11, 114)
They presented their case to the king so sincerely that they never contradicted each other.

This shows the Icelanders in a positive light as honest men who fight for the king’s favour by
fair means, although some other parts of Pordar saga and Hdkonar saga show that calumny
also was an inevitable part of the power game. The idealization here may serve the purpose of
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illustrating the Icelanders’ positive relationship to the Norwegian crown, because by a fair
approach to the king they show that they expect the king to treat them fairly as well. And that
is what he does — despite his initial dislike of Pordr, he does not immediately decide in favour
of Gizurr, but instead he takes time to carefully consider the matter.

A change in the negotiations between Poror, Gizurr, and the king occurs when Cardinal
Vilhelm arrives in Norway in 1247 and is asked to judge the case. He supports Pordr, which is
explained by Pordr’s friendship with the newly consecrated Bishop Heinrekr of Holar (ch. 47):

Vildi hann pat eitt heyra, at P6éror feeri pa til Islands, en Gizurr veeri par eftir, — kvad pat ok rad, at einn madr
veeri skipadr yfir landit, ef frior skyldi vera. Pa var ok vigdr Heinrekr biskup til Islands til Hélastadar, ok dré hann
mjok fram hlut Pordar vid kardindlann ok sva vid konunginn. Var pa ok allkcert med peim biskupi ok Pordi. [...]
bd var pat radit, at boror skyldi ut, ok var hann pa skipadr yfir allt landit til forrada. En Gizurr var pa eftir, ok
Dotti honum pat allpungt. Var honum pa skipud sysla nordr i Prandheimi. Porgils, freendi Pordar, var pa eftir med
konungi sva sem [ nékkurri gislingu fyrir boro til trunadar vid konung. (Sturlunga saga II, 83—84)

[Cardinal Vilhelm] wanted to hear nothing else than that P6rdr would go to Iceland and Gizurr would stay in
Norway. He also recommended appointing one man to govern the land and establish peace. Bishop Heinrekr was
then consecrated for Hoélar in Iceland, and he interceded much on Pordr’s behalf with the cardinal and with the
king. The bishop and P6rdr were very friendly to each other at the time. [...] It was then decided that Poror should
go to Iceland, and he was appointed to govern the whole land. Gizurr stayed in Norway, and he was very displeased
with it. He was then appointed to govern a district in Prandheimr in the north of Norway. Poror’s kinsman Porgils
stayed with the king as a kind of hostage for Pordr to guarantee his loyalty to the king.

Hakonar saga (ch. 301) adds the cardinal’s renowned praise of monarchy, as well as a more
detailed specification of Pordr’s tasks as a royal representative:

bad var ok sii skipan ger til Islands med rddi kardindla at sii pj6d er par byggdi pjonadi til Hikonar konungs, pvi
at hann kalladi pat 6sannligt at land pat pjonadi eigi undir einhvern konung sem 61l 6nnur i veréldinni. Var pa
sendr ut bPordr kakali med Heinreki byskupi. Skyldu peir flytja pat erendi vid landsfolkit at allir jattadisk undir riki
Hakonar konungs ok slikar skattgjafir sem peim semoi. [...] Gizurr Porvaldsson var eftir i Noregi. (Hakonar saga
11, 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 land did not serve any king like all other
lands in the world. Pordr Sighvatsson was then sent to Iceland together with Bishop Heinrekr to persuade the
people of the land to accept King Hakon’s rule and to agree to such tax as they saw fit. [...] Gizurr Porvaldsson
stayed in Norway.

Whether this speech is authentic or not, it clearly reflects one of the central ideas of Hdakonar
saga — that royal rule is an important sign of civilized societies because it creates order. There
is nothing in the text of Hdkonar saga or Pordar saga to suggest that Icelanders would have
opposed this idea.

Poror is sent to Iceland as a royal representative in 1247, and he gains control of the
Borgarfjoror region, the Westfjords, and the Northern Quarter without opposition. He has
influential adherents in these regions, including Hrafn Oddsson, Sturla Pordarson, Eyjolfr
borsteinsson, Einarr Porvaldsson, Nikulds Oddsson, Svarth6fdi Dufgusson, and Porleifr
boérdarson of Gardar. The chieftains in the Eastern Quarter, Porvardr and Oddr bPérarinsson and
Semundr Ormsson, have disagreements among themselves, but they are all Pordr’s allies (see
Sverrir Jakobsson 2016, 217—-18). These men’s support is of essential importance for Poror
because the position of a royal representative is in itself not sufficient for gaining and retaining
power in Iceland. It is due to his existing power base that Poror firmly establishes his leadership
and succeeds in expelling some of his opponents to Norway. Everybody follows his will at the
Alpingi of 1248, except for the men from the Southern Quarter, who are Gizurr’s adherents.
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bordr threatens them but refrains from using violence. When Gizurr does not return in the
autumn, Pordr rides south and forces the farmers to accept him as their leader. They are
reluctant, but they do not actively oppose him, and no armed clashes are involved. The
experienced fighter refrains from violent means because he no longer needs them; his authority
has grown to such an extent that nobody dares to directly oppose him.

In 1249, bo6ror gets into a dispute with Bishop Heinrekr, who complains to the king,
claiming that P6ror is not keeping his agreement with the king (ch. 48):

En biskup flutti ekki mjok mal Pordar ok kvad hann eigi efna pat, er hann hefdi heitit, kvad konungs vilja aldri
mundu vio ganga d Islandi, medan P6ror rédi sva miklu. Biskup var med konungi um vetrinn, ok hlyddi konungr
allmjok a hans sagnir. En pa var fatt peira manna i Noregi, er mjok dreegi fram hlut Pordar, nema nokkurir
l6gunautar hans. (Surlunga saga 11, 86)

But the bishop did not support Poror much, and he said that Poror did not keep the promises he had made. He said
that the king’s will would never be accepted in Iceland as long as Pordr was in charge. The bishop spent the winter
with the king, who often listened to his speech. There were, on the other hand, few men in Norway who supported
Pordr, except for some of his fellow retainers.

The bishop accuses Pordr of misusing the king’s support for strengthening his own position in
Iceland. The text also shows that the relations at the royal court are still surprisingly personal —
it is the number of supporters that is described as one of the crucial factors in the king’s decision.
In this case, the king decides to summon Po6rdr to Norway.?

Hakonar saga (ch. 301) explains the reasons for the bishop’s sudden enmity towards
Pordr, and it then returns to an account of how strongly the king is influenced by Bishop
Heinrekr’s utterances when Pordr arrives at the royal court in 1250 (ch. 317):

Ok er bordr kom nordr um vetrinn pa hofou peir menn er helzt varu ovinir Pordar keert sin mal fyrir byskupi, ok
hafdi hann tekit peira mal a sinn varnad. Ok af pessu tok at spillast vinatta peira byskups ok Pordar, par til er
peir urdu & engan hlut sattir. Var byskup tvd vetr d Islandi ok for eftir pat iitan & fund Hakonar konungs ok var
hinn mesti ovin bordar jafnan sidan. En peir slogu sér pa saman i vinattu, Heinrekr byskup ok Gizurr, ok fluttu
pat fyrir konungi at hans mal mundi betr fara é Islandi ef peir veeri til sendir. (Hakonar saga II, 136-37)

When bordr came to the north of Iceland that winter, his worst enemies had complained to the bishop about their
situation, and the bishop had taken their case into his hands. For this reason, the friendship between the bishop and
bordr started to decline, and in the end, they never agreed on anything. The bishop spent two winters in Iceland,
and after that he went to Norway to visit King Hakon, and he was Pordr’s worst enemy ever since. But he formed
an alliance with Gizurr, and they said to the king that his interests would be better furthered in Iceland if they were
sent there.

Petta haust kému peir iitan af Islandi, Sigvardr byskup ok Péror kakali, ok fundu konung i Prandheimi. Var par
ba mart islenzkra manna, Heinrekr byskup, Gizurr Porvaldsson, bPorgils skardi, Jon Sturluson, Finnbjorn
Helgason, Scemundarsynir Philippus ok Haraldr, ok var med peim mikill sveitardrattr, pvi at hverr vildi sitt mal
fvtja, til pess at needi ut at fara. En Heinrekr byskup flutti pat mest at Gizurr skyldi ut fara, pvi at hann st60 mest
[ moti bordi ok kalladi pat onytt er Pordr hafdi syslat. Sagdi byskup at Pordr hafdi i 6llu sinn hlut fram dregit en
ekki scemd konungs, ok var pvi meirr truat at sinni. (Hakonar saga II, 153)

That autumn, Bishop Sigvardr and Poror kakali came from Iceland and visited the king in Prandheimr. There were
many Icelanders there at the time, Bishop Heinrekr, Gizurr Porvaldsson, Porgils Bédvarsson, Jon Sturluson,
Finnbjoérn Helgason, Seemundr’s sons Philippus and Haraldr, and there was a fierce competition among them,
because each wanted to further his own interests and be sent to Iceland [on the king’s behalf]. Bishop Heinrekr
recommended most that Gizurr should be sent to Iceland, because he strongly opposed Pordr and called everything

23 In the standard modern edition (Sturlunga saga 1946), Pordar saga ends here, soon after the king’s decision to
summon bordr back to Norway. In the Sturlunga compilation, however, the rest of Pordr’s life, described in
Islendinga saga, is logically connected to this part of his story, although it is separated from it by accounts of other
events.
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that Pordr had done useless. He said that Pordr had furthered his own interests instead of the king’s esteem in all
matters, and this time the king largely believed him.

The conflict originated in Iceland, where the powerful men, both secular and ecclesiastical,
furthered the interests of their supporters as well as their own, just like they had always done.
The difference was that they now turned to the king when any serious disputes occurred among
them. The king’s decision, however, far from being based on impersonal, absolute principles,
was formed by what Hans Jacob Orning has called a dual contextual foundation — the king was
influenced by those who were physically close to him, and these men in turn had highly personal
grounds for their assessment of the situation (Orning 2008, 252). In this respect, the difference
between the king and the Icelandic chieftains was much less in practice than in theory.

King Hakon had a recent personal experience with treason, as he had been betrayed by
his co-ruler and father-in-law Skuli Bardarson, and this doubtlessly made him more sensitive
to any potential disloyalty. The saga shows, however, that Pordr was not actually disloyal to
the king, he was only unable to gain the support of his opponent’s followers, and these started
to spread calumny about Pordr at the royal court, notably in his absence. It is of interest here
that a very similar situation is described in Hakonar saga’s account of the king’s conflict with
Skuli — the saga repeatedly emphasizes that the two got along when they spent time together,
but as soon as one of them travelled away, dishonest men started spreading mistrust and
suspicion between them (ch. 213 and elsewhere). Skuli was in fact disloyal to the king, and
blaming others is a narrative strategy used in the saga to idealize the relationship between the
king and Skuli, but such a narrative strategy could be effective only if it was credible — if it
reflected the real political principles of the time. This parallel should therefore be taken into
consideration in the evaluation of Poror’s case, as it shows that his situation was not based on
a specific approach to Icelanders, but rather on the common practice in Norway. Pordar saga
also directly mentions the king’s conflict with Snorri Sturluson as the reason for his initial
mistrust toward Snorri’s kinsman Pordr, and it is likely that this mistrust was still not forgotten,
although the king had already given Pordr a chance. Both Snorri and Skuli had been dead for
some years, but the king’s opinions were probably still formed by the recent Norwegian power
struggle.

The king sends Gizurr Porvaldsson to Iceland in 1252 together with Porgils Bodvarsson,
Bishop Heinrekr, and others; Gizurr receives power over almost all the Northern Quarter, and
borgils over Borgarfjordr ([slendinga saga, ch. 164). Pordr Sighvatsson stays in Norway, but
the king gives him an office in local administration in Norway (sysla) (Hakonar saga I, 162);
thereby he shows him respect and provides him with a source of income. Hdkonar saga also
shows that Bishop Heinrekr’s support of Gizurr is as unsteady as his support of bPoror (ch. 327):

Hofdu peir ok eigi lengi verit G Islandi, Heinrekr byskup ok Gizurr, Gor byskupi potti Gizurr eigi enda pat er hann
hafdi konungi heitit. Kom pa sva bratt at byskup vendi sinni vinadttu til peira manna er mestir varu ovinir Gizurar.
Sagdi byskup sva at engi var fullkomnari i en Gizurr at rjufa alla pa hluti er konungi varu til seemdar ok hann
hafdi heitit. (Hakonar saga II, 161)

Bishop Heinrekr and Gizurr had not been in Iceland a long time before the bishop felt that Gizurr was not keeping
the promises he had given to the king. The bishop then suddenly turned his friendship to those who most opposed
Gizurr. The bishop said that nobody was more accomplished than Gizurr in breaking all the promises to further
the king’s honour.
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That is, however, not the biggest problem that Gizurr is facing. Poror’s supporters in Iceland
do not give up easily even in his absence, and they gather forces to attack Gizurr and Porgils
(Islendinga saga, ch. 165). bordr’s chief supporter Eyjolfr Porsteinsson unsuccessfully attempts
to kill Gizurr by burning his farm in the autumn of 1253. Gizurr loses his wife and sons in the
attack and leaves for Norway in the summer of 1254 because he wishes to regain his social
prestige by visiting the royal court (Islendinga saga, chs. 170-182), and because the king has
summoned him (Hakonar saga 11, 169). Gizurr and Pordr are then both in Norway, while the
power struggle in Iceland is taken over by other men, as will be discussed in the section about
borgils Bodvarsson. These violent conflicts are beyond the king’s control.

Despite the renewed mistrust, the king continues to treat Pordr with respect. The
relationship between Poror and Gizurr, on the other hand, remains cold when they both meet in
Norway in 1254, as can be seen in [slendinga saga (ch. 192):

Litlu sidar for bordr kakali austr til Tunsbergs, ok tok konungr honum eigi margliga. Gizurr var par fyrir. Ok er
bordr hafoi par skamma hrid verit, bidr hann konung, at hann léti Gizur i brott fara, ok segir eigi orveent, at
vandreedi aukist af, ef peir veeri i einum kaupstad badir. Konungr svarar: ,, Hver van er pér pess, at ek reka Gizur,
freenda minn, fra mér fyrir pessi ummeeli pin, — eda myndir pu eigi vilja vera i himinriki, ef Gizurr veeri par fyrir? “
., Vera gjarna, herra, “ segir Pordr, ,,ok veeri po langt i milli okkar.* Konungr brosti at, en po gerdi konungr pat,
at hann fekk hvarum tveggja peira syslu. Hafdi boror syslu | Skidunni. bPeir foru badir til Hallands med konungi.
Er par mikil saga fra Pordi. bordr var vinscell 1 syslu sinni, ok pykkir peim sem fair islenzkir menn hafi slikir verit
af sjalfum sér sem Pordr. (Sturlunga saga I, 523-24)

After some time, Pordr went east to Tinsberg, but the king did not give him a warm welcome. Gizurr was also
there. And when Pordr had been there a short time, he asked the king to send Gizurr away, and he 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 is it
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,” Pordr replied, “but I would keep a distance from him.” The
king smiled, and yet he made an arrangement to appoint each of them to govern a district in Norway. bPoror
governed the district of Skida. They both accompanied the king to Halland,?* and there is much to tell of P6rdr’s
deeds there. He was also popular in the district that he governed, and people felt that few Icelanders had been as
capable as Poror.

This humorous dialogue can be regarded as an evaluation of the king’s attitude to disputes
among Icelanders. Far from wishing to weaken the chieftains by increasing their mutual strife,
he wishes to establish peace. That is confirmed by the practical solution to Pordr’s enmity with
Gizurr, when the king sends them to different parts of Norway. That way, he also shows them
trust and respect, as he grants them high positions within the Norwegian administration. It is
also emphasized in the text that Pordr lives up to all the expectations and becomes a popular
local leader in Norway.

It may be this success in Norwegian regional politics that convinces the king to give Poror
a second chance in Iceland. Islendinga saga does not explain the king’s motivation for his
decision, but it informs us that the king intends to send P6ror to Iceland as a royal representative
again in 1256. The text also pauses on Pordr’s reaction to the news (ch. 192):

Sva segir Kolfinna Porvaldsdottir, ok var hon pa med bordi, at bréf Hakonar konungs komu til hans sid um kveld,
er hann sat vid drykk, pat er P6ror vattadi, at konungr hafdi gefit honum orlof til Islands ok gera hann par mestan
mann. Vard hann sva gladr vid, at hann kvad engan hlut pann til bera, at honum peetti pa betri. Pakkadi hann
konunginum mikilliga. Drukku menn pad ok varu allkatir. Litlu sidar taladi Pordr, sagdist ok eigi fara skyldu af

2 King Héakon undertook a military expedition to Halland — now a district in Sweden, then a part of Denmark —
in the summer of 1256 because of an ongoing conflict with the Danish king (see Hdakonar saga, chs. 339-341).
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Islandi, ef honum yrdi audit it at koma. Litlu sidar segir Pordr, at svifi yfir hann. Var honum pd fylgt til hvilu
sinnar. Tok hann pa sottin sva fast, at hann la skamma stund, ok leiddi hann til bana. (Sturlunga saga I, 524)
Kolfinna Porvaldsdottir,?® who stayed with Pordr at the time, says that he received letters from King Hakon late
one evening when he was sitting and drinking. Pordr then affirmed 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 Pordr said that if he was fortunate enough to get to Iceland,
he would never leave again. A little later he said that he was feeling 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 scene is both emotionally strong and significant for the interpretation of Pordr’s life
in the narrative. The old fighter, who never gained firm and lasting rule over Iceland by the
sword, now finally sees his dream fulfilled by non-violent political means. His sudden death,
however, thwarts his hope once and for all. The warrior-aristocrat is not destined to govern
Iceland because belligerent chieftains are meant to be replaced by centralized rule. The time of
fighters is over.

5. 5. 4. The fighter’s story, cultural memory, and Icelandic identity

bordr Sighvatsson is presented as an ambiguous character — as a fierce fighter who learns to
show moderation, a man who lives by the sword and dies in bed. The saga mostly depicts him
with sympathy, although he is not portrayed as an ideal peaceful chieftain, and his faults and
failures are not covered up. Like every other conflict story, the saga criticizes unnecessary
brutality and advocates reconciliation. The difference is that Pordar saga places a much
stronger emphasis on the king’s role as a mediator, showing that the king is the only authority
whose decision can be respected by the most influential Icelandic chieftains of the Sturlung
Age. The text expresses the idea that in the given situation, bloodshed cannot be prevented
without the monarch’s intervention. That way, the saga propagates monarchy as a political
system that establishes peace, order, and stability.

The motif of an old fighter’s non-violent death in the moment of victory underlines
bordr’s ambiguity and creates a distance from the horizon of expectations of the conflict story.
Sturlunga saga depicts real historical events, and the death has not been invented for a narrative
effect, but the structure of the text influences the recipients’ perception of the events and invites
a particular interpretation. The narrative type of the conflict story draws attention to the
character type of the fighter, but then the text creates a distance from the narrative type by
showing that one of the best fighters of the Sturlung Age never achieves his goal by wielding
weapons, only by turning to peaceful negotiations, and then he is deprived of his final victory
by a sudden death. This distance from the horizon of expectations of the conflict story reflects
the idea that the time of fighters is over and will not come back because the warrior-aristocrats
have been replaced by representatives of centralized royal rule.

The character type of the fighter retained its place in the cultural memory, and it remained
a popular literary motif that was accepted with admiration and nostalgia, but now its place was
on parchment, rather than in real political relations. An awareness of social transformation did
not, however, necessarily bring about a feeling of discontinuity or loss of identity, as the change
concerned only some specific aspects and allowed for strong elements of continuity in many

25 Probably a granddaughter of Snorri Sturluson, daughter of Porvaldr of Vatnsfjoror and Snorri’s daughter bordis.
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spheres of the cultural and political life. Pordar saga shows that the political relations within
the monarchy were in fact not as impersonal as the official royal ideology suggested. Continuity
consisted in the lasting significance of constant discussion between the monarch, the local
aristocrats, and the ecclesiastical dignitaries, the purpose of which was finding compromises
that were beneficial for everyone. Increased centralization of power strengthened the executive
power, which was essential for solving conflicts that would otherwise cause lengthy armed
clashes, which were not beneficial for anyone.

5. 6. PORGILS SKARPI BOPVARSSON: THE ROYAL RETAINER

Before we get to the final consolidation of power in Iceland, we need to turn our attention to
another important figure, Porgils skardi Bodvarsson. He was Poror Sighvatsson’s kinsman and
their stories mostly take place simultaneously, but there is a considerable difference in their
portrayal in Sturlunga saga. Poror is presented as the warrior-chieftain of the old type, although
aristocratic manners are not unknown to him, whereas borgils is described as a royal retainer,
who truly values social cohesion higher than his personal ambition.

It has been suggested that Porgils saga skarda, which is only preserved in the
Reykjarfiaroarbok redaction of Sturlunga saga, focuses on the Icelanders’ opposition to royal
power more than other contemporary sagas (Helgi Porldksson 2012, 82—84). I do not, however,
agree with this view. In the following I aim to show that while Porgils saga openly depicts
some conflicts between the supporters of different royal representatives in Iceland around 1250,
its overall presentation of the relationship between the Icelandic magnates and the monarchy is
even more positive than in the other parts of Sturlunga saga. In Islendinga saga, for example,
both Sturla Sighvatsson and Gizurr borvaldsson are formally the king’s representatives, but
they hardly ever really put the king’s interests before their own. Porgils Bodvarsson, on the
other hand, is presented as a character who gradually develops into an almost ideal royal retainer
and a highly loyal representative of royal power. Opposition to him is not depicted as opposition
to the monarchy, however, but rather as a power struggle in which the supporters of other
chieftains refuse to accept Porgils because they wish to remain faithful to their leaders.

The narrative type of the royal retainer’s story has already been presented here. It has
been shown that its structural pattern emphasizes the protagonist’s transformation from a
troublemaker who threatens the social order by his belligerence into a noble fighter whose
ferocity gets a meaningful purpose in service to a monarch. The decisive step toward this
transformation is the protagonist’s journey from Iceland to Norway, and typically also a quest
in which he proves his worth away from the royal court. The chief aspect of the character type
of the royal retainer is a combination of bravery and loyalty — the protagonist is not afraid to
fight when necessary, but instead of disrupting social stability by excessive greed for power, he
uses his courage to defend the social order represented by the monarch. Porgils saga modifies
this narrative type by combining it with another, the peaceful chieftain’s story. Unlike the
typical royal retainer’s story, in which the protagonist fights on behalf of the monarch, Porgils
saga focuses on the development of the protagonist from a fighter to a royal representative who
aims at non-violent conflict resolution when it is possible. This development draws attention to
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the difference between the traditional Icelandic warrior-chieftains, such as Pordr Sighvatsson,
and the new type of the peaceful representatives of centralized rule.

5. 6. 1. The royal retainer’s story and Porgils at the royal court

borgils saga begins with an extensive and detailed account of the protagonist’s youth (chs. 1—
10), which highlights Porgils’ fierce, aggressive personality. This is first shown at the very
beginning of the saga, when borgils gets into a dispute with another boy over a game and
stubbornly refuses to compromise or apologize (ch. 1). This scene is not significant for the
further development of the action, but it is essential as a key scene in the characterization of the
protagonist and as the introduction of the royal retainer’s story.

borgils sails to Norway in his youth, and although he is still ferocious by nature, he learns
to show moderation and use his bravery for useful purposes during his stay among the
aristocrats. At the beginning of his stay in Norway, Porgils is still unable to control his
fierceness, and he takes part in a brawl at a feast, followed by a hefty discussion about
vengeance and honour (ch. 2). The scene shows the contrast between the overall lack of dignity
in drunken brawls on the one hand, and the necessity of claiming compensation for individual
insults and wounds received on such an occasion on the other hand:

Eirikr meelti til Brynjolfs: ,, Geymid til bondi, at hark petta semist, ok er pat ydur semd ok allra peira, er hér eigu
hlut at. “ Brynjolfr meelti: ,, Litill vani hefir pat hér verit, at menn veeri bardir { hybylum minum. “ [...] Bjérn meelti:
. bat kann ek pér segja, Arni, pétt yor pykki min skémm litils verd, at vera skal annat hvart, at ek skal hafa fyrir
fulla semd eda hefna min sjalfr.  Porgils segir: ,, Ef pu heitist vid, Bjorn, mjok at gera mér eina skomm, pa skal
ek gera pér tveer skammir, pat er pu skalt mega badar hendr d festa. * (Sturlunga saga 11, 108—09)

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.” Brynjolfr said: “It has not been usual here that men would get beaten
up in my house.” [...] Bjorn said: “I can tell you, Arni, that although you deem my shame insignificant, it will
either be so that I shall receive a full compensation, or I will take revenge.” Porgils 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.”

Although the brawl is petty, the debate features the key concepts of the Norse social norms,
such as honour, shame, and revenge (seemod, skomm, hefnd). The discussion has a more universal
meaning and concerns disputes in general, both petty and serious. It is therefore quite significant
that the whole episode ends with an agreement, the harm suffered by both parties is deemed
equal, and everyone is satisfied with the reconciliation:

En peir 16gdu par bezt til hiromennirnir, Arni ok Ketill, ok Eirikr ok Bergr. Bidu peir Porgils veegja til fyrir
Brynjolfi bonda ok radi peira manna, er par varu mest virdir. En Porgils pagdi, sem hann var vanr, ef hann
reiddist. Allmisjafnt [0g0u menn til, en pessi vard lykt a med atkveedi Brynjolfs bonda ok radi peira manna, er par
varu mest virdir [ hja ok bezt vildu til leggja, at mal pessi féllust i fadma ok skyldi enginn 60rum fé beeta. Seldi pa
hverr 60rum grid, en sidan settust peir nior ok drukku. Var bondi pa allkatr ok hverr vio annan. Drukku nu af
Jjolin. (Sturlunga saga 11, 109)

The best suggestions came from the retainers Arni and 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 among the present men and wished to give the best advice, the end
was that the complaints were proclaimed equal, and nobody needed 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 together. They continued with the Christmas feast.
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The conciliatory solution is praised in the narrative through a characterization of those who
bring it about as “those who were most respected among the present men and wished to give
the best advice”. The scene shows that unity and accord among the royal retainers are worth
giving up some personal pride for, because real honour is gained by respecting this unity and
keeping peace. Everyone therefore feels obliged to put the group’s interests before his own, and
borgils must learn this. Porgils comes from the Icelandic aristocratic environment, where the
concept of unity within groups beyond the family seems to have been weak, because Iceland
lacked a monarch and an ideology that would form such clearly defined groups. The alliances
between chieftains and families were often unstable because everyone minded their personal
interests in the first place, and action was motivated by individuals’ reactions to situations that
threatened their social position — whether they concerned property, local power, or other aspects
(see Nordal 1998, 147-48). In Norway, political relations were also still partly based on
individual trust and mutual obligations, but the monarch did not represent just an individual on
top of the social hierarchy, but rather an institution that transcended individuality. Loyalty to
the king and to the royal retinue was therefore also a value that transcended individuality.
Icelanders who entered royal service as retainers had to adapt to this concept of group unity.

When Porgils learns to understand the value of unity, he seeks a position in the royal
retinue, and he is helped by the highly respected Icelandic retainer Aron Hjorleifsson, who feels
obliged to assist the young man because Porgils’ father Bodvarr helped him during his outlawry
in Iceland. The Norwegian retainer Brynjolfr offers to help Porgils at the royal court as well.
Both praise him greatly, and Porgils probably gains the position mainly due to their intercession
(ch. 4). This shows the importance of personal-political relationships for the career at the royal
court. The same relationships were also essential in Icelandic politics, so both social systems
were based on the same principles; the only significant difference was the importance of the
concept of group unity in Norway.

The king treats Porgils with respect, but he holds him in Norway and does not give him
permission to return to Iceland. This, however, cannot be perceived as oppression, because
borgils entered the king’s service voluntarily and agreed to enter into a relationship of
obligation. It must rather be regarded as one of the signs of the typical duality of the relations
between retainers and kings. Social prestige could be gained at the royal court, but the king
rightfully required loyalty and cooperation in return. The relationship was mutually beneficial
as long as both parties followed the rules. These conditions were the same for Norwegian and
Icelandic retainers without difference.

At this point, Porgils’ personality is still rather troublesome, but the upcoming change is
foreshadowed when the queen excuses his ferocity with young age (ch. 5). In this context, the
saga also points out that the queen is friendly toward the Sturlungs specifically:

Drottning var inn mesti vinr Sturlunga, sva sem verit hafdi Skuli, fadir hennar. Hon bad bPorgils setjast nior hja
seér, en hann settist a fotskemil hja fotum hennar. (Sturlunga saga II, 112)

The queen was the Sturlungs’ best friend, just like her father Skuli had been. She asked Porgils to sit down beside
her, but he sat down on a stool by her feet.

This comment alludes to Skuli Bardarson’s alliance with Snorri Sturluson, and thus to the
Icelanders’ role in the internal power struggle in Norway. This power struggle was over by
borgils’ time, but the allusions to it show that it was not forgotten.
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borgils’ 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 deserves 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 (ch. 6):

Konungr kvad a, hvar Porgils skyldi standa, en hann vildi fram ganga miklu lengra. Fekk hann sva mikinn haska
vid pat, at pat potti med olikindum, er hann helt lifi meidingarlaust. Um sidir lét konungr taka langsskipssegl ok
gera alvatt ok bera at eldinum. Vard pat pa um sidir, at eldrinn slokknadi med guds miskunn ok hamingju konungs.
En borgils fekk pann ordrom af konungi sjalfum ok éllum 60rum, er vissu, at engi madr hefdi par jafnvel borit ok
borgizt sem hann — i jafnmiklum hdska, sva sem Sturla Pordarson hefir kvedit i erfidrapu peiri, er hann orti um
borgils. Ok pessa naut Porgils jafnan sidan hja konungi, sva at hann poldi honum betr en flestum 6drum jafnar
tilgerdir. (Sturlunga saga II, 113—14).

The king decided where Porgils 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 Pérdarson says in the funeral
poem that he composed about Porgils. Afterwards, this always served Porgils well when he was with the king,
who was more tolerant of his misdeeds than other men’s.

This is typical for the narrative type of the royal retainer’s story: the retainer risks his own life
bravely and selflessly, and the monarch praises his extraordinary prowess. It is a parallel to the
scene from Gudmundar saga that has been mentioned in the discussion of Ari Porgeirsson,
where the Icelander saves a Norwegian aristocrat’s life. In both cases, the account is
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.

This episode, in which the protagonist proves his worth for the first time, is followed by
another typical element of the royal retainer’s story: a quest in which the retainer shows his
abilities away from the royal court. In this case, the quest does not take place abroad, but it
nevertheless takes place in the king’s absence. Porgils is staying in Nidaros, which is managed
by Jarl Knutr Hakonarson.?® Knutr insults the Sturlungs at a feast, and an argument breaks out
between him and Porgils (ch. 8). It is of interest that this episode is a parallel to the scene of
Porgils’ first dispute at a feast. The difference is that in the first case, all the participants are
royal retainers, so their mutual loyalty prevents them from continuing the conflict. Here, the
situation is different — although Knutr is the king’s vassal, he partly represents an independent
power unit; the king’s retainers are not bound by any oaths of loyalty to Knutr, and they tend
to compete with his men.

The text also implies that besides this competition between the king’s and the jarl’s
followers, the conflict has another, more important reason: the memory of the recent power
struggle in Norway. Significantly, this episode again alludes to the Sturlungs’ role in this power
struggle, and although some of the Sturlungs loyally supported the king, the one whom the
contemporaries remember best is clearly Snorri Sturluson, who supported the king’s opponent.
It is highlighted in the text that Knutr specifically ridicules Snorri Sturluson and other Icelanders
who were Skuli Bardarson’s allies in his rivalry with King Hékon:

Meelti Knuitr jarl heldr hdduliga til Islendinga, taladi til Snorra Sturusonar ok annarra islenzkra manna, er verit
hofou med Skula hertoga. Tok jarl a peim ollum heldr litilmannliga. En Porgils svarar sva a moti, at peir freendr

26 Ca. 1208-1261, son of Jarl Hakon galinn.
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hans myndi verit hafa, et eigi myndi sik allmikit vanta pykkja d vid hann fyrir utan nafnbot. Petta likadi jarli
storilla, urdou af pessu mjék sundrorda. (Sturlunga saga 11, 115)

Jarl Knutr spoke quite mockingly about Icelanders, meaning Snorri Sturluson and other Icelandic men who had
supported Duke Skuli. He pointed out that they all were rather unworthy. Porgils 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.

The cause of the derision may be the fact that these Icelanders were on the losing side together
with Skuli, but the scene also implies that these conflicts were not forgotten even after Skuli’s
defeat. From other sources, mainly Hakonar saga, we know that Knutr participated actively in
the Norwegian power struggle. At first, in 1226—1227, he was the leader of the Ribbungs, a
revolt group against King Hakon, but after their defeat he was reconciled with the king
(Hakonar saga 1, 313-29). He rejected Skuli’s offers of alliance, including the offer of a jarl’s
title (Hakonar saga I1, 58, 66). Subsequently, he received this title from King Hakon, and in
the conflict between the king and Skuli he was among the king’s foremost supporters, and he
even personally participated in battles (Hdkonar saga II, 67-93, 106). It is therefore
understandable that he remembered these events well, as he had personally experienced them,
and he clearly felt no reason to keep quiet about them. The fact that he mentioned them in
connection with Icelanders implies that he deemed their role in the Norwegian power struggle
quite substantial.

The memory of the conflict between Hakon and Skuli is probably the main reason why
Jar]l Knutr and Porgils do not hesitate to draw their weapons. A violent clash is nevertheless
prevented by others, and Porgils is then personally reconciled with the jarl. Later, however, the
conflict continues on a more collective level (ch. 9). A royal retainer wounds one of the jarl’s
followers in an armed clash and is imprisoned 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 more
collective, Porgils reminds the jarl of their previous personal disagreement. He also speaks on
behalf of all Icelanders, which suggests that a double dichotomy can be perceived in the dispute:
on the one hand between the king’s and the jarl’s men, and on the other hand between Icelanders
and Norwegians (ch. 9):

[...] Er nit vel, at pii reynir pat i dag, hvart Islendingar eru sva linir ok litils héattar sem pér sogoud i vetr. * Jarl
meelti: ,,Slikt er mikit ofbeldi otignum ménnum at halda til jafns vio oss eda meir. ** Taldi hann nu margar sakar
vid Porgils ok eggjadi pa menn sina til atséknar. (Sturlunga saga II, 117)

“[...] It is good that you can try today whether Icelanders are as weak and insignificant as you said last winter.”
The jarl said: “It is very overbearing behaviour when low-born men regard themselves as our equals or superiors.”
He enumerated many accusations against Porgils and encouraged his men to attack.

This double dichotomy suggests that Porgils feels that it is his duty to defend the king’s and the
Icelanders’ honour, as well as his own. Icelanders are, however, defined as a group in the sense
of regional, rather than national identity. They are mentioned by Jarl Knutr as active participants
in Norwegian politics, which implies that they are regarded as members of a unified social space
that includes both Iceland and Norway. Their reputation can nevertheless be stained by some
past failures, so Porgils probably feels the need to improve it by his fearlessness, and to show
that noble Icelanders are not as low-born as the jarl suggests.
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The attack is slow to begin, however, because there are kinsmen and friends in both
groups. When negotiations begin, Porgils refuses to give the jarl self-judgement, but he finally
decides to accept the king’s judgement. This shows that he has learnt to control his ferocity and
is willing to choose a peaceful solution. Porgils is praised for his peaceful decision in the
narrative, and it is underlined that his reputation is improved by this: “people thought that
borgils had dealt well with this, and he gained a good reputation for it” (potti Porgils pessu hafa
vel fylgt, ok fekk hann sér fyrir gott ord, Sturlunga saga 11, 118). He is appreciated for having
found the right balance between moderation and decisiveness — he does not insist on violence,
but at the same time he refuses to submit the decision to his opponent. By such behaviour he
protects his own honour, as well as the king’s and the Icelanders’ honour, more than he would
have done by victory in a fight.

Here the narrative creates a distance from the horizon of expectations of the royal
retainer’s story. In the typical structural pattern of this narrative type, the protagonist improves
his reputation by fighting on behalf of the king, but in Porgils saga, the protagonist is praised
for preventing a violent clash and turning to the king for arbitration instead. That way, he
improves his own reputation by showing moderation and averting bloodshed with the help of
the king’s authority. As Hans Jacob Orning has pointed out, retaining esteem and a good
reputation was in this case crucial not just for Porgils, but also for the king. Even the monarch,
according to Orning, was not too concerned about the legal aspects of the matter, as he
expressed approval of how the case ended, and he did not reproach Porgils for having broken
the law. That means that the king’s primary interest was not in resolving conflicts in accordance
with the absolute principles of law, but rather in maintaining his own esteem and that of his
men, because it was difficult for the king to maintain authority in the Norwegian regions where
he was not physically present (Orning 2008, 340—41). To achieve this, he depended on the sense
of honour displayed by Porgils when he wanted to “let the king know that he has brave men
here and not idle cowards” (latum konung pat spyrja, at hann hefir hér drengjum skipat, en eigi
dadleysingjum, Sturlunga saga II, 117). Porgils’ decision to turn to the king for arbitration is
also a sign of his acknowledgment of the king’s authority, which is probably another reason
why the king does not reproach Porgils for his behaviour.

Concerning Porgils’ personality, we see that his ferocity still shines through anytime he
is involved in a conflict, but he has learnt to show moderation. His impulsiveness, which caused
only strife at first, has been refined into useful, controlled bravery and has found direction and
purpose in royal service, whether in fighting a dangerous fire or in protecting the royal retainers’
honour in disputes. borgils is not presented as a chieftain, but rather as a royal retainer who is
primarily interested in royal service and does not aim at being appointed to a position of power
in Iceland. Paradoxically, that may have been the reason why the king chose him as his
representative in Iceland, because he needed a devoted man who was not greedy for power and
whose personal ambition was not higher than his loyalty to the monarch.

5. 6. 2. The peaceful chieftain’s story and Porgils as a royal representative in Iceland

Porgils was sent to Iceland in 1252 to claim Snorri Sturluson’s heritage on behalf of the king
(ch. 10). Pordr Sighvatsson was held back in Norway and was dissatisfied because he had
claimed this region and appointed five of his supporters to govern it for him before his departure
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to Norway in 1249. It does not seem, however, that the king’s aim was to increase the strife
among Icelanders; he only wished to choose a representative who had the best chance of success
and who seemed most loyal and reliable at the given time. The king promoted centralized power
in Iceland, but that was not contradictory to the Icelanders’ own interests — the Icelandic
chieftains aimed at the same, and stable government was beneficial for the common people as
well. If the king wanted to achieve this goal, he could not support all the chieftains at once.
When he realized that he had entrusted the wrong man with this difficult task, he had to change
his decision and choose another Icelandic royal representative. By holding Pordr back in
Norway, the king probably wanted to prevent further escalation of conflict in Iceland. The
narrative emphasizes that the king insisted on cooperation among his representatives in Iceland.
This concerned especially Porgils and Gizurr Porvaldsson, who had no reason for mutual
friendship due to the prolonged competition for power between their families, but the obligation
toward the king was meant to at least prevent them from continuing their open enmity:

Gizurr hafoi riki sitt fyrir sunnan land, ok skyldi hvarr peira veita 60rum, Gizurr ok Porgils. It sama var Finnbjorn
skyldadr at veita peim ok sva peir honum. Hét Heinrekr biskup konungi ok 6llum peim sinu trausti (Sturlunga saga
11, 118).

Gizurr had his domain in the south of the land, and Gizurr and Porgils should both support each other. In the same
way, Finnbjorn 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 was likely to gain support in Iceland due to his ancestry and his decisiveness, but the
saga nevertheless shows that his rise to power was not easy. Pordr Sighvatsson’s allies refused
to acknowledge Porgils’ authority as a royal representative because they still regarded Poror as
their only rightful leader when Porgils claimed Borgarfjordr on the king’s behalf (ch. 13). The
chapter is full of dialogues about royal rule, which sum up the Icelanders’ ambivalent attitude
to the monarchy that is reflected throughout the latter part of Sturlunga saga. The Icelanders
were not generally opposed to royal power, and they practically already acknowledged King
Hékon’s rule, although they had not formally accepted it yet, but they were not willing to accept
the king’s decisions unconditionally and insisted on open discussion and negotiation.

This part of the saga is shaped by the narrative type of the peaceful chieftain’s story.
borgils embodies the ideal balance between decisiveness and avoiding violence, whereas his
opponents are often presented as excessively violent. Porgils is determined to fulfil his task as
a royal representative, so he is uncompromising in his opposition to Pordr Sighvatsson’s
adherents. He is, however, not in the role of the aggressor in the violent clashes with his
adversaries, but always in the role of the defender. His opponents Hrafn Oddsson and Sturla
Pordarson attack him at night, threaten him with death, and force him to promise to participate
in an assault on Gizurr bPorvaldsson (chs. 17-18). Porgils is personally not a friend of Gizurr,
who has been his rival in the power struggle and has killed many of his kinsmen, but he is bound
by an oath to the king not to turn against his fellow royal representative (ch. 18). The narrative
emphasizes the idea that a promise to the king, the supreme authority, is generally
acknowledged as being binding:

,»Meiri naudsyn pykkir mér, * segir bordr, ,,at pu haldir pann eid, er pu svardir konungi til seemdar pér, heldr en
bann, er pu vannt naudigr til lifs per. “ (Sturlunga saga I, 136)

“I deem it more necessary,” Pordr said, “that you keep the oath that you swore to the king to increase your honour,
than the one that you swore involuntarily to save your life.”
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borgils finally breaks the forced promise and refuses to attack Gizurr, showing loyalty to his
fellow royal retainer, who would otherwise be his enemy. That is one of the results of the king’s
peace efforts. Although Porgils has left the royal court and returned to Iceland, he has fully
accepted the identity of a royal retainer, which makes him value his obligations to the king more
than his conflicts with his personal enemies. That makes him different, 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.

Peace is also promoted by two strong mediators, the ecclesiastical dignitaries Bishop
Heinrekr and Abbot Brandr. Together they put effort into reaching a reconciliation between the
two parties, although only with partial success. The relationship between Porgils and his
adversaries is burdened by mutual mistrust, constant minor disputes, and failed negotiations,
but Porgils actively seeks an agreement, which is typical for the peaceful chieftain (chs. 20—
43). He negotiates and reconciles with Sturla Pérdarson, and they promise each other friendship
(ch. 31); Hrafn Oddsson later accepts the same agreement after a personal discussion with
borgils (ch. 34). borgils clearly shows goodwill to forgive his opponents for their attack. His
motivation is doubtlessly both moral and political, as it is beneficial for him to have these
influential chieftains on his side.

At this point, Porgils forms an alliance with Porvardr Porarinsson, whose aggressive and
treacherous behaviour contrasts with Porgils’ ever improving personality. Porvardr asks Porgils
for help in the prosecution of Hrafn Oddsson and Eyjolfr Porsteinsson for the killing of his
brother Oddr (chs. 39, 44), which leads to a renewal of Porgils’ conflict with Hrafn. Porvardr’s
case is justified in itself, but his methods are morally dubious: he refuses reconciliation and
prefers a violent solution. Abbot Brandr also predicts Porvardr’s betrayal long before it occurs
(ch. 45); such foreshadowing underlines the moral structure of the story and draws attention to
the contrast between Porgils and Porvardr:

Vilda ek nu, at gud veeri yor fyrir vapn ok vord ok hyljanarmadr Tomas erkibiskup. En treystio litt a drengskap
borvards, pvi at mér segir eigi mjok hugr um, hversu til enda ganga skipti peira Porgils ok Porvards, ok cetla ek
borvardr valdi afbrigdum. (Sturlunga saga II, 177)

I hope that God will be your weapon and shield and Archbishop Tomas will be your protector. But put little trust
in Porvardr’s honour because I have a premonition of how the dealings between Porgils 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 specific meaning later in the
saga. borgils saga focuses on the development of the protagonist’s personality; it is first shown
how he turns from a reckless youth into a refined courtier, and then how the royal retainer is
forced by the circumstances to become a chieftain, but due to the previous development, he
becomes a peaceful chieftain. The allusions to the saintly archbishop underline the moral aspect
of the transformation.

Since Porvardr refuses peaceful solutions, he and Porgils prepare for an armed clash with
their adversaries (chs. 44—49). bPorgils does not wish to act as an aggressor, but he cannot leave
borvardr, whom he has promised loyalty and support. The battle takes place on July 19, 1255,
on the banks of the river bvera, and Eyjolfr Porsteinsson is killed in the fight (chs. 50-52). After
his victory, Porvardr aims at becoming the new chieftain of Eyjolfr’s domain, but the farmers
refuse to accept him because of his violent tendencies (ch. 54):
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borvardr or Saurbee svarar fyrst — lézt eigi rad eiga meir en eins manns, — ,,md ek vel scema vid pann, sem er, en
bezt, at engi sé.** Peir Hallr sogou, at peir myndi ekki taka rad pessi fyrir hendr bondum. Gengu beendr pa a eintal.
En er peir hofou talat um hrid, gengu peir aftr a fundinn, — sogdu Porvardi, at pat var sampykki beenda, at peir
vildi eigi taka vid honum i herad — ,, er oss Porvardr sagdr inn mesti ofsamadr, en févani mjok, en eiga po at svara
storum vandreedum. Viljum vér bida pess, er Hakon konungr ok bordr Sighvatsson gera rad fyrir. * (Sturlunga
saga 11, 192)

Porvardr of Saurbar answered first — but he said that he could not decide for anyone but himself: “I may accept
the [chieftain] that there is, but it would be best if there was none.” Hallr and the others said that they would not
make any decision on behalf of the other farmers. The farmers then talked together in private. When they had
talked a while, they returned to the meeting and said to Porvardr that they had all agreed on the decision that they
did not want to accept him as the chieftain of their district — “it has been said to us that Porvar0r is a very violent
man, and that he lacks property, and that he is responsible for serious conflicts. We wish to ask King Hakon and
bordr Sighvatsson to decide.”

When the farmers state that they would prefer having no chieftain at all, the meaning of the
statement must be assessed in context of the given situation, when the Icelandic society is torn
by relentless fights among the chieftains. Furthermore, the very same scene shows that the
farmers agree to accept King Hékon’s and the royal representative Pordr Sighvatsson’s
decision, which means that they do not oppose centralized power as such, they are only tired of
the prolonged power struggles because they want stable rule and peace. The king later assigns
Eyjolfr’s district to Porgils, and the farmers accept bPorgils gladly (ch. 65):

bat sumar, er Porgils bjé i Asi, kom til Islands Ivarr Arnljétsson. Segir hann, at Hakon konungr hefdi spurt drap
Eyjolfs borsteinssonar. For Ivarr med konungs bodskap. Hafdi hann it konungsbréf til Porgils. Var pat par 4, at
hann hefdi skipat Porgilsi Eyjafjord til fyrirvistar ok allar sveitir nordr padan til fjoroungamdots, pvi at Pordr
Sighvatsson var pa andadr. Gengu pa allir beendr undir Porgils ok jattu honum til yfirmanns (Sturlunga saga II,
208-09).

fvarr Arnljotsson arrived in Iceland the summer when Porgils dwelled at As.?’ fvarr said that King Hikon had been
informed about the killing of Eyjolfr Porsteinsson. fvarr brought the king’s message and a royal letter to Porgils.
It was written there that the king had assigned Eyjafjoror and all the districts north of there to the boundary of the
quarters to Porgils, because Pordr Sighvatsson was already dead.?® All the farmers agreed to obey Porgils and
accepted him as their chieftain.

This episode shows that the farmers did not oppose the king’s decisions in general, and they
willingly accepted them as long as they were beneficial. In this case, the decision was beneficial
because the king appointed a royal representative whom the locals regarded as a peaceful and
righteous chieftain.

Hakonar saga reveals important details of how far borgils went in furthering the king’s
requests, and even here, we find no sign of any general opposition to such provisions among
the Icelanders (ch. 336):

Um sumarit er Hdkon konungr sat { Bjorgyn [1255] sendi hann til Islands Ivar Englason at flytja sitt erendi ¢
Islandi med atveizlu byskupanna, pvi at konungr tridi peim badum vel. [...] Fér Ivarr um vdrit nordr til
Skagafjardar of fann par Heinrek byskup ok Porgils skarda, er pa var fyrir Skagafiroi, ok flutti konungs mal fyrir
peim. Téku peir badir vel undir ok stefndu saman 6llum bondum i Skagafirdi ok fluttu konungs mal med Ivari. Kom
pa sva at allir Skagfirdingar ok Eyfirdingar ok mestr porri bonda i Nordlendingafjordungi jattuou at gjalda

27 This is incorrect information in the text — it was in fact fvarr Englason, as is written in chapter 336 of Hakonar
saga; he also arrived in Iceland already in 1255, although he did not meet Porgils until the following spring.

28 This is another mistake — P6rdr Sighvatsson died only on October 11, 1256, so he was still alive when fvarr left
Norway.
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konungi skatt, pvilikan sem peir urdu dsattir vid Ivar. varr for ditan um sumarit, ok pétti honum sitt erendi minna
hafa ordit en hann cetladi, ok kenndi hann pat mest vinum Gizurar ok fostbredrum ok enn sumum freendum bordar
ok vinum. (Hakonar saga 11, 170-71)

[1255] In the spring, when King Hékon dwelled in Bjorgyn, he sent fvarr Englason to Iceland to present his
message there with the help of the bishop, because he trusted them both. [...] In the spring, ivarr rode north to
Skagafjordr to meet Bishop Heinrekr and Porgils Bodvarsson, who was the chieftain of Skagafjordr at the time,
and he presented the king’s requests to them. They both willingly supported them and assembled all the farmers
from Skagafjordr and presented the king’s requests to them together with fvarr. And in the end, all the men of
Skagafjoror and Eyjafjordr and most of the farmers from the Northern Quarter agreed to pay such a tax to the king
as they would agree upon with Ivarr. fvarr left Iceland that summer, and he felt that he had achieved less than he
had intended, and he blamed it mainly on Gizurr’s allies and supporters, but also on some of Pordr’s kinsmen and
allies.

fvarr’s dissatisfaction with the result of his journey seems surprising, as he clearly achieved a
considerable success, but he had probably expected to convince the inhabitants of a larger part
of Iceland, mainly the southern regions. The Southern Quarter was mainly controlled by Gizurr
Porvaldsson, who was of course reluctant to let Porgils gain any influence in his district. It is
hard to tell whether Porgils would have succeeded in bringing Iceland into a union with Norway
if it had not been for his inevitable competition with his political rivals. Nevertheless, the text
clearly implies that it was the power struggle among the chieftains, not any general opposition
to the monarchy, that hindered the union with Norway at this point.

In this power struggle, Porvar0r is unwilling to provide Porgils with the support that he
has promised him in return for his alliance. He finds various excuses and repeats his promises,
but it becomes ever more obvious that he is not to be trusted. In the meantime, Porgils’
peacefulness becomes ever more decisive in his behaviour. He agrees to accept a reconciliation
with Hrafn, although he is not forced to it by the circumstances, as was on the winning side in
the battle. Hrafn, however, breaks the settlement by attacking Sturla Pérdarson, who has now
become Porgils’ faithful adherent. Porgils feels obliged to defend his ally (chs. 68—69), but
violence is prevented by mediation, and a new agreement terminates the conflict (ch. 70).

Another conflict begins, however, when an open competition for power breaks out
between Porgils and his former ally Porvardr bérarinsson. Porvardr claims Porgils’ domain in
Eyjafjordr, based on inheritance rights after Pordr Sighvatsson that he has received from
Steinvor Sighvatsdottir. Porgils refuses to give up the domain because he rules it according to
the king’s decision and with the farmers’ approval. He is repeatedly warned against Porvardr
by his allies, but he continues to trust him due to the promises and obligations from before (chs.
73—74). On January 22, 1258, he is violently attacked at night by Porvardr and his followers;
he is not given a chance to defend himself, his wish for mercy and reconciliation is rejected,
and he is killed (chs. 75-76). This ending fulfils the horizon of expectations of the peaceful
chieftain’s story. Another standard element of this narrative type is the contrast between the
peaceful defender and the aggressive attacker, which is stronger in the death scene than ever
before. Porvardr’s action is criticized in the narrative even by his own men (ch. 75):

bad meelti Jorundr gestr: ,, bPat kann ek fra mér at segja, at fyrir sakir mins herra, Hakonar konungs, ok loguneytis
vid borgils pa mun ek fra rida ok kalla petta it mesta nidingsverk ok ordad, sem pér hafid med héndum. ** (Sturlunga
saga 11, 219)

Jorundr the Retainer said: “I can say for myself that for the sake of my lord King Hékon and due to my
companionship with Porgils, I will ride away and call this thing that you intend to do the worst villainy and an ill-
advised decision.”
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It is noteworthy that the former royal retainer mentions King Hékon in his argumentation,
calling him his lord even after leaving the retinue and returning to Iceland. This implies that the
narrative presents loyalty to the monarch as a natural aspect of life in Iceland even before the
official establishment of the union. The unity and loyalty among the royal retainers are also
presented in contrast to the reckless violence committed by some of the chieftains who have
not accepted this concept. In this case, Porvardr represents the old type of the immoderate
warrior-chieftain, to whom his personal ambition matters more that the community’s interests.

This is the political framework of the death scene, while its moral framework is marked
in the text by foreshadowing and by allusions to the story of Thomas of Canterbury. The first
foreshadowing is a dream, in which a man and a woman talk in verse about a chair that is
missing a leg and is falling over; the stanzas mention fire and violence, and blood seems to
appear on the chair (ch. 67). The dream resembles the foreshadowing of the battle of
Orlygsstadir, and it underlines the tragic inevitability of bloodshed when one of the parties
refuses a reconciliation. The second foreshadowing is a scene in which Porgils sees a drop of
blood on bread at a feast, but nobody knows where it comes from (ch. 72):

Pat vard til nylundu i veizlunni, at par sem braud var kastat d bord fyrir pa Porgils ok Oldf, siu peir bléddropa
nybleddan a einum hleifinum. Potti peim petta undarligt. Var pa leitat, ef nokkurr veeri sarr neer, sa er bleddi,
eda hvadan pat blod veeri komit, ok fundust til pess engi likindi. (Sturlunga saga I1, 215)

At the feast it happened that when bread was brought to the table for borgils and Olafr, they saw a drop of fresh
blood on one of the loaves. It seemed strange to them. They looked around to see if there was someone wounded
and bleeding nearby, or where that blood had come from, but they found nothing that seemed likely.

This vision further emphasizes the inequity of betrayal. The image of blood on food served to
a friend marks the fact that Porgils will be killed by a man whom he trusts.

References to the death of Thomas of Canterbury are placed in the text immediately
before and after the killing, and they are unusually detailed within the otherwise terse saga style.
It is of interest that Porgils’ personal feelings about the saint are expressed, as well as his
indirect wish to die in a similar way (ch. 75):

borgils reid til Hrafnagils. Var honum par vel fagnat. Skipadi hann ménnum sinum par a beei. Honum var kostr a
bodinn, hvat til gamans skyldi hafa, ségur eda dans, um kveldit. Hann spurdi, hverjar sogur i vali veeri. Honum
var sagt, at til veeri saga Tomass erkibiskups, ok kaus hann hana, pvi at hann elskadi hann framar en adra helga
menn. Var pa lesin sagan ok allt par til, er unnit var a erkibiskupi [ kirkjunni ok héggvin af honum krunan. Segja
menn, at Porgils heetti pa ok meelti: ,, Pat myndi vera allfagr daudi. * Litlu sidar sofnadi hann. Var pa heett sogunni
ok buizt til borda. (Sturlunga saga 11, 218)

borgils rode to Hrafnagil and was warmly welcomed there. He sent his companions to other nearby farms. He was
offered to choose what kind of entertainment they should have in the evening, either sagas or dance. He asked
which sagas there were to choose from. He was told that there was the saga of Archbishop Témas, and he chose
it, because he loved Témas more than any other saint. The saga was then read out, up to the scene when the
archbishop was attacked in the church and the crown of his head was hewed off. People say that Porgils stopped
reading then and said: “That would be a beautiful death.” He fell asleep shortly after, so they stopped reading the
saga and prepared a meal.

borgils’ words offer themselves to various interpretations. They may suggest that Porgils
expects his death, although he publicly claims that he trusts Porvardr. On a deeper moral level,
they may imply that Porgils has reached the stage of his personal development when spiritual
values matter more to him than worldly power, he is reconciled with all his former enemies,
and he is ready to die with a clear conscience.
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The parallel with the saint is highlighted by a detailed description of Porgils’ dead body
and of his wounds (ch. 76):

Nu hafa peir sva sagt, er par stodu yfir, at Porgils hafoi tuttugu ok tvau sar ok sjau ein af peim hofou bleett. Eitt af
Dbessum var pat a hjarnskalinni, er af var hoggvin hausinum. Veittist Porgilsi pat, at hann hafdi pvilikt sar, sem
sagt var um kveldit, at inn heilagi Tomas erkibiskup hafoi scerdr verit [ kirkjunni { Cantia, ok Porgilsi potti um
kveldit fagrligast vera mundu at taka slikan dauda. Lét aboti pa sveipa likit ok segir sva, sem margir hafa heyrt,
at hann kvadst engis manns likama hafa sét pekkiligra en Porgils, par sem sja matti fyrir sarum. (Sturlunga saga
11,220-21)

Those who were present there have said that Porgils 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 as had been told that evening that Saint Archbishop Témas
had received in his church in Cantia, and Porgils had felt that evening that it would be most beautiful to die in the
same manner. The abbot then had Porgils’ 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’, as far as he could see it for all the wounds.

The extensive parallel with Thomas of Canterbury, together with the emphasis on the unusual
beauty of the body, gives Porgils’ portrayal a strong religious undertone and creates the
impression that his killing resembles a martyr’s death. Porgils was a secular chieftain, but the
narrative emphasizes the idea that his violent death was not caused by his behaviour, because
he strove for peace. This idea is further highlighted by a reference to public opinion, which
serves as a narrative voice that provides an unequivocal evaluation of the killing. Both grief for
borgils and a condemnation of Porvardr are included, and it is underlined that Porvardr is
criticized even by those who have not been Porgils’ supporters (ch. 76):

Lét aboti pa aka likinu upp til Munka-Pveradr ok jarda par scemiliga. Stod par margr madr yfir med harmi miklum.
borvardr var mjék opokkadr af verki pessu um 6ll pau herud, sem bPorgils hafdi yfirsokn haft. Meeltist petta verk
illa fyrir. Tala flestir menn, er vissu, at eigi vissi nékkurn mann hafa launat verr ok émannligar en Porvaror slika
lioveizlu, sem Porgils hafoi veitt honum. Er nu lokit at segja fra Porgilsi. Riou fylgdarmenn Porgils pa vestr til
Skagafiardar, ok spurdust tidindi pessi um allt land. Létu menn illa yfir pessum tidindum, hvart sem verit hofou
menn Porgils eda eigi. Vig Porgils var, pa er lidit var fra holdgan vars herra Jesu Christi pusund dra ok tvau
hundrud fimmtiu ok atta ar, ellifta kal. Februarii, Vincentiusmessudag djakns. Porvardr brauzt nu til herads af
nyju ok fekk ekki af heradi. Vildu beendr nu pvi sior jatast undir hann, sem 6llum potti hann nu verri madr en adr
af verki pessu. (Sturlunga saga 11, 221)

The abbot had the dead body moved to Munka-bvera and buried there with honour. Many people were present and
grieved deeply. Porvardr was much hated for this misdeed in all the regions that Porgils had controlled. The
misdeed was condemned by everyone, and the majority of those who knew about it said that nobody had ever
repaid such help as borgils had provided in a worse and more unmanly manner than bPorvardr. This is the end of
Porgils’ story. bPorgils’ companions rode west to Skagafjoror and the news spread across the whole land. People
disliked the news, whether they had been Porgils’ 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,”® on the mass of Deacon Vincentius. Porvardr now made another attempt at claiming the
district, but he 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 exact dating, which is otherwise not frequent in Sturlunga saga, underlines the importance
of the event and points out that Porgils’ death is more than one of the many killings of the
Sturlung Age. It is a death of a man who is not only politically important, but also significant
for the moral message of the narrative. Together with the parallel to a saint, such a focus on the
moral meaning of the protagonist’s death underlines the idea that he represents the character
type of the peaceful chieftain.
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Like another ideal peaceful chieftain, Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson, Porgils becomes a victim
of violence despite his efforts for peace, which is the typical ending of the peaceful chieftain’s
story. There are also striking similarities between the narrative account of Porgils’ death and
the death of Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson in both versions of Hrafns saga. Both deaths are predicted
by foreshadowing, including blood being seen in places where nobody knows where it comes
from and dreams of ominous figures reciting stanzas. While stanzas are often used as
predictions in the contemporary sagas, the blood is a motif that is not found elsewhere in
Sturlunga saga. Furthermore, both Porgils and Hrafn read or listen to a saga or poem about
their favourite saint the evening before the killing, and they comment on the saint’s martyrdom.
Finally, both death scenes are followed by an exact dating, which is otherwise quite rare in the
contemporary sagas. The similarities are so extensive that they are likely to be a deliberately
created parallel. It is not unlikely that the writer of Porgils saga knew some version of Hrafns
saga, and that he wished to compare Porgils to this well-known representative of the ideal of
the peaceful chieftain. That means that Hrafn’s story had already become a well-integrated part
of cultural memory, and as such, it could shape the perception of more recent events or
contribute to their interpretation in a narrative discourse.

Unlike Hrafns saga, however, Porgils saga draws more attention to 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 wise chieftain, who puts
all his effort into finding peaceful solutions. This cannot protect him from a violent death, but
it guarantees him a good reputation both in life and after death. Beyond the level of personal
characterization, the focus on this development illustrates the general direction of Iceland’s
social transformation. Belligerent chieftains are gradually replaced by peaceful aristocrats and
royal officials, who can retain peace due to the increased centralization of power and due to the
unifying role of the monarch. This image of a positive social development creates a distance
from the inherent tragedy of the peaceful chieftain’s story.

Despite the protagonist’s violent death, the saga ends with a reconciliation. A revenge is
attempted by borgils’ brothers and Sturla bérdarson, but it fails (ch. 77). Soon after, a
reconciliation is offered by Porvardr (ch. 77), who then accepts the judgement unreservedly
(ch. 80). Although the saga illustrates how unstable some chieftains’ loyalty to each other was
during the last years of the Sturlung Age, the narrative underlines the internal mechanisms that
restore social order. Moreover, it is surely not a coincidence that the very end of the saga focuses
on borgils’ brother Sighvatr Bodvarsson and his genuine loyalty to King Hékon (ch. 81).
Sighvatr forms a parallel to the royal retainer Porgils because he also enters the king’s service
of his own free will, motivated by his interest in a courtly career, rather than by ambition in the
power struggle in Iceland. This ending again underlines the saga’s central message, which is
optimistic despite the protagonist’s tragic death — Icelanders have managed to overcome their
marginality and have been integrated into the Scandinavian social space. The door to the royal
court is open to them, so they can gain social prestige as well as the long-term benefit of the
social stabilization provided by royal rule.
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5. 6. 3. The royal retainer’s story and the peaceful chieftain’s story, cultural memory, and
Icelandic identity

The combination of two narrative types — the royal retainer’s story and the peaceful chieftain’s
story — enables an increased focus on development and transformation in Porgils saga. The first
part of the saga follows the structural pattern of the royal retainer’s story — the Icelander is
reckless and ferocious when he arrives in Norway, but during his stay at the royal court, the
belligerent youth realizes that he will gain more honour by loyalty to the retinue and to the
monarch than by stubbornly furthering his individual ambition. He proves his worth in the
king’s service and in a quest away from the royal court, and he is appreciated by the monarch.
Nevertheless, the saga creates a distance from the horizon of expectations of the narrative type
by showing that the protagonist does not gain his good reputation in royal service primarily by
fighting or killing on the king’s behalf, but rather by preventing destruction or bloodshed.
borgils first proves his worth by fighting fire instead of fighting men, and although some armed
clashes occur in his conflict with Jarl Knttr, he uses the king’s authority to reach a peaceful
solution in the end. This distance from the original narrative type shows the importance of
centralized rule for the reduction of violence. In the distant past described in the royal retainers’
stories in the sagas of Icelanders and the kings’ sagas, the monarchy was not truly centralized,
but great progress had been made in this process at the time of King Hakon Héakonarson,
although it was not fully completed yet. Porgils saga not only reflects this historical reality but
also emphasizes the significance of unity within the kingdom on a more universal level.

The distance from the narrative type is further developed by the combination of the royal
retainer’s story with the peaceful chieftain’s story. Porgils saga underlines the idea that it is not
only the protagonist’s social position that undergoes a considerable development, but also his
personality. bPorgils, who has lost his ferocity by fully 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 leaving the retinue and returning to Iceland. He is presented as an
embodiment of the right balance between decisiveness and moderation, as he is firmly
determined to carry out his tasks as a leader, but he always seeks peaceful solutions when they
are possible. He refrains from violence against his fellow retainer Gizurr Porvaldsson because
his loyalty to the royal retinue is stronger than his personal hatred of his former enemy, and he
willingly forgives Hrafn Oddsson and Sturla Pérdarson for their attack on him because social
stability matters to him more than personal grudges. borgils’ death is a tragic event, but the saga
continues with a more optimistic ending, and the tragedy is also counterbalanced by the
generally positive depiction of the social development in the saga.

If we read Porgils’ story as a reflection of Iceland’s story, the development of Porgils’
personality reflects the development of the entire Icelandic society from reckless ferocity to
loyalty to the community. The royal retinue and the whole Norwegian society are united by the
monarch, who is perceived as an embodiment of the society’s shared interests. The Icelandic
society lacks such a unifying figure, so it lacks a force that could prevent the constant power
struggle among the chieftains. Nevertheless, the political development in Iceland naturally leads
to gradual and at first informal acceptance of royal rule. The saga indirectly expresses the idea
that only loyalty to a monarch can teach individual influential Icelanders to value the society’s
interests more than their own ambition and greed for power. Only the factual — not necessarily
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formal — acceptance of royal power can create a sufficiently strong collective identity that can
convince former opponents to cooperate with each other for the common good.

Such a transformation, however, is not presented as a loss of the original identity.
Icelanders retain all the layers of identity that they have been aware of before: geographical,
Christian, linguistic, historical, legal, cultural, regional, social, and kin identity. Porgils
Boovarsson represents all these layers of identity — he is presented as a Christian, a Norseman,
an Icelander bound by the law of his land, and a member of the aristocracy and of the Sturlung
clan with its connection to a particular region. New elements of identity are now added: Porgils
is also a royal retainer and a royal representative. These new layers of identity, however, do not
suppress or contradict the original ones, they only broaden the spectrum and add a new unifying
element — loyalty to a monarch. This loyalty is based on a voluntary decision, and it strengthens
mutual loyalty among Icelanders, as well as their sense of belonging within the Norse and
European social space.

5.7. GIZURR PORVALDSSON: THE JARL

Gizurr Porvaldsson is a central character in two sections of Islendinga saga — in the account of
the fall of the Sturlungs, and in the final part of the saga that deals with Gizurr’s conflicts with
bordr Sighvatsson and his allies and ends with the account of Gizurr’s years as the jarl of
Iceland. Gizurr represents a different character type in each of these sections. In the story of the
fall of the Sturlungs, he is portrayed as a typical warrior-chieftain, who ruthlessly enforces his
claim to power and does not hesitate to turn to violent means. In the second part of the saga, on
the other hand, Gizurr is presented as the highest representative of royal power in Iceland; as a
jarl, he embodies qualities that reflect the current royal ideology. This part of the saga follows
the structural pattern of the narrative type of the jarl’s story, but it creates a distance from its
horizon of expectations.

5.7. 1. The jarl’s story and the ideal of rex iustus

The structure of the jarl’s story has already been presented here; the best example of this
narrative type is the story of Skuli Bardarson in Hakonar saga. The jarl’s story has a similar
structure as the conflict story, beginning with gradually developing rivalry and continuing with
an open armed conflict between the jarl and the king. Unlike the conflict story, however, it does
not focus on mediation and reconciliation, but presents the jarl’s defeat and violent death as the
only possible means of re-establishing social stability in the kingdom. It can therefore be
regarded as the most tragic narrative type.

The narrative type of the jarl’s story was established in texts dealing with the thirteenth
century, when the typological difference between kings and jarls was formed. In the kings’
sagas dealing with the distant past, the power relations between jarls and kings vary
considerably. Sometimes the jarls cooperate with the kings, sometimes they compete against
them for power, and sometimes a jarl receives power over the whole realm, taking the king’s
place. In the thirteenth century, on the other hand, the focus on the concept of loyalty to the
monarch and on centralized royal rule increased. There was no longer a place for jarls who
would control their territories with a great degree of independence from the king, which is why
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the title of jarl disappeared in Norway in the early fourteenth century. This was preceded by a
transitional period when the jarl was supposed to act as the monarch’s loyal ally, but the reality
of the relationship between Jarl Skuli Bardarson and King Hékon Hakonarson was different.
The discrepancy between ideal and reality, and the conflict between the king and the jarl in
historical reality, motivated the construction of a new narrative type, the jarl’s story, which
focuses on the contrast between the character type of the king and the jarl much more than the
kings’ sagas about older times (see Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 2011, 84-85).

In the kings’ sagas dealing with the distant past, both kings and jarls are typically
portrayed as the character type of the traditional Norse ruler, who is a military leader in the first
place and is characterized by his battle prowess, strategic skills, and extraordinary eloquence
that allows him to motivate his warriors (see Bagge 1996, 20-33, 65, 86—88; Coroban 2018,
108). Hakonar saga, on the other hand, creates a contrast between this Norse ruler and the ideal
of rex iustus, which represents the new royal ideology, introduced in Norway during the reign
of Hakon Hakonarson. In Hdkonar saga, Jarl Skuli Bardarson is depicted as the traditional
Norse warrior-aristocrat, and the text presents an ambivalent image of this character type. It
highlights his personal qualities, such as courage, decisiveness, battle prowess, cleverness in
politics, and diplomatic skills. Nevertheless, it also shows his excessive greed for power, which
makes him compete for power with the king, and this rivalry poses a threat to social stability in
the whole realm. Hakon Hakonarson, on the other hand, embodies the newly introduced ideal
of rex iustus: the monarch as a representative of divine will on earth, a guardian of justice and
peace, and a protector of the weak and powerless (Bagge 1996, 118-19, 147-55; Coroban 2018,
108—09). In the saga, the conflict between Hékon and Skuli reflects the contrast between the
two types of ruler. Skuli’s defeat expresses the idea that the old ideology has been replaced with
the new one. That reflects the transformation of the society that no longer needs warrior-
aristocrats, but rather peaceful representatives of centralized power.

The portrayal of Jarl Gizurr Porvaldsson in [slendinga saga, on the other hand, combines
elements of both types without creating a striking contrast between them. Elements of the ideal
of rex iustus are found in the descriptions of the relationship between Gizurr and the common
people in Iceland. Gizurr is presented as the supreme representative of royal power, who is
determined to efficiently end his conflicts with individual opponents because he wants to
prevent long-term disputes that would negatively affect the whole society. The text focuses on
his popularity among the farmers and commoners, and it emphasizes the royal luck and God’s
mercy that protect his life and make him the protector of the whole land. The accounts of
Gizurr’s relations with King Hakon, on the other hand, are dominated by elements of the
character type of the jarl who is greedy for power and aims at a greater influence than he is
rightfully entitled to. The two basic types that are contrasted to each other in Hakonar saga are
thus intertwined in the portrayal of Gizurr. This combination of the character types enables a
distance from the tragic horizon of expectations of the jarl’s story: Jarl Gizurr’s secret rivalry
with the king begins to develop, but it never leads to an armed conflict because the jarl finally
tames his greed for power and accepts the position that he has. His choice of moderation averts
the tragic ending that is anticipated in the jarl’s story.
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5.7. 2. The end of the Sturlung Age and the character type of rex iustus

As has already been shown here, Gizurr Porvaldsson of the Haukdelir entered the Icelandic
power struggle as the Sturlungs’ opponent. Islendinga saga does not conceal the fact that he
behaved violently, selfishly, and sometimes treacherously in his dealings with Sturla
Sighvatsson, Snorri Sturluson, and Or&kj a Snorrason. In the next section of the saga, however,
he is depicted in a more positive light and mostly with sympathy. In the power struggle with
boror Sighvatsson, he refrained from violence and agreed to accept the king’s arbitration, albeit
probably mainly due to his belief that the king would favour him over the Sturlung, whose kin
the king had reasons to mistrust. Gizurr was therefore certainly bitterly disappointed when the
king chose P6ror as his representative after all, but he showed moderation and waited patiently
for the situation to change. That did eventually happen — Pordr lost the king’s trust, and in 1252,
Gizurr was appointed to the position of royal representative together with borgils Bodvarsson.
The text already emphasizes Gizurr’s popularity, gradually building up his image as the new
type of aristocrat with elements of the ideal of rex iustus (ch. 164):

Bratt riou peir allir fjolmennir vestr til Skagafjardar. Var pa fundr stefndr fjélmennr at Hestapingshamri. Varu
Dbar upp lesin konungsbreéf, ok jattu allir fusliga at taka vid Gizuri at hofdingja yfir sik. (Sturlunga saga I, 477)
Soon they all rode west to Skagafjordr with a large following. They arranged a meeting with many men at
Hestapingshamarr. The king’s letters were read aloud there, and everybody eagerly agreed to accept Gizurr as their
chieftain.

Understandably, this applies to the farmers and commoners in the regions that Gizurr is
appointed to govern and where he already has a strong power base from before, but not to his
rivals in the power struggle. Pordr Sighvatsson is retained in Norway at the time, but his
adherents Eyjolfr Porsteinsson, Hrafn Oddsson, and Sturla Poérdarson prove to be difficult
opponents for Gizurr, and they do not hesitate to turn to violent means. In this section of the
saga, Gizurr is portrayed as a chieftain who strives for peace but becomes a victim of violence
— just like Porgils Bodvarsson in the final section of his saga.

In 1253, Gizurr is reconciled with Hrafn and Sturla, and they wish to strengthen the peace
by a marriage between Gizurr’s son Hallr and Sturla’s daughter Ingibjorg (ch. 167). Gizurr
hosts the wedding at his farm Flugumyri, and Eyjolfr bPorsteinsson decides to use the feast as
an opportunity to attack Gizurr and his kinsmen and allies (ch. 170). Since the wedding is
supposed to seal a reconciliation between Gizurr and his former opponents and to mark a new
era of peace, the brutality of the attack is sharply contrasted to the ideal of peace. This contrast
is emphasized by Gizurr’s long speech about peace at the wedding feast:

,, Gud sé med oss nu ok jafnan. Hér er gott mannval saman komit, pess er kostr er a landi varu. Kunnigt er flestum
ménnum, peim er hér eru, um malaferli pau, er ordit hafa milli manna hér a landi, pat er nu berr oss neest. Nu er
Dbeim malum, er betr er, til godra lykta snuit med ollum peim beztum monnum, er hér eru nu saman komnir, Sturlu
bonda ok Hrafni Oddssyni. Vil ek veenta nu med guds miskunn, at varar scettir fari vel af hendi. Atla ek at pessi
samkundu skulim vér binda med fullu goou varn félagsskap med magsemad peiri, er til er hugat. En til varhygoar
vil ek grid setja allra manna i milli, peira er hér eru saman komnir, at hverr sé i godum huga til annars i ordi ok
verki. ““ Sidan meelti Gizurr fyrir grioum ok taladi pa enn vel ok skoruliga ok lauk vel sinu mali. (Sturlunga saga I,
483)

“May God be with us now and always. A great selection of people is gathered here, as great as can be in our land.
Most of you who are here know about the disputes that have taken place among the men of this land, as they
concern us greatly. Now those matters have fortunately turned to a good end due to the most significant men who
are present here, Sturla and Hrafn Oddsson. I want to expect that our reconciliation will now go well with God’s
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mercy. [ assume that at this meeting we shall sincerely bind our alliance by the intended marriage. But since I wish
to be cautious, I want to proclaim a truce among everyone 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.

The references to God in the speech underline the moral framework of the scene in a similar
manner as the references to a saint in Porgils saga. The text leaves no doubt of Gizurr’s honest
intention to establish peace, but his efforts are thwarted by the treacherous attack that interrupts
the peaceful feast.

The fight scene is narrated from the defenders’ point of view, which again creates a moral
perspective. The defenders are repeatedly praised in the text for fighting bravely (chs. 171—
172), which, unlike the aggression of the attackers, is presented as true heroism. When the
attackers see that they cannot enter the houses, they decide to set them on fire. Gizurr prays
ardently to God, while his family’s despair and fear for each other are depicted in an unusually
emotional tone (chs. 172—-173):

bd kom par til Grou i anddyrit Ingibjérg Sturludottir ok var i nattserk einum ok berfeett. Hon var pa prettan vetra
gomul ok var beedi mikil vexti ok skorulig at sja. [...] Gréa vard fegin henni mjék ok segir, at eitt skyldi yfir pcer
ganga baddar. [...] Gizurr gikk at henni Grou ok tok fingurgull tvau or brokabeltis pungi sinum ok fekk henni i
hénd, pvi at hann cetladi henni lif, en sér dauda. [...] Gizurr fann pa a Grou, at henni fannst mikit um skilnadinn
peira. (Sturlunga saga I, 490)

Ingibjorg Sturludottir came to Groa to the porch, she was wearing nothing but a nightgown and was barefoot. She
was thirteen years old and was well-grown and looked strong. [...] Groa was very glad to see her and said that they
would both share the same fate. [...] Gizurr stepped towards Groa and took two rings out of the pouch on his belt
and gave them to her, for he believed that she would survive, but he would die. [...] Gizurr felt that Groa was
deeply affected by their parting.

Gizurr’s misery is underlined, but without casting a shadow on his endurance and bravery. He
hides in a tub full of sour milk; he freezes and shivers, but when men come to look for him
there, he stops shivering. They stab into the tub with weapons and Gizurr receives many small
wounds, but he is not found (ch. 174). He survives, but loses his wife and all sons, and after the
burning he is depicted as a broken and grieving man:

ba var borinn it d skildi Isleifr Gizurarson, ok var hans ekki eftir nema bikrinn steiktr innan i brynjunni. ba
fundust ok brjostin af Grou, ok var pat borit ut a skildi at Gizuri. ba meelti Gizurr: ,, Pall freendi, * segir hann, ,, hér
mattu nu sja fsleif, son minn, ok Grou, konu mina.” Ok fann Pall, at hann leit fra, ok stokk or andlitinu sem
haglkorn veeri. (Sturlunga saga I, 494)

[sleifr Gizurarson was brought outside on a shield, and there was nothing left of his body but his torso, scorched
in the coat of mail. They also found Groéa’s breasts, and they brought everything on a shield to Gizurr. Then he
said: “Pall, my kinsman, here you can see Isleifr, my son, and Gréa, my wife.” And Pall noticed that Gizurr looked
away and tears ran down his face like hail.

Later, Gizurr expresses his grief in a stanza, but at the same time, the stanza also expresses a
desire for revenge (ch. 175). As Torfi Tulinius has pointed out, revenge here works as a means
of relieving the mental suffering, rather than being depicted as a social mechanism connected
to honour. After achieving retribution by killing some of the arsonists (ch. 176), Gizurr can
finally recover from the trauma (Tulinius 2017, 83—86). Porgils can forgive his opponents for
a violent attack on him, but Gizurr can never forgive the loss of his family. Vengeance helps
him overcome his grief and enables him to refocus on his public life — on being a leader.
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As a leader, Gizurr is harsh towards his opponents, but enjoys general popularity among
the people. This popularity is the main element of the ideal of rex iustus that shapes the narrative
portrayal of Gizurr even before his formal appointment to the position of jarl. Gizurr’s
popularity is reflected in the farmers’ willingness to help him with his vengeance and to
compensate the material loss that he has suffered (ch. 175):

Gizurr safnar nu monnum at sér. Verdr honum pa gott til lids. [...] Ok er lidit kom saman, myndi vera fimm hundrud
manna. Véru pat inir beztu beendr 6r heradinu [...] Gizurr ték pa vid biii { Asi | Hegranesi peira Arna Bjarnasonar
ok Steinunnar Eiriksdottur, ok var hann par um vetrinn ok hafdi fjolmennt. Beendr um heradit efldu pa kost hans
um buit. (Sturlunga saga I, 494-96)

Gizurr gathered men, and it went easily. [...] And when the troop was gathered, there were about five hundred
men, and they were the most influential farmers in the district. [...] Gizurr received the farm As on Hegranes from
Arni Bjarnarson and Steinunn Eiriksdottir, and he spent the winter there with a large following. The farmers in the
district contributed to his household.

The strife between Eyjolfr and Gizurr continues after this, and enmity between Gizurr and Hrafn
is renewed as well (ch. 177). Gizurr decides to travel to Norway to regain his prestige (semdir)
by visiting the king (ch. 178); he rides to the harbour and thus avoids an intended attack by
Eyjolfr and Hrafn (ch. 181). In Gizurr’s absence, the conflicts between his enemies and his ally
Oddr Poérarinsson continue (chs. 182—187) until Oddr is finally killed by Ey;jolfr and Hrafn (ch.
188). As a revenge for Oddr, Eyjolfr is killed by Porvaldr Porarinsson and Porgils Bodvarsson
in the battle of bvera (ch. 189), which has already been discussed here.

Not long after this, in January 1258, Porgils is killed by Porvardr Porarinsson, and since
bordr Sighvatsson is already dead as well, and neither Porvardr Pérarinsson nor Hrafn Oddsson
are royal retainers at this point, Gizurr is the only remaining serious candidate to the position
of the king’s representative in Iceland. He therefore receives the title of jarl in 1258 and is sent
to Iceland to unite the land and bring it under royal rule. slendinga saga emphasizes Gizurr’s
aristocratic position, not least by pointing out that his household is luxurious and that he has
hiromenn and gestir (ch. 193). This implies that the royal style was accepted in Iceland together
with the institutionalization of power. Even more importantly, the text highlights the idea that
the public accepts the newly appointed jarl gladly (ch. 194):

Um varit eftir for Gizurr jarl sunnan ok hafdi neer prja tigu manna. Hann kom til Skagafjardar. Toku menn vel vid
honum. Hann reid nordr til Eyjafjardar, ok gerdi Eyjolfr aboti veizlu @ moti honum. Gengu menn vel { moti honum
1 Eyjafiroi ok gafu honum gjafir. (Sturlunga saga I, 525)

The following spring, Jarl Gizurr left the south with almost thirty men. He arrived in Skagafjoror. People gave him
a warm welcome. He rode north to Eyjafjoror, and Abbot Eyjolfr hosted a feast for him. The people of Eyjafjoror
accepted him gladly and gave him gifts.

Gizurr’s popularity probably originates from his established power base in Iceland, so his title
is only an institutionalization of existing relations. He also gains some new allies among the
chieftains, such as Sturla Pordarson, but Hrafn Oddsson in the Westfjords and Porvardr
borarinsson in the Eastfjords are not his adherents. The Oddaverjar, Pordr Andréasson and his
brothers, grandsons of Seemundr Jonsson, are also reluctant to accept Gizurr, although he has
formally received all the Southern Quarter from the king. The likely reason for their opposition
to Gizurr is that they still feel that they, as the descendants of chieftains who were Iceland’s
most powerful men at their time, have the right to rule the land. In fact, however, the Oddaverjar
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lost their privileged position long before, and since Semundr’s death in 1222 their power
constantly decreased.

bordr Andréasson instigates his kinsmen, sons of Brandr Kolbeinsson, against the jarl. In
his argumentation, Pordr refers to the loss of hereditary land (ch. 195). However, the
argumentation does not have the desired effect because Pordr’s kinsmen are firm in their
allegiance to Jarl Gizurr and do not wish to betray him:

En pat var ummal i bréfinu, ef peir vildi vera i peim radum med Pordi, freenda sinum, at rada af Gizur jarl eda
rida i moti honum med pa menn, er peir fengi, upp | Mcelifelldal ok sitja eigi skammir Gizuri jarli, er hann sat d
foourleifd peira, en unni peim engis soma fyrir. [...] Pessi sending potti peim ill, en modur peira verri. Segir hon
sva, pegar er hon vissi, at peir skyldi | engum peim radum vera, er til svika meetti virdast vio Gizur jarl. Peir jattu
Dvi, en potti po eigi gott til orrada, par er nanir freendr peira attu hlut at. (Sturlunga saga I, 526)

The content of the letter was whether they wanted to participate in their kinsman Poror’s plan to dispose of Jarl
Gizurr or to attack him in Mlifelldalr with the men they managed to gather, rather than suffer disgrace from Jarl
Gizurr, who occupied their father’s hereditary land and had not offered them any compensation for it. [...] They
disliked this message, and their mother disliked it even more. When she found out about it, she told them not to
participate in any plans that could be perceived as a betrayal of Jarl Gizurr. They agreed to it, but they did not find
it easy to deal with the situation, because their close kinsmen were involved.

This formulation again alludes to the problem of conflicting loyalties: to a personal ally and
kinsman on the one hand, and to a political leader on the other. The dilemma is, however, easily
solved, as the men in question feel that their loyalty to the jarl is stronger. They clearly do not
regard Gizurr’s rule as a loss of their hereditary land because they believe that the jarl rules
their district rightfully and to everyone’s benefit. There is nothing in the text to suggest that
their loyalty is forced — it seems to be voluntary and genuine.

When Pordr Andréasson’s intentions have been revealed and thwarted, a formal
reconciliation is arranged between him and Gizurr. Pordr then accompanies Gizurr to the
Oddaverjar’s original domain in Rangarping and probably encourages his followers to swear
allegiance to Gizurr (ch. 196):

Var pa fundr stefndr at Pingskdalum med Gizuri jarli ok Rangeeingum. Var Bjérn Scemundarson fyrir peim ok Loftr
Halfdanarson. Soru Rangeeingar pa trunadareioa Gizuri jarli ok Hakoni konungi at upphafi. Poror Andréasson
var pa i lidi med jarli, ok reid hann nordr med honum til Skagafjardar ok var med jarli um vetrinn. (Sturlunga
saga I, 527)

They arranged a meeting at Pingskalar between Jarl Gizurr and the men of Rangarping, who were led by Bjorn
Semundarson and Loftr Halfdanarson. The men of Rangarping then swore allegiance to Jarl Gizurr and King
Hakon for the first time. Pordr Andréasson was among the jarl’s followers at the time, and he rode with him north
to Skagafjordr and spent the winter with him.

The formulation suggests that the jarl represents the king directly, as the same oath is sworn to
both. Otherwise, the narrative gives little information about the character of the oaths. Instead
of providing a detailed depiction of the formal aspects, it focuses on a symbolic approval of
Gizurr, the king’s representative, as the protector of the land. The text states that during the
unusually hard winter of the same year, Gizurr makes a promise to God that the whole
population will fast on a given day if the weather changes. The message is brought to many
people, and they all agree to it, and then the weather improves (ch. 196). Such semi-miraculous
occurrences are not frequent in Sturlunga saga, so the episode attracts increased attention as a
confirmation of Jarl Gizurr’s positive role in Iceland. It is another reflection of the ideal of rex
iustus, as it is presented in Hakonar saga, where some similar references to divine intervention
confirm the king’s role as the protector of the land.
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Despite the formal reconciliation, Gizurr is finally attacked by Pordr Andréasson’s
brothers. The scene is narrated from the defenders’ perspective, and their bravery is praised (ch.
199). Apart from bravery, it is also Gizurr’s luck that saves him this time, when the attackers’
weapons simply fail to hurt him. Extraordinary luck or God’s mercy protecting the king and
other representatives of royal power is another typical element of the ideal of rex iustus,
although it 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).
These concepts are clearly alluded to in this episode when Gizurr, the highest royal
representative in Iceland, is presented as being practically invincible.

Gizurr is also protected by the general support of the public. 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:

Nii kému Andréassynir at kirkjunni ok hliépu af baki. Asta hiisfreyja Andréasdéttir hljép at Eyjolfi, brédur sinum,
ok laust hann med tré miklu, ok kom pat a stalhufubardit, ok vard pvi héggit minna, at hon var tekin af forunauti
Dbeira breedra hennar. Klengr bad pa maga sina vel fyrir sja ok gera Gizuri jarli ekki grand, par sem hann var pa
kominn. (Sturlunga saga I, 531)

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

Gizurr seems willing to agree to a reconciliation, but as soon as more men come to his aid, he
becomes reluctant to accept any conditions, so Andréas’ sons must ride away. Gizurr gathers
men under the threat of accusation of high treason (landrddasok); the reference to high treason
makes it clear that the jarl holds a special position of power and all Icelanders are obliged to
follow him when needed. There is, however, nothing to suggest that many people apart from
boror Andréasson’s supporters wish to oppose the jarl.

Gizurr gathers a large force, and his men stay at farms, where all the cattle are slaughtered
for them. Both sides behave violently, and the text shows that the situation disadvantages the
common people (ch. 199):

Gizurr jarl safnar nu lidi at sér. Hann sendir menn sina nordr um land til Skagafjardar ok Eyjafjardar at kvedja
i upp ok gaf landradasok peim, er eigi foru. Ok for margt manna nordan ok kom sudr yfir heidi. Gizurr jarl var
ba ridinn austr um ar, er Nordlendingar komu sudr. Fundu peir jarl a Rangarvollum. Hafdi hann pad eigi minna
lio en sex hundrud manna. Var pa enn vida drepit fé a Rangarvéllum, ok galt margr overdr pessa ofridar ok
ofagnadar. (Sturlunga saga I, 532)

Now Gizurr gathered troops. He sent his men north to Skagafjérdr and Eyjafjordr to assemble troops and accused
those who did not come of high treason. Many men came from the north and arrived south of the plain. Jarl Gizurr
had already reached the east banks of the rivers when the northerners arrived. They joined him at Rangarvellir. He
then had a force no smaller than six hundred men. Cattle was again slaughtered at many places at Rangarvellir,
and many innocent people were affected by this struggle and trouble.

This is a less idealized account of Jarl Gizurr, but the mention of the innocent victims of the
conflict does not imply that the people are oppressed by the increased royal power. The violence
is caused by a personal conflict between the jarl and one individual chieftain, and the reference
to the victims is likely to be a general criticism of violence, as is the case throughout the
Sturlunga compilation. The narrative implies that strong centralized power, with its ability to
terminate such bloody conflicts, is a welcome alternative for the common people. Scholars have
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pointed out that if Icelanders had not accepted royal rule to terminate the strife among the
chieftains, Iceland would probably have drifted into a period of devastating civil war and social
upheaval (see Byock 1986, 38—40).

Since the disputes between the brothers and Gizurr disadvantage everyone, a solution is
attempted, and mediators arrange a meeting. Gizurr promises a truce, but then he asks the
brothers to follow him with no weapons and few men (ch. 200). The next morning, September
27, 1264, Gizurr revokes the truce and announces that he intends to have all the brothers killed.
Men ask for mercy for them, and Gizurr gives mercy to all except Pordr, who is executed:

bd var bordr ut leiddr. Hann var i treyju. beir leiddu hann ut a hladit. bordr meelti pa: ,, Pess vil ek bidja pik,
Gizurr jarl, at pu fyrirgefir mér pat, er ek hafi af gert vid pik.* Gizurr jarl svarar: ,, Pat vil ek gera, pegar pu ert
daudr. * Sigurdr jarlsmadr helt a treyjubladi Pordar. Poror drap hendi hans af sér ok vard lauss ok cetladi at taka
a ras. ba tok hann Andréas Gjafvaldsson, ok fellu peir badir. Pa lagdist Pordr nidr annars stadar ok rétti hendr
fra sér i kross. Geirmundr pjofr hjo a hals Pordi med oxi peiri, er Gylta var kéllud. Gizurr jarl preifadi i sarit ok
bad hann héggva annat, ok sva gerdi hann. Lét Pordr par lif sitt tveim nottum fyrir Mikjalsmessu. (Sturlunga saga
1, 534)

bordr was then led outside. He was dressed in a jerkin. They brought him to the yard. Then Po6ror said: “I want to
ask you, Gizurr, to forgive me for what I have done against you.” Jarl Gizurr replied: “I will do that when you are
dead.” The jarl’s companion Sigurdr held the flap of Pordr’s jerkin. Pordr pushed his hand away, freed himself,
and intended to flee. He was grabbed by Andréas Gjafvaldsson, and they both fell over. Then bPordr lay down
elsewhere and formed a cross with his arms. Geirmundr the Thief hewed at his neck with an axe named Gylta.
Gizurr touched the wound and asked him to hew again, which he did. Poror died there two nights before Saint
Michael’s Day.

Gizurr does not avoid violence in his conflict with Pordr, but in comparison with the bloody
battles of the Sturlung Age, this scene seems much closer to the image of a righteous ruler who
defeats individual opponents in order to maintain peace and stability within the land; a
comparable scene is King Hékon’s defeat of Duke Skuli in Hdkonar saga. And indeed, this was
the last violent conflict between the thirteenth-century chieftains, the last bloodshed in the
Icelandic power struggle. The dramatic process of power concentration was completed. The
Sturlung Age was over.

5.7. 3. The union with Norway and the character type of the jarl

Already in 1235, the king said to Sturla Sighvatsson that there would be better peace in Iceland
if most matters there were in the hands of one man. Nevertheless, the difficult circumstances of
the power struggle did not allow this to happen until over twenty years later. The king did not,
however, intentionally divide the Icelanders by granting power to several different men. He
chose the most suitable candidates at any given time, and the fact that none of them kept the
position very long was caused by circumstances that the king could not influence. In 1258,
Gizurr Porvaldsson became the only Icelander known to have received the title of jarl from a
legitimate Norwegian king.’® At the same time, Gizurr received control over about half of
Iceland, that is to say all the parts of Iceland that the king had a rightful claim to at the time: the
Southern Quarter, the Northern Quarter, and Borgarfjordr (see Jon Johannesson 1956, 321-22).

30 According to Skalholtsannall, a certain Audunn Hugleiksson was appointed jarl of Iceland in 1286, but no other
sources imply that it is true (Jon Johannesson 1958, 251).
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This happened after the death of Pordr Sighvatsson, to whom the king had intended to give the
position before ([slendinga saga, ch. 192):

Tok hann [Pordr Sighvatsson] pa sottin sva fast, at hann la skamma stund, ok leiddi hann til bana. Er fra honum
mikil saga. Hafdi Gizurr sidan meiri metord eftir en adr af Hdakoni konungi. Ok pat sumar, er nu var fra sagt, gaf
Hakon konungr Gizuri jarls nafn ok skipadi honum allan Sunnlendingafjordung ok Nordlendingafjordung ok allan
Borgarfiord. Hakon konungr gaf Gizuri jarli storgjafir, adr hann for ut um sumarit. Hakon konungr fekk Gizuri
Jjarli merki ok ludr ok setti hann i hdsceti hja sér ok lét skutilsveina skenkja honum sem sjalfum sér. Gizurr jarl var
mjok heitbundinn vid Hékon konung, at skattr skyldi vid gangast d Islandi. (Sturlunga saga I, 524)

[boror 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 Hakon gave Gizurr the title of jarl and appointed him to govern all the Southern
Quarter and the Northern Quarter and Borgarfjordr. King Hakon gave Jarl Gizurr valuable gifts before he left that
summer. King Hakon gave Jarl Gizurr 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 oaths,
as he had sworn that tax would be agreed to in Iceland.

This account openly shows the duality of the relationship between the king and the jarl. On the
one hand, Gizurr receives a title, prestige, and status symbols that no chieftain could possibly
have gained in Iceland. On the other hand, the narrative does not conceal the fact that this
prestige is connected to duties and obligations. Furthermore, Hdkonar saga reveals that the king
puts little trust in Gizurr, probably not entirely without reason (chs. 356-357):

Konungrinn gerdi pd skipan til Islands at hann sendi Gizur it til Islands ok gaf honum jarlsnafn. Hét Gizurr pvi i
mot at frida landit ok lata alla beendr gjalda skatt konungi, sva sem hann hafoi aor beitt. Bar Gizurr par mikil mal
a at hann mundi pvi audveldliga a leid koma. Konungr gaf honum med jarlsnafninu margar scemiligar gjafir ok
leysti hann vel ok scemiliga sér af hendi. Hann sendi ut med honum Poralda hvita, hirdmann sinn, at skynja hversu
Jarl feri med konungs trunadi. Margir trunadarmenn konungsins foru ut a 6drum skipum pat sumar at skynja
konungs erendi, hvart jarl feeri med peim eftir pvi er hann hafdi heitit. En er Gizurr kom til Islands pd helt hann
vi vel upp sem vera cetti, er Hakon konungr hafdi gert meiri seemd hans en nékkurs manns annars a Islandi i peiri
nafnbot er hann hafdi gefit honum ok mérgum 6drum scemdum. Pat lét hann ok fylgja at Hdkon konungr hafoi sva
gefit honum pessa nafnbot at hann skyldi pat engan penning kosta, ok engi skattr skyldi vid pat leggjask a landit.
Sagdi hann ok um pa menn er honum gerdusk handgengnir, hiromenn eda skutilsveinar, at peir skyldu pvilikar
nafnbcetr hafa | Noregi af Hdakoni konungi. Urdu vio petta margir godir menn til at gerask honum handgengnir ok
soru honum eid en Hakoni konungi trunad. Bratt urdu menn pess varir at pat var fals er hann sagoi fra ordum
konungsins. En allt at einu heldu menn trunad vio hann ok Hakon konung. (Hakonar saga II, 203—04)

The king made the decision concerning Iceland that he sent Gizurr to Iceland and gave him the title of jarl. Gizurr
promised in return to establish peace in the land 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 honourable gifts, and he sent him on his journey with respect and honour. He sent his retainer Poraldi
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 in order 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 made a big deal, and rightfully
so, of the fact that King Hakon had honoured him more than any other Icelander by giving him the title and many
other signs of honour. He also 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 land. He also said that men who would become his vassals,
retainers, or pages, would have the same titles in Norway at King Hakon’s court. 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. But they nevertheless remained loyal to him and to King Hakon.

The fact that the king sends several emissaries to Iceland to check on Gizurr implies that he is
far from certain about Gizurr’s loyalty. And indeed, Hakonar saga openly indicates that Gizurr
lies to the Icelanders about his obligations to the king and lies to the king about being ready to
propagate the tax in Iceland. It has been suggested that the author of Hdakonar saga, Sturla
bordarson, deliberately depicted Gizurr as negatively as he could, because he held a personal
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grudge against him (Armann Jakobsson 2017, 196-97; Sverrir Jakobsson 2016, 250), but such
argumentation is not convincing. It is true that Sturla felt deceived by Gizurr at certain points
(Islendinga saga ch. 197, Sturlu pattr ch. 1), and his own stanzas are quoted in these scenes to
illustrate his exasperation, but otherwise, his narratives show extremely little personal bias.
Instead, Hakonar saga is formed by the official royal ideology furthered by the king, which
presents a change in the approach to loyalty. Before Hakon Hékonarson’s time, loyalty to the
king was contextual and not based on absolute principles (Orning 2008, 5-6, 33, 321-22), but
during Hakon’s reign, the concepts of obedience, absolute loyalty, and high treason were
introduced, at least in theory (Orning 2008, 231-36; Magnus Stefansson 1988, 162-75).
Hakonar saga is a narrative manifest of this new ideology, and it evaluates Gizurr’s behaviour
in light of this ideology. The purpose of the saga is not to idealize the king’s representatives,
but to underline the idea that absolute loyalty is expected of them. Gizurr deceives the king,
which is unacceptable according to Hdkonar saga’s ideology.

There is nothing to imply, however, that Gizurr’s aim was to protect Iceland’s freedom
and independence from foreign rule. As has been shown here, some recent research suggests
that such notions did not even exist at the time, at least not in the same form as they are known
from post-medieval times. If they existed in some form, they probably did not concern the
relationship between Icelanders and the Norwegian king, because the king never regarded
Icelanders as foreigners, but rather as inhabitants of the same social space, as both lands shared
the same history, culture, and language, and they were also firmly connected in the economic
and ecclesiastical sphere.

The reason why Gizurr was not entirely loyal to the king was that he became too
ambitious. The jarl’s title did not give him power over all Iceland, only over about half of it,
and the king most probably did not intend to ever give Gizurr more territory (Jon Samsonarson
1958, 338-40). Furthermore, the tax was a significant sign of the jarl’s subordination to the
king. We know from the sagas that Gizurr was extremely ambitious, and it makes sense to
assume that he wished to rule all Iceland, and to rule it alone — not because of any opposition
to foreign rule, but simply because he desired more power. We need not go far to find a
comparable example — there are considerable similarities with the conflict between Skuli
Béardarson and King Hakon. Skuli was also a jarl, later even a duke, and he had received power
over a large share of the land, but he revolted against King Hdkon anyway, because he wished
to rule the whole land and to rule it alone. Sktli and Hékon were both Norwegian, so the conflict
could not involve any nationalistic sentiments. There is every reason to believe that Gizurr’s
case 1s comparable.

Gizurr probably hoped to gain support even in the parts of Iceland that were not given to
him by the king — and the king had no rightful claim to these territories yet, so he could not
grant them to anybody else either. Gizurr may have assumed that the king would not send an
armed force to Iceland, because it was far away and the king had other, possibly more pressing
problems in international politics. Gizurr thus had a realistic chance of ruling Iceland alone, and
he would not give up without trying. It is therefore not surprising that, according to Hdakonar
saga, the king was dissatisfied with Gizurr’s action on his behalf. In 1259, he received news of
Gizurr’s negligence (at Gizurr jarl hafdi litinn hug d lagt at flytia mdl hans vid Islendinga,
Hakonar saga 11, 207), and in 1260, he sent two emissaries, fvarr Arnljotarson and Pall
linseyma, to Iceland to take care of the matter. Their task was to go to the Alpingi and read out
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royal letters about how much tax Icelanders should pay to the king and how much the jarl should
receive (ch. 360):

Dbeir komu ut fyrir alpingi ok foru til pings. Var par fyrir Gizurr jarl ok formenn flestir. ba varu flutt bréf Hakonar
konungs, ok var par mikil manndeild a hversu peim var tekit. Flutti jarl konungs erendi ok po nékkut med 6orum
utveg en a bréfum stod. En Sunnlendingar, peir sem mestir vinir varu jarls, meeltu mest i mot skattinum, ok sva
peir sem komnir varu austan um bjorsa. Ok fellu peer lykdir ¢ at erendi peira Ivars vard ekki, ok foru peir iitan hit
sama sumar d konungs fund. Var pat peira flutningr at Sunnlendingar mundi eigi sva djarfliga hafa neitat
skattinum ef peir vissi at pat veeri | moti vilja jarls. (Hakonar saga 11, 207)

[The emissaries] arrived in Iceland before the Alpingi and went to the assembly. There was Jarl Gizurr and most
of the 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 claims, 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, as well as those who
lived east of Pjorsa. And it turned out that fvarr’s requests were not accepted, and the emissaries returned to
Norway the same summer and went to the king. They said that the southerners would not have opposed the tax so
stubbornly if they had known that such opposition was against the jarl’s will.

This implies that the farmers did not oppose the tax on their own initiative, but rather due to
their personal loyalty to Gizurr, who opposed the tax because of his ambition to rule all Iceland
independently of the king.

Hakonar saga focuses on the king’s dissatisfaction with Jarl Gizurr when the emissaries
returned from Iceland in 1260 (Hdkonar saga II, 209—10), while Islendinga saga (ch. 196)
shows that after the Alpingi, Gizurr increased his focus on gaining more support in Iceland,
even among his former opponents. Pordr Andréasson was now temporarily formally reconciled
with Gizurr and assisted him in this effort, but the jarl had another rival, Hrafn Oddsson, whose
domain in the Westfjords was still formally independent of the king. Hrafn had considerable
power ambitions in the Western Quarter, and he was doubtlessly dissatisfied when the king
gave Borgarfjordr to Gizurr. As Jon Samsonarson has pointed out, Hrafn probably started his
own negotiations with the royal emissaries in 1260, intending to decrease Gizurr’s power (Jon
Samsonarson 1958, 346—48). This idea is supported by the fact that another royal emissary,
Hallvardr gullskor, was sent to Iceland in the summer of 1261 with the provision that
Borgarfjordr was taken from Gizurr and given to Hrafn (Sturlunga saga I, 528). The king
obviously believed that Hrafn would be more willing than Gizurr to propagate the tax if he
received more power in return. Hrafn had not been a royal retainer before, but he was an ideal
candidate, because he was influential and was not an adherent of Gizurr. The king needed to
show Gizurr that the introduction of royal rule in Iceland did not depend on him alone.

Hallvardr also had a more significant task — to finally persuade the other chieftains and
farmers to swear allegiance to the king (IS chs. 197-198; HS ch. 374). Hékonar saga offers a
detailed account of the events, stating that Jarl Gizurr did not openly oppose the royal emissary
(Hdkonar saga 11, 222). Nevertheless, Gizurr secretly debated with the men of the Northern
Quarter, trying to find a solution that would allow him to increase his power. The farmers then
suggested to Gizurr that they would pay a large sum of money once, instead of a regular tax
(beendr hétu jarli storfé at leysa pat gjald er a var kallat, Hakonar saga 11, 222). This must
again be understood as a sign of their personal loyalty to Gizurr, whom they wished to support
in his power ambitions. Hallvardr refused that, however, and explained that the king wanted
only a low tax, and that he mainly wished for the Icelanders’ allegiance:
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Ok er Hallvardr spurdi petta, sagdi hann at konungrinn vildi ekki at beendr veeri pyndir til sva mikla fégjalda,
sagdi hann at konungrinn vildi hafa hlyoni af bondum ok slikan skatt af landi sem peim yrdi engir afarkostir [ at
gjalda ok hét po par | mot hlunnendum ok réttarbotum. (Hakonar saga 11, 222)

And when Hallvardr found out about this, he said that the king did not want the farmers to be forced to paying
such large sums. He said that the king wished for the farmers’ obedience and such a tax from the land that would
not be difficult for them to pay. In return, he promised them benefits and legal improvements.

This speech may have appealed to the farmers, but Hallvardr would probably not have
succeeded in persuading them if he had not been supported by the local leaders, of whom Hrafn
Oddsson and Porvardr Porarinsson, who now controlled most of the Eastern Quarter, still
independently of the king, were most influential. That, in turn, implies that these chieftains
supported the royal rule, although they, unlike Gizurr, were not bound by any direct personal
obligations to the king. Hrafn and Porvardr even joined forces to put pressure on Gizurr at the
Alpingi of 1262, and they threatened to attack the assembly if Gizurr’s men did not accept the
king’s requests (Hakonar saga 11, 223).

Gizurr now understood that his plan to rule Iceland independently was destined to fail,
and he had to concentrate on keeping at least the power he had, as the king had already taken
one territory from him, and now that Gizurr faced two powerful Icelandic rivals, he was
probably afraid that he would lose all his power if he did not comply. He therefore asked his
followers to accept the king’s requests, “pleading with them by kind words and calling it
plotting against his life if they did not comply” (bad pa til godum ordum, en kalladi fjorrad vio
sik ef peir gengi eigi undir, Hakonar saga II, 223); he was clearly afraid of Hrafn’s and
Porvardr’s threats. The men from most of Gizurr’s regions therefore swore tax and allegiance
to the king at the Alpingi of 1262. When Hrafn Oddsson knew for sure that Gizurr’s men had
sworn the oaths, he swore the same oaths together with the men of the Westfjords and
Borgarfjordr (Hakonar saga 11, 223). This ending of the episode creates a distance from the
narrative type of the jarl’s story. The structural pattern leads to the expectation of the defiant
jarl’s violent death, but instead, Gizurr makes a decision that averts the tragic ending. This
distance from the tragic horizon of expectations of the jarl’s story gives the narrative of the
establishment of the union a positive undertone.

The account of the formal acceptance of royal rule in Islendinga saga gives detailed
information about the names of chieftains and influential farmers who swore the oaths and about
the numbers of their followers, but it gives surprisingly little information about the character of
the oaths. The only thing that is mentioned is the tax or tribute (skattr), which is also the term
used in fourteenth-century Icelandic annals (see Boulhosa 2005, 105-06):

Um sumarit eftir, er Hallvardr kom vt um sumarit fyrra, var pingreid mikil nordan or sveitum. Fjélmennti Gizurr
Jarl mjok, ok reid Asgrimr Porsteinsson pa til pings med honum. Hrafn fjélmennti ok mjok vestan. Reid med honum
a ping Hallvaror gullskor ok Einarr Vatnsfirdingr ok Vigfuss Gunnsteinsson, ok myndi peir hafa sex hundrud
manna. Gizurr jarl hafdi eigi feera med pvi lidi, er hann tok upp sudr, en datta hundrud manna. Var a pvi pingi
svardr skattr Hakoni konungi um allan Nordlendingafjoroung ok Sunnlendingafjordung fyrir vestan Pjorsa. Skattr
var pa ok svarinn um allan Vestfirdingafjoroung. Tolf menn séru skatt i Nordlendingafjoroungi: Asgrimr
borsteinsson, Hallr tisti ok Gudrikr, — or Eyjafirdi: Hallr af M6druvéllum, Porvardr or Saurbee, Guomundr frd
Hrafnagili, — or Skagafirdi: Geirr audgi Porvaldsson, Kalfr ok Porgeirr Brandssynir, — fyrir vestan Vatnsskaro:
Bjarni a Audkulustooum, Siguror or Hvammi, lllugi Gunnarsson. Tolf menn soru ok skatt or Vestfirdingafjordungi.
(Sturlunga saga I, 528-29)

The following summer after Hallvaror’s arrival in Iceland, many men from the northern districts rode to the
assembly. Jarl Gizurr had a large following, and Asgrimr Porsteinsson accompanied him to the assembly. Hrafn
came from the north with many men. He was accompanied by Hallvardr gullskor and Einarr of Vatnsfjordr and
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Vigfuss Gunnsteinsson, and they had about six hundred men. Jarl Gizurr had, including the troop that he had
gathered in the south, no fewer than eight hundred men. At that assembly, tax was sworn to the king by all the
Northern Quarter and the Southern Quarter west of Pjorsa. Tax was also sworn by all the Western Quarter. Twelve
men swore the oath in the Northern Quarter: Asgrimr borsteinsson, Hallr tisti and Gudrikr, — from Eyjafjoror Hallr
of Modruvellir, Porvardr of Saurbae, Guomundr of Hrafnagil, — from Skagafjordr Geirr Porvaldsson the Wealthy,
Kalfr Brandsson and Porgeirr Brandsson, — west of Vatnsskard Bjarni of Audkulustadir, Sigurdr of Hvammr, Illugi
Gunnarsson. Twelve men from the Western Quarter swore as well.

Comparably, Porgils saga skarda (ch. 80) is very brief about the matter:

Hann reid [ Reykjaholt. Var par Hallvardr gullskor. Hann hafdi komit ut um sumarit med bodskap Hdkonar
konungs. Var hann pa virdr mikils. Gekk pa skattr yfir land, sem mérgum monnum er kunnigt ordit, ok ritum vér
Dbar eigi fleira af, en po eru par mikil soguefni. (Sturlunga saga II, 224)

He rode to Reykjaholt. There was Hallvaror gullskor. He had arrived in the summer with King Hakon’s message.
He was greatly respected. Tax was then accepted in the land, as many men know, and we will not write more about
it, although there is much to tell.

This lack of interest does not necessarily imply an opposition to the depicted events. It may
rather suggest that the formal acceptance of the union was not perceived as a dramatic change,
and that there was little debate about the form and content of the oaths. According to the
available sources, the tribute was approximately as high as the pingfararkaup (see Byock 1986,
39-40), so the farmers did not have to pay more than they were used to. It has also been shown
here that Icelandic and Norwegian politics were in practice interconnected already from the
beginning of the Sturlung Age, and to some degree also before. If the formal oaths of allegiance
were perceived as a matter of ceremony that did not significantly transform the power relations,
it is understandable that they receive little attention in the sagas.

The oaths of allegiance sworn by representatives of the remaining regions are not even
mentioned in Sturlunga saga. Brief information about them is found in the annals and in the
extant fragment of Magnuss saga Hdkonarsonar (ch. 3). According to these sources, the
Oddaverjar and the Austfirdings had sworn allegiance to the king by the summer of 1264, the
latter probably on the initiative of their kinsman, the newly consecrated Bishop Brandr Jonsson
(see Sverrir Jakobsson 2016, 254-55). Porvardr Poérarinsson sailed to Norway the same
summer, and he gave up his domain, the Eastfjords, to the king as a compensation for the killing
of Porgils Bodvarsson and another royal retainer:

Magniis konungr sat i Bjorgyn um sumarit. Petta sumar kom af Islandi Hallvardr gullskér. Hann sagdi pau tidendi
at allir Islendingar héfou pa jatazk undir hlyoni vio Magniis konung, ok pd var spurt andlat Hikonar konungs d
Islandi er hann for vitan. Par var pé med honum Porvardr Pérarinsson, ok gekk hann d vald Magniiss konungs ok
gaf allt sitt riki [ hans vald fyrir pa hluti er hann hafdi brotit vio konungdominn i aftoku Porgils skarda ok Bergs,
hirdmanna konungs Héakonar. Hafa sidan Islendingar aldrigi i méti meelt at hlyda bodi ok bani Magniiss konungs.
Gengu peir ok med meiri bliou undir hann en Hakon konung, f60ur hans. (Hakonar saga I1, 273)

King Magnus spent the summer in Bjorgyn. The same summer, Hallvardr gullskor returned from Iceland. He
brought the news that all Icelanders had agreed to obey King Magnus. When Hallvardr was leaving, the news of
King Hékon’s death had reached Iceland. Porvardr Porarinsson came to Norway with him, and he gave himself up
to King Magnus and gave up his domain to the king as a compensation for the misdeed he had committed against
the kingdom by killing Porgils skardi and Bergr, King Hakon’s retainers. From then on, Icelanders have never
refused to obey King Magnus’ directives and prohibitions. They were also happier to submit to him than to King
Hékon, his father.

Gottskalksanndll, possibly based on chapters of Magnuiss saga that are now lost, shows that
Hrafn and Porvardr visited the royal court together in 1273, swore loyalty and fellowship
(trunadareida ok félagsskapar) to each other, and the king gave them power over all Iceland on
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his behalf (fekk peim allt Island til stidérnar undir hans valdi, Hikonar saga I, 285). Gizurr was
already dead at the time, he died on January 12, 1268.

5.7. 4. The jarD’s story, cultural memory, and Icelandic identity

Unlike the genuinely loyal retainer Porgils Bdovarsson, Jarl Gizurr is portrayed as an
excessively ambitious aristocrat, willing to employ all kinds of lies and deceit to enhance his
own power. As such, he resembles another defiant jarl, Skuli Bardarson, who, despite his
constantly increasing prestige, was not content with his position and finally revolted against the
monarch. That was not what Gizurr did, however — at the critical moment, he realistically
assessed the situation and accepted the conditions set by the king. The sagas clearly show that
he was not persuaded to this decision primarily by the royal emissaries, but rather by other
Icelandic aristocrats, who wished to accept royal rule with the support of the public. Gizurr
proved to be a judicious politician this time, and he agreed to compromise, which enabled him
to retain his prestigious position for the rest of his life. This ending creates a distance from the
horizon of expectations of the inherently tragic jarl’s story, and the distance underlines the
saga’s positive interpretation of the acceptance of royal rule in Iceland.

After Gizurr’s death, the administration in Iceland was in the hands of royal officials from
the influential chieftain families, who managed to overcome their mutual hostility due to shared
obligations to the king. Hrafn Oddsson and Porvardr Poérarinsson, who had fought against each
other in the bloody battle of Pverd, now governed the land together. King Hadkon Magnusson
then abolished jarldom in Norway in 1308, because it did not fit his idea of centralized rule
(Bjorn Porsteinsson 1956, 115). In this sense, Jarl Gizurr was, in the same way as the warrior-
aristocrats Skuli Bardarson and Por0r Sighvatsson, a relic of the old social system, which was
in the process of being replaced by a new model of centralized government.

The distance from the character type of the jarl in the portrayal of Gizurr, on the other
hand, stems from the combination of this character type with some elements of the ideal of rex
iustus. In Islendinga saga it is repeatedly emphasized that Gizurr, the highest Icelandic
representative of centralized rule, is highly popular among the people, and he is even portrayed
as the bearer of extraordinary luck and God’s mercy, due to which he can protect his land from
unfavourable fate. These elements of the ideal of rex iustus in the narrative portrayal of an
Icelander underline the idea that Icelanders perceived royal power as neither foreign nor distant,
but that they identified with this concept and accepted it as their own.

King Hakon Hékonarson died before he could really take up the government of Iceland,
and Jarl Gizurr passed away only five years later, but they were both preserved in the cultural
memory of Icelanders as symbolic embodiments of the decisive stage of social transformation
in Iceland — of the decade when the violent clashes of the Sturlung Age were terminated. A
similar, or rather even more significant, role in this transformation was doubtlessly played by
Hékon’s successor, the renowned lawmaker Magnis Hakonarson, but the narrative sources
about him have unfortunately not been preserved to this day. His role in the relationship
between Norway and Iceland can at least be studied in the story of the “last skald”, the saga
writer Sturla Pordarson the younger.
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5.8. STURLA PORPARSON: THE LAST SKALD

The time immediately following the union with Norway is depicted in a short but significant
part of Sturlunga saga, known as Sturlu pattr. This text describes the last twenty years of the
life of Sturla Pérdarson the younger (1214—1284), the writer of Islendinga saga, Hikonar saga
Hakonarsonar, and other historiographic texts. Sturla also composed several skaldic poems.
Apart from his literary activity, he participated in the dramatic political events of the Sturlung
Age, but he was mostly overshadowed by his more ambitious kinsmen. He finally fully
established himself politically by acquiring the high royal office of l6gmadr after Iceland’s
union with Norway.

According to general scholarly agreement, Sturlu pattr is of a later origin than most other
parts of Sturlunga saga (Jon Johannesson 1946, xlviii—xlix). Just like in the case of Porgils
saga skaroda, it has been suggested that Sturlu pattr, which is also included only in the
Reykjarfiaroarbok version of Sturlunga saga, expresses opposition to the monarchy, thus
making Reykjarfjaroarbok expressly anti-monarchist in comparison with Kroksfjaroarbok
(Helgi Porlaksson 2012, 82—84). In the following I will argue, however, that Sturla Pérdarson
is not presented in the text as an opponent of royal power, and that the pattr, by employing the
narrative type of the court poet’s story, creates a consciously positive evaluation of the
relationship between Icelanders and the monarchy.

5. 8. 1. Sturla Poroarson: a national hero, a traitor, or a typical Icelandic chieftain?

Sturla Pordarson has enjoyed scholarly attention mainly as a saga writer, but his political
activity and opinions have been studied as well. The predominant interpretation has been that
Sturla bordarson was one of the fiercest opponents of royal rule in Iceland from the 1240s. This
assumption has been used to explain Sturla’s fear of King Hakon Hakonarson during his first
journey to Norway in 1263, and Sturla has been regarded as a national hero who defended his
land’s independence. Finnur Jonsson wrote in his history of Old Norse literature:

Sturla var iovrigt af Gissur bleven gjort til «lendermandy, hvorved hans stilling til kong Hakon var bleven en
anden. Den modstand, han altid og konsekvent havde gjort mod kongen og hans mere eller mindre dbenlyse
indblanding i islandske sager og forhold, var nu brudt. Sturla har indset, at der ikke var noget mere at gore, men
med sorg har han sikkert set tingenes uundgdelige vending. [...] Han var den, der trofast veernede om Snorres
minde, som stadig var tro mod sit fedreland og stred sd lenge som muligt mod kong Hakons bestreebelser [...]
(Finnur Jénsson 1901, 720-21)

Furthermore, Gizurr made Sturla his and the king’s vassal, whereby his relation to King Hakon was changed. His
constant and consequent opposition to the king and to the more or less open royal intervention into Icelandic
matters and relations was now broken. Sturla had understood that there was nothing more he could do, but he
certainly watched the inevitable turn of the matters with sorrow. [...] He was the one who faithfully protected
Snorri’s memory, who was constantly loyal to his fatherland, and who struggled against King Hakon’s efforts as
long as he could [...]

This account is clearly influenced by the time’s political climate in Iceland. Nevertheless, this
perception of Sturla was not rejected even after the Icelandic struggle for independence had
been completed. Bjorn Porsteinsson wrote in 1956:

Sturla Pordarson sagnaritari hefur verid einna eindregnasti andsteedingur konungvaldsins allra islenzkra
héfdingja. Hann vinnur markvist ad pvi ad draga Islendinga fra trunadi vio Hakon gamla, en efla pann hofdingja,
sem honum potti liklegastur til pess ad geta ordid einvaldur i landinu. [...] Honum tokst ekki ad koma upp neinu
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allsherjarbandalagi gegn konungsvaldinu og sor konungi eida d bverdrpingi [...] Hann semur einnig
Islendingasogu, adalbalk Sturlungu, & efri drum sinum, og er talid, ad hann sé fremur famall um andstéou sina
gegn yfirradum Noregskonungs. [...] bedi hann [Sturla Pordarson] og Porvardur borarinsson voru med helztu
andstedingum konungsvaldsins hér a landi. Peir virdast pvi bddir hafa tekid bysna skjotum sinnaskiptum [
konungsgardi. (Bjorn Porsteinsson 1956, 26-27, 32)

The saga writer Sturla Pérdarson was one of the most resolute opponents of the monarchy among the Icelandic
chieftains. He worked purposefully to turn Icelanders away from loyalty to Hakon the Old, and he supported the
chieftain who seemed most likely to rule the land independently. [...] He failed to establish any general alliance
against royal power, and he swore oaths to the king at bverarping [...] In his old age, he also composed Islendinga
saga, the largest part of Sturlunga, and it is assumed that he kept quiet in it about his opposition to the Norwegian
king’s rule. [...] both he [Sturla Pordarson] and Porvardr Porarinsson were among the major opponents of the
monarchy in Iceland; they both seem to have changed their minds extremely quickly at the royal court.

Similarly, Gunnar Benediktsson wrote in his detailed study of Sturla’s life and work that when
Sturla was forced to sail to Norway in 1263, he was “expelled from the land as the king’s
offender because of his opposition to the king’s reign over Iceland” (flemdur utan sem
sakamadur vid konung vegna andstodu gegn yfirradum hans ¢ Islandi, Gunnar Benediktsson
1961, 143).

Such opinions on Sturla’s political thinking are still dominant in research today, and they
have surprisingly been adopted even by Hans Jacob Orning, who has otherwise refuted many
outdated assumptions about the medieval Norwegian monarchy. He nevertheless states that
Sturla Pérdarson “had opposed King Haakon in the final days of Iceland’s independence, which
came to an end in 1262/64. Actually, Sturla came to Norway as a delinquent to receive the
king’s verdict for opposing him” (Orning 2018, 203).

Since the only available source is Sturlunga saga,®' our understanding of these events
depends on the interpretation of how this text presents Sturla’s attitude to royal power and the
circumstances of his journey to Norway in 1263. Here it will be argued that Sturlunga saga
does not imply that Sturla ever opposed the monarchy. The most obvious proof is that Sturla is
presented as a loyal supporter of Pordr Sighvatsson, who was a royal representative since 1247,
so anyone who supported Pordr also indirectly supported royal rule. Due to his loyalty to Pordr,
Sturla was dissatisfied with the king’s decision to replace Pordr with bPorgils Bodvarsson as the
royal representative. This led to an argument between Porgils and Sturla, which is depicted in
borgils saga skarda (ch. 14):

Fundust peir Sturla bordarson freendr at Helgafelli. Fell med peim heldr faliga. Sagdi Sturla sem allir peir, er riki
heldu af Pordi kakala, at peim var opokki mikill a allri skipan Hdakonar konungs. Vildi Sturla draga Porgils fra
konungs trunadi, en Porgils vildi heimta Sturlu fra sambandi vio pa Hrafn ok Eyjolf. Skilou peir freendr med engri
vinattu. (Sturlunga saga II, 125)

[Porgils] and his kinsman Sturla Pordarson met at Helgafell, but they were rather unfriendly to each other. Sturla,
like everyone else who governed Pordr Sighvatsson’s domain, said that they strongly disapproved of all King
Hékon’s decisions. Sturla tried to dissuade Porgils from remaining loyal to the king, but Porgils tried to persuade
Sturla to break his alliance with Hrafn and Eyjolfr. The two kinsmen did not part as friends.

3 Hakonar saga Hdakonarsonar does not mention Sturla’s arrival at the royal court in 1263 at all, because it
focuses on King Hakon’s military expedition against the Scots. Icelandic annals mostly contain only the brief
formulation “Sturla Pordarson’s journey” (utanferd Sturlu Pordarsonar, Islandske annaler, 135, 330), and the
only longer entry states “Sturla Pérdarson’s journey: he was captured by Hrafn Oddsson” (utanferd Sturlu
bordarsonar ok var tekinn med valdi af Hrafni Oddssyni, Islandske annaler, 67); this formulation is more in line
with the interpretation that will be suggested here.
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Both Pordr and Porgils were Sturla’s kinsmen, but Sturla was nevertheless not willing to
renounce his loyalty to Pordr, although this inevitably placed him in opposition to Porgils and
to the king’s decision. This is a typical example of conflicting obligations — Sturla wished to be
loyal to both Pordr and the king, but it was not possible in this case. Sturla therefore decided to
insist on remaining loyal to his ally Pordr, to whom he had personally sworn oaths (see Magnus
Stefansson 1988, 149).

Apart from his obligations to Pordr Sighvatsson, Sturla also had his own ambitions in
local politics in the Borgarfjordr region. That is why he, together with Pordr’s other adherent
Hrafn Oddsson, opposed the king’s decision about the rule over this region in 1252—1253. In
1254, his alliance with Hrafn ended because they started to compete for power over the region;
in 1256-1257, Sturla and Hrafn even unsuccessfully planned several attacks on each other.
Sturla then sought the support of Jarl Gizurr Porvaldsson, who had formally received power
over Borgarfjordr from the king. In 1261, however, the king took Borgarfjoérdr from Gizurr and
gave it to Hrafn because of Gizurr’s reluctance to promote the monarchy in Iceland. This led to
open enmity between Sturla and Hrafn in 1262, and in 1263, Sturla unsuccessfully attempted
to attack Hrafn. After this failed attack, Hrafn captured Sturla and forced him to sail to Norway
and accept the king’s judgement (see Helgi Porldksson 1988, 138—41).

These examples imply that Sturla was a pragmatic politician who fought for his own
political position on the local level, not against Iceland’s union with the Norwegian kingdom.
He sought the support of the strongest chieftains likely to help him in furthering his interests.
He dared to oppose the king’s appointment of chieftains in his region, but he was willing to
accept royal rule if it respected these rights and secured peace (see Helgi Porlaksson 1988, 143—
45; 2017, 202).

The reason for Sturla’s forced journey in 1263 to the court of King Hékon, whose
“hostility he feared most” according to Sturlu pattr (hann uggdi hans fjandskap mest, Sturlunga
saga 11, 231), was thus clearly not his opposition to royal rule, but rather his attempted attack
on Hrafn Oddsson. Hrafn had gained the king’s favour and protection by promoting the formal
acceptance of royal rule in Iceland in 1261-1262. Furthermore, both Hrafn and Sturla were
royal vassals at this time, after having sworn allegiance to the king together with others when
the union was established in 1262. Sturla broke his oath of allegiance by attacking Hrafn,
because an attack on a fellow royal vassal was regarded as high treason (see Jon Johannesson
1956, 330; Magnus Stefansson 1988, 151-60). Hrafn was doubtlessly also partly responsible
for the clashes, but as the winner, he had the possibility to describe the conflict to the royal
emissaries in his own way and put the blame on Sturla.

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 (see Magnus Stefansson
1988, 167—68), which is what Sturla did. It was probably lucky for Sturla that he met King
Magnuas Hékonarson in Norway instead of King Hakon, who was on a military expedition
against the Scots and died there in December 1263. The young King Magnuis was obviously
less reluctant to forgive Sturla than his father would have been. Sturlu pattr also implies that an
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important role was played by Gautr of Mel, a high-ranking courtier and a friend of the Sturlungs,
but his influence was probably even greater than the text admits.>?

Nevertheless, the real reason why King Magnis was magnanimous towards Sturla must
have been his belief that their political cooperation would be mutually beneficial. The question
then is why the king needed to cooperate with Sturla, when he already had several influential
representatives in Iceland. The answer might be that these representatives — Jarl Gizurr
bPorvaldsson, Hrafn Oddsson, and Porvardr Porarinsson — were in fact too influential, and the
king suspected that they would aim at strengthening their own power, instead of promoting
increasingly centralized rule in the newly established union. He therefore needed an official
who came from an old chieftain family, but who was not too powerful or too ambitious. Sturla
fulfilled these criteria.

Sturla therefore became a royal official and stayed in Norway until 1271, possibly with a
short break in 1265-1266 (Gudrin Asa Grimsdottir 1988a, 19). During this time, Sturla
participated in the production of the lawbook Jdrnsida, which makes him very politically
significant (Magnus Stefansson 1988, 179; Gudrun Asa Grimsdottir 1988b, 196-97; Jon Vidar
Sigurdsson and Sverrir Jakobsson 2017, 1, 5). In 1271, Sturla became the first /6gmadr in
Iceland. When the land was divided into two logdemi in 1277, Sturla continued as /6gmadr in
the Northern and Western Quarter in 1277-1282, while Jon Einarsson was logmadr in the
Southern and Eastern Quarter in 1277-1294 (J6n Vidar Sigurdsson and Sverrir Jakobsson 2017,
6). The prestigious office of /ogmadr can be regarded as Sturla’s final political success after
years of power struggles that had not brought him any decisive victory.

Nevertheless, Sturla faced many difficulties in his office. The freshly established union
was still in development, and the instability was further intensified by conflicts between secular
and ecclesiastical power, the so-called stadamal. Arna saga biskups refers to letters sent to the
king by the royal official Porvardr borarinsson in 1276 and by Bishop Arni Porlaksson in 1277,
with complaints about Sturla’s lack of activity in political matters:

bingi varu i sumar rédu peir Hrafn ok byskup, hofou skammt ok medallagi skilvist at pvi er sumum potti;
l6gségumadr var ogreidr ok skaut flestum mdlum undir byskups dom ok annarra manna peira er syndiz. Af
logréttumonnum nyttiz litit. (Biskupa sogur 111, 63)

Our assembly this summer was controlled by Hrafn and the bishop, and some felt that they spoke too briefly, and
their speech was only partly trustworthy. The /Ggségumadr®® did not respond promptly, and he let the bishop, and
others who wished to, decide in most matters. The members of the /ogrétta were not very useful.

Dbar neest segir hann at Jon logmadr for vel ok vitrliga i sinu starfi, en af Sturlu st6d minna gagn en porf stod til
ok par purfti rad fyrir ad sja. (Biskupa sogur I11, 65)

Next, he says that the /ogmadr Jon acted well and wisely in his office, but Sturla was less useful than there was
need for, and that had to be dealt with.

The most likely cause of Sturla’s inefficiency was that his political loyalties were split between
the farmers, the ecclesiastical officials, and the king, but in the given situation it was hardly
possible to support one group without disadvantaging another. The letters quoted in Arna saga

32 The importance of intermediaries in dealing with the king is discussed by Werdahl 2013 and 2015; the various
historical roles of Gautr Jonsson are discussed by Wardahl 2017.

33 The older term lGgsdgumadr is used here as a synonym of the term /Ggmadr, which is more accurate for the late
thirteenth century.
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show that Sturla did not manage to handle the complicated situation flawlessly, but nothing else
could be expected under the given circumstances. Sturla responded to the complaints by
becoming more active in the political dealings: according to Arna saga, he undertook another
journey to Norway in 1278, together with Hrafn Oddsson and Porvardr Poérarinsson. The
purpose of their journey was probably first and foremost to discuss the stadamadl, but it also
contributed to the production of a revised and extended lawbook, Jonsbok (Biskupa ségur 111,
67; see Gudran Asa Grimsdottir 1988a, 20-21).

5. 8. 2. The royal official Sturla Pordarson and the narrative type of the court poet’s story

Sturlu pattr does not pay much attention to the details of Sturla’s political career. It is surely
not because its author did not know about them or wished to hide them from his contemporaries
— only a few decades had passed between the events and the time of writing, and the events
were still fresh in everyone’s memory. Arna saga biskups, written down in the first quarter of
the fourteenth century, proves this. The reason for the different focus of Sturlu pattr is that the
text follows a narrative type that not only shapes its structure but also creates its meaning.

Sturlu pattr is shaped by the structural pattern of the court poet’s story. The protagonist
faces alienation from the king at first, due to his failed attack on Hrafn Oddsson, one of the
most influential royal representatives in Iceland. Hrafn defeats Sturla, expels him to Norway,
and sends reports to the royal court to defame Sturla and put all the blame on him. Sturla is
disappointed when Jarl Gizurr Porvaldsson does not support him, and he recites a lausavisa in
which he complains of Gizurr’s treacherous behaviour. Only a half-stanza is quoted in the text,
but it efficiently draws attention to Sturla’s poetic art and thereby also to the narrative type of
the court poet’s story. King Magnus accepts Sturla coldly at first due to the reports of his
misdeeds. Such initial distrust between the king and the Icelander is typical for the court poet’s
story (see Harris 1972, 10-12). The story also shows that Sturla lacks property in Norway
because he has left Iceland involuntarily after a defeat. That is also a standard element of this
narrative type; the story of Snorri Sturluson is an exception.

In the account of Sturla’s reconciliation with the king, the narrative emphasizes the social
significance of Sturla’s poetic art. None of Sturla’s court poetry is quoted in Sturlu pdattr, but it
is repeatedly mentioned. The pdttr directly states that Sturla gains the king’s friendship as a
reward for his poetry:

Konungr bad hann kveda, ef hann vildi, pat, ,,er pu pykkist um mik ort hafa. * Pa kvad Sturla, til pess er lokit var.
[...] Konungr meelti: ,, Spurt hefi ek, at Sturla kann at yrkja. “ [...] Konungr bad taka silfrker, fullt af vini, ok drakk
af nokkut, fekk sidan Sturlu ok meelti: ,, Vin skal til vinar drekka.” [...] ,, Nu hefi ek heyrt kveedi pin, Sturla, ok hygg
ek, at pu munir vera it bezta skald. Nu mun ek pat at launum leggja, at pu skalt heim kominn med mér i nadum ok
go0um fridi. En fadir minn a sék a sinum malum, er pit finnizt, en gott mun ek til leggja. ** (Sturlunga saga 11, 233—
34)

The king asked him to recite, if he wished, “what you think you have composed about me.” Sturla then recited
until the poem was finished. [...] The king said: “It has been said that Sturla makes good poems.” [...] The king
asked for a silver goblet filled with wine, drank a little from it and then handed it to Sturla, saying: “Drink wine
with those whom you wish well.” [...] “I have now heard your poem, 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.”

Furthermore, the title “Sturla skald” is used repeatedly to refer to him in the text. He is called
so when he is first presented to the king (Sturlunga saga II, 231), when the queen also mentions
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that she has heard that Sturla is the greatest poet (it mesta skald, Sturlunga saga II, 233). The
king later praises Sturla by stating that he composes better poetry than the Pope (Pat cetla ek,
at pu kvedir betr en padfinn, Sturlunga saga II, 234). Sturla’s task to write Hakonar saga is also
mentioned in the pattr (Sturlunga saga 11, 234); this can be regarded as a fitting task for a skald,
whose job is to create verbal records of the monarch’s life.>* The text then states that Sturla
recites two poems to the Swedish Jarl Birgir and receives gifts for them (Sturlunga saga II,
235). Poetry is clearly the main focus of this section, which constantly refers to the character
type of the court poet.

In the account of Sturla’s last stay in Norway in 1278, it is briefly mentioned that he gains
the position of hirdomadr and skutilsveinn (Sturlunga saga II, 235), but nothing is said about his
political activities. Instead, it is emphasized that he composes several poems about King
Magnus and works on writing Magnuss saga (Sturlunga saga II, 235). The narrative implies
that he gains his high social status by his poetry and history writing alone; his significant
political activity is never foregrounded in the text.

According to Skdldatal, it is true that Sturla formally became the only documented court
poet (hirdskald) of King Magnus Hékonarson (7he Uppsala Edda, 108). There is no doubt that
Sturla may have used his poetry to formally present himself at the royal court, but it is unlikely
that it actually influenced his position in the way it is depicted in Sturlu pattr. As Preben
Meulengracht Serensen has pointed out, the poetic art was no longer a source of social prestige
in the thirteenth century. The title “Sturla skdld” does not refer to contemporary Norwegian
social hierarchy, but rather to traditional Icelandic culture; its connotations are mastery of the
original poetic language, knowledge of ancient lore, and freedom in the relationship to kings.
All of this was important for the construction and reconstruction of Icelandic identity in the
thirteenth century (Serensen 1995, 102). The focus on the poetic art in Sturlu pdttr is therefore
best understood as a narrative device that contributes to the indirect interpretation of the events
from Sturla’s life, which were closely connected to the first years of the union and to the
relationship between Icelanders and King Magnus Hakonarson.

The narrative type of the court poet’s story creates a positive image of the interaction
between the skald and the monarch. Joseph Harris has pointed out the contrast between the
tragic tone of the sagas of Icelanders, where the protagonist is subject to fate and faces inevitable
conflict, and the optimistic tone of the travel story or the court poet’s story, where the
protagonist proves his worth, and his alienation from the king is followed by a reconciliation
(Harris 1976, 18). This also applies to the comparison between the account of Sturla
bordarson’s life in Islendinga saga and Sturlu pattr. In the saga, Sturla helplessly witnesses the
violent deaths of his kinsmen in the endless power struggles, and the tone is inevitably tragic.
In the pattr, on the other hand, Sturla proves his worth despite his uncertain initial position, so
the tone of the story is conciliatory and optimistic.

3% Sturla also incorporated much of his own poetry into the saga. Stanzas from his poems Hrynhenda,
Hakonarkvioa, Hrafnsmal, and Hakonarflokkr are quoted quite extensively in Hakonar saga.
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5. 8. 3. The story of “the last skald”, cultural memory, and Icelandic identity

The life of Sturla Pordarson the younger did not enter the cultural memory primarily as a story
of'a chieftain or a royal official, although these aspects are also present in his narrative portrayal.
Instead, Sturlu pattr follows the structural, thematic, and typological patterns of the court poet’s
story, so it has all the connotations that are associated with this narrative type. The choice of
this narrative type serves as an evaluative and interpretative device, and it functions on two
levels. On a more individual level, it reflects an effort to portray Sturla as an independent
Icelander, who enjoys the freedom of negotiation with the king, although his first contact with
the monarch is involuntary. In historical reality, his poetic art was clearly not a dominant factor
in his relations with the king, but it was essential for the construction of the narrative, because
it connects Sturlu pattr to the tradition of the court poets’ stories.

On a more universal level, the narrative type of the court poet’s story can be perceived as
a narrative image of the relationship between Icelanders and the monarchy in general, and its
structure implies that this relationship is, despite possible initial conflicts or alienation, positive
and mutually beneficial. Within the medieval Icelanders’ cultural memory, the relationship
between a skald and a king represents the ideal model of cultural and political relations between
Iceland and Norway. The court poet’s story emphasizes the image of Icelanders as active
participants in the forming of their relationship with the Norwegian monarchy, and it suggests
that loyalty to a monarch and freedom are not contradictory as long as the right balance is found
in every situation.

The historical reality of Sturla Pérdarson’s life and the inherent meaning of the court
poet’s story are not contradictory, as Sturla in fact benefited from his originally involuntary
journey to the royal court. There were, however, elements of conflict between Sturla and the
monarch. Like in the case of Snorri Sturluson, Sturla Pordarson’s story could therefore easily
be turned into a narrative discourse of opposition to the Norwegian monarchy, if such an attitude
to the relationship between Iceland and Norway had been relevant to the society at the time of
the text’s origin. It was nevertheless a completely opposite discourse that became dominant in
the collective memory of Sturla’s life — a narrative of overcoming disagreements between an
Icelander and a king and of the Icelander’s active role in political cooperation with the royal
court. The choice of such a discourse doubtlessly stemmed from a predominantly positive
attitude to the monarchy at the time of Sturlu pattr’s origin around 1300.

5.9. ARNI PORLAKSSON: THE POLITICIAN

Around the time of the formal establishment of the union between Iceland and Norway,
contemporary events that took place in both lands’ secular politics were recorded in extensive
narratives. The Icelandic power struggle and the chieftains’ contacts with the royal court
became the subject of the contemporary sagas, which were then compiled in Sturlunga saga.
Details of the Norwegian politics of the time were recorded in Hdkonar saga Hakonarsonar
and Magnuss saga lagabeetis, both composed by Sturla Pordarson the younger (1214-1284).
There are, on the other hand, no long narratives dealing with the secular politics in the union
after the death of Magnus Hakonarson (1280) and Sturla Pordarson (1284). The secular history
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of the union from the 1280s onwards is known only from the extant documents, from the
lawbooks, and from brief records in the annals. The only long narratives dealing with Icelandic
events in the last decades of the thirteenth century and in the early fourteenth century are Arna
saga biskups and Ldrentius saga biskups, which primarily record ecclesiastical history. They
nevertheless offer insight into secular politics and into general social tendencies as well. Their
style is shaped by the tradition of Latin hagiography and historiography, but their structural
patterns and narrative types share many similarities with the secular contemporary sagas, so the
construction of meaning in both groups of texts is comparable.

5.9. 1. Arna saga biskups as a conflict story and the king’s role as a mediator

The narrative type of the conflict story has already been presented here. Its structural pattern
consists of an introduction of the protagonists, the development of a conflict, a violent
culmination of the conflict, a revenge, a reconciliation, and an aftermath. It has been shown
here that while the plot of the conflict story follows a dispute between two protagonists, who
usually both receive equal or comparable attention in the story, the structural pattern draws
attention to the importance of reconciliation. Especially the contemporary sagas place much
emphasis on individual mediators who terminate the conflict and re-establish social order. The
mediator is not a central character of the story on the level of plot, but he plays a central role in
the construction of meaning within the story.

Arna saga biskups is an account of the late-thirteenth-century conflict between secular
and ecclesiastical power, which in Iceland centred around control of the land-owning churches
(stadir), and which is therefore known as the stadamdl. This dispute took place between Bishop
Ami Porlaksson of Skalholt (in office 1269—1298) and the Icelandic royal officials, who
replaced the chieftain class after the establishment of the union with Norway. In a broader
context, however, the conflict was a part of the Church’s general struggle for independence
from secular influence, which occurred in all Europe and was brought to Iceland from Norway.

As Gudran Asa Grimsdéttir has pointed out, Arna saga is a political narrative written
from a position of a near contact with the events, so it has a less general perspective than the
bishops’ sagas about the distant past. It does not conceal its strong propagandist tone — the
purpose of the saga may have been to secure a 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. The quotations play a similar role
as stanzas in older sagas: they serve as a proof of the historicity of the facts, while at the same
time highlighting selected aspects of the narrative account. The structure of Arna saga is
episodic and follows the Latin historiographic style with strict chronology and annalistic
references to foreign matters, popes, emperors and kings, wars, councils, and similar details
(Gudrin Asa Grimsdottir 1998, xvi—xx).

That is undeniable, but if we follow the individual narrative threads, rather than the given
order of the chapters, we reveal relatively clear patterns. Structurally, these patterns follow the
narrative type of the conflict story. Although there is very limited physical violence in the
conflicts, the protagonist’s disputes with his adversaries are the saga’s main theme. As is typical
for the conflict story, the text also draws attention to the mediator who limits the escalation of
the dispute. Like in Pordar saga kakala, it is again the king who is depicted in the role of
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mediator — he represents a superior power with the ability to solve conflicts that nobody in
Iceland is powerful enough to terminate.

The saga already introduces the king as a positive character before the beginning of the
conflict, in an account of Arni’s first journey to Norway in 1263, when Bishop Brandr Jonsson
of Holar is consecrated. The text states that “a close relationship developed between King
Magnus and this same Arni already then, and it never ended while they both lived” (gerdiz pd
pegar mikill kunnleiki milli Magniiss konungs ok pessa sama Arna sd er aldrei praut medal peir
lifou badir, ch. 4).3 This statement foreshadows the monarch’s positive role in the upcoming
conflict, and it draws attention to his significance for Icelanders.

Nevertheless, while the overall structure of Arna saga emphasizes the significance of
strong royal rule, many episodes show that Bishop Arni still uses the traditional Icelandic
methods of gaining popularity, such as generosity and efficient conflict resolution, which were
used by the chieftains in the Free State period. Arni hosts big feasts and judges cases (ch. 13),
and he also turns his opponents into his friends by helpfulness and justice, which was one of
the old chieftains’ methods as well. The continuity is further emphasized by a direct comparison
between Bishop Arni and the twelfth-century chieftain Jén Loptsson (ch. 13):

[...] hann gerdi sér vini af ovinum i pvi at hann helt peira hluta langt fram pott vinir hans veeri { moti sem fordum
gerdi Jon Loptsson, ok endrtryggdi pa ovinina med scemdum edr fégjofum. (Biskupa ségur 111, 22-23)

[...] he turned his enemies into his friends by supporting their cases persistently, even though his friends were
against it, as Jon Loptsson had done before, and he reconciled with his enemies by increasing their honour or by
gifts of property.

Such a comparison creates a direct link to the past, thus underlining the element of continuity.
Furthermore, the text makes a connection — underlined by alliteration — between prudence,
power, and popularity. These are the same values that are appreciated in chieftains in the sagas
of Icelanders and in the secular contemporary sagas:

[...] en pvi at byskup hafdi logunum jafnan at fylgt urdu fleiri fylgjendr pess at hann tok upp ok vard pungt vid
hann at skipta beedi sakir vizku, valds ok vinscelda. (Biskupa sogur 111, 62)

[...] and because the bishop had always followed the law, he gained ever more supporters for the cases he took up,
and he became a difficult opponent due to his prudence, power, and popularity.

Although the principles of conflict resolution have officially changed, the saga shows that most
ofthe local disputes still follow the same model as the typical conflicts in the sagas of Icelanders
and in the early parts of Sturlunga saga. The enmity between Bishop Arni and the royal official
borvardr borarinsson begins when two farmers have a petty dispute over property; one turns to
borvardr for help and the other to Arni (ch. 40). Other similar cases follow. First, Arni protects
a farmer from Porvardr’s supposedly unjust accusation of theft. Then Arni protects a certain
Ketill, who is facing legal accusations, while Porvardr supports Ketill’s opponents, who request
compensation (ch. 41). This shows that the farmers still rely on powerful men of their choice,
who in turn use conflict resolution as a means of enhancing their power.

While the local disputes among farmers can be solved by the Icelandic authorities, the
conflict between secular and ecclesiastical power requires external intervention, and in this

35 All references to Arna saga biskups and Ldrentius saga biskups follow the 1998 edition by Gudrin Asa
Grimsdottir (Biskupa sogur I1I). Translations are my own.
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context the saga underlines the central position of the king. The description of the stadamdl
follows the typical structural pattern of the conflict story: the tension gradually increases,
although there is no physical violence, but the escalation of the conflict is limited by a
mediator’s intervention. Bishop Arni first negotiates with the church owners, but he gives up
when he fails to gain Oddastadr (ch. 9). Later, he renews his claim at the Alpingi, requests
public judgement, and wins the lawsuit (ch. 10). Finally, as other major stadir become the object
of conflict, it is decided that the matter must be judged by the king and the archbishop (chs. 16—
17).

King Magnus promises to support Bishop Arni, but in return he asks the bishop to
encourage Icelanders to accept the new lawbook Jarnsida, which was issued in 1271, but was
not ratified immediately: “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” (pad veeri
byskuplig skylda at eggja folk a pa hluti sem peim var beedi i seemd ok uppreist, siobot ok
naudsyn, ch. 20). Arni agrees, and due to his efforts, most of the lawbook is accepted at the
Alpingi of 1272. The bishop and the aristocrats are then summoned to the royal court to discuss
the stadamal (ch. 20). In this episode, the positive evaluation of King Magnus is intertwined
with the ecclesiastical viewpoint — that way, the text underlines the ideal of harmony and
balance between royal and ecclesiastical power. Arni deems the king “a true and perfect friend
of the Church” (sannan ok fullkominn vin kirkjunnar, ch. 20), which is why he willingly takes
the risk of 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 delayed because of his own negligence” (at eigi veeri
Sfyrir hans leti [ salt lagit sok hins krossfesta, ch. 21). The reference to Christ evokes ideas of
royal power coming from God and of the king as a protector of the Church. In the negotiation
about the stadamal, the king acknowledges the decision of the archbishop, who proclaims that
the stadir should be owned by the Church (ch. 23). This decision marks Bishop Arni’s
temporary victory and a break in the conflict. The remaining parts of Jarnsida are then ratified
in 1274.

This episode in the saga is a perfect example of the reciprocal character of the relationship
between the king and the bishop. Even King Magnus’ lawbooks state that the king and the
bishop are both representatives of God and are obliged to cooperate (NGL I 262, II 193; see
Gudrin Asa Grimsdottir 1998, xxix—xxx). Accordingly, the saga presents the cooperation
between Bishop Arni and King Magniis as mutually beneficial. The positive character of the
relationship is further underlined by the saga’s focus on how the king treats Bishop Arni with
respect (ch. 21), how Arni takes leave of the king in great friendship (ch. 26), and how the king
invites Arni to a feast and gives him gifts during his later stay in Bjorgyn (ch. 54). This overall
tone of the saga makes it clear that the text does not express a generally negative attitude to the
monarchy, although it admits that disagreements concerning the ratification of laws and other
political matters existed in the newly established and still not fully stabilized union.

It is the disunity between various social groups, especially between the Church and the
aristocracy, that is presented in the text as the most pressing problem of Icelandic society, and
royal power is presented as the only authority that can possibly solve this problem. The saga
shows that King Magnls does his best to prevent the conflict between the Church and the
secular power, and that the reason for the renewal of the dispute is the king’s death. The
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narrative offers a detailed account of what a loss the king’s death is for the clerics, even adding
a biblical parallel to emphasize the statement (ch. 55):

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 Magniis konung in adventu beati Nicholai i Barin. Var sa skadi
sva mikill 6llu landsbuinu, en einkanliga klerkunum, sem fordum var frafall hins dageeta Josua konungs. (Biskupa
sogur 111, 78)

After the end of this winter, Bishop Arni suffered the loss that was shared by all the Christians in Norway, that the
heavenly father Jesus Christ summoned the noble lord, King Magnus, on the day of Saint Nicholaus’ arrival in
Bar.%¢ It was a heavy loss for all the land’s inhabitants, but especially for the clerics, as the decease of the great
King Joshua had been before.

The ideology of a strong king supporting the Church continues to be emphasized further on in
the text (ch. 71):

Voru ok peer einar fréttir af Noregi at par skeikadi mjok stjornin sem likligt var at slokknudum sva bjortum 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 [...] (Biskupa sogur 111, 105)

And the only news from Norway were that the rule went much askew there, as could be expected after the
extinguishing of such a bright lantern of the land as King Magntis, 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 of his neighbours [...]

The absence of a strong monarch after King Magnus’ death, when his son and successor Eirikr
is still a child, leads to a renewal of the conflict between ecclesiastical power and the royal
council in Norway, and the archbishop and two bishops are exiled from Norway against their
will. Direct narratorial comments in the saga point out that Norway has lost both the king and
the archbishop, and that the new king is not strong enough, although he has a good character.
The text states that God has sent a burden (pyngd) in the form of illness, starvation, and cattle
plague to Norway to turn Norwegians back to the right ways. At the time, Queen Margrét dies,
and King Eirikr is wounded while riding and almost dies as well, but at the plea of Saint Olaft,
God heals him (ch. 91). This scene can be interpreted in the sense that the patron saint of
Norway, whose main interest is the land’s wellbeing, allows the young king to survive because
a strong monarch is of essential importance for the kingdom.

The renewed conflict then reaches Iceland as well when a new declaration issued by the
royal council states that the stadir must be given back to their secular owners (ch. 73). After
this, the conflict gradually increases again: at first, Bishop Arni agrees to a compromise in order
to keep peace (ch. 77), but then he renews his claims (ch. 81), and he is accused of breaking his
agreement with the royal officials (ch. 82). The matter is taken to the Alpingi (chs. 83-86),
where a written agreement is produced (chs. 87-88), but it does not terminate the conflict.

Some sections of the conflict are presented as highly personal, like the typical conflict
stories in the sagas of Icelanders. First, the text focuses on the dispute between Bishop Arni and
the syslumadr Asgrimr Porsteinsson and his supporter Ormr Klangsson (chs. 64-95), which
ends only when the bishop’s opponents become seriously ill and ask for forgiveness and
reconciliation on their deathbeds (chs. 97, 118). The temporary termination of a conflict due to
the non-violent death of the protagonist’s adversary again resembles Pordar saga, in which
bordr Sighvatsson’s conflict with Kolbeinn Arnorsson ends in the same manner. Just like in

3 On the day when Saint Nicholaus’ relics were translated — May 9.
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bordar saga, however, the conflict cannot be terminated completely without the king’s
intervention. Bishop Arni continues to disagree with Hrafn Oddsson, the most powerful royal
official of the time. Hrafn suggests an agreement and proclaims that he would never hurt Arni
(ch. 107), but Ami is reluctant to accept the settlement and does so only for the sake of peace
(ch. 108). All the following agreements between them are also reluctantly accepted and soon
broken, so there is little chance of a lasting reconciliation without external intervention.

Bishop Arni can expect a positive development only when King Eirikr becomes old
enough to take the rule actively into his hands. Just like his predecessor Magnus, the new king
also asks Bishop Arni to support his agenda in return for help in the stadamdl. When a war with
Sweden becomes imminent in 1286, the king summons forty men from each quarter and all the
retainers from Iceland to the defence of Norway (ch. 109), and he asks Bishop Arni to encourage
the acceptance of this request and to provide the army with goods that will later be returned.
The letter states that if the bishop agrees, he will receive the king’s support in his agenda (ch.
110). This illustrates the bilateral character of the relationship between the monarch and the
bishop — the king does not expect the bishop to obey him unconditionally, but he is ready to
negotiate with him and offer him support in return for a service. Somewhat paradoxically, then,
the bishop defends the king’s case against the royal officials, who reject the request, while Arni
supports it in his public speeches, emphasizing the mutual obligation between the king and the
people (ch. 110). The saga also shows that the people agree with Arni’s argumentation and
acknowledge their duties to the king (ch. 111), so the bishop is presented as a mediator between
the king and the people, more so than the royal officials, who mainly promote their own
interests. The bishop evaluates the relationship between the people and the monarchy
pragmatically and objectively — it must not be based on either stubborn opposition or blind
obedience, but rather on debate and compromise.

The war with Sweden does not take place after all, but the matter nevertheless intensifies
the contact between the king and Bishop Arni. The text emphasizes that the king now rules
more independently than before (fréttiz ok gott fra konunginum at hann rédi meira en fyrrum,
ch. 122). It also underlines the idea that the king feels obliged to help the Church to its rights,
just like he helps all others (sagdiz ok konungrinn kenna sik skyldugan meo erkibyskups radi at
fvigja kirkjunni til sins réttar sem 60rum, ch. 127). These are the main elements of the saga’s
central message, which emphasizes the importance of strong royal rule and of cooperation
between secular and ecclesiastical power. This idea is also reflected in the actual events when
the newly appointed archbishop confirms his predecessor’s decision concerning the stadamal
(ch. 131), and the king acknowledges this decision (ch. 132). Bishop Arni and his adversaries
then finally hold a meeting with the king and the archbishop (ch. 144), and it is concluded that
the secular owners of the stadir must accept the archbishop’s decision (ch. 146). The end of the
saga is lost, so the final agreement of 1297 is not found in the extant text, but it would make a
logical conclusion of the well-structured conflict story.

The conflict story deals with a tension between secular and ecclesiastical power, but it is
of importance that the saga never presents a direct conflict between the Church and the king,
only disputes between the Church and the secular aristocracy in the absence of a strong king.
The saga thus propagates a strong monarch as a guarantee of peace, order, and stability within
the land and of harmony and mutual support between ecclesiastical and secular power.
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5.9.2. The meaning of Arna saga in cultural memory

In this section it has been shown that although Arna saga deals with events after the formal
establishment of the union between Iceland and Norway and represents another genre than the
texts previously discussed in this chapter, it is characterized by considerable similarities to those
texts, both on the level of historical reality and on the level of narrative discourse.

On the level of historical reality, significant elements of continuity can be found in the
descriptions of political practice and power relations in Iceland. Even after the acceptance of
centralized royal rule and of the new laws, many aspects of the relationship between the leaders
and the farmers and commoners remained largely unchanged in practice. The farmers still
mostly sought to further their individual interests against each other, and they relied on
individual secular or ecclesiastical leaders for support. The leaders then turned to the king for
advice and judgement. The politics thus consisted of two levels: on the one hand, the leaders
could gain popularity and enhance their power by conflict resolution in local matters. On the
other hand, they were all loyal to the king and relied on him as a source of justice — this is also
directly underlined in the saga (ch. 45). The first level shows a strong continuity with the old
system, whereas the second level is based on new impulses, which nevertheless also appeared
already before the formal establishment of the union, so they do not mark an abrupt change
either.

On the level of narrative discourse, Arna saga employs the most common narrative type
known from the sagas of Icelanders and the secular contemporary sagas, the conflict story. The
choice of this narrative type connects the events to the memory of typologically similar events
from the past, and it has an interpretative function. By fitting recent history into the structural
pattern of the conflict story with its focus on the mediator, the saga emphasizes the importance
of a strong king as a guardian of peace and order. The conflict first develops and escalates in
an indirect absence of strong royal power — when the king is not directly involved in the dispute
between the bishop and the aristocracy in Iceland. The first part of the conflict ends with a
decision made in Norway in cooperation with King Magnts, and after this the conflict subsides,
although it is not entirely terminated. The second part of the conflict starts in the absence of a
strong monarch after King Magnts’ death. The termination of the conflict is marked by an
agreement that is reached when the new king has become old enough to take the rule in his own
hands and strong royal power is renewed. The stages of escalation and termination of conflict
are thus directly connected to the absence or presence of strong royal rule. That implies that the
monarch has become irreplaceable in the role of mediator. The same idea is already presented
in Pordar saga kakala and other secular contemporary sagas dealing with the Sturlung Age,
which means that the decisive stage of the development took place before the formal
establishment of the union. The situation within the union that is described in Arna saga was a
gradual continuation of the processes that had started around the beginning of the Sturlung Age,
and the union was only a formal confirmation of the conditions that were a result of a natural
social development. This continuity is emphasized on the level of narrative discourse by the
use of the same narrative types in the sagas describing all the stages of the development.
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5.10. LARENTIUS KALFSSON: THE LOYAL CLERIC

5. 10. 1. Ldrentius saga as a travel story

The protagonist of Ldrentius saga biskups is Bishop Arni Porlaksson’s younger contemporary,
Bishop Larentius Kalfsson of Holar (1267—1331, in office 1324—1331). Like Arna saga, the
text was written shortly after the bishop’s death, so it records rich details of events that were
still fresh in people’s memory, but it is nevertheless already shaped by the narrative types
known from the saga tradition. In Larentius saga it is primarily the narrative type of the travel
story. The structural pattern of this narrative type begins with the Icelander’s journey to
Norway, where he is insecure and underrated at first, but he eventually proves his worth and
gains respect and a prestigious position due to his skills. The central motif of the travel story is
gaining prestige in Norway, and its central focus is the contact between the two lands.

In Ldrentius saga, the young Icelandic priest Larentius meets the royal official Petr, who
promises to take him to Norway. On the ship, Larentius is seasick, and Petr makes friendly
jokes about it, but Larentius is upset (ch. 9). King Eirikr Magnusson (reign 1280-1299)
welcomes Petr, who wants to woo the king’s kinswoman and asks Larentius to write a letter to
her in Latin. Larentius modestly says that he lacks the ability, but then he writes the letter. The
king admires it and invites Larentius to a feast, and Larentius spends the winter at the royal
court (ch. 10). Later, he studies law and deals with disputes between the archbishop and the
canons. The archbishop appreciates his learning and gives him control of the church of Saint
Olafr as a sign of respect (ch. 12). This account follows the structure of the travel story. At first,
the Icelander’s lack of travel experience is underlined in the humorous scene on the ship, but
then the text focuses on the development of the Icelander from a newcomer to a respected
person. Larentius is well received from the start because he accompanies the king’s friend, but
later he gains prestige of his own when he proves his qualities and abilities to the king and the
archbishop. Since Larentius excels in verbal skills, the account also echoes the court poet’s
story. The ancient art of skaldic poetry is replaced by new intellectual values, such as Latin
writing and judicial learning.

The most significant difference from Arna saga is that the conflicts that Larentius
participates in occur within the Church, rather than between secular and ecclesiastical power.
The main conflict is the prolonged dispute between Archbishop Jorundr of Nidards and the
canons, which concerns the extent of the canons’ independence in legal matters and in control
of property. An essential similarity between the two sagas is, on the other hand, that the central
conflict illustrates the significance of strong royal rule. In Larentius saga, the king can solve
the conflict due to his authority when the archbishop is powerless against his own men.

King Hékon Magnussson (reign 1299—-1319) brings about a settlement between the
archbishop and the canons (ch. 15A), but the dispute is renewed when the king is away, and it
lasts another year. This shows that the king’s physical presence is important in such a serious
dispute, and that it is his personal authority, rather than the organized royal administration, that
can bring about peace. As the conflict continues, the king steadily supports the archbishop and
rebukes the canons for disobeying their leader, speaking so strictly that the canons fear him (ch.
15A). Finally, the king offers the canons two options: they will either be outlawed, or they will
hand over the matter to the archbishop, the king, and the foremost men. The canons fall on their
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knees before the archbishop and hand over the whole matter to him, whereupon a settlement is
reached and held for two years (ch. 16A). This again illustrates the central idea of the king
supporting the Church, or specifically the archbishop, who is the true representative of
ecclesiastical power in the land if disputes occur within the Church. The king is presented as a
wise judge and as the only authority strong enough to control a serious conflict.

The saga also highlights Larentius’ loyalty to the archbishop despite the canons’
aggression, even at the cost of his own personal safety. A group of clerks attempts to physically
attack and imprison Larentius, and they also hinder him in performing a mass properly and
cause him “many offences, mockeries, and adversities” (margar meingjordir, athlatr ok
motgang, ch. 15A). The archbishop’s men help Larentius in these situations, which shows that
the archbishop appreciates his loyalty and repays it with protection, in a similar way as kings
do in the typical travel stories. The canons refer to Larentius’ origin in their verbal attacks —
when Larentius 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” (eigi parfti, Islendingr, sva hatt at epa, pvi
ver heyrum hvat pu segir, ch. 14A). The real cause of the mockery is the dispute between the
canons and the archbishop, not Larentius’ Icelandic origin, but the situation resembles the
typical travel story, in which the jealous courtiers attempt to embarrass the Icelander by pointing
out his origin, which they associate with marginality. The real reason for such verbal attacks is
the established courtiers’ envy of the capable newcomer, who might threaten their position.

This kind of envy plays an important role in Ldrentius saga — when Larentius is
appreciated by the archbishop, the canons and other clerics envy him, so they persuade the
archbishop that Larentius should be sent on a visitation to Iceland (ch. 17A). Like in the typical
travel story, the Icelander is envied because of the leader’s favour, but the favour is fully
deserved because of the Icelander’s abilities and loyalty to the leader. The situation in the
ecclesiastical environment is thus portrayed in the same way as similar situations at the royal
court. While it is the king who acts as the Icelander’s protector in the typical travel story, in
Ldarentius saga this role is played by the archbishop, who writes letters to the Icelandic bishops
and asks them to support Larentius (ch. 17A). The archbishop has a good reason to help
Larentius, who has remained loyal to him despite all the difficulties caused to him by the
canons. This is a parallel to the loyalty of Ari Porgeirsson to Jarl Erlingr in Guomundar saga,
or to the fearlessness of Porgils Bodvarsson in the fire of Bjorgyn. In this respect, the episode
also contains elements of the royal retainer’s story, in which the focus on loyalty is even
stronger than in the travel story. Such elements contribute to the construction of the text’s
meaning within cultural memory. The focus of the text is that although the hostile canons
ridicule Larentius due to his Icelandic origin, the king and the archbishop are presented as
protectors of justice and order in the whole kingdom, making no difference between Norway
and Iceland.

After the conflict between the archbishop and the canons has been moderated by the
king’s intervention, it is renewed when the other central authority, the archbishop, is weakened.
The archbishop falls ill, and the canons take over all the power, dismissing all the archbishop’s
adherents (ch. 22). The canons confiscate Larentius’ property (ch. 23), falsely accuse him of
falsifying the archbishop’s letters, imprison him without a lawsuit, and force him to return to
Iceland the following summer (chs. 24-26). In the spring, the archbishop dies, and the new elect
is Eilifr, one of his former adversaries — this finally terminates the conflict (ch. 27). The text
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implies that the injustice against Larentius would not have taken place if the archbishop had not
been weakened by his illness — he would have protected Larentius in return for his loyalty, in
the same way as the kings in the typical travel stories protect Icelanders from the injustice of
envious courtiers. The saga thus emphasizes the importance of the relationship between
Icelanders and the Norwegian authorities, as well as the idea that both the king and the
archbishop are essential for justice, peace, and order in the kingdom.?’

The narrative type of the travel story also shapes the account of Larentius’ consecration
journey. Larentius sails to Norway and is shipwrecked, but most of the people and goods are
saved. Larentius then falls on his knees before the archbishop and asks for forgiveness for all
his misdeeds, which concern disputes within the Church in Iceland. The archbishop replies that
he has already forgiven him and asks him for forgiveness as well. Larentius spends the winter
with the archbishop and discusses all the problematic matters with him (ch. 38). Then the
archbishop consecrates Larentius (ch. 39), gives him gifts, and takes farewell in good friendship
(ch. 40). The episode again follows the structural pattern of the travel story: it begins with a
troublesome journey, Larentius’ relationship with the archbishop develops from an initial
alienation to reconciliation and mutual friendship, and Larentius is honoured by a prestigious
office and valuable gifts. This return to the structural pattern of the travel story highlights its
importance for the construction of meaning in the whole saga.

5.10. 2. The meaning of Ldrentius saga in cultural memory

Like Arna saga, Larentius saga is shaped by one of the most common narrative types known
from the sagas of Iceland’s secular history, in this case the travel story. The narrative type
connects the recent events to the memory of the past, endowing them with additional layers of
meaning. The travel story focuses on how the protagonist uses his own skills to gradually gain
a prestigious position and the favour of the highest authorities in Norway. Due to the saga’s
ecclesiastical subject matter, the jealous courtiers from the typical travel story are replaced by
the canons, and the role of the supreme authority is played mainly by the archbishop, although
the text also mentions that the king appreciates Larentius’ learning. The values, however,
remain similar, with the Icelander’s intellectual skills, courage, and loyalty in the forefront.
Larentius’ loyalty is rewarded by protection when he is verbally or physically attacked, and in
the second half of the saga, when Larentius arrives in Norway to receive consecration from the
new archbishop, the initial alienation between him and the archbishop is followed by a
reconciliation.

Despite the saga’s focus on matters of the Church, the structural and motivic parallels
with the typical travel story imply that the central message of the narrative also remains the
same as in the secular travel stories. The saga underlines the idea that despite conflicts between
Icelanders and some individual Norwegians, the relationship between Icelanders and the

37 The saga generally presents the relationship between the secular power and the Church as positive. This is
reflected not least in the scenes of the crowning of new kings. When King Eirikr dies and his brother Hakon is
crowned, he grants the Church new privileges (ch. 16). When King Hakon dies and the three-year-old Magnus
Eiriksson is elected king of Norway, Sweden, and Gotland, the regent Erlendr Vidkunsson rules “with the advice
of Archbishop Eilifr and of all the most powerful lords in Norway” (med radi herra Eilifs erkibyskups ok allra
voldugustu herra i Noregi, ch. 31). The focus on the archbishop shows that this regent, unlike those depicted in
Arna saga, cooperates with the Church and contributes to the harmony between secular and ecclesiastical power.
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Norwegian authorities is positive and beneficial. The unity of the kingdom is reflected in
Larentius’ direct involvement in the internal dispute within the Norwegian Church, which can
to some extent be perceived as a parallel to the involvement of Icelanders in the Norwegian
power struggle during the Sturlung Age, but the connection between the two lands is presented
as more immediate in Larentius saga. That is a sign of actual, not just formal, integration. Like
Arna saga, Larentius saga also emphasizes the importance of strong royal rule as the sole
authority capable of solving serious internal conflicts. Due to the use of the same narrative types
and a comparable focus on the development of conflict resolution and power dynamics, these
two texts complete the interpretation of Iceland’s contact and union with Norway that is
presented in the secular contemporary sagas.

5.11. CONCLUSION: NARRATIVE TYPES AND ICELANDIC IDENTITY

In the contemporary sagas, the historical reality of the process of establishing the union with
Norway and of the preceding and following decades is formed into a narrative discourse by
means of various narrative types that were significant within the medieval Icelanders’ cultural
memory. The narrative types were already known from the sagas dealing with the Saga Age, so
they connected the recent events to their typological parallels from older history, integrating
them into cultural memory and endowing them with additional meanings related to the
construction of identity.

The most significant narrative type in the portrayal of contact between Iceland and
Norway is the travel story, which depicts a transition from marginality to acceptance. The travel
story shows a dichotomy between Icelanders and Norwegians, but it is based on the idea of
regional, rather than national identity — both groups are regarded as inhabitants of the same
social space, and a difference is made between its centre and periphery. At first, the Norwegians
regard the Icelandic traveller as primitive or simple-minded due to his lack of courtly manners,
but he proves their mockery wrong by demonstrating his cleverness, eloquence, or courage.
Significantly, the king in the travel story often protects the Icelander from the overbearing
Norwegian courtiers despite some possible initial distrust between the king and the Icelander.
The travel story reveals some of the Icelanders’ insecurities, but it expresses their wish for
contact with the broader Norse social space, as well as their belief that their own qualities make
such contact possible. It inherently expresses a positive attitude to the relationship between
Icelanders and the monarchy. It underlines the development of this relationship from alienation
to alliance, and it draws attention to the mutually beneficial character of such an alliance. This
narrative type connects the story of Ingimundr Porgeirsson in the late twelfth century and the
story of Larentius Kalfsson in the fourteenth century to the utanferdar pcettir from the kings’
sagas of older times. By creating such connections, it emphasizes the continuing significance
of the theme of marginality and contact.

The theme of marginality plays a central role in the outlaw’s story. This narrative type
focuses on the protagonist’s position as an outcast, which in the contemporary sagas reflects
the Icelanders’ peripheral position. The members of a peripheral society do not lack personal
qualities that could enable them to succeed, but their situation does not allow them to fully use
their abilities because they are isolated from the world. The narrative type of the outlaw’s story
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is inherently tragic, but in the only contemporary saga where it is dominant, Arons saga
Hjorleifssonar, it is combined with the inherently optimistic travel story. Due to this
combination, the text deliberately creates a distance from the horizon of expectations created
by the outlaw’s story, so the optimistic ending becomes surprising, and more attention is drawn
to it. The outlaw’s story in combination with the travel story turns into a narrative of the
protagonist’s development from an outcast into a respected royal retainer. It is a story of
overcoming marginality and of successful integration into a larger whole. The tragedy of
isolation is contrasted with the benefits of contact, the outlaw’s marginality is contrasted with
the royal retainer’s prestige, and the central role of fate in the typical outlaw’s story is contrasted
with the protagonist’s free will in the travel story. The text emphasizes that both the Icelander
and the king actively seek to establish a mutual relationship, and that this relationship is
beneficial for both — the Icelander receives a prestigious position at the royal court, and the king
gains a courageous, clever, and loyal retainer.

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 Icelander than the travel story. Instead
of focusing on the Icelander’s initial marginality in Norway, it draws attention to the
development of his personality that is refined by his stay at the royal court. It emphasizes how
his service to the king gives a purpose and a direction to his natural ferocity and courage, so
that his sword protects social order, instead of disrupting it. The narrative presents loyalty as a
chief value, but it also clearly marks the difference between active loyalty and passive
subordination. It highlights the retainer’s voluntary decision to serve the king, as well as his
excellent qualities, thus suppressing the image of the Icelander’s marginality. The development
of the protagonist’s personality is emphasized even more in Porgils saga skarda, which
combines the royal retainer’s story with the peaceful chieftain’s story. Porgils arrives in Norway
in his early youth, and his impatience and hot temper do not appeal to the king, but the king
nevertheless gives him a chance. borgils then proves his worth in various quests, including one
in the king’s absence, which is a typical element of the royal retainer’s story. Nevertheless, the
saga creates a distance from the narrative type by showing that instead of gaining a good
reputation by fighting on the king’s behalf, Porgils gains a good reputation by achieving a
peaceful solution with the help of the king’s authority. This distance from the horizon of
expectations is further developed by a combination of the royal retainer’s story with the
peaceful chieftain’s story. The saga shows how borgils changes from a ferocious youth into a
responsible royal retainer and then into a peaceful chieftain because his stay at the royal court
teaches him to put the community’s interests before his own and to use his bravery for useful
purposes. The unity among the royal retainers is stronger than personal ambition, and genuine
loyalty to the monarch can overcome personal hatred among the aristocrats and prevent bloody
fights. Due to these values, Porgils represents the ideal of the peaceful chieftain, which is
underlined in the saga by a parallel with Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson and by references to a saint.
Like other peaceful chieftains in Sturlunga saga — Sturla Pordarson the elder, Hrafn
Sveinbjarnarson, and Pordr Sturluson, Porgils is portrayed in contrast to an aggressive chieftain,
Porvardr bPorarinsson. When Porvardr stubbornly fights for power against his former ally, his
behaviour represents the opposite of the ideal of unity that is propagated in the saga. The
contrast draws attention to Porgils’ peacefulness, underlining the moral message of the saga.
The narrative parallels between all the peaceful chieftains in Sturlunga saga show how events
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are connected to each other in cultural memory, not because there is a direct causal link between
them, but because of their typological similarity. Such typological connections allow the
discourse to create meanings that are more universally significant than the individual events.
On this universal level, the personal development depicted in Porgils saga illustrates the
gradual transformation of the Icelandic social system from constant rivalry among aggressive
chieftains to centralized rule in the hands of peaceful royal representatives. This development,
however, did not disrupt the Icelanders’ identity. The existing elements of collective identity —
language, culture, religion, and history — were retained, and a new element — loyalty to a
monarch — was added. At the same time, Iceland was integrated into a broader Norse social
space, and by this integration, it overcame its marginality, which was the main negative element
of Icelandic collective identity. Although the peaceful chieftain’s story is inherently tragic, this
image of a positive social development endows it with an optimistic undertone.

Another inherently tragic narrative type is the conflict story, which depicts a dispute
between two protagonists, typically portrayed as the character type of the warrior-chieftain.
Neither of the protagonists is presented as a villain, they are rather portrayed as two parties
furthering their interests. The structural pattern of the conflict story shows that violence often
brings no lasting solution in the dispute, so it draws attention to the importance of mediators
and arbitrators for the renewal of peace. During the Sturlung Age, nobody in Iceland was
powerful enough to arbitrate the most influential chieftains’ conflicts, so it is the Norwegian
king who is presented in the role of the mediator. Pordar saga kakala follows the structural
pattern of the conflict story, but it creates a double distance from its horizon of expectations.
Firstly, the narrative type leads to the expectation of a decisive battle between Pordr
Sighvatsson and Gizurr Porvaldsson and a violent death of one of them, but instead, the
mediation by the king prevents a violent clash between them. This distance from the narrative
type emphasizes the importance of royal rule for peaceful conflict resolution. Secondly, the
result of the reconciliation leads to the expectation of Pordr’s success in achieving his goal in
Icelandic politics with the king’s help; ironically, however, bordr dies the same day he is finally
appointed to the position of royal representative for the second time. This is a different kind of
tragic ending than the one found in the conflict stories in the sagas of Icelanders. Pordr’s death
is not violent, but it is nevertheless a tragic death from the perspective of the protagonist because
it happens at the very moment when he has achieved his life-long goal. From the perspective
of the society, however, Pordr’s death receives a deeper meaning in the narrative: it represents
the end of the era of warrior-chieftains, who are replaced by peaceful representatives of royal
power. This is presented as a positive development, so it creates another distance from the
inherently tragic horizon of expectations. The narrative type of the conflict story also creates a
connection between stories of the Saga Age, the Sturlung Age, and the time of the union. In
Arna saga biskups, the structural pattern of the conflict story underlines the importance of the
monarch as a mediator just like in Pérdar saga. Similarly, Arna saga also creates a distance
from this narrative type by showing how the mediation prevents violence and terminates social
disunity before it can cause any serious social breakdown. The dispute is solved by agreement
and compromise before the bishop’s death, which is a significant distance from the tragic
horizon of expectations of the conflict story.

The next inherently tragic narrative type, the jarl’s story, presents an ambiguous portrayal
of its protagonist — he is brave and decisive, but he threatens social stability by his excessive
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greed for power. This narrative type is best developed in Hakonar saga Hakonarsonar, which
reflects the thirteenth-century contrast between the old and new type of ruler. The old type is
represented by Skuli Bardarson, who embodies the traditional Norse ideal of the warrior-
aristocrat. King Hakon, on the other hand, represents the new ideal of rex iustus, the king as a
peaceful lawmaker, judge, and protector of the powerless. The portrayal of Gizurr Porvaldsson
in Islendinga saga, on the other hand, creates a distance from the structural pattern of the jarl’s
story by combining elements of both types, not in the sense of character development, as in the
case of Porgils, but rather in the sense of both types being present simultaneously. The ideal of
rex iustus is reflected in the strikingly positive portrayal of the relationship between Gizurr and
the farmers or commoners. The narrative emphasizes the jarl’s role as the land’s protector,
which is even depicted with a hint of a semi-miraculous divine intervention. Beside such
idealizations, however, the narrative is doubtlessly also based on historical reality — it is fully
understandable that Gizurr was popular as a jarl, as he had enjoyed considerable support even
before he received the title. The title was then regarded only as a formal acknowledgement of
the existing situation. The portrayal of Gizurr’s relationship with the king, on the other hand, is
much more ambiguous and contains some of the typical elements of the jarl’s story. This
narrative type illustrates the ambivalent position of a chieftain who is eager to be honoured by
the king but reluctant to accept the obligations that stem from his alliance with the king. The
character type of the jarl, together with the character type of the warrior-chieftain, is associated
with the old social model, which was being replaced by centralized monarchy with its system
of royal officials. In the portrayal of Gizurr Porvaldsson, the aspects of the character type of the
jarl represent the old system of Norse social organization, whereas the aspects of rex iustus
represent the newly established centralized rule. Gizurr can be regarded as the man who brought
about the end of the Sturlung Age and the beginning of the new social system in Iceland, so it
1s fitting that he is depicted as a borderline figure.

The last narrative type that significantly shapes the meaning of the contemporary sagas is
the court poet’s story, which presents the most confident portrayal of the Icelander. Instead of
drawing attention to marginality, it underlines the skald’s cleverness and eloquence, his active
approach to forming a relationship with the monarch, and his special privileges in his
relationship with the monarch. The skald enters a king’s service on his own initiative and of his
own free will because he wishes to make full use of his abilities — both poetic and diplomatic.
The skald can speak to the king more openly than anyone else, give him advice or criticize him,
and he often uses his rhetorical skills to terminate conflicts. Significantly, this narrative type
shapes the stories of the two Sturlungs who faced a serious conflict with the king in reality —
Snorri Sturluson and Sturla bPérdarson the younger. The narrative of Snorri Sturluson has a
tragic ending, but that is not a part of the court poet’s story itself, but rather a part of the story
of the jarl Skuli Bardarson, with which Snorri’s story is inseparably intertwined. This inherently
tragic part of the narrative is interpreted by its connection with the inherently optimistic court
poet’s story, which underlines the portrayal of Snorri as an active participant in Norwegian
politics, rather than as a passive victim of the Norwegian rulers’ decisions. In the narrative of
Sturla Poérdarson the younger, on the other hand, the court poet’s story is unequivocally
optimistic, portraying an ideal reconciliation and cooperation between the Icelander and the
king. The king forbids mutual conflicts among his vassals, but he does that for their own good,
with the intention to prevent bloody armed clashes within the land. Only centralized power can
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secure peace and social stability, but the king is also magnanimous to his vassals and does not
punish them excessively. The focus on the court poet’s story covers up some of the political
aspects of the chieftains’ actions that are regarded as unwise decisions — Snorri’s choice of party
in the Norwegian power struggle, and Sturla’s attempted violent attack on a fellow royal vassal.
First and foremost, however, the narrative type has an interpretative and evaluative function.
Snorri’s unlucky end and Sturla’s involuntary journey to the royal court could have served as a
basis for creating a narrative of Iceland’s opposition to Norway, if such an interpretation of the
relationship to the monarchy had been relevant to the society. Instead, however, the texts follow
the narrative type that inherently expresses the most positive attitude to the monarchy. It is also
hardly a coincidence that the structural pattern of the court poet’s story shapes the stories that
form the very beginning and end of the narrative of Iceland’s direct political contact with
Norway in Sturlunga saga. As such, the structural pattern of the court poet’s story frames the
whole narrative and contributes to the construction of its meaning, turning it into a story of
Iceland’s active role in the formation of the union with Norway.

When the contemporary sagas employ the same narrative types as the sagas dealing with
the Saga Age, they create a connection between the recent and distant past, thus integrating the
recent events into cultural memory and underlining the similarities between the past and the
present. At the same time, however, the contemporary sagas also create distances from the
horizons of expectations of the given narrative types, thus pointing out the differences between
the past and the present and creating a dialogic relationship between them. That implies that the
thirteenth-century Icelandic society appreciated its roots in the Saga Age but was also aware of
the development that it had undergone throughout the centuries. This development is not
presented as a downfall, but it is not excessively idealized either; the texts depict both its
positive and negative aspects, as well as elements of both continuity and change. The society
was integrated into a broader social, political, and cultural space in the thirteenth century, but
its own past did not lose its value in this process. The past, both distant and recent, still defined
the collective identity of Icelanders, but its meaning was re-assessed from the perspective of
the new present situation. At the same time, the memory of the past also shaped the perception
of the present. It was this dialogic relationship between the past and the present that formed the
society’s identity. Inseparable elements of this identity were on the one hand a sense of
individuality and an awareness of the differences between the Icelandic society and other
societies, but on the other hand also a need of contact and an awareness of similarity. The
identity bearers — the protagonists of the various narrative types in the contemporary sagas —
embody each of these elements to a varying extent, but none of them negates any of the elements
completely. The contemporary sagas thus create balanced images of the medieval Icelanders’
relationship to their own past and present, to the Norwegian monarchy, and to the Norse social
space.
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6. ICELANDIC SAINTS AND IDENTITY

The previous chapter has shown that the integration of Iceland into the union with Norway did
not lead to a loss of Icelandic identity, but that does not mean that the Icelanders’ perception of
their identity remained entirely unchanged. When Iceland gave up its old political system and
became a part of a larger political whole, the theme of integration doubtlessly gained more
significance in the social debate, and Icelanders needed to re-define their identity in light of
their new social situation. As the internal instability of the Sturlung Age was no longer a reality
and the imminent danger of bloodshed had subsided, Icelanders could turn their attention to
their relationship with the rest of the world and focus on the long-term development of their
position within the European social space.

This tendency is best reflected in the bishops’ sagas dealing with the native Icelandic
saints. The previous studies of the bishops’ sagas have mostly been limited by a focus on the
religious meaning only, but here it will be argued that these texts also reflect ideas related to
the formation and transformation of Icelandic identity. Significantly, many of the bishops’
sagas approach history from a broader perspective than the secular contemporary sagas, which
mostly isolate Iceland and Norway and show only very limited interest in the rest of the world.
In the words of Lena Rohrbach, “Islendinga saga narrates 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 setting can be read as pertaining to the microspace of Islendinga saga. The Norwegian
court was part of the microspace of the Icelandic male elite in the thirteenth century” (Rohrbach
2017, 355-56). This applies not only to Islendinga saga, but to the whole Sturlunga
compilation, which is focused on the integration of Iceland into the social space of the
Norwegian realm, but not on its relationship to the world beyond its borders. Many of the
bishops’ sagas, on the other hand, refer to the world outside of the Norwegian-Icelandic
kingdom much more frequently and with greater significance. Even within the genre of the
bishops’ sagas, however, there is a development in this respect. While references to pontificates
and foreign rulers are found even in the oldest bishops’ sagas, the general interest in the
relationship between Iceland and the rest of the Christian world increases and changes
considerably in the younger texts. That reflects the fact that once the integration of Iceland into
the Norwegian realm was at least formally completed, the attention turned to this realm’s
position within a social space that transcended its political boundaries. The development of this
tendency within the genre of the bishops’ sagas reflects the gradually changing emphases in the
construction of Icelandic identity.

6. 1. THE BISHOPS AS IDENTITY BEARERS

6. 1. 1. Early Icelandic bishops as spiritual and social leaders

In the absence of kings, the Icelandic bishops played a significant role as central figures with
whom the society could identify. They represented the divine, but also the secular authority, as
the early bishops came from Iceland’s most powerful families (see Long 2017, 74). This is
already obvious in the first extant written account of Icelandic history, Islendingabodk (ca. 1130).
In this work, Icelandic identity is derived from the first settlers, the law, and the Alpingi, but it
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is the conversion to Christianity that is presented as the key event in Icelandic history, and the
final chapters deal in relatively great detail with the first two bishops, Isleifr and Gizurr. The
text emphasizes their social, rather than spiritual importance, which means that it does not
foreground the division between secular and ecclesiastical power (ch. 10):

Gizurr byskup vas astscelli af ollum landsmonnum en hverr madr annarra, peira es ver vitim hér d landi hafa verit.
[...] Pat eru miklar jartegnir, hvat hlyonir landsmenn varu peim manni, es hann kom pvi fram, at fé allt vas virt
med svardogum, pat es d Islandi vas, ok landit sjalft ok tiundir af gorvar ok log & logd, at sva skal vesa, medan
Island es byggt. (Islendingabdk 1986, 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. (/slendingabék 2006, 11-12)

Unlike /slendingabok, the hundred years younger Hungrvaka from the first half of the thirteenth
century, a history of the first five bishops of Skalholt, focuses almost solely on ecclesiastical
history, and it also pays more attention to the spiritual aspects, although not as much as the
hagiographic sagas of individual bishops. It attributes sanctity even to some of the bishops who
were usually not perceived as saints (ch. 2):

Inn efira hlut eevi Isleifs byskups bar marga hluti honum til handa, pa er mjok birti geezku hans fyrir peim monnum
er pat kunnu [ skynja, af pvi at margir menn varu peir 60ir feerdir honum til handa er heilir gengu fra hans fundi.
Mungat blezadi hann, pat er skjadak var i, ok var padan fra vel drekkanda, ok mart annat pessu likt bar honum til
handa, pott ek greina nu ekki sva ser hvat pat sem hann gerdi ok inum vitrustum monnum pottu inir mestu kraptar
lgja. (Biskupa ségur 11, 10)

In the latter part of the life of Bishop Isleifr, many things happened that clearly revealed his goodness to those who
were able to perceive it, since many mad people were brought to him and were healed when they left him. He
blessed beer that was harmful due to bad brewing, and it was good to drink afterwards, and many other such things
happened to him, although I do not tell about every single thing that he did and that appeared to the wisest people
to originate from extraordinary powers.

This shows that the specific spiritual significance of ecclesiastical dignitaries, different from
the social significance of secular nobility, was already perceived more strongly than before. At
the same time, however, the text also points out the bishops’ noble social status and emphasizes
that they were honoured by foreign secular rulers and ecclesiastical dignitaries alike (ch. 4):

[Gizurr Isleifsson] var jafnan mikils virdr hvar sem hann kom ok var pd tignum monnum d hendi er hann var
utanlands. Haraldr konungr Sigurdarson var pa konungr i Noregi, ok meelti hann peim ordum vio Gizur at honum
kvazk sva synask til at hann myndi bezt til fallinn at bera hvert tignarnafn sem hann hiyti. [...] En pdfinn sendi pa
Gizur til handa Hardvig erkibyskupi i Magadaborg a Saxlandi ok baud at hann skyldi gefa honum byskupsvigslu,
en hann tok vid honum med mikilli semd ok virdingu ok vigdi hann til byskups fjorum nottum fyrir Mariumessu
ina sidari. [...] Hann tok tign ok virding sva mikla pegar snemmendis byskupsdoms sins, ok sva vildi hverr madr
sitja ok standa sem hann baud, ungr ok gamall, scell ok fatekr, konur ok karlar, ok var vétt at segja at hann var
beedi konungr ok byskup yfir landinu medan hann lifdi. (Biskupa sogur 11, 14—16)

[Gizurr {sleifsson] 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 title that he would receive. [...] And the Pope sent Gizurr to Archbishop Hardvigr in
Magadaborg in Saxland, and he asked him to consecrate him to bishop, and the archbishop accepted him with
much honour and respect, and he consecrated him to bishop four nights before the Feast of the Nativity of Saint
Mary. [...] He received such a great honour and respect already at the beginning of his time in office that every
person wished to do his bidding, young and old, rich and poor, women and men, and it is right to say that he was
both a king and a bishop in his land while he lived.
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Apart from the increased focus on ecclesiastical identity, it is this broadening of perspective
that is the major sign of development. About a hundred years after the writing of Islendingabdk,
the theme of the international esteem of significant Icelanders was gradually gaining more
importance in the literature. The text’s emphasis on the acknowledgement that Gizurr {sleifsson
receives abroad can be perceived as a narrative construction of an acknowledgement of Iceland
as a whole. This implies that the Icelanders were becoming increasingly aware of their
peripheral position and felt the need to counterbalance their marginality by creating an image
of their intellectual, social, and spiritual excellence. It is of interest that the text not only
underlines Gizurr’s honourable position as an ecclesiastical dignitary, but also attributes royal
qualities to him — first when the king of Norway proclaims him worthy of bearing “any title
that he would receive” (hvert tignarnafn sem hann hlyti), leaving the choice of rank open, and
then quite directly, when Gizurr is called a bishop and king in one person. This implies that,
apart from being aware of their marginality, Icelanders also regarded the lack of royal rule as a
peculiarity that needed an explanation, and perhaps also a compensation (see Armann
Jakobsson 1994b, 33-36; 2007, 119-28).

Also, not surprisingly, as Icelanders had no saintly kings comparable to the Scandinavian
national saints, they looked among their bishops to find their own national saints*® and thereby
mark their spiritual equality with other European nations (see Long 2017, 74). Three of the
Icelandic bishops are depicted as saints in the sources: Porlakr Porhallsson (Bishop of Skalholt
1178-1193), who was acknowledged by the Pope as the patron saint of Iceland in 1984; Jon
Ogmundarson (Bishop of Holar 1106-1121), whose canonization by the Alpingi has not been
ratified by the Pope; and Gudmundr Arason (Bishop of Hoélar 1203-1237), who was not
canonized at all and is portrayed in the sagas as “the people’s saint” (see McCreesh 2007, 14).

Porlékr’s sanctity was proclaimed shortly after his death. The bishop died in 1193, and
already at the Alpingi of 1198, formal permission for veneration of Porlakr was given. The
same year, his relics were translated to Skélholt, and at the Alpingi of 1199, an account of his
miracles was read out (Wolf 2008, 246-47). borlakr’s popularity as a saint in Iceland is
confirmed by miracle collections, sagas, and church dedications. The oldest extant miracle
collection is from ca. 1220;*° there is a fragment of a Latin vita from ca. 1200*° and several
fragments of Latin liturgical texts from the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries (Wolf 2008, 248).

The choice of Jén Ogmundarson as Iceland’s second saint may have originated from an
initiative by Brandr, Bishop of Hoélar in 1163—1201, who probably wished to look for a saint
from his own diocese. Jon’s relics were translated to Holar in 1200, and his feast day, April 23,
was decreed a Holy Day of Obligation for all Iceland at the Alpingi of 1200. Jon’s vita, written
by Brother Gunnlaugr in Latin and extant only in Old Norse translations, was written to
substantiate his claim to sainthood (McCreesh 2007, 16).

38 Scandinavia also had some saintly bishops, but they cannot be regarded as “national saints” — this role was
reserved to the saintly kings, such as Olafr of Norway and Knatr of Denmark, who became significant as identity
bearers due to flourishing narrative traditions; the Icelandic saintly bishops’ sagas played a comparable role in the
construction of identity as the sagas of the Scandinavian saintly kings.

39 AM 645 4to, Jarteinabdk Porldks byskups in forna (The Ancient Miracle Collection of Porlakr); it records 46
miracles that took place in 1198—1200.

40 AM 386 4to — this is believed to have been the source for the oldest liturgical texts about Porlakr and for the
oldest saga of borlakr.
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In the meantime, even before Porlakr and Jon were declared saints at the Alpingi by the
chieftains, the common people in the Northern Quarter were convinced that the priest
Gudmundr Arason was a miracle-worker and presumably a saint (McCreesh 2007, 17). At first,
his veneration was opposed by the Icelandic Church and the secular leaders alike, but in the
fourteenth century, these same authorities aimed at his canonization. The effort brought no
results, however, due to a change of policy at the Vatican. In 1234, due to abuse of the system
of episcopal canonization and the resulting proliferation of local saints, Pope Gregory IX
decided to restrict the power of canonization to the Holy See (McCreesh 2007, 20).

Although neither of these bishops was canonized by the Pope in the Middle Ages, the
public belief in their sanctity was decisive for how the memory of their role as bishops and as
the people’s holy protectors was formulated in oral tradition and re-formulated in written texts.
The local saints inspired the production of a new type of literature, the bishops’ sagas, which
were influenced by the existing Old Norse translations of Latin hagiographies, but they focus
on local matters and deal also with issues connected to Icelandic identity.

6. 1. 2. Identity and politics in the sagas of Iceland’s first saintly bishops

The hagiographic sagas of the first Icelandic saintly bishops, Jons saga helga and Porlaks saga
helga, were first written in the early thirteenth century, and they both exist in several redactions
from the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. These texts primarily follow the model of the
Latin hagiographies of European saints, which had already become known in Iceland and some
of them had been translated into Old Norse. They focus on the saints’ character and moral
virtues, consecration, work for the Church, death, and post-mortem miracles, leaving less space
for details of the political circumstances of the bishops’ careers than the non-hagiographic texts
such as Arna saga biskups, and yet more than many of the typical continental hagiographies.
They construct their protagonists’ significance on two levels: the social level and the spiritual
level. The social significance is based on the protagonists’ role as ecclesiastical dignitaries who
uphold social order and are also involved in political matters, including contact with other lands,
primarily Norway. The spiritual significance is based on the portrayal of the bishops’ pious life,
and first and foremost on the accounts of their post-mortem status as saints. On both these
levels, the saintly bishops can play a significant role as identity bearers. In context of the present
study, one of the central questions is how the breadth of the horizon within which the social
and spiritual significance of the saintly bishops is constructed varies in different sagas in
connection with their time of origin. An outline of this development may shed light on some
more general tendencies in the medieval Icelanders’ definition of their collective identity.

In bPorlaks saga helga and Jons saga helga, the social significance of the protagonists is
of course partly constructed within the borders of Iceland. The texts show how the bishops help
the people in their dioceses, take care of the poor, and uphold social order (BS 6, 14, 15, 19;JS
8),*! and how the bishoprics flourish under their leadership both materially and as centres of
knowledge and education (PS 12, JS 8). As the Church was the only officially established

41 All references to Porldks saga helga follow the 2002 edition by Gudran Asa Grimsdottir (Biskupa ségur II) and
refer to the A-redaction unless specified otherwise. All references to Jons saga helga follow the 2003 edition by
Sigurgeir Steingrimsson, Olafur Halldérsson, and Peter Foote (Biskupa ségur I), which builds on all three existing
redactions. Translations are my own.
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institution in Iceland at the time, these matters were doubtlessly of great social significance.
Nevertheless, the sagas also give an account of the protagonists’ contact with other lands on the
social level. Porlakr is said to have studied in Paris and Lincoln, which must have been a source
of great prestige at the time, although the narrative highlights the usefulness of Porlakr’s
knowledge instead (PS 4). The focus on international esteem is stronger in Jons saga. Jon’s
glorious ecclesiastical career is first predicted long before his birth when his mother is in
Norway and encounters King Olafr Haraldsson, who expresses his belief that her future child
will be blessed with great glory (JS 1). Later, when Jon stays at the Danish royal court with his
parents in his childhood, the queen predicts that he will become a bishop (JS 1). Next, the saga
gives an account of Jon proving his worth abroad in his youth. He makes a pilgrimage to Rome,
and on his way back he visits the king of Denmark, who is attending mass when Jon arrives,
but the priest reads so poorly that the congregation almost laughs at him; Jon then reads instead
of him, and his performance is so impressive that the king then seats him by his side as a sign
of respect (JS 2). Still at the king’s court, Jon has a dream in which he sees Christ in a cathedral
and King David playing the harp; Jon remembers the melody from the dream and plays it for
the king and the courtiers, who are all deeply impressed (JS 3). Finally, during his consecration
journey to Archbishop Ozurr of Denmark, Jon sings mass so beautifully that the archbishop
finds his voice more like the voice of angels than men (JS 7). These episodes emphasize the
prestige that the Icelandic clerics receive abroad in a similar manner as the previously discussed
scenes in Hungrvaka. Here, however, the qualities that are foregrounded are solely clerical:
learning in the case of Porlakr, and ecclesiastical glory and an unusually beautiful reading and
singing voice in the case of Jon. The implication might be that the protagonists are equal to
clerics from other Christian lands in terms of personal qualities that can bring them prestige and
esteem in the ecclesiastical environment.

Nevertheless, even these hagiographic sagas contain episodes that are unexpectedly
political, focusing on the relationship between Icelanders and the secular rulers of Norway. In
Jons saga helga it is the story of the Icelander Gisl Illugason, who kills a retainer of King
Magnus Barefoot in revenge for his father and is captured and imprisoned for the killing. All
the Icelanders who are present in brandheimr then gather, break into the prison, and set him
free. In the earlier redactions of the saga (Biskupa ségur I, 188-90), the tale is very brief and
straightforward: the king gets angry and forbids the Icelanders to speak to their defence, but he
allows the priest Jon Ogmundarson to speak, and Jon manages to bring about a reconciliation.
The political aspect is not stronger here than in the sections of Hungrvaka that underline the
esteem that Gizurr Isleifsson enjoys while visiting foreign nobles; the texts focus on Jon’s
eloquence and dignity that persuade the enraged monarch to forgiveness. In the later L-
redaction (Biskupa ségur I, 319-35), however, the story is longer and more complex, and
political elements are intertwined with religious elements in a noteworthy manner — the tale
combines an utterly miraculous event with a mannjafnadr between the Icelandic cleric and a
Norwegian retainer. Like in the earlier redactions, Gisl kills a retainer, all the present Icelanders
free Gisl from prison, and the king is enraged by this. Then, during the lawsuit, a retainer named
Sigurdr speaks hatefully of Icelanders and deems one Norwegian worth ten Icelanders:

Nu er slikt odadaverk mikil ok storra hefnda fyrir vert, ok eigi er at beettra at tiu sé drepnir af islenskum monnum
fyrir einn norreenan, ok refsi peim sva sina ofdirfo er peir toku mann or konungs valdi. (Biskupa sogur I, 323)
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This is a serious misdeed worthy of a great revenge, and 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 king allows no other Icelander to speak but the priest Jon, and Jon then condemns Sigurdr’s
speech and relates it to the devil’s ill will, but he also reminds the king of the Icelanders’
allegiance to him:

[-..] fiandinn meelti fyrir munn peim er i fyrstu taladi, sva segjandi: ,, Nu er veginn einn konungs madr, en makligt
veeri at drepnir veeri tiu islenzkir fyrir einn norrcenan. En hugsio um pat, goor herra, at sva erum vér islenzkir
menn yorir pegnar sem peir er hér eru innan lands. (Biskupa ségur I, 324)

[...] the devil talked through the mouth of the man who spoke first, saying: “Since one royal retainer has been
killed, it would be fitting if ten Icelanders were killed for one Norwegian.” But keep in mind, my lord, that we
Icelanders are your subjects just like those who live here in this land.

The latter part of the utterance is conciliatory, and it suggests that it makes no sense to allow
the friendly relationship between Icelanders and the king to be disrupted by this individual
retainer’s evil words. The formulation of the Icelanders’ subjection to the king, expressed by
the term pegnar, is used in a positive context, as it is intended to remind the king of his duties
as a protector and righteous judge of his subjects (see Sverrir Jakobsson 2005, 343-45).
Icelanders were not the king’s subjects at the time of Jon Ogmundarson’s life, but they were
the king’s subjects when the L-redaction was composed. The projection 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 they emphasized the idea that they expected the
king to be righteous and just in his dealings with them.

In the L-version of Jons saga, however, the king is not persuaded by Jon’s speech and has
Gisl hanged on the gallows. Jon gives Gisl a cloak that he received as a gift from the king, and
the cloak together with Jon’s prayers protects Gisl, so he stays alive after three days on the
gallows. Jon then has him taken down. The retainer who spoke so hatefully of Icelanders
becomes mortally ill, and he asks Jon to heal him by his prayers. Jon does so, 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 Jon deep respect:

Ok er konungr sa Jon prest, vétti hann badar hendr @ moti honum blidliga ok meelti: ,, Gakk hér undir bord hja
oss, Jon prestr, inn keerasti Guds vinr, ok svad vilda ek at pii 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: ,,Nu
munu pér vilja vel til Islendinga, kumpdna minna, pvi at pat pykir mér allmiklu varda. “ (Biskupa sogur I, 332-33)
And when the king saw the priest Jon, he stretched out both arms to him in a friendly gesture 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 answered: “Now
you should be kind to Icelanders, my companions, because that is very important to me.”

The king then reconciles with Gisl and offers him the same esteem that the killed retainer
enjoyed before: “go to Gjafvaldr’s seat and have the same respect from me as he had all his
life” (gakk til scetis Gjafvalds ok haf slika virding af oss sem hann hafoi um alla sina daga,
Biskupa ségur I, 333). This is a conciliatory ending, which focuses on the mutual goodwill and
respect between the king and the Icelandic cleric. At the same time, however, 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
demonstrations of the divine will, which mark his spiritual superiority. This combination of the
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focus on reconciliation and on the protagonist’s worthiness expresses the medieval Icelanders’
wish to overcome their marginality within the Norse social space. In this respect, the narrative
resembles the travel stories that have been discussed here.

An episode in Porldaks saga shows a similar concern with the Icelanders’ position in
relation to Norway. It also offers an insight into the broader political context, although it does
not give enough information to allow a full understanding of the situation. Porldkr Pérhallsson
is elected bishop of Skalholt in 1174, but before he can undertake his consecration journey, the
relationship between Norway and Iceland becomes problematic due to disputes that are
mentioned, but not specified, in the saga (ch. 10):

Klengr byskup la [ rekkju med litlum meetti ok Porlakr var pa i Skalaholti, af pvi at menn vildu eigi at hann feeri
itan fyrir sakir ofridar pess er pa var millum Noregs ok Islands, er mdalum var ésett peim er gorzk hofou landa i
millum af vigum ok fjarupptekoum, ok dvaldi hann pat um nokkurra vetra sakir. (Biskupa sogur I, 64)

Bishop Klangr lay in bed with little strength, and Porlakr was at Skalholt at the time. 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 lands due to killings and confiscation of property were unresolved. This delayed him by
several winters.

The cause of the tension was probably a dispute between the Norwegian Brennu-Pall and the
Icelandic priest Helgi Skaftason. Helgi’s farm was burned in 1174; in revenge, Helgi burned
the ship of Brennu-Pall, probably a participant in the burning of the farm. The burning of the
ship was then avenged by the killing of Helgi in 1175.4?

borlaks saga offers only a vague outline of this situation, and it focuses on Porlakr’s firm
and fearless approach to the matter. In the summer of 1177, Porlékr insists on undertaking the
consecration journey despite the difficulties, because he cannot bear the idea of Skalholt lacking
a bishop after his predecessor’s death (ch. 10). When Porlakr arrives in Norway, King Magnts
Erlingsson refuses to give consent to his consecration at first, although Porlakr is clearly not
personally involved in the conflict (ch. 11). The text does not explain King Magnus’ hostility
to Porldkr; scholars believe that the reason may have been Porlakr’s connection to the
Oddaverjar, who were probably involved in the conflict (Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 153-54;
Sverrir Jakobsson 2016, 67—68). Instead of discussing the causes on the enmity, which were

42 A brief account of the conflict is found in Prestssaga Gudmundar Arasonar (chs. 4-5):

Veginn Einarr Grimsson ok brenndr beer Helga Skaftasonar i Saurbee d Kjalarnesi. [...] Onnur missiri eftir var
veginn Helgi Skaftason a alpingi fyrir pat, er hann brenndi kaupskip fyrir Pali Austmanni, er kalladr var Brennu-
Pall. En eftir vigit meelti Porvardr Porgeirsson ok fekk sjalfdeemi at Austménnum, ok fekk hann af pvi virding
mikla. (Sturlunga saga I, 124-25)

Einarr Grimsson was killed and Helgi Skaftason’s farm at Saurba on Kjalarnes was burned down. [...] About half
a year after that, Helgi Skaftason was killed at the assembly because he had burned down the merchant ship
belonging to Pall the Norwegian, who was called Brennu-Pall. Porvardr Porgeirsson prosecuted the case of the
killing and received self-judgement from the Norwegians, which brought him much respect.

The beginning of this conflict may be referred to in Archbishop Eysteinn’s letter to the Icelanders from 1273. If
the dating of the events is correct, the letter was written before the events depicted in Prestssaga, which implies
that the Icelanders had mistreated the Norwegians in some way before the conflict between Helgi and Brennu-Pall
broke out; the letter offers no further details:

Sva ok pat sem pér hafit af gert vid konunginn ok vio landslyd hans, pa leioréttisk pat vio hann, pott margir verdi
vid botina skipask, par sem fair hafa misgert. (DI 1, 223)

And your misdeeds against the king and his people must be redressed, even if many people must contribute to the
compensation, although few people have committed the misdeed.
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probably known to the intended audience, the text again focuses on Porlakr’s mental strength,
and it also foregrounds the reconciliation that was brought about by Archbishop Eysteinn:

ba er borldkr electus kom a fund Eysteins erkibyskups pa tok hann vid honum forkunnar vel, ok lét hann pat bratt
vitat vera at hann vildi allt leggja pat blidliga til af sinni hendi er hann pottisk skyldr til, en hann vildi honum eigi
elligar byskupstign gefa nema sampykki konungs veeri til. Peir hofdu pa riki yfir Noregi fedgar, Magniis konungr
and Erlingr jarl, fadir hans, ok toku peir pungliga ¢ollu Porlaks mali, ok komu padan hot fyrir hegendi at hvarki
myndi oheett fé né monnum. En Porlakr lét sér litit um pat finnask ok syndi par sinn alhuga vera allan sem David
kennir [ psaltara, at betra sé Gudi at treystask en hofdingjum, ok lét hann petta af pvi hja sér lida. En erkibyskup
Dbottisk sitja i miklum vanda er hann vildi hvartveggja elska, ok vildi hann pess geeta er Pall postoli kennir i sinum
pistli: ,, Ottizk pér Gud, * segir hann, ,,en vegsamid konung. * Matti pat ok d ollu sjd at hann vildi hér hvdrstveggja
vandliga geeta 1 peirra mali. Bar erkibyskup pa bod da millum peira ok adrir godgjarnir menn, ok kom par at
konungrinn ok jarlinn sampykkou pvi at Porlakr teeki byskupsvigslu, ok gerdisk pa vingunarsvipr peira a milli, ok
gafusk peir gjofum adr peir skildi. [...] En er borlakr byskup var skilior at samvistu vior erkibyskup pa spurdu
Dbeir byskuparnir hversu honum hefdi pokkazk Porlakr byskup. Hann sagdi sva at hann pottisk ongan byskup pann
hafa vigt er honum potti jafn gorla med sér hafa alla pa mannkosti er byskupum er skylt at hafa [...] ,,Ma ek yor
sva nokkut segja helzt hve vitrligir mér hafa virzk hans heettir, © sagdi erkibyskup, ,,at ek munda pvilikt kjosa mitt
lifsdeegr it efsta sem ek sa hans hvert.* (Biskupa ségur 11, 64—66)

When the bishop elect Porlakr met Archbishop Eysteinn, he gave him a very warm welcome and immediately let
him know that he would gladly let him have everything that he felt obliged to provide him with, but he would not
consecrate him unless the king consented to it. Norway was at the time ruled by King Magntis and his father Jarl
Erlingr, and they showed unwillingness in Porlakr’s matter, and threats came from them instead of favour, that
neither property nor people would stay safe. But Porlakr was little affected by it, in which he showed his
steadfastness, like when David teaches us in his psalm that it is better to trust in God than to put confidence in
princes, and for his reason he did not let this affect him. 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 follow
both in this matter. The archbishop then mediated between them together with other good-willed people, and it
came about that the king and the jarl consented to Porlakr’s consecration, and they appeared to be friends from
then on, and they exchanged gifts before they parted. [...] And when Bishop Porlakr 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 possessed equally great virtues that befit bishops [...] “The best way to express 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.”

This focus on the final reconciliation underlines the overall message of the episode. The whole
episode follows the structure of the typical travel story — the Icelander faces the king’s distrust
when he first arrives at the Norwegian royal court, but he overcomes the alienation with the
help of a mediator due to his own intelligence and decisiveness, and his relationship with the
king finally turns into mutual respect; he also receives a prestigious position and is praised for
his qualities. The well-known narrative type of the travel story implies a generally positive
attitude to the relationship between Iceland and Norway despite an awareness of possible
disagreements. The two biblical quotations, “betra sé Gudi at treystask en hofdingjum” and
“ottizk pér Guo, en vegsamid konung”, seem to contradict each other, but in their respective
contexts, they make sense together. The former is linked to Porlakr’s steadfastness in a situation
when the monarchs disrupt the consecration process. It does not express a rejection of royal
rule, but rather the idea that even kings can make bad decisions concerning the Church, but that
patience and determination will eventually lead to a satisfactory solution with the help of God.
The latter is connected to the reconciliation mediated by the archbishop, and in this context, it
underlines the positive relationship between Icelanders and the Norwegian authorities on the
one hand, and between secular and ecclesiastical power on the other hand, despite inevitable
temporary discord.
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These episodes show that Jons saga helga and Porldks saga helga, despite their
hagiographic focus, do not ignore the theme of Iceland’s relationship to a broader social space.
The Icelandic saintly bishops are presented in situations in which they face conflicts with
Norwegian monarchs, but they eventually reach a satisfactory reconciliation and prove their
mental strength or their spiritual worthiness, manifested in a divine intervention. In this context,
the saintly bishops play a significant role as identity bearers, in a similar manner as the
protagonists of the secular travel stories. The narratives reflect the Icelanders’ inevitably
ambiguous relationship to Norway — they acknowledged the political and cultural bonds
between the two lands, but they were aware of their peripheral position and felt the need to
subvert their marginality by the narrative construction of their spiritual or intellectual
superiority. That way, they constantly negotiated their equality within the Norse social space.

That does not, however, automatically mean that the narratives construct the cultural myth
of Icelandic national saints. Significantly, the episodes dealing with contact with other lands
define the significance of the bishops on the social, rather than spiritual level. Their significance
on the spiritual level is constructed in most of the other chapters of the sagas, and the answer to
the question of whether they are portrayed as national saints must be sought there. We must ask
whether the texts emphasize the saints’ position as spiritual protectors of the whole land and
whether they compare their spiritual significance to that of saints from other lands. And the
answer is that it is not the case. In constructing the saintly bishops’ spiritual significance in the
descriptions of their earthly lives, the sagas highlight their unusually virtuous behaviour, which
can serve as a model to pious individuals who wish to follow their example. Such focus on
individual morals implies that the sagas do not foreground the spiritual worthiness of Iceland
as a whole, but rather the question of individual salvation. Similarly, the miracles that construct
the bishops’ post-mortem spiritual significance as saints are typically described as beneficial
only to individuals or small groups. A few scarce exceptions are accounts of the weather and
crops miraculously improving in all Iceland (JS 13, 15, 33, 35), but this does not seem to be
enough to define the saint as a protector of the whole land on the spiritual level, nor do these
episodes contain formulations that would encourage such an interpretation.

Another element of the cultural myth of the “national saint” is that the text should show
how foreigners are convinced by miraculous occurrences to acknowledge the Icelandic bishop’s
sanctity. There are no such scenes in Porlaks saga; the final chapter of the A-redaction only
briefly mentions that Porlakr is venerated also abroad and that offerings are sent to Skalholt
“mostly from Norway, much from England, Sweden, Denmark, Gautland, Gotland, Scotland,
Orkney, the Faroes, Caithness, Shetland, Greenland, but mostly from within the land” (mest or
Noregi, mikit af Englandi, Svibjoo, Danmork, Gautlandi, Gotlandi, Skotlandi, Orkneyjum,
Feereyjum, Katanesi, Hjaltlandi, Greenlandi, en mest innan lands, Biskupa sogur 11, 99). This
brief sentence in the saga lacks the context that would construct the cultural myth of a “national
saint”. The H-redaction of Jons saga contains an episode in which a merchant ship is lost in fog
near Iceland and an Icelander on board suggests invoking Saint Jon, but the weather is not
improved immediately, so the merchants — probably Norwegians, called “Austmenn” in the text
— challenge the sanctity of Bishop Jon (Pa toku Austmenn at ameela Joni byskupi ok sopgou hann
eigi helgan vera, Biskupa sogur I, 310). At that moment, the fog subsides, and wind starts
blowing and brings the ship to land, so all the merchants praise Saint Jon (JS 64F). There is,
however, only one such scene in the saga. Furthermore, the saga also contains a scene in which
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an Icelandic priest doubts Jon’s sanctity (JS 61), so the text does not ascribe such doubts
specifically to foreigners, but rather associates them with the fact that Jon’s sanctity was newly
discovered and not yet fully established.

The sagas do not directly compare their protagonists to foreign saints either. References
to international saints appear frequently in biblical quotations that express the idea that the
bishops follow the example of the apostles. Famous foreign saints, such as Saint Martin, are
also occasionally referred to as examples of perfect holiness (PS 17; JS 61). Nevertheless, the
texts do not directly express the idea that the spiritual worthiness of a land is measured by the
glory of its saints. Interestingly, in the “competition” for Bishop Jon’s status as a saint in Jons
saga, his “rival” is not any foreign saint, but Saint Porlakr. The “rivalry” is most striking in an
episode in which people attempt to heal a man’s illness with water consecrated by Saint Porlakr,
but it does not help until the man invokes Saint Jon; then he is healed with the help of the
invocation and of the consecrated water (JS 29). This scene almost implies that Jon is a more
powerful saint than Porlakr, albeit without challenging Porlakr’s sanctity. Other scenes rather
show Pborlakr directly promoting Jon’s sanctity and revealing it to the people. In one such
episode, a sick woman’s husband invokes Saint Porlékr, but the saint reveals himself to a girl
in a vision, saying that there are other saints who should be invoked; the woman then invokes
Saint Jon and is healed (JS 25). In another episode, Saint Porlakr appears to a woman in a vision
to tell her that it was not him but his “brother” Saint Jon who helped her in a dangerous situation
(JS 63). The H-redaction adds here that bPorlakr says to the woman that Jon “performs all his
miracles more secretly, but his merit in God’s eyes is nevertheless no lower than mine” (leynisk
meirr at ollum jarteinum, ok er hann po hvergi lcegri at verdleikum vio Gud en ek, Bikupa sogur
1, 304). This formulation directly expresses the idea of Jon’s equality to Porldkr, which is
otherwise indirectly but clearly implied in the episodes. The presence of this idea in the saga
suggests that the spiritual significance of the two saints was a subject of debate in Iceland, and
it makes sense in context of what we know about the history of their veneration. It is surely not
a coincidence that Jon’s relics were translated two years after borlékr’s, although Jon had lived
and died about seven decades before Porlakr. There is little doubt that the effort to introduce
the veneration of Jon was motivated by the Holar diocese’s need to prove its spiritual equality
with the older, better established Skalholt diocese, which could regard Porlékr as ““its own”
saint. As this struggle for an acknowledgement of equality took place within the borders of
Iceland, the international status of the Icelandic saints was not a central theme in the discussion
about Porldkr’s and Jon’s spiritual significance at the time.

All the aspects that have been discussed here show that the saintly bishops’ significance
on the spiritual level is constructed in a mental framework centred on Iceland in these texts.
This implies that the sense of identity formed by these texts is mainly constructed within the
borders of Iceland. Iceland’s position of equality within the Christian world is indirectly attested
by the existence of local saints, but it is not explicitly foregrounded in the texts.
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6. 1. 3. Saint Porlakr in Arna saga and the cultural myth of the “national saint”

As has been mentioned here, Arna saga biskups deals mainly with the dispute between the
secular and ecclesiastical power about the ownership of church property. There is little doubt
that these events are overall described accurately in the saga, but there is one narrative device
that seems to have been deliberately employed for expressing a bias. This narrative device is
the frequent construction of parallels between Bishop Arni and Saint Porlakr. Bishop Arni is
compared especially to the depiction of Saint Porlékr in the so-called Oddaverja pattr, a part of
the B-redaction of Porlaks saga.

Oddaverja pattr is a collection of episodes dealing with Bishop Porlakr’s conflicts with
the secular chieftains. It focuses on power struggles and political issues, but it is also strongly
hagiographic. The text explicitly refers to miracles when Porlékr is repeatedly protected from
violent assaults or his opponents are punished by circumstances that the narrative interprets as
divine interventions. The hagiographic tendency is further supported by parallels to Ambrosius
saga; three of the six parallels between Porlakr and Ambrose in the B-redaction of Porlaks saga
are in Oddaverja pattr. Ambrose was a saintly bishop who firmly opposed secular power, so
these parallels underline both Porldkr’s sanctity and his conflict with the chieftains, which is
with all probability strongly exaggerated in the pdttr (see Armann Jakobsson and Asdis
Egilsdéttir 1999, 96-99; Sverrir Jakobsson 2016, 68—72).

The author of Arna saga creates the impression that Arni’s actions are modelled on
borlakr’s life, but it is in fact this specific account of bPorlakr’s actions, Oddaverja pattr, that is
probably modelled on Arni’s actions. Oddaverja pattr is not in the older A-redaction of Porldks
saga, it is an addition in the B-redaction, which was written at the time of Bishop Arni.
Oddaverja pattr was with all probability written for the purpose of supporting Bishop Arni’s
argumentation in the stadamal by a reference to the authority of Iceland’s first and most
prominent saint (see Armann Jakobsson and Asdis Egilsdottir 1999, 92-99; Orri Vésteinsson
2000, 112-23; Sverrir Jakobsson 2016, 75—77). That is also implied in the prologue of the B-
redaction, where it is stated that the purpose of the saga is to serve as an example to be followed,
and that the reason for the re-writing is the need for emphasizing the hardships that Porlakr
suffered (Biskupa sogur 11, 143—44). That means that this portrayal of Porlakr is constructed as
a model for Arni, with a focus on the alleged similarity of the problems that Arni and Porlékr
faced. The parallels between Arni and Porlakr that are constructed in this way are then
purposefully used in Arna saga as a means of interpretation and evaluation.

The first parallel concerns the conflict between the bishop and the secular owner of
Oddastadr. According to Arna saga (ch. 9), Bishop Arni fails to gain Oddastadr, gives up, and
returns home. Porldkr is depicted in the same situation in Oddaverja pattr (PS-B ch. 22), but it
is likely that the account of borlakr’s action is in fact modelled on Arni’s action. The parallel is
emphasized by a direct reference to borlédkr’s argument with another powerful chieftain, Sigurdr
Ormsson of Svinafell, in Arna saga; this argument is also described in Oddaverja pdttr:

Oddaverja pattr (PS-B ch. 21): bd er bPorlikr byskup inn helgi hafoi setit einn vetr at stoli sinum, byrjadi hann
sina yfirferd um sumarit eptir til Austfjarda. [...] En sakir pess at bondi [Sigurdr Ormsson] vildi par lata kirkju
vigja pa kalladi byskup hann til tals vid sik um morgininn eptir ok 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 a
daginn sva at bondi sa at kirkjuvigslan myndi engi verda nema hann léti af sinu mali. Snori hann nu d svinn radinu
ok leggr maldaga kirkjunnar ok sjdlfa hana i vald byskups. Vigdi hann pa kirkjuna ok song messu. Ok eptir
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messuna skipadi hann Sigurdi stadinn i lén um stundar sakir, ok hann jar honum at halda. [...] En p6 at margir
veeri tregir til at ja undan sér sinar erfdir pa kom po i einn stad nidr at borlakr byskup fékk forreedi a ollum stodum
fyrir austan Hjorleifshofda utan at bvatta ok Hallormsstodum, ok pat hefir par haldizk jafnan sidan. (Biskupa
sogur I, 164—65)

When Bishop Saint borlakr had been in office one winter, he started his visitation to the Eastfjords the next
summer. [...] But because the landowner [Sigurdr Ormsson] wanted to have a church consecrated there, the bishop
asked him to talk with him the next morning. He presented the message of Archbishop Eysteinn, in which the
archbishop asked Porlakr to gain power over all the churches and church property in his diocese. [...] In the course
of the day, the landowner 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 endowment and the church itself in the bishop’s power. 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 consented to accept it. [...] And although many were reluctant to consent to give up their
hereditary property, it finally came about that Bishop Porlakr gained control of all the stadir east of Hjorleifsh6£oi,
except for bvatta and Hallormsstadir, and it has been so ever since.

Arna saga (ch. 12): Pat sumar reid Arni byskup fyrir nordan Sélheimajokul ok rak byskupligt embeetti um
Austfirdingafjoroung, ok eptir tilskipan herra Jons erkibyskups hof hann tilkall a alla stadi, pa sem par voru. En
Dbott pat yrdi med nokkurum motmeelum af peira hendi sem heldu pess kyns eignir fekk hann vald yfir flestum ollum
stooum utan bvatta ok Hallormsstooum. Gengu pvi Austfirdingar léttligar at pessu en adrir menn at hinn sceli
Dborlakr med radi Eysteinns erkibyskups hof pat sama tilkall at Svinafelli vid Sigurd Ormsson, ok hann jadi byskupi
Dpeiri kyrkjueign; voru ok eptir pessu deemi velflestir stadir | hans vald gefnir i Austfirdingafjoroungi. En eptir
kirkjuvigslu ok messu skipadi byskup Sigurdi stadinn i lén, ok af pessu tilteeki byskups hofz sa vandi at hofdingjar
i Austfjoroum skipudu stadi [med radi] byskupa allt til Arna byskups. (Biskupa sogur III, 20-21)

That summer, Bishop Arni rode north of Sélheimajokull to perform his official duties in the Eastern Quarter, and
upon 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 Porlakr had upon Archbishop Eysteinn’s orders claimed
Svinafell from Sigurdr 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 submitted their stadir under the bishops’
control up to Arni’s time.

The parallels are so striking that there is little doubt that they were 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 borlakr’s
control in his days is mentioned several more times in Arna saga as a part of Arni’s
argumentation, and Porlakr is referred to as “blessed” or “holy” (hinn sceli) in these cases:

Arna saga (ch. 113): Hann [Eirikr Mardarson] t6k Holtskirkju i Onundarfirdi, énytandi skipun Arna byskups ok
vitni peira er med eidum sonnudu at pessi kirkja var a dégum Hakonar konungs ok Sigurdar erkibyskups undir
valdi Skalaholtsbyskups, ok sva s6gou peim peira fyrirmenn at hun var a dogum hins scela Porldks byskups undir
hans skipan. (Biskupa sogur I11, 160)

He [Eirikr Mardarson] took the church at Holt in Onundarfjordr, disregarding Bishop Arni’s decision 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 ancestors told them that in the days of the blessed
Bishop Porlakr it had been under his control.

Arna saga (ch. 120): Hann [Hrafn Oddsson] skyldadi ok til séknarmenn at taka Holtsstad i Onundarfirdi moti
eidum prestanna Steinpors, Arna, Finns, Snorra, Jons, er pann stad séru jafnan frd dogum hins scela Porldks
byskups hafa undir Skalaholtsbyskupi verit, til pess er Hrafn Oddsson tok hann & dogum Arna byskups. (Biskupa
sogur 111, 169)

He [Hrafn Oddsson] also commanded the officials to take the church at Holt in Onundarfjordr despite the oaths of
the priests Steinpor, Arni, Finnr, Snorri, and Jon, who swore that the church had always been under the Skalholt
b’ishop’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 to lend more authority to his
action. This idea is further supported by the similarity of the argumentation used in Arna saga
and Oddaverja pattr — both texts refer to the apostles and the Pope as sources of the bishops’
authority:

Oddaverja pattr (Ps-B ch. 21): Byskup sagdi at skipan sjalfra postolanna gaf honum vald yfir ollum Guds eignum
fyrir utan alla grein. ,, Heilagir fedr kristninnar ok pdfarnir, postolanna eptirkomendr, hafa petta sama bodit ok
skipat 1 kirkjunnar logum um alla kristnina. [...] “ (Biskupa sogur 11, 164)
The bishop said that the ordinance of the apostles themselves gave him power over all God’s property without any
distinction. “The holy fathers of the Church, 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 (ch. 80): [...] voru enn sumir menn heerri vizku, peir sem kunnu sja ok lesit hofou logtekna skipan
postulanna, pafanna ok kennara kristninnar, at allt pat sem gudi var gefit ok helgat eptir sameiginligum logum a
at vera undir vernd ok valdi, skipan ok forsja byskupa ok leerdra manna [...] (Biskupa ségur 111, 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 control and in the power of the bishops and clerics [...]

Arna saga (ch. 86): Pvi baud ek peim prestum sem af kirkjum gengu at segja at peir léti per utan sina vild, at
pdfinn, sa sem sitr i Guds sceti, segir klerkum 61l kirkna forrad ok honum a 61l kristni med réttu at hlyda. (Biskupa
sogur 111, 128-29)

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.

Bishop Arni thus uses a twofold argumentation — the authority of the apostles and the Pope, and
the authority of the Icelandic saintly bishop Porlékr, who is presented as Arni’s role model.
borlakr is portrayed as a significant local historical personage, whose example can be followed
by his successors, but also as a saint, whose holiness is timeless and universal. That means that
his authority is not only local and historical, but it is validated by an element of eternity.

The obvious purpose of the text’s references to Saint Porlakr is to justify Bishop Arni’s
action, but their meaning may also go beyond the narrow context of the stadamal and be
connected to the broader perception of Icelandic identity. At the time of Bishop Arni, the
Norwegian influence in Iceland became much more direct than before, both in secular and
ecclesiastical politics. There is nothing in the sources to suggest that Icelanders opposed the
Norwegian influence; Bishop Arni even repeatedly turned to the king and to the archbishop for
support in his disputes with the Icelandic secular leaders. Nevertheless, it is likely that
Icelanders needed to redefine their identity in light of their present situation. The union with
Norway connected Iceland more directly to the rest of the Christian world, which probably
increased the Icelanders’ need to negotiate their position of equality within the social space of
the Christian world despite their geographic and economic marginality.

Medieval Icelanders always defined their identity by reference to their own history. This
has been well known in the case of secular history, as the numerous narratives of the settlement
of Iceland and of the Saga Age have long been perceived as means of constructing identity.
Here it has been shown that the same principles also applied to the construction of the memory
of the saintly bishops. Saint bPorlakr was regarded not only as an embodiment of the Church’s
struggle for independence from secular power, but also of Iceland’s place in the history of
Christianity. In this sense, the portrayal of Saint Porlakr in Arna saga can be interpreted as a
part of the society’s endeavour to redefine its identity in light of its current relationship with
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the Norwegian ecclesiastical and royal power. By referring to an Icelandic saint as a source of
authority, the saga makes a statement about Iceland as a land with a significant Christian history
of its own. It creates the cultural myth of the Icelandic “national saint”, which connects
Iceland’s history to the history of the Christian world. This discourse integrates Iceland into the
social space of the Christian world and is a declaration of Iceland’s equality within this social
space.

6. 1. 4. Icelandic saints in Ldrentius saga

The cultural myth of the Icelandic “national saint” is established in Arna saga, but there is no
direct comparison between Iceland and other lands in terms of their spiritual worthiness
measured by the glory of their saints. This is the next step of the development, which is reflected
in Ldrentius saga, a text that is several decades younger than Arna saga, dealing with the years
1267-1331 and written around 1346. In Larentius saga, Icelandic saints are primarily depicted
in scenes of confrontation between Icelandic clerics and Norwegians. The confrontation is not
directly hostile, but 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
Iceland’s spiritual equality to other lands. The holy bishops’ sanctity is then proven by
miraculous signs, and this indirectly confirms the spiritual worthiness of Iceland.

In chapter 6, King Eirikr Magnusson of Norway invokes various saints to get good wind
for sailing. A priest recommends him to invoke Saint Jon of Hoélar, and the king replies that he
hopes Jon is not as half-hearted (seinlatr) as Icelanders usually are. He does not reject the saint
entirely, but he doubts his power because he is sceptical about the abilities of Icelanders in
general. Then he invokes Saint Jon anyway, gets good wind, and sends precious cloth to the
saint. The effect of the invocation proves the saint’s power, and thus indirectly the qualities of
Icelanders as a whole.

A more dramatic conflict occurs in an episode about a Norwegian monk who challenges
Saint Porldkr’s sanctity, thus undermining the validity of Iceland’s cultural memory, and is
miraculously punished (ch. 18A). In Iceland, Larentius asks the monk Bjorn to prepare a sermon
for the mass of Saint Porlakr, but Bjorn criticizes Icelanders for the veneration of a saint who
is not acknowledged by the archbishop:

Undarligir menn eru pér Islendingar, pvi at pér kallid pa marga heilaga menn sem hér hafa vaxit upp hjé yor ok
i 60rum londum vita menn engin skyn d, pvi er mikil dirfd ydar Islendinga at pér haldio pennan mann helgan sem
erkibyskupsstollin 1 Nidarosi heldr enga minning af. (Biskupa ségur 111, 269)

You Icelanders are strange people when you regard many men who grew up here in your land as saints, although
people in other lands have no idea about them. Great is the impudence of you Icelanders when you venerate as a
saint this man, who is not commemorated by the archbishopric of Nidaros.

The formulations in the speech imply that the Norwegian monk is aware of the Icelanders’
effort to consciously improve their status by referring to their native saints, and that by opposing
this, he propagates the Norwegians’ superiority. He wants to forbid the veneration of Porlakr
until it is acknowledged (/6gtekit) by the archbishop, but Larentius asks him to refrain from
such silliness (folska) because everybody in Iceland and elsewhere knows that Porlakr is a saint,
performs miracles, and will punish Bjorn for his lack of belief. They do not reach any
agreement, and Bjorn decides to eat meat on borlakr’s holiday. Before the evening mass, Bjorn
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calls Larentius to himself because he has suddenly become ill and feels death approaching.
Larentius replies that it is not surprising because Bjorn has doubted the sanctity of Porlakr, who
is merciful to the needy, but also vengeful to those who dishonour him. Larentius tells Bjorn a
story of a foolish man (dari) in England who ridiculed Porlakr:

At pvi gafz einum dara | Englandi at hann pottiz gjéra til hadungar ok spotts vior hinn heilaga Porlak byskup
takandi eitt mérbjuga, fram berandi fyrir likneski Porldks byskups pessum ordum talandi: ,, Viltu, mdrlandi, pvi at
pii ert utan af Islandi? * (Biskupa sogur II1, 271-72)

One foolish man in England turned to dishonouring and ridiculing the saintly Bishop Porlakr by taking a suet-
sausage and bringing it to a statue of Bishop Porlakr with these words: “Do you want this, suet-lander,”’ because
you come from Iceland?”

The saint punished this Englishman by making him unable to move his hand until he repented.
The monk Bjorn also repents and acknowledges Porlakr’s sanctity, and the illness subsides
immediately. 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 dyro).

This scene is only loosely connected to the saga’s main storyline, so its function is clearly
ideological. The effect of the episode is also underlined by the extraordinary structural pattern
of a story within a story. Porlékr is presented as a national saint of Iceland, and as such, he is
directly linked to Icelandic identity, just like in Arna saga. The difference is that in Ldrentius
saga, the authority of the saint serves as a proof of Iceland’s worthiness in a direct confrontation
with a Norwegian cleric. The Icelander in the story is not opposed to integration into the broader
social space of the Christian world, he even desires such an integration, but he must face the
Norwegian’s reluctance to acknowledge Iceland’s equality. The Icelander is, however, aided
by a divine intervention, and the ending is conciliatory.

At the same time, Larentius saga also uses the motif of Icelandic saints to create a positive
impression of Norwegians who appreciate them. The Norwegian-born Bishop Audunn
Porbergsson of Holar looks for Gudmundr Arason’s relics in order to support his cult (ch. 29A);
when the relics are found, they are placed in a shrine in the church, and this is followed by
pilgrimages, veneration, and miracles (ch. 30A). Bishop Audunn also introduces the day of the
translation of Saint Jon’s relics as an official holiday in Iceland (ch. 30A). The saga praises
Audunn, stating that “due to such acts, one could recognize that Bishop Audunn was a
distinguished leader” (matti af slikum hiutum merkja at Audun byskup var mikilshattar hofoingi,
Biskupa ségur 111, 326). Later, Bishop Audunn prays to Saint Jon for an improvement of the
weather, promising to make him a statue, and the weather improves immediately (ch. 33A).

These scenes show that Ldrentius saga does not reflect a predominantly negative attitude
to Norwegians. Instead, it emphasizes Iceland’s spiritual equality, which is embodied by the
Icelandic saints. Norwegians who are willing to acknowledge the saints, and thus also the
equality of Icelanders, 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
need to constantly negotiate and confirm the position of Icelanders within the Norwegian
kingdom and within the Christian world. This probably reflects the Icelanders’ increased

43 Morlandi, the “suet-lander” or suet eater, is a deprecating term for medieval Icelanders used by foreigners, who
regarded the Icelanders’ peculiar diet as a sign of their poverty and cultural inferiority.
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awareness of their marginality in the realm into which they were already politically integrated,
but the process of social and cultural integration was still far from completed.

6. 1. 5. Icelandic saints in Guomundar sogur biskups

The cultural myth of the “national saint” underwent a further development in Guomundar sogur
biskups, which deal with older events than Arna saga and Ldrentius saga, but the A-redaction
was composed around the same time or slightly later than Arna saga,** and the D-redaction was
probably composed around the same time as Ldrentius saga, but it reflects the next stage of the
development of the perception of “national saints”. There are subtle but significant differences
between the A-redaction and the D-redaction, which perfectly illustrate the changing emphases
in the construction of identity. While the A-redaction continues to emphasize Iceland’s spiritual
equality with Norway, the D-redaction focuses more on Iceland’s position within the broader
Christian world.

There is only one brief episode of a direct confrontation between the Icelandic bishop and
the Norwegian archbishop in the D-redaction (ch. 48).* Bishop Gudmundr, during the first of
his two longer stays in Nidar6s, asks the archbishop for permission to sing mass for Saint
borlékr according to Icelandic custom (gengr herra Guomundr til herra erkibyskups ok spyrr,
ef hann vill orlofa, at hann syngi scelum borldki eftir islenzkum vana, Byskupa ségur II:
Holabyskupar, 326). The archbishop refuses, saying that he would not allow Gudmundr to
break the laws in Norway, whatever he might do in Iceland (Pat lofast eigi at pér brjotio log a
oss hér i Noregi, hversu sem pér gerit, herra, a Islandi, Byskupa sogur I11: Holabyskupar, 327).
The archbishop claims the right to decide about the veneration of saints in his diocese, and he
insists that the veneration of any saint who has not been approved by him is against the law (see
Sigurdson 2011, 175-76). Gudmundr then decides to sing All Saints’ mass on Porldkr’s day,
so that he does not break the archbishop’s law, but he nevertheless praises Porldkr. The
archbishop admits that it is a clever solution and that Gudmundr must be an excellent man. No
miracles are involved in this episode, but there is an obvious element of competition between
the “official” Norwegian power and the Icelander’s wits. Gudmundr formally obeys the
archbishop, but at the same time, he smartly outwits him. This can be interpreted as another
example of the Icelanders’ ambiguous attitude to the Norwegian power: they do not oppose it,
but they feel the need to constantly negotiate their position.

Nevertheless, the episode in Gudmundar sogur that is most significant in terms of identity
— Rannveig’s vision of the Otherworld*® — presents a more complex view of Iceland’s
relationship to the more central parts of the Christian world, with a focus on the spiritual level
of this relationship. The form of a vision is strongly associated with a religious focus, and so is
the emphasis on the afterlife and on the punishment of sinners. The main theme of the episode,

4 That means that it was composed over a hundred years after the writing of the first sagas of the other two
Icelandic saints. The reason for the delay was that the veneration of Gudmundr was opposed by the Icelandic
Church at first.

45 All references to the D-redaction of Gudmundar saga are based on the 1948 edition by Gudni Jonsson (Byskupa
sogur I11: Holabyskupar). Translations are my own.

46 The scene is found in both the A-redaction and the D-redaction (A chs. 58-59, Gudmundar ségur biskups I, 92—
99; D ch. 4, Byskupa ségur IlI: Holabyskupar, 167-71).
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however, is the relationship between Iceland, Norway, and the rest of the world, so the saints
play an important role in matters related to identity.

The protagonist Rannveig experiences a vision of Hell, is horrified by what she sees there,
and turns to invoking saints — the Virgin Mary, the apostle Peter, and the Norway-related saints
Olafr, Magnus, and Hallvardr.*” The text explains that she chooses these saints “because the
people of the land invoked them much at the time” (bvi at menn hétu pa mjok a pa hér a landi,
Guomundar sogur biskups I, 95). These three saints save her from the flames of Hell. In the A-
redaction, Saint Olafr then praises Iceland for having many saints, but at the same time, he also
points out that he and the other Norwegian saints uphold Iceland together with the native saints
(beenir peirra ok virar):*®

o 1[--.] skaltu na at sja verdleik heilagra manna, er hér eru a yoru landi beedi lifendr ok andadir, pvi at eigi eru a
60rum londum at jafnmiklum mannfiolda fleiri heilagir menn enn d Islandi, ok halda beenir peirra ok varar landinu
upp, en ella mundi fyrirfarask landit. ** (Guomundar sogur biskups I, 96)

“[...] you shall behold the power of the saints who are here in your land, both living and deceased, because other
lands with the same number of inhabitants do not have as many saints as Iceland, and their prayers and ours uphold
the land, for otherwise the land would perish.”

This formulation implies that Iceland acknowledges its partial spiritual dependence on Norway
with its archbishopric and powerful saints, and that there is nothing wrong with such a
dependence because it provides Iceland with protection. At the same time, however, it is also
emphasized that Iceland has an unusually high proportion of saints, and that in this respect, it
is not at all inferior to other lands. The scene thus points to an ambivalence that may reflect the
early-fourteenth-century Icelanders’ attitude to Norway — pride of belonging within the
Norwegian realm with its saintly kings and powerful rulers and archbishops is combined with
a self-assertive need to prove Iceland’s equality within this union.

Interestingly, these formulations are not present in the D-redaction, where the episode
otherwise mostly includes the same motifs as its version in the A-redaction, so the omission
seems to be deliberate, suggesting that the slightly later version reflects a more confident view.
The structure is therefore simpler, whereas the A-redaction further elaborates on the previous
theme by specific references to Icelandic saints and other Icelandic bishops who are also
regarded as holy men:

., Nt sér pu hér stadi, pa er eigu helgir menn, beedi lifendr ok daudir, en hér eru hus eigi oll jafnfogr, pvi at peir
eru helgir menn allir, ok eru po helgastir af peim Jon byskup ok Porlakr byskup inn yngri, en pa neest Bjérn byskup
ok Isleifi byskup ok Porldkr byskup inn ellri.“ (Gudmundar ségur biskups I, 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 holy, but the saintliest of them are Bishop Jon and Bishop Porlakr the younger,
and then Bishop Bjorn and Bishop Isleifr and Bishop Porlékr the elder.

47 Saint Olafr Haraldsson was a Norwegian king (1015-1028) and was regarded as the patron saint and “eternal
king” of Norway. Saint Magnus was Magnus Erlendsson, Earl of Orkney (1106—1115); he was killed because of
his political rivalry with his co-ruler Hakon, but due to his pious lifestyle he was proclaimed a martyr and sanctified
in 1136 by Bishop William of Orkney; his story is known from Orkneyinga saga and two versions of a separate
Magnuss saga, as well as from a Latin vita. Orkney was strongly connected to Norwegian rule, so Magnus can be
regarded as a Norway-related saint. Saint Hallvardr, the patron saint of Oslo, was Hallvardr Vébjornsson (ca.
1020-1043), a wealthy but politically unimportant man, who was proclaimed a martyr because he died while
protecting a poor woman from prosecution.

48 All references to the A-redaction of Guomundar saga follow the 1983 edition by Stefan Karlsson, but the
spelling of the text has been normalized here. The normalization and translations are my own.
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The focus on the Icelandic saintly bishops may imply an intention to counterbalance the
previous ambivalent section by a more confident statement of Iceland’s spiritual
accomplishments. In the D-redaction, where the ambivalence never occurs, this is unnecessary.

The placement of the episode within the texts follows similar tendencies. In the A-
redaction, Rannveig’s vision is placed between the revelation of Saint Porlékr’s sanctity and
the translation of his relics, which is followed by miracles. Such a placement foregrounds
Guomundr’s significance as one of Iceland’s local saints and emphasizes their importance in a
context where the Norwegian saints enjoy a prominent position. In the D-redaction, the vision
is moved to the introductory section, which deals with Gudmundr’s birth and childhood, and
the vision is preceded by parallels between Guomundr and the foreign saints Ambrose,
Athanasius, and Thomas of Canterbury. This placement suggests a parallel between
Guomundr’s worldly family and his “spiritual family”, the saints in heaven, and it underlines
his position among the international saints. This reflects a decrease of interest in the comparison
between Icelandic and Norwegian saints and a more confident approach based on the idea of
equality between Icelandic and not just Norwegian, but also the whole world’s saints.

The next part of the episode is a description of Gudmundr’s heavenly abode, which is
narrated similarly in both redactions:

A: ,,En annat hus par hja hatt ok gofugligt, pangat mantu heyra séng fagran ok hjlod mikit ok dyrdligt. bat a
Gudmundr prestr Arason, pvi at sva halda beenir hans upp landi pessu, sem varar beenir halda upp Noregi ok
Orkneyjum, ok man hann verda mestr upphaldsmadr landi pessu, ok sitja eigi [ leegra sceti enn Thomas erkibyskup
a Englandi. © (Gudmundar ségur biskups I, 98)

“Next there is another house, high and magnificent, from where you can hear beautiful singing and loud and
glorious music. That is owned by the priest Gudmundr Arason, because his prayers uphold this land, just as our
prayers uphold Norway and the Orkney Islands, and he will become the greatest upholder of this land and take a
place no lower than that of Archbishop Thomas in England.”

D: ,,Sér pu herbergi petta, svo signat ok scemiligt, er jafnan stendr an flekk ok félnan ok med sama rikdomi ok
olidandi gledi? Sja er eignarjérd ok 6dal Gudmundar Arasonar, er fa mun um sidir eigi leegra sess en Tomas i
Kantia, ok svo sem vér fullting veitum Néregi ok Orkneyjum, svo mun hann hjdlpa Island med sinum beenum.
(Byskupa sogur III: Holabyskupar, 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 Guomundr Arason, who will
eventually take a place no lower that that of Thomas of Canterbury, and just like we protect Norway and the
Orkney Islands, he will help Iceland with his prayers.”

The assertive declaration of Icelandic spiritual self-sufficiency reaches its peak here: Gudmundr
is presented as equal not only to the Norwegian saints, as he protects his land in the same manner
as they protect theirs, but also to a famous saint from England, which was politically and
culturally superior even to Norway. This is the final step of the development of the saintly
bishops’ significance in the cultural memory. The focus now fully turns to their role as national
saints, whose glory defines the spiritual worthiness of the land. The reason for this development
was that due to their intensified contact with the European social space, Icelanders became more
aware of their marginal position within the Christian world, and they felt the need to subvert
this marginality by a direct statement of their spiritual equality to the rest of the Christian world.
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6. 2. LANGUAGE AND THE PERCEPTION OF IDENTITY
IN ICELAND

As has been mentioned here, the idea of a connection between identity and language probably
had a long history in Iceland; in any case it is attested in Gragds and in the First Grammatical
Treatise (see above, section 2. 4. 3.; see Hastrup 1984, 237-43). Nevertheless, the older
bishops’ sagas pay little attention to this aspect and use other cultural myths to construct
identity. In Larentius saga, on the other hand, the theme of language identity re-emerges.

Larentius saga generally reflects a decreasing interest in the political, social, and cultural
boundaries between Iceland and Norway. The main conflict of the saga takes place in Norway,
the Icelandic protagonist is directly involved in it, and the text makes little difference between
Norwegian and Icelandic recent history. It is thus not surprising that instead of creating a
cultural myth of Icelandic language identity as a mark of individuality within the Norse social
space, the saga highlights the unity of this space by creating a cultural myth of Norse language
identity, which is shared by all inhabitants of the Norwegian-Icelandic realm. The inhabitants
of the Norse social space are contrasted to foreigners of non-Norse origin. It is not, however,
contrast in the sense of enmity, but in the sense of an awareness of a clearly culturally defined
difference. The development from Icelandic to Norse language identity can indicate that a
feeling of Icelandic-Norwegian social unity was already growing strong due to the political
integration, or that the perception of cultural boundaries was changed by more frequent contact
with foreigners at the time.

The episodes in which this theme occurs are of little importance to the central events of
Larentius saga, and their extraordinarily humorous tone, which contrasts with the otherwise
serious tone of the saga, draws increased attention to them. They are obviously included
specifically for the purpose of thematizing identity. Both episodes that concern language
identity deal with the Flemish cleric Jon. In the first episode, it is stated that Jon is not as useful
in helping the archbishop as he would be if he spoke Norse (ch. 11). Later, when Jon expresses
a wish to receive control of a church from the archbishop, Larentius objects to it, because Jon
cannot speak Norse. JOn insists that he can say what he needs, so Larentius tests him, and Jon
replies in comically imperfect Norse* (ch. 14):

Nu er par til at taka at Laurentius var med Jorundi erkibyskupi { Nidarosi ok studeradi jafnan 1 kirkjunnar l6gum
er meistari Johannes fleemingi las honum,; voru peir ok miklir vinir sin i millum. Laurentio potti mikil skemmtan
at hann brauz vid at tala norreenu en komz po litt at. Einn tima meelti Jon flemingi vio Laurentium: ,, Ek vildi at
Dbt flyttir vid minn herra at hann veitti mér Mariukirkju hér i bynum, pvi at hun er nii vacans. * Laurentius svarar:
., Hversu ma pat vera par sem pér kunnid ekki norrcenu at tala? “ ,, Kann ek sem mér parfar, “ sagdi Jon, ,,ok pat
sem mér liggr a at tala.** ,, Skipum nu pa, “ sagdi Laurentius, ,,sem kominn sé fostuinngangr, pa veror at tala fyrir
séknarfolki yoru hversu pat skal halda langfostuna.* ,, A penna mata, “ sagdi Jon flemingi, ,, nii er komin lentin,
hvern mann kristinn komi til kirkju, gjori sina skripin, kasti burt konu sinni, maki engi sukk, nonne sufficit,
domine? “ Pa hlo Laurentius ok meelti: ,, Ekki skilr folkit hvat lentin er. “ Sagdi hann erkibyskupi ok gjérou peir at
mikit gaman, en fengu Joni nokkorn afdeiling sinnar beizlu pvi at hann var mjok bralyndr ef ei var sva gjort sem
hann vildi. (Biskupa sogur 111, 243—-44)

Now it will be told that Larentius stayed with Archbishop Jorundr in Nidarés and constantly studied the Church
law that Master Johannes the Flemish read out to him. They were also good friends. Larentius was much amused
when Johannes strove to speak Norse but made little progress. One day, Jon 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

4 For a discussion of this episode from a linguistic and socioliguistic perspective see Hall 2013, 6-14.
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need,” said Jon, “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 Jon the
Flemish: “Lent has come, every Christian shall go to church, do his confessing, throw out his wife, make no mess,
nonne sufficit, domine?” Larentius laughed and said: “People do not understand the word lentin.” He told the
archbishop this story and they were much amused by it, but they granted Jon his wish to some degree because he
was very hot-tempered when people did not do what he wanted.

In this unusually comic chapter, the Icelander Larentius and the Norwegian archbishop laugh
together at the foreigner who does not speak their common language. Significantly, the text
emphasizes that Larentius and Jon are friends, and that the archbishop wants to prevent any
disagreement with Jon, so the laughter does not mark hostility to the foreigner, but it
nevertheless marks an awareness of a different cultural identity. Language is presented as an
essential element of this identity.

In the other episode, Icelandic ships come to the harbour. J6n wants to greet the Icelanders
and asks Larentius to teach him a phrase. Larentius intentionally teaches him a curse instead,
but Jon believes that it is a polite greeting. The Icelander from the ship is upset by the greeting,
and Jon understands that he has been tricked. The humour is based on a wordplay between the
Norse and Latin language (ch. 15):

Einn tima kému mérg Islandsfor til Nidaréss ok voru & margir islenzkir menn; vildi sira Laurentius peim 6llum
nokkot til goda gjéra. Par kom millum annarra sa madr er Klengr steypir hét ok freendi Laurentii ok honum
heimuligr. En sem Jon fleemingi sa pat, vildi hann gjora honum nokkot athvarf ok taladi einn tima vid Laurentium
a latinu ok meelti: ,, Kennid mér at heilsa d pennan ydar kompan upp a norreenu. * Laurentio potti mikit gaman at
Joni ok sagdi: ,,Heilsadu honum sva: Fagnadarlauss kompan!“,, Ek undirstend, * sagdi Jon, ,,at petta mun vera
fogr heilsan, pvi at gaudium er fognudr, en laus er lof.“ Gengr sidan at Klengi steypir, klappandi honum a hans
herdar ok meelti: ,, Fagnadarlauss kompan!** Hinn hvessti augun [ moti ok potti heilsunin ei vera sva fogr sem hinn
cetladi. Nu meelti Jon fleemingi vio Laurentium: ,, Ek forstend nu at pu hefir darat mik, pvi at pessi madr vard reidr
vid mik. ** (Biskupa sogur I11, 244)

One day, many Icelandic ships arrived at Nidaros with many Icelanders on board. The priest Larentius wished to
do something good for them all. There was among others a man called Klangr the Caster, he was a kinsman of
Larentius, and they were very close. When Jon the Flemish found out, he wanted to pay him some compliment, so
he talked to Larentius in Latin and said: “Teach me to greet your friend in Norse.” Larentius wanted to make fun
of Jon, so he said: “Greet him so: Fagnadarlauss kompan!” “1 understand,” said Jon, “that this must be a beautiful
greeting, because gaudium is fognudr, and laus is lof.” He then approached Klaengr the Caster, clapped him on his
shoulders, and said: “Fagnadarlauss kompdan!” The man frowned at him and did not find the greeting as lovely as
Jon assumed. Jon the Flemish then said to Larentius: “I understand now that you have fooled me, because this man
got angry at me.”

In context of the previous scene, it is obvious that this is a friendly joke that does not reflect
any hatred. These episodes reflect an awareness of a cultural difference between Norsemen and
foreigners, but that does not mark any hostility to foreigners. Instead, the episodes illustrate the
strong cultural bond that existed between Icelanders and Norwegians because they shared the
same language (see Hall 2013, 22-23). This bond was intensified by regular contacts with
foreigners, which became more common in the fourteenth century than before and increased
the Norsemen’s awareness of the cultural contrasts between them and other Europeans.

Some other sources also present the Norse language (donsk tunga, norreent mal) as largely
unified until about 1400; that is not to say that there were no dialects, but that the language was
perceived as unified (Sverrir Jakobsson 2005, 195-96, 320-21; 2007a, 151). The perception of
language must have been closely connected to the perception of identity, since there were hardly
any clearly defined linguistic criteria for what were different languages and what were regional
dialects of the same language. Some sources from the thirteenth century, such as the Third
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Grammatical Treatise by Olafr Pordarson hvitaskald, seem to make a distinction between East
Norse (danska) and West Norse (norrena); in this context, West Norse means the language
spoken by Icelanders and Norwegians (Leonard 2012, 210-11, 217-18). This distinction may
have been motivated by increasing linguistic difference between the dialects, which would have
been noticed by the wide-travelled Olafr Pérdarson, who was also sensitive to the nuances of
language due to his poetic skills. It may, however, also have stemmed from an increased
awareness of a social community between Icelanders and Norwegians, which became much
stronger in the Sturlung Age than the overall cultural community of all Norsemen had been.

It was most probably a combination of both linguistic and social factors that brought about
the distinction, but Ldrentius saga shows that it was the unity among the speakers of norrena
and their position in relation to other Europeans, rather than the question of West Norse versus
East Norse identity, that was at the centre of attention in Iceland in the fourteenth century.*
Similarly, as Sverrir Jakobsson has pointed out, other Icelandic texts also focus on the
differences between the Norse language and other languages, such as those of the British Isles
or Germany, often in a humorous manner, or they contain jokes about those who speak Norse
badly because they come from abroad (Sverrir Jakobsson 2007a, 152).

For comparison, Larentius saga offers another humorous scene, in which a Flemish man
presents entertainment pyrotechnics at the Norwegian royal court (ch. 10). This episode
foregrounds cultural differences other than language:

Voru pa med konungi Eiriki margir mikilshattar men af ymissum Iondum peir sem margs voru kunnandi, millum
hverra var einn madr, Prandr 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 keerleika; sagdi hann honum marga
hluti, pvi at hann for mjok eftir at nema frédleik medan hann var ungr, en for pé aldri med galdr edr forneskju. I
Jjolum lék Prandr fisiler herbrest. Hann verdr sva 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 scetum a golf nior edr verda ymislig
viobrogo. (Biskupa ségur 111, 237-38)

At King Eirikr’s court there were many extraordinary men from various lands who had all kinds of talents. Among
them was a man called Prandr the Marksman, who could perform 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. He told him many
things because he was very eager to gain knowledge in his youth, but he never practised magic or witchcraft. At
Christmas, Prandr 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, but men fell on the floor from their seats or
lurched in various ways.

Significantly, the text again directly emphasizes the friendship between Larentius and the
foreigner, but at the same time, it underlines the foreigner’s “otherness” by comically
exaggerating the effect of his tricks. In this case, the language aspect of identity is not directly
thematized, but the man and his arts are presented as exotic and strange, and this subverts the
standard perception of mainland Europe as the centre and the Norwegian-Icelandic realm as the
periphery. The text is of course written from the Norsemen’s point of view, so their perception

50 At the same time, as Alaric Hall has pointed out, the fourteenth century was the time when the linguistic unity
of the Icelandic and Norwegian variety of norrena was beginning to decrease, as the Norwegian variety was
developing faster and more intensely than the Icelandic variety both lexicologically, phonologically, and
morphologically; this was the beginning of the development that gradually brought the Norwegian language closer
to the originally East Norse varieties than to Icelandic. The awareness of this process intensified the need of a
narrative construction of the unity of norrena in a social environment in which shared Icelandic-Norwegian
identity was of great importance for the self-image of the society (Hall 2013, 20-23) — that is probably the reason
why the theme of language identity re-emerges in the fourteenth-century Larentius saga.
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of foreigners as exotic is understandable, but the episode may also reflect the Norsemen’s
conscious subversive reaction to their awareness of their own peripheral position. This means
that while the older contemporary sagas focus on the Icelanders’ efforts to overcome their
marginality in their relation to Norway, in the fourteenth century, as the horizon broadened, the
focus seems to have turned to the Norwegian-Icelanders’ collective efforts to overcome their
marginality in their relation to mainland Europe.

6. 3. CONCLUSION: INDIVIDUALITY AND INTEGRATION

Despite their focus on hagiography or ecclesiastical history, the bishops’ sagas also reveal
significant aspects of the medieval Icelanders’ identity and relationship to the rest of the world,
which underwent a gradual but substantial change from the early thirteenth to the fourteenth
century. The hagiographic sagas of the Icelandic saintly bishops illustrate the gradual
development of the native saints’ role in cultural memory and the construction and meaning of
the cultural myth of “national saints”.

In the absence of kings, the Icelandic bishops always played a significant role as central
figures in the definition of Icelandic identity, but the role of the saintly bishops in the medieval
Icelanders’ cultural memory was gradually transformed in the changing social environment.
The main role of the native saints was to confirm Iceland’s spiritual equality to other lands, but
in the earliest hagiographic sagas of Icelandic bishops, this is expressed only indirectly. The
memory of the bishops as saints is constructed mainly with a focus on Iceland alone, while the
relationship to Norway and other lands is described only on the social level, not on the spiritual
level. This implies that the sense of identity formed by these texts is mainly constructed within
the borders of Iceland. The land’s position of equality within the Christian world is indirectly
attested by the existence of local saints, but it is not explicitly foregrounded in the texts.

Later sagas, on the other hand, focus more on the saintly bishops’ role as “national saints”
and on direct comparison between Iceland and Norway in terms of spiritual worthiness; the
saintly bishops assume the role of eternal representatives of Iceland. The likely reason for this
development is that Iceland’s relationship to Norway was intensely negotiated around the time
of the establishment of the union, and it was viewed with some degree of ambiguity. On the
one hand, the Icelanders acknowledged the mutual bond and enjoyed the benefits of being
integrated into the European social structures through their link to Norway. On the other hand,
however, the union increased the Icelanders’ awareness of their peripheral position within the
Norse social space, and this understandably brought about a feeling of insecurity and a need to
re-construct their identity in a broader context. The saintly bishops, who had embodied the
Icelanders’ spiritual accomplishment in the earlier narratives, were still regarded as the best
identity bearers. The later narratives therefore subvert the idea of Iceland’s marginality by an
increased emphasis on Iceland’s spiritual equality to Norway, in which the cultural myth of
“national saints” is of essential importance.

At the next stage of the development, the attention turned from Iceland’s spiritual equality
to Norway to Iceland’s position within the broader Christian world. The boundary of the
perception of identity was broadened again — the border between Iceland and Norway became
secondary to the border between the North and the rest of the world. The focus on the unity of
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the Norwegian-Icelandic realm is also reflected in an increased interest in language identity in
the fourteenth century. Icelanders and Norwegians are presented as speakers of the same
language in contrast to speakers of other languages, who are perceived as foreigners. This
underlines the idea of shared Norse or West-Norse identity, which does not imply, however,
that Icelanders lost their individual identity by being integrated into the Norwegian kingdom —
their individuality is highlighted by the previously discussed references to native Icelandic
saints. Instead, the combination of the cultural myths reflects the opinion that integration and
individuality are not mutually exclusive: the cultural myth of the national saints underlines
individuality, while the cultural myth of language identity underlines integration, and they are
intertwined without any significant contradiction. The resulting narrative discourse reflects the
multi-layered medieval perception of identity, which allows for new layers to be added to the
existing ones. Also, the humorous portrayal of foreigners does not seem to suggest that the
West-Norse society was hostile to foreigners or wished to isolate itself from them. Some degree
of distrust of foreign merchants may have existed in the society, but the humour is most likely
to reflect the Norsemen’s increased awareness of their peripheral position within the European
social space, and to represent their tendency to subvert this marginality.

To sum up, the development of the boundaries within which the medieval Icelanders
constructed their identity consisted of three partly overlapping main stages. The first stage was
a focus on Iceland as an individual society and on its positive qualities. The second stage was
an intensified perception of Iceland as a periphery and Norway as a centre. The final stage was
a perception of the Norwegian-Icelandic realm as a periphery and mainland Europe or the places
of biblical history as a centre. The effort to overcome marginality remained central in the
society, but at the final stage, it was the North as a whole that aimed at a more profound
integration into the broader European social and cultural space. As before, integration did not
mark a loss of individuality, but it added new layers of identity to the existing ones.
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7. CONCLUSION

7.1. CHANGE AND CONTINUITY

The contemporary sagas are valuable narrative sources that not only record events from a period
of an important social transformation in Iceland, but also present an interpretation and
evaluation of these events from the perspective of the leading social groups around 1300. They
deal with various aspects of power, but also with more abstract concepts of identity and with
the medieval Icelanders’ relationship with the rest of the world. The narrative discourse of the
contemporary sagas connects recent events to the past and to the saga tradition, which is itself
a conscious reconstruction of the past within cultural memory. That way, the discourse presents
the historical development as a continuous process. Nevertheless, the scholarly debate about
the social and political development in twelfth- to fourteenth-century Iceland has mainly
focused on change, while the substantial elements of continuity have received little attention.
The present study has shown, on the other hand, that the contemporary sagas present a balanced
image of change and continuity, both on the level of historical reality and on the level of the
construction of identity.

On the level of historical reality, the most significant element of change that characterizes
the Sturlung Age in comparison with the preceding centuries is the formation of direct political
alliances with the Norwegian rulers. Icelanders always visited the Norwegian royal court as
travellers, court poets, or royal retainers, but the character of these contacts changed when the
Icelandic chieftains started seeking the Norwegian rulers’ direct support in their conflicts. This
tendency was a consequence of power concentration in Iceland and of the intense internal power
struggle during its final stage. Internal conflicts always existed in Iceland, but before the
Sturlung Age, some Icelandic chieftains were regarded as powerful enough to act as a superior
authority in other chieftains’ conflicts. During the Sturlung Age, however, the most influential
chieftains refused to acknowledge each other’s authority, as they were all rivalling for power,
so they needed a higher authority that they could turn to for support or arbitration. For this
reason, Icelanders first acknowledged the Norwegian king’s authority in practice and
subsequently formally accepted royal rule, which marked the end of the Sturlung Age. The
centralized government in the union with Norway provided the Icelandic society with the
executive power that it had lacked before.

These elements of change are, however, counterbalanced by significant elements of
continuity on the level of historical reality. The concentration of power in the Sturlung Age was
not a sudden, abrupt transition caused by external intervention, but rather a gradual continuation
of a long-term internal process. During the Sturlung Age, this process culminated and brought
about the development of territorial power, but the overall structure of the society and of the
settlement consisting of individual farms was retained. Furthermore, the process of power
centralization took place simultaneously in Iceland and Norway, and the differences between
the political development in both lands were not as significant as they are presented in some of
the kings’ sagas. Up until the time of the establishment of the union, the Norwegian king
remained a member of a complex network of power relations, in which equilibrium was
maintained by constant negotiation and compromise. Much of the real political power stayed
in the hands of the local Norwegian aristocrats, on whose support the king depended. In the first
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half of the thirteenth century, the Norwegian royal rule was still unstable and King Hakon
Hakonarson faced internal opposition until 1240. For this reason, the participants in the
Norwegian power struggle involved Icelanders in their own competition for power as allies who
could strengthen their power base. These alliances between political leaders across the borders
inseparably united the political spheres of both lands, so the union was not an abrupt
transformation of the political relations, but rather an official acknowledgement of the existing
situation. Even after the formal establishment of the union, Icelandic political leaders, such as
Jarl Gizurr borvaldsson and Bishop Arni Porlaksson, still used many elements of the old
chieftain system to maintain their power in Iceland. Gizurr derived his influence as a jarl from
his original power base that he had built up as a chieftain, and Arni used conflict resolution on
the local level as a means of securing the farmers’ loyalty. The farmers still turned to the local
leaders for support in their mutual disputes, while the leaders turned to the king for advice and
arbitration.

On the level of the construction of identity, the main element of change is the increased
importance of contact with other societies for how the Icelandic society perceived itself. Such
contact of course always existed to some extent in historical reality, but in the earlier times, it
received less attention in the narratives that constructed the Icelanders’ collective identity. The
medieval Icelanders’ identity was always defined in relation to Scandinavia and especially to
Norway, with elements of both connection and individuality, but the theme of contact was not
always equally important. The earlier contemporary sagas, which were probably written in the
first half of the thirteenth century in their original separate versions, as well as the earlier
bishops’ sagas, deal with internal Icelandic matters, and the questions of contact receive little
attention in them. That does not mean that these texts express opposition to contact with other
social spaces or propagate isolation, but they construct the collective identity of Icelanders
primarily within the borders of Iceland. The contemporary sagas dealing with the Sturlung Age
or written in the second half of the thirteenth century or later, on the other hand, focus on the
theme of contact much more. They highlight the Icelanders’ active role in the formation of their
relationships with Norway, and they illustrate the values that the Icelanders gained by
establishing these relationships and that became important for their identity. Similarly, the later
bishops’ sagas are characterized by an increased focus on Iceland’s position within the Christian
world. The theme of integration then becomes even more dominant in the bishops’ sagas
dealing with the time after the formal establishment of the union. The political union did not
mean that the integration on the social and cultural level was completed — it was a long process
that received ever more attention in context of the construction of identity. The new social
structures within the union intensified the Icelanders’ awareness of their relationship to the rest
of the world and broadened the horizon within which they constructed their identity.

The main element of continuity on the level of the construction of identity, on the other
hand, is that the various layers of Icelandic identity were all retained. Icelanders defined their
identity socially, culturally, and geographically on several levels that were not mutually
exclusive but existed parallelly and their relative importance could vary depending on the
context of where the Icelanders were and whom they were interacting with. Social identity
defined each person as a member of a kin group, of a social class, of a network of leaders and
allies, and of a state in the legal sense — a community sharing the same law. Geographically,
each Icelander belonged within a certain district, region, quarter, Iceland as a whole, and the
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Nordic area as a whole. Culturally, Icelanders defined themselves as Christians and as
inhabitants of the Norse cultural space with its language and history. These layers of identity
were shared with Norway because Christianity had been introduced to Iceland through Norway
and the island had been under the influence of Norwegian ecclesiastical institutions ever since;
both lands also shared the same language and partly the same history. At the same time, Iceland
also had its individual history and cultural identity with its own cultural myths and narrative
traditions. All these layers of identity were constantly newly formulated in the narratives that
were created from recent historical events, but in principle they remained the same from the
twelfth to the fourteenth century. When new elements of identity were added by the acceptance
of royal rule and by integration into a broader Norse social space, they did not disrupt,
contradict, or replace the existing layers of identity, but they co-existed with them; this is a
strong element of continuity. This balance between change and continuity can only be fully
appreciated through a careful study of the contemporary sagas as historical records, as narrative
discourses, and as sources of cultural memory.

7.2. THE CONTEMPORARY SAGAS AND CULTURAL MEMORY

In most of the existing research on Icelandic history and identity, the contemporary sagas have
received either too little attention, or they have been interpreted with too much focus on the
ideas of freedom and national independence in the modern sense. In line with these ideas, the
Icelandic and Norwegian social development has usually been studied as two separate histories
of two “national states”. Here it has been shown, however, that the contemporary sagas present
a different perception of the social development and a different concept of social space. An
awareness of certain political, social, and cultural boundaries between Iceland and Norway
doubtlessly existed, but according to the narratives, the dominant aspect of collective identity
was the concept of a shared social space. Within this social space, the inhabitants of each area
performed certain functions and defined their position in a broader or narrower perspective,
depending on the situation. The medieval Icelanders were aware of being in a peripheral
position within the Norse social space, not least due to their geographical isolation and lower
economic prosperity. Their literature implies that they regarded this peripheral position as a
much more significant problem than the question of political independence, at least at the time
when these narratives were created. It is the dichotomy between marginality and integration
that can be regarded as the central theme of many medieval Icelandic texts. These texts reflect
or construct various cultural myths that are linked to collective identity. In texts dealing with
Icelandic or Norse history, it is the myth of origin, the myth of the Free State, and the myth of
otherness and contact that contribute to the constitution of identity most significantly.

The myth of origin has two main levels: the myth of shared Norse origin from the pagan
gods and their legendary heroic descendants, and the myth of individual Icelandic origin that
emphasizes the process of the settlement, the creation of the new society’s central institutions,
and the idea that these processes marked the beginning of the land’s own history. These two
levels do not contradict each other: they reflect the fact that Icelanders proudly acknowledged
both the history that they shared with other Norsemen and their own individual history. The
myth of the Norse origin explains how the legendary ancestors arrived in Scandinavia, and the
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myth of the Icelandic origin explains how the settlers established a new society on an island
northwest of Scandinavia. The cultural myth thus illustrates the migration of people from more
central to more peripheral parts of the world, so it also emphasizes the historical and
genealogical connection between the periphery and the centre.

The cultural myth of the Free State highlights the internal mechanisms that maintain order
in a non-centralized, kingless society, but it does not express opposition to kingship. It shows
that while the Icelandic chieftains were not subjected to kings, they can often be portrayed either
as possessing aristocratic qualities or in contact with the Norwegian royal court. The focus on
the aristocratic qualities of the Icelandic social leaders implies that the Icelandic chieftains were
proud of their power that was independent of royal rule, but they were also aware of the fact
that the absence of a monarch was an element of their society’s otherness. They felt a need to
compensate for this otherness by creating narratives that pointed out their equality to kings in
terms of intellect, natural authority, and other personal qualities.

The cultural myth of otherness and contact is found mainly in stories of Icelanders
travelling to Norway, which often deal with various cultural stereotypes based on the
differences between the rural Iceland and the more urbanized Norwegian society. Nevertheless,
the “otherness” of Icelanders in Norway is not conceptualized in the sense of nationality, but
rather in the sense of a dichotomy between the centre and periphery of the same social space.
Icelanders can be ridiculed in Norway for their poverty, lack of refined manners, or alleged
ineptitude in the same manner as villagers are often ridiculed by the inhabitants of cities in
many different cultures. This cultural myth reveals the Icelanders’ awareness of their
marginality most directly, but at the same time, it also subverts the idea of their marginality by
pointing out that the stereotypes are unsubstantiated, and that Icelanders can always prove that
they are equally worthy as Norwegians in all respects.

These and other cultural myths were an inseparable part of the medieval Icelanders’
cultural memory, and they were essential for the construction of their identity. Identity was not
timeless and unchangeable, but individual aspects of it developed in the course of time, which
was also reflected in changes in the narrative discourse. The cultural myths that were already
established in the society could be partly modified; that did not mean that they lost their
meaning, but that they received new meanings that reflected new social circumstances. The
present study has shown how the three dominant medieval Icelandic cultural myths were
developed in the contemporary sagas.

The myth of origin receives a third level in the contemporary sagas: it turns into the
foundation myth of the unified Norwegian-Icelandic realm. The main difference is that the
original foundation myth of Iceland focuses on Iceland’s individuality — especially on its own
history and specific social system — while also acknowledging the similarities between Iceland
and other Nordic lands, but the foundation myth of the union focuses on the similarities while
also acknowledging Iceland’s individuality. Integration and individuality are not presented as
being contradictory, but rather as being complementary, and each is represented by a specific
cultural myth. The fourteenth-century myth of language identity, unlike the twelfth-century
myth of language identity presented in the First Grammatical Treatise, underlines Iceland’s
connection to Norway. The myth of the Icelandic “national saints”, on the other hand,
underlines Iceland’s individuality — but the suggested relationship is one of equality, not one of
opposition. These two cultural myths are dominant in the latest contemporary saga, Larentius
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saga biskups, which deals with the fourteenth century. At that time, the political unification of
the Norwegian-Icelandic realm was already largely completed, and the most significant social
concern was Iceland’s relationship to the rest of the world on the social and cultural level.

The cultural myth of the Free State in stories of the Saga Age expresses the Icelanders’
pride of their history when the kingless society was ruled by chieftains with aristocratic
qualities. In the contemporary sagas, this myth is re-evaluated because the thirteenth-century
Icelanders had to admit that their political system was archaic in comparison with the European
kingdoms, and that it further contributed to their “otherness” and marginality. Icelanders
therefore became open to accepting royal power. While the sagas of the more distant past
present the Icelanders’ journeys to the Norwegian royal court mainly as “rites of passage” for
young ambitious men, the contemporary sagas depict direct political alliances between
Norwegian rulers and Icelandic chieftains and present the king in the position of a judge and
mediator in conflicts between rivals in the Icelandic power struggle. In research, this
development that culminated with the formal acceptance of Norwegian royal rule in Iceland has
traditionally been interpreted as a tragic loss of independence or as a passive submission to a
foreign monarch. In the present study it has been argued, however, that the contemporary sagas
do not portray the relationship between Iceland and the Norwegian monarchy as the rulers’ one-
sided expansive politics passively tolerated by the Icelanders. Instead, they show how the
politics of both lands became interconnected through alliances formed on both parties’
initiative. The formal acceptance of royal rule is then described rather as an official
confirmation of the existing situation than as an abrupt change. It is not presented as a loss of
independence, but rather as integration into a larger whole that provided the Icelandic society
with the benefits of centralized rule. Significantly, Iceland’s integration into the broader Norse
social space is presented as the Icelanders’ own active effort, although the texts do not deny the
important role of the Norwegian rulers either.

The contemporary sagas do not conceal the fact that the “free” Icelandic society faced
serious difficulties, especially in connection with the fierce internal power struggle. Due to the
open depiction of increased violence and instability during the Sturlung Age, scholars have
often interpreted the contemporary sagas as portrayals of a moral decline and social breakdown.
In the present study it has been argued, however, that the contemporary sagas do not evaluate
the Sturlung Age as a period of moral or social downfall. Instead, they only criticize individual
misdeeds committed by individual chieftains. The accounts of such misdeeds are
counterbalanced by positive models of behaviour with a focus on peacefulness and moderation.
The historical reality of the Sturlung Age was dramatic because it was a period of social
transformation, which inevitably involved destabilization and violent power struggles. Such a
period of history cannot be entirely idealized in a truthful historical narrative. Nevertheless, the
overall portrayal of the society in the contemporary sagas is realistic and balanced — the texts
avoid excessive idealization, but they do not condemn the social development either. Like the
stories of the Saga Age, the contemporary sagas still focus on the internal mechanisms that
maintain order and harmony in the society, so they create an image of a history that can serve
as a source of identity despite its imperfections.

The cultural myth of otherness and contact is an essential element of the narrative of the
process by which a peripheral society overcomes its marginality. In the thirteenth-century texts
dealing with local history, this myth is constructed within the relatively narrow boundaries of
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the Norwegian-Icelandic social space, within which Norway is defined as the centre and Iceland
as the periphery. In the fourteenth century, on the other hand, this narrow Norse perspective is
replaced by a broader perspective, in which mainland Europe or the essential places of
Christianity, such as Jerusalem and Rome, are defined as the centre and the whole Norse region
is defined as a periphery. This was a consequence of the Icelanders’ increased awareness of
their position within the broader social space of Europe and the world, which was brought about
by their integration into the Norwegian kingdom and by increasingly frequent contacts with
foreigners from non-Norse lands. Icelanders now constructed their identity within these broader
boundaries, still with elements of both individuality and integration.

The original cultural myths were not negated by the transformed ones but remained valid
as images of the past; they provided Icelanders with a history that they could be proud of. That
way, a meaningful relationship was constructed between the past and the present: they were
qualitatively different, but both were irreplaceable in the formation of collective identity. Every
individual story became integrated into the narrative of the whole society that included events
from both the distant and recent past and the present. Within cultural memory, the present
situation constantly interacts with ideas of the past, because the past and the present can never
exist separately in cultural memory, only in a mutual connection, or rather in a dialogical
relationship (see Vésteinn Olason 1998). The past is endowed with new meanings in context of
the present, but at the same time, it also shapes the perception of the present, because it provides
certain models or patterns that frame the present and integrate it into the society’s self-image.
When an event takes place, its meaning is not evident yet; the event can be endowed with a
meaning or with various possible meanings only by being integrated into the “narrative of the
past”, which is a part of the given society’s cultural memory.

In twelfth- and thirteenth-century Iceland, this narrative of the past consisted first and
foremost of the memory of the legendary Norse past, the settlement of Iceland, the Saga Age,
and early Icelandic ecclesiastical history. This memory of the distant past was already
narrativized — endowed with meanings and interpretations that went beyond simple
chronological or causal relations — in oral tradition when it was put to writing in /slendingabék,
Landndmabok, and the sagas of Icelanders. These events were already clearly defined as “the
past” and fully integrated into cultural memory. On the other hand, the process of the
narrativization of recent events started only shortly before they were written down in the
contemporary sagas, and some of the events were possibly defined as “the past” only in the
process of writing or compilation. For this reason, the contemporary sagas are unique sources
for analysing the process by which recent events become integrated into the “narrative of the
past” and into cultural memory.

The contemporary sagas create a dialogue between recent events and the narrative
tradition of the sagas of older times, which is also in a dialogical relationship to the events of
the distant past. That means that there are two narrative intermediate stages in connecting the
present to the past — the existence of narratives of the distant past, in which certain cultural
myths are formulated, and the creation of narratives of recent events, in which these cultural
myths participate in the forming and re-forming of collective identity through a dialogue
between the present and the past. These intermediate stages are necessary steps in the
integration of recent events into cultural memory.
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7.3. THE NARRATIVE TYPES AND IDENTITY

When the historical events are transformed into a narrative discourse, the description of
historical reality is shaped by certain literary conventions, which are not mere clichés, but rather
deliberately chosen interpretative devices. The events are incorporated into the saga tradition
and into the memory of the past by being fitted into certain narrative types. Each narrative type
creates a certain horizon of expectations, which is then either fulfilled or modified in the
narrative. That way, the narrative constructs meanings that transcend the meanings of the
individual events. It connects these events to already existing narratives of the past and
expresses values that have a universal significance within the society’s cultural memory.

The contemporary sagas create a dialogue with the past by employing narrative types
known from sagas dealing with the distant past, but often also by modifying the horizons of
expectations created by the individual narrative types. There are two main methods of such
modification: the first is changing the structural pattern of the given narrative type at the
decisive moment in the plot, and the second is combining two narrative types with different
horizons of expectations within one text. Distance from the horizon of expectations is frequent
especially in case of the narrative types that are inherently tragic. The distance from the
expected tragedy draws increased attention to the generally positive evaluation of the events,
although their negative aspects are also admitted in the texts.

The most significant inherently tragic narrative type in the sagas dealing with Icelandic
history is the conflict story. Its main tragic aspect is that the escalation of the conflict is not
prevented before serious violence, usually the killing of one or several of the main characters,
is committed. The cycle of violence and vengeance is, however, eventually terminated by
reconciliation, often with the help of mediators. This focus on reconciliation and mediation
emphasizes the society’s ability to renew peace even after the inevitable bloodshed, so the
overall image of the society is not an image of a breakdown or decline. The typical structural
pattern of the conflict story shapes many sagas of Icelanders and some contemporary sagas, but
other contemporary sagas create a distance from it by depicting a situation in which the
mediator terminates the conflict already before the killing of either protagonist. In Porgils saga
ok Haflioa, which deals with the early twelfth century, the mediators are Icelanders, but in sagas
dealing with the thirteenth century, it is the Norwegian king who plays the role of the mediator.
boroar saga kakala, which takes place during the Sturlung Age, shows how the king is the only
authority powerful enough to prevent bloodshed in the rivalry between Iceland’s two most
ambitious chieftains. Arna saga biskups, which takes place after the establishment of the union
between Iceland and Norway, depicts an inherently non-violent conflict, but its structure
emphasizes the importance of strong royal rule for preventing disputes and disunity within the
land. The fact that all these sagas employ the same narrative type and create a similar distance
from it constitutes a parallel between them. This parallel enhances the meaning of each story
by connecting it to stories from other periods of the Icelandic history. The sum of all the stories
shows that although the historical circumstances change, the presence of mediators remains
essential for social stability. Due to the natural social development in Iceland, the authority of
local mediators becomes insufficient, and that leads to the need for royal rule, which is
eventually accepted first in practice and then formally. The formal acceptance of royal rule
minimizes violence in the society, but the king is still needed as a mediator in political conflicts
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that threaten the social order. This meaning, constructed by the sum of all the stories of one
narrative type, transcends the meanings of the individual events, but without contradicting
them.

The same is true of a related narrative type, the peaceful chieftain’s story. It is also
inherently tragic because it usually shows that the protagonist becomes a victim of violence
despite his effort for peace. Nevertheless, its emphasis on the protagonist’s peacefulness
highlights the presence of morally positive values in the society. Some contemporary sagas
retain the tragic ending, others disrupt the horizon of expectations by presenting a peaceful
chieftain who does not become a victim of violence. The Sturlunga compilation constitutes a
parallel between the peaceful chieftains’ stories in Sturlu saga, Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar,
the story of Pordr Sturluson in /slendinga saga, and the second half of Porgils saga skarda.
Although some of these narratives fulfil the horizon of expectations and others disrupt it, their
deeper meaning is constructed in the compilation by all the stories together. The sum of all the
stories of this narrative type illustrates the development of Icelandic political leaders from the
peaceful but highly individualistic and excessively ambitious Sturla Pdordarson the elder to
Porgils Bodvarsson, who values the unity of the society higher than his personal ambition. On
the level of the individual stories, it is the protagonist’s fate that is central; on the level of the
sum of all the stories of this narrative type, on the other hand, the central theme is the social
development. The value of peacefulness and moderation remains essential to the society, but
they are enhanced by a new value, the social unity. That means that the development does not
cause a loss of the original values but adds new values to the existing ones.

On the opposite end of the spectrum of narrative types there are the inherently optimistic
ones, which focus on the process of the protagonist’s integration into the society or on his active
effort to increase his social prestige. The main inherently optimistic narrative types are the
travel story, the court poet’s story, and the royal retainer’s story, which all have a similar
structure and meaning. These stories describe an Icelander’s journey abroad and his metaphoric
journey from alienation and marginality to acceptance and prestige. In this sense, the narrative
types reflect the significance of Iceland’s contact with a broader social space. The narrative
types create a connection between stories from the kings’ sagas, stories about the Sturlung Age,
and Ldrentius saga biskups, which takes place in the fourteenth century. The protagonists of all
these stories look for social prestige abroad, while still appreciating their Icelandic origin and
individuality. They embody the qualities that the medieval Icelanders may have regarded as
typical for themselves: bravery, eloquence, decisiveness, and determination that borders on
recklessness but can be useful if it is used well. Each individual story presents a protagonist in
contact with a broader social space, which refines his behaviour and fully develops the best
qualities that he already possesses. The sum of all the stories expresses the idea that the whole
Icelandic society can be integrated into a broader social space without losing its identity and
that it can be appreciated by the rest of the world for its own individual qualities, which can be
refined and developed by contact with other societies.

In all these cases, the narrative types create parallels between stories that take place in
different times and situations. That allows the recipients to view history not just as a chain of
events, but as a meaningful unity with elements of both continuity and development. The
continuity is marked by the repetition of the same patterns, while the differences that manifest
themselves within these patterns are a sign of development. In this context, development is not
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presented as a loss of the past, but as a step that enables the definition of the past as being
qualitatively different form the present — that is why it can be conceptualized as the past. The
imperfections of the past are not concealed, but the narratives nevertheless focus on its positive
aspects, so it can serve as a source of identity, as a past that the society can proudly accept as
its own. The narratives imply that the new system could not exist without the old one, the present
could not exist in its current form without the past. At the same time, the narratives create the
image of a development that had a definable result: a change of order, a transformation of the
system by a gradual process, rather than by an abrupt transition. The existing system is
presented as a continuation of the old one, but with some elements of change. That can be
regarded as the only possible meaningful relationship between the past and the present that can
be formulated in a historical narrative because a narrative that denies development does not
allow for the formulation of any distinction — and that means relationship — between the past
and the present, but a narrative that denies continuity rejects the past and its value for the
present. Knowledge of past events does not automatically constitute a history, but cultural
memory always constitutes a history by contextualizing the events. The contemporary sagas are
more than a mere sum of accounts of events, they are a memory of the twelfth to fourteenth
centuries as a time of continuity and contact.
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