ROBIN WAUGH

ANTIQUARIANISM,
POETRY, AND WORD-OF-MOUTH FAME
IN THE ICELANDIC FAMILY SAGAS!

A FEW YEARS ago I proposed ‘the characteristic moment’ as a motif in North-
ern heroic literature (Waugh 1997a),% and I have since found a further aspect
of this motif that I believe adds to its importance: the potential transfer of such
a moment from one character to another. Analysis of this transfer-idea has in
turn suggested a theory concerning the persistence and placement of descrip-
tions of fame by word of mouth in the Icelandic family sagas. These descrip-
tions occur and recur due to strategic attitudes toward oral tradition that the
saga writers betray, as I shall show through analysis of a characteristic mo-
ment in its process of transfer in Njéls saga — a transfer that sparks the career
of a skald — and through analysis of rare episodes from Old Norse com-
positions where conflicts between oral and literate traditions are described
openly.

No doubt, many readers are puzzled by the unrelenting occurrence of pas-
sages, such as the following ones, throughout the Icelandic family sagas and
related Old Norse works:

En er pat fréttisk, at Grettir hafdi lagzk viku sjavar, pétti ollum frabeerr
freknleikr hans bdi 4 sja ok landi. (Grettis saga:241)

‘When it was learned that Grettir had swum a sea-mile, everyone
thought that his prowess was surpassing on both land and sea.”?

Part of this article was delivered as a paper at the twenty-fifth annual meeting of the Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Scandinavian Studies in Canada at York University in Toronto,
May 2006.

Characteristic moments occur when individuals in heroic works engage in self-conscious
dialogues with the past in order to transcend it, that is, in order to mark their own spots in
time. See Waugh 1997a:249, 253.

Translations are my own. For discussion of Grettis saga and its readers, see Cook 1984-85.
Although I discuss fame in the sagas of Icelanders primarily, I refer also to Old Icelandic
works outside of this genre, because many of them share fame-values with the family sagas.
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Ilugi kastadi skildi pa yfir hann, ok vardi hann sva roskliga, at allir
menn dgattu vorn hans. (260)

‘Illugi threw a shield over [Grettir], and defended him so valiantly that
all present praised his defence.’

This feeling of puzzlement has little to do with the literal meaning of such
passages, which is usually clear; nor does the mere existence of them raise
problems. This and other family sagas tend to record the onset, progress, and
maintenance of reputations exceptionally thoroughly, even compared to other
works from similar heroic traditions (for example, the Old English tradition).
So, as readers become more familiar with the sagas’ content, they would come
to expect the spontaneous reactions of witnesses to fame-worthy deeds, where-
upon any initial feeling of puzzlement would likely fade. Renown is, after all,
essential to the competitive world-view that dominates the sagas and is a
stated goal of many of the major saga-characters: a way of defining their iden-
tities and their values to their communities (Njdls saga:324).* A reputation is
also a fragile, time-sensitive construct — never to be taken for granted, be-
cause a character can wreck a lifetime’s worth of reputation-building with just
one failed effort (Grettis saga:193-194; Njdls saga:84, 407). The reiteration of
word-of-mouth praise may well take place, then, simply because a reputation
requires continual reinforcement.

T have no objection to this understanding of heroic fame. I also realize that
fame by word of mouth is a way of including evaluations of saga characters in
the narrative while avoiding authorial intrusion (Allen 1971:99-101, 107-112).
But my own puzzled reaction to the excerpts above has less to do with their
import and more to do with their placement. They appear at the end of Grettis
saga, when any logical or narrative need for the saga to establish or even main-
tain the reputations of its major characters has vanished long ago. Only totally
atypical actions by Grettir could change his well-established reputation at this
juncture. Hence, even if one deems the reiteration of reputations to be typical

Moreover, there is little evidence that Icelandic writers distinguished between saga-genres
and between compositions such as Grettis saga and Orkneyinga saga until the nineteenth cen-
tury. Also, I examine Old Icelandic works as compositions rather than historical chronicles.
For instance, I do not mean to imply that events in the sagas actually occurred: a point that is
impossible to prove. See Byock 2004 for an argument that the sagas are not strictly history or
literature but both (303).

4 For discussion of heroic fame, see Andersson 1970, Harris 1983:219-242, and Simek 2000.
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of saga-discourse, an obvious question comes up: why offer such material so
late in the narrative? Why spell out the public opinion concerning Grettir’s
swim instead of just noting that people hear about the deed? Or, to put the
point another way, why not write, lllugi kastadi skildi pd yfir hann, ok vardi
hann roskliga (cf. Grettis saga:260)? Surely in the last few episodes of a saga
a writer can reinforce a character’s fame through merely relating heroic deeds,
while the audience could assume that the reactions of typical witnesses to such
events and behaviours would take place, once the narrator has included a few
examples of these reactions. Yet references to word-of-mouth fame persist
throughout Grettis saga and most others right to their final chapters, and the
sheer number of these references would seem to overwhelm any idea that they
are meant to appear at strategic junctures of the narrative (Grettis saga:69, 71,
72,72-73,76,78, 81,94, 104, 117, 121, 122, 125, 129, 131, 132-34, 136, 137,
162, 170, 174, 184, 187, 196, 211, 216, 218, 222, 233, 234, 249, 261, 263,
265, 266, 268, 272, 286, 289-290).° Equally, in Njdls saga, a general picture of
Gunnarr of Hlidarendi’s reputation is reproduced many times up to and even
after his death, often in the same terms as earlier in the saga, engi var hans
maki, ‘he had no equal’ (Njdls saga:82; 76, 82, 84, 85, 86, 91, 127, 130, 133,
146, 166, 174, 181, 189, 190, 191, 198, 201, 230, 335). The persistence of
these passages has no obvious cumulative effect. They come over as re-
dundant.

One might, then, argue that evaluative episodes recur throughout the sagas
because fame-worthiness is a theme or motif of these compositions. Yet puz-
zlement arises from this theory as well. As the narratives of most of the sagas
of Icelanders develop, each starts to include more complex ways of thinking
about reputation than simple praise through word of mouth. One sees, for in-
stance, ritualistic declarations of an individual’s renown that are more for-
mulaic than spontaneous, as when the dead Gunnarr gets up in his grave and
proclaims his deeds loudly in verse (Njdls saga:193). One sees the growth of
a character’s reputation into a kind of social currency, as when Hoskuldr Dala-
Kollsson in the same saga immediately recognizes a well-executed plan as
representative of Njall’s thinking (65). One sees self-consciousness by
characters regarding their word-of-mouth fame, as when Gunnarr openly
compares his methods of gaining renown with his wife’s (189, 83, 139). One

5 An example of a strategic moment would be just before a character dies. Theodore M.
Andersson notes that a character’s reputation often receives a summing up at this juncture
(1967:62- 64).
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sees doubts concerning the traditional connection between immortality and
fame, as when Porkell Eyjélfsson in Laxdcela saga fails to complete a church
that he wanted to build as an expression of his glory (Laxdela saga:217-222).
One sees questioning of the heroic ideal, as when Hallr of Sida disagrees with
his kinsmen over the fame-worthiness of certain accomplishments and de-
clares himself to be litilmenni, ‘a person of little account’ in Njéls saga (361-
362, 405, 408, 412). One even sees parody of renown and of the fame-tradi-
tion, as when the battle-deeds of Bjorn hviti, a kind of comic foil to Kéri
Solmundarson in the same saga, never live up to Bjorn’s fulsome boasts (424-
435).5 Although several varieties of fame might appear for purposes of jux-
taposition in a saga, the many examples of simple word-of-mouth praise make
an unexpected counterpoise to the more sophisticated attitudes toward the
fame ideal that the sagas also relate. So, readers might well conclude that there
is a hitherto unrecognised motive for the typical medieval saga-writer to per-
sist in providing so many examples of spontaneous judgements of reputations,
and I wish to propose such a motive.”

One of the reasons that these instances occur and recur is the retrospective
points of view of the sagas. Most of the kings’ and family sagas were written
hundreds of years after the action that they purport to describe. Between the
settlement-period of Icelandic history when the action of most of the family
sagas occurs and the writing of these works, Iceland underwent major social,
political, and cultural changes. It accepted Christianity and contacted many
ideas, artworks, and other cultural materials from Britain and the continent
(Gade 2000:75; Glauser 2000:214-215; Foote 1963:93-99, 116; Clover 1982:
16, 203-204). Therefore, most saga-writers cannot help but take an antiquarian
attitude toward their subject matter, even if they perhaps did not do so con-

6 Although I concentrate here on Njéls saga, the pattern of the development of more complex
attitudes toward fame applies to many Old Norse works, including almost all of the family
sagas, and much study of each ‘stage’ of fame in these remains to be done. For instance, one
might look at skaldic praise-poetry of kings and earls as examples of ritualistic fame. See
Orkneyinga saga:42, 49, 53, 66-69, 204 and Whaley 2001. For more on self-consciousness
with regard to reputation, see Margaret Cormack (1994:188). The most famous example of
this kind of self-consciousness is Roland’s. See Le Chanson de Roland (1980, lines 1013-16).
For parody of fame in one of the sagas, see Waugh 2003, which examines Saint Magniis’s
reputation in Orkneyinga saga.

7 Of course I realize that attributing motives is always speculative and that a variety of motives
could exist. It is certainly possible that saga-writers included these kinds of passages because
they felt they had to, or, on the other hand, unconsciously, with no thoughts about justification
whatsoever.
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sciously (Byock 1982:8).2 In fact the writer of Grettis saga is one of the most
openly antiquarian: Pat var hdttr { pann tima, at eldaskdlar vdru storir d beej-
um (38), ‘It was the custom in those days that the fire-halls on farms were
large;’ Pat var pd hdttr, at menn vistudu sik sjdlfr til pings (45-46), ‘It was the
custom at that time for people to provide their own meals at the thing;” Pd var
ekki deeluaustr d hafskipum (55; see also 236), ‘Back then, there were no
pumps on ships.” Snorri Sturluson is another obvious example of an Icelandic
prose writer with specifically antiquarian concerns, and his compositions de-
monstrate the particular kind of antiquarianism that Icelandic writers tend to
display. His inventory of oral poetic techniques in the prose Edda, for instance
(Snorri Sturluson 1991; Beck 2000:61-71), strongly suggests that Icelandic
writers often assumed that the societies that they depicted in their composi-
tions were more conversant with oral than with written traditions (Cursch-
mann 1984:140-151; Gisli Sigurdsson 2004:32-35, 253, 301), as one also sees
when the sagas typically record such inherently traditional material as genea-
logies and settlement stories. Moreover, much of this traditional material asso-
ciates directly with fame. In both Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar and Grettis
saga, characters explicitly mention that they will construct memorials to the
dead by carving praise-poems onto rune-sticks (Egils saga:245-257; Grettis
saga:203-205; 216-17).° This retrospective viewpoint, I believe, motivated
writers in Old Norse to see certain means of expression as oral, to try to depict
them that way, and thus to create a precise context for the ideas and ex-
periences of presumably pre-literate characters.'® This context may have simply
been supplied from the saga-writers’ sources, either oral or written, and it may
have been (re)produced without much consciousness about it, but there are
obvious indications of it nevertheless. First, the sagas’ tendency to include
word-of-mouth reactions to events shows that their authors believed, or knew, or
decided to argue that many episodes in these works were ‘oral’ in that they
simply would not exist were it not for the witnesses who could repeat accounts

8  Perhaps saga-writers included nostalgic passages because they were part of the stock-in-trade
of their mode of composition. Byock argues that the typical saga is a ‘rich exploration of
sociohistorical memory . . . a well-developed animation of the past’ (2004:314, 299).

® The sagas suggest that these poems were orally composed, but they may not have been
circulated orally before being carved.

10 The study of oral traditions now forms a vast and growing discussion. See the book edited by
Mark C. Amodio (2005). For the Norse tradition in particular, see Preben Meulengracht
Sgrensen’s Fortelling og eere, where he suggests that the sagas create an illusion of an oral
tradition behind them (1995).
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of them: saga characters sometimes mention the memorizing of verses that
can then become records of events (Grettis saga:205). A second obvious in-
dication of an oral context is the emotions that seem to arise in witnesses
when they observe certain deeds (249; Vplsunga saga:40).!! Examples of
word-of-mouth praise, then, could be interpreted as one of the most important
kinds of communication within the oral societies depicted in the sagas. How-
ever, after one notes the interaction and emotion that usually surround fame-
worthy actions, one’s analysis would seem to come to a frustrating standstill,
because typical passages such as my chosen excerpts from Grettis saga seem
so unrevealing. Most of the time, the narrative voice notes the essentials of a
character’s reputation without further comment. No wonder that critical
study of word-of-mouth fame, the passages that depict it, and the emotions on
view during these descriptions have grown so scarce (cf. Waugh 1997a:249-
255). Such critical neglect also occurs because of attitudes that dominate lite-
rary criticism. Typically, these attitudes arrive from a highly ‘literate’ under-
standing of compositions and of the creative process, and literate critical com-
munities have a habit of treating (at least eventually) most of the material and
ideas that they analyze (for instance, heroic deeds) as abstract concepts.'? In
contrast, as Walter Ong says, oral societies typically value the ‘situational’
over the ‘abstract’. One might even argue that, for oral societies, actions exist
only within their situations (1982:49, 51). Saga-writers who are involved in
depicting an oral society, then, if they are conscious of a battle between oral
and written traditions as the period in which they are writing suggests,'* would
perhaps feel justified in including — perhaps, even feel obligated to include —
these situations along with their requisite actions. Correspondingly, readers
might expect the sagas to spell out relations between actions and situations at
significant junctures of a character’s reputation-building. However, the saga
authors (or narrators) remain remarkably reticent about exactly what happens
between a performer and a witness during such a moment, except in a very
few instances.

In one of these exceptional instances in Njéls saga, Skarphedinn Njalsson,
a particularly competitive character, leaps across a river and slides along a

11 For more on the emotions that are behind the sharing of stories about heroic deeds, see Caie
1976:31.

2 Note the abstraction of the concept of the hero in, for example, Frye 1957:33, 319-320.

13 Almost certainly saga-writers could not distinguish between oral performance and literate
performance in the way that critics can now. Nevertheless, these writers are likely to betray at
least some aspects of the clashing of oral and literate traditions.
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stretch of ice in order to kill an adversary, Prdinn Sigfiisson, with one blow: a
display of virtuoso athleticism. Skarphedinn’s comrade, Kari, immediately
assesses the deed with karlmannliga er at farit (233), ‘it was very heroic to do
that.” Apparently, this speaker merely voices his knee-jerk response to the
events, and the result is a declaration of the obvious. It is not particularly re-
markable, original, thoughtful, witty, or well-phrased, especially when it is
compared to comments in similar situations. For instance, a comparable judge-
ment appears in the same saga when Kolskeggr assesses one of his brother
Gunnarr’s athletic feats as hart ridr pu (138), ‘you ride fast,” but this rather
unoriginal assessment occurs in the narrative for an obvious purpose. It recalls
a similar judgement by an adversary of Gunnarr’s, Skammkell (135), as
Gunnarr makes plain by noting the echo (138), while the inadvertent repeti-
tion of his enemy’s phrase reminds Gunnarr of an outstanding slight that can-
not be forgotten or ignored. And, significantly, any other spontaneous judge-
ments by individual characters of heroes or their acts that occur in Njals saga
also have apparent thematic purposes. The assessments of lawyers during the
court-case against the burners of Njall and his family intensify the see-saw
action of this section and thus help to build suspense (363-401). The fact that
enemies praise characters in the saga adds to the credibility of these assess-
ments and speaks to the objectivity and fair-mindedness of the speakers (335,
336, 396, 422, 435, 444). The only other spontaneous judgement that seems to
lack a thematic purpose in the saga is again an individual assessment of one of
Skarphedinn’s deeds by Kéri whose phrase again comes over as rather ordin-
ary (327).

Kari’s appreciation of Skarphedinn’s great leap is so immediate and
unadorned that it sounds like a personal thrill of victory: a rendering not so
much of his own thoughts as those of his comrade. The appreciation then re-
presents a moment of direct empathy between these characters: one im-
mediately and apparently effortlessly places himself into the situation of the
other.* In fact, the appreciation works well as an example of Emmanuel
Levinas’s idea that empathy involves an awareness that ‘“The way in which the
other presents himself exceed[s] the idea of the other in me’(1969:50), an
observation that fits with heroic competition in general and Skarphedinn’s
heroic attributes in particular. One of his major functions in the saga is to ex-
ceed others. In his case, the saga even associates his competitive abilities, such

14 Empathy is ‘access to an exterior being,” as Emmanuel Levinas calls it, that re-enacts a kind
of fundamental ‘moral consciousness’ (1990:293).
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as athleticism and prophecy (70, 104-105), with a particularly Old Norse idea
of ‘the other.” Characters describe him as slightly uncanny and troll-like (298-
299), which matches with Levinas’s connection of the ‘idea of the other’ to an
essential, and essentially human, inability to know another person’s nature
completely.?

Critics have proposed just this kind of emotional/communicative connec-
tion that Kéri and Skarphedinn experience as one of the basic attributes of
heroic fame in general. Roberta Frank says that the kind of ‘self-praise’ that is
likely to exist in a conventional hero’s mind at the moment of a typical ac-
complishment (usually of athletic prowess, often in battle), is ‘a rhetoric priz-
ed as empowering and strength-enhancing’ by anyone in a society that values
oral-heroic tradition (1991:199). So, a fellow-warrior like Kari would not only
appreciate a comrade’s achievement but also want to share in it. His comment
can substitute for the immediate thoughts on the slaying of Prdinn that Skarp-
hedinn omits to utter, and it thus confirms that bystanders — and here is how
the moment of transfer becomes an ethical concept, that is, an idea that affects
an entire community — can partake in and express for themselves the ‘mo-
ments of high emotion’ that people like Skarphedinn, Grettir, and Illugi feel
through the performance of their deeds (Opland 1980:262). Of course a
character’s emotion is most intense at the death of a rival in heroic works,
especially if that character has contributed to the killing, because the victor
then possesses the reputation of his slain adversary almost physically (Vols-
unga saga:17, 40; Opland 1975:187).

The broader context for Kéri’s phrase supports the idea that it amounts to
virtual self-praise by Skarphedinn. In other sagas, great deeds are often cele-
brated through skaldic poetry, which frequently acts as the vehicle by which
news of these events gets disseminated (Grettis saga:156, 197-198, 216-217;
Poole 1991:3-23; Whaley 2001). Skarphedinn’s actions in almost any other
saga might well have inspired a stanza from either himself or an onlooker. '
But Njéls saga does not follow this tradition. A comparison with Egils saga
demonstrates that not only does Egill constantly praise himself in poetry, often

15 See also Levinas 1987:39-44, 93-100; 1981:13-27, 51-56, 115, and the volume edited by
Peperzak (1995). The theme of what one might call heroic empathy continues in the saga.
Flosi Pérdarson, Kéri’s greatest enemy, admits that ok pann veg vilda ek helzt skapfarinn vera
sem hann er (422), ‘I would want most to have a temperament like his [Kéri’s.]’

16 In some manuscripts, verses by Skarphedinn duly appear at this juncture (Njdls saga:479-
480).
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immediately after he has slain a foe (202-206, 210), but also that this saga
contains remarkably few examples of word-of-mouth fame. Possibly, then,
certain saga-writers, especially if they knew of other sagas in written form (as
seems likely), thought of fame through word of mouth and self-praise as vir-
tually equivalent, so that Njals saga can dispense with the latter because it
contains the former.

Kari’s reaction, then, would seem to describe rather precisely the transfer,
in an almost physical fashion, of an apparent ‘message’ (in this case, a specific
feeling of achievement), from the mind of a performer to that of a spectator.
His comment performs the same disseminating function as a stanza of praise-
poetry; but, in the instance of the communication of Skarphedinn’s feelings to
Kari, the transfer is more immediate, intimate, and direct than verse. This
transfer idea is even suggested by the distinct characters of the two men in-
volved. Up to the point of Prdinn’s killing in Njls saga, Kéri’s thoughts, com-
pared to those of other characters, have seldom appeared. He offers no spon-
taneous praise of Grimr and Helgi, the other two sons of Njéll, when he first
appears in the saga (203-204). The killing of Prdinn produces Kéri’s first as-
sessment of Skarphedinn; Kéri had never seen his oldest brother-in-law fight
before. Meanwhile, the saga has openly portrayed Skarphedinn’s sensitivity to
public opinion. The latter is in many ways the story’s most acute judge of
what might benefit one’s reputation and what probably will not (324), and he
displays a characteristic expression of emotion, grinning, while Kéri has no
such attribute (114, 327).

The transfer also indicates that situational thinking is at work: each deed in
an oral society, together with its spontaneous reaction, amounts to a potential
means of communication, a potential composition — even, in its own way, a
potential myth of origin.!” The sagas of Icelanders betray a passive concern
with origins by including many settlement-stories and genealogies; they de-
monstrate a more active concern with origins by including generative con-
structs — that is, events related allusively in one saga may appear at greater
length in another as if one work might be the ‘origin’ of the other. Hence, any
episode of word-of-mouth fame is the potential point of origin for an entire
saga.'8 For instance, the transfer of Skarphedinn’s thoughts to Kéri is genera-

17 T use the phrase ‘myth of origin’ because source-relationships are often very difficult to prove,
while the entire strategy of trying to learn about a subject through a search for its origins is
now less valued than it used to be (Said 1975:174-175, 197; Derrida 1976:242-243).

18 Generative passages in the sagas may result from the writers of them drawing upon the same
oral tradition and hence demonstrating knowledge of the same figures from the past.
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tive in a specific way: the latter has produced no poetry up to this point in the
saga, but does so once the feud concerning Njill’s family has reached its
extreme.

Unlike many of the other sagas, such as Grettis saga, Egils saga, and Gisla
saga Surssonar, that depict their principal characters as prolific and precocious
versifiers right from their first appearances in their stories, Njals saga contains
little in the way of praise-poetry. Most of the famous stanzas in it are pro-
phesies by minor characters, most verses have associations with death, and
they seem to be introduced more schematically than in other sagas.!® One of
the more significant examples, in praise of the great hero Gunnarr’s last stand,
appears at the very moment that this hero dies, as if his reputation in verse
replaces him (190). Gunnarr himself only recites poetry as a ghost, in his
burial mound. Significantly, Skarphedinn witnesses this recitation (193). Just
like Gunnarr, he then produces only one poem in the course of his illustrious
career, at the burning of himself and the rest of Njdll’s family (336),%° and this
verse only appears once one of the burners has wondered whether or not
Skarphedinn is alive late in the burning. Since the poem is nearly unintel-
ligible and apparently a depiction of a woman in mourning, it suits the situa-
tion of a dying man, striving against impossible odds. A burner even specu-
lates as to whether or not Skarphedinn was dead or alive when he recited the
poem (337). One sees, therefore, a progression in Njals saga from a verse by
a dead man to a (half) verse by a half-dead man. And the power of poetry,
among other things, seems to be passed on like a legacy.

At the burning, this legacy comes to Kari. Indeed, Skarphedinn tells him,
as a reply to Kdri’s praise of his great leap, Eptir er enn ydvarr hluti (233),

19 The saga seems to take an unusually critical attitude to skaldic verse in general. Typically, the
saga only refers, with a few exceptions, to the work of so-called famous poets without quot-
ing it; for instance the scurrilous verses directed at Nj4ll and his family. Also, these poems are
clearly portrayed in the saga as a negative development in dealings between the feuding
parties. The stanzas directly lead to much bloodshed. Much verse elsewhere in the saga is
associated with black magic, paganism, or both (264-266, 321, 335-336, 348, 454-460). 1
largely rely upon Einar Ol. Sveinsson’s edition of the saga in my conclusions concerning the
poems, because I do not have space to discuss the different patterns of verse that exist in the
over 50 manuscripts of Njéls saga that are extant. Readers should know, for instance, that
sometimes the scurrilous verses directed at Njéll and his family do appear, though every
modern edition of the saga leaves them out. See Einar OL. Sveinsson’s notes to the verses, his
appendix including and concerning the doubtful ones (465-480), and his discussion of the
manuscripts (cxlix-clxiii). For an English translation of Njéls saga that includes many of the
verses of disputed authenticity, see Dasent 1911:passim.

2 Butcf. Njdls saga (467-469, 470, 472-473, 474-477, 478-480).
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‘Now it’s your turn,” and Kéri duly becomes the guardian and the explicit nar-
rator of Skarphedinn’s reputation later in the saga (443). But Kéri has a more
complicated legacy than merely following his comrade’s example.?! As critics
have noted, he fights in a way that is similar to Gunnarr, which suggests that
he is Gunnarr’s ‘replacement’ (Allen 1971:59). In fact, he replaces both Gunn-
arr and Skarphedinn. After the burning of Njll and his family, Kéri takes on
the role of implacable avenger and (not coincidentally) becomes the most pro-
lific poet in this text and the only major character who could reasonably be
described as an accomplished poet, despite the fact that the audience, prepared
for his many physical accomplishments by the descriptions of him, gets no
notice of any poetic potential (203-204). He recites on four occasions and pro-
duces six stanzas in total.”? Each occasion mentions the burning — that is,
each is, in a way, empathetic. He moves from expression of his emotional state
in two verses of mourning for Njéll and his family (346, 354) to a poem that
follows Skarphedinn’s example by insulting a chieftain at the althing and
threatening action (409-411). Finally, he produces a verse that is accompanied,
like many of the poems of Egill and Grettir, by a slaying (cf. Egils saga:204-
206, 210; Grettis saga:54, 59, 60). This kind of careful plotting of intensifying
action is typical of Njals saga. Moreover, each of Kari’s poems adds progres-
sively to his reputation as is clear from the responses of those who hear him.
Only one person, Asgrimr Ellida-Grimsson, hears the first poem. No reaction
is recorded. The second verse is delivered before a small group of his allies.
One of them comments on it. The third poetic occasion occurs in public at the
althing, and Kari’s three stanzas provoke loud laughter; however, Snorri godi

2l He is Hebridean and in the retinue of the Earl of Orkney when the audience first meets him
(203-204, and note 2). Thus, he might be an appropriate person to develop into a poet because
he begins as an outsider to the Icelandic society that dominates the saga. He perhaps brings
no ‘baggage’ to his dealings with the feud-prone families, then, and hence is presumably
more objective in his reportage of events. He could be a parallel figure to the mostly Icelandic
skalds who end up attached to the Orcadian, Norwegian, Danish and other royal courts. Also,
Kari is the most conventional heroic figure in Njéls saga. For instance, the motivation for
most of his actions, revenge, is fairly uncomplicated by the standards of the saga, and Lars
Lonnroth notes that Kéri’s dress probably betrays chivalric influences, unlike that of most of
the other major characters (118). Composition might be regarded as a necessary part of the
make-up of a conventional hero. Certainly Kéri’s development in poetic skill parallels his de-
velopment into a hero, and parallels the arc of revenge that (perhaps) helps to bring the major
feud in the saga to an end with a balance between the two parties.

22 1 follow all modern editions of the poem in representing Kari’s oeuvre, though the manu-
scripts may vary.
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then produces a quatrain in a soft voice that causes even louder laughter.
Snorri’s poem would seem to have more force than Kari’s efforts (411). At
least two patterns emerge in the performance of Kéri’s verses. One is that his
reputation grows in lockstep with his ability to spontaneously compose. A
second is that this reputation, which links with the collective reputation of
Njéll and his family (as the constant mentioning of Njéll in Kéri’s poems indi-
cates), grows in lockstep with the number of witnesses to each recitation. In
sum, all of the attributes of the moment of transfer that occurs when Kari
praises Skarphedinn’s great leap are repeated and gradually intensified during
the sequence of Kéri’s poetry.

The last poem by Kari is, in contrast to the other occasions, a triumph in
every way. The social status of his audience has grown. He recites before a
king at an earl’s court that includes a large group of enemies. Unusually, these
foes end up tolerating his revenge by letting him escape. Some commend him.
They also approve of the obvious progression, in which the poem participates,
from lies to truth-telling during the episode. First, Gunnarr Lambason offers
an inaccurate account of Skarphedinn’s behaviour at the burning. The be-
smirching of his brother-in-law’s reputation causes Kéri to intervene. Later,
Flosi bPordarson, the man in charge of the burning and therefore Kari’s most
significant enemy, ends up contradicting his ally Gunnarr’s words by pro-
viding the court with an accurate version of Skarphedinn’s last actions; but be-
fore that, a suggestion of some kind of connection between Kari and Skarp-
hedinn appears again when the former jumps onto a table, recites his poem,
and beheads Gunnarr, which recalls Skarphedinn’s great leap and attack upon
Préinn’s head (443). This emphasis of the link between Skarphedinn and Kéri
at the height of the latter’s heroic career completes the development begun
when the former’s characteristic moment is first transferred to his brother-in-
law. More generally, these progressions suggest once again that Njals saga is
very concerned with how a heroic reputation grows and with exactly how the
particular aspects and consequences of reputation operate in the society that it
is trying to convey or has reproduced from its sources.

With their rather sophisticated communicative and generative attributes,
spontaneous reactions such as Kéri’s to Skarphedinn’s leap come close to
functioning as signs within a kind of language. When saga-writers describe a
deed, then, they are very likely to describe also the emotion and the means by
which both action and emotion are communicated (witnesses), because all
three of these are inseparable as an act of communication for the oral culture
on view in — or part of the origin of — the sagas. Moreover, the saga-writers
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would have an urgent antiquarian interest in preserving the ‘signs’ within the
‘oral language’ of the societies that they depict because, I would submit, they
could observe first hand the effects of the new technology of literacy upon
their own largely oral societies (Quinn 2000:30-60; Gisli Sigurdsson 2004).
When Christian missionaries arrive in Iceland with the bible, they announce a
new treatment of time (salvation history), a new myth of origins (God), and a
new theory of origins (history as depicted in Judeo-Christian records). There
is also a sudden and overwhelming usurpation of the fame-ideal implied in
these Christian texts, and the new mode differs from the old in two ways.
First, Jesus’ competitive acts are mainly non-aggressive, and therefore do not
register as typical deeds in the traditional, heroic, oral past. Second, competi-
tion with the Almighty is (by definition) impossible, so God’s reputation
absorbs all of the past and replaces any heroic precursors with Himself and
with His inimitable life-story. Hence, He not only usurps the means of
receiving a reputation; He also takes its end, because God becomes both the
ideal performer and the ideal witness of any deed. In sum, He brings with Him
a new order of deeds, competitions, histories, and signs.?*

Rarely is conflict between Christian and pagan tradition conceived as a
battle between the old kind of language and the new in the Old Icelandic
works, but examples exist, though one has to stray from the canon of the sagas
of Icelanders in order to find them. An example occurs in one of the pattir in
the Flateyjarbok version of Oléfs saga hins helga (Flateyjarbok 1944-1945
11:218-219; Schlauch 1931:973, 976).2* When this brief narrative begins with
the arrival of an elderly guest of mysterious appearance at King Ol4fr’s court,
it seems to be about to partake in the Old Norse tradition of Odinn-like old
men who represent the values of the heroic past. In typical fashion, the ruler
asks this djarfmeeltr, ‘bold-spoken’ stranger to entertain him, whereupon the
court expects the old man’s entertainment to be accounts of fornkonungr,
‘ancient princes’ and their framaverk, ‘outstanding deeds.” These expectations
are unsurprising. Mysterious wanderers often impress listeners with their
knowledge of legendary heroes in Old Norse works (Flateyjarbok 11:218;
Rowe 2004:468). But this old man asks Ol4fr an unusual question: which of
these legendary figures he would most like to be. The guest thus brings up the
idea of identifying with — that is empathizing with — the heroes of the past,

2 For more on medieval sign-theory, see Vance 1986:59.
24 This pdttr shares attributes with both ‘the Conversion’ peettir and the ‘pagan-contact’ peettir,
to use Joseph C. Harris’s (1980:162, 166) generic divisions.
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and the sagas of Icelanders tend to imply this idea rather than mention it ex-
plicitly, even though it must be at the heart of the heroic ideal.

With the king’s reply, one may note for the first time in the pdrtr a tend-
ency to condemn the ancient heroes from an overtly Christian standpoint: ek
vilda engi heidinn madr vera, hvdrki konungr né annarr madr (11:219), ‘I do
not wish to be a heathen, were he a king or another sort of man.” Such
condemnations appear in Old Norse compositions much more rarely than one
might think, despite the fact that the traditional interpretation of renown as a
kind of immortality and its association with Odinn mean that the Christian
church must condemn heroic fame as a false god. Boethius, for instance,
writes:

Vos uero immortalitatem uobis propagare uidemini cum futuri famam
temporis cogitatis. Quod si ad aeternitatis infinita spatia pertractes,
quid habes quod de nominis tui diuturnitate laeteris? (1957 II.vii.14-
15)

“You actually suppose that, when you think of your future fame, you
create immortality for yourself at the same time. But if you consider
the infinite time-periods of eternity what reason have you to rejoice in
the durability of your name?’

When the old man in the pdttr insists upon a specific answer from Ol4fr, the
king finally admits that he would like to have the atferd ok hofdingskap Hrolfs
kraka, ‘might and dominion of Hrélfr kraki.” The guest disapproves of this
choice:

»hvi vildir pd eigi vera sem sd konungt, er sigr hafdi, vid hvern sem
hann 4tti bardaga, ok sva var venn ok vel at {préttum bidinn, at engi var
hans liki 4 Nordrlondum, ok svd métti 68rum sigr gefa 1 séknum sem
sjalfum sér ok své kringr skéldskapr sem 6drum ménnum um maél
sitt?*

Konungr settist pd upp ok ték til tidabodkar, er var { s@nginni, ok
®tladi at sld { hofud Gesti ok malti: ,,bd vilda ek sizt vera, hinn illi
Odinn.“ (11:219)

‘why do you not want to be that king who accomplished victory over
whoever he was fighting, who was so handsome and accomplished at
skills that nobody was his match in the Northern lands, who could
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grant victory to others in battle just as he gave it to himself, and for
whom poetic composition was as simple as normal speech was for
other people?’

The king sat up and took his book of hours, which was in the bed,
and, aiming to hit Gestr in the head, said: ‘The last man I would want
to be is you: the evil Odinn.’

Upon hearing these words, the old man vanishes. Significantly, Gestr/Oinn’s
declaration concerning poetry versus speech connects heroic (and pagan)
values directly with an ability to communicate heroic stories. The usual sub-
ject-matter of skaldic poetry confirms these connections. The verses that ap-
pear in most sagas are likely to contain self-praise and incitement to revenge,
together with mythical figures, such as trolls, valkyries, Pérr, and Oéinn, that
figure in pre-Christian Germanic religions (Egils saga:210; Grettis saga:203-
204; Njdls saga:264-266; Poole 1991:52-55; Clunies Ross 1998; Meulen-
gracht Sgrensen 2001). In Hallfredar saga vandredaskélds, the titular char-
acter recites a whole series of poems about the pagan gods to Olafr Tryggva-
son (1939:156-158), in a typically competitive encounter between a poet and
a king (Waugh 1997b:296-299, 300-302, 305-307; Whaley 2001; Poole 2002).
Heroic language is inherently competitive, but such king-poet encounters
suggest that royal status has grown and that the king now has an advantage in
competitions.

Presumably Odinn’s language, as the language of a god, would be the
ideal one in which to communicate heroic tales. The king in the pdttr, then,
must fight against his guest with an equally powerful (or more powerful)
weapon of the same kind: a book of hours, which represents the Christian
God’s ideal language, ideas, and stories, together with the daily regimen of
duty and the typically Christian idea that time on earth is limited and teleo-
logical. Gestr in contrast, with his impossibly old age, represents the eternity
of hell (Flateyjarbok 11:219; Schlauch 1931:973). This narrative thus depicts
(among other things) an allegorical battle between oral and written traditions
and means of communication. Literate tradition wins in this case. On the other
hand, the old god seems to retain his existence, immortality, knowledge, and
some power over kings, even if he is reinterpreted in this story as a kind of
demon.? In Norna-Gests pdttr, there is another ‘take’ on the old tale-teller

% The sagas indicate a similar lasting power for aspects of the pagan religion. See Grettis
saga:132-133, 203-204; Njdls saga:264-266. For discussion, see Clunies Ross 1998 and
Meulengracht Sgrensen 2001.
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named Gestr who is a kind of ghost of paganism and a personification of old
stories: he converts to Christianity and dies, and thus deliberately lets the
written tradition overtake him, in a kind of validation of the Christian belief
system. He sacrifices himself like Christ or a saint to the new traditions.
Though in the other tale the old god of fame flees, and thus seems to retain
some of his power, in this version a kind of exorcism of fame takes place.
Gestr brings the past into the present and renounces it.2 Hallfredar saga also
provides evidence that there were ‘spiritually positive’ as well as ‘negative as-
pects of the heathen age’ (Rowe 2004:461): Hallfredr’s conversion to Chris-
tianity is more of an ongoing, competitive dialogue with Olafr Tryggvason
than a one-time event, and the fame of both men plays a strong part in their
dealings.”’

The spiritual conflicts that occur in Hallfredar saga and the pzttir help to
articulate the new Christian order that attacks the saga ideal of communication
during the conversion age: God, by being immortal (an attribute he enacts
through the resurrection) produces deeds that nobody can top; heavenly im-
mortality supplants immortality through fame; texts can replace memories,
disrupt chronologies, and displace oral histories at any moment; ultimately, all
signs are subsumed into Christ, who is the Word. During the clash of literary
and oral traditions, then, oral people could interpret the logocentricism of the
scriptural sign as a destroyer of the elasticity of the oral tradition, which can
produce earlier and earlier, and therefore potentially greater and greater heroes,

% See Flateyjarbok 1:384, 398; Schlauch 1931:971. Several critics argue that ‘the pagan world
is presented as deserving of Christian regard’ in this tale (Rowe 2004:470; Harris and Hill
1089:103-122).

2 For instance, Hallfredr praises himself for securing the famous king as his godfather. At one
point, the skald even directly connects his Christian beliefs with a praise-poem that he has
prepared in Ol4fr’s honour. Hallfredr says that he will lose his Christian instruction if Ol4fr
does not hear this work, and claims that what he has learned about Christianity is ekki skdld-
ligri, 36 ‘not more poetic’ than his praise-poem, which the king then agrees to hear (155).
Later, Olafr voices approval of Hallfredr’s stanzas that speak of Christ’s dominance and
labels the ones that betray nostalgia for the old gods with terms such as allill visa, ‘terrible
verse’ (157, 158). But the reader cannot help but notice that these judgements are parallel to
the pronouncement that the king made earlier about Hallfredr’s praise-poem: gott, ‘good’
(155), so that Oléfr’s religion and spiritual influence seem to be wrapped up in his reputation.
One might note that even the stanzas that depict Christ positively present Him as in conflict
with the old gods (Hallfredar saga:158-159; Poole 2002) and that direct evaluations of
skaldic verse such as the ones that the king conveys are rare in the sagas. For instance, almost
all of the superbly composed stanzas by Egill in Egils saga pass by entirely without
comment.
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by reaching further and further back in time for them, as works like Volsunga
saga attest by their inclusion of obviously mythical material (Volsunga
saga:40; Orkneyinga saga:1-7).2 The new thinking about fame and a new
way of transferring information (texts) are thus not only attacks upon the
traditional social practices that one may see in the sagas but also, as Odinn’s
mentioning of his poetic powers indicates, upon language practice — upon an
oral society’s very method of communication. More particularly, since books
can replace memories, the tradition of witnesses (and thus Kéri’s impression
of Skarphedinn’s acrobatic slaying) is no longer necessary in order to preserve
such a deed and distribute it among a literately-inclined community. A link in
the chain of oral communication is broken. Consequently, the prospect of
literate thinking, as the saga-writers could see in the very act of composing
their works, would threaten to suspend reference from oral sign to oral sign
and to undercut (for the moment) the power of such signs; would threaten, like
certain more recent approaches to the study of literature, to destroy a
cherished belief concerning an entire communication system: that ‘the idea
that [an utterance or] literature is expressive’ (Vance 1973:2). The many
references to word-of-mouth fame in the sagas thus demonstrate that the Old
Icelandic prose writers were at least conscious that such destruction might
take place, and the frequency of such references suggests that these early
folklorists wished to preserve the expressive qualities traditional, oral, and per-
formative — of their past.

Kari’s verbal reaction to Skarphedinn’s great leap in Njdls saga, then,
represents the description of a direct transfer of emotion from the mind of a
performer to that of a spectator; an empathetic moment, a transfer of a char-
acteristic moment from Skarphedinn to him. This transfer begins a process of
poetic development in Kdéri that parallels his heroic development. The de-
velopment of Kéri’s career is also an important indication of the ethics of his
society, and not merely in the sense of a traditional conception of the heroic
ideal. Through connecting Kéri’s appreciation of Skarphedinn’s great leap
with the former’s poetry and with ideas of oral communication, one may see
that Kéri’s praise amounts to a highly sophisticated and revealing kind of
empathy that extends to nostalgia for oral communication as described by the
antiquarian saga-writers.

28 ] grant that oral performers and perhaps the literate authors of these works would not neces-
sarily distinguish legends from chronicles and family narratives.



64 GRIPLA

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Allen, Richard F. 1971. Fire and Iron. Critical Approaches to Njdls saga. University of
Pittsburgh Press, Pittsburgh.

Amodio, Mark C. 2005. New Directions in Oral Theory. Arizona Center for Medieval
and Renaissance Studies, Tempe.

Andersson, Theodore M. 1967. The Icelandic Family Saga. An Analytic Reading.
Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass.

Andersson, Theodore M. 1970. The Displacment of the Heroic Ideal in the Family
Sagas. Speculum 45:575-593.

Beck, Heinrich. 2000. War Snorri Sturluson ein Euhemerist? International
Scandinavian and Medieval Studies in Memory of Gerd Wolfgang Weber:61-71.
Eds. Michael Dallapiazza, et al. Edizioni Parnaso, Trieste.

Boethius. 1957. Philosophiae Consolatio. Ed. Ludwig Bieler. Brepols, Turnhout.

Brennu-Njdls saga. 1954. Ed. Einar OL. Sveinsson. Islenzk fornrit XII. Hid islenzka
fornritafélag, Reykjavik.

Byock, Jesse L. 1982. Feud in the Icelandic Saga. University of California Press,
Berkeley.

Byock, Jesse L. 2004. Social Memory and the Sagas. The Case of Egils saga. SS
76:299-316.

Caie, Graham D. 1976. The Judgement Day Theme in Old English Poetry. University
of Copenhagen Department of English, Copenhagen.

Le Chanson de Roland. 1980. Ed. Gérard Moignet. Bordas, Paris.

Clover, Carol. 1982. The Medieval Saga. Cornell University Press, Ithaca.

Clunies Ross, Margaret. 1998. Prolonged Echoes. Old Norse myths in Medieval Nor-
thern Society. Vol. 2. The Reception of Norse Myths in Medieval Iceland. 2 vols.
Odense University Press, Odense.

Cook, Robert. 1984-85. The Reader in Grettis saga. Saga-Book 21:133-154.

Cormack, Margaret J. 1994. Saints and Sinners. Reflections on Death in Some Ice-
landic Sagas. Gripla 8:189-213.

Curschmann, Michael. 1984. The Prologue of Pidreks saga. Thirteenth-Century Re-
flections on Oral Traditional Literature. SS 56:140-151.

Dasent, George Webb. 1911. Trans. The Story of Burnt Njal. Intro. E. O. G. Turville-
Petre. Dent, London.

Derrida, Jacques. 1976. Of Grammatology. Trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. The
Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore.

Einar Ol. Sveinsson. 1971. Njdls Saga. A Literary Masterpiece. Ed. and trans. Paul
Schach. University of Nebraska Press, Lincoln.

Flateyjarbok 1-1V.1944-1945. Ed. Sigurdur Nordal. Prentverk Akraness, Akranes.

Foote, Peter. 1963. An Essay on The Saga of Gisli and its Icelandic Background. The
Saga of Gisli:93-134. Trans. George Johnson. University of Toronto Press, Toronto.

Frank, Roberta. 1991. The Battle of Maldon and Heroic Literature. The Battle of Mal-
don AD 991:197-207. Ed. Donald Scragg. Blackwell, Oxford.

Frye, Northrop. 1957. Anatomy of Criticism. Four Essays. Princeton University Press,
Princeton.

Gisli Sigurdsson. 2004. The Medieval Icelandic Saga and Oral Tradition. Trans. Nic-
holas Jones. Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass.



ANTIQUARIANISM, POETRY, AND WORD-OF-MOUTH FAME 65

Gade, Kari Ellen. 2000. Poetry and its Changing Importance in Medieval Icelandic
Culture. Old Icelandic Literature and Society:61-95. Ed. Margaret Clunies Ross.
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.

Glauser, Jiirg. 2000. Sagas of Icelanders (Islendinga ségur) and pettir as the Literary
Representation of a New Social Space. Old Icelandic Literature and Society:203-
220. Ed. Margaret Clunies Ross. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.

Grettis saga Asmundarsonar. 1936. Islensk fornrit VII. Ed. Gudni Jénsson. Hid is-
lenzka fornritafélag, Reykjavik.

Hallfredar saga, Vatnsdeela saga. 1939. Islenzk fornrit VI. Ed. Einar Ol. Sveinsson.
Hid islenzka fornritafélag, Reykjavik.

Harris, Joseph C. 1980. Folktale and Thattr. The Case of Rognvald and Raud. Folklore
Forum 13:158-198.

Harris, Joseph C. 1983. Eddic Poetry as Oral Poetry. The Evidence of Parallel Pas-
sages in the Helgi Poems For Questions of Composition and Performance. Edda. A
Collection of Essays:210-242. Eds. Robert J. Glendinning and Haraldur Bessason.
University of Manitoba Press, Winnipeg.

Harris, Joseph C. and Thomas D. Hill. 1989. Gestr’s ‘Prime Sign’. Source and Signifi-
cation in Norna-Gests péttr. ANF 104:103-122.

Levinas, Emmanuel. 1969. Totality and Infinity. An Essay on Exteriority. Trans. Al-
phonso Lingis. Duquesne University Press, Pittsburgh.

Levinas, Emmanuel. 1981. Otherwise than Being. Or, Beyond Essence. Trans. Al-
phonso Lingis. Nijhoff, The Hague.

Levinas, Emmanuel. 1987. Collected Philosophical Papers. Trans. A. Lingis. Duquesne
University Press, Pittsburgh.

Levinas, Emmanuel. 1990. Difficult Freedom. Essays on Judaism. Trans. Sedn Hand.
The Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore.

Lonnroth, Lars. 1976. Njdls Saga. A Critical Introduction. University of California
Press, Berkeley.

Meulengracht Sgrensen, Preben. 2001. The Prosimetrum Form 1. Verses as the Voice
of the Past. Skaldsagas. Text, Vocation, and Desire in the Icelandic Sagas of
Poets:172-190. Ed. Russell Poole. W. de Gruyer, Berlin.

Meulengracht Sgrensen, Preben. 1993. Fortelling og cere. Studier i islendingasagaerne.
Aarhus Universitetsforlag, Aarhus.

Njdls saga, see Brennu-Njdls saga.

Ong, Walter J. 1982. Orality and Literacy. The Technologizing of the Word. Routledge,
London.

Opland, Jeff. 1975. Imbongi Nezibongo. The Xhosa Tribal Poet and the Contemporary
Poetic Tradition. PMLA 90:185-208.

Opland, Jeff. 1980. Anglo-Saxon Oral Poetry. A Study of the Traditions. Yale Uni-
versity Press, New Haven.

Orkneyinga saga. 1965. Ed. Finnbogi Gudmundsson. fslenzk fornrit XXXIV. Hid is-
lenzka fornritafélag, Reykjavik.

Peperzak, Adriaan T. (ed.). 1995. Ethics as First Philosophy. The Significance of
Emmanuel Levinas for Philosophy, Literature, and Religion. Routledge, New York.

Poole, Russell G. 1991. Viking Poems on War and Peace. A Study in Skaldic Narrative.
University of Toronto Press, Toronto.

Poole, Russell G. 2002. The ‘Conversion Verses’ of Hallfredr vandredaskald. Maal og
Minne 1:15-37.



66 GRIPLA

Quinn, Judy. 2000. From Orality to Literacy in Medieval Iceland. Old Icelandic Litera-
ture and Society:30-60. Ed. Margaret Clunies Ross. Cambrigde University Press,
Cambridge.

Rowe, Elizabeth Ashman. 2004. Porsteins pattr uxaf6ts, Helga pattr Périssonar, and the
Conversion pettir. SS 76:459-474.

Said, Edward W. 1975. Beginnings. Intention and Method. The Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, Baltimore.

Schlauch, Margaret. 1931. Widsith, Vithforull, and some Other Analogues. PMLA
46:969-987.

Simek, Rudolf. 2000. Gloria-Memoria-Historia. Zu Beriihmtheit und Erinnerung als
Kern von Geschichtsdenken und Sagaschreibung. Studien zur Islindersaga. Fest-
schrift fiir Rolf Heller:255-267. Eds. Heinrich Beck and Else Ebel. W. de Gruyter,
Berlin.

Snorri Sturluson. 1991. Edda. Hittatal. Ed. Anthony Faulkes. Clarendon Press, Oxford.

Vance, Eugene. 1973. Augustine’s Confessions and the Grammar of Selthood. Genre
6:1-28.

Vance, Eugene. 1986. Mervelous Signals. Poetics and Sign Theory in the Middle Ages.
University of Nebraska Press, Lincoln.

Volsunga saga. 1965. Ed. R. G. Finch. Nelson, London.

Waugh, Robin. 1997a. The Characteristic Moment as a Motif in The Finnsburg
Fragment and Deor. English Studies in Canada 23:249-261.

Waugh, Robin. 1997b. Literacy, Royal Power, and King-Poet Relations in Old English
and Old Norse Compositions. Comparative Literature 49:289-315.

Waugh, Robin. 2003. Saint Magnis’s Fame in Orkneyinga saga. JEGP 102:163-87.

Whaley, Diana. 2001. Representations of Skalds in the Sagas 1. Social and Profes-
sional Relations. Skaldsagas:285-308. Ed. Russell Pool. W. de Gruyter, Berlin.

SUMMARY

‘Antiquarianism, poetry, and word-of-mouth fame in the Icelandic family sagas.’
Keywords: Words-of-mouth fame, antiquiarianism in the Icelandic sagas.

The authour discusses in detail the function word-of-mouth praise, the ability of char-
acters to compose verses, and the use of antiquarianism in the Icelandic sagas and their
relationship with oral tradition.

EFNISAGRIP

[ grein pessari redir hofundurinn reekilega sagnaklif { fslendinga sogum sem visa annad-
hvort til fregdar soguhetjunnar eda afreka hans eda til peirrar venju ad skyra frd
einstokum atburdum eda fornminjum sem sagt er ad sjdist enn leifar af 4 dogum sagna-
smids. Ad lokum ber hann pessa frasagnartekni svo saman vid par venjur sem tidkast
{ munnlegum sagnaflutningi.

Robin Waugh

Wilfrid Laurier University
Waterloo, Canada
rwaugh@wlu.ca



