MERRILL KAPLAN

THE PAST AS GUEST

Mortal men, kings’s men, and four gestir in F lateyjarbék1

1. INTRODUCTION

FouR narratives in Flateyjarbok depict the past as a guest of the Norwegian
king. The four share a few basic plot elements. A mysterious and aged stranger
comes to the court of the Norwegian king. The stranger tells stories about the
great pagan heroes and sovereigns. The king is always an Olafr, either Oléfr
Tryggvason or Olafr helgi, and he always listens with great interest. The
stranger is always a gestr in at least the two senses of being both a stranger
and a guest, and in three of the four he is even named Gestr. In some cases the
stranger is benign, but in others he turns out to be something quite malevolent.
In all cases, he is a representative of the forndld and an irruption of the
heathen past into the Christian present. His presence creates a condition of
temporal disorder in which past and present exist simultaneously, heaped up
on top of each other in one time and place. My larger project is the examina-
tion of this group of narratives as attempts to grapple with the conceptual
problem presented by the presence of the past. The use of the word/name gestr
in these episodes is striking. The dominant metaphor in all of them is the past
as guest. Interpreting this material and how it takes on the inherently dis-
ordered situation of the presence of the past will depend on a solid under-
standing of the semantic and conceptual range of this lexical item. This essay
attempts to throw a bit of legal light on the semantic range of gestr by
investigating the part of that range that extends into law texts: gestir as par-
ticipants in the system of inheritance and gestir as members of the royal 4ird.

! Many of these ideas were presented first as part of a lecture series on law and saga under the
joint auspices of Malstofa Lagastofnunar and Midaldastofa Hugvisindastofnunar at the Uni-
versity of Iceland, March 14, 2003.
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2. THE PRESENCE OF THE PAST

The narratives described are Nornagests pdttr, Téka pattr Tokasonar, and two
episodes without formal titles: Odin’s visit to Olafr Tryggvason at Ogvaldsnes
and a similar episode in Oldfs saga helga. The table below sets out the major
essential affinities and points of difference among the narratives most perti-
nent to this study.

I am essentially in agreement with Joseph C. Harris and Thomas Hill, who
see Nornagests pattr and these allied texts as a means of mediating the contra-
dictions involved in thinking about the pre-Christian past and especially in
reusing that past (Harris and Hill 1989:121). There must have been, as Harris
and Hill note, a dimension of real spiritual danger at play in the vexed desire

Flateyjarbok fols the guest tells tales of turns out to be  conclusion
Nornagests pattr -~ 45v Norna-Gestr  Sigurdur 300-yr old He takes
(()lTr) - an old man, Fafnisbani, man, Christianity
47r a stranger, Starkadr inn primesigned is baptized,
very wise gamli, Ragnars- but unbaptized and dies.
synir Lod-
brékar
Obinn at 49v Gestr/gestr, King Obinn, i.e., He
Ogvaldsnes _ an old man Ogvaldrand  the Devil or vanishes
(OITr) 50r with one eye his cow his messenger  during the night.
Odinn kom 95r Gestr, a heathen kings, ()611111, 18., He vanishes
til Oléfs> - stranger Obinn among  an unclean when Olafr
(OIH) 96r with alow hat  them spirit in the moves to
shape of Odinn strike them.
Toka pattr 96r Téki, an old King Halfr. An old man He takes
Tékasonar man, a stranger Hrolfr kraki, destined to live Christianity,
(O1H) and their two lifetimes,  is baptized,
champions primesigned and dies.
but unbaptized

2 This name (or more properly ‘Odin kom til Olaf’,) was first assigned to the narrative by Sig-
urdur Nordal in his doctoral dissertation (Sigurdur Nordal 1914:92). It is derived from the
chapter rubric in Flateyjarbok itself (II k. 106): Odinn kom til Oléfs konungs med dul ok
prettum. Another version of Sigurdur Nordal’s title is used by J6n Helgason and Oscar Albert
Johnson (‘Odin kommer til Olav’) in their edition of Oléfs saga helga (J6n Helgason and
Johnson 1941:771), but subsequently it seems to vanish from scholarly tradition.
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to preserve intellectual goods closely associated with the prior age — for ex-
ample, narratives about heroes of the forndld — in the later age. That danger
can only have added to the anxiety associated with disorder in general, what
Mary Douglas called matter out of place (Douglas 1966), or in this case, out
of time. Matter that was understood as not belonging to the time in which it is
was, in fact, apprehended, must have seemed disordered in exactly the
Douglassian sense and accordingly, anxiety-provoking.

Gestir play a role in the system of inheritance as recorded in texts like Gula-
pingslég and Grdgds. Gestir are also a specific rank in the King’s Aird, one
whose duties are outlined in Hirdskrd and Konungs skuggsjd. Drawing evi-
dence from legal texts, in some cases Norwegian ones rather than Icelandic, is
of course somewhat dangerous praxis for generic as well as geographical
reasons. Gulaping in Norway is far from Pingeyrar in Iceland, and an even
greater gap, one might argue, lies between the genres of legal text like Gula-
pingslog and narrative that engages so intimately with the matter of forn-
aldarsaga as Nornagests pattr and its kindred texts do (though they are not
fornaldarségur themselves). Law would seem to be at one end of the scale of
historical reliability (or at least a kind of realism) and these eerie tales of
mysterious visitors to the King at the other. But my intent here is not to argue
for either the historicity of any of these episodes in Flateyjarbék or for the
legal validity of Gulapingslég within the narrative world depicted within them.
Regardless of how fantastical we regard Nornagests pdttr and its allied tales or
believe their the consumers of Flateyjarbok to have regarded them, they reside
in the same discursive realm as Gulapingslog and Hirdskrd in that they are
part of Old Norse letters. For this reason, I feel justified in turning to the legal
texts as to any other texts in the Old Norse world that might throw light on the
semantics of a specific word. The word gestr is played upon so centrally in
this constellation of narratives that it seems wise to seek broadly for the
possible associations of the word in any attempt at interpretation.

3. GESTIR: SOCIAL AND MYTHOLOGICAL BACKGROUND

3.1 Gestir and hospitality

Before getting to the legal sources, some social background should be sketched
in. There is a great deal to the word gestr and its associations on the level of
custom that would serve to create and maintain order and distinction in a
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situation that is inherently disordered. The word means guest as well as
stranger. This makes good sense exactly because guests are a kind of alien
matter maintained in a socially sanctioned frame. A guest is a stranger who is
inside. Hospitality is a social charter that allows for a stranger to be brought
into the house in a non-disruptive manner, just as a narrative frame may allow
foreign material to be embedded in the story with a minimum of conflict —
and such narrative frames are a dominant device in all these tales. Mainte-
nance of the frame in both the narratological and the social case preserves the
strangeness of the embedded material. The guest is still a stranger. Hospitality
does not permanently incorporate the guest into the household in the way that
marriage incorporates a stranger into the family. In fact Hdv. 35 makes a point
of the temporariness of the guest-host relationship, though from the point of
view of the guest, who does not feel himself quite at home annars fletiom a
(Neckel and Kuhn 1983:22). Later in the poem, Loddféfnir is exhorted to re-
frain from mocking or driving off gestr and gangandi (Hdv. 132 and 135,
Neckel and Kuhn 1983:38, 39). Though 135 at least may concern beggars more
than other sorts of guests, and though both stanzas imply that good hospitality
did not come naturally to all hosts, Hadv. 132 and 135 reflect a societal norm
that demanded that visiting strangers be afforded at least minimal respect. As
a result, the past as guest would have been a good metaphor for the idea of
tolerating the presence of the past without losing the ability to distinguish
oneself from it.

The place of the guest within the social frame of hospitality is significant
for another reason. It is part of what permits the existence of narratological
frames, not just in these stories but in the Old Norse cultural context in gen-
eral. That is, part of the custom of offering hospitality to strangers is asking
them for news. Their narration provides entertainment for the members of the
household and repays them for food, drink, and shelter. According to st. 4 of
Havamal, a traveller needs not only water and other basic necessities but, if
possible, an attentive audience for his speech:

Vatz er porf,  beim er til verdar kgmr,
perro oc pi6dladar,
g60s um edis,  ef sér geta meetti,
ordz oc endrpggu (Neckel and Kuhn 1983:17).
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Water is needful for one who comes to a meal,
a towel and a proper invitation in,

a good reception, if he can get it,

opportunity to speak and a hearing in return.

Havy. 2 indicates that the guest is expected to prove himself through perfor-
mance:

Gefendr heilir!  gestr er inn kominn,
hvar scal sitia sid?
miQc er bradr,  sd er 4 brondum scal
sins um freista frama (Neckel and Kuhn 1983:17).

Hail to the givers! A stranger has come in,
where shall he sit?

He is very eager, this one who will try his luck
from the floor.?

As Adele Cipolla notes, the visiting guest as a bearer of information is a
recurring motif elsewhere in the literature and particularly in the stereotyped
plot of the episodes Joseph Harris has termed /slendingapeettir (Harris 1972),
in which the Icelander who visits the King is portrayed as particularly clever,
often a poet and a transmitter of valuable intellectual goods (Cipolla 1996:52—
3). The social implications are just as significant as the literary ones: narration
involves the guest in a reciprocal social relationship, and the creation and
maintenance of such reciprocal relationships is a large part of what a func-
tioning and well-ordered society is.

The implications of hospitality and the status of the guest thus work to
create and fortify the distinction between the stuff of the past and the realm of
the present. The guest exists in a social frame that keeps him separate from the
household in which he is temporarily welcome. The speech of the guest,

3 Here I take brandr as meaning a length of wood and d brondum as ‘on the floor(boards)’, that
is, still standing waiting to be offered a seat, like Oinn (Gagnradr) speaking d gdlfi in Vaf-
priidnismdl 9—17. Alternately one might follow Finnur Jénsson’s interpretation of & brondum
as an expression borrowed from the language of maritime warfare, in which the most daring
men fought in the bow of the ship (Lex. Poet.:60). Indeed, Finnur J6nsson’s reading accounts
better for the sense of eagerness in the word brddr.
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especially when presented as a performance, also rests in a frame that adds to
its appropriateness in that place and time, while at the same time, the shift in
narrative level marks this discourse off as distinct from the surrounding text.
Separation is achieved at the same time that the intellectual goods of the past
are made available in the present, shielded, as it were, by layers of custom and
practice. The temporal disorder inherent in the presence of the past does not
disappear, but the metaphor of the guest permits all these narrative and social
ordering devices.

3.2 Gestr and Odinn

But the ramifications of the metaphor of the guest do not end there. A gestr is
not always simply a guest, and some of the other associations of the word
threaten or toy with all the boundaries and distinctions discussed above. Gestr
is a stranger, is a near-Odinsheiti, a more general dulnefni (used by Grettir
(Hume 1974:479) and others (Lind 1905-1915:330-331)), and a legitimate
personal name. It is not my aim to explore all of these fully here, but a few
words must be said about Odinn.

Obin’s strongest connection to the word gestr is through his role as a
wanderer and what von See calls ‘die Gast-Situationen Odins’ (von See 1981),
seen for example in both Heidreks saga and Grimnismdl. The opening stanzas
of Hdavamdl, the so-called Gestapdttr, also demonstrate special Odinic concern
with hospitality and the role of the gestr, as seen already above. If we take the
implied speaker of those lines to be Odinn himself, as the title of the poem
suggests, then the association is that much more robust. Odinn does appear
under the dulnefni Gestumblindi in Heidreks saga 9, and that name is also
listed among his #eiti in the Pulur (Skj. B 1:673; A 1:682 gastvmblindi). Chris-
topher Tolkien is doubtless right that Gestumblindi derives from a compres-
sion of Gestr inn blindi, as the name is in fact written in the U-version of the
text (Tolkien 1960:32 n.1).* Strictly speaking, Gestr by itself (that, is, un-
qualified by a modifier like inn blindi) does not turn up as an Odinsheiti in
surviving texts outside of the corpus of episodes in Flateyjarbok under dis-
cussion here. However, the common noun would seem to provide the as-
sociative link between the name and Odinn. It also resonates conceptually
with better-attested Odinsheiti such as Gagnrdor (Vm.), Gangrdor (cf. Konrdd

4 Axel Kock preferred to reconstruct Gestr unblindi (Kock 1891:180), which I find uncon-
vincing, but the distinction is not important for the present argument.
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Gislason 1870:135-137), Gangleri (Pulur, Grm. 46), and Vegtamr (Bdr.), such
that we may conclude that the appearance in narrative of a stranger using the
name Gestr would have struck the medieval audience in much the same way.
This is hardly likely to have been an anxiety-limiting association.’

Still, as much as the name Gestr would have brought Obinn to mind, it is
worth noting that the frame of hospitality might even mitigate some of the
danger posed by this treacherous figure. Odinn after all shows special interest
in hospitality, perhaps even especially royal hospitality. He habitually appears
in the role of the guest himself. And if we may judge by Grimnismdl and its
surrounding prose in Konungsbok Eddukvada, should one be so unfortunate
as to have OBinn as one’s guest, the best shot at surviving the experience
would seem to lie in showing him good hospitality. The social frame of hospi-
tality may allow one to be on the good side of a distressing figure who does
not otherwise seem to have a good side.

4. LEGAL SOURCES ON GESTIR

4.1 Inheritance: gesterfo

With the social and mythological background of the hospitality contract thus
in mind, we may now turn to the legal sources that are the true focus of this
essay. Hospitality has legal ramifications. Inheritance law as recorded in Gula-
pingslog shows that gestir, that is, people on a visit, should their mortality
come into play, also have a role in the system of inheritance. The curious word
gesterfd appears in Gulapingslog 113:

Ef madr gistir mann ok verdr par daudr, p4 skal hann halda fé hans vetr
ij. ef eigi kemr erfingi til, p4 hafi ef eigi er meira en .iii. merkr. En ef
meira er, pa a hann halft en konungr halft (NgL I:51).

5 The etymologically inclined will wonder if the related Latin hostis, ‘stranger, enemy,” exerted
influence on the semantics of gestr through the medium of translation of Latin texts, but I
find no evidence in the 58 citation slips for gestr kindly provided to me by the Dictionary of
Old Norse Prose in Copenhagen (AMKO) for this having been the case. Neither does gestr
seem to have absorbed the rather different ambiguity of Latin kospes, ‘guest, host,” though it
at least occasionally was used to gloss that word. For example, Jesus’s ‘Hospes fui, et sus-
cepistis me’ (Mt. 25.35) in the Vitee Patrum is rendered as ‘Gestr var ek, ok téku pér vid mér’
(Heilagra manna spgur 11 1877:403): ‘I was a stranger, and you took me in.” For a short over-
view of the historical relations among gestr-hospes-hostis see (Beck 1997:462-3).
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If a man stays with another man and dies there, then he (the house-
holder) shall keep his property for three winters. If no heir appears, he
is to have it if it is not more than three marks. But if it is more, then he
owns half and the king half.

This is an interesting piece of law viewed against Nornagests pdttr, in which
of course Nornagestr stays with the King and dies while enjoying royal
hospitality. He does not seem to have any heir. The only kin of his mentioned
in the padttr is his father, who has predeceased him. As for property, we know
that he carries with him a fragment of what had been the gold saddle ring of
Sigurdr Fafnisbani, a lock of hair from Grani’s tail, and one of the two molars
struck from Starkad’s jaw by Sigurdr when they met on the battlefield. The
King and the hosting householder are in this case the same person. The word
gesterfd does not appear in the pdrtr, and inheritance and the disposition of
Nornagest’s worldly goods are never mentioned. But if we take Gulapingslog
113 as representative of how the audience of Nornagests pdttr might have
understood, in most general terms, the inheritance relationship between guest
and host, then they would have drawn the conclusion that these material frag-
ments of the heathen past, Sigurd’s saddle ring included, would have passed to
King Oléfr Tryggvason by common custom. The notion of this particular king
coming into possession of such artifacts crystallizes the idea of access to the
heroic past in a concise image, an especially satisfying one if the means of
acquisition were thus sanctioned by law or custom.

Ol4f’s potential inheritance deserves a closer look. The piece of gold Norna-
gestr carries is finer than Hnitudr, the ring Ulfr inn raudi brings back from his
travels, as the bet at the beginning of Nornagests pdttr establishes. Hnitudr has
a not unworthy provenance, either.

Pann hring hafdi gefit Ulfi einn béndi er Lodmundr hét. En penna
hring haf6i 4tt Halfr konungr er Halfsrekkar eru frd komnir ok vid-
kenndir er peir hofou kigat fé af Hélfdani konungi { Ylfing (Fib. I:
347).

That ring had been given to Ulfr by a certain farmer who was named
LoO®mundr, and King Hélfr, whom the Halfsrekkar are descended from
and named after, had owned this ring when they exorted money from
King Haélfdan at Ylfingr.
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King Halfr used to own this ring, and the Hélfsrekkar had it in their pos-
session at the time that they did something heroic, though to whom, exactly, is
unclear.® The freeholder Lodmundr, who gave Hnitudr to Ijlfr, seems to be no
one special however, and we know nothing of how Hnitudr passed from King
Halfr to this bondi. That, at least, we can say of the genealogies of the two
treasures: that of Nornagest’s gull is clearer, with fewer steps. Sigurdr himself
has given it to Nornagestr. The saddle ring fragment is also purer gold, as the
King himself declares. More reliable claims attach to the fragment, claims
about purity of content and directness of historical trajectory. If we interpret it
as a fragment of the past, then it seems fair to see it as symbolic of pure,
direct, reliable access to or contact with that past, more specifically with Sig-
urdr Fafnisbani.

Sigurd’s associations are at least a partially known quantity. Sigurdr ap-
pears to be emblematic of the best of the heroic heathen past, the part that is
still worth making a claim on in the Christian era. His not infrequent appear-
ance in the ornament of stave churches may have to do with Norwegian royal
claims to Volsung lineage (Byock 1990). Sigurdr is portrayed as admirable, if
damned, and he contrasts with the cowardly regicide Starkadr in Porsteins
pattr skelks. In Nornagests pattr itself, in Nornagest’s account, Sigurdr was the
foremost of his brothers, even greater than Sinfj6tli and Helgi Hundingsbani,
and voru peir umfram alla menn um afl ok voxt. Furthermore, er monnum pat

6 Probably Cipolla is right that j Ylfing is an error for simply Ylfing, as the word appears in
AM 62 fol. That would make this not Hélfdan at Ylfing but rather Halfdan the Ylfingr (of the
Ylfingar, corresponding to OE Wulfingas) perhaps even the Hélfdan Ylfingr mentioned in
Sogubrot as the slayer of Ella (Cipolla 1996:176 n. 54). If we are meant to understand Half-
dan as Danish, then Hnitudr might be a token of Norwegian superiority over the Danes by
virtue of its connection with Hélfr at the moment when he triumphed over Halfdan. Halfr
certainly embodies Norwegian superiority over the Danes in the fornéld in Toka pattr, as
Harris and Hill and later Cipolla have noted (Harris and Hill 1989); (Cipolla 1996:176 n. 53).
Then again, the Yflingar are at least sometimes synonomous with the Volsungar, as in the
prose introduction of Helgakvida Hundingsbana II, where we learn that ‘Sigmundr konungr
ok hans @ttmenn hétu Volsungar ok Ylfingar’ (Neckel and Kuhn 1983: 146). Perhaps the
superiority of Sigurd’s saddle ring to H4lf’s arm ring is part of a re-ordering of Norway’s
heros. If Hnitudr is connected to Hélfr having been superior enough to a Volsungr to extort
payment from him, then the superiority of Sigurd’s ring to H4lf’s puts a Volsungr back on the
top, comparatively speaking. When the King asks Nornagestr where he found it best to stay,
Sigurdr and the Gjikungar make the list (mest gledi potti mér med Sigurdi ok Gjikungum),
whereas Halfr and the Hélfsrekkar do not. It is difficult to know just what to read into the role
of Sigurdr, Hélfr, and the more mysterious Hélfdan in the stories attached to the two gold
items without forcing the Flateyjarbok text beyond the limits of compelling interpretation.
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ok kunnigt at Siguror hefir verit gofgastr allra herkonunga ok bezt at sér {
fornum sio. On a more personal note, Nornagestr says that Sigurdr was greatly
loved by all because he was badi blior ok litilldtr ok mildr af fé (Flb. 1:349).
He seems in all ways exemplary but for the matter of being a man of the
heathen age. Sigurd’s milder virtues get more attention in Nornagests pdttr
than in Volsunga saga or Konungsbok Eddukvseda. Bergur Porgeirsson has
shown that the treatment of Reginsmdl and surrounding prose in Nornagests
pattr, contrasted with that in Konungsbok, shifts reponsibility for some of the
more excessive parts of the heroic idiom (the cutting of the ‘blood eagle,’
greed for gold) from Sigurdr to Reginn, leaving Sigurdr an even more exem-
plary hero from the standpoint of the pious reader, even a temperate one in the
sense of temperantia (Bergur Porgeirsson 2000:80, 82-3). He even detects a
resemblance between the lord-retainer relationship between Sigurdr and
Nornagestr and the relationship between Christ and his apostles (Bergur
Porgeirsson 1997:77). But even barring the last, in Sigurdr we find a super-
lative hero, one rendered even more admirable in this specific context.

The other items also provide connections to Sigurdr. The lock of hair from
Grani’s tail is a pars pro toto representation of Grani, gift of Odinn to the
youthful hero. Grani is an impressive enough part of the heroic past on his
own to be worth establishing a connection with. Grani’s sire was Sleipnir him-
self, and Grani was a noble-hearted beast to judge by his having braved Bryn-
hild’s wall of flame, but these details are all still part of his role in Sigurd’s
life. The tooth, even, though it is a part of Starkad’s body, is emblematic of Sig-
urd’s strength and heroism, especially as compared to Starkardr. Since it was
Sigurdr who struck it from the other’s jaw, a blow that caused Starkadr to flee
the field in a cowardly manner, the tooth itself is like an embodied mann-
Jafnaor in which Sigurdr is the clear superior. In other words, the physical
goods Nornagestr carries with him provide a symbolic link to Sigurdr Féfnis-
bani, and Sigurdr seems to stand for the best and most admirable of the forn-
old.

Gesterfo or a law or custom like it could provide the social frame for the
transfer of these goods. Just as hospitality permits the guest a temporary place
in the home of the host but does not integrate him into the family structure as
an inlaw, gesterfo suggests that the inheritance relationship between guest and
host is similarly asymmetrical. The host may inherit from his guest, but the
reverse does not seem to be reflected in the laws. The guest, along with being
a bearer of news and provider of entertainment, is potentially a channel
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through which heritable goods might flow, but only in one direction. In
Nornagests pdttr, those heritable goods are transparently symbolic of the same
heroic past as is contained in his narratives, where their passage from guest to
host is smoothed by the social framing devices discussed earlier. Gesterfo
thymes well with these other strategies for thinking about the past in the
present.

Gesterfo would apply obviously only to mortal guests and, as argued thus
far, to tangible goods. Toki, like Nornagestr, is mortal, but he carries no com-
parable material treasures. He does carry intangibles like those Nornagestr
bears, that is, narrative and freedi. I would suggest here that the notion of gesz-
erfo might have applied to the narrative situation in which Toki finds himself,
not at all as a law, but in a broader conceptual way influencing how the
audience of Téka pattr understood the text. That is, familiarity with a law or
custom like gesterfo may have predisposed this audience to expect that should
a guest die, the goods he carried with him would pass to his host—including
intangible goods. Several things point to inheritance having been a natural
way for medieval Icelanders to conceive of the continuity and passage of such
intangibles as knowledge and narratives. We need not even reach for anach-
ronistic ideas of ‘cultural heritage.” Plenty of intangibles are heritable in saga,
among them hamingja and geefa as well as skill at poetry or at matters spiritual
(Clunies Ross 1998:93-6). Even God’s mercy is referred to as eilif erfo
(eternal inheritance) elsewhere in Flateyjarbok, in Pdttr Pioranda ok Porhalls,
(Flb. 1:421; IF XV:cxc). In a society so concerned with genealogy and its
expression in literature (Clunies Ross 1998:95), it makes sense that inheri-
tance would be a useful way of thinking about the persistence of narrative
goods and freedi through time.

If we are willing to permit the extension of metaphorical gesterfo to the
intangibles of freedi, then both Nornagestr and Téki as mortal guests become
one-way channels for the movement of narrative goods not just as performers
but as participants in the system of inheritance. Along with the social em-
bedding discussed above, these implications of and associations with the term
gestr make for excellent tools for thinking about the past in the present, once
the past has been conceived of as a gestr.
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4.2 King’s men: konungs gestir

But there are still more sides to the concept of the gestr, and some of them call
into question just the things that had made hospitality and its consequences so
practical as frames for the dangerous stuff of the past or charters for its pres-
ervation in the present. Gestir are mentioned in the pulur among the mannaheiti,
grouped specifically with king’s men:

EN erv eptir

aldar heiti

hird ok gestir

ok hvrskarlar (Skj. AI: 661).7

Gestir were members of a specific rank in the king’s 4ird. The duties of the
konungs gestir are described both in Hirdskrd and in Konungs skuggsjd; they
play the role of the secret police or domestic security force. Cipolla charac-
terizes the gestir as a sort of ‘untouchable’ class of hirdmenn, whose ‘dis-
honorable duties’ account for their relegation to the outer benches in hall
(Cipolla 1996:15-16). Untouchable is perhaps a little strong for these men,
but they do have a curious status, handgengnir but not bordfastir, and as will
be shown, they have a complicated relationship with hospitality both at court
and in private homes. As for their physical place at court, their seating is not
mentioned in the laws as far as I can tell. It seems to have been read out from
Nornagests pattr, in which the protagonist is skipat titar frd gestum on the
gestabekkr. It may well be correct, given that they receive less pay, half that of
hirdmenn: ‘pessir menn ... taka hélfan hirdmanna méla’ (K S: 41). Still, a little
caution on this point seems prudent, given that the word gestabekkr appears,
according to Fritzner and the AMKO, only in Nornagests pdttr.

Cipolla places the konungs gestir and, by association, Nornagestr in the
context of what we might presume to have been the prehistory of the rank.
Cipolla wishes to see in Nornagests pattr an echo of prehistoric Germanic so-
ciety, in which travellers possessed of great traditional knowledge wandered
the European continent from chief to chief, orally transmitting the great poetic
patrimony of the Germanic peoples (Cipolla 1996:54-55). That background,
resting as much behind sense of gestr as ‘stranger’ as behind gestr as hiiskarl,

7 Finnur J6nsson normalized this as follows: Enn eru eptir / aldar heiti. / Hird ok gestir / ok
hiskarlar (Skj. B 1:662).
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probably does lie behind Nornagests pattr at whatever distance, but that very
long historical view is unlikely to have been shared by the medieval con-
sumers of this text and its analogues.?

In order to get a better idea of what those consumers might have connected
with these gestir, a closer look at the laws is in order, particularly at what is
said about their being called gestir:

Hirdskrd 38 (43)

Flestum monnum er pat kunnigt 1 konungs hird at gestir eru nestir
hirdmoénnum at seemdum ok at nafnbétum ok 6llu réttar fari. ... Pvi
heita [peir] gestir at peir hafa par morgum st6dum gisting sem peim
verdr engi pokk fyrir kunnat (Imsen 2000:154, 156).

It is known to most people that in the king’s Aird the gestir are next to
the hirdmenn in honor and title and in all rights. ... They are named
gestir because they take hospitality many places where they are shown
no gratitude.

A comparable sentiment is to be found in Konungs skuggsja:

... ok heita beir gestir ok fa peir pat nafn af fjolskyldri syslu, pvi at peir
gista margra manna *hibyli [ms. hilyli] ok pé eigi allra med vinattu
(KS:41).

and they are called gestir and they get that name from their varied
duties, for they stay at many men’s homes, and yet not with the friend-
ship of all.

Most remarkable about these passages is the seeming irony implicit in the
very name of these huiskarlar. They are called guests, but apparently they are
so called for being less than exemplary in that role, or at least for the break-
down of that role around them. Hirdskrd goes on to give some hint of what in
the duties of the konungs gestir results in their peculiar reception:

8 Compare Beck’s suggestion that the gestr complex in these tales, Hervarar saga, and Vaf-

priidnismdl reflects the social reality of the professional warrior as wanderer. Like Cipolla, he
seems also to be thinking about a very ancient background, citing hlewagastiR from the
Gallehus horn inscription for evidence on the connection between warmaking and gestir
(Beck 1997:466).



104 GRIPLA
Hirdskrd 39 (44): Hver skylda ok gaumgeefi heefir gestum.

... peir eru skyldir sem allir handgengnir menn konungs at fara allar
per ferdir sem konungr bydr peim eftir pvi sem framast megu peir,
hvért sem hann visar peim til kunnra manna eda ékunnra. En b6 berr
konungi vel fyrir at sj4 at eigi visi hann peim til 6keemiligra (h)luta ok
eigi til pess sem gudi sé 6pekkt 1, eigi ok til pess sem ofmikit ofrefli er
i. Peir eigu ok sjélfir vandliga at at hyggja til hverja (h)luta peir eru
sendir. Peir eigu ok iduliga at minnaz 4 eid sinn ok tri ok minna 4 adra
pa sem peir sja at misgera; varaz vid ran ok stuld ok allra helzt um
kvenna frid ok peira fé; (h)laupa eigi bradlega til manndrépa hvervetna
par sem peir vitu eigi gorla hvat peir gera eda hverjum peir gera (Imsen
2000:156).

40 (44) En par sem gestir verda gorvir til at taka menn af, pa sé fyrir
vandlega at [ei] verdi saklausir menn fyrir vApnum. Ok par sem peir
eigu bess kost pa skulu peir handtaka menn ok bera eigi pegar vdpn &
b4, heldr néi peir fyrr einum presti ... En ef peir gera 6druvis pa svari
peir fyrir gudi, ok eigi berr hofdingja at l14ta pat vera *hirtingalaust
[ms. hirtingialaust] ef svd préfaz ... (Imsen 2000:158).

What duties and concerns befit gestir.

... they are bound, like all the sworn men of the King, to go on all the
journeys the King bids them to, in keeping with their abilities, whether
he directs them to known persons or unknown ones. However, it be-
seems the King to ensure that he does not direct them to inappropriate
tasks, nor such that it would displease God, nor such that he were
abusing his power. They themselves should also carefully consider
each task in which they are sent. They should also remember their oath
and faith with care, and admonish others who they see are doing
wrong; [they should] guard themselves from raiding and theft and
above all from troubling the peace of women; not rush to slaying
where they do not have proper understanding of what they are doing or
to whom.

... And where gestir are set to do away with people, care must be taken
to ensure that innocents do not have weapons brought against them.
Andwhere they have it in their power to choose, they should arrest
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people and not bring weapons against them, rather let them get first to
a priest ... But if they do otherwise, let them answer for it before God,
and it does not become a lord to let it go without punishment if that
turns out to be the case.

One gets the impression, particularly from the latter half of the description,
that these gestir were dangerous men, not the sort whose sudden appearance
on the threshold of the family home would be apt to inspire celebration. Their
role was to ‘cleanse the realm,’ as it is put in Konungs skuggsja (ch. 27):

... peir eru skyldir at halda njésnir um allt riki konungs ok verda varir
ef hann 4 nokkura 6vini { riki sinu. En ef 6vinir verda fundnir pa skulu
gestir fyrir koma peim ef peir megu pvi 4 1eid koma. ... ok hvar sem
konungr verdr varr vid 6vini sina pa er pat skyldarsysla gesta at liggja
4 6vinum konungs ok hreinsa sv4 riki hans (K S:41).

... they are bound to carry out investigations/spying throughout the
king’s realm and to be aware if he has any enemies in his kingdom.
And if enemies should be found, the gestir are to bring about their
deaths if they are able. ... and wherever the King becomes aware of his
enemies, it is the bound duty of the gestir to do away with the King’s
enemies and thus to cleanse his realm.

Their work lies in distinguishing the enemies of the King from his friends, and
then doing away with the enemies. It is an admirably structuralist sort of job.
But the unavoidable impression given by Hirdskrd 44 is that the gestir were or
were perceived to be both dangerous of themselves and apt to carry out their
duties with varying degrees of precision. This would be a distressing tendency
in any police force.

That these sworn men of the King are called guests is ironic, and the irony
resides in that the social frame of hospitality breaks down around them. They
may, with the King’s blessing, kill those to whom they pay a visit, as great a
breach of the role of the guest as might be imagined. Their prospective hosts,
furthermore, might not be in a welcoming way. In fact, it is exactly their duties
as konungs gestir that make them troublesome as gestir in the more usual
sense.

The dubiousness of the konungs gestir as guests, as participants in the con-
tract of hospitality, is not limited to their activities on duty and away from
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court. Konungs skuggsja 27 explains that they are handgengnir menn but not
bordfastir. This has implications for the operation of hospitality:

... ok eigi skulu peir { pvi hisi yfir bord stiga’® til matar eda drykkjar er
konungr sitr eda hird nema um j6l ok paskir, pa skulu beir eta ok
drekka { konungs holl med hird hans en eigi pess 4 millum (K S:41).

... and they shall not partake of food or drink at table in the same
building where the King sits or his Aird but for during Christmas and
Easter, then they shall eat and drink in the King’s hall with his Airod, but
not between.

These guests of the King are only welcome as guests, as visitors partaking of
food and hospitality, twice a year. Royal lack of confidence in these men as
participants in the contract of hospitality is institutionalized as part of their
official job description as set out in Konungs skuggsja. If the konungs gestir
and their role are part of the broader field of associations consumers of Flat-
eyjarbok had with the word gestr, then imagining the past as a gestr in the
present is much more problematic than it has seemed thus far.

The trouble with the past in the present, as mentioned at the very begin-
ning of this essay, is temporal disorder, the conceptual threat of matter out of
place. Many of the implications of the term gestr work to domesticate the
matter of the past portrayed as guest by making it part of systems of social and
narrative order. The trouble presented by the konungs gestir in this context is
twofold. First, they are meant to distinguish between friends and enemies
within the kingdom, between people in the right place and those in the wrong
place, and then, in strikingly Douglassian terms, to cleanse the realm by doing
away with the matter out of place. Yet, Hirdskrd 44 suggests that they were
not exemplary in the first part of this work of imposing order. Second, they
seem often to be out of place themselves, welcome neither by the King nor
abroad in the land, and marginal among the hiiskarlar under the best of
circumstances. Under less exemplary conditions, for instance, if they failed to

9 Itake stiga yfir bord to mean much the same thing as setjast yfir bord, which Fritzner glosses
as to set oneself at table, much as sitja yfir bord is to sit at table. Fritzner himself lists stiga
yfir bord in this context with several other phrases (stiga fram yfir bordid, hlaupa yfir bordio)
drawn from contexts in which the actor is more clearly vaulting the table or crossing before
the high table to address the King (Fritzner III 1896:169-70). I see no easy way of reading
this phrase that way, however.



THE PAST AS GUEST 107

resist the temptations of raiding, thieving, and bothering women, they may
have begun to resemble the very évinir whom they were meant to find and
root out. The past in the present imagined as this manner of gestr is likely to
seem all the more like a dangerous item out of place.

It is worth having a look at the wider literature to see if the image of the
konungs gestir we are met with in Konungs skuggsjd and Hirdskrd exists else-
where. A more in-depth study of the topic could certainly be made, but a quick
survey reveals a literary image of the gestir that does not seem to make up
much for their negative portrayal in the laws. Some of the mentions of the
gestir are neutral, included merely to increase the prestige of the king under
whom they serve. Such is the case in Saga Oldfs kyrra, in which we are told
that King Oléfr had sixty gestir in his retinue, whereas earlier kings had had
only thirty.!® In Sturlunga saga, Asbjérn Gudmundsson receives nine men
from P6ror Sighvatsson to serve him as gestir, which is likely the same sort of
detail to do with a chieftain’s status (Sturl. I1:15). But among fairly neutral ref-
erences to the gestir, gestamerki, gestaliidr, gestaskip in a number of konunga-
sogur (for references see (Fritzner 1886 1:589)) there are a few episodes that
present an image of the gestir not so dissimilar from that in the laws. In
Magniiss saga berfeetts 18, Icelanders tangle with a gestahdfdingi named Soni.
In Haralds saga gilla 7, King Magnus receives advice he does not like and that
the advisor himself concedes is ‘illt r48,” namely to send gestir on a mission of
assassination. In Njdla 4, none other than Gunnhildr konungsm6dir sends two
ships with her then-favorite Hritr. With them she sends ‘inn hraustasta mann,’
the gestahdfdingi, a man with the less than confidence-inspiring name of Ulfr
6pveginn. These examples on their own do not add up to much, but in Sverris
saga 103 we see the konungs gestir behaving badly in Bergen. The heading in
one manuscript is Frd dspektum i Bjorgvin, and indeed the gestir rumble
drunkenly with hiiskarlar, inspiring Sverrir to a speech on the evils of drink in
the next chapter. The gestir do not loom large in Old Norse literature, but the
small figure they cut does not contradict, at least, the dubious character pre-
sented in the legal texts.

There is yet another way in the laws suggest that these gestir threaten to
bring with them disorder, disruption, and boundary violation. Part of Hirdskrd
44 already cited above stresses that the King also bears responsibility for the
tasks he sends his secret police in:

10 The detail appears in both Morkinskinna (1932:290) and Heimskringla 1 (IF XXVI: 207)
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En b6 berr konungi vel fyrir at sji at eigi visi hann peim til 6kcemiligra
(h)luta ok eigi til pess sem gudi sé 6pekkt 1, eigi ok til pess sem ofmikit
ofrefli er 1. Peir eigu ok sjalfir vandliga at at hyggja til hverja hluta peir
eru sendir.

The risk of deploying the gestir in inappropriate tasks, of displeasing God, of
ofrefli, excess — the opposite of the virtue of hdfsemi, temperantia — and the
necessity of the gestir themselves acting as a check on their own use by the
King all give the impression that the gestir are a weapon one could easily be
tempted to misuse. The danger is temptation of the King over the line between
being a good Christian ruler and being an excessive tyrant. As we shall see
below, this chimes with some of the dangers implicit in O8in’s visit to Ol4fr
helgi.

5. GESTR IN THE FOUR TEXTS

What remains is to take up the semantics of gestr in the individual texts at
hand, where the primary associations vary from one to the next and make
sense of the workings of this word in the narrative group as a whole.

5.1 Nornagests pattr

The semantic slipperiness of the word is brought to the reader’s attention early
in the pdttr, as soon as the King engages the stranger in conversation. He says
his name is Gestr (hann sagdiz Gestr heita), to which the King replies that he
will be a guest there, whatever his name might be (gestr muntu hér vera,
hversu sem pu heitir). The reply extends hospitality while simultaneously
nodding to the possibility that a man who calls himself Gestr is quite possibly
not what he claims to be. The visitor protests that he has given his name truth-
fully, but accepts the offer of hospitality: satt segi ek til nafns mins herra, en
gjarna vilda ek at yor gisting piggja ef kostr veeri. This exchange activates the
senses of gestr that have to do with hospitality (gisting), with dulnefni and dis-
guised guests, even though this one maintains that he is not one such, and with
the personal name Gestr. The text takes him at his word, for he is referred to
throughout as Gestr.!! Mostly the word appears to be a personal name, rather

" The nickname Nornagestr has been given to him by Sigurdr and his fellows: i pessa fero var
med Sigurdi Hamundr brédir hans ok Reginn dvergr. Ek var ok par og kolludu peir mig pd
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than a common noun, that is, without the definite article. Frequently it is even
abbreviated to G. Abbreviation of common nouns to a single capital letter is
quite rare in medieval Icelandic manuscripts, but much more usual for per-
sonal names (Stefdn Karlsson, personal communication).

The associations of the name Gestr with Odinn do nothing to soothe the
attentive reader. Nornagestr is perhaps mildly Odinic in appearance by being
old and strongly built, though we are not told that he is one-eyed or any such
thing, but as noted above, his appearance on the royal threshold under the
name Gestr might have been enough to prompt an association with Odinic
appearances such as that in Hervarar saga, in which Odinn takes the name
Gestumblindi. Nornagest’s Danish roots might also have linked him to O3-
inn.!2 These details of name and origin all come out early in the pdttr and serve
to heighten narrative tension surrounding the true nature of this mysterious
Gestrigestr.

Shortly before the half-way mark, the Odinn-related tension is stepped up
a notch when Hnikarr appears in the embedded narrative, a cloaked figure
who addresses Sigurdr. He is revealed after the fact to have been Odinn: Ok
pa er lysti um morguninn var Hnikarr horfinn ok sdst eigi sidan. Hyggja menn
at pat hafi Odinn verit (FIb. 1:352). In the corresponding episode in Vélsunga
saga 17 (Grimstad 2000:135) and Reginsmdl in Konungsbok eddukvéeda
(Neckel and Kuhn 1983:173-5) it is left to the reader to draw the conclusion
that the mysterious, wisdom-spouting figure was in fact O8inn. In Nornagests
pttr, the revelation is explicit, and it reminds the reader once more that Odinn
is apt to appear under dulnefni, only to vanish again. Another narrative possi-
bility is activated, that of this Gestr vanishing mysteriously only to turn out to
have been Odinn.

The sense of gestr as a rank in the /ird also appears early in the pdrtr, long
before Hnikarr appears, when Nornagestr is seated with the konungs gestir.

Nornagest (FIb. 1:350). That name appears otherwise only in the titles, and not in the main
text.

2 Hollander pointed this out in 1916, at which time it was already an old observation. He
mentions in passing Icelandic ‘folklore and learned cosmogonies [that] maintained that the
cult of Odin was introduced from the South and still had its main seat there’(108). Hollander
added to the list of Nornagest’s Odinic connections his Danish heritage and his father’s name
and nickname. His father’s nickname Pingbitr (assembly-spoiler?) might strengthen the
Odinic association further if we are willing to follow Hollander’s conjecture that P6rdr is a
version of Prér and then make the leap to Obinn in Grimnismdl 49, where he calls himself
bPror pingum (Hollander 1916:106-8).
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Implicitly, this categorizes him with them, or beyond them (er honum skipat
litar fra gestum). It is also with these gestir that he wagers. Fritzner is unsure
that the gestasveit is comprised of the gestir of the laws, but rather ‘her
maaske de fremmede som opholdt sig i Huset’ (Fritzner I 1886:589). To my
eye, the gestasveit on the gestabekk and in their dealing with the King himself
look rather more like sirdmenn than visitors. The title of the section dealing
with wager also names them as such: Vedjun Gests vio hiromenn. Play on the
common noun continues throughout the piece. Nornagestr is sometimes re-
ferred to as gestr hinn 6kunni/nykomni, or pessi hinn komni gestr in the same
sentence with the other gestir, inviting comparison with the King’s men.

All this polysemy is activated in the first half of Nornagests pdttr, but the
tale develops in such a way that our concerns about Nornagestr are put to rest.
Nornagestr benefits from comparison to the konungs gestir. They are roundly
scolded by the King for being too quick to wager with an unknown char-
acter—we might compare the hotheadedness of the gestir as suggested in the
laws cited above. Nornagest’s gold proves to be better than Ulf’s ring Hnitudr,
which redounds to Nornagest’s honor as a truthful speaker rather than an idle
boaster and as the direct conduit to the admirable parts of the heroic past he
turns out to be. As for his name, Nornagestr turns out to be just who he says he
is. His identity is resolved, and his death makes any concern that he would
turn out to be O¥inn moot. Nornagestr dies as a gestr in the King’s care, so the
King ought to receive the gesterfo, both the material tokens and, if we are
willing to allow ourselves the metaphor, forn freedi. The positive associations
of gestr, the ones that make the confrontation with the past figured as a gestr
less fraught are stressed in Nornagests pdttr inasmuch as the narrative as a unit
is concerned. Gesterfd smooths some of the conceptual way to accepting the
goods Nornagestr brings with him. Nornagestr himself is an admirable gestr
despite and because of the proximity of the less savory associations of the
word. But those same associations, once raised, are then fresh in mind and
condition how the other narratives read.

5.2 Ogvaldsnes

At Ogvaldsnes, the visitor’s name is never mentioned explicitly; he is never
asked to introduce himself, and he never volunteers the information himself.
Gestr seems to appear as both name and common noun. That he is a guest
provides a frame for his performance. On the other hand, his involvement in
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the hospitality contract is problematic, as though he is involved in the ex-
change of food, it is he, the guest, who provides it to his host, and it is poi-
soned food at that. Accordingly, the emphasis falls on his defectiveness as a
participant in hospitality.

The sense of gestr as a stranger is clear when the King asks the cooks if
they had seen anyone unfamiliar (madr ... sd er peir bari eigi kennsl d), and in-
deed they had seen an aged fellow whom they had not recognized (madr
aldradr sd er vér kenndum eigi) (FIb. 1:376). When the King puts questions to
him, gestrinn fekk 6r ollu leyst — the guest or stranger answered all of them
well, and this is the common noun with definite article, and it is spelled out.
But sometimes the name appears. When he begins his narration, the text reads
G(estr) sagoi, which looks like a name, and when he comes to sit at the King’s
footboard and is called gestr hinn gamli (G hiN gamli) which also looks like a
personal name with a nickname. The section heading reads Frd vidtali kon-
ungs ok gests, which is ambiguous.

The instability here might simply be scribal carelessness, but it also seems
to be peculiar to the Flateyjarbok version of the text. The text as it stands in
AM 62 fol uses the common noun throughout (Olafur Halldérsson 1961: 86—
87; Olafur Halld6rsson 1993:38rb). It may be coincidence, or the version in
Flateyjarbok may be influenced by Nornagests pdttr, which ended only a couple
of leaves previously, with its extended play on the name and the several senses
of the word. But considered or unconsidered, the variation in the rendering of
the word/name gestr here, together with the stranger’s very Odinic appearance
— aged, well-spoken (ordspakr), one-eyed and weak-sighted, and wearing a
low hat — makes for uncertainty about the figure’s true identity, and that
uncertainty makes for narrative tension.

The mysterious stranger turns out to be O8inn, who in turn is really Satan,
ovin alls mannkyns sjalfr fjandinn, and thus here the name Gestr is the
dulnefni. The fact that the Devil in disguise would be afoot in this episode has
in fact already been given away in the section immediately prior, on which
more below, but that explanatory prose does not mention Odinn. Thus the
revelation of identity at the end of the episode is not completely empty. It is
rather the fulfillment of exactly the suspicions likely to have been aroused by
the word or name gestr. The stranger is revealed to be Odinn, and the tale is
revealed to be the sort of tale in which a mysterious figure turns out after the
fact to have been Odinn. This narrative possibility is one for which we had
been primed already in Nornagests pdttr, both by the play on gestr at the outset
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and by the Hnikarr episode, and that tension is not disarmed by the explana-
tory material about the wiles of the Fiend. The tale set at Ogvaldsnes falls out
in such as way that a thread left hanging in Nornagests pdttr is taken up anew
and woven into a different sort of text. On the plane of narrative expection,
this is a resolution. But on the level of plot, this very resolution leaves us with
the unsettling knowledge that Odinn/Satan is out there still.

As far as the other gestir are concerned, the konungs gestir, the time of
year is quite explicitly Easter, such that they should be in attendence, if the
laws are to be believed. They are not mentioned explicitly. However, the
episode at Ogvaldsnes is only scant pages past the end of Nornagests pdttr (the
gap is between 47v and 49r), so they may still be in mind. Furthermore, the
Fiend is really a former hirdmadur of God, and we are reminded of this fact in
the short theological tag already mentioned, at the end of ch. 304:

Oléfr konungr var 4 Ogvaldsnesi.

En sva sem margheyrt <er> ok sannproéfat at sidan er allsvaldandi gud
haf6i sér skipat til pjénustu héleita hir himneskra krapta své steypti
ofund ok ofmetnadr peim englinum er einna var dgatastr skipadr 6r
hastu scemd ok szlu er honum var gefin af gudi ok sva 6llum peim er
honum voru samhuga 1 ofbeldi mét skaparanum, ok svd sem hann var
40r fegri ok fridari 6llum englum { hinni haestu dyrd svd vard hann pa
ok @ sidan ljétari ok leidinlegri 6llum djoflum 1 hinu nedsta helviti sva
illskufullr ok 6fundar med sinum 4rum ok orendrekum at hann kost-
geefir allra mest fyrir at koma hverju gédu radi ok byrlar optliga eitr
sinna sleegda mannkyninu med ymislegri 4synd edr yfirbragdi, pvi at ef
hann sér nokkut sinn eydaz flokk sinna pjénustumanna en fjolgaz saudi
gudligrar hjardar af fort6lum ok fagrligri deggjan 6rendreka Jesd Krists
pa leitar hann vi0 4 alla vega at teela med nokkurum svikum pa er hann
pykiz skomm edr skada af hafa hlotit ok @tlar sidan aptr at leida {
myrkr 6toluligrar villu pat sama f6lk er hann pykiz 48r hafa tynt ok
tapat, sem synaz ma { pvi sem eftir ferr (Fib. 1:375).

King Oléfr was at Ogvaldsnes

But as (is) often heard and truly proven, that after All-Powerful God
had appointed to his service a hird of heavenly powers, then jealousy
and pride cast down that angel who was best placed of all from the
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highest honor and joy given to him by God along with all those who
were of like mind in violence against the Creator. And thus, as he was
before more beautiful and handsome than all angels in the highest
virtue, so he because ever after uglier and more hideous than all devils
in the deepest hell, so full of wickedness and jealousy with his devils
and his messengers that he tried most of all things to destroy every
good plan and often pours out the poison of his trickery for mankind
with various appearance or seeming, because if he ever sees the flock
of people in his service decrease but the sheep of the divine herd
increase due to the speeches and fair exhortations of the messengers of
Jesus Christ, then he seeks by all means to entrap with some trickery
those by whose hand he thinks he has suffered shame or harm of and
intends thereafter to lead into the darkness of unreckonable error those
same persons whom he thought to have lost and lost before, as may be
seen in what follows.

I wonder if it would impose too much on the text here to see a troublesome
divine hird member in some little way parallel to those troublesome gestir of
the laws. It’s admittedly difficult to imagine the half-pay hiiskarlar as those set
highest in the King’s honor, and their liminal position in the 4ird and cavalier
carrying out of their duties are hardly comparable to the revolt in Heaven.
However, the favored angel who falls so far does so because he crosses the
crucial line between high-set servant and enemy of the sovereign, and that is
the line the gestir seem to be flirting with in Hirdskd 44. It is after all explicitly
God’s least-well behaved hirdmadr who visits the King here, and he does so
under the name Gestr.

The primary associations with the word as it attaches to the embodiment
of the past at Ogvaldsnes are considerably more negative than in Nornagests
pattr. The dulnefni plays a significant role, the strangeness and unknown
quality of the stranger is stressed, and even some of the hospitality-related as-
pects of gestr are problematic. Gesterfd does not apply, and the oblique con-
nection to the kird, if we may read so far here, would only increase the sense
of anxiety and spiritual danger attaching to this episode.

5.3 Odinn kom til Oldfs

Here the visitor calls himself Gestr (nefndisk Gestr), and this also is a dul-
nefni, as this is Odinn again, or rather, an unclean spirit that has taken his
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form. He is called madr 6kunnr, which emphasizes his strangeness and stranger-
hood. Interestingly enough, he is never called gestrinn. Once he is referred to
as komumadrinn, which connects him rather more loosely, if at all, to the
customs of hospitality than gestr would have, if we may judge by the hos-
pitality-related vocabulary related to the word gestr (gestrisni, gestgjafi). As a
result, he is less well-connected to the ordering and anxiety-limiting aspects of
the hospitality contract.

He appears to rub up against the konungs gestir, however. He is seated tar
frad gestum, the same phrase as in Nornagests pdttr, so though the time of year
is not mentioned, I expect these are meant to be the gestasveit. Unlike
Nornagestr, this Gestr does not benefit from comparison with them. He is so
difficult (6pydr, stikkinn, uppivoziumikill) that the King instructs his men to
have few words with him (bad menn vera faskiptna vio komumanninn). This
is not a promising characterization under the best of circumstances, but if it is
the gestasveit seated nearest him, the body of men whose duty it is to root out
the enemies of the King, and the King does not want even his secret police to
have dealings with this stranger, then he must be very difficult indeed.

This Gestr is the one who asks the King to tell him which ancient ruler he
would choose to be if he could. When the King expresses his admiration of
Hrolfr kraki’s more noble virtues (atfero ok hofoingskap), but makes clear that
he would want to retain his faith, Gestr tempts him with a promise of power:
would the King not rather be like that king who always had victory? An
attempt to tempt the King over the narrative boundary, as discussed above,
this tactic also recalls the temptation to excess embodied in the gestir in
Hirdskrd 44. Eternal victory sounds like it would count as ofrefli, and in this
case it is certainly one in which God would be épekkt—displeased.

In this penultimate episode, the dominant senses of Gestr are as a dulnefni
for undesireables, and the common noun meaning stranger, moreso than guest,
hospitality as a frame is scarcely in play, gesterfo not at all, and any as-
sociations with the gestir in the service of the King are also not positive.

5.4 Toka pattr Tékasonar

At the end of this series of texts in which the primary semantic associations
with gestr have become increasingly negative we come to Toka pdttr. 1t is
clearly the same kind of tale as the others in the group, but gestr appears no-
where in the text, neither as name nor common noun.The visitor is dkunnr,
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unfamiliar, but he identifies himself by name and his father’s name: Téki son
of T6ki inn gamli. T6ki is not an Odinsheiti or a traditional dulnefni.'® One of
the heroes at Bravellir is named Téki, and perhaps that would have given the
name in this context a more ancient, heroic cast, which would not be
inappropriate given the subject of the pdrr. But Toki as a personal name does
not have the associations that the name Gestr does. It seems fairly harmless.
This Toki’s resemblance to the Gestir of the other tales has nothing to do with
his name.

The gestasveit is nowhere hinted at, and the time of year is not given,
which further distances those troublesome hiiskarlar from the tale at hand.
Téki is of course a guest, the most mundane and comforting sense of the word
gestr. He accepts hospitality and provides diversion for his host, fitting into a
system that makes him and his stories welcome in their context, and unlike his
immediate forerunner, the éhreinn andi, Toki fits smoothly into this role. On
the inter/intratextual plane, then, the tale rounds off and resolves the series on
an acceptable and safe note after the low mark of hospitality failure and high
danger level in Odinn kom til Oldfs. Even better, from the standpoint of res-
olution and safe relations between past and present, Toki dies. As for gesterfo,
its implicit workings do not seem to depend on the presence of the word gestr.
We may judge by Gragds (Konungsbok), arfapdttr ch. 120, 121, and um aust-
manna arf ch. 249:

Ch.120. Ef s4 madr andask er engi 4 freenda hér 4 landi. ... En ef hann
kgmr { vistina, ok andask hann bar, pa 4 félagi hans pat fé at taka ... En
ef eigi er félagi p4 4 at taka bdandinn (Grégés [a:228-229).

If a man dies who has no kinsman here in the country. ... But if he comes
into his lodging and dies there, then his partner has the right to take the
property ... But if there is no partner, then the householder has the right
to take it (Dennis, Foote and Perkins 2000:10).

3 Lind cites one incidence of a nickname #6ki, but that may not be the same name (Lind 1920—
21:384). The meaning of Tdki is unclear. Cipolla translates as ‘fool,” ‘lo “stulto,” il
“gonzo™’ (Cipolla 1996:70), based on de Vries’s etymology from a verb meaning to play or
entertain (de Vries 1962:594). Nudansk ordbog explains it differently, as a short form of
names like Pérkell and Pérgrimr (Becker-Christiansen et al. 1986:976). Asgeir Blondal
Magniisson agrees with this latter derivation and dismisses de Vries’s theory (Asgeir Blondal
Magniisson 1989:1051). Whatever its meaning, the name T6ki seems to have been common
in Denmark and Danish in origin (Lind 1905-1915:37).
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121. Um gongumanns erfd. Ef gongumadr verdr daudr inni at manns
b4 4 s4 madr bat fé at taka er inn hefir hann, b&®i pat fé er hann hefir 4
sér, ok svd pat er hann spyrr til at hann hafi att (Gragds Ia:229-230).

On inheritance from a vagrant. If a vagrant dies in someone’s house,
then the man who is housing him has the right to take his property,
both what he has with him and what he learns he had [elsewhere]
(Dennis, Foote and Perkins 2000:11-12).

Ch. 249. Um austmanna arf hér 4 landi. Ef austmadr deyr ut hér, sé er
hér 4 engi freenda. ... Ef austmadr andask { vist, p4 4 bdandi sa er hon-
um veitti vist ef eigi er félagi til. (Grdgds Ib:197)

On inheritance left here in Iceland by a man from overseas. If a man
from overseas who has no kinsman dies here in Iceland .... If a man
from overseas dies in a lodging, then the householder who gave him
lodging has the right to take what he leaves, as long as no partner
exists (Dennis, Foote and Perkins 2000:213-14).

These paragraphs nowhere mention gesterfo or gestir, but the essential idea is
identical to that in the gesterfo paragraph in Gulapingslég. Individuals away
from home, engaged with the system of hospitality, are also entangled in the
system of inheritance. They are, whatever they may be called, potential
mediums for the transfer of goods. Thus we have one more positive associa-
tion with Téki, who dies within the system of hospitality in such a way that he
might be such a medium, but without the label of gestr.

6. CONCLUSIONS

The past as guest is a complicated metaphor, it would seem, and the im-
portance of understanding it is perhaps not limited to the interpretation of these
specific narratives. Interpolations have been regarded rather like guests in later
manuscripts and texts. The metaphor of interpolation as guest has not to my
knowledge been made explicit, but designating an episode or detail as an
interpolation confers many of the same conceptual benefits described above,
benefits of separation and systematization, without the lexically-driven,
problematic associations with dubious members of the medieval kird. The
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identification of interpolations is a scholarly method for imposing discipline
upon texts and manuscripts that appear to suffer from temporal disorder. An
element that does not seem to fit in, one the content of which seems to be
older or younger than the surrounding material, can be categorized as an
interpolation, a visitor, as it were, from another text or another period. In the
preparation of the scholarly editions so crucial to most scholar’s access to the
textual matter of the past, many an interpolation has been removed from its
supposedly ill-gotten seat of relative honor in the bosom of the main text and
been shown to the outermost benches of the edition, in the afterword or the
appendix. Such editorial practices have been part of the history of the nar-
ratives under discussion here becoming difficult to find and, as a result, less
frequently subject to scholarly inquiry.

But having inquired into the metaphor of the past as guest for interpre-
tation of those narratives, this essay returns to that matter here. This group of
narratives concerns itself with the past in the present, a particularly urgent
conceptual problem in the sagas of Olfr in Flateyjarbék, where the past is
ever irrupting and coming into dialogue, figuratively and pre-figuratively
speaking, with the present. These works are a nexus of several typologies,
both learned and popular. Olfr Tryggvason is a forerunner of Olafr helgi. Ol-
4fr helgi as a saint is a type of Christ, and thus Olafr Tryggvason as his fore-
runner becomes a type of John the Baptist. The matter of whether the Saint
King is in fact the reincarnation of his namesake the pagan Olafr Geirstadaalfr
is also at issue, a telling example that not all relations between past and
present are as spiritually benign as those just mentioned. The constellation of
narratives in Flateyjarbok under discussion here is an attempt to grapple with
the problematic relations that arise between past and present as a result of the
typological thinking, broadly conceived, that attached to the Oléfs. The
ramifications of this typological nexus and the mechanisms at work in it ex-
tend beyond the metaphor of the past as guest, but the teasing out of a more
representative sample is the subject of a larger project, of which this essay is
a small part. This is the place to sum up, in closing, what the legal meanings
and implications of gestr mean for an understanding of that dominant
metaphor in these four texts.

The legal associations of gestr are quite vexed. Nonetheless, we should not
draw the simple conclusion that that the word and name is an ill-suited tool for
thinking about the presence of the past. To be sure, figuring the past as a gestr
is not a perfect solution the the conceptual problems inherent in thinking about
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the past in the present. The word is too broad in its semantic range for that,
and it brings with it additional threats of disorder and disruption at the same
time that it provides some order and conceptual comfort. To have dealings
with the past in the form of a gestr is to invite trouble to your door, and indeed
some of the pleasing outcome we find in Tdka pdttr hinges on the narrative
having freed itself from this complicated and complicating word entirely. But
in these specific narratives the usefulness of gestr as a lexical, conceptual tool
for thinking about the past rests on a higher plane. The resolution in T6ka pdttr
is dependent on the tension the word gestr helps create in the previous epi-
sodes. The constellation of narratives as a whole is a greater narrative engine
that takes the reader or auditor through several possible ways of thinking
about the stuff of the past, serving up much of that very stuff along the way
and then providing a happy ending. Though that ending involves getting rid of
the word gestr, it has been the ambiguity and difficulty of that word that has
provided the combustible fuel for that engine all along.
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EFNISAGRIP

{ fj6rum frasognum Flateyjarbkar kemur fulltrii fortidarinnar sem gestur til hirdar
Noregskonungs. Sagt er frd dularfullum, gomlum manni sem par er 6kunnur og gest-
komandi og ber reyndar nafnid Gestr. Athyglisverd er notkun or8sins/nafnsins gestr {
pessum frasognum. Fram kemur ad samjoéfnun fortidarinnar vid gestinn hvilir 4 traust-
um skilningi 4 hugtakinu og merkingarsvidi ordsins gestr. { pessari grein er gerd tilraun
til ad varpa 16gfraedilegu 1j6si 4 merkingarsvid or8sins med pvi ad kanna hvernig
hugtakid/ordid kemur fyrir { fornum lagatextum, hvernig farid er med gesti { erfoa-
balkum laganna og hvernig hlutverki peirra er lyst vid hird konunga. H6fundur pess-
arar greinar gerir sér vonir um ad syna fram 4 gagnsemi rannséknar 4 merkingarsvidi
hugtaksins gestr og hvernig hugsun um fortidina hvilir 4 flékinni merkingu pess.
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