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IntRoDuCtIon

the articles published in this volume of Gripla are based on papers 
which were delivered at a conference held in Skálholt, 5th–9th September 
2007; these articles are supplemented here by three additional contribu
tions by other participants at the conference. the title of the conference 
was “Nordic Civilisation in the Medieval World”. Twenty five partici
pants, from eight countries, represented a range of scholarly disciplines—
history, archaeology, anthropology, literary studies, philosophy, and runol
ogy. Nine papers were presented at the conference and individual partici
pants responded to each one of them.  

the impetus for the Skálholt conference came from jóhann Páll 
Árnason’s idea to bring together scholars from different fields to discuss 
the civilisation of the inhabitants of the Scandinavian countries (especially 
the Icelanders) in the Viking Age and in the Middle Ages. This was with a 
mind to investigating whether and how this civilisation was distinctive 
compared with medieval European civilisation. Since Jóhann was not in 
Iceland on a permanent basis, I approached the historian Gunnar karlsson 
and the philosopher vilhjálmur Árnason (both professors at Háskóli 
íslands) in order to organise the conference under the auspices of the 
Stofnun Árna Magnússon and Háskóli Íslands. We were soon joined by 
Dr Salvör nordal at the Siðfræðistofnun Háskóla íslands (Institute of 
Ethics at the University of Iceland). It was decided that the conference 
would be held at Skálholt and that a certain number of scholars working in 
different academic fields would be invited: some to give papers, and others 
to respond with prepared critiques or comments. In addition, a number of 
Icelandic participants were invited to join the discussions.

The relationship between the Scandinavian countries and other parts of 
Europe in the Middle Ages with regard to the subject of civilisation has 
been discussed widely in the last few decades, especially in the forum of 
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academic publications. The Roman-Catholic Church exerted a powerful 
influence on civilisation in the northern and western parts of Europe dur
ing the Middle Ages. This civilisation was flanked by wild nature to the 
west and the north—the Atlantic Ocean and the Arctic Sea—and by the 
world of the Eastern Orthodox church to the east and Islam to the south.  
The parts of Europe dominated by the Roman-Catholic church were far 
from being homogenous regions, however: countries and districts had 
their own characteristics and cultural peculiarities as well as common fea
tures. the particular characteristics of different countries of course had 
both natural and historical explanations, rooted in social and geographical 
conditions or circumstances as well as past history. With this in mind, it is 
worth asking whether the extent to which we look at the Scandinavian 
countries as some kind of unified whole within Europe in the Middle Ages 
is an anachronistic illusion created by later history. for a long time, various 
differences have been evident between the groups of people who combed 
the Atlantic sea-ways, claimed settled and unsettled islands in the Atlantic 
and not least, who had fertile dealings with Celtic peoples, when compared 
to those people who sailed their ships to the Baltic Sea and along Russian 
rivers, and who established relations with the inhabitants of the continental 
European mainland. Those in the first group—Icelanders and Norwegians—
were quick to accept Christianity and to learn to write in their mother 
tongue but those in the latter group—which included the Danes, who also 
had many dealings over the North Sea—wrote mainly in Latin for a long 
time. nevertheless, medieval authors describe the Scandinavian region as a 
region divided in three main parts, as can be seen in volume four of Adam 
of Bremen’s Gesta Hammaburgensis Ecclesiæ Pontificum, and in Snorri 
Sturluson’s Heimskringla.

Preserved sources, or lack of sources, set the limits for historical inves
tigations. Emphases will differ in critical accounts based predominantly on 
written texts, and in those that direct their attention towards interpreting 
the material record that is evident or has been uncovered by archaeologists. 
there is great variation from one region to another across the Scandinavian 
countries in so far as the possibilities opened up by the sources are con
cerned. To a great degree, the wealth of written sources on parchment has 
its roots in Iceland; archaeological evidence (including runic inscriptions) is 
especially prominent in central and eastern Scandinavia. these differences 
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are brought out in the present volume, although the interpretation of writ
ten sources with a primary emphasis on Iceland prevails in most of the 
articles. Anyone attempting to interpret written sources of the past will be 
faced with the perennial difficulty that the written sources are frequently 
not recorded by direct witnesses to the events and circumstances they 
relate. The time which elapses between the date of an event and the writ
ten recording of it, and the circumstances of the moment of writing, are 
inherent parts of the text. this problem presents itself immediately to all 
those who wish to use Icelandic texts from the thirteenth century as sourc
es of information about the viking Age; academics‘ attitudes to this meth
odological difficulty and how it is approached by different disciplines, can 
vary. Archaeology differs from the study of texts in that precisely dated 
material phenomena bear unequivocal witness to specific times and places, 
but they are seldom easily interpreted or contextualized. When archaeolo
gists have the opportunity, therefore, they frequently must rely on the 
testimony of written sources to make sense of the material picture; inter
pretative problems arise in all avenues of historical research. 

It is virtually unavoidable that discussion about the civilisation of the 
Scandinavian countries taking place in Iceland, at the initiative of 
Icelanders, will be coloured by an Icelandic perspective: consciously and 
unconsciously, the literary culture of the Icelanders in the Middle Ages and 
history as recounted in Icelandic books—in sum, the picture of civilisation 
that they present—is taken as the norm. this is obvious in the greater part 
of the articles which are published here. In fact, the wealth of medieval 
Icelandic sources and scholarly tradition has led, and continues to lead, not 
only Icelanders but many others to rely on Icelandic texts as the founda
tions for research into investigating what was distinctive about the civilisa
tion of the Scandinavian countries during the viking Age and the Middle 
Ages. With one exception (the Rök stone), all of the texts which are ana
lysed in this volume are Icelandic. Despite the considerable extent to which 
this perspective circumscribes the meaning of the phrase ‘nordic civilisa
tion’ in the conference-title, the selection of scholars that were invited to 
Skálholt may be seen as an attempt to prevent discussion on the subject 
being dominated by the Icelandic perspective. In the nineteenth century 
and on into the early decades of the twentieth century, most scholars 
believed that the Icelandic prose narratives and the old poetry about the 
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Scandinavian people and their lives were genuine sources for the civilisa
tion of the Scandinavian countries, and furthermore, that these texts bore 
a general Germanic stamp. This view is now outdated and it is clear that 
the source value of the medieval writings of the Icelanders is greatly 
restricted. The texts were determined by the specific circumstances sur
rounding their production in Iceland and their presentation of the pre
Christian world was moulded by the fact that that they were conceived by 
Christians in an environment where the church and its ideology dominated 
textual production to a great extent. This does not mean, however, that 
these sources—the sagas and the poetry—have no value for research into 
the history of the Scandinavian countries other than Iceland in the viking 
Age and the Middle Ages. Such research, however, calls for strict criticism 
of the sources.

For many years, Jóhann Páll Árnason, an Icelandic philosopher with an 
international academic career behind him, has dedicated himself to the 
academic field known as ‘civilisation studies’. As noted earlier, the initiative 
behind the conference was Jóhann’s and therefore his article is printed first 
here, also because the scope of his article is broad. jóhann focuses on the 
origins and nature of the Icelandic ‘Commonwealth’ and reviews and 
analyses ideas about its basic characteristics, as formulated by twentieth-
century scholars from Arnold toynbee and Sigurður nordal to jesse 
Byock and Gunnar karlsson. jóhann’s subject is the distinctive society that 
came about in Iceland and its development. An important element of 
jóhann’s interpretation is that even before the country’s conversion to 
Christianity, Icelandic society was different to the Scandinavian monar
chies. Jóhann follows Sigurður Nordal in believing that explanations for 
the Commonwealth cannot be based exclusively on the particular physical 
conditions in the extensive, very sparsely populated, and previously unset
tled land; the establishment of a social organisation, which could not be 
called a state in the normal sense but rather a political community, was also 
the result of the ideas and desires of its leaders. However, both these schol
ars agree that these ideas could not be fully realised because of adverse cir
cumstances. In explaining and defining the political community that 
evolved in Iceland, jóhann looks to the ancient Greek polis for compari
son, amongst other things. one determining factor in the origin and devel
opment of Icelandic society was the relation between politics and religion. 
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The chieftains’ power rested on religion but it also had rational secular 
objectives which were put into practice with a varying degree of success. 
The social structure that was formed before the Conversion laid the foun
dation for the special character of Icelandic society which endured for three 
hundred years, until the Commonwealth came to an end. Although Iceland 
was itself without a king, it is important to appreciate the extent to which 
monarchy was a central concept in the world view of Icelandic society. 
this comes out very clearly in the literature.

In the next article, Sverre Bagge questions whether or not there are 
legitimate arguments for talking about a particular nordic civilisation in 
the Middle Ages and he suggests that this can be justified on two possible 
counts: first, the literature of the Icelanders, and second, the ‘Scandinavian 
model’ with equality, democracy, welfare and freedom. Bagge believes that 
it is difficult to adduce sufficiently strong arguments to support the idea 
that later developments in Scandinavian society towards this model were 
rooted in medieval culture. After discussing the literature (especially the 
sagas) and comparing it with literature produced by other nations in the 
Middle Ages, Bagge concludes that “there is more to suggest a distinct 
cultural tradition, expressed in saga literature, which in turn is related to 
the character of Icelandic society, to some extent also to the other 
Scandinavian countries, notably Norway.”

Gunnar Karlsson examines whether the Icelandic political community, 
prior to the country’s submission to the Norwegian crown, was “of its own 
special kind, rather than just a variant of a medieval european political 
system.” After a short but comprehensive description of various problems 
and arguments, Gunnar builds on his own extensive research in coming to 
some conclusions. His verdict is that Icelandic society probably was differ
ent but that this was not on account of “the inventiveness or the ideals of 
the people of Iceland”. Rather, it was caused primarily by the country’s 
physical remove from royal power: the Atlantic Ocean protected the soci
ety that formed after the settlement of the country. Gunnar thus makes 
less than Sigurður nordal and jóhann Páll Árnason of the likelihood that 
the social system was the result of the systematic intentions of those who 
created it. 

In an article which brings together many of the subjects and themes of 
this collection of essays, Richard Gaskins takes his lead from jóhann Páll 
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and Gunnar and also discusses the views of scholars who were not present 
at the conference, such as jón viðar Sigurðsson and certain anthropolo
gists. Gaskins notes that it is not possible to assume that there was a single 
consistent system of values in the society depicted in the sagas. It is much 
more likely that conflict between different ideas and values impelled the 
development of Icelandic society. Sources for this position are, of course, 
found in the sagas, where the self-reflection of society itself is expressed: 
“It is often said that “heroic societies” are static places where reflection has 
no place ... Perhaps an early Iceland can be seen as an exceptional case 
study: a heroic society in the process of emerging from that static condi
tion, spreading out over four centuries, and recorded in singular fashion by 
a contemporary literature of selfreflection.”   

kirsten Hastrup also centres her discussion on Iceland but she consid
ers how the outside world perceived Iceland, and how Icelanders perceived 
themselves, in the light of ideas about civilisation and concepts of centre 
and periphery. In this context, literature and texts are of primary impor
tance. for both the ancient Greeks and for the Icelanders, literature—cer
tain ur-texts, to use her terminology—defines what civilisation is, and the 
social status of groups within society. In this respect, Icelandic ideas about 
civilisation were profoundly European and logocentric although the 
Icelanders had very different ideas about themselves than the world beyond 
them.

Being an archaeologist with his roots east of the Baltic, Przemysƚaw 
Urbańczyk comes to the subject with a different perspective to those of the 
other participants in this discussion. Urbańczyk is highly critical of the 
traditional view held by Scandinavians of their own history, and he empha
sises how ideas about the unity and uniqueness of Nordic civilisation can 
obscure multifarious internal differences, as well as the effects of contacts 
with areas outside Scandinavia.

In the articles just summarised, a number of different approaches are 
employed and general questions asked about the uniqueness of 
Scandinavian, and especially Icelandic, civilisation in the Middle Ages. the 
papers which come next in this volume restrict their focus to texts and  
textual history to a greater degree than those that precede them, and with 
one exception (joseph Harris’s contribution), they direct their attention 
mainly towards medieval Icelandic texts. Margaret Clunies Ross signals 
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this clearly in her title “Medieval Icelandic textual Culture”. Although 
medieval Icelandic texts are both many and varied and unique in one sense 
because of the dominance of the vernacular, they were not an isolated 
product in her view. Rather, they were connected both to other medieval 
literary traditions in Scandinavian countries and with European medieval 
literary culture, as is now generally recognised. Poetry in skaldic measures 
is, of course, one of the best examples of an unusual form but nonetheless 
it was utilised to communicate the general European world-view in reli
gious poetry. Indigenous and foreign elements intertwine to such a degree 
in medieval Icelandic texts that attempts to determine their exact propor
tions are fruitless.

Rudolf Simek discusses the Icelandic world-view in the Middle Ages, 
responding to an idea that was espoused both by European and Icelandic 
scholars in the first part of the twentieth century, namely that the world-
view of medieval Icelandic culture was of a dual nature. On the one hand, 
there was the western European and Christian dimension in which context 
men read, for the most part, the same books; on the other hand, the some
what different world-view of the farmers was supposed to have been 
expressed in the writing of the country’s history. Simek rejects this and 
holds only the former world-view to have influenced those who produced 
texts in Iceland; we can know nothing with regard to the latter, neither in 
Iceland nor in any other country. Simek does argue, however, that the 
Icelanders stood somewhat apart because of the unusual knowledge they 
had pertaining to two areas: firstly, pre-Christian mythology as preserved 
in skaldic poetry, and secondly, geographical knowledge about the north 
and the coasts beyond the Atlantic ocean.

torfi H. tulinius places a particular emphasis on the notion that 
Icelandic texts were founded on European Christian culture, which is 
woven into narrative accounts and poetry about the world of the past to a 
greater extent than is visible on the surface; he accordingly presents some 
examples illustrating this. torfi believes that ideas about purity and influ
ence are not useful when explanations for medieval Icelandic civilisation 
are sought; it is more productive to apply a dynamic concept or model that 
can reveal how Icelandic culture constantly redefined itself and integrated 
the foreignness of the past with its contemporary secular Christian cul
ture. 
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The next two authors are Icelandic philosophers, and both wrestle with 
the problem of defining the moral attitudes of the Icelandic sagas, thereby 
relating medieval Icelandic literary culture to more general philosophical 
debate. They each choose a narrow perspective from which to approach 
the study of Icelandic civilisation—texts which, as a matter of fact, are 
often regarded as kinds of cultural signifiers or symbols. they then analyse 
these texts  with reference to debates on general philosophical problems or 
issues. First, Vilhjálmur Árnason deals with the concept of honour in the 
Icelandic sagas and critiques the different ways in which scholars have 
gone about approaching this concept. vilhjálmur comes to the conclusion 
that two perspectives or viewpoints are at odds with each other in the 
sagas: an unconditional requirement for vengeance, and the community’s 
need for peace. His article draws on Njáls saga, which shows how social 
order is doomed to failure because no means of release from this conflict 
exists. Svavar Hrafn Svavarsson compares ideas about honour and shame 
in medieval Icelandic texts with ancient Greek ideas. He sides with the 
philosophy that has criticised “the well known formulation of the distinc
tion made by the anthropologist Ruth Benedict in 1947: “true shame cul
tures rely on external sanctions for good behavior, not, as true guilt cul
tures do, on an internalized conviction of sin. Shame is a reaction to other 
people‘s criticism””; it has frequently been claimed that the ethics of the 
Icelandic sagas are characterised by the attitudes of a shame culture. Svavar 
argues that the concepts of ‘moral thickness’ and ‘thinness’ are useful in 
shedding light on the relation between society and ethics in the world of 
the Íslendingasögur, and on how conceptual values therein became estab
lished as facts.

Joseph Harris’s article, which is last in the volume, expands the focus of 
the area under discussion since the text on which he concentrates is the 
runic inscription on the Swedish Rök stone, dated to the first part of the 
ninth century. this lengthy (for a runic inscription) and complex text is an 
example of an early attempt to conjoin ancient skills or knowledge of texts 
with a newer technology, “an early stage in the battle of literacy with oral
ity where, clearly, orality won out”. The form and medium of expression 
of the Rök stone are certainly distinct from the Icelandic texts most fre
quently referred to in the preceding articles in this collection. yet both in 
the text’s content and in its form of expression, unequivocal signs of kin
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ship may be discerned which suggest that the concept of a ‘Nordic civilisa
tion’ is not exclusively the invention of scholars. this is corroborated in 
the article with frequent references to Egill Skallagrímsson’s poem 
Sonatorrek.

When this volume is seen as a whole, certain distinctive features 
emerge from the crossdisciplinary dialogues. the authors seem to feel that 
there is a greater need to explain general premises and established research
positions than is normal in scholarly articles. this is quite natural in such a 
compilation, some going over the foundations laid by prior scholarship will 
be inevitable, precisely because of the nature of the interdisciplinary dis
cussion. Someone who comes to one research area from another area can 
see the shortcomings of the unfamiliar research area more clearly, and can 
also overlook the multiple nuances that reduce these shortcomings. In this 
volume, a variety of wide-reaching themes are touched on in order that 
discussion may continue to move forward, although conclusive answers to 
the problems may not be found.  

The participants at the conference agreed that it would be desirable to 
publish written papers based on the lectures and discussion in Skálholt. In 
addition to those who gave papers, the respondents and other participants 
were invited to contribute material. The Stofnun Árna Magnússonar and 
the regular editors of Gripla approved the idea of publishing the collection 
of articles as the twentieth volume of Gripla and asked me to edit it. In car
rying out this work I have benefitted from, and enjoyed, the cooperation of 
the authors, anonymous reviewers and the Gripla editors. Dr emily 
Lethbridge worked on language and style in the papers where necessary, 
and translated some summaries and this introduction.

the Skálholt symposium received financial support from Háskóli 
íslands (the university of Iceland), the Icelandic Ministry of Culture and 
education, the nordic Culture fund, the Royal Gustavus Adolphus 
Academy for Swedish Folk Culture, and the Clara Lachmann Foundation. 
Part of the funding granted by the nordic Culture fund and the Ministry 
of Culture and Education was, with their agreement, used to support the 
publication of this volume. Heartfelt thanks go to each of these organisa
tions.

Vésteinn Ólason





jó HAnn PÁLL ÁRnASon

A MutAtInG PeRIPHeRy:
MeDIevAL enCounteRS

In tHe fAR noRtH

Her gælder det i hvert fald, at vi ikke 
kan vide noget med sikkerhed… Det
betyder ikke, at der ikke er plads for 
hypoteser eller fortolkning, men at 
disse er noget andet, der går videre 
end det objektive.

(Meulengracht Sørensen 1991, 222, 226)

in a paper on “Icelandic uniqueness or common european culture?”, 
published a decade ago, Sverre Bagge suggested that a swing of the pendu
lum was apparent in recent scholarship on medieval Nordic culture in 
general and its Icelandic branch in particular: after a phase dominated by 
those who saw the region as “part of the common culture of Western 
Christendom”, earlier views on the importance of pre-Christian traditions 
and on inventive uses of their legacy were back in favour (Bagge 1997, 418). 
Although it would be going too far to claim a new consensus on this point, 
the trend appears to have strengthened, and the following discussion will 
be based on that assumption. But the ongoing reappraisal of the preChris
tian background and its influence on cultural developments after conver
sion does not lead to a complete rehabilitation of the older approaches 
mentioned at the beginning of Bagge’s paper; the formerly dominant para
digm was too obviously dependent on uncritical attitudes to sources to be 
reclaimable. The swing of the pendulum is, of necessity, accompanied by 
attempts to redefine the terms of reference for exploration of the pre
Christian past.

This approach could begin with general considerations of plausibility. 
In view of what comparative history tells us about the dynamics and con
sequences of civilizational expansion into regions with distinctive tradi
tions, the notion of a completely and unilaterally Christianized north 

Gripla XX (2009): 17–47.
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seems unconvincing. Adaptations, combinations and syncretisms are more 
likely. But this elementary observation does not help to clarify the particu
lar patterns that crystallized on the northern periphery of Western 
Christendom. If we want to test the relevance of civilizational analysis to 
this issue, it would seem advisable to take note of earlier work in that vein. 
I will therefore discuss ideas put forward by authors who saw the medieval 
North from a civilizational angle, although they did not always use that 
language. the speculative character of their arguments should not deter us 
from closer examination: they may have asked questions that are still 
worth pursuing, even when the answers and the presuppositions reflected 
in them leave something to be desired, and undeveloped insights may be 
translatable into more adequate terms. this excursion through the history 
of ideas will be combined with a discussion of substantive issues. But to 
provide a background to both sides of the argument, a few introductory 
remarks on some key aspects of the civilizational frame of reference are in 
order. 

the civilizational dimension: Definitions and examples

Civilizational analysis may now be seen as an established and thriving form 
of historical sociology, with links to classical sources and a formative phase 
beginning with a more recent revival. No comprehensive account can be 
attempted in this paper (for a more detailed discussion, see Arnason 2003). 
A few crucial points should, however, be noted; they will serve as signposts 
for closer engagement with the main theme. 

1. Case studies and comparative analyses have shown that intertwined 
forms of religious and political life are the most central and revealing 
criteria for identifying civilizational patterns. Seen from a civilizational 
perspective, the religious and political spheres are not simply specific 
parts of a societal whole; rather, they are “meta-institutions” (to use a 
concept of Durkheimian origin), i.e. fundamental and interconnected 
components of the framework within which all domains of social life 
take shape, interact and develop along their own lines. On this level, 
religion and politics represent the core structures – structuring struc
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tures, to use the more technical language of sociological theory – of 
culture and power as elements of social life, whose mutually constitu
tive dynamics are perhaps most evident in processes of state forma
tion. 

2. Civilizational approaches have proved particularly instructive in regard 
to historical breakthroughs and turningpoints, and the theoretical per
spectives of scholars in the field have to some extent been influenced by 
their choice of paradigmatic cases. The historical watershed most 
important for our purposes is the transformation of the Roman world 
around the middle of the first millennium Ce, resulting in the forma
tion of three successor civilizations: Western Christendom, Byzantium 
and Islam. The post-Roman worlds represent unusually clear-cut cases 
of institutional cores crystallizing around interrelated religious and 
political patterns. each of the three civilizations transformed the legacy 
of sacrum imperium in a distinctive way. The Western Christian separa
tion of papal and imperial authority was crucial to the later course of 
European history. The Byzantine pattern was based on a much closer 
relationship between the two poles of authority and a more pre-emi
nent position of the imperial centre, although the traditional notion of 
caesaropapism is now rejected by the most knowledgeable historians. 
The Islamic variant seems to have begun with a vision of unified reli
gious and political authority; a weaker version of this model – the 
caliphate – then gave way to more conjunctural coalitions of religious 
and political elites, but the civilizational utopia of a restored union sur
vived as an intermittently active force. 

          This tripartite post-Roman world was the historical environment of 
nordic expansion in the late first millennium. that process brought 
societies of the Nordic region into contact with three types of more 
advanced civilizations, but in different ways and with different results. 
At the same time, the dynamics of expansion went beyond the post-
Roman context on two fronts: through contacts with the Inner 
Eurasian world on the eastern side, through colonization in the North 
Atlantic on the western one. 

3. The three civilizations that divided the Mediterranean world between 
them can also be seen as exemplary cases of a more general problematic. 
Sacral rulership (this category seems preferable to the more restrictive 
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concept of sacred kingship) is both a recurrent phenomenon in other
wise different civilizational settings, and open to a wide range of varia
tions in form as well as content that reflect and affect broader civiliza
tional patterns. It is therefore a particularly promising – but so far not 
thoroughly explored – topic for comparative civilizational analysis. 
And there is another side to it: traditions of sacral rulership can func
tion as bridges between different civilizational universes, and the result 
may be a unilateral transfer or a creative refashioning of older models. 
not that the varieties of sacral rulership are uniformly adaptable: the 
mutual exclusivity of the three postRoman paradigms is a striking 
counter-example. But the late Roman Empire, out of which the succes
sor civilizations emerged, was the product of an intercivilizational 
encounter which transformed both sides. The progressive sacralization 
of the imperial institution paved the way for the Constantinian turn, 
which imposed a Christian version of sacral rulership. There was no 
pre-existing model of the latter, but the invention that began with 
Constantine’s conversion could draw on evolving conceptions of the 
relationship between divine and human authority within the Christian 
counterculture, and this emerging tradition was in turn rooted in the 
civilizational innovation of Jewish monotheism. As has recently been 
argued, this theme is of key importance for comparative studies of the 
nordic region as a civilizational area. Within the limits of this paper, 
there is no space to discuss Gro Steinsland’s work (2000); suffice it to 
say that – in the present writer’s opinion – the idea of sacred kingship 
in preChristian Scandinavia has been successfully rehabilitated. 
Steinsland’s analyses of the specific nordic version of this nearuniver
sal institution are sometimes convincing and always thought-provok
ing. 

4. I have already used the term “intercivilizational encounter”; but the 
variations and vicissitudes of sacral rulership are only a part of the vast 
spectrum of phenomena to which this category can be applied. This is 
a highly significant but relatively neglected topic of civilizational stud
ies. One of the most persistent weaknesses of traditional approaches to 
that field was a tendency to think of civilizations as mutually closed 
worlds. In fact, their interaction – at different levels, with more or less 
mutually formative results – is one of the most fundamental constitu
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tive features of world history. As for more specific forms, the dynamics 
and consequences of expansion are an especially rewarding theme for 
comparative studies. Military expansion is a recurrent and prominent 
aspect of the interaction between civilizations, but it often entails or 
facilitates intercivilizational encounters of a less coercive kind; in some 
cases, encounters of epoch-making significance occurred with little or 
no military involvement. 

An Abortive Scandinavian Civilization?

Having noted some basic points about the civilizational frame of reference, 
let us now consider the case for a Nordic civilization, preceding Christianity 
or at least in the making when overtaken by Christianization, and begin 
with what seems to be (although often by hearsay only) the best-known 
discussion of this issue. Arnold toynbee’s account of “the abortive 
Scandinavian civilization” is perhaps most noteworthy for the discrepancy 
between questions and answers. Toynbee’s way of posing the problem and 
defining its context is still instructive, but the conclusion – his attempt to 
identify the emerging distinctive features of a cultural world overwhelmed 
by Christianity – is unconvincing, and the main lesson to be learnt from it 
is negative: if the search for evidence of a nordic or Scandinavian civiliza
tion is to make sense, it must take a different line. 

Abortive civilizations – mature enough to leave a historical record, but 
thwarted by internal or external, natural as well as cultural forces – appear 
in various places and periods on Toynbee’s map of world history, and two 
such cases are located in the medieval north: the Irish and the Scandinavian. 
The former was based on a local version of Christianity, and its fate was 
decided when the Roman Church triumphed in Anglo-Saxon England in 
the late seventh century. Here we are only concerned with the Scandinavian 
one. As toynbee argues, its destinies can only be understood in the context 
of interaction with the Roman world and its subsequent transformation. 
this is a valid point, and still a useful reminder of the dimensions of the 
problem to be discussed; it remains to be seen how the successive phases of 
the story are treated. At the beginning, Scandinavia is a remote part of the 
northern periphery, open to some cultural influence (for one thing, the 
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runic alphabet was a reinvention of the Roman model), but much less 
affected than the neighbouring barbarians. At a later stage, after the tripar
tite division of the Roman realm, the relationship between central and 
peripheral regions was redefined: the barbarians most directly drawn into 
the Roman orbit became key players in the reconstruction of a post
Roman West, and the overall geopolitical reconfiguration shifted the 
power centre of the region towards the northwest. But it is of some impor
tance for toynbee’s account that – as far as Scandinavia is concerned – this 
second phase is not a direct continuation of the first. As he sees it, there 
was a period of segregation before the “re-establishment of contact between 
the Scandinavians and Western Christendom” (toynbee 1951, 343). He 
explains the temporary separation as a consequence of Slavic migration 
into the vacuum left by teutonic barbarians gone south. this reflects an 
exaggerated view of the Slavic impact on Central Europe, and it is also 
hard to reconcile with Toynbee’s own statements about Saxony as a buffer 
zone between Franks and Scandinavians, destroyed by Charlemagne’s con
quest. Nor is it clear what happened to Scandinavia during the interval, but 
Toynbee seems to agree with Axel Olrik’s assessment of the isolated 
“northman” (sic): “In certain respects he became a barbarian again” (Ibid., 
343). there is both a parallel and a contrast to the Irish trajectory; Ireland 
was also segregated, because of the Roman withdrawal from Britain and 
the collapse of Romanized culture throughout the island; but in this case, 
the presence of Christianity provided a civilizing impulse that was lacking 
in Scandinavia.

It seems clear that developments in parts of the erstwhile northern 
periphery (the continental, the insular and the peninsular) diverged during 
the period in question, but toynbee’s account does not do much to clarify 
the picture. However, the oversimplified notion of a period of segregation 
is essential to his narrative: a new beginning was needed, and the character 
of that beginning left its mark on the course of later events. the next 
round of the interaction between southern civilization and North European 
barbarism was initiated by the Carolingian Empire. Toynbee judges this 
new actor on the scene very harshly: it was an “abortive evocation of a 
ghost” and “a fiasco because it was both grandiose and premature” (Toynbee 
1951, 344). the result of its selfdestructive hubris was to trigger a counter-
offensive from the north. toynbee seems to assume that the spectacle of a 
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richer civilization, represented by an aggressive but conspicuously fragile 
state, prompted the northerners to move into the european arena. But 
when he goes on to describe the Viking campaigns as “a supreme effort to 
overwhelm the civilizations of the South, which they encountered on their 
warpath, and to establish in their stead a new Scandinavian Civilization 
erected on barbarian foundations and unencumbered by reminiscences of a 
traditional style or by traces of a traditional groundplan” (Ibid., 359), he is 
vastly overstating his case. there is nothing in his account – nor, for that 
matter, anywhere else – to support the idea of a civilizational mission 
inherent in the viking expansion. 

Toynbee does not think that the “new Scandinavian Civilization” ever 
stood a chance against Western Christendom. the civilizational resources 
of the adversary were superior and the response was overwhelming. But 
the North was conquered by the Church, not by the fraudulently restored 
empire that could never live up to its pretensions. As toynbee sees it, the 
selfdestructive dynamic of Carolingian imperialism left the field open for 
a more markedly civilizational – i.e., primarily religious – expansion, and 
he obviously does not believe that the German reevocation of the imperial 
ghost changed this constellation in any basic way. His emphasis on the 
civilizational character of this final defeat inflicted on northern barbarism 
leads him to downgrade the role of converted kings and their violent 
assaults on paganism: the rulers traditionally credited with Christianizing 
their countries should be seen as figureheads of “a deep and gradual psy
chological mass-movement which statecraft might bring to a head, but 
which it could not have initiated and could not arrest” (Ibid., 353). Examples 
of rulers unsuccessfully using their power to enforce religious change are 
supposed to validate this claim. But the cases that toynbee mentions are 
drawn from very disparate settings, and only a closer study of similarities 
and differences could justify any firm conclusions. More importantly, the 
dismissive view of individual monarchs implies a more fundamental disre
gard for kingship as an institution. It plays no role in toynbee’s discussion 
of the Scandinavian transformation. 

If the outcome of the struggle was a complete absorption of the North 
into Western Christendom, where is the evidence for civilizational identity 
or aspirations on the losing side? toynbee can only refer to reactive devel
opments, temporary turns in a losing battle, and this part of his narrative 
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boils down to two episodes. The description of the first is taken from Axel 
Olrik’s work on Viking civilization: the “spirit of militant reaction… 
embodied… in the heroic figure of Starkad the old” (Ibid., 351) represents 
a civilization on the defensive, and the final betrayal committed by the 
protagonist symbolizes an inevitable failure. this is a very tenuous founda
tion for arguments about an intercivilizational encounter, and it tells us 
nothing about positive beliefs, virtues or achievements of the losers. the 
second episode – the Icelandic Kulturkampf, as toynbee describes it – is 
more revealing. In AD 1000, the Icelanders “capitulated” to an “alien civi
lization” (358), but the conversion was followed by a long-drawn-out rear
guard struggle, The main line of defence was “backward-looking scholar
ship” (358), an antiquarian effort to reconstruct a lost world with intellec
tual tools borrowed from Christian culture and turned against its spirit. In 
this context, Toynbee seems to regard saga writing as nothing more than 
an imaginary extension of scholarship and an integral part of the antiquar
ian project. It is, in his view, highly significant that the period portrayed by 
the sagas does not extend beyond the immediate aftermath of conversion. 
He shows no interest in the particular kind of narratives developed in 
medieval Iceland, nor in the different directions taken by stories about the 
Icelandic past and about the Scandinavian world. 

the Kulturkampf ended with an utter and irreversible defeat. In the 
fourteenth century, “the paralysis of the Icelandic genius is complete” 
(Ibid., 358). In fact, toynbee seems to think that the Icelanders simply 
went bananas. His quotation from Olrik is worth reproducing in extenso: 
“The nation that once had so sharp an eye for the world of reality falls into 
slumber – politically, aesthetically, economically – and sleeps its sleep of 
centuries, full of disturbing dreams, while the elves shriek their shrill 
laughter from all the cliffs and the giants from all the rocky caves, while the 
earth quakes, and the firemountains shine, and souls fly about the crater 
of Hekla like black birds” (Ibid. 358, quoting olrik 1939, 192). the finale, 
then, was not only a cultural annihilation, but also a “stupefyingly outland
ish” (Ibid., 358) mental regression.1

1  Follwing Olrik, but with added emphasis, Hauksbók is singled out as an exemplary cult
ural disaster. In his brief discussion of toynbee, Sigurður nordal (1993, II, 65–68) rightly 
takes him to task for this complete misjudgment. But some other points seem less obvious. 
Toynbee’s view on the relative superiority of Scandinavian civilization (compared to ninth- 
and tenthcentury Christianity) is more nuanced than nordal appears to have thought. 
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What was the distinctive spirit of the civilization that lost its bearings 
so completely? What can justify the reference to twelfth- and thirteenth-
century Iceland as attaining the “highest tension and finest harmony” of 
the “original Scandinavian ethos”? Antiquarianism alone cannot answer the 
question. When Toynbee finally tackles the issue, his view turns out to be 
a variation on a very widely shared topos: the secular rationalism and 
unsentimental realism of medieval Icelandic literature. But he introduces 
this theme through a very wide detour. The supposedly obvious affinities 
between medieval Icelandic prose and poetry on the one hand, Homeric 
epic on the other, are taken to reflect a similar civilizational condition; but 
it is an in-between situation, a mindset characteristic of cultures that have 
moved out of one world without as yet fully settling into another one: 
“Both these young civilizations are distinguished by a freedom from the 
incubus of tradition, which gives them a precocious freshness and original
ity, and by a freedom from the incubus of superstition, which gives them a 
precocious clarity and rationalism. Their members are fully aware both of 
the extent of their human powers, and of these powers’ limitations...” 
(toynbee 1951, 356). As used here, “tradition” and “superstition” are rub
bery notions, but the context helps to clarify toynbee’s point: he is com
paring societies that were no longer primitive but not yet at the level of 
fullfledged civilizations. In the Greek case, the ethos of the transitional 
phase was incorporated into an exceptionally productive and powerful 
civilizational pattern (Toynbee suggests as much when he links Herodotus’s 
conception of history to the Homeric epics); in the Icelandic case, it was 

In an appendix on what might have happened if the Vikings had won (one of the wildest 
speculations to be found in A Study of History), toynbee suggests that Icelandic culture 
might have become the centre of a much larger world, and that “its aesthetic sensibility and 
intellectual penetration would have been of a rare quality”, but he adds the very significant 
caveat that “its religious temperature would have been sub-normal” (441). Given the increas
ing importance of religion to toynbee (it caused his project to explode in midstream), this 
must have appeared as a disqualifying handicap in a world that already knew universal 
religions. toynbee is not as dependent on assumptions about oral tradition as nordal 
claims (antiquarian scholarship is not synonymous with unbroken links to orality), and 
his chronology, although objectionable by today’s standards, is not wildly off the mark: he 
refers to the period between 1150 and 1250 as the heyday of Icelandic culture, and does not 
propose a more detailed dating for the sagas. that said, nordal’s main objection to toynbee 
is convincing: the whole scenario is simply incoherent. If the Icelanders capitulated to an 
alien civilization 1000 AD, where did the resources for a century-long Kulturkampf come 
from, one hundred and fifty years later? 
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obliterated after a foredoomed but articulate rearguard struggle; in many 
other cases, it must have come and gone too quickly to leave a significant 
record. We are, in other words, dealing with a recurrent phenomenon, 
inherent in the general dynamics of civilizing processes, but more mark
edly present in some cases than others. It does not take us very far when it 
is a question of defining the spirit of a specific civilization.

the nordic episode in the making of europe

The above discussion of Toynbee’s views on the medieval North led to 
unequivocal conclusions: his answers do not match his questions. The evi
dence cited does not confirm speculation about a distinctive civilization in 
the making and a conceivable rival to the Christian constitution of europe. 
This shortcoming becomes even more obvious when considered in light of 
more recent advances in civilizational analysis. toynbee made no attempt 
to identify a configuration of religious and political patterns that would 
justify a claim to civilizational status. 

In view of these unsatisfactory results, another look at Toynbee’s back
ground assumptions may be useful. As we have seen, his emphasis on 
Nordic expansion, its broad geopolitical scope and its interaction with the 
richer and ultimately more powerful societies of the South was a promis
ing start; but there are some understated aspects that merit more attention. 
to reiterate a point made in another context: in toynbee’s presentation, 
the encounter with Western and Eastern Christendom (Islam plays a more 
shadowy role) overshadows two other arenas of expansion. On the one 
hand, the eastern flank entered into contact with a vast intercivilizational 
zone (the future Russia) and its adjacent cultures. on the other hand, 
expansion into the northwest Atlantic created new societies in previously 
uninhabited areas, and thus enlarged the nordic region on an uncontested 
but challenging frontier. In both cases, broader geohistorical horizons are 
connected to the internal dynamics of nordic societies during the period in 
question. on this latter issue, toynbee has very little to say: apart from the 
re-barbarization supposed to have taken place between the Völkerwanderung 
and the viking Age, there is next to no reference to transformations inside 
the region. In particular, the question of state formation is left out of 
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account (this is, more generally speaking, a major blank spot in toynbee’s 
Study of History, whereas recent versions of civilizational analysis have 
taken it more and more seriously). A brief overview of basic facts will 
highlight the importance of this factor. Patterns and processes of state for
mation were involved in the changing relationship between Scandinavia 
and Western Christendom. the conquering and colonizing forays of the 
viking Age culminated in a more constructive contribution to state build
ing in different parts of europe (the norman inputs have been extensively 
described and sometimes exaggerated by historians of medieval europe). 
As for the ultimately more decisive reverse movement, notions and visions 
of statehood were crucial to the integration of Scandinavia into Western 
Christendom; the imported models, grafted onto indigenous trends, were 
in part directly linked to the Church as a core civilizational institution, in 
part embedded in the broader civilizational patterns that accompanied 
Christianization. 

State formation was, in short, an eminently significant field of interac
tion between North and South. But its ramifications also went beyond that 
context on the two frontiers mentioned above. In the east, the directions 
and outcomes of state formation were shaped by a very different environ
ment; new approaches to the origins of Russia have highlighted the com
plexity of this background. It is beyond the scope of the present paper (for 
a very wide-ranging and rather speculative discussion, see Pritsak 1981). 
My main concern will be with developments on the other frontier. 
Questions about the conditions, varieties and limits of state formation also 
arise in  connection with the colonization of the Northwest Atlantic, and 
here the main case in point is – to anticipate later arguments – the trajec
tory of the Icelandic Freestate (I follow Borgolte (2002), Byock (2000) 
and Hastrup (1985) in using this term; it seems more adequate than other 
labels on offer). 

But before moving in this direction, it may be useful to take a look at 
another interpretation of the medieval North, obsolete in some ways but 
still of interest because of its attempt to bring the Northwest Atlantic into 
focus as a historical region. Christopher Dawson’s work on the making of 
europe can, to some extent, be read as an alternative to toynbee’s project, 
albeit on a much smaller scale. It is still one of the most articulate Catholic 
readings of european history. A chapter on “the age of the vikings and 
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the conversion of the north” (Dawson 1974 [1934], 202–217) deals with the 
place and role of the nordic region in the making of a Christian europe, 
and it is an outstanding example of a detour made to fit into an orthodox 
order of things. The framework for Dawson’s analysis is a story of two 
barbarian assaults on RomanChristian europe, the Völkerwanderung and 
the viking raids. As he sees it, the second came closer to destroying the 
heartland from which a mature Europe was to emerge (“Western civiliza
tion was reduced to the verge of dissolution” – 209), but ended with a 
more definitive victory of Christian faith and its ideas of order. Dawson’s 
description of the background to the second assault still seems instructive: 
“... an old and in some respects highly developed culture which yet pos
sessed few possibilities for peaceful expansion. During its centuries of 
isolation, it had carried the art and ethics of war to a unique pitch of devel
opment. War was not only the source of power and wealth and social 
prestige, it was also the dominant preoccupation of literature and religion 
and art” (Ibid., 203). Nordic ideas of kingship were cast in this cultural 
mould, and so were the power structures of the kingdoms taking shape on 
the eve of expansion.

But taken as a whole, Dawson’s view of late antique and early medieval 
history is no longer a serious proposition. New approaches to the 
Völkerwanderung, now seen as an aspect of the transformation of the 
Roman world, have demolished the original model of the barbarian assault, 
and eo ipso its derivative versions; medievalists now seem to agree that tra
ditional accounts of the ninth and tenthcentury invasions (viking, Muslim 
and Magyar), and especially the estimates of their impact, were vastly 
exaggerated; last but not least, a better understanding of the early medieval 
“economy of plunder” has somewhat attenuated the contrast between the 
Vikings and the power elites of the societies which they attacked.

For present purposes, the obsolete framework is less important than a 
particular twist in Dawson’s use of it. He reconstructs the story of the 
showdown between Christian Europe and its northern barbarians in a way 
that allows for a very noteworthy sideshow in the Northwest. Nordic – 
i.e. mainly Norwegian – colonization of the Northwest Atlantic created a 
“maritime empire” that ultimately extended from Greenland and Iceland to 
footholds in Ireland, Scotland and england. More importantly, conquest 
paved the way for cultural transfer and innovation: “In this way, there 
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arose in the ninth century a mixed Celtic-Nordic culture which reacted 
upon the parent cultures, both in Ireland and in Scandinavia” (Ibid., 211). 
At first sight, the cultural growth that took place in this part of the north
ern periphery seems marked by a paradox: on the one hand, the contact 
with Christian Ireland appears as an essential precondition, but on the 
other hand, the signal achievement of the Northwest was the sublimation 
of the traditional viking spirit into an original culture.

Before considering the transfiguration of this paradox in Icelandic lit
erature (as interpreted by Dawson), let us note that this line of argument 
focuses attention on two issues that still haunt discussions about the 
viking Age and its sequel, but have proved very difficult to tackle in pre
cise terms, let alone to resolve. First, Dawson stresses the emergence of a 
new Geschichtsregion (to use the term favoured by German historians, who 
have done most to develop comparative approaches to this problematic) in 
the Northwest Atlantic; it included newly settled territories as well as 
zones of contact (both through more peaceful exchange) with Anglo-Saxon 
and Celtic societies. there can be no doubt about the significance of this 
regional configuration, but sources are so fragmentary that attempts to 
trace its internal connections can easily take a speculative turn (for an 
intriguing recent contribution, see Helgi Guðmundsson 1997). the second 
issue is best seen as a particular aspect of the first, but has had a life of its 
own. The question of Gaelic and more specifically Irish influence on 
nordic culture in general and Icelandic literature in particular is notori
ously intractable (for a recent, comprehensive and cautious discussion, see 
Gísli Sigurðsson 1988). Dawson’s statements on this are not as clear as we 
might desire, but may be worth closer scrutiny. He begins with a very gen
eral claim about the influence of the Irish literary tradition on the younger 
Icelandic one, but cites no concrete examples, and goes on to contrast the 
“fantastic rhetoric” of Irish narratives with the sobriety and “psychological 
truth of the Icelandic saga” (Dawson 1974, 212). The former is, in a sense, 
pre-medieval, whereas the latter is proto-modern. The underlying sugges
tion is – although Dawson never says it in so many words – that Irish lit
erary culture acted as a catalyst rather than a model: the contact triggered 
the crystallization of a very different imaginary. A second and much closer 
encounter with Christianity then led to the introduction of literacy, and in 
this case, a much more far-reaching adaptation to new modes of thought 
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was inevitable (but it should not be mistaken for a complete substitution). 
It is not obvious, at least not to the present writer, that later scholarship 
has come up with a better answer to the Irish question. 

To conclude, Dawson’s interpretation of the Icelandic sequel to the 
Celtic-Nordic encounter is best summarized in his own words. It places a 
stronger emphasis on eddic poetry than on the sagas (the unstated premise 
is that oral traditions behind the Older Edda underwent a fundamental 
reinterpretation in Iceland), and the main thesis has to do with paradigms 
of the human condition. For Dawson, the Eddic spirit transfigures the 
heroic ideal and brings the tragic vision of life to unequalled perfection: 
“the eddic conception of life is no doubt harsh and barbaric, but it is also 
heroic in the fullest sense of the word. Indeed, it is something more than 
heroic, for the noble viragos and bloodthirsty heroes of the edda possess a 
spiritual quality that is lacking in the Homeric world. The Eddic poems 
have more in common with the spirit of Aeschylus than with that of 
Homer, though there is a characteristic difference in their religious atti
tude. their heroes do not, like the Greeks, pursue victory or prosperity as 
ends in themselves. they look beyond the immediate issue to an ultimate 
test to which success is irrelevant. Defeat, not victory, is the mark of the 
hero… There is no attempt, as in the Greek way of life, to justify the ways 
of gods to man, and to see in their acts the vindication of eternal justice. 
for the gods are caught in the same toils of fate as men… they have become 
themselves the participants in the heroic drama. they carry on a perpetual 
warfare with the powers of chaos, in which they are not destined to con
quer” (Ibid., 213). 

the Völuspá is, unsurprisingly, cited as a prime source. But Dawson 
seems puzzled by some of its themes and inclined to argue that they are 
neither Celtic nor nordic, neither Scandinavian nor Christian. “Above all, 
it is strange to find in the Volospa (sic) an idea which seems to us so diffi
cult and recondite as that of the eternal Return” (Ibid., 213). Be that as it 
may, the poem is for him the apogee of preChristian nordic spirituality. 
At this point, however, the latent thrust of Dawson’s analysis comes to the 
fore: the perfection of Celticnordic culture turns out to be a prelude to 
Christianity, and a proper understanding of its message makes it possible 
to grasp the conversion of Iceland as “not merely a matter of political expe
diency; it was the acceptance of a higher spiritual ideal” (Ibid., 216). 
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Dawson’s Iceland is, in short, the place where the internal evolution of 
paganism made it most ready for Christianization. In this scenario, there is 
– in contrast to toynbee – no Kulturkampf and no capitulation, only a 
mature surrender to superior truth. But Dawson’s claim that the conver
sion was in the spirit of Völuspá can also be contrasted with Halldór 
Laxness’s observation that it reflected the spirit of Hávamál (Laxness 1946, 
34). Of the three, Laxness was probably closest to the view that seems 
most compatible with contemporary scholarship: that the Icelandic way of 
embracing Christianity was a judiciously balanced compromise with a 
changed environment. As such, it obviously did not preclude further accul
turation. 

The view from Thule: Re-formative dynamics in Iceland

So far, I have discussed interpretations that began with a focus on the 
Nordic region as a whole and its interaction with the European world into 
which it was in the end integrated. From such points of view, Iceland 
appears as the periphery of a periphery, but not only in the sense that it 
was located on the outer fringe: its history and culture brought the periph
eral condition of a much larger area to more articulate expression than 
elsewhere. At this point, it seems appropriate to turn the perspective 
around and consider Iceland as a startingpoint for reflections that may 
then throw light on the problematic of a larger historical region. This 
approach will be explored through a brief and very selective reflection on 
Sigurður nordal’s Íslenzk menning, which has – to the best of my knowl
edge – never been subjected to the close reading that it merits (I intend to 
continue that part of the discussion in another paper). 

But before tackling interpretive problems, a few words should be said 
about the historical setting. the patterns of continuity and discontinuity in 
Icelandic history – from the settlement to the acceptance of Norwegian 
sovereignty – differ from those of the nordic kingdoms during the same 
period, and this point is crucial to the following discussion. There were no 
less than five major landmarks or turningpoints in the history of the 
Icelandic Freestate. The first was the settlement itself: a fragment of 
nordic society, or perhaps more precisely several nordic societies, as they 
had developed during the Viking Age, was transplanted to a new environ
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ment where both different living conditions and the experience of migra
tion – as well as, to some extent the different cultural backgrounds of the 
settlers – were bound to affect the directions of social and cultural develop
ment in several significant ways. The second, most decisive but also most 
difficult to grasp and most irresistibly conducive to speculation, was the 
tenthcentury turn to state formation on a geopolitical, social and cultural 
basis that set the beginnings as well as the long-term dynamics apart from 
comparable processes in Scandinavia. The third was the conversion to 
Christianity; in one sense this is the most visible landmark, but there is 
still room for a good deal of controversy on the meaning of the siðaskipti, as 
well as on the distinction between conversion date and conversion period 
(proposed by Peter foote 2004). the fourth shift is more difficult to date, 
but it was clearly under way in the late twelfth century: a new twist to state 
formation, in much less regulated and more internecine ways than before, 
led to the emergence of a few family and territory-based blocs, whose 
rivalry destroyed the framework of the Freestate. Sigurður Nordal refers 
to this phase as a “revolutionary time” (Sigurður nordal 1942, 351, repr. 
1993 I, 412). The final episode was the incorporation into an ascendant and 
expanding Norwegian kingdom; this was a rapid transition, but it is best 
understood as a process that includes events before and after 1262–1264. 

All these discontinuities have been emphasized in recent scholarship on 
medieval Iceland. they are doubly important for our present concerns. on 
the one hand, questions about civilizational commonalities and differences 
between Iceland and the rest of the Nordic world must be posed with due 
regard to the historical context of ruptures and reorientations. to antici
pate a point that will only be adumbrated in this paper, the above picture of 
Icelandic history casts doubt on the idea of a Scandinavian civilization sur
viving for some four centuries after the settlement. Rather, the Icelandic 
experience appears as a very distinctive episode within Western Chris-
tendom, turning a peripheral location to political as well as cultural advan
tage and combining the resources borrowed from more developed civiliza
tional centres with elements of pre-Christian traditions. It is, in other 
words, better understood as a highly specific and background-dependent 
variant of the civilization then entering its flourishing phase in Western 
Europe, rather than the last stand of another civilization on the wane. On 
the other hand, the representative – and that means, to all intents and pur
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poses, literary – products of Icelandic culture, and especially those to 
which we may want to attribute a civilizational meaning, must also be 
understood as attempts to cope with discontinuity and maintain an over
arching tradition. this latter point has been stressed in recent scholarship 
on the sagas (e.g. vésteinn ólason 1998, Meulengracht Sørensen 1993). 

from settlement to state formation

the third of the abovementioned turningpoints is the most crucial. More 
precisely, the Icelandic mode of conversion explains both sides of the con
stellation that prevailed during the first quarter of the second millennium 
CE: a unique situation within Western Christendom and an ability to 
relate to the pre-Christian past in unorthodox ways. As Gunnar Karlsson 
(2004) has emphasized, the distinctive historical phenomenon of 
Christianity without monarchy is the key to the cultural achievements of 
medieval Iceland. But it was the peculiar structure of the pre-Christian pol
ity that made the Icelandic separation of Christ and king possible, and this 
will be the main theme of the following discussion. As for the first land
mark, there has been much speculation about the characteristics and conse
quences of the settlement, but for present purposes, the main point is that 
the settlers took a particularly circuitous road  back to the longterm pat
tern of European state formation. The first step was, as Meulengracht 
Sørensen (2000, 21) put it, a “re-formation, which took a different direc
tion from the evolution of society in Scandinavian and British lands.” the 
resultant socio-political regime was, as he adds, “both more innovative and 
more archaic than those of the old countries.”

In what sense was the re-formation a new beginning of state forma
tion? Rather than taking that for granted, we should pause to consider the 
problems involved. Can we speak of a state where there is no governmen
tal apparatus, no executive authority backed up my means of coercion, and 
no central taxation? The difficulty with labelling the Icelandic regime a 
state is not unlike the more frequently cited case of the ancient citystates 
(although the latter were mostly endowed with more salient attributes of 
statehood); and the problem can, in my opinion, be solved in the same 
way: through a flexible use of Max Weber’s political sociology. As the very 



GRIPLA34

extensive discussion of this subject has shown, Weber’s unfinished work 
uses two concepts of the state, and the relationship between them was 
never clarified. The rational-bureaucratic model of the state, which Weber 
had in mind when he argued that the state had only existed in the Occident, 
is still used by historians who claim that Europe – more precisely late 
medieval and early modern europe – invented the state and spread it to the 
rest of the world. It is even less applicable to medieval Iceland than to the 
Greek polis. the much more general definition of the state in terms of a 
monopoly of legitimate violence within a certain territory can be extended 
to a much broader spectrum of societies, modern and premodern. But it 
does not solve our problem: there was, notoriously, no monopoly of vio
lence. At this point, however, we can turn to Weber’s complementary 
concept of political community. It is defined as a community whose collec
tive action consists in imposing an orderly domination by the participants 
on a territorial domain (which can be more or less clearly demarcated), by 
means of a readiness for physical violence. 

We can take this sketch one step further. If order and violence revolve 
around a centre endowed with eminent authority (and it has been plausibly 
argued that human societies cannot do without some kind of such a cen
tre), that centre can be more or less separate from the community, and 
approximate more or less closely to the criteria already noted as defining 
features of statehood in the more general sense. It can, in particular, move 
towards a monopoly of violence; but violence can also be regulated rather 
than monopolized (even through the incorporation of institutions as cen
trifugal as the feud). To put it another way, the political centre is an inter
mediate category between the political community and the state. Explicit 
construction of a centre comes closer to state formation than the ongoing 
functioning of a centre embedded in ancestral custom. on the other hand, 
the explicit project can aim at minimizing the distance between the centre 
and the political community, and in the process, functions previously or 
elsewhere identified with state structures may be shifted to other institu
tions – invented, inherited, or readjusted. 

the Icelandic freestate is best understood in terms of such a selflimit
ing process of state formation. So are the Greek polis and the Roman 
republic, albeit in very different ways. Such processes are reflexive in a 
double sense: they involve an explicit project of institution building (the 
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level of articulation and the scope of construction vary widely), and they 
relate to a world of other states. Both points are relevant to the Icelandic 
“re-formation.” To quote Jesse Byock (2000, 66): “Although it would be 
going too far to assume that the settlers and their descendants knew exact
ly what they wanted, available evidence does suggest that the early 
Icelanders knew quite well what they did not want.” What they did not 
want was what they saw happening to others, and the desire to avoid it led 
to a limited but operative consensus on what should be done. Comparative 
reflections will help to clarify what this mix of negative and positive goals 
amounted to. But to begin with, let us return to Nordal’s reflections on the 
origins of the Icelandic polity. What remains important and merits closer 
examination is a very distinctive analysis of the relationship between 
viking ethos and Icelandic culture, viking expansion and Icelandic state
building. nordal begins by noting that viking assaults and conquests 
lacked the religious (and, as we might now say, civilizational) dimensions 
characteristic of Islamic expansion as well as of the crusades (Sigurður 
Nordal 1942, 76). Nor were they backed up by centralized power struc
tures of the kind that sustained nomad expansion across eurasia. the 
viking pattern enabled an exceptionally large number of people to “exer
cise independent leadership, assuming responsibility at their own risk” 
(Ibid., 76). 

There was, in short, no civilizational or imperial dynamic at work in 
viking expansion.2 But in Nordal’s view, this does not mean that it had no 
cultural meaning or potential. He argues that visions of a “more aristo
cratic (höfðinglegra) life” than the Vikings could lead at home went beyond 
mere plundering and could translate into more lasting achievements (Ibid., 
76). obviously, this meant – in the first instance – a quest for more stable 
forms of power and wealth. But further aspirations, which Nordal links to 
his key philosophical concept of þroski (I will, for present purposes, leave it 
untranslated), led to efforts to gain access to a more advanced civilization, 
including its intellectual and aesthetic spheres. the question to be raised at 
this point is whether such ambitions could, in another context, become a 

2 the only exception (a very inconsequential one) is Canute’s shortlived early eleventhcent
ury attempt to build a north Sea empire. “viking empire” is therefore strictly speaking a 
misnomer; and if it can now be used as a book title (Forte et al. 2006), that says more about 
the current marketability of empires and vikings than about anything else. 
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source of significant variations to the cultural and institutional patterns 
that prevailed in the surrounding European world. At that level, we would 
be dealing with civilizational results and ramifications of a process that 
originally seemed to have no such significance. As I will try to show, this is 
precisely nordal’s line of argument. In Iceland, the ethos of viking expan
sion was transfigured into a spirit of state formation (this term is used by 
analogy with the “spirit of capitalism”, as defined by Weber and others, i.e. 
to denote inbuilt cultural orientations of institutional dynamics); this set 
the scene for further combinations of innovation and archaism, including 
an exceptionally long-drawn encounter between paganism and Chris-
tianity. 

The Viking ethos, as described by Nordal, was doubly resistant to cen
tral authority: the principal actors were small units, rather than expanding 
states in pursuit of more power, and these units were organized in a rela
tively egalitarian way. When the conquerors and colonizers came into 
closer contact with established power structures, these habits gave way to 
more hierarchical patterns on both levels. But where a shared order had to 
be created anew, the de-centralized, individualistic and egalitarian trends 
could remain strong enough to leave their mark on the emerging regime. It 
is not being suggested that the Icelandic mode of state formation was 
wholly unique; Nordal notes the beginnings of a similar political culture in 
the Isle of Man and the Faroe Islands (Ibid., 105). But there were several 
factors that set Iceland apart. It was not only virgin territory; it was also 
big enough to make it possible for the project to unfold on an incompara
bly larger scale than elsewhere; and it was remote enough for external 
threats to be minimal. Aspirations to autonomy came naturally to the set
tler community. It should, however, be noted that Nordal is not talking 
about national independence or sovereignty. As he sees it (Ibid., 98), the 
awareness of a separate Icelandic identity was comparable to regional iden
tities within the emerging Norwegian, Swedish and Danish kingdoms. But 
the fact that a comparable collective identity was linked to a higher level of 
political autonomy made the Icelandic constellation, in the long run, more 
conducive to nation formation. 

So far, I have discussed the cultural matrix of state formation. It is time 
to consider the formative events as such, i.e. the decisive moves towards 
common statehood. Nordal’s analysis of them is worth reconstructing in 
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some detail; it is a largely and explicitly conjectural account, but to my 
mind a very plausible one. The story begins with a strong emphasis on the 
ambitious, deliberate and artificial character of the project that was imple
mented in the first half of the tenth century (Ibid., 102–108). A common 
state, however minimal in terms of central authority and coercive machin
ery, was neither necessitated by external threats nor imposed by internal 
problems. The settlement was not a collective enterprise; the living condi
tions of a small community scattered throughout a large island were not 
conducive to massive conflicts, and there is no obvious reason why the set
tlers could not have muddled through without a constitutional order – per
haps with local assemblies on a smaller scale – for a much longer time. In 
Weberian terms, the creation of this order was a rationalizing break
through; toynbee’s model of challenge and response is applicable, but it 
must be added that the response took shape through inventive interpreta
tion of traditions and circumstances. There was, however, another side to 
the state-building project. Nordal discusses it twice (Ibid., 107 and 123–
124), briefly in both cases but with a clear focus on the essentials. Political 
innovation must, as he sees it, have been backed up by religious authority. 
To him it seems clear that laws were given a sacral status through a connec
tion to pagan religion (in a broad, quasiDurkheimian sense), probable that 
various kinds of belief (“ýmiss konar átrúnaður”) entered into the details of 
lawmaking, and possible that the institutional terms goði and goðorð had an 
old religious content. This was not a sufficient basis for a hierocracy (this 
Weberian term seems the most adequate translation of nordal’s presta
veldi), and what we know about paganism in Iceland indicates that it was 
too unstructured (or destructured) to sustain a model of divine legislation. 
on the other hand, nordal suggests (this is the most conjectural part of the 
argument) that beliefs relating to landvœttir and other numinous beings 
(goðmögn) may have motivated efforts to consolidate the relationship to a 
new country, and that a certain reordering of religious life may therefore 
have accompanied the foundation of a political order. 

This description of a constitutive but flexible relationship between 
religion and politics is obviously to the taste of civilizational analysts. It 
may be useful to underline the point through a brief comparative excursus. 
Recent debates on the origins of the Greek polis seem to have highlighted 
two themes. On the one hand, even the early poleis were “cities of reason” 
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(Murray 1990), i.e. political communities shaped by extensive rational 
reconstruction, and this is particularly evident in the subordination of kin
ship to principles of a constructed order. on the other had, historians deal
ing with this period have also found the concept of polis religion useful: it 
stresses the pervasive role of religion in the institutions and practices of the 
polis, without returning to the discredited interpretation of the “ancient 
city” as a wholly and immutably religious community. Taken together, the 
two perspectives reveal a constitutive but flexible relationship between 
religion and politics, comparable – mutatis mutandis – to the one suggested 
above. A religious framework was essential to the continuity and demarca
tion of the collectivity, but the particular characteristics of this religion 
gave a very large scope to political action, construction and reasoning. the 
sources do not allow for more than a highly tentative account of the early 
polis, and that applies even more to the Icelandic Freestate; but with that 
proviso, and with due regard to the very different circumstances and out
comes, the two historical situations seem comparable. It may be added that 
in both cases, we seem to be dealing with religious universes in a some
what de-structured state: they had to a certain extent decomposed under 
the impact of geopolitical and civilizational upheavals. that said, subse
quent developments could not have differed more starkly: polis religion 
was reintegrated and went on to enjoy a very long life, whereas the recom
position that might have accompanied early state formation in Iceland and 
elsewhere in the North was cut short by the triumph of Christianity. 

It would, of course, be very misleading to think of state formation as a 
spontaneous outgrowth of the changing relationship between religion and 
politics. No account of the process would make sense without assumptions 
about agency and strategy, and nordal is very clear on this point. As he 
argues, the only plausible explanation of the very big step towards state
hood is that “a solid and suitably large coalition of chieftains who already 
had extensive power” (Ibid., 107) set out to consolidate and coordinate 
their positions. There must, in other words, have been a bid for more – 
and more structured – power. This claim is backed up by a detailed 
attempt to show that one particular family was the core of the coalition. To 
the best of my knowledge, later scholars have neither refuted the hypoth
esis nor taken it further. Be that as it may, the result was, and could only 
be, “an oligarchy, an aristocracy” (Ibid., 108 – “fámennisveldi, höfðingja
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veldi”). But it was an oligarchy with a difference. Its architects had to come 
to terms with the fact that the settler community was a “bad material for an 
obedient underclass” (Ibid., 120). If the project had aimed at containing the 
ethos of individualism and equality within  a power elite, the result showed 
that it had to be accommodated on a much larger scale. nordal argues that 
the chieftains who embarked on state building must have expected their 
power to grow, and to translate into effective taxation (Ibid., 120). That did 
not happen; they had to settle for a modus vivendi that may be described as 
an “aristodemocracy” (Ibid, 120), and for a leadership role built on very 
fragile foundations. 

If this interpretation is accepted, it seems compatible with Jesse Byock’s 
analysis of “proto-democratic tendencies” at work in Icelandic society 
(Byock 2000, 65). But his claim that “farmers collectively retained control 
over coercive power” (25) seems to go too far, and so does the reference to 
a “prototype democracy in action” on the back cover of the book (I do not 
know whether the latter formulation fully reflects Byock’s views). In 
Nordal’s view, the Freestate was not a democracy: it was a half-thwarted 
oligarchy, a historical stalemate that perpetuated itself for a remarkably 
long span of time (if it was a “masterpiece” (Ibid., 120), it was an uninten
tional one). the uneasy combination of typological labels – aristocracy, 
oligarchy, democracy – reflects the complexity of the phenomenon in 
question, rather than any inconsistency of the argument. nordal’s difficul
ties are comparable to those of historians dealing with the early polis: its 
oligarchic character is undeniable, but so is the presence of aristocratic 
ambitions and networks that often clashed with oligarchic institutions, and 
it is still a hotly debated issue whether – or to what extent – the early polis 
prefigured democracy. But whatever view we take of parallels and differ
ences at the beginning, there is a massive contrast between later develop
ments of the two political formations. The democratizing dynamic that 
unfolded in some of the Greek poleis – and triumphed in the most impor
tant one – has no parallel in the history of the freestate. Its key institu
tions underwent some reforms, but there seems to be no reason at all to 
link them to democratizing trends or pressures. the changes that – in the 
end – damaged the Freestate beyond repair began much later and were of 
a very different kind: a new oligarchic offensive upset the institutional bal
ance and created new realities on the ground. 
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The Althing was the political centre that gave the whole regime the charac
ter of a state, albeit a very inchoate one. nordal analyzes its multiple roles 
at some length (1942, 142–152, 1993 I, 177–187). But although he does not 
explicitly dwell on the point, the most telling way to sum up his argument 
is to stress that the Freestate was an anti-monarchic polity. To grasp the 
implications of this description, a brief comparative tour d’horizon is need
ed. Monarchy – the embodiment of the separate centre in a single ruler – 
emerges as the characteristic form of statehood in early civilizations and 
remains, for a very long time, the dominant type in more advanced ones; 
sacral rulership – open to structural variations and historical changes form 
the outset – was, as noted above, the primary pattern of monarchy. On the 
other hand, the monarchic principle was in practice subject to limitations 
(social, political and cultural), and its institutional forms incorporated the 
limiting forces in more or less explicit ways. In some historical situations, 
the counterweights can develop into alternative models, and state forma
tion then takes an antimonarchic turn. the legacies of such transforma
tions – and of the cultural developments which they made possible – 
became key components of the european tradition. As jan Assmann 
(2000) has convincingly argued, the invention of monotheism in Ancient 
Israel belongs in this context, but in a very paradoxical way: the idea of a 
divine legislator devalues the institution of sacred kingship and changes 
the relationship between state and community, but does not – apart from 
a brief phase of hierocracy – translate into a new kind of political order. At 
the same time, monotheism paves the way for new and more transcendent 
interpretations of monarchy, but they did not crystallize until after further 
detours. An epochmaking antimonarchic turn occurred in the Greek polis, 
and then – in very different circumstances – in the Roman republic. In the 
long run (i.e. beginning with late antiquity), the legacies of Greek and 
Roman deviations from monarchy were absorbed into civilizational pat
terns centring on a new alliance of monotheism and monarchy. From this 
final synthesis of several traditions, medieval Western Christendom inher
ited ideas and images of monarchy that in due course developed along three 
main lines: through efforts to restore imperial authority, evolving models 
of kingship linked to other cultural backgrounds but adapted to the domi
nant framework, and the consolidation of the Church as a papal monarchy. 
Within this unfolding historical context, new anti-monarchic turns could 



41A MutAtInG PeRIPHeRy

occur, and the Icelandic freestate may be compared to other cases ( see e.g. 
Borgolte 2002, ch. 2.2: “freistaaten unter Monarchien: Was Island von 
den italienischen kommunen unterscheidet”). 

There is, however, another side to the question. As the record shows, 
the rejection of monarchy went hand in hand with continuing concern 
with it, efforts to make sense of it and evaluate its different forms, and 
even elaborations of new models for monarchic rule. In this fundamental 
sense, anti-monarchic turns were ambiguous, sometimes to the point of 
imaginary selfcancellation. Some recurrent historical reasons for this 
ambiguity may be noted. There was, in the first place, a general social 
rationale for strong monarchic rule, never easy to dismiss: the ruler was 
envisioned as “one before whom the rich and the well-born were as vulner
able as the little man” (Hodgson 1974, I, 282). To put it another way, 
visions of strong monarchy lent themselves to association with social jus
tice. But they also served to focus the pursuit of power for its own sake. 
Monarchy represented an eminent, inherently expansive and particularly 
meaning-laden form of power. Although only a few monarchies could real
ize imperial ambitions, it can be argued that there is an elective affinity 
between the ideas of monarchy and empire: “Dans la domination…, il y a, 
latente, la perspective d’une domination universelle” (Gauchet 1985, 38). At 
a more modest level, aspirants to power in non-monarchic regimes were 
prone to monarchic temptations. finally, the court societies that crystal
lized around monarchic rulers became cultural centres of a very distinctive 
kind and with considerable radiating power. Norbert Elias’s classic analysis 
of early modern court society opened up a vast field for comparative study 
of such cases (elias 1983).

for all these reasons, the spectre of monarchy haunts the political life 
and the social imaginary of nonmonarchic regimes. the richest evidence 
for this comes from Ancient Greece (see especially Carlier 1984). to cut a 
very long story short, the Greeks engaged with monarchy on four different 
levels. Marginal or strangely transmuted forms of monarchic institutions 
survived within the context of a political culture centred on non-monarchic 
patterns. A fundamentally illegitimate form of monarchy, striving for more 
stable authority, emerged as a response to crises of the polis; the Greeks 
called it tyranny. efforts to make sense of monarchic orders in the neigh
bouring Near East brought new perspectives to bear on the indigenous 
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traditions of these civilizations. Finally, and in close connection with the 
last-mentioned aspect, we can – following Carlier – distinguish between 
the institution of monarchy and the imaginary signification of kingship; 
Greek elaborations of the latter, articulated through a variety of cultural 
genres, had a lasting impact on later ways of theorizing and justifying 
monarchy. 

After this brief comparative excursus, let us return to the Icelandic 
Freestate. Its deviation from the monarchic mainstream was muted by 
several factors. the settlers, or at least the most significant part of them, 
came from a country on which they remained dependent in various respects 
and with which they continued to identify, in a way that seems to have 
been compatible with a sense of being a separate community (cf. Kirsten 
Hastrup’s model of a multilayered Icelandic identity). they had migrated 
overseas, removed themselves from the orbit of monarchies competing for 
territorial possessions, and military conflict with a monarchic enemy was 
never a likely possibility. on the other hand, the resistance to monarchic 
aspects of the civilizational current coming in from Western Europe  was 
remarkably stubborn. As noted above, the power elite of the Freestate 
engineered a conversion to Christianity without submission to monarchy. 
After conversion, the Church was organized in a way that set strict limits 
to the influence of the rising papal monarchy. Descriptions of the first 
bishops as kinglike figures should not be taken at face value: they reflect 
the official selfimage of a Church that had more control over textual pro
duction in the first stage of literacy than in the closing decades of the 
freestate. In this respect Sigurður nordal’s analysis of the early bishops as 
partners in an oligarchic coalition seems realistic.

If the institutional resistance to monarchy is beyond doubt, what about 
the cultural and ideological domains? Did the culture of the freestate 
articulate the complex attitudes to monarchy mentioned above in connec
tion with other cases? The problem must be posed with proper regard to 
the cultural genres that come into question. Medieval Icelanders did not 
theorize about monarchy; they wrote sagas about kings. Images of king
ship, including contrasting models of an ideal ruler, figure prominently in 
these narratives. A certain optical illusion seems inherent in the genre: 
when kings take centre stage in a story, their presence and their preten
sions tend to overshadow other sides of the picture. And in light of the 
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above analysis, the positive aspects and connotations of kingship, as por
trayed in the sagas, are unsurprising. there is, nevertheless, solid  evidence 
of a distinctive, detached and to some extent demystifying attitude to the 
ascendant monarchies of the Nordic world. Sverre Bagge argues, to my 
mind convincingly, that there was a “greater emphasis on politics and 
explanation in old norse historiography” than in the dominant european 
traditions (Bagge 1997, 428; see also Bagge 1991). The shift towards intel
ligible political meanings and motives was a major innovation – not a leap 
beyond the medieval universe of discourse, but a new opening within it. 
And if Heimskringla appears as the paradigmatic example of the political 
turn, that is also because it tells us more about what Canetti called the 
“entrails of power” (see the chapter “Eingeweide der Macht” in Canetti 
1996, 237–263) than did the mainstream Christian historiography of the 
times. This is particularly clear when it deals with the violent progress of 
Christianization: the underside of a story that already existed in more 
hagiographic versions is brought to light (see also von See 1999, 311–344). 

Another aspect of Bagge’s analysis is worth mentioning; as he sees it, 
Snorri perceived and portrayed the Norwegian political scene in light of 
his own political lifeworld, i.e. the conflict-ridden and collapsing Icelandic 
freestate (Bagge 1991, 237–240). this approach stands in marked contrast 
to the emerging self-representation of the Norwegian monarchy, systema
tized in the Speculum regale, and may be seen as a way of cutting the mys
tique of king, court and sacred order down to size. There are other clues 
that point to similar conclusions. In recent scholarship (e.g. Sverrir 
Jakobsson 2005), attention has been drawn to the uniquely eminent posi
tion of the Byzantine emperor – not only in the kings’ sagas, but also in 
narratives whose main action takes place in Iceland. It would not seem far-
fetched to understand this continuing reverence – prima facie surprising in 
the Western Christian context – as a way to downgrade closer neighbours. 
The Byzantine summit of kingship was prestigious enough to overshadow 
lesser figures and remote enough to pose no threat. 

there is, of course, still room for controversy on Icelandic visions of 
and attitudes to monarchy. Ármann Jakobsson’s recent works on this sub
ject (Ármann Jakobsson 1997, 2002) contain an unequalled wealth of infor
mation drawn from the whole range of the sources, but his conclusion that 
the kings’ sagas “all show kingship in a favourable light” (Ármann 
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jakobsson 1997, 318), and that none of them can therefore be regarded as 
more or less royalist than the others, seems onesided. In the first place, 
the abovementioned distinction between kingship as an imaginary signifi
cation and monarchy as a historical institution may be relevant to this 
issue. A cluster of values and virtues associated with kingship represents 
the enduringly attractive side of monarchy, but the record as a whole does 
not suggest that its appeal – due to the reasons noted above – led to an 
unreserved embrace of the monarchic alternative. Moreover, the ability to 
distinguish between different “images of sovereignty” (Richard Gaskins) 
and contrasting ideals of rulership reflects a detachment that precluded 
identification with a given order. The very fact that it has proved difficult 
to identify clear preferences for one model as against another (does 
Heimskringla favour peasant or warrior kings?) indicates an ongoing con
frontation that could only be sustained at a distance from monarchic rule. 
Last but not least, I find theodore Andersson’s argument about the shift 
from kings’ sagas to Icelanders’ sagas persuasive. It was precisely at the 
moment when absorption into the Norwegian monarchy became an 
increasingly likely possibility that the Icelanders turned to “a belated 
redefinition of their own traditions in their native sagas” (Andersson 1999, 
934). the same author notes “a vein of antimonarchism in the sagas of this 
period, and a will to identify what is peculiar to Icelandic institutions, 
Icelandic law, and Icelandic character” (Ibid., 933).3 

3 the interpretation of Morkinskinna has emerged as a major issue in the debate on Icelandic 
attitudes to monarchy. Ármann jakobsson argues that this text “fuses the loyalty to 
tradition with the ideal of a new society” (2002, 286; my translation, J.P.A.). The claim 
could not be phrased more strongly: this “didactic history with an ideological purpose” (337; 
author’s english summary) proposes a return to the monarchic fold, and more precisely 
to the court society of the Norwegian kingdom at its most ambitious and expansionist. 
theodore Andersson reads Morkinskinna as a “condemnation of Norwegian expansionism 
on the part of an Icelandic writer and a forceful recommendation that Norwegian kings 
should devote themselves to social progress within Norway” (1994, 58). By comparison, 
Heimskringla can, for all its ambivalence, be seen as a royalist readjustment, and egils saga 
as a reminder that one should try to see both sides of the argument. When two uncontested 
experts disagree in this massive way, a non-expert can only conclude that  the message of 
the text must be very ambiguous indeed. The present writer feels tempted to add that the 
most accessible sections of Morkinskinna (the þættir, which both interpreters see as integral 
parts of the work) do not – to put it mildly – read like monarchist sermons.
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SuMMARy

this essay discusses the question of civilizational approaches to the medieval  
Nordic world, and in particular to Icelandic history between the tenth and thir
teenth centuries. Attempts to reconstruct the cultural profile of a preChristian 
Scandinavian civilization, achieving its last flowering in Iceland (as argued most 
forcefully by Arnold toynbee), have proved unconvincing. But there are also  
weighty arguments against  the “pan-Christian” view that portrays the medieval 
North as a wholly assimilated part of Western Christendom. The most plausible  
interpretation stresses the dynamics of marginal regions marked by more or less 
resilient preChristian cultures and integrated into Western Christendom during 
its expansionist phase. As the case of the Nordic region shows, this process could 
involve an intercivilizational encounter with a pre-Christian world and an intra-
civilizational  differentiation within the framework of Western Christendom. The 
result was, particularly in Iceland, a very distinctive variant of Western Christian  
civilization. This general interpretation must, however, be combined with an 
account of the main landmarks  in medieval Icelandic history: the tenthcentury 
foundation of a nonmonarchic political order, Christianization, the thirteenth
century political breakdown, and integration into the Norwegian kingdom.

Jóhann Páll Árnason
La Trobe University, Melbourne
Charles University, Prague
J.Arnason@latrobe.edu.au





SveRRe BAGGe

noRDIC unIQueneSS
In tHe MIDDLe AGeS?

PoLItICAL AnD LIteRARy ASPeCtS

was there a particular nordic civilisation in the Middle Ages? there 
are two possible candidates on which such a characterisation might be 
based: (1) the unique literary culture of Iceland and (2) “the Scandinavian 
model”, with egalitarianism, democracy, welfare and peace. This latter is a 
modern phenomenon but may possibly have its origins in earlier periods, 
even in the Middle Ages. From this point of view, discussion about the 
Scandinavian model may form part of a wider discussion about the unique
ness of Europe, which has also been traced back to the Middle Ages.

Of course, such claims cannot be based on any deep similarity between 
medieval and modern society. there is little to suggest that medieval 
Europe was a better place to live for the majority of its population than 
other, contemporary civilisations or that it was particularly peaceful, egali
tarian or democratic. Claims for a medieval origin of modern, Western 
civilisation must therefore be based on marginal differences or “cracks” in 
the generally traditional surface that might eventually lead to major chang
es. Proto-capitalism, for example, which was stimulated by the existence of 
free cities, competition between a great number of moderately sized and 
relatively stable states might be seen as a stimulus to inventions (or at least 
the spread of them) and the need for the king or ruler to share his power 
with aristocrats and/or burghers might be seen as the origin of modern 
democratic theory and practice.1 While nordic civilisation can hardly claim 
to be in the forefront of the development of capitalism or industrialisation, 
it may have some claims in the field of state formation or possibly democ
racy. 

1  Sverre Bagge, “the transformation of europe: the Role of Scandinavia,” Medieval En 
counters, eds. j. Arnason and B. Wittrock,  (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 131–65.

Gripla XX (2009): 49–76.



GRIPLA50

Democracy

“Democracy” in a general sense is hardly uniquely european but rather, the 
normal way of organising small-scale societies; that is, the majority of soci
eties that have existed in the world. “Democracy” in this context need not 
include formal institutions, elections and so forth, but decisions will often 
be taken after discussion at meetings of the members of society or a part of 
them.2 Some people may emerge as leaders because of greater wealth, cha
risma or fighting skills (“big men”), but their power will depend on volun
tary support from their followers.3 Formal election or deposition will not 
be necessary; the leaders may attract a number of adherents who desert 
them when they are dissatisfied with them. Leadership by big men is con
trasted to that of “chiefs” who have a permanent leadership and are able to 
force people to obey them. However, there is a sliding transition between 
these kinds of leadership; the leaders may act as chiefs in relationship to 
some groups and as big men in relationship to others. this seems largely to 
be the case in medieval europe, including the nordic countries. Most peo
ple were subordinated to the aristocracy, whereas the relationship between 
leaders and followers within this group bears some resemblance to that of 
a big man and his followers.  

Monarchy or despotism is a secondary development, the result of 
greater centralisation, larger political units, greater population density and 
more intense competition. “Big man” democracy works best in small scale, 
“face to face” societies. nevertheless, even states and empires under abso
lute rule often have some kind of democracy at the local level, as for 
instance the Roman empire. A claim for european or Scandinavian 
uniqueness must therefore be based on evidence that such a structure was 
preserved even in relatively large political units. this applies to many 
countries in the Middle Ages. the european state is often regarded as 
unique in a global context, both the system of independent, relatively sta
ble states in mutual competition and the internal balance of power where 
the monarch had to rule in co-operation with the leading members of soci

2  f.G. Bailey, Stratagems and Spoils. A Social Anthropology of Politics (New York: Schocken, 
1969), 35–71 etc.

3  Marshall Sahlins, “Poor Man, Rich Man, Big Man, Chief,” Comparative Studies in Society 
and History 5 (1963), 285–303.
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ety and in accordance with laws or agreements with his subjects. The con
stitutionalism that emerged in most european countries, particularly from 
the 13th century onwards, can be regarded partly as a continuation and 
partly as a modification of the “big manlike” or clientelistic aspects of the 
relationship between the king and individual aristocrats in the Early 
Middle Ages. Assemblies or other institutions emerged in order to force 
the king to share his power with his most prominent subjects and to 
respect their rights. There is clearly an ideological connection between this 
medieval constitutionalism and the rise of democracy from the late 18th 
century onwards,4 possibly also a practical one, although constitutionalism 
was replaced with absolutism in most countries of Europe in the Early 
Modern Period and largely for the same reason as big men succumbed to 
chiefs: absolute monarchies were more efficient in the fierce military com
petition between the European states.5  Only a few wealthy and sheltered 
states managed to combine efficiency and constitutionalism, the Dutch 
Republic, England and to some extent Sweden. 

Scandinavia did play a part in the formation of the european state sys
tem. Although geography and ecology may, to a great extent, serve as the 
explanation behind this particular feature of european civilisation – the 
contrast to China is particularly striking – we are also dealing with a his
torical development. the formation of separate kingdoms on the northern 
and eastern border of Germany served to prevent a revival of the 
Carolingian empire and to establish the multiple state system. the compe
tition between the Scandinavian kingdoms in the Middle Ages and the 
early Modern Period also serves as a good illustration of the effects of 
such a system. With some exceptions, Denmark was the leading country 
of Scandinavia until the 17th century. undergoing a revival after a period of 
decline in the early 14th century, Denmark became the centre of a dynastic 
union of all three countries which lasted (albeit with intermissions) from 
1397 until 1523, by which time Norway had lost its independence, whereas 
Sweden had broken out of the union. During the 17th century, Sweden 

4  Ideologically, the clearest link is Montesquieu’s theory of the division of power, which 
partly has its background in his own experience as a member of the French aristocracy.

5  See e.g. Charles tilly, ed., The Formation of National States in Western Europe (Princeton: 
Princeton university Press, 1975) and idem, Coercion and Capital, and European States, A.D. 
990–1990 (Cambridge, Mass.: Basil Blackwell, 1990); William H. Mcneill, The Pursuit of 
Power: Technology, Armed Force and Society since A.D. 1000 (Oxford: Blackwell 1983).
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overtook Denmark through a thorough modernisation of its military 
forces and emerged as a European great power, almost conquering Den-
mark which, however, survived through the introduction of absolutism and 
by imitating Sweden’s military modernisation. 

Internally, the two strongest of the Scandinavian kingdoms, Denmark 
and Sweden, both developed constitutional barriers against the king’s 
power, whereas Norway did not. Norway has been an extremely central
ised country from the Middle Ages until the present. The monarchy was 
stronger and the aristocracy weaker than in the neighbouring countries, in 
a way that makes Scandinavia resemble two of the kingdoms on the Iberian 
peninsula: Castile with its strong monarchy and weak aristocracy, and 
Aragon-Catalonia with its weak monarchy and strong aristocracy.6 Which 
of these constitutions was the more democratic is a question that is open to 
discussion. A country with a strong aristocracy was more likely to develop 
institutions restricting the king’s power but these institutions tended to be 
dominated by a small elite. the common people might have a greater influ
ence in a country with a strong monarchy, like Norway. In any case, the 
Icelandic free state, which had no king at all and a relatively weak and 
divided aristocracy, was clearly the most democratic from this point of 
view. However, it was also weak and a typical example of a loosely organ
ised small-scale society. It would hardly have survived for as long as it did 
if it had been located in a more competitive environment. Moreover, 
despite its distant location, it did succumb to the Norwegian king in 
1262–64. the strongest candidate for continuity from medieval to modern 
democracy in Scandinavia is Sweden, where a constitutional assembly con
sisting of four estates developed during the Later Middle Ages and sur
vived until it was replaced by a modern parliament in 1866. By contrast, 
Denmark (which included Norway) became the most absolutist country in 
europe in 1660. Although it may still be possible to argue for the impor
tance of the medieval past for the rise of democracy in europe in the 19th 
and 20th centuries, there is little to suggest that Scandinavia was very dif
ferent from the rest of europe in this respect.

6  Angus Mckay, Spain in the Middle Ages (Basingstoke: Palgrave 2002 [orig. 1977]), 95–117. 
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egalitarianism

A more promising idea seems to be that of Scandinavian egalitarianism: 
here, Iceland, Norway and Sweden are the candidates, whereas Denmark 
seems to conform more to the normal European pattern with a strong 
aristocracy dominating the peasantry. nevertheless, the current trend is to 
emphasise the aristocratic character of nordic society.7 the “farmers” 
(bœndr) who play such an important role in the sagas are not the average 
members of the political community but aristocrats and leaders of local 
society. Most of the land in all of the nordic countries (except Iceland) 
was owned by great lords or ecclesiastical institutions to whom the farmers 
paid rent, although they mostly had their own personal freedom. Relatively 
speaking, however, most of the Nordic countries differed from most of 
Western europe in the egalitarian direction. the social and economic dif
ferences seem to have been less pronounced, although they were increasing 
during the Middle Ages, and the common people had to be taken into 
account to a greater extent than in many other countries. the importance 
of the farmers was reduced from the 12th and 13th century onwards with 
the development of a royal and ecclesiastical bureaucracy, for instance in 
Norway with the introduction of permanent royal judges and local offi
cials, and in Iceland after the country submitted to the King of Norway in 
1262–64, but the farmers were represented in the Swedish diet that devel
oped during the Later Middle Ages. Moreover, the Swedish farmers play-
ed an important military role during the struggles against the Danish king 
in the 15th and early 16th century. In this respect, Sweden is not unique but 
conforms to other countries on the periphery, such as Scotland, Switzerland, 
and parts of Germany and east Central europe. furthermore, the farmers 
continued to play an important part in local government in Norway and 
Iceland, to some extent also in Denmark, at least until the 17th century. 

Here, it may be objected that historians have a natural tendency to 
imagine the past in the light of the present and Scandinavian historians – 
particularly Norwegian ones – may well be suspected of making the 
Middle Ages too egalitarian and “Social Democratic”. Medieval society in 
Scandinavia was very hierarchical and aristocratic but probably less so than 

7  eljas orrman, „Rural Conditions,“ The Cambridge History of Scandinavia I, ed. knut Helle, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 299–306 w. ref.
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that of the central regions of Western Christendom. A certain amount of 
egalitarianism may therefore go back to the Middle Ages but we may also 
point to significant later changes, such as the reduced importance of the 
Scandinavian states from the 18th century onwards and their withdrawal 
from the great power struggles, as well as the growth of towns, trade and a 
middle class of burghers, wealthy farmers and bureaucrats in the service of 
the state.

A unique culture? the use of the vernacular 

Let us then turn to the cultural aspect, where the strongest claims have 
been made for Scandinavian or rather Icelandic uniqueness. How unique 
was this culture? Can it be understood as the expression of a society differ
ent to that of the rest of europe, thus confirming the claims for a greater 
amount of democracy or egalitarianism in Scandinavia?  

one of the claims made for this kind of uniqueness is based on the 
early and extensive use of the vernacular. This applies only to Norway and 
Iceland, not to Denmark and Sweden. Moreover, it is less unique than 
often assumed. The rise of the vernacular was a general trend in most of 
Western Europe from the late 12th and early 13th century; in other words, 
from about the same time as the rise of the saga literature.8 this applies to 
france, Germany, Spain and Italy. england represents a similar trend, 
except that the literary language was French rather than English until the 
mid-14th century. However, this development came considerably later in 
the “new” countries of Western Christendom, i.e. those countries 
Christianised from the 9th–10th centuries onwards: Denmark, Sweden 
and the kingdoms of East Central Europe. Thus Norway and Iceland con
stitute the exceptions, not in the use of the vernacular as such, but in con
forming to the pattern of the “old” rather than to the “new” countries of 
Western Christendom. this increased use of the vernacular is usually 
thought to reside in a more extensive degree of lay literacy, or the develop
ment of a literature intended for a lay audience, or both. 

Whereas the literary use of the vernacular had become quite wide

8  erich Auerbach, Literatursprache und Publikum in der lateinischen Spätantike und Mittelalter 
(Bern: francke, 1958), 205–59.



55

spread in the central parts of Western Christendom from around 1200, its 
use for administrative purposes in Norway and Iceland was more excep
tional. In Norway, the royal chancery confined its use of Latin almost 
exclusively to letters to other countries and in a few cases to the Church; 
ecclesiastical institutions also made extensive use of the vernacular, 
although less than the royal chancery.9 this differs clearly from Danish 
and Swedish practice where Latin was used almost exclusively until the 
second half of the 14th century, and also from most other european chan
ceries. The only parallel – except for Iceland which, of course, had no royal 
chancery – is Anglo-Saxon England which is likely to have influenced 
Norwegian practice, as Christianity and thereby writing was introduced to 
Norway mainly from England. Early Norwegian letters seem to have been 
modelled on the Anglo-Saxon writ.10 the AngloSaxon practice in issuing 
writs in the vernacular continued for some generations after the Norman 
Conquest which makes it more likely that it could have influenced the 
Norwegian one. While in England, a change to Latin took place gradually 
in the period after the Conquest, the use of the vernacular continued in 
Norway where there was no comparable revolution. A further reason for 
the continued use of the vernacular in Norway may be that the less wealthy 
and exclusive Norwegian aristocrats might not have been as well equipped 
with clerical expertise as their European counterparts; the importance of 
propaganda during the troubled period in the second half of the 12th cen
tury, which may have stimulated writing in the vernacular, might also be 
taken into consideration. the extant Speech against the Bishops is one exam
ple of this and there may have been others, although we have no evidence. 
Finally, the existence of written laws in the vernacular may have been of 
some importance as a stimulus to issue the amendments, of which we have 
some examples from the 12th century, in the same language. 

the link to AngloSaxon england may possibly explain other aspects of 
Norwegian-Icelandic culture. Directly or indirectly, Norway and Iceland 

 9  See the list in johan Agerholt, Gamal brevskipnad. Etterrøkjingar og utgreidingar i norsk 
diplomatik, (oslo: Gundersen, 1929–32), 648–57, which includes twenty five letters from 
the king in Old Norse before 1280. By contrast, there are only four in Latin to Norwegian 
recipients, all ecclesiastical institutions. During the same period, the bishops are known to 
have issued eighteen letters in Latin and twenty-seven in Old Norse to Norwegian recipi
ents.

10  Agerholt, Brevskipnad, 646, with reference to Bresslau.
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received Christianity from AngloSaxon england. the significance of this 
is not confined to the impulses coming from the english Church but also 
consists in the fact that AngloSaxon rulers, in contrast to their Carolingian 
and Ottonian counterparts, were not able to introduce Christianity through 
force or the threat of force. In so far as military or political pressure was 
used, it came from indigenous kings or magnates who thus played a crucial 
role in the conversion. This may also serve to explain how so much of the 
pre-Christian traditions survived in Norway and Iceland, as they also did 
in AngloSaxon england.11

A unique culture? the saga literature

the main claim for a unique Icelandic culture is based on the existence of 
the family sagas, but the kings’ sagas show largely the same features and 
can, in addition, be directly compared with Latin prose. The story of St 
óláfr taking the young Hákon jarl captive may serve as an example; any 
reader familiar with the sagas may easily find others. The story is told in 
several sources, the oldest of which is Theodoricus Monachus’s work from 
around 1180.12 Theodoricus tells how Óláfr, having arrived in Norway, 
sailed to a place called Saudungsund (in Sunnfjord in Western Norway), 
where he learned that the young earl was on his way. Óláfr laid a trap for 
the earl by placing his ships on each side of the narrow sound with a rope 
between them, lifting the rope at the right moment so that the earl’s ship 
capsized. Hákon was captured, gave up his lordship in Norway and left for 
england. 

Theodoricus writes a simple, matter-of-fact Latin without rhetorical 
embroidery – Saxo would have made much more out of this passage, had 
he included it in his work. Theodoricus’s account is also relatively detailed. 
He notes that both Óláfr and Hákon had two ships and even bothers to 
inform his readers of the size of Hákon’s ships, despite the fact that this is 
of no importance for the message Theodoricus wants to convey. He also 
adds that the larger of Hákon’s ships corresponded to the type the ancients 
11  Sverre Bagge, ”Christianization and State Formation in Early Medieval Norway,” Scandi

navian Journal of History 30 (2005), 113–16, 123 f.
12  theodoricus Monachus, Historia de antiquitate regum Norwagiensium, Monumenta Historica 

Norvegiae, ed. Gustav Storm (Christiania: A.W. Brøgger, 1880), ch. 15, 26 f.
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called liburna and which Horace mentions in one of his epodes – from 
which Theodoricus quotes, in accordance with his general tendency to 
refer to the classics as often as possible, no doubt with the aim of integrat
ing his history of Norway into the mainstream of universal history.13 
Although his exact account of the ruse is not very detailed, he makes it 
perfectly clear to the reader how the earl was captured. The most charac
teristic feature in theodoricus compared to the later sagas is the lack of 
drama; there is no attempt to describe what happened when the ships cap
sized or when the earl was brought aboard Óláfr’s ship. More important to 
Theodoricus than such details is the moral aspect. From his point of view, 
the episode does not portray the saintly king in a very favourable light: 
Óláfr has attacked the earl without any declaration of war or feud and 
given him no chance to defend himself. óláfr may clearly be accused of 
unchivalrous behaviour but theodoricus has an excuse ready for him: he 
wanted to avoid bloodshed.  

The two “classical” sagas, Fagrskinna and Heimskringla,14 which have 
almost exactly the same text, tell essentially the same story as theodoricus, 
but in a different way. In the first part, they are somewhat more detailed in 
explaining exactly how the earl’s ship capsized. They also add a sentence 
about how the earl’s men dropped into the water, some drowning and 
some being killed by óláfr’s men. they thus make no point of óláfr’s 
alleged wish to avoid bloodshed. The main difference comes in the next 
part. the earl is taken captive and led on board óláfr’s ship. He is seven
teen years old and very handsome, with long, beautiful hair like silk, tied 
up with a golden string:

He sat down by the mast. Then said King Óláf, “It is certainly true 
what is said about your kin, that you are of handsome appearance. 
But luck has deserted you now.” 

Hákon replied, “It is not that luck has deserted us. It has long 
been the case that now the one, now the other of two parties have 
lost out… It may be that we are more successful another time.”

13  Sverre Bagge, “Theodoricus Monachus – Clerical Historiography in Twelfth-century 
Norway,” Scandinavian Journal of History 14 (1989), 115–17.

14  Fagrskinna. Nóregs kononga tal, ed. finnur jónsson (Copenhagen: S.L. Møller, 1902–03), 
(=Fsk.) ch. 26, and Heimskringla, ed. f. jónsson (Copenhagen: S.L. Møller, 1893–1900), 
II, 38–40. 
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then king óláf replied, “Has it not entered your mind, earl, 
that events have taken such a turn that in the future you may have 
neither victory nor defeat?”

The earl said, “This is in your power, sire, to decide this 
time.”15

Suddenly understanding his predicament, the earl asks what he has to do to 
escape and accepts óláfr’s condition, to leave the country and promise 
never to return. 

W.P. Ker has characterised the difference between Latin and Old Norse 
historiography in the following way: 

“These two books [Theodoricus and Historia Norwegie] might be 
picked out of the Middle Ages on purpose to make a contrast of 
their style with the Icelandic saga. Th[eodoricus]. … indulges in all 
the favourite medieval irrelevances, drags in the Roman historians 
and the Platonic year, digresses from Charybdis to the Huns, and 
embroiders his texts with quotations from the Latin poets”.16 

A more charitable – and adequate – description is that theodoricus had a 
different aim, regarding the external events as signs of some deeper his
torical meaning which he found in typological parallels to events that had 
taken place elsewhere.17 The earl’s beauty, the drama of his meeting with 
Óláfr and the exchange between the two protagonists were of no impor
tance to him, whereas the allusion to Horace links the episode in this dis
tant country to the civilised world, and the statement that Óláfr wanted to 
avoid bloodshed gives a moral interpretation and serves to protect the 
saintly king from the accusation that he broke the rules of chivalry by 
attacking without a formal declaration of war or feud. 
15  “settisk hann i fyrrúmit. Þá mælti óláfr konungr: “eigi er þat logit af yðr frændum, hversu 

fríðir menn þér eruð sýnum, en farnir eruð þér nú at hamingju.” Þá segir Hákon: “ekki er 
þetta óhamingja, er oss hefir hent; hefir þat lengi verit, at ýmsir hafa sigraðir verit … kann 
vera, at oss takisk annat sinn betr til en nú.” Þá svarar óláfr konungr: “grunar þik ekki þat, 
jarl, at hér hafi svá til borit, at þú mynir hvárki fá heðan í frá sigr né ósigr?” jarl segir: “þér 
munuð ráða, konungr, at sinni””, Heimskringla II, 39; Heimskringla. History of the Kings of 
Norway, transl. Lee M. Hollander (Austin, university of texas Press, 1964), 266. 

16  William Paton Ker, “The Early Historians of Norway,” Collected Essays II (London: 
Macmillan, 1925), 141 f.

17  Bagge, “theodoricus,” 113–33.
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Fagrskinna’s and Heimskringla’s version represents classical saga narra
tive. the accounts are objective, in the sense that the author remains neu
tral and abstains from comment; visual, in their vivid description of per
sons and events; and dramatic, in letting the persons confront one another 
with brief, succinct, intensely meaningful sentences, delivered in a calm 
tone and often with understatement in a way that heightens the drama, as 
in Óláfr’s words to Hákon. The sagas generally prefer direct speech, in 
contrast to classical Latin prose, which prefers indirect. In this way, the 
actors in the drama are presented on the stage without interference from 
the author. Irony is often used. king Sverrir’s speeches and sayings are 
particularly famous for this,18 but irony is also found in other sagas, as in 
Heimskringla’s story of Ásbjǫrn selsbani’s fatal expedition from Northern 
Norway to Sola in the south to buy grain from his uncle Erlingr Skjálgsson. 
When Ásbjǫrn returns empty-handed, having been humiliated by King 
óláfr’s ármaðr Selþórir, and declines his other uncle Þórir hundr’s invita
tion to spend Christmas with him, Þórir comments: 

There is … a great difference between us kinsmen of Ásbjorn in the 
honor he does us  … seeing the effort he put forth this summer to 
visit Erling and his kin; whereas now he disdains to come to me 
who lives next door to him! I don’t know but he fears that Seal-
thórir be there on every islet.19

the saga style also seems to suggest a closer connection to the material, 
visible world, than the learned, Latin tradition. Not that the sagas excel in 
description for its own sake; there are few descriptions of nature, and 
when descriptions do occur, there is always a practical reason, depicting a 
battleground or showing the difficulty in crossing a certain area, for exam
ple. When necessary, however, such descriptions can be very precise, as for 
instance Snorri’s description of how Þórir hundr and the brothers Karli 

18  Sverre Bagge, From Gang Leader to the Lord’s Anointed. Kingship in Sverris saga and Hákonar 
saga Hákonarsonar. the viking Collection 8 (odense: odense university Press, 1996), 
27–29. 

19  “bæði er … at mikill er virðingamunr vár frænda Ásbjarnar, enda gerir hann svá, slíkt starf 
sem hann lagði á í sumar, at sœkja kynnit til erlings á jaðar, en hann vill eigi hér fara í næsta 
hús til mín; veit ek eigi, hvárt hann hyggr, at Selþórir myni í hverjum hólma fyrir vera” 
(Heimskringla II, 249; Hollander, 381). 
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and Gunnsteinn raided a burial site and destroyed a statue of the pagan god 
jómali in Bjarmaland.20 the story has a vividness that might suggest that 
Snorri had been an eyewitness to the episode or at least had visited the site, 
which of course was not the case. Nor are the details so specific that it is 
necessary to assume any local knowledge; most probably, Snorri has 
invented them himself. nevertheless, his need for visualising is striking. 
We are presented almost with a map of the site and are told details such as 
that Þórir used his axe to climb the wall and that mud stuck to the gold and 
silver taken out of the burial mound, which seems obvious enough but 
which increases the vividness of the story. The attack on the statue plays a 
major part in the story and is also described in dramatic detail. Snorri does 
not confine himself to merely noting that its head dropped off, but 
describes exactly where Karli aimed his axe so as to loosen the costly neck
lace the statue was wearing in the easiest way possible. The detailed 
description of this attack, from Þórir’s warning against touching the statue 
to karli’s chopping off its head, might look like a story of greed leading to 
disaster. Admittedly, the sound of the dropping head alerts the guards that 
are on their way – Snorri tells us that the raiders exploited an interval dur
ing the change of guards – but Þórir’s magic saves the Norwegians. 
Instead, the attack on the god serves as an anticipation of the later conflict 
between Þórir and the brothers. Þórir’s warning seems to have served as a 
pretext to keep the others away from the main booty, as he fails to heed it 
himself, snatching a bowl full of silver from the statue, which results in 
karli’s attack on the statue. on their return from the expedition, Þórir and 
karli quarrel about the booty and Þórir kills karli, partly because of this 
and partly as revenge for Karli’s having killed Þórir’s nephew Ásbjǫrn; he 
pierces him with the spear with which Ásbjǫrn had been killed, which he 
had received from Ásbjǫrn’s mother and with which he later pierced King 
Óláfr. In this way, the raiding expedition in Bjarmaland enters into the 
main story of Óláfs saga (below p. 61).  

Representation and argument

The visual character of the sagas and the contrast here between the sagas 
and classical and medieval Latin prose is reminiscent of Auerbach’s com
20  Heimskringla II, 292–99.
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parison between the latter and Gregory of Tours’s “barbarous” prose – a 
contrast that Mark Phillips has characterised with the terms “representa
tion” and “argument”. According to Auerbach, Gregory’s Latin is primitive 
and unclassical; he has no idea of composition and his detailed narrative is 
so obscure as to be almost incomprehensible. on the other hand, Gregory’s 
prose has a freshness and immediacy, derived from popular narrative, 
which represent a renewal of the ancient tradition. In a similar way, 
Phillips distinguishes between the vivid but chaotic Italian chronicles of 
the 14th century and the classicising, abstract, well-ordered and intellectual 
histories in Latin from the Renaissance of the 15th century, which aimed at 
reviving the classical tradition.21 

this contrast catches an important feature of the old norse sagas but 
does not give a complete picture. the sagas are not chaotic; the visual 
details serve to underline important points in the narrative. nor is there a 
necessary conflict between representation and argument. Some of the clas
sical sagas, notably Heimskringla and Sverris saga, contain argument as well 
as representation; visualisation is not l’art pour l’art, but has an intellectual 
purpose. In Heimskringla, the story of Óláfr and Hákon is followed by a 
series of others which explain how Óláfr managed to defeat his enemies 
and become king of Norway in half a year.22 By capturing Hákon, óláfr 
eliminates an important rival, while at the same time demonstrating his 
luck, which – together with the wealth he has brought from England – 
gains him the support of his relatives, the petty kings of Eastern Norway. 
this in turn enables him to defeat his other rival, Sveinn jarl, in the battle 
of nesjar. After this victory, the rest of his enemies, including einarr 
Þambarskelfir in trøndelag and erlingr Skjálgsson in Sola, find it neces
sary to come to terms. 

the story of óláfr and Hákon also plays a crucial role in the saga of 
Óláfr as a whole. Readers of the saga can hardly avoid comparing this epi
sode with another episode towards the end, namely the last meeting 
between Óláfr and Erlingr Skjálgsson which takes place at a time when 
Óláfr is about to lose the country. Starting with the story of Ásbjǫrn 
21  erich Auerbach, Mimesis. Dargestellte Wirklichkeit in der abendländischen Literatur (Bern: 

francke, 1946), 81–97; Mark Phillips, “Representation and Argument in florentine 
Historiography,” Storia della storiografia, 10 (1986), 48–63.

22  Sverre Bagge, Society and Politics in Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla (Berkeley etc.: university 
of California Press, 1991), 90–92.
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selsbani’s fatal expedition to the south, Snorri has described how Óláfr 
runs into conflict with one after another of the mightiest men in the coun
try, a narrative in which the Bjarmaland episode also plays a part (above p. 
60). Óláfr’s adversaries rally around King Cnut the Great who arrives in 
Norway and is accepted as king over most of the country. After Cnut’s 
return, Óláfr, who has remained passive in his stronghold in the east dur
ing Cnut’s expedition, tries a raid along the coast of Western Norway. He 
is pursued by Erlingr, who has a largely superior force, but Óláfr nonethe
less manages to lay an ambush for Erlingr’s ship which is much faster than 
the rest of his fleet. erlingr fights until all his men have been killed, after 
which Óláfr offers him quarter. Erlingr lays down his arms but is killed by 
one of Óláfr’s men, to whom Óláfr says: “With that blow you struck 
Norway out of my hands”.23 Shortly afterwards, Óláfr is forced to leave 
the country and finds refuge in Russia.

Thus, the lesson is that clemency brings Óláfr success, whereas killing 
an enemy who surrenders leads to disaster. In accordance with what seems 
to be Snorri’s general way of thinking, this conclusion is based on political 
rather than moral considerations. On both occasions, Óláfr is in a weak 
position; he is in desperate need of friends. In a society of feuds and 
revenge, killing an enemy makes it more difficult to come to terms with 
his clients and relatives. killing Hákon might easily have led to a danger
ous alliance of his friends and relatives against óláfr. killing erlingr did 
lead to Erlingr’s whole network uniting against Óláfr and chasing him out 
of the country. Admittedly, óláfr is not responsible for erlingr’s death in 
Snorri’s account, although he most probably is in the stanza by Sighvatr, 
which Snorri quotes.24 Snorri’s conclusion therefore may be that óláfr 
wanted to do the same to Erlingr as to Hákon, but that luck, which had so 
emphatically favoured him in his early career, had now deserted him. More 
generally, however, both episodes show the importance of support. No 
king can rule only by force; he needs the support of the majority of the 
leading men in the country. Towards the end of his reign, Óláfr loses this 
support, largely through his own fault, in antagonising a number of the 

23  “nú hjóttu nóreg ór hendi mér” (Heimskringla II, 406; Hollander, 467).
24  “erlingr fell, en olli/ allríkr skipat slíku/ …bragna konr með gagni”/ “erling fell; that out

come/ óláf caused … and gained the victory”, Den norskislandske Skjaldedigtning, ed. finnur 
jónsson (Copenhagen: Rosenkilde og Bagger, 1908–14), B I, 230; cf. Hollander, 468.  
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greatest magnates by insisting on his rights down to the smallest detail.25 
Had Óláfr succeeded in reaching a settlement with Erlingr, he might pos
sibly have turned the tables. However, a detail in Snorri’s account might 
suggest that Óláfr would have been unlikely to achieve this. After Erlingr’s 
surrender, Óláfr gives him a wound on his cheek, saying: “A mark he shall 
bear, the betrayer of his king”.26 this remark may actually have provoked 
Áslákr, Erlingr’s second cousin and enemy, to kill Óláfr; Áslákr would 
hardly have dared if óláfr instead had embraced erlingr or in some other 
ways expressed his wish for Erlingr’s friendship. 

More importantly, Óláfr’s act shows that he would never have gained 
Erlingr’s friendship which was what he needed to be able to remain in the 
country. In the long run, óláfr needed erlingr more than erlingr needed 
óláfr, despite the situation at the time. forcing erlingr to a similar agree
ment as Hákon’s would hardly help Óláfr; his other enemies were too 
strong and numerous. What Óláfr needed was Erlingr’s genuine friend
ship, which would make him and his network Óláfr’s allies. In order to 
achieve this, Óláfr had to show more generosity than marking Erlingr as a 
traitor. It would therefore seem that Snorri, despite acquitting Óláfr of 
Erlingr’s death, does use this scene as a contrast to the one between Óláfr 
and Hákon and intends it as another example of óláfr’s political blunders 
towards the end of his reign. 

Icelandic and european narrative

Snorri’s combination of representation and argument thus shows a clear 
difference from the dominating Latinclerical culture of contemporary 
Europe. On the other hand, we are not dealing with two diametrically 
opposed traditions; there are individual variations within both as well as 
similarities between the two, and influence from one tradition to the other. 
Stylistically, there is a considerable difference between the two Norwegian 
examples of historical narrative in Latin, theodoricus Monachus and 
Historia Norwegie. While the narrative in the former is simple and direct, 
the latter contains more rhetorical embroidery, particularly through a rich 

25  Bagge, Society and Politics, 66–70.
26  “merkja skal dróttinsvikann” (Heimskringla II, 406; Hollander, 467).
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and varied vocabulary and extensive use of synonyms.27 Moreover, al 
though both authors have a religious attitude, theological thought is more 
explicit in theodoricus, whose digressions serve to relate the history of 
Norway to the universal history of salvation.28 theodoricus also includes 
considerably more factual information, whereas the author of Historia 
Norwegie shows a greater interest in political explanation,29 and seems to 
have used classical Latin historiography as his model to a greater extent. In 
this respect, he resembles the greatest Latin writer in Scandinavia, Saxo 
Grammaticus, who was one of the most accomplished Latin writers of the 
Middle Ages, and who developed a highly complex and rhetorical style 
modelled particularly on valerius Maximus. Comparable differences can 
also be found throughout the rest of europe, for instance in Germany, 
where Widukind of Corvey (c. 960) and Lampert of Hersfeld (c. 1080) 
represent the classical style, with a greater emphasis on secular matters, 
whereas Wipo (c. 1040) and above all Otto of Freising (1140s, 1157/58) are 
more explicitly theological.30 However, there is no exact correspondence 
between style and contents: there are many intermediate forms and it is 
probably too early to attempt a complete categorisation of twelfth-century 
Latin historiography.31 If we compare the sagas to the two Norwegian 
representatives of Latin historiography, they are closer in style to 
theodoricus and closer in content to Historia Norwegie. of the German 
authors, Widukind is the one who has most in common with Snorri, in his 
occasionally very vivid accounts of individual episodes, his understanding 
of political conflicts as mainly the result of individuals competing for 
power and defending their own interests, and in his depictions of leader
ship as based on charismatic qualities rather than a holding of office on 

27  eiliv Skard, Målet i Historia Norwegiae, Skrifter utgitt av Det Norske Videnskapsakademi i 
Oslo, Hist.fil. klasse 1930.5 (Oslo: J. Dybwad, 1930); Lars Boje Mortensen, “Introduction,” 
Historia Norwegie, 24–28. 

28  Bagge, “theodoricus Monachus”, 117–23. 
29  Thus, the author explains why the Danish King Sveinn attacked Óláfr Tryggvason, whereas 

theodoricus only mentions the fact (Mortensen, “Introduction,” Historia Norwegie, eds. 
Inger ekrem and Lars Boje Mortensen (Copenhagen: Museum tusculanum Press, 2003), 
27 f.). 

30  Sverre Bagge, Kings, Politics, and the Right Order of the World in German Historiography c. 
950–1150. Studies in the History of Christian Thought 103 (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 88–94, 
98–107, 215–30, 277–96, 376–88.

31  Mortensen, Historia Norwegie, 27.
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God’s behalf. There is thus not a total gap between the sagas and European 
historiography but nevertheless, there is quite a strong difference in 
emphasis.32

Secular literature and secular audiences were also to be found in other 
countries at the same time; vernacular literature that developed from the 
12th century onwards was largely intended for the laity and dealt with war, 
heroic deeds and love. this literature demonstrates some of the same fea
tures as the old norse sagas but also some differences. Descriptions of 
kings, heroes and beautiful women are panegyric in tone in both genres, 
but those in the sagas are closer to descriptions of missing persons in police 
announcements, to draw a modern analogy: height, colours, special charac
teristics.33 In contrast, European chivalric literature shows greater subtlety 
in the rendering of emotions, particularly when dealing with love.34 
Characteristically, such passages are omitted or abbreviated in the old 
norse translations. Is this because of less understanding for such phenom
ena or because of the tendency, very pronounced in the mature sagas, to 
describe emotions through external signs (“red like blood” etc.) and to leave 
the interpretation to the reader? Secondly, this european vernacular litera
ture is more concerned with norms, chivalry and so forth, although it also 
contains strategicpolitical features similar to those in the saga literature. 
William Brandt’s characterisation, that this literature “seeks to celebrate, 
not to explain”,35 catches a characteristic difference compared to the saga 
literature, but is not entirely just. there is a considerable amount of strat

32  Sverre Bagge, “Icelandic uniqueness or a Common european Culture. the Case of the 
kings’ Sagas,” Scandinavian Studies 69,4 (1997), 418–42 and “Medieval Societies and 
Historiography,” in Michael Borgolte, ed., Das europäische Mittelalter im Spannungsbogen 
des Vergleichs. Zwanzig internationale Beiträge zu Praxis, Problemen und Perspektiven der histo
rischen Komparatistik (Berlin: Akademie verlag, 2001), 223–47.

33  Lars Lönnroth, “Det litterära porträttet i latinsk historio grafi och isländsk saga skrivning. 
en komparativ studie,” Acta Philo logica Scandinavica 27 (1965), 85 ff. and Bagge, Society and 
Politics, 146–48. Cf. also the comparison between chivalric and a saga description in Bjarne 
fidjestøl, Selected Papers (odense: odense university Press, 1997), 363 f.

34  See e.g. jonna kjær, “Censure Morale et transformations Idéologiques dans Deux 
traductions de Chrétien de troyes: Ívens saga et Erex saga,” The Eighth International Saga 
Conference. The Audience of the Sagas (Gothenburg 1991), 287–96; Liliane Reynaud, “når 
en roman av Chrétien de troyes blir til en norrøn saga. fra yvain ou Le Chevalier au Lion 
til ívens saga,” Historisk tidsskrift 83 (2004), 245–59.  

35  William j. Brandt, The Shape of Medieval History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1996), 88. 
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egy and political manoeuvring in works like L’Histoire du Guillaume le 
Maréchal and Froissart’s Chroniques.36 the actual “game of politics” need 
not have been fundamentally different; similar conflicts and manoeuvring 
can be detected in European vernacular as well as Latin historiography, 
although it is less prominent there. 

narrative and society

the saga style has been increasingly admired in modern times and has 
made a great impact on european literature from the mid19th century 
onwards. There is no doubt about its difference to the style current in 
intellectual circles in most of europe in the Middle Ages, but its origin and 
development are open to discussion37 and deserve further examination. 
Are we dealing with a genuinely popular style, based on oral narrative, or 
with some kind of development from Latin prose? 

We are certainly not dealing with a culture completely isolated from the 
rest of europe, a kind of medieval Galapagos.38 Both Iceland and Norway 
had early and regular contact with the rest of Europe, and some of the ear
liest texts, such as Sæmundr’s lost history of the Norwegian kings and 
Oddr Snorrason’s life of Óláfr Tryggvason, were in Latin. The Latin sermo 
humilis, as used in the Bible, in saints’ lives and other religious texts,39 is 
also a possible model for saga prose. Writing was, after all, introduced 
from abroad through the conversion, and it seems likely that imported 
texts may have had some influence on what was eventually written down. 
Moreover, the classical saga style seems to be a late development,40 which 
36  john Gillingham, Richard Coeur de Lion. Kingship, Chivalry and War in the Twelfth Century 

(London: The Hambledon Press, 1994), 227–41, with criticism of Georges Duby, Guillaume 
le Maréchal ou Le meilleur chevalier du monde (Paris: fayard, 1984); kristel Skorge, Ideals and 
values in Jean Froissart’s Chroniques (Doctoral thesis, Bergen, 2006), 68–123. 

37  frederic Amory, “Saga Style in some kings’ Sagas, and early Medieval Latin narrative,” 
Acta Philologica Scandinavica 32 (1979), 67–86; Þórir óskarsson, „Rhetoric and Style,“ A 
Companion to Old NorseIcelandic Literature and Culture, ed. by Rory Mcturk (oxford: 
Blackwell, 2005), 354–71. 

38  Gunnar karlsson, “Was Iceland the Galapagos of Germanic Political Culture,” here, 77.
39  Auerbach, Literatursprache und Publikum, 25–53.
40  on the development of the saga literature, see most recently theodore M. Andersson, 

The Growth of the Medieval Icelandic Sagas (1180–1280) (Ithaca: Cornell university Press, 
2006), 1–101. 
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can also be illustrated by the story of óláfr taking Hákon captive. the 
description of the earl as well as the dialogue between him and Óláfr is also 
found in the Legendary Saga from around 1200 but with a number of addi
tions that are omitted in the two later sagas.41 the earl’s vanity is empha
sised; he wants to sail between Óláfr’s two ships – which he believes are 
merchant ships – in order to impress the spectators as much as possible, 
and he and his men drink heavily while sailing. Both pieces of information 
serve to place the earl in bad light and may thus have a moralistic aim simi
lar to Theodericus’s comment about Óláfr’s wish to avoid bloodshed. Most 
importantly, after his words to the earl that he may have neither victory 
nor defeat any more, óláfr goes on to tell the earl that he may be killed and 
gives him an alternative option that the earl turns down. Finally, the two 
agree on the same solution as in the two later sagas. To modern readers, 
these additions weaken the drama of the story. The two later authors seem 
to have thought in the same way and omitted them.42 Thus, whatever the 
origin of the story, its classical version appears as a late and refined product 
of various versions produced over a period of around forty years. nor does 
Snorri confine himself just to narrating good stories; he combines them in 
a way that gives them considerable explanatory force. His departure from 
the Latin intellectual and rhetorical tradition is the result of deliberate 
choice.

nevertheless, the saga style probably has some basis in popular narra
tive or is at least closer to such narrative than classical Latin prose. Some of 
its features, such as irony, understatement, silence and acute observation of 
the external world, fit well in with a relatively egalitarian or at least non-
hierarchical society of farmers, and resemble the culture of rural society 
many places in contemporary Scandinavia.43 Moreover, there is some 
resemblance between the saga style and the so-called prófbref in Norway, 

41  Leg. saga ch. 19–21.
42  This of course implies that the two authors knew the Legendary saga, which is by no means 

certain. However, the two sagas show enough similarities with the Legendary saga that we 
can conclude that they must either have used the saga itself or some of its sources, such as 
The Oldest Saga. Only fragments survive of this saga, none of which deal with the early part 
of óláfr’s reign. See theodore M. Andersson, ”kings’ Sagas,” in Carol Clover and john 
Lindow, eds., Old NorseIcelandic Literature. A Critical Guide. Islandica 45 (Ithaca: Cornell 
uP, 1985), pp. 204 f., 212 f. 

43  eva Österberg, Mentalities and Other Realities. Essays in Medieval and Early Modern 
Scandinavian History (Lund: Lund university Press, 1991), 9–30. 
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testimony about the circumstances around cases of homicide, recorded by 
local officials and sent to the king: the exact description of details, the 
paratactic style and the frequent use of direct speech, often with striking 
formulations, invite direct comparison.44 As these letters primarily contain 
the testimony of witnesses, often apparently directly quoted, they are 
likely to stand relatively close to oral discourse. 

Although, as we have seen, the egalitarian character of medieval 
Icelandic society should not be exaggerated, it was certainly more pro
nounced than in most other places at the same time. As Icelandic society 
was without a clear hierarchy, status depended more on personal qualities 
than on inherited or bureaucratic positions, with intense competition and 
with a great risk for the loser to be the subject of ridicule. It was also a 
society where a man’s success depended more on his ability to form alli
ances, persuade people to join him and to outmanoeuvre his opponents 
than on courage and skills at arms. Above all, the saga literature differs 
from contemporary european historiography in the less exclusively aristo
cratic character of the players which made the chieftains more dependent 
on broader support and increased the importance of the personal qualities 
of the players, in the form of intelligence, eloquence, generosity and the 
ability to handle various kinds of people. Heimskringla consistently points 
out that the farmers are helpless without their leaders and generally 
attributes most important decisions to the latter. the farmers are thus in a 
subordinate position, but they are always there, in contrast to what is 
found in european historiography.45 the importance of oratory in the 
sagas serves to illustrate this point. the frequent references to regal elo
quence in the characterisations of kings, as well as the many speeches 
attributed to them, notably in Sverris saga and Heimskringla, show the 
importance of persuading people to do what the leader wants.46 

Might some of the features of the saga literature also be explained by 

44  trygve knudsen, Skrift, tradisjon og litteraturmål (oslo: universitetsforlaget, 1967), 81–83; 
cf. olav Solberg, Forteljingar om drap: kriminalhistorier frå seinmellomalderen (Bergen: 
fagbokforlaget, 2003), 40–64 etc. 

45  Bagge, Society and Politics, 138 f.
46  Ibid., 149, and Sverre Bagge, “oratory and Politics in the Sagas,” L’Histoire et les nouveaux 

publics dans l’europe médiévale (XIIIe–Xve siècles), Actes du colloque international org
anisé par la fondation européenne de la Science à la Casa de vélasquez, Madrid, 23–24 
Avril 1993, ed. jeanPhilippe Genet, Publications de la Sorbonne, Paris 1997, 215–28.
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the more secular character of nordic and particularly Icelandic society? It 
seems at least that the laity – in Iceland the chieftains and their followers, 
in Norway the royal court – was a very important literary audience. Nor is 
there any doubt that the Icelandic church was weaker than its counterparts 
in most other areas of Europe. The episcopal sees were poor, there were 
no cathedral chapters and the church was largely under the control of lay 
chieftains until the end of the 13th century. By contrast, the Norwegian 
church seems to have been relatively – but of course not absolutely – 
wealthier than the European average and had a considerable amount of 
independence from the king. 47 In accordance with this, Norwegian litera
ture is also less secular than the Icelandic one. nevertheless, the distinctly 
secular character of the old norse literature should not be exaggerated. 
the great majority of texts in old norse are actually religious: sermons, 
saints’ lives and other devotional literature, and there was also a consider
able secular literature in other countries at the time. the most characteris
tic feature of the literature of Iceland and Norway – as far as we can judge 
from what is extant – is the absence of scholasticism and theological – as 
opposed to devotional – writing. From this point of view, the main weak
ness of the Icelandic and Norwegian churches, in contrast to their Danish 
and Swedish counterparts, was that they had very limited contact with the 
expanding european universities and thus only developed a specifically 
clerical elite culture to a limited extent. 

the classical saga is, to a considerable extent, the product of the pre
state Icelandic society and expresses this society’s values. The writing of 
the kings’ saga reached its peak during the intense struggles in Iceland in 
the 1220s and -30s and declined with the formation of a strong monarchy 
in Norway and the Icelanders’ submission to the king of Norway in 
1262–64. The writing of the family sagas continued, probably for the rest 
of the century, but whether they were composed before or after 1262–64 

47  Halvard Bjørkvik, “nyare forskning i norsk seinmellomalder”, Norsk lektorlags faglig
pedagogiske skrifter. Nytt fra norsk middelalder II (oslo: Cappelen, 1970), p. 88, suggests that 
the Church owned around 40% of the land incomes around 1300, whereas the European 
average is unlikely to have been more than 20–30%. Although this calculation is uncertain 
and has been criticised, most recently by jo Rune ugulen,“alle the knaber ther inde och 
sædescwenne…” Ei undersøking i den sosiale samansetninga av den jordeigande eliten på Vestlandet 
i mellomalderen (Doctoral thesis, Bergen 2007), pp. 521–77, there are indications that the 
Norwegian Church at the time was very wealthy.
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they mostly represent the norms and values of the old society. However, 
the kings’ sagas also show connections with Norway. Although most saga 
authors were Icelanders, the Norwegian court was an important audience. 
Some sagas were directly commissioned by the king of Norway, such as 
Sverris saga, Hákonar saga and most probably Fagrskinna. king Sverrir is 
even said to have supervised the writing of the first part of his saga. As the 
kings’ sagas have the Norwegian dynasty as their subject and frequently 
express Norwegian patriotism in describing the Norwegian kings’ con
flicts with neighbouring peoples, there can hardly be any doubt of the 
Norwegian influence on their composition, although it is more difficult to 
distinguish between Norwegian and Icelandic elements. 

The contrast or even conflict between Norway and Iceland is often 
emphasised in modern scholarship, and the end of the socalled free state 
in 1262–64 is regarded as a kind of conquest. there are also hints at such 
an opposition in the saga literature. one example is the famous episode of 
Snorri’s return to Iceland from Norway in 1220, when the high rank and 
rich gifts bestowed on him by the Norwegian king and earl are met with 
envy and ridicule;48 another example is the explanation of the emigration 
to Iceland as the result of Haraldr hárfagri’s “tyranny”, most clearly 
expressed in Egils saga’s account of the conflict between King Haraldr and 
Skallagrímr and his family.49 The latter, as well as some other saga epi
sodes, contrasts the simple, straightforward, egalitarian manners of the 
Icelanders – in accordance with the description above – with the refined, 
haughty, courtly manners of those in Norway. However, the extent to 
which Egill and his father represent an Icelandic ideal is an open question, 
and even more is the extent to which this ideal was still valid later in the 
13th century. nor is the account of Haraldr hárfagri consistently negative, 
not even in Egils saga.50 taken together, the Icelandic family sagas are more 
likely to express ambivalence towards the Norwegian king: on the one 
hand, the wealth and honour that might be gained from his service, on the 
other the loss of independence. the actual behaviour of the Icelandic 

48  Sturlunga saga, eds. jón jóhannesson, Magnús finnbogason and kristján eldjárn I–II 
(Reykjavík: Sturlunguútgáfan, 1946) I, 278 f.; Preben Meulengracht Sørensen, Fortælling 
og ære (Århus: Aarhus universitetsforlag, 1993), 121–23.

49  Meulengracht Sørensen, Fortælling og ære, 127–47.
50  Slavica Rancović, “Golden Ages and Fishing Grounds: The Emergent Past in the Ís 

lendingasögur,” SagaBook 30 (2006), 56–59.
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chieftains in the 13th century seems to indicate that the former considera
tion outweighed the latter, or perhaps more correctly, that the chieftains 
tried to retain as much independence as possible without losing the king’s 
favour.51 

If we move to the middle of the 13th century, we also find Norwegian 
courtliness and authoritarian monarchy described in a highly rhetorical 
style, the very opposite of that of the sagas, in Konungs skuggsiá (the kings 
Mirror, c. 1255). In many ways, however, this work forms the best evidence 
for the similarity rather than the difference between Norwegian and 
Icelandic norms and manners, through its violent polemics against the bad 
manners of the courtiers, the lack of respect for the king, the courts of law 
and the royal officials and its condemnation of feuds and competition. the 
strength and amount of detail in these attacks, plus the Son’s evident sur
prise at many of the father’s lessons in this dialogue, form clear evidence 
of the distance between doctrine and practice. At least ideologically, to 
some extent also in practice, great changes took place with the firm estab
lishment of the royal power in Norway after the end of the so-called civil 
wars in 1240. These changes are also expressed in the last of the kings’ 
sagas, that of Hákon Hákonarson, but we cannot use the ideals of the 
1250s and 60s as evidence for practice in the 1220s and 30s.52

The connection between narrative and society would also seem to be 
confirmed by the parallel between north and south, “republican Iceland” 
and the Italian city republics. In one sense, these two parts of Europe are 
the most different of all, the wealthy, densely populated and urbanised 
Northern and Central Italy, with proto-capitalism, extensive trade routes 
and highly developed political institutions, versus the poor island in the 
north, with no towns at all, depending on foreign merchants for import 
and export and with no real government until the submission under the 
Norwegian king in 1262–64. There are, however, similarities. Both socie
ties were less hierarchical and more competitive than the kingdoms and 
principalities in the zone between them, such as England, France and the 
Empire, and secular values were stronger in both. Politically, the Church 
had a weak position in Italy, and the main focus of learning in Italian uni

51  jón viðar Sigurðsson, Chieftains and Power in the Icelandic Commonwealth (odense: odense 
university Press, 1999), 71–83. 

52  Bagge, From Gang Leader, 147–60.
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versities and elsewhere was on secular disciplines, law and medicine. 
Although we can hardly claim any detailed similarity, the Italian urban 
chronicles, for instance the works of the Florentines Villani and Compagni, 
share some of the characteristics of the sagas, in their vivid representations 
of men and actions and their relatively secular outlook. these authors also 
serve as some of the main examples of representation in Phillips’s study of 
representation and argument mentioned above.53 While these authors do 
refer to divine intervention and miracles, and lament the struggles they 
narrate to a greater extent than the saga writers, the main topic of their 
narratives is the external world, human actions, success and failure, politi
cal alliances, family and other networks, and competition. Like the sagas, 
these chronicles are composed by men of action for men of action, and 
their authors as well as their audience are people engaged in the external, 
material world rather than the spiritual and supernatural one, merchants in 
Italy, combined farmers and politicians in Iceland. 

Conclusion

While taking medieval Scandinavia and particularly Iceland as models of 
later european democracy seems to be methodologically doubtful, there is 
a more solid basis for identifying a distinct cultural tradition expressed in 
the saga literature, which in turn is related to the character of Icelandic 
society, and to some extent also the other Scandinavian countries, notably 
Norway. Taken as a whole, the kings’ sagas clearly differ from the main 
european tradition in narrative style, composition and in their attitude to 
politics and society. the retreat of the author, the use of irony and under
statement, dramatic “representation”, the emphasis on political manoeu
vring and the kings’ and leaders’ need for popular support are all character
istic features. to some extent, these features can be understood against the 
background of a competitive society without a clear hierarchy and a literary 
audience dominated by practical men of action, a hypothesis that seems to 
be confirmed by the comparison with the contemporary Italian towns. 

53  Phillips, “Representation and Argument,” 51–55; Sverre Bagge, “Medieval and Renaissance 
Historiography: Break or Continuity?” The Individual in European Culture, The European 
Legacy, vol. 2 no. 8, ed. Sverre Bagge (1997): 1336–1371.
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Admittedly, literature cannot be explained sociologically in the sense that a 
certain kind of society will inevitably produce a certain kind of literature. 
Individual creativity also plays a part; we are dealing with connections and 
probabilities, not with exact correlation. 
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SuMMARy

the article addresses the question of nordic uniqueness in the Middle Ages in the 
political and social fields, as well as in the literary field. With regard to the political 
dimension, there is not much evidence to support the notion that countries like 
Iceland and Norway were any more democratic than the rest of Europe in that 
they had more developed constitutional arrangements. They may, however, be 
regarded as more democratic in the sense that the social and economic differences 
between the elite and the common people were not as pronounced as they seem to 
have been in most other european countries. the main evidence for nordic – i.e. 
Icelandic and to some extent Norwegian – uniqueness comes from the literary 
field. the sagas differ significantly from Latin historiography in not only being 
written in the vernacular but also because of their distinctive style,  the aim of 
which was to convey a concrete representation of external reality and a political 
explanation for this reality. By contrast, Latin historiography tended to regard 
external events as the expression of a spiritual reality and to comment on the 
significance of these events from an ethical or typological point of view. Finally, 
the relationship between the literary features of the Icelandic sagas and Icelandic/
Norwegian society is discussed. Does the sagas’ literary style reflect a more 
egalitarian Icelandic/Norwegian/Nordic society than any contemporary European 
society, as well as a society less dominated by ecclesiastical culture and ideals? 

Sverre Bagge,
Centre for Medieval Studies,
The University of Bergen. 
Sverre.Bagge@cms.uib.no



GunnAR kARLSSon

WAS ICeLAnD tHe GALAPAGoS
of GeRMAnIC PoLItICAL CuLtuRe?

I

behinD  the presumptuous title of my talk is an attempt to deal with the 
question of whether the political system of medieval Iceland, before its 
submission to the Norwegian kingdom in the 13th century, should be con
sidered as being of its own special kind, rather than just a variant of a 
medieval European political system. First of all, though, I should draw 
attention to three limitations. Firstly, I work on the assumption that there 
once existed something which could be called a Germanic political culture 
although our knowledge about what it was really like is of course very lim
ited. I will only go as far as searching for traces of such a culture in early 
Iceland. Secondly, I must inevitably work with a drastically simplified 
model of the medieval European political system. I am aware that there 
were immense local variations in European politics in the middle ages, and 
Iceland was far from being the only society practically without royal 
power. I am not going to treat it as unique in a strict sense, but as anoma
lous to the most usual and best-known model. For obvious reasons I shall 
particularly view Iceland in comparison with Norway, and within Norway, 
particularly with the law district of Gulaþingslög. My third reservation is 
that the comparison in the title of my paper between Iceland and the 
Galapagos is of course an exaggeration. Whether or not any considerable 
amount of exclusively Germanic political culture existed in Iceland, obvi
ously, I do not argue that it lived there in a perfect isolation as the tortoises 
or lizards of the famous archipelago do.

II
Running the risk of being too basic and stating the obvious, I will begin by 
describing  explicitly the political system of Iceland which is the subject of 
my discussion. 

Gripla XX (2009): 77–91.
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first and foremost I am thinking about the formal ruling system as it is 
set out in the law-code Grágás, described in Ari’s Book of the Icelanders and 
referred to in the sagas. At the bottom of this system were the local chief
tains, goðar, somewhere around 40 in number, all roughly and formally 
equal in power. The term goði seems to derive from goð/guð: “god”, and in 
the sagas one can see that their authors took it for granted that the goðar 
served as priests of some kind in pagan times. All farmers’ households 
belonged to the domain of a goði, a goðorð as it was called, but were legally 
free to change allegiance from one goði to another. the goðar in turn were 
free to expel farmers from their goðorð. the goðar were supposed to hold a 
spring assembly each year, three goðar together. Then there was the central 
alþing, the general assembly at Þingvellir, where the goðar sat in the lögrétta 
or law council, decreed what was the right law on specific issues, and 
passed new laws. Furthermore, at the alþing there were five separate courts 
of justice, nominated by the goðar: Four were quarter courts, fjórðungs
dómar, each of them dealing with cases from one of the quarters of the 
country, and the fifth court, the fimmtardómr, was a kind of appeal court 
which dealt with cases that had not been settled in a satisfactory way in the 
quarter courts. 

Alongside this system of formal courts there was a complicated infor
mal system for settling disputes by arbitration and reconciliation. Space 
here does not allow me to take this into consideration; I must concentrate 
on the formal system of government, and even within that I can only deal 
with a few important points. 

Many scholars have had their doubts about the real existence and func
tionality of this system. But I would like to state categorically that I do not 
see any strong reason to doubt that it existed and worked roughly in the 
way it is described in the law-code. The lawbook Grágás is not a single 
piece of text: it is a huge collection of legal provisions which have been 
organized in different ways in different books. It is difficult to imagine 
that this collection could have emerged in any other way than in the form 
of actual law.1 In many cases, episodes related in the sagas confirm the evi
dence of the law. In some cases, the sagas seem to contradict individual 
prescriptions of laws, and some scholars have made much of such cases, 

1  Gunnar karlsson, Goðamenning. Staða og áhrif goðorðsmanna í þjóðveldi Íslendinga (Reykja
vík: Heimskringla, 2004), 28–59.
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but during my study of the ruling system which is published in my book 
Goðamenning, I became convinced that in all major points, the saga litera
ture supports the evidence of the law. The question that then arises is how 
this system originated.

III

for a long time, the colonization of Iceland was seen as a deliberate quest 
for freedom from the oppression of royal power in Norway. It is easy to 
read this interpretation from the Icelandic sagas. the Book of Settlements 
recounts that some 30 original settlers in Iceland, i.e., around 7% of the 
total number of all settlers, fled to Iceland to escape the oppression of king 
Harald Fairhair, or left the country after some kind of conflict with him. 
only four settlers are said to have emigrated to Iceland after consultation 
with the king.2 This indicates strongly that in the 13th century, when the 
extant versions of the Book of Settlements were written, it was a well-known 
theory that the unification of royal power in Norway in the 9th century, 
attributed to King Harald, was an important cause of the colonization of 
Iceland. This text was written at the time when the king of Norway was 
attempting to gain control of Iceland, and his ambitions no doubt met 
some resistance in Iceland although we cannot discern any clear pro- or 
antiroyalist parties among the Icelandic elite. It seems at least possible, 
perhaps likely, that the stories of settlers fleeing the oppression of king 
Harald were intended to comment in some way on the undesirability of 
belonging to a kingdom. 

the theory of king Harald’s oppression is expressed even more clearly 
in Egil’s saga:

In each province king Harald took over all the estates and all the 
land, habited or uninhabited, and even the sea and lakes. All the 
farmers were made his tenants, and everyone who worked the 
forests and dried salt, or hunted on land or at sea, was made to pay 
tribute to him.

Many people fled the country to escape this tyranny and settled 
various uninhabited parts of many places, to the east in jamtland 

2  Gunnar karlsson, Drög að fræðilegri námsbók í íslenskri miðaldasögu I. Landnám, stjórnkerfi 
og trú (Reykjavík: Háskóli íslands, 1997), 55.

WAS ICeLAnD tHe GALAPAGoS . . .  ?
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and Halsingland, and to the west in the Hebrides, the shire of 
Dublin, Ireland, normandy in france, Caithness in Scotland, the 
orkney Isles and Shetland Isles, and the faroe Islands. And at this 
time, Iceland was discovered. 3

This evidence can easily be read in such a way that Iceland was chosen as an 
abode of freedom at a time when oppressive royal power was gaining 
strength in the Nordic world. A trace of such a reading can also be found in 
the first published history of Iceland, Arngrímur jónsson’s Crymogæa, print
ed in 1609. According to this account many settlers of Iceland went there in 
order to seek freedom.4 This statement contains two elements which are of 
major importance here. one is that the emigration took place for a deliberate 
political purpose; the other that this purpose was freedom. 

After the emergence of liberal, democratic ideas in europe and north 
America in the 18th and 19th centuries, the understanding of these ele
ments developed and they acquired an increased and partly new signifi
cance. It came to be considered normal, which had been extremely rare 
earlier, for new ruling systems to be established purposefully and formally, 
usually in the form of written constitutions. And the most important ele
ment of these constitutions was normally freedom, which consisted of 
formal equality and democracy. This was to have immense influence on 
how scholars interpreted the medieval Icelandic commonwealth. I am not 
saying, however, that the liberalist development of European culture nec
essarily led scholars astray about the commonwealth. The possibility that 
some kind of liberalism, search for equality and democracy occurred in 
individual societies before the 18th century cannot be excluded. If it did, it 
is more than likely that the development of these ideals in the 18th and 

3  The Complete Sagas of Icelanders including 49 tales. General editor: viðar Hreinsson. I 
(Reykjavík: Leifur eiríksson Publishing, 1997), 36 (ch. 4). “Haraldr konungr eignaðisk í 
hverju fylki óðul ǫll ok allt land, byggt ok óbyggt, ok jafnvel sjóinn ok vǫtnin, ok skyldu 
allir búendr vera hans leiglendingar, svá þeir, er á mǫrkina ortu, ok saltkarlarnir ok allir 
veiðimenn, bæði á sjó ok landi, þá váru allir þeir honum lýðskyldir. en af þessi áþján flýðu 
margir menn af landi á brott, ok byggðusk þá margar auðnir víða, bæði austr í jamtaland 
ok Helsingjaland ok Vestrlǫnd, Suðreyjar, Dyflinnar skíði, Írland, Norðmandí á Vallandi, 
katanes á Skotlandi, orkneyjar ok Hjaltland, færeyjar. ok í þann tíma fannsk ísland.” Egils 
saga. ed. Sigurður nordal. íslenzk fornrit II (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 1933), 
11–12.

4  Arngrímur jónsson, Crymogæa. Þættir úr sögu Íslands, translated by jakob Benediktsson 
(Reykjavík: Sögufélag, 1985), 95 (ch. II). 
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19th centuries opened the eyes of scholars to these traits in earlier history. 
nothing is more likely to hinder understanding of remote times than the 
common tendency among scholars to attribute definite characteristics to 
historical periods and to refuse to see anything that does not fit with those 
characteristics. Nevertheless, we should be certain to remember that delib
erate state-building, equality and democracy were especially the ideals of 
the times that I am coming to now in my survey of the history of the 
research of this topic.

In the 19th century, two scholars dominated research on the constitu
tional history of medieval Iceland, the German konrad Maurer and the 
Icelander Vilhjálmur Finsen, who spent most of his working lifetime in 
Denmark. Maurer wrote his first extensive work on the political system of 
the Icelandic commonwealth, Die Entstehung des isländischen Staats und 
seiner Verfaßung, in 1852. there, of course, he discussed the stipulation of 
the law on the freedom of farmers to leave one goðorð and enter another 
one, but he added the important reservation, obviously based on evidence 
from sagas, that this right could in practice never be much more than a 
dead letter because no powerful chieftain would accept his followers leav
ing him to enter the goðorð of another chieftain.5 Without saying so 
directly, Maurer obviously doubted that the right to choose a goðorð could 
bring the farmers any real democracy when there was no state power in the 
country to protect them against encroachment and to secure their rights. 

Vilhjálmur Finsen, on the other hand, described without reservation 
the stipulation of the law regarding the free choice of goðorð,6 and on the 
whole he was clearly more apt to see the commonwealth as a purposefully 
established institution. thus he thought that the alþing had been estab
lished in the early 10th century with a definite number of goðorð, namely 
36, while Maurer doubted that the number of goðorð had been decided 
until the country was divided into quarters, some three or four decades 
later. Maurer was of the opinion, which had been put forward earlier, that 
Grágás largely comprised customary rights, rather than law which had been 
passed formally, while Finsen denied this, maintaining that customary 
5  konrad Maurer, Die Entstehung des isländischen Staats und seiner Verfaßung (München: 

Christian kaiser, 1852), 109. – konrad Maurer, Upphaf allsherjarríkis á Íslandi og stjórnar
skipunar þess, translated by Sigurður Sigurðarson (Reykjavík: Bókmenntafélag, 1882), 96.

6  vilhjálmur finsen, “om de islandske Love i fristatstiden,” Aarbøger for nordisk Oldkyndighed 
og Historie 1873 (1873): 202.
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rights were mainly valid in the infancy of peoples, “i Folkenes Barndom” as 
he expressed it in Danish, but in his opinion that obviously did not apply 
to Iceland.7

one does not find much discussion about this in Icelandic in the 19th 
century. But after the turn of the 20th century, especially after the estab
lishment of the University of Iceland in 1911, Icelandic scholars who were 
working in Iceland and mostly writing in Icelandic, took the lead in studies 
of the commonwealth age. The early 20th century was a period of ardent 
nationalism in Iceland; successful steps were made towards state formation 
in the country and economic progress was rapid. Of course Icelandic schol
ars of this time adopted the views of Vilhjálmur Finsen rather than Konrad 
Maurer, and portrayed the commonwealth rather incautiously as mirroring 
the democratic society that they were building in Iceland, an egalitarian 
polity where the choice of goðorð by farmers could be equated with elec
tions in a representative democracy. Among these scholars were the legal 
historian and professor of law Ólafur Lárusson, the literary historians 
Sigurður nordal and einar ólafur Sveinsson, and the historian and Marxist 
politician einar olgeirsson.8 the last of these, einar olgeirsson, even sug
gested that the goðar had been elected to their posts when the alþing was 
established. This was not entirely unsupported by the evidence, because in 
a 13thcentury text it is said that the goðar were originally chosen (“valdir”) 
to be responsible for the pagan temples.9 Even as careful and down-to-
earth a scholar as the history professor jón jó hannesson said, in the 
english translation of his History of the Old Icelandic Commonwealth, that 
“the leaders of the country held to the idea of carefully maintaining a bal
ance of authority between various chieftaincies, a principle which had 
already developed at the time of the founding of the Althing.” In the Ice
landic original Jón used even a stronger word than ‘idea’; he talked about 
‘hugsjón’ which could be translated more exactly as ‘ideal’ or ‘vision’.10 

jón jóhannesson published this study in 1956, but soon after, in the late 

 7  Gunnar karlsson, Goðamenning, 30, 66.
 8  Ibid., 181–184. 
 9  einar olgeirsson, Ættasamfélag og ríkisvald í þjóðveldi Íslendinga (Reykjavík: Heimskringla, 

1954), 93–97.
10  jón jóhannesson, A History of the Old Icelandic Commonwealth. Íslendinga saga, translated by 

Haraldur Bessason ([S.l.]: University of Manitoba Press, 1974), 226. – Jón Jóhannesson, 
Íslendinga saga I. Þjóðveldisöld (Reykjavík: Almenna bókafélagið, 1956), 270.



83

1960s and 1970s, scholars seriously began to doubt this general picture of 
the commonwealth. Although little had been published which presented a 
new view on this issue, I followed the trend of the time faithfully in 1972, 
when I published an article on the relationship between goðar and the 
farmers and criticized the idea of seeing the choice of goðorð as an election 
of a kind.11 In the first volume of Saga Íslands (The History of Iceland) two 
years later, Jakob Benediktsson wrote about the establishment of the com
monwealth. He mentions, of course, the right of farmers to change their 
allegiance to a goði, but he does not mention any similarity to the modern 
franchise. on the contrary, he stresses the fact that farmers inevitably had 
to live in the neighbourhood of the goði they belonged to in order to enjoy 
his protection and to be able to support him in providing protection for 
other members of the goðorð.12 

I have not yet mentioned the historian Björn Þorsteinsson, although he 
had written two books about the Icelandic commonwealth before 1970.13 
this is because he never expressed himself very clearly about those charac
teristics of the political system that I have been discussing. But in his third 
book on the subject, Íslensk miðaldasaga (History of Medieval Iceland), 
which was published in 1978, he turned strongly against the view of the 
commonwealth as a democracy which had dominated in the first half of the 
20th century. His chapter about goðar now carries the title “Forréttindastétt” 
(A Privileged Class). He does not even mention the farmers’ free choice of 
goði, but states that farmers seem to have been able to live without belong
ing to any goðorð, whatever the evidence for that may be. On the other 
hand, Björn mentions the right of goðar to refuse to accept a farmer into 
their goðorð and states, correctly, that there are examples of goðar who 
ousted farmers from their neighbourhood if they did not like them.14 

The emphasis on opposition to the Norwegian king among common
wealth-era Icelanders has also diminished since the mid-20th century. In 
the first volume of Saga Íslands in 1974, Sigurður Líndal, a professor of law 
and a historian, wrote a chapter about Iceland and the neighbouring world. 
11  Gunnar karlsson, “Goðar og bændur,” Saga 10 (1972): 27–34.
12  jakob Benediktsson, “Landnám og upphaf allsherjarríkis,” Saga Íslands I, ed. by Sigurður 

Líndal (Reykjavík: Bókmenntafélag, 1974), 173–174.
13  Björn Þorsteinsson, Íslenzka þjóðveldið (Reykjavík: Heimskringla, 1953). – Björn Þor steins

son, Ný Íslandssaga. Þjóðveldisöld (Reykjavík: Heimskringla, 1966).
14  Björn Þorsteinsson, Íslensk miðaldasaga (Reykjavík: Sögufélag, 1978), 52–53.
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He points out that written sources make a clear distinction between 
Norwegians and Icelanders, but thinks that this distinction was more 
based on a feeling of region than of a nation state. further, Sigurður points 
out two examples from medieval sources where Icelanders living in the 
commonwealth period are said to have talked about Norway and Iceland as 
one kingdom and about themselves as the “men” of the Norwegian king.15 
To mention one last example of the new view, in 1997 a young Icelandic 
scholar, Ármann jakobsson, published a book called Í leit að konungi (In 
Search of a King). There he argued that the writing of the sagas of kings in 
Iceland reflected the Icelanders’ consideration of the idea of belonging to a 
kingdom, or even their wish to do so, in the century before they entered 
the kingdom of Norway.16

One can discern here two basically opposite views of the Icelandic com
monwealth. One of them, which could be called romantic, sees it as a delib
erately founded egalitarian and democratic society, albeit with its inherent 
weaknesses. The other one is a bleaker view which sees the commonwealth 
as having been shaped by external necessity, without much thought or ini
tiative, mostly ruled by an oppressive upper class and longing for royal 
power some time before it submitted to it. As I mentioned, I participated 
in setting out this bleak view in the 1970s, but when I returned to the sub
ject in the late 1990s and began to write my book Goðamenning, I felt that 
the revision of the romantic view had perhaps come far enough and that it 
was now time to establish a more balanced view. I will use the remainder 
of the present article to give a brief survey of my conclusions, some of 
them set out directly in Goðamenning, others more or less implied there.

Iv

I do not find any pressing need to assume that the Icelandic common
wealth was founded on an idea of creating something new or original. It is 
well known of course that Germanic people used to come together at 

15  Sigurður Líndal, ”ísland og umheimurinn,” Saga Íslands I, ed. by Sigurður Líndal (Reykja
vík: Bókmenntafélag, 1974) 215–217.

16  Ármann jakobsson, Í leit að konungi. Konungsmynd íslenskra konungasagna (Reykjavík: 
Háskólaútgáfan, 1997).
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assemblies to make decisions about their societies, like many other people, 
and had done so for centuries. As far as we know, there were three þing
districts in Norway when Iceland was discovered and settled. Judging 
mainly on the basis of placenames, þings were established in most or all of 
the norse viking Age colonies in the north Atlantic: the faroes, Shetland, 
the orkneys, the Isle of Man, districts in Ireland, Scotland, england, the 
Greenland colony.17 there is no reason to think that the Icelandic alþing 
differed initially from other such assemblies. 

What about the goðar then, the central figures of the Icelandic þing sys
tem? Nowhere outside Iceland are there chieftains with this title in 
Christian times. the term goði seems to occur attached to personal names 
in three runic inscriptions in Denmark. It may occur in a few Swedish 
place-names, although it seems difficult to determine whether the places 
are named after the gods themselves or their servants, the goðar. other 
instances to which attention has been drawn by scholars seem to be even 
more doubtful.18 I believe that the explanation why the goði institution was 
preserved in Iceland lies in the way Christianity was introduced in the 
country. to put it simply, among Germanic people in pagan times there 
were probably two kinds of chieftains with special relationship to the 
divinities of the time, namely kings and goðar. I see no reason to believe 
that the kings were less attached to religion than the goðar, and this attach
ment can be seen in Christian times where the first local saints were kings, 
such as King Olaf Haraldsson in Norway and King Knut Sveinsson in 
Denmark. In most european countries, amongst them the Scandinavian 
ones, conversion to Christianity was instigated by kings who decided to 
switch their allegiance from pagan gods to Christ and who used the change 
to consolidate the countries under their rule. In this process, the kings 
eradicated the goðar so completely that we hardly find any trace of them in 
written sources. 

In Iceland, exactly the opposite took place. According to Ari the 
Learned’s account of the conversion, the goðar decided at the alþing to 

17  Michael Barnes, “tingsted. vesterhavsøyene for øvrig,” Kulturhistorisk leksikon for nordisk 
middelalder XVIII (Reykjavík: Bókaverzlun Ísafoldar, 1974), 382–387. – Gillian Fellows-
Jensen, “Tingwall, Dingwall and Thingwall,” Twenty–Eight Papers Presented to Hans Bekker
Nielsen on the Occasion of his Sixtieth Birthday 28 April 1993 (odense: odense university 
Press, 1993), 53–63.

18  Gunnar karlsson, Goðamenning, 374–379.
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change their allegiance to Christ, probably not least in order to free them
selves from the interference of the king of Norway, Olaf Tryggvason, who 
had been forcing his subjects to accept Christianity for four or five years. 
The Icelanders were not able to eradicate royalty in the same way as 
Scandinavian kings probably eradicated the goðar in their countries, because 
no king was present in Iceland. We can speculate, though, that the reason 
why the Icelanders were usually so sure that they did not belong to the 
Norwegian kingdom was an elimination of royalty of a kind, comparable 
to the elimination of the goðar in Scandinavia. 

this is of course not meant to be an exhaustive description of the pro
cess of conversion. I am also well aware that I have little evidence for my 
interpretation. What I am suggesting is only that it is possible to explain 
the special characteristics of the political system of Iceland, with the goðar 
as central figures and devoid of royal authority, without assuming that it 
was established purposefully and intended to represent something entirely 
new. 

It is not my role here to talk about literary culture. nevertheless I 
might add that the uniqueness of medieval Icelandic literature can be 
explained by the theory that Iceland kept its class of priests through the 
conversion. At the same time, the status of literature supports the theory 
of a unique process of conversion. My suggestion is not least intended to 
explain how Icelandic skalds seem to have monopolized Norwegian and 
even Danish court poetry after the conversion, how Icelanders gained their 
reputation as experts on history of Scandinavian kings in the late 12th cen
tury, as testified by the Scandinavian authors theodoricus and Saxo, and 
how 13th- and 14th-century Iceland managed to produce classical litera
ture.

v

one characteristic of the political system of Iceland is its apparent elabo
rateness. To mention one measurable variable, the law code of Iceland is 
about three times longer than the longest law-books of Scandinavia.19 I 
suggest that the excessive growth of the legal text in Iceland can be 
explained by the absence of executive power in the country. In a society 
19  Ibid., 434–435.
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where no one single party or system of officials had the role of keeping law 
and order, feud and minor warfare must have been a constant nuisance. It 
seems likely that people tried to restrict this nuisance by setting down rules 
about as many possible moot points as they could possibly think of.

When we come to the content of the laws, the most distinctive feature 
of the Icelandic ruling system is the separation of legislative and judicial 
power, which is said to have been all but unknown in Europe until the 18th 
century. In Norway, the lögrétta was predominantly a court of justice, 
although the name of the institution, lögrétta, “law-corrector” indicates 
that its original role was to ensure that the law of the district was kept cor
rectly at all times. Because of this and other differences that scholars find 
between Norwegian and Icelandic law, it has sometimes even been doubted 
that Ari’s statement in his Book of the Icelanders, that the Icelanders based 
their law on the Norwegian Gulaþingslög, can be correct.20 on this ques
tion Icelandic scholars have followed the lead of Vilhjálmur Finsen, who 
stated that the Norwegian system was “primitive and imperfect” compared 
to the Icelandic one.21 

It appears to me that this difference between Norwegian and Icelandic 
law has been greatly exaggerated. The hierarchy of courts is even more 
complicated in Gulaþingslög than in Grágás; in Gulaþingslög cases are sup
posed to start in ad hoc courts nominated by the litigants and they can go 
through skiladómr, fjórðungsþing, fylkisþing and finally to lögrétta at Gulaþing 
itself.22 This makes five successive instances, whereas in Iceland the 
instances are three at most: vorþing, fjórðungsdómr and fimmtardómr. It is 
true that the distinction between the legislative role of the lögrétta and the 
judicial role of the courts in Iceland appears to be remarkably modern. But 
I do not find anything that makes it likely that this was done in order to 
secure the impartiality of the courts, as was the purpose of independent 
courts in 18thcentury europe. the goðar, the holders of legislative power, 
nominated all judges to all courts from the farmers in their following, and 
there are no stipulations in the law to secure the independence of judges 

20  ólafur Lárusson, Lög og saga, ed. by Lögfræðingafélag íslands (Reykjavík: Hlaðbúð, 1958), 
120.

21  vilhjálmur finsen, “om de islandske Love i fristatstiden,” 206n (“den primitive, mindre 
fuldkomne Character, som viser sig i den norske ordning”).

22  Den eldre Gulatingslova, ed. by Bjørn eithun, Magnus Rindal,tor ulset (oslo: Riksarkivet, 
1994), 146–148 (ch. 266).
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visàvis goðar. the peculiar development of the Icelandic court system 
seems to be a consequence of a shortlived attempt to establish quarter 
þings, one in each quarter of the country. thereby, the judicial power of the 
alþing was moved away from it, and when the quarter þings were aban
doned, perhaps because they did not prove practical, they were succeeded 
by quarter courts at the alþing. this is my interpretation of the process, 
admittedly based on rather little evidence, but that is the best I can offer.23

vI

The last point I wish to discuss here is the question of democracy. Is it true 
that the Icelandic commonwealth was a democratic society? And, if so, was 
this democracy invented in Iceland? It is easy to give a negative answer: the 
commonwealth was of course not what we call a democracy nowadays. 
only a limited group of men could inherit a goðorð. the right of farmers to 
choose between goðar was seriously restricted. Only male farmers had this 
right, no women and no male farmhands had any formal say in the choice. 
But it seems to me more fruitful to look at the question of democracy in a 
different way. Long ago, the Austrian-English historian Walter Ullmann 
wrote that the history of political ideas in the Middle Ages was to a large 
extent about two conflicting theories of government: the ascending one, 
which maintained that original power was located in the people, and the 
descending one, which saw the original power as located in a supreme 
being. the ascending theory is the earlier one according to ullmann.24 It 
seems to me fruitful to look at the question of democracy in the light of 
this distinction and to call all ascending power an indication of democracy, 
however small and imperfect. Seen in that way, there is no doubt that there 
were conflicting forces of democratic and anti-democratic traits operative 
in the Icelandic commonwealth. It seems tempting to believe that there 
was somewhat more freedom in Iceland than in Europe in general, when 
royal power gained increased control in European kingdoms, although 
there too, royal power differed greatly from one district and one time to 
another. Anyway, if there was more democracy in Iceland there is no rea

23  Gunnar karlsson, Goðamenning, 121–128.
24  Walter ullmann, Medieval Political Thought (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1975), 12–13.
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son to believe that it was created by the Icelanders; it was most likely a 
tradition which the original settlers brought with them to the country.25

vII

In general, it is my conclusion that medieval Iceland enjoyed, in many 
ways, an interestingly distinctive political culture. But there is little reason 
to think that this was due to the inventiveness or ideals of the people of 
Iceland. It was above all due to the distance from royal power. It was the 
Atlantic Ocean with its high waves and predominant westerly winds which 
kept the arms of kings away from the country for more than three centu
ries after human habitation began there.
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SuMMARy

The political system of the Icelandic commonwealth has been described in two 
different ways. Some scholars, especially those from the early and mid-twentieth 
century, regarded it as the product of a conscious attempt to create a new kind of 
democracy, unparalleled anywhere else at the time. Other scholars, especially 
towards the end of the same century, tended to view the Icelandic commonwealth 
as a variation on the kind of political organisation found elsewhere in medieval 
Europe, dominated by a small ruling elite for several centuries while the nation 
was without a monarchy, because of its geographical isolation from mainland 
Europe. This paper offers a third possible characterisation, whereby the Icelandic 
commonwealth may be seen, in essence, as a remnant of an older Germanic politi
cal culture in which general assemblies (þing) played a key role. the unique nature 
of the Icelanders' conversion to Christianity exercised a decisive influence on their 
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subsequent system of government. Most Germanic nations were converted to 
Christianity when individual kings decided to abandon their heathen deities in 
favour of the Christian God, thereby compelling their followers to adopt 
Christianity. So total was the disappearance of heathen priests that evidence of 
their title, goði, was scarcely to be found anywhere thereafter. In Iceland, on the 
other hand, the goðar decided to accept Christianity; they therefore retained secu
lar power, and royal power did not reach the country for another two and a half 
centuries. Because of this the Icelandic political system developed several distinc
tive features. There were attempts to compensate for the lack of specific holders of 
executive powers through the development of comprehensive legislation and a 
system of law courts. Evidence for an element of democracy could certainly be 
found in the sense that the power of the rulers was dependent on the power of 
their subordinates, but, in all probability, this was a remnant of an ancient 
Germanic peasant community, and had survived in the absence of a king. there is 
scant evidence to support the notion that the political system of the Icelandic com
monwealth was consciously innovative. Nevertheless, it is likely that this system of 
government did play a part in the creation of one of the greatest innovations of 
european medieval culture, Icelandic literature.  
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RICHARD GASkInS

CReAtInG At tHe MARGInS:
CuLtuRAL DynAMICS

In eARLy ICeLAnD

“Every society embodies conflicting factors, simply 
because it has gradually emerged from a past form 
and is tending toward a future one.”

Émile Durkheim (1960, 59)

Introduction 

the study of civilizations is an emerging scholarly pursuit that revives some 
venerable traditions of social history (jóhann Páll Árnason 2003). Its pro
ponents investigate patterns of cultural development in widely dispersed 
times and places. From a range of such examples, they hope to weave 
broader comparative theories. It comes as no surprise that “civilizational” 
theory has begun to consider early Icelandic society and sagas. With its 
literary heritage and accompanying historical data, the Icelandic cultural 
record may provide a rich laboratory for testing new interpretations of 
cultural development. The encounter between civilization theorists and 
scholars of early Iceland should produce benefits for both sides. for broad 
theorists, civilizational concepts need to find concrete applications, espe
cially through a range of textual sources, historical periods, and geographic 
locations. If this approach should bear fruit, it may provoke new questions 
and lend new resources to Icelandic literary and historical scholarship.

This recent concern with civilizations reflects contemporary interests 
and is not a regression to older styles (Wittrock 2006).  We no longer 
share the gloomy prospects of Spengler’s Untergang (1918–22) or the 
eschatology of Toynbee’s mythic vitalism (1934–61), both of which belong 
to the last century.  In the new millennium, as nations and cultures become 
increasingly focused on global connections and diverse conflicts, social 
historians search for patterns of cultural growth and decay. The study of 
civilizations is part of the self-commentary of our own age, providing us 

Gripla XX (2009): 93–108.
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with critical distance on our basic notions of modernity. Given the special 
dominance of the West, we are curious about tensions and conflicts that 
were likely present when our modern institutions first emerged in transi
tional societies. As a premodern cultural episode on the periphery of 
Christianizing europe, the dynamic society portrayed in sagas and con
temporary histories offers an unusually rich source of selfreflection. It 
responds fully to sociologist jóhann Páll Árnason’s interest in finding 
“connections between the internal pluralism of modernity and the civiliza
tional pluralism of its prehistory” (2003, 13). A civilizational perspective on 
early Iceland invites us to roam with unusual freedom across normal schol
arly boundaries of history, politics, philosophy, the arts, and literature. 

the 2007 Skálholt symposium provided a multidisciplinary response to 
the challenge laid down by Jóhann, one of the leading exponents of the 
civilizational approach. The symposium was an occasion for scholars of 
medieval Iceland to revisit standard findings and controversies, including 
some that were assumed to have been safely settled (Gunnar Karlsson 
2007). At its core, Jóhann’s framework encourages a retrospective search 
for cultural tensions, contrasts, variations, and novelty within the cultural 
epoch of the Icelandic commonwealth [þjóðveldi]. His framework casts 
suspicion on static interpretive models, norms, and structures as tools for 
understanding what was plainly a changing society, evolving over four cen
turies. It asks skeptically whether we can reduce that distant culture to its 
legal codes, social functions, systematic ideologies, historical data sets, nar
rative structures, religious doctrines, artistic symbols. Indeed, the new 
framework suggests that standard disciplinary categories may need to be 
recast as more fluid and dynamic. Alongside the fixed rule, one must also 
look for the exception, the deviation, and the underlying creative force that 
blurs the boundaries of academic specialties. Some interpretations of early 
Iceland are content to presume monolithic world views, mentalités, or 
closed value systems, and to enforce strict boundaries between historical 
and literary modes of understanding. Jóhann’s framework questions these 
standard interpretive categories and boundaries. His civilizational perspec
tive leads to a more subversive, iconoclastic spirit of inquiry, accompanied 
by the scent of risk and danger. When it comes down to what we really 
know about the Icelandic commonwealth, one is tempted to quote, with 
mild irony, the dictum that “all that is solid melts into air.”
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Dynamics of Political expansion

taking up jóhann’s challenge to think more experimentally, this paper 
describes some possible scholarly paths for civilizational theory. the paper 
focuses on an important theme suggested by jóhann (Gunnar karlsson 
2007, abstracts), concerning the “mechanisms of political expansion” dur
ing the commonwealth period. Current historical scholarship provides a 
solid foundation for analyzing political structures in Iceland from the time 
of early settlement until the collapse of the commonwealth in 1262. Perhaps 
the most comprehensive treatment is Gunnar karlsson’s Goðamenning 
(2004), which Gunnar admirably summarized for the discussants at 
Skálholt. Based on careful analysis of historical data and legal texts, Gunnar 
has described a coherent system of political organization, one that famous
ly lacked any true executive function. the most distinctive political role 
within this system was that of the goði, a leader of sometimes charismatic 
dimensions around whom public duties and power struggles seemed to 
revolve. Gunnar has reconstructed the complex system of goðar, testing the 
structural rules against what we know about historical realities across the 
space of several centuries. His work seeks to establish the date when the 
number of goðar became stable, and when presumably the system func
tioned something like the model described in Grágás and in at least some 
saga texts.

Gunnar’s emphasis on formal structures leaves room for further ques
tions, however, since political practices were manifestly changing over the 
course of four centuries. During the final century of the commonwealth, as 
we know from reading Sturlunga, Iceland experienced a series of civil 
struggles centered on familydominated regions or domains (ríki). Gunnar 
outlines this subsequent structure in his book, cataloguing the seven ríki 
that were eventually whittled down to even smaller numbers, until the 
system imploded in 1262–64. By formulating these two distinct formal 
structures separated by time, Gunnar’s work points to the very questions 
that hold special interest for civilizational theorists. these questions con
cern the dynamics of development, beginning with how and why the sys
tem of goðar underwent its particular shift. What forces guided the evolu
tion and eclipse of the “goðamenning,” and what propelled the consolidation 
(and then competition) of domains? Gunnar is fully aware that formal 
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political structures leave unsettled these key dynamic questions. He 
reminds us of the truism that political power has an inherent tendency 
toward consolidation, but acknowledges that such general assumptions fail 
to specify the particular mechanisms through which the competitive strug
gle played out across the commonwealth period, with its destructive out
come (Gunnar karlsson 2004, 314). He is also properly skeptical about 
some conventional dynamic explanations, including imputed belief systems 
or ideologies attributed to Icelandic settlers (e.g. the desire to be free of 
Norwegian precedents, the desire to establish “democratic” associations) 
(Gunnar Karlsson 2009). And it is likewise problematic to personalize 
complex political trends by attributing historical agency to saga protago
nists featured in the Sturlunga compilation. for the historian, these saga
mediated personalities explain both more and less than we would like to 
know. In short, even with the most prodigious historical research on 
political structures, we are left with an intriguing set of questions about 
underlying dynamic forces of development.

A similar set of questions arise from the work of historian Jón Viðar 
Sigurðsson, who posits a series of structural shifts in the political order 
during the commonwealth era (1999). In contrast to Gunnar’s analysis, Jón 
believes that an “unstable” goðar system probably never conformed in fact 
to the formal prescriptions found in Grágás. He outlines multiple stages in 
which political power could have evolved from early decentralized allianc
es, soon after settlement, to the consolidation of power in family domains, 
and ultimately to fatal competition. the evidence for this more fluid pat
tern remains speculative, and it requires bolder assumptions about how the 
historian might weave saga texts into the scholarly tapestry. And the civili
zational theorist can still ask what particular forces drove these multiple 
structural shifts. Jón suggests a wider range of explanations for his struc
tural shifts: population density, the consolidation of wealth within fami
lies, increasing scale of landholding, new ideologies of power imported 
from Norway, control over church properties. But historians everywhere 
face the common difficulty of showing how such broad causes can serve as 
“mechanisms” of development in concrete situations. the dynamic orienta
tion of civilizational theory points to a new kind of approach, and in doing 
so pushes interpretation further in the direction of the sagas.

Like Gunnar, Jón is willing to supplement the historical record with 
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references to events described in sagas, and not just to those events con
temporary with Sturlunga. He notes patterns of alliancebuilding found in 
tales of the söguöld, and he mentions numerous sagas in which law serves 
as a strategic tool for gaming the prevailing authority structure. By accept
ing the sagas as supplementary evidence for historical generalizations, jón 
seeks some greater leverage for Icelandic historical studies. His approach is 
compatible with recent European historiography, which has accepted more 
porous boundaries between historical “fact” and narrative “fiction” (Iggers 
1997, 144). But important questions remain about exactly how to unlock 
the cultural meaning that is presumed to reside within the sagas. Although 
Jón subscribes to a relatively dynamic view of history and politics, para
doxically, when it comes to sagas he assigns them a monolithic cultural 
outlook or world view. Despite his eagerness to explore the fluidity of 
political development, jón treats the broader culture as frozen into a con
stant value system. He seems to need that normative stability (or “high 
degree of continuity”) in cultural values as a guarantee of fixed reference 
for the whole field of saga evidence—as a condition for bringing saga 
examples into his historical work (1999, 28).

At this point the civilizational theorist will push the dynamic impulse 
still farther. Why should we accept the postulate of a single, unified value 
system standing behind the society portrayed in the sagas? It seems more 
likely that cultural values themselves evolved over the period of four centu
ries, and may thus have been riven with internal tensions. In the same way 
that Gunnar allows a second formal model into his political scheme, Jón 
suggests that the Icelandic commonwealth may have held two successive 
coherent value schemes, identified respectively with the söguöld and with 
the final century of the samtíðarsögur (1999, 31). With this approach, jón 
follows standard historical conventions, hoping to explain the evolution of 
political forms in terms of an implied normative consensus in the broader 
culture (and hence reflected in saga writing). But the civilizational perspec
tive asks whether it is in fact necessary to assume that value structures 
meet this requirement of coherence and stability. values may rather be 
dynamic and fluid—perhaps even the central engine for evolution within a 
particular culture. Is it possible to integrate saga evidence into historical 
studies without falling back on this static model of culture? If cultural 
meaning is integral to the expansion of institutional structures (jóhann Páll 
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Árnason 2003, 202), a dynamic value system may reveal the key pressure 
points. We may require a different approach that admits value tensions and 
variations as part of the cultural texture of early Iceland.

Dynamic undercurrents (a brief interruption) 

All attention turns therefore to values. But before shifting to that topic, let 
us step back and review the particular concerns that have emerged about 
“mechanisms of political expansion” during the commonwealth period, 
using the civilizational perspective. Here we confront a problem that 
haunts all historical scholarship, in that the outcomes of political dynamics 
over time are always more complex than the mere historical conditions 
from which they evolve. Even when we master the whole gamut of data 
about laws, norms, individual ambitions, local feuds and battles, church 
initiatives, and foreign interventions, the synergistic process of political 
development transforms these baseline data into qualitatively new results. 
these results are like the emergent properties of complex systems: they 
are pathdependent mutations of individual motives and social structures, 
where the whole is always greater than the sum of its parts. We confront a 
critical gap between “input data” (such as structural patterns and micro-
motives of individual actors) and transformative “outputs,” (the resulting 
macroeffects that emerge over time, jointly produced out of complex 
behavioral and cultural environments). As I have proposed elsewhere, one 
way to bridge this gap is to apply techniques of “network analysis,” which 
mediates between historical/social data and transformative social outcomes 
(Gaskins 2005). Network analysis operates on the assumption that his
torical outcomes are always richer than the sum of all inputs. By augment
ing the study of social structures and personal motives, networks look for 
dynamic forces in transactional patterns, firmly embedded in alliance
building activities that reveal how and why new structures develop. In the 
case of Icelandic political development, we can take this dynamic step only 
by integrating the textual resources of the sagas – with all the subtlety and 
difficulty entailed by crossing disciplinary boundaries. In taking this step, 
it is important to state clearly what we hope to learn from sagas, and how 
to go about the task – a project that leans heavily on the humanistic con
tent of Iceland’s vast literary heritage.
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A civilizational perspective helps push us across this narrow bridge 
between historical studies and literary interpretation, while encouraging 
frequent return trips in both directions (jóhann Páll Árnason 2003, 5, 52, 
217). If the mediating path crosses through the field of moral values, we 
need a more dynamic conception of how those values enter into the flow 
of history and saga narrative. Taking values as a cultural pivot, we may 
come to understand the transformative powers embedded in historical 
causes. By way of contrast, we know of two scholarly strategies that fail to 
perform this connection between sagas and standard history, both of which 
make the fatal assumption that the secret of development lies entirely 
within individual agency. One such strategy uses exchange models, ration
al actors, and efficiency concepts to intensify the strength imputed to indi
vidual actors in charting their own historical destiny. (Some of these 
approaches have been critically examined by Sverre Bagge, including the 
mantra that “nothing succeeds like success” [1991, 96].) Such methods 
invariably downplay the complex social environments in which individuals 
assert their presumed power. Stories from the Sturlunga compilation pro
vide us with tempting portraits of just such powerful personalities, and it 
seems plausible enough that increasingly large political domains (ríki) 
allowed their powerful masters to become more “effective” or “efficient” in 
12thcentury Iceland. But unless one reads the sagas solely for the plot, this 
line of interpretation has serious limits. Whether powerful individuals 
earn success or defeat depends also on the horizons of possibility available 
to them under actual circumstances (possibilities alluded to in the subtle 
framing qualities of saga narrative). even the strongest agents must take 
their chances in ambiguous action arenas, where limits are not fully speci
fied, where outcomes are field-contingent, and where cultural ironies 
abound. In using saga evidence, we need to attend both to agents and to the 
more elusive cultural fields in which their actions play out. 

A second flawed method for supplementing history projects back onto 
individual actors a set of intentions or ideologies that are presumed to be 
sufficiently powerful to produce historical change. For example, in order 
to rescue the agency of Icelanders at various stages of political develop
ment, it is tempting to assign them a prior belief system that devalues 
kingship. (It is also possible, according to Ármann Jakobsson [1997], to 
posit the opposite belief.)  But such projections tend to reduce cultural 
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forces to static ideologies, rather than treating values and beliefs as part of 
an evolving cultural field. Gunnar karlsson seems properly skeptical that 
implied belief systems of this sort can tell us very much about why history 
turns out the way it does (Gunnar Karlsson 2009). As conflicts unfolded in 
the thirteenth century on a very broad canvas, certain underlying forces 
favored actors with one or another set of strong beliefs. The beliefs alone 
can never explain the results. unless the eventual outcomes of those 
heightened struggles are treated as simply inevitable, we need to identify 
the contingencies favoring their success. A civilizational approach pursues 
these matters into the field of values.

evolving moral structures

Over the space of four centuries, a newly settled land passes through a suc
cession of political forms, culminating in an expanding series of regional 
conflicts. the historical evidence, separated from us by nearly a thousand 
years, provides structural snapshots of that development, but the process 
itself must have been continuous, fluid, oblique, complex. Social scientists 
may look for supplementary theories to codify these hidden dynamics, 
anything from Marxism to rational choice; but the choice of such theories 
is itself a matter of scholarly taste, if not a leap of faith. 

Historians like Gunnar and jón viðar bring saga texts into their analy
ses – although with considerable circumspection, in light of the traditional 
divide between historical and literary modes of interpretation. And yet the 
most distinctive quality of the Icelandic commonwealth must surely be its 
singular capacity for self-commentary in the sagas, which continued even 
as the political order ceded autonomy to the Norwegian crown. Such crea
tive expression at the periphery of europe, flourishing at the margins of 
kingly power and Christianizing forces, may point to dynamic undercur
rents that elude traditional history. If civilizational theory hopes to gain 
from its experimental tour through early Iceland, its path must pass 
through the sagas.

the notion that sagas may reveal the deeper cultural fabric of common
wealth Iceland has its own history of caution and excess. In recent decades, 
scholars have sought detours around the old dichotomy of interpreting 
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sagas as either historical fact or literary fiction (Gísli Pálsson 1992). the 
most common route has been to treat sagas as repositories of cultural val
ues contemporary with their time of composition. According to this 
approach, even if we reject their historical references as literal truth, the 
sagas remain undiminished as cultural artifacts, and thus as normative evi
dence of some kind. But this approach does not require us to regard the 
sagas as embracing a fixed scheme of values, any more than we accept 
timeless structures in historical or sociological studies. If Icelandic social 
history evolved over a period of four centuries, we would expect to find 
comparable movement at the level of norms, impelled by parallel forces. 
The pattern of evolution amid conflict should apply just as well to cultural 
values.

this dynamic perspective is often missing from social scientific studies 
of norms. Some anthropologists, for example, have tried to import the 
sagas into their professional domain as a type of alien “culture” ripe for 
antiquarian field studies. But their efforts have achieved mixed results. 
Anthropologists may overstate the coherence of value systems, in the same 
way that static models flourish in studies of Icelandic law, politics, and 
social structures. In their zeal to bring their discipline to bear on saga texts, 
social scientists have managed to distort the narrative complexities of saga 
writing (Gaskins 1997). They may also be captives of their own cultural 
assumptions, which oscillate between treating value systems as either 
consensusbased or conflictbased. Consensus theories led to the reductive 
arguments of structural/functionalism, while conflict theories impose a 
contrived disorder on the texture of moral life. 

A promising approach to exploring values in Icelandic sagas and society 
has been presented by philosopher Vilhjálmur Árnason, starting with his 
seminal essay (1985). Reviewing past efforts to find moral content in the 
sagas, vilhjálmur notes the tendency of interpreters to reduce the contents 
of saga texts to one or more moral ideologies. It is common enough, for 
example, for interpreters to find a finished set of Christian moral beliefs in 
various sagas, either replacing or in serious conflict with an opposing 
“pagan” moral system. Vilhjálmur questions whether we should read sagas 
as advocating (or contesting) such monolithic belief systems, especially 
when these systems have been defined centuries later by critics with their 
own cultural agendas. Following Hermann Pálson’s terminology, Vil-
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hjálmur also explores (1985, 23) a contrast between “romantic” and “human
istic” interpretations of saga morality: the romantic mode focusing on the 
intrinsic qualities of singular individuals (notably the “heroic” individuals), 
and the humanistic mode (following Hermann himself) on the moral 
qualities of deeds in these actionpacked tales. Both methods of moral 
interpretation present difficulties, according to vilhjálmur. I think he 
would be especially dubious about reducing saga culture to a mere “clash of 
civilizations,” where distinct pagan and Christian ideologies are locked in 
single combat. to be sure, there is plenty of combat to be found in these 
pages; but the protagonists are best not confused with static, abstract belief 
systems.

Vilhjálmur explains why we should understand values in the sagas as 
complex and evolutionary – no less so than the political, legal, and social 
systems in which they are embedded. He warns against reducing moral 
actions to either abstract belief systems or mere sociological functions. to 
be sure, the sagas are deeply concerned with moral issues, and these issues 
cannot be isolated from the social structures in which they develop. But 
moral actions portrayed in the sagas occur within a specific horizon of 
social possibilities, the contours of which stand outside the control of 
moral choice. Moral actions and social structures are thus distinct but 
mutually interacting features of a common culture (vilhjálmur Árnason 
1991). The actions of saga characters acquire moral significance within the 
boundaries of social possibilities, which are often implied or tacitly invoked 
in the delicate balancing of saga narrative. vilhjálmur calls for a different 
kind of moral reading from the romantic or humanistic scholars of earlier 
generations. His approach treats sagas as a mode of selfreflection on ten
sions between situational moral choices and the social or political order 
under which moral problems arise. One can say that morality is present in, 
but distinct from, a field of social possibilities – a condition vilhjálmur 
appropriately compares to the Hegelian concept of Sittlichkeit (1991, 163). 
As this selfreflective culture passes through four centuries of develop
ment, we can assume that moral possibilities appear within a constantly 
changing horizon. And as sagas flourish during the final century of the 
commonwealth era, they scrutinize the virtues of prior centuries under the 
inevitable strain of an ever-present “law of unintended consequences.” 
Examples of how saga narratives convey this form of commentary can be 
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found in vilhjálmur’s contribution to this current symposium (here, 217–
240).

Civilization as selfreflection: the importance of sagas

Early Iceland was a society in transition, filled with conflicting tensions 
and dynamic forces. But where was it all coming from, and where was it 
going? So far I have used the civilizational perspective as a methodological 
guide, but have withheld specific historical labels. Was the Icelandic com
monwealth late pagan? Early Christian? Some combination of the two? 
these are very broad categories created retrospectively by modern schol
ars, and subject to styles of scholarly consensus. It is certainly possible to 
explicate sagas as a competition of world views, but it is more useful to 
look for qualities of selfreflection in the elusive forms of narrative practice 
(Sigurður Nordal 1942). If we want to find deeper undercurrents and sub
tle dynamics that have eluded both the social scientist and the moralist, we 
must pursue this conjunction of narration and representation (vésteinn 
ólason 1998, 191–205).

This direction seems entirely consistent with the aims of civilizational 
theorists. Sociologist S.n. eisenstadt finds the core interest in civilizations 
in the specific reflective capacities of “transitional” societies (2006). for 
eisenstadt the “civilizational turn” looks to the emergence of transcending 
ideas, symbols, utopias, technologies and alternative realities, held up 
against a background of prior stability. this notion of transcendence marks 
a culture that encompasses a plurality of standpoints, where mere realities 
are continually contrasted with alternative possibilities. According to 
Eisenstadt, societies where pluralistic conceptions are integral to the cul
ture are dynamic in ways that contrast sharply with static empires, frozen 
in their monotonic cultural landscapes. the dynamic civilization displays 
epistemological complexities, generating fruitful and fractious tensions, 
while serving also as an engine of development for law, politics, morality, 
and cultural expression. (Long before eisenstadt, the philosopher Hegel 
[1993–95] described civilizations as dynamic by virtue of such divided 
visions.) According to eisenstadt, the notable civilizations of the “axial age” 
were the loci of profound theological insights, including the bifurcated 
vision of the early Christian culture with its dichotomous realms of God 
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and man. the emergence of a competing, transcendent order opens the 
way for revolutions, radical discoveries, new social institutions, but also 
constant strife. When the distance between dichotomous realms reaches 
into infinity, the most stringent battles are waged by the supreme authority 
assigned to that transcendent realm, as it casts perpetual suspicion on the 
mundane features of the temporal realm.

In summarizing eisenstadt’s general model, jóhann emphasizes the 
connections between cognitive transcendence and the dynamics of political 
development:   

The axial visions give rise to more ambitious and elaborate ways of 
legitimating more complex and expansive power structures...; the 
axial transformation broadens the cognitive horizon and therefore 
the strategic scope of power centres and elites, but the growing 
quantity and diversity of cognitive resources is at the same time an 
obstacle to the monopolization of power... (Jóhann Páll Árnason 
2003, 47).

Questions about authority and legitimacy thus shift from the strategic 
realm of mundane competition and acquire a new horizon and potentially 
a new conceptual vocabulary, importing values from a newly accessible 
normative realm.

In applying this model to early Iceland, jóhann seems to identify that 
new realm as already belonging to transcendent religion. For him, the turn
ing point is the emergence of sacred kingship, often a pivotal transition for 
the civilizations of the axial age (2003, 42). And surely this emphasis on 
the sacred deserves to be developed further. But there is another possibility, 
if one regards this transitional period in Iceland from the vantage point of 
its own past, and especially from the perspective of “the only European 
people who remember their beginnings” (Sigurður Nordal 1942, 1). Saga 
writing presents us with a muted or inchoate form of transcendence – one 
that retains a distinctly human or pragmatic dimension, where the distance 
between realms falls short of the infinite distance found in Plato, St. 
Augustine, and other visionaries of the axial age. Elsewhere I have sug
gested that a work like Heimskringla offers a fundamentally secular vision 
of concepts that later periods would eventually label “legitimacy” and 
“authority,” a vision that holds great interest for us because of its precon
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ceptual richness (Gaskins 1998). that elusive saga voice may resound 
strongly for a post-Enlightenment age like our own, where we struggle 
with paradoxes of political authority, but without the consolation of theo
logical certainties. (for more on the secular perspective of diverse saga 
types and periods, see vésteinn ólason 1998, 49).

In this less canonical form of transcendence, the dynamic tensions of a 
transitional society are nonetheless on display. the heroic moral virtues of 
earlier days appear as socially problematic; the conciliatory spirit (seen as 
weak in an earlier context) may be superior in meeting new political 
demands for social peace. A cultural system based on kinship loyalties 
reveals its dysfunctions as the young society advances multiple generations 
past the time of first settlement. Alliances created outside the bonds of kin
ship open up new but yet unknown political possibilities—revealed in 
future disorder, as disparate layers of loyalty come into open conflict. 
Lawfulness can build up a new nation, as trust and friendship flower in a 
system of decentralized authority; but that same nation may soon be laid 
waste with lawlessness, amid the diffusion of authority and lack of a unify
ing center. The charismatic individuals who build large domains of power 
cannot ultimately sustain competion against comparably sized units, espe
cially when power must learn to survive transitions across generations. 
Societies with kings may be understood to have strengths and weaknesses, 
and the very idea of a single highest form of authority (whether secular or 
sacred), must be carefully weighed in secular terms.

Precisely how does saga narrative address these puzzles and paradoxes? 
this is a question that cannot be adequately addressed in a conclusion; and 
there are obviously diverse types of sagas and poetry that may capture dif
ferent sides of this emerging capacity for self-reflection. Along with multi
ple styles, one finds a comparable variety of rhetorical effects directed 
toward transcending notions. Vésteinn Ólason has provided a broad over
view of these effects, showing how narrative displays of balance and judi
ciousness project their own sense of authority and reason (Vésteinn Ólason 
1998, 59, 101). Elsewhere I have offered brief examples of how some stand
ard conventions of saga writing may capture cultural undercurrents 
(Gaskins 2005). In the present essay my goal has been to connect this self
reflective activity to the special concerns of civilizational theory. for some 
Iceland scholars the civilizational approach may seem tangential, grandiose, 
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or both. But Jóhann and his colleagues have laid down an intriguing chal
lenge, which holds great promise for future scholarly experimentation. 

It is often said that “heroic societies” are static places where reflection 
has no place—where social structure and morality are one and the same, as 
in eisenstadt’s definition of the stable empire (vilhjálmur Árnason 1991, 
164, citing Alasdair MacIntyre). Perhaps early Iceland can be seen as an 
exceptional case study: a heroic society in the process of emerging from 
that static condition, spreading out over four centuries, and recorded in 
singular fashion by a contemporary literature of selfreflection. As Sigurður 
nordal pointed out long ago, the retrospective orientation of later sagas 
can be seen as an occasion for cultural renewal, as has been the pattern in 
other cultures (1942, Part III). In Icelandic prose and poetry, the distinctive 
quality of this reflection may reside in its restraint in embracing a stricter, 
theological form of transcendence, in favor of a more humanistic, imma
nent form (vésteinn ólason 1998, 137). this evolutionary phase may have 
lasted for a brilliant moment, before its visions of authority adapted more 
fully to the Christian dichotomy of sacred and temporal.

As suggested earlier, our own post-Enlightenment concerns with 
authority and legitimacy may find special resonance in the early Icelandic 
experience, if we see it as preoccupied less by theological imperatives than 
by humanistic interests in peace and honor. A recent study by intellectual 
historian Mark Lilla notes that most civilizations in history have been 
organized on the more extreme premises of “political theology,” which 
bases the correct order of society on transcendent revelation. Our own 
liberal culture, according to Lilla, has struggled to reconcile our continuing 
need for authority with the demise of its theological underpinnings, start
ing with Hobbes. We honor our liberation from sacred transcendence, but 
we yearn for stories and myths that reconcile us to the rigors of that free
dom:

We are still like children when it comes to thinking about modern 
political life, whose experimental nature we prefer not to contem
plate. Instead, we tell ourselves stories about how our big world 
came to be and why it is destined to persist. These are legends 
about the course of history, full of grand terms to describe the 
process supposedly at work—modernization, secularization, 
democratization, the ‘disenchantment of the world,’ ‘history as the 
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story of liberty,’ and countless others. these are the fairy tales of 
our time. Whether they are recounted in epic mode by those satis
fied with the present, or in tragic mode by those nostalgic for 
eden, they serve the same function in our intellectual culture that 
tales of witches and wizards do in our children’s imaginations: 
they make the world legible, they reassure us of its irrevocability, 
and they relieve us of responsibility for maintaining it (Lilla 
2007, 6).

We may find it useful to contrast these modern legends to the sagas told by 
Icelanders, which serve as the prelude to the rise of “political theology,” 
and not its postlude. A self-commentary on our own age draws us into 
such distant times and places, and civilizational theory should be especially 
grateful for its encounter with commonwealth Iceland.

RefeRenCeS

Ármann jakobsson. 1997. Í leit að konungi. Reykjavík: Háskólaútgáfan.
Bagge, Sverre. 1991. Society and Politics in Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla. 

Berkeley: university of California Press.
Durkheim, Émile. 1960. Montesquieu and Rousseau. Ann Arbor: university of 

Michigan Press [originally published 1953 based on Durkheim’s 1892 Latin 
dissertation].

eisenstadt, S.n. 2006. the Great Revolutions and the Civilizations of Modernity. 
Leiden: Brill.

Gaskins, Richard. 1997. “félagsvísindamanna saga.” Skírnir 171:185–207.
Gaskins, Richard. 1998. “visions of Sovereignty in Snorri Sturluson’s Heims

kringla.” Scandinavian Journal of History 23:173–88.
Gaskins, Richard. 2005. “Network Dynamics in Saga and Society.” Scandinavian 

Studies 77: 201–16.
Gísli Pálsson, ed. 1992. From Sagas to Society. enfield Lock: Hisarlik Press.
Gunnar karlsson. 2004. Goðamenning: Staða og áhrif goðorðsmanna í þjóðveldi 

Íslendinga. Reykjavík: Heimskringla.
Gunnar karlsson. 2009. “Was Iceland the Galapagos of Germanic Political 

Culture.” this volume, 77–91.
Hegel, G.W.f. 1993–95. Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der Religion, ed. Walter 

Jaeschke [material from Hegel’s lectures 1824–1831]. Hamburg: Felix Meiner 
verlag.

Iggers, Georg G. 1997. Historiography in the Twentieth Century. Hanover nH: 
Wesleyan/University Press of New England.

CReAtInG At tHe MARGInS



GRIPLA108

jóhann Páll Árnason. 2003. Civilizations in Dispute: Historical Questions and 
Theoretical Traditions. Leiden: Brill.

jóhann Páll Árnason, eisenstadt, S.n. and Wittrock, Björn. 2005. Axial 
Civilizations and World History. Leiden: Brill.

jón viðar Sigurðsson. 1999. Chieftains and Power in the Icelandic Commonwealth. 
odense: odense university Press.

Lilla, Mark. 2007. The Stillborn God: Religion, Politics and the Modern West. New 
york: knopf.

Sigurður nordal. 1942. Íslenzk menning I.  Reykjavík: Mál og menning.
Spengler, Oswald. 1918–22. Der Untergang des Abendlandes. München: C.H. 

Beck’sche verlagsbuchhandlung.
toynbee, Arnold. 1934–61. A Study of History. oxford: oxford university Press.
vésteinn ólason. 1998. Dialogues with the Viking Age: Narration and Representation 

in the Sagas of the Icelanders. Reykjavík: Heimskringla.
vilhjálmur Árnason. 1985. “Saga og siðferði.” Tímarit Máls og menningar 46:21–37.
vilhjálmur Árnason. 1991. “Morality and Social Structure in the Ice landic Sagas.” 

Journal of English and Germanic Philology 90:157–74. 
Wittrock, Björn. 2006. “Civilizations in Dispute” [Review]. European Journal of 

Sociology 47: 407–416.

SuMMARy

The Icelandic þjóðveldi was a society in transition, filled with conflicting ten
sions and dynamic forces. the civilizational perspective advanced by jóhann 
Páll Árnason and others provides a useful approach to understanding Icelandic 
cultural development over four centuries, including the development of political 
forms. that approach casts suspicion on static interpretive models, stable norms 
and ideologies, and fixed legal structures in favor of more dynamic analysis. It 
also prompts us to use creatively the rich materials contained in saga narratives, 
written near the end of this period. For it is here, in the self-reflection of a culture, 
that the fault-lines within ethical forms are revealed, along with the subtle mecha
nisms of legal and political development. Civilizational analysis overplays its hand 
by applying standard categories of paganism or sacred kingship to the Icelandic 
case. Rather the sagas display a more fundamentally secular vision of authority 
and legitimacy, imbued with a humanism and immanence that marks the cultural 
temper of the Icelandic þjóðveldi.  
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kIRSten HAStRuP

noRtHeRn BARBARIAnS:
ICeLAnDIC CAnonS of CIvILISAtIon

the notion of civilisation implies its own negation – that which is not 
civilised. for civilisation to register, a negative mirror image must be in 
voked, located either in another time or in another place. Whether the 
opposition is constructed temporally or spatially, and whether it is sym
bolic or real, images of otherness may provide fresh insights into the con
stitution of the declared civilisation.

In the case of Iceland, literary and other written sources provide rich 
material for reflecting on the Icelanders’ perceived position in the world; 
by defining and redefining ‘the others’ they constantly sought to distin
guish themselves and redraw the relevant boundaries of their own civilisa
tion. this paper starts by exposing some of the classical ideas of civilisation 
and otherness, by which the Icelandic singularities may be measured. 
Having themselves once been perceived as Barbarians of the north, the 
Icelanders were particularly explicit in redrawing the boundaries of proper 
culture. through their literary efforts they provided canons of a civilisa
tion that is recognisably ‘european’, yet also quite distinct.

In my reassessment of the Icelandic canons of civilisation, I shall not 
waste much time on problems of definition. I shall simply say that my 
starting point is a view of civilisation as a comprehensive whole, which 
stands out from a general and more amorphous backdrop of an uncivilised 
world in the mind of the civilised people themselves. Civilisation is thus a 
matter of selfperception, and – of course – of some degree of selfobjecti
fication. This will be substantiated in more detail in the course of my arti
cle. The implicit argument is that while a culture or a society is simply one 
of a kind, civilisation is unique and absolute. there can only be one. My 
aim here is to focus on the implicit contrast between the self-declared civi
lisation and its other, a nondiscrete category of barbarians. neither civili
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sation nor barbarians were native terms in medieval Iceland, but I shall use 
them to sum up the perceived contrast between self and others at the 
time. 

Antique civilisation: the prototype effect

In starting my discussion with a brief look on the antique origins of per
ceived civilisation as against perceived barbarism, I do not pretend to cover 
the ground so well researched by classical scholars. My aim is solely to 
establish a few salient points that have a bearing on the Icelandic case, on 
the general principle that the classical world came to be seen as the cradle 
of european civilisation itself and the beginnings of a distinctly european 
way of thinking. While it is hard to tell what the Icelanders thought about 
the yet indistinct ‘Europe’, we do know that learned Icelanders were versed 
in classical readings. to give just one example at this stage, the author of 
the remarkable First Grammatical Treatise wrote (c. 1140): “Because lan
guages differ from each other – which previously parted or branched off 
from one and the same tongue – different letters are needed in each, and 
not the same in all, just as the Greeks do not write Greek with Latin let
ters, and Latinists (do) not (write) Latin with Greek letters, nor (do) the 
Hebrews (write) Hebrew with Greek or Latin letters, but each nation 
writes its language with letters of its own” (The First Grammatical Treatise 
1972, 206–207).1 The distinction between languages here is made on the 
basis of a sense of original (linguistic) unity. Already at this stage, learned 
Icelanders saw themselves in the mirror of a larger and literate world. 
There were many known languages – and cultures – but they were united 
in civilisation through writing. In the vernacular, writing implicitly reflect
ed an extensive Norse and pre-Christian tradition, while Latin carried the 
load of a long European tradition, a tradition that was not simply borne by 
Christendom and the Latin alphabet but went beyond it to Greek legend 
and myth (Bagge 2004; Eldevik 2004). This is where the barbarians first 
appeared.
1  “En af því at tungurnar eru úlíkar hver annarri, þær þegar er ór einni ok hinni sǫmu tungu 

hafa gengiz eða greinz, þá þarf úlíka stafi í at hafa, en eigi ena sǫmu alla í ǫllum, sem eigi 
ríta Grikkir latínu stǫfum girzkuna ok eigi latínumenn girzkum stǫfum latínu, né enn heldr 
ebreskir menn ebreskuna hvárki girzkum stǫfum né latínu, heldr rítar sínum stǫfum hver 
þióð sína tungu.” [Spelling normalized by editor]
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In ancient Greece, the word ‘barbarian’ was used in the Iliad (l. 2,867), 
where it figures as an adjective to the unintelligible language of a named 
group of people. Barbarians were inarticulate within the ethnocentric 
framework of the Greeks. It was Herodotus, however, who in the 5th cen
tury B.C. was to launch an absolute distinction between the Hellenes and 
the barbarians, the latter simply being people who were not Hellenes 
(Lund 1993: 10ff). In the process, Herodotus inadvertently defines a Greek 
‘nation’, when he – in The Histories – renders the Athenians’ reasons for 
not submitting to Xerxes, the Persian king: 

No doubt it was natural that the Lacedaemonians should dread the 
possibility of our making terms with Persia; none the less it shows 
a poor estimate of the spirit of Athens. there is not so much gold 
in the world nor land so fair that we would take it for pay to join the 
common enemy and bring Greece into subjection. there are many 
compelling reasons against our doing so, even if we wished: the first 
and greatest is the burning of the temples and images of our gods 
– now ashes and rubble. It is our bounden duty to avenge this 
desecration with all our might. Again, there is the Greek nation – 
the community of blood and language, temples and ritual; our 
common way of life; if Athens were to betray all this, it would not 
be well done (Herodotus, 1972, 574–575).

What transpires is a sense of distinction relating to descent, language and 
religion that had to be protected, not only against the Persians, but against 
all barbarians, who by the same token could not take part in the Athenian 
sports and games. Interestingly, the first Grammarian also speaks of 
nations (þjóðir), each with their own language. Possibly as significant in 
relation to the Icelandic case is Herodotus’ overarching notion of history 
being a well researched story about what had happened; where true his
torical sources are lacking, Herodotus draws on (sometimes conflicting) 
oral traditions (Burn 1972, 9–10). We know a similar feature from Ari’s 
Íslendingabók (‘The Book of the Icelanders’), written sometime between 
1122 and 1130 (Íslendingabók. Landnámabók 1968).

At the present stage of my argument my main point is that within the 
classical scheme of thought, barbarians were not an ethnic group as were 
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the Hellenes; they were a category of people beyond the intelligible world. 
At various points in time, different people were depicted as ‘standard-bar
barians’. In Greek pottery-art the Scythians were singled out as prototypi
cal barbarians, being a nomadic people of horsemen and bow-fighters who 
in their life-style contrasted starkly with people of the Greek polis, the city
state (Hastrup, H 1997). this is a first significant observation of an asym
metrical relationship between the civilised and the un-civilised, the former 
providing the yardstick of civilisation itself. 

This skewed relationship was to become cemented in the third century 
BC, when political thinking developed further with Plato and his pupil 
Aristotle, who dealt with the nature of the state – that is the polis itself. In 
Book one of his Politics, Ch. 2, Aristotle frames his position by referring 
to a natural order of things in which some are born to rule, others to be 
ruled; among the latter are women and slaves, internally distinguished by 
nature by their different functions. He continues: “But among barbarians 
no distinction is made between women and slaves, because there is no 
natural ruler among them: they are a community of slaves, male and 
female. Wherefore the poets say – “It is meet that Hellenes should rule 
over barbarians”; as if they thought that the barbarian and the slave were 
by nature one” (Aristotle 1943, 52). Interestingly, the will (and capacity) for 
distinction here becomes a mark of civilisation itself, along with a recogni
tion of born rulers.  

Being the highest mark of human achievement and the natural goal of 
development, “it is evident that the state is a creation of nature, and that 
man is by nature a political animal. And he who by nature and not by mere 
accident is without a state, is either a bad man or above humanity; he is like 
the “Tribeless, lawless, hearthless one”, whom Homer denounces – the 
natural outcast is forthwith a lover of war” (Ibid., 54). In the political 
domain, lacking a state is a token of homelessness on a comprehensive 
scale. the counterpoint to civilisation is a freeroaming outcast, tribeless, 
lawless, hearthless – and stateless. Already we detect the Icelandic sequel. 

I shall refer to only one more example from Aristotle, namely his dis
cussion of slavery. In Politics, Book one, Ch. 6, he maintains that “there is 
a slave or slavery by law as well as nature” (Ibid. 1943, 60). The former 
refers to the Hellenic order, within which slavery is simply a practical con
vention, while the natural slaves are found elsewhere. 
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Wherefore Hellenes do not like to call Hellenes slaves, but confine 
the term to barbarians. yet, in using this language, they really mean 
the natural slave of whom we spoke at first; for it must be admitted 
that some are slaves everywhere, others nowhere. The same 
principle applies to nobility. Hellenes regard themselves as noble 
everywhere, and not only in their own country, but they deem 
barbarians noble only when at home, thereby implying that there 
are two sorts of nobility and freedom, the one absolute, the other 
relative (Ibid., 61).

this is a stunning declaration to the effect that the Hellenes stands out as 
unique; only they are measurable on an absolute scale of nobility and free
dom, applicable exclusively to themselves, not to humanity at large. While 
on the surface, learned Greeks from Homer to Aristotle saw humankind as 
one biological species, and the barbarians as merely babblers within it, the 
distinction between Hellenes and others went deeper. The inability to 
speak Greek was in effect much more than a linguistic shortcoming; peo
ple who were devoid of both logos and polis were by definition outside of 
the oikumene (Pagden 1982, 16). the babblers may have been of the same 
species, but they were certainly of a different kind not having been taught 
the virtues of the polis. the state is a precondition for virtue and the proper 
use of human intelligence. Says Aristotle in Politics, Book one, Ch. 2: 

But he who is unable to live in society, or who has no need because 
he is sufficient for himself, must be either a beast or a god: he is no 
part of a state. A social instinct is implanted in all men by nature, 
and yet he who first founded the state was the greatest of 
benefactors. For man, when perfected, is the best of animals, but, 
when separated from law and justice, he is the worst of all; since 
armed injustice is the more dangerous, and he is equipped at birth 
with arms, meant to be used by intelligence and virtue, which he 
may use for the worst ends. Wherefore, if he have not virtue, he is 
most unholy and the most savage of animals, and the most full of 
lust and gluttony (Ibid., 54).

the barbarians are no longer simply incomprehensible; they are uncivilised 
by all tokens of civilisation that are now seen to form an integrated 
whole.
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When the Romans inherited the word barbarian from the Greeks, the 
shift of emphasis from language to culture was explicit (Lund 1993, 16). In 
the first century BC, Cicero wrote his treatise The Republic, in which he 
answers the question of whether Romulus’ subjects were barbarians in the 
following manner: “If, as the Greeks say, all people other than Greeks are 
barbarians, I’m afraid his subjects were barbarians. But if the name should 
be applied to character rather than language, then the Romans, in my view, 
were no more barbarous than the Greeks” (Cicero 1998, 26). In contrast to 
the notion of Hellenes as an exclusive ethnic category, the notion of 
Romans was inclusive and comprised different groups within the empire. 
Gradually, some became more Roman than others, and the classification of 
the (ideal) Romans as barbarians that had been accepted by way of the 
Greek gaze subsided to a new alignment between Greeks and Romans as 
equally civilised – they were humans of the same kind in contrast to the 
Germanic tribes on the northern frontier, for instance (Lund 1993, 18ff). 

these preliminary observations serve to highlight the socalled proto
type effect inherent in classification which greatly complicates the view
point held by semanticists that all members of a particular category are 
equal (Rosch 1978; see also Hastrup 1995: 26ff). In practice, including lin
guistic practice, some members are always ‘better’ examples of the category 
than others; when ‘birds’ are mentioned, for Danes, little songbirds spring 
to mind more easily than ostriches, for instance. Prototypes reflect clusters 
of experience and socially embedded semantic densities that incorporate 
experience into the category system (Ardener 1989, 169).

this insight into the nature of categories has important implications 
for our understanding of social stereotypes, where the prototype effect 
often results in a metonymic replacement of the entire category by only 
parts of it (Lakoff 1987, 79ff). It seems to be particularly pertinent in rela
tion to identity categories – such as Hellenes or Icelanders – where all 
members are not equally good examples; slaves for instance cannot be said 
to represent the category in either case. When it comes to the identity of 
civilised or even human, clearly ‘we’ are always a more likely prototype 
than the ‘others’; the others are less representative of the category to which 
we ourselves belong. In this way, the eccentric nature of words intervenes 
in the experience of worlds. When the perspective chosen is from within a 
selfdeclared civilisation, the others are by definition less human than us; 
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this was the case with the ancient Greeks but I shall argue that it is a gen
eral feature of the definition of a civilisation is that it marginalises and 
often dehumanises others, the barbarians, and lumps them together in a 
single image of alterity in relation to humanity proper. 

This was a model that was easily transposed into the early perception 
of the Christian world, based upon a myth of a single progenitor of 
humanity but also on a clear demarcation between insiders and outsiders. 
The Christian congregation was set apart from the rest of the world, but in 
contrast to the Greek oikumene it was open to others who could enter by 
way of conversion. The barbarians could – and for their own good, should 
– convert to proper society. As a term for the ultimate others, the barbari
ans remained a mirror for civilisation proper until modern times. the mir
ror, of course, was held up by the self-professed civilisation – as first 
defined in the classical world, where the North was as yet in the mists.

ultima thule: Maps and metaphors

When the far North was first brought to the attention of the classical 
world of Southern Europe, it was encapsulated in the notion of Ultima 
Thule. tracing thule as a concept for the ultimate north means engaging 
with particular horizons, notably the boundary between known and 
unknown worlds. As recently discussed by Vincent Crapanzano, people 
are constantly concerned with both openness and closure in their construc
tion of horizons that determine what we experience and how we interpret 
what we experience. “When a horizon and whatever lies beyond it are 
given articulate form, they freeze our view of the reality that immediately 
confronts us – fatally I’d say, were it not for the fact that once the beyond 
is articulated, a new horizon emerges and with it a new beyond” 
(Crapanzano 2004, 2). this process of the shifting of horizons is a key 
issue in the understanding of any image of the north. 

Since classical times, thule marked the imaginative horizon of the 
unknown North, and for some it inspired a distinct call. Among the pio
neers was Pytheas of Massalia who in the 3rd century B.C. went further 
north than any other from the classical world. Pytheas visited the British 
Isles, “but the bold and hardy explorer does not seem to have stopped here. 
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He continued his course northward over the ocean, and came to the utter
most region, “Thule”, which was the land of the midnight sun, “where the 
tropic coincides with the Arctic Circle”” (Nansen 1911, 53). Pytheas was an 
astronomer and the most important observation he brought back was the 
length of the day during summer in this place, which was ‘six days’ sail 
north of the orcades. the actual location of Pytheas’s thule remains 
uncertain because most of Pytheas’s own observations have been lost, and 
are known only through slightly later, and highly critical renditions (by 
Pliny and Strabo, among others), who were sceptical about the possibility 
of life that far north. 

In the early twentieth century, the Danish geographer H.P. Steensby 
used geographical evidence to assert that Pytheas’s Thule would have been 
located in western Norway, and probably in the region of present day 
Bergen (Steensby 1917, 17). Steensby was further inclined to suggest that 
Pytheas himself had actually only come as far north as the western coast of 
Jutland (of present day Denmark), where he would have gathered informa
tion about this place even further north that he then named thule. this 
would fit the mythical portent of the name.

Whatever the actual geographical turning point for Pytheas, the notion 
of Thule soon took on a life of its own and was to refer to a moving and 
imaginary horizon between an inhabitable and civilised South, and a barely 
inhabitable land of barbarians in the far north. Perhaps the most influen
tial source for this particular image of the North was found in Virgil’s 
vision of Augustus’s resurrection of the Roman Empire to which even 
Ultima Thule would surrender (Harbsmeier 2002, 37). In Seneca’s Medea 
(1st century), the Chorus comments on the future possibilities of the 
Argonauts, and says that when the world grows older the ocean will open 
and new continents will be disclosed, and Thule will no longer be the far
thest of lands (nec sit terris ultima Thule (Seneca. Medea, 1927, 267–279). 

thus it is fair to say that in antiquity, thule belonged to the imaginary 
horizon of human life, on the edge of which an unknown people lived in 
strange ways. Space does not permit me to go further into this, and I shall 
leave antiquity by giving the final word to Fridtjof Nansen, whose image 
of the misty relationship between the antique south and the far north is 
evocative of thule itself: 
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thus at the close of antiquity the lands and seas of the north still 
lie in the mists of the unknown. Many indications point to constant 
communication with the North, and now and again vague pieces of 
information have reached the learned world. Occasionally, indeed, 
the clouds lift a little, and we get a glimpse of great countries, a 
whole new world in the North, but then they sink again and the 
vision fades like a dream of fairyland (nansen 1911, 124).

There is an oscillation between the openness and closure of horizons in 
this image that was to find a new balance in the Middle Ages. With the 
extensive travels of the Vikings and Norsemen, communications between 
North and South became more regular, and with the Viking expansion on 
the North Atlantic, new horizons opened. People from the British Isles 
and Scandinavia moved out – to Iceland and beyond. Meanwhile, the vari
ous geographies that had been produced in the first millennium maintained 
the idea of the ‘outer sea’, and the island of Thule on the edge of the world; 
interestingly, in quite a number of medieval texts, the Scythians are now 
living in the North, and more precisely in Sweden (Hemmingsen 2000). 

In 825 A.D., Thule appears in a work by the Irish monk Dicuil (Liber de 
Mensura Orbis Terrae) and given the context, there is no doubt that it 
refers to Iceland – as it would for Adam of Bremen and Saxo Grammaticus 
a little later. Some authors have wanted to project this back onto Pytheas’s 
thule (e.g. Stefánsson 1942), but this is highly unlikely, given that Pytheas 
(allegedly) speaks of a people threshing and eating oats, among other 
things. So far, there is no archaeological evidence of human presence in 
Iceland at Pytheas’ time. 

In Landnámabók (Sturlubók, Ch. 1), the identification of Thule with 
Iceland is taken for granted. Sturla refers to Beda, who had mentioned the 
island of Thile six days’ sailing north of Britain, where the sun shines all 
night when the days are longest but is not seen at all when the nights are 
longest. the echo from Pytheas is still audible across all of these centuries, 
and Sturla readily embraces the name of Thile for his island, whose history 
of settlement he then proceeds to describe. Again, there is a strong feeling 
that the Icelanders knew their classical texts.

from the outside, the position of the Icelanders in the larger scheme of 
things is not entirely clear. For Adam of Bremen (1968), writing in the late 
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eleventh century, the inhabitants of Thule were somewhat anomalous: The 
Icelanders treated their bishop as king, and took his words for law. It has 
been suggested that Adam mistook the Lawspeaker for a bishop, but the 
implication is clear: the Icelanders had no proper king, as had otherwise 
become the mark of civilised government (Hastrup 1985). this state of 
affairs was correlated with another apparent paradox in Iceland. According 
to Adam, the inhabitants were exceedingly primitive (as befalls the inhabit
ants of legendary Thule!) and lived in a state of nature; yet they were 
Christians. from the perspective of Bremen, the Icelanders mediated 
between the truly wild peoples such as the Finns – who had been identi
fied by Procopius as the last barbarians of the northern countries – and the 
civilised world of Christians and kingdoms. Implicitly, this observation 
echoes Brink’s point that Christianisation is not ‘an event’, or an abrupt 
ideological shift; it is rather a gradual change in mentality (Brink 2004). 

the history of thule – first as a metaphor for a distant land in the mys
terious north and later as a distinct island in the north Atlantic – is a 
revealing case of the interpenetration of maps and metaphors. In this case 
the metaphor preceded the map; or, in a different phrasing, the illusion of 
an unknown land drove the explorers to the limit and urged them to map 
the blank spaces; later, the maps themselves became new metaphors as 
happened to vancouver’s chartings of the Pacific coast of America (fisher 
and johnston 1993). the result of mapping is as much a continuation of 
metaphor as it is a new map. Even when Thule was finally situated in 
northern Greenland, when in 1910 Knud Rasmussen established his Thule 
station (Hastrup 2009), the result was still a ‘cartographic illusion’ (Ingold 
2000, 234). The map never simply represents the world, because in the 
process of representation, two important processes are bracketed: first, the 
process by which the explorers had arrived there in the first place  – includ
ing the process by which they came to imagine Thule as their goal; and, 
second, the process by which they inadvertently came to represent it in 
particular terms. The actual way-finding across the sea, the experience of 
driftice and unreliable climes corroborated the classical image of thule 
that again filtered into the final map through the process of (mentally) 
mapping the experience in comprehensible terms. 

the illusion of thule reminds us that both maps and histories are mat
ters of perspective and of available imagery. In the process of the vision 
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and revision of the image of thule, the mental map turned into a tenacious 
metaphor that was itself remapped every time the horizon shifted. The 
horizon moved but metaphors still informed the maps by which people 
oriented themselves in space. Thule remained on the edge of the world – 
as Adam of Bremen articulated so well. For a long time, Iceland fitted this 
image very neatly.

In a general way, the Scandinavians of the Middle Ages accepted that 
they were, indeed, peripheral. They lived ‘on the far edge of the dry land’ 
(Bagge 2004); as testified to by Konungs skuggsjá, the learned Scandinavians 
knew that their lands bordered on the outer sea. Yet at the time, these 
lands were increasingly affected by the literary impulses reaching them 
from the centre in the shape of translations or adaptations of european 
books; and within the northern world a new elite emerged, defined as such 
because of their having incorporated the literate culture of the larger 
Christian civilisation. As Sverre Bagge has it, the very position as elite 
depended on the definition of Scandinavia as peripheral; Bagge continues:

In this situation, two strategies were possible: (1) [to] try to become 
as similar as possible to what was understood as the ‘common 
European culture’, or (2) [to] cultivate one’s own originality and 
show that one’s own traditions were equal to those of the rest of 
europe. Both strategies are found all over Scandinavia, but generally 
the first approach is more common in Denmark and Sweden, and 
the second in Iceland, with Norway in an intermediate position 
(Bagge 2004, 356–357).

 

Thus while Saxo Grammaticus – writing in Latin in compliance with the 
Danish view of what should be done to match European Christendom – 
complains that the Danes have only a poor knowledge of Latin, clearly 
implying that they were still rather uncivilised, the Icelanders take great 
pride in devising a vernacular literature that is both singular and on a par 
with southern traditions. By means of both strategies the northern lands 
gradually became integrated into european civilisation (Adams and 
Holman 2004). 

for Iceland (and for the norse tradition in general), it has been sug
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gested that writing in the vernacular may not simply have been a matter of 
pleasing the public, but a more profound issue of the use of older skaldic 
sources for the new historical literature – sources that were not easily 
transported into Latin (Mundal 2000). At yet another level, we might also 
see this as an expression of an ideology of civilisation based on a distinct 
– and sacred – spirit of ‘Norseness’, in no way inferior to the spirit of 
Athens invoked by Herodotus.

Iceland on its own: Textualisation

When Thule was first located in Iceland in the early Middle Ages, it was 
not yet permanently populated, but this was soon to happen. The process 
is well described in early Icelandic sources, as is the constitutional moment 
of the Icelandic commonwealth – when the Alþing was inaugurated and 
Icelandic law was formalised in 930. At the time, law was synonymous 
with society in Scandinavia, as explicated in the proverbial statement með 
lögum skal land byggja. The highest office in Iceland was held by the Law-
speaker, who had to recite all the laws over a period of three successive 
meetings at the Alþing; constitutional matters had to be spoken every year, 
however. We recall how law was diacritical also for the classical notion of 
civilisation.

In the mind of the Icelanders, law was a precondition for proper society 
– as it was for the classical scholars. Conversely, if people did not abide by 
the law, they were outlawed. Outlaws and other outsiders played an impor
tant part in the selfperception of Icelandic society, as can be seen from 
some of the most popular sagas like Grettis saga Ásmundarsonar (Hastrup 
1986). The outsiders were convenient ‘others’ against which the insiders 
could see themselves; on the whole the inside-outside dichotomy persisted 
in Icelandic cosmology as a conceptual scheme for distinguishing between 
the familiar and the alien, the known and the unknown, at many levels of 
social life (Hastrup 1981). The law itself was a main factor in closing off a 
civilised space against the untamed wild. While the actual legal practice 
was peculiar to Iceland, the general idea of defining society by way of law 
was also part of the Aristotelian tradition. 

Vár lög (‘our law’) was the only comprehensive term for Icelandic soci
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ety in the early middle ages, and it goes without saying that any settler 
could become part of it by abiding to the law. Icelandic society was inclu
sive, as Roman society had been. At the dawn of Icelandic history there are 
no specific claims to a distinct Icelandic culture, only to a shared law. In 
those few contexts where a distinct ‘we’ is pertinent, the diacritical feature 
is one of language. thus, to be a member of any court, a person had to be 
a native speaker of dönsk tunga (Grágás Ia, 38). This is well known of 
course, but we may reassess its significance in view of the civilising project; 
the law cannot be spoken in barbarian babble.

The first notion of the Icelanders as a distinct people is owed to Ari inn 
fróði, whose Íslendingabók launches an idea of historical continuity from 
the settlements until the time of writing, between 1122 and 1130. ‘The 
Icelanders’ emerged as an ethnic category – with retrospective application 
from the settlements (Hastrup 1990b). A shared history is what connects 
them; the formal legal entity is supplemented by a substantial, if implicit 
reference to what Herodotus said about ‘the common ways’ of the Greek. 
This was further substantiated with the advent of the First Grammatical 
Treatise (c. 1140), which is singular in its being the only known grammati
cal work in a vernacular language of the period. The author states that he 
was prompted to write the treatise because reading and writing had become 
common by then, and he wanted to facilitate the reading and writing of 
“laws, genealogies, religious works, and the learned historical works, which 
Ari has written with great acumen” (Hreinn Benediktsson, ed. 1972, 208–
209).2 Demonstrating the inadequacy of Latin letters for expressing the 
sounds of Icelandic, he subsequently suggested an alphabet for ‘us, the 
Icelanders’ (Ibid., 21). the distinctiveness of the Icelandic language is fully 
recognised – even if it was not until c. 1400 that the deep affinity to west 
Norwegian seems to have dissolved, judging from the fact that the export 
of Icelandic books to Norway had come to a complete stop by then (Stefán 
karlsson 1979).

The first civilising move had occurred with the landnám itself, however 
much it was only retrospectively identified as made by ‘Icelanders’. The 
tradition established by Íslendingabók, Landnámabók and the Icelandic 
sagas provides a detailed and vivid history of the settlements as personal

2  “... lǫg ok áttvísi eða þýðingar helgar eða svá þau hin spaklegu fræði, er Ari Þorgilsson hefir 
á bœkr sett af skynsamlegu viti.” [Spelling normalized by editor]
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ised in freedom-loving farmers of predominantly Norwegian origin. This 
could be seen as an expression of the predominant local selfperception. 
From the outside, the picture was less clear. In Historia Norwegiæ, a 
twelfth-century history composed by a Norwegian, the first settlers Ingólfr 
and Hjǫrleifr are said to have left their native Norway because they were 
killers (Storm, ed. 1880, 92–93). The inferiority of the (would-be) Ice-
landers is thus beyond question. By fleeing to thule they have turned their 
back on civilisation and whatever safe haven they may have found, they 
remain criminals – barbarians.

Possibly, this allegation is the reason why the writer of the Melabók
version of Landnámabók is so articulate about his wish to get history right: 
“It is important to be able to tell outlanders, who believe that we descend 
form thralls or criminals, about our true ancestry … it is mark of all civi
lised peoples that they themselves want to know about the origin of their 
country’s habitation” (Landnámabók. Melabók 1921, 143).3 As against the 
Norwegian claim to superiority, the Icelandic retort is clear: We, the 
Icelanders, descend from men of honour as appropriate historical knowl
edge ascertains. 

In some ways this is also the key to the Icelandic sagas written in the 
same period. In the sagas, tenthcentury Iceland is depicted as a time of 
legal and social integrity, of manly honour and of kin loyalty. There were 
deviants, scoundrels and outlaws, but the social dramas were played out on 
a scene of original nobility – a nobility that depended on the scoundrels for 
their own distinction. Through this literary rehabilitation of the past, and 
of the tenth century in particular, an idea of a preChristian era of freedom 
and statesmanship was established. This is what Gerd Weber called the 
Freiheitsmythos of the Icelanders (Weber 1981). Law, literature and freedom 
merge in the tradition of the Icelandic settlers fleeing from the tyranny of 
King Harald Fairhair that is but another way of distinguishing oneself 
from past compatriots. The literature itself bears witness to what seems 
like an ‘auto-civilising’ process – with new claims to distinction in terms of 
language, law and descent.

the literary mediation of the dilemma related to the pagan beginnings 

3  “en vér þykkjumst heldr svara kunna útlendum mönnum, þá er þeir bregða oss því at vér 
séum komnir af þrælum eða illmennum, ef vér vitum víst vorar kynferðir sannar … eru svo 
allar vitrar þjóðir at vita vilja upphaf sinna landsbyggða …”. [Normalised by editor]
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of Icelandic civilisation had an interesting counterpart in the actual conver
sion of the Icelanders c. 1000. the story has been told and retold a number 
of times, and I shall only relate the most salient points within the present 
context. Following missionary activities and a general shift towards 
Christianity in the rest of Scandinavia (along with the establishment of 
kingdoms), the goðar, that is the lesser local chieftains who had both reli
gious and secular functions and who played a main role also at the annual 
Alþing, had started to convert. this transformed Christianity from a pri
vate to a political matter and accelerated the process of Christianisation 
considerably. At the opening of the Alþing in the year 1000, the people 
were divided in two camps, heathen and Christian. Some suggested that 
the two groups declare themselves ‘out of law with one another’ (Ís lend
ingabók Ch.7), thus effectively establishing two societies within the same 
space. Others, and among them the Lawspeaker, the heathen Þorgeirr, 
felt that to rend asunder law was to rend asunder peace, and he suggested 
a compromise within one law that he then ‘spoke’: the Icelanders would 
accept Christianity with some provisos; the exposure of newborn chil
dren, the consumption of horsemeat, and sacrificing to heathen gods 
were still to be permitted on the condition that these activities took place 
in secrecy. 

Within the context of contemporary European views of the world, the 
shift from heathenism to Christianity marks a shift from barbarism to 
civilisation, albeit a hesitating one in this case. one element in this is the 
advent of writing as a corollary to mission and conversion. The more 
important element, however, is the paving of the way for kingship and a 
new sense of the state – thus realising what Aristotle saw as the primary 
element in civilisation. Although the conversion occurred at one point in 
time in Iceland, we need not believe that there is a distinct before and after 
in the actual social life of the Icelanders. It is simply a way of thematising a 
historical process that had begun long before and which was to continue 
for a long period yet. We should also remember that ‘heathenism’ itself 
emerged simultaneously with Christianity, for which it provided an apt 
counterpoint – which could be annulled through conversion. It was insuf
ferable that the Icelanders were to remain barbarians in the eyes of the 
bearers of Christian civilisation, even if they had to suffer peculiarly unfor
tunate material disadvantages on their far northern island.  
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There is another sense in which the literary activity makes up for some
thing awkward in Icelandic history, namely the descent from pagans. If, as 
suggested by kurt Schier (1981), the entire literary activity of the thirteenth 
century may be read as a more or less explicit wish to raise and maintain a 
consciousness of the Icelandic prestations in terra nova, it also sets the stage 
for the Icelandic love of freedom and for their noble activities. In other 
words, the stage was one upon which ‘the noble heathen’ played an impor
tant part (Lönnroth 1969) – a strange precursor to Rousseau’s noble sav
age. In a thoroughly Christianised period – if such is possible – such as the 
thirteenth century, the literary motif of the noble heathen was a way of 
solving the dilemma between a pagan past and the teachings of the Church 
– a dilemma that Adam of Bremen had puzzled over in the eleventh cen
tury. Within Iceland itself, the dilemma was solved in writing – the litera
ture mediating the awkward descent from pagans and present nobility.

It is no accident, therefore, that the central and most elaborate chapter 
of Íslendingabók concerns the introduction of Christianity in Iceland; it is 
supplemented by the accounts of the three last chapters which deal with 
the early history of the Church. No doubt this was seen as a major civilis
ing move, a move that definitely signalled a turning away from heathenism 
– and by consequence from barbarism. Landnámabók too testifies to a 
civilising process on the Icelanders’ own account. By naming and histori
cising nameless tracts, the authors of Landnámabók definitively claimed 
Thule for civilisation. The categorical others of the learned classical world 
now defined themselves, and reclaimed a degree of nobility. Additionally, 
The First Grammatical Treatise measured vernacular Icelandic against Latin 
and found the latter did not entirely match the sounds of Icelandic. these 
three texts are among the oldest literary pieces in Icelandic, and together 
they testify to a local self-consciousness as a civilised society within a larger 
order of civilisation. The texts offer their own solutions to the paradox of 
having a kingdom without a king, a law without ruler, a written language 
without religious imperatives.

In this connection it is worth mentioning Saxo Grammaticus who, in 
his prologue to the Danish Chronicle, writes about the nature of Iceland 
being so savage that one should hardly expect people to live there; he 
thereby echoes the general opinion held in ‘the South’ that thule is on the 
margins of human habitation. It is well established that Saxo was influ



125

enced by classical authors, and among them Virgil who spoke so elabo
rately about thule (friisjensen 1975). What is more significant in the 
present context is Saxo’s reverence for the Icelanders’ historical writings, 
which are important sources for his own work. The Icelanders, so to 
speak, fast all the year round because of natural scarcities, but they use 
their days to collect and expand knowledge of their own and other people’s 
ways of life; “they make up for their privations by means of their art” 
(Saxo 1941, 34). Saxo gives a hint of another measure of civilisation here: 
artistic expression may compensate for material wants. The irony is that all 
the time that they were (re-)claiming European civilisation for themselves, 
the Viking descendants had to live with increasingly pointed European 
literature, which derided their achievements and once again portrayed 
them as the true villains of Europe, merging them with Saracens and other 
‘others’ who were presented as waiting (in vain, as it happened) to destroy 
the virtue of Christendom (Levy 2004).

Looking back at Icelandic literary activity from a broad perspective, 
however, there is no doubt that it contributed to an accelerating process of 
self-objectification through writing. It is not a simple matter of technology 
and I am not making a universal statement of writing in itself being civili
sational; studies of literacy have made us aware that it is not so simple (e.g. 
Bloch 1989). Even in ancient Greece, writing itself was not liberating 
(Andersen 1989). I am more concerned with textualisation, understood as a 
“double process which consists in a society’s adopting writing as a social 
usage, and, as a consequence of that, understanding and construing social 
life, and society considered as a whole, as a text” (Meulengracht Sørensen 
2001, 309). This was what made it possible for the Icelanders to write 
themselves (and their fellow Norsemen) into European history and – in 
the same move – to do so from a peculiar Icelandic perspective. the 
Icelanders’ artistic activities did not simply make up for material wants, 
they placed Iceland solidly within European civilisation on the basis of an 
autonomous canon. 

Relocating the Barbarians: Canonicity

the creation of a distinct textual canon of (a northern) civilisation almost 
immediately co-produced a new counterpoint. In Iceland itself, heathens 
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had been converted, slaves freed, and criminals outlawed according to the 
canon; and in the colonising of Greenland (and the voyages to vineland and 
Markland), the Icelanders expanded Northern civilisation into a new and 
apparently empty territory that had to be textualised accordingly. As inti
mated by the author of Konungs skuggsjá, it was now Greenland that was 
located on the absolute edge of the land (Konungs skuggsjá ch. xix; cf. Bagge 
2004). With the discovery of new territories, the unknown was translated 
into the known, and the canon was stretched to incorporate new knowledge 
(cf. Paine 1994:2). the horizon shifted but the canon remained in place.

However, in these new lands, the Icelanders met with people who 
defied every notion of civilisation, namely the skrælingar. the others by 
law (the Icelandic converts and outlaws) once again were measurable 
against the Other by nature. The civilised Self was further cemented with 
the new-found knowledge of a truly savage people. In a paradoxical way 
these savage people confirmed the canon of civilisation; by definition, a 
canon is exclusive and impregnable to the possibility of critique (Paine 
1994:5). This is in contrast to – say – modern scholarship, which was 
founded on a principle of doubt in the enlightenment and an idea of refer
entiality, rather than canonicity. In canongoverned circumstances, the 
unknown is closely linked to the known, either by incorporation or by 
refutation. the skrælingar are an example of the latter. 

the etymology of skrælingar is not entirely clear, but probably it is 
related to skræla, ‘skrante’, and to skrælna, ‘to shrink’ (kLnM Xv, 715; de 
Vries 1977). The general bearing of the term is a small person, and a weak
ling. Others have suggested that it refers to a howling creature, reminding 
us of the original use of the word barbarian as an adjective, denoting an 
incomprehensible speech.

the earliest source for the Skrælings is, again, Ari’s Íslendingabók: 
Eiríkr and the first settlers in both east and west found remains of skin-
boats and stone-smithies ‘... from which we may understand that the peo
ple who built Vineland and whom the Greenlanders called skrælingar had 
gone there.’ (Íslendingabók. Landnámabók 1968, 13–14).4 Interestingly, here 
it is suggested that the people of vineland had originally populated 

4  ‘... af því má skilja, at þar hafði þess konar þjóð farit, es Vínland hefir byggt ok Grœnlendingar kalla 
Skrælinga.’ — Where no translated edition is referred to, the translations are the author‘s 
own. 
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Greenland, and on the whole it is impossible at this stage to say defini
tively whether the skrælingar were Indians or Eskimos; the distinction 
certainly was immaterial at the time, when the people that met the 
Norsemen were truly ‘new’. 

In Eiríks saga rauða (‘The Saga of Eric the Red’) itself, the skrælingar are 
described thus: ‘They were black and ferocious men, who had wiry hair on 
their heads; they had big eyes and broad cheeks’ (Eyrbyggja saga 1935, 227).5 
The Norse observers were none too pleased by what they saw; in other 
stray references to the native Greenlanders, the skrælingar were described 
as trolls (e.g. Flóamanna saga 1932, 43). Seen from the Icelandic centre, the 
Eskimos were definitely not human. They could in fact be anything but.

In slightly later sources, where actual meetings between the settlers and 
native inhabitants of Greenland are related, the references are still slightly 
mythical. When the (Greenlandic) Norsemen went hunting for seal and 
walrus at Norðrseta (their northernmost hunting grounds on the western 
coast of Greenland) they would see traces of settlements and also meet the 
‘small people’ of skrælingar. An early source is Historia Norwegiae (c. 1200) 
in which it is said that “further north, hunters have found a small people, 
whom they call skrælingar. Hit by weapons when alive, their wounds turn 
white and do not bleed, but when they die their blood does not stop flow
ing” (Historia Norwegiae 1880, 75ff). The encounter probably was not 
entirely peaceful but that notwithstanding, a picture is given of a people of 
hunters, totally lacking iron but with a remarkable craft in using walrus 
bone and stone. These people would have been members of what was later 
to be known as the Thule-culture among archaeologists (Hastrup 2008); 
from the detailed description of their weapons and skin-boats, there is no 
doubt that the references in both Eiríks saga rauða and Grænlendinga saga 
are to members of this (archaeologically defined) early eskimo culture – in 
so many ways the ‘Scythians of the North’ by their hunting and nomadic 
ways. Most encounters between the Greenlanders (of Icelandic descent) 
and the skrælingar, are depicted as a meeting between a farming and a hunt
ing people that are driven towards each other by equal amounts of curios
ity, enmity, a wish to exchange goods and a wish to remain untouched (e.g. 
Eyrbyggja saga 1935, 261f). 

5  ‘Þeir váru svartir menn ok illiligir ok hǫfðu illt hár á hǫfði; þeir váru mjök eygðir ok breiðir í 
kinnum.’
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The Norse colonies in Greenland were Christianised like Iceland, and 
even had their own bishop after 1126; they established their own Alþing, 
shared by the two settlements (Vestribyggð and Eystribyggð), and eventu
ally they pledged allegiance to the Norwegian king in 1261, a year before 
Iceland. The story thus far is parallel to that of Iceland, but it took its own 
turn with the disappearance of the settlements. Characteristically, the lin
gering explanation for this is the enmity of the skrælingar. It is very likely, 
however, that changes of climate and a decline in commercial and other 
forms of exchange with Iceland proper, as well as countries further away, 
were the main factors. We know how in Iceland, similar developments 
account for a remarkable demographic and social decline (Hastrup 1990a).

the settlers died out, the story goes, and quite likely they had trouble 
in reproducing themselves. However, with a stock of c. 5000 people at 
their height (KLNM XIII, 654), the settlements would not have died out 
over night, without leaving a solid trace of human remains. We therefore 
may have to think in different terms; instead of dying out, possibly the 
Norsemen in Greenland were ‘defined out’; they no longer knew them
selves as before. By no longer adhering to old farming and herding ways, 
and having out of necessity adopted local ‘Thule’ ways, the Norsemen – as 
they knew themselves until then – ceased to exist. (The Hellenes had 
merged with the Scythians, so to speak.) In Iceland, we know how the 
farmers at the Alþing recurrently sought to counterbalance the demograph
ic decline by introducing various restrictions on fishing (Hastrup 1990a, 
67ff). As a kind of hunting, it could not take centre stage in a population of 
soidisant farmers, even when farming was seriously hampered by climatic 
and other developments. 

Farmers and hunters were not on a par; the former were civilised, the 
latter were barbarians. By becoming one with the Other, the Norsemen in 
Greenland could no longer be distinguished. they had ‘died out’. the norse 
colonies simply fell out of the civilisational range, and the metaphor of 
Thule took on a new life. Thus, when the Spanish King Charles V set out to 
conquer the New World, he took Virgil’s Tibi serviat ultima Thule as his 
motto (Harbsmeier 2002, 37). His quest did not take him north, but others 
went there and warned their compatriots. Jean Malaurie, who went to the 
northernmost part of Greenland in the 1950s, quotes a certain Pierre Bertius, 
cosmographer of the Roy Trés-Chrestien, Louis XIV, who wrote in 1618:
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the cold is indomitable ... and ... it kills in number. Winter lasts 
nine months without rain ... The richest protect themselves ... by 
fire; others by rubbing their feet and others by the warmth of the 
caves in this earth ... All this land is full of cruel bears with which 
the inhabitants wage continual war. There are also ... if what they 
say is true – unicorns. they hold that there are men called pygmies 
. . Pygmies have, it appears, a human form, hairy to the tips of the 
fingers, bearded to the knees, but brutish, without speech or reason, 
hissing in the manner of geese” (Quoted by Malaurie 1956, 30).

the little people, the trolls, the skrælingar or whatever the prototypical oth
ers had been named so far, are here joined by the Pygmies. they are located 
in a mythical nature, populated also by ‘unicorns’ (probably narwhals that 
had become larger-than-life). Whatever trace – genetic and otherwise – the 
Norsemen had left, they were no longer visible. Civilised life in Greenland 
had proved too far out.

the general point of this section is that once a true canon of civilisation 
is established, other ways of life cannot find a place within it – as ‘other’ 
that is. Canonicity turns thought into ideology, and either ‘the other’ is 
incorporated into the known as ‘same’ or must remain homeless and law
less within the civilised world as perceived. The others, however, remain 
necessary as accessories to self-perception and to ward off doubt about the 
canon by their very otherness.

Shifting horizons of civilisation: urtexts

As is well-known, Icelandic civilisation declined after the Black Death in 
1402–04. This is not simply an external, pejorative observation, it was also 
a decline by Iceland's own canonical standards (Hastrup 1990a), even if the 
foreigners were more outspoken. Internally, there were endless battles 
against fishermen refusing to take up residence as farm labourers, against 
flakkarar (vagrants), útilegumenn (‘outliers’) and others who did not fit the 
scheme of proper sedentary life. even the humble practice of distant herd
ing on sel (shielings) was given up, in the interest of keeping the shepherd
esses at home. While before, the boundary had been drawn between lawful 
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and lawless people, in the centuries following the Black Death which were 
gradually more marked by decline in many ways, the boundary was 
redrawn: people who did not fit the local standards, as set by the farmers, 
were simply deemed inhuman – ómennskir. they abounded in the six
teenth and seventeenth centuries. 

for 16th and 17thcentury travellers from other parts of europe, Ice
land had (once again) turned barbarian. Gories Peerse, a German observer, 
left no doubt about the savage nature of the Icelanders. thus: “ten or 
more of them sleep together in one bed, and both women and men lie 
together. They turn heads and feet towards each other, and snore and fart 
like pigs under the homespun” (Sigurður Grímsson, ed. 1946, 27); Peerse 
also noted how “many priests and clerics make only two sermons a year” 
(Ibid., 25). So, beastly habits were accompanied by a notable laxity towards 
matters of religion. the latter is testified to in other contemporary sources; 
thus the critical observer Dithmar Blefken noted about the Icelanders that 
they “are all prone to superstition and have demons and spirits in their 
service. Some of the men with luck in fishing are woken up at night by the 
devil to go fishing” (Sigurður Grímsson 1946, 37). In a different manner, 
this is also the implication of the stóridómur of 1564, in which heresy of all 
kinds is banned (Lovsamling for Island I, 84–90). Probably, Iceland was 
hardly faring any worse than other European peasant communities, but 
when measured against the medieval self-perception as embodied in the 
literature, the onetime flourishing part of, and contributor to, european 
civilisation had certainly come down in the world. 

the allegation of barbarism once again spurred a textual response. just 
like the author of Melabók had once sought to redress the external assump
tion of Icelandic descent from scoundrels, so Arngrímur Jónsson now 
sought to improve the image of Icelandic society as essentially savage. In 
his Brevis Commentarius (1593, 1968) Arngrímur explicitly wanted to 
redress the negative image that had been bestowed upon Iceland, notably 
by Münster’s cosmography. He wanted learned European contemporaries 
to know about Iceland’s true geographical position (that the island is not as 
far off as assumed), and to convince them that if Thule was once seen as 
barbarian and inhabited by ‘Skriðfinns’, this has no bearing on the 
Icelanders who are Christians and live in proper houses. A significant fea
ture in the present context is his wide use of classical points of reference, 
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and his explicit position as a spokesman for Iceland as civilised. In his 
Crymogæa (1609, 1985), Arngrímur further describes the initiatives taken 
by the Danish kings after the reformation to improve the standards of the 
Icelanders. Significantly – with a view to the wave of European humanism 
in the wake of the renaissance, Arngrímur wrote in Latin – this was now 
the means to reinscribe Iceland into european learning. no autonomous 
canon would now serve this end. Latin was instrumental to emphasizing 
the oneness of european civilisation. In the case of Crymogæa, it was fur
ther burdened by bearing the Greek name for Iceland.

I shall not continue this story, only use it to note how the horizons of 
civilisation shift, even if some of the parameters remain the same. the 
boundaries between selves and others are constantly redrawn, but it is only 
in the process of textualisation that a definite boundary towards an abso
lute Other  – the radically different, or the barbarian – can be drawn. The 
power of literature in the process of civilisation – which is also a process of 
canonisation – is to provide a means of self-objectification; Cicero was 
well aware of that when he hailed poetry as the true means to eternal 
knowledge. 

What happened in Iceland as well as in Greece, where the barbarians 
were first born as such, was that society itself was shaped in texts – texts 
that became canonical and therefore continued to frame the perception of 
propriety and truth. In both cases people were favoured – at first, if later 
burdened – by a set of urtexts, to which they might refer whenever self-
definition was an issue, and against which all new forms were seen as more 
or less successful variants (Herzfeld 1987; Hastrup 1998). Such urtexts, 
defining the urnorsemen and the ureuropeans respectively, are corner
stones in the perception of civilisation itself. Even today, we find that 
Icelandic uniqueness is still claimed with reference to medieval Icelandic 
history, and a purity of language, life and nature (Magnús einarsson 
1996). 

In Greece the classical ur-texts canonised the Ur-Europeans, while in 
Iceland, the Ur-Norsemen were and often are still portrayed in terms of 
medieval canonical literature. In both cases, the literature propounds the 
defining features of civilisation. What connects the classical european and 
the Icelandic notions of civilisation goes deeper, however, and takes us to a 
profoundly European view of the world, not only textualising it, but bas
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ing it in a profoundly logocentric perspective. This is what makes the 
Icelandic view of civilisation so distinctly European, while also so remark
ably northern. Beyond the logos of the literati and the lawmen, vagrants and 
babblers live another life altogether. 

In this study I wanted to show how the idea of civilisation, and its 
expression in distinct political and other institutions, may be understood in 
terms of an absolute canon of civilisation, first established in a set of ur
texts, which transcends lesser cultural differences – provided people are 
still recognisable as civilised. In a logo-centric Europe, textualisation was a 
prime feature in the politics of recognition. this also applies to Iceland, 
providing the urtexts of the early nordic civilisation.
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SuMMARy

The notion of civilisation implies its own negation – that which is not civilised. 
for civilisation to register, a negative mirror image must be invoked, located 
either in another time or in another place. Whether the opposition is constructed 
temporally or spatially, and whether it is symbolic or real, images of otherness 
may provide fresh insights into the constitution of the declared civilisation. for 
the early Nordic civilisation on the edge of the European world, a study of its 
proposed ‘others’ reveals how the idea of being civilised owes as much to classical 
thought as to the contemporary nordic outlook.
 In the case of Iceland, literary and other written sources provide rich material 
for reflecting on the Icelanders’ perceived position in the world; by defining and 
redefining ‘the others’, they constantly sought to distinguish themselves and 
to draw the relevant boundaries of their own civilisation. This paper starts by 
exposing some of the classical ideas of civilisation and otherness by which the 
Icelandic singularities may be measured. Having themselves once been perceived as 
Barbarians of the North, the Icelanders were particularly explicit in redrawing the 
boundaries of proper culture. through their literary efforts, they provided canons 
of a civilisation that is recognisably ‘european’, yet also quite distinct.

Kirsten Hastrup
Department of Anthropology, 
University of Copenhagen
kirsten.hastrup@anthro.ku.dk



PRzEMYSłAW URBAńCzYK 

DeConStRuCtInG
tHe “noRDIC CIvILIZAtIon”

until  the eleventh century, Latin Europe was still “busy” with its inter
nal developments, the most important of which was the northward and 
eastward political expansion. The post-Romano-Carolingian zone was 
replaced with a much more pluralistic system of states built upon differen
tiated cultural traditions. By the year 1000, the political map of the conti
nent had taken the shape that is still recognizable today. there is a ten
dency to label this process the “Europeanization” of the new territories, 
which suggests a unilateral expansion of the obviously superior model. I 
would rather say that it was when the new northern- and central-European 
Christian states entered the continental stage that europe became europe 
(Urbańczyk 2004). That merging of different traditions and the substan
tial enlargement of territories where ruling elites felt some supra-regional 
unity triggered a truly dynamic development across the whole continent. 
this process is differently understood in various countries, largely depend
ing on individual countries’ interpretations of the earlier situation. 

In Scandinavia, there is a deeplyrooted scholarly tradition of looking at 
the northern viking Age/early Medieval1 period, which has established a 
rather uniform picture of an area that was internally homogenous but at 
the same time, very different from what was observed elsewhere. The 
popular idea of a common “Viking Age culture” across the whole North is 
based on archaeological, linguistic and historical arguments. this vision 
may be explained as a result of the exceptional richness of vernacular lit
erature that kept historians preoccupied with “internal” northern problems, 
1  There is a traditional “discrepancy” between the Nordic system of subdividing the first 

millennium AD and the one used elsewhere in Europe. I will use here the general European 
concept of the Early Middle Ages with its termination period ca. 1000 AD and thus includ
ing almost the entire Scandinavian viking Age.

Gripla XX (2009): 137–162.
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and also by the material culture which shows continuity from the previous 
periods. Both resulted in studies focused on the panregional commonali
ties of the Nordic area that were produced in some kind of “splendid isola
tion”.

thus, the natural geographic and linguistic definition of Scandinavia 
received an additional historical-cultural dimension. This allowed the inclu
sion of all of the insular “colonies”, which in turn resulted in the enlarge
ment of the Nordic area over the whole of the north Atlantic. There is no 
doubt that this part of the globe really did show specific traits that sustain 
these historical generalizations. However, such a perspective may not be 
scientifically fruitful because it overshadows obvious points of differentia
tion across the area in question. the dominant trend of looking for the 
similarities of the “common” nordic viking Age culture produced elegant 
synthetic interpretations but it has made it difficult to understand local and 
regional variations which eventually resulted in different political and eco
nomic developments during the High and Late Middle Ages.

therefore, I do not like Arnold toynbee’s concept of a specific pre
Christian “Nordic civilization” which was a conscious  northern “response” 
to the breakdown of the imperial Roman world and the ensuing tripartite 
division into Western Christendom and Byzantium flanked to the south 
and east by the Islamic world. Such a view is based on a rather simplified 
contrast between the North and the post-Roman world but at the same 
time, implies their historical equality in the further development of 
europe. 

this added an “historiosophic” dimension to the picture of the unique
ness of the homogenous North which had already been established through 
the combined efforts of Scandinavian geographers, linguists, historians and 
archaeologists. The idea of an ancient unity and a common destiny is, how
ever, undermined by yet another, equally strong historiographic tradition 
which divides this huge “Nordic civilization” into original “ethnic” sub-
regions. It is generally taken for granted that the earliest history of 
Scandinavia concerns the primordial Danish, Norwegian, and Swedish 
peoples who were soon to be followed by the Faroese and the Icelanders. 
they are all the obvious subjects of national(istic) scholarly interests. thus, 
the idea of “national” continuities determined the tracks of the historical 
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narratives that refer to the nordic early Middle Ages. even in Iceland, the  
desire for a deeplyrooted ethnopolitical continuity is so strong that it is 
necessary to be reminded that “…those who first settled in Iceland were not 
Icelanders, but immigrants” (orri vésteinsson 2006, 85).

One should ask whether these two somehow contradictory concepts of 
the original homogeneity promoted mostly by archaeologists, and of the 
original subdivision of Scandinavia into three “ethnic” parts promoted by 
historians (and strongly supported by politicians), have a firm foundation 
in the available data.  the study of the problem must be interdisciplinary 
but I feel that the leading role in such an endeavour will be played by 
archaeologists who have access to data that are local by their very character, 
while historians have to deal with sources the majority of which originate 
(in their extant form) from the geographically limited area of Mediaeval 
Icelandic scholarly tradition. optimally, one should apply a combined argu
mentative approach that refers to both material and written sources of 
information in order to help cross-check new hypotheses. Unfortunately, 
this may be impossible in many cases where geographical areas simply lack 
relevant historical data detailed enough to allow serious discussion of spe
cific problems that may be revealed by archaeological studies. 

*

Let us look, then, at some examples of studies that suggest the necessity of 
including local and regional diversities as an obvious element in further 
research on mediaeval “nordic civilization.” to challenge the dominating 
concept or myth of a panScandinavian cultural unity, or even uniformity, 
one may combine a basic knowledge of the Middle Ages with anthropo
logical experiences of traditional societies, which imply that general ways 
of life and ideology, and their cultural manifestations, must have somehow 
differed between the north and the south as well as between the west and 
the east of such a vast and differentiated area as Scandinavia. this refers 
not only to the obvious linguistic and ethnic differentiation between the 
dominating majority of the Germanic people who were, of course, the 
main object of scholarly interest, and the long overlooked Sami who occu
pied the far north and the mountainous interior (cf. Hansen and olsen 
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2004) 2, and also to the largely neglected presence of the Slavs in southern 
Scandinavia (cf. Roslund 2001 and naum 2008). More important for this 
particular discussion is the internal variability of the “nordic civilization” 
itself. 

Scandinavian archaeologists traditionally interpreted the visible uneven
ness of cultural manifestations as merely local variations of one unified 
cultural tradition. this deeply rooted assumption may be checked by 
studying collective death rituals that were important for both the external 
differentiation of particular communities and their internal integration. 
fredrik Svanberg’s (2003a and 2003b) analyses of southeast Scandinavia 
during the period 800–1000 AD, indicate that there were eleven quite 
distinct burial traditions (Svanberg 2003b, fig. 61). this undermines the 
popular concept of some homogenous “viking Age culture” because terri
torial variability of grave types indicating differentiation in burial customs 
and death rituals, may be interpreted in terms of religious differentiation. 
this, in turn, undermines the concept of common panScandinavian reli
gious symbolism and eschatological beliefs because “…it is hard to see how 
a number of different traditions may all simply be reflections of one and 
the same coherent mythology or religion” (Svanberg 2003a,  142). 

Even in Denmark, most of which is dominated by inhumations, Jutland 
exhibits a significantly large number of cremations. unfortunately there 
are no such detailed regional studies for other parts of Scandinavia but also 
there are other clear points of differentiation. For Norway we might 
regard the more general observation that “there were probably major dif
ferences in culture and belief” in the area of contemporary Norway (S. W. 
nordeide 2006, 222), because the late Iron Age burial customs there seem 

2  Today, the early contacts between the two populations, Germanic and Sami, are seen as 
equally important for both parties. The times when mutual relations were interpreted 
mostly in terms of the forced exploitation of the Sami by Germanic chieftains are long 
gone, while references to numerous medieval accounts of the use of Sami expertise in 
magic and the marrying of Sami women to Norse men of high rank are held to be signific
ant. Contacts during pre-Christian times are now discussed in terms of symbiosis and 
cooperation rather than confrontation and subordination (Hansen and olsen 2004, ch. 
3.3). Rich female graves in the Norwegian zone containing typical Sami ornaments, and 
females buried in the Sami zone with Scandinavian jewellery, seem to testify to an opport
unistic “exchange” of women. This may suggest some institutionalization of the cross-
ethnic contacts, which is further suggested by some linguistic connections and place names 
(Hansen and olsen 2004, ch. 3.5).
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to be very heterogeneous (S. W. nordeide 2007, 3f). other research indi
cates that while inhumations were the dominant custom in Vestfold, cre
mations seem to be equally common in western Norway and also became 
dominant in the north (Stylegar 2007, 87). However, closer analyses of 
various regions might disclose a more detailed picture. the ritual differen
tiation observed among various cemeteries of kaupang — a centre that 
functioned as a central place visited by various people who traded, lived 
and occasionally died there — clearly suggests a more complex picture. 
unfortunately, this “ethnic” aspect of the site has not provoked deeper 
reflections (Stylegar 2007, 101).  Iceland with its surprising lack of crema
tions and domination of “one prescribed ritual performance concerning the 
disposal of the dead” (Þóra Pétursdóttir 2007, 59) showed still another 
variant of the Nordic world.

Nonetheless, we must accept that obviously, “there were profound 
chronological, regional, and social differences in preChristian religion 
practice in Scandinavia” (A. Andrén, k. jennbert and C. Raudvere 2006, 

An illustration of the geographical dispostion of different ritual system in south Scandinavian 
c. AD 800–1000 as argued in this work. (F. Svanberg 2003b, 148).

DeConStRuCtInG tHe “noRDIC CIvILIZAtIon”



GRIPLA142

14). this change in critical attitudes results in reflections such as “the 
source material for old norse religion is the expression of a process and a 
frozen glimpse of a vast universe in motion. It is also a picture of a religion 
that was part of a much bigger cultural whirlpool and cannot be studied 
separately” (Bertell 2006, 299);that Scandinavian religion was “an inherent 
part of the european cultural tradition” (Clunies Ross 2006, 412). In addi
tion, it “may have had large differences within itself” (Bertell 2006, 299). 

When discussing the problem of “uniformity vs. differentiation”, one 
should also keep in mind the ambivalence of the nordic archaeological 
evidence, which indicates that “the burials of the social elite followed tradi
tions that were primarily supra-regional, while the burial customs of the 
vast majority of people were primarily connected to ritual traditions more 
or less limited to relatively small geographical areas and human groups” 
(Svanberg 2003a, 142). this suggests the dual identity of Scandinavian 
aristocrats who, in addition to having ties that connected them to their 
domains, “saw themselves as members of more or less well defined supra-
regional communities” with which they maintained intense contacts 
(Svanberg 2003a, 180; also 2003b, 17). obviously, it is these rich burials 
that have always attracted common attention, have dominated literature,  
and have been the focus of exhibitions, thus obscuring the real differentia
tion between the prevailing masses of Scandinavian peoples.

the duality of the political elite’s cultural affiliations became even more 
striking and more “cosmopolitan” after the network of Christian monar
chies was established in Europe in the late 10th century. One may observe 
how royal dynasties subsequently began to promote a continental model of 
rulership with its standard elements such as anointment, coinage, royal 
titles, iconography, the foundation of churches and monasteries, the intro
duction of “national” state names, and so on. It was necessary to adopt this 
conformity with the pan-continental symbolism in order to become 
acknowledged players on the geopolitical stage. This did not, however, 
remove attachment of members of the ruling dynasties to their “own/
national” traditions that ensured the cultural coherence of their territorial 
domains.

one may presume that, apart from the elitist behaviour of the top social 
levels that signalled their membership in the interregional elite, quite com
mon people too could have belonged to several cultural or symbolic com
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munities through relating themselves differently to available collective 
perceptions of tradition, mythology or cultural landscape. this could have 
been the case, first of all, in pre-Christian times when no political power 
could or would enforce ideological and symbolical uniformity. “Beyond the 
Vikings, then, lies a world of many cultures, realities and life ways, not just 
a single and uniform ‘Scandinavian viking Age culture’” (Svanberg 2003a, 
202). This should be rather obvious for archaeologists who study precisely 
localized communities and contemplate the differentiation in these com
munities’ material cultures. For historians, a warning is sounded by those 
who claim that the authors of the source texts recorded in the 12th and 13th 
centuries were “…playfully, but quite innocently, playing with forms and 
contents inherited from a previous, but religiously speaking long dead era” 
(Simek 2006, 380). therefore, “…the use of these mythographical, high
medieval texts as source material for a preChristian, premedieval 
Scandinavian religion certainly is abuse” (Simek 2006, 380). 

taking into account such results of recent studies on the preChristian 
past, one should not be surprised that Christianization was not uniform in 
Scandinavia. “There was not a single Christianization process but in fact 
many different Christianizations” (Svanberg 2003b, 147) that geographi
cally conformed to the identified viking Age regions of specific ritual 
systems (Ibid., Fig. 62). It was only the gradual reinforcement of territorial 
control of the early state centres that enforced relatively homogenous reac
tions to the eschatological expectations of Christianity. thus, in the long 
perspective, Christianity – which raised social consciousness above the 
individual and local “ethnic” beliefs – helped to overcome cultural differen
tiations and subsequently eased contradictions, allowing the formation of 
much broader “national” identities. That is why Christianity may be under
stood as the cornerstone of the establishment of the stable territorial 
organizations that took shape in the 10th–11th centuries. 

not so long ago, the Christianization of the areas that bordered the 
northern and north-eastern edge of the post-Roman core of Europe was 
viewed as a rather rapid process, initiated by zealous missionaries and 
effectively executed by devout monarchs. This concept followed the eccle
siastic tradition which equated the end of paganism with the official inclu
sion of whole peoples (gentes) into the Church. the general character of 
the process was also defined through focusing on similarities between the 
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regional developments that were to follow the continental trend. This gen
eralizing attitude may be questioned by asking whether the similarities are 
not just superficial manifestations of continental political circumstances. 

Similarly, not so evident is the postulated smoothness and linearity of 
the conversion process, which was, for a long time, considered to be obvi
ously progressive and advantageous for both political organizations and 
social structures. the recent tendency has been to explore the dialectic 
aspects of the “acceptance versus resistance” attitudes and to expose the 
confrontation and the continuation of the “old” and “new” religion-driven 
sociopolitical systems (e.g. kaliff 2007). the research perspective has 
broadened both by including studies of longer periods “before” and “after” 
the official conversions, and by looking for details that might shed light on 
the reality, observed at the regional, local or even individual level (cf. 
regional studies in Berend ed. 2007).

Religion has always been an important aspect in collective and individual 
self-definition. Therefore, we may assume that an inter-religious dialogue 
has played an important role in the processes that shaped the ethnic structure 
of the continent, and the function of Christianization in interethnic rela
tions deserves closer study. Studies on Christianization must include 
research on the tensions typical for situations where there is radical ethnic/
cultural/linguistic differentiation. the struggle took place not only at the 
stage of ideological dialogue/conflict (cf. Urbańczyk 2003b) but also in the 
material expressions of different world views which are manifested in 
funeral rituals. All this resulted in a long and difficult Christianization and 
in an actively vigorous or passively stubborn resistance on the part of local 
people. This is archaeologically witnessed in syncretic practices and pagan 
burials which are still observed in peripheral regions in the High Middle 
Ages (for Poland see Urbańczyk and  Rosik 2007). 

Such differences may be observed in eschatological manifestations that 
are best visible in burial rites. Here, archaeological records may be the only 
source of information due to the lack of relevant written sources. However, 
interpretations of material evidence must be devoid of readymade clichés 
that result in circular argumentation. A good example is the easy categori
zation of early medieval burials as exclusively either of “pagan” or 
“Christian” character or types. Such exclusive categories are placed sepa
rately within two different historical periods: before or after the official 
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conversion. This way, the historiographic tradition of the clear-cut periodi
sation finds obvious support in archaeological evidence which in fact has 
been interpreted according to this periodisation. This works in such a way 
even in Iceland, which obviously had no indigenous traditions that could 
blur the bipolar vision of “pagans” versus “Christians”. to be honest, one 
must admit that such logical loopholes were typical also of other historio-
graphies. A good example  of the radical separation of two distinct periods 
is to be found in Polish medieval studies where such an a priori scheme, 
however primitive, also spares the trouble of explaining a transition from 
one ideology to another.  

The way out of this circular argumentation is through complex multi-
disciplinary studies that must include precise accelerator (AMS) dating of 
every burial. only a skilful combination of critically assessed texts and 
analyses of material evidence, supported by linguistics, theology, numis
matics, history of art and historical anthropology, may ensure real progress 
in our understanding of the fascinating process of Christianization of 
North Europe. This will reinforce the already visible departure from the 
simplistic “textdriven” archaeology that concentrates on the “confirma
tion” of the written sources, and from “item-fascinated” history that uses 
archaeological data as simple illustrations of readymade concepts, both of 
which were parasitic substitutes of the postulated multi-disciplinarity.

there is a need for thoughtful discussion about the Christianization of 
Iceland which is still viewed through the rather naïve lens of the story con
structed by the late “republican” tradition of the peaceful and radical 
acceptance of religious change. Dominance of this concept saves archaeolo
gists interpretational troubles when discovering early graves and results in 
a suspiciously clear story devoid of the expected tensions connected to 
ideological conflict. Instead of contemplating this unique situation of the 
cleverly negotiated compromise, one should rather ask what could have 
been the political function of the conversion, viewed as the “capitulation” 
of the old world (Toynbee 1951, 358). 

I suspect that this myth of an unproblematic conversion that hid the 
real conflicts was consciously created by the Icelandic intellectual elite, 
perhaps in order to reinforce the idea of the power of negotiability that 
was deeply embedded in the ideology of the medieval Icelandic political 
system. Ca. 1130 this was openly expressed by Ari Þorgilsson who in his 
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Íslendingabók made the Lawspeaker Thorgeir argue that: “We should 
rather mediate the matters so that each party gets some part of what it 
desires.”3 this may be taken not as the essence of the historical event but 
rather as the essence of the political mentality that prevailed in “republican” 
Iceland.

*

Because of the general premise of the three original ethnicities, the state 
formation period in Scandinavia is usually viewed as a merely political uni
fication of the hitherto ethnoculturally uniform lands. therefore, it is 
interpreted as the final giving of some centrally controlled “law and order”, 
and thus just one more step in the long history of the original existence of 
the three great nations. from such an evolutionistic perspective, early 
kings acted as natural “unifiers” who only invigorated the already present 
process, not as “creators” who triggered and promoted internal unification 
and external differentiation while striving for the reinforcement and 
enlargement of their dynastic spheres of political and economic interests.

Scandinavian historiography of the early Middle Ages does not easily 
acknowledge the theory that in most cases it was the execution of “egois
tic” dynastic interests and monopolistic strategies that led to the establish
ment of the early Mediaeval states and subsequently resulted in the “pro
duction” of political nations. The nineteenth and early twentieth century 
nationalists “…constructed or even reinvented modern nations, but did so 
on the historical foundations of older ethnies with specific myths, memo
ries, symbols, and values as inspirational sources. In this process the con
sciousness of a former ethnicity was re-discovered and re-vitalized, and 
thus formed the roots or origins of the nation…” (Fewster 2006, 401). 

A nationalistic reading of early written sources is not, of course, unique 
to the nordic part of europe and such an attitude has been, and still is, 
typical for many “national” historiographies that more or less consciously 
respond to dominating political needs to “dig up” the possibly ancient roots 
of modern nations and states. neither is the opportunistic manipulation of 
the past a modern invention. the process of shaping “national” ethnicities 
can already be discerned in medieval scholarship. This is well represented 
in Saxo who ca 1200 in his Gesta Danorum formulated the idea of a Danish 
3  translation in theodore M. Andersson 2003, p. 91.
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identity which served to integrate the social upper class (Fældbek 1996, 
133f). to enhance a common identity of previously differentiated commu
nities, which were to be integrated, Saxo invented the legendary king Dan 
as the symbolic protoplast of all Danes. Saxo acted in concordance with the 
already current method of the conscious and purposeful enriching of the 
past, which may be illustrated by the similar action taken some twenty five 
years earlier by the anonymous author of the Historia Norvegiae who, in 
the first chapter of his work, introduced king Nór; this character reap
peared as king Nóri in oddr munkr’s Óláfs saga Tryggvasonar (ch. 22) ca. 
1190. It is difficult to believe that those medieval historians did not under
stand the meanings of Denamarc and Nordvegr. therefore, one should 
suspect conscious manipulation introduced in order to produce a past that 
would “better” fulfill the current political integrational needs. The intro
duction of eponymic nationfounders, and the establishing of reference 
points for the “national” identities of all subordinates of competing territo
rial dynasties, was quite popular throughout medieval Europe, e.g. Brutus 
by Geoffrey of Monmouth, Bohemus by Cosmas of Prague, or Rus by 
nestor.

“Republican” Icelanders did not need to invent any common king
founder because their land was self defined by its insular geography, which 
automatically determined the common destiny of all those who had chosen 
the island for settlement. Instead, we may imagine competition between 
the leading families who challenged each other with alternative visions of 
the heroic deeds of their ancestors. Just as elsewhere, ownership of the 
past was important in Iceland as a crucial argument in struggles for power. 
However, the disappointing shortness of the Icelandic past forced 
Icelanders to refer to more ancient times. thus, they recalled the common 
Nordic past with special stress being put on their Norwegian ancestry. 
“The sagas of kings contributed to create a Norwegian identity, but at the 
same time they may have contributed to the creation of an Icelandic iden
tity at least in two ways, both by showing a common Norwegian and 
Icelandic past and close relations and by telling about conflicts between the 
Norwegian kings and Icelanders. The fornaldarsögur which mostly told 
about distant past in the Scandinavian mainland may have strengthened the 
Icelanders’ feeling of sharing the history and identity with their Nordic 
neighbors” (Mundal 2007). 
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the function of multiple references to the pillars of the high seats, 
brought from Norway by the emigrants and thrown into water before 
landing on the Icelandic coast, must have been similar. these references 
directly symbolized a continuity of tradition and a connection to the 
Scandinavian mother-land. Such declarations of original Norwegian iden
tity also helped to overcome the multiethnicity of the settlers and 
explained the later “special” relations of Iceland with the overseas king
dom of Norway. The Icelandic “representation of the past, initiated by 
Ari and elaborated to baroque proportions by the subsequent two centu
ries of scholarship, had very little to do with any ‘genuine’ traditions 
about the landnám that may have existed at that time. Instead, it was 
probably generated by the social and cultural needs of the Icelandic intel
ligentsia in the High Middle Ages” (Adolf friðriksson and orri 
vésteinsson 2003, 141). 

this relatively common, medieval creative approach to the past proved 
very effective in achieving “national” identities within various states. Such 
affiliations were further reinforced by the nationalistic ideology of the late 
19th and early 20th century, when European historians searched the early 
Middle Ages for heroic ancestors, e.g. vikings in nordic europe or Gauls 
in France. Everywhere, archaeologists eagerly supported these evolutionis
tic concepts of the direct continuation of demographic and cultural tradi
tions by authoritatively appointing “national” monuments of pride and 
veneration. Gamla Uppsala, Jelling, Oseberg or Thingvellir, however dif
ferent, all symbolically indicate “ancient roots” and belong to the school
book canons of collective identities at both the specific national levels, and 
at the broad pannordic perspective. Political/ideological reasons for their 
selection are quite obviously related to national traditions, and symboli
cally support state ideologies. thus, in the three kingdoms, three royal 
burial grounds have been chosen, while in Iceland the assembly site is most 
venerated. This way, the “national” monarchic and republican ideologies 
are symbolically anchored in the possibly most distant past in order to 
prove their ancient origins.

this leads us to the question of the supposed Icelandic antimonar
chism. taking such a perspective, some scholars identify some kind of a 
conscious “refusal” of the monarchy on the part of people disgusted with 
the atrocities connected to the establishment of the Norwegian kingdom 
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(e.g. Byock 2000, 66). Having freedom as their highest value, these people 
were to choose emigration to a distant island rather than subordination to 
some monopolistic royal power. And once there, to avoid the domination 
of one kinship group, they thoughtfully introduced a complex system of 
keeping a political balance between the numerous local leaders (goði) who 
could aspire to a permanently dominant position. This was viewed as the 
programmatic “democratic” option that stood at the very foundation of the 
Icelandic “commonwealth”/“republic”/“free state”.

This romantic view of the “republican” farmers, who effectively man
aged to halt the pan-European process of power centralization and deliber
ately established a “democracy”, is somewhat simplistic. First of all, there is 
an obvious contradiction between the supposedly anti-monarchic ideology 
on the one hand, and the message conveyed by many sagas that depict the 
disastrous results of the obligation for revenge because there was no power 
strong enough to stop it. That lack of a paramount decision making power, 
and of a supreme judicial authority, led to the development of a complex 
system of negotiations which, however, did not furnish final solutions for 
conflicts that could have lasted for generations. 

In my view, medieval Icelandic historians somehow admired the cen
tralized power system even if, at the same time, they were “obligatorily” 
stressing the hardships introduced by the autocratic monarchy. They were 
almost obsessed with the effectiveness of radical decisions being taken by 
rulers, who could apply executive power even if it was achieved by harsh 
methods. These order-makers immediately dominated the stage whenever 
they entered the story. the Icelandic intellectuals could have realized that 
the aim of the monarchic system was not to implement justice but to effec
tively sustain general social order through immediate intervention, even if 
this might have left some individuals and their families unhappy. therefore, 
despite the open ideological contradiction between the viking ethos of 
unlimited freedom and the oppressive royal autocracy, the overseas 
Norwegian court always attracted young men who gained fame there and 
learned political lessons. Even the Papacy, which in the early Middle Ages 
had no effective power over distant Christian societies, was looked upon as 
a semi-legendary paramount authority that was able to pacify even the 
bloodiest conflicts, as in the famous stories of Njáll and Grettir, whose 
kinsmen found final reconciliation only in Rome.
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Why then was some version of a permanently centralized system armed 
with executive power not established in Iceland? I suggest dropping the 
romantic explanations that refer to some original “democratic/antimonar
chic” ideology of the immigrants, and turning to practical reality. Knowing 
the structure and economic foundations of medieval kingdoms, one should 
accept the simple fact that monarchy could not have worked in Iceland. 
There were several reasons for this, which are based on the country’s geog
raphy, geopolitics, and economy.

the natural borders of the island and its remoteness from the continen
tal network of competing territorial kingdoms excluded the important 
factor of external political challenge, and the danger of sudden conquest 
attempt, which could trigger centralizing defensive counter measures. On 
the other hand, Icelandic territorial expansion was also excluded. Therefore, 
there were no geopolitical factors which would externally provoke the cen
tralization of political power necessary for both defensive and aggressive 
military actions. Nor was there any indirect impulse for the local elites to 
reach for status comparable with the Christian monarchs, who sat too far 
away from Iceland to pose a permanent challenge.

However, in my view, economic reasons might have been more deci
sive. A permanent power centre was a very costly solution because a 
Christian ruler with his family, servants, necessary armed forces (retinue) 
and clergy (needed for religious and administrative services) must be 
financed by the rest of society. this meant the regular collecting of a sub
stantial fiscal surplus needed not only for daily consumption but also for 
the ostentation of the paramount status of the monarch and his entourage. 
To sustain regular “taxing”, some sort of collecting body empowered with 
executive means must be employed, which adds to the overall running 
costs because they themselves were also serious consumers.

This was a really heavy burden that posed problems to many medieval 
kingdoms, even in countries with much more fertile agricultural lands and 
better climates than Iceland. That was why almost none of the early medi
eval states (with the significant southern exceptions of Byzantium and the 
El Andalus caliphate) had capital towns. A king of that time was a rex 
ambulans who was in “permanent” motion. This was not only because the 
difficult logistics and the personal character of his executive power which 
necessitated a king’s frequent presence in as many places as possible but 
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also because there was simply not enough food to sustain prolonged visits 
of the numerous and “luxury-hungry” royal court. That was why kings 
aimed to establish their own local centres (e.g. royal farms or royal strong
holds) that furnished them with living conditions but, first of all, with a 
reliable source of staple food. Otherwise, they had to rely on the more or 
less voluntary hospitality of local aristocracy, which unavoidably involved 
some undesirable interdependence. 

I believe that the Icelandic economy itself would not have been able to 
permanently support such expenditure because of the lack of good arable 
lands and climatic restrictions on cereal production, in addition to the lack 
of forests full of wild animals. The original settlers arrived with various 
culturally embedded ideas about the environment and tried to implement 
them in different geographic circumstances. In many cases, the direct 
application of strategies common in various parts of the Continent 
appeared to be catastrophic for both the people and for their natural envi
ronments because the delicate ecological balance was seriously disturbed by 
the newcomers and their animals. The pollen-confirmed removal of birch 
(Orri Vésteinsson 2000, 167) which was cut or simply burned (Buckland 
2000, 147), overpasture by cattle and the results of the presence of pigs and 
goats (McGovern 2000, 331; also 2003) led to the quick loss of much of 
the original plant cover (Sigurður Þórarinsson 1974, 49f).

In addition to the negative effects of the overexploitation of the land’s 
resources, which added to the natural shortcomings, the end of the heroic 
time of the viking expeditions brought an end also to the inflow of luxury 
imports, e.g. arms and jewellery. Not having substantial quantities of 
attractive export products, the Icelanders still had to import commodities 
for daily use (e.g. most metals and steatite pots). Archaeologists studying 
the early settlement and economy of Iceland may admire how sophisticated 
the combined exploitation of land and water resources was (cf. numerous 
analyses by Thomas McGovern), but they also observe how much poorer 
the level of material culture in medieval Iceland was when compared with 
the contemporary situation on the Continent. But despite this, the 
Icelanders managed to finance the building and upkeep of numerous 
churches, even if these were extremely small and simple.

Economic realities may also explain the weakness of the Icelandic 
Church, which was much less centralized than elsewhere in Christian 
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europe and therefore less effective imposing observation of the strict rules 
of the universalistic Christian doctrine. the decentralized pagan religion 
thus found some continuity in the decentralized Church that had no insti
tutionalized backup in the decentralized state. Christianity was attractive 
for the goðar who could reinforce their power by becoming official spon
sors and controllers of the ideological centres. The Icelandic Church was 
“domesticated” through the domination of the goðakirkjur which, by their 
affiliation to central farms, were not only a cheaper solution but also 
allowed easier manipulation than independent parishes. 

However, even such an expenditure must have affected the overall 
economy and resulted in a generally flatter social structure, with the dif
ferentiation between the common people and the elite less obvious than on 
the Continent. Therefore, Iceland was much less aristocratic than conti
nental Scandinavia which, in turn, was less aristocratic and less centralized 
than the more southern european societies. And the typical medieval inter
dependence of political and ecclesiastic spheres made a highly centralized 
Church “impossible” in a decentralized society such as Iceland.  economic 
preconditions eventually changed with the adaptation of the Icelandic 
economy to the demands of the European markets, where vaðmál, sulphur 
and dried fish were in demand during the high Middle Ages. Probably 
these revenues helped to finance the two bishoprics but were not enough 
to introduce an ecclesiastical province.

It was the economic inability to support permanent and strictly central
ized political and ecclesiastical organizations that made medieval Iceland a 
special case. Iceland’s political organization was not the result of some pre
meditated ideological programme but rather the necessary outcome of the 
need to find a specific and effective solution to sustain social order and to 
avoid devastating military conflicts. thus, the process of organizational 
development was halted at some pre-state level where contradictory cen
tralizing and decentralizing tendencies were mutually balanced by the 
mechanism of collective control institutionalized by the assemblies. Such a 
stage of achieving a balance between “egalitarianism” and the stately cen
tralization of social power is described in historical anthropology (e.g. 
Mann 1986). from this perspective, the Alþing resembled “tribal” assem
blies where common decisions are carefully negotiated in order to sustain 
basic social order, and to channel violence. However, such institutions do 
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not have the executive means so typical of central stately powers in order 
to enforce decisions. 

The complicated Icelandic political system and sophisticated law code 
had to compensate for the lack of a supreme executive power. Collective 
pressure based on tradition and on common decisions replaced the author
itative implementation of “justice” by some paramount power centre. As 
the sagas tell us, the results were often not satisfactory for some individu
als and their families but in the long term, this programmatically weak 
system managed to sustain a relative political equilibrium and to curb the 
possible over-ambitions of leading families which, on the other hand, did 
not have the economic means to launch long-term warfare or to finance 
stable domination. This system was definitely not a “democracy” but, 
rather, some oligarchy of several kinship groups that carefully kept an eye 
on each other. 

One could even rightfully question whether the Icelandic “common
wealth” was a state, at least in the contemporary meaning of the term that 
requires the permanent centralization of the power sphere’s control within 
a defined territory. It was not even a federation, i.e. a union of self govern
ing regions co-ordinated by a permanent central government. It was a 
much looser organization that was voluntarily accepted by regional leaders 
who regulated their mutual relations at the general assembly at Þingvellir 
once a year. The balance of power and social order were achieved through 
complex negotiations that were often supported by physical pressure. 
Lobbying and seeking compromise at the Alþing prevented open military 
conflicts that would surely have been disastrous for the small insular soci
ety, as so clearly became the case during the Age of the Sturlungs.

Thus, the medieval Icelandic “democracy” was not the conscious prod
uct of antimonarchic citizens but rather a necessary but clever response to 
the lack of a centralized monarchy which could not be introduced because 
of the reasons explained above. the Icelandic “republic” survived because 
for a long time, no continental king had any real interest in establishing 
power there. It would not have been especially difficult for Norwegian rul
ers of the 11th–12th century to send to Iceland a dozen war ships filled 
with well-armed warriors who could take the upper hand in the battlefield 
and declare a conquest. this did not happen because such an “investment” 
would not pay back dividends. For the Norwegian kings, it was easier to 
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declare a symbolic sovereignty over Iceland as one of the skattlǫnd and to 
use such a claim as an argument for sustaining status on the continental 
geopolitical stage than to keep garrisons and implement administration 
which would probably “eat” all possible surpluses.

*

This economy-determined prolonged political decentralization, which 
resulted in parallel ecclesiastic decentralization, possibly contributed to the 
survival of ancient tradition and to the development of the vernacular lit
erature. All preChristian societies had rich oral traditions but in most 
cases these were effectively erased by the Church which ideologically sup
ported authoritative monarchy but demanded strict adherence to its uni
versalistic doctrine. the pagan past must have been forbidden and conse
quently forgotten except for the elements that were effectively 
Christianized. In striving towards this, the Church was strongly supported 
by co-operating kings who, in turn, depended on the ideological and 
bureaucratic support of the clergy. In Iceland, remembrance of the pagan 
past survived (in a surely contaminated form) because there was no power 
strong enough to erase it effectively. As a compromise, the pagan ideology 
there was superficially Christianized when recorded by the monks and 
priests who mixed the folk tradition with Christian motives. This ideo
logical compromise helped to keep cohesive a society endangered by the 
hardships of economic crises. the unusual political organization contrib
uted to the development of the unusual literary tradition, without which 
the pan-Scandinavian identity would surely look very different to how it 
does today.

the differentiated interdependencies of economic, political and ideo
logical factors have to be considered when discussing the commonalities of 
the whole “Nordic world” and also the regional specificities of each of its 
parts. In the context of this discussion one might also refer to the Swedish 
phenomenon of the carving of rune stones that appeared suddenly and 
flourished after ca. 990, lasting until the early 12th century. Although these 
carvings show direct continuity of the vernacular (linguistic and artistic) 
traditions, the majority of them explicitly endorse Christian values. I think 
that it is possible to discuss and compare the rune stones with Icelandic 
literature and to look for common reasons behind both phenomena. the 
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level of political organization in 10th–11th century Sweden was far 
“be hind” its Scandinavian and trans-Baltic neighbors. The territorial power 
of Erik Sägersal, Olof Skötkonung or Anund Jakob was not comparable to 
that of other monarchs who managed to implement a high degree of 
administrative and ideological control over their subordinates, including 
the aristocracy. The weakness of the early Swedish kings resulted in the 
weakness of the Swedish Church, which was unable to uproot pagan tradi
tions effectively and had to opt for some compromise. the almost one and 
a half century long history of the Swedish “Christian” runic stones which 
were raised in their thousands may be taken as material evidence of the 
ideological compromise necessary to sustain social order.

However, in contrast to the Icelandic “pagan” literature that survived in 
the unchanged political circumstances, the Swedish semi-pagan runic 
stones had to give way to new ideological developments. The raising of 
these stones ceased after ca. 1130, i.e. when both the monarchy and the 
Church finally gained the upper hand over the anti-monarchic elites who 
naturally preferred the pre-Christian/pre-kingship tradition. Thus the two 
apparently different phenomena of Icelandic “pagan” literature and 
Swedish “pagan” rune stones can be seen as different solutions to the ideo
logical challenge involved in the process of a long and difficult 
Christianization that took place in different parts of the “nordic civiliza
tion” where various strategies of direct challenge, but also compromise, 
adaptation and acceptance were applied. 

In such a context one may wonder to what extent the Icelandic vernacu
lar literature and the Swedish “vernacular” stones recorded any real pre-
Christian traditions. I am not questioning the obvious continuities from 
earlier times but rather, asking how big the impact of the expansion of 
Christianity was on the recording of “pagan” tradition in societies that had 
a long time to adapt to the new situation. Taking as a point of reference the 
example of the mutinous Polabian Slavs, who in the late 10th  and in the 
11th century developed a “new” counter-Christian pagan religion and intro
duced a theocratic political system (Rosik, Urbańczyk 2007), I suggest 
seriously considering exactly to what extent the “traditions” recorded on 
vellum (in Iceland) and on stone (in Sweden) were real traditions or the 
invention of writers. 

*
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Still another possible way to challenge the myth of the monolithic common 
nordic viking Age is to promote studies on the multiethnicity character
istic of many northern populations. there are numerous examples of such 
an approach that focus on various parts of the “nordic civilization” (e.g. 
Roslund 2001, Urbańczyk 2003a, Hansen and Olsen 2004, Naum 2008). 
there has even been an attempt to connect the early meaning of the term 
víkingr with some “outsiders” of undefined ethnicity, including the Slavs/
Wends (jesch 2001, 49–50 and 56). 

one of the promising but as yet underdeveloped fields for such research 
is the peri-Baltic region. Archaeology shows that during the Viking Age 
and even the High Middle Ages, the Baltic Sea was just a “lake” that was 
easy to cross and over which intensive demographic and cultural exchange 
took place. People moved in both directions: Scandinavians settled on the 
south and east coast and Slavs established their homes in Scandinavia. 
There were numerous multi-ethnic societies, of which the best known are 
those of the Wolin and Rügen islands. Cultural traditions penetrated both 
ways and had a profound impact on local developments. Here, an impor
tant scholarly contribution has been offered by Mats Roslund. His studies 
on south-Scandinavian pottery showed the diverse reception of Slavic tra
dition in various regions (eastern Denmark, the Mälaren area and Gotland) 
and proved that “Slavs had a deep impact on Scandinavian culture” 
(Roslund 2001, 322). even the shipbuilding tradition, proudly considered 
a specifically Scandinavian development, in the Baltic area shows consider
able typological parallelism in nordic and Slavic constructions (cf. 
Indruszewski 2004, 245f). Evidently, there was an intensive trans-Baltic 
exchange of experiences between ship builders who shared their local tra
ditions. We know this thanks to dendrochronological analyses that eluci
date not only chronology but also provide insights into the histories of 
individual vessels, i.e. the precise areas of their construction and places 
where they were subsequently repaired.

Despite these affinities, cultural prejudices expressed by historically 
based underestimation of some problems or even whole ‘directions’ of 
research influenced Scandinavian attitude towards the Slavs. “There seems 
to be a deeply embedded common premise that the only positive direction 
of mutual contacts was from the north to the south, of course with 
Scandinavians as bearers of higher civilization standards and Slavs as sim
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ple recipients of the cultural development that took place elsewhere. The 
obvious disproportion in [Scandinavian] academic didactic referring to the 
Western Slavs (e.g. in comparison with the always present interest in 
Russia) results in the lack of research, which further ‘proofs’ the lack of 
interesting common problems, which gives excuse for the lack of academic 
didactic, etc. etc.” (Urbańczyk 2005, footnote 3). Ethno-political back
ground of this strange situation has recently been well analyzed by Mats 
Roslund (2001, chpt. 1). 

Archaeology clearly shows the multi-ethnic substrates of the famous 
peri-Baltic trading centres where cemeteries consist of a “mixture of rites: 
boat graves, chamber graves, and coffin graves, as well as relatively bal
anced numbers of cremations and inhumations” (Stylegard 2007, 66). this 
does not change, however, the traditional narratives that easily “national
ize” early urbanization. therefore, three Scandinavian original “peoples” 
must have equally important towns equally early: Hedeby in Denmark, 
Birka in Sweden and Kaupang in Norway. The emergence or rather, devel
opment of early towns is still part of national pride, which may result in 
exaggerated interpretations (cf. the recentlypublished volume Kaupang in 
Skiringssal, ed. by Dagfinn Skre, and the discussion in the Norwegian 
Archaeological Review 2008). One may suppose that Iceland will soon join 
this trend by supplementing this series with its own medieval trading cen
tre in Gásir that has been recently excavated.

Personally, I have tried to promote an interdisciplinary investigation of 
the multicultural/ethnic origin of the north Atlantic colonies in Iceland 
and Greenland (Urbańczyk 2003a). Both medieval written sources (e.g. 
Grænlendinga saga and Landnámabók) and archaeological evidence (e.g. the 
series of nonScandinavian sunken houses built on Iceland during the 
Viking Age) as well as micro-molecular analyses of the mitochondrial 
DnA (Helgason et al. 2001), indicate that the picture of the conquering of 
the north Atlantic was much more complex than the old simplistic 
“Scandinavian colonization” model.4 Interpretation clearly depended on 
national traditions. E.g. for the Norwegian scholars, who eagerly refer to 
the Íslendingabók, “Iceland was settled from Norway”; consequently, this 
story is a part of Norwegian heritage. At the same time, however, the Irish 

4  of course, one should remember that biological descendance does not automatically equal 
cultural affiliation.
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suggest that “the colonists followed the trail of hermit-settlers” and the 
colonization was, to a large extent, a part of the common Hiberno-
Scandinavian history (e.g. MacShamhráin 2002, 79 and ch. 4).

*

the abovequoted recent publications and ongoing discussions “assert that 
there were many small specific ‘regions’, ‘lands’ or similar ‘units’ in 
Scandinavia … but these ‘units’ are never seen as primary subjects of history. 
They always exist within the general viking Age culture, within the bound
aries of the later nationstates and within the metahistorical ‘unifications’ of 
the later states” (f. Svanberg 2003a: 93). these states, in turn, are often 
treated first of all as a specific Nordic whole that was relatively isolated 
from the rest of medieval Europe, which had different kings, different 
states and different towns. The discussion of possible external connections 
is usually limited to the “straight east” or “straight west” directions which 
were established already during the Viking Age. What is completely miss
ing is the new situation that appeared around the Baltic Sea where mon
archs of the surrounding states played a complex game of “cooperation 
versus competition”. the dynasties of ynglings, Skjoldungs, Rurikids, 
Piasts and Nakonids maintained lively “diplomatic” relations that were 
strengthened by numerous crossBaltic intermarriages. these contacts 
also included crossBaltic Christianizing missions and the issue of parallel 
coinage. When added to the already mentioned diffused contacts indicated 
by archaeology at the level of the common people, one could argue that in 
the 10th century, there emerged a sort of a “peri-Baltic civilisation” which 
is an idea that is surely worth more detailed study.

Anyway, challenging the concept of an isolated, unique and homoge
nous early medieval “nordic civilization” is one of the important tasks of 
the modern medievistic studies.
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SuMMARy

Arnold toynbee’s concept of the “nordic civilization” added a historiosophic 
dimension to the already popular idea of a common “viking Age culture” 
throughout Northern Europe.  However, the study of local and regional diversities 
that may lie hidden behind the attractive products of the elitist “cosmopolitan” 
culture, must be seen as a necessary element of future research. there is also a 
need to question the easy separation between the “pagan” and “Christian” periods, 
by which all the problems of religious transition are avoided. Equally dubious 
is the tendency to view state formation in Scandinavia merely as the political 
unification of previously ethnoculturally uniform lands instead of as the ruthless 
competition of “egoistic” dynasties. And different conversion processes should be 
recognised in the different parts of the nordic area involving various strategies of 
direct challenge, but also compromise, adaptation and acceptance.
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thus, instead of generalizing about an isolated, unique and homogenous early 
medieval “nordic civilization”, an important task for modern scholars of medieval 
studies is to explore specific problems that pertain to specific areas. Iceland might 
be considered to be an ideal testing-ground for this approach with its medieval 
declarations of original Norwegian identity that helped to overcome the multi-
ethnicity of the original settlers; with the romantic view of the “republican” 
farmers, which concealed the fact that a monarchy could not have worked in 
Iceland; and with the ideological compromise regarding religion in Iceland, which 
resulted in survival of the preChristian tradition.

Przemysław Urbańczyk
Institute of Archaeology and Ethnology
Polish Academy of Sciences Warzaw
uprzemek@iaepan.edu.pl 
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Surveying the field

meDieval Icelandic textual culture was, by common agreement, remark
ably rich and varied, yet it was not altogether sui generis. In the first place it 
shared in the wider textuality of Old Norse, which includes Norwegian, 
orcadian and other norse colonial textualities. Some elements of nordic 
textuality are uniquely Icelandic, however, principally much skaldic poetry, 
the mythological poetry of the elder edda, and sagas of Icelanders, though 
in the last-named case the saga writers’ debt to medieval European litera
ture more generally is usually acknowledged. Meulengracht Sørensen 
(2000) assessed the likely causes of the prolific textual output of medieval 
Icelanders, paying particular attention to the enabling process of what his 
Aarhus colleague ole Bruhn (1999) called textualisation. Bruhn used this 
term to refer to the double process of a society’s adoption of the techno
logy of writing as a social usage and its consequent understanding of social 
life as a text. Acknowledging the various hypotheses that have been 
adduced since the Middle Ages to explain the Icelanders’ extraordinarily 
large and varied investment in textual production, Meulengracht Sørensen 
characterised its probable motivating forces as: the desire to record and 
celebrate social and cultural origins; the maintenance of ties with the wider 
Norse and European world; a concern to record Icelandic settlement his
tory; a concern with the law and its bases, together with the re-formation 
of politics towards a greater decentralisation than pertained in Norway; 
the importance of the interest and enterprise of private individuals in liter
ary production; the conversion to Christianity and the various textual 
prescriptions and possibilities that came into play as a consequence of the 
Icelanders’ incorporation into Western Christendom. Towards the end of 
his survey he wrote:

Gripla XX (2009): 163–181.
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The introduction of Christianity created a new historical conscio
usness and the country’s most important common institutions were 
inscribed in texts by means of the written word. At the same time it 
was a decisive factor in the development of Icelandic literature that 
this early unified social vision was not sustained. In the following 
centuries it had to give way to a literature that went in the opposite 
direction and gave textual expression to the decentralized ideology 
which underlay Icelandic society from the very beginning. Writing 
was privatized and the result was the sagas of Icelanders and the 
contemporary sagas, which are characterized by their local and pri
vate settings. the forces that combined to shape the oldest literature 
were not continued (Meulengracht Sørensen 2000, 27).

This statement is accurate only if we privilege one particular kind of Ice-
landic literary production, the saga, and even then it requires some nuanc
ing. It is true that most sagas of Icelanders, contemporary sagas and even 
sagas of bishops and kings have a predominantly regional and personal 
focus, though many of them reach out to more general issues and to the 
world outside Iceland in various ways. But if we consider the whole of 
Icelandic textual production during the Middle Ages, the statement is of 
dubious validity, because a substantial number of medieval Icelandic texts 
are not local and private in their orientation, but are based on the doctrine 
and text types of the Christian Church or on the learned literature of the 
classical world that the Church inherited. Their goals, though they may be 
inflected towards local tastes and interests, are firmly centralist in the 
main.

At the heart of the matter, and the topic that is the focus of this essay, is 
the question of what happens if we give proper weight to all types of 
Icelandic textual production when we come to consider the placing of 
Icelandic or even the whole of Nordic civilisation within the wider medi
eval world. This is not an issue of the evaluation of Icelandic texts on the 
basis of their literary qualities, as perceived by modern sensibilities. Indeed, 
it is probably true to say that the modern perception of medieval Icelandic 
textual culture has been based upon several unstated premises, two of 
which we need to be aware of if we are to evaluate the nature of medieval 
Icelandic textual production in the context of medieval european textuality 
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more generally. These are that: a) what is uniquely Icelandic is more valu
able and of greater intellectual and artistic worth than what is found in 
Icelandic texts but largely derived from nonIcelandic sources; and that b) 
Icelandic prose literature is more valuable than Icelandic poetry, even 
though such a premise partly contradicts premise a), because it is clear that 
skaldic poetry is uniquely Norse, and probably, at least after the twelfth 
century, uniquely Icelandic. 

These premises have led many modern scholars and the wider public to 
a somewhat distorted view of the nature of medieval Icelandic textuality 
when it comes to evaluating its relationship to the textuality of the medie
val world in general, because what is uniquely Icelandic is seen to be better 
than what is not, better both in terms of cultural importance and better in 
literary terms. this position can properly be argued by the literary critic 
but not by the textual historian. further, one tends to gain an inaccurate 
sense of the importance of saga literature about native subjects in terms of 
its actual quantity if one fails to compare it with the very substantial 
amount of other textual material in vernacular prose, much of it also desig
nated by the term saga in old Icelandic, including hagiography, translated 
romances, didactic and encyclopedic works, sermons and translations of 
historical and legendary works originally written in Latin. Old Icelandic 
prose literature has been privileged over poetry, partly because in the form 
in which it has been recorded, it has been embedded in prose as a form of 
prosimetrum, but also because medieval Icelandic poetry is harder to 
understand for a modern reader, even for a modern Icelandic reader, and, 
until recently, people have found its convoluted style and largely conven
tional subjectmatter uncongenial. yet in the traditional culture of medieval 
Iceland it is clear that poetry, not prose, was the privileged literary form 
and the form of long standing and, as such, must be given full weight in 
any discussion of medieval Icelandic textuality. 

It is naturally open to anyone to judge a saga like Laxdœla saga, say, as 
a better, more original or more interesting literary work than the Icelandic 
prose life of Saint Catherine of Alexandria, which is based on non-Icelan
dic sources. But, if we are to take a clear-eyed view of the whole range of 
Icelandic textual production from the Middle Ages, we must acknowledge 
that a great deal of it is the product of translation in the widest sense of 
that term and thus a product of the mediation of one culture’s textuality, 
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that of medieval Latin Christendom for the most part, by another, that of 
medieval Nordic vernacularity with an Icelandic inflection. Mediation of 
course implies cultural transformation; transformation in its turn often 
implies appropriation, and it is these processes that will be investigated 
here, assuming that such intersections will provide a more balanced view 
of the nature of the whole of medieval Icelandic textual production.

vernacularity

on the basis of the Icelandic texts that have survived from the medieval 
period, one of the most striking characteristics of Icelandic textual produc
tion is its vernacularity, its use of the vernacular as the normal means of 
communication. It seems that, virtually from the beginning of written tex
tuality using manuscripts, the impulse was to translate Latin (and some
times other languages) into Icelandic rather than to disseminate Latin texts 
in the original. Surviving works from the late twelfth century, such as frag
ments of the Dialogues of Gregory the Great (Hreinn Benediktsson 1963) 
and the old Icelandic Elucidarius (Grimstad 1993), bear witness to this 
impulse, and it continued throughout the medieval period. It is very likely, 
however, that the number of Latin texts produced in both Iceland and 
Norway has been seriously underestimated, and the same is probably true 
of Latin texts emanating from outside Scandinavia (Gottskálk Þ. jensson 
2003). Certainly, we know of a not inconsiderable number of lost Latin 
works written by Norwegians and Icelanders (some of which were also 
translated into the vernacular)1 and there are likely to have been others we 
do not know about, which have not survived the Reformation, a time 
when we can assume Latin texts were treated as the products of popery 
and undervalued or destroyed.

While we can accept that the impulse towards vernacularity was very 
strong in medieval Iceland, we must not confuse this situation with an 
imputed ignorance of Latin on the part of either producers or consumers 
of written texts in Iceland, in terms of their linguistic knowledge or their 
access to Latin texts. It has been commonly assumed that the reason why 
1  they include oddr Snorrason’s Latin life of óláfr tryggvason, Sæmundr fróði’s lost Latin 

history of the Norwegian kings, the Flos peregrinationis of Gizurr Hallsson, the Latin life of 
Bishop jón Ögmundarson by Gunnlaugr Leifsson (d. 1218/19) and a Latin life of Þorlákr 
Þórhallsson, of which some fragments remain in AM 386 4to, c. 1200.
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so much foreign literature was translated into Icelandic was because most 
Icelandic audiences would not have known Latin and few Latin works 
would have been available for people to read. While it is probable that the 
farm communities who heard saga literature read aloud to them are not 
likely to have included many – or any – Latinists, this argument does not 
necessarily hold good for some educated laypeople and, in particular, for 
religious communities where a great many saints’ lives, doctrinal texts, 
sermons and religious poems are likely to have been composed, as well as 
many sagas. These religious communities would also have provided audi
ences for medieval Icelandic texts of all kinds. further, the evidence of the 
inventories of religious houses in Iceland during the medieval period indi
cates that some of them were relatively well supplied with books in Latin 
and some other european languages, especially German and english 
(olmer 1902) and many vernacular texts reveal their authors’ acquaintance 
at either first or second hand with a considerable variety of Latin sources 
(Lehmann 1937; Sverrir Tómasson 1988). Moreover, there is growing evi
dence that medieval Icelandic schools may have used both Latin and 
Icelandic poetic examples in their textbooks (Guðrún nordal 2001, 22–25), 
and this practice is clearly reflected in the socalled “grammatical treatises” 
produced between the twelfth and the fourteenth centuries. These unique 
products of vernacularity bear witness to the transformation and appro
priation of Latin culture and its incorporation into a cultural product that 
combined Latin and traditional learning in a new synthesis (Clunies Ross 
2005, 141–205; Raschellà 2007).

the phenomenon of medieval Icelandic vernacularity is part of a larger 
and very gradual movement away from Latin as the mainstream language 
of authoritative communication in Western europe, a movement that has 
only really reached its apogee in the last two hundred years, when the ver
nacular languages have almost completely ousted Latin in religion, litera
ture, politics, law, science and the schoolroom. It is clear from the evidence 
of medieval European societies in general, that the proportion of writing in 
the vernacular (as contrasted with writing in Latin) was highest in societies 
that did not speak Romance vernaculars descended from Latin and that 
were most remote geographically from Rome. In these circumstances 
medieval vernacularity becomes something of a statement of sociopoliti
cial and intellectual independence as much as of an inability to understand 
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Latin, though undoubtedly a poor command of Latin must sometimes 
have been the spur to vernacularity. In the early medieval period Anglo
Saxon and Irish textuality was much more pronouncedly vernacular than 
that of Continental europe, and yet it is hardly the case that english and 
Irish scholars were less capable Latinists than their Continental counter
parts (Lapidge 1993, 1996; esposito 1990). Characteristically also, these 
communities both translated learned or ecclesiastical sources into the ver
nacular and were able to record at least some of their indigenous literary 
genres in manuscript, though the latter were of course not untouched by 
either the new written medium or the culture of Christian Latinity. 
However, the very fact that vernacular literature was permitted to be 
recorded in manuscript books is an important indicator of its relative 
acceptance in the world of those who controlled manuscript production 
and owed some kind of allegiance to the medieval Church.

thus vernacularity in early medieval europe is both a trope of transla
tion and a trope of independence and appropriation. Although it may have 
arisen for pragmatic purposes, to make the doctrine and culture of Latin 
Christendom available to a nonLatinspeaking and reading linguistic 
world, the very act of translating works that were what the Anglo-Saxon 
king Alfred called “most necessary for all men to know” (ða ðe niedbeðear
fosta sien eallum monnum to wiotonne)2 also gave the vernacular a higher 
official status than it held in societies in which it was not used for such 
purposes. This is likely to explain why indigenous vernacular literature 
was able to flourish in such a manuscript environment and why it throve 
there, appropriating to itself, at least to some extent, the status and privi
lege that Latin occupied elsewhere. Rita Copeland has written of medieval 
vernacular academic texts that “these texts have demonstrable relations 
with exegetical traditions, not simply in terms of content, but in terms of 
the character of exegesis, which works by displacing and appropriating the 
materials it proposes to serve” (Copeland 1991, 8). It is arguable that the 
same sort of phenomenon can be identified in less academic vernacular 
productions, including those largely developed from indigenous and origi
nally oral textual genres.

2  from king Alfred’s letter (Bodleian Library oxford, MS Hatton 20, quoted from White
lock 1967, 6) prefixed to the copy of the old english translation of Gregory the Great’s 
Cura Pastoralis sent to the see of Worcester. 
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Nowhere did the process of cultural appropriation happen more thor
oughly, it seems, than in Iceland. We often tend to forget that medieval 
Icelandic written textual culture is largely a phenomenon of the later 
Middle Ages, and seems not to have taken off until the twelfth century. 
Thus we need to see it in the context of the vigorous textuality, both in 
Latin and the various european vernaculars, that flourished throughout 
Western Europe in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and which led to 
many new developments in textual cultures and communities of that peri
od. Within the field of literature, new vernacular genres evolved, many in 
prose, such as the romance and the chronicle, and these provide an interest
ing parallel to the development of the prose saga, both chronologically and 
in terms of compositional technique (cf. Clover 1982; torfi tulinius 
2009). this does not mean that the Icelandic saga genre is a clone of the 
romance or the prose chronicle; clearly, it has its own very distinctive char
acter and ideology and its own way of memorialising the past. However, 
the rise of the Icelandic saga shortly after the rise of new genres of histori
cal writing and the roman courtois is unlikely to be fortuitous; the Zeitgeist 
reached to Norway and to Iceland and Icelandic creativity responded with 
its own version of historicism and memorialising of both past and 
present.

We can see something similar taking place in the field of poetry. Here, 
however, vernacular poetry occupied the high social and intellectual ground 
in indigenous society in both Norway and Iceland, going back as far as we 
have any evidence. Poetry in eddic measures was traditionally a vehicle for 
the expression of preChristian religious thought and myth; poetry in 
skaldic measures was the vehicle for expressing encomia in honour of rul
ers in Norway and other parts of the Norse world, while in Iceland it 
seems to have taken on other functions in addition, yet still maintained its 
socially privileged position. Men of high status, or those who composed 
for them, continued to produce verse in skaldic measures on secular sub
jects well into the thirteenth century in Iceland (Guðrún Nordal 2001, 
117–195), but it was the appropriation of Christian subjects and themes 
that really shows how far and how thoroughly the vernacular and the lati
nate were intertwined in the poetic medium both thematically and stylisti
cally. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries vernacular Christian poetry 
became a major vehicle for devotional piety, as witnessed by the composi
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tion of many poems in honour of apostles, saints, and, above all, the virgin 
Mary (Clunies Ross ed. 2007; jón Helgason 1936–38). If the Reformation 
had not come to Iceland in 1550, this strain of vernacular piety may well 
have continued beyond the sixteenth century.

The Third and Fourth Grammatical Treatises are witness to an 
Icelandic appropriation of Latin poetic and rhetorical culture which is 
almost certain to have taken place in the schoolroom and the monastery. 
They reflect a knowledge of Latin grammar and rhetoric, and, to varying 
degrees, of the thirteenthcentury poetria nova, and they show the appro
priation of these interpretative frameworks and their application to 
Icelandic poetics (Clunies Ross 2005, 185–205). Some of the figures they 
recommend may be found in use in Christian skaldic verse of the thir
teenth and fourteenth centuries (Clunies Ross ed. 2007, 1, lv). the fact 
that many of the figures of Latin poetics did not fit well with indigenous 
skaldic diction (tranter 2000, 144–147) does not detract from the ideo
logical assertion of a translatio studii in these works and does not necessar
ily imply a subordination of indigenous poetics to that of the Latin school
room. Óláfr Þórðarson, following the lead of his uncle Snorri Sturluson in 
the Prologue to the latter’s Edda, boldly claims that poetry in old norse 
and poetry in Latin and Greek operate according to the same principles 
(Björn M. ólsen ed. 1884, 60). Whereas Snorri had used the theory of 
euhemerism to explain how the human Æsir, who represented themselves 
as gods, migrated to Scandinavia from Troy, bringing classical culture with 
them and imposing it on the hapless natives of the north, óláfr sees 
knowledge and learning coming northwards in the more conventional 
manner of the literate transmission of cultural knowledge in manuscript 
books, in his case via the writings of the grammarian Donatus.

Strategies of Appropriation

In theory, medieval Icelandic texuality could be seen to exist on a continu
um whose poles are, respectively, dependence on and independence of 
non-Icelandic texts and cultural influences. At one end would lie almost 
complete – or apparently almost complete – independence, a condition in 
which a text reveals no perceptible outside influence, completely indige
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nous subjectmatter and cultural attitudes and a style and structure to 
match. Perhaps some of the less complex of the Íslendingasögur, such as 
Droplaugarsona saga, might be thought to occupy such a position, or, 
within the field of poetry, some of the royal encomia composed by tenth- 
and eleventhcentury Icelandic skalds, such as einarr Helgason skálaglamm 
or Sigvatr Þórðarson, although even here arguments of foreign influence 
could be adduced. At the other end of the continuum might lie Norwegian 
and Icelandic works that are close translations of foreign originals, such as 
various of the over one hundred saints’ lives translated mainly from Latin 
(Widding, Bekkernielsen and Shook 1963). yet such extreme categorisa
tion is rather meaningless, as there are really very few, if any, medieval 
Icelandic texts that can have been untouched by their relationship to the 
world beyond Iceland, and even a close translation shows, in its new lin
guistic dress, how cultural appropriation has taken place. 

The fact is that, when Icelanders entered the world of medieval textual
ity and manuscript culture, they necessarily became part of the wider medi
eval European cultural world. This is manifested at a number of levels, 
both textual and paratextual. By the term ‘paratextual’ is meant the cultural 
attitudes that shaped people’s approach to composing particular kinds of 
texts in the first place, whether these were for religious reasons or born of 
the pressures of cultural recuperation of the past. Even though writers of 
Icelandic saga literature developed their own ways of memorialising the 
past, the whole project of saga writing can be seen as part of a pan-Europe
an movement to place contemporary medieval society in relation both to 
its legendary and historical indigenous past and to assert links to the still 
prestigious culture of the ancient Graeco-Roman world. 

one pointer to such paratextual influences is the actual choices Icelandic 
translators made of the texts they decided to translate. of course, it is 
likely that some kinds of texts were unavailable to them, but by and large 
what has been translated probably reflects the interests of Icelandic society 
and the branches of knowledge Icelanders found valuable or needed to 
know. Outside the field of ecclesiastical literature, it is striking that works 
of a historical kind dominate the list of known translations into medieval 
Icelandic, ranging from Rómverja saga, based on Sallust and Lucan, through 
the Chronicle of Pseudoturpin and Karlamagnús saga, derived ultimately 
from old french chansons de geste, to Breta sögur, an old norse version of 
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Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia regum Britanniae (c. 1136). A great many 
other historical works appear to have been known to Icelandic writers 
(Lehmann 1937, 40–41; Sverrir tómasson 2006, 93–98). Such an interest 
in non-Scandinavian history mirrors the dominance of historical writing in 
the vernacular about Scandinavian subjects, whether set in Iceland or in the 
wider Scandinavian world. In fact one could say that much vernacular writ
ing has a predominantly historical orientation, with Iceland and Icelandic 
society as the anchor point: fornaldarsögur set in prehistory, Íslendinga 
sögur in the recent past of Icelandic society, samtíðarsögur in nearcontem
porary Icelandic society, konunga sögur in Norwegian and wider 
Scandinavian history, riddara sögur in the legendary history of courtly soci
eties of southern europe and other exotic places. Within ecclesiastical 
genres, hagiography had a predominantly historical orientation as well. 
This was a genre vigorously pursued in Iceland as in other parts of medie
val europe, and its influence is felt in the many existing prose translations 
of the lives of foreign saints (usually from Latin) as well as in the lives of 
Icelandic saints, both in Latin and the vernacular. To this we must add the 
many poetic versions of saints’ lives and lives of the apostles, ranging from 
the twelfth-century Plácitusdrápa to the fourteenthcentury Kátrínardrápa 
and Pétrsdrápa, all based on vernacular prose translations (Louisjensen 
1998, CvII; Louisjensen and Wills 2007; Wolf 2007 and Ian McDougall 
2007).

Another general area in which there is evidence for substantial Icelandic 
interest, as reflected in the number and variety of works translated, and 
one covered in more detail in this volume by Rudolf Simek, is geography, 
including astronomy and astrology. Although much that has survived from 
these fields is fragmentary and in many cases obtained indirectly through 
encyclopedias and florilegia (Clunies Ross and Simek 1993), the range of 
extant material reveals a predilection for information about the physical 
world. This interest is manifest beyond translation, and was clearly stimu
lated by reports from individuals travelling to foreign destinations, includ
ing pilgrim experiences and itineraries (Lönnroth 1990). there is a pro
nounced taste for the exotic in medieval Icelandic literature, revealed 
through the many narratives set outside Scandinavia, whether west, south 
or east.

of equal significance, though the evidence is of a negative kind, are 



173

areas in which there is very little indication of an Icelandic interest in trans
lation. the most obvious of these, as Paul Lehmann pointed out in his 
study of Scandinavia’s debt to Latin literature (1937, 15–16, 37), is what he 
called Fachphilosophie, including the writings of classical and medieval phi
losophers, aside from various of the works of Honorius Augustodunensis 
and what was transmitted through encyclopedias. In the area of the more 
theoretically inclined and abstract writings of the Christian Church, too, in 
contrast to traditional biblical exegesis, there is relatively little to show; 
few of the Church Fathers seem to have been known directly, although 
some works like the Dialogues of Gregory the Great appear to have been 
known (Hreinn Benediktsson 1963; Boyer 1993) and Augustine of Hippo’s 
De doctrina christiana appears in the inventory of viðey abbey late in the 
fourteenth century (olmer 1902, 7, no. 18). from the later medieval period 
in Iceland, there does not seem to have been much of a taste for the writ
ings of medieval ascetics and mystics, as was the case in much of the rest of 
europe. It is possible, as mentioned earlier, that a great deal has been lost, 
but, if so, one would have to argue that the losses were particularly heavy 
in the areas of philosophy and theology, and that is rather improbable, 
given that some at least of the writings of the Church Fathers were widely 
distributed in medieval Europe. A more likely hypothesis is that there was 
no tradition of speculative philosophy and theology associated with pre-
Christian Scandinavian religion, and that there continued to be little inter
est in importing foreign literature from these fields after the conversion to 
Christianity. To the extent that we are able to judge from the medieval 
reconstruction of preChristian religious thought in Snorri Sturluson’s 
Edda and other Icelandic writings, religious and philosophical concepts 
were primarily expressed through mythic narratives, which tend to particu
larise and personalise abstractions, at least on the surface.

If we turn from the paratextual evidence for Icelandic participation in 
the textual world of medieval Europe to the internal evidence of vernacular 
Icelandic texts themselves, there are a number of levels on which it is fruit
ful to document their engagement. the first of these is their treatment of 
sources. In some kinds of texts, Icelandic writers refer specifically to their 
foreign sources, especially in types of learned or schoolroom literature. 
They do this largely to authenticate their work. For example, in a piece 
about the star of Bethlehem published by kålund and Beckman in Alfræði 
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íslenzk (III, 1918, 73), the translator acknowledges his source, John Chry-
sostom (Patrologia Graeca LVI, 637), in detail, although he probably knew 
it through a Latin digest, writing Svá segir Jón gullmuðr í glósa yfir Matheo 
“Thus says John golden-mouth in [his] commentary on Matthew”. Some 
saga writers acknowledge their vernacular written sources, like the author 
of Laxdœla saga, who refers to two other Icelandic sagas as well as to the 
work of Ari Þorgilsson (ÍF 5 1934, 7, 199, 202, 226). Direct acknowledge
ment of oral sources for purposes of authentication occurs widely in 
Icelandic saga texts, usually in works of a historical nature, and chiefly 
involves the citation of skaldic poetry to authenticate what the prose writer 
is claiming. Here oral witnesses are treated by saga writers in the same way 
as written source texts are used in medieval historiography generally 
(Whaley 1993; 2007, 82–85; o’Donoghue 2005, 10–77). oral informants 
who had the status of eyewitnesses are also frequently mentioned in his
torical works, in line with the practice of medieval historiography gener
ally; in his Íslendingabók Ari Þorgilsson acknowledges three individuals, 
Teitr Ísleifsson, Þorkell Gellisson and Þóríðr Snorradóttir, whose com
bined memories put him in touch with the settlement age. Occasionally a 
poet cites his oral sources, as einarr Skúlason does in Geisli 45/3 (Chase 
2007a, 44), when he acknowledges that the Norwegian traveller and mer
cenary soldier Eindriði ungi was the source of the miracle story of what 
happened to S. Óláfr’s sword Hneitir after it had been bought by the 
Byzantine emperor. At the time Einarr was composing, this miracle story 
had probably not yet achieved written form. Interestingly, Snorri Sturluson 
cites einarr’s drápa as the source of his account of the same miracle in 
Heimskringla (ÍF 28, 369–371). 

Far more frequent than the direct citation of external sources, however, 
is the use of sources without acknowledgement. This can take one of two 
forms, the second the more common. In the first case, a vernacular writer 
indicates that he has used a written source, but does not specify what it is. 
Such a practice implies the desire to achieve literate gravitas more than the 
desire for authentication. A good example is in stanza 9 of the late four
teenthcentury poem Allra postula minnisvísur, where the poet composes 
lines in honour of S. Bartholomew that are strikingly reminiscent of the 
opening lines of a hymn sung at the feast of this saint and follows this with 
the interjection það er ritningar vitni “that is the testimony of a written text” 
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(9/6). However, as the poem’s editor, Ian McDougall, has indicated (2007, 
866), “there seems to be no scriptural parallel”. 

By far the most characteristic way in which Icelandic vernacular authors 
use sources, most of which are of foreign origin, is in a free and independ
ent way, so that their sources are often difficult or impossible to trace. This 
suggests that they felt thoroughly at home with the literature that had 
come to them from the world outside Iceland and felt little need to 
acknowledge it directly in their own compositions. We can see such prac
tices, though we can never pin down the sources with absolute certainty, in 
many works where they are part of the literary whole being created as well 
as in works of a more scholarly or religious nature. We see it in sagas, such 
as Njáls saga, where likely influences from clerical and chivalric literature 
have been studied particularly by Lars Lönnroth (1976, 107–164); we see it 
also in works like Snorri Sturluson’s Edda, for which no specific written 
sources have been identified. 

Another important Icelandic strategy for the appropriation of non
Scandinavian textuality lies in the various stylistic resources indigenous 
authors used to assimilate foreign material. this matter cannot be divorced 
from the paratextual observations made earlier about the kinds of texts 
that Icelandic translators favoured, nor about their treatment of sources. 
We have seen that they favoured historical texts above all, and after that 
texts that gave information about the physical world, much of it exotic. On 
the whole, Icelandic prose writers favoured a plain, though by no means an 
artless style, which we tend to identify as typical of the native saga style 
formed on the basis of oral tradition. translated texts or texts closely 
indebted to them were also largely turned into the indigenous preferred 
style, seemingly as a conscious choice (cf. Lönnroth 1976, 160–164). there 
are exceptions, though, which show that Icelandic writers were perfectly 
capable of turning their hands to elaborate, rhetorically complex styles or 
to abbreviating material substantially; such practices are to be found in 
some passages of riddarasögur, some saints’ lives and other prose writing 
that ole Widding (1965, 1979) first characterised as den florissante stil, “the 
florid style”. Many such florid works date from the fourteenth century. 
Elaborate, rhetorically complex styles were traditionally also very much 
characteristic of old norse poetry.
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Recently, Mats Malm (2007) has argued that most Icelandic writers’ 
conscious choice of a plain, pared back style, even in translations of foreign 
texts, may be attributable to their awareness of classical rhetoricians’ 
repugnance towards what they termed “effeminate language” in contrast to 
virile and manly language. As such a preference very much resonated with 
an Icelandic moral preference for manliness above effeminacy, Icelandic 
writers were reinforced in their preference for the former, even when the 
texts they translated were of the “effeminate” variety. Ultimately, such a 
case cannot be proven, but it is likely that Icelandic writers and translators 
did act to domicile this aspect of the foreign within the preferred conven
tions of indigenous style and narrative art. 

In the field of poetry, however, the situation was somewhat different, 
as Malm acknowledges, because poetry “was not associated with deca
dence, effeminacy, or voluptuousness in old norse” (2007, 314–315). on 
the contrary, its traditional complexity was regarded as manly and of high 
status. Although, as Malm observes, there was a movement towards a 
plainer style apparent in some works of the fourteenth century, like Lilja, 
the claims of the Lilja poet and others like him cannot be taken at face 
value. the traditional obscurities of skaldic diction conveyed through the 
kenning system and fragmented word order here and in some other four
teenth-century poetry gave way to a different kind of rhetorical complexity 
along the lines Geoffrey of vinsauf recommended in his Poetria nova. the 
influence of Geoffrey’s treatise is clearly apparent in several places in Lilja 
(Chase 2007b, 2, 554–677).

the traditional complexity and high status of skaldic verse arguably 
protected it from the stylistic simplification accorded to much prose litera
ture, even in cases where poets were translating texts of foreign origin, 
whether through the medium of an Icelandic prose version or directly from 
Latin. A great deal of the religious poetry of later medieval Iceland involves 
either direct translation of Latin ecclesiastical sources or translation 
through the intermediary of a vernacular prose source, and includes hymns, 
liturgical sequences, homilies and saints’ lives. A large number of elaborate 
kenninglike phrases for God, Christ and the virgin Mary, in particular, 
are calques on well-known Latin epithets for them. The extent of this 
poetry’s debt to foreign sources has been partially recognised by earlier 
scholars, but its full participation on its own terms in the international world 
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of Christian piety, in both Latin and the vernacular european languages, 
has only recently begun to be fully acknowledged.

As well as other kinds of Icelandic textual production, Christian skaldic 
poetry demonstrates both dependence on and independence of the larger 
European cultural world. As a poetic kind, skaldic verse is unique, but the 
messages it conveyed were part of the culture of Christian Europe trans
lated to Icelandic practices and conditions. the texts in both prose and 
poetry produced by Icelandic writers to further the cults of Christian saints 
are very good examples of this kind of translation. Although Iceland did 
eventually have several of its own native saints, for whom considerable 
local textual production was undertaken in order to further their cults, and 
though other Scandinavian saints, particularly S. Óláfr, were of particular 
importance and again generated indigenous vitae, the cults of foreign saints 
and the apostles were far more numerous. By participating in the cults of 
foreign saints, and composing vernacular texts in their honour, Icelanders 
were able to participate themselves in the universal (as it was then seen) 
and in the local at the same time. There were local cults of foreign saints, 
both male and female, all over Iceland and a multiplicity of vernacular lives, 
mostly based on Latin exemplars, to celebrate them. In this, Iceland was 
little different from the rest of medieval Christendom. What was powerful 
– what worked for the faithful – were local cults that could be seen to have 
links to the wider Christian world. As the anonymous fourteenth-century 
poet of Heilagra meyja drápa put it (stanza 18), thinking of S. Cecilia, “the 
northern world and holy Rome (Heimrinn norðr og heilög Róma) receive 
comfort from a bright maiden” (Wolf 2007, 2, 903), or, as the poet of 
Heilagra manna drápa expressed it (stanza 18/5–8), thinking of S. Blaise, 
who was known for his ability to cure diseases of the throat, “God’s spirit 
has worked miracles, which are still revealed in our country (á váru landi) 
by means of this dear friend for the healing of a countless number of 
people” (Wolf 2007, 2, 885). A glance at Margaret Cormack’s book on the 
saints in Iceland (1994) will show that there were active cults of these and 
many other foreign saints in medieval Iceland, alongside cults of local and 
Scandinavian saints. 

to conclude, in medieval Icelandic texts and practices, largely because 
of the universalist claims of Christian culture and its dominance through
out medieval Europe, the Icelandic variant of Nordic civilisation was both 
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dependent and independent to varying degrees, preserving, transforming 
and appropriating. It seems fruitless to try and determine the exact mix of 
“indigenous” and “foreign” elements in any medieval Icelandic text. the 
proportions and the nature of the elements vary, but nordic civilisation 
was, throughout the Middle Ages, not in the medieval world as the title of 
the symposium Nordic Civilization in the Medieval World had it, but of it. 
After Icelanders accepted Christianity, this had to be the case; it was sim
ply not possible to stand outside, and entry into Christendom came with 
long strings attached. On the whole the Icelandic people managed their 
entry into this world very well, and the strings appear to have been made 
of elastic, but they were still there nevertheless.
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SuMMARy

this article is a revised version of a paper I presented to the symposium Nordic 
Civilization in the Medieval World held at Skálholt in September 2007. I was asked 
to address the theme of Medieval Icelandic Textual Culture in a workshop whose 
theme was ‘The world-view reflected in texts and practices’. The article surveys the 
debts of medieval Icelandic textual culture to both indigenous and nonindigenous 
traditions and suggests ways in which Icelanders showed their awareness that their 
culture was part of the mainstream medieval European culture of Christendom as 
well as at the same time maintaining an indigenously inflected vernacular tradition 
within which literary innovation could and did take place. It reviews the very large 
range of textual kinds produced in Iceland during the Middle Ages, both in poetry 
and prose, and builds up a map of Icelandic cultural interests and activities in the 
context of medieval european civilisation.
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tHe MeDIevAL ICeLAnDIC
WoRLD vIeW AnD tHe tHeoRy

of tHe tWo CuLtuReS

I.

sverrir Jakobsson postulates that Medieval Icelanders, or at least the 
writers whose thinking is accessible to us through the written word, did 
not have a world view in our modern sense of the world, because they did 
not have a concept of the term “world view”.1 He goes on then to define 
what he understands as “world view”, namely something that “provides 
meaning to events in the given surroundings, placing them in the context 
of things known and tangible.”2  In this abstract and hermeneutic meaning, 
he may be right that as such, the concept did not exist, but I would like to 
show that we may very well detect a world view in the Middle Ages gener
ally and in Medieval Iceland in particular.

I define the term world view as something more universal than Sverrir, 
whose book otherwise seems to augment in most respects my own study, 
Altnordische Kosmographie, by using some nonLatin based sources.3 I, 
however, would call the given world view of a people at a certain time “the 
sum of all our concepts of the physical and spiritual world which allows us 
to come to terms with all the eternal human questions”, such as who made 
this world and in what shape? where do we go after death? and why does it 
rain so much? to name just a few, but we could also add: where do we come 
from and who are our ancestors?

Educated Medieval Icelanders were good Christians and as such had 
read their Latin books in school, as people still do in the Christian world, 
and therefore they would have had a concept of what many Medieval texts 
1  Sverrir jakobsson, Við og veröldin (Reykjavík: Háskólaútgáfan 2005), 363.
2  Ibid.
3  Rudolf Simek, Altnordische Kosmographie. Studien und Quellen zu Weltbild und Weltbe

schreibung in Norwegen und Island vom 12. bis zum 14. Jahrhundert. ergänzungsbände zum 
Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde 4 (Berlin, New York: de Gruyter, 1990). 

Gripla XX (2009): 183–198.
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call Imago mundi (“world picture”), namely not just a physical picture of 
the world, but a concept of everything that concerns man, including God’s 
role in the world; some examples between the 12th and 14th centuries 
include Honorius Augustodunensis’s Imago mundi (the first version fin
ished before 1110), the Image du monde by Gautier de Metz (ca. 1245), and 
the Imago mundi by Pierre d’Ailly (ca. 1390). 

I know that Sverrir has loaded his usage of the term world view with at 
the same time more and less. More in the way that the world view includes 
also the individual or group distinctions from other groups, but that of 
course makes the term world view a relative term and therefore also less. 
Less because it thus has no overall validity and may therefore be held only 
by a very small group of, say, 13th century Icelandic “nationalists”, if such a 
term had existed in the Middle Ages, which it did not.

I use the term world view in a much wider sense, insofar as it is the 
concepts described above held by the majority of those people who actually 
had an opinion and verbalized that opinion in a way still accessible to us, 
namely via the parchment. These Icelanders were, however, educated and 
literate and certainly knew the term Imago mundi, probably even beyond 
its use as a book title, as can be shown by a well-known passage from the 
manuscript AM 685 d 4to (31 r):

Svo segir imago mundi at heimurinn se uæxinn sem egg & suo sem 
skurn er utan um eggit sva er elldr umhuerfiss heimenn & sva sem 
skiall er næst skurni sva er lopt næst elldi & hid huita ur eggi þat er 
næst skialli sva eru uotn næst lopti & svo sem id rauda er j eggi sva 
er iordin lukt j þessum hofud skepnum (my italics).4

This Icelandic passage answers roughly to a passage by Honorius 
Augustodunensis (Imago mundi  I, 1)

Mundus dicitur quasi undique motus. est enim in perpetuo motu. 
Huius  figura est in modum pilę rotunda, sed instar ovi elementis 
distincta. ovum quippe exterius testa undique ambitur, teste 
al bumen, albumini vitellum, vitello gutta pinguedinis includitur. Sic 
mundus undique cęlo, ut testa circumdatur, cęlo vero purus ether ut 

4  Rudolf Simek, Altnordische Kosmographie, 387.
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albumen, etheri turbidus aer, ut vitellum, aeri terra ut pinguedinis 
gutta includitur.5 

However, in my definition I not only exclude that part of the population 
about whom we have no factual knowledge but also sources that are, in 
some cases, impossible to interpret. Here, I have in mind not only cryptic 
texts but also certain symbols in 12thcentury french church sculpture, for 
example, whose meanings are now lost to us unless there is some written 
text to unlock the meaning. My use of “world view” is therefore closely 
connected to the history of the mentality of educated Medieval Icelanders, 
and it encompasses the worlds of: 

Religion & History (Heilsgeschichte);
the Scholarly World, especially the natural Sciences;
everyday Life, and Literature.

Because I do not subscribe to Sverrir’s more hermeneutic and also proces
sual definition of world view, I shall not claim to establish the world view 
of all Medieval Icelanders, but rather those at a given period in time, in my 
case the 12th century, a period particularly prone to the outside influences 
because of the massive changes happening in intellectual life across 
Western Europe, known as the Renaissance of the 12th Century.

That the world view is never ahistorical is obvious, but history is 
something that permeates all aspects of the world view given above: for the 
religious aspect it is the Heilsgeschichte of the world, for everyday life it is 
genealogies, family history and local history, for the scholarly aspect both 
time in the astronomical sense and the continuities of (secular) world his
tory, and in literature the preservation and continuation of stories of old.

But seeing that educated Medieval Christians studied much the same 
books all over Western Europe, it follows that much of the world view 
throughout Western Europe will also be consistent, of course allowing for 
local traditions, superstitions and even mythologies that may preserve ele
ments important to peoples’ identities on a lower level than their humanity 
and Christianity. However, many of these lower concepts may never make 
it into writing and thus present a certain problem to the modern scholar. 

5  “Honorius Augustodunensis Imago mundi,” Archives d’histoire doctrinale et littéraire du moyen 
age, 57 (1982): 49.
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All that can be gleaned through our manuscripts is only a part of the world 
view, even though it may still show us complex concepts such as the one of 
God himself (see p. 187, picture from Schedels Weltchronik, 1492). 

II.

In keeping with the topic of this volume, I shall go on to show how much 
– or rather how little – the Icelandic world view of the 12th century dif
fered from that of Western Europe. It has, been postulated that the world 
view of the Icelanders (reflected in literature on the one hand, in their 
political system on the other) was radically different from the rest of 
Europe and “two cultures” have thus been identified:  namely what Lars 
Lönnroth called “the clerics’ and courtiers’ european culture” on the one 
hand, and the “Icelandic farmer’s attempts to write down the histories of 
his home country“ on the other. 6

Sverre Bagge brought this argument to a point towards the end of the 
last millennium when he talked of the two well known heretics, Hermann 
Pálsson7 and Lars Lönnroth, “who interpreted Icelandic culture, including 
the sagas, as part of the common culture of Western Christendom”.8 Bagge 
went on to suggest that this “heretic view” had, for some time, become the 
orthodox view. But he then claimed that history and social anthropology 
have now again helped us to revert to earlier views, a point with which I 
can not agree at all. 

If we really wanted to establish that there was such a thing as two cul
tures, firstly, we would have to establish that the one culture, the clerical 
one, was actually the same in Iceland as the clerical Latin culture on the 
European continent and thus “foreign” to Iceland. This is a view contested 
by jesse Byock in his paper at the International Saga conference in 
Helsingør held in 1985 where he argued that the situation of the Icelandic 
church was fundamentally different from the continental one – although 
6  “... den isländske bonden, som fjärran från klerkers och hovmäns europeiska kultur roar 

sig med att skriva ned gamla berättelser från hembygden.” Lars Lönnroth, Tesen om de 
två kulturerna. Scripta Islandica 15/1964 (uppsala and Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksells 
Boktryckeri, 1965), 97.

7  Hermann Pálsson, Art and Ethics in Hrafnkel's Saga. (Copenhagen: Munksgaard, 1971).
8  Sverre Bagge, “Icelandic uniqueness or a Common european Culture. the Case of the 

kings’ Sagas,” Scandinavian Studies 69 (1997): 418–442.
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he was specifically talking about political power and not intellectual con
cepts.9 Secondly, we would have to establish that the supposed native cul
ture was different to this clerically-dominated culture and substantially so, 
not just geographically and politico-socially, in the way that the 14th-centu
ry Czech culture would have been different from 14th-century Italian cul
ture, for example: nobody ever speaks of “two cultures” in this context, 
although there would have been obvious differences both politically and 
culturally.

III.
I will begin with the first point above, in order to try to show how the 
clerical-learned culture of Iceland was related to the learned world of the 
continent, when it comes to questions concerning a world view. 

A “Division of Science” (arbor scientiae) in 13thcentury Iceland does 
not, at first sight, seem to conform with the canonical Septem Artes, the 
Seven Liberal Arts, which we have come to accept as the norm for 
Medieval subjects mainly on the grounds that the Middle Ages inherited 
this concept from antiquity via Martianus Capella and other early Medieval 
authors. However, there is no need to think that the Icelandic “Division of 
Science” shows a deviant picture of the Seven Liberal Arts, because there is 
also a multitude of different distinctions in Medieval Latin mss concerned 
with arbor scientiae.

Within the Seven Liberal Arts, the single arts are very well represented 
in Icelandic manuscripts: the four Grammatical treatises even cover 
aspects of the trivium (rhetoric, grammar, and dialectics). the Icelanders 
seem to have had a particular predilection for the quadrivium, however; 
although musical manuscripts are not overly well preserved (perhaps 
because many of them contained Latin hymns and were therefore destroyed 
during the reformation),10 we find tracts on mathematics and geometry 
(AM 194 4to, AM  685 d 4to, GkS 1812 4to, AM 764 4to) and especially 
astronomy. It seems that Iceland was particularly up-to-date in the field of 
astronomy: we find the latest 12th-century theories, like that concerning 
the heliocentricity of Mercury and Venus, as well as far more traditional 

 9  Jesse Byock, “The Power and Wealth of the Icelandic Church: Some Talking Points,” 
Proceedings of the 6th Saga Conference (Helsingør, 1985), 89–101.

10  Cf. john Bergsagel, “Music and Musical Instruments,” Medieval Scandinavia: An En 
cyclopedia, (New York and London: Garland, 1993), 420–423. 
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theories derived ultimately from the venerable Bede. Although not neces
sarily evident from theoretical tracts, in Medieval practice, cosmography 
and geography were closely related to astronomy. Illustrations and texts 
for both appeared side by side and sometimes even within the same picture 
(as in AM 764 4to). 

Medieval Icelandic maps, of which a surprising number are to be 
found in manuscripts, show us not only an intense interest in geography, 
but also an interesting addition to the contemporary European world 
views, namely with regard to the transatlantic discoveries and a very par
ticular concept of Greenland as part of northern europe. this is reflected 
in the maps of Henricus Martellus11 which were based on the calculations 
by the Dane Claudius Clavus (fl. ca. 1420),12 and also in the early modern 
Skálholt maps, but not in Medieval central european maps of the same 
time (such as the widely known early Ptolemaic map in Hartmann 
Schedel’s Chronicon universale of 1492). But not only was the North West 
better known to Scandinavians than to any other European scholars, obvi
ously through the Scandinavian voyages of discovery undertaken in the 
10th and 11th centuries, even eastern europe is presented in considerably 
more detail in Icelandic manuscripts than it is in concurrent european 
maps.13 Examples include the location of the Biarmones, or of the town of 
kiev, on the largest of the Medieval Icelandic Mappae mundi, the one in 
GkS 1812 4to (5v–6r), but also the naming of a whole series of towns in 
Icelandic geographical treatises (such as AM 736 I 4to, 1r–1v, and espe
cially Hauksbók, AM 544 4to, 2r–4r). While Miklagarðr (Constantinople) 
is of course known, and is shown on most European Medieval maps, 
towns like Garðar (Kiev), Hólmgarðr (Novgorod), Palteskja (Polotzk) and 
Smalenska (Smolensk) are only marked on maps in Icelandic manuscripts.

A very specialized but fascinating aspect of Medieval Icelandic map
11  Werner kreuer, ed., Monumenta Cartographica: Tabulae mundi (Gotha: Perthes, 1998), 

55–58.
12  Rudolf Simek, “elusive elysia, or: Which Way to Glæsisvellir? on the Geography of the 

north in Icelandic Legendary fiction,” Sagnaskemmtun. Studies in Honour of Hermann 
Pálsson, ed. by R. Simek, j. kristjánsson, H. Bekkernielsen (Wien: Braumüller, 1986), 
247–275.

13  Rudolf Simek, “Skandinavische Mappae Mundi in der europäischen tradition,” Ein 
Weltbild vor Columbus. Die Ebstorfer Weltkarte. Interdisziplinäres Colloquium 1988, ed. by 
Hartmut kugler in Zs.arbeit mit eckhard Michael (Weinheim: Acta Humaniora 1991), 
167–184.
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making is the plan of jerusalem.14 It is quite astonishing that out of 15 
maps of Jerusalem that survive worldwide from the Middle Ages, three 
come from Iceland, and these are practically identical to the flemish source 
of all those 15 plans, namely Lambert of St. omer’s mighty encyclopedia 
Liber floridus – which I believe was the model for Hauksbók.15 

When it comes to the more obscure sides of the Medieval world view, 
Iceland was certainly not behind in soaking up knowledge which was fash
ionable and up to date in western Europe, even if it was of limited value to 
Icelanders (or humanity as such). Teratology, the lore of the wonderful as 
represented by the socalled Marvels of the east, reached Iceland as early 
as the 12th century, and the Icelanders showed their characteristic lack of 
exact discrimination between the simply odd, like the elephant (as depicted 
twice in the Old Icelandic Physiologus in AM 673 a 4to, 7r–7v),16 or the 
absolutely fictitious, like various types of fabulous creatures, both zoomor
phic and anthropomorphic.17 As is well known, one of these men even 
made it into Eiríks saga rauða, obviously to prove the fact that vinland did 
indeed extend from Africa, a point made in the short cosmography in AM 
736 I 4to (written around 1300).18

This extensive cosmographical knowledge of the Icelanders extended 
even to mythical creatures from Greek and Latin mythography, which is 
hardly surprising, seeing that this clerical culture permeated all areas of life. 
these depictions are not limited to their representation as the symbols of 
the zodiac (as in AM 249 b fol, or in GkS 1812 4to, 3r ff), but are also 
found in other contexts outside mere astronomical interpretations of 
mythological figures (cf. GkS 1812 4to, 3v).

14  Rudolf Simek, “Hierusalem civitas famosissima. Die erhaltenen fassungen des hoch
mittelalterlichen Situs Jerusalem (mit Abbildungen zur gesamten handschriftlichen Über
lieferung),” Codices manuscripti 16 (1992) [1995]: 121–153.

15  Rudolf Simek, “Warum sind Völuspá und Merlínuspá in der Hauksbók überliefert?” Deutsch
Nordische Begegnungen. 9. Arbeitstagung der Skandinavisten des deutschen Sprachgebiets 1989 in 
Svendborg (odense, 1991), 104–115.

16  The Icelandic Physiologus, ed. by Halldór Hermannsson. Islandica. 27. (Ithaca, New York: 
Cornell univ. Library, 1938; reprint: kraus Reprints, 1966).

17  Rudolf Simek, “Wunder des nordens. einfoetingar, Hornfinnar, Hundingjar und ver
wandte,” triuwe. Studien zur Sprachgeschichte und Literaturwissenschaft. Gedächtnisbuch für 
Elfriede Stutz, ed. by Karl-Friedrich Kraft, Eva-Maria Lill and Ute Schwab. Heidelberger 
Bibliotheksschriften 47 (Heidelberg: Winter 1992), 69–90.

18  Rudolf Simek, Altnordische Kosmographie, 429–432.
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nor did the learned Icelanders of the 12th and 13th centuries stop at 
just taking over or borrowing from continental sources, but just like their 
european colleagues the foundations of their learned culture (perhaps 
monastic and academic but nevertheless very lively) were so secure that 
they could play with and develop novel ideas from learned roots. A good 
example is the unique Icelandic table of fabulous creatures in BL Add. 
11250 which does not rest directly on a continental source, but presupposes 
a knowledge of high Medieval teratology which then was used in a playful 
way elsewhere, like in the margins of Flateyjarbók or in copies of Jónsbók.

Iv.

All of these examples have been taken from the world of scholarship, 
which formed only one aspect of the world view as defined above. As the 
purely religious aspects of the Medieval world view, apart from the local 
variations of popular religion, were not likely to vary too much in the 
book-based religion of Christianity, this leaves two more aspects to inves
tigate, namely everyday life and literature. the former is, for all accounts 
and purposes, out of our reach as it is visible to us only through literature 
for one thing, and may well, to some extent, be even out of the reach of 
literature, as the banal occurrences of everyday life were not the topic of  
literary elaboration even in the pseudo-realistic Icelandic sagas. Thus we 
are left with the world of literature to establish any significant deviations 
of Iceland, in terms of the world view, from the rest of the Western world. 
As all three major genres of Icelandic literature, namely sagas, skaldic 
poetry and eddic poetry, have no direct formal counterpart in european 
literature, it may be worthwhile investigating whether these genres may 
not be deceptive and whether similar types of literature were not repre
sented on both sides of the north Atlantic as far as themes and topics are 
concerned. The following table should thus serve as a tentative experiment 
to look at literary genres as far as their protagonists are concerned, some
thing that has traditionally been done with the subdivision of Icelandic 
saga literature.
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As indicated by the brackets in the right hand column of the last two 
groups, stories about contemporary farmers seem to have been under
represented on the continent as was mythological poetry, although it did 
exist. However, as the farmer-chieftains of the Sturlung age represent the 
highest social stratum of 13th-century Iceland, we should perhaps not com
pare them with the occasional tales found about farmers but rather about 
nobility – and there is plenty of that in German, french, and english 
Medieval literature. 

This leaves us with the problematic genre of mythological poetry, 
which is limited to a relatively small group of 12th-century French clerics, 
who used poetry based on classical mythology in their philosophical writ
ings and nearly all of whom belonged to the so-called School of Chartres. 
for us, their most important protagonists are Bernhardus Silvestris and 
Walter of Chatillon.

 Iceland Western Europe

early Saints, Martyrs and Heilagra manna sögur Latin and vernacular
Church fathers Religious skaldic poetry Hagiography in prose and
  poetry
New Saints and Churchmen Biskupa sögur Local politico-hagiographical
 Religious skaldic poetry literature in prose and poetry
Rulers of Antiquity Sagas of Antiquity  epics of antiquity
Heroic Rulers and Heroes Heroic eddic poetry Lais

 fornaldar sögur Chansons de Geste

kings and emperors  Skaldic poetry Gesta, Historiae, Chronicles
 konunga sögur
Arthurian knights Riddara sögur vernacular court epics and
  prose romances, Lais
Comic and Romantic Heroes Legendary romance Late court epics, prose
  Volksbücher, Schwankliterature
Lokal Chieftains and farmers,   Skaldic poetry Spielmannsepik, Moral tales,
past íslendinga sögur bîspel

Lokal Chieftains and farmers,  Samtíðar sögur – (Wernher der Gärtner:
present  Meier Helmbrecht)
Gods and Powers Mythological Poetry (Mythological poetry)
(nonChristian) o.n. Mythography Latin Mythography
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However, even despite these attempts at composing mythological 
poetry and even mythography (notably the work of Remigius of Auxerre), 
the corpus of mythological poetry on the continent is even smaller than in 
Iceland (where Codex Regius contains 10 strictly mythological poems and 
few others are found outside). Also, the unique combination of mythology 
with historiography that we find in, for example, the myths of Odin’s 
immigration in Snorri, Ari and a few other Icelandic texts, never seems to 
have been produced on the continent.19 We may therefore safely state that 
mythological writings (especially in combination with mythological histo
riography) in Iceland was a far wider and more varied genre than on the 
continent.

To sum up, in the areas of the scholarly and the literary worldview, 
Iceland produced a cognitive surplus in two major fields: firstly, in the field 
of geography, where not only detailed knowledge of Iceland and Greenland 
as well as the transatlantic discoveries, but also a relatively intimate knowl
edge of northeastern and eastern europe is reflected both in scholarship 
and in literature; secondly, in the field of mythological writings, with the 
inclusion of genealogies of mythological and heroic ancestry. 

v.

the second question posed in section II above concerned the possible dif
ference between a (supposed) native culture and the clerically dominated 
culture of an intellectual elite. An excellent way of investigating this ques
tion is by looking at the actual context of texts as found in the Medieval 
manuscripts. this “material philology” (or more conservatively: codicolo
gy) has been sadly neglected in old norse studies until quite recently and 

19  Cf. Heinz Klingenberg, “Trór Thórr (Thor) wie Trōs Aeneas. Snorra Edda Prolog, Vergil 
Rezeption und Altisländische Gelehrte urgeschichte,” alvíssmál 1 (1992): 17–54; Heinz 
klingenberg, “odin und die Seinen. Altisländischer Gelehrter urgeschichte anderer 
teil,” alvíssmál 2 (1993): 31–80; Heinz Klingenberg, “Odins Wanderzug nach Schweden. 
Altisländische Gelehrte urgeschichte und mittelalterliche Geographie,” alvíssmál 3 (1994): 
19–42; Rudolf Simek, “Der lange Weg von troja nach Grönland. Zu den Quellen der 
gelehrten urgeschichte in Island,” Germanisches Altertum und christliches Mittelalter. Fest
schrift für Heinz Klingenberg, ed. by Bela Brogyanyi and thomas krömmelbein (Ham burg: 
kovacs, 2001), 315–327.
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this neglect has led to many editions presenting “works” of Old Norse 
prose or poetry quite unconnected from their actual position with the 
transmission process in Medieval manuscripts. However, this is about to 
change and more attention is now being paid to the actual place given to 
texts in their Medieval contexts. 

The manuscripts studied by me in the context of the two genres men
tioned above, namely geographical and mythological knowledge, give no 
indication that there was a distinction between a “popular” and a “learned” 
culture in Iceland: cosmographical information was frequently used to 
preface historical or pseudo-historical works, such as in Snorri’s writings, 
but also in manuscripts like eirspennill (AM 47 fol)20 and AM 764 4to21 
as well as Hauksbók.22 Hauksbók is also a good example of the merging of 
native and “foreign” learned material within one manuscript: it uses many 
native saga texts, as well as texts translated from the Latin, to create a very 
personal encyclopedia along the lines of a Flemish model known to the 
collector.23

As far as mythography is concerned, we only have to look at the manu
scripts of Snorra Edda to see what accompanied Snorri’s work. Despite the 
fact that Snorri covered indigenous material only and took great pains to 
preserve the mythographic, heroic, and poetic lore according to the skaldic 
sources, of which he quotes 509 stanzas in Skáldskaparmál alone (not to 
mention the skaldic 583 stanzas quoted in Heimskringla), the Edda is 
always found in the company of learned works representing the “elite” 
clerical culture: works like the Grammatical Treatises that deal with gram
mar and rhetoric, as well as distinctly native texts like poems of the Poetic 
edda (see table).

20  the case of eirspennill is particularly interesting, as finnur jónsson in his 1916 edition 
chose to ignore the cosmographical introduction on fol. 1r, cf. R. Simek, Altnordische 
Kosmographie, 428.

21  Ibid., 436
22  Ibid., 449.
23  Cf. Rudolf Simek, “Warum sind Völuspá und Merlínuspá in der Hauksbók überliefert?”, 

104–115; Sverrir Jakobsson, “Hauksbók and the construction of an Icelandic World View,” 
SagaBook 31 (2007): 22–38, chooses to ignore this model, which leads to his assumption 
of Hauksbók as merely the manifestation of a private “world view” (Ibid. 29).
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there are, of course, exceptions to the rule, such as the Codex Regius of the 
Poetic Edda (GKS 2365 4to), which only contains poems and accompany
ing prose and contains nothing of learned lore with Latin origins. 

Such exceptions (we may add Flateyjarbók, but this late and sumptuous 
manuscript is an unsuitable example for demonstration of the establish
ment of an indigenous lay culture) are hardly sufficient to justify talking 
about a completely separate culture that only rested on native lore to the 
exclusion, or at least partrejection, of Latin clerical learning (from Andreas 
Heusler to, in milder form, einar ólafur Sveinsson). on the contrary: 
although the Icelanders managed to surpass the continent in knowledge in 
the two fields of geography and mythography, and managed to make the 
best of it both politically (by settling Greenland and attempting to settle 
Vinland, and at least keeping the knowledge about these places alive) and 
culturally (by keeping both skaldic poetry and the mythological knowledge 
necessary for understanding it alive in mythography and eddic poetry), 

Manuscripts of Snorra Edda with accompanying texts

Codex Upsaliensis 11, DG 11 8vo (u), 13001320: Snorra Edda + 2nd Gramm. 
treatise + Skáldatal + Ættartal Skjöldunga + Lögsögumannatal + Rígsþula (fragm.)

AM 748 I 4to (A), fragm., after 1300: Skáldskaparmál + Þulur of Snorra Edda
+ 7 eddic Poems of Codex Regius + Baldrs draumar + 3. Gramm. treatise

Codex regius of Snorra Edda, GkS 2367 4to (R), ca. 1325: Snorra Edda
+ Grottasöngr + Jómsvíkingadrápa + Málsháttakvæði

Codex Wormianus, AM 242 fol (W), ca. 1350: Snorra Edda + 4 Gramm. treatises 
+ Rígsþula

AM 757 a 4to (B), fragm., ca. 1380–1400: Skáldskaparmál + Þulur of Snorra Edda 
+ 3rd Gramm. treatise 

AM 748 II 4to (C), ca. 1400: only Skáldskaparmál + Þulur of Snorra Edda

Codex Trajectinus, MS utrecht 1374, (t), ca. 1595: Snorra Edda + Grottasöngr
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they also managed to integrate very successfully both native and foreign 
learning into a single culture. This culture was, at least in the 12th and 13th 
century, on a par with continental European culture. 

If there had been two cultures – rather than one literary and social 
elite, interrelated and interacting in life as in literary production – we 
would have to imagine two different social groups of (say, monastic-clerical 
and secular) Icelanders that had a very different outlook. Despite the well-
known political clashes between the higher clergy and some secular chief
tains in the 13th century, the manuscript tradition gives us no clue that this 
may have been the case when it came to the actual world view of Medieval 
Icelanders. The examples of geographical knowledge in maps and in cos
mographies shows how unlikely it is that it was two different sets of peo
ple who preserved the Latin and such native additional information of the 
“cognitive surplus” to be found in Iceland. the social setup of Iceland in 
Christian times, as represented by the institution of the Goðakirkja (or 
Eigenkirchenwesen) makes it even more improbable that priests and farm
ers who were in daily physical and mental contact could, over a prolonged 
period of time, preserve or develop two differing world views. 24

But in saga writing, too, it is unlikely that the Icelandic literati who 
composed hagiography, political history in the kings sagas, or the courtly 
texts of the riddarasögur, would have handed over their quill to somebody 
else to compose Eiríks saga rauða or Eyrbyggja saga. therefore, I see no 
need to talk of two cultures, of a particular (and unexplained) Icelandic 
uniqueness or an Icelandic Sonderkultur.25 What the Icelanders achieved, 
and could rightly be proud of, was a not insubstantial cognitive surplus. 

24  Cf. Gunnar karlsson, Goðamenning (Reykjavík 2004).
25  klaus von See, “Snorris konzeption einer nordischen Sonderkultur,” Snorri Sturluson. 

Kolloquium anläßlich der 750. Wiederkehr seines Todestages, ed. by Alois Wolf. ergänzungs
bände zum Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde 4. Berlin, New York: de 
Gruyter, 1993, 141–177. 
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SuMMARy

The paper takes the Medieval Icelandic world view as its subject and attempts 
to demonstrate how closely related that world view was to that of the rest 
of Europe, from the 12th century onwards. However, given the nature of our 
sources in surviving manuscripts, we only have access to the conceptions and 
ideas of an intellectual elite. But as this is also true for Medieval europe as a 
whole, there is no reason to assume that the world view to be found in Icelandic 
manuscripts is less representative than elsewhere. Although in Medieval Iceland, 
the Renaissance of the Twelfth Century was accepted with amazing speed, there 
were also two areas of learning where the Icelanders exceeded the knowledge 
attained in continental Europe. The first of these was pre-Christian mythology 
which was preserved through Skaldic poetry, the second was the geography of 
the North and the transatlantic coasts, where the Icelanders managed to preserve 
knowledge gained through their ancestors’ Viking Age voyages of discovery. In 
these fields of knowledge, we can talk of a substantial cognitive surplus within 
Medieval Icelandic learning.

Rudolf Simek
University of Bonn
simek@unibonn.de
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Iceland and Christian Europe in the Middle Ages

the society  and culture of medieval Iceland have two characteristics 
that make them a very interesting and stimulating object of study for the 
historian or literary scholar. On the one hand, the society was original, 
especially in the way it was organized. On the other, its culture was very 
rich, at least when we consider the amount of texts that remain and were 
composed in this comparatively small society that evolved in a land far 
away from any other European country, literally at the periphery of 
Christian europe.1 However, for a long time scholars did not usually think 
about the culture of medieval Iceland in terms of its relationship to the rest 
of Christian Europe. On the contrary, for the country was considered to be 
a sort of repository. up there in the far north, the original culture of the 
Germanic peoples – or at least of the Scan di navian or northern Germanic 
peoples – was cultivated and preserved in the isolation of the North 
Atlantic. Interestingly enough, this point of view on Iceland’s medieval 
culture is not the Icelandic one originally. even though some Icelanders 
have adopted it, it is more correct to say that it is the point of view of the 
continental Euro pean, that is, of someone at the centre who is looking at 
the periphery. 

It is not necessary to view medieval Iceland in this way. And in fact, 
over the last half a century at least, a considerable number of scholars have 
established new ways of considering the country’s relationship to the rest 
of Christian europe in the medieval period. Progressively over the years, a 

1  An attempt at comparative quantification has been made by Gunnar karlsson in his 
Goðamenning. Staða og hlutverk hinna fornu goðorðsmanna (Reykjavík: Heimskringla, 2004), 
423–434. When compared to what is left of medieval texts from all other Scandinavian 
countries, the difference is staggering. for a description of the large Icelandic corpus, see 
for example kurt Schier, Sagaliteratur (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1970).

Gripla XX (2009): 199–216.
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new and better understanding has been emerging of the connections 
between the exceptional wealth of Iceland’s medieval literature and its par
ticipation in the culture of the Medieval West. these connections can be 
expressed in terms of otherness and integration as well as in terms of iden
tity formation. The Icelanders were aware that their pagan heritage was 
different. However, they integrated this otherness into an image of them
selves as a Christian people that they constructed through their literary 
production.

Before elaborating on this, let us look at how the older conception may 
have originated.2 Many factors of the history of Europe explain how we 
have perceived the mystery of Iceland’s cultural ‘miracle’ over the last two 
hundred years or so. One of them may be that we do not measure suffi
ciently the length of time and the degree of historical change that has 
occurred since this Icelandic miracle took place. eight centuries ago, 
Europe was an area where states were weak but the Church was both uni
fied and comparatively strong as an organisation. though it might be said 
that there is a parallel in the direction in which Europe is evolving today, 
with the weakening of states and the strengthening of a common in sti-
tution, the European Union, the period in between was quite dif fer ent. 
Indeed, in the period separating the Middle Ages and our era, states grew 
stronger, as did the idea of nationhood. In addition, the Reformation cre
ated a cultural divide across europe. We have every reason to believe that 
both these factors have distorted our per ceptions of northern europe and 
its medieval culture, as we will see in greater detail shortly.

Another explanation is that when scholars started to think about 
Medieval Iceland in the 18th and 19th centuries, they perceived it in the 
following terms: Iceland was the repository of a culture common to all the 
Nordic – or even Germanic – peoples. It was maintained and preserved in 
Iceland, unadulterated by influence from southern europe. We have here a 
2  For a recent overview of the history of the reception of medieval Icelandic culture and lit

erature over the last centuries, see Andrew Wawn’s and Jón Karl Helgason’s contributions 
to the Companion to OldNorse Icelandic Literature and Culture (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), 
64–81 and 320–337. See also Margaret Clunies Ross’s cogent remarks in her “Medieval 
Iceland and the european Middle Ages,” International Scandinavian and Medieval Studies 
in Memory of Gerd Wolfgang Weber, ed. by M. Dallapiazza, o. Hansen, P. Meulengracht
Sørensen and  y. S. Bonnetain (trieste: edizioni Parnaso, 2000), 111–120; The Manuscripts 
of Iceland, ed. by Gísli Sigurðsson and vésteinn ólason (Reykjavík: Árni Magnússon 
Institute, 2004), 101–169.
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certain way of thinking which is very outdated but is, however, still quite 
persistent among the general public, if not among scholars. It is character
ised by the use of the concepts of purity and influence. they can be 
expressed by the following propositions: “the culture of medieval Iceland 
is the purest conserved manifestation of Germanic culture” and “it is not 
yet under the influence of Christian European culture with its basis in 
Latinity.”

the reason for this persistence is linked to a very strong desire in sev
eral countries of northern europe at certain times in their respective his
tories for an identity which was distinct from the rest of Eu ro pean culture. 
That is why medieval Icelandic studies flourished in Germany, Eng land 
and Scandinavia – and finally in Iceland itself, each of these scholarly tra di
tions giving the study of medieval Icelandic culture its special twist, linked 
to the ideo lo gical purposes it was meant to serve.3 

Let us take one example, that of the socalled “Icelandic school” in saga 
studies. this school evolved among Icelandic scholars in the first half of 
the 20th century, a period in which the country was progressively gaining 
its independence from Den mark. Scholars such as Björn M. ólsen, Sig
urður Nordal and Einar Ól. Sveins son were eminent representatives of this 
approach to the sagas. they emphasized the originality of Icelandic culture, 
i.e. the fact that – though Germanic and Scandinavian in its origins – it 
was also the original creation of the people living in Iceland at the time.4

The rise of the Icelandic school was of great cultural significance for the 
people of Iceland while they were taking their last steps on the road to 
independence. It also opened the way for a re-examination of the relation
ship between its medieval culture and what was going on in the rest of 
Europe at the same time. By viewing the society of 13th-century Iceland as 
the centre of production of this culture, it opened up the pos  si bility of 

3  for Germany and Britain, see among others klaus von See, Barbar, Germane, Arier : Die 
Suche nach der Identität der Deutschen (Heidelberg: Winter, 1994) and Andrew Wawn, The 
Vikings and the Victorians: Inventing the Old North in Nineteenthcentury Britain (Cambridge: 
D. S. Brewer, 2000). For the Scandinavian countries, see The Waking of Angantyr: the 
Scandinavian past in European culture, ed. e. Roesdahl and P. MeulengrachtSørensen 
(Aarhus: Aarhus universitetsforlag, 1996).

4  jesse L. Byock, „Þjóðernishyggja nútímans og íslendingasögurnar,“ Tímarit Máls og menn
ingar (1993:1): 36–50. The best recent representative of the Icelandic school’s view of 
Icelandic literary history can be seen in jónas kristjánsson, Eddas and Sagas. Iceland’s 
Medieval Literature, tr. P. foote (Reykjavík: Hið íslenska bókmenntafélag, 1988).
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looking at how its actors had access to material from other cultures. Indeed, 
many things have been uncovered by the last two or three generations of 
scholars that indicate that the image of Iceland as the repository of an 
ancient Germanic culture, un adulterated by influence from the South, does 
not hold up to scrutiny. It is quite sufficient merely to read through the 
great amount of texts which have been left to us from the period in order 
to discover evidence of the very close links between Iceland and the rest of 
Christian europe in every field.

the Christianization of Iceland

If we begin by considering the field of religion, it is an inescapable fact that 
Iceland became part of the Catholic Church when the leaders of the coun
try decided to convert to Christianity at the Alþing, or Parliament, of the 
year 1000. It stayed Catho lic until the Reformation in 1550. throughout 
the period in which all the literature was created, therefore, Iceland was a 
Christian country. 

The Conversion had an enormous impact on Iceland. This impact was 
not only immediate but shaped the development of the society for years to 
come. An important factor in this development was the need to educate 
clerics. though the first priests came from abroad, this could not be a per
manent situation. It was necessary to train young Icelanders for the priest
hood. Many of those chosen appear to have belonged to the upper echelons 
of society and within two generations, there seems to have developed quite 
a large group of educated Icelanders from the dominant classes who were 
ready to take control of and administer the new Church of Iceland. There 
is no reason to believe that these local clerics were any less educated than 
their counterparts else where in Europe, though usually members of the 
higher clergy in Iceland had to travel abroad to study. What is important is 
that their training involved studying Latin and therefore gaining access to 
the world of clerical learning. There is overwhelming evidence that this 
knowledge was quite widespread in Iceland, at least from the late 11th cen
tury onwards.5 It is safe to assume that access to a body of knowledge com

5  For an overview of this see for example Sverrir Tómasson, Formálar íslenskra sagnaritara á 
miðöldum (Reykjavík: Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, 1988), 15–43.
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mon to all of Christian europe did not remain the sole possession of 
Icelandic clerics but was disseminated to other social groups, especially to 
the lay chieftain class.6 

one of the reasons for this is that many of the clerics belonged to this 
latter class. Indeed, the Icelandic Church of the 11th and 12th centuries has 
been called a “goða kirkja” by scholars wishing to highlight the fact that the 
most powerful members of the clergy belonged to families of lay chieftains 
(sing. goði, plur. goðar).7 Many clerics continued to exercise their secular 
powers despite their ordination until the late 12th century when this was 
forbidden by the archbishop of Trondheim, whose pro vince encompassed 
Norway, Iceland, the Faroe Islands, the Orkneys, the Hebrides and the Isle 
of Man. During the first two centuries of Christianity in Iceland, one 
could say that the Church and the lay chieftains formed a joint dominant 
class which did not begin to separate until the late 12th century or even the 
middle of the 13th century. The consequence was an unwillingness on the 
part of the Icelandic Church to implement some of the policies of Rome, 
especially if they went against the interests of the lay chieftains. Even 
though the lay chieftains showed, in their culture, an interest for pre-
Christian times and the pagan religion, this does not mean that they did 
not also use what they needed from clerical culture.

Another reason is that the lay chieftains were themselves in need of 
access to at least some aspects of the learning of the Church. one example 
is the practice of law. Though Icelandic law from the Free State period (i.e. 
before 1262) has roots in an important and probably ancient Germanic 
legal tradition, it also shows evidence of learning from continental Europe. 
Moreover, during both the 12th and 13th centuries, it is known to have 
incorporated important changes stemming directly from changes in canon 
law.8 These changes were implemented by lay chieftains since they had 
control over the legislative assembly or Alþingi.

A fine example of a lay chieftain who manifestly acquired knowledge 

6  See Margaret Clunies Ross’s contribution to this volume.
7  See Gunnar karlsson, Goðamenning, 411–428.
8  See Sveinbjörn Rafnsson, „Grágás og Digesta Iustiniani,“ Sjötíu ritgerðir helgaðar Jakobi 

Benediktssyni, 2 vols. (Reykjavík: Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, 1977), 720–732, torfi H. 
tulinius, „Guðs lög í ævi og verkum Snorra Sturlusonar,“ Ný Saga. Tímarit Sögufélags 8 
(1996): 31–40, and Sigurður Líndal, „um þekkingu íslendinga á rómverskum og kanónísk
um rétti frá 12. öld til miðrar 16. aldar,“ Úlfljótur 50:1 (1997): 247–273.
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from southern europe is the magnate from the Westfjords, Hrafn Svein
bjarnarson. The saga which tells his biography emphasises his travels to 
France and Spain. It also dwells at length on his abilities as a physician, 
describing in detail some of his methods of curing ailing individuals. 
Hrafns saga even describes how its protagonist removes a kidney stone 
which had been obstructing the urethra of one of his neighbours. Scholars 
have shown that the medical acts that Hrafn is said to have accomplished 
are quite in keeping with what was being taught in the new schools of 
medicine in 12thcentury europe.9 As for the law, this type of knowledge 
would have been very useful to the lay chief tain, enabling him to gain sup
port from his underlings who would be indebted to him for medical serv
ices rendered, in the same way that they depended on his ability to uphold 
their rights in lawsuits.

If clerical learning was useful, the ethics and morals of the Church were 
also exercising their sway over the hearts and minds of medieval Icelanders 
and by the time the sagas were written, they had been Christian for four to 
six generations. even though some traces of paganism probably survived 
marginally, it is not likely that the Christian ethic was just a superficial 
veneer. In fact, the sources show evidence of deeply Christian behaviour 
among the people of Iceland in the 12th and 13th centuries, both clerics and 
laymen. there is no reason to believe that by the year 1200 the behaviour 
or minds of Icelanders were any less (or more) shaped by Christianity than 
in other parts of europe.10

What may interfere with our perception of this deeply Christian men
tality is that the best known Icelandic texts from the period are the sagas of 
Icelanders. Written in the 13th century (at least most of the important 
ones), they tell of the ancestors who settled the country at the end of the 
ninth century and their descendants until the country was converted to 
Christianity in the year 1000. each and every one is a sort of history of the 
establishment of the society, not only as a Christian one, but also about 
how political power was acquired through settlement and noble ancestry. 
One could say that one of the roles of these sagas was to establish through 
 9  See Guðrún P. Helgadóttir, ed, Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar (oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1987), xciii–cviii and 4–6.
10  For an exhaustive study of what the sources tell us about religious life in Iceland during this 

period, see Régis Boyer, La vie religieuse en Islande 1116–1264. D’après la Sturlunga saga et les 
sagas des évêques (Paris: fondation SingerPolignac, 1979).
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the writing of history an identity for 13th-century Icelanders.11 though 
they have been shown to be shaped by Christian ethics, the world they 
portray is not only a pagan one; it is also one which celebrates a heroic 
ethos that seems to us in contradiction with a Christian world-view. 
However, I believe that this is an anachronistic misinterpretation and that 
one must conceive of these sagas as written by and for the lay chieftains 
and the people sur  rounding them. These people were Christian but also 
had to defend themselves or at tack others in the recurrent power struggles 
of the period. Therefore, they had to strike a balance between their 
Christian morals and a more aggressive aristocratic ethic. Indeed, quite a 
few of these sagas can be read as working through the contra dic tions and 
conundrums of these two types of ethical standards that compete for the 
souls and minds of the lay chieftain class. The opposition between pagan
ism and Christianity has nothing to do with this. Recently, Margaret 
Clunies Ross has pro posed the term of ‘Christian secularity’, to character
ize the culture of the social group which gave us the sagas.12

In an important book, orri vésteinsson gives us a careful study of “the 
Christianization of Iceland”.13 What is perhaps the most interesting result 
of his work is that he shows how the history of the Icelandic Church and 
the evolution of society in the first two centuries of Christianity in the 
country were inextricably related. The Church shaped the society and 
evolved with it, as the society evolved either to accommodate or to react to 
the Church’s new demands upon society. Moreover, this evolution can be 
shown to follow more or less the same lines as those by which Church and 
society evolved elsewhere in Europe during the same period.14

11  for a more elaborate presentation of these ideas see my “the Matter of the north. fiction 
and uncertain identities in 13th century Iceland,” Old Icelandic Literature and Society, ed. 
M. Clunies Ross. Cambridge studies in medieval literature 42 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
university Press, 2000), 242–265.

12  Margaret Clunies Ross, “Medieval Iceland and the european Middle Ages,” p. 113.
13  orri vésteinsson, The Christianization of Iceland. Priests, Power and Social Change 1000–

1300 (oxford: oxford university Press, 2000).
14  Richard W. Southern, Western society and the Church in the Middle Ages (London: Penguin, 

1970).
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Skaldic poetry, sagas and continental literature

By the 13th century, Christianity had therefore shaped the lives of medieval 
Icelanders in a very deep way on all levels. In this, they were participants in 
the common “civilisation of the medieval West”.15 the consequences for 
their cultural production were wide-ranging. Mention has already been 
made of the subtle dialectic between religious morals and warrior ethics in 
the sagas of Icelanders. In what follows, I will present the results of recent 
studies which show how the contact with Europe was decisive in fostering 
and shaping the development of Icelandic literature in the twelfth and thir
teenth centuries.

In her 2001 book, Tools of Literacy, Guðrún Nordal undertakes to show 
that what can be conceived of as the most ancient and least Christian of 
Icelandic cultural practices in the 13th century is actually heavily influenced 
by Latin learning.16 I am re ferring here to skaldic poetry, probably the 
most hermetic type of ancient Germanic poetry, characterized by complex 
metrics and an elaborate system of poetic speech based on the “kenning”.17 
the “kenningar” very often refer to the ancient pagan myths and are a 
good example of intertextuality, since the skaldic poets used their audi
ence’s knowledge of myth to convey their message. Skaldic poetry was 
practised in pagan times but seems to have been adapted to Christian pur
poses by court poets of the missionary kings of Norway. These poems are 
believed to have been memorized and transmitted more or less unchanged 
from one generation to another until they were written down in the late 
12th or 13th century.18

15  I have, of course, jacques Le Goff’s great book in mind here, La Civilisation de l’Occident 
médiéval (Paris: Arthaud, 1964). english translation: Medieval civilization, 400–1500, 
transl. by Julia Barrow (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990).

16  Guðrún nordal, Tools of Literacy. The Role of Skaldic Verse in Icelandic Textual Culture of the 
Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries (toronto: university of toronto Press, 2001).

17  A useful presentation of skaldic poetry is Roberta frank’s Old Norse Court Poetry: the 
Dróttkvætt Stanza (Ithaca: Cornell university Press, Islandica 42, 1978).

18  This is actually a debated subject within the field of medieval Icelandic studies. See 
Bjarni einarsson’s Skáldasögur. Um uppruna og eðli ástarskáldsagnanna fornu (Reykjavík: 
Menningarsjóður, 1961). See also theodore M. Andersson’s response “Skalds and trou
ba dours,” Mediaeval Scandinavia (1969): 7–41. the debate has gone on since then, see for 
example Alison finlay, “Skald Sagas in their literary context 3: the love triangle theme,” 
Skaldsagas. text, vocation and desire in the Icelandic Sagas of poets, ed. Russell Poole (Berlin: 
Gruyter, 2000), 232–271 .
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But original skaldic poetry continued to be composed by poets of the 
12th and 13th centuries and the significant contribution to be found in 
Nordal’s book is a meti cu lous study of how the practice, transmission and 
study of this poetry was shaped and transformed by an intimate knowledge 
of grammar, versification and rhetoric, as these disciplines were taught in 
cathedral schools and universities all over Christian europe. In this, she 
brings to light an interesting dynamic that one also sees evidence for in 
other aspects of Icelandic medieval culture: structures, ideas, and practices 
current elsewhere in Western Christendom being borrowed and put to use 
by the dominant groups within Icelandic society (laymen and clerics) for 
specific cultural practices and for the creation of a distinct local culture on 
which this society based its identity.

Another Icelandic scholar, Ármann Jakobsson, has written two books 
in recent years in which he considers another cultural product of medieval 
Iceland, the sagas of kings or royal biographies, in the context of the com
mon culture of europe in the High Middle Ages.19 Indeed, the earliest 
prose narratives that we call sagas are biographies of kings of Norway and 
Denmark which date from the second half of the 12th century. The interac
tion between oral story-telling and learned models of history writing is 
particularly interesting to study within this genre. A series of texts have 
been preserved which can be used to show how a form which in its begin
ning adhered to clerical conventions for writing history evolved into lively 
and complex biographical narratives of the lives and times of past kings. 
the kings’ sagas or konungasögur bloomed fully as a genre in the first half 
of the 13th century, notably in Snorri Sturluson’s famous Heimskringla, a 
history of the kings of Norway from mythological times to the second 
third of the 12th century. Ármann jakobsson also contends that a slightly 
earlier kings’ saga, called Morkinskinna, is equally sophisticated. He has 
written a doctoral dissertation devoted to the saga in which he shows that 
in many ways, its aesthetics betray knowledge and appreciation of develop
ments in the art of narrative in southern europe.20 By so doing, he deep

19  Ármann jakobsson, Í leit að konungi. Konungsmynd íslenskra konungasagna (Reykjavík: 
Háskólaútgáfan, 1997) and Staður í nýjum heimi. Konungasagan Morkinskinna (Reykjavík: 
Háskólaútgáfan, 2002). A briefer presentation of his position can be found in “Royal bio
graphy,” his contribution to the already cited Blackwell Companion to Old NorseIcelandic 
Literature and Culture, 388–402.

20  See Ármann jakobsson, Staður í nýjum heimi, 61–107.
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ens and makes more complex the evolutionary history of the genre. As has 
already been said, Morkinskinna is believed to have been com posed earlier 
than Heimskringla and to have influenced it considerably. If this is true it 
means not only that clerical techniques and traditional storytelling, but 
also literary fashions from the other european countries, formed the cruci
ble in which the kings’ sagas were shaped.

This is not surprising in a period when the Norwegian kingship was 
being strengthened and endeavoured to model itself on the more estab
lished monarchies in france and england. Indeed, at the same time as the 
composition of konungasögur was flourishing in Iceland and to a lesser 
degree in Norway, there seems to have been great interest in the literature 
of these same countries at the Norwegian court. From the 1220s (and 
maybe earlier), a considerable number of literary works seem to have been 
translated from french to norse.21 the translations travelled to Iceland 
and quite a few autochthonous sagas can be shown to have borrowed 
motifs, situations, even themes from the riddarasögur.

It is tempting to consider the totality of the literary and cultural pro
duction of medieval Iceland as participating more or less directly in the 
courtly culture that was evolving in Norway and which seems to have fas
cinated Icelanders, especially the chieftains, many of whom were, by the 
13th century, members of the Norwegian court. Not only did these chief
tains spend time at the court of the king of Norway, but they seem also to 
have endeavoured to import courtly practices to Iceland, an indication that 
they viewed themselves as aristocrats in the same way as the nobility of 
europe.22

the amazing development of literature in Iceland during the same 
period is in many ways linked to the rise of a courtly culture in the area. It 
has been argued that kings’ sagas such as Heimskringla and Morkinskinna 
were written for the court, not only to honour the ancestors of the rulers 
but also as narratives of how to behave at court and on the risks and bene

21  the most recent presentation of this translated literature is by jürg Glauser, “Romance 
(translated riddarasögur),” Companion to Old NorseIcelandic Literature and Culture, 371–
387.

22  That this is not a new observation can be seen from Einar Ól. Sveinsson’s remarks on court
ly influence on Icelandic chieftains in the thirteenth century, see The Age of the Sturlungs, p. 
35–42.
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fits of serving kings.23 other saga forms also parti ci pate in this. In my 1995 
book La « Matière du Nord » I write about legendary sagas, which are prose 
narratives often based on older eddic lays that sing the adventures of heroes 
of the very distant nordic past. the thesis I defend there is that in the re
telling (and often re-invention) of these tales, the authors were working 
through contra dic tions and constraints that were all related to the evolu
tion of Icelandic society towards models which were dominant in southern 
europe.24 In order to create an identity for them selves as members of the 
Icelandic chieftain class – the social group that was in a posi tion to produce 
literature – they exploited material they perceived as belonging to their 
past much in the way French and English trouvères had used the three 
“matières”, that of Rome (romans antiques), france (chansons de geste) and 
Bretagne (romans courtois).

Historical events, social change and cultural production all show that 
Icelandic society and culture were evolving along the same lines as other 
societies and cultures during the same period. Once this is established, we 
are in a position to ask why the literature of medieval Iceland is, despite 
this, so intensely original. 

Integrating the other 

In a recent monograph on one of the most important of the sagas of 
Icelanders, Egils saga SkallaGrímssonar, I attempt to interpret the saga by 
putting it into the con text of the first half of the 13th century when it is 
believed to have been com posed.25 the saga tells us of several generations 
of the same family. Originally from Norway, they flee to Iceland at the end 
of the 9th century because king Harald finehair’s unification of the coun
try leads to a conflict in which he takes the life of Þórólfr Kveld-Úlfsson, 
the most valiant member of his generation of the family. Þórólfr’s younger 
brother, Skalla-Grímr, settles the area of Borgarfjörður in western Iceland 
23  Ármann jakobsson, Staður í nýjum heimi, 285–287.
24  torfi H. tulinius, La « Matière du Nord ». Sagas légendaires et fiction dans la littérature island

aise en prose du XIIIe siècle (Paris: Presses de l’université de ParisSorbonne, 1995). english 
translation: The Matter of the North. The Rise of Literary Fiction in 13th century Iceland, transl. 
Randi C. eldevik (odense: odense university Press, 2002).

25  torfi H. tulinius, Skáldið í skriftinni (Reykjavík: Hið íslenska bókmenntafélag, 2004).
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and one of his sons, egill, is the main protagonist of the saga. Born a 
pagan, Egill is not only a fierce warrior, avid for wealth and jealous of his 
power, he is also one of the greatest practitioners ever of skaldic poetry. He 
will kill a man in a most savage way and shortly afterwards, declaim a 
poetic strophe that is remarkably complex and finely wrought. 

of course, the egill of the saga is a fictional character, even though a 
real person may have existed with this name. It might therefore be inter
esting, in light of the subject of this paper, to examine how the author goes 
about telling his story and to try to understand the meaning he gives it. 
When studied carefully, it becomes clear that the saga is very elaborately 
composed. It is divided into two parts where one is exactly twice as long as 
the other. In addition, episodes and themes tend to repeat themselves with 
variations in a very regular way. Finally, the plot is both intricate and com
plex, doubling a surface conflict with the Norwegian royal family with a 
more subterranean one, involving egill, his father and brother. 

to this structural refinement, the author also brings a highly sophisti
cated use of intertextuality. As we have already seen, the skaldic kenning is 
partly based on inter textual play, since it is necessary to know the pagan 
myths in order to understand some of them. In his narrative, the author of 
Egils saga also refers covertly to pagan myths in different ways, for example 
through nicknames of his characters or by transposing mythic situations 
into the reality he is creating with his story. In this way he suggests a 
meaning to his narrative: by naming a character Hǫðr, for example, i.e. the 
blind god who killed his brother Baldr, the author thereby sounds the 
theme of fratricide, which is one of the undercurrents in the saga.26

One of the ways in which skaldic poetry was adapted after the Con-
version was by using references to Christian learning in the poems com
posed for religious purposes. An example of this can also be found in one 
of the poems ascribed to egill in the saga, though it does not present itself 
as a religious poem. In the fifth strophe of Sonatorrek (“on the difficulty of 
avenging one’s sons”), egill develops an extended metaphor for praise 
poetry: þat berk úr orðhofi mærðar timbr máli laufgat (“I carry out of the 
word-temple the timber of praise which has been made to sprout leaves by 
the action of language”). this nýgerving, i.e., an extended congruent meta
phor based on a series of periphrases or kennings, also echoes the follow
26  torfi H. tulinius, Skáldið í skriftinni, 53–116.
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ing tale from the Bible. The twelve tribes of Israel are in the desert squab
bling about who should become high priest. Moses asks Yahweh what to 
do, and Yahweh tells Moses to make a wooden rod for each of the tribes:

And Moses laid up the rods before the Lord in the tabernacle of 
witness, and, behold, the rod of Aaron for the house of Levi was 
budded, and brought forth buds, and bloomed blossoms, and yielded 
almonds. And Moses brought out all the rods from before the Lord 
unto all the children of Israel: and they looked, and took every man 
his rod (numbers 17: 8–9).

Egill’s extended metaphor has in common with the biblical tale that cut 
wood is brought out of a temple and has blossomed. In the Bible it is by 
the action of the Holy Spirit, in the poem it is through the inspiration of 
the poet. the allusion to the Bible suggests a spiritual dimension to the art 
of the poet. It is in a way divinely inspired.27 

This adds one more religious aspect to the portrait of Egill, which is 
also, as most representations of the past in Icelandic medieval literature, 
informed by an Au gus tinian vision of history as a story of fall and redemp
tion. God establishes co ven ants with humanity at different times: with 
Abraham, Moses and then in the Incar na tion of God as man in jesus 
Christ. When this Christian historical schema is trans posed to nordic his
tory, it is seen to parallel Biblical history. the pagan past of the north is 
part of mankind’s march towards redemption, the Conversion being paral
lel to the Incarnation. This was very important for the evolution of 
Icelandic culture since it allowed the construction of a positive image of 
pagan ancestors. Despite the fact that they had not had access to the 
Revelation, they were nevertheless noble heathens and even eligible for 
being saved at the end of time.28 One consequence of this was the possibil

27  for a more detailed exposition of the implications of this biblical material in Sonatorrek 
for our understanding of the poem, see my „the Conversion of Sonatorrek,“ Analecta 
Septentrionalia. Beiträge zur nordgermanischen Kultur und Litteraturgeschichte, ed. W. 
Heizmann, K. Böldl and H. Beck (Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, Reallexikon 
der germanischen Altertumskunde, ergänzungsbände 65, 2009), 698–711.

28  for a more detailed presentation of the impact of Augustinian history on the construc
tion of a pagan past in old norseIcelandic literature, see Gerd W. Weber, “Intellegere 
historiam. typological perspectives of nordic prehistory (in Snorri, Saxo, Widukind and 
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ity of integrating aspects of the pagan culture, for example skaldic poetry, 
into the contemporary Christian secular culture.

Conversion is one of the important though hidden themes of Egils saga. 
It is possible to understand the history of the saga’s main character as one 
of conversion in the widest sense of that term in medieval times.29 egill 
receives the “prima signatio” when serving the Christian king of England, 
i.e. he submits to a rite that is equivalent to the shorter baptism that a lay
person can give to newborns in the absence of a priest. This does not mean 
that he converts; he is, however, brought into the orbit of Christianity and 
becomes eligible for salvation.30 

But egill is also a sinner, as the saga suggests. By suggesting parallels 
between his story and those of Cain and Abel, Judas, and most signifi
cantly that of King David, especially David’s affair with Bathsheba and its 
con sequences, the saga offers itself to be read as the story of the conversion 
of egill’s soul, from savage viking to a poet of preChristian times capable 
of expressing his inner life in terms close to Christianity. though the saga 
probably makes many complex references to events and persons in 13th
century Iceland, as I have tried to show in my book, one can also read it as 
a story of the conversion of the old pagan poetry, as a pendant in many 
ways to Heimskringla, authorizing the kings’ sagas’ use of this poetry as a 
source of knowledge about the distant past. The account of what is done 
with Egill’s bones after his death in the last chapter of the saga is symbolic 
of this. He dies before Iceland has been converted. therefore, his remains 
are buried in a mound. Shortly after the advent of Christianity, egill’s niece 
has egill’s bones taken out of the mound and buried under the altar of a 
Church that her husband has built on their estate. When a learned priest 
finds these bones several generations later, he removes them from under 
the altar and has them buried on the outskirts of the cemetery, which is 
appropriate for those who are only prime-signed. The pagan poet’s rela
tionship to Christianity is thus being defined, as well as the proper 

others),” Tradition og historieskrivning. Kilderne til Nordens ældste historie, ed. by kirsten 
Hastrup and Preben Meulengracht Sørensen. Acta jutlandica LXIII:2. Humanistisk Serie 
61 (Aarhus: Aarhus universitetsforlag, 1987), 95–141.

29  For a wide-ranging discussion of this theme, see Jean-Claude Schmitt, La Conversion 
d’Hermann le Juif. Autobiographie, histoire et fiction (Paris: Seuil, Librairie du XXIe siècle, 
2002).

30  torfi H. tulinius, Skáldið í skriftinni, 97–105.
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Christian attitude to his poetry: the pagan Other is accepted, albeit with 
necessary precautions.31

Integrating the other is a major characteristic of european culture. 
one could even say that it is based upon this integration, since Christianity, 
which is the dominant ideology of the Medieval West, is founded on a 
fusion of Jewish religion and Greco-Roman culture. One could continue to 
say that the vibrant culture of lay men throughout the countries of Western 
europe is a consequence of the integration of the Celtic and/or Germanic 
cultural heritages into the mainstream. the best example of this is the 
importance of the Celtic “matière de Bretagne” in the develop ment of 
medieval literature. The way Icelanders integrated their pagan heritage 
while at the same time participating in producing a culture common to all 
Christian countries in the West is quite in line with this tendency; this is 
why the concepts of purity and influence are not useful to understanding 
Iceland’s relationship to Southern Europe in the Middle Ages. I would 
prefer a more dynamic concept, that of culture as something which is con
tinually reinventing itself, both in its relationship to the cultures of others 
but also in relationship to itself as other. Medieval Icelanders constructed 
their own identity and culture by viewing their pagan past as other but also 
by integrating this particular otherness of their past into the Christian 
secular culture of their own time.
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SuMMARy

This article discusses links between medieval Iceland and contemporary medieval 
European culture. The notion that Icelandic medieval culture was, for the most 
part, free from european cultural influence still has some currency—at least 
amongst the general public. However, the central argument of the article is rather 
that Icelandic literary culture could not have emerged had not the Icelanders 
already begun to engage with European culture, and had not medieval Icelandic 
society—both clerical and lay—already adapted to it. In this context, reference is 
made to Margaret Clunies Ross’s concept of ‘Christian secularity’ in order to 
explain the specific characteristics of Christian Icelandic society during the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries, and recent work by other scholars is reviewed to provide 
further support for this perspective. finally, reference is made to Egils saga and to 
the present author’s recent book on the saga: the aim is to demonstrate how the 
concepts of ‘self’ and ‘other’ may be used to define the attitude of the authors of 
medieval Icelandic sagas (especially the Íslendingasögur) to their own heathen past. 
It was by integrating the heathen ‘otherness’ of the past with their own contempo
rary ‘self’ that the Icelanders created for themselves a national identity as inhabit
ants of the Christian cultural world.  

Torfi H. Tulinius
University of Iceland
tht@hi.is



vILHjÁLMuR ÁRnASon

An etHoS In tRAnSfoRMAtIon:
ConfLICtInG vALueS In tHe SAGAS

this paper is divided into two parts. In the first part, I discuss how 
interpretations of saga morality harbour different conceptions of honour. I 
am critical of attempts to analyze the “moral outlook” of the sagas in terms 
of ideas and character traits, taken out of social context. though I stress 
the close relationship between saga morality and social structure, I warn 
against the tendency to reduce morality to a mere function of social proc
esses. It follows from my basic approach that in order to compare ethical 
models and value orientations, thorough knowledge and analysis of the 
societies in question is required. I lack the resources to evaluate to what 
extent saga morality is unique but I rely largely on jesse Byock’s analyses 
of medieval Icelandic society which provide reasons for showing why the 
saga virtues take on a distinctive form. 

In the second part of the paper, I argue that the overarching values 
related to unconditional claims for honour on the one hand, and social 
need for peace on the other hand, exemplify a tension between two differ
ent types of morality. I discuss examples of classical virtues in Njál’s saga 
which require both genuine moral analysis but also awareness of how they 
are channelled in distinctive ways because of the special social and political 
structure of the Icelandic free State. this structure relies heavily on per
sonal characteristics and the saga demonstrates how virtues are by them
selves inadequate to solve the main task of morality. I argue that the 
uniqueness of saga morality resides primarily in describing virtues and 
political processes that contribute to peaceful settlements.

Gripla XX (2009): 217–240.
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I

There is no framework of ethics in the sagas, no reflective attempt to ana
lyze moral behaviour or norms. By telling about human interaction in a 
social world, however, the sagas of the Icelanders inevitably describe a 
morality, portray an ethos impregnated with values and virtues, norms and 
obligations. the narrative of the sagas is rather silent about orderly domes
tic life but is fuelled by disruption or conflicts of interest that have conse
quences in the public sphere. Hence they tell us more about public moral
ity relating to conflict resolution than about private morality. These two 
aspects of morality are inevitably related, however, because every morality 
requires a political environment which facilitates orderly existence and 
protects values that are sought after in people’s everyday dealings. this has 
been recognized by all the major thinkers in the history of ethics, most 
explicitly by Aristotle who regarded politics as the master science of the 
good for man: “for even if the good is the same for the individual and the 
state, the good of the state clearly is the greater and more perfect thing to 
attain and to safeguard.”1 According to my reading, the sagas are concerned 
with politics in this grand sense, morality in “the headless polity”, as Jesse 
Byock has referred to the Icelandic free State.2 Morality in the narrower 
sense of mundane interaction is often left to the silence mentioned in phras
es like “var nú kyrrt um hríð”, “now everything was quiet for a while”. 

everyday interaction takes place against a more or less tacitly assumed 
background of norms. When conflicts occur, they tend to make some of 
these norms more explicit and to provide reasons for reconsidering their 
validity.3 from the standpoint of narrative this emphasis on conflict is 
understandable, there is no need to tell about the ordinary. But by telling 
about the extraordinary – the episodes when orderly co-existence was dis
rupted – the sagas place basic values and social norms into sharp focus. At 
the same time, they portray interaction where individuals’ virtues and 
vices, as well as their ability to uphold their obligations, are put to the test. 

1  Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics (Indianapolis: the BobbsMerrill Company, 1962), 4–5 
[1094b].

2  jesse Byock, Viking Age Iceland (London: Penguin Books, 2001), 2.
3  “Moral judgment serves to clarify legitimate behavioural expectation in response to interper

sonal conflict resulting from the disruption of our orderly coexistence by conflict of interests.” 
jürgen Habermas, Justification and Application (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993), 9.
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In this way the ethos of the Free State appears clearly, yet admittedly from 
a limited perspective.4 

Let me explain this by means of an example. It has been convincingly 
argued that in the context of the sagas, sœmd, or honour, was “at stake in 
virtually every social interaction”.5 this interaction takes place against a 
rich normative background which provides meaning and validity to every
day conduct and underpins the selfunderstanding and identity of the 
actors. Presumably, these elements would not become subjects of a narra
tive unless they were somehow threatened so that they had to be explicitly 
defended. It is the means of defending them, the ways in which conflicts 
are handled that are in focus in the sagas. A major reason why the proce
dural aspects of honour come to the fore is that it affects the entire society 
how conflicts are handled. So conflict brings not only the normative back
ground to awareness but also makes at least some of the actors aware of its 
relevance for the entire polity. Personal honour – how it is regarded and 
the way in which it is upheld and defended – thus becomes a concern of 
the state or of the community at large.

there are various interpretations of the morality of the sagas and else
where I have roughly divided them into three main categories.6 I will 
briefly summarize them here, draw out their distinctive characteristics and 
relate them to recent interpretations of saga morality. I do this in light of 
the question concerning whether or not the sagas portray value orienta
tions and ethical models that may be considered part of a distinctive nordic 
civilisation. Since interpretations agree that sœmd/honour is a key concept 
of saga morality, but conflict as to how sœmd is to be understood in the 
context of the sagas, I use their portrayal of this notion to tease out their 
differences. 

I distinguish between romantic and humanistic interpretations of saga 
morality which imply a radically different understanding of honour. In the 

4  In her book, Ethics and action in thirteenthcentury Iceland (odense: odense university 
Press, 1998), Guðrún nordal provides a rich general analysis of ethical norms and behaviour 
which goes far beyond the political. 

5  William Ian Miller, Bloodtaking and Peacemaking. Feud, Law, and Society in Saga Iceland 
(Chicago: the university of Chicago Press, 1990), 29.

6   vilhjálmur Árnason, “Morality and Social Structure in the Icelandic Sagas,” The Journal of 
English and Germanic Philology 90 (1990:2): 157–174; also “Saga og siðferði. Hugleiðingar 
um túlkun á siðferði íslendingasagna,” Tímarit Máls og menningar 46 (1985:1): 21–37.
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romantic view, sœmd is understood as a personal sense of honour and 
pride, and saga morality is analyzed primarily in terms of individual quali
ties and attitudes. this also explains the dynamics of the sagas: disputes 
were started when somebody’s sense of honour was hurt and he or his 
family had to make up for it. For the hero, life without honour was worth
less, and the only thing of lasting value was an honourable reputation.7 
Gísli Súrsson provides a good example of a hero from the romantic point 
of view.8 Gísli was a great man, who in his killings was fulfilling his duty 
to his fosterbrother and defending his family honour, even though it meant 
killing his sister’s husband, who was also his brother’s best friend and the 
family’s chieftain. typically seen as a tragic figure, the romantic hero is 
said to exemplify values and virtues of Nordic heathen origin which were 
radically opposed to Christian ideals.  

Under the heading of “romantic” readings of the sagas, I have drawn 
out the typical views of many saga scholars, especially those from the nine
teenth and early twentieth century. But no less important is the “layman’s 
view of the sagas and the principles they embody: a reading which”, the 
Icelandic philosopher kristján kristjánsson recently argued, “still prevails 
in the public consciousness”.9 kristján has reconstructed this popular read
ing of saga morality and argues that it “represents a virtue based ethics 
where he or she who achieves moral excellence becomes a great minded 
person (mikilmenni).”10 “Great minded persons,” Kristján writes, “are para
gons of moral virtue, guided by a strong sense of selfrespect, and they are 
not lacking in self-esteem either, being well aware of their own merits.”11 
kristján observes that “every saga reader has their favorite exemplar” of a 
hero who portrays this great mindedness.12  

kristján does not think that the moral outlook of the sagas is unique. 

 7  Cf. ólafur Briem, Íslendinga sögur og nútíminn (Reykjavík: Almenna bókafélagið, 1972), 
32–33.

 8  Gísla saga Súrssonar, Vestfirðingasögur, ed. by Björn k. Þórólfsson and Guðni jónsson. 
íslensk fornrit 6. (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 1943), 3–118. In english: The Saga 
of Gisli the Outlaw, transl. by George Johnston with Notes and Introduction by Peter Foote 
(toronto: university of toronto Press, 1963).

 9  kristján kristjánsson, “Liberating Moral traditions: Saga Morality and Aristotle’s Mega
lopsychia,” Ethical Theory and Moral Practice (1998:1): 407.

10  Ibid., 412.
11  Ibid., 410.
12  op.cit.
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He compares saga morality to the ancient moral outlook of the Greeks and 
contrasts both with what he calls the modern moral outlook. The modern 
moral outlook is characterized by Christian and kantian assumptions 
about purity of heart and moral equality of persons. kristján is critical of 
sociological readings of the sagas and makes no attempt to relate these 
moral outlooks to different social structures or to historical development. 
for him, moral values and virtues can be liberated from their original tradi
tions and made viable in the contemporary world. Instead of seeing it as 
parochial, he argues that there is good reason to study saga morality “as an 
atemporal, universal moral outlook, relevant to modern concerns.”13 
According to kristján, the sagas of the Icelanders, as the Greek ethics of 
antiquity, present us with an option “at which we need to take a hard look; 
or at any rate as a potential sources of values to be incorporated into other 
moral outlooks.”14

Another Icelandic philosopher, the late Þorsteinn Gylfason, argues in 
his introduction to Njáls saga that some of the moral characteristics that 
people take to be peculiar to the sagas, such as honour, are very much alive 
today. He writes: “The importance of honour in Njála (and other sagas) is 
often said to reflect a special morality of honour which is sometimes said 
to be characteristic of shame cultures, for instance that of the Greece of 
Homer and the tragedians.”15 Þorsteinn rejects this reading and, on the 
basis of a few examples which show that in Iceland “the language of hon
our and dishonour is perfectly colloquial to this day” and still a major moti
vation for conduct, he concludes that the “fundamental moral conceptions 
of Njála are shared by us.”16  

kristján and Þorsteinn both reject the sharp distinction sometimes 
made between moral cultures of shame and the more modern one of guilt, 
the former being primarily motivated by received opinion and the latter by 
more independent conscience or moral conviction of the individual.17 Both 
refer to examples where a saga character’s conception of his own honour 

13  Ibid., 407.
14  Ibid., 422.
15  Þorsteinn Gylfason, “Introduction” Njal’s Saga, transl. by C.f. Bayerschmidt and L.M. 

Hollander (Ware: Wordsworth Classics of World Literature, 1998), xxvii–xxviii. 
16  Ibid., xxviii, xxx.
17  on this distinction, see Bernard Williams, Shame and Necessity (Berkeley: university of 

California Press, 1993).
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invites him to go against received opinion (the famous example of Síðu 
Hallur in Njáls saga). But there is an important difference between the 
positions of kristján and Þorsteinn. kristján’s reading is characteristically 
romantic in the sense that he admires the individual qualities of the saga 
characters and nostalgically inquires about ways to make their virtues – 
especially that of stórmennska, which he takes to be the Icelandic equivalent 
to the Greek megalopsychia – more viable in a contemporary context. 
Þorsteinn, on the other hand, who maintans that the Icelandic medieval 
society “was in all essentials the same as that of the rest of medieval Europe, 
with frequent feuds between clans,” defends two contentions that draw him 
closer to what I call the humanist position.18 first, he talks about many acts 
that in romantic vocabulary would be regarded as tragic result of the duty of 
vengeance, such as flosi’s action in the burning of njáll, as “an heinous 
crime by the laws of his society as well as by his Christian faith.”19 Secondly, 
as mentioned before, he takes the fundamental moral conceptions of the 
sagas to be largely shared by contemporary Icelanders, who are often moti
vated by a conception of their honour, independent of received opinion.

the major spokesman for the humanist position, Hermann Pálsson, 
invites us to concentrate on the moral ideas of the text rather than the 
qualities of individuals.20 If we do so we will see, he argues, that the sagas 
are to be understood as Christian lessons about the deserving defeat of 
those who show excessive pride and arrogance. The sagas were not written 
in order to glorify the so called pagan heroes but rather to preach peace and 
moderation in the spirit of medieval Christianity. they have the conscious 
moral objective of teaching people what to aim for and what to avoid in 
their own lives. The duty of vengeance, which according to the romantic 
view is a major vehicle of the heroic virtues, becomes a cruel criminal act 
from the humanistic perspective. From this viewpoint, Gísli Súrsson is a 
coldblooded criminal who murders his brother-in-law and therefore justly 
deserves his defeat.21 

It follows from the humanistic reading that the value orientation and 
18  Ibid., xii.
19  Ibid., xxi.
20  Hermann Pálsson, Úr hugmyndaheimi Hrafnkelssögu og Grettlu (Reykjavík: Menningarsjóður, 

1981), 15.
21  Hermann Pálsson, “Icelandic Sagas and Medieval ethics,” Medieval Scandinavia 7 (1974): 

64–65.
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ethical models portrayed in the sagas of the Icelanders are shared by 
Christian medieval culture at large, both in their condemnation of pagan 
conduct and in their presentation of Christian ideas. Both the romantic 
and the humanistic interpretations can be substantiated by textual refer
ences. But they are limited by their guiding hermeneutic ideas that saga 
morality can be analysed primarily in terms of the moral conceptions or 
ethical elements – values, virtues, rules and obligations – as such, without 
inquiring about the particular shape they take in the context of medieval 
Iceland. In this way, these positions prematurely and erroneously invite 
comparisons with other cultures. For example, the virtues of the Greek 
megalopsychos are nurtured by a moral context which is radically different 
from the “modern” ethos and will, therefore, hardly be revived within it.

While similar basic features of morality can be found in every social 
interaction, they take on a distinctive shape in their interplay with the par
ticular culture of which they are a part. Although there is a common core at 
the surface or at the abstract level, a study of a concrete, socially condi
tioned morality cannot isolate the moral elements from the social context.22 
If this is not taken into account, then otherwise interesting interpretations 
of saga morality are endangered by subjectivistic and idealistic reduction
ism, reducing saga morality to abstract moral values, religious ideas or 
personal character traits. Such interpretations deal with the subject matter 
without tracing its roots to the socio-moral substance: the duties and 
norms of conduct that were peculiar to the Free State, and their relation to 
the social institutions and political processes which enveloped the distinc
tive ethos of saga society. 

It is here that the third interpretation of saga morality marks its field of 
investigation. It is difficult to generalize about sociological readings of the 
sagas but they account for individual actions portrayed in the sagas in light 
of the social structures and political institutions, or rather the lack of them, 
in the Icelandic free State.23 Such readings of the sagas have enabled us to 
place actions and attitudes in a social setting against which they can be bet
ter understood. one of the most interesting and important questions in 
22  for an interesting discussion of this point and its relation to relativism, see Stuart 

Hampshire, Morality and Conflict (Harvard: Harvard university Press, 1987), 36–43.
23  See, for example, Gísli Pálsson, ed. From Sagas to Society. Comparative Approaches to Early 

Iceland (London: Hisarlik Press, 1992), and Richard Gaskins, ”félagsvísindamannasaga”, 
Skírnir (1997): 237–259.
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this context is how the Free State managed to function without executive 
institutions. An intricate account of this is found in jesse Byock’s theory 
about feud in the Icelandic sagas.24 Byock argues that the sagas demon
strate how an original system of decision-making and conflict-solving 
functioned. this “system of advocacy” structured feuds in the free State, 
directed disputes into socially accepted channels and brought them to a 
resolution. 

Byock’s structural analysis provides a background for understanding 
and explaining saga morality which differs from both romantic and human
istic interpretations. What is most striking in his account is the displace
ment of individual heroism in the sagas: “In saga literature brokerage is 
characterized as a form of worldly societal interchange rather than as the 
heroic actions of an individual.”25 Moreover, some of the most cherished 
heroes of the sagas, like Gísli Súrsson, are characterized as socially inept 
individuals who do not know how to employ the socially accepted and 
available tools. they are like misplaced vikings, unable to honour the 
norms of an agrarian society where peace and order are vital. Gísli, for 
example, makes a deadly mistake, Byock argues, by following “the tradi
tional Norse code of family honour which was no longer appropriate to 
the settled conditions of Icelandic society.”26  

the fruitfulness of Byock’s analysis lies in the grounding of these phe
nomena in the social order. Instead of abstracting individuals from their 
social conditions, he carefully analyzes the social systems and processes 
which channel and condition human interaction. Byock discusses the 
framework of human behaviour in medieval Iceland in terms of power 
relations, creation and distribution of wealth and the specific life condi
tions of a small nation on a large island in the North Atlantic. He shows 
how the society of the Icelanders was built both on Scandinavian heritage 
but also developed in a distinctive direction, mainly due to a unique “proto
democratic” political process. The following words from Jóhann Páll 
Árnason’s book, Civilizations in Dispute, can be used to describe the differ
ences between Byock’s structural analysis of the sagas on the one hand, and 
the romantic and humanistic readings on the other hand: “the most funda

24  Byock, Feud in the Icelandic Saga (Berkeley: university of California Press, 1982). 
25  Ibid., 42.
26  Ibid., 193.
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mental change of perspective is a shift towards relational conceptions of 
power: the focus is now on structures, constellations or apparatuses rather 
than on subjective capacities or dispositions.”27 

Within this sociological hermeneutical frame, sœmd tends to be regard
ed primarily as a social asset or commodity that people acquired in their 
interaction with other people or which was assigned to them by other 
social actors. Byock calls it an “honorable recompense” paid to a third party 
for intervening in the affairs of others.28 In a similar vein, William Ian 
Miller analyzes the “economy of honor” and refers to it as “a precious com
modity in very short supply,” even though it was, as cited earlier, “at stake 
in virtually every social interaction.”29 Preben Meulengracht Sørensen has 
a similar idea about sœmd as a limited social good.30 this objectification or 
commodification of sœmd implies that one person’s honour cannot increase 
except at the cost of somebody else’s honour. 

As Helgi Þorláksson has argued and substantiated with convincing 
counterexamples, this position is not tenable.31 Helgi makes a distinction 
between personal and social honour and maintains that much depends on 
making this distinction clear. He argues that only the latter can be regarded 
as goods in short supply, continually competed for by those who were in 
positions of power or had ambition to gain them.32 Helgi describes per
sonal honour in terms of improving oneself, showing greatness of mind 
and readiness to defend oneself against attacks. “this personal honour 
would not be increased by attacking others,” Helgi writes, invoking some 
of the themes of the romantic reading.33 I believe that Helgi is right in 
rejecting the reduction of sœmd to a social commodity and thus depriving 
it, in effect, of important moral features. 

27  jóhann Páll Árnason, Civilizations in Dispute. Historical Questions and Theoretical Traditions 
(Leiden: Brill, 2003), 202.

28  jesse Byock, Medieval Iceland (Berkeley: university of California Press, 1988).
29  William Ian Miller, Bloodtaking and Peacemaking. Feud, Law, and Society in Saga Iceland 

(Chicago, London: university of Chicago Press), 30 and 29.
30  Preben Meulengracht Sørensen, Fortælling og ære. Studier i islændingesagaerne (Aarhus: 

Aarhus universitetsforlag, 1993).
31  Helgi Þorláksson, “virtir menn og vel metnir,“ Sæmdarmenn. Um heiður á þjóðveldisöld, ed. 

by Helgi Þorláksson et. al. (Reykjavík: Hugvísindastofnun Háskóla íslands, 2001), 15–22, 
especially 17–19.

32  Ibid., 20–21.
33  Ibid., 21.
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Interpretations of the complex concept of honour in the sagas require a 
careful contextual reading.34 Honour has both personal and social dimen
sions and must not be reduced to either. Moreover, the distinction between 
the personal and the social cannot always be clearly drawn in this context, 
especially in the cases of powerful men who could bring conflicts to a reso
lution. Byock writes: “The goðar early became political entrepreneurs 
adept at forming ad hoc interest groups of often unrelated backers. they 
specialized in advocating client’s interests through arbitration both in and 
out of courts, and found it honourable and profitable to engage in resolv
ing moderately mature, that is ‘court ready’, conflicts.”35 Byock argues 
convincingly that in order to succeed in playing the role of an advocate, the 
individual had to be “a hófsmaðr, a person of justice and temperance”.36 It 
is hard to imagine a person reaching that kind of moral maturity without 
engaging in the efforts of selfimprovement and selfrestraint characteristic 
of personal honour. At the same time, these elements are preconditions for 
gaining the social capital of increased estimation among the public. In this 
way, the personal and social aspects of honour seem to be interwoven. 

This relates to the question dealt with by both of the aforementioned 
Icelandic philosophers kristján kristjánsson and Þorsteinn Gylfason, 
whether “honour and shame essentially depend on the received opinion of 
a community,”37 or whether they reside in the self-conception of the indi
vidual, independent of received opinion. If the former, sometimes seen as 
characteristic of shame cultures, honour is in effect reduced to a social 
product, leaving little room for genuine moral excellence. this must not be 
too sharply stated: the question is not about the personal or the social, in 
the sense that personal virtues can be independent of social reputation. 
Since socialization is individualization the two are obviously interrelated. 

A more interesting question in this context concerns the nature of 
moral thinking and whether it is primarily a strategic or instrumental skill 
of those who are clever readers of the social landscape of praise and blame, 
or whether moral prudence is of a more distinctive nature. Sociological 

34  excellent examples of such a reading are found in vésteinn ólason, Samræður við söguöld 
(Reykjavík: Heimskringla, 1998).

35  Byock, Viking Age Iceland, 218.
36  Ibid., 190.
37  Þorsteinn Gylfason, ”Introduction” to Njal’s Saga, xxx.
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readings usually disregard this distinction. Byock writes that “Iceland 
exhibits many aspects of a shame society, in which the conviction of mem
bers of the peer group and public opinion at large carried significant 
influence.”38 to flesh out his point he refers to the episode in Njáls saga 
when Hrútur gives a precious ring to a boy who ridicules him. Byock 
writes: “Though Hrut is the object of the joke and is shamed by the chil
dren’s antics, he is able to prevent utter disaster to his reputation by dem
onstrating both restraint and generosity. With a sense of graciousness and 
a largeness of spirit, which he is wise enough to know will be held in high 
regard and spoken of long after the event, he gives the boy a fine gift.”39

There is a striking shift in this passage, which goes to the heart of the 
question I am pondering. In one sentence, Byock describes Hrútr’s action 
as exemplifying “a sense of graciousness and a largeness of spirit” which 
Kristján takes to indicate the moral excellence of the one who desires to be 
virtuous and not merely to be seen as virtuous.40 (It might be noted here 
that in a purely social conception of sœmd or virðing, seeming to be virtu
ous could be sufficient; cf. the etymological relations between “seem” and 
“sœmd”, “virðing” and “virðast”.) In the next sentence, Byock threatens to 
undermine Hrútr’s largeness of spirit by explaining it in terms of his wis
dom of knowing that his noble acts “will be held in high regard and spoken 
of long after the event.” this makes the nobility of Hrútr’s act dependent 
on its social reception rather than being the fruit of his fine character and 
exercise in selfimprovement. this and other examples indicate that 
Byock’s shrewd analysis of medieval Iceland shares, to some extent, the 
shortcomings of sociological readings when it comes to evaluating the 
moral dimension of the sagas.

It is instructive to make use of jóhann Páll Árnason’s civilizational 
analysis to evaluate the shortcomings of all three interpretations of saga 
morality that we have considered. He writes: “it seems appropriate to dis
tinguish between economic, political and ideological spheres of the social 
world. The task of civilizational analysis would then be to show that the 
constitution, differentiation and interaction of these recurrent clusters of 

38  Byock, Viking Age Iceland, 226.
39  Ibid, 227.
40  kristján kristjánsson, “Liberating Moral traditions”, 415. 
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social practices take a specific turn at the civilizational level.”41 One way to 
describe the limitations of the romantic and humanistic interpretations is 
that they give the ideological sphere too much independence from the 
political and economic spheres of the social world, by analyzing the moral 
constellations in abstraction from social structures of wealth and power. 
From this viewpoint of civilizational analysis, the major limitation of 
sociological interpretations is, to the contrary, their tendency to see the 
ideological sphere as a too passive reflection of the political and economic 
spheres of the social world. Structural and functionalist perspectives of 
sociological analyses tend to reduce morality to a function of social pro
cesses. As a consequence, human actions in the sagas are not interpreted in 
the light of moral characteristics but as manifestations of material and soci
etal interests perpetuated by the social system.

In the conceptual framework of Jóhann Páll Árnason’s civilizational 
analysis, this limitation amounts to a neglect of the ideological sphere, a 
disregard of the “constellations of meaning” that play a major role in any 
worldview or articulation of society. In his theory, Jóhann Páll draws upon 
the implications of Castoriadis’ analysis of the imagination for social theo
ry. “At the most fundamental level, social imaginary significations set up an 
ontological framework: ‘every society defines and develops an image of the 
natural world of the universe in which it lives’.”42 In the words of Alfred 
north Whitehead: “Without metaphysical presupposition there can be no 
civilization.”43 If this is correct, one must ask which metaphysical presup
positions are behind the civilization in the Icelandic free State. Surely, “the 
ideology of honour”, as vésteinn ólason has described it,44 has metaphysi
cal elements which require careful textual analysis and need to be placed in 
the social context portrayed in the text. the notion of fate is a good candi
date for this.

As is to be expected, views on the role of fate in the saga narrative dif
fer radically in the different hermeneutical grids of scholars. for kristján 
kristjánsson, fate serves as this metaphysical underpinning in the sagas. 
kristján has been critical of interpretations of saga morality such as my 

41  jóhann Páll Árnason, Civilizations in Dispute, 207.
42  Ibid., 227. jóhann quotes Castoriadis.
43  this is the motto of Árnason’s book, Civilizations in Dispute.
44  vésteinn ólason, Dialogues with the Viking Age, 226.
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own, which emphasize the relation of saga morality to the social structure 
and play down the role of religious and other conscious moral ideals. 
Kristján writes: “any significant ethics must rest on metaphysical presup
positions and I am of the opinion that the sagas are shot through with at 
least one: ideas about freedom and necessity.” He argues that the “morality 
of the saga heroes can only be understood as reactions to outer necessity 
and inner freedom.”45 Kristján rejects the view that the saga characters act 
unreflectively and takes the words of Gunnarr á Hlíðarendi about his rela
tive reluctancy to kill people as an example of moral reflection. kristján 
writes: “Indeed saga characters are constantly reflecting upon, hesitating, 
rejoicing over or regretting their deeds. And in at least one area their moral 
ideas had profound metaphysical underpinnings, namely, in the upholding 
of a view about destiny and free will … a kind of Stoic fate-leads-the will
inganddragsthereluctant attitude to their destiny.”46 kristján argues that 
the objective style of the saga narrative is delusive in this regard, by neither 
delving into the depths of the human soul and emotional life nor telling 
about the complex philosophical ideas the characters had about the nature 
of the universe. 

In his introduction to Njáls Saga, Þorsteinn Gylfason considers the role 
of fate and concludes that there is no fatalism in the saga: “Generally 
speaking, not a single action of any consequence is presented in Njála as 
being necessitated by fate or planned by any external power.”47 This word
ing shows how radically the notion of fate is decontextualized because the 
Icelandic fate is interwoven with self-understanding and immanent world
view but does not have an explicit reference to external power. Much in 
the way as Þorsteinn argued that the fundamental moral notions of Njála 
are shared by us, he states that the author of Njála “conceives of gæfa and 
ógæfa in the same ways as we do. Hence it is only through an overinterpre
tation of these words that scholars have been able to read fatalistic beliefs 
into them”.48 fate plays little or no role in Byock’s interpretations of 
actions in the sagas. In light of the emphasis he places on “the choice that 

45  kristján kristjánsson, “Að geta um frjálst höfuð strokið,” Þroskakostir (Reykjavík: 
Rannsóknastofnun í siðfræði, 1992), 169 and 172. My translation.

46  kristján kristjánsson, “Liberating Moral traditions,” 406.
47  Þorsteinn Gylfason, “Introduction” to Njal’s Saga, xxiv.
48  Ibid., xxiv.

An etHoS In tRAnSfoRMAtIon



GRIPLA230

individuals faced between violence and compromise”49 in the free State, 
one could argue that from his standpoint the reference to fate is used as a 
justification for resorting to violence or at least for evading consensual 
solutions. 

There are reasons to believe that in their own way, each of these three 
accounts of the role of fate in the sagas are misleading, onesided: mainly 
because they do not give due consideration to the way in which the meta
physics of fate is related to the ideology of honour that is rooted in cultural 
conditions which are foreign to the new Icelandic society. The metaphysics 
of fate provides a perfect background to the old morality of unconditional 
honour, the rigid imperative of revenge, which does not give people much 
leeway for deliberation and doubt but provides them with an interpretative 
key to their personal existence and social world. When the conditions that 
nourished this old morality are undermined in the transformation of the 
ethos in the Icelandic free State, the bonds of the metaphysics of fate 
inevitably slacken and a space opens up for a rationalizing use of the idea. 
This goes hand in hand with the opening up of options between respond
ing to the imperative of revenge on the one hand, and adopting a more 
consensual view towards honourable conflict resolution on the other. 
Playing on a famous title by John Rawls, I will suggest that what is of pri
mary importance for the distinctive morality and civilization described in 
the sagas is political, not metaphysical. 

II

In my discussion so far I have tried to show how different interpretations 
of the sagas lead to different understandings of sœmd. But there is another 
general value that is prominent in the sagas, though it is more in the back
ground of the narrative. this is the value of peace and the related cluster 
concepts of grið, sættir and other things conducive to peace. Some of the 
sagas show how the traditional ideal of unconditional sœmd, which is asso
ciated with the standing of individuals and families, clashes with efforts to 
secure peace which is of general interest to society as a whole. Vésteinn 
Ólason has called this “the tension between the desire for revenge and the 

49  Byock, Viking Age Iceland, 2.
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impulse for reconciliation“.50 Considered from this perspective, the moral
ity of the sagas is primarily procedural in the sense that the main issues are 
how conflicts are dealt with and peace restored. 

obviously, sœmd and peace are not comparable concepts. Sœmd is inti
mately bound up with the self-understanding, self-respect and reputation 
of the actors on the social scene. Its internal logic relates to the (special) 
interests of the persons involved but not to the general welfare of the com
munity. It is a thick substantial morality with rigorous imperatives rooted 
in vulnerable identity.51 This leads to certain competitive ways of handling 
disputes – e.g. duty of revenge and duelling – which can threaten the social 
order. Peace, however, is in the interest of all and co-operative attempts to 
secure it may require the sacrificing of individual interests. this marks a 
tension in the sagas between elements of an ethos characterized by particu
lar interests, and moral features which secure the more general interests of 
the community. this also implies a different understanding of honour; the 
traditional unconditional sœmd is in conflict with a more reflective notion 
of honour which relates to the co-operative virtues and processes condu
cive to peace.

One way to account for this moral tension or ethos in transformation is 
to see how the virtues are depicted in the saga narrative and how they 
reflect conflicting values. This will help us see how classical virtues take on 
a distinct shape in the early Icelandic cultural context. It also illustrates 
how moral elements call for a separate interpretation and cannot be 
reduced to mere functions of social processes. Classical moral analysis of 
the virtues can throw light on different characters in the sagas which is not 
revealed from sociological perspectives. 

there is a cluster of characters in Njáls saga which exemplify different 
types of virtues and vices. For the sake of analysis, I will focus on four dif
ferent positions represented by four typical characters, or rather two types 
of positions and their antitheses. The first is the traditional hero who 
thinks primarily of his sœmd and is ready to uphold it by performing the 
duty of vengeance or by duelling. A clear example of this type in Njála is 
50  vésteinn ólason, Dialogues with the Viking Age, 201. The wording of the Icelandic original 

text, “Átök milli hefndarkröfu og sáttavilja …” (Samræður við söguöld, 168), is somewhat 
stronger; “hefndarkrafa” denotes an imperative or demand for revenge rather than desire. 

51  on thick and thin morality, see, for example, Michael Walzer, Thick and Thin: Moral 
Argument at Home and Abroad (notre Dame, In: notre Dame university Press, 1994).
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Gunnarr of Hlíðarendi. the description of him emphasizes his physical 
characteristics and fighting skills as well as his uprightness and spontaneity. 
even though he says at one point: “Sáttgjarn hefi ek jafnan verit” – “I have 
always been ready and willing to make a peaceful settlement” (Ch. 56),52 he 
proves the opposite when he decides not to hold the agreement to leave the 
country in the wake of his killings. It is a proof of his heroic character that 
he does this in spite of knowing that it will lead to his death, as Njáll had 
premonitorily warned him. But Gunnarr’s flaw is revealed in the way that 
he dishonours the workings of the social system on which peace in the 
‘Great village Community’, as Byock calls the Icelandic free State, depend
ed.53 In so doing, he chooses to resort to violence although the saga sug
gests that this action is a mixture of fate and heroism. the unconditional
ity of the heroic virtues places a fatal weight on the shoulder of the hero 
and does not provide leeway for options that open up more reconciliatory 
thinking. 

Gunnarr’s example demonstrates clearly the relationship between 
morality as (i) a system of moral/social norms: in this case the demand to 
uphold one’s honour and reputation; (ii) the real behaviour of individuals 
observing or defying these norms: Gunnarr observes the norm of honour 
while defying the norm of keeping a settlement; (iii) individual self-forma
tion and selfunderstanding in light of these norms: Gunnarr accepts his 
fateful choice with courage and serenity. 54 It is significant that throughout 
his story he does not, unlike Skarphéðinn for example, instigate the dis
putes that lead to his killings. 

The opposite of this heroic type is a man like Hrappur who has much 
the same characteristics as a hero – physical strength, fighting skills, spon
taneity and the strength of character that is needed for courage. However, 
this strength is not a virtue in his case because it is deliberately used for 
reprehensible objectives and lacks the relationship with wisdom and mod
eration (these clearly need to go together). He even exhibits a kind of naïve 

52  BrennuNjáls saga, ed. by einar ólafur Sveinsson (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornrita
félag 1954), 145. Njal’s Saga, transl. by C.f. Bayerschmidt and L.M. Hollander. (Ware: 
Wordsworth Classics of World Literature 1998), 114.

53  Cf. Byock, Viking Age Iceland, 228–229.
54  this distinction is made by Michel foucault in The Use of Pleasure. The History of Sexuality 

2 (New York: Vintage Books, 1990), 25–29.
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honesty that also marks the hero, as well as loyalty to Hallgerður, his 
guardian. This type of man is, in fact, not driven by honour, which has 
channelled the hero’s life forces into a coherent unconditional pattern, but 
more instinctively by jealousy and aggression. the most common label 
used in the saga about this character is ójafnaðarmaður, although it is 
rather associated with a man of a higher social standing than Hrappur 
(who does not get a separate introduction in the saga). The incentive for 
action of the ójafnaðarmaður is also different since he is preoccupied with 
power which he seeks to increase through means that are not accepted in 
society. In their own way, each of these types can pose a threat to the need 
for peaceful coexistence in an agrarian society. 

the other main type serves the major role of channelling disputes into 
processes that could lead to peace and settlement. In this role we find more 
reflective and diplomatic characters who exemplify, at best, the virtues of 
hóf, benevolence and friendship. Heinrich Beck has described such persons 
as social heroes with a “clear insight into the existing social rules” and with 
“the reputation, wealth, and authority to guarantee a balance, like Óláfr 
pái”, or as bargainers aware of “all the shrewd ways of handling social 
affairs, like Snorri Goði”.55 But in order to be worthy of the title “social 
hero” this man needs to be well-intentioned. Moreover, he must not be 
guided by the unconditional demand of sœmd, even though he is aware of 
the importance of honour in all social affairs. 

using Aristotle’s distinction, social heroes are characterized more by 
reflective intellectual virtues than non-reflective moral virtues, which are 
the distinctive mark of the romantic hero. the former is a matter of good 
judgment while the latter is a state of character shaped in upbringing and 
socialization, such as courage and moderation. However, full virtue 
requires a proper interplay of both types of virtues. Gunnarr of Hlíðarendi 
displays moral virtue but it is not enlightened by practical wisdom (which 
he usually seeks in njáll’s advice). Njáls saga creates the “illusion” that the 
characters get their virtue and vice stamp from their very first appearance 
in the saga but the effects of their actions are much more ambiguous as 
they weave into a complex web of interaction; “því at allt orkar tvímælis, 

55  Heinrich Beck, “Laxdæla saga: A Structural Approach”, Saga Book of the Viking Society, XIX 
(1974–77), 383–402.
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þá er gǫrt er”, says Njáll, “once a deed has been done there will always be 
two opinions as to whether it was justified or not” (Ch. 91).56 

Wisdom is a prominent virtue in old Icelandic literature and is distin
guished from mental capacities exercised for ignoble objectives. njáll is 
introduced in these terms: “vitr var hann ok forspár, heilráðr ok góðgjarn,“ 
or as it says in the long-winded English translation: “He was learned and 
had the gift of second sight. He was benevolent and generous in word and 
deed, and everything which he adviced turned out for the best” (Ch. 20).57 
In his case, wisdom is related to good advice and is thus primarily practical 
wisdom. Mǫrðr Valgarðsson, on the other hand, is said to have been “slœgr 
maðr í skapferðum ok illgjarn í ráðum“; “He was a sly and wily fellow and 
the worst troublemaker” (Ch. 25).58 As Byock puts it, he “skillfully uses the 
political tools of his own society to his own advantage,”59 while caring less 
about how they may affect his fellow men in the process. Mǫrðr is neither 
guided by an unconditional demand of honour nor is he benevolent in his 
dealings. He lacks the virtue of góðgirnd, benevolence. But he can play the 
game to his own advantage. In fact, he exhibits a certain type of intellec
tual virtue but is lacking in moral virtue. In Njála, a man is not regarded as 
wise or prudent unless his advice is given with benevolence or góðgirni. If 
they are given with malevolence, illgirni, it is mere cleverness or knavery. 
Sociological analyses of the sagas which reduce honour to a response to 
received opinion and conflate social success with moral virtue have difficul
ties in separating such clever scoundrels from social heroes. 

The deliberation of benevolent men in the sagas has two major aims. 
The first is that a man can bring conflicts to a resolution in such a way that 
his honour is increased or at least not damaged. An example of this is the 
plan that Njáll lays out for Gunnarr in his dealings with the brothers Hrútr 
and Hǫskuldr. The plan is quite cunning and implies deception and play-
acting in order to lead Hrútr into a trap. this deliberation is mainly instru
mental or strategic, finding the necessary means to reach a desired end. 

56  BrennuNjáls saga, einar ólafur Sveinsson, ed., 226. Njal’s Saga, translation by C.f. 
Bayerschmidt and L. M. Hollander, 181.

57  BrennuNjáls saga, einar ólafur Sveinsson, ed., 57. Njal’s Saga, translation by C.f. 
Bayerschmidt and L. M. Hollander, 40.

58  BrennuNjáls saga, einar ólafur Sveinsson, ed., 70. Njal’s Saga, translation by C.f. 
Bayerschmidt and L. M. Hollander, 49.

59  Byock, Feud in the Icelandic Saga, 200.
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the saga concludes: “ok hafði Gunnarr ina mestu sœmð af málinu”, “and 
Gunnarr won great acclaim from the suit” (Ch. 24).60 In this case, the 
benevolence of Njáll’s advice is judged from the individual point of view of 
Gunnarr’s sœmd and the personal relations of friendship between Gunnarr 
and Njáll. Most deliberated advice which Njáll gives in the saga is of this 
kind.

the most striking example in the saga of malevolent deliberation is 
when Mǫrðr, on the advice of his father, manages to deceive the sons of 
Njáll into killing Hǫskuldr. “Svá kom, at hann kom sér í svá mikla vináttu 
við þá, at hvárigum þótti ráð ráðit, nema um réðisk við aðra.” “In the end 
they got to be such close friends that no counsel was taken but all shared in 
it” (Ch. 108).61 njáll comments on this:  “ekki em ek í ráðagerð með þeim 
… sjaldan var ek þá frá kvaddr, er in góðu voru ráðin.” “I am not in their 
plans … in the past I was rarely kept out when something good was being 
considered” (Ch. 110).62 It is clear that Mǫrðr is determined to get 
Hǫskuldr killed and for most people, his death is “hǫrmulig tíðendi”, “most 
distressing tidings”. But even though this is considered to be an evil deed, 
it makes sense in the saga ethos; it can even be “justified” by following the 
reasoning or internal logic of the sœmdar/feudal morality. In that web of 
reasoning, njáll’s benevolent advice and actions contribute to the tragedy 
by “surcharging the father-son bond with excessive burdens,” as William 
Ian Miller has argued.63 As has often been pointed out, Njáll’s well-intend
ed advice has unintended consequences which culminate in tragic events. 
this is one manifestation of the limits of virtuebased morality in the 
sagas. 

the other main aim of benevolent deliberation is that conflicts can be 
brought to a peaceful resolution through an agreement which will hold. 
Some of njáll’s advice is clearly aimed at this objective. But the most strik
ing and distinctive deliberation of this kind is that of SíðuHallr near the 
end of the saga. What makes his position remarkable is that it goes directly 

60  BrennuNjáls saga, einar ólafur Sveinsson, ed., 68. Njal’s Saga, translation by C.f. 
Bayerschmidt and L. M. Hollander, 48.

61  BrennuNjáls saga, einar ólafur Sveinsson, ed., 276. Njal’s Saga, translation by C.f. 
Bayerschmidt and L. M. Hollander, 215.

62  BrennuNjáls saga, einar ólafur Sveinsson, ed., 280. Njal’s Saga, translation by C.f. 
Bayerschmidt and L. M. Hollander, 219.

63  William Ian Miller, “justifying Skarphéðinn,” Scandinavian Studies 55 (1983): 316–344.
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and consciously against the prevailing ideas of greatness and honour. His 
famous words: “Mun ek nú sýna þat, at ek em lítilmenni.” “Now I shall 
again show that I am a humble man [small minded or ignoble man]” (Ch. 
145),64 express his decision not to ask for reparations for his son, Ljótr, 
while at the same time offering his adversaries “pledges of peace”. This 
rather unexpected and apparently revolutionary move does not, however, 
meet with astonishment: “varð rómr mikill ok góðr gǫrr at máli hans, ok 
lofuðu allir mjǫk hans góðgirnd.” “His words were received with loud 
approval, and all praised his good will.”65 And later he receives fourfold 
reparations for Ljótr. this act by SíðuHallr breaks the vicious circle of 
violence by upsetting the feudal scales of payment and repayment. neither 
Njáll nor Hallr are warriors, both are men of good will and practical wis
dom, but Hallr exceeds njáll in understanding the roots of the problems 
that they are both apparently fighting. this is underlined by njáll’s expla
nation for not accepting the offer of leaving his burning house: “eigi vil ek 
út ganga, því at em ek maðr gamall ok lítt til búinn at hefna sona minna, en 
ek vil eigi lifa við skǫmm.” “No, I will not come out, for I am an old man 
and little fit to avenge my sons, and I do not want to live in shame” (Ch. 
129).66

The words of Síðu-Hallr are revolutionary because they break with the 
“old morality” of sœmd and shame. this amounts to breaking the “first 
person perspective” and adopting a more general perspective which takes 
the common interest into account. When I say that the virtuesbased 
morality of honour is limited to the first person perspective, I do not only 
mean that it is fuelled by personal emotions but also and primarily that it 
aimed to protect and defend the vulnerability of the particular person and 
thereby his family. In the context of the sagas, Hallr’s position sounds 
unrealistic since there is no institutional structure to uphold it. Síðu 
Hallr’s position is often associated with Christianity but as such, it is only 
an abstract idea that lacks all concrete content except the pledge. the 
pledge is dependent upon the will and virtues of individuals but cannot be 

64  BrennuNjáls saga, einar ólafur Sveinsson, ed., 408. Njal’s Saga, translation by C. f. 
Bayerschmidt and L. M. Hollander, 316.

65  BrennuNjáls saga, einar ólafur Sveinsson, ed., 412. Njal’s Saga, translation by C. f. 
Bayerschmidt and L. M. Hollander, 318.

66  BrennuNjáls saga, einar ólafur Sveinsson, ed., 330. Njal’s Saga, translation by C. f. 
Bayerschmidt and L. M. Hollander, 258.
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substantiated by a community and therefore appears in the form of hope 
or a vision. In this way, Síðu-Hallr’s position points beyond the ethos of 
the Free State while the apparently conflicting position of others does not. 
The case of Síðu-Hallr shows that the narrative does not dissolve the per
spective of ideal morality in ethical substance (in Hegel’s sense). His posi
tion provides a critical vision that works against the ruling moral order 
and, in fact, reveals its own limitations.

Among several things, Njáls saga demonstrates the enormous effect 
that individual vices can have on society: repeatedly, defects of character 
and individual inability or unwillingness to control temper are mentioned 
as reasons for unfortunate chains of events. virtues and vices are all the 
more important where institutions are weak. 

one of the effects of a good social structure is to neutralize the effects 
of personal virtues and vices. this requires political processes that are con
ducive to peace and flourishing of the community, a system of political 
institutions that channels conflicts and secures the rights of citizens. A 
well-functioning political system is a precondition both for social peace 
and the flourishing of individuals. the virtues are necessary in moral life 
but the precondition for this is a political structure which reduces the effect 
of personal virtues and vices upon the handling of social affairs. this is a 
political reading of the virtuebased morality of the sagas. It rests on the 
argument that the morality of virtue is, as such, insufficient to solve the 
main task of morality, i.e. to resolve conflicts that threaten our very co
existence. 

on the basis of this reading, it makes sense to say that Njála describes 
a society that is groping its way toward the rule of law.67 from a primarily 
ideological perspective, it makes sense to say that the saga describes an 
ethos in the process of transformation from heathen values to Christian 
values. But a political interpretation emphasizes the role of the social need 
for peace and sees the ethical transformation as one from a rigid imperative 
of revenge to a more deliberative means of handling conflict resolution. 
The latter breeds a culture of negotiation and reconciliation which fosters 
a strong emphasis on good will, moderation and sáttgirni. A case can be 
made for the position that this ”willingness to find compromise solutions” 

67  Cf. Þorsteinn Gylfason, “Introduction” to Njal’s Saga, xxvii.
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is the spirit of the unique political structure of the Icelandic free State.68 
The political structure provided space for fundamental choices between 
resorting either to violent, or to consensual means in the handling of con
flicts. This resulted in a transvaluation of values, where honour became 
gradually more linked to peaceful settlements.

The main lessons about virtues I draw from this moral-political reading 
of Njála are the following. (i) The virtues that are necessary to uphold the 
morality of unconditional honour, which are partly sustained by the social 
structure of the free State, must be rechannelled and harnessed for peace 
and social order. (ii) The virtues of those wise and benevolent men whose 
efforts aim at seeking peace and reconciliations, e.g. by giving good advice 
and acting as intermediaries in conflicts, are by themselves doomed to fail
ure in the social structure of the free State. (iii) At the heart of saga moral
ity there is a conflict between the unconditional morality of personal hon
our and the social need for peace which promotes more conciliatory values. 
It is my contention that the uniqueness of saga morality resides more in 
these characteristics than in the virtues of individual greatmindedness that 
are found in some form or other in all heroic societies. 
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SuMMARy

In this article I seek to show how in the representation of morality in the 
Íslendingasögur a tension is discernible between two different concepts of honour, 
both of which need to be understood in the light of the particular social and his
torical circumstances of the Icelandic commonwealth. On the one hand, there are 
those notions of honour that go with the duty of revenge in a kinship society; on 
the other hand, there is the honour that accrues to individuals who succeed in 
resolving disputes and securing settlements. I analyse a variety of characters in 
Njáls saga from these perspectives, arguing that full understanding of such portray
als depends on detailed analysis of individuals’ vices and virtues. Such analysis 
must take account of the distinctive social circumstances described in the Ís 
lendingasögur; comparisons with different societies provide, in my view, only a 
limited insight into the values of saga heroes. I argue that the sagas reveal the 
severe limitations of human virtue when confronted by problems rooted in the 
basic structure of society; this helps to explain why the advice of benevolent and 
peaceable men can prove so ineffective. Njáls saga depicts a society that disinte
grates for the want of institutions able to transform the desire for reconciliation 
into the rule of law, and to direct conflicts into a legal process. Such institutions 
create conditions for a political morality intended to guarantee people access to due 
judicial process, thereby reducing the importance of an individual's vices and vir
tues.

Vilhjálmur Árnason
Faculty of History and Philosophy 
School of Humanities
University of Iceland
vilhjarn@hi.is



SvAvAR HRAfn SvAvARSSon:

HonouR AnD SHAMe:
CoMPARInG MeDIevAL ICeLAnD

AnD AnCIent GReeCe

the notions  of honour and shame have been used in different ways to 
describe the moral and social world evidenced in the saga literature of 
medieval Iceland, that of its creators and that of its subject matter; these 
notions are commonly held to be fundamental to this social world. I pro
pose to consider two specific ways in which scholars have utilised and 
scrutinised these notions in the context of saga literature. Both involve a 
comparative effort, whereby the notions of honour and shame at work in 
saga literature are compared to those of Archaic and Classical Greek litera
ture. one effort is guided by the hope of clarifying a moral outlook that 
holds good in important respects for both literatures and reflects a certain 
social structure. the other aims less at clarification than at liberation; past 
notions of honour and shame, seemingly remote and alien, primitive even, 
are morally precious and should be salvaged for the modern world.

I. four theses in studies of ancient Greece

the comparative approaches I have in mind are fairly recent ones, influ
enced no doubt by at least four intertwined but distinct theses that gradu
ally emerged and became influential in the latter part of the last century in 
studies of ancient Greek literature and morality. All of them focused on 
features relating (directly or indirectly) to honour and shame, and offered 
opportunities (sometimes quite explicitly) for comparisons with similar 
social worlds, such as that of medieval Iceland. The ground was fertile, 
since the use of these concepts was commonplace in the study of saga lit
erature. 

Gripla XX (2009): 241–256.
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The first and earliest of these theses is based on the distinction between 
shamecultures and guiltcultures; it underlines the distinction’s validity 
and interpretative significance as applied to specific periods in the history 
of ancient Greece. It gained currency after it appeared in e. R. Dodds’ 
widely admired The Greeks and the Irrational (1951), in which he adopted 
the well known formulation of the distinction made by the anthropologist 
Ruth Benedict in 1947: “true shame cultures rely on external sanctions for 
good behavior, not, as true guilt cultures do, on an internalized conviction 
of sin. Shame is a reaction to other people’s criticism.”1 using this concept 
Dodds claimed that “Homeric man’s highest good is not the enjoyment of 
a quiet conscience, but the enjoyment of tīmē, public esteem: “Why should 
I fight,” asks Achilles, “if the good fighter receives no more τιμή than the 
bad [Il. 9.315 ff.]? And the strongest moral force which the Homeric man 
knows is not the fear of god, but respect for public opinion, aidōs: αἰδέομαι 
Τρῶας, says Hector at the crisis of his fate [Il. 22.105], and goes with open 
eyes to his death.”2 Other classical scholars followed suit, but sometimes 
applied this conceptual apparatus not only to the moral world of the 
Homeric poems, as Dodds had done, but also to that of later Archaic and 
then Classical Greece.3 By the early nineteennineties, the conceptual 
soundness and usefulness of the distinction for the study of the Archaic 
and Classical Greek world seemed uncontroversial.4

1  Ruth Benedict, The Chrysanthemum and the Sword: Patterns of Japanese Culture (Boston: 
Turtle, 2003 [1946]), 223. Benedict’s influential passage continues: “A man is shamed either 
by being openly ridiculed and rejected or by fantasying to himself that he has been made 
ridiculous. In either case it is a potent sanction. But it requires an audience. Guilt does not. 
In a nation where honor means living up to one’s own picture of oneself, a man may suffer 
from guilt though no man knows of his misdeed and a man’s feelings of guilt may actually 
be relieved by confessing his sin.”

2  e.R. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley and Los Angeles: university of 
California Press, 1951), 17–18.

3  Conspicuous examples are Arthur W. H. Adkins, Merit and Responsibility: A Study in 
Greek Values (oxford: Clarendon Press, 1960), and Hugh Lloydjones, The Justice of Zeus 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: university of California Press, 1971), ch. 1. Dodds (ibid., ch. 
2) did indeed trace the gradual emergence of a guiltculture discernable, for example, in 
Sophocles.

4  Probably the last major study to make unproblematic use of the distinction is that of n. R. 
e. fisher, Hybris: A Study in the Values of Honour and Shame in Ancient Greece (Warminster: 
Aris and Phillips, 1992). fisher claims that “Homeric, and later, Greek has many words for 
feelings of ‘shame’, and none specifically for feelings of moral guilt; and it is right to classify 
Ancient Greece as more of a ‘shameculture’ than a ‘guiltculture’” (180, n110).
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the second thesis, evidently related to the first, tended to reduce moral 
features, in particular those evident in the Homeric poems, or at least 
(more generously) to explain aspects of them as social functions. the the
sis has become well known through its appearance in Alasdair MacIntyre’s 
After Virtue (1981). As did the advocates of the shameguilt antithesis, 
MacIntyre made much use of the influential description of Homeric soci
ety found in Moses finley’s The World of Odysseus (1954). Adopting 
Finley´s view of the heroic society, MacIntyre held that “morality and 
social structure are in fact one and the same in heroic society. there is only 
one set of social bonds. Morality as something distinct does not yet exist. 
evaluative questions are questions of social fact.”5 He also generalised: 
“What finley says of Homeric society is equally true of heroic society in 
Iceland or in Ireland.”6 In fact, the Icelandic sagas are analogous to the 
Homeric poems in MacIntyre’s view, forming as they did (or so he main
tains) “a moral background to contemporary debate in classical societies,”7 
which includes the world of Attic tragedy and philosophy of the Classical 
age. It is significant, I believe, that he does not explain what is analogous to 
that debate in the case of Iceland.8

The third thesis emerged forcefully in 1993 with the appearance of two 
studies that undermined reasons for believing in the usefulness of the 
shameguilt distinction and the soundness of MacIntyre’s picture of the 
moral landscape of shame-cultures, or at least the inferences he drew. 
These studies were Aidōs: The Psychology and Ethics of Honour and Shame in 
Ancient Greek Literature by Douglas Cairns, and Shame and Necessity by 
Bernard Williams. Although no one has seriously doubted that in ancient 
Greece, in particular the Homeric world, honour and shame were empha
sised to such an extent that these concepts played a major role in the moral 

5  Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory (London: Duckworth, 20073 
[1981]), 123. 

6  Ibid., 122. He emphasises the roles of honour and shame (125).
7  Ibid., 121. 
8  for more on the heroic elements common to the Homeric poems and the sagas, see Preben 

Meulengracht Sørensen, Fortælling og ære: Studier i islændingesagaerne (Aarhus: Aarhus 
universitetsforlag, 1993), 291–94. one could ask about the relation of eddic poetry to the 
sagas, with regard to the heroic element. Further, one could suggest that, if Eddic poetry 
provides the proper counterpart to Homeric poetry with regard to the heroic element, are 
the sagas not better understood as the counterpart to what MacIntyre calls the “contempo
rary debate in classical societies”. (Ibid., 121).
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outlook, their significance for explaining the difference between an ancient 
Greek moral outlook and a modern one is subject to doubt; the easy dis
tinction between internal and external sanctions implied by the use of the 
concepts was rejected in this revised consideration: “Concern for honour, 
even when it is acute, betokens no simple reliance on external sanctions 
alone.”9 When living within a society shaped by such sanctions, internal 
motivation can always play a role even through shame by the presence of 
an internalised other: “the internalised other is … potentially somebody 
rather than nobody, and somebody other than me. He can provide the 
focus of real social expectations, of how I shall live if I act in one way 
rather than another, of how my actions and reactions will alter my relations 
to the world about me.”10 While Cairns showed what was unhelpful about 
branding Archaic and Classical Greece a shameculture, Williams sought 
depth in the concept of shame absent from that of guilt; the latter is the 
more confining notion, for shame, as opposed to guilt, “embodies concep
tions of what one is and how one is related to others.”11 This was part of 
Williams’ critique of modern moral thought and an attempt to liberate the 
ancients, in order to draw lessons for the modern world. But the ancients 
he referred to were emphatically not the philosophers; Aristotle is in fact 
on the other side of the divide, along with other ‘progressives’: “Plato, 
Aristotle, Kant, Hegel are all on the same side, all believing in one way or 
another that the universe or history or the structure of human reason can, 
when properly understood, yield a pattern that makes sense of human life 
and human aspirations.”12 In short, on the one hand the usefulness of the 
established shameguilt antithesis for an understanding of the moral out
look of the ancient Greeks was all but rejected, and on the other, shame 
(together with honour) was introduced as a moral concept of depth which 
actually had something to offer the modern reader.
 9  Douglas L. Cairns, Aidōs: The Psychology and Ethics of Honour and Shame in Ancient Greek 

Literature (oxford: Clarendon, 1993), 43. 
10  Bernard Williams, Shame and Necessity (Berkeley and Los Angeles: university of California 

Press, 1993), 84.
11  Ibid., 94. Chapter IV of Williams’ study is mostly concerned with shame. For a useful 

analysis of Williams’ theses, see Michael Stocker, “Shame, Guilt, and Pathological Guilt: 
A Discussion of Bernard Williams,” Bernard Williams, ed. Alan thomas (Cambridge: 
Cambridge university Press, 2007), 135–54, and A.A. Long, “Williams on Greek Literature 
and Philosophy,” ibid., 155–80.

12  Williams, Shame and Necessity, 163.
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this thesis emphasises the qualified rejection of the supposed moral 
progression of the moderns beyond the ancients, and outdoes the fourth 
thesis in its effort to liberate Greek antiquity from the exotic and foreign.13 
that thesis, or set of theses, involves the resurgence of Aristotelian ethics, 
also known (with a wider scope of reference) as virtue ethics, in the wake 
of various damning criticisms of current ethics, and its defence as a serious 
alternative; its emphasis on virtues of character and a conception of a well-
lived life were offered either as alternatives to contemporary normative 
ethics or as a persuasive moral psychology. Arguably prompted by G. S. e. 
Anscombe’s seminal “Modern Moral Philosophy” (1958), virtue ethics 
gained ground through the elucidating efforts of, amongst others, the 
aforementioned Bernard Williams and Alasdair MacIntyre. the role these 
latter scholars played in this particular reemergence of classical ideas is 
evidently quite different from their work on Homeric literature and Attic 
tragedy; one of the important points is that the earlier literature was pre-
ethical. But, while Aristotle is much concerned with virtue and the good 
life, his account in the Nicomachean Ethics places weight on honour; it 
plays a role in Aristotle that it has definitely lost in modern moral theory.

II. Clarification and liberation of honour

At the outset I articulated two aims of comparing medieval Icelandic and 
ancient Greek notions of honour and shame: on the one hand, a clarifica
tion of a moral outlook in terms of social structure, and on the other, an 
endeavour to liberate these notions for the modern world. These are dis
tinct projects, in a way opposed to one another, since the first explains 
honour in terms of its social embeddedness, from which the second 
attempts to pry it loose.

Consider first the aim of clarification. the second thesis mentioned in 
the previous section, MacIntyre’s claim that morality and social structure 
are the same in heroic society (Greek and Icelandic), when adapted to the 
social world of medieval Iceland is fully compatible with a sociological 
approach to the sagas, which has not least been championed by Jesse 

13  the title of the first chapter of Williams’ Shame and Necessity is “the Liberation of 
Antiquity”.
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Byock.14 Vilhjálmur Árnason has made use of Byock’s work and seems to 
accept MacIntyre’s basic idea: “we need to understand [the morality of the 
sagas] in terms of the social structure of the sagas.”15 utilising the Hegelian 
distinction between reflective Moralität and unreflective Sittlichkeit, the 
institutionalised ethical order of saga society, he argues that “the saga 
Sittlichkeit is characterized by an aporia that creates a sociomoral conflict 
which is of the essence in the sagas.”16 this conflict seems generated by the 
dominance, within this institutionalised ethical order, of competitive virtues 
created by the demands of honour, at the cost of cooperative virtues: “the 
conflict that exists between the unconditional morality of personal honor 
and the social need for peace which promotes more conciliatory values”.17 
While MacIntyre is concerned with addressing the ancient Greek moral 
outlook and explicitly compares it with the medieval Icelandic one, neither 
Byock nor Vilhjálmur place any weight on comparing the medieval Icelandic 
social world to an ancient Greek one. What I shall suggest in the next sec
tion, however, is that MacIntyre’s conception of heroic societies, indebted as 
it is to accounts of honour in Homeric society, is conceptually flawed in a 
manner that seemingly tends to mark discussions of cultures of honour.

Now for the ambitious aim of liberating honour and shame for the 
modern world. The first thesis of the previous section laid down a distinc
tion between shame-cultures and guilt-cultures. This distinction was based 
on the conspicuous role that honour played in Archaic Greek culture, a role 
no less conspicuous in medieval Icelandic culture. that role has been clear 
for a long time, as it has in the case of the Greeks, although the inferences 
drawn in the case of medieval Icelandic culture have varied.18 Presenting 

14  See jesse Byock, Feud in the Icelandic Sagas (Berkeley and Los Angeles: university of 
California Press, 1982), and Viking Age Iceland (London: Penguin, 2001); see also William 
Ian Miller, Bloodtaking and Peacemaking: Feud, Law, and Society in Saga Iceland (Chicago: 
university of Chicago Press, 1990). 

15  vilhjálmur Árnason, “Morality and Social Structure in the Icelandic Sagas,” Journal of 
English and Germanic Philology 90/2 (1991): 157–74, at 162), and see also his “Saga og sið
ferði: Hugleiðingar um túlkun á siðfræði íslendingasagna,” Tímarit Máls og menningar 46 
(1985): 21–37.

16  vilhjálmur Árnason, “Morality and Social Structure in the Icelandic Sagas,” 164.
17  Ibid., 168.
18  See Meulengracht Sørensen, Fortælling og ære, especially ch. 9, and Helgi Þorláksson, 

who offers an overview in his “Inngangur” in Sæmdarmenn, eds. Helgi Þorláksson et al. 
(Reykjavík: Hugvísindastofnun Háskóla íslands, 2001), 7–13.
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shame (and honour), however, by contrasting it with guilt (and conscience) 
is a more recent phenomenon. William Ian Miller utilises the concept in a 
particularly clear manner: “the core belief at the heart of most revenge 
cultures is that man is more naturally a chicken than a wolf. Thus [sic] 
revenge cultures are invariably shame cultures …”.19 Miller is explicit in his 
application of the terms shame and honour to characterise medieval 
Icelandic culture and he cites Kant to explain the difference between dig
nity and anything with a price, like honour.20 

The first move of those who aim at liberating honour, as found in saga 
literature, is to undermine this distinction. Hence they embrace the third 
thesis outlined above and argue against the usefulness and even the legiti
macy of the shameguilt antithesis. As one of the objectives of this thesis is 
to make ancient Greek morality more readily intelligible to modern read
ers, or even an alternative to modern conceptions, so, when applied to 
Icelandic medieval morality, the aim is to rehabilitate the positive notion of 
honour (rather than the negative one of shame, interestingly enough). 
Þorsteinn Gylfason, eschewing completely the sociological approach, 
argues for a timeless conception of honour, according to which it is in fact 
understood in the same way in the modern world (particularly Iceland) as 
it is in the world of the sagas. Further, he argues along the lines of Bernard 
Williams that “[t]here is, in Greek tragedy as well as in an Icelandic saga, 
plenty of room for a higher honour, independent of received opinion. In 
our time too.”21 A similar idea informs the work of Kristján Kristjánsson 
in his attempt to portray the saga moral outlook “as an atemporal, universal 
moral outlook”.22 He takes over Williams’ repudiation of the guiltshame 
antithesis but goes further than Williams and in a rather surprising direc
tion, as will presently become clear.

Here we approach the use made of the fourth thesis, that of utilising 
Aristotelian virtue ethics in an effort to understand and liberate saga moral
ity. In short, saga morality bears a resemblance to the morality championed 
by Aristotle in his Nicomachean Ethics, in particular Aristotle’s description 
19  William Ian Miller, Eye for an Eye (Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 2006), 96; 

cf. his Bloodtaking and Peacemaking, 29, 302–3.
20  William Ian Miller, Eye for an Eye, 99–100 and 130–32.
21  Þorsteinn Gylfason, “Introduction,” Njal’s Saga (Ware: Wordsworth, 1998), xxviii–xxx.
22  kristján kristjánsson, “Liberating Moral traditions: Saga Morality and Aristotle’s Mega

lopsychia,” Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 1 (1998): 407.

HonouR AnD SHAMe



GRIPLA248

of megalopsychia or magnanimity. In a manner analogous to that of 
Williams, kristján attempts to “dive in at the deep end”. He does this by 
comparing Aristotle’s magnanimous person to the mikilmenni of saga lit
erature. Honour is central to that account, as it is to saga morality: in both, 
“honour and dishonour counted as the external criteria of a person’s 
greatness.”23

this attempt to liberate the honour found in saga literature, an attempt 
which quite explicitly makes use of analogous attempts within ancient 
Greek studies, seems to me incoherent. I turn to it in section IV below.

III. Competition and cooperation

While the idea of there being a chasm between the shame cultures of old 
and modern guilt cultures tends to put any relevance of a morality based on 
shame and honour beyond retrieval, attempts either to downplay the dif
ference or even to elevate the morality of shame cultures aim at retrieving 
them. the philosophical complexities (pointed out by Bernard Williams) 
of the difference between shame and guilt notwithstanding, the emphatic 
role played by honour in both ancient Greece and medieval Iceland never
theless seems to invite a characterisation of both as shame cultures, or 
honour cultures. Hence the persuasiveness of sociological accounts that 
entrench the morality of honour in social institutions. My misgivings 
about this project do not pertain to the general idea of such accounts, 
which I find convincing, but only to apparent connotations of the notion 
of honour in them.

The social worlds in question are characterised by shame rather than 
guilt, or honour rather than conscience, as evidenced by the overriding 
importance of honour which is also to be understood as the social force 
that determines questions of value. Before venturing further, it is impor
tant to distinguish shame (aidōs) from the dishonour (atimia) that brings 
about the shame; shame in turn causes action for the sake of honour (timē); 
hence the social worlds in question are variously called shame- or honour-
cultures. But now the role of honour, we are at least often led to believe, 
makes for a competitive social world, in which competitive virtues dominate 

23  Ibid., 410.
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at the cost of co-operative virtues which, within the institutionalised ethi
cal framework, are at best secondary and at worst nonexistent; hence 
calamities ensue.24 But the undoubted importance of honour and shame 
does not by itself entail the subjection of cooperative virtues to competi
tive ones, even within the institutionalised ethical framework; the entail
ment is contingent. Shame can just as easily be created by “a failure to act 
in some expected selfsacrificing or cooperative manner”, as Williams 
claimed.25 In order to establish that the one entails the other, we need spe
cific testimonies that simply record the dominance of competitive virtues. 
In the case of ancient Greece, it had indeed long been held that as a culture 
of honour it was ruled by competitive virtues.26 Later, it was forcefully and 
persuasively argued that the record showed no such thing.27 Likewise, I 
submit, in the case of medieval Iceland: the importance of cooperative 
virtues at all levels seems incontestable, within the institutional framework 
of honour.28 that they often lose out gives the saga narratives their pecu
liar poignancy. tying honour especially to competition, as opposed to co
operation, simply seems fallacious: “... like so many features of Icelandic 
culture, honour is repeatedly tied to competition,” jesse Byock says, imply
ing that there is a closer connection between honour and competition than 
honour and cooperation.29 But he also convincingly maintains when ana
lysing feud as an organising principle that: “Rather than a socially destruc
tive force to be controlled by sheriffs, bailiffs and royal agents, as in many 
contemporaneous european societies, feud in Iceland became a formalized 
and culturally stabilizing element. Respected men served as negotiators, 
and feuding became the major vehicle for channelling violence into the 
moderating arenas of the courts and into the hands of informal arbitrators, 

24  for ancient Greece, see Moses I. finley, The World of Odysseus (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 
19792 [1954]), and Arthur Adkins, Merit and Responsibility; also, albeit more guardedly, 
MacIntyre, After Virtue, 125, 133–34, 138–39.

25  Williams, Shame and Necessity, 38.
26  Finley, who claimed that “[o]f necessity … the world of Odysseus was fiercely competitive, 

as each hero strove to outdo the others” (The World of Odysseus, 118), is clearly echoed by 
Adkins and MacIntyre.

27  See especially Cairns, Aidōs, 50–51. 
28  this seems especially evident from the account of the feud system in jesse Byock, Feud in 

the Icelandic Sagas, and in his Viking Age Iceland, as indeed from that of Miller’s Bloodtaking 
and Peacemaking.

29  Byock, Viking Age Iceland, 14.
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where public pressure was applied. In Iceland’s single ‘great village’ envi
ronment goðar found honour in containing disruptive behaviour. Leaders 
gained prestige and standing by publicly playing the role of men of mod
eration (hófsmenn) and goodwill (góðviljamenn).”30 Honour in saga litera
ture, it seems, is as much tied to cooperative virtues as to competitive 
ones, or so I would suggest, just as in the Homeric poems.

MacIntyre’s thesis in particular emphasises what Bernard Williams has 
termed the moral thickness of a culture dominated by the institutionalisa
tion of honour, its unreflective character, where questions of value are 
questions of fact. the idea of ‘thick moral concepts’ is useful. In short, 
thick moral concepts unite fact and value: “We can say … that the applica
tion of these concepts is at the same time world-guided and action-
guiding.”31 Examples of such concepts would be coward, lie, brutality, 
gratitude. Hume is one of many philosophers who have been quoted in this 
connection. He discusses words “whose very names force an avowal of 
their merit, there are many others, to which the most determined scepti
cism cannot for a moment refuse the tribute of praise and approbation.”32 
the sagas, I submit, frequently introduce persons by descriptions that use 
precisely such thick terms and therefore forestall the possibility of misun
derstanding the person’s character; by a few strokes the authors make clear 
as a matter of fact the virtues or vices of the players.

this use of thick terms characterises traditional and homogeneous soci
eties, Williams suggests, that are not particularly given to ethical reflec
tion.33 They are the offspring of moralities without second order ethical 
theory. thin moral concepts, in contrast, like right, just, and good, are held 
to characterise reflective moralities, moral communities that have evolved 
an ethical theory in the sense that they have a second order ethics on the 

30  Ibid., 79. But then Byock says again (208): “The taking of vengeance was understood as 
action that satisfied honour … The exchanges … were rooted in competition.” The emphasis 
is also explicit in Helgi Þorláksson, “vitrir menn og vel metnir,” Sæmdarmenn, ed. by Helgi 
Þorláksson et al. (Reykjavík: Hugvísindastofnun Háskóla íslands, 2001), 20–21.

31  Bernard Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard uni
versity Press, 1985), 141, cf. 140–45. See also the lucid and critical exegesis of Mark P. 
jenkins, Bernard Williams (Chesham: Acumen, 2006), 133–40. He traces the ancestry of 
the idea to the “thick description” of anthropologist Clifford Geertz (in The Interpretation 
of Cultures (1973)), who in turn claims indebtedness to philosopher Gilbert Ryle.

32  An Inquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals vI.1 ad fin.
33  See Williams, Limits, 148.
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truth of their first order moral judgments: “the very general kind of judg
ment that is in question here – a judgment using a very general concept – 
is essentially a product of reflection, and it comes into question when 
someone stands back from the practices of the society and its use of these 
concepts and asks whether this is the right way to go on, whether these are 
good ways in which to assess action, whether the kinds of character that 
are admired are rightly admired.”34 The ethics of Plato would be a case in 
point, Kantian ethics another. The sagas do not include an external view
point from which a character’s action can be assessed; no moral judgment 
is passed on actions, as Halldór Laxness noted long ago, calling their spirit 
amoral or morally pessimistic.35 Now, if this distinction is tenable in gen
eral, and in this context in particular (as a conceptual instrument with 
which to clarify the moral landscape of the sagas — and hence to elucidate 
the morality that gave birth to them) it seems to me that a morality, like 
that found in the saga-literature, can gain its distinctiveness in one of two 
ways. Either, and more likely to my mind, saga morality is very thick, 
although not just teeming with competitive virtues, but also co-operative 
ones. As such it may have much in common with Archaic and to some 
extent Classical Greek morality. or, its distinctiveness is due to its being 
on the borderline between the two, the thick and the thin, in transition, so 
to speak. According to MacIntyre, the Greek tragedians and philosophers 
of the Classical period might be regarded as such borderline cases.36 that 
position would then be the determining factor, and would explain the elu
siveness of the morality portrayed in the sagas; the idea is that moralities in 
transition, from the thick to the thin, are fertile grounds for unique cul
tural products.

Vilhjálmur Árnason advances the latter idea, namely that within the 
Sittlichkeit of the Icelandic republic an aporia is created when social condi
tions demand cooperative virtues in place of the dominant competitive 
34  Ibid., 146.
35  Halldór Laxness, “Minnisgreinar um fornsögur,” Sjálfsagðir hlutir (Reykjavík: Helgafell 

1980, 3rd pr. [1946]), 43: “... í þeim skáldverkum íslenskum sem eru af hreinustum toga og 
sterkast teingd norrænni fornöld, þarámeðal egla njála Gretla Laxdæla og konúngasögur 
Snorra, er yfirleitt ekki lagður dómur á verk manna ... Andi þessara verka er, þrátt fyrir 
kristilegt yfirborð hér og hvar, ýmist siðblinda eða siðferðileg bölsýni. Þannig gerast í 
fornsögum vorum þeir feiknstafir ... að bestu mennirnir ... vinna að jafnaði verstu verkin 
og hinir verstu menn ... eru fyrirvaralaust farnir að vinna þrifnaðarverk.”

36  See MacIntyre, After Virtue, ch. 11.
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virtues. But now, if Vilhjálmur is correct, we are faced with a problem. 
either the aporia is internal to saga Sittlichkeit, and the cooperative virtues 
are as thick as the competitive ones, or the aporia is created from without, 
arising from the need of exchanging competition for cooperation. While 
the latter possibility seems to demand a reflective ethics that is nowhere to 
be found in the saga culture, the former admits the cooperative virtues 
into the moral realm dominated by honour. Since vilhjálmur argues for the 
latter interpretation, he seems hard pressed to explain the fact that the 
morality of honour surely includes virtues of cooperation, in medieval 
Iceland just as in Archaic Greece, as I already suggested. Within such a 
culture, the dominant moral concepts employed depend on honour as a 
kind of focal concept. But if moral concepts that denote cooperation are 
just as weighty as those that denote competition, the tension generated by 
their clash is internal to the culture itself. And insofar as it is internal, it is 
part of the unreflective moral thickness of the culture. for moral (or 
political) reflection to upset this culture one would expect an external view 
to be needed, as in the case of the Greeks.37 the thick values of Homeric 
culture tumbled down first through constitutional changes (by the gradual 
devaluation of aristocratic ideals of manly excellence in pursuit of honour, 
especially associated with democratic Athens), and then forcefully through 
the moral and political reflection culminating in the works of Plato and 
Aristotle.38 there does not seem to be anything quite analogous to that 
process in medieval Iceland. eventually, the republic crashes through inter
nal paradoxes, no doubt generated by clashes between competitive and 
cooperative virtues. The sagas, however, do not seem to reflect on the inad
equacy of this culture to deal with internal problems, but rather simply to 
reflect the thick moral world of the culture.39 Here we return to a previ
ously mentioned flaw in MacIntyre’s comparisons of Homeric literature 
and that of the sagas. While for the Classical Greeks, the Homeric poems 
37  vilhjálmur finds reflection in the importance of advocacy itself (“Morality and Social 

Structure in the Icelandic Sagas,” 173). But that is internal to the culture itself.
38  for a study on the changes in the Greek conception of honour, see Gabriel Herman, 

Morality and Behaviour in Democratic Athens: A Social History (Cambridge: Cambridge 
university Press, 2006), 194–203, 258–68.

39  Gunnar Harðarson has suggested to me that the reflection needed was supplied by Christian 
ethics, in a way explained most conspicuously by Hermann Pálsson. Although this interpre
tation remains an option, it does strain the notion of reflection; cf. Meulengracht Sørensen, 
Fortælling og ære, ch. 12.
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did without doubt provide a moral background, the sagas do not provide a 
similar background to any later similarly classical age, and they cannot be 
their own background.

Iv. Liberating honour

Consider now the aim of liberating honour as found in ancient Greece and 
medieval Iceland. Here, too, there is room for misgivings. fundamental to 
this project is either debunking the shameguilt antithesis or elevating 
shame (and honour) as a moral notion at the cost of guilt. Within the study 
of medieval Iceland, Þorsteinn Gylfason and kristján kristjánsson have 
attempted to return to honour its due importance, wrenching it as it were 
from its (previous) embeddedness in (misconceived) shame cultures, and 
endowing it with a timeless quality, depriving it of its contingency. I sug
gested that this attempt is incoherent. 

First, such an aspiration is at odds with its inspiration, the work of 
Bernard Williams. one of his fundamental points in arguing for the rele
vance of shame as a moral notion is precisely its embeddedness in cultures 
that are characterised by thick moral concepts and an aversion to what he 
repeatedly and rather antagonistically calls that peculiar institution of 
morality.40 Williams’ point is – and he is surely right – that the value of 
honour in these contexts resides in its embeddedness. His objection – 
more controversial – is against the ambitions of moral theory, that of 
Aristotle just as that of kant, to ground morality in a reflective system by 
employing thin moral concepts, and thus alienating the individual from his 
own life’s project. But that seems to be precisely what scholars seek to do 
when they elevate honour to a timeless moral concept; they attempt to thin 
it out. That is also the reason why this approach is opposed to that of 
MacIntyre and others who attempt to explain the thickness of this concept 
of honour.

Secondly, Aristotle, to whom Kristján appeals when he offers honour 
as a moral concept of choice, has a very different idea of honour and shame 
than that found either in the sagas or Archaic and most Classical Greek 

40  this is one of the main points of his Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy. MacIntyre makes 
similar points (After Virtue, 126–27).

HonouR AnD SHAMe



GRIPLA254

literature. Honour, although the most important of external goods, is what 
the virtuous person deserves; correctly judging his desert, the virtuous 
person is ipso facto magnanimous and conscious of his own great worth. 
But he does not act for the sake of his honour in any straightforward sense, 
nor does dishonour move him in the least; it creates no shame. to be sure, 
shame would move him (just insofar as he would fail to be virtuous – per 
impossibile), but that shame has little to do with social expectations; dishon
our does not affect him, but that is precisely what affects the characters of 
the sagas (as it does those of the Homeric poems).41 Hence, when Bernard 
Williams defends the importance of shame, Aristotle is only mentioned as 
one of the builders of that peculiar institution of morality.

the analytical tools of moral thickness and thinness that Bernard Williams 
has used on Greek culture have not gone unchallenged; their soundness as 
philosophical concepts has been questioned.42 Their usefulness, however, 
is to my mind clear. they help scholars to navigate unfamiliar seas, such as 
the morality of saga culture. they help to expose the social embeddedness 
of moral terms, how matters of value are, within that culture, matters of 
fact. But why should gaining an insight into that culture, for example by 
being clearer on the social embeddedness of honour, encourage one to 
make its values one’s own or rue their disappearance? In fact, awareness of 
this embeddedness should (if anything) prompt one to circumspection 
regarding the social embeddedness of contemporary values. But more 
importantly for the study of medieval Icelandic culture, these insights offer 
the opportunity of clarifying the roles of competitive and cooperative 
virtues within the framework of honour, the tensions between them, and 
their resolutions.43

41  See especially the Nicomachean Ethics Iv.3.1124a4–29.
42  See jenkins, Bernard Williams, 135–40.
43  thanks to Gunnar Harðarson and vilhjálmur Árnason for corrections and criticisms, as 

well as to the journal’s anonymous readers.
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SuMMARy

This paper explores two approaches to the literary history of the Icelandic com
monwealth. Each uses the concepts of honour and shame to analyse morality and 
society; and each compares the respective roles of these concepts in the medieval 
Icelandic commonwealth and in Greek antiquity. One approach seeks to identify 
those elements in the two literatures which give expression to their respective 
understandings of ethics/morality and society; by doing so the role of ‘thick
morality’ within each society is explained. The other approach seeks to dehistori
cize these particular notions, arguing (perhaps with limited success) for the time
lessness of these moral concepts.     

Svavar Hrafn Svavarsson
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PHILoLoGy, eLeGy,
AnD CuLtuRAL CHAnGe

philology’s  concern with minutiae – one rune, one line, an individual 
poem, at most a group of similar poems, a genre – seems to occupy the 
opposite end of a spectrum from the grand form of historical generaliza
tion known as civilizational analysis.1 yet in the hands of a master of both 
ends of the spectrum, such as Sigurður nordal, philology’s small steps have 
sometimes led to cultural panoramas that can contribute at the highest level 
of the study of comparative civilizations, for the bold sweep of Íslenzk 
menn ing relies on intense case studies such as nordal’s seminal investiga
tion of the religion of egill SkallaGrímsson.2 Without attempting to 
emulate Nordal, my paper will implicitly argue a continuity from the 
building blocks of the particular (philology) through the controlled gener
alization of genre (elegy) to a limited window on an aspect of cultural 
dynamic; along the way we make a brief pause where genre leads in to lit
erary interpretation. At every point, however, the philologist in me will 
cling as closely as possible to texts and for the most part to a ninthcentury 
Swedish runic inscription, the Rök stone. My text and free translation 
stand as an appendix to this article, and I refer throughout to that text.3

Philology
My understanding of the Rök inscription as a whole is heavily indebted to 
Lars Lönnroth’s article of 1977, the first effort in this realm by a modern 
literary historian and literary critic.4  The whole inscription consists of an 
1  See the historical contributions to this volume, especially the essay of jóhann Páll Árna

son.
2  Sigurður nordal 1942/1990. Cf. the reception of Íslenzk menning in the contributions of 

jóhann Páll Árnason.
3  the Rök text and translation here and much of the discussion in this article depend on: 

Harris 2006b, 2009, and forthcoming.
4  Harris 2006b, especially 45–55; for his part, Lönnroth 1977 owes much to Wessén 1958. 

Gripla XX (2009): 257–280.
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opening memorial formula of two lines followed by three sections of nar
rative materials, each structured as two teasing Questions followed by an 
Answer. The first two sections consist of somewhat less controversial 
heroic materials while the third and climactic section, which is constructed 
around a sacred story, is little understood and heavily contested. Lönnroth’s 
structural analysis, while basically very revealing, turned out to be too strict 
in some details. We differ, for example, on the intended arrangement of 
the three sections and on the damaged l. 20, which I believe constitutes a 
metalevel introduction to Section 3 rather than a concluding frame.5 

underlying the Rök inscription is almost certainly an oral genre, a tra
ditional question-and-answer routine in skaldic verse known as greppa
minni. Remarkably enough, all three scholars responsible for this impor
tant development in modern Rök scholarship were present at the reading 
of this paper.6 In fact, however, Sophus Bugge, the founding father of Rök 
scholarship, had already noticed this analogy before 1910,7 but, unlike 
Lönnroth, Bugge did not integrate his insight into a larger interpretative 
structure where it could enter the chain of inference. In another of his 
proleptic insights, Bugge interpreted runic mukmini as mǫg-minni, which 
he translated ‘erinnerung an den Sohn’; later he retracted this suggestion 
in view of the preserved final -u after a short stressed vowel in sunu and 
fiaru, assuming that the language of Rök would require a form like *magu
minni; but Bugge never accepted múgminni ‘volkserinnerung’ or ung
menni ‘dem jungen Mann’ (or later ‘the youth’) – the two main interpretive 
variants after Bugge’s period – and at the time of his death was working on 
a new explanation.8 In recent years Prof. Gun Widmark has revived 

My Rök articles were produced independently of, but contemporaneously with, a “new 
wave” of writings on this earliest masterpiece of Swedish literature, including: Andersson 
2006; Barnes 2007; Ralph 2007a, 2007b; Schulte 2008; Malm 2008. I hope in the near 
future to take positions on these and a few other recent studies not noticed in Harris 
2006b, 2009 (including: Lönnqvist 1999; Widmark 2001; Petersson 1991); I should 
mention already, however, that the far-reaching arguments of Bo Ralph (in 2007a, 2007b) 
are incompatible with my beliefs and assumptions though a closer engagement is not 
possible here.

5  Harris 2006b and forthcoming.
6  vésteinn ólason (1969); Lars Lönnroth (1977); Margaret Clunies Ross (Lönnroth 1977, 17, 

n. 21).
7  Bugge 1910, 39, 244–45.
8  Bugge 1910, 13–15 and olrik’s editorial addition 15, n. 1.
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mǫgminni, rescuing Bugge’s very early intuition with a theory based on his
tory of the language: the earliest loss of final u would have occurred pre
cisely in a compound, and the spelling with u instead of a is justified by the 
u-umlaut which would have set in with the syncope of u.9 I find this a con
vincing explanation, and in any case, mǫgminni is a great improvement 
from the literary and hermeneutic point of view, establishing a nexus 
between occasion and content that had been conspicuously absent.

the only line not translated in the Appendix is l. 20. In a forthcoming 
article I attempt to reconstruct this damaged line; while my efforts yielded 
a range of possible readings rather than a single most probable result, the 
one I favor is:  nu’k minni meðr allu sagi einn: huar iðgjald þa sunu aftir, fra 
– which I translate freely as: “Now, speaking for myself (einn), I shall tell 
a minni in conclusion (meðr allu): Who received recompense after a son’s 
death, I know” (Harris forthcoming). The thematically crucial word here is 
iðgjald, but the theoretical point brought out by the effort at reconstruction 
confirms the validity of Leo Spitzer’s famous ‘philological circle’: every
thing in the line depends on the whole, and the whole is comprised of 28 
lines with the same part-to-whole relationship. Hermeneutic progress is 
achieved by a movement back and forth between the whole and the part. 
This is definitely not ‘science’ in the usual English meaning of the word, 
and it provides only the remotest atoms of a larger historical point of view; 
but it is interesting to me that a rescue operation like reconstruction sim
ply exaggerates and lays bare the basic hermeneutic circle.

I will return to Rök to discuss the content and meaning of this unique 
inscription, but it seems appropriate first to follow the trail adumbrated by 
the word iðgjǫld. The word is drawn from Sonatorrek, egill Skallagrímsson’s 
famous poem ‘the Irreparable Loss of Sons.’10 this oral poem, composed 
in Iceland about 961,11 has a number of interesting features in common 
with the inscription in stone from the western edge of Östergötland in the 
 9  Widmark 1992 [1993], 29–31; Grønvik 2003, 48–49 also offers arguments against múgr; 

cf. Harris 2009, 39–40, n. 70.
10  Sonatorrek has been edited many times; I mention as especially significant: Sigurður nordal 

1933, 243–57 (with the whole saga), Jón Helgason 1962, 29–38, Turville-Petre 1976, 24–41, 
and jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson 2001. I quote from jón Helgason’s edition.

11  I cannot do full justice to very recent skeptical discussion of Sonatorrek and its dating, but I 
cite as two major instances Baldur Hafstað 1995 (see index and especially p. 160) and Torfi 
tulinius 2004 (see index) and, as an able reassertion of the older understanding of egill, 
jónas kristjánsson 2006.
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first half of the ninth century, despite the time and space separating them 
and despite great formal differences. Both of course are a father’s memo
rial for a predeceased son. unlike many later memorial stones, Rök tells 
nothing about the deeds of the honored dead, vámóðr,12 nothing even 
about his character except that he was ‘death-doomed,’ faigian, on feigr, 
while Egill’s Bǫðvarr is characterized vaguely as a support to his father but 
principally by the negative fact that the ‘stuff,’ efni, of a bad man had not 
grown in him.13 neither of these paternal monuments fulfills our modern 
stereotyped expectation that a funeral elegy should elaborate on the accom
plishments and good qualities of the dead, and both authors could be said 
to treat their earlydead son mainly in terms of potential:  Bǫðvarr had ‘the 
makings of a man’ or was mannsefni– if only he had been allowed to grow 
up before Odin plucked him – while Vámóðr was fated, perhaps from the 
outset. 

Sonatorrek offers clues to a few specific words of Rök. Egill’s title itself 
looks to be a nonce creation on the basis of the word torrek, which appears 
elsewhere only once but then in an intensely elegiac context where it is 
interpreted by finnur jónsson as ‘heavy loss’ or ‘something difficult to 
replace’.14 varinn’s mǫgminni may have been such a nonce formation based 
on greppaminni, but could varinn also have intended it as a kind of theme 
word or even a title? More reliable is the help Sonatorrek’s phrase vamma 
varr offers in explanation of Rök’s via vari (l. 27); in both cases we have the 
adjective varr complemented by a gen. pl., and since Sonatorrek’s is also the 
only example of this structure among the many instances of varr in Lexicon 
Poeticum, it may well be an archaic formula.15

The richest verbal connections between the two works are to be found 
in comparison with Sonatorrek’s crucial st. 17 (jón Helgason 1962, 36):

Þat er ok mælt
at engi geti

12  I adopt this form of the name from Widmark 1993 with the further etymology offered in 
Harris 2009, 13, n. 7.

13  Sonatorrek 11: Veit ek þat siálfr / at í syni mínum / vara ills þegns / efni vaxit, / ef sá randviðr / 
røskvask næði / unz herGauts / hendr of tœki. See the discussion in Harris 2009, 43, n. and 
81.

14  finnur jónsson 1931, s.v. torrek: “en vanskelig erstattelig genstand, svært tab.”
15  finnur jónsson 1931, s.v.; Harris 2006b, 71–73.
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sonar iðgiǫld
nema sialfr ali
enn þann nið
er ǫðrum sé
borinn maðr
í bróður stað.

Here the word iðgjǫld occurs in the context of  egill’s contemptuous rejec
tion of an old saying or proverb that allows one recompense, but only one, 
for a lost son, namely another born to replace him. translated literally: 
‘this also is said, that no one may get recompense for a son unless he him
self begets again the descendant who will be a man born for the other one, 
in the place of his brother.’16 of course iðgjǫld itself appears in Rök only as 
a conjecture in l. 20, but the source verb is found in a pregnant context in 
ll. 21–22 in the question hvar vari guldinn at kvanar husli ‘who was com
pensated for by the sacrifice of a woman.’ The verb gjalda is multivalent 
and the syntax debated, but the Sonatorrek parallel helps to focus on an 
understanding of compensation as propagation of the family.17 While 
gjalda in such a situation could refer to the ‘compensation’ provided by 
revenge, iðgjǫld in Sonatorrek 17 shows that rebirth or its weaker form in 
birth of a dedicated fraternal substitute will not have been far from the 
minds of the members of the archaic, familydominated societies under 
discussion. Egill’s stanza shares other significant vocabulary with Rök: 
sonr ‘son,’ niðr ‘descendant,’ and ala ‘to beget’ are all important words in 
Rök, essential to its realization of a theme similar to that of Sonatorrek 17. 
Two further words from this stanza, borinn ‘born’ from bera and bróðir 
‘brother,’ are also found in Rök though in another context. 

More remarkable than the lexical sharing is an illuminating syntactic 
parallel. for st. 17 not only matches Rök’s locution vera borinn + dat. but in 
addition shares the syntactic oddity of placing the past participle before the 
subject, so that we get parallels of sense and syntax like the following:

16  I first published this interpretation, which diverges significantly from Turville-Petre 1976, 
36–37, in Harris 1994, 54–55, but it goes back to a longer manuscript I circulated widely 
before 1982.

17  Cf. Grønvik 1990 and Harris 2006b, 61–62.
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           l         2        3           4         5 
      hvaim      se     burinn    niðr    drængi
          5       2        3       4           5          
  er ǫðrum  sé  borinn  maðr í sonar stað

I have argued that Sonatorrek, along with some neglected grammar, can 
help us to disambiguate this sentence in Rök, and with that clarification to 
move a step nearer to understanding the mythic content.18

Genre

for all its difficulties, Sonatorrek is much better understood than Rök. 
from Egils saga and from his large body of authentic verse, we know Egill 
as we will never know Varinn; from the saga context, analogues elsewhere 
in the sagas, and other poems with similar occasion we can begin to say 
something about the genre and function of Sonatorrek, even if egill’s poem 
towers over other poems of its kind like the leek among the grasses. It is 
the saga author, not Egill, who calls the poem an erfikvæði,  and this occur
rence of the word is unique; still, it is rightly taken as a genre term, along 
with erfidrápa and erfiflokkr, though less specific as to form. ottar Grønvik 
in particular has been successful in exploring the word family of erfi and 
the institutions of inheritance, but the actual institutional or ritual role of 
the erfikvæði itself remains obscure (Grønvik 1982; 1981, 162–89). Egils saga 
implies that no proper funeral could happen without such a poem, but the 
small number of remains of the genre from the private sphere throws a 
doubtful light on that claim. Bjarne fidjestøl is the author of the only 
standard treatment of erfikvæði, an article that is a model of philological 
workmanship. But to achieve such clarity, Fidjestøl narrowed the concep
tion of the genre to a collection mostly restricted to early Christian court 
poems on the death of the Norwegian king (Fidjestøl 1989). In a recently 
published article, I followed in his wake but tried to reopen the focus to 
consider both private poems such as Sonatorrek and also the royal erfi
drápur, which, I argued, shared a continuous generic space (Harris 2006a). 
Some of the private poems, for example, Vǫlu-Steinn’s Ǫgmundardrápa, 

18  Harris 2006b, 57–61, 86–89.
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have been received by tradition in the context of a narrative paradigm – a 
‘myth’, if you like – in which a father suffers such grief for his early-dead 
son that he wishes to die – until recalled to life, poetry, and/or revenge by 
a relative. the story’s turn from death to life is in some cases attributed to 
salutary effects of poetry itself.19 the full form of this narrative pattern as 
we find it in Hávarðar saga Ísfirðings, as well as twice in Egils saga, specifies 
that the old man takes to his bed to die. It would be hard to imagine this story 
outside the family, yet even the much cooler court poems harbor some 
expressions of emotion: Sigvatr exclaims Ólmr erumk harmr ‘violent is my 
grief’ in his Ólafsdrápa, precisely in the tradition of egill’s interjection 
helnauð es þat after the burial of his brother.20 Meanwhile, some myth-
based terminal motifs – desolation of the land; no better will be born; and 
this latter often linked to a separate apocalyptic motif – are scattered 
through much of the larger corpus of erfikvæði.

A related red thread of this kind is a pattern of allusions to Baldr and to 
Ragnarök. It was Magnus Olsen who first traced the Baldr thread through 
eyvindr’s Hákonarmál of c. 961, and, somewhat less certainly, in Sigvatr’s 
Ólafsdrápa of about 1040 (olsen 1924; 1929). I continued that exercise 
with the anonymous Eiríksmál of c. 954 and the Ólafserfidrápa of Hallfreðr 
vandræðaskald, 1001 (Harris 1999). If these results hold, we can say that 
allusions to Baldr and Ragnarök constitute a basso continuo through the 
whole extant series of royal funeral poems from late pagan into early 
Christian times. But are these merely superficial allusive imitations, or 
were they signs of something deeper, something constitutive of the genre 
in early times? Sonatorrek, generically related but private rather than royal 
in setting, might tip the balance in answer to that question. 

I have argued that the Baldr myth, odinic language, and the Ragnarök 
theme run through much of Sonatorrek as a submerged but easily reachable 
metaphor. I attempted to explain egill’s use of the myth in terms of the 
relationship of archaic religious man to the divine pattern, a relationship 
made famous in the writings of Mircea Eliade and now almost synony
mous with his name (Harris 1999). Applied to our materials, the Eliade 
hypothesis might run thus: since in the mythology the death of Baldr was 
the archetypal death and the archetypal sacrifice, the pattern set there by 

19  Discussed mainly in Harris 1994b.
20  References in Harris 2006b.
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odin formed the model of paternal grief in real life, at least in circles of 
Odin worshippers. Egill’s Odinic language, the ritual occasion of perform
ance, and the situation of events – all suggest that Egill’s own grief was a 
representatio of the first death and first grief, that his poem and actions are 
modeled on a paradigm of religious tradition wherein he cast himself as a 
shadow of Odin and his lost sons as reflections of Baldr. This hypothesis 
gets us close to a possible explanation of the persistence of the Baldr allu
sions even into the court erfikvæði, though with changes of emphasis, 
diminishment and eventual disappearance in the increasingly formal poetry 
of the Christian courts. But how old and how widespread might these con
nections between myth and elegy be? 

Strange to say, there is a clear reflection of this web of connections in 
the oe Beowulf, where, bafflingly, we find not only an echo of the proverb 
egill quoted in st. 17 of Sonatorrek and find it in connection with a version 
of the Baldr myth, but we find even the extra-poetic narrative pattern of 
the bereaved father who takes to bed to die. After nearly thirty years of 
writing about this suggestive nexus, I still cannot explain it simply and 
without metaphor; but the analogues in Beowulf, which, after all, stem not 
from English legend but from Gautish, southern Swedish sources, at least 
support the idea that in preChristian Scandinavia, myth, and especially the 
Baldr myth, was felt to be relevant to real-life grief and its expression in 
poetry. I will not go into more detail on Beowulf in the present context, but 
with all this in mind I would like to return to Rök and ask now about the 
content and plan of the little anthology of stories varinn dedicated to 
vámóðr.

Literary interpretation

there are of course many debatable spots in my interpretation of the Rök 
text, but for the moment we are occupied here only with basic content. 
Section One concerns Theoderic the Great, and its Question Two gives us 
the teller’s basic slant on the Theoderic material. It is a form of wonder 
perhaps specific to an oral culture: how can Theoderic have died nine gen
erations ago but still be talked about. The Answer repeats the ‘then-and-
now’ opposition of Question 2, but the stanza, the only strict verse in the 
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inscription, is aptly characterized by Andreas Heusler as a Denk mal
epigramm, a brief exercise in ekphrasis based on an eye-witness visit to the 
equestrian statue of Theoderic which Charlemagne had installed in the 
courtyard of his palace in Aachen; the date of this event, 801, gives us the 
earliest possible date for the inscription (Harris 2009, 34–35; Heusler 
1941, 85). That, at least, is the belief I share with the majority of students of 
Rök; I realize that this specific source, like many other details, is debatable 
– and debated – but the source of the Theoderic verse, while important for 
a historical understanding of Rök and of its date, is oddly unimportant for 
a gross literary explication.21 

In the hermeneutically more difficult Section 2, Question 2 asks the 
names of twenty kings who once ruled in zealand and now lie dead on a 
battlefield there. The Answer lists their names in four groups of five 
‘brothers’ with their four ‘fathers’; the brothers all bear the same name, 
‘five valkar sons of Ráðulfr’ and so on. Lönnroth had proposed as back
ground something like an early oral fornaldarsaga featuring berserk ‘broth
ers’ with an especially good parallel in story and thula in the incident on 
Sámsey known from Hervarar saga, Ǫrvar-Odds saga, and Saxo. though 
this is definitely the best constellation of medieval texts so far offered to 
complete and make intelligible the cryptic early Viking Age source, I criti
cized various details and tried to establish the anachronism as a disabling 
general critique. I offered an alternative based on earlier historical condi
tions (discussed below), but again the differences are not crucial to the kind 
of broad thematic interpretation we are advancing toward.

The third section, the bearer of Olrik’s weighty Achtergewicht (narrative 
emphasis on the last of a series), is the most important for interpretation.22 
After torturous examination of ll. 21–28, I proposed that in these 
Questions and their Answer we have a local Swedish variation of the myth 
of the death of a young god, best known in West Nordic as attached to 
Baldr, his father Odin, his ‘accidental’ slayer, his brother Hǫðr, and a new-
born brother váli or Bous, dedicated to avenge Baldr and specially engen
dered through the rape of a giant maiden Rindr (Harris 2006b). equivalents 

21  thus Lönnroth and I disagree sharply on the importance for Rök of the statue and on many 
other details but seem to be in broad agreement about the theme or meaning or message of 
this segment of the inscription.

22  olrik 1909; and cf. Harris 2006b, 51, 98.
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of all five of these actors appear in the Gautish story, where the slaying of 
vilinn, the local name of the Baldrfigure, occurs at the hands of an actor 
denominated jǫtunn, but the focus of the story is not on the slaying or on 
revenge but on the compensation for vilinn, namely the engendering of a 
brother, dedicated (as in Sonatorrek 17) to replace him and in Östergötland 
named thor. the bereaved father, the odinfigure is not named directly 
but called ‘the fanerespecting kinsman’ in the climactic line of the inscrip
tion, and his miraculous act of fathering the replacement brother happens 
at the ripe age of ninety. Of the sacred rape of Rindr we learn only through 
the phrase at kvanar husli ‘through the sacrifice of a woman’; but von 
friesen tells us that a local place name Vrindarvé makes it probable that 
Rindr was known in Östergötland under her West Nordic name.23

for a literary critic such a collection of narrative materials immediately 
poses the question, why just these stories and why in just this collocation. 
the numbering of minni’s in the heroic material shows that a selection was 
made, and the lack of numbering in the myth section suggests a different 
source. In any case, it is axiomatic that every inclusion implies exclusions, 
selection. This question, the why of selection and arrangement, only 
became available to scholars with Wessén’s 1958 break with the older, pre
dominantly functional readings; Wessén gave us a shapely literary collec
tion instead of fragmentary myths and incitements, but to my knowledge 
Lönnroth in 1977 was the first to ask the literary why-question and has 
been the most successful at answering it. Up to a point, I agree with him 
that “All three legends ... were concerned with posterity ...” (Lönnroth 1977, 
50). But my understanding of the contents of the sections, especially 
Section 3, ended up being sufficiently different to elicit an alternative and 
less ‘heroic’ variant analysis that emphasized the elementary facts of life 
and death as understood through a myth shaped within the archaic family 
– concerned, that is, with the wonder of genetic continuity after the death 
of the beloved son. In the absence of any facts about vámóðr, I suggested 
that eliade’s paradigm of homo religiosus, while it could teach nothing con
crete about vámóðr, could at least reveal a mentality in the perceived 
homology between the real and mythical fathers and sons. The sparse 
wording of Section 3 cannot offer insight into Varinn’s mind comparable 
to that offered by Sonatorrek; still, we do have the expensive monument, 
23  on Rindr, Harris 2006b, 83–84; von friesen 1920, 61.
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and varinn did choose this myth and can be credited with the exact empha
ses of the Rök version. varinn assigned the myth pride of place in the 
inscription and selected the jarring word faigian in its first lines, a keynote 
that perhaps casts vámóðr from the beginning in a role like that of the 
similarly fated Baldr, though we will never know whether in fact Baldr’s 
dreams of death extended to the local Swedish Vilinn variant. So under
stood, the myth of vilinn’s death and the compensation for it, the engen
dering of his replacement brother – these constitute varinn’s consolation.

thus the idea common to all three sections, bearing in mind that the 
third is the most decisive, has to do with the elementary continuation of 
life despite the reign of death: life persists while death comes and goes. I 
consider this analysis fairly obvious for Section 1 where, however, it is 
molded by its association with a heroic individual. Section 2 presents a 
challenge to the critic. Clearly it too deals with life and death and offers 
certain parallels to Section 1, but its affirmation of life in the midst of death 
seems to contradict the individuality of Section 1 and instead of singularity 
to reside in plurality, specifically in the pseudofamily structure of the 
Männerbund, where, as in the U.S. Marines, there is a sense of continuity 
between the living and the dead. The individual is submerged in a corpo
rate consciousness that does not directly deny death but assures that the 
brotherhood will continue. The Lévi-Straussian structure of Rök’s treat
ment of the theme of life and death thus begins to emerge: a classic binary 
opposition is established between the individual and the group that implies, 
in the language of myth, a problem, the solution to which, the mediating 
term, appears in Section 3 as deathandbirth, fatherandson, cyclicity 
within the blood family.

Cultural position, cultural change

So where does this reading of Rök place it within the realm of literature or, 
on the other hand, within that of life? Is it an elegy in stone, the crystalliza
tion (rather, petrification) of funeral ritual? It certainly has affiliations with 
Sonatorrek and erfikvæði, but the few critics who have actually tried to situ
ate Rök have tended rather to place it within a social matrix, thus to find a 
sitzimleben (rather than in der Literatur). Lönnroth speculates especially 
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about its relevance to social hierarchies and about pedagogical function, 
while Widmark constructs a Varinn who is a þulr – this ancient and not 
fully understood office being constituted as a guardian of ethnically defined 
knowledge, tribal tradition. Rök’s position among genres and media seems 
a less speculative matter than its position in society, but the significant fact 
about Rök in literary history is its uniqueness. Like Beowulf, the Canterbury 
Tales, and a few other masterpieces, it can be seen as a kind of summa lit
terarum,  but in parvo, bringing together elements of the literary past in a 
form so new that it produces no significant heirs.24 Does that mean it is 
insulated from cultural change?

 One model of cultural change already applied to our field, but less well 
known than it deserves to be, is embodied in a modest booklet by an 
anthropologist of the sixties, Rosalie Wax, who wrote on “the changing 
ethos of the vikings.” Wax derived the model from the anthropologist of 
peasant cultures james Redfield and explains it briefly:

the Little tradition refers to the little community and to that 
which is transmitted informally (predominantly orally) from 
generation to generation; while the Great Tradition refers to the 
corps of disciples within a civilized society and to special wisdom, 
preserved in scriptures, which they guard and transmit (Wax 1969, 
15).

This quotation leaves to the imagination the dynamic between Great and 
Little, and the explanatory power of this simple model of big fish eating 
little fish may have its limits. In the age of globalization, however, we do 
not require much subtlety on this subject. Students of old Scandinavian 
literature have long been accustomed to triumphalist presentations of the 
Continental Great tradition and to demonstrations that apparent survivals 
of Scandinavian Little traditions are in fact invented traditions. Instinctively 
I would like to celebrate the local and instances of resistance to progress, 
but the resistance – for example the thor’s hammers cast alongside crosses 
– may be based on imitation and so be sad signs of the inexorable homog
enization, the cultural equivalent of loss of species.  Long ago I tried to 
advance an argument that it was later awareness of this kind of cultural 
24  Argued for Beowulf in Harris 1991, for Rök in Harris 2009.
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change that made ‘saga’ a kind of ‘historical novel’ and so an analogue of 
the literary phenomenon known since the Romantic period (Harris 1986). 
Today, though, I would like to ask whether anything can be learned about 
cultural change in the early viking Age through one of its failures. the 
Rök Stone continues to be my example.

In her article on the social background of Rök, Gun Widmark pointed 
out that Varinn’s lifetime was the flourishing time of the Swedish trading 
town of Birka and that the Carolingian missionary Ansgar, who preached 
in Birka and ministered to its Christian population, was Varinn’s contem
porary (Widmark 1997). Widmark imagined Varinn as fearing that a new 
age was at hand which would espouse different ideals and that soon enough 
many of his countrymen would lose interest in the ancient local traditions 
he saw it as his duty to pass on, and Rök was his solution to this anxiety. 
In short, her Varinn saw his early ninth century as a time of cultural crisis 
when influences from the South seemed to threaten the Little Tradition. 
normally I might have applauded this hypothesis of resistance, but I read 
Widmark while engaged in completing a study focused, partly, on the 
West Germanic elements – frankish, frisian, and english – in Rök, a 
study which envisions Varinn rather as a man ahead of his time. Let me 
summarize the elements that contrast with Widmark’s fearful, conserva
tive varinn (Harris 2009).

Old English sources offer a few striking artistic analogues of the stone’s 
multistranded, anthologylike layout, notably in the franks Casket (c. 
700) and the (probably) early oe poems Deor and Widsith. though all 
may be regarded as examples of ‘panel structure,’ the arrangements are not 
mechanical; in Rök, as in the English works, subject matter may not be 
fully contained within its ‘panel.’ For the Anglo-Saxonist, Rök’s triadic 
progression within a two-part structure echoes Beowulf; more generally 
the idea of the ordered collection (as in the Beowulf manuscript) has a 
familiar feel. But on also has its mythicheroic order in the Codex Regius 
of the elder edda and such order literally arranged in panels in the 
Gotlandic picture stones, and aesthetic patterns probably convince few 
readers of cultural affiliations. the ultimately West Germanic source of 
the narrative material of the Theoderic section is, however, hardly in dis
pute in the broad sense that information about the master of Italy from 
493 to 526 will have entered Scandinavia via the West. The Hreiðgotar are 
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familiar to AngloSaxonists from Widsith; but though Widsith knows the 
Goths, it does not mention Theoderic. Rök’s connection with Deor is 
closer. The Þjóðrekr of Rök was skati Mæringa ‘lord of the Mærings’ while 
Deor’s Þeodric ‘ruled for thirty winters the fortress of the Mærings’ (ll.18-
19a).25 These Mærings are difficult to place, but the connection between 
Rök and Deor is an intimate one. A further parallel may perhaps be seen 
between dœmir enn um sakar and Deor’s þæt wæs monegum cuð ‘that was 
known to many’ (l. 19), both perhaps referring not just to Theoderic’s last
ing fame but to the mixture of blame and praise in that great reputation – 
the blame of course ultimately stemming from his heresy. the identity of 
both Theoderics with each other and with Theoderic the Great, the later 
Dietrich von Bern, is, in my opinion, conclusive, and I have already 
revealed that I am convinced by the argument, which goes back at least as 
far as 1889, that Rök’s fornyrðislag stanza is ultimately traceable to an eye
witness of the famous statue in Aachen. Varinn’s knowledge that Theoderic 
the Great died “nine ages ago” was remarkably accurate; counting from 526 
at 30 years per generation we arrive at 796. Despite the folk-poetic ring of 
‘nine ages ago,’ this cannot be an accident, and elements of possible 
Carolingian origin begin to accumulate.

Section 2 continues this accumulation. There the Answer is a Widsith
like thula of eight names, which show at the very least a strong West 
Germanic strain. Two of the fathers’ names are probably West Germanic, 
while the other two are attested in both North and West; the sons show 
two definitely West Germanic names and two where the evidence is incon
clusive but compatible with West Germanic origin. Von Friesen, whose 
extensive work on the names I have depended on – perhaps too much, but 
not blindly – sifted the onomastic evidence carefully and concluded that in 
general the names could be explained as “af ickenordisk börd” (1920, 81, 
76–81), possibly frisian.  

In my article I follow von Friesen (and to an extent Höfler 1952, 308–
17) in imagining an historical background in frisian trade along the Birka
HaithabuDorstad axis and in positing a foreground in the kind of 
Männerbund that was the foundation of such trading-and-raiding compa
nies of the earliest viking Age. the placement of events on Zealand brings 
the numerical symmetries of the brother-bands into contact with the simi
25  Deor and Widsith are cited from krappe 1936.
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larly symmetrical organization of early viking Age fortresses of the 
trelleborg type, though I have not been able to use this insight of Höfler’s 
in any very exact way. I sought an oral literary milieu that, unlike 
Lönnroth’s West nordic fornaldarsaga, looked south and west and found 
some similarities worth mentioning in praise poetry, Heusler’s Preislied/
Zeitgedicht. This imagined West Germanic origin requires, I would argue, 
no more unmoored belief than any other attempt to explain this puzzling 
material. All are speculations into the void of an oral period, but the whole 
nature of Rök presumes that this foreign material was not entirely new but 
already existed as stories in the memory of the audience of the inscrip
tion.

the West Germanic elements that appear in the Rök text can all be 
attributed to ‘oral tradition,’ but oral tradition need not be a disembodied 
(‘superorganic,’ in the idiom of folkloristics) force moving in mysterious 
waves; one conceptualizes it so vaguely only when no actual tradition
bearers are available as its vectors.  With many other Rök scholars I believe 
a more direct connection, ultimately an eye-witness, is implicit in the rela
tionship of the theoderic verse and the Aachen statue.  other features, 
such as the Swedish monument’s apparent allusion to Theoderic’s compro
mised fame or when he lived, could have been brought from the land of the 
Franks and Frisians by the kind of individual Swedish traveler to Dorstad 
whom we meet and hear quoted in Rimbert’s Life of St. Ansgar (1884, 58).

Is it possible that varinn’s unique decision to record his selection of 
legends in writing – “eine revolutionierende Idee,” as Meulengracht 
Sørensen calls it (2001, 133) – could have been one of the West Germanic, 
specifically frankish, influences?  Some later runic memorials quote bits of 
appropriate verse, and myths and legends were rendered pictorially in the 
north; but no other rune stone attempts to record a collection of such 
minni in writing. Our hypothetical Swedish visitor, setting out from Birka, 
will have traveled after 801 to Dorstad and further, up the Maas to Aachen.  
He will have been curious enough about the great emperor to admire the 
newly arrived statue of his famous and controversial predecessor, 
theoderic.  Perhaps among the things he learned there (theoderic’s bad 
reputation, how long ago he lived?) one concerned the emperor’s activities 
after 800 in improvement of native law, including having the oral laws 
written down.  Perhaps he heard that the emperor was even having ancient 
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story-telling poems collected and reduced to writing – in Einhard’s famous 
words: ‘[Karl] also had the old rude songs that celebrate the deeds and wars 
of the ancient kings written out for transmission to posterity’ – barbara et 
antiquissima carmina, quibus veterum regum actus et bella canebantur, scripsit 
memoriaeque mandavit.  In the context of such a collection perhaps refer
ences to memoria reminded him of his native minni with a somewhat simi
lar range of meanings centering on ‘memory, remembrance.’  einhard’s 
memoriae mandare is debated by specialists; but in context its meaning can
not have been far from ‘preserve for posterity (in letters).’26  For the Swede 
– whose stories were ‘memory’ and ‘memory’ story – the possibility of 
writing stories or poems pro memoria was a new idea and one from an 
authoritative source. But it did have a partial analogue at home where runic 
writing was already associated with monumentalization, often to preserve 
the memory of individuals in stones and runes that were to last until 
Ragnarök. Ideas, like seeds, may fall on ready ground, or not. Did our 
imaginary Swedish visitor carry his new idea back with him to 
Östergötland, where, sometime after the death of young Vámóðr, Varinn 
applied it to a memorial, resulting in a monument unique in literary his
tory but one with a familiar feeling for the Anglo-Saxonist?

So I disagree with Widmark about the conservative impulses to be read 
out of the Rök monument. Yet she and Meulengracht Sørensen were 
rightly – though only implicitly – groping toward a placement of Rök not 
just in relation to society and culture, as Wessén and Lönnroth do, but in 
relation to different cultures and their interactions. Concerning the anxious 
varinn’s decision “att anförtro sina minnen åt det beständigaste av allt: 
sten” (Widmark 1997, 172), Widmark asked: “Ristade kanske varin egentli
gen inte alls för någon läsare utan såg i stenen en sorts robot som på något 
magiskt plan för all evighet fyller den uppgift som hade varit hans?” (173). 
In other words, the motivation is resistance to cultural change and the 
technology, though new, is home-grown. Meulengracht Sørensen was 
closer to my understanding of the matter when he emphasized the utter 
uniqueness of Rök, the implausibility of Varinn’s experiment with exten
sive writing on stone, and the lack of any evidence of reception: “und tat
sächlich fand das großangelegte Schriftexperiment von Rök auch nirgens, 

26  on Vita Karoli, ch. 29, and the Heldenliederbuch, see Haubrichs 1989 and Harris 2009, 45 
n. 85.
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soviel wir wissen, Nachahmung” (2001, 133). Meulengracht Sørensen’s 
principal concern in this article was, however, quite a different one, in fact 
about source criticism and allowable anachronism; these remarks on medi
ality are a fruitful digression, but the word ‘revolutionizing,’ without a 
prefix such as ‘potential’ or ‘would-be,’ hardly seems to describe Varinn’s 
idea in its results.27

*

Rök is a cul-de-sac, a dead end with regard to cultural change, but can any
thing about the larger subject be learned from such a failure? A philologist 
is likely to have little confidence at this level of generalization. nevertheless, 
some closing axioms present themselves. When a cultural anomaly appears 
in situations of potential intercultural influence, hasty embrace of the for
eign may be a likely hypothesis, along with maladaptation to the receiving 
culture. Technology is a main vector of change, along with prestige and 
fashion, but native common sense may resist even an apparently bright 
idea. In terms of broadest cultural history, Rök should be portrayed as an 
early stage in the battle of literacy with orality where, clearly, orality won 
out. Yet scholars naturally see it not as something novel, but as a witness to 
an archaic time – both points of view have their value, the Little Tradition 
and the glimpse into the uneven progress of the Great tradition. 

27  On memory and the mediality of Rök see now also Schulte 2008 and Malm 2008.
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APPenDIX: tHe RÖk InSCRIPtIon, A RefeRenCe teXt

[The letters A-E refer to sides of the stone. The line numbering, however, is 
sequential 1–28, following Wessén 1958; OSw normalization also follows Wessén. 
Transcription of l. 20 (with underdotting indicating con jec tural runes) is that of 
Grønvik 2003, 67. the reversal of Wessén’s order in lines 27–28 is argued for in 
Harris 2006b.]

Dedication (lines 1–2, side A):
Aft Vamoð standa runar þaʀ.  /  Æn Varinn faði,  faðiʀ aft faigian sunu. 
In memory of Vámóðr stand these runes.  But Varinn wrote them, a father in 
memory of his deathdoomed son.

narrative Section one (3–11, A–B; theoderic section):
first Question/hint (3–5): Sagum mǫgminni þat: hværiar valraubar varin tvaʀ 
/ þaʀ, svað tvalf sinnum varin numnaʀ at valraubu, / baðar saman a ymissum 
mannum?  

I pronounce this hint for the lad:  Which were the two war-spoils which, 
both together, were taken twelve times in booty-taking from different 
men?

Second Question/hint (5–8): Þat sagum anna/rt:  hvaʀ fur niu aldum an urði 
fiaru / meðr Hraiðgutum, auk do/miʀ æn umb sakaʀ?  

This I pronounce as second: Who became without life (died) among the 
HreiðGoths nine ages ago, and yet his affairs are still under discussion?

Answer (A9–B11): Reð Þjoðrikʀ   hinn þurmoði,
stilliʀ / flutna,   strandu Hraiðmarar.
Sitiʀ nu garuʀ   a [B] guta sinum,
skialdi umb fatlaðʀ,   skati Mæringa.

Þjóðrikr the bold, ruler of sea-warriors, (once) ruled the shore of the Gothic 
Sea. Now he sits outfitted on his Gothic steed, with his shield buckled on, 
prince of the Mærings.

Narrative Section two (12–19; side C; the twenty kings):
first Question/hint (12–14): Þat sagum tvalfta, hvar hæstʀ se Gu/nnaʀ etu vett
vangi  a, kunungar tvaiʀ tigiʀ sva/ð a liggia?  

This I pronounce as twelfth: Where does the steed of Gunnr see food on 
the battlefield that twenty kings are lying on?
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Second Question/hint (14–17): Þat sagum þrettaunda, hvarir t/vair tigiʀ kun
ungar satin at Siolundi fia/gura vintur at fiagurum nampnum, burn/iʀ fiagurum 
brøðrum?  

This I pronounce as thirteenth: Which twenty kings sat on zealand for 
four winters under four names, sons of four brothers?

Answer (17–19): Valkar fim, Raðulfs sy/niʀ, Hraiðulfar fim, Rugulfs syniʀ, 
Haislaʀ fim, Haruð/s syniʀ, Kynmundaʀ fim, Bernaʀ synir.  

five valkar, sons of Ráðulfr; five Hreiðulfar, sons of Rugulfr; five Haislar, 
sons of Hǫrðr; five Kynmundar, sons of Bjǫrn.

Line 20 (after Grønvik): nukmịṇịṃiṚạluṣạḳiainhuar[...]ftirfra

narrative Section three (21–26, 28, 27; C, D, C top, e):
first Question/hint (21–22): Sagum mǫgminni þat: hvar Inguld/inga vari gul
dinn at kvanar husli?

I pronounce this hint for the lad: Who among the descendants of Ingvaldr 
was compensated for through the sacrifice of a woman?

Second Question/hint (23–24): Sagum mǫgminni: [h]vaim se burinn nið/r 
drængi?

I pronounce a (further) hint for the lad: To whom was a son born for a gal
lant young man?

Answer (24–26, 28, 27): Vilinn es þat • knua knatt/i iatun. Vilinn es þat • Nyti. /  
Sagum mǫgminni: Þor / ol nirøðr, / sefi via vari.

Vilinn it is, whom the enemy slew. Vilinn it is: may he enjoy (this monu
ment). I pronounce a (final?) hint for the lad: At ninety, the kinsman, 
respecter of shrines, engendered Þórr.
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SuMMARy

Citing Sigurður Nordal as a model, the article attempts to bring philology, with its 
concern with minutiae, into dialogue with the grand sweep of Nordic civilizational 
analysis that formed the focus of the workshop as a whole. The paper argues 
a continuity from the building blocks of the particular through the controlled 
generalization of genre (and interpretation) to a limited window on one aspect 
of cultural dynamic. The examples of philology ascending toward broad cultural 
history are supplied by egill SkallaGrímsson’s Sonatorrek and the Swedish Rök 
inscription. the genre in question is erfikvæði, which, however, is treated as a form 
of cross-cultural ‘elegy,’ thus opening toward the memorial inscription. The Rök 
inscription is, in conclusion, assessed in its relation to hegemonic influence from 
the Continent, advancing communications technology, and possible nativistic 
resistance.
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