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Chapter 1 — Introduction 1

Chapter 1 - Introduction
Misjafnar verda farir til manna — “Travels affect people in different ways.”

Svarfdeela saga (Islenzk fornrit IX, p. 162)

This thesis originated in a question: what did medieval saga-writers think about the Viking
travellers who sailed west across the ocean without knowing the way to the lands they sought, or
even whether or not these lands existed? Those who set out across the open sea discovered and
settled new lands while other travellers went only short distances, hugging coast-lines all the way.
This contrast leads to more specific questions. Did saga-writers consider the Norse travellers
who sailed far across the open sea braver than others? More foolish? Did they respect the
fortitude of men seeking new lands to settle, or did they think the discoverers just got lucky? Or
of these maritime feats did the medieval story-tellers think anything at all?

The medieval saga-writers tell many stories of westward far-travel, but they do not write
“These voyages were amazing feats of seamanship, and far-travellers were braver than near-
travellers.” To find the answers to these questions the travel-narratives must be placed in the
contexts in which they appear, and thus my questions about travel westward quickly led me to the
broader study of saga-accounts of far-travel in all directions. Skalla-Grimr’s wisdom regarding
travel would seem to be relevant to the study of travel: Er ymsar verdr, ef margar ferr (Egla 38:

96) — “Many journeys lead to many directions.”

Within this broader context, stories of far-travel
westward across the ocean are just one type of saga-narrative dealing with the journey from the

familiar to the “other”, a theme manifested in many different ways in the various sagas in which

! As Bernard Scudder translates it: “The more journeys you make, the more directions they take” (CSI | 65). Egla,
CSl, and the other abbreviations | use are listed after the table of contents to this thesis. In citations from individual
sagas, the number before the colon denotes chapter and the number after denotes page number. In citations from
CSl, IF, Fritzner’s dictionary, and other multi-volume works, the Roman numeral indicates volume.
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it appears. The sagas’ Vikings encounter in the distant west a race of savages speaking an
unintelligible language; if the same characters had gone north, they might have encountered trolls
reciting verses in Norse or giants feasting in a kingly hall. In the distant south they might find
wealthy, noble, Christian men willing to employ them in battles against dark-skinned Saracens,
while in the distant east they might meet similarly civilised Christian rulers, but beyond them
dragons. Far-travel is clearly a narrative device valued by the medieval saga-writers, and there is
therefore no shortage of material to explore for enlightenment. Interest in the courage of the
Vikings who travelled the physical world has led me to the inventiveness of their descendents,

who in their literary works travel through the geography of an imagined world.

1. Purpose and parameters
To state my purpose succinctly and clearly: in this thesis | examine saga-accounts of travel by
Scandinavian saga-characters from their home countries to distant lands, noting narrative patterns
and themes associated with far-travel in each of the cardinal directions. Special attention is given
to the characterisation of far-travellers, and to the motivations for far-travel ascribed to them by
saga-writers. It is therefore essential to define from the outset what precisely is meant by “far-

travel” as | use it in this thesis, as well as which lands are “distant” and which are not.

1.i. Far-travel to distant lands
l.i.a. “Distance” in this context does not refer to geographical distance: it is rather an imagined,
literary concept of distance. Sagas are literary creations, and the lands featured in them likewise
serve literary purposes, a concept readily illustrated by saga-writers’ treatment of the regions
north of Scandinavia, Finnmtrk in particular. It is commonplace for saga-writers to populate this

region with marvellous inhabitants such as trolls, sorcerers and shape-changers, both in the
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fantastic fornaldarsdgur as well as the more realistic islendingasdgur and konungasogur.? Yet the
geographical region corresponding to the literary FinnmTrk was closer to the habitations of
medieval Scandinavians and much simpler to travel to than, say, Byzantium in the distant south, a
place the saga-writers populate with recognisably human characters. It is therefore clear that the
“Finnmtrk” of these fantastic episodes is not the one to which the saga-writer and his neighbours
could travel, and its monstrous and magical inhabitants are not the people they would interact
with once there. The literary north is instead a “distant” place filled with “others”, a place in
which fantastic tales take place, where valiant Vikings engage in magical adventures. Distant
lands in different directions, naturally, correspond to different literary purposes and themes. The
key factor in all directions is the idea of an imaginary border being crossed in the saga-writers’
mental, imagined map of the world, from “inside” to “outside.” Far-travellers are not those who
sail for two months rather than two days, but those who travel from inside this area of Norse
familiarity, which | call “northern” or “Scandinavian” Europe, to outside (see 81.i.b. below).
This distinction between near- and far-travel is not an artificial, academic construct: some
medieval saga-writers clearly sense or create the distinction themselves. There are, for example,
some saga-characters given the byname vidftrli — “widely travelled” or “far-travelling.” “Widely
travelled” seems the better interpretation when the byname is applied to Nrvar-Oddr (“Arrow-
Oddr”, “Oddr the archer), who visits many lands during his 300-year life-span, while the “far-
travelling” interpretation fits Yngvarr vioftrli, who leads a single expedition, but further east into
Asia than any Norseman has gone before. A notion of Scandinavian nations occupying a single
“neighbourhood” — despite long sea-journeys separating some of them — is evident in Laxdcela

saga, when the Icelander Bolli Bollason decides to leave his homeland and see the world. In

2 Among English-speaking scholars of Old Norse “islendingaségur” and other terms of Icelandic origin have fully
entered into academic speech and writing, so I rarely use English equivalents such as “sagas of Icelanders.”
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Norway Bolli replies to a query about whether he intends to stay there or return to Iceland: ,,Ek
@tla mér hvarki, ok er pat satt at segja, at ek hafda pat &tlat, pa er ek for af islandi, at eigi skyldi
at spyrja til min i Tdru hasi** (Lax. 73: 213) — ““I mean to do neither, and it is fair to say that
when | set out from Iceland I did not intend that any should hear of me being just next-door.””
Bolli then travels south to Constantinople and distinguishes himself in the service of the
Byzantine emperor. Norway is thus “next-door” to Iceland, while Constantinople is not: to the
writer of Laxdela saga, the difference between near- and far-travel is clear.

It is important to note that “far-travel” as | use the term does not correspond exclusively to
the cognomen vioffrli. Though the saga-characters given this epithet are also far-travellers by my
definition, they form too small a group to properly represent the many travellers who spread out
in all directions to distant lands. Leifr Eiriksson, for example, is never called “Leifr vioffrli”,
despite his undeniable status as a far-traveller westward. Indeed, as Sverrir Jakobsson points out,
“A common characteristic of the persons called by the byname vidftrli is that their journeys took
them partly or exclusively to the East” (2006: 936). The collection of far-travellers named by the

saga-writers therefore forms only a subset of mine.

1.i.b. The area characterised in the sagas by Norse familiarity is not exclusive to Scandinavia.
Though the saga-episodes | examine concern only travel by Scandinavian characters — that is,
Norwegians, Swedes, Danes, Icelanders, Faroese people, Shetlanders and Orcadians — across a
near-far border, the border itself is not merely the outer edge of Scandinavia. The British Isles
and much of northern and central Europe are also “inside.” As indicated above, the goal of
defining this area of inclusion — which | call “northern” or “Scandinavian” Europe — is to separate

lands and peoples medieval Scandinavian saga-writers considered “ordinary” from those they
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considered “other”, and, ultimately, to determine how they characterise travel and travellers who
move from these familiar lands to those distant ones. “Northern Europe” encompasses not
physical landmasses and their historical inhabitants but imagined, literary locations in which
recognisably Scandinavian characters move with freedom and familiarity.

Though saga-writers do not often verbalise explicitly this inclusion/exclusion of lands and
peoples, it is nevertheless possible to detect such a separation within some saga-texts, and
sufficient evidence exists for a reasonably stable definition of this area of Norse familiarity.
Judith Jesch observes that Hallfredr vandraedaskald’s description of the travels and military
exploits of King Olafr Tryggvason in Olafsdrapa “usefully outlines the various arenas for Viking
activity in the late tenth and early eleventh centuries” (2007: 124). Hallfredr relates that after
returning from Russia in the east, Olafr defeats in various battles the inhabitants of Jamtaland,
Gautland and Skéaney (Jamtland, Gotaland, Skane); Denmark; Saxony and Frisia; Walcheren and
Flanders; and finally England, Northumbria, Bretland (Wales, Cornwall and possibly Brittany)
and Cumbria (Kock 81). The writer of Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar outlines a similar area
when describing the diaspora of Norwegians following the violent consolidation of Norwegian
states by Haraldr harfagri (“fair-hair”, “fine-hair”):

En af pessi &pjan flydu margir menn af landi a brott, ok byggdusk p& margar audnir vida,

baedi austr i Jamtaland ok Helsingjaland ok Vestrltnd, Sudreyjar, Dyflinnar skidi, irland,

Nordmandi & Vallandi, Katanes & Skotlandi, Orkneyjar ok Hjaltland, Faereyjar. Ok i pann

tima fannsk island. (Egla 4: 12)

But because of this oppression, many people fled the land and settled widely in many

uninhabited places, both to the east in Jamtaland and Helsingjaland, and to the west in the

British Isles, the Hebrides, the pale of Dublin, Ireland, Normandy in France, Caithness in

Scotland, Orkney and Shetland, and the Faroes. And at that time Iceland was discovered.
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The disparity between the lists of peoples or countries in these two sources results from their
different narrative purposes. Olafsdrapa celebrates Olafr’s military achievements across Europe,
while this portion of Egils saga introduces a theme of flight before royal tyranny, in anticipation
of Eqill’s father Skalla-Grimr later abandoning oppressive Norway for independent Iceland. The
peoples and countries in the first list are therefore places familiar as adversaries, while those in
the second are those in which a Norse population can settle and live in comparative freedom and
peace. Combined, the two lists demarcate a collection of peoples and countries familiar to the
medieval saga-writers, those to which Scandinavian characters may be expected to travel and
with which they may be expected to interact, either in conflict or in peace.’

There are many other indications throughout saga-literature that these lands, the British
Isles in particular, sit inside the same broad cultural area as Scandinavia. Thus when Gunnlaugr
ormstunga (“serpent-tongue”) travels around honouring Norse rulers with skaldic verses, he
includes the monarchs of England and Ireland in his circuit (Gunn. 7-8).* The Icelander Egill
Skalla-Grimsson also finds an appreciative recipient of his skaldic verse in an English king,
Athelstan (Adalsteinn), and he and his brother Porélfr serve that king as soldiers (Egla 50-55).
Other parts of Europe are treated as similarly unremarkable destinations for Scandinavian travel.
Previous to serving Athelstan in England, Egill and Pérdlfr raid in the Baltic country of Kdrland
(Courland, the Kurzeme region in modern Latvia), where they offer the local inhabitants a
fortnight’s truce and trade with them during that time (Egla 46). The Norsemen thus interact
with the Courlanders on familiar if antagonistic terms, and Courland is certainly not remote from

the Scandinavian world. A passage in Knytlinga saga indicates the short distance and ease of

® The geographical knowledge and beliefs represented by the list of countries in 10th-century Olafsdrapa are utterly
familiar to 13th-century saga-writers like that of Egils saga. This is evident from the various sagas and synoptic
histories that, following the poem, trace through Europe a path for Olafr essentially the same as that in Olafsdrapa.
* When a parenthetical citation from a saga contains no colon, the numbers refer to the chapters in the edition used.
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travel between Denmark and Flanders (Flemingjaland), when two Danish brothers remark of an
errand there: ,,Ekki er ferd pessi sva ITng, at hon megi eigi vel fram komask fyrir pat* (Knyt. 64:
201) — “*This journey is not so long that it may not nevertheless be easily achieved.’”

Countries that sit outside the borders of northern Europe as | have defined it are those that
I consider “distant” for the purposes of this thesis. Travel to these lands from Scandinavia is “far-
travel.” The distant lands associated with a particular cardinal direction will be listed at the
beginning of the chapter covering far-travel in that direction. My classification of some lands as
distant may be considered dubious due to their geographical proximity to Scandinavia
(Finnmtrk), cultural similarity to Norse societies (Russia), or both (Greenland). Conversely,
Ireland may be considered a reasonably “distant” land, but I classify it as part of Scandinavian
Europe. | defend these classifications as necessary in the introductions to the relevant chapters.
The imagined geography or cosmography of the world evident in saga-literature that | have
described here is illustrated in Figure 1, “Concentric circles of familiarity centred on
Scandinavia.” | do not suggest that medieval Icelanders had this precise diagram in their minds
as they wrote their sagas — though a quite similar diagram does appear in a 13th-century
geographical text (see Simek 1986: 267-69) — nor that every saga-reference to the lands included
fits precisely and exactly into its arrangement. The diagram is merely intended to give a rough
visualisation of a fairly consistent conceptual geography that was based not on maps or charts but
on elements both of experiences, reports and stories and of native and continental literary
traditions. The second ellipse of the three on the diagram marks the border between northern

Europe and the distant lands which has been discussed here.

> As this diagram and my usage throughout this chapter indicate, 1 include Iceland in the term “Scandinavia.”
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1.ii. Saga-literature
The corpus of saga-literature is quite well-defined in Old Norse scholarship, but it would be as
well to outline briefly a few points about the selection of the texts I use in this thesis. The
primary texts are those sagas, pettir and other medieval, Norse-language prose texts which
feature episodes of travel by Norsemen from their Scandinavian homelands to distant lands in all
four cardinal directions. Nearly all of these texts are Islendingasdgur, konungaségur and
fornaldarsogur, as well as pattir embedded in these types of saga or manuscripts containing them.
Some byskupasdgur that feature brief episodes in the distant south are also included. Many
riddarasogur feature episodes taking place in distant lands, usually in the distant east or south, but
none of these involves travel by Scandinavian characters, and thus I use no riddaraségur as
primary texts in this thesis.® Each of these categories is distinctive in its own way, and in using
these texts | attempt to remark appropriately on generic issues where relevant. One noticeable
pattern is that different types of saga correlate with different directions of travel; most of the
episodes in which saga-characters travel to the far north, for example, are in fornaldarségur, while
stories dealing at length with journeys to the distant south are most often found in konungasogur.
While it is important to remember that strict genre distinctions are later, academic creations
designed to aid discussion of the vast topic of Old Norse-Icelandic literature, the differences must

be recognised if examples from diverse genres are to be examined together.” Nevertheless, a key

¢ Samsons saga fagra shows the influence of native tradition and features travel to a distant northern realm of Norse
legend, Glaesisvellir, but the saga’s main character is either English or Welsh, not Scandinavian. A main character of
Sigurdar saga fots is the king of “Sjoltnd” (“Sea-land”, Danish Sjelland?), but there is no far-travel in this saga.
Though medieval Icelandic romance is excluded here due to the focus of my study, riddarasdgur are certainly
important to the study of saga travel-narrative in general. As Marianne Kalinke observes, “Travel, with attendant
depiction of strange places, is de rigueur in Icelandic romance” (1983: 853).

" Some genre distinctions existed in medieval Scandinavia. “pattr”, for example, is one of the authentic, medieval
designations for the genre of short fiction called by that name in modern scholarship (Rowe-Harris 462). Modern
scholarship’s use of the medieval term “lygisdgur” for native riddarasdgur is less widespread.
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point to recognise is that | use accounts from different types of saga side by side and consider
them as essentially equal in literary value. The literary characteristics, motifs and purposes of the
sagas from the various sub-genres may be very different, but they all contribute to an overall
understanding of the function of far-travellers and far-travel in saga-literature. All forms of saga
and pattr also occasionally quote verses, skaldic or otherwise, to punctuate or validate the
narrative. In konunga- and islendingaségur, many of the verses are authentic, or at least
demonstrably contemporary with the events they describe, literary relics from the 10th, 11th and
12th centuries recorded by saga-compilers centuries (or at the nearest, decades) later. Where |

quote from such verses embedded in prose, | acknowledge this context.

L.ii.a. Of the three sub-genres of sagas, | use islendingaségur most frequently.® Among their
defining characteristics are anonymous authorship, concern principally with Icelandic characters
(many of them historical figures), a narrative time-frame falling between about 830 and about
1050, and composition roughly between 1200 and 1400. islendingasaga-plots often centre on
inter-familial feuding, a tendency that has resulted in their also being called “family sagas.”
Those Islendingasdgur whose main character is a skald quote that skald’s verses extensively, and
other sagas are liable to include more sporadic skaldic verse as well.

Not all of these characteristics are applicable to every islendingasaga | refer to in this
thesis. The Vinland sagas, for example, do not deal with feuds, while Fljétsdeela saga may have
been composed as late as the early 16th century. Where these defining characteristics apply,
however, they are factors to be considered in my analysis of their accounts of far-travel. One of
these defining characteristics, for example, is in Gisla saga directly related to an account of far-

travel: the central feud resulting in the title character’s death also provides the later impetus for
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one of his allies to abandon Iceland for the distant west. It is thus essential to place this instance
of far-travel motivated directly by feud-violence in its proper context: the journey far away from
Iceland is not an unexpected or unique occurrence, but one of several reasonable courses of

action open to a character embroiled in the common circumstance of a family feud.

1.ii.b. While konungasdgur bear many similarities to Islendingasogur, there are differences
between the two sub-genres both superficial and fundamental.® The primary defining
characteristic of konungasogur is, of course, their narrative focus on the kings of Norway or
Denmark. Unlike the writers of islendingasdgur, authors or compilers of konungasogur are often
known by name. Where the origins of the islendingasaga genre are obscure and hotly debated,
the development of konungasogur from hagiography can be traced with much more confidence.
The range of projected composition dates of konungasogur falls somewhat earlier than those of
Islendingasdgur (about 1180 to 1280); the events they describe cover a wider time-range (about
850 to 1280) and were, at their time of writing, more recent. Like islendingasdgur, konungasdgur
quote many skaldic verses to authenticate or otherwise enhance episodes in the narrative, though
in konungasogur the verses are more often composed by the royal title character’s skalds than by
the king himself. Orkneyinga saga does not focus on the monarchs of Norway or Denmark but
relates the biographies of the line of Orcadian jarls; an alternative, medieval title for the text is
Jarla stgur (Pulsiano 456-57). The saga’s other characteristics, however, fit the konungasaga
sub-genre fairly well (see Vésteinn 2007: 116, endnote).

As with Islendingaségur, | discuss the defining characteristics of konungaségur where

they directly factor in the accounts of far-travel | cite. The skaldic verses that Rtgnvaldr jarl Kali

& On islendingasogur, see Vésteinn 2007 and Jonas 1988: 203-24.
° On konungas6gur, see Armann 2007 and Jonas 1988: 147-66.
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composes, for example, are a typical feature of konungasogur, yet in Orkneyinga saga they serve
the unique needs of the narrative, some illustrating the courtly nature of southern Europe with
their continual praise of the lady Ermengarde of Narbonne (Ermingerdr, Narb6n) and one
describing the awe-inspiring view on the pilgrim’s arrival at Jerusalem. The stanzas also
demonstrate RTgnvaldr’s proficiency at versifying, one of his self-proclaimed “nine skills” (see

Jesch 2006).

1.ii.c. Fornaldarségur show a number of marked differences from the other two major saga sub-
genres and have been of less interest to modern scholars.® There are two ways of defining the
fornaldarsaga. The first is simply as a saga published in Fornaldar Ségur Nordrlanda (1829-30),
C.C. Rafn’s three-volume collection containing twenty-five sagas from various medieval
manuscripts. The second fornaldarsaga-criteria are the specific, defining characteristics used by
Rafn himself to select the texts. Sagas in this sub-genre are chronologically set in the time before
Haraldr harfagri ruled Norway (i.e. before the Icelandic landnam), and they are geographically
set primarily in mainland Scandinavia or elsewhere in the Germanic world — but not in Iceland
(Tulinius 2002: 17-19). Like sagas from other sub-genres, fornaldarségur often contain
significant amounts of verse, but this verse is often in eddic rather than skaldic metres. This
generic trait suggests a literary purpose independent of islendingaségur and konungaségur and at
the same time valuable in its own right. Sagas constructed around skaldic verse are often
biographical in origin and focus, but sagas constructed around eddic verse may truly be called
heroic literature, not only successors to the earlier heroic lays but often their preservers as well
(see Tulinius 2007: 448). Vtlsunga saga, for example, consolidates into a saga-narrative the

stories of Sigurdr Fafnisbani preserved from earlier times in the heroic poems of the poetic Edda,
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providing our only Norse version of the events lost in the great lacuna in the Edda’s Sigurdr-
cycle. Hervarar saga ok Heidreks preserves verses from several long poems in eddic metre
known from no other source, as well as a scattering of quite old lausavisur (Pulsiano 711, 283,
286-87; Tulinius 2007: 452-55). Fornaldarsogur are thus characterised primarily by their basis
in the heroic-mythical prehistory of Scandinavia. Fornaldarsogur were probably written roughly
contemporary with Islendingasogur, from the middle of the 13th century to the end of the 14th.
Some scholars identify fornaldarsdgur with lygisdgur, a term used in the 13th century for an old
saga about the northern hero Hrémundr Gripsson (O’Donoghue 99-100).** Others use the term
lygisogur for later, indigenous Icelandic sagas written in imitation of continental romances, sagas
which are based in “an exotic (non-Scandinavian), vaguely chivalric milieu” (Driscoll 190).
Given the lack of clear consensus, | do not use the term “lygiségur.”

As with the islendingasogur and konungasogur, | consider and comment on the
implications of particular fornaldarsaga-characteristics where they are relevant to the accounts of
far-travel | use. Egils saga einhenda ok Asmundar berserkjabana, for example, features heroic
characters engaged in classic fornaldarsaga activities: abandoning royal households, going on
Viking raids, and finding life-mates at the end of adventurous quests. Egill and Asmundr’s
travels to the distant north and east are thus an inevitable consequence of their wide-ranging
quests and raids. In addition to the native, heroic elements of the story, the saga also shows the
influence of continental tales: Egill’s captivity with and ultimate defeat of a goat-keeping giant,
for example, is easily recognisable as a northern adaptation of the story of Odysseus and the
Cyclops. Ultimately, fornaldarsdégur are among the most useful texts to the study of saga far-

travel. As Peter Hallberg observes, “The [fornaldarsdgur] move in a wide geographical space and

19 On fornaldarségur, see Tulinius 2007, Driscoll 2007 and Jénas 1988: 341-46.
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cover many countries in the North, the South and the East, some of them well-known, others

rather nebulous” (1982: 27).

1.ii.d. Inaddition to these three categories of sagas, | also use examples from the shorter Norse-

language texts known as peettir, as well as some other vernacular prose texts. Some of the
categories into which Elizabeth Ashman Rowe and Joseph Harris classify peettir indicate their
fundamental similarity to the various saga subdivisions (462-64). The category designated “king-
and-Icelander pattir”, for example, consists of peettir that deal with an Icelandic commoner’s
relationship with the Norwegian king, associating them immediately with konungasogur. Indeed,
many of these peettir are preserved as interpolations in konungaségur and may never have existed
as independent works. “Feud pettir”, which relate Icelandic feuds, and *“skald pattir”, which
relate brief anecdotes to do with skaldic poetry, both resemble small-scale versions of common
types of Islendingasdgur. baettir of the “journey to the other world” and “mytho-heroic” or
“fornaldarpeettir” likewise resemble small-scale fornaldarsogur (Rowe-Harris 463-64). beettir
may therefore be considered essentially as short sagas, which unfortunately blurs the distinction
between “saga” and “péttr.”** Also, a pattr transmitted as a part of a larger work is not always
identified in the manuscript as an individual text, and thus it is not universally agreed which
works are truly “peettir.” 1 simply regard the pattr as a genre in its own right and comment on
sub-generic and identification issues only where relevant to my argument. The time-range of

pattr-composition is a bit wider than that of sagas, perhaps reflecting their cross-generic nature;

1 A famous episode in Porgils saga ok Haflida relates that King Sverrir Sigurdarson says of this saga that such lying
sagas are the most entertaining (kalladi hann slikar lygiségur skemmtiligastar, 10: 27).

12 Supporting this notion, the short saga now known as Greenlendinga saga (or borfinns saga karlsefnis) has also
been known in the past as Greenlendinga pattr.
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according to Rowe and Harris, “pettir were composed before 1220 and apparently continued to
be written in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries” (464).

I also use as primary sources some other Old Norse-Icelandic texts that do not fall easily
into generic classifications but are generally included by scholars in the corpus of saga-literature.
These include the Icelandic books of history and genealogy, Ari borgilsson’s Libellus Islandorum
(or Islendingabok) and Landnamabdk, as well as Agrip af Noregskonungastgum, one of the so-
called “synoptic histories” of Norwegian kings. The other two synoptics, Historia de Antiquitate
Regum Norwagiensium of Theodoricus Monachus and the anonymous Historia Norwegiae, are in
Latin. Other contemporary non Norse-language texts | also occasionally refer to include Adam of
Bremen’s Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificum and the Latin-language Danish histories
of Sven Aggesen and Saxo Grammaticus, as well as the Anglo-Saxon translation of Orosius
associated with King Alfred the Great. These works serve exclusively as secondary source
material in this thesis, supporting or providing context for arguments whose foundations lie

squarely in the Norse-language texts.

2. Scholarship survey

Before going on to describe my methodology and other technical aspects of this thesis, | first

provide a review of the scholarship in areas related to my specific questions and aims.

2.i. Geography and travel
To my knowledge, no scholar has published any work focusing exclusively on far-travel within

saga-literature, either as the saga-writers seem to define far-travel or as | have.® The general

3 The only exception is my own paper “Saga Accounts of Violence-motivated Far-travel” (2009), which presents a
small portion of the material covered in this thesis.
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subject of the role of travel in saga-literature, however, has been discussed by several scholars.
Some study has also been devoted to the medieval Scandinavians’ perceived geography of the
world, a subject intimately connected with the study of accounts of travel from the
Scandinavians’ homelands to places perceived as distant from them.

The standard reference work that collates and analyses medieval Icelandic and
Scandinavian visualisations and descriptions of their world’s geography is Rudolf Simek’s
Altnordische Kosmographie: Studien und Quellen zu Weltbild und Weltbeschreibung in
Norwegen und Island vom 12. bis zum 14. Jahrhundert (1990). Besides providing an exhaustive
survey of the material and comprehensively summarising and interpreting it, Simek also includes
texts and German translations of thirty passages from primary sources fundamental to
understanding medieval Scandinavian cosmography. Gisli Sigurdsson has delivered papers and
published studies on the medieval Icelandic “mental maps” of various specific locations, such as
the British Isles (2006), Greenland (2009) and Vinland (2004). In his 2005 book Vid og verdldin:
Heimsmynd Islendinga 1100-1400, Sverrir Jakobsson describes the medieval Icelandic world-
view, illustrating how Icelanders placed themselves in relation to the Christian and Norse worlds.
For the most part it is the Icelanders’ conceptual position that is discussed, but their geographical
position also enters the discussion, especially where it concerns marginality versus centrality.

Kristel Zilmer has written quite prolifically on the role of travel in saga-literature. Most
thorough in method and at the same time most focused is her doctoral dissertation on Viking Age
Baltic traffic and its representation in early Nordic sources, published in the Nordistica
Tartuensia series (2005, reviewed in Jackson 2006). In various other papers** Zilmer discusses

the narrative representation of travel in sagas of different sub-genres and connects that

4« earning About Places and People” (2004), “The Motive of Travelling in Saga Narrative” (2005), and “Icelandic
Sagas and the Narrative Tradition of Travelogue” (2006).
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representation to various other facets of saga-literature, such as its methods of introducing,
characterising and imbuing with personal significance saga-characters; its literary relationship
with cultural-historical realities; and its representation of the past. Though the intrinsic value of
travel motifs to saga-literature is best demonstrated by the careful, extended attention Zilmer
devotes to them, it is defended more succinctly in some of her concluding words:
The travels undertaken by the saga characters play a distinctive role in the saga narrative
on different levels, contributing to the plot and the structure of the sagas, and at the same
time opening up some characteristic concepts and perceptions that have shaped the story.
[...] Totravel isto experience and learn, but it is also to develop one’s imagination and
creativity — and the narrative representation of travel in the sagas of Icelanders works in
the same manner, mixing imaginary, illustrative interpretations with realistically grounded
elements, and building a bridge between the experiences of different times. (2005: 88-89)
The articles collected in The World of Travellers: Exploration and Imagination (2009) address
various categories of the perceptions of travel in Latin and Germanic literature of the early
Middle Ages. Articles in this collection by Judith Jesch and Lars van Wezel deal with aspects of
travel in saga-literature. Travel in medieval literature in general and within Old Norse studies in
particular continues to be a subject of great interest and ongoing discussion. The theme of the
annual Leeds Medieval Congress for 2010 is “Travel and Exploration.” The University of
Nottingham hosted a postgraduate conference on movement in the Middle Ages in May 2009, in
which several of the papers presented dealt specifically with travel-related topics. (The

proceedings of this conference will be made available on Nottingham Eprints.)

2.ii. Directions
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There have been many studies of both historical and literary focus pertaining either to Viking
Age and medieval Scandinavian interaction with specific distant lands in each of the four cardinal

directions or to medieval accounts of travel to those lands.

2.ii.a. The extensive archaeological excavations by Poul Ngrlund in the early 20th century
advanced knowledge of medieval Greenland more than any previous endeavour; Ngrlund’s
conclusions were published in 1936 as Viking Settlers in Greenland and their Descendants
During Five Hundred Years (reprinted 1971). Other treatments of Norse Greenland use literary
as well as archaeological sources.™ As an exhaustive survey of the medieval Scandinavian
literary treatment of Norse Greenland, Olafur Halldérsson’s Granland i midaldaritum (1978) has
not been surpassed. Olafur provides, among other things, a complete edition of Granlands annal
and extracts from many other medieval Norse sources on Greenland, as well as an essay on the
relationship between Grenlendinga saga and Eiriks saga rauda, their dating and their
relationship to other medieval sources on Greenland. A recent contribution to the ongoing debate
about the causes of the decline and ultimate disappearance of the Norse Greenland colonies is
Jared Diamond’s 2005 book Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed. Diamond’s
focus, however, is more popular than academic. Kirsten Seaver’s study The Frozen Echo (1997)
provides a more scholarly treatment of the subject.

The primary focuses of Vinland scholarship ever since C.C. Rafn’s scholarly assertion
that medieval Norsemen had reached continental North America (Antiqvitates Americanae, 1837)
have been the validity of archaeological evidence for Norse presence in North America and the

veracity of the medieval literary accounts of Norse travel to Vinland. Fridtjof Nansen’s extensive

1> See Knud J. Krogh, Viking Greenland (1967); Helge Ingstad, Land Under the Pole Star (1966); and Gwyn Jones,
The Norse Atlantic Saga (1964 revised 1986).
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study In Northern Mists (1911) argued that the saga-accounts of travel to Vinland were entirely
derived from previously existing classical, continental and Irish motifs of travel literature and
cosmography. Helge Ingstad’s 1960 discovery of a Norse settlement site at L’ Anse-aux-
Meadows on the northern coast of Newfoundland was the subject’s defining moment, and the
archaeological excavations of his wife Anne Stine Ingstad and later Birgitta Wallace have
solidified and enriched our understanding of Norse presence in North America at the turn of the
first millennium.®® The volume and pace of Vinland scholarship do not show signs of lessening.
A collection of articles relevant to medieval Norse voyages to North America, medieval Norse
activities there, medieval literature on Vinland, and other related topics was published in 1993
(Viking Voyages to North America, ed. Birthe L. Clausen). Large, interdisciplinary conferences
were held in Reykjavik in August 1999 (Approaches to Vinland, ed. Andrew Wawn and Pérunn
Sigurdardottir) and Newfoundland and Labrador in September 2000 (Vinland Revisited: The
Norse World at the Turn of the First Millennium, ed. Shannon Lewis-Simpson), the proceedings
of which were published in 2001 and 2003 respectively. Richard Perkins’s article “Medieval
Norse Visits to America: Millennial Stocktaking” (2004) provides a useful, brief description of
the current state of Vinland scholarship, and Perkins addresses some of the recurrent questions in

that field and suggests possible avenues of investigation for the future.

2.ii.b. Scholarly treatment of Norse interaction with the distant south deals primarily with two

subjects, the Varangian regiment in Byzantium and the many Scandinavian pilgrims to Rome and

Jerusalem. Paul Riant (Expéditions et pélerinages des scandinaves en Terre Sainte au temps des

16 See Helge Ingstad, Westward to Vinland (1969); Helge and Anne Stine Ingstad, The Viking Discovery of America:

The Excavation of a Norse Settlement in L'Anse Aux Meadows, Newfoundland (2001); and Birgitta Wallace, “L’Anse
aux Meadows: Gateway to Vinland” (1990), “The Vikings in North America: Myth and Reality” (1991) and “L’Anse
aux Meadows, the western outpost” (1993).
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Croisades, 1865, and Skandinavernes Korstog og Andagtsrejser til Palastina, 1868) draws
attention both to the long-range pilgrimages of medieval Scandinavians and to their mercenary
service in the Byzantine empire. The most extensive and authoritative study of the southern
mercenaries is Sigfas Blondal’s 1954 book Varingjasaga. Blondal’s treatment is primarily
historical rather than literary, but the work as a whole is heavily dependent on literary sources,
not only from medieval Scandinavia, but also from the Byzantine empire itself and elsewhere in
the Near and Middle East. The work was revised, updated and translated into English by
Benedikt S. Benedikz as The Varangians of Byzantium (1978). Hilda Ellis Davidson’s book The
Viking Road to Byzantium (1973) treats with Varangians but also deals to a large extent with
early Russia, the eastern “road” of rivers and settlements by which Viking Age Scandinavians
first reached the distant south.

The subject of saga-accounts of southern pilgrimage, especially as it relates to historical,
royal pilgrims, is discussed by Joyce Hill in her 1993 article “Pilgrimage and Prestige in the
Icelandic Sagas.” Another recent treatment of medieval Scandinavian pilgrimage to the distant
south may be found in Christian Krétzl’s 1994 study Pilger, Mirakel und Alltag: Formen des
Verhaltens im skandinavischem Mittelalter (12.-15. Jahrhundert), which also examines the
related subject of Scandinavian miracle-books (jarteinabdkar). Most relevant to the study of far-
travel to the distant south is Krétzl’s third chapter, which enumerates and discusses the many
textually-attested Scandinavian pilgrims of the Middle Ages. The earliest account of
Scandinavian pilgrimage to Rome and Jerusalem, the 12th-century travel itinerary of an Icelandic
abbot named Nikulas (now usually identified as Nikulds Bergsson of Munkapvera), has attracted
a great deal of scholarly attention. Translations of Nikulas’s description of Jerusalem and the
anonymous description of Jerusalem appended to it in AM 194 8vo are included in Jerusalem

Pilgrimage 1099-1185 (ed. John Wilkinson, 1988), and in a lengthy introduction the two works



Chapter 1 — Introduction 21

are discussed in the context of medieval European pilgrimage to the Holy Land and the other
contemporary accounts.” Benjamin Z. Kedar and Chr. Westergard-Nielsen analyse these two

accounts of Jerusalem in their 1978 article, “Icelanders in the Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem.”*®

2.11.c. For much of the 20th century, scholarship dealing with Scandinavia and early Russia was
embroiled in the Normanist/Anti-Normanist controversy, adherents of the first view ascribing the
primary role in early Russian state-creation to Swedish immigrants and the second ascribing that
role to the Slavonic natives of the area. This debate has cooled somewhat since the break-up of
the Soviet Union.*® Two treatments of the subject in 1996 from both sides of the east-west
cultural divide provide authoritative (and amicable) analysis of Scandinavian interaction with
early Russia.?’ Much of the saga scholarship dealing with the east focuses on specific texts
narrating eastern adventures. Robert Cook’s (“Russian History, Icelandic Story, and Byzantine
Strategy in Eymundar péattr Hringssonar”, 1986) offers a fascinating analysis of the various
textual sources for Eymundr’s extended military service in Russia and the probable courses the
oral narratives took in Russia and Scandinavia before being recorded (in various versions) in
13th-century Iceland. Jonathan Shepard (*'Yngvarr’s Expedition to the East and a Russian
Inscribed Stone Cross”, 1984-85) offers a similar analysis of Yngvars saga vidftrla but focuses
on the possible historical origins of the saga-material rather than its narrative history. Literary

analysis of various aspects of Yngvars saga is given by Dietrich Hofmann and Galina Glazyrina,

7 An extract from MagnUssona saga describing Sigurdr Jorsalafari’s travels to Sicily, the Holy Land and
Constantinople is discussed in the same introduction and its sources listed with those of the other extracts at the end
of the volume, but, curiously, the translated passage is not included in the volume.

'8 More recently, Tommaso Marani has delivered papers on Leidarvisir at the last two Saga Conferences (20086,
expanded and re-published as 2009a; 2009b). Marani’s work focuses on Nikulas’s descriptions of Rome.

19 See, for example, Nicholas Riasanovsky, “The Norman Theory of the Origin of the Russian State” (1947), and
Thomas Noonan, “The Vikings in Russia: Some New Directions and Approaches to an Old Problem” (1991).

? Elena Melnikova, The Eastern World of the Vikings: Eight Essays about Scandinavia and Eastern Europe in the
Early Middle Ages and Simon Franklin and Jonathan Shepard, The Emergence of Rus 750-1200.
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who respectively elucidate the saga’s origins and examine the saga’s literary relationship with
other texts.? The introduction and editorial material in Hermann Palsson and Paul Edwards’s
translation of the two sagas, Vikings in Russia (1989), reviews and summarises the evidence for
the two historical journeys and also provides a literary analysis of the texts. Sverrir Jakobsson
(*On the Road to Paradise: ‘Austrvegr’ in the Icelandic Imagination”, 2006) examines the role of
the far east itself in the Icelandic imagination and usefully analyses the meanings and import of
the term vioffrli. The most recent International Saga Conference (Uppsala, 2009) followed the
theme “A Austrvega: Saga and East Scandinavia”, and within this broad theme several papers

focused on topics dealing with Eastern Europe and Russia.

2.ii.d. The unique status of the far north as the mythical habitation of giants and trolls results in
literature in which travel there from Scandinavia is often a recognisable version of an older,
mythic story-pattern adapted to the needs of the later, more realistic saga-narrative. For this
reason much of the scholarship on journeys north is oriented to myth rather than literature.
Rosemary Power (“Journeys to the north in the Icelandic Fornaldarsdgur”, 1984, and “Journeys
to the Otherworld in the Icelandic Fornaldarsdgur”, 1986), Vésteinn Olason (“The Marvellous
North and Authorial Presence in the Icelandic Fornaldarsaga”, 1994) and John McKinnell
(Meeting the Other in Norse Myth and Legend, 2005) all devote attention to particular story-
patterns involving travel to the distant north. Jacqueline Simpson (“Otherworld Adventures in an
Icelandic Saga”, 1966) and Lars van Wezel (“Myths to Play with: Bésa saga ok Herrauds”,
2006) each focus their attention on a particular saga that features northern travel and mythic

story-patterns. Rudolf Simek’s article in the 1986 festschrift for Hermann Palsson, “Elusive

21 See Hofmann, “Die Yngvars saga vidftrla und Oddr munkr inn fré3i” (1981) and “Zu Oddr Snorrason’s Yngvars
saga vioffrla” (1984), and Glazyrina, “On Heliopolis in Yngvars saga vidftrla” (2003).”
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Elysia, or: Which Way to Glasisvellir?”” prefigures his work in Altnordische Kosmographie by
illustrating the medieval Scandinavians’ mental map from saga-literature and other texts; where
the book exhaustively describes the imagined geography of the entire world, the article deals

primarily with distant northern lands and, to a limited extent, distant eastern ones.

3. Methodology
The most important point to stress regarding my methodology is that this thesis is above all else a
literary examination of saga-texts. All observations about historical aspects of these works, as
well as those aspects primarily socio-political, economic, archaeological or even geographical in
nature are subordinate to my primary purpose: understanding the saga-writers’ characterisation of
far-travellers and far-travel. Whether or not Leifr Eiriksson was the first European to land on
North American soil, where exactly Haraldr Sigurdarson waged battles against Africans while
serving in the Byzantine military or what exactly the historical Yngvarr did on his travels east of
Russia are of small concern to me. Rather, what medieval saga-writers say about these fantastic
exploits in exotic lands is my focus, and studying the literary techniques used to create the saga-
characters and episodes based on these historical persons is my business. This literary viewpoint,
from which | address all textual themes and patterns | discuss, is manifested even in such
technical choices as chapter organisation (see 84.ii. below). The methodology | have adopted for

this literary study is based on identifying and analysing motivations and patterns.

3.i. Motivations
Literary characters are created by what they do and say, and for the things they do and say there
must be reasons. For a story of any kind to succeed, its characters’ motivations must be logical or

natural enough to forestall objection and disbelief in the story’s audience. Sometimes reasons for
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far-travel are stated explicitly by the characters themselves, as when one speaks of travelling
north to gain wealth with valour rather than stay home and fish (Gull. 3). More often characters
do not express why they decide to travel, but their reasons are readily perceptible in the
circumstances, as when two half-brothers whose father has just been killed by a band of
marauding trolls travel from Norway to the distant north and kill the trolls (Bard. 2). On other
occasions there is neither a reason given for far-travel nor a simple cause and effect, and textual
clues, the broader literary and cultural context, and outright guesswork must be applied. Eirekr
vioffrli’s vow to travel the world seeking Paradise seems to come out of nowhere, completely
unmotivated by any previous circumstances in his life (Eirek. 1). Yet audacious vows abruptly
made by Norsemen in their drinking-halls are a familiar staple of heroic literature (cf. Beowulf),
and later in Eireks saga it is revealed that a powerful, heavenly being has at least partially guided
Eirek’s steps from Norway to earthly Paradise in the distant east. It is reasonable to conclude that
both heathen custom and the guiding power of the Christian god conspire here to motivate
Eirekr’s journeys to distant lands.

As established in the opening words of this chapter, character motivation is central to the
purpose of this thesis. In seeking answers to the question of what medieval saga-writers thought
about the Viking far-travellers of former days, elucidating the saga far-travellers’ motivations is
of primary importance. When towards the end of Laxdzla saga Bolli Bollason announces that he
intends to travel south to gain honour and knowledge of the world, and when Bolli later returns to
Iceland from the distant south laden with all the honour, knowledge and riches he can carry, we
must conclude that the saga-writer thinks rather well of this sort of far-travel.

Along with character motivation, narrative motivation must also be considered; the
motivations of the storyteller may drive a saga’s plot and carry its characters from one place to

another and from one action to another independently of the internal logic of the narrative. If, for
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example, a saga-writer wishes to relate a fantastic story about a Scandinavian adventurer
outwitting a pack of trolls, the adventurer must clearly be made to travel to the distant north
rather than the distant south. Whatever logical or natural reason the character exhibits for their
far-travel north, it is clearly secondary to the saga-writer’s initial motivation for setting that
episode in that fantastic, troll-infested place. Conversely, a saga-writer may not have the freedom
to choose whether a particular character travels far or not: many sagas narrate the stories of
historical or legendary figures around whom there were previously-existing, fixed narrative
traditions. Skaldic verses relate that Haraldr Sigurdarson and Rtgnvaldr Brisason escaped the
battle of Stiklarstadir and fled east to Russia; their sagas must therefore narrate that eastern exile,
whatever the saga-writer’s own inclinations may be. In these cases the motivation may be said to

belong neither to the character nor the narrator, but to the narrative itself.

3.1i. Patterns

Patterns are also an essential part of storytelling, especially in such an integrated and cross-
referential body of stories as the sagas. Patterns forge connections between stories and
characters, and they suggest modes of thought and authorship. One narrative formula, for
example, that appears in sagas of many different types is the practice of describing a long journey
between distant lands with words to the effect, “There is nothing to tell of their journey until they
reached [Destination]” (see, for example, Egla 56: 152). This suggests a mode of saga-authorship
in which sites of activity are more important than characters’ progressions from one site to
another. On brief and concentrated references to journeys abroad, Kristel Zilmer writes:

The incidental mode of corresponding references does not automatically mean that the act

of travelling is in itself regarded as insignificant — otherwise it could simply be left

unmentioned. Rather, this presentation strategy stands in connection with the general
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style of saga writing, which concentrates on the most dramatic events and highlights, and

normally does not devote much attention to situations that do not exercise straightforward

influence on the conflict matter. (2005b: 73; see also Zilmer 2005h: 82-84)

The various narrative patterns related to travel evident both within single sagas and in the body of
saga-literature as a whole are thus important tools for understanding the mindset of saga-writers
who describe far-travellers and far-travel, and they serve to connect the modes of travel-narration
in particular to the modes of saga-narration in general.

Ultimately, patterns create a framework in which an audience’s narrative expectations can
be fulfilled or transgressed. The many saga-descriptions of pilgrimages to the Holy Land, for
example, become almost formulaic: the holy sites of Jerusalem are visited, money is donated to
worthy causes, and the River Jordan is bathed in. Saga-readers with no personal knowledge of
Jerusalem or pilgrimage can thus become familiar with the typical behaviour of southern far-
travellers who visit the Holy Land. So the drunken misbehaviour of some of the men
accompanying Rtgnvaldr jarl Kali on his pilgrimage to Jerusalem comes as a surprise, not only
as singularly profane behaviour on a pious journey but also as an unexpected episode in an
otherwise familiar and typical narrative pattern. Some narrative patterns associated with far-
travel apply more broadly; some, indeed, are evident in accounts of far-travel in all four cardinal
directions. The concept of the “moral geography” of the world, for example, is quite clearly
discernible in all directions. The common medieval world-view held that Jerusalem is both the
geographical and spiritual centre of a world divided into European and African quadrants and an
Asian half (see Figure 2), and this mental map was certainly completely familiar to the saga-

writers.?? Thus travels from Scandinavia, located in the northern portion of the European

22 See, for example, the opening paragraphs of Snorri Sturluson’s Ynglinga saga, IF XXV19-10. See also Simek
1990: 37-46, 189-92, 197 and Cassidy 397-98.
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quadrant, to the distant south and east take saga-characters towards the righteousness and holiness
appropriate to the moral centre of the world, whereas travels to the distant north and west, by and

large, take them towards evil or profane lands and peoples.

East
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Africa

Mediterranean
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Figire 2. The medieval "T O-diagram" with Jeruzalem at cenme

Since motivations and patterns are the two principal focuses of my literary analysis, examples
from different sagas illustrating particular motivations and patterns are gathered and examined
together, and the major sections of each of the four directional chapters are organised according
to these groupings. Some points of methodology pertinent only to specific texts or directions will

be discussed in the introductory sections to the chapters in which they appear.
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4. Miscellany
Having established the purpose, parameters and methodology of this thesis, it remains only to
comment upon a few miscellaneous choices | have made, mostly fairly cosmetic matters
pertaining to formatting. Some points will already be evident from this introductory chapter,

such as my system of heading and numerating sections and subsections.

4.i. Translation and terminology

English translations of Norse quotations in this thesis are numbered and collected in an appendix
and are, unless otherwise noted, my own. Some published translations have been consulted, and
where their translating choices are illuminating, | have cited them as well. As noted above, | use
some terms of Icelandic origin that have been fully naturalised within the vocabulary of English-
language Norse scholarship (without italicisation). “Jarl” and “pattr”, for example, are used in
preference to “earl” and “short story” respectively. Some other terms | use throughout this thesis
in very specific contexts bear brief explanation.
Though the most accurate and diplomatic term for the language of medieval, vernacular

"2 the term lacks conciseness, and some of

Scandinavian texts is probably “Old Norse-Icelandic
the vernacular texts | examine in this thesis must have originated outside Iceland (e.g. much of
the verse quoted in sagas). Thus I tend to refer to the language (or “dialect continuum”) of the
saga-writers and their contemporaries by the generic term “Old Norse”, or simply “Norse.”** |

likewise apply these terms to the culture the saga-writers and their characters inhabit,

23 Cf. the title of Clover and Lindow’s authoritative book, Old Norse-Icelandic Literature: A Critical Guide (1985).
24 Jénas Kristjansson’s objection to the application of the term “Norse” to Old Icelandic literature places him in an

extreme minority among saga scholars (McTurk 6, footnote). The titles of the widely-used introductions to the Old
Norse grammar and language by E.V. Gordon and Michael Barnes attest to the usefulness of the terms “Norse” and
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acknowledging that, like the language, this common culture may be as multifarious as the
experiences of the different saga-writers who invoke it. | also use the term “Norse” to refer to the
language spoken by saga-characters, which, like the “Scandinavian Europe” | describe in 81.ii.
above, is conceptual and defined by the saga-writers’ cultural perceptions. The terms the saga-
writers use for the language of Scandinavian saga-characters — dftnsk tunga, “the Danish
language”, and norrceenna, “Norse” or “Norwegian” — indicate the perceived centres of this
cultural area they imagine themselves to inhabit (see also Fig. 1 above).

By deliberate choice I do not refer to the “author” of a saga, even when the name of the
writer of a particular saga is known or well-attested. As Vésteinn Olason succinctly puts it, “No
saga text survives which can be said to be an author’s original copy” (2007: 102). The debates
surrounding the nature of saga “authorship” are far from over (see, e.g., Clover-Lindow 13-15,
239-41), and sagas were probably constructed in several different ways: compiled from
previously existing oral stories or written texts, shaped around a particular figure’s verses or a
particular family’s heirlooms, expanded from a pre-existing text, translated from a foreign
source-text, or invented entirely from a single person’s imagination. The medieval Scandinavians
themselves might have had no concept of prose “authorship”: the names of skalds, after all, were
remembered and revered, but the names of saga-writers, by and large, were not. It seems best to
me to refer to the person who made the final creative choices regarding a text or part of a text,
whether author, compiler or scribe, as the “writer” or “saga-writer.” As a particular manuscript’s
version of a saga or pattr may, however, show the creative input of multiple persons, and indeed,

as there are often many manuscripts of a given text, even these terms can be misleading. For this

“Old Norse.” Barnes summarises the development of the language an article in Rory McTurk’s Companion to Old
Norse-Icelandic Literature and Culture (2007 173-89).
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reason | sometimes refer only to the “narrator” of a work. Saga prose affords us this one
privilege at least: all sagas are narrated in the third-person.

When naming Scandinavian saga-characters | give the nominative form of the name in
normalised Old Norse spelling. | leave characters’ nicknames in Norse, translating them
parenthetically at the first appearance of the name in the thesis. When the meaning of a nickname
is ambiguous, | provide information on its interpretation. For non-Scandinavian characters well-
known from other sources — kings of England and emperors of Byzantium, for example — | give a
widely-used English equivalent and parenthetically cite the name used in the Norse text at the
character’s first appearance in this thesis. For saga-characters with multiple possible spellings of
their names | have chosen a single spelling and applied it consistently, seeking above all else to
maintain clarity. | thus write of “Eirekr vioftrli” rather than “Eirikr” and refer to his saga as
Eireks saga vioftfrla, to avoid confusion with abbreviated references to Eiriks saga rauda and its
title character.

I primarily refer to places, especially countries, by modern English equivalents of Norse
place-names (cf. 81.i.b. above). National borders, however, have changed since these countries
were referred to in Old Norse literature, sometimes quite significantly, and linguistic equivalence
in many cases obscures the geographical differences between the lands named by medieval
Scandinavians and those known by the corresponding names now. Modern Sweden, for example,
includes areas once part of medieval Denmark, rendering use of “Sweden” and “Denmark” to
translate Svipjod and Danmfrk problematic. Old Norse Jorsalaheimr and Jorsalaland certainly
refer to the crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem, but in context the word often clearly includes the
crusader-states Antioch, Edessa and Tripoli — lands partially under the authority of Jerusalem’s
king and whose borders fluctuated throughout their brief periods of existence (Foss 325-26; Rose

392; Lock 412, 421-22). As in all issues of translation, solutions must be decided upon and
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applied consistently. | therefore attempt to read and understand national, regional and municipal
place-names as they were when the Old Norse text in which they appear was written. Where
there may be some ambiguity regarding the true meaning of a name, it will be discussed, as, for
example, when Snorri describes Haraldr hardradi battling Saracens in Africa (Affrikd). Africa
here is probably a mistake for Asia Minor, as at that time (winter of 1034-35) the Varangians

were engaged in fighting in that region.?

4.ii. Chapter organisation

As indicated in 81.i.a. above, far-travel in different directions corresponds to different narrative
themes and purposes. A typical purpose for journeys west is settlement, while a typical purpose
for eastern journeys is exile; pilgrims tend to journey southward, and reckless young adventurers
northward. There are of course many other purposes and patterns associated with far-travel in
different directions, and the correspondences are rarely exclusive. Exploration, for example,
occurs in both the distant east and distant west. The directional correlations are strong enough,
however, to merit organising this thesis’s chapters on the basis of cardinal directions; Chapter 2
covers far-travel to the west, Chapter 3 far-travel to the south, Chapter 4 the east and Chapter 5
the north. Also, as noted in the introduction to 81.ii. above, different types of saga correspond
with different directions of travel, though this correspondence is not quite as strong as that
between direction and purpose of travel. Thus journeys to the distant west appear almost
exclusively in Islendingaségur, but journeys to the distant south occur in sagas of all sub-genres.

It must be noted at this juncture that the Norse words vestr, sudr, austr and nordr do not

LR 11

correspond exactly with English “west”, “south”, “east” and “north.” This point has been very

% See [F XXVIII 75, footnote; Bléndal-Benedikz 60-61, 66; and §2.i.a.4. of Chapter 3, “South.”
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well established with respect to Iceland and Norway?®, and it seems a fairly universal principle
that within a local or regional context cardinal directions often take very specific and non-
intuitive meanings. The cardinal directions describing locations at great distances, however, and
the spatial relationships of lands far from one another also display certain erratic qualities. One
consistent principle has been observed by previous scholars, that the “Viking compass” is rotated
45° to 60° clockwise from the true, geographical compass: thus nordr refers to northeast, austr to
southeast, etc. The generally diagonal slant of the Scandinavian peninsula, and especially the
Norwegian coastline, is likely to have influenced this anomalous linguistic development?’ (see
Figure 3). Other, less consistent principles also apply: that the location of the mythical land
“Jttunheimar” gradually shifts from the far east to the far north over time?®, that Jerusalem and
Novgorod are sometimes portrayed as near to one another, and that Greenland can be variously
reached by sailing westward from Iceland or by setting out northward from Norway and sailing
past Finnmtrk.

In accordance with the primacy accorded to motivations for far-travel in my methodology
(see 83.i. above), the largest section of each of my directional chapters concerns motivations, its
subsections arranged by groupings of related motivations. Some motivations, naturally, are not
exclusive to travel in a particular direction. There are, for example, far-travellers in all four
cardinal directions who seek to acquire material goods. Despite cross-references between each of
the chapters and sections relevant to such multi-directional motivations, the arrangement of

chapters by direction inevitably fragments the data relevant to particular motivations. Summaries

26 On the meanings and contexts of the words denoting cardinal directions in Iceland, see Einar Haugen, “The
Semantics of Icelandic Orientation” (1957); on those relating to Norway, see Tatjana Jackson, “On the Old Norse
System of Spatial Orientation” (1998).

2" See Lauritz Weibull, “De gamle nordbornas vaderstrecksbegrepp” (1928), esp. pp. 303-08, and Richard Ekblom,
“Alfred the Great as Geographer” (1941-42), esp. pp. 122-26.

% See the entries “Jttunheim” and “Utgardr” in Rudolf Simek’s Dictionary of Northern Mythology (1993), but also
Armann Jakobsson, “Where Do the Giants Live?” (2006). On the ambiguous east/north, see also Simek 1986.
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of the material in the conclusions to each of the chapters thus relate some of the general trends
and patterns of that chapter to material in previous chapters, with the intention of liberating
individual motivations from their unavoidable association with the particular direction with
which they are initially associated. In the conclusion to the final chapter, possible reasons for and

interpretations of the most prominent general trends are suggested.
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Figire 3. The 45° 10 60" clockswise shift of the Wiking compass
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Chapter 2 — West

1. Introduction
I begin my investigation of saga-accounts of far-travel where my interest began, with
journeys to distant western lands. The western lands | consider distant for the purpose of this
study are Greenland and Vinland. It is worth reiterating here that whatever geographical
places these names originally represented and wherever the historical journeys from which
these saga-stories developed took the Viking Age far-travellers, I discuss the Greenland and

Vinland that are literary landscapes imagined and constructed by the saga-writers.

1.i. Greenland
In some texts Greenland functions as an ambiguously-located land known only by report, to
be first explored and later settled by Icelanders in the course of the narrative, while in others
it appears as the furthest western outpost of the Norse world, harsh and remote but stubbornly
populated by Scandinavians or their kin. Still other texts construct Greenland (with not a
little geographical and historical accuracy) as a divided land: on the western coast, habitations
of Norse farmers and merchants, on the eastern coast, a harsh wilderness inland of a
treacherous, storm-swept sea. The remoteness and wildness of that eastern region of
Greenland is well-represented in Bardar saga Snafellsass and Jtkuls pattr Buasonar, in
which Grenlands 6byggdir (“the wastes of Greenland™) serve as a pseudo-Jttunheimr,
wilderness-land populated by monstrous revenants, hags and giants.* Writing of the travel-
motifs of exploration and settlement, Kristel Zilmer remarks that Greenland “simultaneously

functions as a foreign target and a new settlement area” (2005b: 75, footnote). Eleanor

! The course taken by Scandinavians to reach Greenlands 6byggdir also suggests that the writers of these tales
imagine it not in the distant west but, like Jttunheimar, in the distant north. These accounts are thus collected
with others on far-travel to the north; see §82.ii.a.4. and 2.iii.a.2. of Chapter 5.
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Rosamund Barraclough observes that “the Greenland of the sagas was a unique and at times
strange place, lying somewhere on the boundary between the known, familiar Norse world,
and an unfamiliar, exotic sphere beyond” (99; see also 105). In relation to Greenland’s
liminality, Shannon Lewis-Simpson has argued that Ari’s Islendingabok was influential in
establishing Greenland as a place predetermined by God to be pagan, in contrast to Iceland,
which was preordained by God to be christiana terrena. Though both lands are at the outer
edge of the expanse of Christendom, Greenland seems to be beyond that edge, while Iceland
is just inside it (Lewis-Simpson 2006, esp. 578-79). Lewis-Simpson cites Islendingabok’s
archaeological, anthropological observation that when the first Norse explorers arrive in
uninhabited Greenland, they find artefacts left there by Skralings, people native to an even
more distant and remote western country, Vinland. The first explorers of uninhabited
Iceland, by contrast, find Christian artefacts there, left by the people of a nearer and more
familiar land, Ireland? (isl. 6, 1). Greenland is by its nature part of the remote, pagan world
of the distant west, while Iceland and Ireland are part of northern Europe, either part of
Christendom or fated to become and remain Christain.

Another clear indication that Greenland is a land perceived as distant is the stretch of
perilous water separating it from Scandinavia, a sea in which the weather is (supernaturally?)
bad and fabulous events sometimes occur. The description in Historia Norwegiae of the sea
separating Greenland from Norway and the rest of Scandinavia stresses the peril that awaits
sailors who attempt to cross it; significantly, Greenland is also excluded from the list of lands

tributary to Norway at the beginning of that text (HN 2). The fabulous and dangerous

Z Ireland’s imaginative inclusion in the neighbourhood of Scandinavian Europe is evident throughout saga-
literature. In Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu, for example, Dublin is included in the circuit of royal courts
Gunnlaugr visits to honour monarchs with skaldic verses (Ch. 8). Irish laws and customs are portrayed as
familiar to reasonably well-travelled Norsemen, even those of the Irish-speaking area outside of Dublin (see
Lax. 20, 21). The rest of the British Isles is portrayed as comparably near and familiar. England and Scotland
in particular are consistently portrayed as “close” to Scandinavia, as in episodes throughout Egils saga Skalla-
Grimssonar and Orkneyinga saga. The English are even thought to speak the same language as Norsemen, a
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marvels of the Greenland Sea are also a key feature of Hemings pattr, in which an
experienced Greenlandic merchant sails through a wall of fire and a deluge of blood to reach
St Olafr in Norway (pp. 41-43). Konungs skuggsja fills the waters around Greenland with
mermen, mermaids and gigantic, terrifying waves it calls “sea hedges” (hafgerdingar, 16:
39), as well as more realistic but no less dangerous ice floes and icebergs. The difficulties of
travel across the Greenland Sea suggest that it is beyond a kind of barrier separating
Greenland from other, more easily reached Scandinavian islands, such as Iceland, the Faroes
and Orkney (see also Barraclough 101-04, Falk 232).

Related to this, some of the sagas characterise parts of Greenland as wild, remote and
dangerous. When an Icelander named Snabjtfrn galti (“boar’) sails to the same skerries off
the eastern coast of Greenland that Eirikr raudi (“red”)* will later set out to seek, one of his
travelling-companions prophesies that a completely detestable death awaits them in the frost
and cold northwest across the sea. The prediction proves true: when the explorers do reach
land in the distant west, the house they build is soon snowed under, and Snabjtrn and the
others murder each other over the long winter (Land. S 152). Among the difficulties and
uncanny occurrences borgils Orrabeinsstjlpr’s party experiences after first sailing to
Greenland and then being stranded on a remote part of the coast are men falling sick, going
mad, and walking around after death as revenants (FI. 22). The stranded men even encounter
a pair of trollwomen (tréllkonur, Fl. 24: 290), though this does not lead to any adventures
among giants or interaction with their assembly or king, events typical when far-travellers
meet trolls after sailing to the far north (cf. Jtkuls pattr Buasonar; see 82.iii.a.2. of Chapter
5). In this saga, other parts of Greenland are in fact settled while the ill-fated far-travellers

are stranded on the coast, and borgils’s journey to Greenland was instigated at the invitation

point made explicit in Gunnlaugs saga (Ch. 7) and the mid 12th-century First Grammatical Treatise (p. 12).
This has some historical validity (Moulton 1988; Townend 2002, esp. 181-83).

® Like many saga-characters’ bynames, Eirikr’s is given both with the definite article (i.e. “inn raudi”) and
without. | usually cite such bynames without the definite article.
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of Eirikr raudi (see 82.i.a.2. below). Greenland, though able to support Norse colonies in
some parts, is still a harsh and remote wilderness in other parts, rugged, glacier-bound and
prone to fantastic occurrences. Greenland thus ultimately functions in saga-literature as a

“distant” western land.

1.ii. Vinland

That the Vinland of the sagas is conceptually “distant” from Norse-inhabited lands is beyond
doubt. This Vinland has absorbed the attention of scholars and laymen alike ever since Carl
Christian Rafn first stepped forward in the early 19th century to lend academic weight to the
notion that Viking Age Scandinavians had crossed the Atlantic in their longships and reached
America. Though questions of Vinland’s identification and the veracity of the saga-accounts
of Norse travel there have divided scholars for the two centuries since, Norse presence in the
eastern coastal regions of North America at the turn of the first millenium is now well-
attested. Hard evidence exists in the form of the ruins of a Viking settlement at L’ Anse-aux-
Meadows in Newfoundland, an 11th-century Scandinavian coin found in Penobscot Bay,
Maine, and artefacts from Norse Greenland made of wood from trees indigenous to North
America.* How far south or inland the Greenlanders reached is still a matter of conjecture
and argument.

The name “Vinland” is itself a debated issue.> The medieval manuscripts in which
sagas appear mark vowel-length inconsistently or not at all and often spell quite haphazardly,
and it has therefore been suggested that the original place-name was not “Vinland” but

“Vinland.” The meaning in this case is not “wine-land” but “meadow-land.” The evidence

* On L’Anse-aux-Meadows, see Anna Stine Ingstad’s report on the excavations at the site (1977), Helge
Ingstad’s book Westward to Vinland (1969), and Birgitta Wallace’s article “L’Anse aux Meadows: Gateway to
Vinland” (1990). The Penobscot Bay coin was first identified as a Norse artefact by Peter Seaby in his Coin
and Medal Bulletin in 1978. On Greenlandic artefacts made of North American wood, see Seaver 28 and
Fitzhugh-Ward 273; for a dissenting viewpoint, see Andersen-Malmros, especially p. 122.
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of many place-names in continental Scandinavia ending with “-vin” or “-vinjar” (with the
clear original meaning “meadow/s”) supports this proposition. However, the word “vin” was
archaic by the time the Greenlanders reached North America, around the year 1000; there are,
for example, no place-names with that element in either Iceland or Greenland, and the word
appears with the meaning “meadow” only once in the extant corpus of Old Norse literature.
Further, the association of vines and grapes with the name of the land goes back as far as we
have written texts about it: native speakers of Old Norse would not have mistaken “vin-" for
“vin-.” Other points have been made on either side of this debate, but for the purposes of this
thesis it is sufficient to select a spelling and apply it consistently. Since this thesis is a
literary study of saga-literature and my propositions are reasoned and supported directly from
evidence drawn from this body of texts, what | mean by “Vinland” is the land | understand
the saga-writers to most consistently represent it as. To the Icelandic saga-writers, as well as
the German Adam of Bremen and probably his Danish informants as well (see 82.i.
immediately below), the distant western land discovered by Greenlanders is “Wineland,” a
land of wild-growing grapes suitable for wine-making. Thus | refer to the land as “Vinland.”
The saga-writers also frequently apply the name “Vinland” to the entire collection of lands
discovered by Bjarni Herjolfsson or Leifr Eiriksson, including Helluland, Markland and

Vinland itself. | too adopt this short-hand for convenience and brevity.

As detailed in 83.i. of the introductory chapter, motivations for far-travel will be the primary
focus of study in this thesis. This chapter will comprehensively describe those motivations
for western far-travel in saga-literature. A section of this chapter will also be devoted to

other narrative patterns of interest detectable in these texts.

® See, for example, Erik Lénnroth’s article “The Vinland Problem” (1996) and Alan Crozier’s counter-argument
“The *Vinland Hypothesis” (1998).
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2. Motivations

2.1. Business ventures
The most prominent group of motivations for journeys westward to both Greenland and
Vinland treats far-travel as a business venture. This group of commercial motivations for far-
travel includes settlement of lands previously uninhabited by Europeans, collection of these
lands’ often unique or distinctive natural resources, trade, and gainful employment. All these
purposes present far-travel as a matter of business venture rather than adventure. Most
business-like of all is the Norse travellers’ risk-assessment of battle in these distant lands: if
the odds are bad, they deem the venture unprofitable and leave. Examples of these
motivations occur in most of the saga-accounts of travel westward, Islendingabok,

Landnamabok, and the ecclesiastical history of Adam of Bremen.®

2..a. (Settlement)

2.i.a. (1) The best-known example of settlement as a motivation for Viking Age travel is the
story of Eirikr raudi, who journeys to and settles Greenland. Landnamabok, from which the
accounts in the extant versions of both Eiriks saga rauda and Grenlendinga saga derive,
makes clear that the direct motivation for Eirikr’s original journey is feud violence, but it

immediately goes on to describe him exploiting the vast, uninhabited land for its settlement

® Ari borgilsson’s vernacular Libellus Islandorum, commonly called islendingabok, was written in the early
12th century, though the earliest extant manuscripts are two 17th-century copies of a now lost 12th-century
vellum manuscript (IF I; xliv-xlix, Grgnlie ix-xxx, Gordon 33). Ari “the wise” or “the learned” (inn fr6di) may
also have compiled the earliest version of Landnamabdk, the book tabulating the Scandinavian settlers of
Iceland, along with Kolskeggr inn vitri (“the wise”) in the early 12th century; so says Haukr Erlendsson in the
epilogue to his version (“Hauksbok”, 1306-08). The other major extant manuscript of Landnamabok is
“Sturlub6k”, compiled around 1275-80 (Jon 1941, esp. 226; Hermann-Edwards 1972: 3-6; Jénas 1988: 125;
Pulsiano 373-74). The German chronicler Adam was a canon of the cathedral chapter of Bremen from about
1066 until his death about 1085. His ecclesiastical history contains the oldest extant written account of Vinland,
“Descriptio insularum Aquilonis” (“A Description of the islands of the North”). Adam obtained his information
on North Atlantic islands on a personal visit to the Danish king Sveinn Astridsson (Sweyn 11 Estridsson), and
his account thus gives a fair indication of the stories being told about Vinland before the time of the sagas’
writing. Adam’s work existed in some form at the end of the 11th century (Tschan xxvi-xIvi).
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potential.” Eirikr names the new country Greenland — “Greenland” — calculating that people
will want to go there if the place has an attractive name. Islendingabok reports that Eirikr
states openly that this is his reason for calling Greenland green (Ch. 5). Ari cites his source
for this information: his own uncle and foster-father Porkell Gellisson, who spent time in
Greenland and reportedly heard this story from one of the original settlers who had travelled
out with Eirikr. This story of crafty real-estate marketing is thus a very old one and may well
be true. Landnamabok also states specifically that Eirikr intends to settle or colonise the new
land he has found (at byggja land pat, er hann hafdi fundit, S 89: 132). The inclusion of this
account unchanged in both the Vinland sagas suggests this was the accepted version of the
story in 13th-century Iceland. Travel to Greenland is for Eirikr raudi certainly a business
venture of settlement.

It might be posited that Eirikr’s desire to settle Greenland arises from an altruistic
rather than a commercial desire: perhaps he seeks to settle the new land for the prospective
colonists” own good, rather than for financial gain or to make himself a chief there. Even if,
however, it is not Eirikr’s purpose to become a wealthy man, the chief in Greenland and the
progenitor of its leading family, he certainly becomes these things. It may also be observed
that Eirikr spends his first year in Greenland naming landmarks after himself (Gr. 1, Eir. 2), a
practice more in line with power- or wealth-seeking than altruism. The Vinland sagas go on
to portray Eirikr as a well-respected and powerful man in Greenland and relate the exploits of
his promising sons, the royal favourite Leifr not least among them. Fdstbreedra saga

indicates that two generations later Eirikr raudi’s family is still the most powerful in

" The datings of these so-called “Vinland sagas” are disputed. Greenlendinga saga has been dated both to about
1300 and to before 1200 (see Vésteinn 2007: 115; IF IV: xci; J6n 1956 throughout; Jonas 1988: 271-73; Olafur
398-400). Eiriks saga is variously dated to the early 13th century and to later than 1264; in either case, it may
use the other Vinland saga as a source (Magnus-Hermann 1968: 34-35; Vésteinn 2007: 114; J6n 1962: 59). The
two datings have even been combined: “Both manuscripts [of Eiriks saga] were based on an original written
after 1263 — which in turn was based on an older text from the early thirteenth century” (Gisli 2001: 630).
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Greenland.® Not only is Eirikr’s grandson borkell Leifsson portrayed throughout the saga as
a powerful and well-liked chieftain, but once a character refers to another chieftain as the
greatest but one in all Greenland — implying that borkell is the greatest (Fdst. 23). Eirikr’s
desire to settle Greenland, his ruse to ensure settlement, and his elevated social position after
that settlement leave little reason to doubt that the saga-writers consider his travel to
Greenland a matter of good business.

Eirikr’s son Leifr also seeks to settle the new land to which he travels. Though Leifr
and his men only winter in fine, bountiful Vinland and have no intention of settling
permanently, they erect permanent houses there rather than temporary booths (Gr. 3).° The
attitude Leifr displays towards these houses after returning to Greenland is one of a shrewd
businessman who knows the value of good real estate. When planning expeditions to
Vinland, both porfinnr karlsefni (“material of a man”) and Leifr’s own half-sister Freydis ask
Leifr to give them the houses he built there. Each time Leifr says he is willing to lend them
the houses but not to give them away (Gr. 7, 8); clearly the houses are his property and the
ground they stand on his real estate.® Though these ventures ultimately fail and Leifr’s
houses go untenanted after the Vinland explorers give up their settlements in the new land,
the businesslike arrangements between Leifr and the travellers suggest that the nature of

travel is business and the nature of business here is settlement.

2.1.a. (2) Travel for the purpose of settlement is not always an opportunistic venture, as

seems to be the case for Eirikr and Leifr. When Karlsefni sets off on his expedition to

® The traditional view that Féstbredra saga is one of the older islendingaségur was challenged in the early
1970s by Jonas Kristjansson, who re-dated the saga to the last decades of the 13th century (see Hollander 1949:
79; Jonas 1972, 1973 throughout). Opinion is still somewhat divided (see Pulsiano 216-19).

° Though Eiriks saga does not mention Leifsbudir, the Hauksbok text of the saga says Vinland’s trees are so
large they are used for house-building (Eir. 5; see 8§2.i.b.2. below). The buildings at L’Anse-aux-Meadows, the
likeliest site of Leifr’s base-camp, were sod structures built around wooden frames; archaeology confirms the
saga-account that the Vinland houses were permanent constructions suitable for year-round use rather than
temporary buoir (Krogh 53-71, Fitzhugh-Ward 210-11, Wallace 1991: 213-14).



Chapter 2 — West 42

Vinland, he and the settlers bring various kinds of livestock, 1 pvi at peir &tludu at byggja
landit, ef peir metti pat (Gr. 7: 261). Furthermore, once Karlsefni and his companions settle
in Vinland and begin trading with the natives, they build a strong wooden palisade around
their settlement, indicating that their resolution to make a success of the venture is if anything
greater than Leifr’s.

Other islendingasaga-accounts of travel to these distant western lands provide
additional examples of the business of settlement. Grenlendinga saga lists the first settlers
of Greenland and the locations of their farmsteads, generally named after the men who settle
there (Ch. 1). Both Vinland sagas relate the stories of several characters who travel to
Greenland to settle, some of whom move on to Vinland for the same purpose. Bjarni
Herjolfsson’s voyage from Norway to Greenland for a Yuletide visit to his father results in
accidental sightings of various mysterious lands that do not fit Greenland’s description.
Bjarni does not set foot on any of these lands, but once he reaches Greenland his visit soon
turns into permanent settlement (Gr. 2). borfinnr karlsefni’s reason for coming to Greenland
is not stated directly, but Eiriks saga implies Karlsefni’s original reason for sailing there is
trade, introducing him as a sea-going merchant immediately before relating his voyage to
Greenland (Eir. 7). In both sagas, however, Karlsefni arrives in Greenland prepared to marry
and settle down with a kinswoman of the most powerful man in Greenland (Gr. 7, Eir. 7).
Karlsefni is also, of course, the man to lead the first expedition to Vinland with the stated
purpose of settlement. The Icelander Porgils Pordarson, nicknamed Orrabeinsstjupr (“Scar-
leg’s stepson”) after his stepfather borgrimr 6rrabeinn (“Scar-leg”), is very deliberate in his
plans to settle in Greenland. Fléamanna saga relates that after being invited by Eirikr raudi
himself to come settle in Greenland, porgils consults with his wife and takes prophetic

dreams and visions into account before deciding to divide his property, sail to Greenland, and

1% Wallace suggests Leifr’s right of control over Vinland’s resources was in his mind when he lent rather than



Chapter 2 — West 43

settle there (Chs. 20-21).** Supernatural disasters, unfortunately, beset borgils’s venture (FI.
21-24). Notably, borbjtrn Vifilsson explicitly cites financial reasons for relocating from
Iceland to Greenland, connecting quite directly settlement and the notion of far-travel as a
business venture (Eir. 3; but see also 82.iii. below).

Departures too can illustrate that settlement in the distant west is an ordinary matter of
business rather than adventure. Towards the end of Fostbreedra saga, three Greenlandic
settlers sell their land-holdings and livestock to return to Iceland on account of some violence
(Ch. 24).? Similarly, the title character of Kréka-Refs saga butchers his livestock and sells
his land in Greenland, agreeing to vacate the plot within six months and give the buyers
notice (Ch. 7).* This familiar pattern of events, complete with precise contractual details,
could have been told of Iceland or Norway. When Greenlandic saga-characters sell their
property and move in the same manner and for the same reasons as Icelanders, one sees that
settlement is much the same business it is back in Iceland: simply finding and securing — or

selling and leaving — a residence.

2.i.b. (Goods, cargo)

2.i.b. (1) For settlement to be economically viable, the new land must of course have
sufficient natural resources, and for travellers whose voyage is a commercial enterprise, an
abundance of these natural resources is certainly a powerful draw. Greenland thus seems a
poor choice for settlement. The soil in that country is unsuitable for cereals and plants larger
than small shrubs, and there are no trees to use for buildings and farming implements.

Greenland is a somewhat better choice for exploitation of natural resources for financial gain.

gave Leifsbloir to porvaldr and Freydis (1991: 219).

1 Fl6amanna saga dates from the late 13th or early 14th century (CSI 111 271, Pulsiano 199).

2 TF VI includes both the Médruvallabok and Hauksbok texts of Féstbredra saga. | identify in citation the
manuscript used with an M or an H. When the two texts agree | include no such identifier.
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Though the island has few distinctive native goods, the ones it has are highly valued. The
title character of Audunar pattr vestfirzka travels to Greenland and gives every penny he has
for a white bear, so that he can take it to Denmark and present it to the king.** The
Norwegian Speculum regale or Konungs skuggsja (“King’s mirror”) describes walrus-hide
rope and its exceptional strength (Ch. 16)*, and in Kroka-Refs saga the Norwegian king
sends the trader Bardr to Greenland rather than Iceland one summer to obtain walrus ivory
and walrus-hide ship ropes (Ch. 10). Upon Bardr’s departure from Greenland another
character gives him three valuable gifts to take King Haraldr: a trained polar bear, a board
game carved of walrus ivory, and a gold-inlaid walrus skull with all its teeth (Kro. 11). All
these gifts are well received by the monarchs to whom they are given. Kroka-Refs saga also
names furs and prized white falcons as products of Greenland (Kré. 14, 18). Some of these
same Greenlandic goods are presented to Norwegian monarchs in the first and last chapters of
Greenlendinga pattr, along with the obligatory polar bear.'® As noted above, however, more
practical goods for farming and living are rare in Greenland, and historically this scarcity of
basic natural resources, along with other factors, precipitated the colonies’ decline and

ultimate extinction.’

2.1.b. (2) The scarce natural resources in Greenland are flagrantly contrasted by the

abundant natural resources of bountiful Vinland, which figure prominently in saga-accounts

of far-travel there. Wild-growing grapes for wine and wheat for bread, tall hardwood trees

3 The saga of “Clever-Refr” probably dates from the late 14th century; this late dating and the saga’s fantastical
episodes distance it from the literary conventions of the islendingaségur (IF X1V xxxvii, Ornolfur-Scudder 596).
On Kroka-Refs saga as an imitation or parody, see Willson 2006.

 There are two extant versions of Audunar pattr, one in Morkinskinna (c. 1220) and another, fuller text in
Flateyjarbok. The story was probably composed between 1190 and 1220 (iF VI: cvii-cviii, Pulsiano 24-25).

1> Konungs skuggsja is a didactic work after continental models probably composed around 1250 at the behest
of the Norwegian king (J6nas 1988: 335; Pulsiano 366-67).

18 On furs as a native product characteristic of distant, wilderness lands, see §2.v.d.2. of Chapter 4 and §2.i.a.3.
of Chapter 5. On the highly valued products native to Greenland, see Krogh 114 and Seaver 48-49, 82-84.

17 See Krogh 117-26, Seaver 238-53, 306-11. Jared Diamond ascribes the Norse Greenlanders’ downfall to
mismanagement rather than scarcity of natural resources (Chs. 7, 8).
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for lumber, unusually large salmon in good supply and plenty of vegetation for winter fodder
are all named in the Vinland sagas. There are correspondingly many implications in these
texts that acquisition of Vinlandic goods is a motivation for journeys there.

Wild-growing grapevines, of course, give the land its saga-name, “Wineland.” When
Leifr Eiriksson sails to explore the lands Bjarni sighted earlier, a member of Leifr’s party
who goes missing discovers vines and grapes growing wild (vinvidir, vinberjar; Gr. 3-4).
This man Tyrkir returns and tells the others, assuring them that, being from the south (i.e.
from Germany, where grapevines grow), he knows what vines and grapes look like.®* The
next morning Leifr orders his men to collect grapes and fell trees to make cargo (farmr) for
his ship (Gr. 4: 253). Leifr and his men have already decided to winter in the new land: there
are bigger salmon in the nearby lakes and rivers than they have ever seen before, and
plentiful vegetation and a mild climate make winter fodder for their livestock seem
unnecessary (Gr. 3). When the spring comes, Leifr has a ship full of timber and a tow-boat
full of grapes, and he sails home to Greenland to grow in wealth and reputation and gain his
nickname inn heppni, “the lucky” (Gr. 4). While grapes are the most singular of the goods
Leifr brings back to Greenland, the resource probably valued most was timber, a commodity
difficult to obtain in Greenland and necessary to the building of both ships and large houses.
Timber is also prevalent in the second land Leifr encounters on his voyage from Greenland:
Markland (“Forestland”), named after its dense forests.’ In Eiriks saga Leifr reaches lands
southwest of Greenland by accident. The account of his stay in that country is short, but the

land’s abundant natural resources are still recorded:

18 Adopting for a moment a historical rather than a literary perspective on this episode, we may note that Tyrkir,
if he existed, may have been the only member of the party who knew what grapevines look like. If he was
lying, mistaken or fictional, what the Viking explorers found in Vinland may have been some sort of berry
unfamiliar to them. Several varieties of berry grow wild in Newfoundland, which is farther north than grapes
grow. Botanist Merrit Fernald discusses this point and confidently identifies the sagas’ vinberjar with “rock
cranberries” (20-25). However, the presence of butternut shells in a clearly Norse context at the L’ Anse-aux-
Meadows excavation indicates that the Norsemen there travelled further south than Newfoundland, as butternuts
grow no further north than wild grapes (Wallace 1990: 193).
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» Varu par hveitiakrar sjalfsanir ok vinvidr vaxinn. bar varu pau tré, er mtsurr®

heita, ok htféu peir af pessu T1lu ntkkur merki, sum tré sva mikil, at i his varu Itgé.

(Eir. 5: 211).

In both accounts, the natural resources (landkostir) are reported as valuable goods discovered
in a land being explored for the first time, and thus they do not properly constitute a
commercial motivation for travel.

In all the accounts of the later Vinland-voyages in Greenlendinga saga, however, the
collection of goods for cargo (farmr) seems to provide a powerful financial incentive for
travel there. The expeditions led by porfinnr karlsefni and Freydis Eiriksdottir are from the
start described very clearly as financial enterprises. Both Karlsefni and Freydis engage men
for their expeditions for equal shares of the profits gained on the venture (Gr. 7, 8). Once
Karlsefni’s convoy reaches Vinland, the collection of goods commences immediately:

3 Karlsefni 1ét fella vidu ok telgja til skips sins ok lagdi vidinn & bjarg eitt til

purrkunar. Peir htfou 1l geedi af landkostum, peim er par varu, badi af vinberjum ok

alls konar veidum ok geedum. (Gr. 7: 261)

When after two years in Vinland Karlsefni decides return to Greenland, his ship is once again
laden with much produce (mfrg gedi, Gr. 7: 264): grapes and another commodity, which
Karlsefni and his people have obtained from the natives in trade, animal pelts.”* Freydis also
has trees felled for her cargo on her Vinland expedition, and when she too abandons the new
world for home, her ship is laden with 4 peim Tllum geedum, er pau méttu til f& ok skipit bar
(Gr. 8: 267). Even in the account of the exploration-driven voyage of Leifr’s brother

porvaldr, Vinland’s commercial goods make an appearance. After Porvaldr has tragically

19 |celandic annals report an excursion from Greenland to Markland for timber-collection as late as 1347
(Islandske annaler 213, 403).

0 This word, often translated “maple”, may refer to various hardwood trees (IF 1V 211, footnote). Botanist
Merrit Fernald identifies the trees as white or canoe birch (Fernald 30-32, Morison 52).



Chapter 2 — West 47

taken his death-wound from a Skraling arrow, delivered suitably laconic dying words, and
been buried in proper Christian piety beneath crosses at his head and feet — even then, the
saga-writer cannot resist adding that before embarking for home, the men load the ship with a
cargo of the obligatory vines and grapes (Gr. 5). The focus in these Greenlendinga saga
accounts of voyages to Vinland is on material gain from the products this veritable paradise
has to offer. The last word on Vinland-cargo the saga offers is that no ship ever sailed from
Greenland more richly laden than the one Karlsefni steered back to Norway (Gr. 8).
Similarly, Karlsefni’s last trade before settling down to a farmer’s life in Iceland is selling to
a German man his ship’s carved husasnotra, a gable-head of genuine Vinlandic mtsurr-wood
(Gr.9).

Eiriks saga, by contrast, does not devote as much attention to the natural resources of
Vinland or their commercial value, focusing instead on exploration of the geography of the
new land and the anthropology of its non-Christian inhabitants. This saga’s account of
Karlsefni’s expedition, in fact, records not the loading of ships with cargo but rather the
search for provender, both for men and livestock (Eir. 8). The resources are ultimately found
— the usual wild wheat and grapes, rivers teeming with fish and woods with game — but here
the goods seem to be viewed as provisions for settlement rather than cargo to be transported
back to Greenland or Scandinavia. Also, the ensuing contact with the native population,
violent and otherwise, somewhat overshadows the narrative attention to these natural
resources (Eir. 10). In this regard Greenlendinga saga is consistent with the oldest literary
source for information on Vinland, Adam of Bremen’s “Descriptio insularum Aquilonis.”

Adam’s brief description reports that Vinland (Winland) is so called quod ibi vites sponte

2 The cargo Karlsefni originally loaded onto his ship has apparently disappeared. One supposes the perishables
were consumed by the settlers in the two intervening winters, while the wood is presumably either still on board
or was used for the palisade Karlsefni built around their settlement.
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nascantur, vinum optimum ferentes (IV.xxxix: 275%) — “because vines producing excellent
wine grow wild there” (Tschan 219) — and that self-sown grain grows there abundantly. All
this, Adam writes, is not from fabulous reports, sed certa comperimus relatione Danorum
(IV.xxxix: 275) — “but from the trustworthy relation of the Danes” (Tschan