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A b s t r a c t 

THE LITERARY SIGNIFICANCE OF CLOTHING 

IN THE ICELANDIC FAMILY SAGAS 

Jane C h r i s t i n e Roscoe 

T h i s t h e s i s examines the occurrences o f c l o t h e s and 
the p a r t i c u l a r ways i n which they are used i n some of the 
I c e l a n d i c f a m i l y sagas i n order t o assess t h e i r l i t e r a r y 
s i g n i f i c a n c e . 

I n a genre where few s u p e r f l u o u s d e t a i l s are gi v e n by 
the w r i t e r s , i t seems reasonable t o suppose t h a t even a 
seemingly u n i m p o r t a n t d e t a i l such as a comment r e g a r d i n g a 
man's c l o a k i s present f o r a reason. 

The t h e s i s i s d i v i d e d i n t o t h r e e s e c t i o n s . S e c t i o n 
One deals w i t h the use of c o l o u r i n dress , b e g i n n i n g w i t h a 
g e n e r a l chapter on c o l o u r e d c l o t h e s but c o n t i n u i n g w i t h an 
e x a m i n a t i o n o f s p e c i f i c c o l o u r s such as r e d , b l u e , green 
and w h i t e . I n the second s e c t i o n two c o n t r a s t i n g items, 
head-dress and f o o t w e a r , have been grouped t o g e t h e r . The 
t h i r d s e c t i o n c o n c e n t r a t e s on major items o f body c l o t h i n g 
and i s d i v i d e d i n t o t h r e e p a r t s . The f i r s t f i v e chapters 
concern i n d i v i d u a l and g e n e r a l l y u n r e l a t e d i s s u e s , whereas 
i n the f o l l o w i n g t h r e e chapters c l o t h i n g i s a s s o c i a t e d i n 
one way or another w i t h the s u p e r n a t u r a l . F i n a l l y t h e r e i s 
an e x a m i n a t i o n o f c e r t a i n l i t e r a r y s t r a t e g i e s used by the 
w r i t e r o f Laxdoela saga. 

At times a m o t i f i n v o l v i n g c l o t h e s can be seen t o have 
a r e c o g n i s e d r e c e i v e d meaning, e s p e c i a l l y i f i t can be 
found i n another saga or l i t e r a r y form. On the o t h e r hand 
c e r t a i n i n c i d e n t s have been analysed s p e c i f i c a l l y w i t h i n 
the c o n t e x t o f the saga i n which they occur. 

D u r i n g t h i s s t udy v a r i o u s l i k e l y i n f l u e n c e s on the 
medieval I c e l a n d i c saga w r i t e r have been taken i n t o 
c o n s i d e r a t i o n - i n f l u e n c e s which may be d e r i v e d from pagan 
and C h r i s t i a n mythology, c u l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n s , h e r o i c sagas 
and r o m a n t i c European l i t e r a t u r e . 

An awareness o f any p o s s i b l e l i t e r a r y s i g n i f i c a n c e o f 
c l o t h e s w i t h i n the sagas can a i d a c l e a r e r u n d e r s t a n d i n g of 
the t e x t and o f the motives of the a u t h o r s . 
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INTRODUCTION 

D e s c r i p t i o n s of c h a r a c t e r s occur f r e q u e n t l y i n the 

f a m i l y sagas e i t h e r when the person i s i n t r o d u c e d or 

f u r t h e r on i n the n a r r a t i v e . P h y s i c a l a t t r i b u t e s are 

commented on - a man may be d e s c r i b e d as t a l l or f a i r ; 

a spects o f temperament are g i v e n - courageous, magnanimous 

e t c . Yet d e s p i t e t h i s we do not o f t e n hear about what the 

c h a r a c t e r i s we a r i n g - and when we do i t can be d i f f i c u l t 

t o d i s c e r n why c l o t h e s are bei n g mentioned at t h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r p o i n t and why o n l y i n r e l a t i o n t o a c e r t a i n 

c h a r a c t e r . 

The saga w r i t e r s are known f o r t h e i r l a c o n i c s t y l e . 

They do not p r o v i d e extraneous d e s c r i p t i v e d e t a i l . Any 

such apparent d e t a i l s which do occur then must, i f t h e i r 

f u l l s i g n i f i c a n c e i s r e c o g n i s e d , c o n t r i b u t e t o the 

p r o g r e s s i o n o f events or t o the p o r t r a y a l of a c h a r a c t e r . 

C h a r a c t e r s are c e n t r a l t o the sagas yet as i n drama 

they are always p o r t r a y e d e x t e r n a l l y , the audience must 

l e a r n about them from t h e i r a c t i o n s and d i a l o g u e . P h y s i c a l 

d e s c r i p t i o n s p r o v i d e f u r t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n , e s p e c i a l l y i f 

some element of dress i s i n c l u d e d which has p a r t i c u l a r 

a s s o c i a t i o n s i m m e d i a t e l y understood by a contemporary 

audience. 

At times however, i t i s not so much what i s worn but 

how garments can be used i n o t h e r ways, o f t e n s y m b o l i c a l l y , 

t o evoke a c e r t a i n response or t o f u n c t i o n as p a r t of a 

s p e c i f i c procedure. 
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I n t h i s work a number of phenomena drawn from the 

Islendingasogur have been examined and analysed i n order to 

d e t e r m i n e what e f f e c t or p a r t i c u l a r s i g n i f i c a n c e they might 

have w i t h i n the t e x t s i n which they occur. 

The f i r s t s e c t i o n examines the use of c o l o u r i n 

c l o t h i n g . Chapter One deals w i t h c o l o u r e d c l o t h e s i n 

g e n e r a l and the f o l l o w i n g f i v e chapters look at v a r i o u s 

c o l o u r s which occur i n the Islendingasogur i n connection 

w i t h garments. The a n a l y s i s a t t e m p t s t o d i s c e r n whether 

the s i g n i f i c a n c e of c o l o u r i s connected t o events w i t h i n 

the t e x t or whether i t r e l a t e s more t o the c h a r a c t e r of the 

wearer. 

Head-dress and footwear have been grouped t o g e t h e r i n 

S e c t i o n Two. Regarding head-dress t h e r e i s a d i s t i n c t i o n 

between the s i g n i f i c a n c e of head-wear worn by women and 

t h a t worn by men. As f a r as foot-wear i s concerned the 

m o t i f d i s c u s s e d i n t h i s chapter i s a s s o c i a t e d o n l y w i t h 

men, and how they r e a c t t o an u n f o r t u n a t e a c c i d e n t . 

I n S e c t i o n Three the use of major items of body 

c l o t h i n g has been d e a l t w i t h - t h i s i n c l u d e s garments such 

as t u n i c s , s h i r t s and c l o a k s . On the whole i t i s when 

these appear i n unusual s i t u a t i o n s t h a t they seem to have a 

p a r t i c u l a r l i t e r a r y s i g n i f i c a n c e . T h i s s e c t i o n has been 

d i v i d e d i n t o t h r e e s u b - s e c t i o n s . The f i r s t f i v e chapters 

concern v a r i o u s d i f f e r e n t issues which are not on the whole 

r e l a t e d t o each o t h e r . For t h a t reason they have been 

grouped t o g e t h e r under a general heading of 'Unusual Use of 

Body C l o t h i n g ' . However the f o l l o w i n g group of three 
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c h a p t e r s a l l r e l a t e t o the s u p e r n a t u r a l i n some way. 

F i n a l l y i n the t h i r d p a r t , the l i t e r a r y s t r a t e g i e s used by 

the a u t h o r o f Laxdoela saga have been examined. 

A l t h o u g h the main focus i s on the Is lendingasogur, 

o t h e r sources have been s t u d i e d i n an attempt t o e l u c i d a t e 

the l i t e r a r y symbolism which may be present i n the t e x t s . 

P a r a l l e l m o t i f s and i n c i d e n t s found elsewhere have been 

di s c u s s e d i n or d e r t o assess p o s s i b l e i n f l u e n c e s upon the 

saga w r i t e r s . The fornaldarsogur, a l t h o u g h p r o b a b l y not 

w r i t t e n down u n t i l the middle o f the t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y , 

would have been present i n o r a l form from a much o l d e r 

p e r i o d . They p r o v i d e evidence of t r a d i t i o n s which were 

f a m i l i a r t o the medieval I c e l a n d i c audience. The Poetic 

and Prose Edda are i n v a l u a b l e as a source of pagan 

mythology; m a t e r i a l from these t e x t s has been used t o 

examine the degree o f pagan i n f l u e n c e on the symbolic use 

of d r e s s . On the o t h e r hand C h r i s t i a n a n a l o g i e s have a l s o 

been c o n s i d e r e d wherever these appeared t o p r o v i d e 

i l l u m i n a t i n g comparisons. Medieval romantic l i t e r a t u r e 

from Europe e x e r t e d an i n f l u e n c e on the I c e l a n d i c saga 

w r i t e r s from about 1250 onwards. To assess the e f f e c t of 

t h i s w i t h r e g a r d t o dress i n the Islendingasogur, p a r a l l e l 

m o t i f s found i n the riddara sogur have been i n v e s t i g a t e d . 

O c c a s i o n a l l y non-1ce1 andic sources which are less 

o b v i o u s l y r e l a t e d t o the sagas have been taken i n t o 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n , v a r i o u s b a l l a d s f o r i n s t a n c e . On the whole 

t h i s i s o n l y i n an attempt t o take i n t o account any 

p o s s i b l e t r a d i t i o n a l symbolism behind c e r t a i n m o t i f s ; i t i s 

of course d i f f i c u l t t o a s c e r t a i n j u s t how i n f l u e n t i a l such 



t r a d i t i o n s may have been on the saga w r i t e r s . 

Most of the major f a m i l y sagas have been s t u d i e d i n 

t h i s work but i t was i m p o s s i b l e , i n the time a v a i l a b l e f o r 

an MA t h e s i s , t o cover a l l the Islendingasogur. The 

b i b l i o g r a p h y l i s t s the I c e l a n d i c t e x t s used; i t p r o v i d e s a 

guide t o those which have been i n c l u d e d i n t h i s study and, 

c o n v e r s e l y , a l s o i n d i c a t e s those which have not been d e a l t 

w i t h . 

I n c i d e n t s i n v o l v i n g dress have been analysed p r i m a r i l y 

from a l i t e r a r y p o i n t o f view - the main issue being how 

the w r i t e r has used c l o t h e s e i t h e r s y m b o l i c a l l y or 

o t h e r w i s e as p a r t of h i s n a r r a t i v e t e c h n i q u e . The p r e c i s e 

outward appearance o f a garment i s not always of 

importance, but wherever i t i s necessary t o be aware of the 

p a r t i c u l a r form o f an i t e m o f d r e s s , d e t a i l s have been 

g i v e n i n the r e l e v a n t c h a p t e r s . Much o f t h i s i n f o r m a t i o n 

has been d e r i v e d from Hjalmar Falk's AItwestnordische 

Kleiderkunde, which i s i t s e l f based a g r e a t deal on 

evidence from l i t e r a r y sources and as such may not be 

t o t a l l y r e l i a b l e c o n c e r n i n g the k i n d o f dress worn i n 

medieval I c e l a n d . O c c a s i o n a l l y the sagas themselves gi v e 

some e x t r a d e t a i l s about a garment or the way i t was worn. 

T h i s can a l s o be m i s l e a d i n g as, a l t h o u g h the n a r r a t i v e s are 

set i n the saga age (930-1030), d e s c r i p t i o n s of c l o t h e s may 

be more r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f what was worn at the time o f 

w r i t i n g , the t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y . A l t e r n a t i v e l y i t may be a 

t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y view, p r o b a b l y not always a c c u r a t e , of 

t e n t h c e n t u r y dress and customs. However whether the 

p a r t i c u l a r o u t f i t i s t y p i c a l o f e i t h e r p e r i o d i s not 
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g e n e r a l l y the main c o n s i d e r a t i o n when a t t e m p t i n g t o 
determine the l i t e r a r y i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i n t e n d e d by the 
a u t h o r . 



SECTION ONE 

COLOURED CLOTHING 



COLOURED CLOTHING 

I n t r o d u c t i o n 

The s i x c h a p t e r s i n t h i s s e c t i o n examine the use of 

c o l o u r i n c l o t h i n g . I t i s not always easy t o determine any 

p a r t i c u l a r l y c o n s i s t e n t reason f o r the c o l o u r t o be 

mentioned or any u n i f o r m symbolism which can be a p p l i e d 

c o n c l u s i v e l y t o every i n s t a n c e i n which t h a t c o l o u r i s 

worn. C e r t a i n hypotheses have been looked at w i t h v a r y i n g 

success - but i n the end i t i s perhaps s t i l l a matter of 

s u b j e c t i v e o p i n i o n as t o which one i s the most a p p r o p r i a t e 

i n the s p e c i f i c c o n t e x t s . 



Chapter One 

LITKLSBI 

D u r i n g the medieval p e r i o d undyed homespun - va^mdl -

seems t o have been the m a t e r i a l g e n e r a l l y used f o r c l o t h e s 

i n I c e l a n d . Garments c o l o u r e d by any form of dye would 

have been more expensive, more of a l u x u r y item. Because 

of t h i s such c l o t h e s would be worn o n l y by those who could 

a f f o r d them, by people h i g h e r up the s o c i a l s c a l e , and 

even then the f i n e s t robes may have been worn o n l y on 

s p e c i a l o c c a s i o n s . Q u i t e o f t e n i n the Is 1endingasogur the 

aut h o r remarks t h a t e i t h e r one person or many were i 

litklse^um. U s u a l l y t h i s b r i e f f o r m u l a i c statement i s 

meant t o impl y r a t h e r more than t h a t the c h a r a c t e r i s 

c o l o u r f u l l y dressed. I t can p r o v i d e f u r t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n 

about the c h a r a c t e r or s i t u a t i o n , or c o n f i r m aspects we 

are a l r e a d y aware o f . 

S o c i a l s t a t u s can be emphasised through dress. When 

B o l l i B o l l a s o n t r a v e l s t o Norway, i t i s h i s a m b i t i o n vera 

fyrir o^rum monnum. To achieve t h i s he ensures t h a t h i s 

men are betr bi3nir at kleecfuw ok vdpnum en annat boejarfdlk 

(Laxd.s. ch.73 p.212). T h e i r s p l e n d i d a t t i r e r e f l e c t s on 

him as t h e i r l e a d e r , a w e a l t h y man a p p a r e n t l y , t o be able 

t o p r o v i d e so w e l l f o r h i s f o l l o w i n g . Not o n l y s t a t u s 

t h r o u g h w e a l t h may be suggested but a l s o a n a t u r a l 

s u p e r i o r i t y . The Landndmabdk mentions a group of people 

a r r i v i n g at an Assembly who were svd vel biinir, at menn 

hug^u, at Msir vwri (par) komnir ( 1 ) . Though t h i s e f f e c t 

may have had much t o do w i t h t h e i r armour, i t i s q u i t e 
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l i k e l y t h a t the a c t u a l c l o t h e s they wore would have been 

of good q u a l i t y and t h e r e f o r e not the o r d i n a r y undyed 

homespun. E a r l Hdkon, i n Fsereyinga saga, takes Sigmundur 

to v i s i t a p r i e s t e s s , she s i t s i n her house og var hun 

veglega buin ( 2 ) . P o r b j o r g , the Greenland prophetess i s 

a l s o a r i c h l y adorned r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of the gods -

a l t h o u g h i n t h i s case the d e s c r i p t i o n of her dress i s 

m a i n l y o f importance f o r i t s s u p e r n a t u r a l symbolism r a t h e r 

than as an i n d i c a t i o n of her s o c i a l s t a t u s . ( E i r i k s s.r. 

ch.4 p.206) . 

Wearing c o l o u r e d or f i n e c l o t h e s can be a s s o c i a t e d 

w i t h f o r e i g n e r s or w i t h t r a v e l abroad. Men r e t u r n i n g from 

Europe had o f t e n been i n f l u e n c e d by c o n t i n e n t a l f a s h i o n s . 

When B j o r n Asbrandsson r e t u r n s t o I c e l a n d , he dresses 

h i m s e l f w e l l pvi at hann hafhi samit sik eptir sih 

lit lenzkra hof^ingja (Eyrb . s . ch.40 p. 107). Possessing 

v a l u a b l e items o f dress i m p l i e d a s u c c e s s f u l t r i p e i t h e r 

t h r o u g h t r a d e or v i k i n g r a i d s , or through r o y a l favour 

where garments had been g i v e n t o an I c e l a n d e r by a k i n g or 

ear 1 . 

S p e c i a l occasions - Assembly, wedding, f e a s t -

r e q u i r e d a b e t t e r form o f dress f o r r e s p e c t a b l e people. 

Unnr and her women were ve 1 bijnar when they attended the 

Alpingi; H a l l g e r ^ i r w i t h her f r i e n d s were s i m i l a r l y ve 1 

bunar at the Assembly where she meets Gunnarr. When Asdls 

S t y r s d 6 t t i r walks past the two ber s e r k s i n sinn bezta 

buna^, they are pu z z l e d as t o the reason f o r such a f i n e 

o u t f i t when t h e r e i s no obvious occasion f o r i t . 

Porgunna, the Hebridean, d e c l a r e s t h a t she needs her f i n e 
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c l o t h e s svA at hon vseri dneist at bo(Suin e^a o^rum 

mannfundum ( 3 ) . I n the case of two of these women, t h e r e 

i s a l s o an awareness of sexual a t t r a c t i o n . H a l l g e r ^ r 

a t t r a c t s the a t t e n t i o n o f Gunnarr and the o u t f i t of Asdis 

may be designed t o encourage the ber s e r k s who are employed 

i n hard p h y s i c a l labour which they hope w i l l be rewarded 

by one of them, H a l l i , o b t a i n i n g Asdis as h i s w i f e . 

Depending on the c o n t e x t i n which i t i s used, the 

phrase i 1 itklee^um can evoke any of these v a r i o u s 

a s s o c i a t i o n s . 

1. S t a t u s 

I t i s p a r t i c u l a r l y on s p e c i a l occasions t h a t the 

wearer has the o p p o r t u n i t y t o demonstrate h i s s o c i a l 

s t a n d i n g and w e a l t h t h r o u g h h i s or her o u t f i t , 

a) Laxdoela saga 

( i ) A l l i r menn bans v d r u i l i t k l a e ^ u m . 
P e i r v d r u a l l s a p r i S j a t i g i manna. 

(ch.44 p.135) 

Persuaded by h i s f a t h e r t o a t t e n d an autumn f e a s t , K j a r t a n 

not o n l y p u t s on h i s own f i n e r y but ensures t h a t h i s 

company, over twenty men, are a l s o w e l l dressed. I t i s 

bound t o enhance h i s s t a t u s , p a r t i c u l a r l y i m p o r t a n t t o him 

at t h i s time as h i s s e l f - e s t e e m i s somewhat b r u i s e d by the 

loss o f GuSr i in t o B o l l i , a man he has been accustomed t o 

r e g a r d as s l i g h t l y i n f e r i o r t o h i m s e l f . 

( i i ) ok h o f ^ u p e i r naer sex t i g u manna, ok 
var pat \xh mjok v a l i t , p v i at 
f l e s t i r a l l i r menn v d r u 1 litklae^um. 

(ch.68 p.201) 

S n o r r i g o ^ i and P o r k e l l E y j 6 1 f s s o n meet t o g e t h e r p r i o r t o 

r i d i n g t o H e l g a f e l l f o r the wedding of Guc^run and P o r k e l l . 
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T h e i r combined r e t i n u e s make an impressive s i g h t - n e a r l y 

s i x t y men, most of whom wear c o l o u r e d c l o t h i n g . An 

i n d i c a t i o n of the h i g h s o c i a l s t a n d i n g of S n o r r i and the 

bridegroom, i t a l s o r e f l e c t s on Outrun, the b r i d e and 

ho s t e s s . Her f u t u r e kinsmen and her wedding guests are 

drawn from the upper echelons of I c e l a n d i c s o c i e t y . 

b) G i s l a saga. 

PeiT f a r a nu t i l v d r p i n g s e i t t vAv meo 
f j 6 r a t i g u manna, ok varu a l l i r i 
1 itklaeoum. 

(ch.5 p.19) 

G l s l i , P o r k e l l and t h e i r b r o t h e r - i n - l a w , P o r g r l m r , t r a v e l 

t o g e t h e r t o an assembly accompanied by V 6 s t e i n n . T h e i r 

f o l l o w i n g o f f o r t y are a l l w e l l o u t f i t t e d - evidence of 

the w e a l t h and p r o s p e r i t y o f the f a m i l y . At t h i s p o i n t i n 

the n a r r a t i v e t h e r e i s some emphasis on t h e i r p r o s p e r i t y 

as a group, an emphasis on t h e i r u n i t y . I t c o n t r a s t s w i t h 

subsequent events when the kinsmen c r e a t e t h e i r own 

d i v i s i o n s t h r o u g h t h e i r a c t s o f v i o l e n c e . I t i s at t h i s 

l o c a l assembly t h a t t h e i r bonds of f r i e n d s h i p begin t o 

d i s i n t e g r a t e . 

c) G r e t t i s saga. 

'Nu s k u l u ver r i ^ a 1 l i t k l s e ^ u m 1 dag 
ok Idtum sk6garmanninn pat s j d , at V€T 
erum e i g i sem a ^ r i r forumenn, er her 
rekask d a g l i g a . ' 

(ch.59 p.190) 

G l s l i , an o s t e n t a t i o u s man, boasts t h a t he can e a s i l y deal 

w i t h the o u t l a w G r e t t i r . He i n t e n d s t o a t t r a c t G r e t t i r ' s 

a t t e n t i o n by h i s b r i g h t raiment and armour, o b v i o u s l y not 

the usual a t t i r e f o r t r a v e l l e r s i n I c e l a n d . G r e t t i r has 

no d i f f i c u l t y i n overcoming t h i s showy group. G i s l i ' s 
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subsequent h u m i l i a t i o n p o i n t s t o the i r o n y i n the use of 
the phrase i 1 i tklas^uin; any s t a t u s t h i s man a s p i r e d t o was 
founded on empty boasts and v a n i t y . 

2. F o r e i g n e r s 

I n Eyrbyggja saga, a group of merchants r i d e t o a 

l o c a l assembly and they are allir i 1 i tklxc^um; they are 

t r a d e r s from Norway (Eyrb.s. ch.40 p.107), I n the Faroes, 

Sigur'^ur and h i s companions watch some men approach - peir 

sd ah menn voru i 1 itklee^um og meh vopnum. Unsure of the 

i d e n t i t y of these s t r a n g e r s , Siguri^ur guesses c o r r e c t l y by 

t h e i r o u t f i t s t h a t they must be the Norwegian merchants 

l e d by A r n l j o t r ( 4 ) . Unrecognised, Skiita e n t e r s h i s 

enemy's camp. He i s c u r i o u s about one of the men and i s 

t o l d - pann heita Vestmann, er fyrir peim var ok i 

litklw^unum var: Skiita k i l l s t h i s man (Reyk. s. Ch.29 

p.239). A Vestma^r i s 'a man from the West, one from the 

B r i t i s h I s l e s e s p e c i a l l y the I r i s h ' (CV) - a f o r e i g n e r , 

who i n h i s b r i g h t dress i s u n f o r t u n a t e l y a l i t t l e too 

prominent f o r h i s own good on t h i s occasion. 

3. I c e l a n d e r s r e t u r n i n g from abroad 

I n Hrafnkels saga, Eyvindr r e t u r n s a f t e r s e v e r a l 

years abroad; he r i d e s t o h i s b r o t h e r ' s farm w i t h t hree 

farmenn - varu peir ok allir i 1 i tklsetum ok ri^u vi^ fagra 

skjoldu (ch.8 p.126). Coloured c l o t h e s r e f l e c t h i s s t a t u s 

and f o r E y v i n d r , h i s t r u e w o r t h as a man of s t a n d i n g and 

courage. B a r ^ i o f Hei^arviga saga r i d e s w i t h h i s 

f o l l o w e r s t h r o u g h V l ^ i d a l r where they encounter prir wenn 

i litklee^um (ch.21 p.274). These t h r e e have j u s t landed 

i n I c e l a n d a f t e r a w i n t e r spent abroad. As kinsmen of 
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B a r o i the s t a t u s i m p l i e d by t h e i r c l o t h e s adds to h i s own 
f a m i l y honour and p r i d e . The case of Bergr i n n r a k k i of 
Vatnsdoela saga i s s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t . He r e t u r n s t o 
I c e l a n d i n the summer and r i d e s w i t h h i s company; they are 
allir 1 litklas^uw (ch.31 p.84). But Bergr i s a w o r t h l e s s 
c h a r a c t e r , c o n c e i t e d and f u l l o f h i s own s e l f - i m p o r t a n c e . 
Thus the c l a i m t o s t a t u s , r e p r e s e n t e d by the litklse^i t h a t 
a r e t u r n i n g I c e l a n d e r wears, can be a fa9ade. 

4. Recogni t i o n 

At times c h a r a c t e r s are i d e n t i f i e d ( o f t e n by t h e i r 

enemies) t h r o u g h the c o l o u r e d c l o t h e s t h a t they wear. 

O c c a s i o n a l l y / 1 i tklse^uw i s the o n l y i n d i c a t i o n given and 

i d e n t i t y i s deduced from t h i s alone. 

The farmers who have capt u r e d G r e t t i r see th r e e 

people approaching and var einn i litklee^um ( 5 ) . They 

assume, c o r r e c t l y , t h a t t h i s i s P o r b j o r g , the m i s t r e s s of 

V a t n s f j o r ^ r ( G r e t . s . ch.52 p.168). When Gunnarr's 

shepherd warns him about the r i d e r s he has seen he 

mentions t h a t f o u r of them were f 1 itkles^um. Gunnarr then 

knows t h a t par mun vera Otkell ( N j d l s s. ch.54 p.136). 

Sigmundr i s out s e a r c h i n g f o r a s t a l l i o n when he i s 

n o t i c e d and r e c o g n i s e d by Skarphe^inn - pvi at Sigmundr 

var 1 1 itklse^um. True the a c t u a l c o l o u r i s then mentioned 

when Skarphe^inn r e f e r s t o t h a t rau^dlfinn, but the f i r s t 

term r e f e r s merely t o c o l o u r e d c l o t h e s i n general ( N j d l s 

s. ch.45 p.115). 

O b v i o u s l y more d e t a i l e d d e s c r i p t i o n s of c l o t h e s can 

o f t e n f i t i n t o these c a t e g o r i e s and where t h i s i s the case 
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i t may have been p o i n t e d out when i n d i v i d u a l i n s t a n c e s 
have been di s c u s s e d throughout t h i s t h e s i s . I f these 
aspects are not emphasised at such t i m e s , t h i s i s not 
g e n e r a l l y because they have not been r e c o g n i s e d , but 
because a more r e l e v a n t symbolic i n t e r p r e t i o n seems 
a p p r o p r i a t e t o the c o n t e x t i n which they appear. 

I n f l u e n c e of the Riddara sogur 

King Hdkon Hdkonarson r e i g n e d i n Norway from 1217 t o 

1263. I t was d u r i n g h i s r e i g n t h a t the I c e l a n d i c 

commonwealth came t o an end and the c o u n t r y became 

s u b s e r v i e n t t o the Norwegian k i n g . Hakon encouraged and 

promoted i n Norway a more European s t y l e of l i f e based on 

c h i v a l r y and c o u r t l y i d e a l s . Under h i s patronage romance 

l i t e r a t u r e such as the French chansons de geste were 

t r a n s l a t e d i n t o Norse. Magnus, Hakon's son, c o n t i n u e d the 

p o l i c i e s o f h i s f a t h e r up t o h i s death i n 1280. This 

c u l t u r e and these 'sagas of c h i v a l r y ' began t o e x e r t an 

i n f l u e n c e on I c e l a n d i c w r i t e r s ; i t i s e v i d e n t i n the l a t e r 

Islendingasdgur, those w r i t t e n from around 1250 onwards 

( 6 ) . 

D e s c r i p t i o n s of dress become more e l a b o r a t e and 

s p l e n d i d , more i n keeping w i t h the appearances of European 

k n i g h t s and t h e i r l a d i e s . The w r i t e r of Laxdoela saga was 

one o f the f i r s t t o succumb t o the new f a s h i o n . Chapter 

S i x t y - t h r e e w i t h i t s d e t a i l e d accounts of H e l g i ' s 

a t t a c k e r s , of each i n d i v i d u a l o u t f i t , owes much t o 

r o m a n t i c l i t e r a t u r e ( 7 ) . D e s c r i p t i o n s of t h r e e major 

c h a r a c t e r s occur at i n t e r v a l s i n t h i s saga; they become 
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p r o g r e s s i v e l y more o r n a t e from g e n e r a t i o n t o g e n e r a t i o n . 

Chapter Twenty-three d e s c r i b e s d l a f r p a i at the A l p i n g i : 

hann var 1 skar 1 atsklaecTum, er H a r a l d r 
konungr h a f ^ i g e f i t honum; hann h a f ^ i 
d h o f S i h j d l m g u l l r o ^ i n n ok sver^ b u i t 
1 h e n d i , er M y r k j a r t a n konungr h a f ^ i 
g e f i t honum. 

(ch.23 p.64) 

When we come t o h i s son, K j a r t a n , i n Chapter F o r t y - f o u r 

more d e t a i l s have been added. T h i s young hero wears 

skarlatsklx^i, a g i f t from King O l d f r Tryggvason. His 

sword i s a l s o a r o y a l g i f t and he too wears a g i l d e d 

helmet. But added t o h i s accoutrements are a gold-adorned 

spear and a skjold a hli^ rautan, ok dreginn & meh gulli 

krossinn helgi ( p . 1 3 4 ) . Yet i t i s i n the p o r t r a y a l o f 

B o l l i B o l l a s o n when he r e t u r n s from abroad t h a t the w r i t e r 

c l e a r l y d i s p l a y s h i s attachment t o c o u r t l y splendour. 

B o l l i i s the epitome of the f a s h i o n a b l e European i n h i s 

i n s i s t e n c e on s i l k garments embroidered w i t h g o l d - an 

I c e l a n d i c v e r s i o n o f the handsome and c o u r t l y k n i g h t . 

B o l l i var svA m i k i l l s kartsma^r, er 
hann kom u t or f o r p e s s i , at hann 
v i l d i e ngi klas^i bera nema 
skar l a t s k l a e H ok pe 11 sklaecTi , ok 611 
vdpn h a f d i hann g u l l b u i n . Hann var 
k a l l a S r B o l l i i n n p r u ^ i Hann var 
1 pe 11 sklaeJum, er Gar^skonungr h a f ^ i 
g e f i t honum; hann h a f ^ i y z t a 
s k a r l a t s k d p u rau^a; hann var g y r ^ r 
F o t b i t , ok v d r u at honum h j o l t 
g u l l b i i i n ok m e S a l k a f l i n n g u l l i v a f i d r ; 
hann hafcJi gyldan h j d l m d h o f ^ i ok 
rau^an s k j o l d d h l i S , ok a d r e g i n n 
r i d d a r i me"̂  g u l l i ; hann h a f ^ i g l a S e l a 
h e n d i , sem t i t t er 1 lit l o n d u m , ok hvar 
sem p e i r t o k u g i s t i n g a r , gaSu konur 
engis annars en h o r f a d B o l l a ok s k a r t 
hans ok p e i r a f e l a g a . Me^ s H k r i 
k u r t e i s i r i $ r B o l l i v e s t r i s v e i t i r 

(ch.77 p.224-225) 

Riddari i s s p e c i f i c a l l y mentioned, a l t h o u g h i n 
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c o n n e c t i o n w i t h the s h i e l d ; but the i m p l i c a t i o n i s s u r e l y 

t h e r e t h a t B o l l i h i m s e l f i s a most k n i g h t l y f i g u r e . He 

c a r r i e s a glaSel (8) not the usual I c e l a n d i c spjdt. This 

i s a p p a r e n t l y a c c o r d i n g t o f o r e i g n custom - sem titt er i 

utlondum; the phrase echoes B o l l i ' s complete o u t f i t - i t 

i s a l l a c c o r d i n g t o f o r e i g n custom. The terms skarlat, 

pell and kurteisi are a l s o o f f o r e i g n o r i g i n and 

a p p r o p r i a t e i n t h i s r o m a n t i c c o n t e x t ( 9 ) . As b e f i t s the 

o v e r a l l image of a handsome k n i g h t , the I c e l a n d i c women 

are c o m p l e t e l y overcome w i t h h i s m a g n i f i c e n t appearance. 

(Note t h a t B o l l i ' s robes are not a g i f t from any minor 

r o y a l t y but from such an e x a l t e d f i g u r e as the Byzantine 

Emperor!) 

K d r i , i n Njdls saga, belongs t o a s i m i l a r t r a d i t i o n . 

W i t h h i s f l e e t o f t e n s h i p s , he makes a grand entrance 

i n t o the n a r r a t i v e s t a n d i n g at the mast of the l e a d i n g 

s h i p as he s a i l s t o the rescue of the N j a l s s y n i r : 

En d p v i s k i p i , e r f y r s t f 6 r , s t 6 ^ 
maSr v i ^ s i g l u ; sd v a r 1 s i l k i t r e y j u 
ok h a f ^ i g y l dan h j d l m , en h d r i t bsti 
m i k i t ok f a g r t ; s j d ma^r h a f ^ i s p j 6 t 
g u l l r e k i t 1 h e n d i . 

(ch.84 p.203) 

L a t e r , i n I c e l a n d , he wears h i s siIkitreyja when he 

accompanies the N j d l s s y n i r i n t h e i r a t t a c k on P r d i n n : 

Nasst honum gekk K a r i ; hann h a f ^ i 
s i l k i t r e y j u ok h j a l m g y l d a n , s k j o l d ok 
var d r e g i n n d l e 6 . 

{ch.92 p.231) 

The l i o n on h i s s h i e l d , a symbol of b r a v e r y , adds a 

f i n i s h i n g t o u c h t o t h i s r o m a n t i c hero ( 1 0 ) . I t i s perhaps 

s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t l a t e r i n the saga when K d r i i s i n v o l v e d 

i n the s e r i o u s business o f revenge k i l l i n g s a f t e r the 
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b u r n i n g o f N j d l l , t h e r e i s no i n d i c a t i o n of any s p l e n d i d , 

r o m a n t i c o u t f i t . Such l i g h t - h e a r t e d , c h i v a l r i c 

d e s c r i p t i o n s would not e a s i l y accord w i t h the p a r t i c u l a r l y 

grave issues o f vengeance and honour which f o l l o w e d t h i s 

momentous event - issues which c o u l d have f a r - r e a c h i n g 

e f f e c t s on s o c i e t y and must i n the end, f o r the sake of 

s o c i a l s t a b i l i t y , be r e s o l v e d by some form of 

r e c o n c i 1 i a t i o n . 

Skarlat 

It s h o u l d be made c l e a r b e f o r e f u r t h e r d i s c u s s i n g 

c o l o u r t h a t i n the medieval p e r i o d s c a r l e t d i d not 

n e c e s s a r i l y r e f e r t o a c o l o u r as such but t o a k i n d o f 

c l o t h - a woven wool c l o t h of good q u a l i t y . Skarlat as a 

word seems t o have come i n t o the Norse language from 

e i t h e r French or E n g l i s h : Old French - escarlate. Middle 

E n g l i s h - scarlat and the medieval L a t i n term i s scar latum 

( 1 1 ) . 

C l o t h e s , and c l o t h , of skarlat would have come from 

abroad; i t was not manufactured i n I c e l a n d . At the c o u r t 

i n Norway, O l d f r p a i r e c e i v e s from King H a r a l d r at Yule, 

klaeii skorin af skarlati - c l o t h e s cut from s c a r l e t c l o t h . 

(Laxd.s. ch.22 p.60) K j a r t a n r e c e i v e s a s i m i l a r g i f t when 

he v i s i t s K i n g O l a f r - oil klse^i nyskorin af skarlati 

(Laxd.s. ch.41 p.124). The c o l o u r may not have been the 

red shade we have come t o accept as re p r e s e n t e d by 

' s c a r l e t ' . Chapter T h i r t e e n i n Njdls saga has H a l l g e r t ^ r 

dressed i rau^um skarlatskyrt1i ( p . 4 4 ) ; the a d d i t i o n of 

'red' would be i r r e l e v a n t i f t h i s was i m p l i e d by the term 
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skarlat. F a l k comments t h a t the c o l o u r was not the main 

issue denoted by t h i s term, t h a t s c a r l e t c o u l d be found i n 

brown, b l u e , green and even w h i t e shades ( 1 2 ) . 

I t was w i t h o u t doubt a f i n e and expensive c l o t h . The 

f a s t i d i o u s B o l l i B o l l a s o n , the mikill skartsmacfr, would 

wear no o t h e r c l o t h e s but those made of skarlat or pell, 

{pell b e i n g a l s o a s u p e r i o r type o f m a t e r i a l ) ( 1 3 ) . Falk 

p o i n t s out t h a t skikkjur were con s i d e r e d l u x u r y garments, 

they were l o n g , g e n e r a l l y l i n e d w i t h f u r and, because of 

t h e i r s p l e n d o u r , were o f t e n f a v o u r e d as g i f t s ( 1 4 ) . The 

m a t e r i a l f r e q u e n t l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h i s garment i s 

skarlat. 

Another argument has been presented however, which 

w h i l e i t d i f f e r s somewhat i n i t s c o n t e n t , s t i l l leads t o a 

s i m i l a r c o n c l u s i o n r e g a r d i n g t h i s t e x t i l e : i . e . an 

expensive and p a r t i c u l a r l y s p l e n d i d c l o t h . John J. Munro 

i s o f the o p i n i o n t h a t medieval s c a r l e t was g e n e r a l l y a 

red shade of c o l o u r , or at l e a s t c o n t a i n e d some element of 

red dye. (15) The word ' s c a r l e t ' a p p a r e n t l y suggests t h a t 

i t may have o r i g i n a t e d from e i t h e r the Flemish scarlaken 

or Old High German scarlachen; terms which t r a n s l a t e d as 

'shorn c l o t h ' . I n o t h e r words t h i s was w o o l l e n c l o t h 

which had been f i n e l y f i n i s h e d , the s u r f a c e of the wool 

shorn maybe t h r e e or f o u r times t o produce a f i n e wool 

c l o t h w i t h no t r a c e of the weave. Th i s would seem t o 

suggest an e x t e n s i v e , and thus expensive, process adding 

t o the v a l u e o f the f i n i s h e d c l o t h . However ot h e r 

t e x t i l e s were a l s o s u b j e c t e d t o s i m i l a r f i n i s h i n g 

t e c h n i q u e s , such methods were not e x c l u s i v e t o s c a r l e t . 
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What was unique t o s c a r l e t though was the p a r t i c u l a r k i n d 
of dye used. 

The red c o l o u r i n g was o b t a i n e d not from the more 

usu a l madder but from an i n s e c t , a p a r a s i t e which l i v e d on 

the kermes oak. To e x t r a c t the dye these i n s e c t s were 

k i l l e d , d r i e d and crushed. The d y e s t u f f i t s e l f a c q u i r e d 

the name kermes; i t produced a r i c h , b r i g h t shade of red. 

I t kept w e l l and c o u l d be t r a n s p o r t e d t o wherever 

r e q u i r e d . But i t was an expensive dye, and when a p p l i e d 

t o t e x t i l e s o f p a r t i c u l a r l y h i g h q u a l i t y the o v e r a l l w o r t h 

o f the f i n i s h e d a r t i c l e would ensure t h a t i t s use was 

r e s t r i c t e d t o the w e a t h i e r members of s o c i e t y . 

Munro e x p l a i n s the terms found i n medieval t e x t s 

w hich r e f e r t o s c a r l e t c l o t h of v a r i o u s c o l o u r s i e . blue 

or brown, as b e i n g t e x t i l e s e i t h e r i n the process of being 

dyed and not yet completed by the use of kermes, or the 

r e s u l t of a mixed d y i n g w i t h the kermes dye being a p p l i e d 

at some p o i n t , whatever the u l t i m a t e c o l o u r might be. 

Presumably those f a b r i c s dyed e x c l u s i v e l y w i t h the kermes 

dye, those o f the b r i g h t red synonymous w i t h our modern 

s c a r l a t , would be the more v a l u a b l e ( 1 6 ) . 

Munro's a s s o c i a t i o n o f s c a r l e t w i t h the presence of a 

r e d dye m i g h t , on the s u r f a c e , i n d i c a t e t h a t garments 

d e s c r i b e d i n the sagas as skarlat ought t o be c l a s s i f i e d 

and analysed w i t h those s p e c i f i e d as raubr. But t h i s i s 

not r e a l l y the case - rau^r c o u l d i n d i c a t e any k i n d of 

c l o t h which i s dyed r e d , a more v a l u a b l e c l o t h than 

n a t u r a l homespun perhaps, but not n e c e s s a r i l y of the same 
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s t a n d a r d as s c a r l e t . Skarlat s t i l l has t o be considered 
s e p a r a t e l y as an i n d i c a t i o n o f s o c i a l s t a n d i n g and w e a l t h , 
e x p e c i a l l y i n the l i g h t o f Munro's argument which 
concludes t h a t such ' s a r t o r i a l splendour' was s t r i c t l y 
l i m i t e d t o the w e a t h i e r c l a s s e s , t o r o y a l t y and o t h e r s of 
a r i s t o c r a t i c rank. 

T h i s i n i t s e l f r a i s e s c e r t a i n q u e s t i o n s , another 

dimension. Would many I c e l a n d e r s have ' q u a l i f i e d ' , have 

accummulated so much w e a l t h as t o be able t o o b t a i n these 

p r e s t i g i o u s garments? Where the garment was a r o y a l g i f t , 

the r e c i p i e n t must have been p a r t i c u l a r l y f a v o u r ed, 

e l e v a t e d t o a p e d e s t a l almost, t o r e c e i v e such an 

e x c l u s i v e p r e s e n t . The mention of skarlatsskikkja, of 

o t h e r garments o f skarlat, begins t o assume a f a i r y t a l e 

q u a l i t y . Knowing the a c t u a l value of such garments, the 

r e s t r i c t i o n o f them t o a s e l e c t few, the d e s c r i p t i o n s i n 

the t e x t s appear almost as w i s h f u l t h i n k i n g , they become 

to some e x t e n t u n r e a l - a f a n t a s y p o r t r a y a l . I t i s not 

the a c t u a l splendour o f the t e n t h and e l e v e n t h c e n t u r i e s 

t h a t they r e f l e c t , r a t h e r a c e r t a i n w i s h - f u l f i l l m e n t of 

the t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y : a time when the I c e l a n d i c 

commonwealth was c r u m b l i n g and the c o u n t r y was i n the 

process of l o s i n g i t s independence. 

Where rau^r had been s p e c i f i c a l l y mentioned i n 

r e l a t i o n t o a skarlat garment i . e . rau^r skarlatskikkja, 

i t may suggest t h a t t h i s garment i s made from the best 

q u a l i t y o f s c a r l e t c l o t h - c l o t h dyed s o l e l y w i t h kermes. 

On the o t h e r hand a d i f f e r e n t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n may be 
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i n t e n d e d , a symbolism or s i g n i f i c a n c e which a t t a c h e s t o 
rau^r i t s e l f . 

'A P o s s i b l e Saga Convention' 

T h i s i s the t i t l e used by G.I. Hughes f o r a paper i n 

which he dis c u s s e s the symbolism of c o l o u r e d c l o t h e s i n 

the Islendingasogur ( 1 7 ) . He b e l i e v e s , a l b e i t 

' t e n t a t i v e l y ' , t h a t : 

t h e r e i s a d e f i n i t e a s s o c i a t i o n 
between the d e s c r i p t i o n o f b r i g h t 
c l o t h e s or armour and impending danger 
or c r i s i s f o r the wearer. 

Hughes draws most of h i s evidence from Njdls saga 

though he does i n c l u d e one or two i n s t a n c e s from o t h e r 

t e x t s . The a c t u a l c o l o u r i t s e l f i s not i m p o r t a n t , i t i s 

the f a c t t h a t the c l o t h e s are b r i g h t e r , out of the 

o r d i n a r y , t h a t they are d e s c r i b e d at a l l which warns of 

'impending danger'. O v e r a l l h i s t h e o r y seems t o have a 

reas o n a b l y f i r m b a s i s as i n each case he r e f e r s t o , the 

d e s c r i p t i o n i s f o l l o w e d by some form o f v i o l e n c e or c r i s i s 

w hich i n v o l v e s the wearer. But at times the garment 

d e s c r i b e d can be seen t o belong t o another, more 

s i g n i f i c a n t i s s u e . Hughes d i v i d e s the v a r i o u s examples he 

uses i n t o t h r e e c a t e g o r i e s but these are not always 

p r o p e r l y s u b s t a n t i a t e d by the examples he has g i v e n . 

Hughes begins w i t h c l o t h e s which are worn by a man 

'who i s on the warpath' and c i t e s c e r t a i n examples. 

Skarphei^inn, H e l g i and K d r i are dressed r e s p e c t i v e l y i n 

bMr stakkr, rau^r kyrtill, si Ikitreyja -when they set out 

t o search f o r and a t t a c k P r d i n n ( N j d l s s . ch.92 p.231). 
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H r a f n k e l l i s / bldm klw^um as he prepares t o a t t a c k and 
k i l l f i r s t l y E i n a r r and some time l a t e r E y v i n dr ( H r a f n . s . 
ch.3 p.104; ch.8 p.128). G l s 1 i from Grettis saga wears 
litklae^i when he f o o l i s h l y s e t s out t o meet and, he hopes, 
vanquish the o u t l a w (ch.59 p.190). A l l these episodes f i t 
e a s i l y w i t h i n t h i s d i v i s i o n , as do many o t h e r s discussed 
elsewhere i n t h i s s e c t i o n on c o l o u r ( 1 8 ) . 

I n the second group the c l o t h e s are worn by the 

v i c t i m , who i s t o undergo 'an unexpected c r i s i s ' which i s 

'brought about by a person not yet regarded by the v i c t i m 

as an enemy'. As a separate g r o u p i n g t h i s d e f i n i t i o n 

c o u l d p r o b a b l y be d i s c o u n t e d a l t o g e t h e r . Hughes gives the 

f o l l o w i n g i n s t a n c e s : 

a) Gunnarr and O t k e l l . We are t o l d t h a t Gunnarr l a i d down 
h i s gu^vefjarskikkja p r i o r t o being a t t a c k e d by O t k e l l . 
But these two were a l r e a d y a d v e r s a r i e s and w h i l e Gunnarr 
might not have been e x p e c t i n g an a t t a c k at t h a t p r e c i s e 
moment he i s w e l l aware t h a t O t k e l l i s an enemy. ( N j d l s s. 
ch.53 p.134) 

b) Hoskuldr Hvl tanessgo(^i and the N j d l s s y n i r . Hoskuldr 
p u t s on h i s c l o a k b e f o r e he goes t o the c o r n f i e l d where he 
i s found and k i l l e d by K d r i and the N j d l s s y n i r . Quite 
p o s s i b l y , though aware of Mor^r's devious s l a n d e r s , 
Hoskuldr would not be e x p e c t i n g an imminent a t t a c k by the 
f a m i l y o f h i s f o s t e r f a t h e r . But i n t h i s case, w h i l e the 
c l o a k may presage a c r i s i s f o r the wearer, i t p l a y s a f a r 
more i m p o r t a n t p a r t i n the n a r r a t i v e - i n the r e l a t i o n s h i p 
between Ho s k u l d r , H i l d i g u n n r and F l o s i ( 1 9 ) . ( N j d l s s. 
c h . l l l p.280) 

c) P r d i n n i s d e s c r i b e d as h a b i t u a l l y w e a ring a bldr kdpa 
i n the chapter b e f o r e he i s k i l l e d by the N j d l s s y n i r . 
P r d i n n may have o n l y ' i n d i r e c t l y a ntagonized' h i s 
p r o s p e c t i v e k i l l e r s but h i s a c t i o n s have been q u i t e enough 
f o r him t o r e g a r d them as p o s s i b l e enemies. ( N j d l s s. 
ch.91 p.227) 

d) On the o t h e r hand E y v i n d r , dressed i n litklee^i, as he 
r i d e s home i s not e x p e c t i n g any k i n d o f v i o l e n c e on h i s 
j o u r n e y . But he i s aware of the happenings i n v o l v i n g h i s 
b r o t h e r Sdmr, and on l e a r n i n g t h a t i t i s H r a f n k e l l 
f o l l o w i n g , i s n a i v e i f he does not suspect some antagonism 
from an enemy of h i s kinsman. ( H r a f n . s . ch.8 p.126) 
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C l o t h e s are worn by a 'known enemy' i n the t h i r d 

group. A t t e n t i o n i s drawn t o the wearer due t o h i s b r i g h t 

c l o t h e s and t h i s g e n e r a l l y leads t o h i s death. Sigmundr 

and l a t e r O t k e l l are b o t h b e t r a y e d by t h e i r litklse^i which 

i s seen by Gunnarr who subsequently k i l l s them b o t h . 

I>orgrlmr i s a l s o k i l l e d by Gunnarr; i n t h i s case i t i s a 

rau^r kyrtill which b e t r a y s the v i c t i m t o h i s k i l l e r ( 2 0 ) . 

These c h a r a c t e r s know who t h e i r enemy i s and i n a d v e r t e n t l y 

a t t r a c t h i s a t t e n t i o n . 

Hughes' main h y p o t h e s i s i s q u i t e sound but t o q u a l i f y 

i t f u r t h e r w i t h d i s t i n c t g r o u p i n g s can lead t o 

d i f f i c u l t i e s . For i n s t a n c e Sigmundur i n Fmreyinga saga 

would seem t o f i t the t h i r d c a t e g o r y - washed up on an 

i s l a n d , he i s b e t r a y e d by h i s rau^r klse^i which a bdndi 

n o t i c e s t h r o u g h the seaweed on the beach ( 2 1 ) . The 

unconscious man i s o b v i o u s l y a person of w e a l t h and the 

unscrupulous farmer k i l l s him, r o b b i n g the body of the 

c l o t h e s and a g o l d a r m r i n g . But u n t i l t h i s p o i n t i n the 

n a r r a t i v e n e i t h e r c h a r a c t e r has met the o t h e r , so 

Sigmundur c o u l d not be l a b e l l e d a 'known enemy' of the 

f armer. 

I t i s p o s s i b l e t o conclude t h a t a d e s c r i p t i o n of 

c o l o u r e d c l o t h e s , any c o l o u r , w h i l e r e p r e s e n t i n g s t a t u s 

may o f t e n foreshadow a c r i s i s or a dangerous event f o r the 

wearer. However i n many ways t h i s i s a somewhat 

s i m p l i s t i c c o n c l u s i o n . A l t h o u g h the w r i t e r may be aware 

t h a t h i s audience c o u l d make t h i s a s s o c i a t i o n , at times 

h i s d e s c r i p t i o n s f u l f i l a d i f f e r e n t f u n c t i o n , symbolic or 
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o t h e r w i s e , one which i s of more relev a n c e i n a p a r t i c u l a r 
c o n t e x t . 

I n a t h e s i s o f t h i s l e n g t h , i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o cover 

every c o l o u r mentioned i n the Islendingasdgur. Blue and 

red are the c o l o u r s most c o n s i s t e n t l y used by the saga 

w r i t e r s w i t h o t h e r s b e i n g mentioned now and ag a i n , o f t e n 

q u i t e i n f r e q u e n t l y . These two major c o l o u r s have been 

d i s c u s s e d i n d e t a i l i n the f o l l o w i n g c h apters where 

i n d i v i d u a l c h a r a c t e r s and events have been taken i n t o 

account as much as p o s s i b l e . Green and w h i t e both have 

separate c h a p t e r s where the few cases and t h e i r p o s s i b l e 

symbolism have been examined. 



26 

NOTES 

1. Jakob Benediktsson ed. Landndmab6k. IF 1 ch.207 
p.238. 

2. O l a f u r H a l l d 6 r s s o n ed. Faerevinga saga. ch.23 p.44. 
Where quotes and names from Fsereyinga saga occur i n t h i s 
t h e s i s , they have been taken from the above e d i t i o n . The 
e d i t o r has modernised the medieval I c e l a n d i c t e x t thus 
these quotes w i l l be a t ^ v a r i a n c e w i t h those from o t h e r 
f a m i l y sagas where the fslenzk fornrit e d i t i o n has been 
used. 

( i ) N j d l s s. ch.2 p.8 ( i i ) N j d l s s. ch.33 p.85 
( i i i ) Eyrb.s. ch.28 p.73 ( i v ) Eyrb.s. ch.50 p.138 

4. O l a f u r H a l l d 6 r s s o n ed. op c i t . ch.54 p.107. 

5. ... einn i litklse^uw. The masculine form of pronoun 
c o u l d mean t h a t the observers do not immediately recognise 
the r i d e r as a woman. However the pr e c e d i n g noun which i t 
r e f e r s t o i s wadr which i s a masculine noun. While waBr 
can r e p r e s e n t a 'man' as opposed t o a woman {kona), i t can 
a l s o r e f e r t o 'man' as a human be i n g or t o people i n 
ge n e r a l as i n peir ungu menn - the young people (CV) (See 
a l s o ch.2 Blue C l o t h e s p.40.) 

6. J6nas K r i s t j d n s s o n . Eddas and Sagas. p.219; 311-319. 

7. See c h . l 7 Laxdoela saga p.303-308. 

8. glatel - [ f r o m L a t i n gladiolus] a k i n d o f sword (CV). 

9. skarlat - see below, p.18-21. 
pell - [ L a t i n : pallium] c o s t l y expensive s t u f f (CV). 
kurteiss - [French: c o u r t o i s ] o f c h i v a l r o u s , s t a t e l y 

appearance (CV). 

10. ( i ) PiSrecr konungr haf^i skiolld a pessa lund 
steindr rau^um steini oc amarkat med gulli leon En 
petta mark heevir hann af pvi at sua sem leon er allra dyra 
mestr at virdingu. oc at hug. oc vi5 hann eru oil dyr 
raedd er i verol idunni eru. Sva var oc Pi^recr konungr 
uree^in oc yvir madr allra manna. En allir voru vit hann 
rxddir. oc firir hans uapnum 
( H e n r i k B e r t e l s e n ( e d ) . Pid'riks saga af Bern. ch.278 
(172) v o l I , p.326-327. 
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( i i ) A d e s c r i p t i o n o f a d e v i c e on a s h i e l d i s o f t e n an 
i n d i c a t i o n o f f o r e i g n i n f l u e n c e . Lars L o n n r o t h p o i n t s out 
t h a t the d e s c r i p t i o n o f K d r i and the N j d l s s y n i r i s 
a n a c h r o n i s t i c , t h a t i t i s h i g h l y u n l i k e l y t h a t I c e l a n d i c 
farmers of the t e n t h c e n t u r y would be dressed and equipped 
i n such a way even when p r e p a r i n g t o a t t a c k an enemy. He 
doubts whether the author of Njdls saga would have ever 
seen men a r r a y e d l i k e t h i s h i m s e l f . ( L o n n r o t h . N.id 1 s 
saga; A C r i t i c a l I n t r o d u c t i o n , p.117.) Such medieval 
c h i v a l r i c accoutrements d i d not reach Scandinavia u n t i l 
the t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y . An obvious source f o r such a 
p o r t r a y a l i s Pi^reks saga where personal d e s c r i p t i o n s can 
be found which i n c l u d e d e t a i l s of the s h i e l d s c a r r i e d by 
each man ( c h . 278-292 p.326-347). 

V a r i o u s k i n d s of i n s i g n i a had been used p r i o r t o the 
t w e l f t h c e n t u r y by f o r i n s t a n c e the Ancient Greeks, the 
Romans and the T e u t o n i c t r i b e s . However the widespread 
use i n w e s t e r n Europe of h e r a l d i c devices on s h i e l d s dates 
from the 'second q u a r t e r of the t w e l f t h c e n t u r y ' 
( B r o o k e - L i t t l e p . 4 ) . Tournaments appear t o have been a 
major c o n t r i b u t o r y f a c t o r . These m i l i t a r y meetings where 
k n i g h t s of d i f f e r e n t c o u n t r i e s assembled t o g e t h e r became 
p o p u l a r d u r i n g the e a r l y t w e l f t h c e n t u r y . The 
i n t r o d u c t i o n of the c l o s e d helmet meant t h a t the face of 
the combatant c o u l d not be seen and t h e r e f o r e some ot h e r 
means of i n d e n t i f i c a t i o n was necessary. Another i n f l u e n c e 
would have been the Crusades, e s p e c i a l l y the T h i r d Crusade 
(1189-1192) where armies from England, France and Germany 
fou g h t t o g e t h e r . S o l d i e r s would need a means of 
r e c o g n i s i n g t h e i r w e l l armoured l e a d e r s . 

Devices on s h i e l d s became les s haphazard and more 
i n d i v i d u a l i s e d and c o n s i s t e n t : i f a k n i g h t had performed 
w e l l under a c e r t a i n i n s i g n i a d u r i n g a tournament he would 
be i n c l i n e d t o r e t a i n i t as h i s personal emblem. H e r a l d i c 
d e v i c e s became h e r e d i t a r y at t h i s t i m e . When choosing a 
d e v i c e , k n i g h t s were o f t e n i n f l u e n c e d by symbolism. 
B r o o k e - L i t t l e notes t h a t 'the l i o n .... i s the e a r l i e s t 
d e v i c e known t o have appeared on a s h i e l d of arms'; i t 
r e p r e s e n t e d ' s t r e n g t h or v a l o u r ' . (J.P. B r o o k e - L i t t l e 
( r e v ) . B o u t e l l ' s H e r a l d r y , c h . l p.1-12; John Woodward. 
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Chapter Two 
BLUE CLOTHES 

T r a n s l a t i o n s tend t o d i f f e r w i t h t h e i r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

o f the I c e l a n d i c word bldr, some p r e f e r r i n g t o t r a n s l a t e i t 

as ' b l u e ' , o t h e r s as ' b l a c k ' . A p p a r e n t l y the term could 

denote a l l shades of blue but Cl e a s b y / V i g f i i s s o n g i v e i t the 

sense of 'dark b l u e ' . I t i s however used i n the phrase 

bldr sem he 1 - b l a c k as death , and i n words such as kolbldr 

- co a l b l a c k , bldwenn - b l a c k men. 

Variou s t h e o r i e s have been put f o r w a r d as t o the 

reason why b l u e c l o t h e s are worn by c h a r a c t e r s i n the 

sagas. Hermann Pdlsson's view has been p a r t i c u l a r l y 

i n f l u e n t i a l : 

f o r i n the sagas blue c l o t h i n g i s 
c o n v e n t i o n a l l y worn by k i l l e r s (1) 

S n o r r i s e t s out t o k i l l B j o r n , dressed 
i n the b l u e c l o a k c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y 
worn by the k i l l e r i n the sagas. (2) 

Joseph H a r r i s q u a l i f i e s t h i s t o some e x t e n t . He considers 

t h a t the w e a r i n g o f a 'blue c l o a k ' i m p l i e d : 

l e a d e r s dressed f o r a s p e c i a l occasion 
such as a j o u r n e y or a k i l l i n g (3) 

Th i s d e f i n i t i o n would a l s o i n v o l v e bldr as a s i g n of rank, 

of s o c i a l s t a t u s . I n t h i s c o n t e x t i t can be worn by those 

who a s p i r e t o a h i g h s o c i a l s t a n d i n g - whether based on 

a c t u a l m e r i t or merely v a n i t y . 

Marina Mundt i s not happy about blue being e s p e c i a l l y 

i n d i c t i v e o f p r o s p e c t i v e k i l l e r s and b e l i e v e s t h a t Pi^reks 

saga o f f e r s another and more p l a u s i b l e reason: (4) 
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Oc m e r k i r b l a r l i t r k a l l t b r i o s t oc 
g r i m t h i a r t a . (5) 

T h i s e x p l a n a t i o n occurs when the coat of arms b e l o n g i n g t o 

H e i m i r i s d e s c r i b e d . And Marina Mundt f e e l s t h a t i f i t was 

a w i d e l y h e l d b e l i e f i t would not have been necessary t o 

repeat i t when bl u e c l o t h e s were mentioned i n the sagas. 

Fin n Hansen advances a s i m i l a r t h e o r y t o t h a t of G.I. 

Hughes (6) when he suggests t h a t the mention o f a 

p a r t i c u l a r c o l o u r such as bMr i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

subsequent v i o l e n t events. He bases t h i s on the 

o b s e r v a t i o n t h a t the saga w r i t e r s o f t e n p r o v i d e d a s i g n , a 

w a r n i n g t o the audience of imminent v i o l e n c e and death. 

These p o r t e n t s a l s o o p e r a t e d as a means of c r e a t i n g 

suspense i n the n a r r a t i v e . I n h i s paper, Hansen examines 

how bldr c l o t h i n g has been used f o r t h i s l i t e r a r y technique 

p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the form of a bla kdpa. Hughes has not 

s p e c i f e d blar c l o t h e s i n p a r t i c u l a r but does i n c l u d e them 

i n h i s term ' b r i g h t c l o t h e s ' - though dark blue might not 

be c o n s i d e r e d a ' b r i g h t ' c o l o u r , i t i s s t i l l a dyed c o l o u r 

and d i s t i n c t from undyed va^mdl. Hansen does not appear to 

l i m i t the p r o s p e c t i v e v i o l e n c e s o l e l y t o the wearer of the 

garment as does Hughes, he takes a more gene r a l approach; 

the danger c o u l d i n v o l v e o t h e r s w i t h whom the wearer comes 

i n t o c o n t a c t . 

On the s u r f a c e Valla-Ljdts saga appears t o bear out 

Hermann Pdlsson's argument as i t t e l l s us e x a c t l y why and 

when L j 6 t r wears e i t h e r h i s b l u e k i r t l e or h i s brown one. 

Pat var t i l marks, hversu honum 
l l k a ^ i : Hann d t t i tvennan biina^, b l ^ n 
k y r t i l s t u t t a n ok o x i snaghyrnda, ok 
var v a f i t j d r n i s k a p t i t ; pd var hann 
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svd b u i n n , er v i g h u g r var d honum. En 
pd er honum H k a ^ i v e l , haf^'i hann pd 
brtinan k y r t i l ok b r y n t r o l l r e k i t 1 
he n d i . 

(ch.2 p.240) 

Thus the c o l o u r o f h i s dress i n d i c a t e s h i s f e e l i n g s , 

presumably towards o t h e r s . T h i s d e s c r i p t i o n i s r e i t e r a t e d 

i n Bolla p&ttr when L j 6 t r i s i n t r o d u c e d i n t o the n a r r a t i v e : 
L j 6 t r h6t ma^r Pat var b i i n i n g r 
hans h v e r s d a g l i g a , at hann h a f ^ i 
s v a r t a n k y r t i l ok r e f ( ^ i 1 h e n d i , en ef 
hann b j 6 s k t i l v i g a , pd h a f ^ i hann 
b l d n k y r t i l ok o x i snaghyrnda; var 
hann pd h e l d r d f r y n l i g r . 

(Laxd. s. ch.87 p.245) 
Here, the o r d i n a r y svartr k i r t l e i s d e s c r i b e d as h i s 

g e n e r a l , everyday garment. A l t h o u g h t h e r e i s the v a r i a t i o n 

o f brunn and s v a r t r , t h i s i s p r o b a b l y not too s i g n i f i c a n t 

as t h e r e appears t o be some r e l a t i o n s h i p between the two 

c o l o u r s . I n C l e a s b y / V i g f i i s s o n , briln klee^i can r e f e r t o the 

'bl a c k dress o f a d i v i n e ' and a b l a c k horse i s not 

d e s c r i b e d as svartr but as brdnn. I n any event they would 

denote a more commonplace u t i l i t y k i r t l e than one 

s p e c i f i c a l l y dyed b l u e . The w r i t e r i s o b v i o u s l y 

d i s t i n g u i s h i n g here between s v a r t r and bldr - terms which 

can b o t h be used f o r ' b l a c k ' : t h i s s t r e n g t h e n s f u r t h e r the 

argument t h a t i n a c o n t e x t such as t h i s bldr is t o be 

i n t e r p r e t e d as ' b l u e ' . 

L j 6 t r wears h i s brunn k i r t l e when he goes out t o tend 

t o the sheep, not e x p e c t i n g the a t t a c k which Gu^mundr i s 

p r e p a r i n g . At t h i s p o i n t L j 6 t r evades Gu^mundr and h i s 

companions ( V a l l a - L j 6 t s s. ch.8 p.256). However i n Chapter 

Four when L j 6 t r w a i t s f o r H a l l i , he i s d i s t i n c t i v e among 

h i s men i n h i s bldr kyrtill, c a r r y i n g h i s sharp p o i n t e d axe 
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( p . 2 4 5 ) ; h i s i n t e n t i o n t o k i l l c l e a r , and s u c c e s s f u l . The 
circu m s t a n c e s o f the case and the warning by I> 6 r i r t h a t 
H a l l i c o u l d encounter danger from L j 6 t r a l e r t the reader 
and L j 6 t r ' s b l u e c l o t h e s c o n f i r m the l i k e l y events. 

Yet they do t h i s t o a gr e a t e x t e n t not because i t i s a 

saga c o n v e n t i o n but because the w r i t e r has a l r e a d y 

e x p l a i n e d L j 6 t r ' s reasons f o r wearing b l u e . I f i t was such 

an accepted custom i n saga l i t e r a t u r e f o r k i l l e r s t o wear 

b l u e , t h e r e s u r e l y would be no need t o be so e x p l i c i t about 

i t i n t h i s case. I t would o n l y be necessary t o s t a t e , as 

the saga does i n Chapter Four: 

p e i r v d r u t 6 1 f saman ok e i n n 1 bldm 
k y r t l i ok h e f i r o x i snaghyrnda i hendi 

(p.245) 

and the meaning would be q u i t e c l e a r w i t h o u t any ot h e r 

p r e v i o u s e x p l a n a t i o n . I n t r y i n g t o determine the date o f 

Valla-Ljdts saga, J6nas K r i s t j d n s s o n f e e l s t h a t the 

d e s c r i p t i o n o f L j 6 t r ' s dress i n the saga has d e f i n i t e l y 

i n f l u e n c e d the w r i t e r o f Bolla pdttr ( 7 ) . The s l i g h t 

d i s c r e p a n c y between the c o l o u r s of the o r d i n a r y k i r t l e 

o c c u r r e d , so J6nas suggests, because the l a t e r w r i t e r had 

read the saga but d i d not have a copy t o hand when w r i t i n g 

h i s s h o r t s t o r y . He dates Valla-Ljdtr t o around 1220-1240, 

but o f course Bolla pdttr i s a c o m p o s i t i o n from the l a s t 

q u a r t e r o f the t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y - l a t e i n the saga 

w r i t i n g p e r i o d . Yet s t i l l the w r i t e r f e l t he had t o 

e x p l a i n why L j 6 t r wore b l u e at c e r t a i n t i m e s , he co u l d not 

r e l y on an e s t a b l i s h e d t r a d i t i o n t o r e l a y t h i s i n f o r m a t i o n . 

I t would seem t h a t t h i s choice o f blue f o r a p a r t i c u l a r 

purpose c o u l d have been due t o an i d i o s y n c r a s y o f L j 6 t r ' s 
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i n s t e a d o f an i n d i c a t i o n o f a commonplace p r a c t i c e or 
widespread l i t e r a r y m o t i f . 

HrafnkeIs saga a l s o seems t o c o n t a i n c l a s s i c examples 

of b l u e b e i n g worn by a man when he i n t e n d s t o k i l l . Hann 

riSr 1 bldm klse^um (ch.3 p. 104) i s the way H r a f n k e l l i s 

d e s c r i b e d as he s e t s out t o f i n d E i n a r r and t o k i l l him i n 

f u l f i l m e n t o f h i s vow r e g a r d i n g F r e y f a x i . L a t e r when 

H r a f n k e l l pursues E y v i n d r he i s again dressed / bldw kleecyuw 

(ch.8 p.128). Goaded by the woman s e r v a n t , H r a f n k e l l ' s 

i n t e n t i o n i s c l e a r l y t o k i l l E y v i n d r i n vengeance f o r the 

t r e a t m e n t he p r e v i o u s l y s u f f e r e d at the hands of Sdmr. On 

these two occasions H r a f n k e l l i s s u c c e s s f u l ; E i n a r r and 

Ey v i n d r are b o t h k i l l e d . Taken from a d i f f e r e n t 

p e r s p e c t i v e we can a l s o see t h a t H r a f n k e l l i s a man of 

rank, t h a t h i s presence i n blue precedes the death of h i s 

v i c t i m s and t h a t each of these events p r e c i p i t a t e s a c r i s i s 

i n h i s own l i f e . 

At n i g h t when G i s 1 i prepares f o r h i s j o u r n e y of 

vengeance a g a i n s t P o r g r l m r , h i s saga t e l l s us: 

Hann t e k r s p j 6 t i t G r d s i ^ u 6r o r k i n n i 
ok er i kdpu b l d r i ok i s k y r t u ok 1 
11nbr6kum 

( G i s l a s. ch.15 p.52) 

There i s no doubt here of G i s l i ' s i n t e n t i o n t o k i l l 

P o r g r i m r . T h i s i s p a r t l y i n d i c a t e d by the weapon he takes 

- the same one which was used by the k i l l e r o f V6s t e i n n -

and i s c o n f i r m e d by G i s l i ' s subsequent a c t i o n s . The 

mention of a b l u e c l o a k i n t h i s c o n t e x t would seem t o f i t 

t he p a t t e r n o f the expected dress i n p r e p a r a t i o n f o r a 

s l a y i n g . But t h i s example i s not q u i t e so s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d 
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as l a t e r on we l e a r n : 
pat var vdn^'i G l s l a , at hann var 1 
kdpu b l d r i ok v e l buinn 

(ch.20 p.64) 

I t was not then so unusual f o r G i s l i t o put on t h i s cloak -

i t was a garment and c o l o u r which he o f t e n wore and not a 

s p e c i f i c i n d i c a t i o n o f h i s i n t e n t i o n s . 

V e s t e i n n was a l s o / bldri kdpu ( c h . l 2 p.41) when he 

r e t u r n s t o I c e l a n d and r i d e s t o G i s l i ' s farmstead. 

A l t h o u g h he c a r r i e s a spear, he does not appear t o be going 

out of h i s way t o a t t a c k anyone. Geirmundr sees him pass 

by P o r g r l m r ' s homestead and when l a t e r q u e s t i o n e d by 

P o r g r i m r , he a t t e m p t s t o conceal the i d e n t i t y of the r i d e r . 

He t e l l s t>orgrimr t h a t i t was a house c a r l wearing G i s l i ' s 

c l o a k . However l i k e l y or u n l i k e l y i t may be t h a t a house 

c a r l would be w e a r i n g h i s leader's c l o t h e s , i t does 

i l l u s t r a t e some k i n d of general a s s o c i a t i o n between G i s l i 

and a b l u e c l o a k . I n Chapter Twenty, when G i s l i i s being 

pursued by B o r k r , he exchanges cl o a k s w i t h a s l a v e . Borkr 

and h i s companions focus t h e i r a t t e n t i o n on the man i n the 

bid kdpa, the s l a v e , who i s chased and k i l l e d b e f o r e they 

r e a l i s e t h e i r m istake (p.64-65). 

I t may w e l l be G i s l i ' s custom t o wear t h i s blue 

garment, perhaps because i s a man of some s o c i a l s t a n d i n g . 

But i t i s s u r e l y s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t we are o n l y t o l d about i t 

p r i o r t o moments of danger and c r i s i s i n h i s l i f e . The 

k i l l i n g of P o r g r l m r a f f e c t s the r e s t of G i s l i ' s l i f e ; the 

cl o a k exchange l a t e r f a c i l i t a t e s G i s l i ' s escape at t h a t 

p o i n t (and b r i n g s v i o l e n c e t o a n o t h e r ) . Even V6steinn's 

b l u e c l o a k i s ominous. I t c o u l d be s a i d t o presage h i s 
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death; i t i s t a l k e d about t o Porgrimr who w i l l be h i s 
s l a y e r . I t produces a note o f t e n s i o n at t h i s p o i n t i n the 
n a r r a t i v e ; the k i l l i n g of V e s t e i n n w i l l set i n a c t i o n the 
whole c h a i n o f events l e a d i n g t o G i s l i ' s o u t l a w r y . However 
as not every man of h i g h s o c i a l rank wears blue at these 
moments of c r i s i s , i t may be t h a t the Pi^reks saga 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i s more apt i n G i s l i ' s case. G l s l i does 
commit murder i n a c o l d and c a l c u l a t e d manner ( 8 ) . 

Apart from Gisla saga t h e r e are o t h e r r e f e r e n c e s which 

connect b l u e c l o t h e s w i t h those who dress w e l l . I n Njdls 

saga, a blue c l o a k appears t o be p a r t of P r a i n n Sigfusson's 

grand o u t f i t : 

P r d i n var skrautmenni m i k i t ok r e i ^ 
j a f n a n 1 b l d r i kdpu ok h a f ^ i gyldan 
h j d l m ok s p j 6 t i t j a r l s n a u t ok f a g r a n 
s k j o l d ok s v e r ^ i g y r ^ r . 

(ch.91 p.227) 

Due t o h i s r e c e n t a l t e r c a t i o n w i t h N j d l l ' s sons, i t i s 

q u i t e p robable t h a t at t h i s p o i n t i n the saga Prdi n n i s 

e x p e c t i n g an a t t a c k from them. I n t h i s d e s c r i p t i o n the bid 

kdpa i t s e l f seems t o r e l a t e more t o Prdinn's v a n i t y than to 

any i n t e n t i o n t o k i l l someone, but again we are 

s p e c i f i c a l l y t o l d about h i s a f f e c t a t i o n j u s t b e f o r e h i s 

d e a l i n g s w i t h h i s opponents are about to reach a cl i m a x . 

A l t h o u g h P r d i n n c o u l d be termed a l e a d e r , i n t h a t he has 

f o l l o w e r s , h i s p r e t e n s i o n t o h i g h rank i s not w e l l founded. 

I n h i s case the we a r i n g o f blue takes on an i r o n i c aspect -

as a s i g n of rank i t i s not deserved but i t i s sadl y 

a p p r o p r i a t e as an omen o f h i s death; here i s a man whose 

i l l - j u d g e d p r e t e n s i o n s w i l l b r i n g him up a g a i n s t those of 

r e a l s o c i a l consequence, w i t h f a t a l r e s u l t s . 
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A s i m i l a r argument c o u l d be a p p l i e d t o G r a n i , a 

c h a r a c t e r i n Kroka-Refs saga who i s known f o r being a man 

who bar St d mikit at vdpnum ok klee^um { c h . l 6 p.151). When 

Refr i s absent at a l o c a l assembly, Grani attempts t o take 

advantage of Helga, Refr's w i f e : 

. .. kemr ma^r 1 skemmuna, sd var 1 
bldm klae^um ok l€t m i k i t y f i r s6r 

(ch.16 p.152) 

Again i n blue c l o t h e s , but h a r d l y i n t e n d i n g t o k i l l , he i s 

f a r more concerned about h i s f i n e appearance. A few 

sentences l a t e r he i s k i l l e d by R e f r . T h i s i n i t s e l f adds 

another c o m p l i c a t i o n f o r Refr i s a l s o i n b l u e , a bldr kufl, 

but he has assumed t h i s dress as a d i s g u i s e i n order t o 

appear as an o l d man, presumably one of l i t t l e importance -

t h e r e i s no mention o f any f i n e c l o t h e s and the kufl i s 

t i e d on w i t h rope o f wa l r u s hide ( c h . l 6 p.151). For both 

men t h i s encounter i s a c r i s i s : f o l l o w i n g Grani's death, 

Refr has t o leave the c o u n t r y i n a h u r r y t o a v o i d King 

H a r a l d r ' s anger over the l o s s o f a hir^ma^r. 

On a few occasions the garment d e s c r i b e d as bldr i s a 

mdttull and these do appear t o be a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

p r e s e n t i n g a f i n e appearance. When H a l l g e r ^ r i s sent f o r 

to d i s c u s s Gliimr's o f f e r o f marriage at the A l p i n g i she 

makes a s t r i k i n g e n t r a n c e : 

hon h a f ( ^ i y f i r S6T v e f j a r m o t t u l b l d n 
ok var u n d i r 1 rau^um s k a r l a t s k y r t 1 i 
ok s i l f r b e l t i urn s i k . 

( N j & l s s. c h . l 3 p.44) 

A vefjarmdttul1 was a p a r t i c u l a r l y f i n e mantle, a p p r o p r i a t e 

f o r meeting a p r o s p e c t i v e husband at the annual assembly. 

I n Feereyinga saga t h e r e i s an episode where two people, a 
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man and a woman, b o t h wear b l u e mantles at a time when they 
have good reasons t o appear t o best advantage ( 9 ) , 
S i g u r j u r who var / rau^um kyrtli og haf^i tuglamot tul bldn 
d her^um s^r i s o s t e n s i b l y t r y i n g t o persuade P u r l ^ u r t o 
accept h i s b r o t h e r P6r^ur as a husband, but S i g u r ^ u r i s not 
slow t o c o n s i d e r P u r l ^ u r as a f u t u r e w i f e f o r h i m s e l f , 
P u r l ^ u r , the widow of Sigmundur, has a c t u a l l y l a i d a t r a p 
f o r S i g u r ^ u r but her rau^r kyrtill and bldr mottul1, as 
s u i t a b l e c l o t h e s f o r a woman who i s be i n g c o u r t e d would 
h e l p t o l u l l any s u s p i c i o n s on S i g u r ^ u r ' s p a r t . I n these 
c o n t e x t s the bl u e mottull i s o b v i o u s l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h a 
form o f sexual d i s p l a y - t h i s i s the u n d e r l y i n g motive 
behind the wearer's f i n e appearance. 

But t h i s may be o n l y the s u r f a c e meaning; c l o s e r 

e x a m i n a t i o n r e v e a l s o t h e r i s s u e s . S i g u r ^ u r i s about t o be 

k i l l e d by L e i f u r . Purl(^ur i s i n t e n t on vengeance f o r the 

death o f her husband, Sigmundr; she may a l s o be considered 

a ' l e a d e r ' i n t h a t she has the t i t l e meginekkja ( 1 0 ) . 

H a l l g e r ^ r ' s f i n e o u t f i t w i t h i t s i t e m of blue c l o t h i n g 

c o u l d be c o n s i d e r e d as an i n d i c a t i o n of her r o l e as a 

dangerous woman, one who w i l l be i n s t r u m e n t a l i n the death 

of Gliimr ( 1 1 ) . However t h i s t h e o r y has t o be q u a l i f i e d by 

the f a c t t h a t l a t e r i t i s Gunnarr who n o t i c e s her at an 

A l p i n g i , t h i s time her dr e s s , though c o l o u r f u l , c o n t a i n s no 

blu e (ch.33 p.85). Yet she i s going t o be the cause of 

g r e a t m i s e r y and t r o u b l e f o r Gunnarr, a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

v i o l e n c e and c r i s i s i n h i s l i f e , and e v e n t u a l l y w i t h h i s 

dea t h , when she r e f u s e s him two locks of h a i r f o r h i s bow. 

There i s some i n c o n s i s t e n c y here which throws us back onto 
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Hughes's argument t h a t i t i s ' b r i g h t ' c o l o u r of any k i n d 
t h a t i s s i g n i f i c a n t . However i n t h i s c o n t e x t , s i n c e the 
danger w i l l a f f e c t o t h e r s r a t h e r than the wearer, Finn 
Hansen's d e f i n i t i o n o f a more gene r a l warning seems 
a p p r o p r i a t e . 

I n the case o f Viga-Glums saga the s t a t u s r e p r e s e n t e d 

by Gliimr's b l u e c l o a k c o u l d be i n h e r i t e d rank. One morning 

a f t e r h i s r e t u r n t o I c e l a n d , he dresses and hann tdk pd 

feldinn bid ok spjdtit gulIrekna / hond s6r (ch.8 p.27). 

Gliimr then r i d e s t o the f i e l d which i s the cause of a 

d i s p u t e and subseq u e n t l y k i l l s Sigmundr who had r e f u s e d t o 

r e t u r n the f i e l d t o Gliimr's mother. The c l o a k , the feldr, 

t h a t Glumr wears, as w i t h the spear he c a r r i e s (and uses), 

has been g i v e n t o him by h i s g r a n d f a t h e r i n Norway. Both 

these items are ' s p e c i a l t r e a s u r e s ' (12) im p o r t a n t t o the 

f a m i l y . I n t h i s r e s p e c t i t i s f i t t i n g t h a t GlUmr should 

then be w e a r i n g the c l o a k (whatever the c o l o u r ) when he 

goes out t o uphold the f a m i l y honour. I t i s symbolic o f 

h i s t a k i n g on the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y o f h i s p o s i t i o n w i t h i n h i s 

f a m i l y . T h i s i n i t s e l f c o u l d be seen as a t u r n i n g p o i n t i n 

h i s l i f e ; the p o i n t at which he begins t o a s s e r t h i s 

a u t h o r i t y , e v e n t u a l l y becoming a prominent landowner i n the 

d i s t r i c t . There i s a l s o no doubt here of h i s i n t e n t i o n t o 

k i l l Sigmundr. 

I n Chapter Eighty-one o f Egils saga, i t i s a u t h o r i t y 

and power t h a t E g i l l i s i n t e n d i n g t o convey when he appears 

w e a r i n g b l u e . A d i s p u t e i s t a k i n g place at the Assembly 

when E g i l l a r r i v e s w i t h e i g h t y men. A l l are armed and 

prepared as i f f o r b a t t l e . E g i l l r i d e s i n f r o n t o f the 
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men: 
1 b l d r i kdpu, haf^i h j d l m d h o f ^ i 
g u l l r o S ^ i n n , en s k j o l d d h l i ^ g u l l b u i n n 
1 hendi k r 6 k a s p j 6 t , var par g u l l r e k i n n 
f a l r i n n ; hann var s v e r ^ i g y r o r . 

(p.284) 

His move i s e f f e c t i v e and h i s son P o r s t e i n n comes o f f best 

i n the l a w s u i t . The blue c l o a k may have been an element i n 

h i s o u t f i t w hich suggested h i s readiness t o k i l l , but i t 

seems a p p r o p r i a t e g i v e n the s i t u a t i o n t h a t he would r i d e i n 

c o l o u r e d c l o t h e s , h i s good c l o t h e s , i n order t o enhance h i s 

appearance and emphasise h i s p o s i t i o n and s t a t u s . 

C e r t a i n l y h i s a c t i o n leads t o t r o u b l e f o r P o r s t e i n n ' s 

opponent, S t e i n a r r , and h i s f a m i l y . 

E g i l l c a r r i e s a spear, as does Vlga-Glumr - a weapon 

which i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h O^inn. Both are known as Od i n i c 

c h a r a c t e r s : f o r Gltimr i t i s p a r t o f h i s h e r i t a g e from h i s 

Norwegian g r a n d f a t h e r ; E g i l l as a w a r r i o r and a poet 

accepts O^inn as h i s god ( 1 3 ) . Other men i n blue cloaks 

have a l s o been armed w i t h spears: V 6 s t e i n n c a r r i e s one; 

G l s l i k i l l s P o r g r i m r w i t h the spear G r a s l ^ a ; Refr has a 

s h o r t spear, R e f r ' s blue garment i s p a r t o f a f a l s e 

i d e n t i t y - O^inn was a master of d i s g u i s e . Yet Refr's 

assumed name, N a r f i , w h i l e i t has m y t h o l o g i c a l c o n nections, 

i s not one u s u a l l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h O^inn; i n Gy 1 faginning, 

S n o r r i mentions t h a t N a r f i was the name of one of L o k i ' s 

c h i l d r e n ( 1 4 ) . And a l t h o u g h 6<^inn makes v a r i o u s 

appearances i n the Is 1endingasogur, o f t e n w i t h a spear or 

something s i m i l a r i n h i s hand and f r e q u e n t l y wearing a 

c l o a k - the c l o a k i t s e l f can be of v a r i o u s c o l o u r s , i t i s 

not c o n s i s t e n t l y d e s c r i b e d as bldr ( 1 5 ) . I f t h e r e i s 
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O d i n i c symbolism i n the wearing of blue c l o a k s , i t does not 

appear t o be of major importance i n a l l the cases where 

these are worn, and i n some i n s t a n c e s i s h a r d l y a p p l i c a b l e 

at a l l . 

Having s a i d t h i s , i t i s known f o r those i n v o l v e d w i t h 

the s u p e r n a t u r a l , w i t h magic heathen p r a c t i c e s , to wear 

b l u e i n the f a m i l y sagas. P o r b j o r g , the Greenland 

prophetess wears a b l u e mantle and her costume has been 

examined i n d e t a i l i n Chapter S i x t e e n . I n Eyrbyggja saga, 

G e i r r l ^ r , a s o r c e r e s s has a bid skikkju yfir s6r when she 

accompanies the men who go t o f i n d Oddr who i s being 

concealed by h i s mother, K a t l a (ch.20 p.53). I t i s 

G e i r r l ^ r who knows e x a c t l y where t o f i n d Oddr and he i s 

s u b s e q u e n t l y hanged. The men had p r e v i o u s l y been 

u n s u c c e s s f u l due t o K a t l a ' s own w i t c h c r a f t . When G e i r r l<^r 

and her companions are observed r i d i n g t o the farm. K a t l a 

i s t o l d t h e r e was einn i litklae^uw ( 1 6 ) . She seems 

imm e d i a t e l y t o know t h a t t h i s i s G e i r r l ^ r . Blue i s not 

mentioned by the o b s e r v e r , o n l y the f a c t t h a t the c l o t h e s 

are c o l o u r e d . A l t h o u g h i t i s the men, P 6 r a r i n n and A r n k e l 

w i t h t h e i r f o l l o w e r s , who do the a c t u a l k i l l i n g , i t appears 

t o be o n l y the one person, G e i r r l ^ r , who wears d i s t i n c t i v e 

c l o t h i n g . 

G e i r r l ^ r , though a s o r c e r e s s , i s of good f a m i l y . She 

may not appear t o be the leader of t h i s p a r t y , but she i s 

the one who takes the i n i t i a t i v e a g a i n s t K a t l a , who knows 

how t o deal w i t h her. The blue she wears f o r e t e l l s danger 

and death t o her a d v e r s a r i e s , Oddr and K a t l a , and perhaps a 

c r i s i s f o r her i n r e p a y i n g them f o r t h e i r aggression 
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towards her son. 

I n Eyrbyggja saga b l u e i s again worn by someone who 

appears i n t e n t on k i l l i n g another man. S n o r r i goi^i sets 

out t o take a c t i o n a g a i n s t B j o r n Asbrandsson who has been 

v i s i t i n g S n o r r i ' s s i s t e r , a m a r r i e d woman. S n o r r i var i 

bldri kdpu ok rei^ fyrstr (ch.47 p.134). On t h i s occasion 

however the i n t e n d e d v i c t i m , B j o r n , manages t o o u t w i t 

S n o r r i who i s then f o r c e d t o come t o some agreement w i t h 

him. S n o r r i , as a c h i e f t a i n and i n t h i s p a r t i c u l a r case as 

the leader o f a p a r t y , may be wearing blue as a s i g n of h i s 

rank. There i s not a g r e a t deal of v i o l e n c e here though 

B j o r n c e r t a i n l y t h r e a t e n s S n o r r i ' s l i f e . I t co u l d be 

viewed as a n o t - t o o - p l e a s a n t c r i s i s f o r S n o r r i ; dressed i n 

h i s f i n e c l o t h e s t o emphasise h i s s o c i a l p o s i t i o n , 

accompanied by armed f o l l o w e r s , he i s yet somewhat 

h u m i l i a t e d by B j o r n ' s q u i c k t h i n k i n g - an unusual s i t u a t i o n 

f o r S n o r r i g o ^ i . 

Njdls saga d e s c r i b e s the dress o f N j d l l ' s sons and 

K d r i when they set out t o a t t a c k P r d i n n S i g f i i s s o n . H e l g i 

wears a red k i r t l e , K d r i a s i l k treyja but Skarphe^inn i s / 

bldm stakki. A l l are w e l l armed and prepared f o r b a t t l e . 

I t i s Skarphe<^inn who a t t a c k s f i r s t and k i l l s P r d i n n . 

H e l g i , dressed i n r e d , does not a c t u a l l y appear t o s l a y 

anyone, though he does a s s i s t the o t h e r s i n wounding men. 

Th i s seems s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d ; the man i n blue leads; he k i l l s 

the enemy; v i o l e n c e and death f o l l o w the mention of 

c o l o u r e d c l o t h e s . 

L a t e r at the Assembly, a f t e r the k i l l i n g of Hoskuldr 
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H v l t a n e s s g o ^ i , Asgrlmr El 1i^a-Grlmsson and the sons of 
N j d l l v i s i t s e v e r a l booths t o t r y t o g a i n s u p p o r t . 
Skarphe^inn a g a i n wears blue - hann var i bldm kyrtli 
( c h . l 2 0 p.304) and c a r r y i n g an axe and s h i e l d , does not 
appear t o be i n a p l a c a t o r y mood. He i s aggressive and 
i n s u l t i n g t o the owners of the booths. At t h i s A l p i n g i 
Skarphe^inn i s no longer i n the l e a d , he i s preceded i n the 
booths by a l l h i s b r o t h e r s . I f blue r e p r e s e n t s rank, then 
here i t seems t o h i g h l i g h t l o s t s t a t u s ; i f i t i s an omen of 
f u t u r e v i o l e n c e , then i t presages the b u r n i n g and the death 
of the wearer and h i s f a m i l y . 

Blue can a l s o i t seems be worn by those who are i n t e n t 

on peace and m e d i a t i o n . Ingimundr of Vatnsdoela saga r i d e s 

out dressed i bldri kdpu i n an attempt t o prevent a f i g h t 

between h i s sons and H r o l l e i f r . He i s s u c c e s s f u l i n t h i s 

but i s f a t a l l y wounded by H r o l l e i f r and d i e s l a t e r . At no 

p o i n t does he appear t o want t o k i l l H r o l l e i f r , indeed he 

does h i s best t o p r o t e c t him from the vengeance h i s sons 

w i l l exact at the death o f t h e i r f a t h e r . Ingimundr i s a 

prosperous landowner, a r e s p e c t e d man i n the d i s t r i c t , w e l l 

known f o r h i s g o o d w i l l , h i s s a g a c i t y and h i s i n c l i n a t i o n 

towards peace. He has i t appears every r i g h t t o wear blue 

as a s i g n o f rank. There i s a c e r t a i n poignancy i n v o l v e d 

i n the d e s c r i p t i o n of him as he prepares t o leave: 

Hann var pd gamall ok naer b l i n d r . 
H a f ^ i hann ok pd af hondum I d t i t 611 
f j d r f o r r d ^ ok svd b i i . Sveinn var 
honum f e n g i n n t i l f y l g ^ a r . Ingimundr 
var 1 b l d r i kdpu. 

(ch.22 p.60) 

To end the d e s c r i p t i o n w i t h the symbol o f h i s rank, 

r e f l e c t s s a d l y on the o l d man, no longer i n charge of h i s 
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household, dependent upon a young boy f o r m o b i l i t y . But i t 
u n d e r l i n e s the f a c t t h a t d e s p i t e h i s age and d i s a b i l i t y he 
i s s t i l l a l e a d e r , though t h i s i s the l a s t time he w i l l 
a s s e r t h i s a u t h o r i t y and i t w i l l lead t o h i s death. Status 
and omen of c r i s i s - the symbolism of blue i s double-edged 
i n t h i s episode. 

I n Chapter 118 of Njdls saga, a f t e r the k i l l i n g of 

Hos k u l d r , N j d l l and hs companions r i d e t o the home of 

Asgrlmr El 1i^a-Grlmsson at Tunga b e f o r e a l l g oing on 

t o g e t h e r t o the A l p i n g i . As N j d l l r i d e s i n t o the home 

meadow we are t o l d t h a t he: 

var 1 b l d r i kdpu ok h a f ^ i p 6 f a h 6 t t d 
h o f o i ok t a p a r o x i 1 hendi 

( c h . l l 8 p.296) 

T h i s may o f course be i n p r e p a r a t i o n f o r any h o s t i l i t i e s he 

might w e l l encounter at the A l p i n g i but i n N j a l l ' s case i t 

c o u l d h a r d l y i m p l y a ' w a r l i k e mood' ( 1 7 ) . He i s c h i e f l y 

concerned w i t h t r y i n g t o e f f e c t a p e a c e f u l s e t t l e m e n t and 

r e c o n c i l i a t i o n . He c e r t a i n l y has no h o s t i l e i n t e n t i o n s 

towards Asgrlmr who i s o u t s i d e h i s house, ready t o welcome 

N j d l 1 , 

But i t i s H a l l r o f S i v a ' s appearance i n blue which 

would seem t o c o m p l e t e l y c o n t r a d i c t any l i t e r a r y c o nvention 

of u s i n g i t as an i n d i c a t i o n o f a man about t o k i l l . A f t e r 

the b u r n i n g o f N j d l l and h i s f a m i l y and the t a k i n g of blood 

vengeance by P o r g e i r s k o r a r g e i r and K d r i , i t i s H a l l r who 

goes t o v i s i t these two i n p u r s u i t of peace. As i n the 

case of Asgrlmr and N j d l l , P o r g e i r r and K d r i are o u t s i d e 

when H a l l r a r r i v e s : 
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ok kenndu H a l l : hann r e i ^ i b l d r i kdpu 
ok h a f ^ i l i t l a o x i 1 h e n d i s i l f r r e k n a . 

( c h .147 p.421) 

They g i v e h i m a warm welcome. H a l l r ' s v i s i t i s t o a g r e a t 

e x t e n t s u c c e s s f u l and he o b t a i n s a p r o m i s e o f a t r u c e f r o m 

P o r g e i r r t h o u g h n o t f r o m K d r i . S t i l l , b o t h men show t h e i r 

r e s p e c t f o r H a l l r , g i v i n g h i m g i f t s when he l e a v e s . 

H a l i r i s g e n e r a l l y p r e s e n t e d as a man o f peace i n 

Njdls saga. He a c c e p t s C h r i s t i a n i t y e a r l y on and i s 

i n s t r u m e n t a l i n I c e l a n d ' s c o n v e r s i o n . A t t h e A l p i n g i a f t e r 

t h e b u r n i n g s when t h e l a w s u i t c o l l a p s e s i n t o v i o l e n c e , h i s 

son L j 6 t r i s k i l l e d . Yet H a l l r announces t h a t he i s 

p r e p a r e d t o f o r e g o c o m p e n s a t i o n f o r h i s son i f t h a t w o u l d 

h e l p t o a c h i e v e a r e c o n c i l i a t i o n between t h e two f a c t i o n s . 

I n m e d i e v a l I c e l a n d i c s o c i e t y , s u i t a b l e c o m p e n s a t i o n f o r a 

k i l l i n g was e x t r e m e l y i m p o r t a n t t o t h e honour o f t h e f a m i l y 

and r e m a i n i n g k i n s m e n . For a man o f H a l l r ' s s t a t u s t o 

r e n o u n c e h i s c l a i m t o i t was no s m a l l m a t t e r and must 

s u r e l y i n d i c a t e h i s d e d i c a t i o n t o p e a c e f u l s e t t l e m e n t s . 

B o t h H a l l r and N j d l l a r e p r o m i n e n t c h i e f t a i n s , 

i n f l u e n t i a l l e a d e r s o f s o c i e t y . T h e r e a r e c e r t a i n 

p a r a l l e l s i n t h e s e two i n c i d e n t s w h i c h seem s u g g e s t i v e o f a 

k i n d o f ceremony. B o t h men c a r r y s m a l l axes ( i e . n o t 

a g g r e s s i v e weapons) and when t h e y a r r i v e , i n each case, t h e 

h o s t i s o u t s i d e t o g r e e t t h e v i s i t o r who i s t h e n g i v e n 

a s s i s t a n c e i n d i s m o u n t i n g and shown t o t h e h i g h s e a t i n t h e 

house. These a c t i o n s a r e i n d i c a t i v e o f t h e g r e a t r e s p e c t 

w h i c h men have f o r N j d l l and H a l l r . 

But i f b l u e i s b e i n g c o n s i d e r e d as a p o r t e n t o f danger 
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t h e n t h i s must be l o o k e d f o r l a t e r i n t h e n a r r a t i v e r a t h e r 
t h a n i n t h e i m m e d i a t e t e x t f o l l o w i n g t h e d e s c r i p t i o n . 
N j d l l w i l l p r o g r e s s t o t h e A l p i n g i where f o r once h i s 
m e d i a t i o n s and c u n n i n g f a i l h i m , t h e case c o l l a p s e s , e v e n t s 
move t o w a r d s t h e d e a t h o f h i m and h i s f a m i l y . When H a l l r 
p e r s u a d e s P o r g e i r r t o a c c e p t h i s t e r m s , K d r i i s e f f e c t i v e l y 
i s o l a t e d . He i s f o r c e d t o c a r r y on h i s v e n d e t t a a l o n e i n a 
more d a n g e r o u s and v u l n e r a b l e p o s i t i o n t h a n when he had t h e 
s u p p o r t o f f r i e n d s and a l l i e s ( 1 8 ) . D e s p i t e a c e r t a i n 
s i m i l a r i t y r e g a r d i n g t h e d e s c r i p t i o n s o f N j d l l and H a l l r , 
t h e use o f b l u e as an omen i s n o t c o n s i s t e n t ; i n one 
i n s t a n c e i t w o u l d seem t o a p p l y t o t h e w e a r e r and i n t h e 
se c o n d t o a n o t h e r c h a r a c t e r who i s a f f e c t e d by t h e w e a r e r ' s 
a c t i o n s . 

I t may be d i f f i c u l t t o t e l l c o n c l u s i v e l y why b l u e i s 

p a r t i c u l a r l y m e n t i o n e d i n t h e f a m i l y s agas. Valla-Ljdts 

saga c o u l d be an i n d i c a t i o n o f a l i t e r a r y m o t i f b u t t h i s 

seems u n l i k e l y . I f b l u e was c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f k i l l e r s o r 

r e p r e s e n t e d an omen o f dange r t h e n i t was n o t a l w a y s used. 

As M a r i n a Mundt p o i n t s o u t i n h e r a r t i c l e , t h e r e i s no 

m e n t i o n o f b l u e c l o t h i n g i n Hei^arviga saga, Kormdks saga 

o r Hallfre^ar saga ( 1 9 ) . 

P e r h a p s i t was meant t o r e p r e s e n t a kallt briost oc 

grimt hiarta - 'a c o l d h e a r t and a g r i m n a t u r e ' ( 2 0 ) . 

C e r t a i n l y some o f t h e c h a r a c t e r s m e n t i o n e d i n t h e s e 

i n c i d e n t s c o u l d q u a l i f y f o r p a r t , i f n o t a l l , o f t h i s 

d e s c r i p t i o n : H a l l g e r ^ r i s known t o be skaphar^r ( c h . 8 

p . 2 9 ) ; S i g u r ^ u r ' s t r e a t m e n t o f P o r h a l l u r c o u l d be c a l l e d 

c r u e l ( 2 1 ) ; S k a r p h e ^ i n n can d i s p l a y a g r i m n a t u r e and 
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E g i l l ' s a c t i o n s a r e o f t e n m e r c i l e s s . 

On t h e o t h e r hand n o t a l l c o u l d be d e f i n i t e l y 

d e s c r i b e d i n t h e s e t e r m s . H a l l r ' s humane d i s p o s i t i o n has 

a l r e a d y been d i s c u s s e d and t h o u g h N j ^ l l may be r e g a r d e d as 

c a l c u l a t i n g a t t i m e s , he i s s t i l l a man o f compassion and 

m e r c y . I n g i m u n d r i s a w i s e and p e a c e f u l man; S n o r r i c o u l d 

be h a r s h w i t h h i s enemies b u t i s n o t g e n e r a l l y n o t e d f o r a 

c o l d and g r i m n a t u r e . On t h e w h o l e most p e o p l e i n t h i s 

s o c i e t y who f o u n d t h e m s e l v e s i n t h e p o s i t i o n o f e n f o r c i n g 

t h e law f o r t h e i r own o r s o c i e t y ' s b e n e f i t w o u l d have t o be 

r u t h l e s s t o some e x t e n t and a t some p o i n t . But e v e r y saga 

has i t s s h a r e o f t h e s e c h a r a c t e r s and by no means do t h e y 

a l l wear b l u e . 

J o s e p h H a r r i s ' s u g g e s t i o n t h a t i t i s t h e l e a d e r s who 

a r e o f t e n i n a b l u e garment when g o i n g on an i m p o r t a n t 

j o u r n e y a p p l i e s t o many o f t h e s e s i t u a t i o n s . N j d l l and 

H a l l r , h o n o u r e d c h i e f t a i n s , a r e accompanied by t h e i r men; 

L j 6 t r and S n o r r i g o ^ i l e a d t h e i r f o l l o w e r s i n a c t s o f 

v e n g e a n c e ; E g i l l r i d e s a t t h e head o f e i g h t y men t o s u p p o r t 

h i s s on. P o r g i l s H o l l u s o n o f Laxdoela saga i n h i s bldr 

kdpa l e a d s a band a g a i n s t H e l g i H a r ^ b e i n s s o n ( c h . 6 3 p . 1 8 7 ) , 

I n g e n e r a l w i t h a l l t h e i n c i d e n t s d i s c u s s e d i n t h i s 

c h a p t e r t h e r e w o u l d appear t o be some o b v i o u s r e a s o n f o r 

t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s t o be w e a r i n g t h e i r b e s t c l o t h e s - c l o t h e s 

w h i c h r e f l e c t e d t h e i r s t a t u s . T h i s o f c o u r s e g i v e s t h e 

w r i t e r t h e o p p o r t u n i t y t o i n t r o d u c e b l u e w i t h w h a t e v e r 

f u r t h e r l i t e r a r y s y m b o l i s m i t may i m p l y . F i n n Hansen's 

t h e o r y seems t o have a some f o u n d a t i o n - b l u e c l o t h e s c o u l d 
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be i n t e r p r e t e d as a w a r n i n g t o t h e r e a d e r o f danger o r 
v i o l e n c e and as s u c h f u l f i l a u s e f u l l i t e r a r y r o l e i n 
g e n e r a t i n g t e n s i o n and e x p e c t a t i o n . Perhaps i n some 
i n s t a n c e s Hughes' t e r m ' c r i s i s ' seems a more a p t 
d e s c r i p t i o n f o r t h e e v e n t s w h i c h f o l l o w - w h e t h e r i n r e g a r d 
t o t h e w e a r e r o r t h e o t h e r p a r t i c i p a n t s . A c r i s i s need n o t 
n e c e s s a r i l y i n v o l v e v i o l e n c e o r d e a t h , a t l e a s t n o t 
i m m e d i a t e l y f o l l o w i n g t h e d e s c r i p t i o n - i n t h e i n t e r i m 
t h e r e may be one o r more p e r s o n a l c r i s e s f o r t h o s e 
c o n c e r n e d . 

On t h e o t h e r hand c o n s i d e r i n g t h e u b i q u i t y o f c r i s i s 

i n saga l i t e r a t u r e , t h i s h y p o t h e s i s s h o u l d be v i e w e d w i t h 

some c a u t i o n . The f o l l o w i n g c h a p t e r s on o t h e r c o l o u r s seem 

t o p o i n t t o a s y m b o l i s m w h i c h i n c r e a s i n g l y a t t a c h e s i t s e l f 

more t o t h e a c t u a l n a t u r e o f t h e w e a r e r t h a n t o e x t e r n a l 

e v e n t s . 
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C h a p t e r T h r e e 

RED CLOTHES 

A l l t h e cases d e t a i l e d h e r e c o n t a i n t h e d e s c r i p t i v e 

t e r m - raucTr, r e p r e s e n t i n g t h e c o l o u r ' r e d ' . Skarlat i s 

o n l y i n c l u d e d i f t h e r e i s a d d i t i o n a l e v i d e n c e t h a t some 

shade o f r e d i s p r e s e n t . As m e n t i o n e d i n t h e c h a p t e r on 

1 itklse^i, skarlat was a k i n d o f c l o t h , and even i f by t h e 

t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y i t was p r e d o m i n a n t l y r e d i n c o l o u r , i t 

was p r i m a r i l y u s e d i n t h e sagas i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h i t s 

o r i g i n a l d e f i n i t i o n - i . e . a f i n e q u a l i t y , e x p e n s i v e 

m a t e r i a l . For any l i t e r a r y s y m b o l i s m e x p r e s s e d by r e d as a 

c o l o u r , i t i s s a f e r t o r e s t r i c t a n a l y s i s t o i n s t a n c e s where 

t h e w o r d r a u S r i s a c t u a l l y u s e d . The f o l l o w i n g s u r v e y o f 

t h e use o f rau^r i n r e l a t i o n t o g a r m e n t s w i t h i n t h e sagas, 

i s b a s e d on t w e n t y - s e v e n examples t a k e n f r o m t h e t e x t s 

s t u d i e d f o r t h i s t h e s i s . 

T h e r e i s a p o s s i b l i t y t h a t a d e s c r i p t i o n o f someone 

w e a r i n g r e d c l o t h e s , as w i t h t h o s e o f o t h e r c o l o u r s , i s 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h a f o r t h c o m i n g c r i s i s , w h a t e v e r t h a t c r i s i s 

o r d a n g e r may be and whoever i t c o n c e r n s , e i t h e r t h e w e a r e r 

o r a n o t h e r c h a r a c t e r . I n t w e l v e o f t h e cases examined, a 

d e s c r i p t i o n w h i c h i n c l u d e d a r e d garment p r e c e d e d t h e 

w e a r e r ' s d e a t h , o r t h e d e a t h o f a n o t h e r , o r some i n v o l v m e n t 

i n a c o n f l i c t . T h i s u s u a l l y t a k e s p l a c e e i t h e r i n t h e same 

c h a p t e r o r t h e one f o l l o w i n g . P o r g r i m r Austma^r i s k i l l e d 

by G u n n a r r i m m e d i a t e l y a f t e r we a r e t o l d a b o u t h i s raucSr 

kyrtilJ; L j 6 t r i n n b l e i k i w e a r s r e d when he i s a t t a c k e d and 

k i l l e d by P o r s t e i n n . E y j 6 1 f r Gu^mundarson i s f skarlats-
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kyrtli rau^um d u r i n g t h e B a t t l e o f K a k a l a h 6 1 1 where he 

k i l l s O t r y g g r ; Sigmundur B r e s t i s s o n r e t u r n s t o t h e F a r o e s ; 

w e a r i n g r e d c l o t h e s he a t t a c k s and k i l l s G z u r r . H e l g i 

N j d l s s o n p u t s on a r e d garment b e f o r e t a k i n g p a r t i n t h e 

a t t a c k on P r d i n n , and S t e i n p 6 r r P o r l d k s s o n i s d e s c r i b e d i n 

r e d p r i o r t o h i s i n v o l v e m e n t i n t h e b a t t l e a t A l f t a f j o r ^ r 

( 1 ) . 

B u t t h e r e a r e t h e t i m e s when t h e w e a r i n g o f a r e d 

garment does n o t appear t o be s p e c i f i c a l l y c o n n e c t e d t o 

s u b s e q u e n t c o n f l i c t . I n Fldamanna saga a r e d t u n i c i s worn 

by P o r s t e i n n i n n h v i t i when he meets f > o r g i l s i n a f j o r d i n 

G r e e n l a n d ( 2 ) . I m m e d i a t e l y a f t e r t h i s e n c o u n t e r P o r g i l s 

v i s i t s E i r l k r enn r a u ^ i b u t he i s n o t welcomed as w a r m l y as 

he had hoped and a d i s p u t e a r i s e s b etween them. Yet t h i s 

i s one d i s p u t e i n a w h o l e sequence o f d a n g e r s and c r i s e s 

b o t h b e f o r e and a f t e r I > o r s t e i n n a p p e a r s on t h e scene; i t i s 

n o t d e f i n i t e e v i d e n c e o f a r e l a t i o n s h i p b etween rau^r and 

i m p e n d i n g c r i s i s . 

I n f a c t g i v e n t h e n a t u r e o f t h e Is1 endingasogur as a 

w h o l e - n a r r a t i v e s w h i c h u s u a l l y i n v o l v e c o n f l i c t , d e a t h 

and v i o l e n c e - i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o s t a t e a b s o l u t e l y t h a t t h e 

w e a r i n g o f a r e d garment i s an a u g u r y o f a c r i s i s o f some 

k i n d ; c r i s e s o c c u r a l l t h e t i m e , t o t h o s e who wear c o l o u r e d 

c l o t h e s and t o t h o s e whose d r e s s i s n e v e r m e n t i o n e d . 

I t may be t h a t t h e e x p l a n a t i o n f o r r e d p r o v i d e d by 

Pi^reks saga was a l s o w e l l known i n m e d i e v a l I c e l a n d , 

p e r h a p s as p a r t o f an o l d e r b e l i e f and m y t h o l o g y . Ekka and 

h i s b r o t h e r F a s o l d a r e d e s c r i b e d i n d e t a i l , t h e y b o t h c a r r y 
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s h i e l d s d e c o r a t e d w i t h r e d l i o n s and t h e a c c o u n t c o n c l u d e s 
w i t h : En rau^r litr peira vapna mercir capp oc ufri^ ( 3 ) . 
C e r t a i n l y one o r t h e o t h e r a s p e c t o f t h i s d e f i n i t i o n - capp 
o r ufriS c o u l d be a p p l i e d t o many o f t h o s e who wear a r e d 
garment i n t h e t w e n t y - s e v e n cases examined. T h i s i n c l u d e s 
t h e women - H a l l g e r t ^ r i s w i t h o u t d o u b t a h o s t i l e woman 
( N j d l s s. ) ; PuTi^uT, t h e Faeroese widow, i s a woman o f 
v a l o u r (Faer . s . ) . 

T h e r e w o u l d a p p e a r t o be no d o u b t however t h a t r e d was 

a c o l o u r w o r n w i t h t h e i n t e n t i o n o f p r e s e n t i n g a f i n e 

a p p e a r a n c e . I t was o f t e n a c c o m p a n i e d by some o t h e r c o l o u r e d 

o r o r n a t e i t e m . H a l l g e r ^ r f o r i n s t a n c e makes a 

p a r t i c u l a r l y g r a n d a p p e a r a n c e when she meets Gliimr a t t h e 

A l p i n g i : 

hon hafdi y f i r s 6 r v e f j a r m o t t u l b l d n 
ok v a r u n d i r 1 raucSum s k a r l a t s k y r t 1 i 
ok s i l f r b e l t i um s i k , en h d r i t t 6 k 
o f a n d b r i n g u n a t v e i m m e g i n , ok d r a p 
hon u n d i r b e l t i s§r. 

( N j d l s s. c h . l 3 p.44) 

I > u r i d u r , t h e widow o f Sigmundur i n t h e Fxreyinga saga, 

comes t o meet a p r o s p e c t i v e s u i t o r / rau^um kyrtli og bldn 

mdttui d herbum. The s u i t o r h i m s e l f i s s i m i l a r l y a t t i r e d -

i rau^um kyrtli og haf^i tuglamdttul bldn d hercSum s d r . ( 4 ) 

Gutrunarkvi^a II d e s c r i b e s v i s i t o r s who come t o see 

O u t r u n , t h e y a r e compared t o p r i n c e s as t h e y a r r i v e i n 

t h e i r armour and r e d f u r c l o a k s : 

V a l d a r r Donom me^ l a r i z l e i f i , 
Eym6^r t ) r i ^ i me^ l a r i z s c d r i ; 
i n n gengo pd, i S f r o m l i k i r , 
L a n g b a r 5 z l i ^ a r , hofcTo l o ^ a r a u ^ a , 
s c r e y t t a r b r y n i o r , s t e y p t a h i d l m a , 
scdlmom g i r ^ i r , h o f ^ o s c a r a r i a r p a r . 

( 5 ) 
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Once t h e t w e n t y - s e v e n examples o f r e d gar m e n t s were 

c o l l e c t e d t o g e t h e r , c e r t a i n p o i n t s became i m m e d i a t e l y 

o b v i o u s : 

1. i n t w e n t y - t h r e e cases t h e r e d garment i s a kyrtill 
( f i v e o f t h e s e s p e c i f i c a l l y m e n t i o n a skarlatskyrt i11) 

2. i n t h e f o l l o w i n g number o f cases t h e r e d garment i s 
wo r n w i t h : 

a) b l u e garment {bldr) 4 
b) s i 1ver b e l t 4 
c) armour/weapons 9 
d) a n o t h e r garment 

o t h e r t h a n b l u e 4 

Much o f t h i s w o u l d seem t o s u b s t a n t i a t e t h e argument 

t h a t a r e d garment was worn as a s t a t u s s y m b o l , t h r o u g h a 

d e s i r e t o i m p r e s s . The d e s c r i p t i o n i s g e n e r a l l y 

a c c o m p a n i e d by f u r t h e r d e t a i l s w h i c h emphasise t h e 

p h y s i c a l , s o c i a l o r p e r s o n a l s t a t u r e o f t h e w e a r e r . These 

d e t a i l s can be e i t h e r o t h e r o b j e c t s o f v a l u e o r s o m e t h i n g 

i n t h e p e r s o n ' s c o n d u c t o r p e r s o n a l i t y . Or we may 

p r e v i o u s l y have been t o l d ( i . e . when t h e c h a r a c t e r i s 

i n t r o d u c e d i n t o t h e s a g a ) , t h a t t h i s i s an o u t s t a n d i n g 

p e r s o n i n some way. 

I n a few c a s e s , a l t h o u g h c o u n t e d as s e p a r a t e 

i n s t a n c e s , t h e r e d garment i s a c t u a l l y b e i n g worn by t h e 

same p e r s o n b u t i s m e n t i o n e d t w i c e i n t h e n a r r a t i v e a t 

d i f f e r e n t p o i n t s . T h i s i n i t s e l f w o u l d seem t o i n d i c a t e 

t h a t r e d i s b e i n g a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e n a t u r e o f t h e w e a r e r 

r a t h e r t h a n b e i n g u s e d as some f o r m o f omen o f f u t u r e 

e v e n t s . 

A s s u m i n g t h a t r e d c l o t h e s o f w h a t e v e r k i n d r e p r e s e n t 

t h o s e who have a c l a i m t o eminence, t o a c e r t a i n 
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s u p e r i o r i t y , t h e r e a r e some o b v i o u s cases where t h e 
w e a r e r ' s a s s u m p t i o n o f h i g h s o c i a l s t a t u s seems c o m p l e t e l y 
j u s t i f i e d . Y e t i n o t h e r p l a c e s t h i s ' s t a t u s ' may be 
assumed o r c o n f e r r e d w i t h o u t , i t a p p e a r s , a d e q u a t e 
f o u n d a t i o n i n t h e known s o c i a l s t a n d i n g o f t h e w e a r e r . 
T h i s may be an i n d i c a t i o n o f t h e a r r o g a n c e o f t h e 
i n d i v i d u a l c o n c e r n e d , o r t h e r e d garment may p l a y a p a r t i n 
c r e a t i n g s t a t u r e f o r t h e c h a r a c t e r d u r i n g a s p e c i f i c scene 
o r e n c o u n t e r . At t i m e s i t i s used as a d e v i c e t o c o n t r a s t 
w i t h and t h u s e mphasise t h e w e a r e r ' s s u b s e q u e n t f a t e . 

G u n n a r r o f Njdls saga i s an e x c e p t i o n a l man p h y s i c a l l y 

and a l s o h i g h l y r e s p e c t e d i n s o c i e t y ; he i s t w i c e d e s c r i b e d 

as w e a r i n g r e d . When he a p p e a r s i n d i s g u i s e as t h e 

d i s r e p u t a b l e c h a r a c t e r Kaupa-He^inn he r e t a i n s t h e symbols 

o f h i s t r u e s t a t u s . Worn u n d e r t h e c l o a k and t u n i c o f a 

p e d l a r , t h e s e f i n e r i t e m s a r e n o t i c e d by one o f H o s k u l d r ' s 

men: 

'p a t s d ek, a t f r a m undan e r m i n n i kom 
e i t t g u l l h l a ^ ok r a u t t k l a e ^ i ; d h o e g r i 
h e n d i h a f j i hann g u l l h r i n g . ' 

( c h . 2 3 p.64) 

G u n n a r r , w h i l e a g u e s t i n H r u t r ' s house, d e c e i v e s h i s h o s t , 

m a n o e u v e r i n g h i m a l m o s t i n t o s e r v i n g a summons on h i m s e l f . 

T h a t G u n n a r r s h o u l d be w e a r i n g h i s r e d k i r t l e d u r i n g t h i s 

seems t o a s s e r t t h a t he i s s t i l l an h o n o u r a b l e man d e s p i t e 

h a v i n g t o r e s o r t t o s u c h u n d e r h a n d methods. Some t i m e 

l a t e r a h o r s e f i g h t t a k e s p l a c e b etween s t a l l i o n s owned by 

G u n n a r r and by S t a r k a ^ r . G u n n a r r i s i rauburn kyrtli ok 

hafii um sik breitt silfrbelti ( c h . 5 9 p . 1 5 0 ) . He i s 

s e v e r e l y p r o v o k e d by h i s o p p o n e n t s and h i s h o r s e i s 

i n j u r e d . Y et G u n n a r r r e m a i n s c a l m and i n c o n t r o l o f 
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h i m s e l f - as would be expected from a man of s u p e r i o r 
c h a r a c t e r . Skarphe^inn openly t a u n t s him, but o b t a i n s no 
heated response: Gunnarr var kyrr, svd at honum belt einn 
ma^r, ok maslti ekki or^, pat er dfdtt vseri (ch.59 p. 151). 
We know, of course, t h a t einn macfr c o u l d never have 
r e s t r a i n e d Gunnarr i f he had i n t e n t i o n s t o f i g h t . The 
mention of h i s dr e s s , the i n c l u s i o n o f the rau^r kyrtill, 
i s a reminder o f the greatness o f t h i s man and t h i s i s 
m a i n t a i n e d t h r o u g h o u t the scene by h i s conduct as he t r i e s 
t o remain a l o o f from the p e t t y s q u a b b l i n g around him. 

Steint>6rr i s i n t r o d u c e d as framast barna Porldks 

(Eyrb.s. c h . l 2 p.21). P h y s i c a l l y w e l l - b u i l t , he i s an 

accomplished f i g h t e r but known as a q u i e t man. When he 

comes t o pay compensation f o r the death o f a slave h i s 

appearance i s g i v e n i n d e t a i l : 

ok er svd f r d s a g t , at hann vaeri 1 
rau^um k y r t l i ok h a f ^ i d r e p i t upp 
fyrirblocTunum u n d i r b e l t i ; hann h a f o i 
f a g r a n s k j o l d ok h j d l m ok gyrc^r 
s v e r ^ i ; pat var f o r k u n n l i g a b i i i t ; 
h j o l t i n v d r u h v l t f y r i r s i l f r i ok 
v a f i ^ r s i l f r i m e J a l k a f l i n n ok g y l d a r 
l i s t u r d. 

(Eyrb.s. ch.44 p.120-121) 

An a i r o f a u t h o r i t y surrounds h i s conduct as he proceeds 

w i t h the l e g a l r e q u i r e m e n t s c a l m l y and p e a c e f u l l y , n a i l i n g 

the purse t o the door and a p p o i n t i n g w i t n e s s e s . I n h i s 

manner of f u l f i l l i n g t h i s o b l i g a t i o n he demonstrates h i s 

r e f u s a l t o be h u m i l i a t e d i n any way by t h i s payment. He i s 

a c t i n g a c c o r d i n g t o h i s own w i l l , and h i s own s o c i a l 

s t a n d i n g i s not compromised or a f f e c t e d by having t o pay 

f o r a s l a v e . He approaches h i s adversary, S n o r r i , on at 

l e a s t equal terms. S n o r r i h i m s e l f had p r e v i o u s l y expressed 
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r e s p e c t f o r S t e i n p 6 r r : '... hann wun vitrliga ok spakliga 

fara me^ sinu mdli' ( c h . 4 4 p . 1 2 0 ) . S t e i n p 6 r r a t t e m p t s t o 

do t h i s , b u t h i s f i n e o u t f i t and c o n f i d e n t manner, h i s 

r e f u s a l t o be demeaned i n any way p r o v o k e s t h e 

P o r b r a n d s s y n i r who r u s h o u t t o a t t a c k . And as i n t h e case 

o f G u n n a r r , s u c h open and u n c o n t r o l l e d a g g r e s s i o n o n l y 

e m p h a s i s e s t h e c a l m d i g n i t y o f t h e man i n r e d . E v e n t u a l l y 

t h e w h o l e d i s p u t e i s s e t t l e d by a r b i t r a t i o n , t h e permanence 

o f t h e s e t t l e m e n t a p p a r e n t l y due m a i n l y t o t h e i n f l u e n c e o f 

S n o r r i and S t e i n p 6 r r . 

B a r ^ i Gu^mundarson p l a y s a v e r y m i n o r r o l e i n Grettis 

saga, y e t h i s a u t h o r i t y i s e v i d e n t f r o m h i s f i r s t 

a p p e a r a n c e . He a r r i v e s a t a house where G r e t t i r and Au^un 

a r e f i g h t i n g i n a f a i r l y u n d i g n i f i e d way, G r e t t i r h e a r i n g 

a n o i s e l o o k s up and 

s6v hann, a t ma^r gen g r i n n p r i f l i g r , 
1 rau^um k y r t l i ok h a f & i h j d l m d 
h o f ^ i , 

( c h , 2 8 p,96) 

BarcTi e n t e r s t h e scene w i t h an i m p r e s s i o n o f command, he 

n e g o t i a t e s c a l m l y b e t w e e n t h e two men and i s n o t p r o v o k e d 

by G r e t t i r ' s i n s i n u a t i o n s t h a t he l a c k s c o u r a g e and honour 

because he has n o t avenged t h e d e a t h o f h i s own b r o t h e r . 

S i m i l a r l y l a t e r when B a r ^ i r i d e s home a f t e r a b a t t l e , w i t h 

h i s e x h a u s t e d and wounded men, he i s a g a i n t a u n t e d by 

G r e t t i r b u t can s h r u g o f f t h e s e a c c u s a t i o n s as n o t w o r t h 

h i s a t t e n t i o n . I f a r e d garment i s a c c e p t e d as a s i g n o f 

p r e s t i g e , i t i s b e i n g used h e r e as one e l e m e n t i n t h e 

c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n o f B a r i ^ i , p r e s e n t i n g , as w i t h t h e p r e v i o u s 

c a s e s , an o u t w a r d a p p e a r a n c e o f s u p e r i o r i t y w h i c h i s 

r e i n f o r c e d by t h e c o n d u c t o f t h e w e a r e r . 
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B a r ^ i may o n l y appear b r i e f l y i n Grettis saga b u t h i s 

d i s t i n g u i s h e d c h a r a c t e r w o u l d be known t o a c o n t e m p o r a r y 

a u d i e n c e f r o m Heiharviga saga, where he i s a m a j o r 

p a r t i c i p a n t . However i n Orkneyinga saga we have a n o t h e r 

man who a p p e a r s o n l y t w i c e i n t h e n a r r a t i v e ( t h e second 

t i m e w e a r i n g r e d ) , y e t he i s a r e l a t i v e l y o r d i n a r y p e r s o n 

w i t h no p a r t i c u l a r p r e t e n s i o n s t o g r e a t s o c i a l s t a n d i n g . 

E a r l P o r f i n n r o f t h e Or k n e y s has a p p r o a c h e d K i n g Magnus 

a b o a r d h i s s h i p and a t e m p o r a r y t r u c e has been a g r e e d 

b e t w e e n them. Then one day when t h e K i n g and t h e E a r l a r e 

s e a t e d t o g e t h e r : 

Ma^r gekk i l y p t i n g i n a i rau^um 
k y r t l i , m i k i l l ok v a s k l i g r ; sd k v a d d i 
k onung. Konungr t 6 k b l i ( 5 ' l i g a k v e ^ j u 
hans. 

( c h . 3 0 p.76) 

The newcomer i s one o f t h e K i n g ' s r e t a i n e r s whose b r o t h e r 

and companions were k i l l e d by P o r f i n n r i n t h e O r k n e y s . Now 

he c o n f r o n t s t h e E a r l and demands c o m p e n s a t i o n , he a l s o 

r e p r o a c h e s t h e K i n g f o r f o r g e t t i n g how h i s own men have 

been t r e a t e d . T h r o u g h o u t t h e e n c o u n t e r , f r o m h i s o u t w a r d 

a p p e a r a n c e and h i s p r e s s i n g o f j u s t i f i e d l e g a l demands, t h e 

r e t a i n e r shows a c e r t a i n r e s t r a i n t and s u p e r i o r i t y . T h i s 

c o n t r a s t s much t o t h e d i s a d v a n t a g e o f t h e Orkney E a r l who, 

t o escape t h e K i n g ' s a n g e r , has t o l e a v e t h e s h i p h a s t i l y 

and somewhat i g n o m i n i o u s l y : 
J a r l s p r a t t pA upp ok gekk o f a n 6 r 
l y p t i n g u n n i ok d s k i p s i t t ; 

( c h . 3 0 p.77) 

I t i s n o t o n l y t h e E a r l b u t a l s o t h e K i n g who a p p e a r s a t a 

m o r a l d i s a d v a n t a g e i n t h e l i g h t o f t h e r e t a i n e r ' s c o n d u c t . 

I f d i g n i t y o r s u p e r i o r i t y a r e i m p l i e d by t h e c o l o u r r e d , 
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t h e y a r e o b v i o u s l y n o t r e s t r i c t e d s o l e l y t o t h o s e o f 
h i g h e s t s o c i a l r a n k . 

T h r e e women a r e d e s c r i b e d as w e a r i n g r e d k i r t l e s , i n 

each case a c c o m p a n i e d by o t h e r i t e m s o f d r e s s . FTI^T, t h e 

d a u g h t e r o f K i n g D o f r i i n Kjalnesinga saga, g r e e t s B i i i who 

has come t o v i s i t h e r f a t h e r . She i s a b e a u t i f u l , e l e g a n t 

woman w i t h l o n g f a i r h a i r and w e l l d r e s s e d : 

i rau^um k y r t l i ok a l l r hl6(^um b u i n n , 
ok d i g r t s i l f r b e l t i um s i k . 

( c h . 1 3 p.29) 

The r e d garment i s a p a r t o f h e r m a g n i f i c e n t o u t f i t w h i c h 

i s a l l e v i d e n c e o f h e r s o c i a l p o s i t i o n as a d a u g h t e r o f a 

k i n g . J > u r i ^ u r , t h e widow i n t h e F a r o e s , wears a r e d k i r t l e 

and b l u e c l o a k . Her c l a i m t o d i s t i n c t i o n c o u l d be g r o u n d e d 

i n h e r t i t l e o f meginekkja ( 6 ) , t h o u g h h e r a p p e a r a n c e a t 

t h i s p o i n t i n f i n e c l o t h e s i s no d o u b t t o i m p r e s s o r e n t i c e 

S i g u r ^ u r P o r l d k s s o n . H a l l g e r ^ r i s a n o t h e r woman who 

d r e s s e s t o a t t r a c t s u i t o r s . She a p p e a r s t w i c e i n r e d , t h e 

f i r s t t i m e when she meets G l i i m r , t h e second when i t i s 

G u n n a r r who i s drawn t o h e r ( N j d l s s. ch.33 p . 8 5 ) . I n b o t h 

c ases h e r d r e s s i s g i v e n i n d e t a i l ; p h y s i c a l l y she i s 

w i t h o u t d o u b t an i m p r e s s i v e woman w h a t e v e r h e r t r u e 

c h a r a c t e r . I t w o u l d seem however, k n o w i n g t h e k i n d o f 

p e r s o n she i s , t h a t h e r c l a i m t o t h e p r e s t i g e , t h e s o c i a l 

s t a t u s o f r e d , w o u l d be p r e s u m p t u o u s , y e t i n b o t h scenes 

she has an a i r o f command and t h e w e a r i n g o f r e d seems t o 

enhance t h i s . 

I n C h a p t e r T h i r t e e n , m e e t i n g Gl\imr, H a l l g e r ^ r speaks 

c o n f i d e n t l y t o t h e men: hon kvaddi pd alia gdS'um or^um ok 

maelti vel ok skdruliga ... ( p , 4 4 ) . When t h e m a r r i a g e i s 
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a g r e e d t h e r e i s a r e m i n d e r t h a t she i s a w e a l t h y woman: 
SiS^an vdru vir^ f6 Hallger^ar ( p . 4 5 ) . Her husband must 
p r o v i d e an e q u a l amount and H a l l g e r c ^ r was t o have an e q u a l 
s h a r e o f t h e w h o l e e s t a t e . When Gu n n a r r sees h e r a t t h e 
A l p i n g i , H a l l g e r ^ r i s l e a d i n g a g r o u p o f women; she i s t h e 
b e s t d r e s s e d o f them a l l . A g a i n she behaves w i t h 
s e l f - a s s u r a n c e : Hon mselti til hans djarfliga ( c h . 3 3 p . 8 5 ) . 
And when G u n n a r r ' s p r o p o s a l i s a c c e p t e d , H a l l g e r ^ r festi 
sik sjdlf ( c h . 3 3 p . 8 7 ) . A p a r t f r o m r e d b e i n g w orn h e r e f o r 
v a n i t y , i t a l s o has a p r e s e n c e w h i c h h e l p s t o p o r t r a y h e r 
as a woman o f some p r o m i n e n c e d u r i n g t h e s e e n c o u n t e r s . We 
a r e aware t h o u g h t h a t t h i s i s a f a c a d e ( v e r y e a r l y i n t h e 
saga h e r pjdfsaugu have been commented on ( c h . l p . 7 ) ) ; 
t h e r e i s no j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r a p o s i t i o n o f p r e s t i g e based 
on any i n n e r w o r t h o r s u p e r i o r i t y . But because o f o u r 
awareness o f t h i s i t i s p o s s i b l e t o a p p r e c i a t e t h e d r a m a t i c 
c o n t r a s t b e t w e e n t h e o u t e r and i n n e r c h a r a c t e r and t o see 
G u n n a r r as s u s c e p t i b l e t o human f a i l i n g s when, b l i n d e d by 
he r m a g n i f i c e n c e , he l a c k s r a t i o n a l j u d g m e n t . 

T h e r e a r e t i m e s when r e d i s b e i n g w o r n by men who have 

a r e p u t a t i o n n o t as h e r o e s o f t h e s o c i a l l y r e s p o n s i b l e t y p e 

o f t e n a d m i r e d i n t h e f a m i l y s a g a s , b u t whose c l a i m t o 

n o t a b i l i t y i s base d more on w a r l i k e p r o w e s s . These men a r e 

g r e a t v i k i n g s . I n Svarfdoela saga, P o r s t e i n n goes o u t t o 

c o n f r o n t s u c h a man. L j 6 t r i n n b l e i k i i s a f o r m i d a b l e 

w a r r i o r who commands f i f t e e n s h i p s i n c l u d i n g one 

s t r e n g t h e n e d w i t h i r o n . When I > o r s t e i n n a p p r o a c h e s h i m 

L j 6 t r i s on b o a r d h i s s h i p and 
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var 1 rau(^um skar 1 a t s k y r t 1 i ok 
h e k l u b i d y f i r s 6 r , h l a ^ i i n a h i i f u d 

(ch.5 p.136) 

P o r s t e i n n o f f e r s him a choice - e i t h e r he leaves h i s s h i p 

w i t h o n l y h i s c l o t h e s and weapons or he f i g h t s . L j 6 t r 

o b v i o u s l y chooses t o f i g h t and i s subsequently k i l l e d . To 

have been f o r c e d t o abandon h i s ship s w i t h o n l y h i s 

c l o t h e s , the e x t e r n a l evidence of a l o s t s t a t u s , would have 

been a h u m i l i a t i n g d e f e a t - even t o be o f f e r e d such an 

a l t e r n a t i v e was an i n s u l t . I t was of course necessary t o 

b u i l d up L j 6 t r ' s r e p u t a t i o n and emphasise h i s p o s i t i o n as a 

v i k i n g o f renown i n order t h a t P o r s t e i n n , as h i s k i l l e r , 

s h o uld be c r e d i t e d w i t h a p a r t i c u l a r l y g r e a t achievement. 

K a r l Maerski, who haf^i veri^ vikinguT og hinn mesti 

rdnsma^uT ( 7 ) , appears b e f o r e O l d f r Tryggvason. The red he 

wears c o n t r i b u t e s t o the presence he a c q u i r e s i n h i s f i r s t 

scene. O l d f r has f a i l e d t o f o r c e any of h i s men t o 

undertake the t a s k o f c o l l e c t i n g t r i b u t e i n the Faroes. 

They have a l l g i v e n excuses. Then K a r l stands up: 

m i k i l l og a l I v o r p u l e g u r ; sd h a f ^ i 
rau^an k y r t i l , h j d l m d h o f ^ ^ i , gyrour 
s v e r J i ; h6ggspj6t m i k i ^ 1 hendi . 

(8) 

Red i s a p a r t o f h i s c o n t r a s t i n g appearance when, compared 

t o the r e l u c t a n c e o f the r e t a i n e r s , he b o l d l y o f f e r s t o 

take on the voyage. I t seems he may a l s o be e n t i t l e d t o 

the symbolism of t h i s c o l o u r t h r o u g h h i s f a m i l y ( v a r macFur 

settstdr) and t h r o u g h h i s e n t e r p r i s i n g c h a r a c t e r and 

remarkable p h y s i c a l a b i l i t y ( 9 ) . But rau^r i n t h i s case i s 

more of a temporary assumption than i n the case of such as 

Gunnarr or S t e i n t i 6 r r , an assumption i n order t o e f f e c t i v e l y 
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enhance h i s s t a t u r e at a c e r t a i n p o i n t . There i s perhaps a 

c e r t a i n arrogance i n v o l v e d as w e l l , as the manner of h i s 

subsequent death i n the Faroes serves t o d e f l a t e h i s 

eminent image. 

Geirmundr gnyr i s another vfkingr wikill whose end i s 

not q u i t e i n keeping w i t h h i s image. Described as a rikr 

ma^T ok auiigr (Laxd.s. ch.29 p.77), he accompanies O l d f r 

p d i back t o I c e l a n d and m a r r i e s h i s daughter, I > u r i ^ r . 

Geirmundr has a p a r t i c u l a r h a b i t o f dress: 

hann h a f ( ^ i skar l a t s k y r t i 1 rau^an ok 
g r d f e l d y z t a n ok b j a r n s k i n n s h u f u A 
h o f ^ i , 

(Laxd.s. ch.29 p.79) 

He c a r r i e s w i t h him the sword F 6 t b i t r , a s p l e n d i d weapon 

w i t h a h i l t o f w a l r u s i v o r y . He i s not popular and 

e v e n t u a l l y decides t o abandon h i s w i f e and c h i l d and r e t u r n 

t o Norway. T h i s does not s u i t P u r l e r who manages t o take 

h i s f i n e sword l e a v i n g him w i t h the female c h i l d he d i d not 

want t o s u p p o r t . Though the sword i s cursed and b r i n g s 

d e s t r u c t i o n t o O l d f r ' s f a m i l y , yet Geirmundr's own 

predicament as a v i c t i m o f a woman's cunning and 

r u t h l e s s n e s s i s h u m i l i a t i n g f o r a g r e a t v i k i n g . I t 

suggests t h a t h i s c l a i m t o prominence i s based on h i s own 

presumpt i o n . 

Arrogance can be seen as the m o t i v a t i n g f o r c e behind 

many who wear raucfr, and even though t h e r e i s always some 

i n d i c a t i o n o f an e x c e p t i o n a l f e a t u r e or a b i l i t y , these can 

o f t e n be seen as tenuous c l a i m s t o p r e s t i g e . S i g u r ^ u r 

P o r l d k s s o n o f Feereyinga saga, i s d e s c r i b e d as a w e l l b u i l t 

and handsome man, one of the most accomplished i n the 
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i s l a n d s ( 1 0 ) . He appears t w i c e i n r e d , the f i r s t time 
l e a d i n g a p a r t y o f men i n a s u c c e s s f u l attempt t o 
i n t i m i d a t e h i s unarmed opponents and change a l e g a l r u l i n g 
( 1 1 ) . The second time i s when he i s c o u r t i n g Purlc^ur and 
even h i s own b r o t h e r f e e l s t h a t t h i s i s beyond the f a m i l y ' s 
s o c i a l a s p i r a t i o n s : ekki eetla eg m6r svo hdtt ( 1 2 ) . 
Through h i s own presumption S i g u r ^ u r walks i n t o the t r a p 
which leads t o h i s death. 

K j a r t a n O l d f s s o n would seem t o be a c h a r a c t e r w i t h 

d e f i n i t e c l a i m s t o d i s t i n c t i o n , a n a t u r a l r i g h t t o dress i n 

garments r e p r e s e n t i n g h i g h s o c i a l s t a t u s . Yet at the 

p o i n t s i n Laxdoela saga when he i s mentioned as wearing red 

(and t h i s occurs t w i c e ) , t h e r e i s an element of arrogance 

p r e s e n t . A f t e r the swimming c o n t e s t w i t h O l d f r Tryggvason, 

K j a r t a n ' s response t o the k i n g e l i c i t s the remark from 

O l d f r - enda Isetr pu al Istdrl iga (ch.40 p. 118). As 

K j a r t a n t u r n s away from the k i n g we l e a r n t h a t he i s / 

skarlatskyrt 1 i rau^um. L a t e r i n I c e l a n d GucSiiin and B o l l i 

a t t e n d a f e a s t at H j a r ^ a r h o l t . Gu^riln had always been 

a l l o t t e d the h i g h seat but t h i s time t h e r e i s a d i s p u t e 

about i t . K j a r t a n hears t h i s : 

K j a r t a n var at ok klaeddisk ok 
steypcJi y f i r s i k skar l a t s k y r t 1 i 
raudum. Pd maelti K j a r t a n t i l konu 
p e i r a r , er urn kvenna s k i p u n i n a h a f ^ i 
r o e t t , - p v i at engi var annarr 
s k j 6 t a r i t i l at svara - : 'Hrefna s k a l 
s i t j a 1 ondvegi ok vera mest metin at 
g o r v o l l u , k me^an ek em d H f i . ' 

(ch.46 p.139) 

I t may be q u i t e n a t u r a l f o r K j a r t a n t o i n s i s t on the f i r s t 

p l a c e among the women f o r h i s w i f e , but h i s tone here i s 

peremptory. He i s o v e r b e a r i n g , d i c t a t o r i a l i n h i s a t t i t u d e 
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which no doubt does much t o add t o Outrun's embarrassment 
and her resentment of Hrefna and the whole s i t u a t i o n . The 
mention o f the r e d garment i n bo t h i n s t a n c e s i m p l i e s an 
assumption o f s o c i a l s t a n d i n g , a s t a t u s which K j a r t a n 
wishes t o impress on o t h e r s . 

There are o t h e r c h a r a c t e r s who appear t o assume t h i s 

p r e s t i g i o u s image p r i o r t o s u f f e r i n g a f a t e which i s 

somewhat at odds w i t h i t . P o r g i l s H o l l u s o n i s a mikill 

matr ok vsenn ok inn mesti oflati; engi var hann kalla^r 

jafna^armair {Laxd.s. ch.57 p.170). He hopes t o marry 

G ^ r t i n when he has helped her t o avenge B o l l i ' s death. He 

r e t u r n s from the s u c c e s s f u l e x p e d i t i o n and goes t o t e l l her 

about i t and he: 

var 1 rauSbrunum k y r t l i ok h a f ^ i urn 
s i k b r e i t t s i l f r b e l t i 

(ch.65 p.194) 

His o u t f i t enhances the d r a m a t i c i r o n y of the s i t u a t i o n . 

He wears the f i n e r y o f a man of d i s t i n c t i o n , a man who i s 

about t o c l a i m as h i s w i f e one of the most prominent women 

i n the c o u n t r y , but as the audience i s w e l l aware he i s 

goi n g t o be h u m i l i a t e d , h i s p r i d e and arrogance d e f l a t e d 

when Gu^run r e v e a l s her d e c e p t i o n . To some e x t e n t though 

t h i s e l i c i t s a c e r t a i n sympathy f o r a c h a r a c t e r who acted 

i n good f a i t h but b e i n g so f u l l o f h i s own s e l f - e s t e e m was 

unable t o p e r c e i v e how he had been duped. 

The j u x t a p o s i t i o n o f a red garment and an ignominious 

f a t e a l s o occurs i n Faereyinga saga. Sigmundur Brest isson 

a r r i v e s back i n the Faroes and leads a s u c c e s s f u l a t t a c k on 

Ozurr d u r i n g which he was: 
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svo b u i n n , a^ hann haf<^'i h j d l m d hof^i 
og gyrcfur s v e r ^ i , ox 1 hendi 
s i l f u r r e k i n og snaghyrnd og hid bezta 
vopn, og v a f i o s k a f t i o . Hann var i 
rauOum k y r t l i og b r y n s t a k k u r 1 6 t t u r um 
utan og var pa^ mdl v i n a og 6 v i n a a ^ 
e i g i h e f i ^ i s H k u r madur komiS' i 
Faereyjar sem hann v a r . 

(13) 

He has been pr e s e n t e d throughout the saga as an h e r o i c 

f i g u r e , p e r f o r m i n g many e x p l o i t s f o r E a r l Hdkon i n Norway. 

The next mention o f h i s red t u n i c i s j u s t p r i o r t o h i s 

death . Escaping from Prdndur, he and two o t h e r s t r y t o 

swim from one i s l a n d t o another. Sigmundur d i s p l a y s great 

courage and p h y s i c a l s t r e n g t h i n h i s attempts t o save h i s 

companions but he does not succeed and he i s the o n l y 

s u r v i v o r . Exhausted, he l i e s h e l p l e s s on the beach where 

h i s r e d c l o t h e s a t t r a c t the a t t e n t i o n o f f>orgrimur i l i a . 

I n t h i s r e s p e c t he i s doubly b e t r a y e d by h i s f i n e o u t f i t 

w h i c h r e v e a l s him t o the bdndi who, tempted by a g o l d r i n g , 

k i l l s Sigmundur and s t r i p s him of c l o t h e s and j e w e l l e r y . A 

sad end f o r a hero as the author i m p l i e s i n h i s comment: og 

leetur Sigmundur svo IIf sitt, hinn vaskasti macfur fyrir 

flestra hluta sakir ( 1 4 ) . 

There i s a s i m i l a r j u x t a p o s i t i o n i n Njdls saga: a 

p r e s t i g i o u s r e d garment s y m b o l i s i n g s u p e r i o r i t y combined 

w i t h a h u m i l i a t i n g p o s i t i o n at the time o f a t t a c k - and the 

a c t u a l symbol, the red t u n i c , c o n t r i b u t i n g t o the v i c t i m ' s 

d e a t h . P o r g r l m r Austma^r goes t o i n v e s t i g a t e Gunnarr's 

house t o see i f Gunnarr h i m s e l f i s t h e r e . As he climbs 

past a window h i s c l o t h e s draw Gunnarr's a t t e n t i o n : Gunnarr 

s6r, at rau^an kyrtil berr vi^ glugginum (ch.77 p.187). 

Gunnarr s t r i k e s I>orgrimr w i t h h i s axe, wounding him i n the 
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stomach. I>orgrlmr f a l l s from the r o o f and d i e s from the 

wound, y e t not b e f o r e he has d i s p l a y e d the courage and 

humour so admired i n saga l i t e r a t u r e . A lthough badly 

wounded he gengr si^an at peim Gizuri, par er peir sdtu d 

ve11inum; they ask i f Gunnarr i s at home and Porgrimr 

r e p l i e s : 

' V i t i ^ per p a t , en h i t t v i s s a ek, at 
a t g e i r r hans var heima.' Si^an f e l l 
hann n i ^ r dau^r. 

(ch.77 p.187) 

A humorous i n c i d e n t and perhaps the red t u n i c i s being used 

here t o h i g h l i g h t a s l i g h t l y l u d i c r o u s death; but Porgrimr 

has h e r o i c t r a i t s and h i s words and conduct appear almost 

t o r e p r o a c h the o t h e r s who s i t immobile w h i l e a f o r e i g n e r 

(Austma'^r) r i s k s h i s l i f e f o r t h e i r cause. 

I n Chapter 134 of Njdls saga, Y n g v i l d , the mother of 

P o r v a l d r has a p r e m o n i t i o n of h i s death. I n a dream she 

sees her son i n a red t u n i c which appears so t i g h t t h a t i t 

might have been sewn onto him, he i s a l s o / rau^um hosum 

undir ok vafit at vdndum dreglum and h i s whole s i t u a t i o n 

var sva dhoegt (p.351-352) ( 1 5 ) . Here t h e r e i s the 

j u x t a p o s i t i o n o f red which c o u l d equal s t a t u s , s u p e r i o r i t y , 

grandeur (and t h e r e f o r e , one would assume, ease and 

c o m f o r t ) w i t h ragged r i b b o n s and extreme d i s c o m f o r t and 

r e s t r i c t i o n . Red may a l s o be a s s o c i a t e d w i t h blood i n t h i s 

c o n t e x t . The whole co m b i n a t i o n has a n i g h t m a r i s h q u a l i t y ; 

i t invokes an atmosphere of unease and can be r e a d i l y seen 

as an omen of d i s a s t e r . 

Red garments c o u l d be i n t e r p r e t e d as r e p r e s e n t i n g the 

w o r t h or s o c i a l s t a n d i n g of the wearer though i t can be 



66 

seen t h a t t h i s a s s e r t i o n i s not always w h o l l y j u s t i f i e d by 

the person's c h a r a c t e r . But t h i s o b s e r v a t i o n i n i t s e l f i s 

based on c e r t a i n judgements as t o what f o r m u l a t e s the 

d e s i r e d s o c i a l s t a t u s i m p l i e d by r e d : does i t imply the 

s o l i d , w e l l r e s p e c t e d c h a r a c t e r s o f men such as S t e i n p d r r 

and Gunnarr or i s i t f o r anyone who i s o u t s t a n d i n g , even i f 

h i s c l a i m t o r e s p e c t and s t a t u s i s based on a r e p u t a t i o n as 

hinn mesti rdnsmat^ur ( 1 6 ) . Many of these wearers show some 

m e r i t or s u p e r i o r i t y though i t may o n l y be f o r the d u r a t i o n 

of one scene - and at times the m e r i t may be p e r c e i v e d o n l y 

by the wearer. As a symbol d e n o t i n g p r e s t i g e and s t a t u r e , 

w r i t e r s have used r e d garments e f f e c t i v e l y , and i n c e r t a i n 

cases i r o n i c a l l y t o u n d e r l i n e the i n c o n g r u i t y o f a wearer's 

subsequent f a t e . (17) 
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d. Faereyinga saga. ch.24 p.47 
e. N j d l s saga. ch.92 p.231 
f . E y r b y g g j a saga. ch.44 p.120 

2. Gu^ni J6nsson ( e d ) . F16amanna saga. I s l e n d i n g a sogur. 
v o l . 1 2 . ch.24 p.47. 

3. H e n r i k B e r t e l s e n (ed) I > i ^ r i k s saga af Bern. ch.285 
(179) v o l I p.337. 

4. O l a f u r H a l l d 6 r s s o n ( e d ) , Faerevinga saga. ch.57 p.113. 

5. Gustav Neckel ( e d ) . Edda. Rev. by H. Kuhn. s t . l 9 
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6. O l a f u r H a l l d 6 r s s o n ( e d ) . op c i t . ch.40 p.77. 

7. i b i d . ch.47 p.90. 

8. i b i d . ch.46 p.89. 

9. i b i d . ch.47 p.90-91. 

10. i b i d . ch.36 p.68. 

11. i b i d . ch.48 p.97-98. 

12. i b i d . ch.55 p.108. 

13. i b i d . ch.24 p.47. 

14. i b i d . ch.39 p.77. 

15. See ch.9 A Sign of G r i e f p.165-166. 

16. O l a f u r H a l l d 6 r s s o n . op c i t . ch.47 p.90. 
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17. S v a r f d o e l a saga. ch.20 p.184. 
Ogmundr and h i s companions are s e a r c h i n g the farm at Hof 
f o r the two sons of A s g e i r r . A red k i r t l e i s found, wet 
and hanging on a beam o u t s i d e . Ogmundr t e s t s i t and 
d i s c o v e r s the m o i s t u r e i s s a l t y - i t i s thought t h a t the 
two men had waded ashore from t h e i r wrecked boat. He then 
k i l l s a tik and wraps the headless body i n the t u n i c , 
showing i t t o the women i n the house i n an attempt t o 
deceive them i n t o b e l i e v i n g t h a t S k i o i has b e t r a y e d the 
b r o t h e r s . S k l ^ i i s then t o r t u r e d but r e f u s e s t o d i v u l g e 
any i n f o r m a t i o n . 

Since the garment i s not being worn by anyone i t i s 
d i f f i c u l t t o a s c e r t a i n any symbolism. I t has a s p e c i f i c 
f u n c t i o n i n t h i s chapter as i t i s being used t o d i s g u i s e 
the body of an animal which i s supposed t o re p r e s e n t a dead 
man. I n t h i s c o n t e x t i t c o u l d then be s a i d t o be 
d e c e p t i v e i n i t s i n d i c a t i o n of the n a t u r e of the wearer -
an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n which would f i t i n some ways w i t h the 
concept of red as r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of s o c i a l p o s i t i o n and 
grandeur, but which not a l l the wearers of i t can j u s t i f y 
by the n a t u r e o f t h e i r c h a r a c t e r . 
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Chapter Four 
GREEN CLOTHES 

As a c o l o u r f o r c l o t h e s t h i s i s r a r e l y mentioned i n 

the fslendingasdgur. I n the t e x t s covered o n l y the 

f o l l o w i n g s i x i n s t a n c e s have o c c u r r e d though these r e a l l y 

o n l y amount t o f i v e examples as the episodes i n Viga-GliSms 

saga and Reykdoela saga are a c t u a l l y the same s t o r y which 

has been i n c o r p o r a t e d i n t o b o t h t e x t s . 

1. Faereyinga saga. I n Chapter Forty-seven ( 1 ) , K a r l maerski 

and L e i f u r are examining the s i l v e r p a i d by Prdndur towards 

the t r i b u t e exacted by King O l d f u r Haraldsson. K a r l i s 

a c t i n g as the King's agent i n t h i s . As the two men weigh 

the s i l v e r o u t s i d e Prdndur's b o o t h , we are suddenly and 

w i t h o u t i n t r o d u c t i o n t o l d of a man coming towards them. 

His dress i s d e s c r i b e d i n d e t a i l and he c a r r i e s a ' c l u b ' . 

He does not s t a y but places h i s c l u b on the ground and 

leaves w i t h a c r y p t i c w a r ning f o r K a r l . 

p e i r sd mann ganga h j d s6r og hafd'i 
refdi i hendi og h o t t s l d a n d h o f d i , 
h e k l u graena, b e r f a e t t u r , k n y t t 
l l n b r 6 k u m ah b e i n i . Hann s e t t i n i &ur 
lefbid i v o l l og gekk f r d og maelti. 

'S6 pti v i d , Maera-Karl, ad p6r v e r S i 
e i g i mein a& r e f ^ i minu.' 

(p.95) 

Soon a f t e r w a r d s L e i f u r i s c a l l e d away as a man has been 

s l a i n i n another booth. K a r l i s l e f t o u t s i d e Prdndur's 

booth and i t i s then t h a t Prdndur's nephew, Gautur r a u S i , 

s t r i k e s K a r l w i t h a hand axe. K a r l i s wounded i n the head 

but not f a t a l l y . However l>6r&ur I d g i takes up the c l u b 

l e f t by the m y s t e r i o u s s t r a n g e r ; he s t r i k e s the back of the 



70 

axe, f o r c i n g i t i n t o K a r l ' s b r a i n and thus k i l l i n g him. 

2. Viga-Glilms saga. Bdrc^r i s c o l l e c t i n g timber i n h i s wood 

when he i s seen by a shepherd who works f o r V i g f i i s s . 

L a t e r , when t a l k i n g w i t h h i s master, the shepherd mentions 

the two men he has seen, remarking t h a t : 

'ok var annarr i groenum k y r t l i ok 
hafdi s k j o l d d h l i ^ . ' 

( c h . l 9 p.64) 

T h i s man i s i d e n t i f i e d by the shepherd as B d r ^ r , and 

V i g f U s s , accompanied by two Norwegian guests, sets o f f t o 

s e t t l e a l o n g - t e r m d i s p u t e w i t h him. Bdrc^r's companion 

goes ahead t o get h e l p ; Bdrcsr and V i g f i i s s f i g h t t o g e t h e r ; 

the Norwegians s t e p i n and k i l l Bdr^r when i t appears t h a t 

t h e i r host i s i n danger of l o s i n g the d u e l . 

3. Viga-Glums saga. Skiita has set up a t r a p f o r Gltimr, a 

meeting at an i s o l a t e d s h i e l i n g . As Gliimr r i d e s up from 

the r i v e r , Skuta r e c o g n i s e s him by h i s s t a t u r e and the 

c o l o u r e d c l o a k he wears: 

at macJr r e i S upp f r d Pverd, m i k i l l ok 
i kdpu g r o e n n i , ok k e n n i r , at par ri c ^ r 
Gliimr. 

( c h . l 6 p.52) 

L a t e r a f t e r an i n i t i a l s k i r m i s h between the two men, Glumr 

deceives h i s a t t a c k e r by t h r o w i n g h i s c l o a k i n t o the r i v e r 

where SkUta stabs at i t , b e l i e v i n g the man, h i s v i c t i m , i s 

s t i l l w e a r i n g i t . Gliimr t a u n t s Skiita from a ledge, out of 

harm's way and then i s a b l e t o escape. 

4. Revkdoela saga. (ch.26 p.233) The circumstances are 

the same as the above episode w i t h Skuta r e c o g n i s i n g Gliimr 

by h i s green kdpa which i s subsequently used i n the same 

way, w i t h Gliimr e l u d i n g h i s adversary. 
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5. Laxdoela saga. P o r g i l s H o l l u s o n leads h i s group of men 

to the s h i e l i n g of H e l g i Har^beinsson. On the way they 

r e s t , H e l g i ' s shepherd observes them, r e t u r n s t o h i s master 

and d e s c r i b e s t h e i r d r e s s . The t h i r d man i s p o r t r a y e d i n 

t h i s manner: 

pd sat ma^r 1 smeltum s 6 ^ 1 i j _ sd var i 
gulgroenum k y r t l i ; hann h a f ^ i m i k i t 
f i n g r g u l l d h e n d i . Sd mai^r var inn 
f r i ^ a s t i synum ok mun enn vera d ungum 
a l d r i , j a r p r a h d r s l i t , ok f e r r a l l v e l 
h d r i t , ok at 6 1 l u var hann i n n 
k u r t e i s a s t i ma^r. 

(ch.63 p.188) 

H e l g i i d e n t i f i e s him as P o r l e i k r B o l l a s o n . I n the ensuing 

f i g h t P o r l e i k r k i l l s E y j o l f r , one of H e l g i ' s men. 

6. H r a f n k e l s saga. At the A l p i n g i , Sdmr i s d e s p a i r i n g of 

b e i n g s u c c e s s f u l i n h i s case a g a i n s t H r a f n k e l l . E a r l y i n 

the morning he walks w i t h P o r b j o r n d i s c u s s i n g the way 

m a t t e r s s t a n d . They n o t i c e a man on the o t h e r s i d e of the 

r i v e r : 

Sd var hdr ma^r ok e k k i p r e k l i g r , er 
f y r s t r gekk, i l a u f g r o e n u m k y r t l i ok 
hafS'i b u i t s v e r ^ i h e n d i , r e t t l e i t r 
maSr ok rauS'litaS'r ok v e l 1 
y f i r b r a g 5 i , l j 6 s j a r p r d hdr ok mjok 
haerS'r . S j d maSr var a u ^ k e n n i 1 i g r , p v i 
at hann h a f ^ i l j 6 s a n lepp 1 h d r i s i n u 
inum v i n s t r a m e g i n . 

(ch.4 p . I l l ) 

Sdmr approaches him - P o r k e l l P j 6 s t a r s s o n - and e n l i s t s h i s 

support i n the l e g a l case. I t i s through the h e l p of 

P o r k e l l and h i s b r o t h e r , P o r g e i r r t h a t H r a f n k e l l i s 

d e f e a t e d i n the c o u r t . 

Why so few i n s t a n c e s of green c l o t h i n g ? As a c o l o u r 

i t does not even b e g i n t o compare w i t h red and b l u e , which 

are mentioned so many t i m e s . Maybe i t was not a c o l o u r 
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worn much i n medieval I c e l a n d i c s o c i e t y . The v i k i n g s , i t 
seems, were a c q u a i n t e d i n v a r i o u s places w i t h the m a t e r i a l s 
f o r p r o d u c i n g a green dye, but perhaps such items, or one 
p a r t i c u l a r i n g r e d i e n t , were not e a s i l y t o hand i n I c e l a n d . 
But t h i s would h a r d l y a p p l y , one would t h i n k , t o Europe as 
a whole, and s i n c e many of the c o l o u r e d , expensive f i n e r y 
was o b t a i n e d abroad s u r e l y some r e t u r n i n g I c e l a n d e r s would 
be w e aring i t . Of course the gene r a l term litklx^i may 
i n c l u d e some garments of green, i t i s i m p o s s i b l e t o say. 
On the o t h e r hand green may, i n I c e l a n d i c s o c i e t y , have 
been an unpopular c o l o u r , one not immediately chosen f o r 
d r e s s . Whether t h i s has a n y t h i n g t o do w i t h i t s appearance 
(o r non-appearance) i n the l i t e r a t u r e , depends on how much 
the w r i t e r was i n f l u e n c e d by the s o c i a l circumstances 
s u r r o u n d i n g him. 

Green as a c o l o u r g e n e r a l l y has extremely f a v o u r a b l e 

c o n n o t a t i o n s i n Old Norse t r a d i t i o n . Cleasby and V i g f i i s s o n 

i n c l u d e a m e t a p h o r i c a l d e f i n i t i o n i n t h e i r e n t r y f o r grsenn: 

' h o p e f u l , good', and c i t e t e x t s t o s u b s t a n t i a t e t h i s : (2) 

f l y t pa mik a p t r t i l e y j a r minnar, ok 
mun sd graenstr, 
(and t h a t w i l l be the best thou canst do) 

sd mun nii graenstr at seg j a s a t t 
( t h e most h o p e f u l choice t o t e l l the t r u t h ) 

Chapter F i f t e e n i n Vatnsdoela saga has Ingimundr 

undecided where t o s e t t l e . He sends men up t o the top of a 

h i l l , they come back and r e p o r t on land which l i e s t o the 

n o r t h where a l r e a d y at t h i s time o f s p r i n g t h e r e i s no snow 

l y i n g . The choi c e o f land would be b e t t e r t h e r e . 

Ingimundr answers: 
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'Pd er h6f a t , ok vaentum enn, at 
nokkut groent mun f y r i r l i g g j a ; svd 
mun h l u t t i l draga.' 

( c h . l 5 p.40,41) 

Green i s equated w i t h a good, f a v o u r a b l e place t o be. 

E i n a r 0 1 . Sveinsson, i n the f o o t n o t e t o t h i s e x c e r p t , 

e x p l a i n s t h a t green i s r e l a t e d t o grda ( t o grow); i t was a 

c o l o u r p a r t i c u l a r l y dear t o the s e t t l e r s . E i r l k r enn r a u ^ i 

gave h i s new c o u n t r y the name Greenland, b e l i e v i n g t h a t 

t h a t would encourage s e t t l e m e n t t h e r e . Green i n t h i s 

c o n t e x t o b v i o u s l y i m p l i e s f e r t i l i t y , which would of course 

be e x t r e m e l y i m p o r t a n t t o a s o c i e t y o f new s e t t l e r s and 

fa r m e r s . However i n a pagan s o c i e t y i t would go r a t h e r 

deeper s i n c e the gods, and i n p a r t i c u l a r F r e y r , played an 

e s s e n t i a l r o l e i n d e t e r m i n i n g the outcome of the seasons 

and the p r o d u c t i v i t y o f the l a n d . 

Voluspd emphasises the green o f the newly c r e a t e d 

wo r 1 d : 
s61 s k e i n sunnan 
d s a l a r s t e i n a , 
pd var grund g r 6 i n 
groenum l a u k i . (3) 

A f t e r Ragnarok the re-newed, r e - c r e a t e d e a r t h r i s e s from 

the sea - idjagroena - evergreen ( 4 ) . 

Green as a c o l o u r should have been w e l l l i k e d by the 

I c e l a n d e r s ; i n terms of dress however they may have been 

i n f l u e n c e d by o t h e r t r a d i t i o n s imported from medieval 

Europe. Medieval l i t e r a t u r e , and v a r i o u s b a l l a d s , present 

a d i f f e r e n t view of green e s p e c i a l l y when worn i n some form 

o f d r e s s . Green i s o f t e n a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the s u p e r n a t u r a l 

and t h r o u g h t h i s can be seen as an omen of i l l - l u c k . The 

Green Kn i g h t i s a t t i r e d a l l i n the one c o l o u r which as 
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Robert G a r r e t comments 'connects the Knight w i t h the C e l t i c 

u n d e r w o r l d ' ( 5 ) . The Summoner i n Chaucer's Friar's Tale 

meets i n the f o r e s t another r i d e r : 

A gay yeman, under a f o r e s t syde. 
A bowe he bar, and arwes b r i g h t e and kene; 
He hadde upon a c o u r t e p y of grene. 
An hat upon h i s heed w i t h frenges b l a k e . 

(6) 
A ' b a i l l y ' i s how t h i s r i d e r r e p r e s e n t s h i m s e l f and the two 

r i d e t o g e t h e r f o r a w h i l e . Then the t r u t h i s r e v e a l e d : 

' I am a feend; my d w e l l y n g i s i n h e l l e , ' 

The t a l e ends w i t h the d e v i l c a r r y i n g o f f the dishonest 

summoner, at the express w i s h of one of the man's v i c t i m s , 

a poor widow. I n t h i s case the wearing of green should 

a p p a r e n t l y have a l e r t e d the Summoner, making him s u s p i c i o u s 

o f the man's i d e n t i t y . However i t should a l s o be taken 

i n t o account t h a t the d e s c r i p t i o n i s somewhat s i m i l a r t o 

t h a t o f the yeoman i n the Prologue who was c l a d i n cote and 

hood of grene, and who a l s o c a r r i e d arwes, bright and kene 

and a myghty bowe ( 7 ) . There does not appear t o be any 

p a r t i c u l a r l y s u p e r n a t u r a l s i g n i f i c a n c e here. 

W i l l i a m Dunbar, i n The Golden Targe, d e s c r i b e s P l u t o , 

the god o f the Underworld: 

There was P l u t o , the e l r i c h incubus 
I n c l o k e o f grene; h i s c o u r t u s i t no s a b l e . 

(8) 

The poem as a whole c o n t a i n s much green imagery. Dunbar 

uses 'green' t o d e s c r i b e n a t u r e : t r e e s , banks, woods. He 

uses i t m e t a p h o r i c a l l y when r e f e r r i n g t o youth or 

innocence; and the l a d i e s i n h i s poem are dressed i n 

kirtillis grene which i s a p p a r e n t l y i n honour of the 

season, of May. Green i s a p a r t of the c e l e b r a t i o n o f 
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s p r i n g w i t h a l l i t s a s s o c i a t i o n s of verdant land , 
f e r t i l i t y , and new-growing t h i n g s , f r e s h and untouched. 
Since a l l t h i s h a r d l y seems t o apply t o P l u t o and h i s dark 
u n d e r w o r l d , f o r him a l s o t o appear dressed i n green seems 
something of an anomaly. I t would appear t o suggest t h a t 
another form of symbolism i s a t t a c h e d t o green i n h i s case, 
one which i s connected t o Chaucer's feend and t o the Green 
K n i g h t . 

Tam L i n , i n the b a l l a d o f t h a t name, i s under a f a i r y 

enchantment. He i n s t r u c t s h i s l o v e r on how t o rescue him 

and r e s t o r e him t o human form. At a c e r t a i n moment she 

must p u l l him from h i s w h i t e horse and h o l d f a s t t o him no 

m a t t e r what shape he assumes; she i s then t o cover him w i t h 

her green mantle or k i r t l e . 

A: 35 'And then I ' l l be your a i n t r u e - l o v e , 
I ' l l t u r n a naked k n i g h t ; 

Then cover me wi your green mantle. 
And cover me out o s i g h t . 

B: 37 She h i e d her t o the m i l k - w h i t e s t e e d , 
And pu'd him q u i c k l y down; 

She cast her green k i r t l e owr him. 
To keep him f r a e the r a i n ; 

I : 51 They shaped him i n her arms at l a s t 
A mother-naked man. 

She wrapt him i n her green mantle. 
And soe her t r u e love wan. 

(9) 

A l t h o u g h Janet may i n gen e r a l be c o v e r i n g the nakedness of 

Tam L i n , the emphasis on green, and on the act of c o v e r i n g , 

does suggest t h a t t h i s i s p a r t o f the process needed t o 

break the s p e l l . I n t h i s c o n t e x t the green garment b r i n g s 

good f o r t u n e t o Tam L i n . But the f e r t i l i t y aspect i s a l s o 

p r e s e n t as Janet i s pregnant by Tam L i n . I n another 

b a l l a d , The King's Dochter Lady Jean, green i s worn by Lady 



76 

Jean; she i s raped by a man who t u r n s out t o be her own 
b r o t h e r . The c o l o u r of her robe i s s t r e s s e d : 
D: ... 'My mantle i s o gude green s i l k ' 

He's taen her by the m i l k - w h i t e hand, 
And by the grass-green s l e e v e , 

(10) 

Green has a s t r o n g t r a d i t i o n as an unlucky, i l l - o m e n e d 

c o l o u r f o r dr e s s ; an i n d i c a t i o n perhaps of how f a r back 

over the c e n t u r i e s t h i s b e l i e f o r i g i n a t e d and took r o o t , 

Opie and Tatem i n t h e i r Dictionary of S u p e r s t i t i o n s c i t e 

many examples o f people's a v e r s i o n t o green c l o t h e s , of 

t h e i r c o n v i c t i o n t h a t t o wear green would b r i n g bad luck -

may even as a r e s u l t n e c e s s i t a t e the wearing of bl a c k 

a f t e r w a r d s ( i . e . as mourning) ( 1 1 ) . 

Many of these i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s or a s s o c i a t i o n s are 

d e r i v e d from non-Ice1andic sources and the e x t e n t of t h e i r 

i n f l u e n c e on the sagas i s o b v i o u s l y q u e s t i o n a b l e . I n the 

sphere of medieval c o u r t l y t r a d i t i o n s t h e r e are even 

f u r t h e r p o s s i b i l i t i e s of symbolism i . e . green as 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f j o y , f r i v o l i t y , i n c onstancy ( 1 2 ) . 

A l t h o u g h i t i s perhaps necessary t o be aware of t h i s 

European symbolism, i n the l i g h t of the few examples from 

I c e l a n d i c t e x t s i t would be d i f f i c u l t t o determine how 

r e l e v a n t a l l these t r a d i t i o n s are t o the f a m i l y sagas. 

Taking some of these p o s s i b l e a s s o c i a t i o n s w i t h green i n t o 

account how do the e x c e r p t s from the Is lend ingasogur 

appear, i n r e l a t i o n t o them? 

1. Faereyinga saga. Here t h e r e i s a d e f i n i t e r e l a t i o n s h i p 

w i t h the s u p e r n a t u r a l , w i t h a pagan god. The s t r a n g e r who 
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wears green has been i n s t r u m e n t a l i n the death of K a r l . 
His w a r n i n g shows t h a t he had fore-knowledge o f the coming 
events and of the p a r t he h i m s e l f would p l a y i n the 
e x e c u t i o n of K a r l ' s f a t e . V arious p o i n t s suggest t h a t t h i s 
man, who i s never named, i s a c t u a l l y O^inn. 

I n Chapter Three of Volsunga saga, an unknown man 

e n t e r s the h a l l o f King Volsungr. He d r i v e s a sword i n t o 

the t r e e c a l l e d Barnstokk and, i n s i m i l a r f a s h i o n t o the 

t a l e of A r t h u r , the sword belongs t o the man who can 

sub s e q u e n t l y p u l l i t out ( 1 3 ) . Though he i s not named i t 

appears ( a c c o r d i n g t o the f o o t n o t e ) t h a t t h e r e i s no doubt 

t h a t t h i s i s O^inn: besides h i s dress we are a l s o t o l d he 

has one eye ( 1 4 ) . He l a t e r re-appears on the b a t t l e f i e l d 

h o l d i n g a spear, a weapon p a r t i c u l a r l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

O^inn ( 1 5 ) . 

The f o l l o w i n g s i m i l a r i t i e s occur i n the d e s c r i p t i o n s 

of O^inn i n Volsunga saga and the man i n Feereyinga saga: 

b e r f s e t t u r Faer. 
b e r f o e t t r V o l . 

h o t t s i ^ a n a h o f ^ i Faer. + V o l . 

hafcTi .... k n y t t Hnbr6kum a b e i n i F«r. 
h a f ^ i k n y t t l l n b r o k u m at b e i n i V o l . 

h e k l a graena F»r. 
he k l u f l e k k 6 t t a V o l . 

A c c o r d i n g t o Clea s b y / V i g f u s s o n , a hekla i s 'a k i n d of 

cowled or hooded f r o c k ' . The main d i f f e r e n c e between these 

two d e s c r i p t i o n s i s the k i n d of hekla, one green and the 

o t h e r f l e c k e d / s p o t t e d . When 6^inr\. i s mentioned l a t e r on 

the b a t t l e f i e l d i n Volsunga saga, he i s again wearing a 

hekla but t h i s time a b l u e / b l a c k one {bldr) ( 1 6 ) . I t may 
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be t h a t i t i s the type of garment - hekla, which i s 
a s s o c i a t e d w i t h Oc?inn r a t h e r than a s p e c i f i c c o l o u r or 
p a t t e r n ( 1 7 ) . 

On the o t h e r hand Norna-gests pdttr has a s i m i l a r 

appearance by t h i s god wearing a green c l o a k . S i g u ^ r and 

h i s companions are s a i l i n g t h e i r s h i p along the coast when 

they see a man on a crag: 

Hann var i h e k l u graenni ok blam br6kum 
ok kneppta sk6 k f6tum upphava ok 
s p j 6 t 1 h e n d i . 

(18) 

He c a l l s h i m s e l f H n i k a r r which a c c o r d i n g t o Gylfaginning 

was one of O^inn's assumed names ( 1 9 ) . He goes aboard the 

s h i p and o f f e r s S i g u r ^ r a d v i c e . On the morning f o l l o w i n g 

S i g u r ^ r ' s v i c t o r y i n the b a t t l e a g a i n s t the sons of 

Hundingr, the s t r a n g e r disappears and: Hyggja menn, a t pat 

hafi O^inn verit. 

I n each o f these i n c i d e n t s the newcomer wears a hekla, 

e i t h e r green or some o t h e r k i n d of c o l o u r . I n the 

Fsereyinga saga the man leaves a ref^i which M u r i e l Press 

has t r a n s l a t e d as ' c l u b ' ( 2 0 ) . But the word c o u l d a l s o 

mean a ' s t a f f , ' rod' (CV), which may then be seen as more 

symbolic o f O^inn's spear. 

The background t o the c h a r a c t e r s i n v o l v e d i n the 

i n c i d e n t i n Fxreyinga saga seems t o c o n f i r m the th e o r y t h a t 

t h i s s t r a n g e r i s O^inn, K a r l i s an emissary of King 6 l 6 f r 

H araldsson - St 6 l d f r , a k i n g known f o r h i s devout 

C h r i s t i a n i t y . Prdndur on the o t h e r hand i s w i t h o u t doubt a 

f o l l o w e r of heathen gods. When Sigmundur a r r i v e d i n the 

Faroes w i t h a command from 6 l d f r Tryggvason t o convert the 
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i s l a n d e r s , i t was Prdndur who i n f l u e n c e d t h e i r d e c i s i o n t o 
r e f u s e the new f a i t h ( 2 1 ) . E v e n t u a l l y Prandur i s 
p h y s i c a l l y f o r c e d t o accept baptism but l a t e r the saga 
s t a t e s t h a t he r e v e r t e d back t o the o l d r e l i g i o n ( 2 2 ) . He 
possesses c e r t a i n s u p e r n a t u r a l powers - demonstrated by h i s 
a b i l i t y t o i n f l u e n c e the n a t u r a l elements and h i s s k i l l i n 
necromancy - which would seem t o suggest a s t r o n g 
r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h h i s heathen gods ( 2 3 ) . 

P r i o r t o the a t t a c k K a r l had d i s a g r e e d w i t h Prandur 

over the q u a l i t y o f the s i l v e r which was presented as 

t r i b u t e f o r King O l d f r . That t h i s was regarded as an 

i n s u l t i s shown i n the i n d i g n a t i o n of Prdndur's nephews, 

Gautur and I>6r^ur. I t i s not u n l i k e l y t h a t i n Chapter 

F o r t y - s e v e n , the man i n the green hekla was O^inn, who i n 

t h i s case a c t s on Prdndur's b e h a l f a g a i n s t the agent of a 

C h r i s t i a n k i n g . There seems a general s t r u g g l e i n t h i s 

saga between Prdndur and the f a m i l y of Sigmundr; a s t r u g g l e 

which i s not o n l y power based but a l s o i n v o l v e s a c o n f l i c t 

between the two f a i t h s . 

Perhaps Maera-Karl should have r e a l i s e d , as w i t h the 

Summoner, t h a t t h i s was no o r d i n a r y s t r a n g e r . The man i n 

the green hekla c e r t a i n l y brought m i s f o r t u n e t o K a r l , 

m i s f o r t u n e t h a t a c t u a l l y f a v o u r e d Pr^ndur's case. The 

wearer of the c o l o u r h i m s e l f s u f f e r e d no i l l e f f e c t s from 

i t . 

2. Viga-Glums saga. There i s no evidence of the 

s u p e r n a t u r a l here, nor of good f o r t u n e . I n f a c t green 

proves more of an omen of danger and c r i s i s f o r the wearer. 
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B d r ^ r , and a l s o f o r V i g f u s s who i s subsequently outlawed 

f o r h i s p a r t i n the k i l l i n g . The episode i s r e m i n i s c e n t of 

o t h e r d e s c r i p t i o n s g i v e n by a shepherd t o h i s master which 

occur i n Laxdoela saga and Njdls saga ( 2 4 ) . There i s a 

d i f f e r e n c e i n Viga-Glums saga i n t h a t i t i s the shepherd 

who i d e n t i f i e s the man i n green not the master. And t h i s 

i s a v e r y m i l d v e r s i o n of the m o t i f as found i n Laxdoela. 

There seems t o be some romantic echo i n the green 

k i r t l e and the s h i e l d yet Viga-Glums saga i s a p p a r e n t l y 

dated a l i t t l e b e f o r e the i n f l u e n c e of the riddara sogur 

became e v i d e n t i n the fslendingasogur ( 2 5 ) . Could such a 

small and m a i n l y i r r e l e v a n t d e t a i l have been added by a 

l a t e r s c r i b e ? The s u r v i v i n g t e x t dates from the middle of 

the f o u r t e e n t h c e n t u r y . Bdrcfr does not on the su r f a c e seem 

the r o m a n t i c hero t y p e , he i s d e s c r i b e d as s e l f - a s s e r t i v e , 

o v e r b e a r i n g , a b u s i v e . But he has honourable e x p e c t a t i o n s 

of V i g f u s s , b e l i e v i n g t h a t h i s opponent w i l l not take 

advantage o f s u p e r i o r numbers but w i l l f i g h t o n l y on a one 

t o one b a s i s . And t h i s i s how events proceed f o r a w h i l e -

u n t i l i t looks l i k e l y t h a t Bar^r w i l l be the v i c t o r . 

Perhaps the shepherd's d e s c r i p t i o n of Bdr^r emphasises the 

wearer's h e r o i c and honourable s t a n d , h i s courageous f i g h t 

a g a i n s t unequal odds and, i n c o n t r a s t , r e f l e c t s 

u n f a v o u r a b l y on V i g f u s s ' conduct. 

3 and 4. Viga-Glums saga and Reykdoela saga. Skuta's plans 

f a i l and he n a r r o w l y escapes d e t e c t i o n by Glumr's men. Yet 

the green c l o a k proves reasonably lucky f o r the wearer, i t 

does a s s i s t h i s escape. Again t h e r e i s a p o s s i b l e 
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a s s o c i a t i o n here w i t h the s u p e r n a t u r a l through Gliimr's 
c o n n e c t i o n w i t h 6<^inn ( 2 6 ) . 

5. Laxdoela saga. I n the subsequent h o s t i l i t i e s , P o r l e i k r , 

the wearer emerges w i t h o u t any i n j u r y but he has brought 

m i s f o r t u n e t o E y j 6 1 f r when h i s sword t h r u s t s t r i k e s o f f the 

man's l e g . However P o r l e i k r i s a young man, an 

i n e x p e r i e n c e d w a r r i o r , as such green may be a p p r o p r i a t e 

here i n the c o n t e x t of 'youth' or ' i m m a t u r i t y ' . 

6. H r a f n k e l s saga. The wearer of green b r i n g s good f o r t u n e 

t o Sdmr but he i s c e r t a i n l y an omen of i l l - l u c k f o r 

H r a f n k e l l . I n a l l the f o l l o w i n g e v e n t s , P o r k e l l i s 

unscathed by any mis-adventure. 

There seems t o be a balance between good and bad 

f o r t u n e , though on the whole green i s a lucky t a l i s m a n f o r 

those who are a c t u a l l y wearing i t . C e r t a i n s i m i 1 i a r i t i e s 

are apparent i n the d e s c r i p t i o n s of f > o r l e i k r and P o r k e l l ; 

a p a r t from t h e i r green t u n i c s , both men have chestnut h a i r , 

f i n e heads of h a i r i n f a c t . Some romantic i n f l u e n c e seems 

t o be at work here. The d e s c r i p t i o n of the whole group i n 

Laxdoela saga has been discu s s e d elsewhere (Chapter 

Seventeen) w i t h the c o n c l u s i o n t h a t i t owes much t o the 

European c h i v a l r i c t r a d i t i o n . Hrafnkels saga i s dated 

around 1290 w e l l a f t e r the i n t r o d u c t i o n of riddara sogur. 

P o r k e l l , an einhleypingr, a wanderer, from Byzantium, i s a 

ro m a n t i c f i g u r e ; he comes t o the a i d of Sdmr, a man w i t h a 

j u s t cause but no power or i n f l u e n c e . They f i g h t a g a i n s t 

H r a f n k e l l , a man p o w e r f u l but u n j u s t who r e f u s e s t o conform 
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to s o c i e t y ' s laws ( i . e . w i l l not pay any compensation f o r 
those he has k i l l e d ) . 

S i s t r a m i n Pi^reks saga i s a r r a y e d a l l i n green: 

.... hans s k i o l l d r oc o i l haernaeskia er 
groen sem gras ... hans h i n n g r o e n i 
vapna l i t r p i o n a r par t i l er h i t baezta 
suer^, er hann a t t i h a f ^ i groenan l i t 

(27) 

A t y p i c a l c h i v a l r i c d e s c r i p t i o n , though green i s s t i l l not 

mentioned o f t e n even i n t h i s saga of c o l o u r f u l appearances. 

We b r i e f l y l e a r n o f a green s t a n d a r d , asinn grasnan gunnfana 

which the margrave and h i s lady g i v e t o Pi^Jrekr, i t has 

a p p a r e n t l y brought death t o many Huns ( 2 8 ) . 

I n two o f the cases from the f a m i l y sagas the 

c h a r a c t e r s w e a r i n g green are connected i n some way w i t h 

d ^ i n n . There i s the s t r a n g e r who appears i n Fsereyinga saga 

and Glumr of Viga-Glums saga i s an O d i n i c hero. Green as a 

c o l o u r a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the demonic may be a p p r o p r i a t e i n 

these t e x t s . A f t e r the i n t r o d u c t i o n of C h r i s t i a n i t y , as 

the new f a i t h grew and developed, the o l d gods began t o be 

r e p r e s e n t e d as i n c r e a s i n g l y e v i l i n c h a r a c t e r ( 2 9 ) . 

Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar {Heimskringla) p o r t r a y s 6<^inn 

as an e v i l f i g u r e , a person who i s not t o be t r u s t e d . A 

s t r a n g e r v i s i t s O l d f r d u r i n g a f e a s t ; he i s an o l d man w i t h 

one eye and haf^i hott siSan. They t a l k l a t e i n t o the 

n i g h t . When t h i s guest l a t e r disappears O l d f r says: 

ok par wyndi verit hafa d^inn He or d e r s some meat 

t h a t the s t r a n g e r had l e f t , t o be b u r n t and d e c l a r e s t h a t 

they w i l l not be deceived by O^inn. The v e r s i o n of t h i s 
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episode i n the ' g r e a t ' Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar s p e c i f i c a l l y 
r e f e r s t o the o l d man as sjAlfr fjandinn ( 3 0 ) . 

d<^lnn appears i n Hrdlfs saga kraka, one of the 

fornaldar sogur. There i s no doubt t h a t when he i s 

i d e n t i f i e d by H r 6 1 f r he i s viewed as an i n f l u e n c e f o r e v i l . 

H r 6 1 f r and h i s men encounter him i n the guise of a bdndi. 

They r e f u s e h i s o f f e r o f h e l p i n the form of c e r t a i n arms. 

L a t e r as they r i d e away Bo(^varr b j a r k i q u e s t i o n s the wisdom 

of t h e i r a c t i o n . H r 6 1 f r agrees, aware now t h a t the farmer 

must have been O^inn p a r t i c u l a r l y as he was a man w i t h o n l y 

one eye. They t u r n back but are unable t o f i n d e i t h e r the 

farm or the man: 

' E i g i s t o ^ a r hans at l e i t a , ' s e g i r 
H r 6 1 f r konungr, 't>vl at pat er i l l r 
a n d i . ' 

(31) 

A r e l a t i o n s h i p between green and the s u p e r n a t u r a l , a 

t r a d i t i o n o f i l l - l u c k f o r those wearing i t or who came i n t o 

c o n t a c t w i t h i t , would e x p l a i n why i t may not have been 

p o p u l a r as a c o l o u r f o r c l o t h i n medieval Europe. I f i t 

was not w i d e l y a v a i l a b l e then I c e l a n d e r s who t r a v e l l e d 

abroad would be u n l i k e l y t o b r i n g such c l o t h e s back w i t h 

them. W r i t e r s may then a v o i d d e s c r i b i n g apparel which 

would be l a r g e l y u n f a m i l i a r t o t h e i r audience. Or were 

they u s i n g green t o r e p r e s e n t those aspects of i t s 

symbolism which would have been understood by t h e i r 

contemporaries? The present evidence from the t e x t s i s 

not s u f f i c i e n t t o make any d e f i n i t e c o n c l u s i o n s , o n l y 

t e n t a t i v e t h e o r i e s . 
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i b i d . 1842 e d i t i o n , 35: 
'They t h a t marry i n green. T h e i r sorrow i s soon seen.' 
To t h i s day, i n the n o r t h o f S c o t l a n d , no young woman 
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would wear such a t t i r e on her wedding day. 

1883 Burne: Shropshire Folk-Lore, 289: 
A lady about t o put on mourning s a i d t o me, ' I knew 
how i t would be when I bought t h a t green dress t h i s 
summer. I never bought a green dress t h a t I d i d not 
have t o get a b l a c k one d i r e c t l y a f t e r w a r d s . . ' 

1922 Lynd: Solomon, 162-3: 
P a r n e l l was eminent f o r moral courage, but he b e l i e v e d 
t h a t green was an u n l u c k y c o l o u r and was h o r r o r -
s t r i c k e n ... when he was presented w i t h a green 
smoking cap by a too p a t r i o t i c lady. 

12. I n The Testament of Cresseid, J u p i t e r i s wearing green: 
His garmound and his gyte full gay of grene, which 
c o n t r a s t s w i t h the p r e v i o u s d e s c r i p t i o n of Saturn who wears 
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l i f e ' . F u r t h e r on i n the poem Venus appears clad in ane 
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Here the symbolism suggested i s one of 'hope and j o y ' . Yet 
i t appears t h a t Venus h e r s e l f i s an i n c o n s t a n t and 
changeable c r e a t u r e : Bot in hir face semit greit variance 
and the d e s c r i p t i o n c u l m i n a t e s w i t h : Now halt, now cauld, 
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and ago. Fox comments on the c o l o u r i n the c o n t e x t of 
Venus as b e i n g 'ambiguous, s i n c e green was commonly 
a s s o c i a t e d w i t h f r i v o l i t y and i n c o n s t a n c y ' . The Floure and 
the Leafe r e i n f o r c e s these l a t t e r aspects. Those who 
f o l l o w the f l o w e r are a r r a y e d i n green: And every knight of 
greene ware mantels on. The e d i t o r e l a b o r a t e s i n the 
i n t r o d u c t i o n - 'but i n g e n e r a l i t i s c l e a r t h a t green came 
t o be a s s o c i a t e d more and more c l o s e l y w i t h f r i v o l i t y and 
p l e a s u r e , and f u r t h e r , w i t h i n c o n s t a n c y .... '. 
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t h e r e may be some c o n n e c t i o n . C e r t a i n l y t h i s phenomenon 
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p. 198-199). 
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19. Anthony Faulkes ( t r a n s ) . Edda. S n o r r i S t u r l u s o n 
p.21. 
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23. When Sigmundur i n t e n d e d t o take the newly b a p t i s e d 
Prdndur w i t h him t o Norway, Prdndur was ve r y r e l u c t a n t t o 
go. Twice they set out but were d r i v e n back by storms or 
winds and Prandur s a i d : a^ svo mundi faru hversu oft sem 
peir leita i til svo at peir flytta hann nau^igan me^ s6r. 
( O l a f u r H a l l d 6 r s s o n . op c i t . ch.31 p.64) 

Sor c e r e r s are mentioned i n o t h e r t e x t s as i n f l u e n c i n g 
the elements i n t h i s way. For i n s t a n c e i n Norna-gests 
pdttr, i n the same chapter where O^inn appears, we are t o l d 
t h a t when S i g u r ^ u r set s a i l he encountered storms which had 
been induced by s o r c e r y - gerningavetr stdr (Gu^ni J6nsson. 
op c i t . ch.6 p.317 ) . 

Prdndur's s k i l l i n necromancy i s demonstrated when he 
and L e i f u r go t o Su^urey t o determine the cause of 
Sigmundur's death. They q u e s t i o n P6rgrimur i l l i , who 
f i r m l y denies any i n v o l v m e n t . Prdndur then performs a 
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H a l l d o r s s o n . op c i t . ch.41 p.79-82). 
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Chapter Five 
WHITE CLOTHES 

Siban var Oldfr skir^r ok anda^isk i hvi tavd^um - he 

d i e d i n w h i t e c l o t h e s . Those who were newly b a p t i s e d wore 

w h i t e garments f o r the week f o l l o w i n g the baptism; these 

were r e f e r r e d t o as hvi tavA^ir. K j a r t a n wears these robes 

i n Norway; h i s a l l e g i a n c e t o King O l d f r i s dated from the 

time er hann var foercSr 6r hvi tavd^um. The church i n which 

K j a r t a n ' s body was l a i d had been r e c e n t l y consecrated, i t 

was s t i l l hung w i t h w h i t e - i hvitavd^um. Viga-Gliimr 

r e c e i v e d b a p t i s m when C h r i s t i a n i t y was accepted i n I c e l a n d . 

He d i e s t h r e e years l a t e r . Before h i s death, w h i l e he i s 

i l l , he i s c o n f i r m e d ok anda^isk i hvitavdcfum ( 1 ) . 

O b v i o u s l y the w h i t e robes c o u l d be worn a f t e r c o n f i r m a t i o n 

as w e l l as bapt i s m . Swedish r u n i c stones r e f e r at times t o 

men who d i e d as C h r i s t i a n s at home and abroad: hann var 

dau^r a Danmarku i hvi tavadum; sum dd i hvi tava^um; pseiR 

dou i hvitava^um ( 2 ) . HvitavdSir - they were a 'symbol of 

p u r i f i c a t i o n ' (3) which c o u l d apply t o bot h people and 

b u i I d i n g s . 

'The new w h i t e garments gave r i s e t o new words and 

phrases amongst the f i r s t g e n e r a t i o n of n o r t h e r n 

C h r i s t i a n s ' ( 4 ) . Terms such as Hvita-Kristr - White 

C h r i s t ; Hvita-dagar - the White days (Whitsun-week) ( 5 ) . 

White as a c o l o u r a s s o c i a t e d w i t h C h r i s t has i t s r o o t s i n 

the Old Testament. I n one of h i s v i s i o n s , D a n i e l sees a 

f i g u r e dressed i n w h i t e : 
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9. ... et a n t i q u u s dierum s e d i t : 
vestimentum e i u s candidum quasi n i x , 
et c a p i l l i c a p i t i s e i u s quasi lana 
munda: 

(6) 
Revelations c l a r i f i e s t h i s , r e i t e r a t i n g aspects of Da n i e l ' s 

v i s i o n i n a p o r t r a y a l o f the Son of God: 
13. Et i n medio septum cande1abrorum 
aureorum s i m i l e m f i l i o h o minis, 
v e s t i t u m podere, et prae c i n c t u m ad 
mamillas zona aurea: 
14. Caput autem e i u s , et c a p i l l i e r a n t 
c a n d i d i tamquam lana a l b a , et tamquam 
n i x , ... 

(7) 

Even i n Vdluspd we f i n d w h i t e r e f e r r e d t o as h o l y . I n 

stanza n i n e t e e n Y g g d r a s i l l , the sacred ash t r e e , i s 

s p r i n k l e d w i t h w h i t e mud - hvita auri. Nordal e x p l a i n s 

t h a t 'muddy w a t e r ' would have been known as an e f f e c t i v e 

f e r t i l i s e r , p r e s e n t i n t h i s case t o 'keep the ash 

everg r e e n ' , and i n t h i s c o n t e x t 'the mud i t s e l f would, of 

course, be w h i t e and h o l y ' ( 8 ) . C h r i s t i a n i n f l u e n c e may be 

pre s e n t here. The w r i t e r , though p r o b a b l y pagan, has 

i n c o r p o r a t e d c e r t a i n ideas from the new f a i t h elsewhere i n 

t h i s poem. 

As w i t h green, w h i t e i s not a c o l o u r r e g u l a r l y worn by 

c h a r a c t e r s i n the Islendingasdgur. There are those times 

when hvitavd^ir are worn a f t e r b aptism, but as a c o l o u r 

d e s c r i p t i v e o f s p e c i f i c garments i t occurs i n f r e q u e n t l y . 

We have however two examples from the Orkneyinga saga and 

one from Faereyinga saga where a w h i t e c l o a k i s worn i n what 

seems t o be a d e f i n i t e C h r i s t i a n c o n t e x t . 

Orkneyinga saga. 

a) E a r l P o r f i n n r has k i l l e d h i s nephew and r i v a l e a r l , 
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Rognvaldr Brusason. King Magnus of Norway has sworn t o 

avenge t h i s death but i s at present i n v o l v e d i n a c o n f l i c t 

w i t h the k i n g o f Denmark. Magnus and h i s men are on t h e i r 

s h i p s w a i t i n g f o r r e i n f o r c e m e n t s b e f o r e they a t t a c k 

Denmark. Two s t r a n g e s h i p s approach Magnus' vesse l and: 

Gekk maJr af l a n g s k i p i n u 1 h v l t u m 
k u f l i ok a p t r e p t i r s k i p i n u ok sva upp 
1 l y p t i n g i n a ; konungr sat y f i r mat. 
Pessi maor kvaddi konung ok l a u t 
honum, t 6 k t i l braul^sins ok b r a u t ok 
dt a f . 

(ch.30 p.75) 

P o r f i n n r ' s g r e e t i n g i s acknowledged by the King who a l s o 

o f f e r s him the cup t o d r i n k . The E a r l accepts i t and then 

asks f o r a t r u c e between them: Gri^ viljum v6r, motunautr. 

P o r f i n n r now i d e n t i f i e s h i m s e l f . He o f f e r s h i s support i n 

the e x p e d i t i o n a g a i n s t Denmark and, u s i n g C h r i s t i a n terms, 

puts h i m s e l f i n the k i n g ' s hands: en allt mitt mdl skal d 

gu^s valdi ok y^ru, herra. King Magnus f a l l s s i l e n t . When 

he speaks, he admits t h a t i t had been h i s i n t e n t i o n t o k i l l 

I > o r f i n n r i f they had ever encountered each o t h e r but i t 

appears t h a t t h i s i s not so easy now: 

'En nii er svA v i ^ I d t i t , at e i g i 
b y r j a r m i n n i t i g n at I d t a drepa p i k . 
S k a l t u nu f a r a me^ m6r, en saett okkra 
mun ek upp s e g j a i t 6 m i . ' 

They remain f r i e n d s f o r a w h i l e , d u r i n g the time the 

s h i p s are w a i t i n g , but soon the o l d a n i m o s i t y of the King 

re-appears when he i s reminded of P o r f i n n r ' s r o l e i n the 

death o f h i s r e t a i n e r s . P o r f i n n r leaves the k i n g ' s f l e e t 

and r e t u r n s , unscathed, t o Orkney. 

I n w e a r i n g a w h i t e kufl, P o r f i n n r p r e s e n t s h i m s e l f i n 

the r o l e of p e n i t e n t , of s u p p l i a n t . He breaks bread w i t h 
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Magnus and accepts d r i n k , an act r e m i n i s c e n t o f the Last 

Supper and an e x p r e s s i o n of f e l l o w s h i p i n the new r e l i g i o n . 

Magnus' comment a f t e r t h i s t h a t 'as t h i n g s a r e , i t would 

never do f o r a man i n my p o s i t i o n t o have you k i l l e d 

(9) i m p l y t h a t as a C h r i s t i a n k i n g and l e a d e r , which Magnus 

i s , he cannot now b e t r a y the concept behind the C h r i s t i a n 

r i t u a l t hey have j u s t performed. P o r f i n n r ' s own commitment 

t o the new f a i t h i s a l s o i l l u s t r a t e d . He l a t e r t r a v e l s on 

a p i l g r i m a g e t o Rome where the Pope absolves him from a l l 

h i s s i n s . On h i s r e t u r n home, he becomes a r e s p o n s i b l e 

r u l e r i n the Orkneys and b u i l d s a church where he i s 

f i n a l l y b u r i e d . 

b) Another Orkney e a r l , Rognvaldr K a l i Kolsson, r e t u r n s 

from a v i s i t t o Norway and i s f o r c e d ashore i n the 

Shet l a n d s . One day he f i n d s h i m s e l f on a shore w i t h a 

bdndi whose f i s h i n g companion has not t u r n e d up. The E a r l 

i s I hvitum kufli. The farmer does not recog n i s e t h i s man 

who o f f e r s t o accompany him out i n the boat. They set out 

w i t h the E a r l b e i n g warned t o keep away from the dangerous 

c u r r e n t s . Rognvaldr appears t o ig n o r e t h i s a d v i c e , l e t t i n g 

the boat d r i f t i n t o the c u r r e n t t o the a b s o l u t e t e r r o r of 

the poor bdndi. The E a r l reassures him: 

'Ver k d t r , b 6 n d i , ok g r d t e i g i , p v i at 
sd mun okkr 6r draga r o s t i n n i , er okkr 
16t 1 koma.' 

(ch.85 p.199) 

And Rognvaldr b r i n g s the boat out of the c u r r e n t , away from 

danger and s a f e l y t o the beach. The bdndi o f f e r s f i r s t 

c h o i c e o f the c a t c h t o h i s s t r a n g e companion but t h i s i s 

r e f u s e d , o n l y the t h i r d o f the c a t c h t o which he i s 

e n t i t l e d i s t o be g i v e n t o the m y s t e r i o u s rower. Then the 



92 

E a r l takes h i s f i s h and g i v e s them a l l t o the poorer people 
who st a n d around the shore. He t u r n s to leave, but w h i l e 

c l i m b i n g the s l o p e , s l i p s and tumbles down again. One of 

the women begins t o laugh, the o t h e r s j o i n i n . Rognvaldr 

r e p l i e s w i t h a v e r s e , r e f e r r i n g t o the mockery of h i s 

d r e s s , i t ends w i t h : 

Far kann j a r l , en d r l a 
o r l y n d r , at s j i g o r l a , 
hlunns dr6k e i k a f unnum 
acTr, i f i s k i v ^ ^ u m . 

He leaves the scene and i t i s o n l y l a t e r t h a t the people 

d i s c o v e r t h a t i t was the E a r l . T his conduct was a p p a r e n t l y 

not unusual i n Rognvaldr who appears t o have gone about 

p e r f o r m i n g many c h a r i t a b l e a c t s which 

er bse^i v d r u h j d l p s a m l i g f y r i r gu^'i ok 
s k e m m t i l i g f y r i r monnum. Menn kenndu 
ok or^skv i c ^ pann, er s t 6 ^ 1 v l s u n n i , 
at f a r k e n n i r j a r l i f i s k i v d ^ u m . 

(ch.85 p.200) 

There i s an analogy here between t h i s f i s h i n g i n c i d e n t 

and the B i b l i c a l account i n Luke, Chapter F i v e , where Jesus 

urges Simon t o put out i n t o deep water and drop the n e t s . 

Simon i s r e l u c t a n t , he has f i s h e d a l l n i g h t a l r e a d y and 

caught n o t h i n g . S t i l l he obeys and the c a t c h i s so great 

the boat almost c a p s i z e s . And the d i s t r i b u t i o n o f f i s h , 

w h i l e i t does not occur at t h i s p o i n t i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

C h r i s t t h r o u g h the loaves and f i s h e s t a l e ( 1 0 ) . At any 

r a t e f i s h e r m e n and f i s h have a s p e c i a l r o l e i n the 

C h r i s t i a n f a i t h . 'Not many people know an e a r l when he's 

dressed as a f i s h e r m a n ' (11) may be extended beyond i t s 

l i t e r a l meaning, i t c o u l d be i n t e r p r e t e d on a more symbolic 

plane - t h a t not many would r e c o g n i s e an e a r l i n the guise 

of a devout C h r i s t i a n . 
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As Paul B i b i r e has p o i n t e d o u t , t h i s episode i n 
Orkneyinga saga has many s i m i l a r i t i e s w i t h the s t o r y of 
P6rr g o i n g f i s h i n g f o r the World Serpent ( 1 2 ) . S n o r r i 
g i v e s an account o f t h i s i n Gylfaginning ( 1 3 ) . I>6rr has 
persuaded the g i a n t Hymir t o take him out t o sea i n h i s 
boat. As b a i t , P6ii has an ox's head and w i t h t h i s manages 
t o c a t c h the s e r p e n t . There i s a v i o l e n t s t r u g g l e ; Hymir, 
t e r r i f i e d , c u t s the l i n e and the serpent s i n k s back i n t o 
the sea. P6rr i s f u r i o u s , knocks the g i a n t overboard and 
wades back t o l a n d . C e r t a i n p a r a l l e l s can be found between 
Orkneyinga saga and Gylfaginning: the s t r a n g e r i s i n 
d i s g u i s e ( i n S n o r r i ' s case as a young b o y ) ; p r e c i s e d e t a i l s 
are g i v e n o f the s e a t i n g arrangements i n the boat; the 
s t r a n g e r rows; the j o u r n e y f a l l s i n t o 'two stages' -
f i r s t l y t o the usual p l a c e f o r f i s h i n g , secondly i n t o a 
dangerous area. Another v e r s i o n of I>6rr's e x p e d i t i o n can 
be found i n Hyiniskvicfa and here the two r e t u r n t o land 
t o g e t h e r and a share of the c a t c h i s o f f e r e d t o the 
s t r a n g e r ( 1 4 ) . 

I f t h i s heathen s t o r y i s b e i n g suggested through the 

anecdote about Rognvaldr, then i t i s expected t h a t the 

reader would i n t e r p r e t i t i n a C h r i s t i a n c o n t e x t ( B i b i r e 

p . 96). B i b i r e t e l l s us t h a t a serpent has been used i n the 

B i b l e t o r e p r e s e n t the d e v i l . I n Orkneyinga saga we have 

Rognvaldr, r e p r e s e n t i n g C h r i s t , s t r u g g l i n g w i t h the d e v i l 

i n the form o f the s e r p e n t . T h i s i s not however e x p l i c i t l y 

s t a t e d as, even s y m b o l i c a l l y , t h i s c e n t r a l p a r t of the 

I>6rr s t o r y i s o m i t t e d i n Orkneyinga. But i f i t were 

pr e s e n t i n the reader's mind then i t may suggest o t h e r 
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C h r i s t i a n elements. The t e s t i n g of the bondi has a c e r t a i n 
prominence. He has no f a i t h i n h i s companion and has t o be 
reas s u r e d . Rognvaldr's words: sd mun okkr 6r draga 
rost inni, er okkr 16t i koma, are ambiguous, could r e f e r 
t o the E a r l but i t c o u l d a l s o mean God. I f one accepts the 
t e n e t t h a t ' C h r i s t i a n s must be t e s t e d by C h r i s t i n order t o 
grow i n f a i t h ' then t h i s c o u l d be con s i d e r e d as a parable 
of C h r i s t t e s t i n g h i s f o l l o w e r s by t a k i n g them ' i n t o p e r i l 
i n the seas of l i f e ' ( 1 5 ) . I f Rognvaldr i s t o be a c t u a l l y 
seen as the image of C h r i s t , then i t a l s o emphasises the 
v i r t u e o f c h a r i t y when he g i v e s away a l l h i s catch t o those 
on shore who are s t r a n g e r s t o him. The bdndi's primary 
concern had been w i t h h i m s e l f and h i s immediate f a m i l y ; h i s 
f i r s t r e a c t i o n t o danger was t o blame h i s own m i s f o r t u n e 
and lament h i s own death and the e f f e c t on h i s f a m i l y -
v e r y human emotions, but perhaps a more e l e v a t e d and wider 
concern f o r humanity ( i . e . one's companion i n danger) would 
be expected from a C h r i s t i a n , and c e r t a i n l y g r e a t e r f a i t h 
i n the guidance of God when i n t r o u b l e . On the whole t h i s 
a n a l y s i s p r o v i d e s a f i r m e r f o u n d a t i o n f o r l i n k i n g 
Rognvaldr's w h i t e c l o a k w i t h C h r i s t i a n symbolism. 

Rognvaldr's p i e t y i s beyond q u e s t i o n by the end of h i s 

p a r t i n t h i s saga. He makes a j o u r n e y t o the Holy Land and 

when he i s r u t h l e s s l y k i l l e d i n Cai t h n e s s , h i s body i s 

taken back t o K i r k w a l l and b u r i e d i n St Magnus' C a t h e d r a l . 

M i r a c l e s are a t t r i b u t e d t o him a f t e r h i s death which are 

co n s i d e r e d t o be God's way o f e x p r e s s i n g the h o l i n e s s of 

the E a r l . Both these Orkney i n c i d e n t s r e f l e c t f a v o u r a b l y 

on the r u l i n g f a m i l y of the Orkneys as f i r m l y C h r i s t i a n , 
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d e s p i t e whatever o t h e r a c t s o f v i o l e n c e they may have 
performed i n the course of t h e i r l i v e s . 

Faereyinga saga. 

The two b r o t h e r s B r e s t i r and B e i n i r have been a t t a c k e d and 

k i l l e d . Prdndur may have avoided an a c t i v e p a r t i n t h i s 

but was i n s t r u m e n t a l i n u r g i n g the o t h e r s t o f i n i s h the 

b r o t h e r s o f f . He a l s o wanted the two boys, Sigmundur and 

I > 6 r i r , sons of the dead men, k i l l e d as w e l l . B j o r n 

p r e v e n t s t h i s and Prdndur, s a y i n g he w i l l f o s t e r the boys, 

takes them away. L a t e r Prandur t r i e s t o s e l l them t o 

H r a f n , a Norwegian merchant: 

f>rdndur l e i ^ i r par fram s v e i n a t v o 
k o l l o t t a i h v i t u m k u f l u m . Peir voru 
f r l ^ i r sj6num, en p r i i t n i r 1 a n d l i t i af 
harmi. 

(16) 

But the Norwegian re c o g n i s e s these ' s l a v e s ' and re f u s e s t o 

be i n v o l v e d i n such a t r a n s a c t i o n . I n the end Prdndur has 

t o pay H r a f n two s i l v e r marks t o take the boys away from 

the Faroes. H r a f n looks a f t e r the boys w e l l d u r i n g the 

w i n t e r ; i n the s p r i n g he g i v e s them the s i l v e r , s aying they 

are f r e e t o go where they p l e a s e . 

Sigmundur and P'6rir appear i n t h e i r w h i t e robes as 

innocent v i c t i m s ; t h e r e i s an a i r of martyrdom about them. 

The issue of pagan versus C h r i s t i a n i s h i g h l i g h t e d . 

PrAndur i s a l o y a l s u p p o r t e r of the o l d pagan r e l i g i o n 

whereas Sigmundur i s l a t e r r e s p o n s i b l e f o r b r i n g i n g the 

C h r i s t i a n f a i t h t o the Faroes, f o r c i n g even Prdndur t o 

accept b a p t i s m . T h e i r l i v e s and r e l i g i o n s seem s t r a n g e l y 

i n t e r t w i n e d ; Prdndur c o n t r i b u t e s t o the s i t u a t i o n which 

leads t o Sigmundur's death, yet he a l s o , through s o r c e r y . 
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d i s c o v e r s the man who a c t u a l l y murdered h i s C h r i s t i a n 
a d v e r s a r y . 

I n the Islendingasogur, ' w h i t e ' as an e p i t h e t could 

denote cowardice; i t c o u l d a l s o r e f e r t o someone w i t h f a i r 

h a i r . Fdstbroe^ra saga s u b s t a n t i a t e s t h i s when d e s c r i b i n g 

H e l g i : 

Hann a t t i pat k e n n i n g a r n a f n , at hann 
er kallaS'r H e l g i i n n h v l t i , p v i at 
hann var vsenn maS'r ok v e l haer^'r, h v l t r 
a h d r s l i t . 

( c h . l 2 p.181) 

The man w i t h whom H e l g i i s having a d i s p u t e about some 

land i s P o r s t e i n n E g i l s s o n who i s a l s o known f o r h i s blond 

h a i r . Egils saga t e l l us more about him. During a 

s k i r m i s h , P o r s t e i n n f i n d s h i s son Grlmr badly wounded, he 

mounts h i s horse, p r e p a r i n g t o leave w i t h the boy. 

S t e i n a r r , who has l e d the a t t a c k a g a i n s t him, t a u n t s 

P o r s t e i n n : 'Rennr pu nu, Porsteinn bviti?' (ch.84 p.291). 

I t proves an empty i n s u l t : by the end of the chapte r , 

P o r s t e i n n has a s s e r t e d h i s s u p e r i o r a u t h o r i t y and power to 

the e x t e n t t h a t S t e i n a r r has t o move h i s household out of 

the d i s t r i c t f o r h i s own s a f e t y . Gunnlaugs saga i n c l u d e s a 

ve r s e , composed by Gunnlaugr, which a s s o c i a t e s P o r s t e i n n 

a g a i n w i t h ' w h i t e ' : 

H t t sd h o l d r i n n h v i t i , 
h j o r p e y s , f a i r meyjar, 
g e f i n vas E i r t i l aura 
ung, v i ^ minni tungu. 

(ch.11 p.90) 

We know t h a t P o r s t e i n n was a p a r t i c u l a r l y g ood-looking 

man - ... var allra manna fri^astr synuw, hvitr d hdr ok 

bjartr AH turn (Egi I s s . ch.79 p. 274). He would have 
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q u a l i f i e d f o r the nickname ' w h i t e ' on h i s c o l o u r i n g alone. 
But i n the c o n t e x t of these quotes the l a b e l of cowardice 
i s o b v i o u s l y b e i n g h i n t e d at - perhaps more so i n the f i r s t 
e x c e r p t than i n the verse. Though Gunnlaugr's b i t t e r n e s s 
does express i t s e l f i n anger d i r e c t e d at Helga's f a t h e r ; he 
may w e l l have wanted t o imply an i n s u l t here even though i n 
v e i l e d terms. 

P o r s t e i n n ' s nephew, K j a r t a n , i s a l s o l a b e l l e d as 

' w h i t e ' . I t happens a f t e r h i s death. I > o r k e l l of 

H a f r a t i n d a r has l i t t l e r e s p e c t f o r K j a r t a n and: 

... pvi at hann mselti j a f n a n i l i a t i l 
hans ok k v a ^ hann v e r i t hafa h v l t a n 
mann ok huglausan ... 

(Laxd.s. ch.52 p.160) 

Hvitr i n t h i s c o n t e x t i s o b v i o u s l y meant t o be i n t e r p r e t e d 

as a synonym of huglausan - f a i n t h e a r t e d , cowardly. Though 

again the word can be d o u b l e - s i d e d ; K j a r t a n was known f o r 

h i s handsome appearance, he was Ijdslita^r (ch.28 p.77). 

A.C. Bouman b e l i e v e s t h a t hvitr, as i t i s used i n r e l a t i o n 

t o K j a r t a n , may r e f l e c t the pagan and new C h r i s t i a n 

at t i tudes: 
.. the c o n n o t a t i o n b e i n g not e x a c t l y 
what we would c a l l ' a f r a i d ' , but more 
l i k e K j a r t a n ' s i n n a t e q u a l i t y o f 
h u m i 1 i t y . 

(17) 

Such h u m i l i t y i s not q u i t e understood by the pagans, who 

would i n t e r p r e t i t as c l o s e t o cowardice. T h i s wider 

d e f i n i t i o n b r i n g s hvitr c l o s e r i n meaning to the way i t has 

been used i n d e s c r i b i n g the dress i n the e x t r a c t s discussed 

e a r l i e r , those which show a more obvious C h r i s t i a n 

i n f l u e n c e . 
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Romantic i n f l u e n c e on the term ' w h i t e ' cannot be 

d i s c o u n t e d e i t h e r . S i m i l e s such as ^hvitr sem dvfa^ are 
a p p l i e d t o men i n Picfreks saga. A l i b r a n d r has a s h i e l d as 
hvitur sem mioll; 'no man i n the Amlungland i s h i s equal'. 
The famous King Gunnarr wore armour as hvita sem silfr; he 
stood out among o t h e r s sua er han kvrteis oc hoeverskr 
( 1 8 ) . D e s p i t e P o r k e l l ' s contempt f o r K j a r t a n , h i s 
i n s u l t i n g use of hvitr, the audience would be q u i t e aware 
of K j a r t a n ' s r o l e as s h i n i n g hero and, i n an i r o n i c way, 
the s u i t a b i l i t y o f t h i s d e s c r i p t i o n o f the dead man. 

A st r a n g e c h a r a c t e r e n t e r s Fdstbroe^ra saga i n Chapter 

Fourteen. I l l u g i and h i s men are t e n d i n g t h e i r horses 

when: 

kom par ma^r e i n n rl<^andi d d i f a n g a . 
Sd var i h v i t r i h e k l u . 

( c h . l 4 p.194-195) 

He g i v e s h i s name as H e l g i s e l s e i s t a and asks f o r a passage 

to Norway i n the s p r i n g . He cannot pay, he e x p l a i n s , but 

he i s a u s e f u l man t o have around, and an e x c e p t i o n a l l y 

s t r o n g runner. Such an a t t r i b u t e , I l l u g i remarks, would be 

u s e f u l should H e l g i ever be f r i g h t e n e d f o r some reason. 

H e l g i r e f u t e s what appears t o be an i m p l i c a t i o n of 

cowardice and arrangements are made f o r him t o accompany 

I l l u g i on the s h i p . 

Chapter S i x t e e n d e t a i l s the events which lead up t o 

the k i l l i n g of I > o r g e i r r Hdvarsson. Before the f i n a l 

c o n f l i c t t h e r e i s an i n i t i a l s k i r m i s h which i n v o l v e s H e l g i . 

He i s among a group of men who are a t t a c k e d as they beach 

t h e i r b o a t , the o t h e r s are a l l k i l l e d , but H e l g i takes t o 

h i s h e e l s , e a s i l y o u t r u n n i n g h i s pu r s u e r s . Before he does 
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t h i s however, he has managed t o k i l l one of the a t t a c k e r s 

and i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o see how he cou l d have s u r v i v e d or 

even been v e r y e f f e c t i v e i f he had not run away. He does 

not s t o p u n t i l he reaches the A l p i n g i where he r e l a t e s the 

happenings t o I l l u g i and P o r g i l s . I t makes no d i f f e r e n c e 

t o the f a t e o f P o r g e i r r , who i s k i l l e d soon a f t e r w a r d s . 

And H e l g i i s not mentioned again i n the saga. 

The presence of H e l g i at t h i s p o i n t i s r a t h e r 

p e r p l e x i n g . There i s the obvious a s s o c i a t i o n of f e a r or 

cowardice but t h i s does not seem an adequate e x p l a n a t i o n . 

Why b r i n g him i n at a l l ? I s he o n l y t h e r e t o f u n c t i o n as a 

messenger? I f so why d e s c r i b e h i s garment - was i t o n l y a 

dev i c e t o i n t r o d u c e the c o l o u r hvitr? H e l g i ' s conduct does 

however demonstrate a ve r y p o s i t i v e s i d e of s o - c a l l e d 

'cowardice'. By r u n n i n g away, he eludes h i s opponents and 

r e t a i n s h i s l i f e , whereas i f he had stayed he would 

d o u b t l e s s have been k i l l e d , t o no purpose, i n a c o n f l i c t 

t h a t d i d not r e a l l y concern him. His f e a r i n t h i s case i s 

q u i t e a reasonable emotion, p o s s i b l y r e f l e c t i n g on those 

such as P o r g e i r r who are immune from i t and w i l l thus 

p r o g r e s s from one c o n f l i c t t o another, j u s t i f i e d or n o t , 

u n t i l f i n a l l y k i l l e d . 

T u r n i n g t o Hdvarcfar saga fsfir^ings, another c h a r a c t e r 

appears i n w h i t e - At 1 i : 

A t l i var sva b i i i n n , at hann var i 
h v i t u m s t a k k i , s t u t t u m ok prongum; var 
ma"^rinn e k k i s k j 6 t l i g r d f6tum; var 
hann bae^i vesalmannl i g r ok l j 6 t r at 
s j d , s k 6 1 1 6 t t r ok i n n e y g ^ r . 

( c h . l 5 p.343) 
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A t l i does not immediately s t r i k e one as a brave, 

honourable man; he hides h i m s e l f away r a t h e r than face or 

o f f e r h o s p i t a l i t y t o S t e i n f ) 6 r r , h i s kinsman. L a t e r 

S t e i n p 6 r r hides behind some hangings i n the house, 

eavesdropping on A t l i and h i s w i f e i n bed; A t l i i s 

c o m p l a i n i n g v o c i f e r o u s l y about the loss o f h i s goods t o the 

v i s i t o r s , but g r a d u a l l y , warmed by I>6rdis, he begins to 

r e g a r d h i s b r o t h e r - i n - l a w i n a more f a v o u r a b l e l i g h t . 

S t e i n p 6 r r r e v e a l s h i m s e l f and b e f o r e l e a v i n g remarks t h a t 

A t l i ' s meanness i s merely a f a u l t o f h i s temperament. When 

c e r t a i n c o n f l i c t s occur soon a f t e r w a r d s , A t l i responds 

f e a r l e s s l y , t a k i n g h i s p a r t i n k i l l i n g t h e i r opponents. 

The v e r s i o n o f t h i s saga which has s u r v i v e d was 

w r i t t e n sometime i n the f o u r t e e n t h c e n t u r y . Although based 

on an e a r l i e r t e x t , p r o b a b l y dated pre-1280, t h i s e x i s t i n g 

v e r s i o n ' i s f u l l o f t y p i c a l f o u r t e e n t h c e n t u r y f a n t a s y ' 

( 1 9 ) . The riddara sogur and o t h e r romantic l i t e r a t u r e 

would be w e l l e s t a b l i s h e d d u r i n g t h i s t i m e ; they may shed 

some l i g h t on t h i s episode. There i s something l u d i c r o u s 

about A t l i and h i s cir c u m s t a n c e s : h i s r i d i c u l o u s 

concealment i n a mound of hay, h i s kinsman l u r k i n g behind 

the w a l l hangings, S t e i n p 6 r r ' s subsequent remark which 

c o u l d be taken as sarcasm. When i n v o l v e d i n b a t t l e , A t l i 

p i n s h i s a d v e r s a r y down and b i t e s him i n the t h r o a t . I n 

many ways he p r e s e n t s a f i g u r e the complete o p p o s i t e of the 

c h i v a l r i c hero. I f hvitr suggests t o an audience, an 

element o f romance, a reminder of the noble riddari, then 

the a u t hor i s g i v i n g us A t l i as a t r a v e s t y o f the romantic 

hero. He i s mocking the exaggerated, grand k n i g h t l y 
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f i g u r e s w i t h the u n d i g n i f i e d , r a t h e r absurd c h a r a c t e r of 

A t l i whose s h o r t , t i g h t j a c k e t i s i n keeping w i t h h i s mean 

n a t u r e . 

T h i s chapter has c o n c e n t r a t e d on the use of hvitr when 

a p p l i e d t o o u t e r c l o t h e s where i t s occurrence i s unusual. 

I t may be assumed t h a t many l i n e n garments c o u l d have been 

w h i t e , though t h i s i s not o f t e n s t a t e d . The l i n e n s h i r t 

t h a t the scheming s i s t e r s make f o r E a r l P d l l i n Orkneyinga 

saga i s d e s c r i b e d as hvitt sew fonn, however i t was a l s o 

vi^a gullsaumat (ch.55 p.118). I n t h i s c o n t e x t the 

emphasis on the whiteness adds t o the impression of a 

b e a u t i f u l and f i n e garment. Linen of t h i s q u a l i t y was 

p r o b a b l y used i n the motr of Laxdoela saga which we are 

t o l d i s hvitan, gullofinn (ch.43 p.131). 

On the whole when a man's cl o a k i s d e s c r i b e d as hvitr, 

the w r i t e r would appear t o be o f t e n i n f l u e n c e d by C h r i s t i a n 

symbolism. On occas i o n c o n t i n e n t a l romance can be d e t e c t e d 

- i n some ways these i n f l u e n c e s c o u l d be fused t o g e t h e r i n 

the concept of ' n o b i l i t y ' as a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the c o l o u r 

w h i t e . I f an element of cowardice i s meant by hvitr, then 

i t i s p o s s i b l y present i n the sense of h u m i l i t y , a 

C h r i s t i a n v i r t u e . 
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(b) Laxd.s. ch.40 p.123 
(c ) Laxd.s. ch.51 p.158 
(d) Vlga-Gliims s. ch.28 p.98 

2. Runic i n s c r i p t i o n s : (a) Anmo stone 
(b) T o r s a t r a stone 
(c ) Molnby stone 

(Sven B.F. Jansson. The Runes of Sweden. Trans, by Peter 
G. Foote. p.93.) 

G a b r i e l T u r v i 1 l e - P e t r e ( e d ) . Viga-Glums Saga. p.86, 

Cleasby and V i g f i i s s o n . p.302-303. 

i b i d . 

6. B i b l i a Sacra. V v l g a t a e E d i t i o n i s . Book of D a n i e l . 
ch.7 V.9 p.569. 

and one t h a t was a n c i e n t of days took h i s seat; 
h i s raiment was w h i t e as snow, 

and the h a i r o f h i s head l i k e pure wool; 

(The Holy B i b l e . Revised Standard V e r s i o n . p.927.) 

7. i b i d . R e v e l a t i o n s . c h . l v.13-14 p.805. 

'... and i n the midst of the lampstands one l i k e a son of 
man, c l o t h e d w i t h a long robe and w i t h a golden g i r d l e 
round h i s b r e a s t ; h i s head and h i s h a i r were w h i t e as w h i t e 
wool, w h i t e as snow (The Holy B i b l e . Revised Standard 
Vers i o n . p.276). 

S i g u r ^ u r Nordal ( e d ) . V61usp6. p.37 

9. Hermann Pdlsson and Paul Edwards ( t r a n s ) . Orknevinga 
Saga. ch,30 p.72. 

10. The Holy B i b l e . John ch.6 v.1-14 p.110 

11. Pdlsson and Edwards. op c i t . p.160. 



103 
12. Paul B i b i r e . 'Few know an e a r l i n f i s h i n g c l o t h e s ' 
I n Orknevinga Saga: Essays i n Shetland H i s t o r y . Ed. 
Barbara E. Crawford, p.82-98. 

13. Anthony Faulkes ( t r a n s ) . Edda. S n o r r i S t u r l u s o n . 
p.46-47. 

14. Gustav Neckel ( e d ) . Edda. Rev. by Hans Kuhn. p.88-95. 

15. Paul B i b i r e . op c i t . p.94. 

16. 6 l a f u r H a l l d 6 r s s o n ( e d ) . Faerevinga saga. ch.8 p.16. 

17. A.C. Bouman. P a t t e r n s i n Old E n g l i s h and Old I c e l a n d i c 
L i t e r a t u r e . p.150. 

18. H e n r i k B e r t e l s e n ( e d ) . P i ^ r i k s saga af Bern. 
( i ) h v i t r sem d v f a ch.212 (117) Vol I p.223 

( i i ) h v i t u r sem m i o l l ch.419 (406) Vol I I p.347 
( i i i ) h v i t a sem s i l f r ch.289 (183) Vol I p.342-343 

( i v ) '... no man i n Amlungland ... '. Edward R. 
Haymes ( t r a n s ) . The Saga of T h i d r e k of Bern. 
ch.406 p.248. 

19. J6nas K r i s t j d n s s o n . Eddas and Sagas. Trans. Peter 
Foote. p.187. 



104 
Chapter Six 

TVISKIPTR K L ^ I 

Joseph H a r r i s has suggested t h a t the saga w r i t e r s used 

tviskiptr or p a r t i c o l o u r e d garments t o symbolise ' p o t e n t i a l 

a m b i g u i t y ' w i t h i n c e r t a i n c h a r a c t e r s ( 1 ) . T h i s t h e o r y 

appears t o be based on tvi, hdlfr, and helmingr being 

i n t e r c o n n e c t e d and a s s o c i a t e d w i t h d e r o g a t o r y c o n n o t a t i o n s . 

Tviskiptr i t s e l f i n the c o n t e x t of c l o t h e s would, on the 

s u r f a c e , t r a n s l a t e as 'of two c o l o u r s ' , but i t a l s o has 

o t h e r meanings - ' d i v i d e d ' , ' u n c e r t a i n ' (CV). Aware of the 

a d d i t i o n a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f t h i s term, saga w r i t e r s may 

w e l l be u s i n g i t as a method of i n d i r e c t c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n , 

e x p l o i t i n g b o t h the sense of ' u n c e r t a i n t y ' and 'double'. 

I t i s perhaps the double, two-sided aspect which becomes 

most e v i d e n t i n the c h a r a c t e r s which are examined here: 

they are a l l t o some e x t e n t i n v o l v e d i n d e c e i t and 

d u p l i c i t y . 

The f o l l o w i n g f o u r t e x t s a l l i n c l u d e v a r i a t i o n s of the 

tviskiptr m o t i f and d e s p i t e t h e i r d i f f e r e n c e s two p o i n t s 

are common t o a l l : 

1. the c h a r a c t e r has some c o n n e c t i o n w i t h 
p a r t i c o l o u r e d c l o t h i n g 

2. a f a l s e name or i d e n t i t y i s assumed by the 
c h a r a c t e r . 

The theme of d i s g u i s e accompanies t h i s m o t i f ; a d i s g u i s e or 

d e c e p t i o n which i s not always used f o r honourable purposes. 

R e f e r r i n g t o Skiita i n Reykdoela saga, H a r r i s has d e s c r i b e d 

him as ha v i n g a ' t r i c k y n a t u r e ' (2) and t h i s d e s c r i p t i o n 

c o u l d be a p p l i e d t o a l l the f o l l o w i n g c h a r a c t e r s who 
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g e n e r a l l y i n one way or another make e f f e c t i v e use of t h e i r 
p a r t i c o l o u r e d c l o t h i n g . 

Revkdoela saga ch.26 p.231-236 

Viga-Glums saga c h . l 6 p.50-56 

T h i s episode c o n c e r n i n g Skuta occurs i n b o t h these 

sagas w i t h more or le s s the same c o n t e n t . The quotes are 

a l l from Reykdoela saga m a i n l y because Skiita f i g u r e s more 

p r o m i n e n t l y i n t h i s t e x t , but the e x c e r p t s are a l s o present 

i n the Vlga-Gltimr v e r s i o n . 

Under f a l s e pretences Skiita l u r e s Gliimr t o an i s o l a t e d 

b othy and an unexpected ambush. M a t t e r s do not go q u i t e as 

SkiJta planned and Gliimr escapes, goes home, c o l l e c t s h i s 

men and r e t u r n s t o the area. Skuta sees the l a r g e company 

of men approaching and b e i n g alone w i t h o u t support r e a l i s e s 

he has no chance a g a i n s t t h i s f o r c e . We have p r e v i o u s l y 

been t o l d t h a t Skiita i s we a r i n g : 

v e s i y f i r s6r t v l s k i p t , s v a r t ok h v l t t 

He wears i t w i t h the b l a c k s i d e out but now t h a t danger i s 

imminent, Skiita snyr veslinu; he t u r n s h i s c l o a k round so 

t h a t the w h i t e s i d e i s o u t s i d e . He breaks h i s spear i n t o a 

s t a f f and pretends t o be a shepherd. Gliimr's men encounter 

him and c h a l l e n g e him. Skiita g i v e s an e n i g m a t i c r e p l y . He 

does not admit h i s name but i t i s c o n t a i n e d w i t h i n h i s 

answer: 

'Ek h e i t i Margr at M y v a t n i , en Fdr i 
F i s k i l o e k j a r h v e r f i . ' 

Though the men t h i n k he i s mocking them Skiita i n s i s t s t h a t 

he c o u l d not g i v e them a t r u e r answer. They r e p o r t t h i s t o 

Gliimr who r e a l i s e s what has happened and i n t e r p r e t s Skiita's 
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name game which hinges on the word skuti meaning 'cave': 

'pvi a t 1 M y v a t n s h v e r f i er h v e r r s k u t i 
vici'annan, en i F i s k i l o e k j a r h v e r f i 
h i t t i r h v e r g i s k i i t a . ' 

Skii t a ' s i n c l i n a t i o n s toward t r i c k e r y have a l r e a d y been 

demonstrated i n the methods he used t o l u r e Glumr i n t o a 

t r a p . He persuaded an o u t l a w , a d i s r e p u t a b l e c h a r a c t e r , t o 

approach Gliimr and request a meeting; and t h i s i s the 

person Glumr i s e x p e c t i n g t o meet at the bothy. 

I n Chapter Twenty-one of Reykdoe la saga Skiita avoids 

b e i n g harmed by an a s s a s s i n due t o the b y r n i e he i s wearing 

when the man s t r i k e s him. C o n s i d e r i n g t h a t they are going 

on a f i s h i n g t r i p , Skuta's p r e c a u t i o n s seem excessive, but 

are p r o b a b l y an i n d i c a t i o n of h i s s u s p i c i o u s n a t u r e . L a t e r 

i n the saga, Skuta again employs underhand means when he 

q u i e t l y g a i n s access t o where h i s enemy's men are r e s t i n g . 

Unrecognised he q u e s t i o n s one of the men and b e f o r e l e a v i n g 

he a t t a c k s and k i l l s another (ch.29 p.239). He i s a man 

w i t h h i s w i t s about him who i s not r e l u c t a n t t o use 

whatever means may be necessary t o ensure h i s own s a f e t y . 

F 6 s t b r o e ^ r a saga. ch.23 p.231-233 

Porm6^r a t t e n d s an assembly i n Greenland. Also 

p r e s e n t i s P o r g r i m r who appears t o be h o l d i n g c o u r t i n h i s 

b o o t h , r e g a l i n g a r a p t audience w i t h an account o f h i s 

h e r o i c p a r t i n the k i l l i n g of P o r g e i r r , Porm6^r's 

f o s t e r - b r o t h e r . Pormo^r approaches the booth and he i s 

wear mg: 
... f e l d t v l l o c T i n n , er hann d t t i ; 
f e l d r i n n var 65'rum megin s v a r t r en 
6(^rum megin h v i t r . 
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He wears i t w i t h the b l a c k on the o u t s i d e , he puts on the 

hood and i s armed w i t h an axe. When Po r g r l m r ' s audience i s 

d i s t r a c t e d by a heavy shower of r a i n , Porm6<^ goes 

unrec o g n i s e d i n t o the booth and up t o where Porgrlmr i s 

s i t t i n g . P o r g r i m r , c u r i o u s about t h i s man, asks h i s name 

and f a m i l y . Porm6^r answers: 

'Otryggr h e i t i ek' 
'Hvers son e r t u ? ' sag<^i P o r g r i m r . 
'Ek em T o r t r y g g s s o n ' . 

T h i s b r i e f c o n v e r s a t i o n ends as PormdcFr l i f t s h i s axe and 

s t r i k e s P o r g r i m r a v i o l e n t death blow. Though the names he 

g i v e s h i s enemy are f a l s e yet as w i t h Skiita's r e p l y the 

c o n t e n t c o u l d not be more t r u e : 
O t r y g g r - f a i t h l e s s , not t o be t r u s t e d 
t o r t r y g g r - d o u b t f u l , i n c r e d u l o u s 

Otryggr i n t h i s c o n t e x t a p p l i e s t o Poxmd^T who w i t h t h i s 

word p l a y i s w a r n i n g P o r g r i m r ; and i t i s Porg r i m r who 

should have been tortryggr. Or perhaps a more a p p r o p r i a t e 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n f o r tortryggr might be 'hard t o t r u s t ' , 

where tor as an a d v e r b i a l p r e f i x meaning ' d i f f i c u l t ' , 

' hard', has been added t o tryggr - ' t r u s t y ' , ' t r u e ' , as i n 

the compound torsynn - 'hard t o see' (hard + v i s i b l e ) (CV). 

Porm6^r b o l d l y draws a t t e n t i o n t o the death; he c a l l s 

f o r someone t o h o l d the dead man and f o r o t h e r s t o pursue 

the k i l l e r . I n the ensuing commotion he manages t o leave 

the b ooth s t i l l u n recognised and w i t h o u t s u s p i c i o n . He 

walks down t o the shore and once round a headland: 

Hann snyr pd f e l d i n u m ok 16t pd h o r f a 
l i t i t h v i t a . 

L a t e r he encounters men who are l o o k i n g f o r the k i l l e r , 

t h e y ask him f o r h i s name and: Hann nefndist Vigfuss. 
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'Eager f o r b a t t l e ' i s how Cle a s b y / V i g f l i s s o n t r a n s l a t e t h i s 

and a g a i n though on the s u r f a c e a d i r e c t l i e i t c o n t a i n s an 

element of t r u t h . But the men are s u c c e s s f u l l y deceived 

and PormbSr escapes. 

Tvi lo^inn i s r e p r e s e n t e d i n Cleasby and Vigfusson as 

'double h a i r y , t h i c k , of f u r ' . But as H a r r i s p o i n t s out 

t h i s term must i n d i c a t e a f u r cl o a k which i s r e v e r s i b l e 

( 3 ) . The i m p o r t a n t aspect o f the garment i s t h a t i t i s of 

two c o l o u r s , b l a c k one s i d e and w h i t e the ot h e r i n a 

s i m i l a r f a s h i o n t o the one Skiita wore. 

Porm6^r's ' t r i c k y n a t u r e ' i s w e l l i l l u s t r a t e d d u r i n g 

h i s time i n Greenland. He i s by no means a man to be 

e n t i r e l y t r u s t e d t o behave honourably. Even i n I c e l a n d he 

gained renown, and h i s nickname of I>orm6^r Ko Ibr u n a r skAl d, 

by composing verses t o P o r b j o r g k o l b r u n . Yet i t appears 

t h i s p r a c t i c e was f o r b i d d e n by I c e l a n d i c law as i t could 

compromise the honour o f the woman and j e o p a r d i s e her 

chance o f marr i a g e ( 4 ) . I>orm6^r a l s o l i e s t o f>6rdls when, 

i n o r d e r t o a l l a y her j e a l o u s y , he pretends the verses were 

r e a l l y w r i t t e n f o r her. I n Grettis saga, Porm6<^r and h i s 

companions are d e s c r i b e d as ekki miklir jafnacFarmenn and 

h i s conduct i n a d i s p u t e over a whale i s not t h a t of a f a i r 

and honourable man (ch.25 p.88-89). 

Two i n c i d e n t s which occur i n Fdstbroe^ra saga before 

and a f t e r the r e v e r s a l m o t i f p a r t i c u l a r l y emphasise 

Pormo^r's c a p a c i t y f o r d e c e p t i o n . He c r a f t i l y makes use of 

the s l a v e E g i l l as a decoy. When E g i l l hears a commotion 

i n P o r g r l m r ' s b o o t h , he i s t o run away as f a s t as he can. 
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T h i s o f course makes him appear as the g u i l t y p a r t y t o 
those who are l o o k i n g f o r the k i l l e r . They chase him 
g i v i n g Porm6^r the o p p o r t u n i t y t o escape. Once they 
d i s c o v e r E g i l l ' s i d e n t i t y , they soon r e a l i s e t h e i r mistake. 
A f t e r the c l o a k r e v e r s a l i n c i d e n t , when E>orm6^ i s i n 
h i d i n g , he meets Lusa-Oddi, He persuades t h i s vagrant t o 
exchange c l o a k s w i t h him and i n t h i s unpleasant d i s g u i s e 
f>orm6^r i s able t o get clo s e enough t o the sons of Porgrimr 
t o a t t a c k w i t h g r e a t e f f e c t . They do not r e a l i s e t h e i r 
danger u n t i l too l a t e because when the f i g u r e approaches: 
... pykkjask peir par kenna Lusa-Odda (ch.23 p.239). 

Qgmundar b d t t r d v t t s . p.99-115 

I n t h i s t e x t the c h a r a c t e r s o f bo t h Ogmundr and 

Gunnarr are i l l u s t r a t e d by t h e i r a s s o c i a t i o n s w i t h 

p a r t i c o l o u r e d c l o t h i n g , a l t h o u g h not t h i s time through the 

r e v e r s a l t r i c k . 

Ogmundr has r e t u r n e d t o Norway presumably t o r e g a i n 

h i s honour which was compromised d u r i n g an e a r l i e r v i s i t 

when, a f t e r i n a d v e r t e n t l y w r e c k i n g a s h i p , he was i n v o l v e d 

i n a d i s p u t e w i t h i t s owner, H a l l v a r ^ r . When Ogmundr 

a r r i v e s at Ni^arh61m he has put on: 

f e l d h d l f s k i p t a n ok hlo^um b i i i n n urn 
handveginn 

Hdlfskiptan a c c o r d i n g t o the f o o t n o t e ( I F ) i n d i c a t e s t h a t 

the c l o a k was o f two c o l o u r s , a d i f f e r e n t c o l o u r on each 

s i d e . Gunnarr l a t e r r e f e r s t o t h i s garment as ve1 litan, 

er tviskiptr er. Ogmundr meets Gunnarr by the r i v e r . They 

g r e e t each o t h e r and Gunnarr e x p l a i n s h i m s e l f : 
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'Ek h e i t i Gunnarr h e l m i n g r ; en ek em 
p v i svd k a l l a ^ r , at m6r p y k k i r gaman 
at hafa h d l f 1 i t klae^i . ' 

Gunnarr's nickname helmingr - ' h a l f , h i s fondness f o r 

p a r t i c o l o u r e d c l o t h i n g , h i s d e s i r e t o have Ogmundr's feldr 

a l l connect him w i t h c l o t h i n g which i s tviskiptr and thus 

w i t h i t s symbolism as w e l l . 

I n t h i s p d t t r the tviskiptr m o t i f i s again l i n k e d w i t h 

t r a n s f e r r e d blame and k i l l i n g under a f a l s e i d e n t i t y . 

Ggmundr, a f t e r exchanging c l o a k s w i t h Gunnarr goes up i n t o 

the town t o look f o r H a l l v a r ^ r . He a r r i v e s at the inn 

where H a l l v a r ^ r i s s t a y i n g and asks t o speak t o him. 

H a l l v a r ^ r and h i s f r i e n d s suspect n o t h i n g as: pdttusk allir 

par kenna Gunnar helming. 

Ogmundr's d e c e p t i o n i s s u c c e s s f u l , Hallvard'r comes out 

and i s s w i f t l y k i l l e d . T h i s a c t i o n i n i t s e l f shows Ogmundr 

r e s o r t i n g t o t r i c k e r y t o g a i n h i s o b j e c t i v e , g i v i n g h i m s e l f 

a d i s t i n c t l y u n f a i r advantage over h i s opponent. H a l l v a r d r 

has h i m s e l f not been unreasonable i n h i s d e a l i n g s w i t h 

Ogmundr, a f a c t which emphasises Ogmundr's underhand 

n a t u r e . Again we have a t r a n s f e r r a l of blame as i t i s 

Gunnarr who i s i n i t i a l l y accused of k i l l i n g H a l l v a r ( ? r , 

Ogmundr ha v i n g escaped imm e d i a t e l y a f t e r the a c t . 

Ogmundr's a m b i g u i t y may be suggested by h i s r e v e r s a l 

of a t t i t u d e on h i s f i r s t v i s i t t o Norway. A f t e r he has 

c a r e l e s s l y rammed HallvarS'r's s h i p , Ogmundr's response i s : 

at hvdrir ur^u sin at geyma and he r a i s e s d i f f i c u l t i e s i n 

r e g a r d t o p a y i n g compensation whereas a f t e r H a l l v a r ^ r ' s 

a t t a c k , Ogmundr excuses h i s r e l u c t a n c e t o seek vengeance 
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f o r h i s h u m i l i a t i n g blow by s a y i n g t h a t he had not wanted 

t o endanger V i g f i i s s . I t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t t h i s could be 

e x p l a i n e d by the f a c t t h a t H a l l v a r ^ r i s a s t r a n g e r t o 

Ogmundr but V i g f u s s i s a kinsman f o r whom he may f e e l some 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , not w i s h i n g t o i m p l i c a t e him out of regard 

f o r h i s f a t h e r , Glumr. However Ogmundr's whole demeanour 

has changed: b e f o r e the blow he was a r r o g a n t and 

o v e r b e a r i n g ; a f t e r w a r d s c o n c i l i a t o r y and t o l e r a n t ( 5 ) . 

When he r e t u r n s t o I c e l a n d , he swaggers about l i k e a great 

hero but i t i s a f a l s e image f o r he has, as Gliimr p o i n t s 

o u t , brought dishonour upon h i s f a m i l y . The double-sided 

theme i s even e v i d e n t i n Ogmundr's parentage: h i s mother 

was w e l l - b o r n , h i s f a t h e r a f r e e d s l a v e . 

The theme of a m b i g u i t y c o u l d be c a r r i e d f u r t h e r i n 

t h a t a l t h o u g h the t e x t appears, through Gliimr, t o be 

emphasising the n e c e s s i t y of behaving h e r o i c a l l y by 

a c h i e v i n g b l o o d vengeance, the f a c t s themselves undermine 

the h e r o i c e t h i c . A t t e n t i o n i s focused on Qgmundr's 

honour, d e t r a c t i n g from the r e a l i t y - t h a t t o achieve i t an 

innocent and re s p e c t e d man i s k i l l e d . H a l l v a r ^ r became 

i n v o l v e d w i t h t h i s I c e l a n d e r t h r o u g h no f a u l t o f h i s own. 

5gmundr, the p e r p e t r a t o r o f the o r i g i n a l and u n j u s t i f i e d 

o f f e n c e , appears t o emerge w i t h the respect o f h i s 

kinsmen, yet he i s a f o o l i s h and a r r o g a n t man. On the 

s u r f a c e t h i s pdttr seems t o c o n c e n t r a t e on the p u r s u i t of 

honour by the hero, the d e s i r a b i l i t y of a t t a i n i n g t h i s 

r e g a r d l e s s o f the means, but the a c t u a l events, and the 

c h a r a c t e r s o f the men i n v o l v e d , serve as an i n d i c t m e n t of 

t h i s Germanic concept. 
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Gunnarr belongs t o the second h a l f of the pdttr. He 
a l s o f o l l o w s the p a t t e r n of assumed i d e n t i t y which i s 
a s s o c i a t e d w i t h tvfskiptr. Accused of the k i l l i n g of 
Hal l v a r d ^ r , he r e f u s e s t o e x p l a i n and leaves the d i s t r i c t . 
He i s sub s e q u e n t l y g i v e n r e f u g e by a woman who serves the 
god, F r e y r . Gunnarr pretends t o be a man of poor f a m i l y 
( u n l i k e l y as h i s b r o t h e r i s c l o s e t o King O l d f r 
T ryggvason). The woman i s not e n t i r e l y deceived by t h i s 
but a l l o w s him t o s t a y w i t h her. Gunnarr l a t e r assumes the 
i d e n t i t y o f F r e y r h i m s e l f , p u t t i n g on the god's c l o t h e s and 
a l l o w i n g the people t o pay t r i b u t e t o him. When news of 
t h i s i n f l u e n t i a l god f i g u r e reaches King 6 l d f r , he connects 
i t w i t h Gunnarr, T h i s would appear t o suggest t h a t such 
conduct might be i n keeping w i t h Gunnarr's c h a r a c t e r . 
C e r t a i n l y i n r e g a r d t o h i s r e l i g i o n he appears t o change or 
waver a c c o r d i n g t o h i s own convenience. He accepts the 
s h e l t e r o f f e r e d by the ' w i f e ' o f Freyr but he c a l l s on the 
god o f the ' t r u e f a i t h ' when he needs a s s i s t a n c e t o 
overcome the d e v i l i n s i d e the i d o l . He subsequently 
impersonates F r e y r and w h i l e he f o r b i d s s a c r i f i c e s he 
appears t o w i l l i n g l y accept v a l u a b l e items as o f f e r i n g s . 
F i n a l l y , at the i n v i t a t i o n o f King O l d f r , he r e t u r n s t o 
Norway and r e a f f i r m s h i s C h r i s t i a n i t y . 

TviskiptT as symbolic o f 'ambiguity of c h a r a c t e r ' and 

of d u p l i c i t y , c o u l d d e r i v e p a r t l y from the v a r i o u s meanings 

of compounds which i n c l u d e tvi. Cleasby and V i g f i i s s o n c i t e 

s e v e r a l examples where the meaning c o u l d be considered 

d e r o g a t o r y : 
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tvldrasgr - ambiguous 
t v i b e n d a - a c o m p l i c i t y , entanglement 
t v i s y n i - u n c e r t a i n t y , doubt 
t v l s k i p t a - t o d i v i d e i n t o two p a r t s , 

t o waver 
On the o t h e r hand t h e r e are more i n s t a n c e s of the term 

which s i m p l y t r a n s l a t e as one would expect w i t h a p r e f i x of 

' two' : 

t v l d y r ^ r - double doored 
t v i f a l d a - t o f o l d , double 
t v l k o s t r - a choice between two, 

an a l t e r n a t i v e 
t v i k v e o a - t o repeat 
t v l k v d n g a ^ r - t w i c e m a r r i e d 

However g i v e n the examples i n the t e x t s of the k i n d of 

c h a r a c t e r who i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h tviskiptr c l o t h i n g , i t i s 

not u n l i k e l y t h a t such a m o t i f c o u l d have been used as a 

method of c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n . Tviskiptr i s accompanied i n 

each of the sagas w i t h some form o f d i s g u i s e which i n 

i t s e l f i m p l i e s d u p l i c i t y , or i n Gunnarr's case 

i n c o n s i s t e n c y . And i n Fdstbroe^ra saga and Ogmundar pdttr 

dytts i t i s p a r t o f a p a t t e r n of d e c e p t i o n . I n Fdstbroetra 

saga the i n c i d e n t s appear almost d i s c o n n e c t e d , they happen 

sequent i a l l y : 

1. T r a n s f e r r a l o f blame 
2. Tviskiptr - c l o a k r e v e r s a l 
3. K i l l i n g under cover of a f a l s e i d e n t i t y 

Tviskiptr here i s p a r t o f the r e v e r s a l t r i c k , i t i s 

s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d and s i m i l a r t o Skuta's a c t i o n i e . 

b l a c k / w h i t e , e v a s i o n o f c o n f r o n t a t i o n , use o f a c r y p t i c 

name. I n Ogmundar pdttr dytts the r e v e r s a l t r i c k does not 

occur and the p a r t i c o l o u r e d c l o t h i n g i s inte r w o v e n w i t h the 

o t h e r m o t i f s . 

Hdlfr, which i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h Gunnarr th r o u g h h i s 
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nickname, does n o t , a c c o r d i n g t o Cleasby/Vigfusson, c a r r y 
q u i t e the same c o n n o t a t i o n s as tvi. I t u s u a l l y r e t a i n s the 

l i t e r a l meaning as i n : 

h d l f m o r k - h a l f a mark 
hAlfklaeddr - h a l f dressed 
h d l f f r o s i n n - h a l f f r o z e n 

O c c a s i o n a l l y i t assumes a d e r o g a t o r y tone when i t i s 

i n t e r p r e t e d i n the c o n t e x t o f ' s m a l l e r ' - eg, hdlf-neitt: 

' h a l f naught, t r i f l i n g ' ( 6 ) . I n t h i s case perhaps Gunnarr 

he l m i n g r should not be so r e a d i l y accused of a m b i g u i t y and 

d u p l i c i t y - these t r a i t s may be o n l y t e m p o r a r i l y a c q u i r e d 

( t r a n s f e r r e d from the donor) when he accepts Ogmundr's 

tviskiptr garment. 

A c c o r d i n g t o c e r t a i n s c h o l a r s , the episode concerning 

Skiit a i n b o t h Reykdoela saga and Viga-Gldms saga i s not 

p a r t i c u l a r l y r e l e v a n t t o e i t h e r saga. G a b r i e l 

T u r v i 1 l e - P e t r e has examined the ' s t y l i s t i c c o n t e n t ' of t h i s 

c hapter i n b o t h the sagas and suggests t h a t t h i s episode: 

o r i g i n a l l y e x i s t e d i n d e p e n d e n t l y of 
b o t h sagas and was, w i t h some 
m o d i f i c a t i o n , i n s e r t e d i n t o b o t h t e x t s 
i n the course o f t h e i r i n d i v i d u a l 
h i s t o r i e s . (7) 

I t i s d i f f i c u l t t o see why i t was subsequently i n c l u d e d i n 

Viga-Glilms saga where Skiita appears o n l y b r i e f l y i n the 

n a r r a t i v e , but i t c o u l d have been i n c l u d e d i n Reykdoela 

saga i n or d e r t o f u r t h e r i l l u s t r a t e Skiita's c h a r a c t e r . He 

p l a y s the major p a r t i n i t and we can assume t h a t the 

audience would be f a m i l i a r w i t h the c o n n o t a t i o n s of the 

tvi skiptr m o t i f . I n f a c t t h i s m o t i f w i t h the r e v e r s a l of 

the c l o a k and Skii t a ' s e n i g m a t i c response form the main 

elements of the episode; w i t h o u t them t h e r e i s no p o i n t i n 
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i t at a l l . 

I t s h o u l d be noted t h a t Vi ga-Glums saga, Reykdoela 

saga and Ogmundar pattr are a l l from the same area of 

I c e l a n d , I t i s q u i t e p o s s i b l e t h a t Viga-GMms saga, i n a 

form which i n c l u d e d Chapter S i x t e e n , e x e r t e d a c o n s i d e r a b l e 

i n f l u e n c e upon Ogmundar pdttr: a v e r s i o n of the pdttr i s 

pre s e n t i n the Pseudo-Vatnshyrna t e x t o f t h i s saga ( 8 ) . 

Fostbroe^ra saga o r i g i n a t e s from a d i f f e r e n t area, the 

n o r t h - w e s t , but t h e r e may have been some form of c r o s s -

i n f l u e n c e . I n any case as the m o t i f o f tviskiptr/ 

a m b i g u i t y / d u p l i c i t y appears t o be l i m i t e d t o these f o u r 

t e x t s i t would seem t o i n d i c a t e t h a t i t was not a 

p a r t i c u l a r l y widespread one. 

I t i s t r u e t h a t t o a g r e a t e x t e n t we l e a r n about the 

saga c h a r a c t e r s : 
.... from the way they appear, from 
what they do and say (9) 

And t h i s m o t i f f u l f i l s a l l t h r e e f u n c t i o n s : an appearance 

i n the symbolic p a r t i c o l o u r e d c l o t h i n g combined w i t h 

d e c e i t f u l a c t i o n and ambiguous words. 
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Cone 1 us ion 

There are obvious reasons why a c h a r a c t e r would wear 

c o l o u r e d ( i . e . f i n e ) c l o t h e s - to i n d i c a t e s o c i a l rank, t o 

impress or t o a t t r a c t a t t e n t i o n - but o p i n i o n s vary 

r e g a r d i n g any f u r t h e r s i g n i f i c a n c e of c o l o u r i n the sagas. 

I t cannot be s t a t e d d e f i n i t e l y t h a t c o l o u r acts as an 

omen of c r i s i s . As a l r e a d y mentioned c r i s i s , death and 

v i o l e n c e occur r e g u l a r l y i n most t e x t s and these events are 

not u s u a l l y preceded by a d e s c r i p t i o n of c o l o u r e d garments. 

S t i l l as a l i t e r a r y t e c h n i q u e , as p a r t of a b r i e f 

d e s c r i p t i o n o f the c h a r a c t e r at a c e r t a i n p o i n t i n the 

n a r r a t i v e , c o l o u r can be s a i d t o e f f e c t i v e l y focus the 

reader's a t t e n t i o n p r i o r t o a c h a r a c t e r ' s (not n e c e s s a r i l y 

the wearer's) involvement i n c r i s i s . 

On the o t h e r hand some of the c o l o u r s - r a u ^ r , hvitr, 

tvi skiptr - appear much more d e f i n i t e l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

some aspect o f the p e r s o n a l i t y of the wearer. Rau^r can 

i l l u s t r a t e a c h a r a c t e r ' s s u p e r i o r i t y i n some way; hvitr 

seems t o p o r t r a y a C h r i s t i a n aspect of the wearer; 

tviskiptr r e p r e s e n t s a devious or i n c o n s t a n t n a t u r e . Green 

i s somewhat p r o b l e m a t i c but on occasion c o u l d i n d i c a t e 

c h a r a c t e r i . e . demonic, y o u t h f u l . 

Blue a l s o c o u l d be co n s i d e r e d more i n t h i s category 

r a t h e r than as some form of augury. This i s p a r t l y due t o 

a p o s s i b l e c o n n e c t i o n w i t h l e a d e r s h i p but would 

p a r t i c u l a r l y a p p l y i f the d e f i n i t i o n of bldr i n Pi^reks 

saga af Bern i s i n t e r p r e t e d i n a broader sense. I n s t e a d of 

c o n f i n i n g the t r a n s l a t i o n of kallt briost t o ' c o l d ' . 
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' c r u e l ' h e a r t , i t c o u l d be extended i n the sense of 'calm' 
or ' c o o l ' . S i m i l a r l y grimt hiarta might be seen not o n l y 
as ' g r i m ' , ' f e r o c i o u s ' , but as being s t o i c a l by n a t u r e . 
These i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s c o u l d then i n many ways r e l a t e t o 
H a l l r o f Sl(?a, N j d l l , Ingimundr and t o S n o r r i g o ^ i . 

Conclusions can s t i l l be d i f f i c u l t as at times the 

i m p l i e d symbolism can v a r y depending on the co n t e x t i n 

which the c o l o u r e d i t e m o c c u r s . An i n t e r p r e t a t i o n which 

may seem p a r t i c u l a r l y a p p r o p r i a t e f o r one i n c i d e n t may not 

e a s i l y t r a n s f e r t o another t e x t where an a l t e r n a t i v e 

e x p l a n a t i o n w i l l appear more s u i t a b l e . On the whole 

however t h e r e i s the im p r e s s i o n t h a t c o l o u r i s g e n e r a l l y 

b e i n g used t o g i v e some i n d i c a t i o n o f the n a t u r e of the 

i n d i v i d u a l c h a r a c t e r who wears i t . 



SECTION TWO 

HEAD-DRESS AND FOOTWEAR 
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Chapter Seven 
HEAD-DRESS 

In t h i s c a t e g o r y i t i s o f t e n a woman's head-dress 

which p r o v i d e s the most i n t e r e s t i n g and i n t r i g u i n g m a t e r i a l 

as regards l i t e r a r y s i g n i f i c a n c e or symbolism. Although 

the f a c t u a l , d e t a i l e d appearance o f a woman's head-dress i s 

not p a r t o f the p r i m a r y concern o f t h i s t h e s i s , i t i s 

h e l p f u l t o have some idea o f what was p o s s i b l y worn by 

women at t h a t t i m e . 

I n the chapter on head-dress i n Altwestnordische 

Kleiderkunde, F a l k g i v e s accounts o f some of the items worn 

by women, i n p a r t i c u l a r the h i g h c o n i c a l shaped faldr, but 

as most of h i s d e s c r i p t i o n s appear t o be based on evidence 

from the sagas themselves i t i s not c e r t a i n how accurate 

h i s c o n c l u s i o n s are ( 1 ) . I l l u s t r a t i o n s of women from the 

V i k i n g p e r i o d , on stone, t a p e s t r y , metal e t c . , do not 

p o r t r a y women i n e l a b o r a t e or h i g h head-dress. Many of the 

women appear t o be bareheaded w i t h the h a i r k n o t t e d i n some 

way. On the Oseberg t a p e s t r y the female f i g u r e s seem to 

have a k i n d o f head c o v e r i n g , but i t i s p l a i n and 

u n o s t e n t a t i o u s . (See Appendix.) 

The e a r l i e s t i l l u s t r a t i o n o f more d e c o r a t i v e 

head-dress would appear t o be a 16th c e n t u r y manuscript 

which d e p i c t s a b r i d e and two a t t e n d a n t s ( 2 ) , T h e i r 

head-dresses are h i g h and c y l i n d r i c a l . However i n r e l a t i o n 

t o the Islendingasogur, t h i s manuscript i s from a p e r i o d of 

about 250 years a f t e r the sagas were w r i t t e n and 450 years 
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a f t e r the saga p e r i o d i t s e l f . I t cannot then be considered 

as r e l i a b l e evidence of the type of head-dress worn by the 

women i n the sagas. 

On the whole i t i s perhaps s a f e s t t o say t h a t the 

head-dress of women i n the Is I endingasogur c o u l d vary. I t 

i s obvious ( a t l e a s t from the l i t e r a t u r e ) t h a t c e r t a i n 

head-wear was more s u b s t a n t i a l i n some way than o t h e r s , 

t h i s type p r o b a b l y b e i n g worn on s p e c i a l occasions. The 

head-dress was u s u a l l y of l i n e n , most l i k e l y a l e n g t h of 

l i n e n which was wound or wrapped round the head i n some 

way, at times i n such a way as t o conceal p a r t of the face 

as w e l l . V e i l s c o u l d a p p a r e n t l y be worn as a separate p a r t 

o f the head-dress ( a c c o r d i n g t o F a l k ) , and appear t o be 

o f t e n p a r t o f a b r i d e ' s o u t f i t . The s i z e and shape of the 

head-dress c o u l d o b v i o u s l y v a r y as now and then i t i s 

p o i n t e d out t h a t a woman i s wearing a l a r g e or t a l l 

head-dress: en sveigr mikil A hof^i (Lax, s, ch.55 p.168). 

I n the eddaic poem Rigspula, a curved faldr i s s p e c i f i c a l l y 

mentioned as be i n g worn by the a r i s t o c r a t i c md^ir: keisti 

fald ( 3 ) . (See a l s o below, p.124 Prymskvi^a. ) 

The m a t e r i a l of the head-dress c o u l d be of f i n e 

q u a l i t y and s i l k was used on occasions. V ^ s t e i n n (Gls1 a s. 

c h . l 2 p.42) b r i n g s home a l e n g t h of hofu^dukr twenty e l l s 

long ( t h i r t y f e e t ) . Though the f a b r i c i s not s p e c i f c a l l y 

mentioned i t was an i t e m o f q u a l i t y as the m a t e r i a l i t s e l f 

was de c o r a t e d w i t h f i n e l y woven g o l d t h r e a d s . Falk 

suggests t h a t t h i s c o u l d have been a present f o r the t h r e e 

women, Au^r, I>6rdls and Asger^r, which would mean each 

ha v i n g a head c l o t h of ten f e e t . T his i s a c o n s i d e r a b l e 
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l e n g t h t o be wrapped round the head. There i s however no 
i n d i c a t i o n o f the w i d t h though the e d i t o r s o f the fslenzk 
fornrit e d i t i o n e x p l a i n i n the f o o t n o t e t o t h i s t h a t the 
h e a d - c l o t h s were narrow s t r i p s o f f a b r i c ( 4 ) . I f the 
hofuddukr was i n t e n d e d as a s i n g l e garment, f o r o n l y one of 
the women, then the r e s u l t i n g head-dress c o u l d be q u i t e a 
s i z e . 

Perhaps the most i m p o r t a n t p o i n t t o bear i n mind i s 

the p a r t i c u l a r a s s o c i a t i o n o f t h i s k i n d o f head-wear, as 

faldr, sveigr or hofubdtikr, w i t h women and thus w i t h 

f e m i n i n e symbolism ( 5 ) . I n some of the cases which f o l l o w 

i t i s t h i s aspect o f head-dress which i s most s i g n i f i c a n t . 

Woman's Head-dress - Worn by a Man. 

a) V l g l u n d a r saga. c h . l 4 p.88-90 

Games are b e i n g h e l d and amongst those p a r t i c i p a t i n g are 

H61mkell's sons, J o k u l l and E i n a r r from Foss, V i g l u n d r and 

h i s b r o t h e r , T r a u s t i are a l s o t h e r e . D u r i n g the games, 

J o k u l l d r i v e s the b a l l towards V i g l u n d r and i t s t r i k e s him 

i n the f a c e , i n j u r i n g him above h i s eye, T r a u s t i binds up 

h i s b r o t h e r ' s wound w i t h a piece o f h i s s h i r t and they go 

home. On a r r i v i n g they are g r e e t e d by t h e i r f a t h e r : 'Baeti 

pit heil, systkin'. V i g l u n d r q u e r i e s h i s f a t h e r ' s use of 

systkin which i m p l i e s ' b r o t h e r and s i s t e r ' and Porgrlmr 

answers: 
'M6r p y k i r ' , s e g i r P o r g r l m r , 'sem pat 
muni kona v e r a , sem f a l d i n n h e f i r . ' 

r>orgrimr i s mocking h i s son because of h i s appearance w i t h 

a bandage wrapped round h i s head i n a s i m i l a r f a s h i o n t o a 



123 

woman's h e a d - c l o t h . But t h e r e i s more t o i t than t h i s ; h i s 
remark a l s o i m p l i e s t h a t V i g i u n d r has assumed the behaviour 
of a woman i n not r e p a y i n g the blow immediately i . e . he i s 
g u i l t y of unmanly conduct. 

T r a u s t i i s q u i c k t o e x p l a i n the reason why V i g i u n d r 

was unable t o repay the blow: the F o s s v e r j a r had l e f t by 

the time the wound had been seen t o . V i g i u n d r would have 

been e x t r e m e l y s e n s i t i v e t o h i s f a t h e r ' s t a u n t s which 

appear t o q u e s t i o n h i s courage. He takes a c t i o n t o r e g a i n 

h i s honour. When the next games are h e l d , V i g i u n d r a t t a c k s 

J o k u l l w i t h such f o r c e t h a t h i s v i c t i m i s unable t o walk 

away from the f i e l d and h i s companions have t o c a r r y him 

home. 

b) N j & l s s a g a . c h . l 2 9 p.329 

At the time of the b u r n i n g at Be r g p o r s h v A l 1 , F l o s i o f f e r s 

q u a r t e r t o the women. Th i s was a customary gesture at such 

t i m e s . The women prepare t o leave and AstTi^r of 

D j u p d r b a k k i speaks t o H e l g i N j a l s s o n : 

'Gakk pu l i t me^ m6r, ok mun ek ka s t a 
y f i r p i k k v e n s k i k k j u ok f a l d a p6r v i o 
h o f u S d u k i . ' 

H e l g i i s r e l u c t a n t t o do t h i s - Hann talcfisk undan fyrst, 

but a l l o w s h i m s e l f t o be persuaded and the women dress him 

i n c l o a k and head-dress: 

A s t r l ^ r v a f ^ i h o f u ^ d u k i at h o f ^ i 
honum, en P o r h i l d r lag^^i y f i r hann 
s k i k k j u n a , 

I t c o u l d be assumed t h a t the h e a d - c l o t h would be wrapped 

round H e l g i ' s head i n such a way as t o cover h i s face. 

There are times where a h e a d - c l o t h i s s p e c i f i c a l l y 

mentioned as b e i n g used i n t h i s way. I n Pi^reks saga the 



124 
beauty o f H i l d r i s concealed from the casual o n l o o k e r : 

Oc urn henar h a u f u ^ er s u e i p a ^ 
s i l k i d u k u m sua at aengi faer set hennar 
i v i r 1 i t . 

(6) 

Once o u t s i d e however, H e l g i ' s l a r g e r frame i s n o t i c e d and 

F l o s i commands h i s men t o s e i z e him. H e l g i , who i s 

c o n c e a l i n g a sword beneath the c l o a k , a c t s s w i f t l y . He 

throws o f f the c l o a k and b e f o r e he i s k i l l e d h i m s e l f 

manages t o f a t a l l y i n j u r e one of F l o s i ' s f o l l o w e r s . 

I n these i n c i d e n t s b o t h men are s e n s i t i v e t o the f a c t 

t h a t , t h r o u g h v a r i o u s c i r c u m s t a n c e s , they have taken on the 

p h y s i c a l appearance of a woman and thus by e x t e n s i o n might 

a l s o be c o n s i d e r e d t o be e f f e m i n a t e i n o t h e r ways. I t i s 

t h i s s t a t e d or c o v e r t charge which, i n t h i s s o c i e t y , 

c o n s t i t u t e d a grave i n s u l t t o a man's honour. 

I n the eddaic poem, Prymskviba, Pdrr i s f o r c e d t o put 

on female dress i n or d e r t o deceive the g i a n t , Prymr, and 

thus r e g a i n h i s hammer, M j o l l n i r . Prymr has s t i p u l a t e d 

t h a t F r e y j a must be brought t o him as a b r i d e , but F r e y j a 

h e r s e l f has r e f u s e d t o comply. L o k i persuades I>6rr t o 

impersonate her i n a b r i d e ' s o u t f i t ; I>6rr i s ve r y r e l u c t a n t 

t o do t h i s . He has t o agree i n the end however and as w e l l 

as the o t h e r items o f f e m i n i n e d r e s s , i t i s s t r e s s e d t h a t 

he i s a r r a y e d w i t h a woman's head-dress: 

Bundo p e i r I>6r {)d b r t i ^ a r l l n i 
oc i n o m i c l a meni B r i s i n g a , 
16to und hdnom h r y n i a l u c l a 
oc qvennvddir um kn6 f a l l a , 
enn d b r i 6 s t i b r e i ^ a s t e i n a , 
oc h a g l i g a um h o f u ^ typpo. 

(7) 

The b r i d a l v e i l covers h i s f a c e , as can be seen from a 
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l a t e r s t a n z a when Prymr has t o look beneath i t t o see the 

b r i d e ' s eyes: Laut und lino, lysti at kyssa ( 8 ) . 

Though the term faldr i s not a c t u a l l y used i n r e l a t i o n 

t o the head-dress, i t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t the i t e m was of some 

h e i g h t and R i c h a r d P e r k i n s has suggested i t was the 

e x c l u s i v e l y f e m i n i n e , t a l l faldr t h a t P6rr was wearing ( 9 ) . 

To be f o r c e d t o wear women's garments was demeaning enough 

f o r a man, but the wearing of t h i s female head-dress would 

be p a r t i c u l a r l y h u m i l i a t i n g . When I>6rr p r o t e s t e d t o Lo k i 

at t h i s p r o p o s i t i o n , he gave as a reason: 

Mic muno sesir argan k a l l a , 
ef ec bindaz last bru<Jar H n i . 

(10) 

For I>6rr t o take the f e m i n i n e p a r t i n such a c o n t e x t (as 

p a r t n e r t o a g i a n t ) i m p l i e d sexual s u b j e c t i o n t o a 

r e p u l s i v e a d v e r s a r y . To c a l l a man argr, or i t s r e l a t e d 

form, ragr, was t o suggest t h a t he assumed the female r o l e 

i n sexual r e l a t i o n s . I t was such a gross i n s u l t or nid 

t h a t i t was mentioned i n Grdgds as an o f f e n c e which could 

be punished by l e s s e r o u t l a w r y . Both words had the meaning 

- ' e f f e m i n a t e ' , 'unmanly' - but the more s e r i o u s , i m p l i e d 

and connected meaning was one of cowardice. Medieval 

I c e l a n d i c nid were o f t e n based on some k i n d of sexual 

c o n t e x t . Accusing a man o f behaving l i k e a woman co n t a i n e d 

s e r i o u s and shameful charges as: 

a man who s u b j e c t s h i m s e l f t o another 
i n sexual a f f a i r s w i l l do the same i n 
o t h e r r e s p e c t s . 

(11) 

I n medieval I c e l a n d the r o l e s between male and female 

were c l e a r l y d e f i n e d . The woman had her s p e c i f i c 
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r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s which c e n t r e d around the household i t s e l f , 
i . e . c h i l d c a r e , f o o d , weaving e t c . The man's d u t i e s were 

o u t s i d e the house, i n v o l v i n g l i v e s t o c k , f i s h i n g , t r a d e , 

l e g a l o b l i g a t i o n s and at times w a r f a r e . I t i s i n a s o c i e t y 

such as t h i s where: 

any r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f f e m i n i n i t y must 
be equated w i t h unmanliness when 
a t t a c h e d t o a man. 

(12) 

I n Lokasenna Oc^inn makes e x p l i c i t r e f e r e n c e t o t h i s when he 

addresses L o k i : 

^ t t a v e t r v a r t u f y r i o r ^ ne^an, 
kyr m61candi oc kona, 
oc h e f i r pu par born b o r i t , 
oc hug a ec pat args a ^ a l . 

(13) 

W i t h i n t h i s k i n d o f male dominated s o c i e t y , where the 

men were i n c o n t r o l t h r o u g h c u l t u r a l , l e g a l and v i o l e n t 

means, the woman has t o take a s u b o r d i n a t e , i n f e r i o r 

p o s i t i o n on the whole. T h i s c o n t r i b u t e s t o the 

a s s o c i a t i o n s o f i n s u l t i n u s i n g the term 'woman', or 

fe m i n i n e symbolism, towards a man when c h a r g i n g him w i t h 

cowardice. I t i s a form of i n s u l t not c o n f i n e d t o medieval 

I c e l a n d ; i t can be found i n the B i b l e : 

13. Ecce populus tuus m u l i e r e s i n 
medio t u i : i n i m i c i s t u i s a d a p e r t i o n e 
pandentur p o r t a e t e r r a e tuae, 
d e v o r a b i t i g n i s v e c t e s t u o s . 

(14) 

The i m p l i c a t i o n s o f cowardly behaviour are obvious. The 

Iliad a l s o c o n t a i n s examples of t h i s concept. Hector 

i s s u e s a c h a l l e n g e t o the men o f Achaia, a c h a l l e n g e t o a 

duel between h i m s e l f and any one of them who i s w i l l i n g t o 

f i g h t him. Through f e a r and shame, they do not respond. 

Menelaos stands up and rebukes the men: 
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'Ah me, v a i n t h r e a t e n e r s , ye women of 
Achaia and no more men, s u r e l y a l l 
t h i s s h a l l be a shame, e v i l of e v i l , 
i f no-one of the Danaans now goeth t o 
meet Hector.' 

(15) 

The c h a r a c t e r s i n the sagas, V l g l u n d r and H e l g i , would 

be w e l l aware o f the g r a v i t y o f t h e i r s i t u a t i o n s and t h e i r 

p o s s i b l e h u m i l i a t i o n . P o r g r i m r , goading h i s son, knows 

t h a t V l g l u n d r w i l l now be f o r c e d t o redeem h i m s e l f (and 

thus the f a m i l y honour) as soon as p o s s i b l e . H e l g i , once 

charged w i t h b e i n g a man i n woman's dr e s s , and a t t e m p t i n g 

t o escape under such a d i s g u i s e , must immediately r e a c t 

courageously t o r e g a i n h i s honour. 

There i s however an i n c i d e n t i n Vatnsdoela saga where 

a man escapes death t h r o u g h a f e m i n i n e d i s g u i s e w i t h o u t any 

i n d i c a t i o n o f a s l u r on h i s honour. Hermundr Avaldason 

k i l l s G a l t i at a l o c a l assembly; he then takes refuge i n 

h i s f a t h e r ' s b o o t h . P o r k e l l k r a f l a , the go^i r e s p o n s i b l e 

f o r s e t t l i n g the case, goes t o A v a l d i ' s i n search of the 

k i l l e r . He i s c o n f r o n t e d by H i l d r , Hermundr's mother, who 

reminds P o r k e l l o f a past o b l i g a t i o n t o her and P o r k e l l 

agrees, a p p a r e n t l y on account o f t h i s , t o a l l o w her and her 

women t o depart so t h a t she i s spared the p a i n o f seeing 

her son k i l l e d . H i l d r then d i s g u i s e s Hermundr: 

ok t 6 k hon s l ^ a n b i i n a ^ i n n a f h o f ^ i S6T 
ok b j 6 hann me^ 

(ch.45 p.123) 

She takes h i s pl a c e i n s i d e the booth so t h a t o n l y the 

a p p r o p r i a t e number of women are seen t o leave. The t r i c k 

works w i t h , i t appears, the c o l l u s i o n o f P o r k e l l who urges 

the women away from the scene and then p a c i f i e s the men 
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w i t h him who are eager t o e n t e r and k i l l Hermundr. P o r k e l l 
manages i n the end t o o b t a i n a p e a c e f u l s e t t l e m e n t between 
the p a r t i e s i n v o l v e d . 

There i s no h i n t at any time o f an o v e r t i n s u l t t o 

Hermundr due t o h i s temporary assumption of fe m i n i n e dress; 

he i s not mentioned a g a i n . The whole device o f d i s g u i s e 

seems t o be a t a c i t agreement between P o r k e l l and H i l d r t o 

de-fuse the s i t u a t i o n . P o r k e l l ' s p r e s t i g e i s much enhanced 

by h i s management of t h i s i s s u e . A s i m i l a r i n c i d e n t i s 

found i n Hallfrebar saga though the names v a r y . A v a l d i ' s 

son i s c a l l e d Brandr i n t h i s t e x t : 

Brandr var f a l d i n n , ok komsk hann svd 
l i t , ok h i t t i s k hann e i g i . 

(ch.lO p.190) 

Hal 1fretar saga i s the e a r l i e r t e x t and i s p o s s i b l y the 

source of t h i s episode i n Vatnsdoela ( 1 6 ) . On the whole 

these i n c i d e n t s use the m o t i f as a d e l a y i n g device and the 

a s s o c i a t i o n o f a man i n woman's dress w i t h cowardice does 

not seem t o a p p l y . A l t h o u g h o f course t o be s h e l t e r e d and 

p r o t e c t e d by one's mother i s h a r d l y an h e r o i c move, the 

c e n t r a l issue i s r e a l l y P o r k e l l ' s t a c t i c a l s k i l l i n 

r e s o l v i n g the d i s p u t e p e a c e f u l l y . 

L i n - b r i d a l head-dress 

The long hdfud'ddkr was u s u a l l y made of w h i t e l i n e n . 

And s i n c e i t was e x c l u s i v e l y worn by women, t h i s i s 

p r o b a b l y the reason why women can be s p e c i f i c a l l y 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the f a b r i c l i n e n . The use of such terms as 

lin or ripti on t h e i r own can be found i n co n n e c t i o n w i t h a 

b r i d a l v e i l as i n Rigspula: 
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s e t t i z u n d i r r i p t i 
gecc hon und H n i 

(17) 

Here the phrase i m p l i e s t h a t a marriage i s t a k i n g p l a c e . 
There i s no such d e s c r i p t i o n o f Prasll's wedding, sug g e s t i n g 
t h a t i n t h e i r case f o r m a l marriage c o n t r a c t s were dispensed 
w i t h . I n Prymskvicfa, the woman's garments t h a t P6rr has t o 
wear s p e c i f i c a l l y i n c l u d e the bru^ar lin; t h i s i s given 
s p e c i a l emphasis, b e i n g mentioned s e v e r a l times i n the 
poem. 

Towards the end o f Laxdoela saga, Outrun takes a 

f o u r t h husband, P o r k e l l E y j 6 1 f s s o n . Chapter S i x t y - n i n e 

d e s c r i b e s Outrun and her female companions: 

En Outrun sat inna r a b v e r p a l l i ok f a r 
konur h j d henni ok hofJu l i n d h o f ^ i ; 

(p.202) 

The phrase t e l l s us t h a t GucTrun and the women w i t h her were 

prepared f o r a wedding, i n t h i s case Gu^run's wedding. She 

i s l a t e r mentioned as r i s i n g from the brii^bekkr. Falk 

suggests t h a t t h i s emphasis on l i n e n as p a r t o f the b r i d e ' s 

o u t f i t has l e d t o the term lin-f6 ( l i n e n - f e e ) - 'a b r i d a l 

g i f t , g i v e n on the wedding day' by the bridegroom (CV). 

Thus c e r t a i n l i n e n head-dresses can have p a r t i c u l a r 

a s s o c i a t i o n s w i t h b r i d a l dress and marriage. 

Laxdoela saga - Motr. 

T h i s must be the most famous head-dress i n the 

Islendingasogur. K j a r t a n b r i n g s home t o I c e l a n d a wotr, a 

p a r t i c u l a r l y f i n e and v a l u a b l e i t e m : 
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... motr h v i t a n , g u l l o f i n n ... var pat 
in n agaetasti g r i p r 

(ch.43 p.131) 

The word motr i t s e l f does not occur i n any of the o t h e r 

f a m i l y sagas, which might imply t h a t i t was a garment 

r a r e l y seen i n I c e l a n d , thus making i t s owner e s p e c i a l l y 

e n v i a b l e . I t may have had e a s t e r n o r i g i n s . Falk suggests 

the word i s r e l a t e d t o the Greek mitra - a woman's 

h e a d - c l o t h or s c a r f . 

But the c o n t r o v e r s y s u r r o u n d i n g the motr w i t h i n 

Laxdoela saga i s p r o b a b l y due as much, i f not more, to i t s 

symbolism than t o i t s a c t u a l m a t e r i a l w o r t h . Though the 

k i n d o f f a b r i c i s not g i v e n i t i s q u i t e p o s s i b l e t h a t i t 

was l i n e n ; any o t h e r m a t e r i a l e.g. s i l k , would probably 

have been mentioned. T h i s f i n e , g o l d - d e c o r a t e d l i n e n 

head-dress r e p r e s e n t s the adornment of a man's chosen b r i d e 

and i s a l s o a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the r i t u a l g i f t , lin-fe, given 

by the groom t o h i s new w i f e . I n a l l r e s p e c t s i t i s no 

o r d i n a r y g i f t t o be merely handed over by the owner t o a 

woman; i t has a l l the c o n n o t a t i o n s of o b l i g a t i o n and formal 

marriage ceremony. I t i s t h i s aspect which i s so wounding 

t o Gucfrun. She may covet the head-dress f o r i t s value and 

beauty but i t seems l i k e l y t h a t her extreme a c t i o n s 

r e g a r d i n g i t , i n c l u d i n g the crime of t h e f t , are more deeply 

mot i v a t e d . 

I t s a s s o c i a t i o n s w i t h an in t e n d e d b r i d e are obvious 

from the s t a r t even i f i t was not a garment which was 

connected w i t h weddings. When K j a r t a n ' s m i s t r e s s , 

I n g i b j o r g , g i v e s i t t o him, she s t a t e s who i t i s meant t o 

be g i v e n t o : 
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... ok k v a ^ Gu^runu 6 s v l f r s d 6 t t u r 
h o l z t i g o t t at v e f j a honum at h o f ^ i 
s 6 r , - 'ok muntu henni gefa m o t r i n n at 
b e k k j a r g j o f ; . . . ' 

(ch.43 p.131) 
K j a r t a n a r r i v e s i n I c e l a n d w i t h t h i s i n t e n t i o n but then 

l e a r n s o f Guc^riin's marriage t o B o l l i . When Hrefna t r i e s on 

the head-dress, r e f e r e n c e s t o a w i f e and marriage are made 

when K j a r t a n comments: 

'Vel p y k k i m6r p6r sama m o t r i n n 
H r e f n a ' , s e g i r hann; 'setla ek ok, at 
pat s6 bezt f a l l i t , at ek e i g a a l l t 
saman, motr ok mey.' 

'... s6 ek, at p e s s i biina^r b e r r p6r 
v e l , ok er s a n n l i g t , at pii vercJir mln 
kona.' 

(ch.44 p.133) 

I t i s t e m p t i n g t o say t h a t Hrefna ' i n n o c e n t l y ' t r i e s on the 

motr, but t h e r e i s a p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t , g i v e n the symbolism 

o f such an i t e m and s i n c e Hrefna and P u r l e r are w e l l aware 

o f the u n a v a i l a b i l i t y o f Gu^riin, some k i n d o f women's 

ma c h i n a t i o n s are at work. Perhaps t h e r e i s a d e l i b e r a t e 

i n t e n t i o n t o b r i n g Hrefna t o K j a r t a n ' s n o t i c e as a f u t u r e 

w i f e . C e r t a i n l y the idea i s present i n P u r l e r ' s mind l a t e r 

i n the w i n t e r when she speaks t o K j a r t a n about h i s reserved 

manner s i n c e a r r i v i n g home. His kinsmen, she t e l l s him, 

f e e l he should look f o r a b r i d e . P u r l e r reminds him of 

Href n a , who though not perhaps an equal match i s s t i l l a 

good choice f o r a w i f e : 
'E>at er minn v i l i , a t pU t a k i r t a l v i ^ 
H r e f n u , ok vaentir mik, at p6r p y k k i 
par f a r a v i t e p t i r vaenleik.' 

(ch.45 p.137) 

K j a r t a n and Hrefna do marry and the motr i s gi v e n t o 

Hrefna as lin-f6. When I n g i b j o r g g i v e s i t t o K j a r t a n , she 

uses the term bekkjargjof - bench g i f t - which was o f f e r e d 
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' t o the b r i d e w h i l s t she sate on the b r i d e ' s bench at the 

wedding f e s t i v a l ' (CV). The motr has become a symbol o f 

K j a r t a n ' s b e t r o t h a l s i n c e I n g i b j o r g ' s obvious i n t e n t i o n was 

f o r the garment t o pass t o K j a r t a n ' s w i f e ( 1 8 ) . For one 

woman t o g i v e a head-dress w i t h b r i d a l a s s o c i a t i o n s t o her 

l o v e r w i t h i n s t r u c t i o n s t o then pass i t on t o her r i v a l 

(whoever t h a t may b e ) , would seem t o g i v e the motr 

p a r t i c u l a r s i g n i f i c a n c e . I n g i b j o r g appears t o be 

w i t h d r a w i n g her c l a i m s t o K j a r t a n and passing them on t o 

the next owner of the head-dress. 

A.C. Bouman seems t o b e l i e v e t h a t Gu^run may not have 

known the h i s t o r y of the motr b e f o r e i t appeared i n I c e l a n d 

( 1 9 ) . However such a f i n e t r e a s u r e would most l i k e l y have 

been admired and d i s c u s s e d ; i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o b e l i e v e t h a t 

at l e a s t rumours of i t s o r i g i n a l owner were not a matter 

f o r p u b l i c s p e c u l a t i o n . There i s i n the t e x t no i n d i c a t i o n 

t h a t the motr and i t s provenance were a s e c r e t . I t seems 

reasonable t o assume i t was general knowledge and t h a t 

t h e r e f o r e Gu^riin would have been w e l l aware of the 

head-dress, and i t s i m p l i c a t i o n s as a g i f t f o r K j a r t a n ' s 

b r i d e . 

For GuJ^riin t h e n , the motr, g i v e n t o Hrefna, symbolises 

her l o s s , i t r e p r e s e n t s the r e l a t i o n s h i p and marriage t o 

K j a r t a n which she h e r s e l f f o r f e i t e d when she m a r r i e d B o l l i . 

G e t t i n g h o l d o f i t and d e s t r o y i n g i t i s p a r t of her 

f r u s t r a t i o n , p a r t o f her d e t e r m i n a t i o n t o d e s t r o y the 

marr i a g e between K j a r t a n and Hrefna even i f K j a r t a n ' s death 

i s the o n l y way t o do t h i s ( 2 0 ) . 
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A f t e r K j a r t a n ' s a c t i o n a g a i n s t the people o f Laugar, 

f o r c i n g them t o remain i n d o o r s f o r t h r e e days, he r e t u r n s 

home and Hrefna t a u n t s him about Gn&Tun, Hrefna says she 

has heard t h a t he t a l k e d w i t h Gut^riin and t h a t Outrun was 

l o o k i n g w e l l i n the s t o l e n motr. K j a r t a n a n g r i l y denies 

t h i s but goes on t o mention GucTriin: 

myndi Gu^run e k k i p u r f a at f a l d a 
s6r m o t r i t i l pess at sama b e t r en 
a l l a r konur a ^ r a r . ' 

(ch.47 p.145) 

K j a r t a n c o u l d be i m p l y i n g here t h a t d e s p i t e Hrefna's 

assured and l e g a l s t a t u s as h i s w i f e , he s t i l l r e t a i n s 

a f f e c t i o n or love f o r Gu<^riin, a woman who i s not l e g a l l y 

t i e d t o him. A b i n d i n g marriage c o n t r a c t , r e p r e s e n t e d by 

the motr, does not n e c e s s a r i l y a l s o b i n d h i s love 

e x c l u s i v e l y t o h i s w i f e . 

Laxdoela saga - Gudrlin's Dream. ch.33 p.88-90 

Gu^riin r e l a t e s her f o u r dreams t o Gestr hoping t h a t he 

w i l l be able t o i n t e r p r e t them. The f i r s t dream i n v o l v e s a 

head-dress, a krdkfaldr. 

' U t i p6ttumk ek ve r a stodd v i ^ loek 
n o k kurn, ok haf^a ek k r 6 k f a l d a h o f ^ i 
ok p 6 t t i m6r i l i a sama, ok var ek 
f u s a r i at b r e y t a f a l d i n u m , en margir 
t o l ^ u um, at ek s k y l d a pat e i g i gera. 
En ek hlyd d a e k k i & p a t , ok g r e i p ek 
af h o f ^ i m^r f a l d i n n , ok kasta^a ek l i t 
d l o e k i n n , ....' 

Gestr e x p l a i n s t h i s dream as be i n g r e l a t e d t o Gu^riin's 

f i r s t husband: 

'Par er pu p 6 t t i s k h afa m i k i n n f a l d d 
h o f ^ i , ok p o t t i p6r i l i a sama, par 
muntu H t i t unna honum, ok par er pu 
t 6 k t af h o f ^ i p6r f a l d i n n ok k a s t a ^ i r 
d v a t n i t , par muntu ganga f r d honum. 
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Pvi k a l l a menn a sae k a s t a t , er ma^r 
laetr e i g u s l n a ok t e k r e k k i i m6t. ' 

Apart from Gestr's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n t h a t s i n c e the 

head-dress does not become Outrun t h i s means she w i l l not 

love her husband, the krdkfaldr i t s e l f c o u l d have o t h e r 

c o n n o t a t i o n s . As Gestr r e f e r s t o a mikinn fald i n r e l a t i o n 

t o Gu^run's mention of a krdkfaldr, t h i s would imply t h a t 

such a head-dress was a f a i r l y l a r g e o b j e c t . There are 

c e r t a i n p o s s i b l e i m p l i c a t i o n s here. The krdkfaldr was most 

p r o b a b l y worn on s p e c i a l occasions and c o u l d have been a 

s i g n of s t a t u s . I n her marriage t o P o r v a l d r , one of the 

c o n d i t i o n s was t h a t he should buy and g i v e t o Outrun such 

f i n e j e w e l l e r y t h a t h i s w i f e would not be outdone r e g a r d i n g 

these v a l u a b l e possessions by any o t h e r women of s i m i l a r 

w e a l t h . Thus Gu^run as P o r v a l d r ' s w i f e was t o have the 

o u t e r t r a p p i n g s o f s t a t u s as a krdkfaldr would gi v e a woman 

a r e s p e c t a b l e e x t e r n a l appearance. Gu^run i s p a r t i c u l a r l y 

covetous and g r a s p i n g , d e s i r i n g t o own a l l the most c o s t l y 

j e w e l s i n the area. But these can o n l y c o n t r i b u t e t o the 

fa?ade; GuS^run has m a r r i e d a man of lower s t a t u s than 

h e r s e l f . P o r v a l d r may have been a r i c h man but he was a l s o 

engi hetja. O s v i f r ' s response t o the request f o r h i s 

daughter as a w i f e makes i t p l a i n t h a t he does not re g a r d 

E>orvaldr as e n t i r e l y w o r t h y of Gu^riin: 

p v i m d l i var e i g i f j a r r i t e k i t , en p6 
s a g ^ i 6 s v i f r , at pat myndi d kostum 
f i n n a , at pau Gu9run vd r u e i g i 
j a f n m e n n i . 

(ch.34 p.93) 

The krdkfaldr i n the dream c o u l d r e p r e s e n t the f a l s e , 

e x t e r n a l appearance of s o c i a l s t a n d i n g which i s c r e a t e d i n 

Outrun's m a r r i a g e . When she throws away the head-dress, 
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Gu^riin i s r e p u d i a t i n g not o n l y a husband she does not love 
but a l s o the c r e a t i o n o f f a l s e s t a t u s . Gu(^run does not 
d i s p l a y such a v a r i c e w i t h her subsequent husbands, which 
c o n f i r m s t h a t i t was not r e a l l y a p a r t of her n a t u r e . I t 
was s i m p l y a means of compensating, through the 
ac c u m u l a t i o n o f w e a l t h , f o r a la c k o f s t a t u s and lo v e . 

Orkneyinga saga. ch.81 p.182-185 

Ragna l i v e s i n the Orkney i s l a n d s , a prosperous and 

re s p e c t e d woman who owns p r o p e r t y on two of the i s l a n d s . 

I n Chapter Eighty-one when Ragna goes t o see E a r l Rognvaldr 

her head wear i s p a r t i c u l a r l y mentioned: 

Hon var svd b u i n , at hon h a f ^ i gaddan 
r a u t t d h o f ^ i , g o r t a f h r o s s a h d r i . 

The e a r l f i n d s t h i s amusing and composes a verse about i t : 

A l d r h e f k f r 6 t t pats f e l d u 
f r a m s t a l l s konur a l l a r , 
v e r ^ r a t menja m y r ^ i r 
mjUkor^r, hofu^diikum. 
Nu t 6 r Hlokk um hnakka 
h a u k s t r i n d a r s6r b i n d a , 
skryd'isk briid'r v i ^ " braeJi 
bengagls, merar t a g l i . 

Ragna r e p l i e s t o t h i s : 

H6r kemr nii a t pvf , sem maelt e r , at 
f d r er svd v i t r , at a l l t s j d i sem e r , 
p v i a t p e t t a er af h e s t i , en e i g i af 
mer i . 

Ragna then r e p l a c e s her head-dress w i t h one of s i l k : 

Hon t 6 k pd s i lk idi ik ok f a l d a ^ i s§r me^ 
ok t a l a r i e i g i at si<^r mdl s i t t . 

F i n n b o g i Gu^mundsson e x p l a i n s i n h i s f o o t n o t e t h a t a gaddan 

was a k i n d of head-dress and t h a t the word i s pr o b a b l y o f 

C e l t i c o r i g i n ( 2 1 ) . The word i s not found i n o t h e r 

I c e l a n d i c t e x t s . 
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On the whole i t seems a s t r a n g e episode but the 
f o l l o w i n g may be a p o s s i b l e e x p l a n a t i o n . Ragna appears t o 
be a widow; t h e r e i s a son but no mention o f a husband. 
She i s r e p r e s e n t e d as head of the household, so she would 
i n many ways have t o assume a masculine r o l e , the r o l e o f a 
bdndi. Ragna had p r e v i o u s l y sent her son, P o r s t e i n n , t o 
ask E a r l Rognvaldr t o accept H a l l r i n t o h i s household, but 
t h i s request was r e f u s e d . Ragna then goes h e r s e l f and t h i s 
i s when she i s we a r i n g the head-dress made from a 
s t a l l i o n ' s h a i r . I t c o u l d be considered symbolic of Ragna 
assuming a male r o l e and approaching the e a r l as such. I n 
her r e p l y t o Rognvaldr a f t e r h i s verse, she may be 
r e p r o a c h i n g him f o r not r e c o g n i s i n g t h a t , as a widow, she 
has had t o take a man's place and address him on those 
grounds. On the o t h e r hand Rognvaldr c o u l d be q u i t e aware 
of i t and i s t r y i n g t o put Ragna back i n t o what he 
c o n s i d e r s i s her proper p l a c e . 

Ragna's subsequent r e p l a c i n g of the s t a l l i o n ' s h a i r 

head-dress w i t h one which i s undoubtedly f e m i n i n e -

silkiddkr, symbolises her resumption o f her female r o l e . 

T h i s i s emphasised i n the way she co n t i n u e s t o t a l k t o the 

E a r l w h i l e b i n d i n g the c l o t h round her head. She i s f i r m l y 

a c c e p t i n g her p o s i t i o n as a woman and now approaching him 

on those terms. S i l k , however, would be a reminder to him 

t h a t she i s s t i l l a woman of consequence. As a woman, 

Ragna i s s u c c e s s f u l and the E a r l f i n a l l y agrees t o her 

r e q u e s t , a c c e p t i n g H a l l r i n t o h i s f o l l o w i n g . 
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Head-dress; Men 
S l ^ i r H e t t i r 

The w e a r i n g o f long or wide hoods which p a r t l y cover 

the face i s a f a i r l y widespread m o t i f i n the 

Islendingasogur. They are worn by men who are a t t e m p t i n g 

t o conceal t h e i r i d e n t i t y f o r one reason or another. The 

wearer i s u s u a l l y i n v o l v e d i n some k i n d o f s u b t e r f u g e ; he 

o f t e n g i v e s a f a l s e name or f a l s e i n f o r m a t i o n when 

conf r e n t e d . 

The term f o r hood appears t o v a r y . Hottr (hood) i s 

used but so i s the word hattr, which though i t can mean 

'h a t ' , can a l s o be i n t e r p r e t e d as hottr. I n the f o l l o w i n g 

examples, i t would appear more l i k e l y t h a t a hood of some 

d e s c r i p t i o n i s b e i n g worn as t h i s would be more e f f e c t i v e 

i n keeping the face hidden. 

a) F 6 s t b r o e ^ r a saga. ch.20 p.220-221 

A man a r r i v e s at S k u f r ' s s h i p and asks f o r passage: 

Sd h e f i r s l ^ a n h a t t , .... ok mdttu 
p e i r e i g i s j d hans asj d n u . 

He c a l l s h i m s e l f Gestr and i s taken on board. Tensions 

develop between him and Pormd^r who i s a l s o on t h i s voyage. 

The s t r a n g e r l a t e r t u r n s out t o be S t e i n a r r and he i s 

t r a v e l l i n g t o Greenland, w i t h the same i n t e n t i o n as Porm6^r 

- t o avenge P o r g e i r r . O d i n i c connections can be found 

here. O^inn r e f e r s t o h i m s e l f as Gest u m b l i n d i i n Hervarar 

saga, and i n an an encounter w i t h St O l d f r he uses the 

assumed name, Gestr ( 2 2 ) . A p a r a l l e l t o the above i n c i d e n t 

i s seen i n Reginsmdl where O^inn, i n d i s g u i s e and u s i n g the 

name of H n l k a r r , c l a i m s a passage on a s h i p . His f e l l o w 
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passengers are bound on a j o u r n e y of revenge ( 2 3 ) . 

b) G r e t t i s saga. ch.54 p.175 

Hallmundr encounters G r e t t i r who i n t e n d s t o rob t h i s 

prosperous l o o k i n g r i d e r . Hallmundr: 

h a f ^ i s i ^ a n h a t t d hofdi ok sd 6gl6 g g t 
1 a n d l i t honum. 

When c h a l l e n g e d , Hallmundr g i v e s a f a l s e name, L o p t r . He 

r e f u s e s t o y i e l d t o G r e t t i r and because of h i s gr e a t 

s t r e n g t h i s able t o shake the o u t l a w o f f . L a t e r i n Chapter 

F i f t y - s e v e n he a s s i s t s G r e t t i r i n overcoming an a t t a c k and 

takes him home, g i v i n g him h e l p and f r i e n d s h i p . 

c) G r e t t i s saga. ch.63 p.207 

P b r i r and h i s men are out s e a r c h i n g f o r G r e t t i r . They are 

approached by a man who haf$i sidan hott ni^r fyrir 

andlitit ... . T h i s i s of course G r e t t i r h i m s e l f , but they 

do not r e c o g n i s e him. He t e l l s them the man they are 

l o o k i n g f o r has gone i n a c e r t a i n d i r e c t i o n . They r i d e o f f 

as d i r e c t e d and end up i n some marshes. 

d) Gunnars pg.ttr I>i^randabana. ch.7 p.210 

A f t e r the k i l l i n g o f P i ^ r a n d i , Gunnarr i s p r o t e c t e d by 

GuSriin who has taken him i n and i n t e n d s t o help him. At 

the time o f her wedding t o P o r k e l l E y j 6 1 f s s o n , Gunnarr 

takes water t o the guests: ok hefir hatt si&an d hof^i. 

P o r k e l l becomes s u s p i c i o u s and asks Gunnarr h i s name. 

Gunnarr i s eva s i v e and does not g i v e h i s r e a l name. 

e) E g i l s saga. ch.59 p.178 

E g i l l and h i s companions have been shipwrecked i n the 

number e s t u a r y . King E i r i k r B16cf6x c o n t r o l s t h i s area from 
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York; he and E g i l l are enemies from a p r e v i o u s encounter. 
However E g i l l t r a v e l s t o York and seeks out h i s f r i e n d 
A r i n b j o r n who i s a f a v o u r i t e of the k i n g ' s . I n the town 
E g i l l has si'cfan hatt yfir hjdlmi. He i s understandably 
t r y i n g t o conceal h i s i d e n t i t y f o r the time b e i n g . 
A l t h o u g h no f a l s e name i s used here, the poem E g i l l 
s u b s e q u e n t l y composes i n p r a i s e o f E i r f k r c o n t a i n s much 
f a l s e f l a t t e r y and q u i t e p r o b a b l y an element of sarcasm as 
w e l l ( 2 4 ) . 

f ) E g i l s saga. ch.57 p.167 

E g i l l i s p l a n n i n g an a t t a c k on Berg-5nundr w i t h whom he has 

had a d i s p u t e over land and p r o p e r t y . E g i l l goes onto the 

i s l a n d where h i s adversary l i v e s , i n t e n d i n g t o f i n d out 

what i s happening. He i s w e l l armed and hann haf^i dregit 

hott si^an yfir hjdlm. E g i l l g i v e s m i s l e a d i n g i n f o r m a t i o n 

about a bear t o men w a t c h i n g t h e i r l i v e s t o c k . Through t h i s 

he manages t o l u r e Berg-5nundr and h i s f r i e n d s away from 

the house and i n t o the woods where he can a t t a c k and k i l l 

them. E g i l l h i m s e l f i s l i n k e d w i t h O^inn. A v i k i n g and a 

poet, he worsh i p s t h i s god. I n the lament he composes f o r 

h i s son, E g i l l ' s words acknowledge t h a t O^inn i s the source 

of b o t h h i s g r i e f and h i s c o m f o r t : the god of death has 

taken a son but as the master of p o e t r y has a l s o bestowed 

the means of a l l e v i a t i n g sorrow. 

A l l the men i n these i n c i d e n t s wear a si^an hott or 

hatt. They are a l l a t t e m p t i n g t o d i s g u i s e t h e i r r e a l 

i d e n t i t y and o f t e n some o t h e r form of d e c e p t i o n i s a l s o 

p r e s e n t . T h i s c o n n e c t i o n of an e n v e l o p i n g hood and 

d e c e i t f u I n e s s suggests a s s o c i a t i o n s w i t h the god O^inn. 
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odinn i s w e l l known f o r j o u r n e y i n g around i n c o g n i t o 

and one of h i s d i s g u i s e s i n v o l v e s a hood. Sii^hottr i s one 

of h i s many names. When he appears i n Grvar-Odds saga as 

Rau^grani, the w r i t e r t e l l s us: hann 16t siga hottinn fyrir 

andlitit ( 2 5 ) . Though f r e e w i t h advice and o f t e n keen f o r 

the men t o a t t a c k v a r i o u s a d v e r s a r i e s , Raudgrani i s never 

t o be seen when t h e r e i s a c t i o n . When he f i n a l l y 

d i s a p p e a r s we are t o l d : 

P y k k i r monnum sem O^inn muni pat v e r i t 
h a f a reyndar. 

(26) 

I n Volsunga saga, Sigmundr i s f i g h t i n g a b a t t l e and p r o v i n g 

f a i r l y s u c c e s s f u l when a man approaches him: pd kom ma^T i 

bardagann med sidan hott ... ( 2 7 ) . There i s no doubt t h a t 

t h i s i s 6 5 i n n , he i s d e s c r i b e d a s h a v i n g one eye and 

c a r r y i n g a spear. He causes Sigmundr t o break h i s sword and 

from then on the b a t t l e goes a l l a g a i n s t Sigmundr who i s 

f i n a l l y k i l l e d . Thus a l t h o u g h d(Jinn was known as the god 

of b a t t l e , he c o u l d o b v i o u s l y not always be r e l i e d upon: 

brave w a r r i o r s were a f t e r a l l needed by the gods t o prepare 

f o r Ragnarok. I t was known t h a t the b e r s e r k s , who were 

supposed t o o b t a i n t h e i r f a n t a s t i c s t r e n g t h and f r e n z y from 

o d i n n , c o u l d s t i l l be d e f e a t e d and k i l l e d or maimed. 

OcTinn's tendency t o t r e a c h e r y was w e l l known and H. E l l i s 

Davidson c i t e s these examples from t e x t s : (28) 

Ba l d e r ' s f a t h e r has broken f a i t h - i t 
i s unsafe t o t r u s t him 

Ketils saga Hoengs 

I suspect indeed t h a t i t i s Odin who 
comes a g a i n s t us here, the f o u l and 
u n t r u e . 

Hrdlfs saga kraka 
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To a modern reader a d e s c r i p t i o n o f a man wearing a 
long hood and o b v i o u s l y i n t e n t on c o n c e a l i n g h i s i d e n t i t y 
does suggest some form of secrecy, however t o a 
contemporary audience t h i s would be extended to 
a s s o c i a t i o n s w i t h O^inn, l e a d i n g them t o expect f u r t h e r 
d e c e p t i o n and p o s s i b l y t r e a c h e r y . T h i s si d e of Oi^inn's 
c h a r a c t e r may e a s i l y have been exaggerated by C h r i s t i a n 
w r i t e r s who would be i n c l i n e d t o emphasise the less 
a d m i r a b l e aspects of the o l d pagan gods ( 2 9 ) . 

G e r z k i r H a t t i r 

These are mentioned at times i n the sagas and appear 

t o be Russian hats or bonnets of f u r . They may p o s s i b l y 

have been an expensive or o s t e n t a t i o u s form of head wear 

which appealed t o the v a n i t y of c e r t a i n men. 

a) G l s l a saga. ch. 28 p.90 

P o r k e l l haf i g i r z k a n h a t t A h o f ^ i ok 
f e l d gran ok g u l l d d l k urn 6x1, en svevd 
i h e n d i . 

T h i s i s the d e s c r i p t i o n o f P o r k e l l at the s p r i n g assembly 

when he i s approached by the sons of V e s t e i n n . He does not 

r e c o g n i s e the two boys who openly f l a t t e r him, a p p e a l i n g t o 

h i s v a n i t y . Through t h i s they deceive him i n t o handing 

over h i s sword w i t h which they then k i l l him. P o r k e l l 

appears t o have accepted t h e i r exaggerated compliments 

w i t h o u t any s u s p i c i o n , o b v i o u s l y b e l i e v i n g them i m p l i c i t l y . 

b) Laxdoela saga. ch. 12 p.22-23 

Hoskuldr i s a t an assembly i n Norway when he n o t i c e s a 

p a r t i c u l a r l y s p l e n d i d t e n t . I t belongs t o G i l l i i n n 
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g e r z k i whom Hoskuldr meets when he goes i n s i d e : 

... ok sat pa.T ma^r f y r i r 1 
g u ^ v e f j a r k l s ^ u m ok h a f ^ i gerzkan h a t t 
A h o f ^ i . 

G i l l i o b v i o u s l y takes a p r i d e i n h i m s e l f and h i s r e p u t a t i o n 

as a merchant. Most people, he t e l l s Hoskuldr, have heard 

of h i s nickname. And i t i s of course i n c o n c e i v a b l e t h a t he 

s h o u l d not have any commodity which a man might r e q u i r e ; t o 

H o skuldr's request f o r a s l a v e g i r l , G i l l i r e p l i e s : 

'I>ar f y k k i z k per l e i t a m€v meinfanga 
um p e t t a , er per f a l i 5 ^ h l u t i , er 
per xtlih mik e i g i t i l h a f a , en pat er 
p6 e i g i r d ^ T i t , h v d r t svd b e r r t i l . ' 

I t i s some r e f l e c t i o n on Melkorka t h a t even the man who 

s e l l s her as a s l a v e i s a p r e s t i g i o u s c h a r a c t e r . From her 

v e r y i n t r o d u c t i o n i n t o the n a r r a t i v e she seems t o be 

except i o n a l . 

c) L.i6svetninga saga. ch.2 p.6 

E a r l Hdkon sends g i f t s t o Gu^mundr and t o P o r g e i r r g o ^ i i n 

o r d e r t o o b t a i n t h e i r h e l p and support f o r Solmundr who has 

been outlawed. 

Hann sendi u t h a t t g i r z k a n ok t a p a r o x i 
peim Gu^mundi ok P o r g e i r i go^a t i l 
t r a u s t s . 

N e i t h e r r e a l l y want t o co-operate but b o t h agree 

r e l u c t a n t l y even though i n P o r g e i r r ' s case t h i s i n v o l v e s 

antagonism between h i m s e l f and h i s sons. T h i s would seem 

to i m p l y t h a t the hat was a p a r t i c u l a r l y v a l u a b l e t r e a s u r e , 

as such i t c o u l d w e l l appeal t o the v a n i t y o f the 

p r o s p e c t i v e owner. But i t i s q u i t e l i k e l y t h a t , as a 

k i n g ' s g i f t , i t was a l s o symbolic o f r o y a l f a v o u r , another 

f a c t o r which would be a t t r a c t i v e t o men s e n s i t i v e of t h e i r 

p r i d e and s t a t u s . 
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Russian h a t s , though a r e l a t i v e l y minor m o t i f , could 
have a p a r t i c u l a r f u n c t i o n i n s u g g e s t i n g t o the audience or 
reader t h a t the men i n v o l v e d are fond of t h e i r s e l f - e s t e e m 
and s u s c e p t i b l e t o f l a t t e r y . 

Regarding head-dress o v e r a l l t h e r e appears to be q u i t e 

a c o n t r a s t between i t s r e l a t i o n s h i p t o women or t o men, at 

l e a s t as f a r as the f a m i l y sagas are concerned. For men 

any comment on t h e i r head-wear seems t o have un f a v o u r a b l e 

c o n n o t a t i o n s . I f connected w i t h a woman's head-dress a man 

can be suspected o f cowardice, i f wearing a man's long hood 

the i m p l i c a t i o n may p o s s i b l y be d e c e p t i o n , and an 

a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h Russian hats c o u l d perhaps i n d i c a t e 

e x c e s s i v e v a n i t y . I n r e l a t i o n t o women however the mention 

of head-dress g e n e r a l l y has a p o s i t i v e aspect; i t i s o f t e n 

a p a r t o f t h e i r r o l e and can be present t o u n d e r l i n e t h e i r 

s t a t u s or t h e i r s e x u a l i t y , u s u a l l y w i t h o u t any element of 

pe r s o n a l c r i t i c i s m . 
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hofuddukr a h e a d - k e r c h i e f , hood 

faldr a w h i t e l i n e n hood 

lin l i n e n , l i n e n gear, e s p e c i a l l y the 
head-gear worn by l a d i e s on the b r i d a l day 

ripti a k i n d o f c l o t h or l i n e n j e r k i n (under the 
e n t r y f o r lin, CV r e f e r t o ripti as - 'of 
less c o s t l y s t u f f i n r e l a t i o n t o lin). 
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6. H e n r i k B e r t e l s e n ( e d ) . Pid"riks saga af Bern. ch.322 
(236) v o l . I I p.51. 

7. Neckel. op c i t . s t . l 9 p.113. Typpo would appear t o 
suggest a p o i n t e d head-dress. 

typpa - t o t i p , top 
ok hagliga urn hofut typpum 

- 'and we s h a l l s k i l f u l l y t i p ( i t ) ( r o u n d ) h i s head'. 

8. Neckel. op c i t . st.27 p.115. 
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14. B i b l i a Sacra. Vvlgatae E d i t i o n i s . Nahum ch.3 v.13 
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f i r e has devoured your b a r s . 

(The Holy B i b l e . Rev. Standard V e r s i o n , p.974.) 
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Andersson. The I c e l a n d i c Family Saga; An A n a l y t i c 
Reading.) p.221. 
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Saga O r i g i n s : A H i s t o r i c a l Survey. p.167. 

17. Neckel. op c i t . s t . 2 3 p.283; st.40 p.286. 

18. I n g i b j o r g ' s g i f t and behaviour show her i n a more 
f a v o u r a b l e l i g h t than Queen Gu n n h i l d r of Njdls saga. When 
H r i i t r leaves G u n n h i l d r t o r e t u r n t o I c e l a n d , h i s r o y a l 
m i s t r e s s l a y s a curse on him which r u i n s h i s subsequent 
m a r r i a g e (ch.6 p.21). 

19. A.C. Bouman. P a t t e r n s i n Old E n g l i s h and Old I c e l a n d i c 
L i t e r a t u r e . p.144. 

20. Gu^rtin's v i n d i c t i v e n e s s i s p a r t i c u l a r l y emphasised when 
c o n s t r a s t e d w i t h I n g i b j o r g ' s p r e v i o u s magnanimity. 
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22. Gucfni J6nsson ( e d ) . Hervarar saga ok Hei^reks konungs. 
FAS v o l . 1 1 ch.lO p.36-51. 

0<^inn, i n d i s g u i s e and u s i n g the name Gestumb 1 i n d i , 
exchanges r i d d l e s w i t h H e i ^ r e k r . 'This name no doubt 
d e r i v e s from Gestr i n n b l i n d i .... "the b l i n d s t r a n g e r " , 
Odin as the wandering d i s g u i s e d o l d man, w i t h one eye and a 
hat drawn down over h i s f a c e . He bore the name Gestr when 
he appeared t o St O l d f ( F 1 a t e y j a r b 6 k I I 134 f . ) . ' 
( C h r i s t o p h e r T o l k i e n ( t r a n s ) . The Saga of King Heidrek the 
Wise. ch.9 p.32.) 

23. Neckel. op c i t . p.177-179. 
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26. i b i d . ch.23 p.297. 

27. R.G. F i n c h (ed & t r a n s ) . The Saea of the Volsungs 
c h . l l p.20. 

28. (a) H. E l l i s Davidson. Gods and Myths of N o r t h e r n 
Europe. p.50. 

(b) Brdst nu Baldrs fa^ir/brigt er at trua honuw. 
(Gu^ni J6nsson ( e d ) . K e t i l s saga Hoengs. FAS v o l I I I ch.5 
p.266. ) 

( c ) '. . . en oS'in kann ek ekki at kenna h6T enn. M6T 
er p6 inesti grunr A, at hann muni h4r sveima / m6ti oss, 
herjans sonrinn inn fuli ok inn dtrii (GuJni Jdnsson 
( e d ) . Hr61fs saga kr a k a . FAS v o l I I ch.51 p.91.) 

The use of the e x p r e s s i o n herjans sonrinn i s unusual 
f o r d ^ i n n , i n ge n e r a l i t would be s i m p l y Herjann - Lord of 
h o s t s . But i t seems q u i t e l i k e l y t h a t O^inn i s be i n g 
r e f e r r e d t o here as he has a l r e a d y appeared i n t h i s saga 
(ch.46 p.91-92) and i n such a way t h a t Bo^varr may w e l l be 
e x p e c t i n g t o encounter him as an adve r s a r y . (See ch.4 
Green C l o t h e s p.82-83.) 

29. See ch.4 Green Clo t h e s p.82-83. 
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Chapter E i g h t 
SKOPVENGIR 

The shoes of the medieval I c e l a n d e r were u s u a l l y 

f a s t e n e d on w i t h thongs of v a r y i n g l e n g t h . O c c a s i o n a l l y 

b u t t o n s o f some k i n d were used i n s t e a d . Archaeological 

s i t e s i n Hedeby, York, Oseberg and Lund have produced shoes 

of v e r y s i m i l a r type which would have been t i e d on w i t h a 

'lace round the top or by a small t o g g l e ' ( 1 ) . But as Falk 

p o i n t s out t h e r e i s evidence w i t h i n the sagas of longer 

thongs b e i n g used, at times w i t h some k i n d of ornamentation 

on the ends ( 2 ) . The prophetess i n Eiriks saga rau^a has: 

A f6tum k a l f s k i n n s s k i i a lo^na ok i 
pvengi langa, ok d t i n k n a p p r m i k l i r d 
endunum. 

(ch.4 p.206-207) 

Sigur(^r syr appears t o have laces long enough t o b i n d round 

h i s l e g s : hann haf^i ... hdva skda ok bundna at legg ( 3 ) . 

I n Eyrbyggja saga, E g i l l ' s thongs w i t h t a s s e l s are 
a p p a r e n t l y i n accordance w i t h the custom of the p e r i o d : 

E g i l l h a f i skufa^a skopvengi, sem pd 
var s i ; ^ r t i l 

(ch.43 p.117) 

a l t h o u g h i t i s deb a t a b l e how a c c u r a t e t h i s comment i s ( 4 ) . 

How r e l i a b l e i s the w r i t e r ' s knowledge of the customs of 

t h i s p e r i o d ? I s he r e l y i n g on t r a d i t i o n or i s he merely 

r e i n f o r c i n g h i s d e s c r i p t i o n o f E g i l l ' s thongs i n order t o 

add v e r i s i m i l i t u d e t o the anecdote concerning the slave's 

mishap? F a l k mentions i t b e i n g the custom of the Franks t o 

adorn t h e i r shoe s t r a p s w i t h some k i n d of d e c o r a t i o n and 

t h i s f a s h i o n was a l s o f o l l o w e d i n N o r t h e r n r e g i o n s . 
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The saga w r i t e r s though were not u s u a l l y concerned 

w i t h the l e n g t h o f the shoe thongs when they mention them 

i n the t e x t s . I t i s o f t e n the p o s s i b l i l i t y of these s t r a p s 

coming loose at i n c o n v e n i e n t moments t h a t has been 

e x p l o i t e d i n l i t e r a t u r e . A shoe s t r a p coming undone seems 

q u i t e an u n d i g n i f i e d t h i n g t o happen t o a man, e s p e c i a l l y 

when i n v o l v e d i n an i m p o r t a n t e r r a n d . This aspect has been 

developed by the w r i t e r o f Eyrbyggja saga i n the episode 

i n v o l v i n g the s l a v e , E g i l l . 

I n an attempt t o o b t a i n h i s freedom E g i l l agrees t o 

the request of the P o r b r a n d s s y n i r t h a t he should s e c r e t l y 

v i s i t the B r e i ^ a v i k men and f i n d out how one o f them co u l d 

be k i l l e d . E g i l l creeps i n t o t h e i r shed and i s un n o t i c e d 

i n the darkness. But as he moves around h i s shoelace comes 

undone: 

... ok haf<^i l o s n a t annarr p v e n g r i n n , 
ok dragna i s k u f r i n n ; 

... Ok er hann v i l d i s t l g a y f i r 
p r e s k o l d i n n , pd st§ hann k 
p v e n g j a r s k i i f i n n , pann er d r a g n a ? i ; ok 
er hann v i l d i hinum f o e t i n u m fram 
s t i g a , pd var s k u f r i n n f a s t r , ok af 
p v i r e i d d i t i l f a l l s , ok f e l l hann 
i n n a r d g 6 1 f i t ; v a r ^ pat svd m i k i l l 
d ynkr, sem nautsbuk flegnum vaeri 
k a s t a t n i ^ r d g 6 1 f i t . P6r^x h l j 6 p upp 
ok s p u r & i , hvat f j d n d a par f o e r i . 
B j o r n h l j 6 p ok upp ok at honum ok fekk 
t e k i t hann, d^r hann komsk d f o e t r , ok 
s p y r r , h v e r r hann vseri. 

(ch.43 p.117) 

E g i l l i s made t o appear r i d i c u l o u s , incompetent and 

something of a clown. The s i m i l e used t o d e s c r i b e the 

no i s e o f h i s f a l l r e i n f o r c e s the comic element. 

I n Njdls saga another s l a v e , M e l k 6 1 f r , i s a l s o b e t r a y e d 

by a loose skdpvengr. H a l l g e r ^ r has sent him t o O t k e l l ' s 
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farm t o s t e a l f o o d . He i s s u c c e s s f u l i n t h i s and i n 
s e t t i n g f i r e t o the storehouse. However as he leaves - pi. 
slitnar skdpvengr bans (ch.48 p.123). He stops t o r e p a i r 
the damage w i t h h i s k n i f e ( 5 ) . When he has done t h i s , he 
h u r r i e s home, r e a l i s i n g too l a t e t h a t he has l e f t the k n i f e 
and b e l t b e hind. He i s a f r a i d t o r e t u r n t o c o l l e c t them 
even though, as O t k e l l ' s g i f t t o him, the o b j e c t s could not 
f a i l t o i d e n t i f y him as the t h i e f . And t h i s i s what 
happens when they are found l a t e r by Skamkell. 

A l t h o u g h M e l k 6 1 f r had been r e l u c t a n t t o c a r r y out the 

t h e f t , he i s not a r e p u t a b l e man and, as w i t h E g i l l , the 

mishap due t o an i n s i g n i f i c a n t loose shoe thong seems i n 

keeping w i t h h i s s t a t u s and c h a r a c t e r . I n b o t h sagas these 

i n c i d e n t s , t r i v i a l though they may seem, lead t o f u r t h e r 

and more i m p o r t a n t events as they r e v e a l the men, the 

p e r p e t r a t o r s , behind the c l a n d e s t i n e a c t i o n s o f the s l a v e s . 

The p o s i t i o n a man i s i n e v i t a b l y p laced i n when t y i n g 

h i s skdpvengir has a l s o been used t o advantage by the saga 

wr i t e r s . 

1. Reykdoela saga. ch.21 p.217 

Grimr, an o u t l a w and another d i s r e p u t a b l e c h a r a c t e r , has 

been persuaded by P o r g e i r r t o attempt t o k i l l S k i i t a . Grimr 

approaches S k i i t a , a s k i n g f o r h o s p i t a l i t y . Skuta takes him 

i n and t r e a t s him w e l l . T h i s good r e c e p t i o n seems t o delay 

Grimr's d e s i r e t o execute h i s e r r a n d . L a t e r , i n the 

s p r i n g , Grimr accompanies Skuta t o the f i s h i n g n e t s . 

Skuta's shoe s t r a p comes loose and he bends t o t i e i t up. 

I t i s perhaps Skuta's v u l n e r a b l e p o s i t i o n t h a t suddenly 
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prompts Grimr i n t o a c t i o n : 

Ok er p e i r hafa f a r i t um hrid, pA 
los n a r sk6pvengr S k i i t u , ok d v a l d i s k 
hann at ok b a t t pvenginn. Ok pd 
v e i t t i Grimr honum t i l r a e t J i ok h j 6 t i l 
S k i i t u . 

But f o r t u n a t e l y Skiita i s wearing a coat o f m a i l under h i s 

kufl and t h i s p r o t e c t s him. The s t r i k i n g o f a man who 

appears unprepared f o r b a t t l e as regards weapons and 

p o s t u r e , who i s i n a v e r y weak p o s i t i o n , i s not the a c t i o n 

o f an honourable man. I t i s however what one would expect 

o f such as Grimr who has a l r e a d y behaved i n an underhand 

and d e c e i v i n g manner. Th i s episode a l s o i l l u s t r a t e s 

Skuta's cunning and w a r i n e s s . He may appear t o be 

v u l n e r a b l e but i n f a c t i s w e l l prepared; o b v i o u s l y he does 

not w h o l l y t r u s t h i s dubious companion. 

2. E g i l s saga. ch.81 p.280-281 

There has been a d i s p u t e over the g r a z i n g of c a t t l e between 

S t e i n a r r and P o r s t e i n n , E g i l l ' s son. S t e i n a r r h i r e s a 

s l a v e , Prdndr, t o look a f t e r h i s c a t t l e , i n s t r u c t i n g him t o 

l e t them graze on the best land r e g a r d l e s s of who i t 

belongs t o . E a r l y one morning P o r s t e i n n sees the c a t t l e on 

h i s land and goes t o c o n f r o n t the sla v e i n charge of them. 

When he comes up t o the c a t t l e , Prdndr i s asleep. 

P o r s t e i n n wakes him and he i s q u i c k l y on h i s f e e t : 

hann s p r a t t upp s k j 6 t t ok h a r t ok 
g r e i p t v e i m hondum o x i n a ok r e i d d i upp 

P o r s t e i n n t e l l s Prdndr t o remove the animals which the 

s l a v e r e f u s e s t o do. I n s t e a d he appears t o t a u n t 

P o r s t e i n n : 

'Nii s k a l t u s j d , P o r s t e i n n , h v d r t ek 
hraecJumk nokkut h6t p i n . ' Slc^an 
s e t t i s k Prdndr n i ^ r ok b a t t sk6 s i n n , 
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en P o r s t e i n n r e i d d i upp o x i n a h a r t ok 
hj 6 d h d l s Prdndi svd at hofucJit f e l l 
d b r i n g u n a ; 

The a c t i o n o f P o r s t e i n n appears almost cowardly and 

c o n t r a s t s w i t h h i s e a r l i e r g e s t u r e of a r o u s i n g the s l e e p i n g 

man, g i v i n g him an o p p o r t u n i t y t o arm and defend h i m s e l f . 

And t h i s d e s p i t e c o n s i d e r a b l e d i s c r e p a n c y i n the s i z e and 

s t r e n g t h o f t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e weapons - the slave has a 

l a r g e axe nasr dinar fyrir munn, ok var hon hdrhvoss, w h i l e 

P o r s t e i n n has an oxi i hendi ekki mikla ok engi fleiri 

vdpn. P o r s t e i n n does not seem t o be presented as a 

p a r t i c u l a r l y d i s h o n o u r a b l e person. He i s d e s c r i b e d i n 

Chapter Seventy-nine: 

Hann var m i k i l l ok s t e r k r ok p6 e k k i 
e f t i r p v i sem facTir hans. P o r s t e i n n 
var v i t r ma^r ok k y r r l d t r , h6gvaerr, 
s t i l l t r mann be z t . 

(p.274) 

He has been provoked i n t o t h i s method of k i l l i n g by the 

s l a v e ' s d e f i a n t and open t a u n t . E>rdndr r e c k l e s s l y i n s u l t s 

P o r s t e i n n ' s courage when he shows t h a t he i s not a f r a i d t o 

d e l i b e r a t e l y p l a c e h i m s e l f i n a weak p o s i t i o n w h i l e being 

t h r e a t e n e d by P o r s t e i n n . And even a moderate and peaceful 

man, i t seems, cannot h e l p but r e a c t t o such extreme 

prov o c a t i o n . 

3. P o r s t e i n s p d t t r stangarhoggs. p.69-79 

The loose skdpvengr i n t h i s pdttr i s p a r t o f the 

ac c u m u l a t i o n of d e t a i l i n the f i g h t between P o r s t e i n n and 

B j a r n i which i l l u s t r a t e s the c h a r a c t e r o f b o t h 

p a r t i c i p a n t s . I t a l s o c o n t r i b u t e s t o the q u e s t i o n i n g of 

the w r i t e r ' s i n t e n t i o n s . Why does B j a r n i delay the f i g h t ? 

I s i t because he i s p h y s i c a l l y at a disadvantage as T.M. 
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Andersson b e l i e v e s ( 6 ) , i s i t because of h i s general 
r e l u c t a n c e t o f i g h t or k i l l a man he r e s p e c t s , or i s i t a 
means of t e s t i n g E>orsteinn? 

P o r s t e i n n has k i l l e d t h r e e of B j a r n i ' s housecarls 

a f t e r they have i n s u l t e d him. B j a r n i chooses t o ignore 

t h i s and i t i s o n l y when goaded by h i s w i f e t h a t he a r r i v e s 

at Sunnudalr and t e l l s P o r s t e i n n t h a t they must f i g h t . 

D u r i n g the d u e l , B j a r n i r e quests a pause w h i l e he has a 

d r i n k . L a t e r he f i n d s : 

'Margt h e n d i r mik nii i dag,' sagt^i 
B j a r n i . 'Lauss er nii sk6pvengr minn.' 
'Bind pii hann pd, ' kva^ P o r s t e i n n . 

(p.75) 

Both these a c t i o n s place B j a r n i i n a v e r y v u l n e r a b l e 

p o s i t i o n - bending down, weapons even l a i d down. On the 

f i r s t o c c a s i o n P o r s t e i n n p i c k s up h i s opponent's sword, t o 

examine i t , the second time P o r s t e i n n goes indoors t o f e t c h 

a more e f f e c t i v e weapon. I t appears t h a t B j a r n i i s 

f i g h t i n g w i t h a b l u n t sword. There i s no q u e s t i o n about 

B j a r n i ' s courage; h i s p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the b a t t l e at 

B o ^ v a r s d a l r (Vdpn.s. c h . l 8 ) i s a l l u d e d t o . But t h e r e 

appears a mutual r e s p e c t f o r each o t h e r between these two 

men and n e i t h e r i s eager t o be the cause o f the o t h e r ' s 

d e a t h . B j a r n i ' s a c t i o n s d u r i n g the duel enable him t o t e s t 

P o r s t e i n n ' s honour and when l a t e r B j a r n i asks i f he w i l l be 

t r u e t o him, P o r s t e i n n i s a b l e t o r e p l y : 

' O r ^ i t hafa m6r svd f o e r i 1 dag d p6r, 
a t ek maetta s v i k j a p i k , ef bgsefa min 
gengi r i k a r a en l u k k a p i n , ok mun ek 
e i g i s v i k j a p i k , ' s a g ^ i P o r s t e i n n . 
'S6 ek, a t pii e r t af brag^sma^r, ' s a g ^ i 
B j a r n i . 

(p.76) 

The duel has emphasised the honourable n a t u r e of P o r s t e i n n . 
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There i s a sharp c o n t r a s t between t h i s i n c i d e n t and the one 

i n Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu. When Gunnlaugr and Hrafn 

f i g h t t h e i r d u e l , the maimed H r a f n requests a d r i n k which 

Gunnlaugr b r i n g s i n h i s own helmet. H r a f n then s t r i k e s 

Gunnlaugr, s e v e r e l y wounding him on the head. This i s n o t , 

as Gunnlaugr remarks, an honourable a c t i o n : 

' I l i a s v e i k t u mik nu, ok 6 d r e n g i l i g a 
f 6 r P6T , par sem ek t r i i ^ ' a p6r. 

(ch.12 p.102) 

The a c t i o n o f B j a r n i , bending t o t i e h i s shoe, conveys 

h i s courage, and h i s c o n f i d e n c e i n h i s judgement of 

P o r s t e i n n and the s i t u a t i o n . I t demonstrates h i s 

r e l u c t a n c e t o be i n v o l v e d i n an act of vengeance which 

would r e s u l t i n a good and i n d u s t r i o u s man being k i l l e d i n 

o r d e r t o avenge h o u s e c a r l s who had provoked t h e i r own 

de a t h . B j a r n i i s able t o see beyond the narrow c o n f i n e s of 

death and vengeance and a p p r e c i a t e the f u t i l i t y of such a 

v e n d e t t a which would do n o t h i n g f o r the g r e a t e r w e l f a r e of 

s o c i e t y . 

4. N j d l s saga. ch.l57 p.452 

P o r s t e i n n , son of H a l l r o f Sid'a, becomes i n v o l v e d i n the 

B a t t l e of C l o n t a r f . A f t e r f i e r c e f i g h t i n g , the I r i s h , l e d 

by K i n g B r i a n , g a i n v i c t o r y over E a r l S i g u r ^ r ' s opposing 

army. The Norsemen are f o r c e d t o abandon the b a t t l e f i e l d 

and i n the subsequent f l i g h t , P o r s t e i n n n o t i c e s h i s shoe 

thong has come undone. He bends t o t i e i t and at t h a t 

moment Kert? j d l f a ^ r , K ing B r i a n ' s f o s t e r son, comes upon 

him: 

pd s p u r ^ i K e r p j d l f a ^ r , h v i hann r y n n i 
e i g i . ' P v i ' s a g ^ i P o r s t e i n n , 'at ek 
t e k e i g i heim 1 k v e l d , par sem ek d 
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heima l i t d f s l a n d i . ' K e r p j d l f a ^ r gaf 
honum grid". 

I t i s a m a r v e l l o u s i n s t a n c e o f saga humour and w e l l quoted 

by v a r i o u s c r i t i c s . I t would h a r d l y have been the same i f 

P o r s t e i n n had t o l d the t r u t h . I t i s i n d i c a t i v e of courage, 

and q u i c k - w i t t e d n e s s , i n the face of death. These 

q u a l i t i e s were g r e a t l y admired by the I c e l a n d e r s and the 

w r i t e r o f Njdls saga has made the most of t h i s i n c i d e n t . 

There i s another i n c i d e n t i n Njdls saga which i n v o l v e s 

a broken shoelace, though i n t h i s case i t i s not the wearer 

who i s i n danger of b e i n g a t t a c k e d . Skarphe^inn, w i t h h i s 

b r o t h e r s and K d r i , s e t s out t o f i n d P r d i n n Sigfusson and 

h i s companions i n order t o take vengeance f o r pr e v i o u s 

i n s u l t s and d i f f i c u l t i e s . They see Prdinn's p a r t y r i d i n g 

a l o n g the r i v e r bank and rush towards them. But 

Skarphedinn has t o s t o p : 

pat vaid Skarphe^ni, pd er p e i r h l j 6 p u 
o f a n me3f f l j 6 t i n u , at s t o k k 1 sundr 
sk6pvengr hans, ok d v a l ^ i s k hann 
ept i r . 
'Hvl h v i k a s k p6r svd, Skarphedinn?' 
s e g i r Grimr. 
'Bind ek sk6 minn,' s e g i r Skarphedinn. 
'Foru v6r f y r i r , ' s e g i r K d r i , 'svd 
l l z k m6r sem e i g i muni hann verda 
se i n n i en v 6 r . ' 

(ch.92 p.233) 

Grimr appears t o chide Skarphedinn, when he asks why he 

delays but K d r i has no doubt t h a t Skarpheclinn w i l l c atch 

them up and urges them t o c o n t i n u e on. When Skarphedinn 

has t i e d h i s shoe on, he races a f t e r them, ending w i t h a 

s p e c t a c u l a r s l i d e on the i c e . He comes s w i f t l y and 

u n e x p e c t e d l y upon P r d i n n ; he k i l l s him w i t h one blow before 

P r d i n n or any of h i s companions have time t o prevent him. 
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K d r i remarks: KarImann1iga er at farit ( 7 ) . 

Th i s i n c i d e n t seems u n i m p o r t a n t but i t c o n t r i b u t e s t o 

the b u i l d up of the c h a r a c t e r o f Skarphe(^inn. I t 

i l l u s t r a t e s h i s t o u c h i n e s s and s e n s i t i v i t y : he would have 

found i t unbearable t o have been thought slow t o a t t a c k . 

Because of the d e l a y , he needed t o take dramatic a c t i o n t o 

prove h i s v a l o u r and s u p e r i o r i t y t o o t h e r men. I n the 

i n t r o d u c t i o n t o the Penguin t r a n s l a t i o n , Skarphe^inn i s 

d e s c r i b e d as a ' f r u s t r a t e d v i k i n g ' (8) and elements of t h i s 

appear here. L a c k i n g famous e x p l o i t s abroad, he has t o 

prove h i s w o r t h here at home i n I c e l a n d and t o do t h a t he 

has t o stan d out above o t h e r men i n h i s a c t i o n s and 

courage. 

To s t o p t o t i e a shoelace c o u l d imply t a r d i n e s s i n 

p h y s i c a l a c t i o n ; such i m p u t a t i o n s must be v i g o r o u s l y 

r e f u t e d . T h i s may be one reason why P o r s t e i n n at C l o n t a r f 

would not dream o f a d m i t t i n g the r e a l reason f o r h i s delay. 

That B j a r n i i s not a f r a i d o f such a c c u s a t i o n s being aimed 

at him f u r t h e r r e i n f o r c e s h i s c o n f i d e n t c h a r a c t e r . 

These i n c i d e n t s i n v o l v i n g broken thongs are minor 

events w i t h i n the sagas themselves but they p l a y t h e i r p a r t 

e i t h e r i n the development of n a r r a t i v e or of c h a r a c t e r . 

Sometimes p r o v i d i n g humour, comic or s a r d o n i c , i l l u s t r a t i n g 

courage or deviousness, the a c t i o n i t s e l f a l s o p r o v i d e s a 

v e r y human t o u c h , h e l p i n g t o b r i n g c o n t a c t between the saga 

c h a r a c t e r s and r e a l i t y . 

A shoelace which breaks or comes undone can be 

embarrassing but s i n c e i t c o u l d happen t o anyone would 
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p r o b a b l y not be viewed as any r e f l e c t i o n on a man's 
pe r s o n a l honour. But i t i s the di s h o n o u r a b l e man - a slave 
or o u t l a w - who w i l l take advantage o f the s i t u a t i o n should 
h i s a d v e r s a r y s u f f e r t h i s mishap. The honourable man, on 
the o t h e r hand, would not u s u a l l y e x p l o i t another's 
u n a v o i d a b l e moment of v u l n e r a b i l i t y . Incompetence, as seen 
i n the behaviour o f some of the less r e s p e c t a b l e 
c h a r a c t e r s , i s emphasised by t h e i r s i t u a t i o n . E g i l l i s 
clumsy and i n e p t at s u b t e r f u g e , t r i p p i n g over h i s own la c e ; 
M e l k 6 1 f r i s c a r e l e s s about r e p a i r i n g h i s ; J>rdndr f o o l i s h l y 
mis-reads the s i t u a t i o n , b l i n d t o h i s own imminent danger. 
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NOTES 

J. Graham-Campbell and D. Kidd. The V i k i n g s . p.113, 

H. F a l k , A l t w e s t n o r d i s c h K l e i d e r k u n d e . p.131 

3. B j a r n i A<5'albjarnarson ( e d ) . O l d f s saga helga, 
H e i m s k r i n g l a , f p 27 ch.33 p.41. 

4. The a u t h o r of Eyrbyggja saga i s known f o r h i s 
a n t i q u a r i a n i n t e r e s t s but he i s not always accurate i n h i s 
accounts. A d e t a i l e d d e s c r i p t i o n of a heathen temple i s 
g i v e n i n Chapter Four f o r example but i t cannot be r e l i e d 
upon f o r a u t h e n t i c i t y and i s thought t o be ' l a r g e l y 
i n v e n t e d ' . (Hermann Pdlsson and Paul Edwards ( t r a n s ) . 
Evrbygg.ia Saga, p.11, 24-25; p.40 f n . 3 . ) 

5. Using a k n i f e seems an odd way t o r e p a i r a broken 
shoelace but no f u r t h e r d e t a i l s are g i v e n . I t i s however 
i m p o r t a n t t h a t the k n i f e i s used as i t i s t h i s o b j e c t which 
b e t r a y s E g i 1 1 . 

T.M. Andersson. The I c e l a n d i c Family Saga. p.4. 

7. A d e s c r i p t i o n i n the B i b l e of the A s s y r i a n army 
prepared f o r war i l l u s t r a t e s how each s o l d i e r i s w e l l 
equipped and ready f o r the coming c o n f l i c t : 

27. Non est d e f i c i e n s , neque laborans 
i n eo: non d o r m i t a b i t , negue d o r m i e t , 
neque s o l v e t u r cingulum renum e i u s , 
nec rumpetur c o r r i g i a calceamenti 
e i u s . 
28. S a g i t t a e e i u s acutae, et omnes 
arcus e i u s e x t e n t i . Ungulae equorum 
e i u s u t s i l e x , et r o t a e e i u s quasi 
impetus t e m p e s t a t i s . 

V v l g a t a e E d i t i o n i s . I s a i a h I . ch.5 ( B i b l i a Sacra. 
V.27-28 p.453.) 

None i s weary, none stumbles, 
none slumbers or s l e e p s , 

not a w a i s t c l o t h i s loose, 
not a sandal-thong broken; 

t h e i r arrows are sharp, 
a l l t h e i r bows bent, 

t h e i r horses' hoofs seem l i k e f l i n t , 
and t h e i r wheels l i k e the w h i r l w i n d . 

(The Holy B i b l e . Rev. Standard V e r s i o n . p.714-715.) 
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8. Magnus Magnusson and Hermann Pdlsson ( t r a n s ) . N i a l s 
Saga. p.29. 
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HEAD-DRESS AND FOOTWEAR 

Conelus ion 

I n the l i g h t o f these two p r e c e d i n g chapters c e r t a i n 

s p e c i f i c d i f f e r e n c e s can be seen between head-dress and 

fo o t w e a r . O b v i o u s l y t h e r e i s the f a c t t h a t a n y t h i n g worn 

on the head i s conspicuous whereas footwear i s not always 

imm e d i a t e l y n o t i c e a b l e . 

On the whole i n t h i s study o f occurrences from the 

f a m i l y sagas the a c t u a l presence o f a head-dress appears t o 

i n d i c a t e some aspect o f the n a t u r e o f a c h a r a c t e r or 

h i s / h e r s t a t u s . At times i t i s p a r t o f a d e l i b e r a t e 

s t r a t e g y aimed at d e c e p t i o n . 

However w i t h skdpvengir sheer chance or luck p l a y s a 

major r o l e . What we d i s c o v e r about the c h a r a c t e r s occurs 

a f t e r shoelaces have broken when those i n v o l v e d r e v e a l by 

t h e i r b e h a v i o u r , competent or o t h e r w i s e , the k i n d o f person 

they a r e . 



SECTION THREE 

MAJOR ITEMS OF BODY CLOTHING 



( i ) Unusual Use of Body Clothing 
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Chapter Nine 
A SIGN OF GRIEF 

Bo^varr was the son of E g i l l S k a l l a g r l m s s o n , a f i n e , 

s t r o n g and p r o m i s i n g young man. E g i l l loved h i s son very 

much and Bo^varr was e x t r e m e l y fond of h i s f a t h e r . During 

the summer E g i l l bought some timber and h i s se r v a n t s were 

t o take i t home by boat. Bo^varr persuaded them t o l e t him 

go t o o . A storm arose, the s h i p was wrecked and a l l the 

crew drowned i n c l u d i n g E g i l l ' s son. When E g i l l heard the 

news, he set out t o search f o r the bodies. He found h i s 

son's body. He l i f t e d i t up and c a r r i e d i t t o the mound 

where S k a l l a - G r i m r was b u r i e d , and placed Bo^varr i n s i d e 

the mound w i t h h i s g r a n d f a t h e r . And i t i s s a i d : 

er p e i r s e t t u B6(^var n i ^ r , at E g i l l 
var b i i i n n : hosan var s t r e n g ^ f a s t at 
b e i n i ; hann h a f 5 i f u s t a n s k y r t i 1 
rau^an, prongvan u p p h l u t i n n ok Idz at 
s l ^ u ; en pat er sogn manna, at hann 
p r i i t n a c f i svd, at k y r t i l l i n n r i f n a S i af 
honum ok svd hosurnar. 

( E g i l s s. ch.78 p.243,244) 

E g i l l was so overcome w i t h g r i e f t h a t he shut h i m s e l f 

up i n the bed c l o s e t and seemed prepared t o d i e . Only h i s 

daughter's i n g e n u i t y prevented t h i s ; she encouraged him t o 

compose a poem d e d i c a t e d t o h i s l o s t sons. This poem, 

Sonatorrek, p r o v i d e d c o n s o l a t i o n f o r E g i l l who was then 

a b l e t o cope w i t h h i s l o s s . 

Cleasby and V i g f i i s s o n t r a n s l a t e pri3tinn as 'sw o l l e n , 

oppressed'. I t would seem c l e a r from t h i s i n c i d e n t t h a t the 

s w e l l i n g o f E g i l l ' s body, t o the e x t e n t of t e a r i n g h i s 

c l o t h e s , was due t o the g r e a t emotion he was e x p e r i e n c i n g . 
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The p h y s i c a l s w e l l i n g i s the e x t e r n a l m a n i f e s t a t i o n of the 
e m o t i o n a l , i n t e r n a l o p p r e s s i o n a c h a r a c t e r f e e l s when 
undergoing extreme s u f f e r i n g . 

S i g u r ^ u r Nordal i n the Islenzk fornrit e d i t i o n 

compares t h i s d e s c r i p t i o n t o t h a t i n Vdlsunga saga where 

S i g u r ^ r F d f n i s b a n i shows h i s g r i e f i n a s i m i l a r manner ( 1 ) . 

B r y n h i l d r t e l l s S i g u r d r of her gr e a t sorrow on l e a r n i n g the 

t r u t h about her marriage t o Gunnarr. She f e e l s t h i s w i l l 

a l l end i n her death and r e f u s e s S i g u r d r ' s o f f e r t o d i v o r c e 

Outrun and marry her. She appears t o be r e j e c t i n g him 

a l t o g e t h e r : Eigi vil ek pik. S i g u r d r leaves her: 

Ut gekk S i g u r 5 r 
a n d s p j a l l i f r d , 
h o l l v i n r lof<^a, 
ok h n i p n a ^ r i , 
svd at ganga nam 
gunnarfusum 
sundr of s i i ^ u r 
s e r k r j d r n o f i n n . (2) 

Though i t i s not s p e c i f i c a l l y mentioned t h a t S i g u r ^ r ' s body 

was ' s w o l l e n ' y e t the i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h e r e ; i t would 

e x p l a i n why the b y r n i e t e a r s a p a r t at the s i d e s . On the 

o t h e r hand s i n c e the p h y s i c a l reason f o r the garment 

s p l i t t i n g i s not s p e c i f i e d , o n l y the emotional reason, i t 

c o u l d i n d i c a t e t h a t the a s s o c i a t i o n of deep sorrow w i t h 

p h y s i c a l s w e l l i n g was a f a m i l i a r concept: the audience 

would n a t u r a l l y assume t h a t S i g u r d r ' s g r i e f was being 

expressed i n t h i s way, r e s u l t i n g i n h i s t o r n s h i r t of m a i l . 

The a u t h o r o f Egils saga has d e s c r i b e d E g i l l ' s k i r t l e 

as b e i n g laced a t the s i d e s . Perhaps i t seemed t o him t h a t 

the idea o f the k i r t l e s p l i t t i n g due t o the laces b r e a k i n g 

was more a c c e p t a b l e than the a c t u a l body o f the garment 
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t e a r i n g a p a r t as seems t o be the case w i t h Sigur<^r. 

When H e l g i ' s shepherd i n Laxdoela saga d e s c r i b e s the 

group of men he has seen, he ends h i s d e t a i l e d account of 

B o l l i B o l l a s o n w i t h : syn^isk m6T, sem prut inn mundi vera af 

trega (ch.63 p.187). Though p o s s i b l y a f i g u r a t i v e 

e x p r e s s i o n i n the way i t i s used here, s t i l l i n t e n s e 

emotion and the imagery of s w e l l i n g / b u r s t i n g are c l e a r l y 

assoc i a t e d . 

Egils saga i s not the o n l y f a m i l y saga t o c o n t a i n t h i s 

m o t i f i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h c l o t h i n g . I t i s a l s o found i n 

Ljdsvetninga saga when a man g r i e v e s f o r h i s b r o t h e r . 

Ko^rdn i s s e v e r e l y wounded i n the b a t t l e at Kakalah611, but 

h i s b r o t h e r , E y j 6 1 f r , does not wish t o f i n d a p h y s i c i a n i n 

t h a t area. He wants t o take Ko^rdn back home t o be 

a t t e n d e d t o by the p h y s i c i a n , I > o r v a r ^ r . When I>orvar^r 

examines the wounded man, he t e l l s E y j 6 1 f r t h a t i f Ko^rdn 

had not been moved t h e r e may have been some hope f o r him 

but now t h e r e i s n o t h i n g t o be done. E y j 6 1 f r takes t h i s 

b a d l y and when the men come t o take o f f t h e i r c l o t h e s , 

E y j 6 1 f r cannot remove h i s t u n i c : 

E y j 6 1 f r m d t t i e i g i komask af k y r t l i 
t>eim, er hann var i ; svd var hann 
prUt i n n . 

( c h . l 4 p.82) 

There i s no e x p l a n a t i o n o f why h i s body should have 

s w o l l e n t o t h i s e x t e n t ; he was not wounded i n any way i n 

the b a t t l e . But i f the c o n n e c t i o n between the s w e l l i n g of 

the body and em o t i o n a l d i s t r e s s i s accepted then i t i s 

c l e a r t h a t the saga w r i t e r i s u s i n g t h i s m o t i f t o express 

E y j 6 1 f r ' s g r i e f . His sorrow at h i s b r o t h e r ' s imminent 
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death would be i n c r e a s e d by h i s knowledge t h a t he was 
h i m s e l f l a r g e l y t o blame f o r i t . 

P o r h a l l r Asgrimsson was the f o s t e r - s o n of N j d l l . They 

appear t o have been c l o s e , N j d l l p assing on t o the boy h i s 

e x t e n s i v e knowledge of the law. L a t e r a f t e r the a t t a c k on 

B e r g p 6 r s h v d l 1 , the news of h i s f o s t e r - f a t h e r ' s death i s 

brought t o P o r h a l l r and he hears t h a t N j d l l d i e d i n s i d e the 

b u r n i n g house. His anguish i s e v i d e n t i n h i s r e a c t i o n : 

hann p r u t n a & i a l l r ok b l 6 c f b o g i s t 6 ^ 6r 
h v d r r i - t v e g g j u h l u s t i n n i , ok v a r ^ e i g i 
s t o d v a t , ok f e l l hann i 6 v i t , ok pA 
s t 6 d v a 5 i s k . 

( N j d l s s. ch.132 p.344) 

No mention i s made of h i s c l o t h e s , but the s w e l l i n g of h i s 

body i s p l a i n l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the p a i n and s u f f e r i n g 

which suddenly overwhelm him. He i s perhaps s l i g h t l y 

ashamed t h a t the f o r c e o f h i s emotions caused him t o f a l l 

u nconscious f o r when he rec o v e r s he kva^ s6r litilmannliga 

verba. He i s now determined t o take revenge on those who 

burned h i s f o s t e r - f a t h e r and who through t h a t a c t i o n caused 

him such p a i n f u l d i s t r e s s . 

T h i s m o t i f occurs a second time i n Nj'dls saga when 

F l o s i and h i s companions are v i s i t i n g v a r i o u s c h i e f t a i n s t o 

ask f o r support i n t h e i r case. They v i s i t two b r o t h e r s , 

f > o r k e l l and P o r v a l d r , sons of K e t i l l prymr. The b r o t h e r s 

agree t o h e l p when F l o s i promises them a f i n a n c i a l reward. 

When t h e i r mother, Y n g v i l d r , hears of t h i s involvement she 

becomes upset and begins t o c r y . She e x p l a i n s t o P o r k e l l 

the reasons f o r her r e a c t i o n : 

'Mik dreym^i, at P o r v a l d r , b r d S i r 
p i n n , vaeri 1 rau^um k y r t l i , ok p 6 t t i 
m6r svd prongr v e r a sem sauma^r vaeri 
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at honum; m6r p 6 t t i hann ok vera i 
rau^um hosum u n d i r ok v a f i t at vdndum 
dreglum. M^r p 6 t t i i l l t d at s j d , at 
honum var svd 6hoegt, en ek mdtta e k k i 
at g era.' 

(ch.134 p.351, 352) 

She i s laughed at by the men who d i s m i s s her dream as 

loklausa (nonsense). Yet at the subsequent b a t t l e at the 

A l p i n g i , P o r v a l d r i s k i l l e d by P o r g e i r s k o r a r g e i r . 

Y n g v i l d r ' s dream was p r o p h e t i c , a f o r e b o d i n g of sorrow. 

Though the body i s not s p e c i f i e d as having s w o l l e n s t i l l 

t he k i r t l e i s t i g h t and t h e r e i s an impression of extreme 

d i s c o m f o r t . And perhaps the s p e c i f i c c o l o u r mentioned -

re d - p l a y s a p a r t here as an augury of b l o o d and thus o f 

i n j u r y and death. T h i s i s a mother's dream; i t i s a 

p r e m o n i t i o n o f the g r i e f she i s t o s u f f e r at the v i o l e n t 

d eath o f her son. 

The manner o f P o r v a l d r ' s death i s p a r t i c u l a r l y 

d e s c r i b e d l a t e r ; he was k i l l e d by a blow t o the chest w i t h 

the v e r y axe t h a t had belonged t o Skarphe^inn ( c h . l 4 5 

p.403). There i s a p a r a l l e l here w i t h the case of P o r h a l l r 

where the d e t a i l s o f N j d l l ' s death are e x p l a i n e d t o him. 

I n Ljdsvetninga saga E y j 6 1 f r i s u n h a p p i l y w e l l aware of the 

circumstances o f h i s b r o t h e r ' s death and Ko^rdn's i n j u r y i s 

d e s c r i b e d e a r l i e r i n the b a t t l e : Ok / pvi hjd Hallr i 

hofu^ honum ( c h . l 4 p.81). When t h i s happens another man 

expresses r e g r e t at t h i s d e a t h , at the loss o f einn bezti 

ma^r 6r Eyjaf irti. Bo^varr's drowning was a q u i r k of f a t e ; 

t h e r e was no r e a l need f o r him t o even be on t h a t boat. I n 

each i n c i d e n t the w r i t e r has g i v e n some d e t a i l s concerning 

the deaths, he has e n l a r g e d upon the events. By p r o v i d i n g 

i n f o r m a t i o n which u n d e r l i n e s how t r a g i c these deaths were 
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he has emphasised the e f f e c t on the bereaved kinsmen (and 
woman) . 

The idea o f the body s w e l l i n g under extreme sorrow may 

be connected w i t h the medieval c o n f u s i o n of the heart and 

mind. The h e a r t was con s i d e r e d t o be the seat of the 

emotions. There i s some a m b i g u i t y i n the t r a n s l a t i n g of 

the word hugr, depending on the c o n t e x t the word c o u l d 

r e p r e s e n t 'mind' or ' h e a r t ' (CV): 

hugr 1. mind 
kowa e-m i hug - t o come i n t o one's mind 

2. mood, h e a r t , f e e l i n g 
gdbr hugr - a good, k i n d h e a r t 
hugir peirra fdru saman 

- they loved each o t h e r 

3. d e s i r e , wish 
leggja hug d konu - t o love a woman 

S i m i l a r l y w i t h the term hjarta which though i t c o u l d be 

t r a n s l a t e d as ' h e a r t ' , c o u l d a l s o r e p r e s e n t 'mind' or 

' f e e l i n g ' . I t was used as a symbol of courage as i n 

Hdrbar^s1id^ - Pdrr & afI oerit, enn ecci hiarta ( 3 ) . But 

o t h e r emotions were a l s o expressed by hjarta: 

b l 6 ^ u g t er h j a r t a 
peim er b i o j a s k a l 
s6r 1 mdl h v e r t matar. (4) 

Thus the o p p r e s s i o n and misery f e l t i n the mind would be 

thought t o be c o n c e n t r a t e d i n the h e a r t , i n the brea s t of 

the body. The s w e l l i n g o f the body may then be seen as a 

r e s u l t of the s w e l l i n g o f a h e a r t overloaded w i t h heavy 
sorrow. 

I n Laxdoela saga, P o r g e r ^ r a g g r e s s i v e l y reminds her 

sons t h a t the death o f t h e i r b r o t h e r K j a r t a n has not been 

p r o p e r l y avenged. As they r i d e past B o l l i ' s farm, she 
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accuses them of cowardice. H a l l d 6 r r c u r t l y r e p l i e s t o her 

goading but o t h e r w i s e says l i t t l e , y e t : prutna^i honum mjok 

mdSr til Bolla (ch.53 p.162). His h a t r e d would of course 

be f u e l l e d by g r i e f f o r h i s dead b r o t h e r , shame due t o h i s 

own s l i g h t e d honour and anger d i r e c t e d towards the woman 

who now urges v i o l e n t r e t r i b u t i o n . The phrase v i v i d l y 

evokes the f i e r c e emotion he can b a r e l y c o n t r o l . 

I n medieval I c e l a n d the m o t i f discussed appears to 

have been a l i t e r a r y t e c h n i q u e , used when the w r i t e r wished 

t o ' d e s c r i b e ' h i s c h a r a c t e r ' s emotions. Combined w i t h 

i n f o r m a t i o n on the circumstances o f death, and i n some 

cases an idea o f the c h a r a c t e r o f the dead person, the 

s w e l l i n g o f the body v i v i d l y expresses the weight of sorrow 

f e l t by the r e l a t i v e . 

I n the I c e l a n d o f the sagas, where s o c i e t y r e v o l v e d 

around the h e r o i c e t h i c , i t i s o f t e n regarded as a s i g n of 

weakness t o express i n t e n s e emotion openly; t h i s m o t i f 

seems a s u i t a b l e way t o i l l u s t r a t e s u f f e r i n g . The 

c h a r a c t e r does not t y p i c a l l y r e v e a l h i s g r i e f w i t h outward 

l a m e n t a t i o n s but c o n t a i n s i t w i t h i n h i m s e l f - and i t i s 

t h r o u g h the p h y s i c a l s i g n s o f such containment t h a t we can 

understand what he i s going t h r o u g h . 
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3. G. Neckel ( e d ) . Edda. Rev. by Hans Kuhn. st.26 p.82, 

4. David A.H. Evans ( e d ) . Hdvamal. st.37 p.46. 
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Chapter Ten 
BLOOD-STAINED GARMENTS 

The b l o o d o f a man who had been k i l l e d but not avenged 

c o u l d be a p o w e r f u l and emotional reminder o f u n f u l f i l l e d 

o b l i g a t i o n s . I t was a device used by women i n attempts t o 

f o r c e kinsmen t o take up a case, or t o goad them i n t o more 

extreme and v i o l e n t a c t i o n . I t was i m p o s s i b l e f o r a man t o 

d i s r e g a r d t h i s k i n d o f c h a l l e n g e w i t h o u t i n c u r r i n g 

d ishonour and shame. I n some cases the garments of a dead 

man, s t a i n e d w i t h the b l o o d of h i s death wounds, were 

p r e s e n t e d t o the p r o s p e c t i v e avenger by a kinswoman. 

1. N i & l s saga. c h . l l 6 p.290-292 

Hoskuldr H v f t a n e s s g o ^ i i s k i l l e d i n h i s c o r n f i e l d by the 

sons of N j d l l . At the time Hoskuldr i s wearing a c l o a k 

which had been g i v e n t o him by h i s w i f e ' s u n c l e , F l o s i - a 

skarlatsskikkju. When h i s body i s d i s c o v e r e d , h i s w i f e 

H i l d i g u n n r wipes the b l o o d up w i t h the c l o a k and puts i t 

away i n a c h e s t . F l o s i v i s i t s her l a t e r , having a l r e a d y 

made p r e p a r a t i o n s f o r t a k i n g up the case at the A l p i n g i . 

H i l d i g u n n r appears t o be pa y i n g him s p e c i a l a t t e n t i o n , 

o f f e r i n g him the h i g h s e a t . F l o s i f o r h i s p a r t responds 

c o o l l y at f i r s t {H^r skulu v6r eta dagverh ok riSa siian) 

and then a n g r i l y when he sees the place prepared f o r him. 

He i n s i s t s t h a t atonement f o r Hoskuldr's death w i l l be 

l e g a l and honourable. However he i s o b v i o u s l y not a c t i n g 

s t r o n g l y enough f o r H i l d i g u n n r who cla i m s t h a t i f the r o l e s 

were r e v e r s e d her husband would have accepted n o t h i n g less 

than b l o o d vengeance - though t h i s seems h i g h l y u n l i k e l y . 
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Hoskuldr b e i n g a moderate and calm man who c a l l e d on God to 

f o r g i v e h i s own k i l l e r s . I t i s a l s o t r u e t h a t H i l d i g u n n r 

d i d not appear t o be so devoted t o her husband when he was 

a l i v e . 

When the meal i s f i n i s h e d , H i l d i g u n n r takes out 

Hoskuldr's c l o a k and f l i n g s i t around F l o s i ' s s h o u l d e r s ; 

the d r i e d b l o o d f a l l s a l l around him. Her cha l l e n g e t o him 

i s almost i n the form of an i n c a n t a t i o n : 

'I>essa s k i k k j u g a f t p i i , F l o s i , 
H o s k u l d i , ok gef ek p6r nu a p t r . Var 
hann ok i p e s s i v e g i n n . Skyt ek p v i 
t i l gu^s ok g6d"ra manna, at ek s o e r i 
p i k f y r i r a l i a k r a p t a K r i s t s p i n s ok 
f y r i r mannd6m ok karlmennsku p i n a , a t 
pti h e f n i r a l l r a sdra p e i r a , er hann 
hafi^fi 6 S6T dau^um, e5a h e i t hvers 
manns n i ^ i n g r e l l a . ' 

She has not f a i l e d t o remind him of h i s manhood; she has 

invoked the name of the dead man and r e - i t e r a t e d the 

o b l i g a t i o n t h r o u g h mention o f the g i f t . H i l d i g u n n r ends 

w i t h something o f a curse on him - i f he does not f u l f i l 

her c h a l l e n g e he w i l l deserve the condemnation of a l l men. 

F l o s i r e a c t s a n g r i l y , t h r o w i n g the garment back and 

abusing her {Pi3 ert it mesta forab). His emotional 

r e a c t i o n i s v i v i d l y d e s c r i b e d ( p . 2 9 2 ) . Perhaps h i s anger 

p a r t l y stems from the way she has deceived him w i t h her 

i n i t i a l e x c e s sive h o s p i t a l i t y . Yet whatever he t h i n k s of 

her a c t i o n s , he i s now deeply i n v o l v e d and committed to the 

case; he cannot f o r g e t or i g n o r e H i l d i g u n n r ' s demand f o r 

the u l t i m a t e vengeance. L a t e r at the A l p i n g i when 

a r b i t r a t i o n i s i n p r o g r e s s , i t may w e l l be F l o s i ' s 

r e c o l l e c t i o n o f t h i s p a i n f u l t a u n t t o h i s honour which 
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c o n t r i b u t e s t o the d o w n f a l l o f n e g o t i a t i o n s ( c h . l 2 3 p.313) 
( 1 ) . 

2. V d p n f i r ^ i n g a saga. c h . l 4 p.51-54 

T h i s saga p r e s e n t s a s i m i l a r s i t u a t i o n , though w i t h o u t so 

much d r a m a t i c d e t a i l as i n Njdls saga. The s u r v i v i n g 

m anuscript i s p a r t l y i l l e g i b l e at t h i s p o i n t , but c e r t a i n 

events can s t i l l be deduced. Brodd-Helgi has been s l a i n i n 

b a t t l e w h i l s t f i g h t i n g a g a i n s t G e i t i r . The issue was — -

s e t t l e d p e a c e f u l l y and B j a r n i , Brodd-HeIgi's son, r e c e i v e d 

compensation. G e i t i r i s now on good terms w i t h B j a r n i who 

i s h i s f o s t e r son and nephew as Brodd-HeIgi's f i r s t w i f e 

was G e i t i r ' s s i s t e r . 

Some time a f t e r the k i l l i n g , B j a r n i i s g e t t i n g ready 

t o a t t e n d a meeting. He i s wondering what t o wear. 

P o r g e r ^ r s i l f r a , Brodd-HeIgi's second w i f e , b r i n g s out a 

bundle and g i v e s i t t o him. B j a r n i u n f o l d s i t . I t would 

appear t o be h i s dead f a t h e r ' s c l o a k w i t h the d r i e d blood 

s t i l l on i t . P o r g e r ^ r reminds him of the g r i e f which i s 

not o n l y hers but h i s t o o : Ekki var minni minn harmr(?) en 

pinn. B j a r n i , as w i t h F l o s i , g i v e s back the c l o a k : 

'Sel pti a l l r a kvenna o r m [ u s t ] ... ok 
var ... gengr l i t s k y n d i l i g a . ' 

His view of her i s i l l u s t r a t e d l a t e r when a f t e r c ommitting 

the k i l l i n g she wanted, he d r i v e s her away from the house. 

P o r g e r ^ r has put B j a r n i i n an i n t o l e r a b l e p o s i t i o n . 

She has made i t d i f f i c u l t f o r him t o ignore her gesture 

w i t h o u t b r i n g i n g shame upon h i m s e l f , yet f o r him t o k i l l 

G e i t i r i s a l s o a v i o l a t i o n o f h i s moral code. G e i t i r i s a 

cl o s e kinsman as w e l l as a f r i e n d . B j a r n i goes t o the 
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meeting and does k i l l G e i t i r . His remorse i s immediate and 
he c r a d l e s the head of the d y i n g man, r e g r e t t i n g h i s 
a c t i o n . I t i s an episode p a r a l l e l i n g B o l l i ' s r e a c t i o n 
a f t e r the k i l l i n g o f K j a r t a n (Laxd. s. ch.49). 

Many p a r t s o f t h i s i n c i d e n t are m i s s i n g . The e d i t o r 

o f the Islenzk fornrit e d i t i o n has suggested, and i t seems 

p r o b a b l e , t h a t though a c l o a k i s not s p e c i f i c a l l y 

mentioned, the f e m i n i n e t h i r d person pronoun co u l d imply 

t h a t a yfirhofn or skikkja was the i t e m used: ... ok var 

hon bl6&i drifin (p.52 f n . l ) . 

The s i m i 1 i a r i t i e s w i t h Njdls saga suggest t h a t one 

saga has i n f l u e n c e d the o t h e r . A l t h o u g h Vdpnfir^inga saga 

is set i n east I c e l a n d , J6nas K r i s t j d n s s o n has p o i n t e d out 

t h a t the w r i t e r appears t o be q u i t e i g n o r a n t o f the 

topography o f t h a t r e g i o n ( 2 ) . He suggests t h a t the 

genealogy g i v e n at the end may i n d i c a t e the r e g i o n o f 

o r i g i n . I t t r a c e s a c o n n e c t i o n from G e i t i r down t o 

Ragnheidr P o r h a l l s d 6 t t i r and her t h r e e sons, a f a m i l y which 

was l o c a t e d i n the south o f I c e l a n d and t h e r e f o r e c l o s e r t o 

the area o f Njdls saga. T h i s would make some k i n d of 

b o r r o w i n g o f m o t i f s more l i k e l y . Vdpnfirdinga saga i s an 

e a r l y t e x t , p r o b a b l y d a t i n g from the f i r s t h a l f o f the 

t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y . I f b o r r o w i n g has o c c u r r e d , i t was the 

s c r i b e o f Njdls saga who t r a n s f e r r e d and developed t h i s 

i n c i d e n t . 

3. Laxdoela saga. ch.60 p.179-181 

B o l l i P o r l e i k s s o n , the t h i r d husband of Guclriin, was s l a i n 

i n r e t a l i a t i o n f o r the death o f K j a r t a n . No compensation 
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was p a i d though S n o r r i g o ^ i was w i l l i n g t o take up the 

case. Gu^run seemed r e l u c t a n t t o have her son P o r l e i k r 

bound by any p e a c e f u l s e t t l e m e n t . Some years l a t e r Gu^run 

produces B o l l i ' s b l o o d - s t a i n e d c l o t h e s . They are personal 

garments - 1 inklsehi, skyrta ok 1 inbroekr. She shows these 

t o her sons B o l l i and P o r l e i k r and reproaches them f o r 

t h e i r i n a c t i o n : 

'Pessi somu k l a e ^ i , er p i t s j d i ^ h6r, 
f r y j a y k k r f b ^ u r h e f n d a ; nu mun ek e k k i 
hafa h6r um morg o r ^ , pvf at e k k i er 
vdn, at p i t s k i p i z k af framhvot o r ^ a , 
ef p i t Ihugid" e k k i v i ^ s l l k a r 
bendingar ok dminningar. 

The v i c t i m i s r e f e r r e d t o by r e l a t i o n s h i p - f a t h e r -

emphasising f a m i l y o b l i g a t i o n s . I n her i n v o c a t i o n Gut^run 

s t r e s s e s t h a t i t i s the c l o t h e s which c h a l l e n g e them t o 

avenge t h e i r f a t h e r . By p e r s o n i f y i n g these o b j e c t s , which 

have such a c l o s e a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h the dead man, they 

become, as she i n t e n d e d , p o w e r f u l 'tokens and reminders' 

( 3 ) . B o l l i and P o r l e i k r are a c u t e l y aware of an a t t a c k on 

t h e i r honour. I t i s shown by t h e i r haste t o excuse 

themselves on the grounds of b e i n g , up t o t h i s p o i n t , too 

young t o take a c t i o n and w i t h o u t a leader. Though deeply 

moved by t h e i r mother's act they do not as i n the p r e v i o u s 

i l l u s t r a t i o n s show anger or reproach towards the woman. 

Gu^riin's c h a l l e n g e h i t s home. When B o l l i then speaks t o 

P o r g i l s about the m a t t e r , he i s p a r t i c u l a r l y concerned w i t h 

h i s p r e s t i g e and r e p u t a t i o n : 

' v i l j u v6r t i l hefnda l e i t a , ' s a g ^ i 
B o l l i , 'ok hofu v i t broeo^r nii pann 
proska, at menn munu mjok A l e i t a via 
o k k r , e f v i t hefjum e i g i handa'. 

A c c o r d i n g t o the saga, B o l l i B o l l a s o n i s twelve years o l d 
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at t h i s t i m e , an age which was considered l e g a l l y as the 
b e g i n n i n g o f manhood, o f m a t u r i t y ( 4 ) . Outrun o b v i o u s l y 
c o n s i d e r s him o l d enough now t o shoulder r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r 
the f a m i l y honour. W i t h P o r g i l s H o l l u s o n as a leader, the 
b r o t h e r s set out t o seek blo o d vengeance. I t i s not q u i t e 
the vengeance Gu^riin had i n mind, as S n o r r i g o ^ i d i v e r t s i t 
towards H e l g i Har^beinsson. H e l g i ' s death w i l l not provoke 
the succession o f revenge k i l l i n g s which might be expected 
i f any of the O M f s s y n i r were s l a i n (ch.59 p.177-178). 
There i s a s i m i l a r i t y here w i t h the case of H i l d i g u n n r as 
Gu^riin i s a l s o a widow who had not shown g r e a t d e v o t i o n t o 
her husband d u r i n g h i s l i f e . 

4. N.idls saga. ch.l24 p.319 

T h i s i n c i d e n t i s somewhat d i f f e r e n t i n t h a t the woman, 

Urd^ny, produces b l o o d s t a i n e d garments i n order t o persuade 

I n g j a l d r , her b r o t h e r , t o a b s t a i n from v i o l e n c e or 

involvement i n a c e r t a i n case. 

F l o s i i s t r y i n g t o o b t a i n I n g j a l d r ' s support i n the 

case a g a i n s t N j d l l ' s sons f o r the k i l l i n g of Hoskuldr 

Hvl t a n e s s g o ^ i . Hr6^iny had been N j d l l ' s m i s t r e s s and had 

had a son by him who has s i n c e been k i l l e d . She goes to 

see I n g j a l d r and b r i n g s out a l i n e n cap s t a i n e d w i t h her 

son Hoskuldr's b l o o d . She uses i t t o remind her b r o t h e r o f 

h i s o b l i g a t i o n s t o her and the f a t h e r of her son: 

' l i f a muntu a l l t at e i n u ok h e i t a 
g63"r ma^r, ef pu s v i k r pann e i g i , er 
pu a t t bezt at launa.' Hon tok pd 
l l n h u f u 6r p u s s i slnum a l b l o ^ g a ok 
r a u f 6 t t a ok maelti: 'pessa hufu hafd^i 
Hoskuldr N j d l s s o n d h o f ^ i s 6 r , pd er 
p e i r vdgu hann. Pykki mer per p v l 
v e r r sama at v e i t a peim, er paoan 
standa a t ' . 
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The v i c t i m i s named, r e s p o n s i b i l i t y emphasised, and f u t u r e 

p r e s t i g e promised. I n g j a l d r e x h i b i t s no anger, he seems t o 

accept the i m p l i c a t i o n s o f the l i n e n cap and does not abuse 

Hr6^ny. He does agree t o w i t h d r a w from the case, though 

not t o the e x t e n t o f d i v u l g i n g any of F l o s i ' s p l a n s . And 

i n t h i s c o n t e x t f e a r o f contempt e n t e r s the t r a n s a c t i o n as 

I n g j a l d r r e a l i s e s : 

p v l at pd em ek hvers manns n i ^ i n g r , 
ef ek se g i p a t , er p e i r trU(^u m6r t i l . 

T h i s would happen i f he were t o c o m p l e t e l y b e t r a y F l o s i , 

whereas due t o the pressure o f h i s t i e s o f k i n s h i p i t 

appears t h a t he can d e c l i n e a c t i v e support w i t h o u t any 

dishonour - a l t h o u g h F l o s i i s subsequently s c a t h i n g i n h i s 

remarks about I n g j a l d r ' s change of l o y a l t y ( 5 ) . 

I t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t t h i s i n c i d e n t i s a counterbalance 

t o the p r e v i o u s one i n Njdls saga i n v o l v i n g H i l d i g u n n r and 

F l o s i . The name of the v i c t i m i s the same. The 

i m p l i c a t i o n may be t h a t t h i s k i n d o f pressure can be used 

not o n l y t o i n c i t e v i o l e n c e but a l s o t o d e t e r someone from 

t a k i n g p a r t i n such revenge. 

There are many cases i n the Is 1 endingasogur of women 

u r g i n g men i n t o a c t i o n ; minor female c h a r a c t e r s can even be 

i n t r o d u c e d s o l e l y t o f u l f i l t h i s r o l e . A f t e r s e v e r a l years 

o f r e l a t i v e calm H r a f n k e l l i s goaded i n t o r e t a l i a t i o n by a 

washer woman ( H r a f n . s. ch.8 p.126-127). He might c h a s t i s e 

her f o r her words but he then takes immediate a c t i o n 

a g a i n s t Sdmr's b r o t h e r . 

The women of t h i s s o c i e t y were p a r t i c u l a r l y dependent 
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upon the men t o take up a case on t h e i r b e h a l f and 
pro s e c u t e i t , by p e a c e f u l means or o t h e r w i s e . Women were 
not a l l o w e d t o assume any l e g a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s i n t h i s 
way; they c o u l d not present a case i n the c o u r t . f>orger^r 
i n Eyrbyggja saga f i n d s t h a t t h i s p r e s e n t s her w i t h a 
problem and t o get round i t she i s f o r c e d i n t o the r o l e of 
female i n c i t e r . The reminder o f the v i c t i m i n t h i s case i s 
not a garment and i t i l l u s t r a t e s t h a t the bloo d s t a i n e d 
garment m o t i f i s p a r t o f a wider p a t t e r n of i n c i t e m e n t 
where v a r i o u s tokens may be produced - the p o i n t i n common 
be i n g b l o o d , or evidence of the v i c t i m ' s v i o l e n t death. 

V i g f u s s , P o r g e r ^ r ' s husband, has been k i l l e d by S n o r r i 

gobi and h i s men, but Porger&r i s having d i f f i c u l t y g e t t i n g 

any o f her kinsmen t o act on b e h a l f o f her and the f a m i l y . 

E v e n t u a l l y , a c t i n g on Vermundr's a d v i c e , she d i g s up her 

husband's body, removes the head and takes i t t o A r n k e l l , 

her u n c l e . I n her i n d i c t m e n t a g a i n s t him she invokes the 

t i e s between the two men by i m p l y i n g t h a t V i g f i i s s would not 

have been so i n a c t i v e had the s i t u a t i o n s been reversed 

(ch.27 p.69). A r n k e l l i s e x t r e m e l y a f f e c t e d by t h i s 

g e s t u r e and r e a c t s a n g r i l y towards her but he o b v i o u s l y now 

f e e l s compelled t o a c t f o r her and takes up the case, 

e v e n t u a l l y b r i n g i n g i t t o a r b i t r a t i o n and p e a c e f u l 

s e t t l e m e n t . 

The head o f a dead man i s a p o w e r f u l , and very 

t a n g i b l e , symbol o f h i s v i o l e n t death and as an element i n 

the process o f i n c i t e m e n t might be expected t o f o r c e even 

the most moderate of men i n t o a c t i o n . I n Njdls saga, 

Skarphe^inn and h i s b r o t h e r s k i l l Sigmundr Lambason, a 
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kinsman o f Gunnarr's. A f t e r t h i s s l a y i n g , Skarphei^inn' s 

i n t e n t i o n was t o send the head o f the dead man t o H a l l g e r ^ r 

but the shepherd e n t r u s t e d w i t h t h i s e r r a n d f a i l e d t o c a r r y 

i t o u t . When HallgercTr hears about t h i s , she i s annoyed 

w i t h the shepherd: 

'pat var i l i a , er pii g e r ^ i r pat e i g i , ' 
s e g i r hon, 'ek s k y l d a f o e r a Gunnari, 
ok myndi hann pd hefna fraenda s i n s e'da 
s i t j a f y r i r hvers manns amaeli'. 

(ch.45 p.117) 

Gunnarr has been r e l u c t a n t t o l e t H a l l g e r ^ r ' s 

i n t r i g u e s provoke any i l l f e e l i n g between him and N j d l l and 

h i s f a m i l y . E v i d e n t l y H a l l g e r ^ r f e e l s t h a t p r o d u c i n g the 

head of a dead man would have put such pressure upon 

Gunnarr t h a t even he would have been unable t o avo i d t a k i n g 

some k i n d o f a c t i o n . Skarphe^inn and H a l l g e r ^ r , o s t e n s i b l y 

enemies, appear i n t h i s episode almost i n the l i g h t o f 

accomplices - the severed head would have served the 

purposes o f b o t h . 

The a c t i o n o f a woman c o n f r o n t i n g a man w i t h the blood 

of a dead kinsman, whether on a garment or as p a r t of the 

body, enables the w r i t e r o f a saga t o emphasise the worki n g 

of the code of honour i n the s o c i e t y of the saga age. As a 

l i t e r a r y d e v i c e , i t i s p a r t i c u l a r l y e f f e c t i v e when i t 

i l l u s t r a t e s the dilemmas t h a t would have faced many people. 

I t i s the women who have t o take t h i s d r a s t i c a c t i o n , 

i m p l y i n g t h a t d e s p i t e the e t h i c s i n the s o c i e t y o f the 

sagas, they c o u l d not always r e l y on t h e i r kinsmen t o 

f u l f i l t h e i r o b l i g a t i o n s w i t h o u t some prompting. The saga 

w r i t e r s do though, at t i m e s , present these women as being 
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p a r t i c u l a r l y harsh and r e l e n t l e s s . The p h r a s i n g and rhythm 
p r e s e n t i n the c h a l l e n g e s o f some of the women, the f e e l i n g 
of an i n c a n t a t i o n , a c a s t i n g of a s p e l l , g i v e s a c e r t a i n 
power t o t h e i r i n d i c t m e n t s . They have placed the men i n 
s i t u a t i o n s where they may be t o r n between c o n f l i c t i n g 
l o y a l t i e s . 

The men, o f t e n i n c o n t r a s t t o a r u t h l e s s woman, seem 

unable t o r e s i s t the demands pla c e d upon them. They show 

themselves s a d l y v u l n e r a b l e t o any s l u r upon t h e i r honour. 

T h e i r anger r e f l e c t s t h e i r f r u s t r a t i o n ; they have t o accept 

the c h a l l e n g e and become i n v o l v e d i n an issue which they 

would have done much t o a v o i d . I n some cases they 

r e p u d i a t e the woman, r e f l e c t i n g t h e i r d e s i r e t o r e j e c t the 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t h r u s t upon them. But they must know t h a t 

t h i s g e s t u r e i s f u t i l e as the woman has, by her method, no 

doubt o f a c h i e v i n g her o b j e c t . The men are c o n s t r a i n e d by 

the concept o f honour t o take a c t i o n however abhorrent i t 

may be t o them. Compromise appears t o be d i f f i c u l t t o 

ef f e e t . 

Even where the men (or boys) are eager t o f u l f i l the 

woman's c h a l l e n g e , as i n the case of Gu^riin and her sons, 

Gu^run's use of t h i s d evice t o remind the b r o t h e r s of t h e i r 

f a t h e r ' s d e a t h , exaggerates her reproach. A woman, a 

f a t h e r ' s b l o o d - s t a i n e d l i n e n garments, a for m a l c h a l l e n g e -

a l l serve t o imply t h a t the sons have been t a r d y and 

r e l u c t a n t about t h e i r o b l i g a t i o n s d e s p i t e having had l i t t l e 

p r e v i o u s o p p o r t u n i t y t o a c t . 

Though the presence o f the dead man's blood i s common 
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t o a l l these i n c i d e n t s and would appear t o be the most 
s i g n i f i c a n t element, i t i s not g e n e r a l l y mentioned by the 
women. I n the cases where the garments are used t h e r e i s 
s p e c i f i c r e f e r e n c e t o them i n t h r e e i n s t a n c e s : H i l d i g u n n r 
speaks of the c l o a k ; Gui^riin issues her charge through the 
c l o t h e s ; Hr6<^ny t e l l s I n g j a l d r ' t h i s i s the cap . I n 

Vdpnfir^inga saga the garment i s not mentioned. I n view of 

the s t a t e o f the m a n u s c r i p t , i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o judge 

whether i t would have conformed t o the p a t t e r n or n o t . I t 

would seem t h a t i t i s enough t o produce the blood , the 

p h y s i c a l evidence and reminder of the death; t h i s has 

s u f f i c i e n t impact, l e a v i n g the c h a l l e n g e r f r e e t o 

c o n c e n t r a t e her v e r b a l a t t a c k on the issues of honour and 

o b i i g a t i o n . 

Carol Clover f e e l s t h a t the m o t i f of the woman 

i n c i t i n g the man i n t o a c t i o n was not c o n f i n e d t o the 

l i t e r a r y w o r l d o f the sagas, but a c t u a l l y r e f l e c t e d a 

' s o c i a l r e a l i t y ' ( 6 ) . C o n c e n t r a t i n g on the scene i n v o l v i n g 

H i l d i g u n n r and F l o s i , Clover l i n k s the i n c i t e m e n t , the 

w h e t t i n g , t o a r i t u a l of lament which has p a r a l l e l s i n many 

l i t e r a t u r e s and s o c i e t i e s . F i ve elements are present i n 

t h i s scene and they are a l l l i n k e d , a l l p a r t o f the 

procedure - the h i g h s e a t , the t o r n t o w e l , H i l d i g u n n r ' s 

weeping, the c l o a k w i t h Hoskuldr's b l o o d , the speech. A l l 

form a whole which can be viewed as not o n l y 'an angry 

woman's demand f o r revenge' but a l s o 'a g r i e v i n g widow's 

l a m e n t a t i o n s over her dead husband'. 

The vacant h i g h seat o f f e r e d t o F l o s i emphasises 

H i l d i g u n n r ' s p o s i t i o n i n the w o r l d , a woman bereaved and 
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a l o n e . I t i s , as Clover p o i n t s o u t , e q u i v a l e n t t o the 'woe 

i s me' lament. H i l d i g u n n r openly weeps b e f o r e F l o s i , an 

unusual a c t i o n i n an I c e l a n d i c saga but common t o many 

t r a d i t i o n s o f g r i e v i n g . Her h a i r appears t o be loose as 

she has t o push i t back from her f a c e . Part of the process 

of r i t u a l mourning i s o f t e n t o reverse the normal everyday 

customs i . e . d i s c a r d i n g c o l o u r e d c l o t h e s i n favour of 

b l a c k . H a i r t h a t would u s u a l l y be bound i n some way may be 

p u l l e d down and worn loose ( 7 ) . C l o t h or garments are 

o f t e n t o r n or r e n t by those who are overcome w i t h g r i e f and 

emotion - and t h i s c o u l d be the s i g n i f i c a n c e of the t o w e l , 

t o r n and f u l l o f h o l e s . 

I n The Iliad, Hektor's female r e l a t i o n s bewail t h e i r 

f a t e a f t e r h i s death ( 8 ) . T h e i r l a m e n t a t i o n s i n c l u d e 

p r a i s e o f the dead man, anger towards the p e r p e t r a t o r s of 

the death and an e x p r e s s i o n of s a t i s f a c t i o n f o r a l l Hektor 

had managed t o achieve a g a i n s t h i s a d v e r s a r i e s , and they 

d e c l a r e t h e i r own sorrow. I n the case of Andromache h i s 

w i f e , t h i s i s expressed p a r t l y t hrough a lament f o r her now 

b e r e f t and s o l i t a r y s i t u a t i o n ( 9 ) . Queen Erka i n Pi^reks 

saga, d e s e r t e d by Pi<^rekr Valdimarson, weeps and t e a r s her 

c l o t h i n g ( 1 0 ) . She t u r n s t o King I>i5'rekr, a p p e a l i n g t o him 

f o r a i d . She p r a i s e s the k i n g ' s v a l o u r ; she laments her 

f a t e - Vasi verii mer and emphasises her i s o l a t i o n - nu a ek 

engan wann i minu riki pann er mer hialpi vi^. As Erka 

r e p e a t s her desperate appeal, she vssinar oc rifr sin klse^i 

oc sit bar oc bserr a sitt briost. 

H i l d i g u n n r ' s speech and the way she produces the 

bloody c l o a k would appear t o be pure i n c i t e m e n t . But 
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Clover b e l i e v e s t h a t though these words appear to be aimed 
' f o r w a r d t o the man t o be k i l l e d n e x t ' yet at the same time 
a t t e n t i o n i s a l s o focused 'backward' on the one who has 
a l r e a d y been k i l l e d thus combining the hvot ( i n s t i g a t i o n ) 
w i t h a lament. C e r t a i n examples can be found i n Norse 
l i t e r a t u r e t o c o n f i r m t h i s k i n d o f com b i n a t i o n . Clover 
c i t e s Hei^arviga saga where PuricTr goads her sons w i t h a 
stanz a c e n t r e d on the act of vengeance ( 1 1 ) . But i n Har^ar 
saga ok Hdlwverja, the stanza spoken by P o r b j o r g 
c o n c e n t r a t e s on her b r o t h e r ' s courageous defence a g a i n s t 
h i s opponents ( 1 2 ) . However, though i t may seem t o be a 
lament f o r a brave man, I n d r i ^ i , P o r b j o r g ' s husband, 
appears t o be w e l l aware t h a t h i s w i f e a l s o r e q u i r e s some 
a c t i o n t o be taken. S i m i l a r p a r a l l e l s can be found i n the 
Poetic Edda. I n Ham^ismdl where G u ^ i i n mourns the death of 
S v a n h i l d r ( 1 3 ) , i t would seem t o be 'pure lament'; she 
g r i e v e s f o r the e f f e c t on the f a m i l y and f o r her own 
s o l i t a r y p o s i t i o n . But at the same time t h i s can be seen 
as p a r t o f an i n c i t e m e n t : Gu^run i s a l s o u r g i n g her sons 
t o take a c t i o n and a f t e r her 'lament' they leave t o a t t a c k 
Jormunrekkr. Gu^rUnarhvot, on the o t h e r hand, focuses at 
f i r s t m a i n l y on a reproach t o the b r o t h e r s who should be 
avenging t h e i r s i s t e r ( 1 4 ) . I t i s when the men leave t h a t 
Gu^riin lapses i n t o a lament on woes she has s u f f e r e d . 

I t seems l i k e l y t h a t w i t h i n Norse l i t e r a t u r e the 

lament and the hvot can be combined, can be 'two sides of 

the same c o i n ' . Lamentation r i t u a l s are f a i r l y widespread 

i n v a r i o u s s o c i e t i e s and can i n c o r p o r a t e at l e a s t one, 

o f t e n more, of the f i v e elements of the scene i n Njdls 
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saga. Excessive d i s p l a y s o f g r i e f by bereaved women serve 
a purpose i n a b l o o d feud s o c i e t y - they keep the issue 
a l i v e , t h e y remind those r e s p o n s i b l e t h a t vengeance has t o 
be achieved. Clover bases her t h e o r y of ' s o c i a l r e a l i t y ' 
on s i m i l a r p r a c t i c e s found i n Greece and a l s o i n A l b a n i a 
where a p p a r e n t l y such customs have q u i t e a recent h i s t o r y 
(15) . 

But t h e r e i s a d i f f e r e n t approach t o the female 

i n c i t e r i n the sagas. F i f t y one i n s t a n c e s of t h i s 'female 

i n s t i g a t o r ' have been found i n the Islendingasdgur, and 

Jenny Jochens has q u e s t i o n e d the power and i n f l u e n c e these 

women appear t o have over the men i n a s o c i e t y where men 

and women are not of equal s t a t u s ( 1 6 ) . To t r y t o f i n d an 

h i s t o r i c a l b a s i s f o r t h i s female f i g u r e i n the t h i r t e e n t h 

c e n t u r y , Jochens has t u r n e d t o Sturlunga saga. Although 

she admits t h a t t h i s i s not e n t i r e l y r e l i a b l e , i t i s at 

l e a s t more l i k e l y t o r e f l e c t r e a l i t y than the 

Islendingasdgur. The w o r l d o f Sturlunga saga i s a p p a r e n t l y 

'very much a man's w o r l d ' ; women occur less f r e q u e n t l y than 

i n the f a m i l y sagas and i n the whole corpus o n l y f o u r cases 

can be found o f a woman goading a man i n t o a c t i o n ( 1 7 ) . 

The 'female i n s t i g a t o r ' would thus appear t o be a l i t e r a r y 

m o t i f more o f t e n than a r e f l e c t i o n o f r e a l i t y . 

A p o s s i b l e reason behind t h i s adverse p o r t r a y a l of 

women may, Jochens b e l i e v e s , be found i n the a t t i t u d e of 

many churchmen. The w r i t e r s o f the sagas would have been 

c l o s e l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h c l e r i c a l i n s t i t u t i o n s and teachings 

and may have absorbed some o f the misogyny which was 

p r e v a l e n t d u r i n g the medieval p e r i o d , l e a d i n g them t o 
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express t r a d i t i o n a l male a t t i t u d e s t o Eve through the 
v i n d i c t i v e f i g u r e of the hetzerin (18) 

... the image of the e v i l , cunning 
woman who goaded men t o barbarous 
deeds o f revenge, t h e r e b y d e s t r o y i n g 
the male order of s o c i e t y , d i d have 
resonance w i t h the l o n g - e s t a b l i s h e d 
e c c l e s i a s t i c a l view of Eve, the f i r s t 
woman and the v e h i c l e f o r the entrance 
o f s i n and m i s f o r t u n e i n t o the w o r l d . 

(19) 

However Ham^ism&l seems t o p o r t r a y Gu^rtin's i n c i t e m e n t as 

d e s t r u c t i v e , and as the poem a p p a r e n t l y dates from the 

n i n t h c e n t u r y (20) i t would p r o b a b l y i n d i c a t e t h a t t h i s 

m o t i f i s p r e - c h r i s t i a n i n o r i g i n . 

Laments can be e a s i l y accepted as p a r t o f s o c i a l 

r e a l i t y and as f a r as the i n c i d e n t s i n v o l v i n g garments f i t 

i n t o t h i s custom, then perhaps t h e r e i s some ba s i s f o r 

h i s t o r i c a l c o u n t e r p a r t s . But Jochens' examination of 

StUTlunga saga w i t h i t s l a c k of the female i n c i t e r r a i s e s 

q u e s t i o n s about the goading element b e i n g p a r a l l e l e d i n the 

w o r l d o f t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y I c e l a n d . I n the end the main 

concern here i s w i t h t h i s f e m i n i n e r o l e as a l i t e r a r y 

mot i f . 

Whether due t o the i n f l u e n c e o f C h r i s t i a n i t y or n o t , 

the use of t h i s m o t i f c l e a r l y i l l u s t r a t e s the predicament 

o f the men i n v o l v e d . As men they had sole r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 

f o r the l e g a l processes at l e a s t i n cases which i n v o l v e d a 

s l a y i n g . Since women c o u l d not p a r t i c i p a t e i n these 

m a t t e r s when they t u r n e d t o the men i n v o l v e d the pressure 

they c o u l d b r i n g t o bear would be enormous. The man became 

r e s p o n s i b l e not o n l y f o r h i s own honour and r e p u t a t i o n , but 

a l s o f o r t h a t o f someone t o whom he was p a r t i c u l a r l y 
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o b l i g a t e d , someone whose s o c i a l r o l e made her dependent on 

h i s act ions . 

The male/female c o n t r a s t i n most of the i n c i d e n t s 

d i s c u s s e d here emphasises the moral dilemma. On the whole 

the men are known t o be moderate, r e s p o n s i b l e members of 

s o c i e t y , not anxious t o d i s r u p t peace and s t a b i l i t y . 

However the women o f t e n appear v i n d i c t i v e and a g g r e s s i v e , 

c a r e l e s s o f the consequences. At the moment of the 

i n c i t e m e n t the e f f e c t i s t o a l i e n a t e the audience from the 

woman, the d i s r u p t i v e element i n the s o c i a l f a b r i c of 

s o c i e t y . At times the female c h a r a c t e r never r e a l l y has 

the sympathy of the w r i t e r or audience - H a l l g e r ^ r has 

always been an unpleasant c h a r a c t e r ; Porger r s i l f r a too 

r a p i d l y r e p l a c e d her predecessor (Vdpn.s. ch.6 p.36). 

However i t can be seen from the o t h e r t e x t s t h a t f o r some 

of these women the audience a l i e n a t i o n i s o n l y meant t o be 

temporary. The w r i t e r w i l l at some p o i n t show a d m i r a t i o n 

f o r these c h a r a c t e r s : H i l d i g u n n r , when i n t r o d u c e d , i s 

d e s c r i b e d as skorungr mikill ok kvenna fri^ust synum ( N j d l s 

^. ch.95 p.238); Outrun was kvenna veenst ... bx^i at dsjdnu 

ok vitsmunum (Laxd.s. ch.3 2 p.86). 

For a man t o be under pressure from someone b l a t a n t l y 

e v i l and cunning i s one t h i n g - they may p o s s i b l y be 

r e p u d i a t e d w i t h honour - but t o be p r e s s u r i s e d by, and 

o b l i g a t e d t o , a person who i s on the whole admirable and t o 

be r e s p e c t e d i n v o l v e s a more p a i n f u l predicament, one which 

can be d i f f i c u l t t o r e s o l v e . 
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1. See c h . l 2 A G i f t of F r i e n d s h i p ? p.213-216. 

2. J6nas K r i s t j d n s s o n . Eddas and Sagas. Trans, by Peter 
Foote. p.247. 

3. Magnus Magnusson and Hermann Pdlsson ( t r a n s ) . Laxdaela 
Saga. p.197. 

4. Twelve was the age when a man co u l d be h e l d l e g a l l y 
r e s p o n s i b l e f o r a k i l l i n g he had committed and when a son 
c o u l d 'prosecute a k i l l i n g case' over a s l a i n f a t h e r . At 
t w e l v e a man was a l s o expected t o assume r e l i g i o u s 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s : 'Everyone i s r e q u i r e d t o keep e s t a b l i s h e d 
f a s t s who has reached the age of twelve w i n t e r s ....'. 
Laws of E a r l y I c e l a n d : Grdgds. Trans, by Andrew Dennis, 
Peter Foote and R i c h a r d P e r k i n s . p.155 K 91; p.166 

p. 157 K 94 
p.49 K 16 

5. 'Par er s& mad^r', segir Flosi, 'er rofit he fir ei^a & 
OSS ok allan trdnad'. 

Flosi mselti til bans: 'Pu hefir rofit sstt d oss, ok hefir 
pii fyrirgort f€ ok fjorvi. ... En m6r pykkir pu vi^ vant um 
kominn, ok mun ek gefa p6r lif, ef pu vill selja m6r 
s jdlfdoemi '. 

( N j d l s s. ch.l30 p.337-338) 

6. Carol J. C l o v e r . ' H i l d i g u n n r ' s Lament'. I n S t r u c t u r e 
and Meaning i n Old Norse L i t e r a t u r e . Ed. by John Lindow, 
Lars L o n n r o t h and Gerd Wolfgang Weber. p.141-183. 

7. a) See ch.7 Head-dress p.120. 

b) Orkneyinga saga has an example of women p u l l i n g down 
t h e i r h a i r due t o emo t i o n a l d i s t r e s s . Helga and her s i s t e r 
Frakokk make a poisoned s h i r t as p a r t of t h e i r p l a n t o k i l l 
E a r l P d l l . When E a r l H a r a l d r , Helga's son, i n s i s t s on 
p u t t i n g the garment on the s i s t e r s d e s p e r a t e l y t r y to 
dissuade him: pd hnykk(5u peer af s6r faldinum ok reyttu sik 
ok kvddu Iff bans vid liggja, ef bann foeri / klsedit-, 
(ch.55 p.118). 

8. Andrew Lang, W a l t e r Leaf and Ernest Myers ( t r a n s ) . The 
I l i a d o f Homer. Book 24 p.349-350. 
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9. i b i d . 'Husband, thou a r t gone young from l i f e , and 
l e a v e s t me a widow i n t h y h a l l s . And the c h i l d i s yet but 
a l i t t l e one, c h i l d of i l l - f a t e d p a r e n t s , thee and me; ... 
(p . 3 4 9 ) . 

10. H e n r i k B e r t e l s e n ( e d ) . P i ^ r i k s saga af Bern. ch.354 
(302) v o l . 1 1 p.197-198. 

11. S i g u r ^ u r Nordal and Gu^ni J6nsson ( e d ) . H e i ^ a r v l g a 
saga. IF 3 ch.22 p.277-278. 

B r d t t munu Bar^a f r y j a 
bei^Tendr primu s e i ^ a ; 
U l l r , munt aettar s p i l l i r , 
u n d l i n n s , t a l i ^ r p i n n a r , 
nema l y b r a u t a r I d t i r 
l a ^ s v a l d a n d i f a l d a , ^ 
l y $ r nemi l j 6 ^ , sem kv6oum, 
lauc^rhyrs bo^a rau^u. 

Soon w i l l B a r ^ i ' s courage be ch a l l e n g e d 
by c r a v e r s o f the f i s h of b a t t l e . 
U l l r o f the wound-serpent, you w i l l be 
reckoned the s p o i l e r o f your k i n unless 
you cause the o f f e r e r s of the sea f i r e 
t o be swathed i n r e d , possessor of the 
road o f the land f i s h . Let the people 
hear the poem I have spoken. 

(Trans, by Carol J. C l o v e r , op c i t . p.149) 

12. Gu^ni J6nsson ( e d ) . Har^ar saga ok H61mverja. 
I s l e n d i n g a sogur. v o l . 1 2 ch.38 p.283-284. 

Var^ 1 h r e g g i hor^u 
Hor^'ur f e l l d r at j o r ^ u , 
hann h e f r d t t a u n n i t , 
Unns, ok fimm at gu n n i . 
Heldr nam grimmra g a l d r a 
g a l d r rammliga at hald a . 
Mundi b i t r a branda 
brandr e l l i g a r standa. 

H6r?r was f e l l e d t o e a r t h i n the hard 
storm o f 65'inn. He vanquished e i g h t and 
f i v e i n the b a t t l e . The s p e l l o f g r i m 
s p e l l s [ t h e 'war f e t t e r ' ] g r i p p e d him 
p o w e r f u l l y ; o t h e r w i s e the stave of the 
blade would s t i l l be s t a n d i n g . 

(Trans, by Carol J. Clover op c i t . p.147) 

13. U r s u l a Dronke ( e d ) . The P o e t i c Edda. V o l . 1 : Heroic 
Poems. Ham<^ismdl. st.3-5 p.161-162. 
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14. i b i d . G u ^ i i n a r h v o t . s t.2-3 p.146. 

15. C a r o l J. C l o v e r . op c i t . p.169-173 
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or F i c t i o n ? ' I n Sagas of the I c e l a n d e r s : A 
Ed. John Tucker. p 
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18. Jenny Jochens. op c i t . p.106. 

'The German s c h o l a r R o l f H e l l e r has used the word Hetzerin 
t o d e s i g n a t e the r o l e o f the female i n s t i g a t o r , who by 
goading and nagging f o r c e d an o f t e n r e l u c t a n t husband t o 
e v i l deeds o f crime and revenge.' Jochens i s r e f e r r i n g t o 
R o l f H e l l e r : Die 1i terarische Darste1 lung der Frau in den 
Islandersagas. 

19. i b i d . p.124. 

20. U r s u l a Dronke. op c i t . p.214-217 
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Chapter Eleven 
HOLMGONGUR 

The hdlmganga was a d u e l , fought i n general on an 

i s l a n d . C l e a s b y / V i g f i j s s o n g i v e the meaning of hdlmr as 

' i s l e t ' but i t had o b v i o u s l y become synonymous w i t h 'duel' 

as can be seen by the f o l l o w i n g phrases: 

falla A hdlmi t o f a l l i n a duel 
skora e-m d hdlmi t o c h a l l e n g e one 
leysa sik af hdlmi t o r e l e a s e o n e s e l f o f f the duel 

F i g h t i n g on an i s l a n d c o u l d have been a means of e n s u r i n g 

t h a t o n l y the a c t u a l combatants and t h e i r immediate 

s u p p o r t e r s would be i n v o l v e d . The most d e t a i l e d 

d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h i s type of duel i s g i v e n i n Korm&ks saga 

but u s u a l l y the r u l e s , i f any a p p l i e d f o r t h a t occasion, 

are o n l y v a g u e l y r e f e r r e d t o . The c h a l l e n g e r may even 

s i m p l y issue h i s c h a l l e n g e as: Gakk A hdlm vi^ mik ... ( 1 ) . 

A hdlmganga occurs i n many sagas, i t was a set r i t u a l , 

a means of o b t a i n i n g an o b j e c t i v e , e i t h e r one's r i g h t s by 

law, r e d r e s s f o r an i n j u r y or even ( m o s t l y l o c a t e d i n 

Norway) a t t e m p t i n g t o f o r c e a man t o g i v e up a kinswoman t o 

the c h a l l e n g e r . R e f u s i n g t o accept or t o t u r n up f o r such 

a t r i a l by arms meant dishonour and shame. A cl o a k i s 

mentioned i n a few of the t e x t s but i t i s p a r t i c u l a r l y 

s p e c i f i e d i n Kormdks saga, even t o the a c t u a l s i z e . 

However whether, on t h i s b a s i s , we can assume t h a t a l l 

hdlmgongur were f o u g h t on c l o a k s i s debateable. 

Kormdkr c h a l l e n g s B e r s i t o a hdlmganga on the i s l a n d 

c a l l e d Lei^hdlmr. The name of t h i s i s l a n d has l a t e r been 
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changed t o OrrostuhdImr and being on an i s l a n d does not 

seem t o d e t e r people from t u r n i n g up as s p e c t a t o r s . This 

w r i t e r assumes no f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h the r i t u a l as he c l e a r l y 

s t a t e s the r u l e s : 

I>at v d r u h6Imgongulog, at f e l d r s k a l 
v e r a fimm a l n a i skaut ok l y k k j u r i 
hornum; s k y l d i par s e t j a n i ^ r haela pd, 
er h o f u ^ var A o^rum enda; pat h6tu 
t j o s n u r ; sd er um b j 6 , s k y l d i ganga at 
tjosnunum, svd at saei h i m i n m i l l i f 6 t a 
s6r ok h e l d i i e y r a s n e p l a me^ peim 
f o r m u l a , sem s i ^ a n er e p t i r h a f ^ r 1 
b l 6 t i p v i , at k a l l a t er t j 6 s n u b l 6 t . 
Prix r e i t a r s k u l u u m h v e r f i s f e l d i n n , 
f e t s b r e i J i r ; ut f r d r e i t u m s k u l u vera 
s t r e n g i r f j 6 r i r , ok h e i t a pat h o s l u r ; 
pat er v o l l r h a s l a ^ r , er svd er g o r t . 
Ma^r s k a l hafa p r j d s k j o l d u , en er 
p e i r e ru f a r n i r , pd s k a l ganga k f e l d , 
p6 at d^r h a f i af h o r f a t ; pd s k a l 
h l i f a s k me^ vdpnum pa^an f r d . Sd s k a l 
hoggva, er d er s k o r a t . Ef annarr 
v e r d r s d r r , svd at b l 6 ^ komi d f e l d , 
er e i g i s k y l t at b e r j a s k l e n g r . Ef 
ma^r s t l g r o^rum f o e t i u t um h o s l u r , 
' f e r r hann d hael', en 'renn r ' , ef 
bd5um s t i g r . Sinn ma'̂ r s k a l halda 
s k i l d i f y r i r hvdrum peim, er bersk. 
Sd s k a l g j a l d a h61mlausn, er meir 
v e r ^ r s d r r , p r j d r merkr s i l f r s i 
h61mlausn. 

(ch.10 p.237-238) (2) 

The s h i e l d s are not h e l d by the combatants: E-orgils 

h o lds the s h i e l d f o r Kormdkr and I>6r^r A r n d i s a r s o n f o r 

B e r s i . Blows are exchanged i n t u r n , w i t h B e r s i , the man 

be i n g c h a l l e n g e d having the f i r s t o p p o r t u n i t y . The th r e e 

s h i e l d s are d e s t r o y e d and f i n a l l y Kormdkr i s wounded when 

the b r o k e n - o f f p o i n t o f B e r s i ' s sword f l i e s a g a i n s t h i s 

hand and cu t s h i s thumb. Only a minor wound but blood runs 

onto the c l o a k and eptir pat gengu menn d milli peira ok 

vildu eigi, at peir bei-^isk lengr. Kormdkr i s not pleased 

but the men p a r t now. 
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There are o t h e r hdlmgongur i n Kormdks saga between 

v a r i o u s men but o n l y here i s the feldr s p e c i f i c a l l y 
mentioned. I t i s not c e r t a i n e i t h e r whether a l l the 
e l a b o r a t e r u l e s o f t h i s duel i n Kormdks saga would always 
a p p l y t o a hdlmganga. I n Kjalnesinga saga when Bui and 
K o l f i ( ^ r f i g h t a duel we are t o l d t h a t i t was the custom to 
kasta feldi undir fsetr (ch.9 p.23). But i n Svarfdeela saga 
where the f i g h t takes place i n Norway, the use of the cloak 
i s s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t i n t h a t two are used and each 
combatant stands on h i s own f e l d r - Sinum feldi skal hvdrr 
okkar kasta undir fastr s4r {ch.9 p. 146). I n each of these 
cases the n e c e s s i t y o f r e m a i n i n g on the c l o a k ( s ) i s 
s t r e s s e d . Otherwise a man can be viewed as y i e l d i n g and he 
would be c o n s i d e r e d the l o s e r and would leave h i m s e l f open 
t o the charge of d i s h o n o u r a b l e conduct. 

I n h i s a r t i c l e on the hdlmganga p u b l i s h e d i n 1933, 

Gwyn Jones s t a t e s t h a t the c l o a k r e p r e s e n t e d the ' i s l a n d ' 

of a hdlmganga ( 3 ) . But t h i s seems an unnecessary symbol 

when i n many cases the duel was t a k i n g place on an i s l a n d 

anyway. The t h e o r y would have a f i r m e r f o u n d a t i o n i f 

hdlmgongur, e s p e c i a l l y those which mention a c l o a k , were no 

longer b e i n g f o u g h t on an i s l a n d when t h e r e may then be 

some need t o r e p r e s e n t i t i n some way. Those duels which 

were foug h t near the A l p i n g i took place on a designated 

i s l a n d . Both Svarfdsla saga and Kjalnesinga saga s p e c i f y 

an i s l a n d as the l o c a t i o n f o r the duel and i n Kormdks saga 

i t i s even named. 

Gwyn Jones b e l i e v e s t h a t the hdlmganga became more 

c o n t r o l l e d and r e g u l a t e d as s o c i e t y became more conscious 
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of the need t o s e t t l e d i s p u t e s by law, and not by v i o l e n t 
means w a s t e f u l of human l i f e and damaging t o s o c i e t y i n 
g e n e r a l . At one time the hdlmganga was pr o b a b l y fought t o 
the death and the l o s e r f o r f e i t e d a l l h i s possessions ( 4 ) . 

G r a d u a l l y t h i s method of d u e l i n g developed i n t o a 

' t r i b u n a l of wounds' ( 5 ) , became a ' g e n t l e r ' method of 

combat. Compensation c o u l d not be claimed nor was p u r s u i t 

of vengeance l e g a l f o r a kinsman k i l l e d d u r i n g a hdlmganga. 

A l i m i t e d payment o f t h r e e marks guaranteed t h a t the l o s e r 

d i d not f u r t h e r s u f f e r by be i n g made d e s t i t u t e ( 6 ) . A 

c l o a k would p l a c e g r e a t l i m i t a t i o n s on the c o n t e s t a n t s ; i t 

cannot have been an easy m a t t e r t o keep one's place i n a 

c o n f i n e d area w h i l e f e n d i n g o f f blows and a t t e m p t i n g t o 

overcome an opponent ( 7 ) . B e r s i seems t o be acknowledging 

t h i s when he o f f e r s Kormdkr einvigi i n s t e a d on the grounds 

t h a t f o r a young, i n e x p e r i e n c e d man the hdlmganga may be 

too d i f f i c u l t : 

'pu, Kormakr, s k o r a ^ i r d mik t i l 
h61mg6ngu, en par i m6t hy^ ek p^r 
e i n v i g i ; pu e r t ma?r ungr ok l i t t 
r e y n d r , en d holmgongu er v a n d h o e f i , 
en a l l s e k k i d e i n v i g i . ' 

(ch.10 p.236) 

Jones p o i n t s out t h a t p a r t of the s k i l l would be the 

a b i l i t y t o d e s t r o y the s h i e l d s of your opponent and thus 

leave him undefended. The r i g h t of the man who has been 

c h a l l e n g e d t o s t r i k e the f i r s t blow may w e l l have d e t e r r e d 

many from i s s u i n g a c h a l l e n g e unless they f e l t c o n f i d e n t 

of t h e i r own s t r e n g t h and a b i l i t y . 

Six hdImgdngur occur i n KormAks saga; o n l y one proves 

f a t a l t o the l o s e r , the o t h e r s are s e t t l e d as soon as one 
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of the men i s i n j u r e d . T h i s was a way of s e t t l i n g cases by 
combat, a way of c u r t a i l i n g the tendency t o open feud, of 
a d a p t i n g i t t o a more l a w f u l , more r a t i o n a l procedure. Men 
were o b v i o u s l y eager t o break up the f i g h t immediately a 
c o n c l u s i o n was reached; death was not the o b j e c t nor the 
expected outcome ( 8 ) . I n Kjalnesinga saga K o l f i ^ r i s 
wounded i n the hand, t h i s was s u f f i c i e n t t o consider him 
vanquished and the men are immediately separated (ch.9 
p.23). 

The r u l e s o f the hdlmganga as present i n Kormdks saga, 

are d i s t i n c t and e x p l i c i t , the c l o a k b e i n g o n l y a p a r t of 

the whole l a y o u t of a w e l l c o n t r o l l e d method of f i g h t i n g . 

Over a p e r i o d o f time between the saga age and the time of 

w r i t i n g , much would have been f o r g o t t e n or misrepresented 

about t h i s and o t h e r a n c i e n t r i t u a l s . Yet the w r i t e r 

sounds so sure o f h i s f a c t s and the c l e a r p r e s e n t a t i o n of 

the d e t a i l s g i v e s an a i r o f a u t h o r i t y t o the t e x t . But 

these are a l s o the p o i n t s t h a t so s t r o n g l y suggest t h a t 

t h i s c o u l d be i n l a r g e p a r t f i c t i o n , a p a r t of h i s 

imaginat i o n . 

Kormdks saga was w r i t t e n at the b e g i n n i n g of the 

t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y and circumstances were c o n s i d e r a b l y 

d i f f e r e n t f o r those who l i v e d i n I c e l a n d at t h a t t i m e . I t 

was a p e r i o d o f c i v i l u n r e s t and upheaval w i t h l i t t l e 

m o d e r a t i o n or r e g u l a t i o n i n the a f f a i r s o f the few dominant 

c h i e f t a i n s ; they were m a i n l y concerned w i t h i n c r e a s i n g 

t h e i r own power and i n f l u e n c e not w i t h g o v e r n i n g j u s t l y and 

i n accordance w i t h the law ( 9 ) . I t would be d i f f i c u l t t o 

v i s u a l i s e many of the prominent men i n the c o u n t r y being 
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bound by such s t r i c t r u l e s as those of the hdlmganga i n 
Kormdks saga. 

There i s about t h i s p a r t i c u l a r hdlmganga a c e r t a i n 

n o s t a l g i a - a l o o k i n g back and d w e l l i n g on a r e g u l a t e d form 

of b a t t l e . I t has the impre s s i o n of be i n g c a r e f u l l y staged 

- a p r e c i s e l y d e t a i l e d account of f i g h t i n g a c c o r d i n g t o set 

r u l e s , a d e c i s i o n reached w i t h o u t undue bloodshed by men 

who conformed t o the law even i n p h y s i c a l combat. W r i t t e n 

e a r l y i n the t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y , c o u l d t h i s scene be 

i n t e n d e d by the w r i t e r as an i n d i c t m e n t of the i n c r e a s i n g l y 

l a w l e s s s o c i e t y i n which he l i v e d ? We know t h a t about 1217 

S n o r r i S t u r l u s o n , the lawspeaker, i g n o r e d the law i n order 

t o achieve an o b j e c t i v e ( 1 0 ) . I f the lawspeaker c o u l d 

d i s r e g a r d the law w i t h i m p u n i t y then o t h e r men would 

r a p i d l y lose r e s p e c t f o r i t . A s t a n d a r d i s e d system f o r a 

r i t u a l o f b a t t l e echoes a f e e l i n g o f s e c u r i t y , of o p e r a t i n g 

w i t h i n w e l l d e f i n e d boundaries w i t h a respect f o r law. 

Perhaps t h i s i s one e x p l a n a t i o n f o r the t r o u b l e the w r i t e r 

takes i n Kormdks saga. A f t e r a l l such s p e c i f i c d e t a i l does 

not c o n t r i b u t e much t o the a c t u a l development of the 

n a r r a t i v e . 
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NOTES 

1. Gu^ni J6nsson ( e d ) . Floamanna saga. f s l e n d i n g a sogur. 
v o l . 1 2 c h . l 5 p.24. 

2. A t r a n s l a t i o n o f t h i s quote i s p r o v i d e d as the passage 
p r e s e n t s c e r t a i n t e c h n i c a l d i f f i c u l t i e s . 

These were the r u l e s f o r a hdlmganga, t h a t a cloak s h a l l be 
f i v e e l l s square w i t h loops at the c o r n e r s ; t h e r e those 
pegs should be d r i v e n down, which had a head at one end; 
those were c a l l e d tjosnur; he who prepared t h i s , should 
a p p r o a c h / f i t the tjosnur, so t h a t he may see the sky 
between h i s legs as he grasps h i s ear lobes along w i t h t h a t 
p r a y e r , which i s repeated a f t e r w a r d s d u r i n g the s a c r i f i c e ; 
i t i s c a l l e d the tjdsnubldt. Three spaces s h a l l be a l l 
around the c l o a k , a f o o t broad; out from the spaces s h a l l 
be f o u r c o r d s , and they are c a l l e d hdslur ( p o l e s of 
hazelwood); the ground i s haze 11ed/marked o u t , when i t i s 
done i n t h i s way. 

A man s h a l l have t h r e e s h i e l d s , and when they are gone, 
then he s h a l l s t e p onto the c l o a k , even though he may have 
t u r n e d away from i t b e f o r e ; then he s h a l l p r o t e c t h i m s e l f 
w i t h h i s weapons from then on. He s h a l l s t r i k e who was 
c h a l l e n g e d . I f one o f the two i s wounded, so t h a t blood 
f a l l s onto the c l o a k , he i s not o b l i g e d t o f i g h t any 
lo n g e r . I f a man steps w i t h one f o o t out beyond the 
hdslur, 'he r e t r e a t s ' , and 'runs' i f he steps w i t h b o t h . 
His man/second s h a l l h o l d a s h i e l d i n f r o n t o f each o f 
those who are f i g h t i n g . He who i s more s e v e r e l y wounded 
s h a l l pay a ransom, t h r e e marks of s i l v e r i n ransom. 

3. Gwyn Jones. 'Some C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of the I c e l a n d i c 
H61mganga.' J o u r n a l o f E n g l i s h and Germanic P h i l o l o g y , 
v o l . 32 1933 p.203-222. 

4. Fldamanna saga s t a t e s t h a t when S v a r t r was k i l l e d i n a 
hdlmganga a l l h i s goods went t o the man who had s l a i n him -
P o r g i l s . (Gu^ni J6nsson ( e d ) . op c i t . c h . l 6 p.26). Egils 
saga g i v e s a s i m i l a r o c c urrence. Chapter S i x t y - f o u r 
e x p l a i n s t h a t i f the c h a l l e n g e r was k i l l e d , a l l t h a t he 
owned went t o h i s adversary (p.205). 

5. Gwyn Jones. op c i t . p.221. 

6. I n Svarfdeela saga and i n Kjalnesinga saga a payment of 
t h r e e marks o f s i l v e r i s t o be p a i d by the l o s e r of the 
d u e l , a l t h o u g h i t seems from Svarfdasla saga t h a t t h i s can 
be n e g o t i a b l e : P o r s t e i n n r a i s e s the ransom t o s i x marks as 
t h a t seems t o him t o be the more p r o f i t a b l e (ch.9 p.146). 
I n one hdlmganga i n Kormdks saga Porvar r , the l o s e r , buys 
h i m s e l f o f f w i t h a r i n g (ch.23 p.289). 
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7. Kormdks saga s t a t e s the exact s i z e of the feldr - f i v e 
e l l s square - which, s i n c e one e l l equals one and a h a l f 
f e e t (CV), would make the c l o a k seven and a h a l f f e e t 
square. I t i s not a l a r g e area f o r two men t o f i g h t 
a g a i n s t each o t h e r and i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o see how they 
c o u l d manage t o w i e l d t h e i r swords e f f e c t i v e l y - p o s s i b l y 
f u r t h e r evidence t h a t t h i s d e t a i l at l e a s t i s a l i t e r a r y 
hypothes i s . 

8. Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu g i v e s an account o f a duel 
which has much i n common w i t h t h a t of Kormdkr and B e r s i , 
a l t h o u g h no c l o a k i s mentioned. Gunnlaugr challenges Hrafn 
t o hdlmganga: nu fyrir pat vil ek bjd a p6r hdlmgongu 
h6r d pinginu d priggja ndtta fresti / Oxardrhdlmi. ' ( c h . l l 
p. 9 2 ) . The usual p o i n t s of hdlmgongulog are made: 
s u p p o r t e r s h o l d i n g s h i e l d s , t h r e e marks ransom, challenged 
man t o s t r i k e f i r s t , the f i g h t t o end w i t h a wound. 
Gunnlaugr i s almost i m m e d i a t e l y wounded on the cheek by the 
broken p o i n t of Hrafn's sword and as soon as t h i s happens: 
pd hljdpu fetr peira pegar i millim ok margir a^rir menn 
( c h . l l p.95). T e c h n i c a l l y Gunnlaugr i s the vanquished, 
b e i n g the f i r s t wounded, however s l i g h t l y . Jones b e l i e v e s 
the w r i t e r of Gunnlaugs saga has borrowed m a t e r i a l from 
Kormdks saga and the s i m i l a r i t y i n the wounding could 
s u b s t a n t i a t e t h i s . On the o t h e r hand i f i t was a w e l l 
known n a r r a t i v e p a t t e r n , b o r r o w i n g would not be necessary. 
The p o i n t i s though t h a t the f i g h t i s t e r m i n a t e d as soon as 
b l o o d i s drawn. 

9. J6n J6hannesson. f s l e n d i n g a saga. A H i s t o r y of the 
Old I c e l a n d i c Commonwealth. Trans, by Hara l d u r Bessason 
p.222-287. 

10. i b i d . p.229-230. 
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Chapter Twelve 
A GIFT OF FRIENDSHIP? 

G e l l i r , the son of Outrun, i s o n l y twelve years o l d 

when he t r a v e l s t o Norway w i t h h i s f a t h e r P o r k e l l 

E y j 6 1 f s s o n . D e s p i t e h i s y o u t h , he must have made a 

f a v o u r a b l e i m p r e s s i o n on Kin g O l d f r Haraldsson f o r : Konungr 

gaf Gelli at jdlum skikkju, ok var pat in mesta gersemi ok 

dgsetr gripr (Lax. s . ch.74 p. 216). Though G e l l i r i s 

b e g i n n i n g h i s 'career-abroad' (1) e a r l y i n l i f e , one 

element of i t has a l r e a d y been f u l f i l l e d - a f i n e or 

v a l u a b l e g i f t from a f o r e i g n k i n g or e a r l . T his i s p a r t of 

the s t a n d a r d p a t t e r n f o r many of the t r a v e l l e r s i n the 

Islendingasdgur and indeed o f t e n necessary t o enhance t h e i r 

p r e s t i g e and s t a t u s on t h e i r r e t u r n t o I c e l a n d . The g i f t 

may be g i v e n t o honour a person, t o g a i n h i s s u p p o r t , or i n 

reward f o r some s e r v i c e rendered. I c e l a n d i c poets abroad 

were o f t e n rewarded f o r t h e i r poems w i t h expensive g i f t s . 

C l o t h e s o f f i n e s c a r l e t c l o t h , perhaps decorated w i t h 

embroidery, were f r e q u e n t l y g i v e n t o I c e l a n d e r s at f o r e i g n 

c o u r t s . I t i s one of the few c o n t e x t s i n which such items 

are mentioned i n the Islendingasdgur. Honour i t s e l f may be 

r a r e l y mentioned i n t h i s c o n t e x t but i t i s w i t h o u t doubt 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h many o f these p r e s e n t s . I n Njdls saga, 

F l o s i i s g i v e n a s h i p by E a r l E i r i k r and the f o l l o w i n g 

phrase ok margir ac^rir ger^u soemi 1 iga til hans, i m p l i e s 

t h a t the g i f t from the E a r l was d e f i n i t e l y i n order t o 

honour the I c e l a n d e r ( c h . l 5 8 p.462). These presents may be 

o f f e r e d at Yule or at the time the v i s i t o r i s about t o 
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leave the c o u r t . A reward f o r a poem was g e n e r a l l y 

r e c e i v e d by the s k a l d a f t e r the performance. The f o l l o w i n g 

examples of t h i s m o t i f a l l i n c l u d e garments of some k i n d 

but s h o u l d r e a l l y be con s i d e r e d as p a r t o f the whole 

p a t t e r n o f g i f t s o b t a i n e d w h i l e abroad, g i f t s which may 

c o n s i t i t u t e any v a l u a b l e i t e m such as the s h i p a l r e a d y 

mentioned, or weapons - swords, spears, axes - which were 

po p u l a r as p r e s e n t s . 

1. Laxdoela saga. 

a) King H a r a l d r GunnhiIdarson and O l d f r p d i : 

H a r a l d r konungr gaf O l d f i at j61um 611 
klse^i s k o r i n af s k a r l a t i . 

(ch.22 p.60) 

Skarlat i n r e l a t i o n t o garments d i d n o t , i n the medieval 

p e r i o d , n e c e s s a r i l y i n d i c a t e c o l o u r . I t was wool c l o t h of 

good q u a l i t y and c o u l d be of v a r i o u s c o l o u r s ( 2 ) . O l d f r 

has a l r e a d y p r e s e n t e d t o the k i n g v a l u a b l e t r e a s u r e s which 

he brought from I r e l a n d . The t e x t s t r e s s e s t h a t the King 

and Queen t r e a t e d O l d f r w i t h the g r e a t e s t of honour. 

b) King O l d f r Tryggvason and K j a r t a n : 

Konungr gaf K j a r t a n i 611 klae^i 
n y s k o r i n a f s k a r l a t i . 

(ch.41 p.124) 

T h i s took p l a c e a f t e r K j a r t a n had r e f u s e d t o go back t o 

I c e l a n d when the o n l y way t o get leave t o depart was t o 

promise t o co n v e r t h i s countrymen. Since the King was keen 

f o r K j a r t a n t o s t a y i n Norway, t h i s d e c i s i o n pleased him. 

The g i f t would appear t o be an e x p r e s s i o n of g r a t i t u d e f o r 

K j a r t a n ' s p r o l o n g e d s t a y , a g e s t u r e of respect f o r h i s 

d e c i s i o n , and q u i t e p r o b a b l y a form of reward f o r K j a r t a n 

complying w i t h the King's wishes and c o n v e r t i n g t o 
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C h r i s t i a n i t y . 

c) King O l d f r i n n h e l g i and G e l l i r . T h i s has a l r e a d y been 

mentioned above. The honour being c o n f e r r e d c o u l d l a r g e l y 

be due t o the p o s i t i o n o f G e l l i r ' s f a t h e r , P o r k e l l , who was 

g r e a t l y r e s p e c t e d by King O l d f r . (ch.74 p.216) 

d) B y z a n t i n e Emperor and B o l l i B o l l a s o n . When B o l l i 

r e t u r n s from h i s t r i p abroad, h i s o u t f i t i s p a r t i c u l a r l y 

s p e c t a c u l a r : 

Hann var 1 pe 11 sklaedum, er 
Gardskonungr h a f ^ i g e f i t honum; hann 
h a f ^ f i y z t a s k a r l a t s k d p a rau&a. 

(ch.77 p.225) 

2. N j d l s saga. 

a) K i n g H a r a l d r Gormsson and Gunnarr: 

Konungr gaf honum t ignarklae'di s i n ok 
g l 6 f a g u l l f j a l l a ^ a ok skarband, ok 
g u l l k n i i t a r d, ok h a t t gerzkan. 

(ch.31 p.82-83) 

The Kin g and h i s c o u r t have a h i g h o p i n i o n of Gunnarr and 

are r e l u c t a n t t o take leave of him. Gunnarr h i m s e l f g i v e s 

the K i n g a long s h i p and o t h e r t r e a s u r e s . Thus these items 

of c l o t h i n g may be a r e c i p r o c a l g i f t but g i v e n the p r a i s e 

heaped on Gunnarr p r e v i o u s l y , i t seems q u i t e probable t h a t 

honour and the hope of f r i e n d s h i p and support were a l s o 

l i n k e d t o the g i f t s from King H a r a l d r . 

b) E a r l S i g u r & r , the N j d l s s y n i r and K d r i . 

... ok at p e i r i v e i z l u gaf j a r l K d r i 
sverB g o t t ok s p j 6 t g u l l r e k i t , en 
Helga g u l l h r i n g ok s k i k k j u , en Grlmi 
s k j o l d ok s v e r 5 . 

{ch.86 p.207-208) 

K d r i and the two sons of N j d l l had supported E a r l S i g u r ^ r 

i n S c o t l a n d when he foug h t t o r e g a i n h i s land t h e r e . A 
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f e a s t i s h e l d on t h e i r r e t u r n and the E a r l rewards them f o r 
t h e i r h e l p . T h i s e x c e r p t i l l u s t r a t e s a common p a t t e r n of 
g i f t s where an i t e m of c l o t h i n g i s i n c l u d e d amongst v a r i o u s 
o t h e r t r e a s u r e s , e s p e c i a l l y weapons. 

I c e l a n d i c s k a l d s were popular f i g u r e s at f o r e i g n 

c o u r t s , t h e i r t a l e n t s sought a f t e r , p r a i s e d and w e l l 

rewarded. I n K i n g H a r a l d r h d r f a g r i ' s c o u r t , an I c e l a n d i c 

poet d e s c r i b e s the many tokens of favour r e c e i v e d by h i s 

c o l l e a g u e s and the s t a t u s such o b j e c t s r e p r e s e n t e d : 

A ger^um s€r p e i r a 
auk d gollbaugum 
at eru 1 kunnleikum vid konung. 
Feldum rdJa rau^um 
auk f<^Jum rondum, 
sver Jum s i 1 f rvofi^'um, 
s e r k j u m hringofnum, 
g y l t u m a n d f e t l u m 
auk grofnum hjolmum, 
hringum handbaerum 
es peim H a r a l d r v a l ^ i . (3) 

Two famous poets i n the Islendingasdgur - E g i l l 

S k a l la-Grlmsson and Gunnlaugr ormstunga - r e c e i v e payment 

f o r t h e i r s k i l l i n the form of f i n e garments. 

1. E g i l s saga. 

A ^ a l s t e i n n gaf enn A g l i at 
bragarlaunum g u l l h r i n g a t v d , ok s t 6 ^ 
h v a r r mork, ok par f y l g ^ i s k i k k j a d y r , 
er konungr s j d l f r h a f ^ i d^r b o r i t . 

(ch.55 p.147) 

2. Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu. 

a) King E t h e l r e d of England and Gunnlaugr. 

Konungr p a k k a ^ i honum kvae^it ok gaf 
honum a t b r a g a r l a u n u m s k a r l a t s s k i k k j u 
s k i n n d r e g n a inum b e z t u m s k i n n u m ok 
hlaiSfbuna i s k a u t n i ^ r .... 

(ch.7 p.71) 
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b) K i n g S i g t r y g g r o f D u b l i n and Gunnlaugr. 
Konungr gaf honum klae^i s i n af n y j u 
s k a r l a t i , k y r t i l hlacJbuinn ok s k i k k j u 
me^ dgastum skinnum ok g u l l h r i n g , er 
st6d mork. 

(ch.8 p.76) 

In many cases when an I c e l a n d e r has r e t u r n e d home w i t h 

such expensive and p r e s t i g i o u s g i f t s , a saga w i l l mention 

an o c c a s i o n when they are worn - a p u b l i c occasion: 

a) O l d f r var b i i i n n d pd leid, at hann var i 
skarlatsklae&um er H a r a l d r konungr h a f d i 
g e f i t honum; 

(Lax. s. ch.23 p.64) 

b) K j a r t a n i s persuaded by h i s f a t h e r t o a t t e n d the autumn 
f e a s t : 

... ok t e k r hann mi upp s k a r l a t s k l a e S i 
s i n , pau er O l d f r konungr gaf honum at 
s k i l n a S i , ok b j 6 s i k v i ^ s k a r t . . . . 

(Lax. s. ch.44 p.134) 

c) Gunnarr i s present at the A l p i n g i and he 

var 1 t ignarklae^um peim, er H a r a l d r 
konungr Gormsson gaf honum... 

( N j d l s s. ch.33 p.85) 

d) Gunnlaugr i s r e l u c t a n t t o go t o a wedding but when he 
does so, he makes sure he w i l l not go u n n o t i c e d : 

Gunnlaugr var pd v e l buinn ok h a f ^ i pd 
klaetSin pau i n gdd'u, er S i g t r y g g r 
konungr gaf honum .... 

(Gunnl. s. c h . l l p.89) 

Thi s aspect o f ' g i f t - b e s t o w a l ' - from a f o r e i g n l o r d 

t o an I c e l a n d e r - occurs many times i n the Islendingasogur. 

I t i s a r e g u l a r p a r t o f the 'career-abroad' theme. I t 

r e f l e c t s the honour and res p e c t shown t o I c e l a n d e r s by 

those i n a u t h o r i t y i n o t h e r c o u n t r i e s . I t occurs so o f t e n 

t h a t i t begins t o take on the a i r of a set f o r m u l a , 

something t o be expected t o prove the s u p e r i o r w o r t h of a 

c h a r a c t e r . The q u e s t i o n i s i n e v i t a b l y r a i s e d as t o how 

much can t h i s f a v o u r shown t o I c e l a n d e r s be based on f a c t -
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were they r e a l l y so prominent i n f o r e i g n courts? I s t h i s 
an i n f l a t e d image? I t i s of course a l l good s t u f f f o r a 
l i t e r a r y n a r r a t i v e and would s u r e l y be popular w i t h an 
I c e l a n d i c audience who c o u l d bask i n the p r e s t i g e of t h e i r 
own countrymen. 

By the t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y , the I c e l a n d i c Commonwealth 

was b r e a k i n g a p a r t . Perhaps these accounts of g i f t s given 

i n the saga age show a r e g r e t f o r the time when an 

I c e l a n d e r c o u l d accept a present from a r u l e r but s t i l l 

r e t a i n h i s i n t e g r i t y ; he would not be c a l l e d on t o 

compromise the independence of h i s own c o u n t r y . A g i f t 

f rom a k i n g need not be i n t e r p r e t e d as evidence of h i s 

i n t e n t i o n or p l a n t o subdue a c o u n t r y as a whole. 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o note t h a t many of these r o y a l 

donors c o u l d be l a b e l l e d m i s s i o n a r y k i n g s : O l a f r Tryggvason 

and 6 l d f r i n n h e l g i i n Norway; E t h e l r e d o f England who 

arranged the c o n f i r m a t i o n of O l A f r Tryggvason; H a r a l d r 

Gormsson, whose memorial stone t o h i s p a r e n t s (Greater 

J e l l i n g Stone) p r o c l a i m s t h a t he, H a r a l d r , 'made the Danes 

C h r i s t i a n s ' ( 4 ) . Perhaps a g i f t from a k i n g who was known 

as a staunch and i n f l u e n t i a l C h r i s t i a n , enhanced the 

p r e s t i g e of the I c e l a n d i c r e c i p i e n t . For those who were 

descendants of such f o r t u n a t e men, r e a d i n g or h e a r i n g of 

t h i s C h r i s t i a n f a v o u r shown t o t h e i r kinsmen may have been 

p a r t i c u l a r l y s a t i s f y i n g . 

I t was not o n l y from one's l o r d t h a t one looked f o r 

g i f t s i n Germanic s o c i e t y , f r i e n d s must a l s o g i v e and, 

h o p e f u l l y , r e c e i v e p r e s e n t s . I t was a form of s o c i a l 
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t r a n s a c t i o n which would cement r e l a t i o n s h i p s and commit 
people t o h e l p i n g one another. Hdvamdl i l l u s t r a t e s many of 

the e t h i c s which are b e l i e v e d t o have e x i s t e d i n medieval 

I c e l a n d . F r i e n d s and g i f t s are v e r y d e f i n i t e l y l i n k e d i n 

the f o l l o w i n g s t r o p h e which a l s o s p e c i f i e s garments as 

a c c e p t a b l e p r e s e n t s : 

Vdpnum ok vd(^um 
s k u l u v i n i r g l e o j a s k : 
pat er d s j d l f u m s y n s t ; 
v i ( ^ r g e f e n d r ok endrgefendr 
erusk l e n g s t v i n i r 
ef pat b i o r at verJa v e l . 

(5) 

G i f t s o f f r i e n d s h i p are a common f e a t u r e of the 

Islendingasdgur. Again the occasion i s o f t e n Yule or a 

time o f p a r t i n g , and the o b j e c t i s o f t e n some form of 

garment. 

a) E g i l s saga. E g i l l i s spending the w i n t e r w i t h 

A r i n b j 6 r n i n Norway. He has g i v e n h i s host a s a i l f o r a 

l o n g s h i p a l o n g w i t h o t h e r g i f t s . 

A r i n b j 6 r n gaf A g l i alklae(^na^, 
n y s k o r i n n , at j61um; v d r u par s k o r i n i 
ensk kl8e<^i me^ morgum l i t u m . 

(ch.67 p.213) 

b) F16amanna saga. P o r g i l s I>6rcrarson moves onto h i s 

i n h e r i t a n c e i n Norway. His neighbour i s P o r s t e i n n i n n 

h v l t i . The two men become f r i e n d s : 

p e i r Ib^cfvL m i k l a v i n g a n saman ok vdru 
meO j a r l i bdcTir. E>orgils gaf 
P o r s t e i n i k y r t i l i n n Au^unarnaut. Hann 
var a f n y j u s k a r l a t i . 

(6) 

c) N j d l s saga. Gunnarr v i s i t s O l d f r p d i , he i s w e l l 

r e c e i v e d t h e r e and on h i s d e p a r t u r e accepts g i f t s from h i s 
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host 

'Ek [ O l d f r ] v i l gefa p€T p r j d g r i p i : 
g u l l h r i n g ok s k i k k j u , er Att h e f i r 
M y r k j a r t a n I r a k o n u n g r , ok hund, er m^r 
var g e f i n n d I r l a n d i . 

(ch.70 p.173) 

M e n t i o n i n g the o r i g i n of the c l o a k and r i n g r e f l e c t s t h e i r 

v a l u e as regards the honour c o n f e r r e d on O l d f r h i m s e l f 

w h i l e emphasising how much weight he must place on 

f r i e n d s h i p w i t h Gunnarr i f he i s g i v i n g g i f t s v a l u a b l e , not 

o n l y m a t e r i a l l y , but a l s o s y m b o l i c a l l y . As t h i s occurs at 

a time when Gunnarr i s becoming i n c r e a s i n g l y i n need of 

l o y a l f r i e n d s , i t c o u l d be seen as O l d f r ' s way of 

c o n f i r m i n g h i s support f o r Gunnarr. 

d) N.i&ls saga. Hoskuldr a t t e n d s a f e a s t at the home of 

h i s new kinsman, F l o s i . F l o s i suggests a p o s s i b l e s o l u t i o n 

t o the problems between Hoskuldr and the N j d l s s y n i r but 

Hoskuldr r e j e c t s t h i s . When Hoskuldr prepares t o r e t u r n 

home he r e c e i v e s a g i f t : 

... en F l o s i gaf honum 
s k a r l a t s s k i k k j u , ok vd r u d hlod i 
skaut o f a n . 

{ c h . l 0 9 p.279) 
F l o s i i s w e l l aware of the t r o u b l e which i s imminent and as 

w i t h O l d f r p a i appears t o be p l e d g i n g h i s support t o h i s 

kinsman. 

e) N.ldls saga. H a l l r o f SlcTa v i s i t s P o r g e i r r and K d r i i n 

h i s e f f o r t s t o o b t a i n a t r u c e a f t e r the b u r n i n g of N j d l l 

and h i s f a m i l y . They welcome him warmly and he i s t o some 

e x t e n t s u c c e s s f u l i n h i s m i s s i o n . As H a l l r leaves, he 

r e c e i v e s g i f t s from h i s h o s t s . I > o r g e i r r g i v e s him a g o l d 

a r m r i n g and a skarlatsskikkjw, K d r i ' s g i f t i s a s i l v e r and 
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g o l d n e c k l a c e . H a l l r thanks them f o r these t h i n g s and reiS' 

I braut vii ina mesta soem^ ( c h . l 4 7 p.422). The l a s t 

phrase sums up the s i g n i f i c a n c e of these g i f t s : they were 

g i v e n not o n l y i n f r i e n d s h i p but a l s o t o honour H a l l r f o r 

h i s a t t e m p t t o mediate between the two f a c t i o n s . 

These are o n l y a few examples from t e x t s , chosen 

because they i n c l u d e d c l o t h i n g . But such t r a n s a c t i o n s are 

commonplace th r o u g h o u t the f a m i l y sagas. ' G i f t - b e s t o w a l ' , 

w i t h a l l i t s i m p l i c a t i o n s , was an e s s e n t i a l component of 

the s o c i a l framework: r e l a t i o n s h i p s were e s t a b l i s h e d w i t h 

i t . 

When the N j d l s s y n i r and K d r i r e t u r n from a f e a s t h e l d 

a t the farm o f M6r<^r Valgar(^sson, they p r o u d l y d i s p l a y t o 

t h e i r f a t h e r the g i f t s they have r e c e i v e d from t h e i r h o s t ; 

f i n e g i f t s - i n c l u d i n g a g o l d brooch and a s i l v e r b e l t . 

But N j d l l i s not happy w i t h the s i t u a t i o n , r e a l i s i n g t h a t 

these are not s o l e l y g i f t s o f f r i e n d s h i p or tokens of 

honour. He warns h i s sons and K d r i : 

hann s e g i r , a t p e i r mundu f u l l u v e r ^ i 
k e y p t h a f a ; — 'ok h y g g i S a t p v i , a t 
pe r l a u n i j e i g i p v i , sem hann mun 
v i 1 j a ' . 

(ch.108 p.276) 

The ' p r i n c i p l e o f g i f t - c o m p e n s a t i o n ' c o u l d have 

f a r - r e a c h i n g e f f e c t s and N j & l l i s aware t h a t Mor^r gives 

w i t h an u l t e r i o r motive i n mind. The r e c i p i e n t s of these 

g i f t s are now i n debt t o Mor^r, at some time he w i l l c l a i m 

'repayment'; but i t w i l l not be a simple r e t u r n of 

s i m i l a r l y v a l u a b l e o b j e c t s . 

Through the medium of g i f t s , honour and f r i e n d s h i p 



206 

were bestowed and l o y a l t y and f r i e n d s h i p r e c e i v e d i n 
exchange. But beyond t h i s , the act of g i v i n g presents t o 

another may encompass a more dangerous and deeper 

commitment. The donor expected a r e t u r n and the r e c i p i e n t 

must f u l f i l t h i s o b l i g a t i o n o r f o r f e i t h i s honour. Dangers 

i n h e r e n t i n t h i s system are e x p l a i n e d by A. Ya. Gurevich: 

.... was the n o t i o n t h a t a g i f t which 
was not compensated f o r by another of 
equal v a l u e would make the r e c i p i e n t 
dependent on the donor and t h a t t h i s 
dependence would h u m i l i a t e and 
endanger h i s honour, freedom, and even 
h i s 1 i f e . 

(7) 

'A g i f t always looks f o r a recompense' i s M a r t i n 

C l a r k e ' s t r a n s l a t i o n o f ey s^r til gildis gjof, i n stanza 

145 of Hdvamdl ( 8 ) . T h i s i s echoed i n Gisla saga when 

G i s l i i s p e r s u a d i n g Geirmundr t o leave the doors of 

P o r g r i m r ' s house u n l a t c h e d . G i s l i has helped Geirmundr t o 

complete h i s e r r a n d and i s now demanding a favour i n r e t u r n 

( c h . l 5 p . 5 2 ) . Aware of the commitment, some may be 

r e l u c t a n t t o be i n v o l v e d i n t h i s s o c i a l i n t e r a c t i o n : 

en 6 s n j a l l r mad^r 
u g g i r h o t v e t n a , 
s y t i r ae g l o g g r vi^ gjofum. 

(9) 
But the coward i s apprehensive of 
e v e r y t h i n g , and a miser i s always 
g r o a n i n g over g i f t s . 

(10) 

The miser groans because he may be o b l i g e d t o p a r t w i t h 

some of h i s own possessions i n exchange. But the p a r a l l e l 

o f coward and miser i n t h i s stanza i m p l i e s t h a t repayment 

may i n v o l v e courage r a t h e r than w e a l t h . 

Bergt»6ra t e l l i n g N j d l l and her sons of the i n s u l t s of 
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HallgercTr, uses ' g i f t s ' m e t a p h o r i c a l l y : 

' G j a f i r e ru y&r gefnar fed"gum, ok 
verbib P€T l i t l i r d r e n g i r a f , nema p6T 
l a u n i ^ . ' 

( N j a i s s. ch.44 p.114) 

I t was a m a t t e r of honour t o avenge any personal i n s u l t but 

i n t h i s case Bergp6ra i s emphasising the q u e s t i o n of r e t u r n 

or r e a c t i o n by a l l u d i n g t o the ' g i f t - c o m p e n s a t i o n ' concept. 

L a t e r i n Njdls saga, F l o s i i s b u i l d i n g up support f o r h i s 

case. He v i s i t s H a l l b j o r n and g i v e s him a purse of money. 

H a l l b j o r n ' s response i n d i c a t e s t h a t such a g i f t , g i v e n 

w i t h o u t any obvious reason, had t o be viewed w i t h c a u t i o n : 

hann t 6 k vib f 6 n u , en kvezk p6 e k k i 
e i g a g j a f i r at F l o s i , -- 'en p6 v i l ek 
v i t a , h v e r j u pii v i l l , at ek launa'. 

( c h . l 3 4 p.350) 

F l o s i r e p l i e s t h a t i t i s not money he i s e x p e c t i n g i n 

r e t u r n but support a t the next A l p i n g i ; H a l l b j o r n promises 

t h i s . 

When V 6 s t e i n n r e t u r n s from abroad he b r i n g s g i f t s f o r 

h i s kinsmen and f r i e n d s and wishes t o i n c l u d e P o r k e l l i n 

t h i s g e s t u r e . P o r k e l l r e f u s e s t o accept a n y t h i n g : 

... ok v i l ek e i g i p i g g j a g r i p i n a ; 
e i g i e r u l a u n i n s y n n i en svd. 

( G i s l a saga c h . l 2 p.42) 

Because o f the f r i c t i o n between them P o r k e l l i s u n w i l l i n g 

t o p l a c e h i m s e l f under any k i n d o f o b l i g a t i o n t o V ^ s t e i n n . 

As Gurevich p o i n t s out ' g i f t - c o m p e n s a t i o n ' was not 

j u s t a p a r t o f the e t h i c s o f t h i s s o c i e t y , i t a l s o had a 

l e g a l b a s i s . I t was s t a t e d i n the Norwegian Gulatingslov 

t h a t : 

e ngi ( g i o f ) er launa^, nema i a m m i k i t 
kome igegn, sem gevet var 

(11) 
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The laws f o r the newly e s t a b l i s h e d c o u n t r y of I c e l a n d were 
compiled by t J l f l j 6 t r . He went t o Norway and composed a 
system o f laws based m a i n l y on t h a t o f the G u l a t h i n g 
d i s t r i c t where many of the I c e l a n d i c s e t t l e r s had come from 
( 1 2 ) . Steinu(^r en gamla came t o I c e l a n d w i t h the e a r l y 
s e t t l e r s . I n g 6 1 f r o f f e r e d her land as a g i f t but t h i s made 
her uneasy. S t e i n u ^ r d i d not want t o r e g a r d the land as a 
g i f t so she p a i d f o r i t w i t h a heklu flekkdtta. However 
v a l u a b l e t h i s c l o a k may have been i t i s hard t o imagine 
t h a t i t covered the value o f the land . More l i k e l y i t was 
a token payment and though not of 'equal v a l u e ' may have 
been s u f f i c i e n t t o f u l f i l a debt t o a kinsman. At any r a t e 
S t e i n u ^ r f e l t s a f e r as by c a l l i n g the t r a n s a c t i o n a kaup -
' b a r g a i n ' , 'agreement' (CV): henni pdtti pat dhwttara vib 
riptingum ( 1 3 ) . 

Acceptance o f g i f t s was not something t o be done 

l i g h t l y i n medieval I c e l a n d i c s o c i e t y , one must always bear 

i n mind the p o s s i b l e 'recompense' - and t h i s i s r e f l e c t e d 

i n the l i t e r a t u r e o f the p e r i o d . While t h e r e are many of 

these t r a n s a c t i o n s w i t h i n the IslendingasoguT, the authors 

o f the f o l l o w i n g examples have a l l used garments i n t h e i r 

i l l u s t r a t i o n o f the ' p r i n c i p l e o f g i f t - c o m p e n s a t i o n ' . 

1. Laxdoela saga. ch.40 p.118 

K j a r t a n and h i s companions go swimming one day d u r i n g t h e i r 

s t a y i n Norway. K j a r t a n w r e s t l e s w i t h another swimmer i n 

the w a t e r , who t u r n s out t o be King 6 l d f r Tryggvason. The 

Ki n g subdues h i s opponent and when they both get o u t , he 

n o t i c e s t h a t K j a r t a n has no c l o a k : 
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t e k r konungr af her^um S6T s k i k k j u 
g6^a ok gaf K j a r t a n i .. 

D e s p i t e h i s p r e v i o u s arrogance towards the King, K j a r t a n 

accepts t h i s garment. He shows i t t o h i s I c e l a n d i c f r i e n d s 

but t h ey are not pleased: 

p 6 t t u K j a r t a n mjok hafa g e n g i t d 
konungs v a l d 

O b v i o u s l y they do not look upon t h i s g i f t as merely an 

e x p r e s s i o n o f r e s p e c t f o r K j a r t a n ; at some p o i n t O l A f r w i l l 

be e x p e c t i n g repayment f o r i t . K j a r t a n i s now 'dependent' 

upon the King u n t i l the debt i s d i s c h a r g e d . An impossible 

s i t u a t i o n perhaps when the two p a r t i c i p a n t s are of such 

unequal s t a t u s - when the donor, a k i n g , may not wish t o 

end t h i s ' r e l a t i o n s h i p ' . 

2. Brands P d t t r o r v a . p.189-191 

T h i s s h o r t s t o r y i s c e n t r e d around the act of g i v i n g . 

Brandr i s famous f o r h i s g e n e r o s i t y and King H a r a l d r 

h a r ^ r d ^ i decides t o t e s t i t . H a r a l d r sends Pj6cr61fr t o 

Brandr t h r e e times t o demand c e r t a i n possessions from the 

I c e l a n d e r . Brandr hands over h i s c l o a k and h i s axe w i t h o u t 

a word. When I > j 6 ^ 6 1 f r comes a t h i r d time f o r the k i r t l e , 

Brandr s i l e n t l y t e a r s out one sleeve which he r e t a i n s , 

sending the r e s t o f the garment t o the King. I t i s a 

complete r e v e r s a l o f the usual g i v i n g - r e c e i v i n g 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between a l o r d and a f o r e i g n e r . I > j 6 ^ 6 1 f r i s 

aware of the i m p r o p r i e t y o f the King's conduct. A f t e r 

f e t c h i n g the c l o a k and axe, he p r o t e s t s at being sent again 

on t h i s shameful e r r a n d : 'Ekki samir pat, herra, at ek fara 

optar.' But H a r a l d r i n s i s t s . Brandr hands over h i s 

possessions i n s i l e n c e , almost w i t h an a i r o f contempt, of 
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d i s d a i n towards a man who c o u l d v i o l a t e the code of 
' g i f t - c o m p e n s a t i o n ' i n t h i s way. He ends w i t h a t a c i t but 

e f f e c t i v e rebuke t o t h i s a g g r e s s i v e r e c i p i e n t . The King 

has no t r o u b l e i n t e r p r e t i n g h i s message: 

Au^s6t er m6r, h v i hann h e f i r e r m i n n i 
af s p r e t t ; honum p y k k i r sem ek e i g a 
e i n a hondina, ok pA p6, at p i g g j a 
d v a l l t , en v e i t a a l d r i g i , ... 

For anyone t o demand g i f t a f t e r g i f t w i t h no o f f e r of 

recompense would be c o n s i d e r e d e x t r e m e l y d i s h o n o u r a b l e 

conduct. But i t i s a s e r i o u s i n s u l t f o r a King t o be 

accused of m i s e r l i n e s s , of not g i v i n g generously but always 

t o be t a k i n g from o t h e r s . The whole pdttr i l l u s t r a t e s the 

i m p l i c a t i o n s behind g i v i n g and r e c e i v i n g . 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t h a t the k i n g i n v o l v e d , H a r a l d r 

h a r ^ r d ^ i , had a c q u i r e d a r e p u t a t i o n f o r greed i n h i s 

p u r s u i t of t r e a s u r e t o f i n a n c e h i s a m b i t i o n f o r power i n 

Norway. He was known t o be brave but r u t h l e s s and shrewd, 

u s u a l l y d i s p l a y i n g g e n e r o s i t y o n l y t o w e l l - l i k e d f r i e n d s 

( 1 4 ) . The c o n f e r r i n g of favour by a k i n g w e l l known f o r 

t r e a c h e r y c o u l d have enhanced Brandr's p r e s t i g e . The 

I c e l a n d e r was t r e a d i n g a dangerous pa t h i n h i s involvement 

w i t h t h i s p a r t i c u l a r k i n g . 

3. L.i6svetninga saga. 

Gu^mundr and E i n a r r are two b r o t h e r s who are not on the 

most c o r d i a l of terms. The o b j e c t which goes between them 

i s a c l o a k . A c c o r d i n g t o manuscript A, a Norwegian 

merchant had g i v e n Gu^mundr t h i s c o s t l y garment as payment 

f o r h i s w i n t e r l o d g i n g s . Manuscript C d e s c r i b e s the 

merchant's g i f t : 
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I>at var s k i k k j a , p e l l d r e g i n y f i r 
s k i n n i n ok g u l l b o n d d t y g l i n u m , ok var 
i n mesta gorsemi. 

(ch.13 p.22) 

Gu(3'mundr knows he i s soon t o e n t e r i n t o a d i s p u t e w i t h 

a man who i s a f r i e n d o f h i s b r o t h e r , E i n a r r . The 

m a n u s c r i p t s A and C d i f f e r as t o when Gu^mundr pays h i s 

f i r s t v i s i t t o E i n a r r . The v e r s i o n i n C seems more 

l o g i c a l , as the v i s i t takes place b e f o r e any events occur 

which may have made E i n a r r s u s p i c i o u s o f f r i e n d l y gestures 

from h i s b r o t h e r ( 1 5 ) . I t would be best then t o f o l l o w C 

at t h i s p o i n t i n the n a r r a t i v e . Gu^mundr r i d e s t o E i n a r r ' s 

farm and t a l k s w i t h him. I t i s a p i t y , GuSmundr says, t h a t 

t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p i s not more b r o t h e r l y , and he h i m s e l f 

would l i k e t o remedy t h a t . He o f f e r s h i s f r i e n d s h i p and as 

a token o f t h e i r new a l l i a n c e he g i v e s E i n a r r the c l o a k : 

'... s k a l ek nokkut i m i l i u m l e g g j a 
t i l v i n g a n a r p i n n a r . ' 

( c h . l 4 p.27) 

E i n a r r f e e l s he has done w e l l i n t h i s t r a n s a c t i o n . The two 

b r o t h e r s j o i n i n p r o m i s i n g each o t h e r mutual support when 

necessary. E i n a r r must have had some s u s p i c i o n s concerning 

Gu^mundr's sudden change o f h e a r t as he subsequently t e l l s 

h i s shepherd t o keep a l e r t and watch f o r any unusual 

act i v i t y . 

Gu^mundr's t r i c k has worked however and i n the 

f o l l o w i n g d i s p u t e s and l e g a l w r a n g l i n g s , E i n a r r f e e l s t h a t 

he cannot g i v e I > 6 r i r Helgason, h i s f r i e n d , wholehearted 

s u p p o r t w h i l e he i s a l s o bound t o h i s b r o t h e r who i s on the 

o p p o s i t e s i d e . He r e a l i s e s how he has been duped: 

' Svd maeli ek um, at t r o l l haf i pd 
s k i k k j u . En komit h e f i r Gu^mundr d 
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v i t s m u n i vi& mik, ok h e f i r s H k t e i g i 
f y r r o r ^ i t . ' 

( c h . l 5 p.35) 

F i n a l l y , i n d i s g u s t , E i n a r r t r i e s t o r e t u r n the cl o a k , 

the emblem o f h i s o b l i g a t i o n t o Gudmundr. He takes i t t o 

Gu^mundr, reproaches him f o r h i s c r a f t i n e s s and f l i n g s down 

the garment. Gu^mundr r e f u s e s t o accept i t . A f t e r 

exchanging angry words, E i n a r r has t o r i d e home w i t h the 

garment. I t i s n o t , i t appears, so easy t o r e l i n q u i s h a 

debt; acceptance o f a g i f t can i n v o l v e a permanent moral 

commitment. As E i n a r r has a c q u i r e d a r e p u t a t i o n f o r being 

wary and devious h i m s e l f ( 1 6 ) , i t i n d i c a t e s how i n s i d i o u s 

the g i f t r e l a t i o n s h i p c o u l d be i f even he c o u l d be deceived 

by i t . As i n the case of Moidv i n Njdls saga, the motives 

of the donor s h o u l d be c a r e f u l l y examamined bef o r e 

accept i n g . 

G u r e v i c h , i n h i s e x a m i n a t i o n o f ' g i f t - b e s t o w a l ' 

amongst ' t r i b a l groups' notes t h a t i t can o f t e n be 

d e l i b e r a t e l y c a r r i e d t o extremes: 

But c o r d i a l i t y o f t h i s k i n d was not 
f a r removed from aggressiveness: at 
times the n a t i v e s were not i n the 
l e a s t endeavouring t o please the 
r e c i p i e n t s o f t h e i r g i f t s and fav o u r s 
- on the c o n t r a r y , they spared no 
e f f o r t s t o h u m i l i a t e them, t o overcome 
them w i t h t h e i r g e n e r o s i t y . 

(17) 

I n I r e l a n d Gunnlaugr e n t e r t a i n s King S i g t r y g g r w i t h a 

poem of p r a i s e . When i t i s f i n i s h e d , S i g t r y g g r wishes t o 

reward the I c e l a n d e r . He suggests t o h i s t r e a s u r e r t h a t a 

g i f t o f two merchant s h i p s may be s u i t a b l e . The t r e a s u r e r 

d i s a g r e e s , e x p l a i n i n g t o h i s master the c o r r e c t r e t u r n f o r 
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such a poem: 
'Of m i k i t er p a t , h e r r a , ' s e g i r hann; 
' a ( ^ r i r konungar gefa at bragarlaunum 
g r i p i g6&a., s v e r ^ g6$ e^a g u l l h r i n g a 

(Gunnl. s. ch.8 p.76) 

Gunnlaugr r e c e i v e s i n s t e a d a set of the k i n g ' s own c l o t h e s : 

... af n y j u s k a r l a t i , k y r t i l h l a ^ b i i i n n 
ok s k i k k j u mê ' dgaetum skinnum ok 
g u l l h r i n g , er st6^ mork. 

T h i s i s more i n keeping w i t h the 'value' of h i s poem. 

There i s a scene i n Njdls saga where compensation i s 

b e i n g p a i d at the A l p i n g i f o r the death of Hoskuldr 

H v i t a n e s s g o ^ i ( c h . l 2 3 p.312-314). The money has been 

c o l l e c t e d and N j d l l has added two o b j e c t s t o the p i l e : 

siIkisloedur ok bdta. F l o s i , as the p r o s e c u t o r of the 

case, i s brought f o r w a r d t o accept t h i s payment. He 

examines i t and then demands t o know who i n c l u d e d the 

garment and the bo o t s . No-one answers. F l o s i c o r r e c t l y 

guesses t h a t i t i s N j d l l ' s d o i n g . I t o b v i o u s l y upsets him 

as he a n g r i l y abuses N j d l l . No c l e a r i n d i c a t i o n i s gi v e n 

i n the t e x t as t o why F l o s i r e a c t s so v i o l e n t l y t o what 

appears, on the s u r f a c e , t o be an act of f r i e n d s h i p . The 

usual e x p l a n a t i o n i s on the l i n e s o f t h a t s u p p l i e d by 

Magnus Magnusson and Hermann Pdlsson: 

I n a l l p r o b a b i l i t y a s i l k c l o a k was a 
h i g h l y d e c o r a t i v e and expensive 
garment t h a t c o u l d be worn by a man or 
a woman. I t was not unusual f o r a 
g i f t t o be added t o the r e q u i r e d sum, 
to s et a seal o f f r i e n d s h i p on a 
s e t t l e m e n t . The clo a k ' s dual purpose 
must have suggested an i n s u l t t o 
F l o s i .... 

(18) 

On the whole though, t h i s i s o n l y s u p p o s i t i o n . 
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SloecJiur i s t r a n s l a t e d here as 'cloak' which f i t s 

c o n v e n i e n t l y w i t h t h i s t h e o r y . However Cleasby and 

V i g f u s s o n g i v e i t s meaning as 'a gown t h a t t r a i l s along the 

ground'. S i g u r ^ u r N o r d a l , i n a f o o t n o t e t o the t e x t of 

Egils saga, f u r t h e r e l a b o r a t e s : 

Slae^urnar hafa v e r i ^ d r a g s i ^ a r og a^ 
sama sk a p i vld'ar, a u ^ s j d a n l e g a 
v i ^ h a f n a r k l a e ^ i m i k i l . L l k l e g a s t hafa 
paer v e r i ^ hnepptar a^ framan. E'aer 
v o r u e k k i y f i r h a f n a r k l a e ^ i f r e k a r en 
k y r t l a r , enda er sagt 1 Va t n s d a l u , at 
macfur vaeri i skinn61pu utan y f i r 
s lae^um. 

(19) 

A gown may be a long f l o w i n g garment but i s not q u i t e 

the same as a c l o a k ; why then should i t p a r t i c u l a r l y remind 

F l o s i of Hoskuldr's cloak? An assumption has been made 

t h a t t h i s i s a f e m i n i n e garment and, t r u e , i t does appear 

i n Rigspula worn by the Md&ir: 

K e i s t i f a l d , k i n g a var d b r i n g o , 
si5"ar s l o e ^ o r , sere b l d f d n ; 

(20) 

But on the o t h e r hand E g i l l Skal1a-Gr1msson r e c e i v e s a 

sJoe^ur from A r i n b j o r n as a g i f t i n a s i t u a t i o n where t h e r e 

i s d e f i n i t e l y no i n s u l t i n t e n d e d . 

S j a l f r d < ^ i l e t s l o e ^ u r 
s i l k i drengr of f e n g i t 
go l Iknappa^Tar g r e p p i , 
g e t k a l d r i v i n b e t r a ; 

(ch.67 p.213) 

E g i l l i s not a c h a r a c t e r who i s open t o i n s u l t s of 

e f f e m i n a c y , he i s most d e f i n i t e l y masculine and h i s courage 

i s never i n doubt. E g i l i ' s son i s so eager t o be seen i n 

t h i s robe at the A l p i n g i t.hat he takes i t w i t h o u t h i s 

f a t h e r ' s knowledge. Bergr of Vatnsdoela saga a l s o wears a 

sloehur (ch.31 p.84). I n h i s extreme v a n i t y and showiness. 
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he may d i s p l a y some f e m i n i n e t r a i t s but not n e c e s s a r i l y ; 
t h e r e are many men i n the sagas who are fond of f i n e 
c l o t h e s but they are not u s u a l l y accused o f eff e m i n a c y (and 
thus cowardice) merely because of t h e i r grand o u t f i t . 
T a k i n g t h i s a l l i n t o account, why should F l o s i i n t e r p r e t 
the sloec^ur as an a t t a c k on h i s manhood and h i s honour? 

S n o r r i g o ^ i decided the amount of compensation t o be 

p a i d f o r Hoskuldr Hvl tanessgo<3''i - and i t was c e r t a i n l y not 

m i s e r l y . The normal compensation should have been two 

hundred ounces of s i l v e r but i n t h i s case s i x hundred 

ounces were c o l l e c t e d , not a l l i t must be p o i n t e d out by 

N j d l l and h i s f a m i l y . S n o r r i gocfi h i m s e l f had intended 

t h i s compensation t o be: 

... svd m i k l a , at engi ma^r h a f i d y r r i 
v e r i t d l a n d i n u en Hoskuldr. 

( c h . l 2 3 p.311) 

which would s u r e l y i n d i c a t e t h a t t h i s payment could be 

termed 'excessive'. 

P r i o r t o the scene d e s c r i b e d , F l o s i had been q u i t e 

reasonable i n h i s a t t i t u d e t o N j d l l , had spoken of him w i t h 

r e s p e c t . Suddenly, seeing t h i s heap of c o i n s , crowned w i t h 

a r i c h s i l k garment, he t u r n s t o N j d l l w i t h i n s u l t s . 

F l o s i ' s words t o Skarphec^inn (21) do b r i n g i n the o f f e n s i v e 

charge o f e f f e m i n a c y , but t h i s i s not an unusual method of 

abuse and need not n e c e s s a r i l y be connected w i t h any 

s i m i l a r l y i m p l i e d i n s u l t t o F l o s i h i m s e l f . 

I f however, we take the view t h a t the f6sekt svd mikla 

would i n i t s e l f be more than adequate t o pay f o r the death 

of H o s k u l d r , then the a d d i t i o n of an e x t r a 'recompense'. 
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p a r t i c u l a r l y one unlooked f o r and unasked f o r , may have 

u n f a v o u r a b l e c o n n o t a t i o n s . I t was one t h i n g f o r H r i i t r t o 

i n c l u d e a c l o a k as a g i f t of f r i e n d s h i p w i t h the standard 

payment o f two hundred ounces of s i l v e r compensation pa i d 

t o O s v i f r f o r the death o f h i s son ( c h . l 2 p.40), but 

expensive g i f t s added t o an a l r e a d y excessive payment could 

be i n t e r p r e t e d as an attempt t o overwhelm another w i t h 

g e n e r o s i t y . F l o s i may have seen i t as a s u b t l e method of 

h u m i l i a t i n g him, of l e a v i n g him a f t e r a l l dependent even i n 

a sm a l l way on N j d l l and h i s f a m i l y . His honour has t o 

some e x t e n t been compromised, and the s l u r on h i s honour i n 

t h i s c o n t e x t c o u l d c a l l t o mind H i l d i g u n n r ' s g e s t u r e . 

A f u r t h e r aspect of g i f t s i s t h e i r personal 

a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h the o r i g i n a l donor, a c o n n e c t i o n which can 

endow an o b j e c t w i t h p a r t i c u l a r s i g n i f i c a n c e . C e r t a i n 

t r i b e s , G u r e v i c h t e l l s us, h e l d the view: 

t h a t the o b j e c t s bestowed were not 
regarded as i n e r t and inanimate - they 
were supposed t o c o n t a i n a p a r t of the 
person who bestowed them. 

(22) 

I n I c e l a n d i c l i t e r a t u r e we can f i n d evidence of o b j e c t s 

d i s p l a y i n g a c e r t a i n ' l i f e ' o f t h e i r own. Kormdkr borrows 

the sword Skofnungr, a weapon which has t o be t r e a t e d w i t h 

r e s p e c t . When he f a i l s t o f o l l o w Skeggi's i n s t r u c t i o n s 

r e g a r d i n g i t s use, the sword r e a c t s and pat gekk grenjanda 

6r sli^rum (Kormdks s. ch.9 p.236). At an assembly i n 

Laxdoela saga, a c l o a k , hung up t o d r y on the w a l l of a 

bo o t h , speaks a verse of warning t o i t s owner (ch.67 

p.198). T h i s b e i n g the case i t i s not u n l i k e l y t h a t the 

o b j e c t s passed from one person t o another may be viewed as 
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embodying some element of the donor. 

G i f t s c o u l d be r e f e r r e d t o and i d e n t i f i e d by 

a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h the o r i g i n a l owner. The term nautr means 

' g i f t ' when ' f o l l o w i n g the g e n i t i v e of the person from whom 

i t comes' (Zoega), i e . konungsnautr - the 'king's g i f t ' . 

As the name f o r the g i f t can i n c o r p o r a t e t h a t of the donor 

then q u i t e p o s s i b l y the o b j e c t i t s e l f c o u l d i n c o r p o r a t e 

' p a r t of the person' who had g i v e n i t . T h i s t h e o r y i s 

p a r t i c u l a r l y a p p l i c a b l e i n the case where the donor, 

u s u a l l y a r u l e r , has g i v e n h i s own c l o t h e s t o another i . e . 

Ki n g O l d f r and K j a r t a n , King S i g t r y g g r and Gunnlaugr. 

Nautr p l u s the name of the donor can be used 

e f f e c t i v e l y at c e r t a i n c r i t i c a l p o i n t s i n the n a r r a t i v e . 

Hoskuldr puts on skikkjuna Flosanaut when he goes out to 

the c o r n f i e l d where he i s a t t a c k e d and k i l l e d ( N j d l s s. 

c h . l l l p.280). A l t h o u g h Helga leans a g a i n s t her husband 

P o r k e l l when she i s d y i n g - i t i s the skikkjuna 

Gunnlaugsnaut which has her a t t e n t i o n (Gunnl. s. ch.l3 

p. 106-107). The audience i s reminded of the o r i g i n a l 

owner, of the act of bestowal and thus of the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

and o b l i g a t i o n s between the two p a r t i e s . 

I n the case of Helga and Gunnlaugr, where the g i f t i s 

between a man and a woman, Helga has i n f a c t been s e x u a l l y 

compromised by her acceptance of the cl o a k from a man who 

i s not her husband. Helga's marriage t o Hr a f n i s r u i n e d 

from the time she r e c e i v e s t h i s garment - even i n her 

second marriage her a t t e n t i o n i s focused on the cl o a k , as 

her emotions have always been c e n t r e d on Gunnlaugr. The 
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skikkja symbolises t h e i r love - and t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p . 
Robert G. Cook m a i n t a i n s t h a t Gunnlaugr's 

a m b i t i o n has no d e f i n i t e g o a l s . He 
does not want Helga f o r h i m s e l f as 
much as he wants t o know t h a t he can 
have her, should he want t o . 

(23) 

His g i f t ensures t h a t Helga (and H r a f n ) w i l l have a 

c o n s t a n t reminder of h i s presence w i t h i n t h e i r household 

and t h a t he h i m s e l f can be reassured t h a t Helga w i l l not 

thus be able t o f o r g e t t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p . For Helga i t i s 

an i r o n y t h a t t h i s o b j e c t on which she l a v i s h e s so much 

emotion was achieved by Gunnlaugr as a reward f o r prowess 

from a f o r e i g n k i n g ; i t i s r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o n l y of 

Gunnlaugr's p r i d e and v a n i t y - and h i s i n d e c i s i v e n e s s , h i s 

w a v e r i n g between h i s a m b i t i o n f o r f o r e i g n p r e s t i g e and f o r 

m a r r i a g e t o Helga. On the s u r f a c e t h i s t r a n s a c t i o n between 

Gunnlaugr and Helga appears t o i n v o l v e s i m p l y a g i f t of 

f r i e n d s h i p but underneath can be seen a more s u b t l e and 

unpleasant symbolism. 

There i s a case i n Viga-Glums saga where the 

o b l i g a t i o n p l a c e d on the r e c e i v e r of a g i f t i s t h a t of 

assuming or t a k i n g over a p e r s o n a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y from the 

donor. Gliimr t r a v e l s abroad t o Norway t o v i s i t h i s 

m a t e r n a l g r a n d f a t h e r V i g f i i s s . When he a r r i v e s , he 

r e c o g n i s e s h i s r e l a t i v e by h i s appearance: 

mann m i k i n n ok v e g l i g a n i ondvegi 1 
s k a u t f e l d i bldm, ok 16k ser at s p j o t i 
g u l I r e k n u .... 

(ch.6 p.16) 

V i g f u s s g r e e t s the v i s i t o r but i s not immediately convinced 

of t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p and does not show Glumr any 

p a r t i c u l a r honour. D u r i n g a f e a s t , a b e r s e r k B j o r n , a r r i v e s 
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and c h a l l e n g e s the men p r e s e n t . VigfUss r e p l i e s t h a t w h i l e 

i n h i s y o u t h he c o u l d have faced up t o B j o r n now, when he 

i s gamall ok drvasi, he cannot co n s i d e r i t . E v e n t u a l l y i t 

i s Glumr who t a c k l e s B j o r n , i n j u r i n g him so s e v e r e l y t h a t 

the b e r s e r k d i e s the next day. V i g f i i s s ' a t t i t u d e t o h i s 

grandson changes now t h a t Gliimr has, through h i s courage, 

proved h i s k i n s h i p . V i g f u s s wants the young man t o i n h e r i t 

h i s p o s i t i o n i n Norway: 

V i g f u s s heLU^ Gliimi at taka r i k i e p t i r 
s i k ok v i r i ^ i n g . . 

(ch.6 p.19) 

But Glumr wishes t o r e t u r n home t o I c e l a n d . V i g f u s s 

prepares a s h i p f o r him i n the summer and b e f o r e h i s 

grandson d e p a r t s , he g i v e s him t h r e e f a m i l y t r e a s u r e s : 
.. en e i n k a g r i p i v i l ek p6r gefa, f e l d 
ok s p j 6 t ok sv e r ^ , er v6r hofum m i k i n n 
truna^" d h a f t fraendr; ok mecTan pu d t t 
g r i p i n a , v a n t i ek, at pu t y n i r e i g i 
v i r o i n g u , en pd em ek hraeddr um, ef pxx 
16gar peim. 

(ch.6 p.19) 
As he passes these o b j e c t s on t o h i s young kinsman, V i g f u s s 

s t r e s s e s t h e i r importance as emblems of the gwfa - good 

f o r t u n e , o f t h e i r f a m i l y . I t i s not c l e a r l y s t a t e d t h a t 

t h i s c l o a k i s the one worn by V i g f i i s s at the b e g i n n i n g of 

the chapter but i t does seem a safe assumption; i t i s l a t e r 

d e s c r i b e d as a 'blue' c l o a k . The spear a l s o i s s u r e l y the 

gold-adorned weapon t h a t V i g f i i s s was p l a y i n g w i t h when 

Gliimr f i r s t saw him. 

Ob v i o u s l y V i g f u s s i s passi n g on the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r 

the f a m i l y gaefa and honour t o h i s successor. On h i s own 

admission V i g f i i s s i s now o l d and d e c r e p i t ; he has expressed 

a w i s h f o r Glumr t o take over eptir sik. Not long a f t e r 
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Gliimr has r e t u r n e d t o I c e l a n d , he has a dream which he 
i n t e r p r e t s as r e p r e s e n t i n g the death of h i s g r a n d f a t h e r and 
the t r a n s f e r e n c e t o h i m s e l f o f V i g f u s s ' hamingja -
'personal s p i r i t ' . 

When Gliimr goes out t o uphold the f a m i l y honour by 

a t t a c k i n g the man who has a p p r o p r i a t e d a f i e l d b e l o n g i n g t o 

h i s mother, he wears the c l o a k and c a r r i e s the spear. 

A f t e r t h i s k i l l i n g , Glumr r i d e s t o h i s b r o t h e r ' s p l a c e . 

P o r s t e i n n , h i s b r o t h e r , appears t o r e a l i s e by Glumr's 

appearance t h a t something momentous has taken p l a c e . I t i s 

Glumr's 'equipment' which f i r s t arouses P o r s t e i n n ' s 

s u s p i c i o n s which are then c o n f i r m e d by the blood on the 

spear. N o t h i n g more i s heard o f these two items u n t i l 

Chapter T w e n t y - f i v e when Glumr g i v e s them away t o two 

c h i e f t a i n s , G i z u r r h v i t i and Asgrimr El 1i^a-Grlmsson. They 

are g i v e n i n g r a t i t u d e f o r the support of the c h i e f t a i n s . 

We are reminded though of t h e i r s i g n i f i c a n c e by E i n a r r who 

now agrees t o come out a g a i n s t Glumr on the grounds t h a t by 

p a r t i n g w i t h the c l o a k and spear, Gliimr has a l s o p a r t e d 

w i t h , renounced r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r , the f a m i l y gsefa and 

honour: 
Gliimr h e f i r nii 16gat peim hlutum, 
f e l d i ok s p j 6 t i , er V i g f i i s s , 
m 6 ^ u r f a ? i r bans, gaf honum ok ba^ hann 
e i g a , ef hann v i l d i h alda v i r ^ i n g u 
s i n n i , en k v a ^ pa^an f r d p v e r r a mundu. 
Nu mun ek taka vicT m a l i n u ok f y l g j a . 

(ch.25 p.87) 

Using a garment s y m b o l i c a l l y t o r e p r e s e n t the passing 

on o f r e s p o n s i b i l i t y or o f f i c e , e s p e c i a l l y i n the sense of 

p r i e s t h o o d , can be found i n C h r i s t i a n mythology. I n Kings 

I, Chapter N i n e t e e n , E l i j a h i s i n s t r u c t e d by the Lord t o 
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f i n d and consecrate h i s successor, E l i s h a . E l i s h a i s 

p l o u g h i n g i n h i s f i e l d when the prophet comes up t o him 

and: 
19. ... m i s i t p a l l i u m suum super 
i 1 l u m . 
20. Qui s t a t i m r e l i c t i s bobus c u c u r r i t 
post E l i a m et a i t : Osculer, o r o , 
patrem meum, et matrem meam et s i c 
sequar t e . 

(24) 

L a t e r when E l i j a h i s n e a r i n g the end of h i s l i f e , 

E l i s h a i s w i t h him. A f t e r the prophet i s c a r r i e d by a 

w h i r l w i n d up t o heaven E l i s h a t e a r s o f f h i s own c l o t h e s et 

levavit pallium Eliae, quod ceciderat ei ( 2 5 ) . Peake 

e x p l a i n s t h a t the i n i t i a l ' c a s t i n g of the p r o p h e t i c mantle 

upon E l i s h a ' was 'a s i g n of h i s c a l l t o p r o p h e t i c o f f i c e , 

and, p r o b a b l y , o f the t r a n s f e r e n c e t o him of p r o p h e t i c 

power' ( 2 6 ) . 

When the g i f t s are bestowed on Glumr, a sword i s 

mentioned which does not appear again and c o u l d a p p a r e n t l y 

be c o n s i d e r e d a ' s c r i b a l i n t e r p o l a t i o n ' ( 2 7 ) . This leaves 

the c l o a k and spear - items which are f r e q u e n t l y connected 

w i t h d ^ i n n . I n a c c e p t i n g these, Glumr took on the 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r m a i n t a i n i n g the f a m i l y honour and power 

t h r o u g h the care o f the f a m i l y l u c k or good f o r t u n e . When 

he p a r t s w i t h the o b j e c t s he becomes v u l n e r a b l e t o h i s 

enemies who succeed i n d r i v i n g him from h i s f a m i l y lands. 

I f viewed as a ' c l a s h between r e l i g i o u s c u l t s ' ( 2 8 ) , then 

the r e l i n q u i s h i n g o f the O d i n i c symbols and thus of the 

p r o t e c t i o n of O^inn lays Glumr open t o the vengeance of 

F r e y r . Glumr had committed t h r e e 'crimes' a g a i n s t F r e y r : 

the d e f i l i n g o f the f i e l d V i t a z g j a f i , whose abundant 
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h a r v e s t s were ensured by F r e y r ; the h i d i n g of an outlaw, 

h i s son, i n an area consecrated t o t h i s god; and the 

swearing o f a f a l s e o a t h i n the temple of F r e y r , Before 

h i s d e a t h , Glumr accepts the new f a i t h and dies i n the 

hvi tavd'^ir of the con v e r t t o C h r i s t i a n i t y - a complete 

r e p u d i a t i o n o f any O d i n i c a s s o c i a t i o n s i n h e r e n t i n the blue 

c l o a k . 

G i f t s and the process of bestowing and r e c e i v i n g them 

would seem at times t o be a complex issue i n the 

fslendingasoguT. On one l e v e l a g i f t can be q u i t e 

s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d , i m p l y i n g honour, f r i e n d s h i p , l o y a l t y , but 

u n d e r l y i n g t h i s may be o t h e r f a c t o r s which should a l s o be 

taken i n t o account. The act of g i v i n g may w e l l i n d i c a t e 

some u l t e r i o r motive on the p a r t o f the donor; i t may be 

i l l u s t r a t i n g c e r t a i n aspects o f a r e l a t i o n s h i p ; or i t may 

r e p r e s e n t o b l i g a t i o n s and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s which the 

r e c i p i e n t must take upon h i m s e l f . 
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Chapter T h i r t e e n 
SEWING A SHIRT 

As Au^r and Asger^r s i t at t h e i r sewing i n a small 

room o f f the main h a l l , they begin a c o n v e r s a t i o n which has 

grave consequences f o r t h e i r f a m i l y and a l t e r s c o m p l e t e l y 

the course o f G i s l i ' s l i f e . T h i s i s a w e l l known episode 

i n Gisla saga; i t i s c e n t r e d around the m o t i f of a woman 

d e m o n s t r a t i n g her a f f e c t i o n or involvement w i t h a man by 

making a s h i r t f o r him. I n t h i s saga such an a c t i o n does 

not a c t u a l l y take place but the i m p l i c a t i o n s of i t are 

pr e s e n t i n the d i a l o g u e between the two women. 

' V e i t t u m6r p a t , at pu sker m6r 
s k y r t u , AuS'r, P o r k a t l i bonda minum.' 
'Pat kann ek e i g i b e t r en pu,' sag(^i 
Au^r, 'ok myndir pu e i g i mik t i l 
b i ^ j a , ef pu s k y l d i r skera V 6 s t e i n i 
b r 6 ^ u r minum s k y r t u n a . ' ^ 
' E i t t er pat s e r ' , s e g i r Asger^r, 'ok 
svd mun m6r p y k k j a nokkura s t u n d . ' 
'Longu v i s s a ek p a t , ' s e g i r Au^r, 
'hvat v i ^ s i k v a r , ok roecTum e k k i um 
f l e i r a . ' 
'Pat p y k k i mer e i g i b r i g z l , ' sagdi 
A s g e r J r , ' p 6 t t m6r p y k k i V e s t e i n n 
g6Jr. H i t t var m6r s a g t , at p i t 
P o r g r i m r h i t t i z k mjok o p t , d^'r en pu 
v f f i r i r G i s l a g e f i n . ' 
'Pvl f y l g ^ u e n g i r m a n n l e s t i r , ' s e g i r 
Au&'r, ' p v l at ek t 6 k engan mann u n d i r 
G l s l a , at p v i f y l g J i neinn mannlostr; 
ok munu v i t nu haetta p e s s i roe^u.' 

(ch.9 p.30-31) 

Both women are aware of the s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e i r words, 

th e y do not need, and n e i t h e r would the w r i t e r ' s audience, 

any f u r t h e r e x p l a n a t i o n . Asger^r knows e x a c t l y what Au^r 

i s i m p l y i n g by s u g g e s t i n g t h a t her s i s t e r - i n - l a w would be 

f a r more w i l l i n g t o make a s h i r t f o r V e s t e i n n than f o r 

Porke11. 
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I n h i s t r a n s l a t i o n o f Gisla saga, George Johnston 
i l l u s t r a t e s the symbolism o f t h i s m o t i f through the Danish 

b a l l a d , Marsk Stig. Two verses t e l l us c l e a r l y how i t 

would be i n t e r p r e t e d w i t h i n a medieval s o c i e t y : 

Here s i t you, f a i r lady Ingeborg; 
i f you w i l l be l o y a l t o me, 
then sew f o r me a s h i r t 
w i t h g o l d embroidery. 

Should I sew a s h i r t f o r you 
w i t h g o l d embroidery 
then men would know, Danish k i n g , 
I was d i s l o y a l t o l o r d M a r s t i . 

(1) 

Sewing a s h i r t f o r a man appears a l s o t o belong t o a 

widespread f o l k t r a d i t i o n o f s e t t i n g i m p o s s i b l e tasks f o r a 

woman who then has t o prove h e r s e l f c l e v e r enough t o e i t h e r 

overcome the c o n d i t i o n s or t o r e t a l i a t e by g i v i n g the man 

e q u a l l y i m p o s s i b l e assignments t o f u l f i l . I f a woman 

s a t i s f i e d the man by her i n g e n u i t y then she proved h e r s e l f 

w o r t h y t o be h i s w i f e . The male f i g u r e i n these b a l l a d s or 

t a l e s i s u s u a l l y a romantic hero t y p e , a k i n g or p r i n c e , 

whereas the woman i s of lower s t a t i o n . I n English and 

Scottish Popular Ballads, F r a n c i s C h i l d g i v e s examples of 

the r i d d l e theme from v a r i o u s sources: G a e l i c , German, 

S i b e r i a n , T i b e t a n ( 2 ) , These have i n common eni g m a t i c 

q u e s t i o n s which are s o l v e d or r e t u r n e d i n k i n d by a woman, 

the man g e n e r a l l y r e l e n t i n g and acknowledging her s u p e r i o r 

wisdom. 

C h i l d p r o v i d e s d i f f e r e n t v e r s i o n s o f the b a l l a d The 

Elfin Knight where the making of a s h i r t i s the f i r s t task 

asked o f the woman ( 3 ) : 
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A. 7. 'Married w i t h me i f - t h o u wouldst be, 
A c o u r t e s i e thou must do t o me. 

8. 'For thou must shape a sark t o me, 
With o u t any cut or heme,' quoth he. 

9. 'Thou must shape i t k n i f e - a n d - s h e e r 1 esse, 
And a l s o sue i t n e e d l e - t h r e e d l e s s e . ' 

The maid u s u a l l y r e t a l i a t e s w i t h her own r i d d l e s which the 

E l f i n K n i g h t or male c h a r a c t e r must s o l v e i n order t o c l a i m 

h i s s h i r t : 

A. 10. ' I f t h a t piece o f c o u r t e s i e I do t o thee. 
Another thou must do t o me. 

11. ' I have an a i k e r o f good l e y - l a n d . 
Which l y e t h low by yon se a - s t r a n d . 

12. 'For thou must eare i t w i t h t h y horn. 
So thou must sow i t w i t h t h y corn. 

So the stanzas c o n t i n u e u n t i l the man q u a l i f i e s f o r h i s 

reward: 
17. 'When thou hast g o t t e n t h y t u r n s w e l l done. 

Then come t o me and get thy sark then.' 

Making the s h i r t and marriage appear t o be i n t e r c o n n e c t e d : 

m a r r i a g e o f t e n b e i n g the reward f o r the completed t a s k . 

When Orvar-Oddr goes r a i d i n g i n I r e l a n d , h i s blood 

b r o t h e r , Asmundr, i s k i l l e d . Oddr a t t a c k s and k i l l s the 

I r i s h men he b e l i e v e s r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h i s death. He then 

d i s c o v e r s the women of the f a m i l y and drags away the 

f a i r e s t o f them, O l v o r . But she b a r g a i n s w i t h him f o r her 

l i f e . She w i l l p r o v i d e him w i t h a magic s h i r t (4) i f he 

l e t s her go and r e t u r n s t o the same spot i n a year's time. 

Oddr a r r i v e s back at the d e s i g n a t e d time t o c l a i m t h i s 

enchanted garment. 51v6r p r e s e n t s i t t o him, g i v i n g 

d e t a i l s of i t s c o n s t r u c t i o n : 

'Serk o f f r d k 6r s i l k i 
ok 1 sex sto^um gervan: 
ermr a I r a l a n d i , 
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onnur n o r ^ r me^ Finnum, 
s l 6 g u Saxa meyjar, 
en su r e y s k a r spunnu, 
v d f u v a l s k a r hrii^ir, 
v a r p 6pj6<^ans moi^ir,' 

(5) 

We are t o l d v e r y s p e c i f i c a l l y how, w i t h what, and by whom 

the s h i r t i s made, which c o n t r a s t s w i t h The Elfin Knight 

where the s h i r t was t o be seamless, made w i t h o u t needles -

maun be free o woman's wark ( 6 ) , Yet the making of Oddr's 

s h i r t sounds so f a n t a s t i c and i m p o s s i b l e , so much a p a r t of 

f a i r y t a l e t h a t i t stands comparison w i t h the E l f i n 

K n i g h t ' s request which c o u l d o n l y be completed by magic. 

I n g r a t i t u d e f o r h i s enchanted s h i r t Oddr, at Olvor's 

r e q u e s t , remains w i t h her f o r t h r e e years but o n l y on 

c o n d i t i o n t h a t she becomes h i s w i f e . 

F u r t h e r on i n Orvar-Odds saga another s h i r t i s being 

made by a woman f o r the man she lov e s . When Oddr r e t u r n s 

t o Sweden w i t h Hjdlmar's body, he goes i n t o the h a l l t o 

break the news t o the King and t o I n g i b j o r g , the kin g ' s 

daughter w i t h whom Hjdlmar had been e m o t i o n a l l y i n v o l v e d . 

I n g i b j o r g s i t s on her s t o o l and: Hun sauma^i Hjdlmari 

skyrtu ( 7 ) . On h e a r i n g o f the death of her l o v e r , she 

leans back and d i e s . The two bodies are b u r i e d t o g e t h e r , 

thus the act of making the s h i r t i s succeeded by a 

'marriage'; the couple l y i n g i n each o t h e r ' s arms i n the 

b u r i a l mound. I n g i b j o r g i s i n v o l v e d i n an act which 

demonstrates her f e e l i n g s towards Hjdlmar at the very 

moment when she r e c e i v e s h i s l a s t message t o her and h i s 

g i f t o f a b r a c e l e t . T h i s emphasises the emotional 

involvment o f the two, g i v i n g the scene a c e r t a i n 

poignancy. 
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Pidreks saga uses t h i s m o t i f i n a s i m i l a r way. S i f k a 

has been sent by King E r m i n r e k r on an e r r a n d away from the 

town. Once he has l e f t , E r m inrekr v i s i t s S i f k a ' s w i f e 

O d i l a , who i s alone i husi nockvrv, and rapes her. When 

S i f k a r e t u r n s home h i s w i f e , upset and h u m i l i a t e d , t e l l s 

him what has happened. A l t h o u g h no mention was made at the 

time o f O d i l a ' s o c c u p a t i o n when Erm i n r e k r f o r c e d h i m s e l f on 

her, when she r e l a t e s her i n j u r y t o her husband she 

s p e c i f i c a l l y says: 

pat var i s i n n , er pv v a r t i 
b r o t t u f a r i n n er ec sat i m i n n i l i t i l l i 
s t o f u oc saumada ec p i n a s i l k i s k y r t u . 
en par kom e r m i n r i k r konungr. oc a^r 
hann f o e r i da&an i b r o t t u munttu 
a l d r e g i honum f a g o l l d i t med i l l u pa 
vsoemd er han g e r d i mer. ...' 

(8) 

T h i s has the e f f e c t of r e i n f o r c i n g the rape as a v i o l a t i o n 

o f her l o y a l t y t o her husband, thus compounding the 

t e r r i b l e wrong done t o her and t o S i f k a . The revenge S i f k a 

e x a c t s f o r t h i s crime has a d e v a s t a t i n g e f f e c t on Erminrekr 

and h i s f a m i l y . 

W i t h the obvious presence of t h i s m o t i f , i t i s not 

s u r p r i s i n g t h a t i t i s found i n the Islendingasogur. There 

i s l i t t l e doubt t h a t the medieval I c e l a n d i c audience would 

be aware of a l l the c o n n o t a t i o n s i n v o l v e d . I n Kormdks saga 

i t occurs as a f i g u r e o f speech, an i n d i r e c t way of 

a s c e r t a i n i n g a woman's f e e l i n g s . Kormdkr and S t e i n g e r ^ r 

have had an o n / o f f r e l a t i o n s h i p f r a u g h t w i t h d i f f i c u l t i e s . 

A f t e r S t e i n g e r & r ' s second marriage Kormdkr v i s i t s her, 

t a l k s w i t h her and: ... bibr hana gera s6r skyrtu ( c h . l 7 

p.264). I t does not seem as i f Kormdkr i s a c t u a l l y 
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e x p e c t i n g her t o take up t h i s t a s k as such, r a t h e r he wants 
t o know i f she s t i l l cares f o r him. S t e i n g e r ^ r does not 

answer the q u e s t i o n d i r e c t l y but does r e p u d i a t e Kormakr and 

i m p l i e s t h a t he has i n s u l t e d her husband w i t h h i s conduct: 

Hon k v a ^ enga p o r f kvdmu bans, k v a ^ 
P o r v a l d e i g i mundu p o l a h e f n d a l a u s t 
e^a fraendr bans. 

To r e t u r n t o Gisla saga, the two women Asger^r and 

Au^r are a c t u a l l y i n v o l v e d i n sewing at the time of t h e i r 

c o n v e r s a t i o n . I t seems q u i t e l i k e l y t h a t Asger^r's i n i t i a l 

r e quest was meant q u i t e l i t e r a l l y , though g i v e n the 

t r a d i t i o n a l symbolism behind the ta s k the f a c t t h a t she i s 

prepared t o share i t w i t h her s i s t e r - i n - l a w would appear t o 

i n d i c a t e t h a t she does not care much f o r her husband. 

AuSr's response moves the c o n v e r s a t i o n on t o a f i g u r a t i v e 

l e v e l , she i s u s i n g the symbolic sense when she suggests 

t h a t Asger^r would not be so keen t o share the task i f the 

s h i r t was i n t e n d e d f o r V ^ s t e i n n , Asger^r's response: Eitt 

er pat s6r - ' t h a t i s another s t o r y ' (9) co u l d imply t h a t 

her p r i v a t e a f f a i r s are n o t h i n g t o do w i t h the p r a c t i c a l 

t a s k i n hand. 

Why does Asger^r begin a d i a l o g u e w i t h her kinswoman 

w i t h such a p r o v o c a t i v e q u e s t i o n ? C o n s i d e r i n g t h a t her own 

f i d e l i t y i s q u e s t i o n a b l e she places h e r s e l f i n a p r e c a r i o u s 

p o s i t i o n by u s i n g t e r m i n o l o g y which c o u l d so e a s i l y be 

m i s i n t e r p r e t e d and a s s o c i a t e d w i t h sexual l i a s o n s . 

There i s about Asger^r an aura of r e c k l e s s n e s s . We 

know from the i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h i s chapter t h a t P o r k e l l 

does not p a r t i c i p a t e i n the work on the farm, so he must 
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o f t e n remain at home. De s p i t e the s i z e of the h a l l (and we 
are g i v e n the s p e c i f i c measurements) (10) t h e r e would s t i l l 
be a f a i r l y good chance t h a t he may be wandering around 
c l o s e enough t o overhear the women. Perhaps the w r i t e r 
t e l l s us how l a r g e the h a l l i s t o convey how c o n f i d e n t the 
women f e l t about t h e i r p r i v a c y . But t h e r e i s an element of 
r i s k and t h i s b e i n g the case i t i s almost as i f Asger^r, 
opening the c o n v e r s a t i o n as she does, i s t r y i n g t o provoke 
her husband. 

AsgerJlr's f r u s t r a t i o n w i t h her own emotional 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s may have induced a f i t o f d e v i l m e n t . I t 

leads her t o a t t a c k her kinswoman who appears t o have a f a r 

more s t a b l e marriage and t o provoke P o r k e l l , a husband f o r 

whom she appears t o have l i t t l e r e s p e c t . There i s a sense 

of h e i g h t e n e d awareness w i t h the r i s k o f P o r k e l l over­

h e a r i n g h i s w i f e p l a i n l y a d m i t t i n g t o a r e l a t i o n s h i p he may 

o n l y have h a l f suspected up t o now. I t i s almost as though 

Asger^r i s c o v e r t l y c h a l l e n g i n g him: 'Look t h i s i s the 

s i t u a t i o n . What are you g o i n g t o do about i t ? ' She i s not 

at a l l w o r r i e d when they hear P o r k e l l ' s v e r s e , she knows 

how t o deal w i t h him: 

'Hugat h e f i ek m6r r d ^ , ' s e g i r 
Asgerdr, 'pat er hlyaa mun,...' 
'Hvert er p a t ? ' k v a ^ Au^r. 
'Leggja upp hendr um h d l s P o r k a t l i , er 
v i t komum 1 r e k k j u , ok mun hann p e t t a 
f y r i r g e f a m6r, ok s e g j a pd l y g i . ' 

(ch.9 p.31) 

Asger^r shows no discomposure when P o r k e l l subsequently 

r e f u s e s t o a l l o w her i n t o h i s bed at n i g h t . I n s t e a d she 

g i v e s him an u l t i m a t u m , e i t h e r P o r k e l l drops the matter and 

l e t s her s l e e p w i t h him or she w i l l d i v o r c e him and c l a i m 
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back her dowry and b r i d e p r i c e . P o r k e l l acquiesces and 

they appear t o be r e c o n c i l e d . Yet Asgerj^r must know t h a t 

her c o n f e s s i o n w i l l l ead t o f u r t h e r a c t i o n - perhaps t h i s 

i s what she i n t e n d e d : t o repay V 6 s t e i n n f o r h i s p o s s i b l y 

l e s s w i l l i n g involvement w i t h her, or t o i n c i t e I > o r k e l l t o 

prove h i m s e l f i n some way. 

G l s l i comments t o AuC^r on the same n i g h t : 

' E i g i s6 ek h6r r d ^ t i 1 , s a g ^ i hann, 
'pat sem duga mun. En p6 mun ek e k k i 
kunna pik urn p e t t a , p v l at maela v e r 5 r 
e i n n h v e r r skapanna mdlum, ok pat mun 
fram koma, sem a u d i t v e r ^ r . ' 

(ch.9 p.33-34) 

T h i s seems t o be meant i n the c o n t e x t of not blaming Alfer 

f o r her p a r t i n the c o n v e r s a t i o n . Asger^r broached the 

s u b j e c t w i t h her f i r s t i l l - f a t e d q u e s t i o n but i t was Au^r's 

response, overheard by P o r k e l l , which w i l l be the source of 
t r o u b l e . 

Vatnsdoela saga and Grettis saga a l s o c o n t a i n t h i s 

m o t i f , but i n these t e x t s the making or sewing of s h i r t s or 

c l o t h e s does take p l a c e . Again i t i s i n conne c t i o n w i t h an 

a s s o c i a t i o n between a man and a woman. 

Vatnsdoela saga ch.38 p.101 

I n g o l f r begins a l i a s o n w i t h Valge r ^ r d e s p i t e the 

p r o t e s t s o f her f a t h e r , who o b j e c t s so s t r o n g l y t h a t he 

pros e c u t e s I n g 6 1 f r , though w i t h o u t success. This 

r e l a t i o n s h i p c o n t i n u e s even a f t e r I n g 6 1 f r ' s marriage t o 

another woman: 

I n g 6 1 f r kom a t f i n n a V a l g e r ^ i j a f n a n , 
er hann f 6 r t i l t)ings e^a f r d . I>at 
l i k a ^ i i 6 t t a r i i l i a ; hon g e r ^ i honum ok 
klaeSi 611, pau er mest s k y l d i vanda. 
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A l t h o u g h a s h i r t i s not s p e c i f i c a l l y mentioned, i t could 
e a s i l y be i n c l u d e d w i t h i n the term klae^i. Valge r<^r's 
a c t i o n i n d i c a t e s t h a t she i s a w i l l i n g p a r t i c i p a n t i n t h i s 
r e l a t i o n s h i p : the a t t e n t i o n s of I n g 6 1 f r , even as a m a r r i e d 
man, are welcome t o her. 

G r e t t i s saga. c h . l 7 p.53-54 

G r e t t i r i s t r a v e l l i n g abroad t o Norway f o r the f i r s t 

t i m e ; he takes a passage on a s h i p c a p t a i n e d by H a f l i ^ i . 

G r e t t i r proves t o be an i n t r a n s i g e n t passenger, u n w i l l i n g 

t o h e l p i n any way o r , a c c o r d i n g t o custom, t o buy h i m s e l f 

out of s h i p b o a r d d u t i e s . Resentment grows i n the crew, 

f u e l l e d by G r e t t i r ' s h a b i t o f composing s a t i r i c a l verses 

about them. H a f l i ^ i works hard t o keep the peace aboard 

h i s boat. There a r e , i t appears, s e v e r a l women on t h i s 

voyage i n c l u d i n g the b e a u t i f u l young w i f e o f the steersman. 

T h i s lady i s o b v i o u s l y taken w i t h G r e t t i r : 

Styrimannskona sii i n unga var p v i 
j a f n a n von, at sauma at hondum G r e t t i , 
ok h o f ^ u s k i p v e r j a r pat mjok 1 
f l e y m i n g i via hann. 

T h i s i s not q u i t e the same v e r s i o n of the s h i r t sewing 

m o t i f as d i s c u s s e d above, but would s u r e l y c a r r y much the 

same sexual i m p l i c a t i o n s , as the t e a s i n g of the men seems 

t o c o n f i r m . A c c o r d i n g t o the f o o t n o t e i n the Islenzk 

fornrit e d i t i o n , s h i r t s and k i r t l e s o f t e n had wide sleeves 

which had t o be sewn up or somehow fa s t e n e d at the w r i s t s 

a f t e r they had been put on. P l a i n l y t h i s would have t o be 

done by someone o t h e r than the wearer. 

I t i s t h r o u g h the a t t e n t i o n s and a f f e c t i o n of t h i s 

woman f o r G r e t t i r t h a t H a f l i ^ i i s at l a s t able t o persuade 
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G r e t t i r t o work. The men are exhausted by the long voyage 

and the s h i p , h a v i n g sprung a l e a k , i s i n danger of 
s i n k i n g , H a f l i ^ i t u r n s t o G r e t t i r , r e c i t i n g a verse: 

S t a t t u upp 6r g r o f , G r e t t i r , 
g r e f r k n o r r h o l a v o r r u ; 
minnsktu d mol v i ^ svanna 
meginkdt r enn g l a ^ l d t a ; 
f a s t h e f i r hrund at hondum, 
hor-Nauma, p6r saumat; 
s k o r ^ v i l l , at v e l v e r ^ i r 
v i J r , me5"an lond eru n i ^ r i . 

Appealed t o i n t h i s way, G r e t t i r seems eager t o 

co-op e r a t e . Has the woman had a s o f t e n i n g i n f l u e n c e on 

G r e t t i r ? Or does he f e e l t h a t t o co-operate at her express 

request would s t i l l m a i n t a i n h i s advantage over the r e s t of 

the crew; t o have acquiesced t o the men's demands would not 

have accorded w i t h h i s p r i d e ? I n the end G r e t t i r i s able 

t o m a i n t a i n h i s f e e l i n g of s u p e r i o r i t y : he d i d not deign t o 

p a r t i c i p a t e i n the p h y s i c a l work at f i r s t , but when he 

f i n a l l y d i d so h i s g r e a t p h y s i c a l s t r e n g t h ensured the 

a d m i r a t i o n o f everyone. And i t i s thr o u g h h i s b e l a t e d 

e f f o r t s t h a t the s h i p i s at l e a s t kept a f l o a t u n t i l i t i s 

c l o s e r t o l a n d . 

Where t h i s s h i r t sewing m o t i f i s present i t plays a 

p a r t i n emphasising or i n t e n s i f y i n g emotions or atmosphere. 

I n Pi^reks saga, the v i s i o n of h i s w i f e sewing h i s own 

s h i r t at the time o f her rape would increase S i f k a ' s sense 

of o u t r a g e , o f h i s own honour b e i n g v i o l a t e d . For 

I n g i b j o r g , w o r k i n g on Hjdlmar's s h i r t w h i l e h e a r i n g of h i s 

death would deepen her sense of g r i e f . Kormdkr's method of 

q u e s t i o n i n g SteingercTr emphasises h i s d e s i r e t o be s t i l l 

l o v ed by her. I n Gisla saga t h e r e i s an impression of 
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t e n s i o n b u i l d i n g up as what appears t o be an innocent 
request r a p i d l y t u r n s i n t o a dangerous d i a l o g u e . G r e t t i r ' s 
acceptance of the a t t e n t i o n s of the steersman's w i f e i n a 
c o n f i n e d and tense s i t u a t i o n conveys h i s contempt f o r the 
husband and the r e s t of the crew. 
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NOTES 

1. George Johnston ( t r a n s ) . The Saga of G i s 1 i . p.72 

2. F r a n c i s James C h i l d . E n g l i s h and S c o t t i s h Popular 
B a l l a d s . v o l . 1 p.6-20. 

3. i b i d . A. p.15. 

4. Gu^ni J6nsson ( e d ) . Qrvar-Odds saga. FAS v o l . 1 1 
c h . l l p.236-241. (See a l s o c h . l 4 W i t c h c r a f t p.240.) 

5. Gu^ni J6nsson. op c i t . c h . l 2 p.242-243. 

6. F.J. C h i l d . op c i t . I . p.19. 

7. Gu^fni J6nsson. op c i t . c h . l 5 p.263. 

8. H e n r i k B e r t e i s e n ( e d ) . P i ^ r i k s saga af Bern. v o l . 1 1 
ch.342 (275-277) p.156-160. 

9. George Johnston. op c i t . p.11. 

10. Eldhusit var tiroett at lengB, en tfu facSma breitt ... 
(p.30) Johnston g i v e s an e x p l a n a t i o n of these 
measurements: 'the I c e l a n d i c t r a n s l a t e d says t h a t the h a l l 
was '100 long and 10 fathoms wide'; and the '100' has been 
taken t o mean fathoms, i e . 600 f e e t ! I t i s b e t t e r t o 
assume the measurement was meant t o be i n e l l s , which gives 
150 f e e t . ' (G. Johnston, op c i t . p.71) 



( i i ) Clothing and the Supernatural 
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Chapter Fourteen 
WITCHCRAFT 

a) Garments w i t h Magical Powers. 

W i t h i n saga l i t e r a t u r e i t i s not so unusual t o come 

across garments w i t h magical q u a l i t i e s . These have u s u a l l y 

been made by e l f i n people, or i n the case of the 

Islendingasdgur, by so r c e r e s s e s . 

C e r t a i n aspects of t h i s t r a d i t i o n are present i n 

medieval European l i t e r a t u r e and t h r o u g h t r a n s l a t i o n s 

encouraged by Hdkon IV i n Norway some of these t e x t s would 

have been a v a i l a b l e t o I c e l a n d e r s i n t h e i r own language. 

Perhaps the most obvious i s Mottuls saga (1) which was 

t r a n s l a t e d d u r i n g Hdkon's r e i g n (1217-1263). The source 

t e x t i s C o r t Mantel and concerns an event at the c o u r t of 

King A r t h u r . D u r i n g a f e a s t when A r t h u r i s d i n i n g w i t h h i s 

k n i g h t s , someone a r r i v e s w i t h a mantle which a l l the l a d i e s 

p r e s e n t are persuaded t o t r y on. The mantle s h r i n k s 

a c c o r d i n g t o the lady's l a c k o f c h a s t i t y or her i n f i d e l i t y 

t o her husband. I t causes some embarrassment as o n l y one 

lady proves w o r t h y of the garment and her l o y a l t y t o her 

k n i g h t beyond q u e s t i o n . F r a n c i s C h i l d (2) c i t e s s e v e r a l 

examples of t h i s theme and g i v e s the t e x t o f one b a l l a d , 

where the mantle changes c o l o u r as a way of i n d i c a t i n g the 

wearer's c h a s t i t y . I n g e n e r a l t h i s garment has been 

produced by f a i r y f o l k o f some d e s c r i p t i o n . 

However i n the fornaldar sogur, t e x t s f a r more c l o s e l y 

r e l a t e d t o Norse t r a d i t i o n , p h y s i c a l p r o t e c t i o n i s the 
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power o f t e n r e q u i r e d o f enchanted c l o t h e s ; p r o t e c t i o n 

a g a i n s t i r o n , f i r e o r any o t h e r p o t e n t i a l l y f a t a l element. 

I n Egils saga einhenda ok Asmundar berserkjabana, A r i n n e f j a 

i s f o r c e d t o t r a v e l t o the unde r w o r l d t o o b t a i n t h r e e 

t r e a s u r e s , one of which i s : ... skikkju pd, sem eigi mxtti 

i eldi brenna ( 3 ) . O^inn appears here i n co n n e c t i o n w i t h 

the c l o a k , almost a k i n d o f g u a r d i a n . Cloaks are o f t e n 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h O^inn, who g e n e r a l l y wore t h i s garment. 

The b e l i e f i n the presence of s u p e r n a t u r a l powers i n an 

i t e m which was c l o s e l y connected w i t h a god would probably 

be q u i t e n a t u r a l . But t h i s saga l a t e r mentions a s h i r t 

w hich a l s o has p r o t e c t i v e powers. I n Chapter F i f t e e n , two 

s i s t e r s have t o prove t h e i r s k i l l by making c e r t a i n o b j e c t s 

and one of them, B e k k h i l d r : 

h a f ^ i g e r t e i n a s k y r t u , ok f e s t i e k k i 
vdpn d, ok e i g i mAttu sd d sundi 
maetJast, er 1 henni v a r . 

(4) 

T h i s i s s i m i l a r t o the s h i r t g i v e n by the I r i s h woman 

to Oddr i n Orvar-Odds saga. O l v o r n e g o t i a t e s w i t h Oddr f o r 

her l i f e and promises t o p r o v i d e him w i t h an unusual s h i r t , 

such as he has not seen b e f o r e : 

'Pik s k a l a l d r i k a l a i h e n n i , h v d r k i d 
s j 6 n6 d l a n d i . I>ik s k a l e i g i sund 
mae^a, ok e i g i s k a l p^r e l d r granda ok 
e i g i s k a l p i k hungr ssekja, ok e i g i 
s k u l u p i k j d r n b i t a ...' 

(5) 

When he r e t u r n s a year l a t e r t o c o l l e c t t h i s , O lvor t e l l s 

him how i t was made, by I r i s h , F i n n i s h , Saxon, Hebridean 

and French women i n such a f a n t a s t i c way t h a t no doubt 

s u p e r n a t u r a l elements were i n v o l v e d . Oddr puts on the new 

s i l k s h i r t , sewn w i t h g o l d , which p r o t e c t s him i n many of 

h i s f o l l o w i n g adventures ( 6 ) . 
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Sorceresses i n some of the Is lend ingasogur attempt t o 
a i d men, u s u a l l y t h e i r sons, w i t h e i t h e r a s h i r t or t u n i c 
w hich they have endowed w i t h magical powers of p r o t e c t i o n . 

1. Evrbygg.ia saga. c h . l 8 p.34-37 

K a t l a , the mother o f Oddr, c l e a r l y proves h e r s e l f a w i t c h 

by the end of her time i n t h i s saga. Oddr i s about t o j o i n 

a p a r t y which i s g o i n g t o c o n f r o n t I > 6 r a r i n n . K a t l a 

p r o v i d e s a new t u n i c f o r her son: 

... f o e r ^ i hon Odd, son s i n n , i k y r t i l 
m6brunan, er hon h a f ^ i pd n y g o r t . 

I t i s t w i c e mentioned l a t e r t h a t when wearing t h i s garment 

Oddr becomes i n v u l n e r a b l e : 

E k k i f e s t a vdpn d Oddi K o t l u s y n i . 

... hann var e i g i s d r r , p v i at e i g i 
f e s t i vdpn d k y r t l i hans. 

His enemies do f i n a l l y manage t o c a t c h up w i t h him and k i l l 

him by hanging. 

2. Vatnsdoela saga. c h . l 9 p.52-54 

L j 6 t and her son, H r o l l e i f r , are troublemakers and 

unpopular wherever they s e t t l e . When H r o l l e i f r ' s k i r t l e i s 

f i r s t mentioned, h i s mother's knowledge of w i t c h c r a f t i s 

commented on: 

Oddr kvad e i g i h 6 g l i g t v i 5 heljarmann 
pann, en vid f j o l k y n n g i m63ur hans; -
'segja menn, at hann h a f i k y r t i l 
pann, er e i g i b i t a vdpn d; nVi mun ek 
h i t t a H r o l l e i f f y r s t , ' .... 

H r o l l e i f r a n t i c i p a t e s t r o u b l e from Oddr, and L j 6 t t e l l s him 
t o : 

'... f a r i k y r t i l p i n n , pegar pii v i l l , 
ok v i t , hversu d u g i r . ' 

L a t e r when Oddr and H r o l l e i f r are f i g h t i n g , the k i r t l e i s 
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a g a i n mentioned t o g e t h e r w i t h i t s maker: 
hann h a f ^ i ok k y r t i l pann, er m6^ir 
hans hafcfi g o r t honum ok e i g i f e s t i 
j d r n d. 

Oddr manages t o get round t h i s gorningastakka (enchanted 

j a c k e t ) t o some e x t e n t by s t r i k i n g at H r o l l e i f r ' s l e g s , 

wounding him. But i t i s not enough; i t i s the man 

p r o t e c t e d by w i t c h c r a f t who i s v i c t o r i o u s , who gives Oddr 

h i s death blow. H r o l l e i f r i s f i n a l l y k i l l e d at a time when 

he i s u n p r o t e c t e d by the magic s h i r t , i r o n i c a l l y when he 

appears t o have changed i t f o r c l o t h e s worn e s p e c i a l l y f o r 

a heathen s a c r i f i c e - bldtklse^i. 

3. K.jalsnesinga saga. 

Bui's f o s t e r m o t h e r , E s j a , i s the sorceress i n t h i s case. 

Chapter Two t e l l s us: ... a t Esja vxri forn i brog urn 

( p . 5 ) . Bui becomes i n v o l v e d w i t h O l o f i n vaena, a s i t u a t i o n 

which seems l i k e l y t o get him i n t o t r o u b l e , t h e r e being two 

o t h e r men a l s o competing f o r her a f f e c t i o n s . Esja goes t o 

Bti i : 

'nia v i l ek, at pu b r e y t i r buna^i 
plnum; h e f i ek h6r mi lo5"kdpa, er ek 
v i l at pu b e r i r ; s k y r t a er h6r annat 
k l s c J i ; pat p y k k i m^r H k a r a , at hon 
s l i t n i e k k i s k j 6 t t , h v d r k i f y r i r 
vdpnum n6 f y r n s k u ; 

(ch.8 p.21) 

She r e f e r s t o these items as v a l u a b l e t r e a s u r e s - gripir. 

I n t h i s i n s t a n c e however t h e r e i s no mention of the a c t u a l 

making o f the c l o t h e s . I n Chapter Eleven B i i i wears these 

c l o t h e s when he s u c c e s s f u l l y defends h i m s e l f a g a i n s t an 
a t t a c k by H e l g i and Vakr: 

hann h a f i ^ i 611 go^ vdpn ok s k y r t u pd, 
er f 6 s t r a hans haf^'i g e f i t honum. 

(p.26) 
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L a t e r Bui i s v i s i t i n g Norway when King H a r a l d r arranges a 
f i g h t between him and a bldwa^r. H a r a l d r f u l l y expects Bui 
to be k i l l e d and thus removed w i t h o u t any f u r t h e r t r o u b l e , 
but Bui i s w e l l prepared. He i s p r o t e c t e d not o n l y by h i s 
f o s t e r mother's g i f t but a l s o by a fangastakkr ( w r e s t l i n g 
j e r k i n ) g i v e n t o him by Rau^r, a bondi who i s w e l l aware of 
the s t r e n g t h o f the blama^r. 

Bui r e t u r n s t o I c e l a n d and comes up ag a i n s t h i s o l d 

enemy K o l f r i ^ r . Again B i i i i s i skyrtu sinni Esjunaut; 

however K o l f r i ^ r uses s i m i l a r methods t o Oddr (Vatn. s.) 

and wounds B u i : 
. . . bse^i d hondum ok f6tum, par sem 
e i g i hafS'i s k y r t a n h l i f t 

( c h . l 6 p.39) 

As w i t h Oddr t h i s does not do him much good and i t i s 

K o l f r i ^ r who loses h i s l i f e . I n c o n t r a s t t o the pr e v i o u s 

examples, the owner o f the magic garment i n t h i s case i s 

cast i n the r o l e o f hero. And n e i t h e r he nor h i s 

f o s t e r m o t h e r s u f f e r a v i o l e n t f a t e . 

Landndmabdk r e c o r d s two i n s t a n c e s of an enchanted 

s h i r t / t u n i c , l e n d i n g a note o f h i s t o r i c a l a u t h o r i t y t o t h i s 

m o t i f . L j 6 t and H r o l l e i f r are mentioned, L j 6 t w i t h her 

kunnusta (magical l o r e ) ; H r o l l e i f r w i t h kyrtil hans bitu 

eigi jdrn ( 7 ) . E a r l i e r i n Landndwabdk another woman, 

H i l d i g u n n r , i s summoned uw fjolkynngi by L6n-Einarr. Her 

son, E i n a r , r e t u r n s home and H i l d i g u n n r : 

s a g ^ i honum p e s s i t l c ^ ^ i n d i ok f o e r ^ i 
honum k y r t i l nygorvan. 

(8) 

E i n a r r f i g h t s w i t h L 6 n - E i n a r r and though t h e r e i s no 

s p e c i f i c r e f e r e n c e t o the t u n i c p r o t e c t i n g the wearer, i t 
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i s q u i t e l i k e l y t h a t t h i s conforms t o the p r e v i o u s p a t t e r n ; 
i t would be p a r t o f t h i s s t o r y - m o t i f and o t h e r w i s e why 
mention the garment at a l l ? E i n a r r gains the upper hand 
u n t i l L o n - E i n a r r ' s b e l t breaks and E i n a r r , t a k i n g advantage 
of h i s adversary's awkward predicament, k i l l s him ( 9 ) . 

R i t u a l s which were p r a c t i s e d by people w i t h 

s u p e r n a t u r a l powers, b o t h men and women, occur f a i r l y 

f r e q u e n t l y i n the Islendingasdgur along w i t h o t h e r strange 

events e.g. w a l k i n g dead. Carol Clover has d e s c r i b e d the 

f a m i l y sagas as b e i n g ' r o o t e d i n r e a l i t y ' ( 1 0 ) . T h i s 

i m p r e s s i o n of o r d i n a r y people l e a d i n g very human l i v e s 

a l b e i t i n a d i f f e r e n t age i s p a r t i c u l a r l y s t r o n g . They go 

about t h e i r d a i l y a f f a i r s a g a i n s t a r u r a l , a g r a r i a n 

background of t e n d i n g crops and l i v e s t o c k , v i s i t i n g 

n e i g h b o u r s , managing households. Yet when these 

s u p e r n a t u r a l phenomena appear i n t h e i r l i v e s , they tend t o 

accept them as n a t u r a l , as p a r t of t h e i r everyday l i f e . 

T h i s j u x t a p o s i t i o n of the s u p e r n a t u r a l w i t h what we can 

accept as r e a l i s m i l l u s t r a t e s the p r e c a r i o u s n e s s of l i f e as 

d e p i c t e d i n the sagas. For a t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y reader i t 

c r e a t e s an element of t e n s i o n , of u n p r e d i c t a b i l i t y i n the 

n a r r a t i v e . However f o r the w r i t e r and h i s contempories (as 

w i t h the l i t e r a r y c h a r a c t e r s ) s u p e r n a t u r a l occurrences were 

not p a r t i c u l a r l y u n l i k e l y or w h o l l y unexpected. O v e r a l l an 

i m p r e s s i o n i s c r e a t e d of a s o c i e t y l i v i n g on u n s t a b l e 

ground, unable t o t a l l y t o r e l y on what might reasonably be 

expected from human bein g s . They have t o cope w i t h powers 

or i n f l u e n c e s beyond the c o n t r o l of even the most powerful 

c h i e f t a i n s . But i t appears these elements can be overcome. 
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The Vatnsdoela men t r i u m p h over L j 6 t due t o the geefa (good 

l u c k ) which i s i n h e r e n t i n t h e i r f a m i l y , i n i t s e l f a 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c b o r d e r i n g on the abnormal. A r n k e l l and h i s 

companions are not a f r a i d o f r e t u r n i n g t o K a t l a ' s farm i n 

t h e i r a t t e m p t s t o f o i l her w i t c h c r a f t and f i n a l l y , 

accompanied by another s o r c e r e s s , they t a c k l e her 

s u c c e s s f u l l y . 

b) V e i f a h€6ni urn h o f u ^ . ( V e f j a h 6 ^ i n a t h o f ^ i e-m). 

Cleasby and V i g f i i s s o n t r a n s l a t e h6^inn as: 'a j a c k e t 

o f f u r or s k i n ' . Veifa t r a n s l a t e s as ' t o wave, swing'; 

vefja - ' t o wrap, f o l d ' . These verbs appear t o be 

i n t e r c h a n g e a b l e i n the use of t h i s phrase, so whether the 

garment i s wrapped round the head or swung round i s not 

always c l e a r . Under the e n t r y f o r b^&inn i n Cleasby and 

V i g f u s s o n the phrase veifa h6bni at hof&i e-m is g i v e n as 

meaning ' t o wrap a s k i n round one's head, t o hoodwink one'. 

W i t h a s l i g h t v a r i a t i o n t h i s phrase appears i n 

Ynglinga saga i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h c o n t r o l or power over the 

n a t u r a l elements. S k j o l d r , k i n g of Varna, a r r i v e s i n h i s 

s h i p t o c o n f r o n t E y s t e i n n who i s r a i d i n g the coasts of h i s 

kingdom. S k j o l d r i s a man who var allmjok fjolkunnigr and 

we are t o l d : pd tdk hann mottul sinn ok veifS'i ok bl^s vid 

... ( 1 1 ) . T h i s a c t i o n causes the sea t o s w e l l and as the 

s h i p s pass near each o t h e r a s a i l y a r d swings towards 

E y s t e i n n , sweeping him overboard, l e a d i n g t o h i s death. 

T h i s m o t i f i s found i n the f o l l o w i n g f i v e 

Islendingasdgur, though not always i n a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h 
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wi t c h c r a f t . 

1. N.idls saga. c h . l 2 p.37-38 

O s v i f r and h i s companions r i d e t o Svansh611 t o f i n d 

I > j 6 s t 6 1 f r who has k i l l e d O s v i f r ' s son ( H a l l g e r ^ r ' s f i r s t 

husband). Svanr has warning of t h e i r imminent a r r i v a l ; he 

senses t h e i r presence, he yawns and says t h a t 6 s v l f r ' s 

f e t c h e s are about t o a t t a c k . Svanr goes o u t s i d e and: 

... t 6 k g e i t s k i n n e i t t ok v e i f ^ i urn 
hofuS s6r ok maelti: 

V e r ^ i poka 
ok v e r 5 i s k r i p i 
ok undr o l l u m peim, 
er e p t i r p6r s o e k j a . 

Fog and darkness overcome O s v i f r and h i s men and d e s p i t e 

s e v e r a l a t t e m p t s t o c o n t i n u e they are f o r c e d t o t u r n back. 

2. Vatnsdoela saga. ch.36 p.96 

Gr6a, a s o r c e r e s s , i s t h w a r t e d i n an attempt t o e n t i c e 

P o r s t e i n n t o her house. She comes out of the house and: 

Hon h o r f ^ i upp i f j a l l i t ok v e i f 5 i 
g i z k a eba. d i i k i , peim er hon h a f ^ i 
k n y t t 1 g u l l m i k i t , er hon d t t i , ... 

'Pari nu hvat sem bdit e r ' , she says as she t u r n s back 

i n s i d e . A l a n d s l i d e f a l l s from the h i l l onto the house and 

a l l the occupants are k i l l e d . 

3. E y r b y g g j a saga. ch.20 p.51 

Here we have an example of the phrase used i n conn e c t i o n 

w i t h a s o r c e r e s s but i n a f i g u r a t i v e manner; K a t l a has not 

p h y s i c a l l y performed t h i s p a r t i c u l a r r i t e a l t h o u g h she has 

used her w i t c h c r a f t t o deceive the men and conceal her son, 

Oddr . 

A r n k e l l and h i s f o l l o w e r s are s e a r c h i n g f o r Oddr at 
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the farm but are unable t o f i n d him. As they r i d e away 

A r n k e l l wonders: 

Hvdrt mun K a t l a e i g i hafa h ^ ^ n i v e i f t 
um h o f u ^ OSS? 

As the f o o t n o t e i n fslenzk fornrit suggests, A r n k e l l does 

not mean t h a t she has a c t u a l l y done t h i s but t h a t she has 

f o o l e d them w i t h d e v i c e s produced by s p e l l s . Hermann 

Pdlsson and Paul Edwards have t r a n s l a t e d t h i s phrase as: 

'Did K a t l a use her w i t c h c r a f t t o make f o o l s o f us' ( 1 2 ) . 

4. G r e t t i s saga. ch.63 p.209 

T h i s time the phrase occurs w i t h no mention or sugge s t i o n 

o f s o r c e r y . I > 6 r i r and h i s men are l o o k i n g f o r G r e t t i r who 

comes towards them, hood over h i s f a c e , unrecognised, and 

d i r e c t s them i n t o a swamp. L a t e r when the unsuccessful and 

much delayed p a r t y a r r i v e home: 

... p 6 t t i morgum G r e t t i r hafa v a f i t 
h6din a t h6f5"i peim. 

which Fox and Pdlsson t r a n s l a t e as 'many people thought 

t h a t G r e t t i r had made a f o o l o f them' ( 1 3 ) . 

5. Bandamanna saga. 

At the end of h i s s u c c e s s f u l c o u r t case a g a i n s t men of 

rank, O f e i g r u t t e r s a t r i u m p h a n t verse p a r t of which 

mentions wrapping c l o t h s around the heads of c h i e f t a i n s : 

gat ek h o f ^ i n g j u m h r i n g a 
h a t t a r l a n d , en sandi 
oest i augun k a s t a t , 
6 r i k r v a f i t f l l k u m . (14) 

O f e i g r i s i n t i m a t i n g t h a t he has been s u c c e s s f u l i n g e t t i n g 

the b e t t e r o f them and though the a c t u a l words used d i f f e r 

t o the above examples y e t i t i s the same concept. 
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What appears t o have a t f i r s t been a s s o c i a t e d w i t h a 
r i t u a l p r a c t i s e d by s o r c e r e r s and w i t c h e s , a device t o 
r a i s e s u p e r n a t u r a l f o r c e s a g a i n s t enemies, seems t o have 
developed i n t o a f i g u r e o f speech which no longer c o n t a i n s 
any i n d i c a t i o n o f w i t c h c r a f t . The term has come t o mean 
merely ' t o d e c e i v e , t o hoodwink'; i t does however echo the 
cunning, w i l i n e s s and u n p r e d i c t a b i l i t y t h a t may o f t e n have 
been a s s o c i a t e d w i t h those possessed of s p e c i a l powers. 

c) Summary. 

Th i s chapter has been d i v i d e d i n t o two p a r t s . I n the 

f i r s t p a r t i t i s a s p e c i f i c a r t i c l e which c o n t a i n s magic 

powers. I n the i l l u s t r a t i o n s from the fornaldar sogur, the 

p r o t e c t i v e garments have sexual a s s o c i a t i o n s . A r i n n e f j a i s 

sent on her m i s s i o n as a punishment f o r her ma l i c i o u s n e s s 

towards the man she d e s i r e s a f t e r he has m a r r i e d another 

woman. B e k k h i l d r i s i n v o l v e d i n a c o m p e t i t i o n where the 

winner w i l l be g i v e n i n marriage t o Gautr; Orvar-Oddr 

s t a y s w i t h 51v6r as her husband f o r t h r e e y e a r s . The 

enchanted c l o t h e s i n the Islendingasdgur are u s u a l l y p a r t 

of another k i n d o f male/female r e l a t i o n s h i p ; i n these 

i n s t a n c e s the garments are g i v e n t o the man by h i s mother 

or f o s t e r - m o t h e r , o f t e n when some p a r t i c u l a r danger or 

c r i s i s appears imminent. 

I n the second p a r t , i t i s not so much the garment 

i t s e l f which i s i m p o r t a n t but the way the owner, o f t e n a 

s o r c e r e r , makes use of i t f o r h i s / h e r own ends. I t i s 

w o r t h c o n s i d e r i n g here t h a t i f the phrase vefja/veifa 

h€binn at hdf&i e-w i s t r a n s l a t e d i n terms of ' t o wrap a 
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s k i n round one's head' r a t h e r than ' t o wave, swing', then 
the f i g u r a t i v e use o f i t suggests a m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g . I n 
the l i t e r a l sense the magician or sorceress would appear t o 
wrap the garment round h i s / h e r own head, whereas the 
f i g u r a t i v e e x p r e s s i o n i m p l i e s t h a t the c l o a k should be 
wrapped round the heads of those who are being deceived. 
I t i s always p o s s i b l e t h a t the development of t h i s phrase 
has o p e r a t e d i n r e v e r s e . Perhaps the e x p r e s s i o n had always 
been a f i g u r a t i v e one and when i t occurs i n the t e x t s as a 
d e f i n i t e a c t i o n t h i s i s r e a l l y an attempt on the p a r t of 
a n t i q u a r i a n s t o e x p l a i n the o r i g i n o f i t . 
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NOTES 

1. Marianne E. K a l i n k e ( e d ) . M S t t u l s saga. (With an 
E d i t o n o f Le Lai du cort mantel by P h i l i p E. Bennett.) 

2. F r a n c i s James C h i l d . E n g l i s h and S c o t t i s h Popular 
B a l l a d s . v o l . 1 No. 29 p.257-274. 

3. Gu^ni J6nsson ( e d ) . E g i l s saga einhenda ok Asmundar 
berserk.iabana. FAS v o l . I l l ch.12-13 p.351-353. 

i b i d . c h . l 5 p.356. 

5. Gu^ni J6nsson (ed) 
c h . l l p.239. 

Orvar-Odds saga. FAS v o l . I I 

6. Oddr's p u t t i n g on of new c l o t h e s and Ol v o r ' s 
i n c a n t a t i o n d e t a i l i n g the s p e c i f i c ways t h a t Oddr w i l l be 
p r o t e c t e d i n t h i s s h i r t have some s i m i l a r i t i e s w i t h t h i s 
e x t r a c t from The Bhagavadgi ta: 

22. Just as a person c a s t s o f f worn-out garments and 
puts on o t h e r s t h a t are new, even so does the embodied 
soul cast o f f worn-out bodies and take on o t h e r s t h a t 
are new. 

23. Weapons do not cleave t h i s s e l f ; f i r e does not 
burn him; waters do not make him wet; nor does the 
wind make him d r y . 

( S a r v e p a l l i Radhakrishnan and Charles A. Moore ( e d ) . 
A Source Book i n I n d i a n P h i l o s o p h y . p.108.) 

Though c l o t h e s are b e i n g used m e t a p h o r i c a l l y i n r e l a t i o n t o 
the l a r g e r issues o f l i f e and death some p a r a l l e l can be 
d i s c e r n e d which may suggest a more widespread t r a d i t i o n of 
t h i s concept o f i n v u l n e r a b i l i t y . 

7. Jakob Benediktsson (ed) 
H147 p.220-222. 

Landndmab6k, IF 1 ch.S180, 

8, i b i d . ch.S75, H63 p.106, 

9. A man's death b e i n g due t o h i s b e l t b r e a k i n g i s a l s o 
found i n Fdstbroe^ra saga. A f t e r the k i l l i n g o f I>6rdis, 
I>orm6^r, who i s wounded, g r a p p l e s w i t h F a l g e i r r ( P 6 r d i s ' 
son) and b o t h f a l l i n t o the sea. They s t r u g g l e t o g e t h e r 
but Porm65r b e i n g b a d l y wounded and l o s i n g b l o o d begins t o 
f e e l weaker: finnr Pormd^r, at hann moeddist af miklu sdri 
ok bldbras. En fyrir pvi at PormdBi var3 eigi dau^i 
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setla^r, pd slitna i brdklindi Falgeirs; rak Porm6&r pd of an 
urn hann broekrnar. Falgeiri daprask pd sundit. Good 
f o r t u n e and f a t e on the s i d e o f t>orm65^r leads t o a 
h u m i l i a t i n g d eath f o r F a l g e i r r . (ch.23 p.240). 

10. Carol J. C l o v e r . ' I c e l a n d i c Family Sagas'. I n Old 
N o r s e - I c e l a n d i c L i t e r a t u r e : A C r i t i c a l Guide. Ed. Carol 
Clover and John Lindow. p.239-294. 

11. B j a r n i A<^albjarnarson ( e d ) . Y n g l i n g a saga. 
H e i m s k r i n g l a . IF 26 ch.46 p.77. 

12. Hermann Pdlsson and Paul Edwards ( t r a n s ) . Eyrbygg.ia 
Saga. ch.20 p.77. 

13. Denton Fox and Hermann Pdlsson ( t r a n s ) . G r e t t i r ' s 
Saga. ch.63 p.135. 

Another f i g u r a t i v e term i n v o l v i n g c l o t h e s occurs at 
the end of t h i s c h a pter when G r e t t i r fdr upp til fjalla ok 
var i dularkuf1i ok fdr svd nordr par ondver^an vetr, svd 
at hann kenndisk ekki (ch.63 p.209). 

Cleasby/VigfVisson d e s c r i b e dularkufl as 'a cloak used 
f o r d i s g u i s e ' . I t seems q u i t e p o s s i b l e i n t h i s c o n t e x t 
t h a t the w r i t e r i s not r e f e r r i n g s p e c i f i c a l l y t o the kufl 
worn by G r e t t i r but r a t h e r t o the f a c t t h a t G r e t t i r has 
d i s g u i s e d h i m s e l f i n some way. Fox and Pdlsson have 
t r a n s l a t e d the phrase as: '... and he h i m s e l f went up i n t o 
the mountains i n d i s g u i s e ' ( p . 1 3 5 ) . 

14. H a l l v a r d Mageroy ( e d ) . Bandamanna Saga. ch.lO p.33. 
Wherever Bandamanna saga has been r e f e r r e d t o , t h i s e d i t i o n 
has been used i n p r e f e r e n c e t o fslenzk fornrit as i t i s a 
more up t o date v e r s i o n o f the saga. 
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Chapter F i f t e e n 
B R E I D A F E L D A H O F U D S E R 

Wrapping one's head, or o n e s e l f , i n a cl o a k can have 

v a r y i n g i m p l i c a t i o n s . I t can a l s o be d e s c r i b e d i n s l i g h t l y 

d i f f e r e n t terms i e . breiS'a feld d hofut s6r, hafcTi hofu^it 

/ feldi sinum, drap hofdinu ni^T / feld sinn. On the whole 

these phrases appear t o be p o r t r a y i n g the same p h y s i c a l 

a c t i o n . But the reasons behind t h i s g e s t u r e are not 

n e c e s s a r i l y the same; they must be i n t e r p r e t e d a c c o r d i n g t o 

the l i t e r a r y c o n t e x t . 

Cleasby and V i g f u s s o n have t r a n s l a t e d breita feld d 

hofu^ s6r as 'a token of deep t h i n k i n g ' yet on many 

occasions t h i s does not seem t o be an adequate e x p l a n a t i o n . 

F a l k t e l l s us t h a t c o v e r i n g one's face ( o r nose) i n a cloak 

can be an attempt ' t o conceal an a g i t a t e d s t a t e of mind' 

(1) . The most i n t e r e s t i n g t h e o r y has been put forw a r d by 

J6n H n e f i l l A ^ a l s t e i n s s o n . Basing h i s argument around the 

case of P o r g e i r r L j 6 s v e t n i n g a g o 5 i , the lawspeaker, J6n 

b e l i e v e s t h a t those who performed t h i s i s o l a t i n g a c t i v i t y 

were i n v o l v e d i n communication w i t h s u p e r n a t u r a l elements 

(2) . 

J6n i s o f the o p i n i o n t h a t P o r g e i r r ' d i d not s t a y 

under the c l o a k t o t h i n k but t o c a r r y out an a n c i e n t 

s o o t h s a y i n g r i t u a l ' ( 3 ) , t h a t he was i n c o n t a c t w i t h 

' s p i r i t s or o t h e r r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s of the s u p e r n a t u r a l ' ( 4 ) . 

A l l those at the A l p i n g i , heathen and C h r i s t i a n , knew what 

l > o r g e i r r was do i n g i n h i s attempts t o r e s o l v e the 
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s i t u a t i o n . When he came t o speak t o them at the Lawrock i t 

was not t o g i v e h i s own per s o n a l d e c i s i o n but t o t e l l them 

the outcome of h i s s u p e r n a t u r a l communication. He was not 

pronouncing on the b a s i s o f h i s own judgement but on the 

c o n c l u s i o n s reached a f t e r p e r f o r m i n g a r i t u a l where he 

sought the h e l p and advice o f those b e i n g s / s p i r i t s who 

would be able t o see f a r beyond h i s w o r l d and h i s time. 

T h i s gave him the a u t h o r i t y t o p r o c l a i m C h r i s t i a n i t y as the 

f a i t h f o r the c o u n t r y , an a u t h o r i t y which even the heathens 

accepted w i t h l i t t l e s i g n o f h o s t i l i t y . 

Njdls saga has s i x cha p t e r s d e a l i n g w i t h the 

c o n v e r s i o n o f the I c e l a n d e r s t o the C h r i s t i a n f a i t h - a 

s e c t i o n which has been l a b e l l e d the Kristni pdttr. The 

o r i g i n a l source f o r t h i s , and the v a r i o u s o t h e r t e x t s on 

t h i s s u b j e c t , would have been the fslendingabok v/ritten by 

A r i P o r g i l s s o n i n about 1122-33. Chapter 105 r e l a t e s the 

happenings at the A l p i n g i i n 1000 and i n c l u d e s P o r g e i r r ' s 

a c t i v i t i e s . The two f a c t i o n s at the Assembly, heathen and 

C h r i s t i a n , sogSusk hvArir 6T logum annarra. Both p a r t i e s 

are now c o n s i d e r i n g t h e i r next move and a v i o l e n t outcome 

seems not u n l i k e l y . H a l l r of S l ^ a , a prominent C h r i s t i a n , 

has been nominated by h i s f o l l o w i n g t o decide the law f o r 

them, but he goes t o P o r g e i r r , a heathen, and appears t o 

e n t e r i n t o a t r a n s a c t i o n w i t h him - H a l l r g i v e s P o r g e i r r 

t h r e e marks of s i l v e r . We are then t o l d t h a t : 

P o r g e i r r I d svd dag a l l a n , at hann 
b r e i d d i f e l d a h o f u J s 6 r , ok maelti 
engi ma^r v i ^ hann. 

(ch.105 p.271) 

He l i e s i s o l a t e d a day and a n i g h t then goes t o the Lawrock 

and speaks t o the assembly w i t h the r e s u l t t h a t 
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C h r i s t i a n i t y i s accepted f o r the whole c o u n t r y , a l t h o u g h i t 
i s o f course not q u i t e t h a t s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d . There i s i n 
the b r i e f mention of the c l o a k , no i n d i c a t i o n of a n y t h i n g 
out o f the o r d i n a r y happening; i t would seem a p e r f e c t 
example o f Cleasby and V i g f i i s s o n ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the 
phrase - a man goes under h i s c l o a k t o t h i n k deeply about a 
s e r i o u s i s s u e . Yet i t i s the ve r y seriousness of the 
s i t u a t i o n i t s e l f w hich makes t h i s e x p l a n a t i o n sound 
i n c o m p l e t e . A c t u a l l y m e n t i o n i n g the cl o a k seems almost 
t r i v i a l at t h i s p o i n t . I t may of course have been simply a 
means of o b t a i n i n g p r i v a c y i n order t o me d i t a t e on the 
m a t t e r ; a c h i e f t a i n ' s booth at the A l p i n g i must have been a 
f a i r l y p u b l i c p l a c e . 

But some thought should be g i v e n t o J6n's t h e o r y and 

the f o l l o w i n g episodes p r o v i d e a c e r t a i n f o u n d a t i o n . 

1. Hdvar5ar saga fsfir«9ings. ch.19-21 p.348-350 

E>orgrlmr and h i s men set out t o a t t a c k At 1 i ' s farmstead. 

On the way t h e r e P o r g r i m r stops h i s companions and: 

... kv&b s i k svd s y f j a , at hann m d t t i 
engan veg upp s i t j a . Peir gera nil 
svd, 16tu hestana b l t a , en Porgrimr 
s o f n a & i ok b r e i d d i f e l d d hofucT s6r ok 
l€t i l i a 1 s v e f n i . 

When he wakes up, var honum or^it heitt; he t e l l s the 

o t h e r s : 
'Heima h e f i ek v e r i t um h r l ^ d boenum, 
ok er svd v i l l t f y r i r m6r at ek v e i t 
e i g i f r d m6r, en p6 munum v6r heim 
ganga at boenum.' 

Po r g r l m r has o b v i o u s l y l a i n down, wrapped i n h i s c l o a k , i n 

o r d e r t h a t h i s mind may leave h i s body t o i n v e s t i g a t e the 

farm and the s i t u a t i o n . 
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2. N.idls saga. ch.62 p.155 
Gunnarr and h i s b r o t h e r s are on t h e i r way home from a v i s i t 

t o Tunga. Gunnarr suddenly becomes v e r y sleepy and they 

are f o r c e d t o s t o p : 

.. s y f j a < ^ i hann mjok, ok ba^ hann pd 
aeja; p e i r gerdu svd. Hann so f n a i ^ i 
f a s t ok 16t i l i a i s v e f n i . 
Kolskeggr maelti: 'Dreymir Gunnar n\l. ' 
H j o r t r maelti: 'Vekja v i l d a ek hann.' 
' E i g i s k a l p a t , ' s e g i r Kolskeggr; 
' n j 6 t a s k a l hann draums s i n s . ' 
Gunnarr I d mjok langa hriS ok varp 
s i ^ a n af s6r s k i k k j u n n i , ok var honum 
varmt mjok. 

When Gunnarr wakes, Kolskeggr asks about h i s dream. I t i s 

a f o r e b o d i n g o f an a t t a c k and the subsequent death of 

H j o r t r . These p r e s e n t i m e n t s which o c c u r r e d d u r i n g sleep 

are taken s e r i o u s l y . Gunnarr wants h i s b r o t h e r t o r i d e 

back t o Tunga t o a v o i d the a t t a c k . H j o r t r r e f u s e s , he 

accepts what he views as h i s f a t e - p6tt ek vita visan bana 

minn, pd vil ek p€r fylgja ( p . 1 5 6 ) . 

A d m i t t e d l y we are not s p e c i f i c a l l y t o l d here t h a t 

Gunnarr breiddi feld d hofuh s6r, but i t i s c l e a r he has 

been covered by a c l o a k by h i s c a s t i n g i t o f f l a t e r . And 

t h e r e are obvious p a r a l l e l s w i t h the p r e v i o u s example: 

extreme drowsiness, r e s t l e s s n e s s , sleeper becoming h o t ; 

a c t i v i t y d u r i n g s l e e p j e i t h e r metamorphosis or p r o p h e t i c 

dream. The phrase njdta skal hann draums sins has been 

t r a n s l a t e d i n the Penguin e d i t i o n as ' l e t him dream h i s 

dream o u t ' ( 5 ) . But njdta i m p l i e s more than t h i s ; i t can 

a l s o be i n t e r p r e t e d as ' t o get advantage from' (CV). 

Kolskeggr i s r e l u c t a n t t o wake or d i s t u r b Gunnarr, he knows 

t h a t t h r o u g h h i s dreams, Gunnarr w i l l r e c e i v e i n f o r m a t i o n 
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by way of some s u p e r n a t u r a l f o r c e , i n f o r m a t i o n which w i l l 

be o f use t o him ( 6 ) . 

A c l o a k may be a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the s u p e r n a t u r a l 

t h r o u g h the f i g u r e of O^inn, who o f t e n appears i n t h i s 

garment ( 7 ) , a l t h o u g h t h i s i n i t s e l f i s not s u f f i c i e n t t o 

endow the a c t u a l o b j e c t w i t h p a r t i c u l a r q u a l i t i e s f o r 

prophecy. T h i s h y p o t h e s i s o f s u p e r n a t u r a l c o n t a c t can 

however be f u r t h e r r e i n f o r c e d by c e r t a i n r e l a t e d elements 

and c u l t u r a l a s p e c t s . 

As Jon A^al s t e i n s s o n p o i n t s out the phrase pylja i 

feld sinn - ' t o murmur i n t o one's c l o a k ' c a r r i e s 

i m p l i c a t i o n s o f the e x t r a o r d i n a r y ( 8 ) . He r e i n f o r c e s h i s 

argument w i t h c e r t a i n examples: 

a) Geirmundar b a t t r h e l i a r s k i n n s ( 9 ) . B r a g i , a poet, 

v i s i t s King H j o r . The King goes out h u n t i n g but Bragi 

remains i n the house and: 

sat 1 ondvegi ok h a f ^ i r e y r s p r o t a e i n n 
i hendi s^r ok l e i k r at ok p u l d i 1 
f e l d s i n n . 

The Queen i s l a i d down, covered i n such a way t h a t she 

cannot be seen by anyone who does not a l r e a d y know her 

whereabouts. At t h i s p o i n t the two boys, Geirmundr and 

Hdmundr, a t t a c k a t h i r d boy. B r a g i walks over t o the Queen 

and r e c i t i n g a poem r e v e a l s t h a t he i s aware of the t r u e 

parentage of the t h r e e boys ( a t b i r t h , the queen had 

exchanged her two sons f o r one b e l o n g i n g t o a slave woman -

the boy who i s a t t a c k e d i n t h i s e p i s o d e ) . B r a g i ' s sudden 

i n s i g h t i n t o the l i n e a g e o f the boys and h i s a b i l i t y t o 

d e t e c t where the queen l a y may be a t t r i b u t e d t o knowledge 
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r e v e a l e d t o him w h i l e he murmured i n t o h i s c l o a k . An 
O d i n i c c o n n e c t i o n cannot be o v e r l o o k e d here. O^inn was the 
god of p o e t r y and the reyrsprota which B r a g i holds i s 
s u r e l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 6(^inn's spear. I n Gautreks saga, a 
reyrsprota i s used d u r i n g a mock s a c r i f i c e , i t suddenly 
changes i n t o a spear, the s a c r i f i c e t o O^inn becomes r e a l 
and King V l k a r r i s u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y k i l l e d ( 1 0 ) . 

b) F'dttr P o r s t e i n s u x a f o t s ( 1 1 ) . 

At K r o s s a v i k , G e i t i r , the f a t h e r o f the bdndi s i t s : ... d 

palli ok puldi / feld sinn. f > o r s t e i n n , a young boy, runs 

i n t o the h a l l and f a l l s onto the f l o o r . G e i t i r laughs and 

when the boy q u e s t i o n s t h i s , G e i t i r e x p l a i n s t h a t he was 

abl e t o see P o r s t e i n n ' s f e t c h , a p o l a r bear cub, which ran 

i n f r o n t o f the boy and t r i p p e d him up. The boy i s being 

r e a r e d by simple f o l k but G e i t i r sees the cub as being the 

f e t c h o f one of noble b i r t h . The combination of murmuring 

i n t o a c l o a k and d i v i n a t i o n appears i n t e r c o n n e c t e d . 

The verb pylja on i t s own can be t r a n s l a t e d as - 'to 

chant or murmur i n a low v o i c e , as one s a y i n g charms, 

p r a y e r s or the l i k e ' (CV). When C h r i s t i a n i t y begins to 

make i t s e l f f e l t i n I c e l a n d , N j d l l expresses an o p i n i o n 

about t h i s new f a i t h : 
'Svd l i z k mer sem i n n n y i d t r u n a ^ r 
muni v e r a m i k l u b e t r i , ok sd mun saell, 
er pann faer h e l d r . Ok ef b e i r menn 
koma l i t h i n g a t , er pann sio b j 6 ^ a , pa 
s k a l ek pat v e l f l y t j a . ' Hann maelti 
pat o p t . Hann f 6 r opt f r d o^rum 
monnum ok p u l d i e i n n saman. 

( N j d l s s. ch.lOO p.255) 

T h i s behaviour o f a v o i d i n g c o n t a c t and p o s s i b l y murmuring 

p r a y e r s suggests t h a t he i s pondering on the f u t u r e and the 



2 5 8 

i m p l i c a t i o n s o f C h r i s t i a n i t y . 

Eiriks saga raucCa c i t e s an i n s t a n c e o f t h i s murmuring 

i n i s o l a t i o n but i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h a pagan god. I n 

V i n l a n d , K a r l s e f n i and h i s companions are having t r o u b l e 

p r o v i d i n g food f o r themselves. P 6 r h a l l r v e i ^ i m a ^ r leaves 

the group f o r a w h i l e . They go t o look f o r him and f i n d him 

on a c l i f f : 

hann I d bar ok hovfh i l o p t upp ok 
gapJi baeoi munni ok nosum ok p u l d i 
nokkut 

(ch.8 p.224) 

His murmuring or i n c a n t a t i o n s t o the god I>6rr subsequently 

produce food i n the form o f a whale - though i t does t u r n 

out t o be l a r g e l y i n e d i b l e . 

These i l l u s t r a t i o n s o f the use of pylja c o n f i r m t o 

some e x t e n t an a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h the s u p e r n a t u r a l when a 

person murmurs i n t o t h e i r c l o a k . Common t o N j d l l and t o 

I > 6 r h a l l r , i s t h a t they move away from people, they i s o l a t e 

themselves. T h i s may be an e s s e n t i a l f a c t o r i n the r i t u a l 

( 1 2 ) . 

To go back t o the i n s t a n c e s mentioned e a r l i e r we f i n d 

K olskeggr p r e v e n t i n g H j o r t r from d i s t u r b i n g Gunnarr when he 

l i e s under h i s c l o a k . I n the case of P o r g e i r r , the 

lawspeaker, i t i s s p e c i f i c a l l y s t a t e d t h a t : ok meelti engi 

ma^r vi^ hann. T h i s phrase i s s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t t o t h a t 

found i n Islendingabdk vfheve i t s t a t e s : [ P o r g e i r r ] kva^ 

ekki or^ ( 1 3 ) . But on the whole b o t h expressions s t i l l 

i m p l y s o l i t u d e , a detachment from s o c i e t y and any human 

communication or d i s t r a c t i o n . 
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Wrapping one's c l o a k around the head would have the 

e f f e c t o f c o v e r i n g the eyes. A mask i s sometimes a p a r t of 

the costume of a shaman and ap a r t from the outward e f f e c t -

t r a n s f o r m i n g h i s appearance - i t can have an i n t e r n a l 

e f f e c t upon the shaman h i m s e l f . The Samoyed shamans 

a p p a r e n t l y b e l i e v e d t h a t i t c o u l d ' a i d c o n c e n t r a t i o n ' ( 1 4 ) . 

I n s t e a d o f a mask, a k e r c h i e f c o u l d be used which would 

have the e f f e c t o f c o v e r i n g the eyes: 

.... among the T a d i b e i Samoyed, a 
k e r c h i e f , w i t h which the shaman 
b l i n d f o l d s h i s eyes so t h a t he can 
e n t e r the s p i r i t w o r l d by h i s own 
in n e r 1 i g h t . 

(15) 

I n c a n t a t i o n s , i s o l a t i o n , c o v e r i n g the eyes, a l l 

suggest some form o f r i t u a l which w i l l lead t o a 

s u p e r n a t u r a l c o n t a c t or a c t i v i t y . Taking t h i s i n t o account 

t h e r e s u r e l y seems t o be some ba s i s f o r J6n A ^ a l s t e i n s s o n ' s 

h y p o t h e s i s r e g a r d i n g P o r g e i r r ' s a c t i o n . He f e e l s t h a t the 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s g i v e n by many s c h o l a r s t o t h i s i n c i d e n t do 

not answer some of the q u e s t i o n s r a i s e d by the co n v e r s i o n , 

g i v e n the circumstances i n I c e l a n d at t h a t t i m e . Most are 

of the o p i n i o n t h a t P o r g e i r r was m e d i t a t i n g upon h i s 

d e c i s i o n and h i s speech t o the assembly. 

Paul Schach: ' A f t e r a day and a n i g h t o f s o l i t a r y 
c o g i t a t i o n . . . . ' ( 1 6 ) . 

J6n J6hannesson: ... 'He spent the l a t t e r p a r t of a day and 
the f o l l o w i n g n i g h t i n h i s booth , where, i n s o l i t u d e , he 
thought over the e n t i r e s i t u a t i o n ( 1 7 ) . 

When P o r g e i r r announces h i s d e c i s i o n , no-one appears t o 

q u e s t i o n him. However r e l u c t a n t , they leave r e l a t i v e l y 

p e a c e f u l l y and have themselves b a p t i s e d e i t h e r at 

P i n g v e l l i r or more c o m f o r t a b l y i n warm s p r i n g s on the way 
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home. 

As a heathen h i m s e l f , P o r g e i r r must have g r a v e l y 

d i s a p p o i n t e d the heathen p a r t y and Njdls saga does b r i e f l y 

comment: pdttisk hei^nir menn mjok sviknir vera (ch.105 

p.272). But even t h i s f a i r l y m i l d r e a c t i o n does not occur 

i n Islendingabdk. A l l accept P o r g e i r r ' s p r o c l a m a t i o n . 

J6n A ( ^ a l s t e i n s s o n ' s s u g g e s t i o n t h a t P o r g e i r r had not 

been merely m e d i t a t i n g under h i s c l o a k but a c t i v e l y seeking 

s p i r i t u a l guidance p r o v i d e s some s o l u t i o n t o the problem. 

Those ga t h e r e d at the assembly would have been responsive 

t o , and i n c l i n e d t o conform w i t h , a d e c i s i o n which they 

b e l i e v e d had been communicated t o P o r g e i r r by s u p e r n a t u r a l 

beings able t o judge the present s i t u a t i o n by c o n s u l t i n g 

b o t h past and f u t u r e . 

An acceptance of f a t e i s f r e q u e n t l y expressed i n saga 

l i t e r a t u r e . Warned of h i s imminent death, H j o r t r does not 

s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t h i s d e s t i n y . Ingimundr, a c t i n g on advice 

o b t a i n e d by w i t c h c r a f t ( 1 8 ) , g a t h e r s h i s f r i e n d s t o g e t h e r 

t o t e l l them of h i s d e c i s i o n t o s e t t l e i n I c e l a n d , 

a d m i t t i n g t h a t t h i s move i s : 

meir af f o r l o g u m ok atkvae^i rammra 
h l u t a en f ys i ... 

(Vatns. s. c h . l 2 p.36) 

Gods were a l s o s u b j e c t t o f a t e : 

Ek sd B a l d r i , 
blbJgum t i v u r , 
d ^ i n s b a r n i , 
o r l o g f o l g i n ; (19) 

So i t would not seem i n c r e d i b l e t o the medieval 

I c e l a n d e r s t h a t the gods or agents of the pagan gods may 



2 6 1 

i n s t r u c t t h e i r f o l l o w e r s t o t u r n from them to a s u p e r i o r 

d e i t y . J6n quotes a p a r a l l e l case i n the conve r s i o n o f 

Sweden. When the m i s s i o n a r y , Ansgar i n v i t e s the Swedish 

King t o a banquet and urges c o n v e r s i o n , the gods are 

r e f e r r e d t o f o r a d e c i s i o n . They t e l l the people t o t u r n 

t o the new f a i t h ( 2 0 ) . I t i s the f a c t t h a t they are 

c o n s u l t e d , t h a t they have a p a r t i n d e c i d i n g the outcome, 

t h a t has a b e a r i n g on the I c e l a n d i c c o n v e r s i o n . 

A r i g i v e s no h i n t of whether t h i s i s happening i n h i s 

Islendingabdk, though J6n f i r m l y b e l i e v e s t h a t A r i would 

have known a l l about i t ( 2 1 ) . A r i was w r i t i n g h i s h i s t o r y 

under the patronage o f the I c e l a n d i c bishops at S k d l h o l t 

and H61ar, i n circumstances where d e t a i l s o f paganism would 

not be welcome p a r t i c u l a r l y i f they played a key r o l e i n 

the c o n v e r s i o n . But A r i was concerned t o be as accurate as 

he c o u l d be and i f t h i s m o t i f does have deeper s i g n i f c a n c e , 

he does not hide any of the r e l e v a n t f a c t s i . e . i s o l a t i o n , 

c o v e r i n g w i t h c l o a k , no-one d i s t u r b i n g the t r u t h - s e e k e r . 

P r i o r t o t h i s A l p i n g i , C h r i s t i a n i t y had had some 

i n f l u e n c e i n I c e l a n d , a few of the e a r l y s e t t l e r s had been 

C h r i s t i a n s and many of the I c e l a n d e r s who t r a v e l l e d had 

come i n t o c o n t a c t w i t h t h i s r e l i g i o n and had even been 

pr i m e - s i g n e d when abroad. I c e l a n d may at t h i s time have 

been reasonably ready t o accept a new f a i t h , heathenism 

p r o v i n g u n s a t i s f a c t o r y f o r many of the more i n t e l l e c t u a l of 

the p o p u l a t i o n . The s t r e n g t h of adherence t o the o l d 

r e l i g i o n v a r i e d among the heathens - some were openly 

s c e p t i c a l . But on the o t h e r hand m i s s i o n a r i e s such as 

Pangbrandr had met w i t h f i e r c e o p p o s i t i o n as many 
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I c e l a n d e r s had demonstrated a s t r o n g attachment t o the 

pagan gods. 

Though t h e r e had been many c o n v e r s i o n s , some i n v o l v i n g 

c h i e f t a i n s and prominent men, yet at the A l p i n g i i n 1000 

the heathens were s t i l l v e r y much i n the m a j o r i t y . And 

they were prepared t o f i g h t , as were the C h r i s t i a n s , i n 

o r d e r t o keep t h e i r f a i t h . There was a l s o present a t h i r d 

p a r t y - those whose main i n t e r e s t was i n keeping the peace 

and p r e v e n t i n g c i v i l s t r i f e from d i v i d i n g and d e s t r o y i n g 

I c e l a n d : P o r g e i r r L j 6 s v e t n i n g a g o ^ i was one of these. But 

they were not s t r o n g enough on t h e i r own t o c o n t r o l matters 

ent i r e l y . 

The p o l i t i c a l aspect has always been s t r e s s e d as a 

reason f o r the l a c k of c o n f l i c t a f t e r P o r g e i r r ' s 

announcement. King O l d f r Tryggvason had h i s eyes on 

I c e l a n d and would no doubt have g i v e n armed support t o the 

I c e l a n d i c C h r i s t i a n s ; he a l s o had as hostages the sons of 

prominent heathen c h i e f t a i n s . By p r e v e n t i n g the movement 

of s h i p s , i t would have q u i t e easy f o r him t o d i s r u p t the 

t r a d e between Norway and I c e l a n d - a t r a d e which was 

e x t r e m e l y i m p o r t a n t t o I c e l a n d ' s s u r v i v a l . 

P o r g e i r r ' s emphasis on the one law f o r a l l which h i s 

audience appear t o agree t o b e f o r e knowing which law he i s 

r e f e r r i n g t o , u n d e r l i n e s more the p o l i t i c a l n e c e s s i t y t o 

f o l l o w whatever course w i l l be best f o r the c o u n t r y r a t h e r 

than a concern f o r the p r i n c i p l e s of each r e l i g i o n . The 

i s s u e of law i n f a c t was of major importance. C e r t a i n men 

who h e l d the p o s i t i o n of goc^i had been b a p t i s e d by 
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Pangbrandr and t h i s put them i n a ve r y d i f f i c u l t p o s i t i o n 
i n r e g a r d t o the I c e l a n d i c law. They could no longer take 
the heathen oaths or be i n v o l v e d i n the a s s o c i a t e d 
ceremonies. But p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n these r i t e s was e s s e n t i a l 
as a p r e l i m i n a r y t o j u d i c i a l proceedings at an assembly. 
There was a p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t i f C h r i s t i a n s c o u l d not 
conform t o the necessary r i t e s o f the o l d law, they may 
s p l i t away from the e s t a b l i s h e d law and h o l d t h e i r own 
assemblies and l e g a l procedures ( 2 2 ) . On the o t h e r hand 
H a l l d 6 r Hermannsson suggests t h a t s i n c e many of the 
C h r i s t i a n s were not c h i e f t a i n s or of h i g h rank, they saw 
the new r e l i g i o n as a means of d i s r u p t i n g the gocfi system 
and thus o b t a i n i n g some p o l i t i c a l power f o r themselves 
( 2 3 ) . So f o r many of the more prudent and d i s c e r n i n g men 
gat h e r e d at the A l p i n g i t h a t year, i t was the p r e s e r v a t i o n 
o f the whole l e g a l system t h a t was of paramount importance; 
t h i s was what the c l a s h o f r e l i g i o n s appeared t o t h r e a t e n 
i n v a r i o u s ways. 

On the s u r f a c e P o r g e i r r s a t i s f i e d the C h r i s t i a n s by 

p r o c l a i m i n g t h e i r r e l i g i o n as the one t o be accepted by the 

c o u n t r y , and by s t i p u l a t i n g t h a t a l l should be b a p t i s e d . 

Concessions were made t o the heathens, not l e a s t t h a t they 

c o u l d c o n t i n u e t o w o r s h i p t h e i r own gods d i s c r e e t l y ( 2 4 ) . 

The c o n f i r m a t i o n t h a t the o l d law should c o n t i n u e and be 

accepted by a l l would reassure the heathen go^i - and the 

C h r i s t i a n c h i e f t a i n s , who s u r e l y stood t o lose much of 

t h e i r i n f l u e n c e and power i f f o r c e d t o d i s s o c i a t e 

themselves from the p r e v a i l i n g j u d i c i a l system. Bearing i n 

mind the p o l i t i c a l and l e g a l s i t u a t i o n , events i n 1000 
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would appear t o have been m a i n l y i n f l u e n c e d by 'common 

sense' and ' p r a c t i c a l wisdom' ( 2 5 ) . 

I t i s w o r t h n o t i n g t h a t i f many of the C h r i s t i a n s had 

adopted the new f a i t h m a i n l y f o r p o l i t i c a l reasons then 

they would s t i l l be r e l a t i v e l y heathen i n t h e i r o u t l o o k and 

so e a s i l y d isposed t o accept a d e c i s i o n reached by 

d i v i n a t i o n . 

Once one i s aware of Jon A ^ a l s t e i n s s o n ' s t h e o r y 

r e g a r d i n g the c l o a k , i t becomes p e r v a s i v e and r a i s e s 

q u e s t i o n s about o t h e r i n c i d e n t s which, on the s u r f a c e , 

might i n i t i a l l y appear t o belong t o the ' a g i t a t e d mind' or 

m e d i t a t i v e c a t e g o r i e s suggested by Fal k and by Cleasby and 

V i g f i i s s o n . The s u p e r n a t u r a l element cas t s an unavoidable 

shadow even though i t i s at times o n l y f a i n t . Once cast 

upon most of these episodes i t throws up i n t o r e l i e f even 

the s l i g h t e s t h i n t o f the s u p e r n a t u r a l ; t h i s i n t u r n 

r e f l e c t s back on t o the case of P o r g e i r r , s t r e n g t h e n i n g the 

b a s i s t o some e x t e n t f o r J6n's t h e o r y i n the co n t e x t of the 

convers i o n . 

I t i s c e r t a i n l y not easy at times t o c o n f i n e the 

f o l l o w i n g i n s t a n c e s o f t h i s m o t i f s t r i c t l y w i t h i n any one 

c a t e g o r y . There i s a tendency f o r some c o n f u s i o n , some 

o v e r l a p , making i t d i f f i c u l t t o s t a t e w i t h any c e r t a i n t y 

e x a c t l y what the phrase may be i m p l y i n g . 

1. Laxdoela saga. c h . l 9 p.44 

D u r i n g h i s s t a y i n Norway, H r u t r i s h e l d i n h i g h regard by 

Queen G u n n h i l d r , the mother of King H a r a l d r . When H r u t r i s 

about t o leave f o r I c e l a n d , the queen g i v e s him a g o l d 
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b r a c e l e t and: 
b a ^ hann v e l f a r a ; b r d sif^an 
s k i k k j u n n i a t h o f ^ i S€T ok gekk 
s n i i ^ i g t heim t i l b o e j a r .... 

Gu n n h i l d r c o u l d q u i t e p o s s i b l y be c o v e r i n g her head t o hide 

her g r i e f at t h i s p a r t i n g from a man f o r whom she has much 

a d m i r a t i o n . G e n e r a l l y i n t h i s type of phrase the cloak i s 

r e f e r r e d t o as a feldr, but here skikkja i s used. This i s 

unusual but c o u l d be e x p l a i n e d here by the f a c t t h a t feldar 

were o n l y worn by men, never by women ( 2 6 ) . 

T h i s i n c i d e n t can be found, w i t h more d e t a i l but 

w i t h o u t the c l o a k m o t i f , i n Njdls saga where the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between H r i i t r and the queen i s q u i t e 

d e f i n i t e l y o f a c l o s e and romantic c h a r a c t e r . As Gunnhildr 

takes her leave o f H r u t r i n t h i s saga she lays a curse upon 

him: 

'Ef ek d svd m i k i t v a l d d p6r sem ek 
aetla, pd legg ek pat d v i ^ ^^^L 
megir e n g r i munu<t fram koma via kona 
pd, er pii aetlar p6r d I s l a n d i , ...' 

(ch.6 p.21) 

Her s o r c e r y succeeds and H r i i t r ' s marriage t o Unnr f a i l s 

because he i s unable t o consummate i t . 

There i s no obvious h i n t o f w i t c h c r a f t i n the Laxdoela 

v e r s i o n - u n l e s s one reads more i n t o her a c t i o n of drawing 

the c l o a k around her head than j u s t an attempt t o conceal 

her g r i e f . The w r i t e r may have been u s i n g t h i s gesture t o 

suggest t h a t G u n n h i l d r was occupied w i t h some form o f 

s o r c e r y a f t e r her p a r t i n g from H r u t r . I n Egils saga, E g i l l 

has t o compose a poem i n p r a i s e of King E i r l k r i f he wishes 

t o save h i s l i f e . A swallow c o n t i n u a l l y d i s t u r b s E g i l l , 

p r e v e n t i n g him from composing. A r i n b j o r n d r i v e s the b i r d 
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away - i t i s a shape-changer (ch.59 p.182-183). E i r i k r ' s 
w i f e . Queen G u n n h i l d r i s anxious t o see E g i l l dead. She 
has used her w i t c h c r a f t t o t r a n s f o r m h e r s e l f i n t o a swallow 
i n o r d e r t o d i s t r a c t him. G u n n h i l d r ' s dubious r e p u t a t i o n 
would have been w e l l known t o a contemporary saga audience; 
s i m p l y u s i n g the c l o a k m o t i f c o u l d then be enough t o imply 
some form of s o r c e r y on her p a r t . 

2. Laxdoela saga. ch. 57-58 p.170-175 

Grlmr has been outlawed f o r a k i l l i n g but i n s t e a d of 

l e a v i n g I c e l a n d , has gone up i n t o the mountains. I t f a l l s 

t o P o r k e l l E y j 6 1 f s s o n t o pursue him i n order t o enforce the 

sentence or k i l l him. P o r k e l l r i d e s over the moors t o 

where Grimr i s h i d i n g and as he comes up t o a hut beside a 

lake : 

s6r hann pd hvar ma^T s i t r v i ^ v a t n i t 
v i ^ e i n n l o e k j a r 6 s ok dr6 f i s k a ; sd 
h a f ^ i f e l d d h o f ^ i . 

(p.173) 

P o r k e l l leaves h i s horse and approaches Grimr, g e t t i n g 

q u i t e c l o s e b e f o r e h i s shadow on the lake warns the outlaw 

o f h i s presence. A l t h o u g h wounded by P o r k e l l ' s sword, 

Grimr's s u p e r i o r s t r e n g t h enables him t o overcome h i s 

at t a c k e r . 

T h i s would seem t o be a c l a s s i c example of a man being 

deep i n thought - but O^inn o c c a s i o n a l l y went by the name 

of Grimr i n one o f h i s many d i s g u i s e s . So t o f i n d a man by 

t h i s name wrapped i n a feldr r a i s e s c e r t a i n doubts about 

the p o s s i b l e s i g n i f i c a n c e of t h i s i n c i d e n t . Grlmr o n l y 

appears i n these two c h a p t e r s , and appears t o have l i t t l e 

t o do w i t h the main n a r r a t i v e , though he does c o n t r i b u t e t o 
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the c h a r a c t e r o f P o r k e l l E y j 6 1 f s s o n . Grimr spares 
P o r k e l l ' s l i f e and at the end of the chapter the outlaw 
s e t t l e s i n Norway and hann pdtti mikill ma^r fyrir s^r. 
A l t h o u g h wrapping h i s cl o a k round h i s head d i d n o t h i n g t o 
warn Grimr of an impending a t t a c k , t h e r e are s t i l l enough 
q u e r i e s about t h i s whole episode t o make the reader suspect 
the presence o f something out of the o r d i n a r y . 

3. E g i l s saga. ch.56 p.148 

A f t e r the death of h i s b r o t h e r I>6r61fr, E g i l l a r r i v e s i n 

Norway and goes t o s t a y w i t h A r i n b j o r n : 

Ok er d l e i ^ h a u s t i t , t 6 k E g i l l 6 g l e ^ i 
m i k l a , sat opt ok drap h6f(5"inu niOx i 
f e l d s i n n . 

A r i n b j o r n , assuming from E g i l l ' s conduct t h a t he i s 

g r i e v i n g f o r h i s b r o t h e r , t r i e s t o console him: 

'... ni5 p6 at pu h a f i r f e n g i t ska(^a 
m i k i n n um b r 6 ^ u r p i n n , pd er pat 
k a r I m a n n l i g t , at bera pat v e l ...' 

E g i l l r e v e a l s a f u r t h e r reason f o r h i s unhappiness - he 

loves AsgercHr, P b r d l f r ' s widow and A r i n b j o r n ' s c o u s i n . 

Okynni vensk, ennis 
ungr por^ak v e l foraum, 
h a u k a k l i f s , at h e f j a , 
H l i n , p v e r g n i p u r minar; 
ver(^k 1 f e l d , pds f o l d a r 
f a l d r ^ k o m r 1 hug s k a l d i 
b e r g - O n e r i s , brii n a 
b r d t t m i ^ s t a l l i h vdta. 

On the o t h e r hand, J6n Aĉ a 1 s te insson t h i n k s t h a t E g i l l ' s 

manner of wrapping the c l o a k around h i s head i s p a r t of the 

process of composing p o e t r y ( 2 7 ) . A r i n b j o r n does not see 

E g i l l ' s p o s t u r e as a s i g n o f g r i e f but as p r o o f of the poet 

b e i n g i n v o l v e d i n h i s c r a f t ; t h i s i s why he asks: e^a 

hvat kve^r pij nu? Ldttu mik heyra' - t o which E g i l l 

r e p l i e s t h a t : hann hef^i petta fyrir skemmstu kvecTit 
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and p r o c e e d s t o r e c i t e h i s poem. The argument i s t h a t 
p o e t s f o l l o w e d a s i m i l a r p r a c t i c e t o t h o s e engaged i n 
ne c r o m a n c y and p r o p h e c y . 

4. L . j 6 s v e t n i n g a saga. c h . l 7 p.41 

Gu^mundr and h i s b r o t h e r E i n a r r a r e on o p p o s i t e s i d e s i n a 

d i s p u t e . Gu^mundr has been c h a l l e n g e d t o a d u e l and i n t h e 

o p i n i o n o f V i g f i i s s V i g a - G l u m s s o n , t h i n g s a r e n o t l o o k i n g 

w e l l f o r h i m . V i g f t i s s d e v i s e s a p l a n w h i c h w i l l h e l p 

Gu^mundr t o o b t a i n what he w a n t s w i t h o u t h a v i n g t o f i g h t . 

To p r e v e n t E i n a r r f r o m s u s p e c t i n g a n y t h i n g Gu^mundr i s t o 

keep up an o u t w a r d a p p e a r a n c e o f b e i n g w o r r i e d about t h e 

ca s e . When p e o p l e go t o p r a y e r s : 

Gu^mundr v a r h l j 6 5 r ok maelti e k k i o r 
ok h a f d i h o f u ^ i t 1 f e l d i s i n u m . 

Though E i n a r r i s n o t d e c e i v e d , h i s f r i e n d P d r i r i s : 

ok p 6 t t i m6r hann e i g i h e f j a 
h o f u ^ i t h d t t . Ok mun hann v e r a p v i 
h r y g g v a r i e r m e i r d r e g r a t 6 v i r ^ i n g 
h a n s , p e i r i e r hann d f y r i r hondum.' 

I t w o u l d a p p e a r t h a t Gu^mundr i s s i m p l y b e h a v i n g as he 

w o u l d be e x p e c t e d t o i f he was s e r i o u s l y t r o u b l e d o r 

unhappy i n h i s m i n d a b o u t h i s p r e d i c a m e n t . 

A l t h o u g h J6n's a r g u m e n t s a r e p e r s u a s i v e , i t i s s t i l l 

d i f f i c u l t t o s t a t e d e f i n i t e l y t h a t c o v e r i n g o n e s e l f w i t h a 

c l o a k , e s p e c i a l l y t h e head, can be i n t e r p r e t e d as some f o r m 

o f s u p e r n a t u r a l c o m m u n i c a t i o n . Perhaps on t h e w h o l e one 

can o n l y say t h a t i t i s a t h e o r y t h a t c o u l d be t a k e n i n t o 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n d e p e n d i n g on t h e c o n t e x t i n w h i c h t h i s m o t i f 

o c c u r s . 
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C h a p t e r S i x t e e n 
THE GREENLAND PROPHETESS 

S o r c e r e s s e s a r e a r e g u l a r f e a t u r e o f t h e 

Islendingasogur. I n one way o r a n o t h e r t h e y o c c u r i n many 

o f t h e m a j o r s a g a s , b u t t h e most d e t a i l e d e x t e r n a l 

d e s c r i p t i o n b e l o n g s t o P o r b j o r g l l t i l - v o l v a , t h e p r o p h e t e s s 

i n Eiriks saga rau^a. Her e l a b o r a t e costume i s d e s c r i b e d 

i n g r e a t d e t a i l , w i t h good r e a s o n as i t r e p r e s e n t s i n 

i t s e l f a u n i t o f r e l i g i o u s s y m b o l i s m . 

I t i s a t i m e o f f a m i n e i n G r e e n l a n d and men a r e h a v i n g 

l i t t l e s u c c e s s w i t h h u n t i n g e x p e d i t i o n s . P o r b j o r g i s one 

o f a f a m i l y o f n i n e s i s t e r s who were a l l spdkonur; she i s 

t h e o n l y s u r v i v i n g member. I n w i n t e r i t i s h e r custom t o 

v i s i t w h oever has need o f h e r a b i l i t y t o f o r e t e l l t h e 

f u t u r e . As P o r k e l l i s t h e l e a d i n g bdndi i n t h e d i s t r i c t i t 

i s c o n s i d e r e d t o be h i s r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o r e c e i v e P o r b j o r g 

and f i n d o u t t h e p r o s p e c t s f o r t h e season. He i n v i t e s her 

t o h i s f a r m s t e a d : 

... ok e r h e n n i p a r ve1 f a g n a t , sem 
siS'r v a r t i l , pa e r v i ^ pess h d t t a r 
konum s k y l d i t a k a . Var h e n n i b u i t 
hdsaeti ok l a g t u n d i r hana h o e g i n d i ; 
p a r s k y l d i 1 v e r a h o e n s a f i ^ r i . En er 
hon kom um k v e l d i t ok sa ma^r, e r m 6 t i 
h e n n i v a r s e n d r , pd v a r hon s v d b u i n , 
a t hon hafcTi y f i r s 6 r t u g l a m o t t u l 
b l A n , ok v a r s e t t r s t e i n u m a l l t 1 
s k a u t o f a n ; hon h a f ^ ' i d h d l s i s e r 
g l e r t o l u r , l a m b s k i n n s k o f r a s v a r t a n d 
h o f ^ i ok v i ^ i n n a n k a t t s k i n n h v i t ; ok 
hon h a f ^ i s t a f i h e n d i , ok v a r d 
k n a p p r ; hann v a r b i i i n n me^ m e s s i n g u ok 
s e t t r s t e i n u m o f a n um k n a p p i n n ; hon 
h a f ^ i um s i k h n j 6 s k u 1 i n d a , ok v a r par 
d s k j 6 ^ u p u n g r m i k i l l , ok v a r ^ v e i t t i 
hon p a r 1 t o f r s i n , pau e r hon p u r f t i 
t i l f r o ^ l e i k s a t h a f a . Hon h a f ^ i d 
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f 6 t u m k d l f s k i n n s s k u a lo^Tna ok i p v e n g i 
l a n g a , ok a t i n k n a p p a r m i k l i r a 
endunum. Hon h a f ^ i k hondum s e r 
k a t t s k i n n s g l 6 f a , ok v d r u h v i t i r i n n a n 
ok l o ^ n i r . 

( c h . 4 p.206-207) 

The most r e a d i l y i d e n t i f i a b l e s y m b o l i s m i s t o be f o u n d 

i n t h e c a t s k i n w h i c h i s us e d f o r h e r g l o v e s and t o l i n e h er 

hood. I t i l l u s t r a t e s h e r a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h F r e y j a , a 

goddess o f t h e V a n i r . A c c o r d i n g t o S n o r r i S t u r l u s o n ' s 

Gylfaginning, F r e y j a t r a v e l l e d i n a c h a r i o t drawn by two 

c a t s ( 1 ) . P o r b j o r g w ears a n e c k l a c e w h i c h a l s o l i n k s h e r 

t o F r e y j a : t h e goddess was t h e owner o f t h e n e c k l a c e 

Brisingamen. A k e n n i n g r e p r e s e n t i n g F r e y j a r e f e r s t o h e r 

as t h e eigandi Brisingawens ( 2 ) . 

Sei^r i s t h e f o r m o f r i t u a l w h i c h P o r b j o r g p r a c t i s e s : 

... v a r h e n n i v e i t t r s d u m b u n i n g r , sem 
hon p u r f t i a t h a f a t i l a t f r e m j a 
se i ^ ' i n n . 

( c h . 4 p.207) 

I t i s t r a n s l a t e d as: ' s p e l l , charm, e n c h a n t m e n t , 

i n c a n t a t i o n ' ( C V ) . Of a l l t h e gods and goddesses, i t i s 

F r e y j a who i s e s p e c i a l l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h i s c r a f t . 

S n o r r i t e l l s us i n Ynglinga saga t h a t i t was F r e y j a who 

t a u g h t sei^r t o t h e ^ s i r ( 3 ) . A l t h o u g h l a t e r , i n C h a p t e r 

Seven, O ^ i n n i s m e n t i o n e d as a c c o m p l i s h e d i n t h i s s k i l l y e t 

we a l s o l e a r n o f t h e d e b i l i t a t i n g e f f e c t t h a t i t has on 

t h o s e who p r a c t i s e i t . Because o f t h i s i t seems, t h e 

p e r f o r m a n c e o f seic^r was c o n s i d e r e d n o t s u i t a b l e f o r men; 

i t was r e s t r i c t e d t o women, t o t h e p r i e s t e s s e s s . 

P o r b j o r g i s b e i n g c a l l e d on t o h e l p t h e p e o p l e t o 

d i s c o v e r how l o n g t h e p r e s e n t f a m i n e w i l l c o n t i n u e , a 

m a t t e r w h i c h comes w e l l w i t h i n t h e r e a l m o f F r e y j a ; t h e 
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V a n i r were t h e gods a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 'good s e a s o n s ' ( 4 ) . 
F r e y j a o f t e n t r a v e l l e d u n d e r v a r i o u s o t h e r names, one o f 
w h i c h was Gefn. G a b r i e l T u r v i 1 l e - P e t r e r e l a t e s t h i s t o t h e 
v e r b gefa - t o g i v e . He b e l i e v e s t h i s ' i m p l i e s t h a t t h e 
goddess i s t h e g i v e r o f r i c h e s , f e r t i l i t y , w e l l b e i n g ' ( 5 ) . 
T h r o u g h S n o r r i i t a p p e a r s t h a t F r e y j a was t h e one t o a p p e a l 
t o ' c o n c e r n i n g l o v e a f f a i r s ' ( 6 ) . Hlin, a n o t h e r o f 
F r e y j a ' s a l t e r n a t i v e names, i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h p r o t e c t i o n . 
Thus on t h e o c c a s i o n o f f a m i n e o r u n c e r t a i n t y a b o u t t h e 
f u t u r e , F r e y j a w o u l d be t h e o b v i o u s f i g u r e t o i n v o k e f o r 
h e l p . And s i n c e t h i s was o f t e n t h e r e a s o n f o r c o n s u l t i n g a 
spdkona o r volva, t h e i r l i n k s w i t h t h e goddess who 
r e p r e s e n t e d f e r t i l i t y and community w e l f a r e must have been 
g e n e r a l l y r e c o g n i s e d . P o r b j o r g w ears a hood o f l a m b s k i n 
and h e r shoes a r e o f c a l f s k i n : t h e s e s k i n s a r e l i n k e d w i t h 
f e r t i l i t y as t h e y r e p r e s e n t y oung a n i m a l s o f t h e k i n d w h i c h 
w o u l d have been p a r t i c u l a r l y i m p o r t a n t t o Norse 
a g r i c u l t u r e . 

F r e y j a had two d a u g h t e r s - Hnoss and Gersemi. They 

were 'so v e r y b e a u t i f u l , t h a t a f t e r w a r d s t h e most p r e c i o u s 

j e w e l s were c a l l e d by t h e i r names' ( 7 ) . P o r b j o r g ' s m a n t l e 

i s a d o r n e d w i t h s t o n e s down t o t h e hem, p r e s u m a b l y 

s e m i - p r e c i o u s s t o n e s . I t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t t h i s r e p r e s e n t s 

an i n d i r e c t l i n k w i t h F r e y j a t h r o u g h h e r d a u g h t e r s . 

I n many ways P o r b j o r g can be l i n k e d t o t h e c u l t o f 

shamanism and i t i s p a r t i c u l a r l y by h e r d r e s s t h a t we b e g i n 

t o see t h e s e c o n n e c t i o n s . A l t h o u g h i t does n o t p r o v i d e 

c l o s e p a r a l l e l s w i t h many o f t h e costumes w o r n by shamans 

t h e r e a r e s t i l l some s i m i l a r i t i e s . The r i t u a l w h i c h she 
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p e r f o r m s l a t e r has c e r t a i n a t t r i b u t e s i n common w i t h 
t r a d i t i o n a l shamanism, t h o u g h M i r c e a E l i a d e does n o t c l a s s 
s e i j r as a s h a m a n i s t i c r i t u a l , r e l e g a t i n g i t t o t h e 
c a t e g o r y o f 'mi n o r m a g i c ' ( 8 ) . 

D e a l i n g w i t h shamanism r a i s e s t h e d i f f i c u l t y o f 

s e t t l i n g on a p r e c i s e d e f i n i t i o n f o r 'shaman' as o p i n i o n s 

a b o u t t h i s v a r y . Spencer L. Rogers s u g g e s t s t h a t 'a 

p r o f e s s i o n a l i n t h e f i e l d o f t h e s u p e r n a t u r a l i s commonly 

c a l l e d a shaman' ( 9 ) ; M i r c e a E l i a d e d e f i n e s shamanism as a 

' t e c h n i q u e o f e c s t a s y ' ( 1 0 ) . P e t e r B u c h h o l z , w h i l e 

a c k n o w l e d g i n g t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f e c s t a s y , f e e l s t h a t more 

t h a n t h i s i s n e c e s s a r y f o r an a c c u r a t e d e f i n i t i o n . He adds 

t h r e e e x t r a c r i t e r i a : ( a ) ' c o n c e p t o f a u x i l i a r y s p i r i t s ' , 

( b ) ' j o u r n e y t o t h e o t h e r w o r l d ' , ( c ) ' i d e o l o g y o f 

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n ' . I t i s h i s o p i n i o n t h a t a s p e c t s o f N o r t h 

G ermanic r e l i g i o n w o u l d have e n c o u r a g e d shamanism ( 1 1 ) . 

J e r e F l e c k m a i n t a i n s t h a t t h e r e i s 'no shamanism p r e s e n t i n 

p r i m i t i v e G e r m a n i c r e l i g i o n ' . F l e c k does n o t t h i n k t h a t by 

a d d i n g up a l l t h e s h a m a n i s t i c e l e m e n t s w h i c h may be p r e s e n t 

i n v a r i o u s d i f f e r e n t i n d i v i d u a l s t h a t t h i s w i l l t h e n e q u a l 

shamanism. I f a l l a r e n o t p r e s e n t i n even one s i n g l e 

p e r s o n i n Germanic t r a d i t i o n t h e n 'no shaman = no 

shamanism' as ' t h e p r e s e n c e o f u n r e l a t e d b i t s o f e v i d e n c e 

does n o t p r o v e t h e p r e s e n c e o f a r e l i g i o u s t y p e ' ( 1 2 ) . 

These d i v e r s e o p i n i o n s o b v i o u s l y cause c e r t a i n 

p r o b l e m s . However even F l e c k concedes t h a t some p e o p l e i n 

Germanic c u l t u r e can have a ' s h a m a n i s t i c a u r a ' ( 1 3 ) . The 

b e s t a p p r o a c h w o u l d be t o l o o k a t v a r i o u s a s p e c t s o f 

P o r b j o r g ' s o u t f i t and examine t h e l i n k s , however t e n u o u s . 
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w i t h t h o s e o f t h e shamans i n N o r t h and C e n t r a l A s i a . 
Shamanism i n t h i s a r e a has been c l o s e l y documented by 
M i r c e a E l i a d e and i t i n c l u d e s S i b e r i a where t h e t e r m 
'shaman' o r i g i n a t e d . 

S i n c e t h e s t a t e o f e c s t a s y i s an i n d i s p e n s a b l e 

component o f E l i a d e ' s d e f i n i t i o n i t w o u l d be u s e f u l t o see 

i f P o r b j o r g ' s r i t u a l m e r i t s t h i s d e s c r i p t i o n . I t i s n o t 

e n t i r e l y c l e a r i n Eiriks saga rau'cfa w h e t h e r she o p e r a t e s i n 

a t r a n c e o r n o t , b u t i t i s q u i t e p o s s i b l e . A p p a r e n t l y an 

e s s e n t i a l i t e m o f a shaman's e q u i p m e n t was a drum. I t i s 

u s e d f o r r h y t h m i c sound w h i c h a i d s c o n c e n t r a t i o n and h e l p s 

t o i n d u c e a t r a n c e . P o r b j o r g has no i n s t r u m e n t o f any k i n d 

b u t she has i n s i s t e d on t h e need f o r someone t o s i n g 

var^lokur ( a k i n d o f magic song o r charms) ( 1 4 ) . G r e a t 

t r o u b l e i s t a k e n t o p e r s u a d e G u ^ r i t ^ r , who i s t h e o n l y one 

w i t h t h i s k n o w l e d g e , t o t a k e p a r t i n t h e sei^r. So t h e 

e l e m e n t o f m u s i c i s p r e s e n t even t h o u g h drums a r e n o t used. 

A s e t r i t u a l a p p e a r s n e c e s s a r y t o e n a b l e P o r b j o r g t o 

communicate w i t h t h e s p i r i t s : 

S l 6 g u pd k o n u r b r i n g um h j a l l i n n , en 
P o r b j o r g s a t d u p p i . K v a ^ Gu<^ri<^r pd 
kv a e ^ i t s v d f a g r t ok v e l , a t e n g i 
p 6 t t i s k h e y r t h a f a me^ f e g r i r o d d 
kvae^i kve3"it, sd e r p a r v a r h j d . 

( p . 2 0 8 ) 

P o r b j o r g t h a n k s G u ^ r l ^ r f o r h e r songs, s a y i n g t h a t 

many s p i r i t s , d e l i g h t e d by t h e m u s i c , a r e now c o - o p e r a t i n g . 

The i n f o r m a t i o n t h e volva seeks i s now r e v e a l e d t o h e r . I t 

seems t o be a c c e p t e d by E l i a d e ( 1 5 ) and S i g u r ^ u r N o r d a l 

( 1 6 ) t h a t P o r b j o r g has been i n a t r a n c e . T h i s s t a t e o f 

b e i n g i s c o n n e c t e d w i t h vdlvur and sei^r: 



277 

H e i ^ i hdna h 6 t u 
h v a r s t i l h i i s a kom, 
v o l u v e l s p d , 
v i t t i hon ganda; 
s e i ^ hon h v a r s hon k u n n i , 
s e i ^ hon h u g l e i k i n , 
ae v a r hon angan 
i l l r a r b r \ i ^ a r . 

( 1 7 ) 

L i n e s f i v e and s i x o f t h i s s t r o p h e a r e t h o s e f o u n d i n 

Hauksbdk; a v a r i a t i o n f a v o u r e d by N o r d a l who b e l i e v e s t h a t 

t h i s vdlva was ' i n an e c s t a s y ' . I t i s n o t a l l t h a t 

u n l i k e l y t h a t P o r b j o r g , p e r f o r m i n g sei^r i n o r d e r t o 

f o r e c a s t t h e s e a s o n , was i n a t r a n c e d u r i n g t h e r i t e , a 

s t a t e o f e c s t a s y s i m i l a r t o t h a t o f a shaman. 

To r e t u r n t o t h e q u e s t i o n o f d r e s s , one o f t h e most 

s i g n i f i c a n t and i n f l u e n t i a l p o i n t s i s t h e p r e s e n c e o f a 

s p e c i a l costume f o r r i t u a l s . T h i s seems t o be u n i v e r s a l t o 

shamans w h e r e v e r t h e y l i v e . A l l have some f o r m o f 

c e r e m o n i a l d r e s s w h i c h i s p u t on b e f o r e p e r f o r m i n g a r i t u a l 

even i f , as i n t h e case o f t h e I n u i t , i t i s o n l y a b e l t . 

Such an i t e m i s e d d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e vdlva's d r e s s ( s o 

u n u s u a l f o r t h e s a g a s ) w o u l d s u g g e s t t h a t h er appearance i s 

o f p a r t i c u l a r i m p o r t a n c e on t h i s o c c a s i o n when she w i l l be 

e x p e c t e d t o d e m o n s t r a t e h e r s k i l l . The shaman, i t a p p e a r s , 

o f t e n d r e s s e s i n p r e p a r a t i o n f o r a ceremony on t h e eve o f 

t h e day t h e r i t u a l i s t o be p e r f o r m e d . P o r b j o r g wears her 

o u t f i t as she a p p r o a c h e s P o r k e l l ' s f a r m b u t she w i l l n o t 

c o n d u c t h e r sei^r u n t i l t h e n e x t day: 

Hon k a l l a s k e k k i munu s e g j a f y r r en um 
m o r g i n i n n e p t i r , e r hon h a f ^ i d ^ r 
s o f i t um n 6 t t i n a . 

( c h . 4 p.207) 

However i t must be t a k e n i n t o a c c o u n t t h a t a 
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t r a v e l l i n g p r o p h e t e s s can o n l y g u a r a n t e e r e c e i v i n g 

h o s p i t a l i t y when h e r h o s t s e x p e c t t o r e c e i v e s o m e t h i n g f r o m 

h e r i n r e t u r n ; once she had d e l i v e r e d h e r p r o p h e c y t h e r e 

w o u l d p r e s u m a b l y be no r e a s o n f o r h e r v i s i t t o c o n t i n u e . 

Viga-GIijms saga g i v e s t h e i m p r e s s i o n t h a t t h e f o r t u n e s a 

vdlva f o r e t e l l s may v a r y a c c o r d i n g t o t h e k i n d o f welcome 

shown t o h e r ( 1 8 ) . O d d b j o r g v i s i t s U p p s a l i r and her 

p r e d i c t i o n s do n o t p l e a s e S a l d i s ( c h . l 2 p . 4 1 ) . As S a l d i s 

u p b r a i d s t h e vdlva, i t becomes o b v i o u s t h a t she b e l i e v e s 

t h a t t h e p r o p h e c y o f m i s f o r t u n e i s due t o O d d b j o r g n o t 

b e i n g s a t i s f i e d w i t h h e r r e c e p t i o n . P o r b j o r g ' s i n s i s t e n c e 

on w a i t i n g u n t i l t h e n e x t day may be a p r a c t i c a l move b u t 

t h e r e i s s t i l l t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f i t b e i n g a n e c e s s a r y p a r t 

o f h e r r i t u a l . 

P o r b j o r g ' s c l o a k , f a s t e n e d w i t h s t r a p s , i s s e t w i t h 

s t o n e s down t o t h e hem. E l i a d e n o t e s t h a t a f a i r l y common 

adornment on a shaman's garment were q u a n t i t i e s o f m e t a l 

d i s c s . One o f t h e f u n c t i o n s o f t h e s e m e t a l d i s c s was t o 

p r o v i d e sound and t h u s g r e a t e r e f f e c t d u r i n g t h e 

p e r f o r m a n c e - w h e t h e r t h e s t o n e s on t h e vdlva's c l o a k w o u l d 

do t h i s i n any way, i s d i f f i c u l t t o t e l l . A ssuming t h a t 

t h e s e a r e s e m i - p r e c i o u s s t o n e s , t h e n t h e y w o u l d g l i s t e n and 

s p a r k l e w i t h t h e woman's movements, e s p e c i a l l y i n s u n l i g h t 

o r f i r e l i g h t , t h u s p r o v i d i n g a m a g i c a l , s u p e r n a t u r a l e f f e c t 

and a t m o s p h e r e , a l b e i t i n a d i f f e r e n t way t o m e t a l d i s c s . 

O f t e n t h e m e t a l d i s c s were i n t h e f o r m o f a n i m a l s b u t i n 

t h e case o f P o r b j o r g c e r t a i n o t h e r i t e m s o f her d r e s s 

c o n t a i n a n i m a l s y m b o l i s m . 

A c c o r d i n g t o E l i a d e , caps a r e an e s s e n t i a l p a r t o f t h e 
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s h a m a n i s t i c d r e s s . They o c c u r i n v a r i o u s f o r m s . A l t h o u g h 
P o r b j o r g ' s kofri has g e n e r a l l y been r e f e r r e d t o as a 'hood' 
t h e t e r m a l s o t r a n s l a t e s as ' b o n n e t ' ( C V). I t s i m p o r t a n c e 
i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h F r e y j a has a l r e a d y been d i s c u s s e d . 
E x t r a s i g n i f i c a n c e c o u l d be i m p l i e d by a r e c o g n i s e d 
r i t u a l i s t i c i t e m b e i n g l i n e d w i t h c a t s k i n and t h u s 
p a r t i c u l a r l y r e l a t e d t o a s u p e r n a t u r a l f i g u r e . 

F e a t h e r s a r e u s u a l l y a p a r t o f t h e shaman's costume 

b u t t h e s e a r e n o t p r e s e n t i n o u r G r e e n l a n d vdlva's o u t f i t . 

The f e a t h e r s a r e supposed t o f a c i l i t a t e t h e f l i g h t o f t h e 

shaman t o o t h e r w o r l d s d u r i n g a t r a n c e i n o r d e r t o commune 

w i t h t h e s p i r i t s . As r e g a r d s s y m b o l i s m o f f l i g h t , t h e 

c a t s k i n may p l a y a p a r t h e r e as F r e y j a ' s mode o f t r a v e l 

i n v o l v e d t h e s e a n i m a l s . B e f o r e P o r b j o r g ' s a r r i v a l , 

p r e p a r a t i o n s a r e made f o r h e r i n c l u d i n g a h i g h s e a t and a 

c u s h i o n s t u f f e d w i t h hen's f e a t h e r s . The m e n t i o n o f even a 

c u s h i o n i s e x t r e m e l y u n u s u a l i n t h e Islendingasdgur, t o 

t h e n s p e c i f y what i t i s s t u f f e d w i t h i s so odd t h a t s u r e l y 

i t must have some s p e c i a l i m p l i c a t i o n . I t may be a way o f 

s u p p l y i n g f e a t h e r s f o r h e r . Pe r h a p s a t one p o i n t i n t h e 

p a s t t h e y were a p a r t o f h e r costume b u t have g r a d u a l l y 

been d i s c a r d e d y e t t h e w r i t e r s t i l l a c k n o w l e d g e s t h a t t h e y 

a r e n e c e s s a r y f o r h e r r i t u a l . P o r b j o r g ' s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h 

F r e y j a may i t s e l f be s u f f i c i e n t t o s u g g e s t ' a e r i a l 

s y m b o l i s m ' ( 1 9 ) ; i n Skdldskaparmdl F r e y j a i s c a p a b l e o f 

a s s u m i n g t h e f o r m o f a f a l c o n ( 2 0 ) . 

The k i n d o f f e a t h e r s s p e c i f i e d f o r t h e c u s h i o n - hen's 

f e a t h e r s - seem u n u s u a l i n G r e e n l a n d where a more l i k e l y 

s t u f f i n g w o u l d be t h e down o f w i l d geese. A hen does. 
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however, r e p r e s e n t a p a r t i c u l a r l y d o m e s t i c a t e d f o w l , o f 
v a l u e t o a f a r m i n g community and t h e r e f o r e p e r h a p s l i n k e d 
t o f e r t i l i t y . 

The G r e e n l a n d p r o p h e t e s s c a r r i e s a s t a f f w i t h a knob 

on one end. I t c o u l d be a r e l i c o f t h e shaman's h o r s e 

s t i c k , a g a i n s y m b o l i c o f t r a v e l l i n g t o t h e w o r l d o f t h e 

s p i r i t s . A knob may be a l l t h a t i s l e f t o f t h e o r i g i n a l 

h o r s e ' s head. F r e y j a a l s o used a h o r s e , Hdfvarpnir, when 

s e a r c h i n g f o r h e r husband. 

Bones, b e l i e v e d i n e a r l y s o c i e t i e s t o be t h e s o u r c e o f 

l i f e , a r e n o t w o r n , c a r r i e d o r r e p r e s e n t e d i n t h e d r e s s o f 

t h e vdlva. T h i s seems a t odds w i t h t h e t r a d i t i o n 

e s p e c i a l l y as N o r s e m y t h o l o g y f a l l s i n l i n e w i t h t h e 

b e l i e f s o f o t h e r c u l t u r e s t h a t l i f e can be r e c r e a t e d f r o m 

b o n e s. P 6 r r , when s t a y i n g a t a p e a s a n t ' s house, o f f e r s h i s 

g o a t s f o r t h e meal s t i p u l a t i n g t h a t t h e bones be a f t e r w a r d s 

p l a c e d on t h e g o a t s k i n s . T h i s i s done, and t h e n e x t day 

P 6 r r b r i n g s t h e a n i m a l s back t o l i f e , t h o u g h one i s lame 

due t o t h e p e a s a n t ' s son h a v i n g s p l i t t h e ham-bone t o g e t 

a t t h e marrow ( 2 1 ) . The c l o s e s t t h e vdlva comes t o bone i s 

h e r spoon o f w a l r u s t u s k . Whether t h i s i s a r e l i c o f a 

f o r g o t t e n b e l i e f i s u n c e r t a i n : w a l r u s e s a r e sometimes 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h s o r c e r e r s and s o r c e r e s s e s i n t h e sagas 

( 2 2 ) . 

W h i t e i s t h e c o l o u r o f t h e c a t ' s f u r b o t h on t h e 

headwear and i n t h e g l o v e s . Yet t h e hood o r b o n n e t i s a l s o 

made o f b l a c k l a m b s k i n and t h e c l o a k i s b l u e . B l u e i s 

r e l a t e d t o b l a c k i n shamanic d r e s s . A p p a r e n t l y w h i t e 
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s y m b o l i s e s t h e w o r l d above and b l a c k r e p r e s e n t s t h e w o r l d 

b e l o w . Shamans can be e i t h e r w h i t e o r b l a c k b u t can a l s o 

be b o t h a t t h e same t i m e . E l i a d e n o t e s t h a t i t i s n o t 

n e c e s s a r y t o r e g a r d t h e u n d e r w o r l d , t h e w o r l d b e l o w , as 

b e i n g d e f i n i t e l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h e v i l s p i r i t s . P o r b j o r g 

i n c o r p o r a t e s b o t h c o l o u r s and t h u s i s p r e s u m a b l y i n c o n t a c t 

w i t h b o t h w o r l d s . T h i s i s n o t u n u s u a l i n shamanic 

t r a d i t i o n . 

B l a c k and w h i t e may however, i n t h i s c o n t e x t , be 

i n d i c a t i v e o f t h e a m b i v a l e n t s t a t u s o f volur o r spdkonur i n 

O l d I c e l a n d i c l i t e r a t u r e . R e f e r r i n g t o t h e s t r o p h e 

p r e v i o u s l y q u o t e d f r o m t h e VoluspA, i t ends w i t h : 

ae v a r hon angan 
i l l r a r b r i i ^ a r . 

i m p l y i n g t h a t seicfr was used f o r e v i l p u r p o s e s , o r t h a t i t 

may have been i n h e r e n t l y e v i l r e g a r d l e s s o f how i t was 

u s e d . T u r v i 1 l e - P e t r e comments on ' t h a t e v i l f o r m o f magic 

c a l l e d sei^r', ' t h a t d i s r e p u t a b l e m a g i c , sei^r' ( 2 3 ) . 

Those i n v o l v e d i n w i t c h c r a f t i n t h e f a m i l y sagas d i d n o t 

u s u a l l y p r a c t i s e i t f o r t h e good o f s o c i e t y . Yet Ynglinga 

saga does n o t appea r t o condemn sei^r when i t i s b e i n g 

t a u g h t t o t h e gods a l t h o u g h as p r e v i o u s l y m e n t i o n e d i t s 

a f t e r e f f e c t s a r e n o t a l t o g e t h e r d e s i r a b l e . Eiriks saga 

rau(fa p r e s e n t s a f a i r l y f a v o u r a b l e v i e w o f t h e spAkona and 

h e r sei^r. P o r b j o r g ' s v i s i t a p p e a r s t o be s u c c e s s f u l ; she 

f o r e t e l l s t h e end o f t h e f a m i n e ; she i s happy t o answer 

q u e s t i o n s f r o m i n d i v i d u a l s ; and she p r o p h e s i e s a g r e a t 

f u t u r e f o r G u ^ r l ^ r and h e r f a m i l y . The o n l y p e r s o n 

a c t i v e l y a g a i n s t P o r b j o r g ' s p r e s e n c e a t P o r k e l l ' s f a r m was 

P o r b j o r n ; h i s p r o t e s t i s s i m p l y s t a t e d by h i s absence w h i c h 
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we o n l y l e a r n a b o u t a f t e r w a r d s when t h e volva l e a v e s : 

pd v a r s e n t e p t i r P o r b i r n i , p v i a t 
hann v i l d i e i g i heima v e r a , medan s H k 
h i n d r v i t n i v a r f r a m i d , 

( c h . 4 p.209) 

I n g e n e r a l , t h e r e i s no o v e r w h e l m i n g a t m o s p h e r e o f 

d i s a p p r o v a l o r c o n d e m n a t i o n i n t h e c h a p t e r . 

I n t h e i r i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e P e n g u i n e d i t o n o f Eiriks 

saga rau(5a, Magnus Magnusson and Hermann P d l s s o n comment on 

t h e s t y l e o f t h e o r i g i n a l t e x t . I t 'has an a i r o f 

c o n s c i o u s s c h o l a r s h i p ' w h i c h r e v e a l s , t h e y f e e l , t h e hand 

o f an ' a n t i q u a r i a n ' ( 2 4 ) . Such a w r i t e r w o u l d have had an 

h i s t o r i a n ' s i n t e r e s t i n P o r b j o r g , a p r o p h e t e s s f r o m t h e o l d 

r e l i g i o n . P e r h a p s t h i s i s why we have so much i n f o r m a t i o n 

r e g a r d i n g h e r o u t f i t h e r e . How a c c u r a t e h i s d e s c r i p t i o n i s 

w o u l d be d i f f i c u l t t o d e t e r m i n e . I f she was p r e s e r v e d i n 

o r a l l i t e r a t u r e , t h e f o r m o f h e r d r e s s may have changed as 

t i m e went on. Today, i n S i b e r i a , t h e costume o f a shaman 

can b e a r l i t t l e r e l a t i o n t o t h e o r i g i n a l e l a b o r a t e and 

comp l e x o u t f i t s ; much o f t h i s r i t u a l i s t i c d r e s s has 

d i s a p p e a r e d . However t h i s i s n o t p r i m a r i l y an a t t e m p t t o 

p r o v e o r d i s p r o v e P o r b j o r g ' s s t a t u s as a shaman. The t e x t 

i s n o t b e i n g e x a m i n e d as a p o s s i b l e a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l s o u r c e 

b u t r a t h e r as a means o f e l u c i d a t i n g c e r t a i n a s p e c t s w h i c h 

m i g h t have been r e c o g n i s e d by a c o n t e m p o r a r y a u d i e n c e o f 

t h e s a g a s . 

' S h a m a n i s t i c f e a t u r e s ' a r e w i t h o u t d o u b t p r e s e n t . The 

o v e r a l l e f f e c t o f t h e shaman's costume was t o i m p r e s s t h e 

a u d i e n c e w i t h t h e a u t h o r i t y , t h e m y s t e r y o f h i s o r h e r 

c r a f t . The v i v i d d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e G r e e n l a n d p r o p h e t e s s 
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w o u l d i n i t s own way i m p r e s s t h e a u d i e n c e o f t h i s saga, b u t 
t h e w r i t e r was r e l y i n g t o a g r e a t e x t e n t on t h e i r 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e r e l i g i o u s s y m b o l i s m . 
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Chapter Seventeen 
LAXDOELA SAGA 

Th i s saga c o n t a i n s s e v e r a l episodes i n v o l v i n g dress 

which seem t o m e r i t c l o s e r e x a m i n a t i o n . Some of these have 

been di s c u s s e d i n o t h e r c h a p t e r s such as 'Head-dress', 

' G i f t of F r i e n d s h i p ? ' . A few i n s t a n c e s however are not 

p a r t o f any k i n d o f d e f i n a b l e m o t i f w i t h i n the 

Islendingasdgur. They have t o be i n t e r p r e t e d s o l e l y w i t h i n 

the c o n t e x t i n which they occur i n Laxdoela - t h e r e being 

no o t h e r l i k e l y p a r a l l e l or s i m i l a r i t y i n o t h e r f a m i l y 

sagas t o shed any l i g h t on t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . At times, 

examining some of these r e m a i n i n g episodes can i n d i c a t e the 

d i v e r s e sources of m a t e r i a l used by a s a g a - w r i t e r . 

Laxdoela saga was p r o b a b l y w r i t t e n soon a f t e r 1245 (1) and 

i t i s i m p o r t a n t t o bear t h i s i n mind when l o o k i n g at some 

of the f o l l o w i n g episodes. 

1. Melkorka ch. 12-13 p.22-28 

When Hoskuldr t r a v e l s abroad, he a t t e n d s an assembly i n 

Norway. He approaches a merchant who, among o t h e r t h i n g s , 

has s l a v e s f o r s a l e . Hoskuldr i s a t t r a c t e d by a g i r l , 

b e a u t i f u l though ilia klxdd. She i s more expensive than 

the o t h e r women but Hoskuldr buys her, the merchant warning 

him t h a t she appears t o be c o m p l e t e l y dumb. Hoskuldr 

sleeps w i t h h i s new concubine and the f o l l o w i n g day 

p r o v i d e s her w i t h b e t t e r c l o t h i n g . I t was remarked when 

she had dressed h e r s e l f t h a t henni sem^i go^ klse^i. 

Melkorka accompanies her owner back t o I c e l a n d , 



288 

becomes p a r t o f h i s household and give s b i r t h t o h i s son, 
O l d f r . But at home Hoskuldr does not pay much a t t e n t i o n t o 
her and when h i s w i f e , J6runn, i n s i s t s t h a t the slave p u l l 
her w eight i n the house, she i s assigned c e r t a i n d u t i e s . 
She has t o serve her master and m i s t r e s s , i n c l u d i n g w a i t i n g 
on J6runn p e r s o n a l l y . One morning Hoskuldr comes upon 
Melkorka alone w i t h her c h i l d and he i s s u r p r i s e d t o hear 
h i s 'dumb' concubine t a l k i n g t o the boy. When pressed f o r 
the t r u t h , Melkorka r e v e a l s her name, her background and 
how she came t o be s o l d i n t o s l a v e r y . She comes from a 
noble I r i s h f a m i l y and her f a t h e r i s King M y r k j a r t a n i n 
I r e l a n d . 

Margaret Arent Madelung i n her study o f Laxdoela saga 

(2) suggests t h a t the purchase of a noble s l a v e , the rescue 

of an u n f o r t u n a t e woman of h i g h b i r t h by the man who 

su b s e q u e n t l y becomes her 'husband', co u l d ' d e r i v e from 

Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar\ Chapter F i f t y - t w o (3) of t h i s 

saga r e l a t e s how L o ^ i n n , v i s i t i n g a market i n E i s t l a n d , 

r e c o g n i s e s A s t r the widow of King T r y g g v i . Described 

as ilia klsedd, she i s be i n g s o l d as a slave and begs Lo^inn 

t o buy her and r e s t o r e her t o her f a m i l y . He agrees on the 

c o n d i t i o n t h a t she consents t o marry him. Though i t could 

be s a i d t h a t Melkorka was not Hoskuldr's w i f e , s i n c e he was 

a l r e a d y m a r r i e d , yet the r o l e o f concubine i s s i m i l a r , 

(A.C. Bouman r e f e r s t o her as the 'second w i f e ' ( 4 ) ) . 

Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar, i n S n o r r i S t u r l u s o n ' s 

Heimskringla dates from about 1230-1236, so i t i s q u i t e 

p o s s i b l e t h a t the w r i t e r o f Laxdoela c o u l d have been 

f a m i l i a r w i t h t h i s account. 
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A f t e r the d i s c o v e r y of Melkorka's d i s t i n g u i s h e d 

l i n e a g e , Hoskuldr looks on her w i t h more favour but J6runn 

i s s c e p t i c a l about i t a l l . M a t t e r s reach a head one 

evening when Melkorka appears t o be h e l p i n g her m i s t r e s s t o 

undress. J6runn, presumably i n a f i t of j e a l o u s y , begins 

t o beat her w i t h some s t o c k i n g s . 

... er J6runn gekk at s o f a , toga^Ti 
Melkorka af henni ok l a g j i skdklse^in d 
g 6 1 f i t . J6runn t 6 k sokkana ok k e y r ^ i 
um h o f u ^ h e n n i . 

(p.27-28) 

Melkorka's response i s t o h i t Jorunn hard on the nose and 

Hoskuldr has t o s t e p i n and separate the two women. The 

p a r t i c u l a r use o f s t o c k i n g s appears s l i g h t l y odd, though i t 

does suggest an element of i n t i m a c y i n d i c a t i v e of the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p which binds the t h r e e p a r t i c i p a n t s t o g e t h e r . 

There i s however a p o s s i b l e source f o r t h i s i n c i d e n t 

i n the eddaic poem, Gu^rHnarkvi^a I ( 5 ) . Herborg, the 

Queen of the Huns, has been made a hafta - 'female 

p r i s o n e r , bondwoman' (CV) as a r e s u l t of c e r t a i n wars. 

L i k e Melkorka, Herborg has t o w a i t upon a m i s t r e s s , p a r t o f 

her d u t i e s i n v o l v i n g the b i n d i n g on of shoes. And i n a 

s i m i l a r f a s h i o n the j e a l o u s m i s t r e s s a t t a c k s the s e r v a n t : 

9. v a r ^ ec hapta oc hernuma 
sams m i s s e r i s s i ^ a n v e r ^ a ; 
s k y l d a ec s k r e y t a oc scua binda 
h e r s i s qvdn h v e r i a n morgin. 

10. Hon o e g ^ i m6r af a f b r y ^ i , 
oc horoom mic hoggom k e y r ^ i ; 
fann ec hiisguma h v e r g i i n b e t r a , 
enn h i i s f r e y i o h v e r g i v e r r i . 

(6) 

Herborg's p o s s i b l y c l o s e r r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the l o r d i s 

h i n t e d at i n the second stanza when she p r a i s e s him w h i l e 
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d e n i g r a t i n g the m i s t r e s s . Obvious l i n k s between t h i s poem 
and Laxdoela a r e : the noble s l a v e aspect; r e l a t e d apparel 
of s t o c k i n g s / s h o e s ; r e l a t i o n s h i p between master and s l a v e ; 
a w i f e v e n t i n g her j e a l o u s rage on her r i v a l . Both Herborg 
and Melkorka endure the same 'woeful s e r v i c e ' ( 7 ) . 

2. Gu^riln 6 s v l f s d 6 t t i r and I>6rcrr Ingunnarson. 
ch. 34-35 p.93-98. 

Outrun and P6r^r are a t t r a c t e d t o one another; I>6r^r v i s i t s 

her o f t e n and a c l o s e f r i e n d s h i p develops. U n f o r t u n a t e l y 

b o t h are a l r e a d y m a r r i e d - Gu^'run t o I^orvaldr H a l l d 6 r s s o n , 

P6r<^r t o Au^r. On one occasion d u r i n g an argument P o r v a l d r 

h i t s Gu^riin on the f a c e . When she l a t e r t e l l s P6r^r about 

t h i s , he g i v e s her some a d v i c e : 

'H6r kann ek g o t t r d ^ t i l . Ger^u 
honum s k y r t u ok brautgangs hofu^smdtt 
ok seg s k i l i t v i ^ hann f y r i r pessar 
sakar.' 

(p.94) 

Brottganga (fern) t r a n s l a t e s as ' d e p a r t u r e ' ; brottgangr 

(masc) appears t o r e f e r t o d i v o r c e as w e l l , though Laxdoela 

i s the o n l y source mentioned i n Cleasby/Vigfusson f o r t h i s 

a d d i t i o n a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ( 8 ) . The p o i n t behind t h i s i s 

t h a t P o r v a l d r , w e a r i n g such a s h i r t , would be thus dressed 

i n women's c l o t h e s . Men wore t h e i r s h i r t s h i g h up t o the 

neck, women's were cut much lower. I t appears t o be 

c o n s i d e r e d , a c c o r d i n g t o P 6 r ^ r ' s l a t e r comment, t h a t a 

woman c o u l d d i v o r c e her husband i f he wore a garment which 

exposed h i s n i p p l e s . 

Outrun goes a l o n g w i t h P6rS'r's s u g g e s t i o n , o b t a i n s a 

d i v o r c e and r e t u r n s t o her f a t h e r ' s home. Some time l a t e r 

she t r a v e l s t o the assembly i n the same company as P6r^ r . 
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As they r i d e t o g e t h e r . Outrun broaches the s u b j e c t of 
I>6rcJr's w i f e : 

... pd mselti Gudriin; 'Hvdrt er pat 
s a t t , Pdrdr, at Au5r, kona p i n , er 
j a f n a n 1 br6kum, ok s e t g e i r i 1, en 
v a f i t s p j o r r u m mjok i skiia n i ^ r ? ' 
Hann kvazk e k k i h afa t i l pess f u n d i t . 
' L l t i t b r a g ^ mun pd a t , ' s e g i r GuSrUn, 
'ef pti f i n n r e i g i , ok f y r i r hvat s k a l 
hon pd h e i t a Brdka-Aud'r? ' 
P6rdr maelti; *V6r setlum hana l i t l a 
hxib svd hafa v e r i t k a l l a S a . ' 
Gu&rtin s v a r a r : ' H i t t s k i p t i r hana enn 
meir a , at hon e i g i p e t t a nafn l e n g i 
s i dan. ' 
E p t i r pat k6mu menn t i l p i n g s ; er par 
a l l t t l ^ e n d a l a u s t . Pdrdr var longum i 
bii(? Gests ok t a l a r i j a f n a n vicF 
Gu^riinu. F i n n dag s p u r d i I>6r3r 
Ingunnarson Gu&riinu, hvat konu 
v a r d a d i , ef hon vaeri 1 br6kum j a f n a n 
svd sem k a r l a r . 
Gu&run s v a r a r ; ' S l i k t v i t i d konum at 
skapa f y r i r pat d s i t t h6f sem 
k a r l m a n n i , ef hann h e f i r hofud'smdtt 
svd m i k l a , at s j d i g e i r v o r t u r bans 
b e r a r , brautgangssok h v d r t t v e g g j a . ' 
Pd maelti Pdr^r: 'Hvdrt rae^r pd m6r, a t 
ek s e g j a s k i l i t v i ^ Audi h6r d p i n g i 
ecTa 1 h e r a ^ i , ok gera ek pat vib 
f l e i r i manna rd&, p v l at menn eru 
s k a p s t 6 r i r , p e i r er s6r mun p y k k j a 
misboS'it 1 pessu?' 
Gu^riin s v a r a r stundu sid'ar: 'Aptans 
bld"r 6f rams sok. ' 
5>d s p r a t t I>6r^r pegar upp ok gekk t i l 
Logbergs ok n e f n d i S6T v d t t a , at hann 
s e g i r s k i l i t vic^ A u ^ i , ok fann pat t i l 
saka, at hon skarsk 1 s e t g e i r a b r o e k r 
sem k a r l k o n u r . Broe^rum Au^ar l l k a r 
i l i a , ok er p6 k y r r t . 

(p.95-96) 

Again the apparent cause of d i v o r c e i s the a c c u s a t i o n 

o f w e a r i n g garments b e l o n g i n g t o the o p p o s i t e sex. Yet, as 

E i n a r 0 1 . Sveinsson observes, t h e r e i s no mention i n Grdgds 

t h a t such a reason c o u l d be used as a case f o r d i v o r c e ( 9 ) . 

What i s made c l e a r i n t h i s body of law i s t h a t f o r a woman 

to wear men's c l o t h i n g or t o cut her h a i r i n a masculine 

f a s h i o n i s s u f f i c i e n t f o r her t o be sentenced t o l e s s e r 
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o u t l a w r y . A s i m i l a r s t i p u l a t i o n a l s o a p p l i e d t o men who 
put on women's dress ( 1 0 ) . 

But, as f a r as we can t e l l by the t e x t , i n n e i t h e r 

episode does the d i v o r c e d spouse a c t u a l l y wear the 

o f f e n d i n g garments p r i o r t o the d i v o r c e . There i s some 

evidence t h a t these c o n v e r s a t i o n s between Outrun and P6r^r 

i n v o l v e the use of c e r t a i n terms and language i n a 

f i g u r a t i v e r a t h e r than l i t e r a l form. When P6r5r f i r s t 

a d v ises Gudriin, she acquiesces w i t h h i s s u g g e s t i o n : Eigi 

mselti GudriSn i mdti pessu ... (p. 94). She c o u l d be t a c i t l y 

a g r e e i n g t o make the s h i r t , or she cou l d be responding t o 

an u n d e r l y i n g query about her w i l l i n g n e s s t o d i v o r c e her 

husband thus f r e e i n g h e r s e l f f o r marriage t o another. To 

o b t a i n the d i v o r c e , GucTrun appears merely t o have d e c l a r e d 

her i n t e n t i o n s : 

Pat sama vdr s e g i r Gu^riin s k i l i t vid^ 
P o r v a l d ok f 6 r heim t i l Lauga. 

(p.94) 

No mention o f dress or of any s p e c i f i c grounds f o r t h i s 

a c t i o n . A l t h o u g h the laws r e g a r d i n g such l e g a l procedures 

i n i t i a t e d by women may not be as f a v o u r a b l e as f i r s t 

t hought ( 1 1 ) , i n the c o n t e x t o f the Islendingasdgur, t h e r e 

are many examples of women s u c c e s s f u l l y t a k i n g the f i r s t 

s t e p . V i g d i s i n t h i s saga i s one who: 
... sagi^i s k i l i t vicF Pdrd godda, ok 
f 6 r hon t i l fraenda s i n n a ok s a g ^ i peim 
p e t t a . P6r^r g e l l i r t 6 k e k k i v e l d 
pessu, p v l at hann var f y r i r m a ^ r 
p e i r a , ok var p6 k y r r t . 

( c h . l 6 p.37) 

The d e c l a r a t i o n i t s e l f appears i r r e v o c a b l e since the 

kinsmen however d i s p l e a s e d accept the s i t u a t i o n as f i n a l . 
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George Johnston's note t o h i s t r a n s l a t i o n of Gisla saga 

i l l u s t r a t e s the procedure f o r d i v o r c e : 

The sagas seem t o agree on r e g a r d i n g 
p r e - C h r i s t i a n d i v o r c e as a l e g a l form, 
c o n s i s t i n g of a d e c l a r a t i o n t o be made 
by e i t h e r p a r t y i n the presence of 
w i t n e s s e s . 

(12) 

Outrun c o u l d w e l l have o b t a i n e d her s e p a r a t i o n by t h i s 

s i mple method - i t i s q u i t e p o s s i b l e t h a t P o r v a l d r may have 

been g l a d t o get r i d of a d i f f i c u l t and expensive w i f e ! 

On the road t o the A l p i n g i Outrun, now a f r e e woman, 

r a i s e s the s u b j e c t w i t h P6r^r u s i n g p a r a l l e l terms. I>6r^r 

appears t o be i n t o t a l ignorance o f h i s w i f e ' s o f f e n d i n g 

dress - hann kvazk ekki hafa til pess fundit. This i m p l i e s 

t h a t Gu^riin had asked a r h e t o r i c a l q u e s t i o n ; i t i s not 

Au^r's c l o t h i n g she i s i n t e r e s t e d i n ; Outrun, now a f r e e 

woman, wants some k i n d o f r e c i p r o c a l commitment from 

f>6r^r. D u r i n g the assembly, I>6r^r again discusses the 

s u b j e c t w i t h Outrun, t h i s time i t i s he who appears i n need 

of c o n f i r m a t i o n , assurance from her. He asks her advice on 

l e g a l m a t t e r s but i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o convince us t h a t t h i s 

man, d e s c r i b e d as a sakama^r mikill i n Chapter T h i r t y - t w o , 

now needs the a s s i s t a n c e o f a young g i r l of about twenty i n 

c l a r i f y i n g procedures i n law. I t i s f a r more l i k e l y t h a t , 

b e f o r e he f i n a l l y commits h i m s e l f t o t h i s a c t i o n , P6r^r 

wants t o be sure t h a t i t w i l l be w o r t h i t , t h a t Outrun w i l l 

s u b s e q u e n t l y marry him. His w i f e i s a f t e r a l l of a wealthy 

f a m i l y and h i s a c t i o n w i l l cause some o f f e n c e t o her 

kinsmen. T h i s time the grounds f o r the d i v o r c e are 

a c t u a l l y mentioned, but t h a t does not e l i m i n a t e the 

im p r e s s i o n t h a t i t i s j u s t a d e v i c e , a f a b r i c a t i o n arranged 
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by Gu^riin and P 6 r ^ r : 

Here a woman i s wro n g l y accused o f 
hav i n g worn breeches, i e . men's 
c l o t h i n g , and her husband uses the 
a c c u s a t i o n as a p r e t e x t f o r d i v o r c e . 

(13) 

Almost i m m e d i a t e l y a f t e r w a r d s P6r^r arranges t o marry 

Gu^rdn; t h e r e i s no o b j e c t i o n and we are t o l d t h a t t h i s 

u n i o n var 

As a l r e a d y s t a t e d a law r e g a r d i n g t h i s method of 

d i v o r c e has not been found. However, a p o i n t has been made 

about the use of laws by s a g a - w r i t e r s i n order t o develop a 

c o n f 1 i c t : 

When a saga c i t e s a law t h a t i s not 
found i n , or c o n t r a d i c t s , the medieval 
c o d i c e s , we may assume one of two 
t h i n g s : e i t h e r t h a t the saga law was 
indeed o l d but had f a l l e n out of use 
by the medieval p e r i o d , or t h a t i t 
never e x i s t e d and was f a b r i c a t e d by 
the a u t h o r t o e x p l a i n a c o n f l i c t . 

(14) 

Maybe the w r i t e r o f Laxdoela is i n v o k i n g an a n c i e n t but 

unrecorded law, but he/she c o u l d a l s o be e x a g g e r a t i n g or 

e m b r o i d e r i n g c e r t a i n aspects f o r h i s own l i t e r a r y purposes. 

Au^r's b r o t h e r s are angry at the i n s u l t t o t h e i r 

kinswoman, but appear t o do l i t t l e about i t . Au(^r takes 

the m a t t e r i n t o her own hands. She d i s c o v e r s when P6r^r i s 

l i k e l y t o be at home w i t h few men around him and i n s t r u c t s 

her shepherd boy t o prepare horses and t o accompany her: 

Smalasveinn gerc^i, sem hon bau^, ok 
nokkuru f y r i r s 6 1 a r f a l l st6 Au^r d 
bak, ok var hon pd at v i s u 1 br6kum. 
Smalasveinn r e i ^ o^rum h e s t i ok gat 
v a r l a f y l g t h e n n i , svd k n i i ^ i hon f a s t 
re i ̂ i n a . 

(p.97) 

They a r r i v e at Laugar and AU^T goes i n t o the house, t o the 
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b e d c l o s e t where PorcTr i s s t i l l s l e e p i n g . She wakes him up 

and as he t u r n s towards her, Au^r s t r i k e s him w i t h a s h o r t 

sword and var^ hann sdrr & bd^um geirvortum. She leaves 

him b a d l y wounded and r i d e s home. O s v l f r f i n d s the i n j u r e d 

man, bi n d s h i s wounds and when Pdrc^r i d e n t i f i e s h i s 

a t t a c k e r as Aut^r, O s v l f r o f f e r s t o pursue her. But I>6r^r 

does not w i s h f o r vengeance: 

Pbr^r kvacT pat f j a r r i s k u l d u f a r a ; 
s a g ^ i hana s H k t hafa at g o r t , sem hon 
d t t i . 

(p.98) 

Because of the d i l a t o r i n e s s of her b r o t h e r s , Au^r has been 

f o r c e d i n t o the male r o l e ( symbolised by the t r o u s e r s ) , 

avenging the i n s u l t t o h e r s e l f by the p h y s i c a l , v i o l e n t 

means u s u a l l y performed by men. 

Of course t h i s method of revenge n e a t l y completes the 

l i t e r a r y p a t t e r n t h a t has been emerging. P a r a l l e l s have 

been developed which complement each o t h e r : 

Moreover, not o n l y do the grounds f o r 
the d i v o r c e s (unseemly c l o t h i n g ) 
p a r a l l e l one ano t h e r , but a l s o the 
matching of Aud's r e t a l i a t i o n t o 
Thord's de v i c e develops the comparison 
f u r t h e r . 

(15) 

Thus we have: 

Gu^run/divorce - s h i r t exposing n i p p l e s - Por^r's advice 
f > o r ^ r / d i v o r c e - men's t r o u s e r s - Gu^run's advice 

Aucfr/vengeance - t r o u s e r s / n i p p l e s 

As a l i t e r a r y d e v i c e , i t i s e n t e r t a i n i n g , i t c e r t a i n l y 

catches the reader's a t t e n t i o n . A c i r c u l a r e f f e c t has been 

c r e a t e d and GucTrun and I>6r^r, the major p a r t i c i p a n t s are 

bound w i t h i n t h a t c i r c l e . T h i s emphasises t h e i r close 

r e l a t i o n s h i p , t h e i r c o l l u s i o n on the d i v o r c e i s s u e , t h e i r 
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a f f e c t i o n and c o m p a t i b i l i t y . AU^T , the r e j e c t e d w i f e , 
though she completes the c i r c l e w i t h her a c t i o n i s o u t s i d e 
the bond of a f f e c t i o n . She has the reader's sympathy - and 
r e s p e c t - f o r her attempt t o r e g a i n her own s e l f - e s t e e m . 

3. GucTrun and the k i l l i n g o f B o l l i P o r l e i k s s o n . 
ch.55 p.165-168 

Blood vengeance f o r the death of K j a r t a n has been delayed 

due t o the c o n c i l a t o r y a t t i t u d e o f h i s f a t h e r O l d f r p d i . 

O l a f r d i e s and h i s w i f e , P o r g e r ^ r , i s by no means so 

p e a c e f u l ; she goads her sons on t o avenge t h e i r b r o t h e r . 

They choose a time and o p p o r t u n i t y when they know t h a t 

B o l l i i s alone w i t h Outrun i n the s h i e l i n g , h i s men having 

been sent about t h e i r tasks on the farm. When B o l l i 

becomes aware of the men o u t s i d e , he sends Outrun away 

d e s p i t e her p r o t e s t s . Gu^riin leaves the s h i e l i n g and: 

Hon gekk ofan f y r i r brekkuna t i l 
l o e k j a r pess, er par f e l l , ok t 6 k at 
pvd l ^ r e p t s i n . 

B o l l i faces the a t t a c k and though wounded by Lambi 

P o r b j o r n s s o n , i t i s H e l g i HarJbeinsson who giv e s him the 

f a t a l wound. At P o r g e r ^ r ' s i n s t i g a t i o n , B o l l i i s 

d e c a p i t a t e d - much t o her d e l i g h t : Porger^r baS hann heilan 

njdta handa. Now Gu^riin r e t u r n s from the stream: 

Outrun gengr pd neS^an f r d loeknum ok 
t i l t a l s v i ^ pd H a l l d 6 r ok s p u r ^ i , 
hvat t i l t i ^ e n d a h a f ^ i gorzk i skiptum 
p e i r a B o l l a . P e i r s e g j a s l i k t , sem 1 
haf^^i gorzk. 
Outrun var i n d m k y r t l i , ok viO 
v e f j a r - u p p h l u t r p r o n g r , en s v e i g r 
m i k i l l d h o f ^ i . Hon h a f ^ i k n y t t um 
s i k blaeju, ok v d r u 1 mork b i d ok t r o f 
f y r i r enda. 
H e l g i Har^'beinsson gekk at Guarunu ok 
t6k blffijuendann ok p e r r ^ i blbcT af 
s p j 6 t i n u p v i i n u sama, er hann l a g ^ i 
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B o l l i 1 gegnum mecT. Gu^riin l e i t t i l 
bans ok b r o s t i vid". 
J>d maelti H a l l d 6 r r : ' p e t t a er 
i l l m a n n l i g a g o r t ok g r i m m l i g a . ' 
H e l g i had hann e i g i par harma, - 'pvi 
at ek hygg p a t , ' s e g i r hann, 'at u n d i r 
pessu blaejuhorni b u i minn h o f u ^ s b a n i ' . 

Gu<3"rtin's dress i t s e l f i s unusual by saga standards. 

Her t i g h t kyrtill i s made of ndmdukr - a k i n d of c l o t h ; i t 

seems l i k e l y the garment was made a c c o r d i n g t o f o r e i g n 

customs. F a l k b e l i e v e s t h a t the l a r g e head-dress was some 

form o f krdkfaldr ( 1 6 ) . The marks on the blasja could be 

taken as woven c o l o u r or as embroidery; trof fyrir enda 

i n d i c a t e s a k i n d o f f r i n g e at the ends ( 1 7 ) . Here we have 

an o u t f i t w hich seems s i n g u l a r l y i n a p p r o p r i a t e f o r washing 

c l o t h e s i n a stream by a s h i e l i n g . 

Arent Madelung has examined Gu^riin's a c t u a l a c t i v i t y 

on t h i s o c c a s i o n and p r e v i o u s l y when B o l l i had set out t o 

a t t a c k K j a r t a n . D u r i n g the k i l l i n g o f K j a r t a n , Gu(^run was 

employed i n s p i n n i n g twelve e l l s of c l o t h . According t o 

Arent 'Gu^run's s p i n n i n g t e l l s us t h a t she was under 

t e n s i o n ' , not u n l i k e l y g i v e n her r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h the two 

men i n v o l v e d . But i n t h i s l a t e r i n c i d e n t , i n comparison -

'overtones o f tenseness are c o m p l e t e l y l a c k i n g ' ( 1 8 ) . This 

i s t r u e t o a c e r t a i n e x t e n t . An aura of c o n t r o l l e d calm 

seems t o envelope Gudrtin and her t i g h t , f o r m a l dress 

c o n t r i b u t e s t o t h i s e f f e c t . Her almost casual walk to the 

scene, her q u i e t c o n v e r s a t i o n w i t h the k i l l e r s , her 

c o n t r o l l e d s m i l e , her l a c k o f r e a c t i o n t o H e l g i ' s 

d i s g r a c e f u l g e s t u r e - a l l combine t o produce an impression 

o f dangerous, almost s i n i s t e r c o n t r o l . But t h i s i n i t s e l f 

c r e a t e s an a i r of t e n s i o n and the sedate s e l f - p o s s e s s i o n of 
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Outrun c o n t r a s t s s t r i k i n g l y w i t h Porge r ^ r ' s r u t h l e s s , 
u n r e m i t t i n g hunger f o r v i o l e n t revenge. This could suggest 
t h a t Gu^riin accepts the death o f B o l l i w i t h l i t t l e emotion. 
B o l l i had h i m s e l f commented p r e v i o u s l y t h a t h i s death would 
not be a cause of g r e a t g r i e f t o Gu^riin (ch,49 p. 155). The 
atmosphere around Gu^^run i n t h i s scene i m p l i e s a p a t i e n t , 
s e l f - c o n t r o l l e d c h a r a c t e r , but one who i s f u l l y aware of 
the i n j u r y done t o her - even i f t h a t sense of i n j u r y owes 
more t o f a m i l y p r i d e than t o love o f her husband. 

Bleeja appears t o be a s l i g h t l y p r o b l e m a t i c a l word, 

t r a n s l a t e d v a r i o u s l y as 'sash', ' s c a r f , 'apron', ' c l o t h ' , 

( 1 9 ) . Cleasby and V i g f u s s o n g i v e the f o l l o w i n g meanings: 

blseja - a f i n e c o l o u r e d c l o t h 
- a b u r i a l sheet 
- the cover o f a bed 
- cover o f an a l t a r t a b l e 

I t i s not commonly found i n the Islendingasdgur, 

though one o t h e r p l a c e s p r i n g s t o mind. I n Eyrbyggja saga, 

Porgunna's bedding i n c l u d e s enskar bleejur. When she i s 

about t o d i e she i n s t r u c t s P6roddr t o burn a l l the 

b e d c l o t h e s pvi at pat mun engum manni at nytjum ver^a 

( p . 142). D e s p i t e t h i s w a r ning P u r f i ^ r , h i s w i f e , persuades 

him t o l e t her keep c e r t a i n items: 

... en hon t 6 k t i l s i n k u l t ok blsejur 
ok d r s a l i n n a l l a n 

(ch.51 p.143) 

I t i s a f t e r t h i s t h a t the h a u n t i n g s begin t o occur at 

Fr6(^d. Many d i e as a r e s u l t i n c l u d i n g P6roddr. Porgunna's 

blseja as a p a r t o f the bedding p l a y s a r o l e i n t h i s . I t i s 

not u n t i l K j a r t a n has b u r n t i t , a l o ng w i t h a l l the 

r e m a i n i n g b e d - f u r n i s h i n g s , t h a t the house i s f i n a l l y f r e e 
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from s u p e r n a t u r a l i n f l u e n c e s . 

O b v i o u s l y i t i s the a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h the Hebridean 

woman which endows the blwja w i t h such f a t a l p r o p e r t i e s i n 

t h i s case. On the o t h e r hand i n the Poetic Edda, blasja is 

a l s o mentioned i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h death. I n Sigur^arkviS'a 

hin skamma, B r y n h i l d r o f f e r s t h i s i t e m along w i t h o t h e r 

p r e c i o u s o b j e c t s t o any of her women who w i l l accompany her 

i n death: 

'Nu s k o l o ganga, p e i r er g u l l v i l i 
oc minna p v i at m6r p i g g i a ; 
ec gef h v e r r i um h r o ^ i t s i g l i , 
b6c oc blaeio, b i a r t a r v a ^ i r . ' 

(20) 

Gu^riinarkvi^a I has a blseja i n the sense of a shroud, a 

c o v e r i n g f o r the corpse of SigurS'r: 

S v i p t i hon blaeio af S i g u r ^ i 
oc v a t t v engi f y r v i f s knidm: 

(21) 

These may be v e r y tenuous l i n k s but they do seem t o 

p o i n t t o the p o s s i b i l i t y o f blseja having some symbolic 

v a l u e a s s o c i a t e d w i t h death or m i s f o r t u n e , e s p e c i a l l y as 

the a u t h o r ' s use of i t i n the c o n t e x t of t h i s scene i n 

Laxdoela i s e x t r e m e l y unusual i f not unique i n the 

Is 1endingasogur. 

Whatever the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of blseja, H e l g i ' s a c t i o n 

o f w i p i n g h i s spear on i t i s not approved o f by h i s 

companion H a l l d 6 r r O l d f s s o n . We are e n l i g h t e n e d r e g a r d i n g 

H e l g i ' s p r o p h e t i c comment i n the f o l l o w i n g chapter when 

Outrun g i v e s b i r t h t o B o l l i ' s son - the one who w i l l 

e v e n t u a l l y avenge h i s f a t h e r ' s death by k i l l i n g H e l g i . 

A l t h o u g h t h i s may appear t o be an i m a g i n a t i v e l i t e r a r y 
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devi c e on the p a r t o f the a u t h o r , i t i s thought t h a t he may 

have used and e l a b o r a t e d upon a contemporary event. I n 

Pdr^ar saga kakala (Sturlunga saga), A s b j o r n Gu^mundarson, 

an unpleasant c h a r a c t e r k i l l s a man and: 

SlS'an kom a t ^ V i g d l s Markiissd6t t i r , 
kona bans. A s b j o r n p e r r ^ i s v e r ^ i t 
b l 6 ^ u g t k klae^um hennar, en hon bai^ 
peim margra f y r i r b 6 n a ok haS gud" hefna 
s k j 6 t t s l n a m6tger^. 

(22) 

T h i s i s taken t o be a f a c t u a l event which occurred i n 

1244. E i n a r 0 1 . Sveinsson t h i n k s i t i s q u i t e p o s s i b l e t h a t 

the author o f Laxdoela had heard about t h i s i n c i d e n t and 

s i n c e i t gave him an o p p o r t u n i t y t o i n t r o d u c e the prophecy 

he used i t as a model, d e v e l o p i n g the f a c t s a c c o r d i n g t o 

h i s own s t y l e and i m a g i n a t i o n ( 2 3 ) . There i s no h i s t o r i c a l 

b a s i s f o r t h i s whole t r a i n of events i n the t e n t h c e n t u r y 

s e t t i n g o f Laxdoela; H e l g i Har^beinsson i s an e n t i r e l y 

f i c t i t i o u s c h a r a c t e r and i t e n t a i l s 'an i m p o s s i b l e 

c h r o n o l o g y ' (24) f o r B o l l i B o l l a s o n t o be i n v o l v e d i n 

avenging h i s f a t h e r i n the manner d e s c r i b e d l a t e r by the 

a u t h o r . We have here a techn i q u e which Carol Clover r e f e r s 

t o as a ' m a t e r i a l p r o j e c t i o n ' - 'the reassignment i n masked 

form o f contemporary events t o the t e n t h c e n t u r y ' ( 2 5 ) . 

She c i t e s two examples; one i s the b u r n i n g o f N j d l l , the 

o t h e r t h i s scene i n Laxdoela. Apart from the p h y s i c a l 

a c t i o n , another p a r a l l e l between the event and the l i t e r a r y 

scene i s the prophecy which i s f u l f i l l e d i n both cases -

A s b j o r n drowns soon a f t e r k i l l i n g V i g d i s ' husband. 

On the o t h e r hand the v e r s i o n o f Pdr^ar saga kakalo-

which i n c l u d e s the m o t i f o f d r y i n g a weapon on a woman's 
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c l o t h e s occurs o n l y i n the Krdksfjar^arbok marwiscvipt; the 
Reykjarfjar^arbdk v e r s i o n omits t h i s d r a m a t i c d e t a i l ( 2 6 ) . 
I t may be t h a t the presence of t h i s i n c i d e n t i n 
Krdksfjar^arbdk i s due t o the author e l a b o r a t i n g , i n a 
l i t e r a r y manner, on a more f a c t u a l account ( 2 7 ) . I f t h i s 
i s the case, and s i n c e the w r i t t e n r ecords of t h i s i n c i d e n t 
are dated a f t e r 1275, then the w r i t e r of Laxdoela saga 
c o u l d not have been i n f l u e n c e d by the supposed a c t i o n of 
A s b j o r n as recorded i n Krdksfjar^arbdk. I t may i n f a c t be 
t h a t the l a t t e r t e x t was i t s e l f i n f l u e n c e d by Laxdoela, but 
i t i s a l s o p o s s i b l e t h a t b o t h a u t h o r s were indep e n d e n t l y 
u s i n g a t r a d i t i o n a l m o t i f . 

There i s a c e r t a i n a m b i g u i t y i n H e l g i ' s comment: ' t h a t 

under t h i s v e r y sash l i e s the one who w i l l take my l i f e ' 

( 2 8 ) . G e n e r a l l y i t has been taken t o r e f e r t o the unborn 

B o l l i B o l l a s o n but the c l o t h i s a l s o wrapped around Outrun 

and i t i s she who engineers the e x p e d i t i o n a g a i n s t H e l g i . 

She does i n f a c t p l a y a s i m i l a r r o l e t o P o r g e r ^ r . Gu^run's 

hvot, her goading of her sons u s i n g the b l o o d s t a i n e d 

garments of t h e i r f a t h e r , d r i v e s them i n t o a c t i o n ; i t a l s o 

r e c a l l s the manner of B o l l i ' s death - men d r i v e n i n t o 

a c t i o n by a woman. 

'Such conduct as H e l g i ' s i s o t h e r w i s e known o n l y from 

one passage i n the whole o f the s a g a - 1 i t e r a t u r e ' , s t a t e s 

E i n a r 6 l . Sveinsson ( 2 9 ) . 'One passage' r e f e r s t o Pdr^ar 

saga kakala, but t h e r e are two o t h e r t e x t s t h a t c o n t a i n 

somewhat s i m i l i a r g e s t u r e s . Svarfdasla saga r e l a t e s a scene 

where K a r l , who has j u s t k i l l e d Y n g v i l d r ' s sons, then wipes 

h i s b l o o d s t a i n e d sword on her c l o t h e s : 
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... gengr sidan t i l Y n g v i l d a r , p e r r i r 
nii sverd'it e p t i r m i S r i s k y r t u hennar 

(ch.25 p.197-198) 

Since Y n g v i l d r i s the prime o b j e c t of h i s anger, the person 

he blames f o r the death o f h i s f a t h e r , h i s i n t e n t i o n i s t o 

i n s u l t her, t o dishonour her. K a r l has b r i b e d her husband 

t o d e s e r t her, he has k i l l e d her sons - those who would 

have defended her r e p u t a t i o n and now, w i p i n g o f f the blood 

of her c h i l d r e n , the i n s u l t i s the harsher t o her as she 

has no way of r e p a y i n g i t and thus o f r e g a i n i n g her honour. 

Svarfdasla saga has had an u n c e r t a i n h i s t o r y . S t u r l a 

{>6r^arson a l l u d e s t o i t i n h i s Landndmabdk so a v e r s i o n 

must have been i n e x i s t e n c e i n the t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y , 

b e f o r e 1284. But u n f o r t u n a t e l y : 

That e a r l y v e r s i o n was r e w r i t t e n i n 
the e x t r a v a g a n t s t y l e of the 
f o u r t e e n t h c e n t u r y but has o t h e r w i s e 
d i s a p p e a r e d w i t h o u t t r a c e . 

(30) 

Now i t i s o n l y found i n p a r t from a f i f t e e n t h c e n t u r y t e x t 

and a l s o i n incomplete 'modern c o p i e s ' . The chances of 

some w r i t e r b o r r o w i n g t h i s m o t i f from Laxdoela are f a i r l y 

h i g h ; i t c o u l d have been i n c o r p o r a t e d i n t o the t e x t at any 

date a f t e r 1245. 

Kormdks saga p r e s e n t s a much m i l d e r form o f t h i s 

i n c i d e n t . S t e i n g e r ^ r and Kormdkr have had a long s t a n d i n g 

though i l l - f a t e d love a f f a i r . Steingerc^r i s now m a r r i e d t o 

P o r v a l d r t i n t e i n n . There has been some t e n s i o n between 

Po r v a r S r , her b r o t h e r - i n - l a w and Kormdkr; I>orvarc5r f e e l s 

t h a t Kormdkr pays too much a t t e n t i o n t o the w i f e o f h i s 

b r o t h e r . I t c u l m i n a t e s i n a duel between the two men which 
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Korm^kr wi n s . S t e i n g e r ^ has been w a t c h i n g the f i g h t and 

a f t e r w a r d s Kormdkr goes up t o her and: 

Hann p e r r i r af S€T s v e i t a a 
m o t t u l s k a u t i S t e i n g e r ^ a r . 

(ch.22 p.286) 

H o l l a n d e r acknowledges t h i s as a 'gesture symbolic of 

f a m i l i a r i t y ' ( 3 1 ) . Again an i n s u l t t o a woman by a man who 

has j u s t d e f e a t e d her kinsman. Though of course 

Ste inger<^r' s sympathies were most p r o b a b l y w i t h her o l d 

l o v e r , Kormdkr - a f a c t which t h i s i n t i m a t e a c t i o n a l s o 

h i n t s a t . However Kormdkr i s n o t , as w i t h the pr e v i o u s two 

i n c i d e n t s , w i p i n g b l o o d from a weapon. Although s v e i t i can 

r e p r e s e n t b l o o d , t h i s i s more of a p o e t i c sense which does 

not seem t o ap p l y here where the word would appear t o mean 

'sweat'. There i s then q u i t e a d i f f e r e n c e between t h i s 

episode and the o t h e r two. 

I n a l l t h r e e cases o c c u r i n g i n the Is 1 endingasogur, 

the woman i s the cause of the v i o l e n t a c t i o n p r e c e d i n g t h i s 

m o t i f . They have been deeply i n v o l v e d i n the events which 

lead up t o the c o n f l i c t . Gu^run, i n her t a u n t i n g o f B o l l i , 

drove him t o k i l l K j a r t a n which was i n e f f e c t h i s own death 

sentence. 

Kormdks saga i s thought t o have been w r i t t e n soon 

a f t e r 1200, but any i n f l u e n c e on the author o f Laxdoela i s 

u n l i k e l y , the p a r a l l e l s are r e a l l y too s l i g h t . 

4. H e l g i Har^beinsson i d e n t i f i e s h i s a t t a c k e r s . 
ch.63 p.186-191 

Gu^riin e n l i s t s S n o r r i g o ^ i ' s h e l p i n o r g a n i s i n g vengeance 

f o r B o l l i . He advises her t o get P o r g i l s H o l l u s o n t o lead 



304 
the p a r t y which w i l l i n c l u d e her sons, B o l l i and P o r l e i k r . 

Because the death of some of the k i l l e r s w i l l r a i s e 

unpleasant r e p e r c u s s i o n s , S n o r r i suggests t h a t Outrun aim 

her a t t a c k at H e l g i Har^beinsson, making h i s accomplices 

pay by c u n n i n g l y i n v o l v i n g them i n the a t t a c k . 

P o r g i l s s e t s out w i t h the B o l l a s y n i r and gathers the 

p a r t y t o g e t h e r . As they approach H e l g i ' s s h e l l i n g , they 

pause f o r a meal. H e l g i ' s shepherd sees them, he rushes 

home and r e p o r t s t o h i s master. The boy d e s c r i b e s i n 

d e t a i l each man i n the group, t h e i r c l o t h e s eg. / bldri 

kapu, i svortum brokum, hekla bid; and t h e i r p h y s i c a l 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s - tannberr, li^r d nefi, svarteygr. As he 

re c o u n t s each d e s c r i p t i o n , H e l g i i d e n t i f i e s them. Saddles 

are a l s o mentioned, j e w e l l e r y such as a g o l d r i n g , a s i l v e r 

b r a c e l e t and on one occasion a weapon, an axe. Such an 

account i s o b v i o u s l y out of c h a r a c t e r f o r a shepherd boy, 

even i n a l i t e r a r y r a t h e r than an h i s t o r i c a l c o n t e x t . I t 

i s h i g h l y u n l i k e l y t h a t he c o u l d r e c a l l such minute 

d e t a i l s , many of which ( i . e . eyes, hands) he was too f a r 

away t o observe. A l i t e r a r y device i s being used here 

whereby members of a group are i d e n t i f i e d t hrough t h e i r 

appearance and equipment by someone on the opposing s i d e . 

I t i s : 

... e s s e n t i a l l y a h i g h l y s o p h i s t i c a t e d 
literary achievement, based on a 
c l a s s i c t echnique of s t o r y - t e l l i n g 
t h a t s t r e t c h e s a l l the way back to 
Homer. 

(32) 

I n Book Three of Homer's Iliad, King Priam i s watching 

the Greek w a r r i o r s . He asks Helen about them and f o r each 
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one he makes some comment on t h e i r p h y s i c a l appearance. 

Helen, who knows them w e l l , a c c u r a t e l y i d e n t i f i e s each man 

(33) . Laxdoela saga was w r i t t e n at a p e r i o d when the 

e f f e c t s o f the riddara sogur were b e g i n n i n g t o be f e l t 

(34) . Margaret Arent Madelung f e e l s t h a t t h i s ' c l a s s i c 

t e c h n i q u e ' was p r o b a b l y ' t r a n s m i t t e d t o him [ t h e a u t h o r ] 

v i a the new c o u r t l y l i t e r a t u r e ' ( 3 5 ) . C e r t a i n l y the 

d e s c r i p t i o n o f some of the a t t a c k e r s appears indebted t o a 

c o u r t l y , r o m a n t i c t r a d i t i o n . Take the p o r t r a i t of B o l l i 

B o l l a s o n f o r i n s t a n c e : 

Par naest sat ma^r 1 gyldum socTli; sd 
var 1 s k a r l a t s k y r t 1 i rau^um ok haf<^i 
g u l l h r i n g d h e n d i , ok var k n y t t 
g u l l h l a ^ i urn hofno honum; sd ma^r 
h a f ^ i g u l t hdr, ok l i ^ a ^ i s k a l l t d 
h e r ^ a r n i ^ r ; hann var l j 6 s l i t a ^ r , ok 
l i ^ r d n e f i , ok nokkut h a f i t up framan 
n e f i t , eyg^r a l l v e l , b l d e y g r ok 
snareygr ok nokkut s k o t e y g r , 
e n n i b r e i ( ^ r ok f u l l r at vongum; hann 
h a f ^ i b r u n a s k u r ^ d h d r i , ok hann var 
v e l v a x i n n um herS^ar ok pykkr u n d i r 
hond; hann h a f ^ i a l l f a g r a hond ok 
s t e r k l i g a n handlegg, ok a l l t var hans 
I d t b r a g i " k u r t e i s l i g t , ok p v l o r ^ i l y k 
ek d, at ek h e f i engan mann s€t 
j a f n v a s k l i g a n at o l l u ; 

Kurteisi, a word of f o r e i g n o r i g i n a s s o c i a t e d w i t h European 

t a l e s o f c h i v a l r y , i s used t h r e e times o v e r a l l by the 

shepherd boy i n h i s r e p o r t ; i t i s echoed once by H e l g i . 

Pi^reks saga af Bern has been suggested as a p o s s i b l e 

p a r a l l e l or source f o r the presence of t h i s technique i n 

Laxdoela ( 3 6 ) . Compiled sometime between 1230 and 1250, 

t h i s saga i s composed o f v a r i o u s legends o f Germanic 

heroes. Chapter 304 has Sigur<^r r e l a t i n g t o King Isungr a 

scene he has j u s t observed. Outside a m a g n i f i c e n t t e n t are 

s e v e r a l s h i e l d s , Sigur<^r c a r e f u l l y d e s c r i b e s each one. I n 
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t h i s case i t i s the author who i n t e r p r e t s the d e s c r i p t i o n s : 

Oc a enum y z t a s k i l l d i er marka^r 
h e s t r oc b i o r n , par hasvir hann set 
hsest s k i o l l d Heimis. 

.... oc a f e o r ^ a s k i l l d i er a marka^ 
tong oc hamaR oc ste ^ e oc e i g i er sa 
l i t i l l s k i o l l d r . par er s k i o l l d r 
Vi^'ga. 

(37) 

I n c o n t e n t these l i t e r a r y p o r t r a y a l s v a r y , but the 

concept i s the same - i n d i v i d u a l i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of men 

w i t h i n a group th r o u g h d e t a i l s of t h e i r appearance, whether 

p h y s i c a l a t t r i b u t e s , c l o t h i n g or accoutrements. 

As w i t h the i n c i d e n t i n v o l v i n g Gu^run's c l o t h i n g t h e r e 

i s a s i m i l a r r e l a t i o n s h i p between the d e s c r i p t i o n i n 

Laxdoela and t h a t of a group t o be found i n Islendinga 

saga. I n 1232 the P o r v a l d s s y n i r and t h e i r f o l l o w e r s were 

a t t a c k e d by S t u r l a S i ghvatsson. They defended themselves 

i n s i d e a s t a c k y a r d . P r i o r t o the f i n a l a t t a c k t h i s group 

of e i g h t men are d e s c r i b e d as i n d i v i d u a l s , d e t a i l s of t h e i r 

p e r s o n a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s are g i v e n (but not of t h e i r 

c l o t h i n g ) e.g. eyg^r ve1, nefljotr nokkut, 1jdsjarpr d hdr. 

One of the b r o t h e r s , p r o b a b l y a leader of the p a r t y i s 

pre s e n t e d i n a way r e m i n i s c e n t of B o l l i B o l l a s o n : 

S n o r r i var a t j d n v e t r a . Hann var vaenn 
ma^r ok I j o s s d har ok r e t t h A r r ok ve 1 
v a x i n n ok k u r t e i s s 1 f e r ^ , har 
me^alma^r at jofnum a l d r i ok 
f r s e k n l i g r , h e i t f a s t r ok f a g r o r o r ok 
k a l l a ^ i mjok s i n n pd er hann t a l a r i 
v i ^ , ... 

(38) 

The a t t a c k by S t u r l a on these e i g h t men i s an h i s t o r i c a l 

f a c t but i t i s the author of t h i s account, S t u r l a 

I>6r^arson, who p o s s i b l y decided t o e l a b o r a t e w i t h 
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d e s c r i p t i v e d e t a i l about each i n d i v i d u a l , perhaps 
c o n c e n t r a t i n g on S n o r r i and h i s b r o t h e r as they are the 
ones k i l l e d at S t u r l a ' s i n s t i g a t i o n . S t u r l a I>6r^arson 
c o u l d have been i n f l u e n c e d by Laxdoela, or he co u l d be 
merely u s i n g a t r a d i t i o n a l , p r o b a b l y r o m a n t i c , l i t e r a r y 
d e v i c e . 

Chapter S i x t y - t h r e e o f Laxdoela g i v e s the author the 

o p p o r t u n i t y t o ' r e v e l i n forms and c o l o u r s ' ( 3 9 ) . The 

p a r t y i s a c o l o u r f u l one, each man i n d i f f e r e n t dress. The 

presence of c l o t h i n g i n the shepherd's r e p o r t i s more i n 

keeping w i t h saga t r a d i t i o n than s h i e l d s ; i t i s a c t u a l l y 

the most r e a l i s t i c and c r e d i b l e element i n the 

d e s c r i p t i o n s , the one t h i n g most l i k e l y t o be n o t i c e d and 

remembered by an obs e r v e r . As the boy progresses from one 

p o r t r a i t t o another w i t h H e l g i naming each man, an a i r of 

t e n s i o n , o f suspense develops. Though e x p e c t i n g imminent 

c o n f l i c t , the reader's a t t e n t i o n i s a r r e s t e d and drawn t o 

t h i s i l l - a s s o r t e d group. We are reminded t h a t these are 

i n d i v i d u a l s who would not n o r m a l l y consort t o g e t h e r . As 

H e l g i remarks at one p o i n t a f t e r i d e n t i f y i n g Lambi 

P o r b j a r n a r s o n : 

'... ok v e i t ek e i g i , h v i hann er i 
f o r p e i r a broe<^ra.' 

and r e g a r d i n g P o r s t e i n n s v a r t r : 

'... ok v l s t p y k k i m6r u n d a r l i g t , er 
hann er i p e s s i f e r ...' 

T h i s u n n a t u r a l a s s o c i a t i o n adds t o the sense of impending 

d i s a s t e r and t r a g e d y f o r H e l g i . 

B o l l i B o l l a s o n i s pr e s e n t e d v e r y much as the romantic 

hero at a p o i n t j u s t b e f o r e he performs h i s h e r o i c deed -
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avenging h i s f a t h e r ; and subsequently d i s p l a y i n g h i s 

kurteisi i n h i s magnanimity towards H e l g i ' s son. B o l l i i s 

the o n l y one i n a skarlat garment, a more glamorous garment 

than any of the o t h e r s have. His b r o t h e r P o r l e i k r , wears a 

gulgroenn kyrtill, a f a i r l y unusual i t e m and h i s kurteisi 

i s a l s o remarked on by the shepherd. But the r e s t of the 

p a r t y are dressed i n r e l a t i v e l y o r d i n a r y c l o t h e s as f a r as 

dress i n the f a m i l y sagas i s concerned: 

b l d r kdpa f e l l i k d p a g r d 
b l d r k y r t i l h e k l a b l d r 
s v a r t r b roekr 

T h i s i s c e r t a i n l y not i n the same c o u r t l y c l a s s as B o l l i 

whose costume and appearance are enhanced by the c o n t r a s t 

i n the d e s c r i p t i o n s . The whole episode appears t o be 

de v i s e d by the author i n order t o add t o the p r e s t i g e of 

B o l l i B o l l a s o n . 

I n v e s t i g a t i n g the element of dress i n Laxdoela saga 

g i v e s us some idea of the p o s s i b l e i n f l u e n c e s at work on 

the medieval a u t h o r . A c l o s e r a n a l y s i s of c e r t a i n 

i n c i d e n t s i l l u s t r a t e s the use of l i t e r a r y t e c h n i q u e s , o f t e n 

i n o r d e r t o m a n i p u l a t e the response of the saga's audience. 

E i n a r 0 1 . Sveinsson f e e l s t h a t , on the whole, t h i s saga 

'seems t o show a c o l l e c t i o n o f s u b j e c t - m a t t e r from v a r i o u s 

sources' which the author has e x t e n s i v e l y 'remodelled' -

and t h i s r e f l e c t s the ' s t y l e ' , the ' a r t i s t i c a b i l i t y ' of 

the w r i t e r as an i n d i v i d u a l ( 4 0 ) . 
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CONCLUSION 

The a u t h o r s o f the Islendingasdgur wrote w i t h i n a 

genre which had many f i x e d l i t e r a r y techniques e a s i l y 

u n d e r stood by t h e i r audience. Standard d e s c r i p t i o n s are 

f r e q u e n t ; set scenes r e g u l a r l y occur. The audience moved 

i n the same sphere and c u l t u r e as the w r i t e r s d i d , w i t h i n a 

r e l a t i v e l y s m a l l g e o g r a p h i c a l area. The Is 1 endingasogur 

were w r i t t e n over a l i m i t e d p e r i o d . Standard m o t i f s , 

c o n c r e t e images which expressed a b s t r a c t emotions or 

as p e c t s , c o u l d become f a m i l i a r , e a s i l y r e c o g n i s a b l e t o a 

contemporary audience. The w r i t e r s c o u l d be f a i r l y 

c o n f i d e n t of t h e i r audience being able t o p e r c e i v e any 

s u b t l e symbolism w i t h o u t much d i f f i c u l t y . 

The s a g a - w r i t e r o f t e n i n d i c a t e s which c o n t e x t , i . e . 

h e r o i c . C h r i s t i a n or r o m a n t i c , i s most prominent f o r the 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the d i f f e r e n t phenomena. He pr o v i d e s 

s i g n a l s t h r o u g h h i s v o c a b u l a r y , t h r o u g h the presence of 

symbols o t h e r than c l o t h e s and through i n c i d e n t s which bear 

obvious comparison w i t h a n c i e n t myths and legends. 

I t would be d i f f i c u l t t o conclude a f t e r t h i s survey of 

the l i t e r a r y s i g n f i c a n c e o f dress t h a t one i n f l u e n c e was 

n o t a b l y s t r o n g e r than another - i n many ways the i n d i v i d u a l 

w r i t e r s have been able t o e x p l o i t c r e a t i v e l y the v a r i o u s 

r e sources a v a i l a b l e t o them. I n some i n s t a n c e s 

p r e - c h r i s t i a n r e l i g i o n appears t o have had a s u r p r i s i n g l y 

s i g n i f i c a n t e f f e c t , but o f t e n the most prominent i n f l u e n c e 

appears t o be based i n the contemporary c u l t u r e r e g a r d l e s s 

of i t s o r i g i n a l source. There are times when an episode 
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may seem t o be an accepted l i t e r a r y device employed by one 
or more w r i t e r s . I n many cases once a number o f r e l a t e d 
i n s t a n c e s were ga t h e r e d from the Islendingasdgur, the 
method of t h e i r use i n each i n d i v i d u a l t e x t , when s t u d i e d 
as a c o l l e c t i v e whole served t o e l u c i d a t e those which, 
o f t e n t h r o u g h l a c k o f d e t a i l , had at f i r s t appeared obscure 
or of l i t t l e i mportance. 

The c h a p t e r s on c o l o u r i l l u s t r a t e the d i v e r s e sources 

from which the w r i t e r s have drawn t h e i r m a t e r i a l . White i s 

p a r t i c u l a r l y connected w i t h C h r i s t i a n i t y whereas any 

p o s s i b l e meaning l i n k e d w i t h green has e n t i r e l y d i f f e r e n t 

o r i g i n s , and symbolism a s s o c i a t e d w i t h red and bl u e appears 

r o o t e d i n s o c i a l or l i t e r a r y c o n v e n t i o n s . I n g e n e r a l , 

c o l o u r i n dress tends t o i l l u s t r a t e c h a r a c t e r r a t h e r than 

a p p e a r i n g as an omen of f u t u r e events. 

Head-dress can a l s o be an i n d i c a t i o n o f aspects o f a 

c h a r a c t e r though at t i m e s , as w i t h c o l o u r , c e r t a i n types o f 

head-dress can be seen as s i g n s o f s t a t u s . Skdpvengir 

p l a y a p a r t i n b r i e f u n f o r t u n a t e i n c i d e n t s which c o n t r i b u t e 

t o c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n when the men i n v o l v e d r e v e a l t h e i r 

n a t u r e by t h e i r r e a c t i o n s - r e a c t i o n s which are o f t e n i n 

accord w i t h t h e i r s o c i a l s t a n d i n g . 

The f i v e c h a p t e r s grouped t o g e t h e r as v a r i o u s examples 

o f the unusual use of body c l o t h i n g a l t h o u g h c o n c e n t r a t i n g 

on i n d i v i d u a l themes can o c c a s i o n a l l y be p e r c e i v e d t o have 

c e r t a i n p o i n t s i n common. The use of dress t o demonstrate 

a wearer's g r i e f f o r i n s t a n c e can be r e l a t e d t o garments 

s t a i n e d w i t h the wearer's b l o o d , as b o t h r e p r e s e n t sorrow 
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or damage t o the owner of the c l o t h e s . S i m i l a r l y the use 
of b l o o d s t a i n e d garments has a c o n n e c t i o n w i t h c l o t h e s 
which are p r e s e n t e d as g i f t s ; i n b o t h cases the items are 
b e i n g used i n r i t u a l s which imply s o c i a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y and 
o b i i g a t i o n . 

NThe s e c t i o n on c l o t h i n g and the s u p e r n a t u r a l 

h i g h l i g h t s the s t r e n g t h of i n f l u e n c e e x e r t e d by pagan 

mythology on the Is 1 endingasogur. Laxdoela saga w h i l e 

d e m o n s t r a t i n g the s u b t l e t y w i t h which a w r i t e r can use 

m o t i f s i n v o l v i n g d r e s s , a l s o shows how authors o f the 

middle and l a t e p e r i o d s were i n c r e a s i n g l y i n f l u e n c e d by 

rom a n t i c European l i t e r a t u r e . 

Throughout t h i s work each chapter p r o v i d e s i t s own 

p a r t i c u l a r c o n c l u s i o n s a c c o r d i n g t o the c o n t e x t and the 

a n a l y s i s . O v e r a l l a study of t h i s type i s of value when 

c e r t a i n i n c i d e n t s or d e s c r i p t i o n s , which seem on the 

s u r f a c e t o be e i t h e r o t i o s e or of l i t t l e r e levance to the 

t e x t , can be p r o v i d e d w i t h some form o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n or 

symbolism. I t i s by t h i s means t h a t t h e i r f u l l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e w i t h i n a saga can be more e a s i l y r e c o g n i s e d by 

the t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y r e a d e r . 
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(Chapter Seven) 

S i l v e r - g i l t pendant 

Uppland, Sweden 
8th century 

(Statens H i s t o r i s k a 
Museum, Stockholm) 

S i l v e r f i g u r e 

K l i n t a , Oland 
8th century 

(Statens H i s t o r i s k a 
Museum, Stockholm) 

Oseberg Tapestry 

Norway 

( i l l u s t r a t i o n s from: 'Everyday L i f e i n the V i k i n g Age' 
by Jacqu e l i n e Simpson, p.67, 198.) 
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1 / 

Picture-Stone. Tjangvide, Gotland, Sweden. 

( I l l u s t r a t i o n from: 'Everyday L i f e i n the 
Viking Age' by J a c q u e l i n e Simpson, p.195) 

A bride with attendents. 

From a vellum manuscript 
of J<5nsb6k dated the end 
of the 16th century, 
AM 345 f o l . ; f o l . 19v. 

( T h i s i l l u s t r a t i o n from: 
'The National Costume of 
Women i n I c e l a n d ' by 
E l s a E. GuSjonsson.) 
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