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Preface, or: How to Use This Book

‘Why Can’t Young Scholars Write Their Second Books First?’ asked Marjorie Garber, plaintively, some years ago. Her column was a rallying cry for humanities disciplines to adjust their incentive and requirement structures, so that novice scholars might bypass the tedious apprenticeship of a proficiency-proving, tenure-securing first book (which no one wants to write and even fewer want to read). Instead, she argued, professionalization should steer junior scholars directly towards the bolder, riskier originality of an intellectual master work: ‘The second book is yours. Not your adviser’s, not your committee’s. Your fantasy. Your whole and holistic creation.’ Let’s figure out how to let you write it straight away.1

If there was any irony in Garber’s title, it has been lost on me. I have taken her injunction literally (compromising only on the question of youth). The book you hold in your hands is the first I wrote, substantially completed by 2008. Unable to publish it at the time, I was, miraculously, fortunate enough to squeeze through the disciplinary credentialling process nonetheless. My second book appeared in 2015; the present volume then underwent substantial revision from 2017 before finally, happily, finding a publisher. I hope that this ageing scholar’s second first book proves to possess the kind of risk-taking, imaginative, vaulting ambition Garber would endorse.

This book deals with several topics: what to make of violence in historical fact and representation; what to make of the texts that serve as sources for historians; and, inevitably, what to make of the specific passages, mostly drawn from medieval Icelandic sagas, that provide the grist for my analysis. The book should thus be of interest to a number of potential audiences: those who study violence; those who study history; and those who study the textual heritage of medieval Iceland. These audiences may certainly overlap, but not all readers will be equally interested in all three aspects of my discussion. The main body of the text is addressed to all three audiences; all should be able to follow it without worrying about what goes on in the footnotes, which are directed at satisfying the curiosity of the specialists. Only those who, like me, enjoy diving into the minutiae of the argument (or their students, who are forced to do so) need read the footnotes.

Except as otherwise noted, all translations here are mine. In translating the sagas, I retain their distinctive, seemingly free alternation of tenses. Quotations from medieval texts follow the orthography of the editions consulted. When writing in my own voice, I normalize Old Norse names and texts to standardized, thirteenth-century spelling.

Medieval Norsemen and present-day Icelanders typically identify by patronym (e.g. Snorri Sturluson), sometimes matronym, rather than by fixed surname. Accordingly, in keeping with Icelandic practice, I refer back to persons previously identified by given name only (Snorri), and I alphabetize bibliographical references to Icelandic authors by given name, excepting those who use a true surname (e.g. Nordal, Sigurður).

I abbreviate language names routinely (ON = Old Norse; MnIce = Modern Icelandic). Biblical references follow Weber’s (1983) abbreviations. Other abbreviations are expanded in the bibliography.

Readers unfamiliar with Norse may not recognize some letters. Accented vowels are long (in MnIce, often diphthongized). The ligatures æ and œ sound (in MnIce) much like i in English ice; ǫ, ö, and ø are pronounced as schwa (similar to English fur). The consonants ð and þ correspond to English th in this and thin, respectively.

Index I copy from old Vladivostok telephone directory. This book [will be] sensational.


1 Garber (2005: 131). I owe this reference to my colleague Aaron Sachs.
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Introduction



There is something to be said…for the theory that Medieval Iceland was a kind of pure-environment anthropological laboratory…. [I]t was a country that ought to have been a Utopia. It had: no foreign policy, no defence forces, no king, no lords, no peasants, no dispossessed aborigines, no battles (till late on), no dangerous animals, and no very clear taxes. What, given this blank slate, could possibly go wrong? Why is their literature all about killing each other?1



Violence is all around us, and shows no signs of abating any time soon. For a brief moment in the declining years of the twentieth century, an illusion that violence was on the wane could be entertained. The global thaw of the Cold War fired many with optimism. Some traditional foes at locales of smouldering animus seemed willing to roll up their sleeves for peace-making. As in fin de siècle Europe of a century before, warfare came to seem backwards, an archaism bound to vanish just as soon as collective consciousness caught up to reality.2 Even in my homeland, Israel, the early 1990s offered a seductive belief that new accords and reinvented leadership signalled a shift away from decades of war, terrorism, and oppression. Such fantasies burned on a short fuse. The explosive arrival of the twenty-first century blew apart any dreams of universal harmony.

This book is about violence, which is to say that its topic is both perennial and contemporary. Like all who write, I am a product of my times and place; the subject matter was perhaps unavoidable for an Israeli, a child of the 1970s and a participant observer (in my own puny way) in the history of the Middle East in the 1980s and 90s. I hope that writing this book in the early twenty-first century will commend it to the attention of readers invested in understanding, hopefully even shaping, the present. Nevertheless, this is a study born not so much out of reflection on the fiery now as in an effort to provide historians with tools for sifting the cold ashes of the past. I hope to help refine how we think of violence, when, where, and in whatever form it may manifest itself—a modest ambition. Naturally, no useful historical generalizations may be pronounced without recourse to particulars. This book is thus about violence of a specific kind, understandable only in the course of investigating the unique niche it inhabits within the past.

I invite readers to consider the history of violence in medieval Iceland, a corner of the historical imagination both remote and, paradoxically, familiar as a déjà vu. A tiny country on the verge of the Arctic Circle, condescendingly described during the Cold War as the world’s largest aircraft carrier, Iceland was as remote from the hubs of cultural hegemony during the Middle Ages as it is today; the cognoscenti of the era, if they took note of it at all, thought of it as ultima Thule, ‘Thule the farthermost’. As early as the fourth century bc, geographers knew ‘Thule’ as a legendary northern land. The antiquarian name allowed Iceland a toehold in a mythology inherited from Classical thought—but only just, at the very edge of knowledge.

For present-day historians, too, Iceland usually remains a curiosity. Yet medieval Icelanders’ wrote about themselves, their world, and their own past assiduously. To those who read their accounts nowadays, Iceland seems far less strange than many other patches of the past. Of numerous reasons for this easy familiarity, I note only two: the Icelandic sagas’ seeming approachability, and the ever-presence of wrenching acts of violence within their narratives.

Saga characters spring alive in the modern reader’s mind with incomparable alacrity, and their deeds are rife with physical nastiness. The sagas, as Tom Shippey hints above, depict medieval Iceland as a society whose foremost occupation was feuding: pettiness pursued with bloody purpose. Many first-time readers are struck by how closely saga plots resemble reruns of John Wayne oldies. Rumour has it that Hollywood scriptwriters of classic Westerns in fact plagiarized the sagas liberally, but whatever the truth of the matter, a resonance is undeniable. Much of the energy of this book is directed at familiarizing a reader new to medieval Iceland with the blood-spattered isle the sagas evoke, as well as at determining how to gauge the historicity of the image they conjure. Were killing and maiming each other indeed primary pastimes for medieval Icelanders? How can historians come to grips with the violence rampant in the sources?

Attempting to answer the first of these questions is only possible when the entire course of analysis has been run, but the first steps involve getting to know the sources, locating them within their historical context, and devising a schema to guide the reader on what the texts might be expected to yield (and how), what they might be expected to withhold (and when), and what they are almost certain to misinform us about (and why). We need to learn how to coax history from documents that pursue their own medieval agendas, thumbing their noses at modern priorities. This formidable problem has exercised saga scholarship for the better part of two centuries; in this book, whose primary focus is on violence, I can do no more than sketch a general method in broad strokes. This outline is in an Appendix. The three key terms I introduce and deploy throughout—récit, histoire, and uchronia—are explained through reference to the sagas, though I would maintain that they apply to other types of documents, too. Following in the footsteps of historians like Gabrielle Spiegel, I draw on the literary insights of structuralism to suggest ways of teasing historical inferences from narrative artifice. Beneath the textual surface (récit) lies an imaginary construction (histoire) which pretends to correspond to historical reality; it does not, but what it does convey is the author’s perception of history. The realities sagas mediate thus reflect neither their actual past nor the present of their production, but a conception of the past held in that present: what I am calling ‘uchronia’.3 My analysis of saga historicity aims to elucidate both what the sagas say about violence and how they go about saying it.

Violence and risk

My answer to the second question is closely tied up with my own intellectual formation and prejudices. As detailed in Chapter 1, historians’ understanding of violence has traditionally embraced twin explanatory paradigms, which may be loosely classified as the heritage of Enlightenment rationalism and Romantic hermeneutics. The former understands violence as an instrumental practice, a method for securing and expanding one’s power. Examples like highwaymen holding up a stagecoach, an army battling to control a strategic asset, or revolutionaries flinging themselves suicidally at minions of a hated regime all appear explicable by this paradigm. The alternative view perceives violence less as a functional means for achieving definite ends and more as a sui generis phenomenon, which demands attending to its self-contained meanings. In this interpretative mode, violence constitutes an expressive practice: a language useful for crafting messages, engaging in dialogue, or just baying at the moon. Abusive husbands enunciating frustration on their wives’ eye-sockets, frightened soldiers firing blindly at anything that moves, or prize-fighters sublimating aggression into sportsmanship all enact violence which may be interpreted as an enunciation of inner states rather than as an effort to reconfigure the objective world.

The model of violence I propose, in contrast, has three parts. Alongside its more intuitively familiar uses, to impact power relations and to perform symbolic labour, I argue that violence serves as a technique for dealing with uncertainty. This proposition may seem outlandish; demonstrating its reasonableness will require some sustained prodding, and I devote the balance of the book to laying out this argumentation.

Violence, I suggest, supplies an apparatus with which culture can bridge the ever-reopening chasm between how we make sense of the world and how the world persists in frustrating our expectations. In the 1960s, a cognitive psychologist studying young children’s perception of randomness devised an experiment disguised as a game. Children were presented with two urns, each filled with different proportions of blue and yellow balls, and asked to choose which to draw from in the hope of extracting a ball of the designated winning colour—say, yellow. When they had made their choice, the selected urn would be shaken, and they would blindly pick a single ball out of it, receiving a prize if it came up yellow. By all accounts, the experiment was a success. Children loved it, while the psychologist was able to plot the developmental curves of probabilistic thinking, and as children got better at it, their ability to weigh and verbalize subtle statistical nuances grew.

Pleased with these outcomes, the psychologist in the 1970s went on to develop a marketable board game, a few boxes of which are still gathering dust on a back shelf in my parents’ home.4 While never a roaring commercial triumph, this game did generate feedback that, in its own way, delivered no less insight into cognitive psychology than had the original research. Most revealing, perhaps, was the outrage some parents and teachers voiced at the game’s perceived immorality. Theirs was no principled objection to a game of chance; they worried, rather, about what they saw as a skewed and unethical reward scheme:

They objected to the notion [that] one might make a correct choice (of the [urn] with the higher probability of success) and yet obtain an unfavorable outcome, while on the other hand, an incorrect decision may be rewarded. Obviously, they wished for a consistent, ‘just’ system. Implicit in their criticism was the expectation that [mathematically sound] decisions would always be reinforced, while [unsound] ones would never be. Apparently, the two concepts of a correct choice and a favorable outcome were not clearly differentiated in these critics’ minds.

A child could not be expected to learn to make ‘good’ choices, these educators reasoned—to prefer, say, an urn with an 80 per cent probability of success over one with mere 60 per cent odds—when such choices were inconsistently rewarded. From a statistician’s perspective, the critics were committing a serious (but simple) error, falsely expecting a 100 per cent payoff on the selection of what is merely a high probability of success: ‘The real…world is so structured that even wise decisions are only probabilistically reinforced.’5 Picking the urn with the higher odds of success is preferable—a ‘good’ choice—not because it guarantees success but because it affords an enhanced chance of reaping a prize in the long run.

Whatever we may think of their pedagogical qualifications, however, these educators’ fallacy expressed a deep-seated cognitive truth: uncertainty offends our moral sensibility. Teaching a child to cope with chance may equip her to deal with reality—how the universe in fact behaves—but it does not inculcate in her a sense of fairness, of how reality should behave. Humans appear hardwired to desire certitude, preferring secure knowledge to true. In effect, the disappointed parents were saying that, even though good choices do not in fact lead to desirable outcomes every time, they prefer to teach their children to perceive the link between decision and outcome as unseverably causal, even at the cost of attenuating their grasp on reality. Better good ethics than good sense. Like numerous religious and philosophical systems, they stood ready to label reality an abomination when it failed to conform to expectations.

And, like religion, philosophy, and parental disgruntlement, violence too functions as a mechanism for imposing ethical convictions on the empirical world. While obviously not the only such technique, it is a remarkably pliant and potent one. Immediacy is its single most important feature, placing the individual actor in intimate confrontation with his or her environs. To act with violence is to assert one’s moral agency; it is to wager one’s own bodily well-being for the sake of aligning reality with one’s ethical agenda, and to interfere with the physical integrity of anything or anyone who stands in the way. Violent persons’ ability to coerce compliance seems directly correlated to the strength, speed, and skill with which they swing a blade or pull a trigger. The more proficient a person in violence, the stronger his or her sense of agency, and the more likely he or she to turn to violence to attain desired goals. ‘He or she’, I write, but in truth, ‘he’ will often do. For another great merit of violence (from practitioners’ point of view) is that access to it is seldom egalitarian. The powerful, whatever the source of their power, are able to exert greater violent influence than the powerless. And men, however modest their brawn, have historically wielded violence with far greater facility than women. Conversely, violence also provides those otherwise devoid of much agency with a means of usurping partial control over their world. Wealth, education, technical training, and specialized hardware aren’t needed for throwing a stone or a punch. Stakes are high, failure probable—but success is not impossible, and can up-end normally insurmountable power differentials. Violence thus often proves especially attractive to those at either end of the social power spectrum: to the mighty as a method of preference, mobilizing their structural advantages, to the destitute as a technology of desperation, holding out slim hope of rocking immutable structures.6

Such an account of the functionality of violence risks sounding too much like an unabashed celebration of bloodshed. Its main drawback, however, is not moral failing but tunnel vision, succumbing to the same fallacy as the outraged parents above. Violence is, indeed, capable of confirming the dominion of the bold, emboldening the feeble, aligning empirical facts with an actor’s ethical blueprint, and so forth; but its effects are far from surefire. For violence is, of course, risky. That much is a truism, if one that is easily overlooked. To imagine a fast link between actors’ violent capabilities and their success is to downplay both their adversaries’ ability to counteract and, more radically, the role of chance—wet powder, slippery footing, a poorly timed sneeze—in determining how clashes turn out.7 Although aware, in the abstract, of such riskiness, both observers and participants often prove reluctant or unable to grasp the actual dangers involved. And, as in the case of the incensed parents, their wilful blindness is more than mere error: it is an adaptive dysfunction signalling cultural preferences, personal biases, and circumstantial constraints.

To understand violence we must therefore examine the systematic misprision of risk, as well as recognize that violence itself serves as a tool for playing the odds of an uncertain universe. If the ‘substance’ of risk, as mathematicians have been demonstrating since the seventeenth century, may be graphed along the axes of likelihood and magnitude,8 it is to psychological and cultural models one must turn for plumbing its perception and modulation. To render visible the work performed both by construing hazards and by manipulating such perceptions, I propose a two-dimensional grid. On the one hand, decision makers may deem considerations of many different kinds relevant to determining their conduct. Thus, seducing a man’s wife exposes him not merely to the obvious high-likelihood and high-magnitude risks of emotional anguish and sexual frustration, but perhaps also to the dangers of economic hardship (to the extent that his lost spouse had been a breadwinner), to the perils of political privation (inasmuch as he had ridden her coattails to success), and so forth. These risks cannot be ranked according to any inherent hierarchy: there is, on principle, no way to tell which consideration will weigh most heavily with any actor. The types of considerations may be described as belonging to lateral realms—potentially, an infinity of somewhat discrete (if overlapping) factors, including bodily integrity, social status, emotional well-being, and so on. Those who face risks can often negotiate them by transmuting the threat from one realm to another: challenging a man to a duel for having designs on one’s wife may lower the likelihood of humiliation from near-certainty to improbability, but only by shifting the burden of risk from the realm of shame to that of injury.

On the other hand, within each realm, what determines the appeal of running a particular gauntlet is not only the relative gravity of risks but also an actor’s sense of whether he is currently at a loss or a gain (relative to a subjective reference point). As a rule, actors who perceive themselves to be in a domain of losses, below their reference point, tend to tolerate—even seek out—greater risks than those who judge they are above their reference point, putting them in a domain of gains. Calibration of the reference point depends to a great extent on a society’s cultural codes. So, too, does the possibility of recognizing and prioritizing among realms of risk; the same codes assign urgency to some dangers while veiling others from cognizance altogether (much as, say, ecological risks seldom topped maritime shippers’ horizons before the Exxon Valdez disaster). An agrarian society, for example, might place such high value on land ownership that it would fix the reference point in this realm much higher than in some others. A prudent farmer might then be willing to put up with many types of risks, retaining his composure even as a neighbour flirted with his wife or quaffed pints of his ale; his threshold in the realms of conjugal bliss or prandial comforts could be adjusted downwards, allowing him to perceive himself as occupying a domain of gains in spite of having to stomach minor losses. Were that same neighbour to infringe on his outfields, however, he might discover that he had pushed the farmer too far: relative to an inflexible, culturally elevated reference point, even the slightest losses of arable property would be intolerable, provoking the otherwise cool-headed husbandman to undertake great risks in an effort to reverse his misfortunes. Violence, then, comes to seem appealing where its perceived dangers and unpredictability are less intractable than those of other available modes of (in)action, or where cultural mores lead actors to see its prospects as more alluring. By putting agency squarely in the hands of those seeking to negotiate the risks about them, violence tends, moreover, to seem more amenable to control—and so less chancy—than many alternatives.
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Figure 1. Model of culturally conditioned decision making and risk assessment

Horizontal plane: potentially infinite, more or less discrete (but overlapping) realms of relevance used to assess risks

Vertical plane: two distinct domains of risk assessment, one of gains and one of losses; a moveable reference point threshold, determined autonomously within each realm, separates the two domains

Arrows represent the incentive to take risks; arrow thickness indicates the strength of the incentive





Sagas

Sagas dominate my reconstruction of medieval Iceland, though I draw on a range of other sources, too. ON saga (pl. sǫgur, MnIce sögur) is at heart a catchall term, which we may render ‘what is said’ or ‘tale’ (from at segja, ‘to say’). It usually designates long narratives. Þáttr (lit. ‘strand’, pl. þættir), another term sometimes translated as ‘tale’ or ‘story’, describes shorter prose pieces, be they episodes within sagas or independently circulating items.9 In this book, I reserve these terms for indigenous ON prose narratives. Such usage, though not without its own loopholes—for example, poetry often peppers the prose—should minimize terminological ambiguity.10 Like many other languages, ON draws no distinction between ‘history’ and ‘story’: saga comprehends both senses. Most sagas and þættir treated below present themselves as historical narratives, and were probably regarded as such in the Middle Ages.

Icelandic saga writing began in the late twelfth century, flourished throughout the thirteenth and into the fourteenth, and continued after a fashion beyond, too.11 Present-day scholarship distinguishes several saga genres, distinctions that are more a matter of convention and convenience than clear-cut definition.12 In this book, I deal chiefly with the thirteenth-century Family Sagas and the so-called Contemporary Sagas, a misleading label, used of both Sturlunga Saga, an early fourteenth-century compilation of texts written in the 1200s, and the Bishops’ Sagas, a series of thirteenth- and fourteenth-century native hagiographies.13 The Family and Sturlunga Sagas share a primarily secular orientation; with the Bishops’ Sagas filling in some lacunae, they cover between them much of Iceland’s high-medieval history, albeit discontinuously.14

The Family Sagas, whose plots take place in the first century and a half of the settlement of Iceland (c.870–1030), are nowadays regarded as the acme of the saga writer’s art, often compared favourably to the modern novel.15 Sturlunga Saga, rather more morose and lumpy, is nevertheless acknowledged as an unflinchingly honest (if artless) chronicle of its time, the final century and a half of Icelandic independence (1117–1264). As for the Bishops’ Sagas, laudatory biographies of several episcopal leaders from c.1050 to the end of the fourteenth century, present-day readers tend either to ignore them altogether or treat them with cautious disdain. A few ‘post-classical’ Family Sagas were undoubtedly composed after the golden age of saga writing (c.1200–1300),16 and Sturlunga Saga, too, was edited from prior texts in the first years of the fourteenth century. The writing of Bishops’ Sagas continued well into the 1300s.
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Figure 2. Periodization of medieval Icelandic history

(light shading: periods pertinent to Family Sagas; boldface: periods pertinent to Sturlunga Saga)





Regardless of genre, nearly all sagas present some common problems. Among such issues is the survival of narratives in multiple recensions, leading to inconclusive debates over dating, filiation, and so forth. Although a few thirteenth-century manuscripts survive, many sagas are preserved in vellums from later centuries, others only in post-medieval paper copies. Transmission histories are often complicated, usually obscure, and typically riddled with tragedy: much of Árni Magnússon’s magnificent collection of Icelandic manuscripts, for example, was lost in the great Copenhagen fire of 1728.17 Where it is possible to compare versions of the same text, however, Icelandic scribal practices often give an impression of overall conservatism, which somewhat allays the historian’s concerns about using late copies of copies.18

Iceland

The terrain of medieval Iceland, another necessary preliminary to my discussion, has been sketched by others often and ably. The few pages I devote to it here aspire to motivate non-specialist readers to seek out closer likenesses elsewhere.19 A word of caution: the following synopsis has been abstracted by generations of scholars, largely from sources like the sagas. Alternative ways of reading sagas—such as those explored in this book—would produce quite different historical knowledge. Even for accepted wisdom to be overturned, however, some baseline must be established.

Iceland’s history opens with discovery c.870, which triggered a wave of Scandinavian migration.20 Colonists continued to pour in for some decades, the era of so-called landnám, ‘land-taking’. Our chief source is Ari Þorgilsson, tellingly nicknamed inn fróði, ‘the Learned’. Ari’s Íslendingabók, ‘Book of the Icelanders’ (c.1122–33), is an epitome of the island’s history down to his own day. Ari relates that all of Iceland was settled within two generations.21 Three fourths of the island’s c.100,000 km2 are uninhabitable badlands: lava fields, mountains, glaciers, and moors. This stark topography dictates a low population limit and confines settlement mostly to a thin coastal band of fjords, river valleys, and all too scarce lowlands. Ari’s wording probably means he believed all habitable land had been claimed by c.930. The population continued to grow after the end of the Settlement Age (landnámsöld), but probably never exceeded c.60,000. The settlers dispersed widely: even villages, let alone towns, were unknown until the nineteenth century. Icelanders lived in miniature communities on individual farmsteads. The most sizeable population pockets dotted a few northern valleys, as well as the southwest of the country.22
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Map 1. Map of Iceland, showing Quarter divisions

Source: [after Orri Vésteinsson 2000b: xvi]





Settlers of the landnám era found virtually virgin land, which they initially mistook for an earthly paradise. The natural bounty they encountered is illustrated by the story of one man’s landing at a place later named Galtarhamarr, ‘Boar’s-Cliff’: ‘he put ashore there two swine…. They were found three years later in Sǫlvadalr; there were then seventy pigs altogether.’23 The economy was from the beginning principally agrarian. Ownership of arable land and the practices that went with it—cultivation of corn and cattle—retained their prestige into the later Middle Ages, but by the 1200s, they had ceased to be dominant modes of production: overgrazing and the burning of native brush had contributed to precipitate ecological deterioration. Cereals were abandoned in favour of more sensible hayfields, sheep displaced cows as the chief livestock, and coastal fishing grew in importance.24 In the later Middle Ages, Icelanders found their habitat increasingly threatened by hemisphere-wide cooling, sometimes dubbed the Little Ice Age; its onslaught is thought to have been a decisive element in the fifteenth-century disappearance of the Norse colonies on Greenland (graphically popularized in Jared Diamond’s Collapse), and Iceland’s fate, though ultimately less grim, was also a close-run thing. A standard Icelandic joke explains that what had been the grammatical dual form in ON (vit, ‘you [sg.] and I’, and þit, ‘you two’) edged out the old plural to become the regular plural form in MnIce (við, ‘we’, and þið, ‘you [pl.]’) because, for many bleak centuries, no Icelander would have encountered a crowd of more than two people at a time.25

In Ari’s groomed chronology, the setting of the landnám phase marked the dawn of Icelandic political society. This society differed greatly from those of Europe’s heartland, most patently in its macro organization. Iceland’s anomaly is captured in scandalized words put into the mouth of Cardinal William of Sabina, a papal legate who attended the coronation of Norway’s Hákon Hákonarson in 1247: ‘the Cardinal…called it improper that that country was not subject to any king, like every other in the world’. (The incumbents of the Norwegian throne did not, in fact, need much urging, and had for some time already sought to extend their sovereignty over Iceland.)26 In place of monarchy, Icelanders had founded in the early tenth century the Alþing, ‘General Assembly’, an island-wide forum which convened annually for two weeks in the summer. Assemblies, ON þing (both sg. and pl.), were an archaic institution of small-scale social, political, and judicial interaction, but Iceland’s settlers adapted these to their new circumstances innovatively by forging what had been a purely local arrangement into a forum for country-wide administration. The Alþing persisted as Iceland’s sole organ of supralocal politics until the 1260s, when Icelanders submitted to the authority of the Norwegian crown.

In this one vital respect, the Icelandic Alþing wielded greater authority than any Continental predecessor or analogue: it welded the entire island into a single political community.27 In other respects, however, its hold on individual lives was far more modest than that of Continental þing. It saw to legislation and jurisprudence, but possessed no means of enforcement. Elsewhere in Scandinavia, royal power packed a punch into þing rulings; in Iceland, the execution of the law rested entirely in the hands of disputants.28 It is perhaps best, therefore, to see the Alþing as a forum where individuals vied to create, maintain, and mould public opinion to their interests: high-medieval Iceland’s annual political derby, rather than a site of defective government.29 By convening all Icelanders—all (male) players who counted, that is—the Alþing furnished political contenders with an audience before whom to parade an image, a pool of actual and potential allies and enemies, and a setting conducive to resolving struggles through confrontation, arbitration, or appeal to the ‘objective’ authority of law and custom.30

This basic political framework, the so-called Icelandic Commonwealth, endured for over three centuries (c.930–1262/64), the Commonwealth Period.31 Administrative institutions remained rudimentary throughout this period. Iceland was divided into four administrative Quarters, each further subdivided into three or four smaller units. Little is known about the role these subaltern institutions played in government; it seems likely that local assemblies, which met annually in spring (várþing) and, less regularly, also in autumn (leið), articulated a small-scale public sphere where those whose interests intersected could negotiate claims. There is nothing inherently geographic about the composition of várþing and leið. Since shared and rival interests would naturally tend to arise among persons who lived in proximity, however, local þing presumably encouraged regional cohesion.32

Christianity came to Iceland c.999/1000, accepted at a stroke by a decision of the Alþing.33 An ecclesiastical administrative apparatus was gradually stretched over the secular frame. In the middle of the eleventh century, Icelanders set up a bishopric at Skálholt in the South Quarter. It retained jurisdiction over three of the Quarters after a second bishopric was founded at Hólar in the North, some fifty years later.34 Skálholt’s primacy was evident in many ways. For example, its first homegrown saint, Bishop Þorlákr Þorhallsson (r.1178–93), gained official recognition almost immediately after his death. In contrast, the first Hólar saint, Jón Ǫgmundarson (r.1106–21), dead since 1121, had to wait for canonization until 1200, after Þorlákr’s precedent had been set. The procedures for Þorlákr’s sanctification encapsulate Iceland’s maverick version of Christian observance. The Alþing pronounced him a legitimate recipient of requests for intercession in 1198, and the next year, after his miracle-working efficacy had been satisfactorily demonstrated, Iceland’s two bishops proclaimed his sanctity.35 Canonization by decree of the Alþing: Cardinal William would have been appalled. Long after Christianization, secular institutions, first conceived in pre-Christian times, continued to exert an influence on Icelandic society—including even on the management of its spiritual affairs.36
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Image 1. The bishopric of Skálholt, southern Iceland

Source: [Collingwood & Jón Stefánsson 1899: 20]





Ecclesiastical power in Commonwealth Iceland fell into lockstep with local conditions, where little clear-cut social or political differentiation obtained. Iceland’s politically significant population, thought to have numbered perhaps 4,000–5,000, was made up of landed freemen (bœndr, sg. bóndi). Bóndi is the most common appellation in our sources; it is used where we might speak of a ‘Mr Smith’, or address someone as ‘sir’. The bœndr were led by a much smaller cadre of goðar (sg. goði, usually Englished as ‘chieftain’).37 From the lawcodes it may be deduced that there were 36 goðar initially (three to each várþing, nine in each Quarter), their number swelling to 48 by the beginning of the eleventh century. Recently, historians have expressed scepticism at this streamlined account; it seems plausible to suppose, instead, that goði may have been a legitimating title—perhaps only the best-known of several alternatives—employed by those whose might had made them right. According to such a view, not only would the precise number of goðar and their distribution across the island have fluctuated over time, it would also have been contestable at any given moment. Jón Viðar Sigurðsson’s ‘assumption that there were 50–60 chieftaincies at any one time during [the Commonwealth] period’ is probably a fair, even a conservative, estimate of the demographic boundaries of Iceland’s ruling elite.38

The medieval sources insist, however, that goðar were not simply skilful orchestrators of public opinion, but holders of an office, the goðorð (both sg. and pl.), which conferred authority. We may allow this claim as a prescriptive ideal, if not as descriptive fact, a portrait of the kind of legitimacy to which power-grubbing chieftains aspired. Goðar played key roles in formal political assemblies, convening the various þing, sitting on the legislative council at the Alþing, and appointing judges to the courts. Furthermore, a goði enjoyed a particular legal relationship (vera í þing, ‘to be in þing’) with his followers, his þingmenn (sg. þingmaðr). By law, every bóndi who did not himself hold a chieftaincy had to be attached in this manner to some goði—but with whom one chose to ally was, in theory, a matter of indifference to society at large.39 The relationship empowered the goði to represent his þingmaðr in official assemblies. More importantly, it made explicit a mutual support alliance between the two. Mutual, but not symmetrical: the patron might impose burdensome requirements on his client frequently and regularly, whereas a þingmaðr would normally only be able to turn to his goði for help in a sticky situation, and might have to petition, cajole, or bargain for his superior’s aid even then. Not surprisingly, patrons usually stood to gain more than their clients.

The unequal reciprocity between þingmaðr and goði nonetheless granted bœndr greater agency, arguably, than available to their peers on the Continent. Þingmenn could allegedly even terminate their relationship with a goði at will, without having to endure the difficulties and risks of formal defiance. Goðar, moreover, were not set apart from other bœndr in any absolute fashion. Unlike Continental seigneurs, they too cultivated their land in person and lived alongside their subordinates.40

Throughout the Commonwealth Period, goðar found themselves under unrelenting threats of displacement, whether by fellow goðar or by lesser challengers: bœndr, foreigners, even slaves.41 The Family Sagas seldom represent the idea of government by Alþing and goðar as itself disputed during the early Commonwealth—a period modern scholarship tautologically refers to as the Saga Age (söguöld, c.930–1030), as it is mostly in these decades that the plots of the Family Sagas are set.42 However, political developments in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, when these sagas were written, imply that literary consensus about the legitimacy of institutions may reflect retrospective nostalgia after the system had already disintegrated. Following the dramatic upheavals of the Settlement and Saga Ages, a so-called Peaceful Age (friðaröld) is supposed to have reigned for about a century. Our impression of this period as relatively quiet may, however, merely indicate our ignorance about events from c.1030 to c.1120.43 When next Icelandic political society heaves in view, in the twelfth century, it is already edging towards civil war, a danse macabre that will escalate for the next century and a half. While some individual goðar, as well as prominent families controlling numerous goðorð, have clearly grown powerful at the expense of others, no one of them has secured primacy. Throughout the later twelfth century and into the thirteenth, the so-called Sturlung Age (Sturlungaöld, c.1200–64), a small number of ever more authoritative magnates competed with increasing ferocity for higher and higher stakes, wreaking widespread devastation in the process but achieving no resolution. Civil strife only came to an end when, between 1262 and 1264, Iceland’s various þing ratified an agreement recognizing the overlordship of the king of Norway. The island became a province of the Norwegian—and, after Norway’s union with Denmark, the Danish—realm. New laws imposed from outside reformulated the parameters of conduct, and royally appointed officials displaced the goðar as Iceland’s power brokers. The centre of gravity in Icelandic politics shifted irrevocably.44 (I discuss Icelandic political society further in Chapter 4.)

Non-saga sources

The Family and Sturlunga Sagas, with which I am mainly concerned in this book, deal with the society of the independent Commonwealth. They were produced, however, in the context of radical societal reorientation. Internal and external political pressures, shifting environmental and economic conditions, and doubtless also unnoticed sea changes in cultural attitudes, all conspired to cast the world portrayed in the sagas into obsolescence. This known but unquantifiable gap between the world depicted in the sagas and the circumstances of their production further complicates the question of their interpretation.

Three specific texts (or clusters of texts) largely supplement our knowledge of the Icelandic Commonwealth: Ari Þorgilsson’s aforementioned Íslendingabók; the related Landnámabók, ‘Book of Settlements’, in whose compilation Ari may also have had a hand; and Grágás, ‘Grey Goose’, a collective name (of obscure origin) applied to all relics of the written law that survive from independent Iceland.45 Landnámabók, as its name implies, claims to deal with the decades immediately preceding the creation of the Commonwealth. First compiled shortly after 1100 (we think), it surveys the land-claims attributed to the first generations of migrants. Here we find names and lineages of some 430 early settlers (landnámsmenn, ‘land takers’; sg. landnámsmaðr), together with the boundaries of the plots to which they laid claim, occasionally embellished with brief anecdotes. Landnámabók only survives in recensions of the late thirteenth century and later, all evincing interventionist editorial wear. We may hardly doubt that Landnámabók’s account of the Settlement Age is mythical, crafted primarily to serve its compilers’ and editors’ contemporary purposes—which makes it useful, however, for charting some aspects of Iceland’s twelfth- and thirteenth-century history.46

The Commonwealth is supposed to have had a single, unified corpus of positive law, which a specially appointed official, the Lawspeaker (lǫgsǫgumaðr, pl. lǫgsǫgumenn), was to recite annually at the Al‏‏þing, one third at a time, covering the entire body of laws in a three-year cycle. At first, the law is said to have been passed down in purely oral form, until committed to parchment during the winter of 1117–18. Grágás allegedly redacts this ancient law. Two epitomes survive from the second half of the thirteenth century. These two chief codices overlap in part (though their elaboration of parallel sections is often divergent), but each also contains material not found in the other. Their provenance and the original purpose of their compilation remain a mystery. Like all law codes, Grágás is a problematic historical source. One may never be certain to what extent its prescriptions may be read as descriptions. Legal historians, especially, have tended to be drawn into incessant deliberation over ‘the relation of legal norms [recorded in Grágás] to social practice…. Internal inconsistencies abound and the texts clearly contain provisions of arguable validity…. Some passages have the look of schoolish categorizing for its own sake [while others] were either obsolete or…were never fully adopted into law.’47 Still, Grágás provides important complements, corroborations, and checks to the picture painted by the sagas—all the more important since we have so few other documents attesting to the Commonwealth Period. Most surviving diplomata (charters, wills, inventories of church property, and so forth) are fourteenth-century or later; the historical data cached in homiletic, encyclopaedic, and other miscellaneous writings (such as travelogues or technical manuals) are scant and elusive; and Icelandic annals, all thought to go back to a single source text of c.1280, are thin on events prior to the thirteenth century.48

Taken together, these indigenous sources (and occasional foreign ones, such as Konungs skuggsjá, ‘King’s Mirror’, which portrays Iceland and Greenland through the mercantile eyes of Norwegian nobility)49 allow a tentative reconstruction of Icelandic institutions and customs. The synthetic image of structures they provide is more believable, at any rate, than the histoire événementielle they detail. Already in 1971, Victor Turner pointed the way towards reading the sagas as ‘exceptionally well-filled ethnographic records’: a literature of thick description, superbly suited to reconstructing synchronic social practice, less so for tracking diachronic development. His seminal insight has been taken up by subsequent generations of scholars who, between them, have sketched out as vibrant and detailed an anthropological portrait of Saga Iceland as those we have of Nuer, Azande, or Trobriand societies from the pens of more mainstream ethnographers.50 We may be unsure what relationship the ‘William of Sabina’ we encounter in Hákonar saga bears to his real-life namesake, but of arguably greater importance is what the text-bound ‘cardinal’ (and other saga characters like him) may teach us about medieval Iceland—including things saga authors scarcely knew, let alone intended to have their texts convey to us. It is fair to acknowledge, however, that the monopoly sagas hold over so much of the Icelandic past may make for a self-confirming vicious circle. Despite the gains to be made by every fresh critical rereading of sagas, a recanvass of the bare factual terrain (such as that to which Margaret Mead’s Samoa has been subjected) remains stubbornly out of reach.

This book

In the course of my investigation of violence and risk, I also offer my own stab at a solution to the conundrum of Saga Iceland. The following chapters form a succession of probes designed to test specific aspects of my model and to elucidate particular ways in which violence upheld medieval Iceland’s culture. In Chapter 1, I survey in some detail historians’ prevalent paradigms, and elaborate my own proposal for modelling violence and risk. Chapter 2 moves from methodological preliminaries to specific problems of interpretative strategy. It also descends from a bird’s-eye survey of medieval Icelandic history to examining one brief moment within it. My touchstone is Guðmundar saga A (hereafter, GSA), a fourteenth-century account of the life of the thirteenth-century Bishop Guðmundr Arason, popularly sobriqueted inn góði, ‘the Good’. It is a saga at once utterly typical in the kinds of data it furnishes, the insights it provokes, and the problems it raises for consideration, and quite anomalous within the broader corpus. GSA comes after the golden age of saga production. Although written less than a century after the death of its protagonist, GSA is hardly a primary source. Its most recent editor characterizes it as a pastiche of several earlier texts, held together by gauzy connective tissue.51 Most other sagas were written at a considerably greater remove from the events they purport to depict, while their antecedent sources (if any) remain untraceable. In mining and sifting earlier materials, the author of GSA clearly aimed to produce a work of hagiography, framing Guðmundr as an object for veneration. In this, too, GSA differs from most other sagas discussed in this book, works whose teleology is neither as transparent nor as pious. Finally, not only Guðmundr’s textual vita but the actual life story it purports to recount might be thought peripheral to the topic of this book. In contrast with the Mediterranean world of crusade, reconquista, and persecution, violence and institutionalized religion only intermittently overlapped in medieval Iceland; other Bishops’ Sagas are far less bloodthirsty. But precisely the many-layered marginality of Guðmundr’s story makes it so valuable for my project: patterns discernible even in so unexpected a text ought to apply a fortiori in more consequential sagas.

Throughout the book, my method is microhistorical, seeking for traces of major themes within minor events. In analysing GSA, I focus on one such episode in Guðmundr’s career, the Battle of Helgastaðir in 1220. Chapter 3 juxtaposes and entwines two similarly small-scale narratives, whose genre differences I use to highlight the convergence of their sensibilities: one episode, almost exactly contemporaneous with Helgastaðir, is extracted from Íslendinga saga, the greatest of the Contemporary Sagas, while the other is a stand-alone þáttr set in the Saga Age. Íslendinga saga, a chronicle of the period 1183–1264, was written by Sturla Þórðarson (1214–84). Himself a key player in Icelandic politics and culture from the 1230s on, Sturla also had close family ties with the political movers and shakers in the previous generation—among them the most renowned of Iceland’s medieval authors, Snorri Sturluson, his paternal uncle. In both the episode from Íslendinga saga and in its companion þáttr, I examine the play of violence on the most quotidian level: intimate encounters of personal enmity and feud. Such clashes of individuals and small groups make up a majority of violent narratives in the sagas. To illuminate feud’s machinery for controlling risk, I focus on how violence compensated for accident, an utter loss of control. Feuds, as many have argued, were the violent habitus within which medieval Icelanders operated: the constructed social, cultural, and political realities that, in turn, dictated the range of social, cultural, and political action possible.52 Examining local social dynamics enables us to see the kinds of risks to personal and corporate status that Icelanders negotiated best through feuding violence, risks that made feud, for them, normative, even laudable, violence.
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Figure 3. Selective genealogy of Sturlungar (descendants of Hvamm-Sturla Þórðarson) at the end of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries

(Data derived from the pertinent index entries and from genealogical charts 17–19 in Sturlunga saga 2.)





Chapter 4 takes up a complementary issue, namely the near-absence of large-scale hostilities from the medieval Icelandic historical imagination. If feud is ubiquitous in the sagas, warfare is almost wholly beyond their ken. Certainly there is next to no actual war in Iceland’s history. Though it may seem plausible to explain the absence of wars from the sagas by a simple realist argument—why would saga authors write about non-occurrences—the causality in fact works in the opposite direction: because wars were nearly unimaginable, they tended also not to happen. I investigate the sensibilities of a society which found the idea of large-scale conflict even more pernicious than its practice. War was, for medieval Icelanders, an abomination jeopardizing the very roots of political society. Examination of this issue also leads to a comparison of the representations of uchronia in the Family and Contemporary Sagas, allowing me to differentiate further between the genres and to consider the complex relationships each bore to historical reality.

Finally, Chapter 5 looks beyond human horizons altogether, asking instead what Icelanders’ historical imagination made of ‘violence’ that came from the extra-social world: what we would nowadays classify as natural calamities. The habitus constructed in the sagas—positively in the case of feud, negatively in that of warfare—both reflects society’s customary courses of action and shapes those customs; but earthquakes, avalanches, and Atlantic gales struck with the same unprejudiced vehemence whether and however sagas chose to acknowledge them. The textual fashioning of catastrophes that remained indifferent to how they were represented therefore lets us discern the sagas’ techniques for normalizing aberrant human action as well, for fitting messy historical data snugly to historiographic ideology. From our disadvantaged twenty-first century vantage point, we are almost wholly unable either to verify or falsify sagas’ historical truth claims, but thanks to the intersection of the various lenses I apply—the lens of violence commendable to practise, that of violence too horrible to contemplate, and that of violence one could do anything about—we may draw closer to grasping both the history of physical nastiness in medieval Iceland and the historicity of the saga medium through which we come at this past. In the Epilogue, I propose in brief some of the ways in which such insights may be extended to histories beyond that of Iceland and the sagas. The Appendix spells out my methodology of reading texts for history.
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What Does Violence Have to Do with History?



[S]cientific progress is based more on knowing when—not whether—to redefine a [vernacular] concept. Premature redefinition is more likely to lead to confusion than to clarity. Concepts of ordinary language are, after all, the survivors of a long evolutionary process…contain[ing] the wisdom—and folly—of a society gained over many generations.1



Does violence have a history? This probably looks like a silly question. The answer, I suspect, is to most people self-evident. Ironically, however, it may appear just as self-evident to those who say Yes as to those who reply No. Nay-sayers can point to the persistence with which violence recurs across time and societies, which seems to make it as inalienably human—and as ahistorical—as laughter, reason, or politics. ‘The world is a violent place,’ begins a recent anthropology textbook. ‘The world has always been a violent place. Whether it be lions chasing down zebras, countries marching off to war, or men battering their wives and children, the infliction of pain and suffering seems to be embedded in the very fabric of life.’2 That anthropologists should hold this essentializing view is perhaps unsurprising, but historians have until recently tended to concur.3 Violence, on this account, is a given, a constant against which history’s variables play out.

Those (like me) inclined to argue the opposite view can apparently make at least as strong a case. Just as humour, rationalities, and systems of governance diverge, we might observe, so also does the exercise of harmful force vary in technique, frequency, and intensity. That violence may always have been with us doesn’t mean it is unchanging; to tell the history of violence is to make sense of patterns in its variation. So, for example, Steven Pinker’s runaway bestseller, The Better Angels of Our Nature, turns on the premise that the incidence of violence, in whatever manner it may manifest itself, can be tracked over long spans of history and shown to change through time. Authorities from former US President Barack Obama on down have embraced Pinker’s analysis, arguing for policies anchored in the historical trajectory he charts: a persistent decline in violence, ‘the most significant and least appreciated development in the history of our species’.4 Others have, rightly in my opinion, rejected Pinker’s data, methods, and conclusions.5 But however we judge the content of his claim, the presupposition on which it rests—evidently shared by both endorsers and critics—is that violence must be historically contingent.

Despite the seeming self-evidence of the answer, then, the question whether violence has a history should give us pause. Behind its simplistic façade lurk unacknowledged assumptions about the nature of the phenomenon whose historicity is debated; indeed, to ask it brings us face-to-face with the problem of whether violence is even a unitary phenomenon. Flipping the terms, to ask not whether violence has a history but whether in history there is violence, evokes an equally insidious reply, whose confidence is equally unwarranted. This, too, has the feel of a silly question, and there is undoubtedly less controversy about the answer: few would dispute that, for as long as historians have been examining the past, violence has been among our most prized subjects. Herodotus wrote, he says, so that ‘the memory of the…great and marvellous deeds done by Greeks and [Barbarians] and especially the reason why they warred against each other may not lack renown’. Not to be outdone, Thucydides deemed his subject, ‘the history of the war waged by the Peleponnesians and the Athenians against one another…the greatest movement that had ever stirred…a very large part of mankind’. Earlier events, he sneers, are either unknowable or hardly worth knowing: ‘I think that they were not really great either as regards the wars then waged or in other particulars.’6 For both these fathers of historiography, then, violent conflagrations are the very stuff of history; anything else is either pre- or sub-historic. Little has changed in this regard in two and a half millennia: wherever historians look, we still (usually) look for and at violence.7 The answer to our transposed question, then, would seem to be a resounding, unequivocal Yes.

But consensus on violence in history is no less misleading than controversy over the history of violence—and for much the same reasons: in neither case do we actually have a very clear sense of what we are talking about. Despite historians’ avid interest, our theoretical apparatus for working with violence remains rudimentary. ‘No one engaged in thought about history and politics can remain unaware of the enormous role violence has always played in human affairs, and [so] it is at first glance rather surprising that violence has been singled out so seldom for special consideration,’ Hannah Arendt noted, half a century ago. ‘There exists, of course, a large literature on war and warfare,’ she conceded—as also on other, more or less discrete forms of violence, from the overtly social to the most intimate.8 Moreover, some of our most provocative and productive theses about the longue durée hinge on claims about violence and its role in social development: Norbert Elias’s notion of a Civilizing Process that begat modernity at once comes to mind, as does its dark twin, Michel Foucault’s contrary vision of modernization as a disciplining project.9 Nonetheless, astonishingly little conceptual clarity has been attained in the decades since Arendt wrote; ‘violence remains a complex, unwieldy and highly contested concept that is, frankly, not well understood,’ writes philosopher Mark Vorobej. ‘There are a great many competing accounts of what we mean, or should mean by the term “violence”.…[V]iolence is both a highly ambiguous and an extremely vague term.’ Historian Stuart Carroll agrees, finding it ‘a protean subject and difficult to define because its meanings are various and are always shifting’.10 Although definitions entail their own problems, it would seem that the first order of business for any historian seeking to answer questions about violence—even silly ones—would be to ensure that she knows what she is talking about.11

Defining violence

Reluctance to ask pointed questions about violence may owe something to how notoriously resistant it has proven to formal definition. Historians often display an aversion to theoretical definition of all sorts; to take an example at random, a special journal issue on transnational history fastidiously avoids defining the term ‘transnational’.12 Other concepts, no less slippery, elicit redoubled efforts rather than apathy,13 and the profession does sometimes derive pleasure and profit from definitional debates, as for example in the decades-old controversy over ‘feudalism’.14 Why, then, does violence still lie conceptually fallow? ‘This [interpretative silence] shows to what an extent violence and its arbitrariness [have been] taken for granted and therefore neglected,’ Arendt concludes: ‘no one questions or examines what is obvious to all.’ Historians tend to adopt a focus either too broad or too narrow for interrogating the thing taken for granted.15 In the former case, as Elias and Foucault exemplify, attention drifts from violence to the mechanisms for curtailing it—more often than not, to the modern state, waiting in the wings to assert its Weberian monopoly.16 In the latter, research may focus on ‘war’ or ‘torture’ or ‘terrorism’—or, drilling down, on this war or such a form of torture or that episode of terrorism—and neglect the common ground shared by different manifestations of violence. In either case, brute force per se remains at the corner of the historiographic eye.

In the interests of signalling my own heuristic orientation, I offer a working definition of violence as ‘forceful physical action apt to cause harm’.17 I posit that ‘A meets B, leaving B the worse for their encounter’—where A is an object such as fist, axe, or bomb, and B one like paunch, pate, or population centre—is a basic unit of interaction in all societies. My definition is purposely catch-all, though in the context of this book, it need only prove heuristic for analysing the confrontational violence prevalent in the sagas.

Two objections must be met at once: that this definition is too restrictive, artificially isolating what is in fact only an epiphenomenon or subset of other realities (such as social conflict, biological aggression, etc.),18 or that it is too reductive, unifying disparate phenomena which in fact obey distinct logics: sword to skull is not as slap to wrist or thermonuclear warhead to metropolis.19 The first objection implies that it is not violence that should be studied but the broader conceptual contexts which subsume it; once they are properly deciphered, violence, too, would incidentally be explained—or explained away. The second suggests that it is not violence that should be studied but the varied incidents which we conveniently but artificially unite under this single heading; the fact that different languages lump different phenomena together cautions that there is no reason to suppose violent deeds all share any immanent core.

I hardly deny that violence may never be considered apart from its context. Yet recognizing contextual totality need not rule out abstracting components for separate analysis and discussion; motion never occurs independently of a body that moves, yet physicists profitably distinguish between the study of dynamics and of structure. That violence may indeed be an aspect of conflict, for instance, should not preclude studying it in relative abstraction from conflict. Analytic differentiation should help to disentangle some conceptual confusions.

As for reductivism, I maintain that we intuitively perceive a common feature shared by all acts of harmful physical force, at the same time that we recognize differences between clenched knuckles, sniper’s bullet, and Inquisitor’s thumbscrew. Like the physicists’ atom, we may eventually conclude that the social atom I have defined is itself sub-divisible—that it makes a noticeable difference for how we grasp the act qua violence whether, say, the blow lands on head, shoulders, knees, or toes. But just as chemists and engineers may ordinarily deal with matter at the level of molecules and two-by-fours without worrying about sub-atomic properties, so also historians stand to gain by classifying, at the outset, all acts of physical harm-mongering as violence and directing our efforts to clarifying how shared features of these irreducible social acts modulate and interact with their contexts. Wide margins of disagreement—whether in how individual researchers classify matters or in how anglophone historians’ ‘violence’ differs from our German-speaking colleagues’ Gewalt, for example20—may be tolerated if the corresponding gain is greater clarity regarding a substantial swathe of consensual middle ground.

A focus on ‘forceful physical action’ helps exclude various forms of nastiness—such as verbal abuse or systemic discrimination—which some theorists argue for including under the penumbra of violence.21 Certainly, the hurtful capacity of such practices as insult, humiliation, racism, or sexism may not be minimized. There are, furthermore, definite continuities between the hurling of abuse and the throwing of punches. Nevertheless, few observers would be so obtuse as to confuse cutting words with crushing blows; behaviours contiguous in practice need not overlap in analysis.22 Emphasizing the ‘aptitude’ of violence to do harm identifies it as behaviour at the interface of structural habit and active ill will. Such wording allows me to bracket the potential morass of intentionality: can violence ever be unintended? Friendly fire, for instance, though clearly not intended to hurt those it does, is nevertheless action intrinsically designed to cause injury, as Iceland’s late-medieval legislation explicitly recognizes: ‘It may not be called an accident if a man strikes or stabs at a man, though it hits another than he wished, because he wished to do harm to someone.’23 Even non-sentient agents may be identified as ‘apt to cause harm’: a tarantula or a tornado is better suited to devastate than a butterfly or a breeze. In moral terms, too, speaking of aptitude avoids committing us a priori to classifying violence as illegitimate use of force, as some would have it.24 Instead, it acknowledges violence as value-protean: its moral valence is inherently contestable by all participants and observers. Finally, my choice of the word ‘harm’ (in preference to corporeal ‘injury’, legalistic ‘damage’, or bland and bloodless ‘hurt’, for example) alludes to the intimate involvement of physical violence with cognitive violation, the inevitable disruption of integrities both material and conceptual.25

Being able to draw on a working definition (even if imperfect) lets me focus on how historians have, in practice, treated this omnipresent yet stubbornly under-theorized subject.26 I begin by diagnosing the implicit, vernacular model that dominates historians’ thinking in the absence of more formal, explicit reflection. When we speak about violence, I argue, most historians seem to have one of two things in mind, conceiving of it either as instrumental means towards some end or as a practice imbued with its own expressive meaning (and only rarely as both). A critique of this model leads me to elaborate my own suggestion; I propose instead an interpretative triptych, treating violence as accessible along three dimensions or axes: power, signification, and risk. The elaboration of this new model takes up the balance of this chapter.

Binary violences

The contestability—or, worse, the frequent absence—of an explicit definition does not mean that historians have been functioning without recourse to an underlying model. As it is left unstated, however, the very existence of this model (let alone its contours) remains controversial; contradictions among accounts of violence I present as equivalent, for example, might serve to argue that no single model unites them. I submit, however, that such a unifying thread may indeed be detected, and that it in fact cinches otherwise incompatible approaches; the contradictions, I argue, stem from inconsistencies in historians’ reasoning about violence, not from flaws in my proposed typology.

The vernacular conception of violence that seems to inform most historians’ thinking is dualistic, arranged (at best) as a spectrum stretching between two poles or (more often) as an opposition between two binary alternatives. But because the model usually resists articulation, it in fact often becomes entirely one-dimensional: one side of the opposition is overlooked, leaving in view only the pole a particular historian focuses on. Elias and Foucault’s pervasive theories are a case in point. The former’s evolutionary schema depends on an opposition between human nature and historical nurture: historical progress allows humanity to transcend its own Hobbesian roots. Fundamental to this dialectic is the notion of a stable, transcultural, and ahistorical violent drive, hardwired into the human psyche. In the view of Elias and his followers, the forward march of civilization (at least in modernity) involves an elaboration of cultural norms for suppressing, repressing, and deflecting this innate aggression. Any history of violence is thus basically a chronicle of efforts to contain the behaviours that flow from our bloodthirsty birthright. Change over time amounts to a linear process of ‘civilization’, interspersed with periods of regressive ‘decivilization’.27 Even the best medieval historians’ thinking often betrays an Eliasian view of violence as self-evident, a concomitant of the era’s alleged cultural backwardness.28 This tendency may be especially pronounced when discussing the Norse, who, as Anders Winroth laments, wear the taint of barbarity: ‘The goals and methods of Viking expeditions are similar to those typical of other early medieval warfare…[y]et, the Vikings are the ones on whom the reputation for violence and bloodthirstiness has stuck,’ as gory fictions about berserkir and Blood Eagles evince. ‘Charlemagne, in contrast, is today generally extolled as a founding father of Europe,’ after whom the European Union names buildings.29

Foucault and his disciples, in turn, look askance at the same modernization trajectory, suspecting that the progress of civilization cloaks a redoubling of innate virulence as the state bureaucratizes and technologizes aggression.30 Violence, for Foucault, has more to do with the social conjunctures he identifies as ‘power’ than with psychological templates. Key to Foucault’s insight is a synonymy of power and social structure: he famously argues that power is not an attribute of any specific social position, a thing (some) social players can have, but is rather the dynamic structure of the relationship between any number of social positions, what (all) social players effect. Power is thus ubiquitous, unevenly distributed, and always in flux; Foucault’s notion of power makes it, in effect, coterminous with society.31 In his studiedly obscurantist way, he describes society as a ‘multiplicity of relations of force [which] may be encoded, partially but never fully, now in the form of “violence”, now in the form of “politics”. Here, then, are two strategies—distinct, but ever ready to trade places—for integrating [social] relations.’32 In Foucault’s view, then, violence is one of two key forms available for modulating social relations; he tracks modernization through changes in how the ‘two strategies’, violence and non-violent politics, codify power relations. The codes themselves, however, remain unchanged. They are fixed strategies, which can be picked off the shelf and applied in variable proportions, but may not be customized. Accordingly, although he allows that violence exerts an influence on its social context, Foucault does not consider reciprocal feedback. What changes from one historical setting to another is only the way people handle violence; the category itself, much like Elias’s supposed inborn drive, remains sphinx-like, immutable and inscrutable. For both Elias and Foucault, then, there is violence in history, but there can be no history of violence.

Although they both regard violence as innate, an ahistorical attribute of social existence, Elias and Foucault hold radically divergent views of the nature of this faculty. Their failure to define it masks their differences. For Elias, violence manifests an outpouring of pre-civilized aggression, pointless and counterproductive. He sees it as essentially expressive, a vehicle for unleashing psycho-social hostilities.33 Foucault, in contrast, thinks of violence chiefly as a component in the toolkit for adjusting social power. Violence is therefore, in his view, essentially instrumental. Neither can shed much light on the aspects of violence highlighted by the other’s unvoiced definition.

A model vacillating between instrumentality and expressiveness is dimly visible in the works of many historians, not least those dealing with medieval Iceland. Consider, for instance, the words with which Jesse Byock characterizes the goals of his investigation:

Law in medieval Iceland touched virtually all aspects of social intercourse, yet it was not implemented by the force of an executive arm of government. The operation of law was connected to advocacy [and alliance making]. The society’s cultural focus on law, the crucial role played by advocacy and arbitrations…and the choices that individuals faced between violence and compromise in a feuding society are among the issues explored in this book.34

Byock is here giving a broad-brush introduction to medieval Icelandic culture; his portrayal of violence and compromise as ‘choices’ within a framework of law (paralleling Foucault’s configuration of violence and politics as ‘forms’ of power) is incidental to this description, and all the more telltale for that. Violence, in his view, embodies the antipode of compromise. The two options are presented as alternative tools towards securing individuals’ goals in the context of governance, perfectly paralleling Foucault’s schema of violence and politics as modes of manipulating power. In framing violence and compromise as alternative routes to goal attainment, Byock implies that violence should be understood in functional terms. One’s choice of option depends, presumably, on one’s estimation of which would bring better dividends, and the outcome, too, must be evaluated primarily on its success or failure in achieving the desired objective. For Byock, then, violence is a means to an end, ranged alongside other less bloody instruments.

As he elaborates on what actually ensues when violence is selected over compromise, however, Byock’s prism shifts:

When involved in disputes, Icelanders postured in the manner of Viking Age warriors, yet the threatening and the posturing described in the sagas led only to mild battles.…Even when several hundred farmers assembled, there were very few deaths.…As a society, Icelanders consistently acted with restraint. They learned to ritualize and even to limit the use of force. Only at the very end of the [Commonwealth Period] did the endemic feuding reach the level of open warfare, and even then random violence was sporadic.35

Violence unleashed, then, is discussed in terms of fierceness and expressive capacity rather than instrumental utility. Byock sees the intensity of medieval Icelanders’ violence as indifferent (‘mild battles’, ‘few deaths’, ‘restraint’), but its meaning as correspondingly rich (‘threatening’, ‘posturing’, ‘ritualize[d] use of force’—even if punctuated by ‘sporadic’ outbursts of ‘random’ and acute destructiveness in the form of ‘open warfare’). He offers no explicit comment on how effective Icelanders’ enervated ferocity may have been in attaining desired goals: whether, in other words, their low-intensity violence proved instrumentally useful. Yet by devoting an overwhelming proportion of his attention to more peaceable conflict-resolution methods, Byock presumably signals that the ‘restraint…Icelanders consistently acted with’ correlates with a relative ineffectiveness of brute force. Did Icelanders, on the whole, opt to rein violence in because they found it inadequate? Or was it the other way around: did compromise, on average, produce better results because violence had largely lost its pragmatic edge? The former explanation is of a piece with Byock’s prior presumption of instrumentality, tending to ascribe to medieval Icelanders a Weberian rationality—and crediting them, for the most part, with a frank assessment of their martial ineptitude. If violence is primarily instrumental, and if Icelanders were no good at it, common sense would dictate the selection of other instruments in its stead. The latter hypothesis, on the other hand, assumes that when Icelanders did employ violence, they somehow found it meaningful despite its modest utility—that it was for them, in Clifford Geertz’s celebrated phrase, a form of ‘deep play’ which paid off in some currency other than the hard coin of pragmatism.36 In such an interpretation, then, despite Byock’s initial statement to the contrary, violence appears not as an instrumental practice but as an expressive medium.

The assumptions about violence that undergird most historians’ analyses conform to the binary typology instantiated in Byock’s discussion. Violence is either a ‘means’ deployed to various ends or an end possessed of intrinsic ‘meaning’. Individual authors employ different tags to speak of means and meaning, each shading these terms in subtly nuanced ways: one discriminates realistic from non-realistic attacks; another contrasts goal-oriented, headhunting raids with the restraint of chivalry; a third distinguishes high-minded public cruelty from selfish private meanness; and so on.37 There seems to be little overarching logic behind these antitheses; the historians who subscribe to them do not agree on the value labels attached to each category, nor on how to categorize specific violent phenomena. Yet the underlying dualism organizes their thinking. One of the most productive debates in recent decades on conceptualizations of medieval violence, the controversy over the notion of a ‘feudal revolution’, exemplifies this phenomenon. Here, Thomas N. Bisson speaks of ‘the violence of castellans and knights’ around the millennium as ‘the capricious manipulation of powerless people[:] there was nothing political about the outlook of…wilful, exploitative lordship…addicted to violence’, he argues (though he also maintains, without apparent sense of contradiction, that such violence ‘became an institution…a method of lordship’). Bisson contrasts this allegedly subpolitical, impulse-driven violence of the lower nobility with the measured, instrumental exercise of ‘power’ by the ‘old élite’, which furnished ‘security and public justice’. Not so, argues Stephen D. White; ‘[s]eigneurial violence…is anything but arbitrary: it has political and even juridical meaning.…Violence served not only as a method of expropriation, domination and intimidation, but also as a way of symbolically asserting rights.’ Both historians evidently negotiate a perceived tension between violence as a (political, exploitative, etc.) Foucauldian means and as (capricious, symbolic, etc.) Eliasian meaning.38 For all the variation in the way different scholars adapt it, then, the opposition of means to meaning lends coherence to the discourse of violence as a whole, even when it fuses together incongruent and indeed contradictory notions. Such incongruities and inconsistencies are the inevitable result of historians’ reluctance to face up to the duties of formal definition.

Surprisingly few analyses proceed in directions tangential to this mainstream. Even the rare exceptions do little to alter the overall picture, however. To the extent that they elaborate dimensions going beyond this dyad, such enhancements remain analytically distinct from the binary core I here identify, and ancillary to it. In other words, they may either be folded back into the simple dualism, or stripped away without drastically falsifying the particulars of any given theory. For example, in an important programmatic survey, Pieter Spierenburg suggests a grid-like typology, plotting homicides along ‘two related but distinct axes: impulsive violence versus planned or “rational” violence on the one hand, and ritual or expressive violence versus instrumental violence on the other’. He thus separates the measure of spontaneity (ranging from completely unplanned to fully premeditated) from the measure of formal articulation (ranging from unadorned pragmatism to elaborate ritualism). Spierenburg insists on the superiority of his two-dimensional grid—which treats ‘the psychological state of the person who engages in violence’ and ‘[t]he social meaning of the act’ as separate variables—taking to task previous researchers who ‘adhere to a dichotomy in one way or the other’. When considered in terms of the means-meaning distinction, however, his fourfold schema soon collapses back into linear dualism: ‘planned’, ‘rational’, and ‘instrumental’ acts all behave as goal-oriented violence, whereas ‘ritual’, ‘expressive’, and (at the zero grade of meaning-making) ‘impulsive’ ones all revolve around the absence of Zweckrationalität, a stronger tendency to signify than to accomplish.39

Spierenburg does at least treat ‘ritual’, ‘expressive’, and ‘impulsive’ violence as categories with genuine content, not mere residues of whatever he cannot fit into the rubrics of violence as means; Arendt, in contrast, shows her hand when she avers that violence is ‘distinguished by its instrumental character’. She, like many others, almost wholly ignores violence that is directed at meaning-making. In so doing, Arendt casually assumes bipolar social interaction, pitting violent actors against passive victims—the role of third parties is, by definition, non-essential—and privileges the formers’ perspective heavily: it is the assailant whose ends the violence does or doesn’t serve. To comprehend violence, according to Arendt, what must be grasped are the lacunae in the attackers’ consolidation of hegemony, their efforts to enforce their will; the victims’ experiences are relatively unimportant. This vectoral aspect makes violence as means inherently unilateral.40 Even when both antagonists make efforts to harm each other, their actions can only be conceptualized as a series of alternating one-way strikes: each in turn plays the agent role, brandishing the instrument of violence over the other. Instrumentality objectifies its targets; it presupposes and reproduces a boundary between a perpetrator’s ‘ingroup’ and a victim’s ‘outgroup’. Spierenburg’s categories, as becomes apparent at a glance, likewise foreground the perpetrator’s point of view. It is an attacker’s premeditation that makes the assault ‘planned’ or ‘rational’, and the success or failure of the attacker in winning his objective that allows evaluation of the violence in ‘instrumental’ terms. The perspectives of any targets, let alone those of third parties, remain unmodelled.41

Spierenburg underscores that the categories used to classify violent acts are ‘ideal types; in reality, different aspects of violence can be intermingled’. The historian should, in other words, strive for a stereoscopic perspective that takes in both utilitarian and signifying aspects simultaneously. In practice, as the examples of Elias and Foucault illustrate, most historians focus on only one end of the continuum. In doing so, we lose more than just completeness. On its own, each interpretative pole tells less than half the story. Viewed strictly as means, violence assumes a mechanical guise: the instrumental effect of applying destructive force appears just as calculable, in principle, as the driving force of any other tool. To be sure, forecasting the repercussions of swordplay is more complicated than plotting the ballistics of colliding billiard balls—von Clausewitz famously lays emphasis on the ever-present ‘friction’ that confounds generals’ best-laid plans, calling it the ‘single concept that pretty much covers what distinguishes real war from war on paper’—but the difference tends to be regarded as one of degree, not kind.42 Uncertainty itself, ironically, comes to be reduced to predictable dimensions: allowances, such as building failsafe redundancies into violent conduct, can be made to contain it.

If conceiving of violence as means exaggerates predictability, conceiving of it as merely meaningful drastically downplays ferocity, foregrounding instead the shared koine presupposed in any symbolic exchange.43 Instrumental acts delineate boundaries between distinct categories: the more pragmatic the act, the sharper the line it etches. Meaningful acts, in contrast, structure relations within a social category that encompasses all (surviving) participants. Attacker, attacked, and third parties are all viewed as members of a communicative community, an ingroup which violence serves to articulate, not segregate. Violence, then, becomes just one more discourse at the disposal of participants in cultural conversation.44 The discourse is hardly all convivial but, in presupposing intelligibility, it loses much of its virulence. Only in extreme cases of mutual deafness might symbolic failure translate into wholesale horror. As historical anthropologist Inga Clendinnen writes,


John Keegan has characterized battle as ‘essentially a moral conflict [requiring] a mutual and sustained act of will between two contending parties, and, if it is to result in a decision, the moral collapse of one of them’. Paradoxically, that mutuality is most essential at the point of disengagement. To ‘surrender’, to acquiesce in defeat and concede victory, is a complex business, at once a redefinition of self and one’s range of effective action, and a redefinition of one’s relationship with the erstwhile enemy. Those redefinitions have somehow to be acknowledged by the opponent. Where the indicators that mark defeat and so allow ‘moral collapse’ to occur are not acknowledged, neither victory nor defeat is possible, and we approach a sinister zone in which there can be no resolution save death.45

Violence as meaning becomes frightful indeed when it turns incomprehensible: the babbling savagery or inhumane genocide of the psychopath. Above this meaningless zero grade, however, an emphasis on violence as an end in itself weakens the intrinsic link between a perpetrator’s action and a victim’s suffering. Violence as discourse doesn’t reek of death.

It is, of course, inevitable that any analysis will only bring out certain facets of a phenomenon at the expense of others, and so considering violence as a medium for the transmission of meaning might be viewed as an acceptable approximation of reality’s complexities—reductive, yes, but arguably no less serviceable for all that than Newton’s model of the physical universe or Pasteur’s of pathogenesis had been in their own days. No model can be complete, and it is surely no defect if a theoretical representation of violence leaves out some aspects of the phenomenon it seeks to account for, too.46 But harming seems so central a feature of violence that we must wonder whether a model that makes it incidental can still be considered to model violence at all. When primacy is claimed for meaning, in other words—when ‘a class of occurrences whose activity is “injuring”’ is figured as a symbolic system whose activity is discourse—the concept of violence, neutered and declawed, no longer quite resembles itself.47

No one can honestly doubt that violence, like any other human enterprise, may be imbued with meaning. Nor is the utility of violence as a means of altering power realities in question. A model of violence needs, however, to avoid both insipidly interpreting violence as pure meaning and mechanically explaining it solely as means. It also needs to outgrow the restrictive framework of analysing exchanges confined to two parties, only one of whom is active at any one time, and to take seriously the implications of high-stakes uncertainty.

Violence through a triple lens

Accordingly, I propose a model of violence arranged around the three core concepts of power, signification, and risk. The first two tags echo means and meaning, respectively, even if they are conceptualized somewhat differently.48 The third, a mediating term emphasizing the specific ways in which power and signification interact in the hostile use of force, requires the greatest degree of elaboration.

There are two main advantages to substituting ‘power’ and ‘signification’ as custom-defined terms for the broad interpretative clusters of ‘means’ and ‘meaning’. First, as stressed above, these clusters are ill-defined and inconsistent. Insisting on a definition—any definition—is preferable to this conceptual mud; only then can analyses be tested and contested. Second, in contrast with the tendency of means and meaning to assert themselves as mutually exclusive understandings of violence, I wish to underline in my analysis the interpenetration of all three concepts: these are different limbs of the same elephant. We may distinguish them for analytic convenience but must not mistake them for the proverbial distinct beasts.

When historians analyse violence as means, the substance in which it traffics—what it serves as means for—is most usefully understood as social power, in the diffuse political sense of the word that Foucault rightly insists on: not a commodity to be appropriated but an omnipresent strategy to be exercised. Waging war for control of an oil well, going broadside for broadside with a gold-laden galleon, or avenging oneself on an adversary from whom one had suffered humiliation are all moves designed to redistribute people’s power to act as social agents. My terminological shift from means to power thus changes little, in one sense, except to clarify the expansive category into which nearly all objectives of violence can be fitted.49 But it also gnaws away at the binary opposition of means to meaning by allowing for the possibility that manipulation of meaning would itself become a means of affecting power relations. Imposing a cognitive frame of reference on a situation can serve to elicit specific behaviour: ‘Now here is the head that would not have slunk away from prosecuting your death, if that were needed,’ one saga character tells a reluctant avenger, pulling a bloody memento from beneath her cloak, when all other efforts to motivate him into action have failed. Unenthusiastic but undone, her interlocuter gives in.50

If, from one perspective, politics is the medium in which violence plays out—the substance which it tries to shape—to approach violence as signification is to call attention to the ways in which violence itself functions as a medium, encoding and altering power relations in a dynamic process. Like other discourses, violence has its own jargon and conventions, which both enable and constrain what it can and cannot express. Only a proficient member of a specific culture knows when it is appropriate to decapitate a given adversary or how to ‘read’ a severed head; and only such a proficient member can appreciate the ramifications if one were to transgress against the codes—altering the configuration of power relations through this very transgression.51 The semiotic aspect of any violent act is thus its cultural facet par excellence. Finally, like every other discourse, violence is, on principle, not merely dialogic but indeed polyphonic, never one-way: with the predictable (and partial) monologic exceptions of mad rampage or wholesale massacre, the articulation of social structures through violence is relational, requiring a receptive audience proficient in the same cultural language as the perpetrator, and mandating active participation by all parties—assailant, victim, sideliners—so that all sides get to play both subject and object roles simultaneously. Sociologist David Luckenbill observes that lethal violence rarely ‘appear[s] as a one-sided event with an unwitting victim assuming a passive, non-contributory role. Rather, murder is the outcome of a dynamic interchange between an offender, victim, and, in many cases, bystanders.’ What is true of homicide (which, by definition, permanently shuts out one party to the exchange) is all the more true of non-lethal encounters.52

Like all forms of willed action, violence presupposes decision making; the third dimension of my analysis, risk, is the ghost haunting every decision-making juncture, ever present as a potential to be avoided. Risk theory has not evolved yet to the point of securing a uniform discourse, let alone establishing an interpretative orthodoxy; below, I draw mainly on one prominent model, prospect theory, and on two more minor approaches, edgework and the calculus of jeopardy, as well as on the more general insights of the cultural approach to risk.53 Historians have hardly treated risk at all54—perhaps because it involves possible futures rather than actual pasts. Political scientists, more interested in quantifiable variables and predictive models than in qualitative texturing and retrospective interpretation, have occasionally invoked it in analyses of recent affairs, but have rarely taken an historical approach.55 Historians’ neglect may also stem from the fact that the extraordinarily fine-grained source materials needed for analysing risk considerations are rarely available, especially as we delve beyond the late twentieth century. Yet even early modernists, whose richly textured microhistories medievalists can only ogle with envy, have failed—with one notable exception, discussed below—to engage with risk as an analytic concept. The Icelandic sagas, humming with circumstantial thick description and subtle psychological insight, thus offer an unparalleled resource for coming to grips with a set of problems we have barely even begun to face.

Risk may be minimally defined as ‘the potential that a particular course of action will lead to an undesirable outcome’.56 Most permutations of risk theory (with the qualified exception of edgework) assume as axiomatic that people always seek to minimize their risk exposure; they may make bad calls because of misinformation or skewed judgement, but they never knowingly opt to endure any greater potential of undesirable outcomes than they absolutely must. Deciding among courses of action produces risks, however, at the same time that it controls them. Choosing one option over another forecloses the potentials associated with the rejected alternatives—the risk of poisoning is nil if one decides not to eat, for instance—while setting in motion others, not yet realizing them but enabling them to loom, so that starvation is now possible, though not assured. Implicitly, the risk activated must be deemed in some way less threatening than the risk avoided: one presumably chooses to abstain from food when one has reason to believe it poisonous. All decision making, it follows, is of necessity risk-averse, aiming to preclude or mitigate undesirable outcomes; and at the same time, it is inevitably risk-promoting in other respects: if the danger of arsenic is not to be tolerated, that of hunger must be courted.57 The accent, then, falls on ‘undesirable’. Some so-called risk-tolerant or even risk-seeking behaviours, such as drunk driving or bungee jumping, must (by the logic of revealed preference) prioritize desires in a seemingly counter-intuitive way. Decisions to engage in such behaviour seem designed to avoid some specific, unwanted consequence—say, to minimize dependence on public transit or to banish tedium.

Four dimensions of risk should be distinguished: magnitude, likelihood, realm, and domain. I deal briefly with the first two, which are more familiar. Magnitude is a measure of just how undesirable a potential outcome is. Put another way, it refers to the force of sanction against an unfortunate decision: teasing the tamest of tigers is riskier by several orders of magnitude than taunting the most feral of tabby cats. Likelihood refers to how often a decision of a particular kind will, on average, lead to a particular undesirable effect. Implicit in the concept of likelihood are a perception of individual decisions as falling into a general class and a presumed knowability of failure rates within that class. Stepping in front of a moving bicycle thus poses a more likely risk of injury than walking into the path of a parked locomotive: stationary trains may start unexpectedly, with results of potentially horrific magnitude, but as a class they are less likely than speeding cyclists to smack into pedestrians. In practice, consideration of risks often conflate magnitude and likelihood: playing Russian roulette is riskier than reading this book not only because the stakes are steeper in the former but also because the chances of getting a paper cut in the latter are, for a proficient reader, slim. Amalgamated assessment also allows balancing magnitude and likelihood against each other: holding up a bank involves large but remote risks (such as being shot at by security guards) as well as smaller but fairly probable ones (such as getting caught), all outweighed by the allure of high-magnitude (if, in statistical fact, low-likelihood) potential rewards.58

A large body of lore, both academic and vernacular, treats risk solely in terms of knowable, quantifiable magnitudes and likelihoods. I refer to this approach, epitomized by the ‘rational choice’ model emphasizing maximization of utility, as ‘actuarial’.59 Since the eighteenth century, actuarial practice has made incontrovertible progress in risk assessment and management, refining the estimation of magnitudes and increasing the accuracy of likelihood predictions. The actuarial approach depends, however, on a simplified model of decision making as a series of discrete choices, each with its own unidimensional potential consequences and transparent valuation criteria. It thus ignores entirely the process of selecting which data the decision maker deems relevant: should the prospects of a new construction project be assessed only on its potential to make (or lose) money, for example, or should its possible impact on local aquifers also be considered? Actuarial analysis, in other words, is increasingly capable of answering questions about risk, but is inherently clueless when it comes to finding out what questions should be asked.60 It tends to proceed from the ahistorical (and manifestly erroneous) assumption that criteria for assessing options are timeless, inelastic, and self-evident; the dimension of power, in other words, is held as a (usually monetary) constant. The utility of the actuarial calculus for anyone interested in past decision making is thus strikingly limited. ‘Upon careful examination,’ one commentator dryly notes, ‘many [historical actors’] apparent errors prove to represent deft resolution[s] of the wrong problem.’61

Decision making has never meant choosing among determinate, quantified options. It is, rather, a procedure for assessing and manipulating unknowns; I therefore disregard the terminological distinction often drawn between ‘risk’ (where various outcome probabilities are known or at least knowable) and ‘uncertainty’ (where such probabilities are unknown or unknowable), treating them instead as synonyms.62 Already at the initial point of framing some subset of unknowns as the options for consideration, culture critically enters into the process, as Mary Douglas forcefully argues:

When faced with estimating probability and credibility, [individuals] come already primed with culturally learned assumptions and weightings. One could say that they have been fabricating their prejudices as part of the work of designing their institutions. They have set up their institutions as decision processors which shut out some options and put others in a favourable light. Individuals make the basic choices about joining and not joining institutions of different kinds. They then engage in continuous monitoring of the institutional machinery. The big choices reach them in the form of questions whether to reinforce authority or to subvert it.63

Culture offers a repertoire of mechanisms for processing new perceptions. On a synchronic plane, it constitutes a forum for deliberating about risks, delineating the social group boundaries relevant to making any particular decision (who gets to have a say, who pays the price for failures, who collects the rewards of success)64 and delimiting the data deemed relevant to the decision process—determining, in other words, which options get deliberated. Diachronically, culture establishes the idiom of assessment and undergirds it with precedents, creating predispositions towards particular outcomes. A present unknown (‘what are the odds this cyclist will hit me?’) can only be evaluated by being subsumed within a known class of past analogues (‘based on my experience with cyclists, I had better stay on the curb’): as Marshall Sahlins observes, ‘event is inserted in a preexisting category, and history is present in current action’.65

This cultural machinery of risk management usually runs on autopilot. Force of habit is nothing more than a culture’s decision-making apparatus manifesting itself through individuals, masking from them the uniqueness of the circumstances through which they navigate. Failure to notice that each instance in lived experience is unprecedented and irreproducible allows decisions to be made, as it were, of their own accord, and keeps them from overwhelming our cognitive faculties. Political scientist Rose McDermott underscores this point: ‘difficult decisions are difficult precisely because…they are not automatic…or inconsequential. In fact, what most people experience as “decisions” are actually break points in the decision process, representing the times when natural, automatic decision-making processes fail to operate sufficiently well to eliminate the unconscious nature of their standard operation.’ (For ‘natural’, read: ‘cultural’.)66

I refer to the context within which decision makers weigh desirable and undesirable potentials as a realm of relevance.67 Consideration of realms recognizes that every decision entails multiple outcomes and that these need not be aggregated for uniform evaluation: risk-aversion implies not only an avoidance of high-stakes, high-probability undesirable outcomes, but also a prioritization among clusters of potential consequences, each of which contains elements both wanted and unwanted, probable and improbable, weighty and inconsequential.68 Deciding to wear a slinky open-backed dress to a party, for instance, implies that the desired social benefits of dazzling other guests are thought either likelier or more rewarding, perhaps both, than the (low-magnitude, high-likelihood) danger of catching a chill, the (medium-magnitude, medium-likelihood) risk of being outdazzled by other guests’ outfits, or the (high-magnitude and—for wearers whose figure is finer than mine—low-likelihood) hazard of appearing utterly ridiculous. Considerations of dazzle versus embarrassment pertain to one realm, however, that of social image, whereas the risks of exposing one’s back to the breeze pertain to the realm of physical comfort. A decision to go with the dress thus implies not only an assessment that potential social benefits outweigh potential costs (a question of risk magnitude) and that the probability of triumph trumps the perils of humiliation (a question of likelihood) but also valuation of social considerations over physical, and over costs and benefits in other realms, too: the economic setbacks attendant on acquiring elegant apparel, for example.69

The number of possible realms is infinite. Their subjectivity precludes defining them very rigidly; are the risk of embarrassment and the risk of attracting unwanted attention from a sexual harasser, for example, both components of a single realm of social consequences, or does one belong to a realm of social capital while the other reaches into that of identity well-being? The answer depends on how each deciding subject carves matters up in her own mind. Given this subjectivity and infinity, no a priori hierarchy of realms can be specified. Each culture, however, tends to rank them according to its own systematic biases. Thus one culture (call it Communism) may accent risks to social fairness over ones to individual freedom—persistently assigning higher value to the realm of equity than to that of liberty—while another (say, Wall Street) would be most concerned about risks to economic prosperity, privileging the financial realm over all others, and a third (Audubon Society) would deem both its competitors too narrowly anthropocentric, pointing, instead, to the ecosphere as the prime realm for consideration. And so on. Still, within each culture, there is ample room for individual variability: a die-hard ideologue will choose differently from a lukewarm hanger-on. Even individual rankings can be fluid, depending on the particulars of each risk situation. At an elegant soirée, one might prioritize risks to decorum, for instance, but the same person may rank risks in this realm quite low when driving through rush-hour traffic or playing a game of pick-up football.

Cultural affiliation, structural constraint, and individual personality can all predict which realms are likely to receive priority, but can never predetermine specific choices. Because no firm hierarchy inscribes realms of relevance, then, it is useful to think of them as alternatives arranged laterally across a decision maker’s field of vision, allowing her to focus now on one, now on another, guided both by the cultural scripts of prescribed preferences and by individual, contingent circumstances. Some realms of risk are only perceived peripherally; some, indeed, remain entirely outside one’s field of vision, cultural indoctrination having pushed them too far aside (or, as Douglas puts it, ‘institutions [acting] as decision processors [having] shut out some options’).

Finally, the fourth dimension of risk analysis derives from prospect theory, proposed by cognitive psychologists Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman for describing individual decision making.70 Kahneman and Tversky show that decision making proceeds not by straightforward actuarial assessment; rather, it displays systematic heuristic biases. At the heart of prospect theory is the claim that decision makers tend to be risk-averse when they feel they stand to gain (that is, they act more timidly than an actuarial model might predict), but, conversely, turn risk-seeking when they feel they stand to lose (that is, they become bolder than actuarially sensible). The pivotal determinant is the reference point relative to which they judge themselves to be in a ‘domain of gains’ or in one of ‘losses’; often, but not always, this reference point is the status quo prevailing at the time they are faced with a decision.71 ‘[L]osses loom larger than gains,’ Tversky and Kahneman warn: if the sting of penalties smarts more than the honey of prizes pleases, one would be more inclined to take risks to avoid or reverse the former than in hopes of obtaining or retaining the latter.72 Unlike realms of relevance, domains are both finite in number (two) and intrinsically hierarchical (gains/losses); it is therefore useful to imagine this distinction as a vertical axis, superimposed over the horizontal distribution of realms. (See Figure 1, p. 7.)

As elaborated by Tversky and Kahneman, prospect theory is indifferent to cultural influences and to the multiplicity of realms. Yet it seems adaptable to the idea of ‘mixed’ or polyvalent risk.73 Jack Levy notes that ‘little research has been done on the framing process itself’, leaving it uncertain how a decision maker classifies a decision as occurring within one domain or the other, as well as how she selects which realm(s) to foreground.74 Cultural frames, I suggest, supply one obvious answer.75

Such frames influence not only which risks are perceived in the first place but also where, in a given situation, a decision maker’s reference point is likely to fall relative to these risks. Thus we may imagine one cultural outlook (‘confrontational’) that would encourage members to make decisions using the highest available reference point at all times—permanently privileging the domain of losses—whereas another (‘conciliatory’) would expect decision makers to select the lowest possible reference point, while a third (‘opportunistic’) would mandate regular and frequent updates of the reference point to accord with the most recent status quo, and so forth. Cultures thus supply guidelines both for prioritizing among lateral realms of assessment, and, within each, for selecting the cut-off point between the vertical domains of gain and loss.76 Each outlook inculcates different decision-making heuristics. A ‘confrontational’ society might invest considerable resources in memorializing past glories, supplying a constant perception of a bygone high reference point, compared to which any present appears to require urgent remedy: individuals would tend to make risk-seeking choices in an effort to regain the mythical status quo ante.77 ‘Conciliatory’ societies, on the other hand, would encourage timid decision making, framing any given situation as an improvement over a potential mythic rock-bottom (tending to memorialize cautionary calamities above all), and urging members to make the best of whatever hand fate dealt them.78 ‘Opportunistic’ societies, meanwhile, would tend to shun memorializing altogether, preferring to help subjects develop a foreshortened diachronic perspective and make decisions based on a proximate status quo, acting boldly to repair recent losses but reverting to conservative caution when consolidating recent gains.79 Faced with an identical decision-making juncture, members of each society would tend to opt for predictably different courses of action.

From risk to violence and back again

Attending to the cultural framing of decision making pulls into focus the usefulness of risk as a category in analysing violence.80 The key issue, of course, is that to engage in violence inevitably entails enduring significant (often both high-magnitude and high-likelihood) risks. Under what circumstances, then, does a sensible actor, whether individual or collective, opt for such a perilous course of action?

The core premise animating risk theory in general, and prospect theory in particular, hypothesizes that no actor ever willingly and knowingly seeks out risks—and if it appears otherwise to researchers, the key to dispelling this false impression lies in inhabiting actors’ own point of view. Where a dispassionate observer deems a risk actuarially unprofitable, a participant may find it acceptable if she is operating in a domain of losses; alternatively, whereas an observer focuses on a realm in which a particular behaviour increases risk-exposure, a reasonable participant could be prioritizing a different realm altogether, where the same action has the opposite effect. The theory thus seeks to explain away risk-seeking behaviour by spotlighting a gap between observer and participant perspectives.

Violent clashes both produce certain risks, notably probabilities of suffering physical injury, and provide the means to avert others, for example by reducing the probability that an affront to one’s honour would result in a diminution of status. Fighting for one’s honour does not guarantee securing it. But opting to fight means that a high-likelihood risk in the realm of status can be traded in for a lower-likelihood, and possibly lesser-magnitude, risk in the same realm. A price is paid, however, by throwing into the bargain a new risk in the realm of physical well-being. By accepting such a trade-off, a violent agent seems to signal that he values the realm of status more highly than that of bodily integrity: ‘Bjǫrn gives Ari two options, whether he would rather fight a duel with him…or he would give over his wife to him. He chose quickly, that he would rather fight than bring calumny upon them both.…Then they fight, and it ends so that Ari falls and loses his life.’81 The magnitude of physical risk one accepts also matters. A token show of force may be all that is needed to reassert one’s honour, redefining the status quo in this realm and (at least for an ‘opportunistic’ actor) recalibrating the reference point for assessing further risk-taking.82 An entrepreneurial actor might thus make a positive choice to ferry risks from one realm to another, choosing to run those he finds most tolerable; the choice of realms isn’t always free, however. A decision to run high-magnitude, high-likelihood probabilities of injury may indicate risk-acceptance on the part of a subject who perceives his honour to be in a domain of losses, which must be recuperated. If, as in medieval Iceland (as the sagas portray it), social standing is a realm of cultural anxiety, actors may not be at liberty to steer risks away from a negotiation of honour into other realms where their tolerance for setback is greater. Moreover, in such a society, practically every individual’s reference point within the realm of status may be permanently fixed so high that all find themselves permanently trapped in a domain of losses.83 Such a perceptual bias could lead to widespread risk-seeking and, presumably, to frequent flare-ups of violence.

By looking at violence in terms of the realms of relevance that frame risk assessments, as well as the cues that determine decision makers’ reference points for gauging the domain in which they operate, historical analysis can move beyond the brute functionalism and ethereal exegesis of means and meaning models. Identifiable patterns of cultural preference can help make sense of seemingly irrational choices. The model I propose for analysing violence accordingly retains key features from the prevalent binary model, but it inflects them by considering how violence serves as both a means to an end and a meaningful end in itself in an environment of perpetual uncertainty. To analyse violence in instrumental terms, as an attempt to coerce others, is to focus on the dimension of power. To analyse it in symbolic terms, as an attempt to manipulate and project meanings, is to focus on the dimension of signification. Lastly, to analyse it in cognitive terms, as an attempt to exercise agency despite an always imperfect control over circumstances, is to focus on the dimension of risk.

Violence is, of course, hardly unique as a technique for engaging with agency and uncertainty; many other activities are risky. But violence throws certain aspects of risk, which may otherwise be easy to overlook, into sharp relief. For instance, whereas prospect theory (and practically every other risk theory) only discusses the calculus of minimizing risk to oneself, violence involves a reciprocal exchange in which risks are both undertaken and projected onto others. In violence, risk becomes malleable; it can be manipulated both defensively, as when it is redirected from a realm of relative disadvantage to one of relative comfort, and offensively, by compounding the risk burden on one’s opponent.

To theorize this aspect of violent risk, I turn from prospect theory to the ‘calculus of jeopardy’, a framework pioneered by Thomas V. Cohen, an early modernist specializing in Italy.84 Cohen proves the exception to the rule of historians’ apathy towards risk. The idiosyncrasies of his terminology reflect, however, ignorance of—or a decision to ignore—existing risk theories. Instead, Cohen builds up his own conceptual toolbox from scratch. ‘[I] propose to use the term jeopardy,’ he explains,

for the kind of risk that [Renaissance] Italians would manipulate in the course of their negotiations.…[W]hen it comes to abstractions, [I] prefer jeopardy to the economist’s risk because the former term, descended from the old French jeu parti, is better suited to strategic play.…Italians played with jeopardy…us[ing] it skillfully to manoeuvre for position.

He then details two fundamental strategies for ‘play[ing] with jeopardy’.85 First and most relevant in the present context, Italians might seek to ‘inflict jeopardy on an antagonist to coerce or constrain his actions’. Here, risk ceases to operate only as the potential of an undesirable outcome for oneself, to be avoided as best one can; it becomes the potential of such an outcome for one’s opponent, as well—and, as such, an asset to be cultivated. By threatening an adversary, Renaissance Italians sought to compel him to assess the risks he had to undergo in opposing them as too grave to be worth the trouble. Thinking in terms of Cohen’s concept of jeopardy therefore allows us to subsume grandstanding, feints, and intimidation within a discussion of violence, not as would-be, incipient, or theoretical approximations of violence but as direct pressure applied to the risk dimension of such action. Indeed, the order of precedence may need to be reversed; it is not that threats are subsumed under violence, but violence that is a species of threat: communicating one’s resolve with a view to ensuring, one way or another, that the adversary blinks first is a crucial part of any violent act’s signification function.86

The other form of risk manipulation Cohen identifies includes ‘cit[ing one’s] own jeopardy as the reason [one] could not bend to another’s importunity’, as when two parties locked in an arms race justify their refusal to back down from it by pointing to the potential threat posed by a third, as well as ‘willingly or grudgingly…lay[ing] jeopardy on [oneself] to bind [oneself], in another’s eyes, to reliable behavior’, for instance, by giving hostages to confirm non-aggression.87 Here, then, we are back to risks to oneself. Counter-intuitively, however, such moves seek not to shrink from the risks one faces but to embrace and weaponize them as a bargaining tactic. Existing risk may serve as an alibi for one’s inability or unwillingness to compromise on certain points; or—if that is deemed insufficient—new risk might be promulgated, in the hope that this sacrifice pay off by persuading others of one’s good faith. Those others can include both one’s current opponents and third parties—whether allied with one adversary or the other, or as yet uninvolved. Handicapping oneself risks compounding one’s losses if hostilities escalate; should the gamble pay off, however, it might curtail further hostilities altogether.

Generalizing from Cohen’s proposal, we may interpret a decision to commit oneself to violence (and so invite risk of physical harm to oneself) as a strategy that intricately threads together risk, signification, and power. Putting one’s body at stake signals to others that one is in earnest. Such a gesture communicates, on one level, directly with one’s adversary: this aspect falls under the general heading of threat (if you do not yield to me I will fight to coerce your acquiescence), but also adverts one’s inflexibility on key negotiating points, striving to fend off the adversary’s own coercive efforts (I cannot compromise on this issue so I must even endure the risk of harm to myself in order to insist on it). The message is also directed at third parties, however. To one’s allies, it signals commitment (you can rely on me in a pinch, even though I have to endure peril). To potential, though currently unengaged, opponents, it broadcasts a deterrent message (stay out or face my wrath). And to neutral bystanders, it similarly displays one’s credentials, as threatening or trustworthy or both. Cohen’s calculus of jeopardy provides a tool for thinking through how violence, while admittedly serving to mitigate some risks, always also undeniably amplifies other, highly consequential dangers to life and limb, both for others (in hopes of cowing them) and for one’s own physical well-being (jeopardized as proof of intent).

Not only is Cohen unique among historians in paying attention to risk at all, he is also—as the second strategy he identifies makes clear—unusual among risk theorists: unlike most, he takes seriously the possibility that decision makers might lean into risk, embracing it with eyes open. Wily Italians employing Cohen’s ultimate strategy would have agreed with prospect theorists that, by giving pledges, they increased their risk exposure. ‘Upon my faith as a man of worth…[t]his Francesco Morales, I do not know him,’ one soldier-turned-brigand exclaimed in court, offering his honour as pledge of his truthfulness; then he raised the stakes, offering his neck to the judge who had it in his power to take him at his word: ‘if [in] my whole life we have eaten together, Morales and I, I wish to be hanged’.88 Cohen reads such statements not as the hackneyed tropes they may ring to a present-day ear but as sincere offers of what, in the sixteenth century, would have been real stakes: public humiliation, the torturer’s rope or the hangman’s might all follow.89 The gap Tversky and Kahneman posit between observer and participant assessments has here been eliminated. It is not that men like this soldier underestimate the danger because they operate in a domain of losses (perhaps they do, but that is irrelevant to Cohen’s analysis), nor that they prioritize a realm other than the one the historian thinks central to their interests (again, perhaps so, but that makes no difference to Cohen’s calculus of jeopardy). Instead, such men, like peacocks assuming the burden of an outsize fan,90 may make a positive choice to increase their risk burden—a move most contemporary risk theories, as previously noted, can neither conceive nor conceptualize.

But whereas the preference for risk-avoidance is axiomatic for most branches of risk theory, the last piece of intellectual scaffolding I raise in this chapter—the theory of edgework, originated by sociologist Stephen Lyng—bucks this assumption. Edgework shares this feature with the concept of jeopardy; in other respects it has little in common with Cohen’s model. It therefore helps lay bare further risk issues especially relevant to analysing violence.

Originally developed to account for individuals’ engagement in so-called extreme leisure activities (such as hang-gliding, car racing, or whitewater rafting), edgework has expanded into ‘a general theory of voluntary risk-taking behavior’, coming to cover also opting into dangerous vocations (e.g. firefighting), certain illegal activities (e.g. armed robbery), and so on.91 Common to all such pursuits is, on the one hand, the knowing assumption of substantial, high-likelihood and high-magnitude risks and, on the other, a proactive effort to manage and minimize these same risks, through rigorous training or investment in specialized equipment, for example.92 Edgeworkers actively seek out chaotic situations where controlling their physical environment—and, consequently, their own fate—becomes well-nigh impossible, and simultaneously (and paradoxically) go to great lengths to remain in charge of these dicey situations: ‘Confronting and responding to uncertainty is what edgeworkers value most, even as they devote significant effort to managing risks in order to reduce the likelihood of hazardous outcomes.’ They thus celebrate their own skilled competence, which allegedly lets them govern ‘circumstances that are actually chance-determined’. Further mystifying this competence, they tend to extend it from task-specific proficiencies to ‘a generalized “survival capacity”’, which, they insist, is fundamentally cognitive, portraying their knack for survival as ‘a form of mental toughness that is crucial for maintaining control over situations most people see as completely uncontrollable’.93 To possess this quality is to have the ‘right stuff’; edgeworkers cultivate a sense of themselves as an elite community, membership in which depends on successfully ‘crowding the edge’, that is, enduring and surviving extreme risks. Failure to run such gauntlets furnishes retrospective (and tautological) proof that a fallen edgeworker never had the ‘right stuff’ to begin with.94

It goes without saying, perhaps, that this paradoxical simultaneity of risk-seeking and risk-avoidance, which edgework has in common with the placing of pledges in jeopardy, is also shared by most forms of (confrontational) violence. Combatants undergo severe risks as soon as they step onto the battlefield, but they may (and usually do) seek to mitigate them through extensive preparation (such as donning arms and armour, or drilling martial routines until they become second nature). Moreover, Lyng emphasizes the phenomenological basis of edgework theory: like prospect theory, it is descriptive—driven by empirical observation—rather than normative, motivated by a priori assumptions.95 Many of his observations about edgework further recall the phenomenology of violence. So, for example, both edgeworkers and practitioners of violence are typically male, especially young men, and often also members of racial, economic, or status elites.96 Edgework, like violence, offers an intensely embodied experience, in which the body must ‘respond appropriately, immediately, and automatically in life-and-death situations’. This heightening of physical engagement often leads to distortions in participants’ sense of time and space, so that ‘edgework activities…are experienced as more “authentic” than everyday reality’.97 Finally, edgework, like violence, demands a high level of individual skill and, at the same time, consolidates a sense of membership in an elite collective of those who possess the mythic ‘right stuff’.98

Like the calculus of jeopardy, edgework offers a framework for conceptualizing risk behaviours that—rather than shunning dangers—actively, voluntarily, even wilfully court them. Unlike an actor operating in a domain of losses, whom risk theorists might classify as not risk-averse enough for her own good (but who does not share that assessment), an edgeworker engages with perilous odds he, too, recognizes to be unprofitable. And, as in other forms of risk theory, edgeworkers (and edgework theorists) still perceive these risks as potential undesirables to be avoided. But instead of seeking to secure a safe buffer from such negative outcomes, edgeworkers attempt to brush up against them without being snagged: the closer the shave, the more accomplished the edgeworker. Such conduct may be compatible with other forms of risk theory—a bullfighter (say) might be assumed to go willingly into the ring because he deems himself to be in a domain of losses from which a successful performance could elevate him, or because wagering his life in the arena allows him to shift the burden of risk from some realm in which he feels he is at a disadvantage—but only just: edgework remains anomalous in offering a model of genuine risk seeking, undertaken by participants who concur with observers’ assessment of the perils they engage, but who nevertheless believe themselves capable of outperforming long odds. It thus lays an unusual emphasis on the cognitive dimension of risk behaviour, a strategy for wresting a sense of agency from a recalcitrant and capricious universe.99

Edgework is therefore helpful in understanding decisions to engage in violence, certainly of the premodern sort waged at contact range. Like ski-jumping or skydiving, swordplay involves making an open-eyed commitment to risk taking. Violence exposes the practitioner to unpredictable dangers, over which it encourages him to believe he exercises mastery; it involves radical self-reliance and, at the same time, cultivates a sense of select community; it consists of high-intensity physical contest, yet allegedly prioritizes moral fibre (honour) and spiritual excellence (bravery) more than mere brawn or technique; and, while often preceded by lengthy, elaborate preparation, violent action itself unfolds rapidly and ‘mimic[s] the spontaneous’.100 It is an article of faith among contemporary theorists that edgework (and indeed, risk in general) describes a strictly recent historical phenomenon,101 but considering violence in the light of edgework must lead to questioning this axiom. Long before the scourges of late modernity had alienated and disenchanted the world, leaving the pursuit of counter-rational dangers as an alluring option for regaining one’s sense of vitality, medieval Icelanders, like other premodern people, had sought out opportunities to live on the edge, to master long odds by playing the hand they chose—one which usually hefted a weapon—rather than any random hand impersonal circumstances had dealt them.102

Applying the lenses of jeopardy and edgework to an analysis of violence thus adds further dimensions to the prism of risk. Those who practise violence make bold bids to control the unruly reality they inhabit. The same abrupt physical action they use to subdue circumstances is itself responsible for much of the unruliness: violence is risk-laden and unpredictable, as ‘chance-determined’ as any extreme sport. Nevertheless, violent agents, at least those who engage in it by choice, often do so with a strong sense of their own competence to survive, even thrive in this medium; and whenever they do so successfully, their sense of self-possession, confidence, even pleasure is reinforced.103 Rigorous training regimens, indoctrination, and camaraderie among those who have the ‘right stuff’ can further reward those who routinely opt for violence. Once committed to this course, actors can deploy various strategies. A routine move is to strive to raise the stakes for one’s adversary in hopes of bringing about his ‘moral collapse’ (in Keegan’s term): both blustering and bludgeoning seek to regraph an opponent’s risk calculus to one’s advantage. No less important, however, are the strategies of touting one’s own risk as a way of advertising non-negotiability, and that of voluntarily putting oneself at risk (which, to some great extent, happens as soon as one enters an affray) as a way of signalling commitment, be it to placate an opponent’s distrust or to increase one’s conspicuous liability.104

As this book seeks to show, violence in the Iceland of the sagas offered some of the most versatile solutions to problems of individual and collective social agency, a technology for mitigating and canalizing risks in a world where predictability was always at a premium. The tripartite model I propose aims to offer a universal tool for making sense of violence in history; the particular patch of history on which I focus, the Icelandic uchronia, provides an opportunity to test the utility of this model in writing a history of violence. In the next chapter, I move to an analysis of one prolonged moment of violence, unveiling the calculi of power, signification, and risks that operated in a clash at Helgastaðir, a farm in northern Iceland, in the autumn of 1220. The example dissected here will in turn serve as a baseline for my discussion of further case studies in the following chapters.
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Chronicling a Blood-spattered Isle



Thus leading their lives in saintly simplicity—for they ask nothing more than what Nature has given—they can joyously say, with the Apostle: ‘having food and clothing, let us be content with these’ [cf. I Tim 6:8]…. Happy the people, I say, whose poverty none envy, and happiest in this, that they all have now embraced Christianity. Many things about their customs are remarkable, especially their generosity, from which it comes about that among them all things are shared, with the stranger no less than with the resident. They hold their bishop as king. The entire population look to his guidance; whatever he decrees—be it from God, from Scripture, from the custom of foreign peoples—they hold as law.1



Hostilities between Guðmundr Arason, Bishop of Hólar, and two of Iceland’s most powerful lay leaders in his day, Sighvatr Sturluson and Arnórr Tumason, came to a head on Saturday, 29 August 1220. Guðmundr had held Hólar, Iceland’s northern diocese, since 1203, but he was only able to occupy his See intermittently. Like Thomas Becket, half a century earlier, Guðmundr spent most of his episcopate in a running battle to defend the Church’s rights from what he saw as secular infringements. He was probably aware of St Thomas’s example. As an antagonistic coalition closed in on him and his men that Saturday in the churchyard of Helgastaðir, a farm in the northern valley of Reykjadalr, the fifty-nine-year-old Guðmundr may have anticipated a bloody martyrdom to confirm him as the Icelandic Becket.2

No such future lay in store for him. Instead, what Icelandic annals rather grandly dub the ‘Battle of Helgastaðir’ puttered along inconclusively, then fizzled out with few apparent consequences.3 Still, the pale glow Helgastaðir casts on the history of violence is no less revealing than the crimson flare of Becket’s halo. Here we find, compacted into the span of a day and a night and a day, an epitome of Icelanders’ social praxis at arms. In this chapter, I test the model sketched out in the previous chapter on the narrative of this dreary, dreadful mêlée.

Helgastaðir rarely earns more than passing mention even from historians specifically concerned with the Icelandic bishop’s life (1161–1237), marked as it was by plenty of drama.4 An illegitimate child, Guðmundr was entrusted to the care of his uncle Ingimundr, a priest, after his father died in 1166. Both Ingimundr’s vocation and the stark realities of disinheritance made education for the priesthood a logical career path, but Guðmundr initially exhibited little inclination for religious life.5 At nineteen, however, Guðmundr sailed with Ingimundr to Norway; their vessel ran aground on Iceland’s northern coast, and the young man experienced life-changing trauma when his foot was crushed and he was nearly left to drown. The accident matured Guðmundr.6 He was ordained to the priesthood in 1185, and spent some years travelling about Iceland, earning a growing reputation for miracle-working piety, before becoming attached in 1199 to the household of Kolbeinn Tumason, the premier goði in the North.
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Image 2. Bishop Guðmundr Arason

Source: [Painted door of a case holding a statue of St Óláfr Haraldsson, from Vatnsfjörður church in north-western Iceland (1500×1550?); oil on wood © National Museum of Iceland; photo by Ívar Brynjólfsson]





Kolbeinn held his chaplain in high esteem, pushing through his election to the episcopate in 1201. But he soon had cause to rue his choice. Shortly after Guðmundr’s return from Norway (where he was consecrated in 1203), he and Kolbeinn began clashing over ecclesiastical jurisdiction, a dispute that mirrored key concerns generating strife throughout Christendom. By 1207, Kolbeinn had been excommunicated, while Guðmundr was forced from his See and spent most of 1208 on the run. The conflict soon took a turn for the worse when Kolbeinn was unexpectedly killed in a skirmish (discussed below, p. 78). The following year, a coalition of goðar routed Guðmundr from the diocese. The bishop spent much of the subsequent two decades in exile, both in Norway (1214–18 and again 1222–6) and within Iceland. He continued to quarrel with Kolbeinn’s successors—chief among them his brother Arnórr Tumason and his brother-in-law Sighvatr Sturluson, and later Kolbeinn’s two nephews, Kolbeinn ungi [Junior] Arnórsson and Sturla Sighvatsson—well into the 1220s. By then, Guðmundr’s age and frailties were taking a toll, as were the evolving dynamics of Icelandic politics; Kolbeinn ungi was, if anything, more authoritarian than his namesake uncle (see Chapter 4). Coolness between Guðmundr and his Skálholt counterparts did nothing to ease tensions. At Hólar, Guðmundr filled the role of the traditionally junior partner in the Icelandic episcopal hierarchy; equally traditional, however, was the insistence of the northern See’s incumbents on autonomy from, parity with, and even primacy over their southern brethren.7 In 1237, Guðmundr passed from this life on a hard bed strewn with ashes—blind, sick, virtually a prisoner in his own cathedral.

The late bishop continued to exert a fascination on Icelanders’ imaginations. A sketch of Guðmundr’s youth was probably drawn up shortly after his death, serving as a basis for four Guðmundar sögur extant nowadays. (Below, I prioritize GSA, the most primitive of these four redactions, and the only one accessible in a reliable modern edition.)8 Records were assembled for producing a hagiography, but these were lost in a fire; a full vita would not be written until the next century.9 Like other Bishops’ Sagas, GSA clearly draws on a rich tradition of foreign saints’ vitae. Though never canonized by Rome, Guðmundr was widely venerated in medieval Iceland, and his biography predictably enacts hagiographic commonplaces, indistinguishable from the European stock of saintly legend: healing and apotropaic miracles, prophetic visions, persecution at the hands of imperious laymen, and so on.10 But in other respects, GSA is Icelandic saga through and through—hardly surprising, since it so heavily draws on a range of prior sagas. It reproduces the account of Helgastaðir almost verbatim from Íslendinga saga, whose author, the then six-year-old Sturla Þórðarson, had an interest in Guðmundr’s episcopate going well beyond the academic: two of Guðmundr’s chief opponents, Sighvatr and his son Sturla, were Sturla Þórðarson’s paternal uncle and cousin, respectively, while his own father, Þórðr, had been one of the bishop’s admirers and allies.11 (See Figure 3, p. 21.) GSA thus draws sustenance from the very wellsprings of thirteenth-century Iceland’s history-making, and the sensibilities it exhibits are no less in line with those of secular historiography than with mainstream hagiography.
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Image 3. Guðmundar saga A: Battle of Helgastaðir (1220). The capital S on line nine (following the rubrication in red ink, ‘bardage a helgastoðum’ [battle at Helgastaðir]) marks the beginning of cap. 171: ‘Siðan f[er]r G[uðmundr] b[ysku]p aein[ar]s staðe…’ [Afterward, Bishop Guðmundr goes to Einarstaðir…] (cf. p. 59)

Source: [ms ÁM 399 4to (c.1330×1350), 58r, © Arnamagnæan Institute, Copenhagen; photo by Suzanne Reitz]





Indeed, overt hagiographic markers are all but absent from GSA’s narrative of Helgastaðir. I quote, first, the saga’s circumstantial account of the build-up to the battle, the fighting, and the stalemate by late Saturday afternoon:

Afterward, Bishop Guðmundr goes to Einarsstaðir, and planned to continue to Helgastaðir to consecrate the church there on St John’s autumn feast [29 August 1220], which he did. Eyjólfr Kársson [one of Guðmundr’s chief lay supporters] rode to Múli and suggested to Ívarr that the bishop should consecrate the church there the next day. But Ívarr did not want this and said there would be a fight if the bishop wanted to come over.

News now comes to the bishop that troops are converging from all sides. Guðmundr finishes the church consecration. After that they prepare for defence there in the churchyard, and collected many stones. Afterward they see that the troops rode down to Einarsstaðir. The bishop’s following is then in the churchyard, but the farmer Þorljótr and his brother Sigurðr and their servants stood apart, and Sigurðr declared: ‘Look there now, lads, where the troop of the chieftains rides! The locks on the pantries of the men of Reykjadalr click shut at last!’

Later they saw another company ride up along Vatnshlíð [Lake-Slope]. The companies arrived just before noon. The war-cry was then raised and the attack was launched. Arnórr Tumason advanced from the south with his detachment, but Sighvatr advanced from the home meadow towards the gate, while Ívarr stormed from the north.

Bishop Guðmundr was in the church. Intense fighting now broke out with stones and shot. Sturla Sighvatsson got hit by a stone. Then Sighvatr proclaimed: ‘The bishop’s men spare nothing! Now they strike the boy, Sturla, the same as other men! Where are you, Guðmundr G[ísl]sson? Don’t you see that Eyjólfr Kársson is in the churchyard? Don’t you remember the Battle of Melr?’12 At this egging, Sighvatr’s men pressed the assault hard. One of the bishop’s men, named Gísli, fell before the spears. A little later a man got stabbed with a spear in the eye, [one] of Arnórr’s troop; he was named Hámundr and was the son of Þorvarðr. He lived through the night, but expired the following morning.

Then Bishop Guðmundr walked out of the church and to his men. Then they turn very fierce and fight most valiantly, but not one of them better than Jón Ófeigsson [Eyjólfr Kársson’s half-brother]. And at that, Sighvatr and his men held off for now, and they announced that they wanted rather to win by counsels than by endangering men, and also, they didn’t want to fight so that the bishop’s life would be in danger. Now they position men so that none of the bishop’s men might get away against their will.

Afterwards they, the magnates, went south into the field. Arnórr asked Sighvatr: ‘Doesn’t it seem to you like a hard battle has been fought, kinsman?’—‘Hard indeed,’ said Sighvatr. Arnórr spoke: ‘I was sickly over summer, but when word came to me from the Reykjadalr men that they needed help, all ailments lifted from me, so that I feel in no way ill.’—‘That must seem to you a miracle (jarteinn),’ said Sighvatr. Arnórr answered: ‘I call it a circumstance (atburðr),’ he said, ‘but no miracle.’13

It would be a long afternoon stretching into night, and on into the following day. More men would come to a bloody, barbarous end. The besiegers found it difficult to parley their overwhelming advantage into decisive victory, but they did eventually carry the day, and a beaten Guðmundr retreated into semi-exile on a succession of islets off Iceland’s northern coast. The question of Arnórr’s sudden bout of good health was left hanging. Perhaps his effectiveness at the head of his troops dissipated it into irrelevance: there is no arguing with success.

But the question, and the context in which it was raised—the swirling eddy of a minor battle, whose atrocities would pale in comparison with the horrors that lit up the decades ahead—repay closer consideration. Woven into the warp of this story are the mores of Icelandic political society. Equally, the episode raises the perennial problem of the nature of the texts through which medieval Iceland unveils itself before the historian’s gaze. And, in Arnórr and Sighvatr’s conference, it dramatizes uncertainty, even outright disagreement, over how medieval Icelanders themselves should understand a particular turn of events—or, indeed, whether there was even an event to be accounted for. Finally, these themes all come to light in the glare of violence, with stones and shot and men falling before the spear points. Inconsequential as the Battle of Helgastaðir may have been, for everyone except those unlucky enough to fall in it, its lush narrativization throws into relief the nasty realities of Icelandic living and dying, as well as the complex ways in which these were reworked from historical fact into textual artefact. Following the scent of blood, we may observe here the workings of the two main interpretative models informing my analysis in this book: one addressing how to read sagas for history, the other how to understand the violence within that history. Accordingly, the following pages supply an exegesis of the Helgastaðir narrative, commenting closely on textual minutiae, then expanding to flesh out context and texture. In consecutive sections of this chapter, I treat the narrative of the battle as history, as literature, and as hagiography, before delving into its presentation of violence, risk, and, finally, uchronia.

History: the things they carried

To liberate the history of violence from its textual cocoon, we must distinguish two levels at which the Helgastaðir narrative, like every other, operates. Near the textual surface, at the level I designate récit, lie elements that enhance aesthetic appeal: tapping familiar motifs, creating and resolving suspense, building up and gratifying (or confounding) expectations, and so forth. In short, the récit forms the cocoon webbing itself: it is what renders the text readable. Within it, at the depth I refer to as histoire, lies a second-order universe, which the text invites the audience to fabricate in their imagination (see Figure 7, p. 295). The histoire is what grants the text its cohesion. It is at this level, which must be reconstituted from narrative hints, that we may hope to find trace elements of remembered history: the design of the histoire generates the text’s claim for intelligibility, and in a realistic genre like the sagas, intelligibility depends on persuading the audience that the subcreated, textual universe plausibly corresponds to the extra-textual reality of their actual past.14

The passage I quote above offers rich materials for reconstituting histoire—characters, actions, speeches—yet once we actually piece together what took place on this anniversary of the Baptist’s beheading, hardly anything seems to merit retelling. If Helgastaðir were a sporting match, it would not earn instant replay. There is more drama in Arnórr’s health report than in the inconclusive battle account proper. The labour the récit performs thus amounts to hyping up what is, in histoire fact, a fairly dull affair.

Still, archive-hardened historians, indifferent to the narrative’s lacklustre aesthetics, make it our business to peel away the récit and lay bare the virtual universe to which it points. We may begin by taking stock of the mechanics of action, matching up its components with what we know about the historical context. One such element is the tactical importance of stones, a feature echoed throughout battle accounts in the Contemporary Sagas: ‘First there was a shower of stones and then stabbing with spears began.’15 At Helgastadir, we first hear of the bishop’s men amassing a stockpile. Once hostilities begin, stones are the first weapon mentioned, and the first to find a high-profile target. GSB and GSC press the issue by having not only Sturla (or, in GSC, his older brother Tumi) but also his father Sighvatr take a pounding:

Sighvatr then got a great blow from a stone, and he went down, and Guðmundr klasi who stood near him cried: ‘Do you fall now, dear Sighvatr!’—‘I bent down, you filthy scum,’ said he, ‘but I didn’t fall.’ Then Klasi began to call out and urged people to flee before the terror that overcame [him], ‘because the earth is quaking under us’. This was then recited:

Klasi began to call three times:

‘Go on, men, and run away

from the encounter with the bishop;

the earth is all a-tremble beneath the warriors.’16

The prominence of stones emphasizes just how rudimentary the arsenal at Helgastaðir really is: the only other weapon we hear of are spears. Cheap and easy to procure, such arms presuppose next to no infrastructure. They are versatile, suitable for both shooting and striking,17 and reasonably effective even when wielded by minimally trained troops. The violence portrayed in GSA is thus radically deskilled.18 Combatants were not professional warriors, as evidenced also by the attackers’ dismounting before closing for combat: unlike their contemporaries in chivalric Europe, Icelanders rarely fought on horseback, and never developed a native knighthood.19

Elsewhere, GSA mentions shields, helmets, and mail, yet here we hear nothing of protective gear. Despite the cost and expertise required to produce them, mailcoats were certainly worn in medieval Iceland.20 Unlike spears, however, advanced arms and armour could not be taken for granted: ‘so thickly did the spears bristle on Aron [Hjǫrleifsson, the bishop’s champion,] for a while’, GSA marvels when describing a later engagement, in April 1222, ‘that some spear-points held him up while he was stabbed with others, and still his byrnie was so impregnable that nothing got through’. The narrator’s admiration highlights just how rare such premium craftsmanship must have been.21 Aron also wields a sword—not in itself a rarity; this sword, however, was stripped from the body of Sighvatr’s son, Tumi, in whose killing in February 1222 Aron had taken part. Such a weapon warrants a nickname, Tumanautr—‘Tumi’s Tool’—designed to remind Aron’s enemies whom he had slain to obtain it.22 On a more prosaic level, naming the sword underlines its excellence. Unlike the plebeian stones hissing through the air, about which we cannot even say confidently whether they were shot or chucked, a reliable blade is worth commemorating.23

Nor may we say with confidence how many men fought at Helgastaðir. The overall headcount can hardly have exceeded 200–300: paltry casualty figures incline towards a lower-end estimate.24 Engagements in the Family Sagas usually involve far fewer antagonists—often, no more than a handful. Casualty tallies are comparable, however, making Family Saga combat proportionately far deadlier. This discrepancy could reflect historical change in patterns of political organization over time. During the long tenth century, the extended family inhabiting the farmstead (including slaves or servants, tenants, fosterlings, and guests), or at most a conglomerate of neighbours orchestrated into action under a goði, are presented as the significant unit of social agency.25 By the thirteenth century, the reach of the mightiest chiefs (including the bishops) had increased enough to allow them to muster large forces and mount extended campaigns. Thirteenth-century magnates, however, drew on the same human resources as their predecessors: farmers and farmhands, not seasoned soldiers. Lethality would have declined even as numbers swelled: ill-trained and haphazardly armed men may be expected to display less zeal when fighting in anonymous masses for goals not their own than when grappling over viscerally felt grievances with neighbours they know all too well.26 Still, the Bishops’ and Sturlunga Sagas seem to think of battalions as direct extensions of the mobilized household, and depict contemporary combat as farmers’ scuffles writ large.27

Whereas details of weaponry and musters remain woolly, we know more about tactics. The attackers approached Helgastaðir in three columns. Arnórr’s troop, storming from the south, must be the force earlier seen riding into Einarsstaðir, while Ívarr’s, from the north, must have followed the ridge of Vatnshlíð down from Múli, giving them a commanding view over the valley to their right. Only the route taken by Sighvatr’s troop is uncertain; they may have followed a path similar to that of the modern roadway, just west of a direct southerly approach from Einarsstaðir.28 The triple pincer converging on Helgastaðir from north, south, and southwest thus effectively cut off all escape routes, forcing a confrontation.29

Guðmundr’s followers would have had short notice of the brewing storm. The distances involved—c.3 km from Einarsstaðir, c.5.5 km from Múli30—could have allowed for as much as an hour to brace for impact. The bishop’s men had no cause for despair, however. Helgastaðir had been fortified in the late twelfth century,31 and developments on the next day confirm that the surrounding earthworks, while they may have fallen into disrepair, still provided some protection. With the attackers bottlenecked into a small number of entry points, the defenders’ task may have seemed more nearly feasible.

The assault began towards noon. The battle cry would have rattled the defenders’ morale, and suggests coordination of the three advancing companies. Other than that, however, things look fairly chaotic. Elsewhere in the Contemporary Sagas, we occasionally witness some organizational effort; not here.32 The attackers appear to charge headlong, to be met with volleys of missiles, followed by disorderly thronging with spears at hand-to-hand range. In Sighvatr’s exhortations and in the bishop’s emergence from the church, we may glimpse the generals behind the battlelines, rallying their troops; others—men like Eyjólfr Kársson and Jón Ófeigsson, whose valour is noted—may have led by example. There are no other indications of command and control structures until, at evening, the chieftains sounded the retreat and ordered their men to enforce a perimeter.
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Map 2. Map of central Reykjadalr region

Source: [detail from Geodætisk Institute 1945]





This portrait of Helgastaðir is consonant with what we know from other sources about Sturlung Age military history, but tells us little we could not have learned elsewhere. It is quite a bit more dishevelled than the view afforded by the Family Sagas. Icelanders are far better armed and armoured in the long tenth century; swords—some personalized but mostly anonymous—are the principal weapons, supplemented by bows, axes, spears, and more exotic weapons.33 Armour, too, is readily available, and seldom left to rust.34

How might we best account for this discrepancy between the martially accomplished Icelanders of the Family Sagas and the decidedly modest soldiering on display at Helgastaðir? One handy explanation would dismiss the feats of arms so common in the former as literary convention: embellishments added to mundane historical recollection by authors starved for heroism. Conversely, early Icelanders—veterans of viking expeditions and their immediate successors—could conceivably have been both exceptionally well-armed and personally versed in the art of rapine.35 The gory Saga Age would then be simple historical realism.

Just as Viking Age prehistory may underlie Saga Age combat accounts, so also may we glimpse, in the background of the blows exchanged in the summer of 1220, a broad canvas of thirteenth-century institutional history: social, economic, and political. By then, there was little viking glory to go around, even in backward Iceland.36 Much had changed since the heroic days of landnám, but Iceland remained just as distant from chivalric Europe. The key to its otherness was relative poverty.37 Communities remained tiny and isolated—farmsteads, rather than villages, much less towns—and the economy relied heavily on animal husbandry, primarily transhumance of sheep and goats. The sparse population of pastoralists, who by the middle of the thirteenth century were already feeling the pinch of an impending Little Ice Age (which would grip the North Atlantic well into the 1800s), could amass little surplus wealth. Much as Icelanders shared with the rest of medieval Europe the ideal of society headed by a landed gentry, they were therefore unable to support a distinguished elite. Bishop Guðmundr, in particular, had a reputation for attracting indigent scoundrels (though the author of GSA insists that some of his supporters, such as the half-brothers Eyjólfr and Jón, were both upright and valiant).38 His infamy refracts stark economic realities. Guðmundr had no means to provide for paupers, forcing some in his entourage to extract by force what they could not receive as alms. GSA testifies to how heavily the bishop’s men weighed on landowners when it came to such flashpoints as collecting tithes.39

Reykjadalr, a shallow valley of rolling grassland stretching some 40 km inland from the northern bay of Skjálfandaflói, was probably typical of many locales in Guðmundr’s diocese—perhaps better off than most. Guðmundr knew this area well, having spent four years here in his youth. The central segment of the valley, where the bishop passed much of the summer of 1220, is known to have supported four substantial farmsteads: Múli, Grenjaðarstaðir, Helgastaðir, and Einarsstaðir.40 All four were ecclesiastical estates.41 It is unlikely that there were more such farms, which would have strained the land’s carrying capacity; there were certainly some subsidiary smallholdings, however.42 Reykjadalr’s finite resources help explain the mixed reception Guðmundr got there. On the one hand, his presence had generated sufficient fervour that ‘many people then flocked to him’. On the other hand, the bishop’s hundred-strong following ‘seemed to the farmers burdensome to put up with’, as Sigurðr’s belligerent jubilation hints (‘The locks on the pantries of the men of Reykjadalr click shut at last!’).43 Irrespective of their political sympathies, local landed men had reason to resent this locust-like infestation on their doorstep.44

The difficulties that Iceland’s elites faced in providing for the needy offer one index of the island’s poverty. Still more telling is their inability to maintain even themselves in style. Becket had served Henry II as chancellor before assuming the archiepiscopal mantle and taking his famous, fatal stand against the king. In Iceland, bishops had no secular magnates of comparable majesty with whom to rub shoulders or lock horns. They found themselves embroiled with a finely shaded gradation of bœndr and goðar who, by Continental standards, all look about equally scruffy. When approached without hierarchical preconceptions, GSA illuminates the difficulty of telling apart goðar and bœndr, titles which the saga uses sparingly. We sometimes hear of hǫfðingjar (sg. hǫfðingi), ‘leaders’ or ‘foremost men’. Hǫfðingjar may overlap with goðar and the plural sometimes seems to approximate the collective sense of ‘aristocracy’, but its looseness reinforces the impression that some bœndr devoid of official title could command at least as much de facto authority as belonged to the goðar de jure.45 The Helgastaðir narrative reinforces an impression of parity among leaders of the anti-Guðmundr coalition. Ívarr of Múli, a mere bóndi, must have been one of the unspecified collective earlier said to have instigated the attack on the bishop (‘The farmers send word to Sighvatr Sturluson and Arnórr Tumason that they should rid them of these disturbances’).46 With scores of armed and disciplined men under his command, however, there is little to suggest that he was any less of a threat than Arnórr and Sighvatr.47 It is only his relative anonymity—he appears nowhere else in the sagas—that suggests the lesser extent of his authority, compared to the omnipresent goðar.

Despite the inadequacy of hierarchical terminology for distinguishing among Icelanders, and despite other evidence that men of disparate status intermingled in ways unthinkable on the Continent, we must not exaggerate the elasticity of stratification. Bœndr like Ívarr, and even those who did not possess sufficient means to head households but led respectable lives as their dependents, clearly viewed themselves as superior to the rude masses clinging to Guðmundr. Icelandic law and literature reserve a special contempt for vagabonds, able-bodied men unattached to any property.48 At the other end of the social spectrum, Arnórr’s reference to Sighvatr as his ‘kinsman’—mágr, to be precise, that is an ‘affine’ rather than a blood relative (frændi)—reminds us that the goðar, too, worked to keep boundaries between themselves and other bœndr from becoming too porous.

At all levels of society, marriage served as a strategy for cementing political alliance; a testimony to its success are the pairs of brothers—Eyjólfr and Jón, Sigurðr and Þorljótr—who, at Helgastaðir, stand together as a matter of course. It was especially at the top, however, that intermarriage helped forge a charmed aristocratic circle, self-perpetuating and sealed off from those not already in it.49 The coalition assembled against Guðmundr in 1209, after Arnórr’s elder brother Kolbeinn was slain, illustrates the efficacy of kinship ties as an organizing and mobilizing principle: six of seven magnates were interrelated by blood or marriage across three generations.50 In one sense, then, this assemblage resembles a traditional vengeance posse. Yet, in a different light, kinship looks more like a surface idiom for articulating considerations of cold Realpolitik. Tellingly, it was not Kolbeinn’s closest surviving kinsman, his brother Arnórr, who led the group but his maternal uncle Þorvaldr Gizurarson, who had been directly implicated in Kolbeinn’s foregoing conflict with Guðmundr.51 The league Þorvaldr headed took up Kolbeinn’s political cause just as vigorously as it honoured his memory according to the law of talion. Its leaders, a grieving family, were also all goðar determined to crush a challenge to their corporate hegemony. This primacy of high political considerations comes out clearly at one point in the coalition-building process. When Sighvatr’s brother Þórðr offers to join the attackers, Sighvatr turns away in disgust: Þórðr’s offer included no reinforcements. The imperative of raising enough troops to quash the bishop’s pretensions trumped any familial adhesion.52

Still, kinship offered Icelanders more than mere window dressing; it supplied a template for ordering their political universe. At the level of metaphor no less than at that of practice, family relations remained as dominant a political trope as did the image of the independent, land-owning farmer.53 Such extended use comes to the fore in creative manipulation of kinship imagery, as when one man sweet-talks another (whom he means to sacrifice as a cat’s-paw): ‘[Vémundr] calls [Þorgeirr] his kinsman…. Áskell learned of this and said he had no idea Þorgeirr was in any way related to that [fellow].’54
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Figure 4. Kinship relationships among magnates in coalition against Guðmundr Arason in 1209, following Kolbeinn Tumason’s death

(Data derived from the pertinent index entries and genealogical charts in Sturlunga saga 2. Circles represent women, squares indicate men.)





The reluctance of Bishop Guðmundr’s enemies at Helgastaðir to injure him doubtless owed more to consideration for his office than to his kinship ties or prickly personality.55 Bishops in the age of Gregorian reforms, from the mid-eleventh century on, could draw on an international network of bureaucratic and political capital, tenuously subordinated to Rome; Guðmundr’s episcopate coincided with a high point in the desire and ability of the papacy to make its executive will felt across Christendom.56 Yet the Icelandic bishop ran into difficulties in calling down close support from this universal Church apparatus. Successive archbishops of Niðaróss (Trondheim) summonsed Guðmundr’s secular adversaries to answer for affronts to their venerable brother in Christ, but their interventions, curiously, hobbled Guðmundr as readily as they produced sanctions against his foes.57 The bishop was scarce able to enforce obedience even on his own clergy: when he set up residence at Einarsstaðir, early in the summer of 1220, the priest who farmed there promptly defected to Ívarr’s camp, taking with him his quarrelsome son and his cattle. Indeed, Ívarr himself may have been a man of the cloth. Guðmundr was hardly one to tolerate insubordination, anathematizing disobedient clerics just as readily as laymen; his inability to control the Reykjadalr clergy palpably traces the limits of respect for his episcopal clout.58 In Iceland’s decentralized political society, it is no surprise that pastors like Guðmundr experienced a substantial portion of their flock (and even a good many lower-ranking shepherds) as a stiff-necked lot.

Efforts to mould Icelanders into a better simulacrum of ideal Christian society (such as Adam of Bremen, in the epigram above, had imagined them to be) achieved modest success only. Even within the Church, many at home and abroad were ambivalent about Guðmundr’s new-fangled pieties.59 His byname inn góði, ‘the Good’, probably awarded to him before his elevation to the episcopacy, doubtless reflected the sentiments of have-not multitudes like those who accompanied him in Reykjadalr, not the opinion of the haves, bœndr like Ívarr who wielded some small measure of local authority (and might aspire for more), let alone goðar like Arnórr and Sighvatr.60 The Mendicant-leaning bishop was, in this sense, a spokesman for Iceland’s disenfranchised against the elites.61

But, from another perspective, the antagonism between reformist clergy and their secular rivals could only have been exacerbated by a basic consonance between the precarious positions both parties held in medieval Iceland. In England or on the Continent, rulers found their throne shaky at times, but on the whole they could draw from a well of authority they might well imagine as bottomless. One of Guðmundr’s contemporaries on the English throne, the much-maligned King John, weathered six years of papal interdict without losing his grip on the reins of state. Not so in Iceland, where establishing authority was as laborious for secular magnates as for their ecclesiastical counterparts.62 Of all the resources in too-short supply in medieval Iceland, none was in higher demand than status, and the influence that went with it.63 Absolute scarcity made the competition between goðar and bishop all the more urgent. Only the eventual introduction of an external trump card—the Norwegian crown—stabilized the system, fixing the local hierarchy in place by transforming goðar into royal agents.64

Setting the histoire of Helgastaðir within its historical context helps make sense of the violence it sketches. The minor disturbance was a tributary of stronger currents running through thirteenth-century Iceland. A culture of incessant political competition assured a steady demand for the capacity to wage violence, at the same time limiting any one producer’s ability to meet this demand (see further Chapter 4). The elites were riven by contradictory ideologies and conflicting interest hubs: lay versus religious, goði versus bóndi, locality versus locality, as well as within each such group. Even the most ambitious and belligerent leader could not easily marshal the resources of a dispersed and poor populace into decisive strike capabilities. As a consequence, the fighting we see at Helgastaðir and elsewhere was savage and often intense, but not terribly efficient: the antagonists lacked the equipment, training, and purpose to focus force into a means of dislodging physical opponents or securing ideological objectives. If medieval combat in general is characterized by a paucity of conclusive clashes, such occasions are all the more rare in Iceland.65 In contrast to the glorious and gory heroism of the long tenth century, the emerging picture of thirteenth-century violence is merely bloody and bleak.

But is it realistic?

Literature: historia narrabilis

I have made sidelong references to discrepancies between the portrait that emerges from the Family Sagas and that found in the Contemporary Sagas. Such discrepancies force an interpretative choice. If, as I have done above (and as has been the norm in the scholarship), the evidence of Sturlunga and the Bishops’ Sagas is taken as a by-and-large reliable historical baseline, then we must either dismiss divergent Family Saga claims as fictitious, or conjecture what historical developments transformed, over two or three centuries, a reality like that described in the latter into the one shown in the former. Putting the problem in terms of narrative levels tilts its configuration slightly but significantly: the divergence is now between the Contemporary Sagas’ histoire and either a different histoire the Family Sagas point at or a set of different récit conventions. Considering the contrast in terms of histoire versus récit instead of history versus representation has the effect, first, of obviating some of the infinite regression that overwhelms historians when we try to specify the precise chronological scope of medieval Icelandic history: both saga corpora under consideration were created within roughly the same temporal frame. Second, such a procedure calls into question the admissibility of evidence from extra-saga sources: the relevance of, say, Iceland’s archaeological record to assessing the subcreated ‘Iceland’ conjured up by the sagas isn’t self-evident. Most importantly, speaking of narrative levels calls attention to the operation of récits in the Contemporary Sagas, too—which should really have been obvious all along. Once we allow that these sagas, too, are narratives and behave as such, they cease to be ‘the Rock of Gibraltar in medieval Icelandic historiography’, against which the Family Sagas crash.66

The most notable move the Helgastaðir récit makes is to foreground Arnórr and Sighvatr’s dialogue, featuring it as the climax of the day’s thrusting and parrying. Narrative pace had slowed as battle loomed. Guðmundr only arrived in Reykjadalr a few months before, ‘and the bishop tarried there at length throughout the summer’ (about forty-five lines of text in a modern edition). The events of 29–30 August then take up fully seventy lines. Récit pace grinds to a halt when the lull in the fighting gives Arnórr and Sighvatr an opportunity to converse. Their parley, which in the main manuscript warrants its own chapter heading (‘Concerning Sighvatr and Arnórr’), occupies nearly nine lines, making it the most detailed narrative chunk in this segment of the saga. (The only prior instance of direct speech reported since fighting broke out, Sighvatr’s outcry when his son had been struck, is a little more than four lines long.) The audience can hardly fail to notice the significance that the text attaches to the dialogue and to the two speakers’ differing views. Such récit prominence prohibits dismissing their comments as casual banter.67

But what import should we assign to this debate? GSA’s generic context, a saintly bishop’s vita, urges a moralizing gloss. Arnórr and Sighvatr are already villains in this story, and the opinions that both men express further contrast them with the God-fearing bishop. Arnórr’s flat denial of any supernatural dimension to his experience sounds dangerously close to outright atheism. But his brother-in-law’s brand of piety is at least as morally suspect—especially when put into the mouth of such an inveterate scoffer as Sighvatr.68 It’s blasphemous enough that he takes part in an assault on a prelate; worse, that he dares propose a miracle might have happened to assist in the sacrilege; but does he really think God would so concern Himself with something quite as trivial as Arnórr’s faintness that He would address it through miracle?69 More than anything else, Sighvatr stands condemned for the proposed marvel’s lack of solemnity.70

Read in the context of hagiography, then, Arnórr and Sighvatr’s exchange serves as a récit vehicle for extra-textual criticism of their moral turpitude.71 Bishop Guðmundr, meanwhile, receives parallel and opposite treatment. In the short account of the first day of fighting, the church building is mentioned five times, and is in each case closely associated with the person of the bishop. (The building will again leave a substantial textual footprint on Sunday.)72 The narrative gaze follows Guðmundr into the chancel, through the service, then out of the sanctuary again. Whatever else this episode recounts, it is a tale of intimacy between servant of God and house of God—an intimacy profaned, on a holy day no less, by the invading goðar.73

More incongruously, the narrative extolling Guðmundr’s piety in hagiographic mode also positions him as a martial hero in the manner of secular saga. Focalization74 on the bishop secures his status as unambiguous protagonist. When he steps up to the battleline, the audience should shudder a little at the way he exposes himself to danger. The raging barrage had already felled Sturla (and, in some versions, Sighvatr will soon be hit too); Guðmundr, however, walks unscathed amidst the salvoes. The saga tacitly contrasts the impregnable bishop with his vulnerable, godless foes. If martyrdom is denied him, Guðmundr can at least enjoy divine invincibility.75

A small flock of rocks wing their way through the saga, accentuating this contrast between Guðmundr and Sturla. Already in GSA’s opening chapters, Guðmundr’s uncle and grandfather were involved in a battle so notorious that 1163 came to be commemorated as the ‘Summer of Flying Stones’. Guðmundr’s uncle was wounded in the fighting, but—unlike Sturla’s father, whose only thought is on payback—the injured man’s father foreshadowed his grandson’s sanctity by suing for peace. The contrast between the two father-and-son teams aligns Guðmundr with his righteous forebears.76 A slightly different récit deployment of the motif occurs in 1201, when Guðmundr ‘heard the news of [his predecessor] Bishop Brandr’s death. And at this news he was stricken, as if he had been hit with a stone.’77 The imagery is less ornate, signalling simply profound grief, but repetition helps build up the significance of hard knocks, sensitizing the audience to see Sturla’s injury, too, as more than the plain factual record of an histoire incident.78

What makes the saga readable at the level of récit thus at least shifts histoire emphases, and may threaten to fabricate some elements from whole cloth, configuring events to suit the text’s dramatic pacing or ideological message. Might words be put into Sighvatr and Arnórr’s mouths—so much narrative rope for them to hang themselves with? Are we to suppose that, had Sturla not been clocked in reality, the saga might not have been above inventing a stone with which to thunk him—as, arguably, GSB and GSC did for his father? The past presented by these narratives is hardly an inert record.

Then there is one more rock that Sturla’s injury echoes, perhaps the loudest crack of all: the one that, under similar circumstances twelve years before, had staved the skull of Kolbeinn Tumason. It is in Guðmundr’s relations with Kolbeinn, above all, that the latent Thomas Becket syndrome most fully emerges. At the Battle of Víðines in 1208, ‘Kolbeinn got hit by a stone in the fight, and the blow landed on his forehead, and he fell there. That was his death wound…. But it was uncertain who had cast the stone.’ GSA is muted and circumspect.79 Consistent with its more stridently hagiographic tone throughout, GSB seizes on the anonymity of Kolbeinn’s killer to moralize: ‘It was uncertain who had cast that stone which caused Kolbeinn’s death, and still to this day no one knows it. But it is the report of those men who were there that the stone was seen to fly down out of the sky.’80 Lest anyone entertain any doubts, GSB dispels them with eye-witness testimony: God Himself had shot Kolbeinn. And even here, the very understatement of the language (‘It was uncertain…still to this day no one knows…the report of those men who were there’) serves to bolster credibility.

The thematic unity of the stoning motif, both within GSA and across versions of Guðmundr’s vita, confirms récit manipulation of these narratives. But then, we have no more reason to have expected passive, accurate reportage than in any other historical writing. As I argue in the Appendix, to pose the question in terms of historical accuracy is to miss the opportunity opened by reading the sagas as expressions of uchronia, an agentive ideology of history. The object of cognition they shaped was not a record but a representation of the past.81 Such a representation had manifest substance in the thirteenth- and fourteenth-century present: to the extent that it was able to monopolize memorializing discourse, it became the hegemonic record, organizing the gaze that the authorial present cast towards the past into a complete ideology of history.

Anthropologist Kirsten Hastrup characterizes ideology as what ‘presents the world as it is not, [and thereby] contributes to making the world become what it is not yet’.82 Her insightful formula holds true of uchronia. In defiance of the expectations chronology inculcates in historians, the present was able, by means of the sagas, to help the past become what it was not yet. Saga authors nudged mere occurrences, the random clutter of things that just happened to have happened (or might have happened, or should have happened), into patterns that forged them into events, fully fledged manifestations of meaning. Though historical occurrences are, by definition, unrepeatable, each occurrence can only be experienced—can only become a discrete event—by being assimilated into ‘a preexisting category…thus encompassing the existentially unique in the conceptually familiar’.83 In this sense, history not only may but must repeat itself, as both behaviour and retrospective interpretation consciously or unconsciously echo the behaviours and interpretations of other people in other historical situations.84 Here we find a zone of interface among histoire, récit, and history. For the historical Guðmundr only knew Thomas Becket through the uchronic medium of text: it was this interpretative and motivated portrait, not the historical Archbishop of Canterbury, who served as model for Guðmundr himself, those who wrote his saga, or both.85 The notion of the martyr-bishop thus shuttles back and forth between history and representation, from Becket’s life to his textual namesake’s vita, meddling in Guðmundr’s affairs, both extra-textual and narrative. Conversely, when Arnórr insisted on labelling his convalescence an atburðr, he was refusing to allow it to graduate from mere factual occurrence to meaningful historical eventfulness. He had no use for granting it interpretability.86

Like every ideology, uchronia exercised agency in the present in which it was formulated. Present circumstances in thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Iceland were the path-dependent products of past occurrences: Guðmundr’s clashes with the secular chieftains, for instance, which had invited intervention by the Niðaróss archbishopric from the early 1200s, anticipated and facilitated Iceland’s gravitation into a tightening orbit around the Norwegian crown.87 But the present was equally a product of future generations’ beliefs about their past. In the Iceland of the later Middle Ages, where poverty and plague mushroomed into endemic scourges, Guðmundr was held up as champion of the poor and healer of disease. Authentically or not, thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Icelanders projected their own anxieties and hopes onto the dead bishop, elevating him to sainthood and fixing him as a cornerstone of their heritage.88 Hastrup describes uchronia as ‘reality in the past tense’; equally, it is the past tense made real.89

But uchronia is not just any ideology. While an author’s hagiographic (or royalist, Communist, vegetarian, etc.) ideology is indexed in text primarily by manipulation of the récit, as evidenced by GSA’s handling of Kolbeinn’s death and Sturla and Sighvatr’s pummelling, uchronia permeates and shapes the very histoire. We may suspect the author of aggrandizing his bishop protagonist by giving him disproportionate billing in the récit of Helgastaðir: for someone who doesn’t seem to have done much, Guðmundr certainly plays a large role in this battle narrative. But what we see of the bishop, in contrast with how he is presented, is mostly a product of uchronic convictions which the author shared with other saga producers and consumers. (The distinction must not be drawn too dogmatically, of course: histoire and récit are two sides of the same textual fabric, and selective narration determines what is shown as well as how it appears. Conversely, the mode of presentation had to operate within quite tight boundaries, too: note how cautiously GSB packages its interpretation of Kolbeinn’s death.) Failure to adhere to the canons of uchronic ideology would have rendered the text implausible—perhaps what elsewhere is disparagingly described as a lygisaga, ‘false saga’.90 The conventions of history-writing in medieval Iceland thus dictated a relatively autonomous narrative practice, whose standards of intelligibility remained stable across sub-genres and, in their demand for realism, allowed little purchase for overt moralizing. The ideology of writing inoculated sagas against the interventionist impulses of their own authors.

Hagiography: the miraculous mundane

Uchronia’s autonomy from authorial messaging can best be illustrated by zooming in on Arnórr and Sighvatr’s conversation, where the matter of hagiography—the question of God’s role in the world—lies closest to hand. Here, if anywhere, we might expect to see authorial convictions and literary embellishment hold sway, as histoire realism yields to religious sermonizing and récit devices. But even at the very core of the hagiographic project, sagas like GSA maintain uchronic dispassion. Though we allow that the author may have used the magnates’ dialogue to damn them in the eyes of his (presumed) devout audience, histoire plausibility required that such opinions should not have sounded to the speakers themselves as straightforward pronouncements of depravity: saga characters, even clearly fictitious ones, are seldom one-dimensional allegories. In what context, then, would hypotheses like those put into Sighvatr and Arnórr’s mouths have appeared sensible for men—not just personified vices—to entertain?91 Our evidence confirms that mind-sets like theirs were widespread and unlikely to elicit moral outrage, even from the author of GSA himself.

The chieftains’ conversation gives insight into what might be termed popular theology. For Sighvatr, the unscrupulous layman accustomed to having his own way, God’s presence in the world is tangible fact. Far from leading him to meek obedience, however, his religiosity enables him to read the petty details of everyday life as affirmations of his own actions, even against God’s ministers. He claims to see divine causation in something as humdrum as Arnórr’s adrenaline rush. Like Sighvatr, other saga characters, including ones whom the author holds up as models of piety, are often willing to make do with modest miracles when these confirm their biases. On one such occasion in 1201, Guðmundr and others venerated the relics of the recently canonized St Jón Ǫgmundarson.92 Steinn, one of the priests in the party, noted that Jón’s bone ‘didn’t seem to him a good colour…and he said he thought it wasn’t holy-looking’. Guðmundr is elsewhere challenged on the authenticity of his relics—one aggressive layman claims that they are horses’ bones—but Steinn’s bewilderment seems sincere. Praying that the saint might ‘display his holiness by some sign to expose the priest’s unbelief’, the other clerics all ‘recognized the sweetest fragrance of incense. The priest Steinn then became ashamed of his unbelief.’ Everyone present prayed on his behalf, and after vigorous intercession by Guðmundr himself, Steinn finally ‘recognized the same fragrance as the others. Now everyone thanked God and the blessed Bishop Jón, and all the bells were rung and the Te Deum was sung, and so this miracle that had just happened was proclaimed.’ Epiphany here is deeply anticlimactic: a hesitant confirmation by a congested priest that now he can indeed detect a sweet aroma wafting from the mouldy bones he holds.93 The author of GSA evidently found no difficulty in attributing a theology as niggling as Sighvatr’s even to his protagonist.94

Arnórr, meanwhile, declines altogether to invoke God as an explanatory agent. In his level-headed world, divine intervention is a superfluous hypothesis for explaining perfectly natural occurrences. William of Ockham might have applauded such hardnosed parsimony; the author of GSA, for his part, is less laudatory. But in resisting fancy theological footwork when a naturalistic explanation suffices, Arnórr is in fact no different from many other saga characters. (A century earlier, in a virtuoso display of cynicism, Arnórr’s great-great-uncle, Bǫðvarr Ásbjarnarson, had feigned respect for hallowed ground solely to extricate himself from a tight tactical spot. Does a streak of irreligiosity run in the family?)95 And again, even the author of GSA does not necessarily disapprove. Some eighteen months after the skirmish at Helgastaðir, when Sturla Sighvatsson slips during an assault on Guðmundr’s men and is nearly skewered where he sprawls, no one thinks to attribute his deliverance to otherworldly intervention: ‘Sturla now became enraged and leaps from the ship up onto a heap of seaweed; he lost his footing on the seaweed…. Now Aron strikes at Sturla two-handed. There was a man called Sigmundr snage. He threw a shield over Sturla with great speed, and the blow landed on the shield, but Sturla got to his feet quickly.’ Neither the author, who shapes the commentary of the récit­, nor the bystanders who populate the mimetic histoire, feel any need to appeal to miraculous explanations when a loyal follower and a snap of the Frisbee wrist will do.96

The microscopic miracles Sighvatr and Steinn witness, no less than Arnórr and Sturla’s non-miracles, exemplify a tendency to grasp the supernatural in quotidian terms. A medieval sensibility would doubtless have accepted paranormal elements, which to us seem fanciful, as plausible components of a realistic histoire. Yet even for wholehearted believers in the possibility of divine irruptions into lived reality (which we must assume medieval hagiographers were), flamboyant marvels like those that light up the pages of, say, the Liber Sancti Jacobi exceed everyday experience by far. A trifling miracle such as Sighvatr suggests Arnórr may have benefited from, on the other hand—or no miracle at all, as Arnórr frames his own sense of the matter—is well within every person’s experiential range. Most Latin hagiographers opt for effusive supernatural portrayal of their subjects, heaping on acts that go beyond the normal; the authors of the Bishops’ Sagas, in contrast, like their secular counterparts, often privilege histoire verisimilitude over récit fanfare. By tapping the banality of religious experience, saga authors impart on their histoires a degree of familiarity and credibility unattainable by more fantastical texts.97

Texts like GSA exhibit an ear for narrative gestures that texture the histoire in naturalistic and lifelike ways, even against the grain of récit and authorial bias.98 Such gambits are hardly restricted to infinitesimal miracles or to the Bishops’ Sagas, though they are perhaps never more striking than when they shape the presentation of the supernatural in a genre explicitly about temporal manifestations of the divine. Verisimilitude, not only of setting but also of action, is a hallmark of saga literature. The sagas do not steer shy of trolls, revenants, or magic, but their trolls carry on like workaday Icelanders, the undead busy themselves with petulant grudges and legalistic bickering, and sorcery rarely offers greater efficacy than the puny prodigies of GSA.99 The sagas’ consistency in downplaying blatantly unrealistic elements makes for believable representations of a plausible world.

This plausibility is further enhanced by the sagas’ astute deployment of narrative underspecification (see Appendix): building gaps into their accounts in ways that encourage the audience to fill these in from lived experience, they implant the subliminal suggestion that the first-order universe the audience inhabit is coextensive with the second-order construct encountered in the text. When GSA tells of Sighvatr’s advance on Helgastaðir ‘from the home meadow towards the gate’, for example, it sets a tiny cognitive snare for the audience: ah, yes, you must mean the Glaumbœr gate—a sensible choice, that, given the lay of the land….100 Such tacit intimacy with everyday living conditions helped the medieval audience buy into the narrative’s historicity. To present-day historians, it suggests that the sagas’ constructed world was not just plausible but may indeed have corresponded with the lived experience of an historic Icelandic audience.

Here, then, is the historian’s in, the chink in the sagas’ literary armour through which we may access the bygone realities they encode. Historians always worry over the relationship between a signifying text and the history it claims to signify. Texts like the sagas, where literary fashioning is beyond doubt, are especially suspect of harbouring fugitive ahistorical fictions. In the theoretical climate following the so-called ‘linguistic turn’, the problematic link between signifier and signified has thrown up a seemingly insurmountable hurdle. Criticisms like Hayden White’s have done much to discredit the historical reliability of traditionally unquestioned sources (such as annals and diplomata); they have done nothing to rehabilitate openly literary ones like the sagas.101

Such rehabilitation seems within reach, however, if we allow that the sagas came across to their original audience as naturalistic, credible uchronias: that, récit ornamentation notwithstanding, the world they depict would have struck medieval Icelanders as resembling the one they knew outside the texts, while their narratives would have appeared as reliable accounts of the past—reliable, indeed, precisely because at times they fly in the face of the texts’ ideological projects. The medieval audience, for whom the parameters of the histoire overlapped with those of their own reality, would have been able to brush past authorial ethics or literary conventions as so much white noise, to perceive in the sagas their own versions of the past. They would have registered the author’s disapproval of Sighvatr and Arnórr, but still understood these men’s sentiments to be no less plausible than Steinn’s or Guðmundr’s. Even if the sagas do not impartially record history as it ‘really’ happened—what text does?—their pragmatic realism facilitates historical probing by revealing what audiences in the past would have wrested as authentic pieces of historical memory, even from the jaws of programmatic authorial presentation.

‘[R]eality in a world,’ Nelson Goodman suggests, ‘like realism in a picture, is largely a matter of habit.’102 Historians easily slip into the habit of reading their sources as pointing more or less directly towards some extra-textual reality, and of beating this reality free of any literary dross. The sagas, with their willingness to make truth claims not just under but even up an author’s nose—converting a hagiographically freighted dialogue into an occasion for the audience to empathize with a character the author openly maligns—remind us that other modes of history and other habits of reality are possible. Uchronia goes beyond simple imitation of objects in the extra-textual world. In GSA and elsewhere, uchronia conjures up a usable past—and at the same time, an agentive past, a past that lived on into the community of the thirteenth- and fourteenth-century present, and could wield real imagined authority. Reading GSA’s account of Helgastaðir with an eye to hagiography reveals how even the loftiest ideological imperatives might yield before the sovereign dominion of uchronia.

Violence: the performance of agency

The two short pages recounting the bishop’s dealings with the magnates at Helgastaðir open a window onto physical and social circumstances, narrative and theological sensibilities, and the historical attitudes of later medieval Icelanders. They also bring up sometimes uncomfortable questions about the extent of the historian’s reach through the sources towards an underlying history, while insinuating possible answers to these same questions. None of these issues, however, is particularly on the minds of participants themselves. Guðmundr, Ívarr, Arnórr, and Sighvatr come together to give battle, and it is to their raw violence that I now return.

Let us pick up the thread of the narrative where we left off on Saturday evening. GSA tells how, as dusk fell, each side dug itself into position:

Afterward they encircled the churchyard and accords were sought, but nothing came of it, and the night wears on. Bishop Guðmundr and his men were in the church, but the others surrounded it.

One of the bishop’s men made it to the river and out of the church. He was called Eyjólfr hríðarefni [the Tempestuous], a troublemaker. He was grabbed and beaten and they dragged him back half-dead and killed him later.

Early Sunday morning [30 August 1220] they made a battle-barrier (vígflaki) and under cover of it they dug up the churchyard [wall]. Just as soon as an opening had been made in the churchyard [wall], the bishop’s men gave way and went into the church. They had positioned the battle-barrier at the southern edge of the churchyard.

But Ísleifr Hallsson arrived there and had not fought, nor any of his men. He lived then at Þverá in Laxárdalr. Ísleifr invited the bishop home with him [and] he went away with him. But those who were left behind then looked for quarter. Arnórr gave quarter to Eyjólfr Kársson, and Tumi Sighvatsson to Jón Ófeigsson.

Two men were then put to death (drepnir) in the hills north of the farmstead. One was called Þorgeirr and the other Þórðr Arason.103

The conclusion of this lacklustre battle conforms to the pattern set earlier: a mixture of unexplained brutalities and incomprehensible shows of restraint. Some themes explored above resurface: disdain for Guðmundr’s rank-and-file followers is evident in Eyjólfr hríðarefni’s harsh fate. We see some new themes, too: a quest for negotiated settlement, unsuccessful at first, but later facilitated by the enigmatic Ísleifr Hallsson. The attackers prove ruthless and versatile at problem solving, securing a victory whose fruits, however, are underwhelming. The bishop himself makes a clean getaway, and even his foremost warriors, men it would have been prudent to neutralize for the future if not punish for the past (‘Don’t you remember the Battle of Melr?’), are given quarter. Mention of Tumi Sighvatsson among those who personally vouched for their safe passage is especially poignant. Tumi, Sighvatr’s eldest son, ranked second in his father’s affections; even his oft-noted thuggishness did not endear him to Sighvatr, and, deprived of his birthright, Tumi (much like Bishop Guðmundr’s under-funded followers) turned to ever more uninhibited rapacity. At Helgastaðir, however, his presence had gone unmentioned until the battle’s end; it would have been more like his signature style to lead a rampage than to grant clemency.104 About eighteen months after this uncharacteristic show of magnanimity, the tables were turned and Tumi found himself in need of quarter from the bishop’s men, Eyjólfr Kársson among them. He was not to get it. (See further pp. 110–111.)

The attackers’ renewed advance on Sunday was enabled by a vígflaki, a makeshift cover for the initial approach to their adversaries’ position.105 The besiegers’ capacity for supplying themselves with this contraption overnight belies the shabby impression given by the first day of scuffling. Far from the image of a brawl with whatever came to hand, a vígflaki suggests expertise at siege warfare, practical engineering knowhow, and the discipline to mastermind both construction and operation. Conversely, the efficacy of the vígflaki reaffirms the critical tactical role missiles played in the fighting. Stones are evidently more than just symbolic récit ammunition: they were also a basic staple of the histoire arsenal.106 Still, it is notable that both men slain in combat were stabbed, not bashed, and that Sturla’s projectile injury inflicted no lasting harm.107 As long as they could lay down a curtain of suppressive fire, Guðmundr’s men seem able to slow the attackers down a decisive little bit. Hurtling stones, however, sufficient for forcing heads down, could not kill reliably at a distance.108 The magnates’ first priority was thus to find a way to motivate their men forward through this lapidary rain. At close quarters, their advantage over the bishop’s men seems incontestable.

But, then, why does the mêlée produce such meagre results? This puzzle might be rephrased: what were the negotiations on Saturday evening meant to achieve, and why did they fail? What new variable did Ísleifr Hallsson’s arrival on Sunday introduce? One wonders whether the (unstated) objective of the siege could not have been achieved (or botched) equally well without bloodshed.

Yet to put matters this way is to prioritize thinking about mechanisms for conflict resolution rather than for conflict prosecution. How disputes dissolve is undoubtedly an important issue, with obvious bearing on understanding violence. But it is not the same as asking what motivates men to choose destructive force in the first place, or what persuades others to fall in beside them. Wishing ill on others may be an ingredient of human nature so basic as to resist explanation (as daily interactions with bosses, coworkers, and customers remind us), but the resolve to follow through on it seems as worthy of enquiry, and as historically contingent, as the mechanisms designed to curb such desires.109 To ask these questions is to enquire after the fundamental orientation towards violence in medieval Iceland: the meanings attributed to it, its function, and the reasons that made men, both on the field and in the pages of sagas, opt to heft their spears and raise the battle cry.

With typical saga reticence, GSA offers few clues about goals, significations, or risks at Helgastaðir. We know something of the Reykjadalr farmers’ motives; but, the charge of Ívarr’s brigade aside, the locals largely stay on the sidelines. Sigurðr and Þorljótr, like the oddly aloof Ísleifr, remind us of the complex ways in which bystanders affect violence—if only by standing by, observing, and commenting.110 The attackers themselves only voice a negative preference, ‘rather to win by counsels than by endangering men, and [not] to fight so that the bishop’s life would be in danger’. This tells us little about what they did hope to achieve: throwing men into battle is a strange way to keep them out of danger.111 Coming hot on the heels of an intensification in the defenders’ efforts, the chieftains’ statement should perhaps be taken with a lump of salt.

What participants do may give better insight into their intentions than what they say. All in all, fewer men at Helgastaðir fall in the heat of battle than die, having laid down their arms, dangling from the end of a rope or crumpled beneath a hail of kicks and blows.112 In its unheroic ratio of executions to combat fatalities, we may suspect that GSA represents Icelandic realities rather better than many other saga battle scenes. We cannot know why, when a majority of the defenders—the formidable Eyjólfr and Jón among them—received quarter, two (or more) were sent to the gallows. Possibly some unrecorded individual offences had singled them out; or perhaps they were just convenient victims of a generalized antipathy for the popular element among Guðmundr’s followers, so evident in Eyjólfr hríðarefni’s lynching. (The narrator seems to share the victors’ contempt: he does not record Eyjólfr’s patronymic, but does give both his uncomplimentary nickname and a pithy character assassination.)113 All of the casualties at Helgastaðir seem like fairly insignificant men. Even the two whose patronyms we do learn are otherwise unknown.114 In this respect, too, this episode may afford a more realistic picture of who usually paid the price of violence in medieval Iceland than do other, more elite-centric accounts.

The hypothesized plebeian status of those who died at Helgastaðir, together with the leniency exhibited towards illustrious defenders, suggests one way of interpreting the violence here in terms of power politics and gestures of signification. More than just hungry mouths nibbling away at the Reykjadalr storehouses, the bishop’s following represented a substantial potential warband. Fit men, combat-hardened in the chieftains’ struggles but now unattached to any secular lord, were as much a threat to Icelandic elites’ hegemony as routiers and free companies were to royal and noble authority elsewhere in Europe.115 In the hands of an aggressive bishop, there was even the danger such forces could mutate into holy warriors, on the model of Peace of God militias in eleventh-century Francia.116 For the goðar, the first priority may have been to disperse this threat. Hanging a handful ‘like thieves’—that is, ignominiously—may have been just the spectacle needed to motivate survivors to take to their heels.117 A bishop with no divisions was a more tolerable nuisance. This would explain why the attackers felt no urgent need to harm Guðmundr’s person.

Furthermore, in the goðar’s seemingly gratuitous medical debate, analysed earlier as evidence for popular theology, the saga conveys oblique commentary on violence, too. Both speakers consider Arnórr fortunate to have recovered from his summer ailments precisely because timely convalescence allows him to take part in the attack on Guðmundr. Neither man voices the least hesitation about whether violent action should be undertaken; the only disagreements concern who can unleash it, when, and how. Good health, in other words, is good inasmuch as it is a precondition for violence. Such a sentiment, funnelled through debate over ultimate causes, amounts to more than just the familiar martial bluster of the sagas. Sighvatr and Arnórr argue about agency: about Man’s ability to subdue risk and control his own fate. A capacity for waging violence is the agreed-upon effect; the cause leading to it is under dispute.

Sighvatr’s position, much as it grates on tender modern ears, is radically pious (whether or not he himself is hypocritical): it forges violence into a link in a direct causal chain stretching out from the hand of an interventionist Creator. Sighvatr does not doubt that Arnórr would go on the offensive as soon as he can; the crucial juncture becomes, then, God’s choice to grant him the requisite good health. By emphasizing divine will at work, Sighvatr correspondingly downplays Arnórr’s own responsibility for his actions. Vouchsafing for the plausibility of his reasoning, GSA elsewhere endorses such views expressly, allowing God to work in violent ways on behalf of characters less morally suspect than the jeering goði. Thus, sometime between 1183 and 1185, we see a young Guðmundr, not yet in orders, reluctantly accompany a friend to a horsefight. Horsefights were to medieval Icelanders what Balinese cockfights have been to scholars across the humanities: the quintessence of ritualized violence. Such staged events involved pitting pairs of specially bred and trained stallions against each other, kicking and biting, their trainers close by their sides to goad them. Naturally, the sport often progressed from orchestrated, vicarious animus to unrehearsed, direct physical confrontation, so that ‘it was not unlikely that the horses would end up spectators as they watched their masters go at it’.118 Guðmundr knows the rules of this game: ‘I don’t know how well that will turn out [if I come with you],’ he tells his friend, ‘since [Jón and Oddr] are likely to come there, for whom I care little…. It is a test of my patience to see them now. But still I’ll go with you, if you like, and God will provide.’ It is no surprise when the horsefight erupts into a brawl: ‘Many men were injured there. Now it turned out so…that God took such great revenge on [Guðmundr’s] enemies that Jón lost his son…and Oddr was seriously injured…. But God had so provided for Guðmundr that he played no part, either by word or by deed, in the mayhem.’ In the saga author’s view, divine oversight extends so far as to instigate a mêlée on Guðmundr’s behalf, so that he emerges victorious without having to lift a finger.119
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Throughout his saga, Guðmundr successfully maintains a menacing, warlike edge without ever bloodying his hands.120 In the context of hagiographic portraiture, it’s not terribly surprising to find the future bishop absolved of responsibility for killing and injuring enemies. Yet the consonance between Guðmundr’s views and Sighvatr’s indicates that the deferral of violent agency to God is a matter more of uchronic realism than of hagiographic prejudice. Still, it is much more common to find attitudes like Arnórr’s, who jealously guards his claim to responsibility for how to expend his fighting prowess. As mere ‘circumstance’, ‘fact’, or ‘occurrence’—not quite ‘event’—his recovery from sickbed remains irrelevant to his present exploits: a random piece of background static, meaningless. This leaves Arnórr solely and wholly accountable for his violence. Other sources confirm in abundance the prevalence of such attitudes in uchronic Iceland. Egill Skalla-Grímsson, eponymous hero of his saga, chafes at the prospect of getting away undetected from a farm he and his companions had just ransacked: ‘This expedition is a complete flop and unwarriorlike,’ Egill berates his comrades; ‘we’ve stolen the bóndi’s wealth without his knowing it. May this disgrace never stain us! Let’s go back now to the farm and let them know what’s happened.’ The others try to dissuade him, but Egill is firm. He returns to the farmstead on his own and puts it to the torch, then takes his stand at the door, cutting down all who escape the flames.121 In declaring a clean getaway more troubling than wholesale slaughter, Egill insists that violence is his to unleash. Mere happenstance, like the failure of the farmer to be alerted and so offer resistance when his storehouse had been broken into, must not be allowed to stand in the way of Egill’s murderous agency, just as Arnórr is unwilling to credit it with enabling his furor against Guðmundr.

The chieftains’ debate thus throws light on what uchronic Icelanders understood to be the workings of violence. At one extreme, by doing away with human agency altogether (as Guðmundr and Sighvatr have it), violence is relegated to that category of phenomena that lie effectively outside historical explanation. Like the weather, they may be discussed, but—modern meteorology or medieval miracle aside—not acted upon. Underwriting this perspective is an understanding that, given the opportunity to act, violence is one’s default reflex. No other option even crests the horizon of the possible: ‘It’s now clear what [God] wants,’ a blind man in another saga declares when he has suddenly been ‘struck sighted’, then rushes forward, axe held high. In this perspective, violence is the ultimate repository of meaning, the end to end all ends—a summary of inscrutable divine will.122 At the other extreme, to proclaim human sovereignty over violence, as do Egill and Arnórr, is to deny it any elemental combustibility. Rather than a God-given reality with which people must cope as best they can, violence becomes a tool with which Man makes history. Implicit here is denial of the possibility that violence might spin out of a competent perpetrator’s control: it does not seem to occur to Egill that attacking the farm he had just robbed might redound in any way but to his honour.

Agency, the ability to determine future events—or rather, the perception of such ability—is key to these vying concepts. Arnórr sees violence as categorically domesticated, one of the many shafts in the quiver of his power as goði, which he and he alone commands; insignificant, irrelevant occurrences must not be allowed to interfere with the script of which he is both protagonist and author. Arnórr shares this notion of violence not only with utilitarian-minded historians, but also with countless historical actors accustomed to positions of power—among them, prominently in GSA, his elder brother, Kolbeinn. Over the first years of Guðmundr’s episcopate, Kolbeinn’s frustration with his appointee mounted as the withdrawn priest on whom he had thrust the mitre metamorphosed before his eyes into an outspoken champion of Church independence. In 1208, at Víðines not far from Hólar, Kolbeinn tried to subdue Guðmundr by main force: ‘Kolbeinn came there with three long hundred [i.e. 360] men and encamped around the cathedral, and people then went between them and sought a settlement…. [I]t was then suggested that the bishop should ride from the See with his men, unmolested, but Kolbeinn did not approve it. Still, Guðmundr’s men adopted this counsel.’ Their move prompted Kolbeinn’s force to cut them off and so set the match to the powder keg.123

In refusing to endorse a peaceful compromise, Kolbeinn, despite enjoying only a moderate numerical advantage, must have trusted his men to carry the field, come what may. Confident in their ability to bow Guðmundr’s rabble to his will, he doggedly pursued confrontation even as the bishop took evasive action:

Now when Kolbeinn’s men see that the bishop’s men are riding away, Brúsi the priest began speaking and said to Kolbeinn: ‘Now there rides away the bishop with both your honours!’ Kolbeinn ordered his men to horse and stated he would not suffer the bishop to ride away…and draws up his formation. Bishop Guðmundr then turns off the road and in another direction; Kolbeinn’s men then turn there to meet [them]. And when the companies came together, battle is struck up between them. Bishop Guðmundr sat on horseback, and the abbots with him and some priests, and cried out that they should not fight—but none paid heed to that.124

Kolbeinn’s surprise must have been as great as anyone’s when the battle concluded, not with his full or even qualified triumph, but, as we have already seen, with his own death. The anonymity of the killing blow underscores the senseless unpredictability of his slaying.

Whence the surprise, though? Could Kolbeinn have been unaware that violence might result in casualties? Hardly; it just never entered his head (until the point was impressed upon him) that a man as mighty and self-possessed as he might become one. Certainly a trivial death like this one would have struck Kolbeinn as a long shot; it’s one thing to fall in an honourable clash of steel, as happens to countless other goðar—thirty years later, Sighvatr and Sturla would both meet such a fate125—quite another to be unceremoniously brained with a rock. Kolbeinn was engaged in fashioning an autobiography that included episodes of agentive violence on his part but made no provisions for a plot twist in which he falls passive victim to a stray shot.

It is tempting to fault Kolbeinn for delusional arrogance. Surviving previous engagements may have given him (as it does to many seasoned veterans) a false sense of his own invulnerability, and having become habituated to commanding others into danger, he may have (like so many others in positions of authority) acquired an inflated sense of his irreplaceability. His cumulative experience lent itself to being read as proof that he had the ‘right stuff’. But, for all that hindsight proves his sense of security to have been exaggerated, Kolbeinn’s fearlessness was not mere hubris.126 He could have stood back from the battleline, but, like Guðmundr at Helgastaðir, Kolbeinn must have (if he gave the matter any conscious thought at all) judged his risk of personal injury negligible relative to the danger of leaving motivation to flag in his absence. And just as, at Helgastaðir, Sighvatr would be outraged at the targeting of his son, Kolbeinn must have been aware of the convention that great men be spared high-trajectory fire. The mighty goði rightly estimated as a priori unlikely what, a posteriori, turned out to be the battle’s actual outcome.

His upstart episcopal rival would scarcely have looked to this outcome as desirable, either; after the fact, none of Guðmundr’s men step forward to claim credit for the kill, as is customary.127 Yet once the stones begin flying, it is difficult to control where any one of them might come down. Violence, as Víðines and Helgastaðir reveal, sports a radically democratic streak, requiring next to no specialization in order to be wielded with minimal efficacy. Better weapons, firmer discipline, and superior prowess can certainly hone violence into a more fearsome instrument, but even the bishop’s petrean mob manage to terminate Kolbeinn’s career (and come within an inch of ending his nephew’s). Dumb luck plays as significant a role as tactical brilliance or strategic forethought.128 The abruptness of action amplifies the impact of randomness; even in a battle like Helgastaðir, stretching over the better part of twenty-four hours, individual blows fly swift and sudden. Violence occurs quickly, irrevocably, dynamically altering its own context in a manner relatively unforgiving of error; a blow gone wide of the mark cannot be retracted.129 In offering hope to underdogs and throwing a wrench into any too neatly predictive a model, Víðines and Helgastaðir recall a truth so elementary that it tends to be forgotten (more, as noted in the Introduction, out of cultural choice than mere oversight): violence is dangerous. The tendrils of its risks reach out to ensnare all involved: attacker, victim, and bystanders, though of course in unequal measures.130

Unhappily for Kolbeinn, even though his implicit calculation of likelihoods was sound, risk always remains a matter of probabilities.131 But for that unlucky potshot, he might well have ended up playing Henry to Guðmundr’s Becket. The crucial element in explaining Kolbeinn’s downfall is not that his power, so much lesser than an English monarch’s, didn’t suffice for executing his will. He simply was not so fortunate as Henry II, to outlive his opponent and to reap the fruits of complicity in arranging to outlive him. He had gambled on propelling his men to fight and on living to benefit by their valour; the odds, as he correctly assessed, were stacked in his favour. But this time he rolled snake eyes.

Following Kolbeinn’s death, Arnórr gradually took the lead in the campaign against Guðmundr. In 1211, an epistle from the Archbishop of Niðaróss ‘summonsed and chastised the bishop’s enemies, and Arnórr’s party were silenced by that’. Arnórr undertook to obey the summons, but not before he arranged to invite his brother-in-law Sighvatr to take custody of the North. Sighvatr accepted, though it would be some years before he actually moved to Eyjafjǫrðr. There, a majority of the local bœndr initially afforded him a decidedly cool reception: ‘there were many great farmers in Eyjafjǫrðr at that time, and they rather bristled at Sighvatr. It seemed to them he had neither inheritance nor patrimony in the district.’ In time, the Eyjafjǫrðr men would warm to Sighvatr.132

Arnórr left for Norway in 1212, returning two years later; he had had no opportunity to confront Guðmundr at the archbishop’s court. The latter only left Iceland in 1214, returning in 1218. Arnórr at once raided Hólar and took the bishop captive, subjecting him to diverse physical hardships and humiliations; he ‘intended that they, [he and] Bishop Guðmundr, should both travel out together, whether Bishop Guðmundr liked that well or ill’. A mere year before Helgastaðir, then, Arnórr had Guðmundr fast in his grip. His plan was thwarted, however, by Eyjólfr Kársson’s daring rescue of the bishop in a commando-style raid on his makeshift jail—complete with prepared getaway vehicles, a change of costume for the fugitive, and the planting of a decoy prisoner to postpone discovery. Arnórr, as we learn at Helgastaðir, reacted to this setback in the idiom befitting a self-respecting Icelander upon entry into a domain of losses: he took ill.133

Strategically, then, Arnórr was still smarting when he received the Reykjadalr farmers’ SOS. Small wonder that he felt his spirits roused by the prospect of cornering Guðmundr while also putting the bœndr in his debt. For his part, Sighvatr would have responded with greater ambivalence. The move to Eyjafjǫrðr, where he was to reside for the rest of his life, had consolidated his power in the North. Initial grumbling soon died down: on balance, Sighvatr had profited in the years preceding 1220 more than he had forfeited, putting him in a political domain of gains, and so disposing him to caution.

Both chieftains, however, were arriving at Helgastaðir in the enviable role of tie-breakers, invited to tip the balance in favour of the local yeomanry. The goðar had had the opportunity to plan their approach to maximum advantage, further stacking the odds. Short of unforeseeable debacle like Víðines, they hardly stood to lose, however the confrontation turned out: the bishop would be humbled, or worse; the men of Reykjadalr would be subordinated, or better. Sighvatr and Arnórr’s rosiest hopes might have been to suppress the bishop’s following, capture Guðmundr himself, and see men like Ívarr (and possibly Guðmundr Gíslsson, too) slain in the fighting: into the vacuum, they’d stride uncontested.134 In the short-term context, both goðar were operating in a domain of relative gains.

Prospect theory suggests that Arnórr and, especially, Sighvatr would have been averse to taking risks at this juncture; yet clearly they were not averse to pursuing violence. If we take Arnórr at his word as a die-hard believer in his own untrammelled agency, we might conclude that he simply saw the coming clash as riskless. The farmers’ plea would then not have struck Arnórr as a deliberative nexus: a failsafe opportunity for gain forces no hard choices. Such blindness to the dangers of physical injury seems unlikely, however, in the wake of Kolbeinn’s death. But another reason for Arnórr and Sighvatr’s bellicosity might be that the very invitation serving to secure their ascendance over the bœndr of Reykjadalr simultaneously obligated them to take decisive action on these clients’ behalf. The gesture of obeisance Ívarr and his nameless peers had made came with a price tag: a goði who would not bring force to bear on his þingmenn’s behalf could expect to see support evaporate.135 The Reykjadalr farmers thus expertly dribbled jeopardy, punting the risk Guðmundr posed to them in the direction of the two goðar.136 Arnórr and Sighvatr found themselves on the horns of a zero-sum dilemma: either accept the remote risk of violence to rescue the Reykjadalr men from their bishop (exposing themselves to potential physical mishap in exchange for political prospects), or else refrain and thereby concede the farmers’ independence, perhaps even their hostility (nullifying immediate physical danger but guaranteeing heavy political costs). An analysis of Arnórr’s circumstances allows us to see how, even if we discount his professed belief in his invincibility as no more than histoire-level bravado (or récit-level defamation), the setbacks he had been accumulating since 1208 might have inclined him towards aggressive recklessness, a greater-than-rational willingness to gamble with his own and others’ safety in an effort to restore the bygone status quo ante that served as his cognitive reference standard.

Even as they committed themselves to violence, the goðar also sought to safeguard against its risks. After assembling a substantial muster,137 the chieftains clearly coordinated with the local bœndr, timing their arrival so that the first the bishop’s men learned of the forces ranged against them was when they sighted the jaws already locking on Helgastaðir. With numbers, intelligence, and terrain on their side, the goðar nevertheless proceeded cautiously. Their negative statement of their goals divulges what dangers they were unwilling to incur. Their limited objective was presumably to return to the previous year’s status quo, not to kill the bishop. Arnórr apparently judged his own case in the realm of canon law stronger than the bishop’s counterclaims, and he may have been right.138 Sighvatr and Arnórr’s more generalized wish to avoid ‘endangering’ their own (and perhaps also the bishop’s) men is borne out by the cadence of the assault.139 Only after Sturla had been hit did they turn up the heat, leading to the only two battle casualties. Later, they were perfectly willing to call off hostilities for the night, renewing them only under cover of vígflaki.

The drawn-out fighting may thus have resulted as much from the chieftains’ reluctance to commit their troops fully as it did from these troops’ mediocre soldiering skills. Perceiving themselves to be ahead of the game, Arnórr and Sighvatr were in no hurry to risk much. This is not quite the symbolic language of posturing Jesse Byock has identified (see Chapter 1), but neither is maximization of destruction a priority. Icelanders, Byock notes, ‘ritualized the actual use of force…. Rather than signalling the outbreak of warfare, a public display of armed support revealed that significant numbers of men had chosen sides and were prepared to participate in working toward an honourable solution.’ Byock’s formulation nicely captures the mock-violence of deterrence politics: coerced negotiations to end tense standoffs in public fora, as well as straightforward efforts to bully rivals into submission.140 We have no evidence of Icelandic customs comparable to the infamous chest-pounding duels of Amazonian Yąnomamö, but the sagas do occasionally indicate combatants’ conscious efforts to limit the extent of bloodshed: ‘[Our] money-purses will seem devastated enough when those who already lie here dead are compensated,’ one saga hero famously comments, rejecting the suggestion to snipe at the heels of fleeing enemies.141 At Helgastaðir, however, there is little indication of ritualization, posturing, or deterrence: the attackers charge with bayonets set, making no effort to cow Guðmundr’s followers with a mere parade of arms. In their risk calculations, there was evidently no downside to applying force, cautiously but directly.

As late as Sunday morning, the chieftains still believed they would be able to reap gains without courting further danger. Ísleifr Hallsson’s arrival fundamentally altered the terms of engagement. Ísleifr’s men must have stood ready to throw their weight behind the bishop if the compromise Ísleifr suggested were rejected.142 Their very presence thus steeply elevated the risk for Sighvatr and Arnórr, making an apparent secure victory slither from their grasp. (The saga does not state how Ísleifr’s timely appearance had been orchestrated. Did some among the bishop’s retinue succeed where the luckless Eyjólfr hríðarefni failed? Or might the Reykjadalr farmers themselves have invited Ísleifr to intervene, hoping to stop the fighting before it got out of hand?)143 But, important as it is to recognize the cloaked threat behind Ísleifr’s mediation offer, it may be even more vital to realize that his intervention came at a critical juncture in the magnates’ ongoing assessment of their risk options: are they sufficiently committed to stay the course, order their men into the sanctuary, and practically guarantee a bloodbath, or do they wish to uphold their stated intention ‘to prevail by counsels rather than endangerment of men’? Ísleifr was, perhaps, as much deus ex machina for Arnórr and Sighvatr as he was for Guðmundr, allowing them to accept a face-saving compromise without having to put either their moderation or their violent self-confidence to the ultimate test.

For members of Iceland’s political classes—ambitious bœndr like Ívarr, let alone assertive goðar like Arnórr and Sighvatr—violence was ready to hand as a technique for exercising control over fluid external circumstances. When he denied the possibility of miracle, Arnórr announced his unwillingness to yield an iota of his autonomy: certainly he cared about the outcomes and significations of violence, but, to him (as to a majority of his peers), his capacity for enacting agency in public mattered more. Aware of this propensity to prioritize agency, the Reykjadalr farmers proved just as proficient at manipulating risk, both to themselves and to their betters, and were able to shift jeopardy onto the goðar. As they moved between domains of gains and losses, men’s appraisal of the risks and prospects before them also shifted: Sighvatr became much more inclined to press the attack at all costs after Sturla was hit. But, for all their sophistication at weighing odds and for all their insistence that they could beat them, Icelanders’ actual ability to wrestle uncertainty to the ground was limited. Risk, Kolbeinn’s ghost wails, always lurked in the wings, waiting to upset the best-laid plans of both mighty men and minuscule.

Risk: the far side of agency

We have watched how risk and the attempts to forestall it shaped the attackers’ decision making. But what of the defenders’ calculus? Reconstructing the bishop’s choices may seem idle, as—boxed in and forced to weather a surprise attack—he seems to have none. His opponents had robbed him of initiative and thrust violence upon him. Still, we may isolate the possible impact of a quirk of timing: because the goðar approached Helgastaðir while Guðmundr was engaged in the ceremony of consecration, defensive decision-making in effect fell to his lieutenants.144 Would the encounter have gone differently had the bishop himself been available as first responder? As he had in his youthful hesitation to attend the horsefight, and again at Víðines, Guðmundr often showed himself less than outright pugnacious.145 Had he not been otherwise occupied when the assault began, might battle have been averted?

With his enemies closing in on the church, Guðmundr opted to continue with the dedication ceremony, dropping yet another important clue concerning his handling of risk. In his view, the risks attendant on disrupting the liturgy far outweighed those associated with bloodshed. Implicitly, he proclaimed the temporal realm less significant than the spiritual—not an entirely surprising order of priorities for a devout clergyman.146 Furthermore, with Becket’s example on his mind, he may have perceived his situation as brimming with prospect no less than it was fraught with dangers. By remaining at the altar, Guðmundr not only avoided committing sin himself but also set a honey trap for his persecutors. His actions both illuminate his own calculus of risk acceptability (to allow the possibility of bloodshed is more palatable than to abandon the dedication rites unfinished) and lay bare his intuitive skill at massaging the reality around him, making the kinds of choices that would expose his enemies to graver spiritual danger than they may have bargained for.

In the realm of physical violence, the bishop’s threshold for perceiving himself to be in a domain of losses—the reference point below which he judged risky action justified, or indeed mandated—seems drastically lower than that of most Icelanders. In the summer of 1220, though ejected from his See and harried by mulish locals and hostile magnates, Guðmundr apparently felt he occupied a domain of gains: he had escaped Arnórr’s clutches, surrounded himself with a sizeable entourage, and managed, on the whole, to bend the bœndr of Reykjadalr to (reluctant) obedience. There was, doubtless, much he would have liked to see improved, but, even when provoked, he hardly thought himself in straits so dire they justified aggression: ‘Let’s go, lads, and have nothing to do with Ívarr, because there’s an unclean spirit in him,’ he had told his men only days prior, when confronted by the master of Múli and his phalanx.147 Two later incidents further clarify Guðmundr’s thinking about violence, helping pinpoint where he set his personal threshold for accepting its risks.

A little over a year after Helgastaðir, during Advent of 1221, Guðmundr fled with his followers to the isle of Málmey in Skagafjǫrðr, not far from Hólar (see Map 1, p. 11). Over the subsequent months, ‘living on the island began to get quite difficult, and weather conditions worsened; there were few provisions. Now they endured this for a while.’ The demographics of the peregrine community compounded the season’s torments: Guðmundr had with him a gang of ‘70 valiant men’.148 It seems safe to assume that a hawkish, instrumental attitude to violence prevailed among these men: earlier in the winter, ‘the foremost men very much planned to put their lives at great risk (leggja á lífs hættu mikla) in order to avenge the bishop’s humiliations and their own’. These are perhaps the same captains who had opted for combat at Helgastaðir; Eyjólfr Kársson, for one, was present on both occasions. Isolation on the islet was killing these heroes by degrees, leaving them helplessly idle, unable to put their warlike temper and talents to any use. Hunger, cold, and pressure from this bellicose constituency to let them do what they do best must have inexorably eroded Guðmundr’s resistance to perceiving himself in a domain of losses: ‘winter now wears on, and when they saw that [to go on] so wouldn’t do, Eyjólfr and Aron planned, with Bishop Guðmundr’s consent, to put their lives at some risk (leggja á nǫkkura lífs hættu) in order to lay hold of provisions’.149 The verbal echo underscores a fundamental difference in attitude between the bishop and his supporters: whereas they were willing to risk much in order to avenge past ‘humiliations’, Guðmundr consented to have them risk a little in order to head off future disaster. The warriors operated in a realm of honour, the bishop in one of pastoral care; they saw themselves deep in a domain of loss, he had not yet hit rock bottom; recalibrating the cognitive reference point for assessing losses and gains was uppermost on their minds, transforming actual losses into gains (or at least, into less severe losses) occupied his. Thus, while the utility they wished to derive from violence was at the level of signification, Guðmundr was hoping for a means to rearrange power relations at the most basic, caloric level.

On their return in February 1222, the bishop’s champions reported a successful raid on enemy-held Hólar—and the killing of Sighvatr’s son, Tumi, in its course. From their perspective, operating in the realm of reputations, this must have counted as good news, a blow to help redress the balance of honour. But for Guðmundr, focused on safeguarding his flock, this was an unwelcome harbinger of further rounds of terror. By reverting abruptly from complicity in his men’s agentive, Arnórr-like optimism to his traditional, Sighvatr-like fatalism, however, the bishop opportunistically recalibrated his reference point, rationalizing his men’s evildoing without admitting to himself that they had sunk him deeper into a domain of losses:

They went at once from the ship to the house, Eyjólfr and Aron, and came to that room in which Guðmundr slept. He was then at his prayers. First he greeted them and then he asked for news. They told such things as had been done, and that seemed to him major tidings; but Bishop Guðmundr spoke ill of their conduct, that they had slain Tumi rather than captured him. Still, he said he trusted that their dealings had gone according to God’s providence.150

Hoping for good news, Guðmundr is momentarily jostled into realization that things had gone from bad to worse when word of worldly violence intrudes on his devotions. But rather than attempt to offset this recent setback by gambling further, as prospect theory suggests he would—for instance, by attempting immediate reconciliation with Tumi’s bereaved father—Guðmundr glibly brushes off the implications of the killing. His assurance that Tumi’s slaying was God’s will enables Guðmundr to reinterpret it in such a way that he may once more view himself as occupying a domain of gains. All is well with his world.151

As soon as the weather allows it, the bishop and his followers retreat from Málmey to Grímsey, a larger island, even farther out from the Icelandic mainland: ‘Then it did not seem fit to Bishop Guðmundr’s advisors to allow [themselves] to be browbeaten; they were always daring and single-minded in what they wanted to bring to pass’, preferring to take refuge on a more easily defended rock where ‘it was then very usual that there was no shortage of [fishing] hauls…even though elsewhere in the country there were shortages’. Once again, the bishop’s own motivation is presented rather differently: ‘Another reason why the bishop wished to go there was that he thought it his duty, as [indeed] it was, to enquire into people’s morals and to mend Christendom, wherever he could and it was most needed.’152 Considerations of physical survival for its own sake are now secondary for the bishop, the narrator insists; the prospect of spiritual gain motivates Guðmundr, leaving his followers to consider the harsh season and the menacing vengeance that is sure to come.

And come it does, offering us another glimpse of Guðmundr’s idiosyncratic reference point in the realm of violence. It is two months after the raid on Hólar when the sentinels raise the alarm: a hostile flotilla is approaching.153 The defenders rush to battle stations: ‘Aron was with 17 men at his post…. Several men confessed to Bishop Guðmundr before they went down [to the shore],’ but not, apparently, Aron, who hurries about, distributing weapons:

Now again he runs into the bishop, who approves of this errand. ‘And now, my son, I wish that you’d go to confession with me.’ ‘There’s no time for that now, sire,’ says Aron, ‘because our defences do not seem too thickly manned, and even [one] man’s help will make a difference.’ ‘That is well spoken,’ says the bishop…. Now the bishop blesses him and declared: ‘It’s my sense that you will be beaten down by the Sturlungar, but still I expect that we will meet again later.’ And that was thought to be a very great prophecy, because it seemed most unlikely, both at that moment and also often afterwards.154

With battle imminent, Guðmundr urges the primacy of spiritual well-being; but he does not insist. Indeed, he looks benevolently on the preparations to resist Sighvatr and Sturla with cold iron, pronounces Aron’s secular priorities justified, and even grants the young firebrand a sunny forecast. We may wonder whether Aron would have survived the battle, against all odds, had he accepted the bishop’s invitation to be shriven of his sins.155 Wisely, perhaps, Aron declines to put the thin line of defenders at further risk in order to cleanse his soul. But more noteworthy than Aron’s consistently militant rationality is the bishop’s pliancy, in the face of coming calamity, concerning Aron’s spiritual welfare. Guðmundr knows Grímsey will be a last stand: he and his men have nowhere left to run. And indeed, ten or eleven of his followers, Eyjólfr among them, are to die in the ensuing battle; Aron barely escapes with his life; and Guðmundr himself will be borne away to Norway and endure hardships.156 In such desperate straits, even the devout bishop must recognize how deeply into a domain of losses he and his followers have fallen, raising his tolerance for the risks of violence until he is even willing to gamble with Aron’s prospects of eternal salvation.

Arnórr and Guðmundr both employ violence to manipulate the circumstances in which they find themselves, taking graver risks when they perceive themselves to be falling behind on the cosmic scoreboard. Opting for violence allows both the bishop and his lay rivals to stoke and project their own sense of being in control of external constraints, to ignore particular threats to their worldview as much as to tout other, more cognitively tolerable risks. In this, they are emblematic of the Icelanders who inhabit the sagas’ uchronia.

The agency of the uchronic text

It is uchronia itself, finally, that must be held in focus when considering the play of violence in the sagas. As I have emphasized repeatedly (and unoriginally), the sagas do not grant us unmediated access to the realities experienced by medieval Icelanders. Rather, the texts afford us glimpses of how medieval Icelanders found the past good to think with. Violence, GSA teaches, was conceptualized as a technology for coming to grips with uncertainty. Medieval Icelanders imagined a world in which their forebears could find solace in violence where they perceived its perils and unpredictability as less intractable than those of alternative modes of action, or where cultural mores led them to see its prospects as more alluring. Those who (like Kolbeinn or Aron) considered themselves experts saw the risks clearly (‘our defences do not seem too thickly manned’) but reckoned they could ride the tiger, wrestling with bald risk to tip the odds in their favour (‘even [one] man’s help will make a difference’). The art and science of violence lay in fine-tuning one’s displays of viciousness so as to approximate full control of one’s social and political environments. Where histoire data did not suffice for teaching this lesson—where remembered or reconstructed historical practice, in other words, diverged from uchronia’s historiographic ideology—the sagas stood ready with an array of récit devices, calibrated to make up any shortfall.

This general truth is nowhere more evident than in accounts of people deprived of all choices: those facing certain death. Récit-level conventions help such doomed men bow out with the dignity they are deemed to deserve, granting those whose agency has been pared down to the vanishing point a measure of apparent control over their fate. Thus, reports of fatalities at Helgastaðir are marked by unrelenting sangfroid. They tend, on the one hand, towards the graphically specific: ‘a man got stabbed with a spear in the eye, [one] of Arnórr’s troop; he was named Hámundr, the son of Þorvarðr. He lived through the night, but expired the following morning.’ Staccato syntax foregrounds an excruciatingly exact image of the skewered eyeball; identification of the person whose vitreous humour has been punctured is withheld, however, until late in the sentence, and even then he is located by partisan affiliation before being named. Denied the comforting, distancing knowledge that a specific other is victim of the blow, the audience’s wincing gazes are riveted to a generic gashed eye: there but for the grace of God go I. The comment on Hámundr’s protracted dying only adds poignancy to the laconic report.157 In other respects, however, graphic details are strategically fudged. The author allows us no direct view of Hámundr’s split orb or spilt gore. The expiring man’s long hours of anguish remain inaudible. Similarly, the bishop’s men who are run through with spears, ‘jostled and beaten and dragged back half-dead’, or unceremoniously strung up in cold blood are all depicted (by default) as enduring their fate in stoic silence. The only audible reaction to a blow struck at Helgastaðir comes not from the victim’s own mouth but from his politician father’s. The ‘boy’ Sturla bears his injury with the equanimity befitting a grown man.

Such taciturn scenes of endurance find their complement in outspokenly heroic last stands, a staple of both Family and Contemporary Sagas. Alone, his axe struck from his hand, Eyjólfr Kársson on Grímsey picks up an oar and puts up stiff resistance, until a blade pierces his ribcage. The indomitable Eyjólfr disorients his attackers when he leaps out and dashes past them, nearly losing his foot to another debilitating blow; he then throws himself into the sea and swims out to a skerry before giving up the ghost. His body is found sprawled in an attitude of prayer. As tight-lipped as Hámundr, Eyjólfr demonstrates in his manner of dying both his violent virtues and his Christian prospects.158 ‘It is a touching fact that men, dying in battle, often call upon their mothers. I have heard them do so in five languages,’ reports Major-General Frank Richardson, a twentieth-century veteran of campaigns on three continents. Manifestly, ON is not one of these languages.159 Even when given a voice, a dying saga character is expected to use it not for shrieking but for delivering some deadpan parting words. Faced with conclusive proof of their lack of agency, saga characters should profess a contrary conviction: not make grandiose (and patently false) proclamations of control over reality, but actually effect a measure of such control through unerring use of language.160

Perhaps the most brutal example in GSA of such co-opting of violence for containing risk, rendering the world predictable, and forcing reality to line up with ideological priorities, comes in 1209, at the end of an animated but futile defence of Hólar against the coalition of magnates seeking to complete Kolbeinn’s life’s work. Sveinn Jónsson, one of Guðmundr’s loyals, agrees to surrender—on one condition: ‘“That you hack off my arms and legs before you behead me.”…Sveinn then had his limbs hacked off while he sang Ave Maria. But afterwards he stretched out his neck for the blow.’ Only half in jest, William Ian Miller suggests that Sveinn must have ‘heard or…read too much martyrology while serving the bishop’s cause’.161 But Sveinn’s spirited savagery speaks as much to a secular, uchronic worldview as to hagiographic hopes for the hereafter. Fighting on the bishop’s side the previous year, Sveinn had distinguished himself at Víðines. If récit proximity correlates with histoire causality, he may actually have had a hand in killing Kolbeinn: ‘Bishop Guðmundr’s men fought well and valiantly: Konáll Sokkason, Sveinn Jónsson, Vigfúss the clerk, and many others. Kolbeinn got hit by a stone in the fight.’162 Even if Sveinn was not personally responsible for Kolbeinn’s coming to grief in the following sentence, he may have guessed that his renown at Víðines sealed his fate once the tide of battle at Hólar turned. He must have been among those who, at daybreak, ‘went into the church, those who thought they could expect no quarter’. (Konáll and Vigfúss, the two other champions from Víðines, do get reprieve. Their survival might be attributed to their evidently higher status: both had earlier been mentioned in a list of illustrious men who flock to Guðmundr’s side).163

Staring unavoidable death in the eye, Sveinn understands he has one option only for reclaiming agency: to contrive for himself a fate even more grisly than that which his enemies had in store for him. His plan has a certain grim political logic to it: in a society where feud frames relationships (see Chapter 3), few commodities are prized more highly than reputation. Unarmed and unlegged, Sveinn’s ‘courage was roundly praised (var allmjǫk lofut hans hreysti)’, and he went to meet his Maker from a secular domain of gains.164

Or did he? Might not saga author, rather than saga character, be suspected of having imbibed too much martyrology? It is, of course, entirely plausible that art here imitates only art: that Sveinn’s barbaric extravaganza belongs to récit-level convention rather than histoire-level practice. If such is the case, two historical lessons are particularly important to note. First, the convention (as Hámundr Þorvarðsson, Eyjólfr Kársson, and countless others in various sagas show) belongs as much to the native tradition as to imported hagiography. Second, the ideal of men dying in full command of their faculties and fate belongs to the ideology of the past—uchronia—rather than to any specific moral judgement the authors pass on their characters. Partisan saga authors might prefer to grant elevated deaths to heroes while denying them to villains. But the distribution of such scenes, if not quite equitable, does embrace enough minor and maligned characters to confirm that last stands inhere in textual structure, not in extra-textual agenda.

Such a fate awaits Tumi Sighvatsson, too, for instance. The account leading up to Tumi’s killing at Hólar cathedral, which he had occupied, dwells uncharacteristically on seasonal conditions, hinting at their narrative significance: ‘But at that time when it draws close to Candlemas [2 February 1222], a storm starts up.’ At the level of histoire, insistence on winter’s harshness underscores the plight in which Guðmundr and his men find themselves on their island refuge, compelling them to desperate action. Tumi, for his part, is lulled by the storm into false security: ‘It is reported that one evening, when Tumi was at table, he summoned to him his watchmen and lets them off for the night.’ But histoire realism here seems subordinate to the ensuing récit-level drama: ‘Eyjólfr and his men now donned their armour and proceeded with great impetuosity and, unbeknownst to all, came to the See, a little before day. And that was one night before St Agatha’s feast [5 February 1222].’ This glimpse of men in mail contrasts with the portrait of the defenders: surprised, sleepy, still in nightshirts. Driving sleet juxtaposed with linen gown further sets up Tumi’s dramatic finale:

Tumi now asks for [safe] passage out and for quarter…. But when Tumi went out they seized him and knocked him about for a long time outdoors, and some talked about wanting to torture him, but some pleaded for him, and he was getting cold. Then Tumi declared that it seemed to him as if some men believed he was shivering from fear. Then everyone praised his courage (lofuðu þá allir hreysti hans) and pleaded for him. Einarr skemmingr said that he [did] not deserve to live longer; and he finished him off because no one else stepped up.165

The pathos of Tumi’s final moments is brought out through careful orchestration of surrounding meteorological and sartorial circumstances, his own refusal to allow the least appearance of having been intimidated, and the voicing of communal consensus about his unflinching nerve, in words nearly identical to those used of Sveinn Jónsson. The saga author’s antipathy for Tumi is no bar to his claiming a stake in the uchronic practice of heroism, insisting on the dignity of agency even when circumstances have robbed him of any ability to act.

That violence was figured as a prime mode of exercising agency and canalizing risk in the uchronia mediated by the sagas—that the structural character of these texts, rather than the vagaries of historical facticity or authorial bias, slotted such a role for violence—suggests that Sveinn and Tumi, Arnórr and Guðmundr, Sighvatr and Sturla may all be taken as authentic purveyors of medieval Iceland’s historiographic ideology. Furthermore, medieval Icelanders, like all people, learned how to negotiate their world partly through personal experience and partly through the acculturation of verbal exchanges. Sagas thus not only recorded a prevalent vision of the past but also acted as agents of pedagogy, crafting sensibilities and creating expectations. Beating down uncertainty at all costs, asserting absolute autonomy in the face of all risks, beating the odds even if it meant surrendering one’s all: this was presented as the highest possible good a medieval Icelander might aspire to. Before he lost his head and hands, the historical Sveinn may, as Miller suggests, have indulged in one martyrology too many. Or he may simply have been an avid consumer of sagas, modelling his behaviour on that of Icelanders of generations past. Or perhaps the ‘real’ Sveinn lived happily to old age, or perished whimpering in a squalid gutter, or never even existed to begin with; what matters for charting the history of violence is that his uchronic namesake fluted forth Gregorian chant as he was rent limb from limb, communicating through the horror he had brought on himself how unbearable risk may be harnessed so that powerlessness might be transcended.
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13 GSA capp. 171–2: ‘Siðan ferr G[uðmundr] byskup aEinars staðe. ok ẻtlaðe þaðan a Helga staðe. at vigia þar kirkiv. Jons messo um haustit. sem hann gørðe. En Eyiolfr Kars s[on] reið iMula. ok bauð Juare at byskup vigðe þar kirk[io] eptir vm d[aginn]. en Iuar uillde þat eigi. ok quaz uige mundo veria ef byskup uillde til koma. Nu kemr byskupi niosn. at flockar dragaz at ollum megin. G[uðmundr] lykr þa kirkiu vigslo. Eptir þat buaz þeir til varnar þar ikirkiu garðinum. ok baro at ser griot mart. Siþan sea þeir at flockarnir riðo ofan at Einars støðum. Er þa sueit byskups ikirkiu garðe. en Þorliotr bonde. ok Sigur[ðr] broðir hans. ok heima menn voro einir ser. Þa mẻlti Sigurðr. Se þer nu sueinar flocc þeira høfðingianna. huar riðr. enda skellr þar nu lass firi buren þeira Reykdẻlanna. Siþan sa þeir annan flocc riða neðan eptir Uaz hlið. Flockarnir quomo nẻr iafn snemma. Þa var non d[ags]. Var þa slegit up herope. ok skipat til at gønngu. Gecc Arnorr Tuma s[on] sunnan at með sina sueit. en Sigh[uatr] gecc at hliðino. ok or tunino. en Jvar sotte at norðan. G[uðmundr] byskup var i kirkiv. ok gengr nu hørð hrið með griote ok með skotum. Sturla Sigh[uatz] s[on] fecc steins høg. þa mẻlti Sigh[uatr]. Engu eira byskups menn. nu berea þeir sueinin Sturlo sem aðra menn. e[ða] hvar ertu Guðmundr Gils s[on]. Ser þu eigi at Eyiolfr Kars s[on] er ikirkiu garðinum. e[ða] man tu eige bardag[ann a] Mel. Við a egian þessa knuðuz Sigh[uatz] menn fast til at gø[n]gu. Fell þa maðr af byskups mønnum. firi spiotum er Gisle het. Litlu siþar fecc maðr lag af spiote i augat af liðe Arn[ors]. Sa het Hamundr. ok var Þorv[arðz] s[on]. Hann lifðe um nottina. en andaðiz um morg[ininn] eptir. Þa gecc G[uðmundr] byskup or kirk[io] ok til manna sinna. Ero þeir þa allakafir ok beriaz alldrengil[iga]. ok enge einn hverr betr enn Jon Ofeigs s[on]. Ok við þetta leggia þeir Sigh[uatr] fra at sinne. ok letuz helldr uilea uinna með raðum. en mannhaska. Villdo þeir ok eige beriazt sua at byskupi vẻre at þui lifs haske. Setea þeir nu men til at enge af byskups mønnum. kẻmiz i brøt an uilea þeira. Siþan ganga þeir suðr a uøllin firi menninir. ok spurðe A[rnorr] Sigh[uat]. Þicke þer eigi hørð hrið gengit hafa magr. Hørð vist. s[agðe] Sigh[uatr]. [Arnorr mẻlte.] J sumar var mer kuellinga samt. en er mer komo orþ Reycdẻla at þeir þyrfte liðs. hof af mer allar vamur, sua at ek kenne mer hverge illt. Þat man þer þickja iartein. s[agðe] Sigh[uatr]. A[rnorr] svar[aðe]. Þat kalla ek atburð s[agðe] hann enn eige iartein’ (1983: 185–7). Compare Íslendinga saga cap. 37 [42] (Sturlunga saga 1: 275–7). On the term atburðr, see p. 80n.86.

14 For further details on narrative levels, see the Appendix.

15 Þórðar saga kakala cap. 42 [205]: ‘Var fyrst grjóthríð, en þá gengu spjótalög’ (Sturlunga saga 2: 76). For further examples, see Boyer (1970: 190).

16 GSB cap. 106 [= Biskupa sögur 1856–78: 1.513 n.1 = GSC cap. 90]: ‘Sighvatr fekk þá steinshǫgg mikit, ok fell hann við, en Guðmundr klasi kallaði, er stóð hjá honum: “Felltu nú, Sighvatr sæll?” “Lágr varð ek, fýla væl,” sagði hann, “en eigi fell ek.” Þá tók Klasi at kalla ok bað menn flýja undan ógn þeiri er yfir var komin, “því at jǫrðin skelfr undir oss”. Þá var þetta kveðit: Klasi nam kalla þrysvar: / “kosti menn ok renni /—jǫrð bifask ǫll und fyrðum—/ undan byskups fundi”.’ On the literary treatment of earthquakes, see Chapter 5.

17 On spears, see Falk (1914: 66–90). At Helgastðir, spears appear to have been used (almost) exclusively for thrusting; see further n.107 below. For a rock apparently dropped from a height during close-quarters fighting rather than hurled from a distance, see Þorgils saga skarða cap. 32 [260] (Sturlunga saga 2: 160).

18 Compare Scarry (1985: 354–5 n.190).

19 Compare Íslendinga saga cap. 138 [143] (Sturlunga saga 1: 431). In the sagas, when a rider faces an adversary on foot (e.g. Gísla saga cap. 20, ÍF 6: 65; Fóstbrœðra saga [F] cap. 8, ÍF 6: 156–7), it is usually the horseman who falls (e.g. Fóstbrœðra saga [M] cap. 8, ÍF 6: 155; Grettis saga cap. 40, ÍF 7: 135–6). See Þórðar saga kakala cap. 42 [205] for an encounter of two mounted men (Sturlunga saga 2: 77).

20 For example, GSA capp. 196, 199, 217 (1983: 206, 209, 227). Williams (2003: 30) estimates ‘between 28,000 and 50,000 links [which] might take 1000 hours or more to make’ for a single mailshirt. Some rings discovered in a Thule (Eskimo) context in the Canadian High Arctic must have come from a Norse hauberk, confirming that even the most remote Norsemen had access to armour (Schledermann 2000: 250, 254 [fig. 18.12]). On the other hand, the Family Sagas occasionally celebrate the gumption of men who fasten flat stones into their clothing in lieu of armour (Egils saga cap. 75, ÍF 2: 235; Vatnsdœla saga cap. 41, ÍF 8: 107–8; Vápnfirðinga saga cap. 2, ÍF 11: 25).

21 GSA cap. 199: ‘sua stoðo þiøct spiot a Arone vm hrið. at þa studdo hann aðrir spiotz odder er øðrum var at lagit. enn er brynean var sua øruġ at ecke gecc á’ (1983: 209; cf. capp. 216–17, 1983: 226, and a byrnie ‘er Fulltrúi hét, ok gengu ekki spjótalög á hana’ [called ‘Full Faith’, which no spear thrusts penetrated], Íslendinga saga cap. 138 [143], Sturlunga saga 1: 434). GSA addresses the scarcity of well-made weapons explicitly: Aron refuses to lay aside gear plundered from a slain enemy (see next n.), though it may provoke the dead man’s kinsmen to fiercer hostility, because ‘honum þotti oskapligt ad menn hans skylldu ganga berir og uopnlausir j moti suerda hoggum. en þeir skylldu eigi þỏra at bera slikar giersemar. þuiat þat uoro hin bestu uopn’ [he thought it abominable that his men should go bare and unarmed against the sword strokes and not dare employ such treasures, for those were the finest arms] (cap. 196, 1983: 205–6; cf. Þórðar saga kakala cap. 6 [169], Sturlunga saga 2: 13).

22 See GSA cap. 198: ‘A[ron] suar[ar] og hristi saxit Tuma n[aut] brugdit j hendi sier. Hier ma̋ttu sia. ragur fiandin. m[ækinn] T[uma] naut. brodur þijns. Sækit at ad helldr. sem ydur likar. enn uier skulum oski[alf]andi bijda’ [Aron answers and rattled the drawn short sword Tumanautr in his hand: ‘Here, bitch (lit. “effeminate devil”), you may see your brother’s sabre Tumanautr. Go ahead, attack if you like, but we will wait untrembling’] (1983: 207–8). Aron and Sturla Sighvatsson, whom he here addresses, had grown up as foster brothers but became estranged in their teens; see Íslendinga saga cap. 33 [38] (Sturlunga saga 1: 267). I discuss Tumi’s slaying further at p. 110. Compare also p. 142n.76.

23 On named weapons, especially names including the element -nautr (lit. ‘something that had been in the use of’, often translated as ‘gift’ or ‘heirloom of’, but usually applied ironically to designate a former owner from whose cold fingers the weapon had been pried), see Drachmann (1967: esp. 7, 9–10); Boyer (1970: 189–90). The prestige attached to well-made weapons is best exemplified by the career of Grásíða, ‘Greyflank’, supposed to have originally been a sword shattered in mid-tenth-century Norway, its shards brought over to Iceland, then reforged as a spear that was still usable in the 1200s; see Gísla saga capp. 1–3, 11 (ÍF 6: 5–14, 37–8); Íslendinga saga cap. 39 [44] (Sturlunga saga 1: 282, 284; when Grásíða is last mentioned, in 1238, it is described as a ‘fornt ok ekki vel stint málaspjót’ [ancient and insufficiently hardened patterned spear], cap. 138 [143], 1: 435). On whether stones were launched from slings or lobbed by hand—to what extent, in other words, they were weaponized—see Falk (2015b: 116).

24 See Falk (2015b: 105–6) and nn.47, 148 below. My estimate is based on figures of between seventy and 100 able-bodied men in Guðmundr’s troop, some forty in Ívarr’s, and presumably similar numbers for each of the chieftains’ (cf. GSA capp. 252–3, 1983: 252–3).

25 On the small musters and high casualty rates of combat in the Family Sagas, see Miller (1990: 319 n.16).

26 Marshall (1947) claimed to document American soldiers’ distinct lack of enthusiasm to kill during World War II. His methodology (indeed, his integrity) have come under searching review (e.g. Spiller 1988). Later research, however, arguing for a generalized reluctance to kill among non-career combatants (with the partial exception of situations where they have a personal stake in fighting well, as when subject to scrutiny by crewmates), has tended to ‘corroborate Marshall’s basic thesis, if not his [specific findings]’ (Grossman 1995: 333 n.1 [Section I]; see also 1–28, 153–4, 250–8, 340 n.5).

27 As noted by Miller (1990: 218). For examples of large group engagements in the Family Sagas, see Heiðarvíga saga cap. 10 (ÍF 3: 239–40, where armed confrontation is averted); Laxdœla saga cap. 87 (ÍF 5: 245–6); Njáls saga capp. 145, 157 (ÍF 12: 402–8, 448–53). On warfare in the sagas, see Chapter 4.

28 See Falk (2015b: 107–8 n.35).

29 Vatnshlíð marks the eastern boundary of Reykjadalr. The heath to the west of the valley rises quite steeply, while directly east of Helgastaðir, the Reykjadalsá (‘Reykjadalr River’) prohibits any easy escape (cf. p. 87).

30 See Geodætisk institut (1945). Helgastaðir and Einarsstaðir are mutually intervisible; Múli is hidden behind a ridge.

31 See Guðmundar saga dýra cap. 3, describing events in 1187 (Sturlunga saga 1: 165).

32 Compare Íslendinga saga cap. 99 [104], Þórðar saga kakala cap. 42 [205] (Sturlunga saga 1: 375, 2: 75–6).

33 On swords, see Falk (1914: 9–65); Peirce et al. (2002). On bows, axes, and composite weapons, see Falk (1914: 78–119). Only crossbows are absent from the Family Sagas entirely; I know of only one instance of crossbow use, in Guðmundar saga dýra cap. 23 (Sturlunga saga 1: 209, 554 n.238). Their absence from the Family Sagas might be regarded as a species of saga realism, as these mechanical weapons came into use no earlier than the twelfth century (Falk 1914: 92–3, 98–9; Hødnebø 1972, s.v. malla).

34 See rare exceptions: Egils saga cap. 38 (ÍF 2: 96); Heiðarvíga saga cap. 15 (ÍF 3: 262); compare Svínfellinga saga cap. 10 (Sturlunga saga 2: 98).

35 Compare Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘Þórarinn…hafði verit rauðavíkingr í œsku sinni. Hann var…gamall…en vel margt átti hann vápna’ [Þórarinn had been a red viking in his youth. He was old but had plenty of weapons] (ÍF 11: 69).

36 We last hear of a viking in Iceland in 1195 (Guðmundar saga dýra cap. 11, Sturlunga saga 1: 181, 552 n.112).

37 Contrast Orri Vésteinsson (2005: 18): after ‘an initial period of relative material poverty’, by the 1200s Iceland ‘can be said to have attained economic standards similar to those of the old homelands’.

38 Compare repeated admissions that a great number of Guðmundr’s adherents were unruly (e.g. GSA capp. 130, 135, 1983: 155, 159) with the occasional effort to single out respectable followers (e.g. capp. 130, 177, 1983: 154–5, 192). Compare Boyer (2003); Skórzewska (2011: 165–74).

39 For example, GSA capp. 130, 135, 238–9 (1983: 155, 159, 240–1); compare the excuses made for Þórðr kakali’s exactions by reason of dire necessity in 1242 (Þórðar saga kakala cap. 8 [171], Sturlunga saga 2: 17). Contrary to my emphasis on absolute scarcity of resources, Jón Jóhannesson (1974: 200, 212–14) sees the bishop’s personality—his generosity, disrespect for secular law, administrative incompetence, and Mendicant inclinations—as chief cause of economic hardships during his episcopate. Meulengracht Sørensen (1993a: 60–1) deems Guðmundr’s followers a newly assertive proletariat, even rebels.

40 See GSA cap. 13 (1983: 37–8); Falk (2015b: 102 n.21).

41 For Helgastaðir, Grenjaðarstaðir, and Múli, see Orri Vésteinsson (2000b: 16, 98). The status of Einarsstaðir is less clear, but the family farming there seems to have had close ties to the Church and perhaps to Guðmundr personally; see GSA cap. 169 (1983: 184); Stefán Karlsson (1973: 215).

42 The closest we can come to reconstructing medieval economic conditions is by piecing together information from statistical data of c.1700, primarily those preserved in Jarðabók Árna Magnússonar og Páls Vídalíns, a survey compiled in 1702–14 (see 1913–90: 11.156–221 on Reykjadalshreppur, esp. 176–85, 192–200 for Helgastaðir and its immediate vicinity). In the population census of 1703, 472 inhabitants in seventy-eight households were counted in Helgastaðahreppur (corresponding, more or less, to the medieval Reykjadalr); of these, seventy-four persons in eleven households lived at the four farms named above. See Manntalsgrunnur Þjóðskjalasafns Íslands. I am indebted to Orri Vésteinsson for calling my attention to these important sources.

43 GSA cap. 168: ‘Dreif þa til hans mart folk…. ok hafðe hann nẻr tiutigum manna. ok þotte bondum þungt undir at bua’ (1983: 184). Sigurðr and his brother Þorljótr (GSB ‘Þorlákr’, in Biskupa sögur 1856–78: 1.512 n.3), presumably the householders at Helgastaðir, are otherwise unknown.

44 For examples of depletion of stores by Guðmundr’s supporters, see GSA capp. 175, 179 (1983: 189, 193; cf. cap. 166, 1983: 182–3). Compare Skórzewska (2011: 100–2, 280–1); Falk (2015b: 105 n.28).

45 For a more traditional view, see Gunnar Karlsson (1972; 1977); Jón Viðar Sigurðsson (1999: 49 n.36). Contrast Orri Vésteinsson (2000b: 288); Tulinius (2002). Tulinius never, as far as I can find, defines hǫfðingi, but he clearly conceives of it as a title of eminence, superior to goði (e.g. 2002: 64, 99, 199–216). The primary sources do occasionally differentiate rank explicitly (e.g. GSA cap. 157, 1983: 177, cited in p. 97n.132).

46 GSA cap. 170: ‘bẻndr gera orð Sigh[uate] Stur[lo] s[yne] ok Ar[nore] T[uma] s[yne] at þeir rydde af þeim ufriðe þessom’ (1983: 184–5).

47 For Ívarr’s armed might, see GSA cap. 169: ‘Nv ferr G[uðmundr] byskup iMula. ok toc Juar uið honum liðlega. Var þar sẻmilega við tekit. þess at þat matte sea at eigi var af astsemd ueitt af Iuare. Skilea þeir þo uel. ok for G[uðmundr] byskup a brot ok setz a…Greniaðar støðum. Var þat orð a at hann munde þaðan iMula iannat sinn. en Iuar uillde uist eigi við honum taka. ok hafðe hann .xl. manna ok sua bunir sem til bardaga. ok skipaðe hann mønnum istoþur’ [Now (= earlier in the summer) Bishop Guðmundr goes to Múli and Ívarr received him obligingly; (the hospitality) which, it could be seen, was not extended by Ívarr out of love was accepted graciously. Still, they parted on good terms, and Bishop Guðmundr went away and stayed at…Grenjaðarstaðir. Word was that he would go thence to Múli once more, but Ívarr certainly didn’t want to receive him, and he had 40 men prepared as for battle, and he arrayed the men in formation] (1983: 184). See also p. 103n.148.

48 For example, Grágás (11: 224–5 [§118], 12: 14, 173 [§§131, 234]; 2: 123–4, 145 [§§90, 112]; 3: 419, 425, 499). The sagas, too, thematize disdain for the destitute (e.g. the genocidal Svaða þáttr and Arnórs þáttr Kerlingarnefs). See also Orri Vésteinsson (2000b: 81); Gerhold (2002: esp. 82–93); Miller (2017: 32 n.27).

49 See Auður Magnúsdóttir (2001: esp. 47–97).

50 See GSA cap. 137 (1983: 160). Þorvaldr Vatnsfirðingr Snorrason was the only member of the party unrelated to the others at the time; later, in 1224, he would marry Snorri Sturluson’s daughter (see p. 206). Involved for the first time in affairs outside his home district in 1209, Þorvaldr was presumably still young.

51 See GSA cap. 134 (1983: 158). Born around 1184, Arnórr would not have been too young to assume leadership, though he may have been relatively inexperienced. Hastrup (1985: 87–8 [and Table 9], following Grágás 11: 193–4 [§113]) traces the rules governing kin proximity in cases of killing. On maternal uncles’ role, compare Miller (1983b: 163); Nordal (1998: 86).

52 See GSA cap. 137 (1983: 160–1); Falk (2014a). Compare Þórðar saga kakala cap. 6 [169] (Sturlunga saga 2: 13); Nordal (1998: 204).

53 For a more traditional view, see Ciklamini (2002). On kinship as metaphor, see Sawyer (1987: esp. 34); Miller (1990: 139–78, esp. 157–64, 171–8); Skórzewska (2011: 182); compare also Hyams (2003: 24).

54 Reykdœla saga ok Víga-Skútu cap. 12: ‘[Vémundr] kallar [Þorgeir] frænda sinn…. Áskell varð varr við þetta ok kvazk eigi vita ván í, at Þorgeirr væri þeim nǫkkut skyldr’ (ÍF 10: 181–2); compare Þorgils skarði’s defiant exclamation: ‘kvaðst þess vinr vera skyldu, sem hann reyndi vináttu at, ok þess frændi, sem hann reyndi frændsemi af’ [he said he alone would be his friend whose friendship had been tried, and he alone his kinsman whose kinship had been proven] (Þorgils saga skarða cap. 15 [234], Sturlunga saga 2: 127).

55 Compare Íslendinga saga cap. 156 [161] (Sturlunga saga 1: 463–4) for efforts to spare a partisan bishop during a battle in 1242.

56 See Morris (1989: 413–51, 568–77). Papal interventionism is exemplified in Innocent III’s (r.1198–1216) earliest surviving epistles to the Icelanders (30 July 1198), which demanded subservience ‘[q]uamvis insula vestra longo terrarum tractu ab Urbis partibus sit remota’ [even though your island is a long stretch of land away from Rome] (DI 1: 298–302 [§§76–7]; cf. Anderson 2015).

57 Contrast Sigurdson (2016: 86). See Jón Jóhannesson (1974: 207–11) for summonses in 1211, 1222, 1226, and 1232. Two letters of Gregory IX’s, dated 11 May 1237 (almost two months after Guðmundr had, in fact, died), instruct the archbishop to suspend clergy Guðmundr had ordained irregularly, and even to relieve the bishop from office (DN 1: 14–15 [§§17–18]). Other sources suggest the archbishop had deposed Guðmundr already in 1232 (Annals I: 25; III: 64; IV: 129; V: 187; VII: 256; VIII: 327; X: 480; Íslendinga saga capp. 76, 99 [81, 104], Sturlunga saga 1: 337, 374).

58 See GSA capp. 169–70 (1983: 184–5); the hostile priest at Einarsstaðir is later reported to have been killed by his former partner in farming, who supported Guðmundr (cap. 189, 1983: 201). The mere fact of a priest’s paternity would hardly have elicited comment; even until the Reformation, Icelandic clergy remained signally unimpressed by the ideal of celibacy (Kuttner 1975; Auður Magnúsdóttir 2001: 129–60; Skórzewska 2011: 158–60, 209; but cf. Orri Vésteinsson 2000b: 234–7). GSD speaks of the (unnamed) householder at Múli as a priest (cap. 55, 1856–78: 2.112–13). This may well be correct, given Múli’s important ecclesiastical status (see p. 69n.41); in the fourteenth century, Múli was one of only two churches known to have owned copies of a Guðmundar saga (DI 2: 435 [§252]; Skórzewska 2011: 256). For insubordination elsewhere in GSA, see, for example, capp. 129, 135, 144–5, 166 (1983: 154, 159–60, 167–8, 182–3), and compare p. 74n.61.

59 See GSA cap. 25 (1983 61–3; cf. GSB capp. 98–101 [= capp. 9–12 in Biskupa sögur 1856–78: 1.573–83 = GSC capp. 80–1], discussed further in p. 99n.138). Already in the 1180s, we hear of Guðmundr that ‘[m]arga lute toc hann þa upp til trv ser er enge maðr uisse aðr at ne ein maðr hafe gert aðr her a landi’ [he then adopted many things into his worship which no one had known anyone to have practised here in (this) country] (1983: 62). This is too early for Mendicant influence, of course; the Franciscan flavour of much of Guðmundr’s religiosity suggests that GSA may be projecting early fourteenth-century attitudes into the late twelfth century.

60 See GSA cap. 25 (referring to the 1180s): ‘alþyða manna synde þat iþui. hver efne i þotto vm at ferð hans. at honum var þat kenningar nafn gefit at hann var kallaðr G[uðmundr] in goþe. En þat uarð sem huøruetna er uánt at eigi lagðe iafnt i þøck við alla’ [the common people showed what virtue was thought to be in his conduct in this way, that they gave him a nickname and he was called ‘Guðmundr the Good’. But it happened, as is always the norm, that gratitude was not equally distributed amongst all] (1983: 62; cf. cap. 54, 1983: 89). In contrast, Skórzewska (2011: esp. 207–78) argues that popular devotion to Guðmundr was a top-down authorial fiction.

61 Compare p. 69n.39; Falk (2015b: 125–6, 130–3). About 1207, Guðmundr is said to have tried to force the bœndr to pay not just ‘tiundar…e[ða] kirkna fiar [gjǫld enn] við tøko við fatẻkum frẻndum sinum. Bẻndr toko þui þungliga’ [tithes…or (payments) of church dues (but also) care of their poor relatives; the farmers took this badly] (GSA cap. 128, 1983: 153, emphasis mine; misconstrued by Skórzewska 2011: 182). Care for one’s destitute kinsman was a legal duty (Grágás 12: 3–7 [§128]; Miller 2017: 100–1, 157–8). See further p. 260n.129.

62 See Southern (1970: 20–1); Morris (1989: 428–30). Guðmundr liberally sprinkled secular rivals with bann, ‘excommunications’ or ‘interdicts’ (e.g. GSA capp. 124–9, 135, 1983: 149–54, 159–60; cf. Clarke 2007: 1, 75–6). For Icelandic secular elites’ precarious position, see further Chapter 4.

63 On Iceland’s honour culture, see further Chapter 3. Contrast Barreiro (2017: 295).

64 See Jón Viðar Sigurðsson (1995); compare Axel Kristinsson (1998); Orri Vésteinsson (2000b: 238–46). The clergy, already integrated into the universal Church and subordinate to the archbishop of Niðaróss, were more tightly aligned with foreign interests after 1238, when both bishoprics were filled by Norwegian appointees (Jón Jóhannesson 1974: 214–16).

65 Compare, for instance, Contamine (1980: 365); Strickland (1996: 59).

66 Clover (1985: 255). See also Úlfar Bragason (1986).

67 GSA capp. 168–72 (1983: 184–8; quotations from cap. 168: ‘ok dualþiz byskup þar lenge um sumarit’, 184, and from the rubrication for cap. 172: ‘Fra Sigh[uate] ok Ar[nore]’, 187).

68 I owe this last insight to William Ian Miller (personal communication), who points out Sighvatr’s unerring talent for baiting his interlocutors (e.g. Íslendinga saga capp. 39, 114, 125 [44, 119, 130], Sturlunga saga 1: 284, 392, 407–8). Sighvatr’s sham piety may well be in mockery of Arnórr. Compare Arnórr’s atheism to that of his English contemporary, Richard of Devizes, inhabiting a world with ‘no supernatural dimension’ (Partner 1977: 179; cf. Watkins 2007: 35–8).

69 The terms Arnórr uses to characterize his illness, kvellingasamr and váma, are extremely rare, but seem to suggest fairly minor ailments (cf. kvellisjúkr in Egils saga cap. 27, ÍF 2: 71).

70 See Ker (1907: 152–3, 164); Einar Ól. Sveinsson (1953: 123–4); Foote (1974: 45–6); Nordal (1998: 185); Anderson (2008: 20–4). These authors all agree in reading the exchange as an expression of ‘secular attitudes’, as Foote puts it (adding that ‘engaged as they are in a hot battle against a bishop who himself had a reputation for wonder-making, the remark attributed to Sighvatr could hardly be more coolly cynical or wickedly ironic’, 1974: 46). The only dissenter is Lönnroth (1999: 115–17), who assimilates this passage to other indices of mystery in the sagas, left enigmatic by design: ‘We should rather see [Arnórr and Sighvatr] as cautious and relatively humble Christians who do not want to commit themselves unnecessarily to a view that may seem presumptuous or insufficiently motivated…. And this very unwillingness to commit oneself is typical of honorable and sensible saga heroes’ (1999: 117). Lönnroth’s subtle proposal is, however, unconvincing in this case: Arnórr and Sighvatr are in disagreement with each other, but neither man is noncommittal (cf. Skórzewska 2011: 120).

71 St Augustine and Gregory of Tours found some of their parishioners expressing similarly misguided attitudes: ‘Between the two types of confusion, the one of indiscriminate need [for religion], the other of no need at all, it is often impossible to distinguish’ (MacMullen 2001: 109).

72 GSB and GSC again amplify the effect, concluding with the words: ‘Margt illvirki var þar gǫrt á heilagri kirkju nývígðri, ok enn má þat sjá á henni í dag hversu hǫrðu hon mœtti í þeim bardaga, saklaus ok ómakleg, ok svá hafa menn sagt síðan at svá sýnisk sem sár hafi gróit á kirkjunni þar sem hon fekk áverka af vápnum ok grjóti’ [Many atrocities were committed there against a holy, newly consecrated church, and one may still see it on her nowadays, how poorly she—O immaculate and undeserving!—fared in that battle. And people later said this: that it looked as if the church’s wounds were knitting wherever she had received injury from weapons or stones] (GSB cap. 106 [= Biskupa sögur 1856–78: 1.514 n.1 = GSC cap. 90]).

73 The feast of the Baptist’s beheading, 29 August, fell in 1220 on a Saturday, the Virgin’s day (Schreiber 1959: 208–11). Mary was the patron saint of Hólar and had a special relationship with Guðmundr (see e.g. an anecdote in which she will allow none but him to sing the Magnificat: GSB cap. 130 [= cap. 29, Biskupa sögur 1856–78: 1.598 = GSC cap. 88]; cf. Ciklamini 2006: esp. 242 n.87; Skórzewska 2011: 139–45). The attack then lasts into Sunday, the Lord’s day. Every minute of fighting is thus a sacrilege.

74 Rimmon-Kenan (2002: 72–86) prefers this term over ‘point of view’ because it allows distinguishing between ‘who speaks’ (the narrator), ‘who sees’ (the focalizer), and ‘who is seen’ (the focalized).

75 Many years before, it had been revealed in a vision that Guðmundr was among ‘helgir menn er nu lifa af skapraunum sinum ok þolinmẻðe’ [holy men who are now living, (sanctified) by their trials and tribulations], and that he had a dwelling prepared in heaven ‘ok sitea eige i lẻgra sẻte. enn Thomas erchibyskup a Englandi’ [and he will sit in a seat no lower than Archbishop Thomas of England] (GSA cap. 60, 1983: 98).

76 See GSA cap. 6: ‘Þat sumar var kallat griotflaugar sumar. Þa var bardage a alþinge ilaugrettu. ok varð mart manna sart…ok þar varþ sár Þorvar[ðr] Þorg[eirs] s[on]…þuiat þat uard med suo myklum osoma. ok olikendum. griot kast þat er þar uard. þuiat sannfrodir menn sogdu suo. þeir er þar uoro. at eptir bardagann. feingi menn eigi þeim steinum lypt af iordu trautt. er kastat uar j bardaganum’ [That summer was called the ‘Summer of Flying Stones’. There was then a battle at the Alþing at the law-council, and many people were injured…. And Þorvarðr Þorgeirsson (Guðmundr’s uncle) was injured there…. For that happened so very disgracefully and improbably, the stone-throwing that took place then—as reliable people who were there have said—that after the battle, people were barely able to lift from the ground the stones that had been thrown in the battle] (1983: 24–5; see 25–6 for Þorgeirr’s conduct in the aftermath; cf. Grettis saga capp. 30, 59, ÍF 7: 102, 191–2 for heroic stone lifting). On saga prologues as prefigurations of the main narrative, see Andersson (1968: 12–18).

77 GSA cap. 95: ‘Þar spur[ðe] hann þau tiðende…andlat Brandz byskups. En við þau tiðende varð honum sua dátt sem hann uẻre steine lostin’ (1983: 124). This image is cliché (cf. Hallfreðar saga cap. 10, ÍF 8: 192).

78 Sighvatr adds to the effect by fuming at the injury done to his ‘boy’. Born c.1199, Sturla is in fact a full-grown man at this time. He is also elsewhere said to be ‘hinn bradgieruasti madur’ [a very precocious man] (GSA cap. 192, 1983: 203; on the favourable associations of such characterization, see Hansen 2003). (According to GSC cap. 90, the ‘boy’ struck was Sturla’s brother, Tumi, born in 1198.) Sighvatr’s outcry is thus manifestly more a strategic than an instinctive emotion. On emotions animated by deliberate purpose, see Hochschild (1983: 33–48); Koziol (1992b: 249–50).

79 GSA cap. 132: ‘Kolb[einn] fecc steins høg ibardaganum. ok kom þat hoġ iennit. ok fell hann við. Var þat hans bana sar…. En ecke varð uist hverr steininum hafðe kastat’ (1983: 157). The saga’s diplomacy is evident also in its decision to show Kolbeinn in a state of mortal sin at the outset of the battle (‘Mario messo um quelldit uar hringt øllum klukkum at staðnum til aptan søngs. ok er sua s[agt]. at K[olbeinn] hafe eigi heyrt klucna hliopit’ [All the bells at the cathedral were rung in the evening for Mary’s Mass, for evensong; and it’s said so, that Kolbeinn did not hear the bells clap], cap. 131, 1983: 156), but to allow him absolution from Guðmundr’s hand before he dies (cap. 132, 1983: 157; cf. GSB cap. 89 [= cap. 7, Biskupa sögur 1856–78: 1.567–9]; GSD capp. 33–4, 1856–78: 2.68–70). Contrast Skórzewska, asserting that ‘[t]he portrayal of Kolbeinn Tumason as “Henricus novus” and a fierce arch-enemy was largely shaped by [GSD]’ (2011: 272; cf. 114–17).

80 GSB cap. 89 [= cap. 8, Biskupa sögur 1856–78: 1.569]: ‘Ekki varð víst hverr steini þeim hafði kastat er Kolbeini varð at bana, ok engi maðr veit þat enn í dag. En þat er frásǫgn þeira manna er þar váru at ór lofti ofan sá þann stein fljúga’ (cf. GSD cap. 35, 1856–78: 2.71). See further Walgenbach (2007: esp. 28–38).

81 Few sources are truly unself-conscious records, or attest to conditions truly contemporaneous with their production; certainly no text is: writing is necessarily volitional and involves reflection on the past (howsoever recent). Perhaps only material remains like Pompeii’s may be considered perfectly straightforward in their presentation of the present in which they were produced. Compare Clendinnen (1991a: 280–1).

82 Hastrup (1998: 195). For a provocative linking of this as-if function of ideology to violence specifically, compare Scarry (1985: 60–157, esp. 115–39, 143–50).

83 Sahlins (1985: 146). Compare Hastrup (1998: 15, 181): ‘history is not and can never be repeatable…. Yet the experience may be modulated and form the basis for further experiences…. [C]ulture…encompasses the existentially unique in the conceptually familiar.’ Similarly, Carr (1986: 52–72). See also Bibire (2007: 17).

84 Moreover, some récit-level textual elements may get re-enacted, thereby populating reality with embodied literary motifs. Thus Cheyette (1978: 159–60): ‘Louis VII apparently insisted on following the “route of Charlemagne” to Constantinople in 1147. And in that curious play between “reality” and “fiction” which makes the reader of any medieval writing wonder when and where to suspend his disbelief, King Louis’ crusade may very well have been the historical model for the poem La Pélérinage de Charlemagne.’

85 GSA cap. 13 notes Becket’s slaying in Guðmundr’s childhood (1983: 36). Compare Würth (1994: 890): ‘Wie weit Thomas Beckets tatsächlich Vorbildcharakter für auf das Leben der isländischen Bischöfe hatte, wage ich nicht zu entscheiden—für die Sagas der betreffenden Bischöfe und damit auch für die durch diese Werke vermittelte kirchenpolitische Botschaft gab seine Biographie aber sicher das Modell ab.’

86 The base sense of atburðr is ‘happening’, but it covers a swathe of meanings, including both ‘miracle’ and ‘chance’; see ONP s.v., esp. senses 2 and 3. Compare various translations of Arnórr’s statement, Þat kalla ek atburðr…enn eigi jarteinn: ‘It is what I would call an occurrence and not a miracle’ (Ker 1907: 152); ‘Ich nenne das einen Zufall, aber kein Wunder’ (Baetke 1930: 138); ‘I call it an occurrence…no miracle’ (Turville-Petre & Olszewska 1942: 77); ‘I call such a thing an event, not a miracle’ (McGrew & Thomas 1970–4: 1.170); ‘I call that sort of thing a fact, not a miracle’ (Foote 1974: 46 = Nordal 1998: 185); ‘I call that a happening but not a miracle’ (Lönnroth 1999: 116); ‘J’appelle cela un événement remarquable, pas un miracle’ (Boyer 2005: 262); ‘I call that an event, not a miracle’ (Anderson 2008: 21 n.58); ‘I call it a coincidence and not a miracle’ (Nedkvitne 2009: 227). See also Skórzewska (2011: 120–2). GSD cap. 55 uses mótburðr, ‘coincidence’ (1856–78: 2.113).

87 The crown’s involvement in Icelandic affairs grew already in Guðmundr’s lifetime. In 1230, the archbishop’s still-unanswered summons from 1226 (see p. 73n.57) was supplemented by a precedent-setting royal summons of Icelandic secular magnates (Jón Jóhannesson 1974: 210–11; see also Würth 1994: 886).

88 Skórzewska, in contrast, sees a weak association only between poor-relief and the cult of Guðmundr (2011: 204–5, and cf. 196–7; see further 176–8, 272–3). But see a 1365 public vow involving Guðmundr (DI 3: 205–7 [§174]).

89 Hastrup (1992: 112).

90 See Þorgils saga ok Hafliða cap. 10 (Sturlunga saga 1: 27); Flateyjarbók (1860–8: 1.184); Foote (1955–6); O’Connor (2005: esp. 133–41); Bibire (2007: esp. 6–7); compare p. 8n.12.

91 The fact that GSA reproduces the description of the Battle of Helgastaðir almost verbatim from Íslendinga saga reinforces the point. Sturla Þórðarson, Sighvatr’s nephew, would have had little hagiographic motivation to tarnish his uncle’s name. Sighvatr hardly emerges from Íslendinga saga as beyond reproach, but neither is he cast in a uniformly negative light. Compare Ciklamini (1988b: esp. 231–40); Nordal (1998: 221–6).

92 On Jón, see p. 14. See further Koppenberg (1980); Foote (1993).

93 GSA cap. 91: ‘honum þotte eigi uel litt beinit Jons byskups. ok quaz þat þickia eige heilaglict…. Biðium vẻr nu øll…hinn heil[aga] Jon byskup. at hann syne sin heilagleik með nockurom tacnum at syna otrv prestz…. Þa kendu allir hinn sẻtazsta reykelsis ilm. Þa skamaðiz Steinn prestr otru sinnar…. En er Steinn toc uið beinunum þa kende hann slikan ilm sem aðrir. Þockuðu nu allir guðe ok hinom sẻla Jone byskupi. ok var hringt aullum kluckum ok sunginn Tedeum ok lyst sua iartein þesse. er þa var nyorðin’ (1983: 120–1; cf. cap. 53 for the accusation of fake relics, 1983: 89). For similar olfactory miracles, see, for example, Jóns saga ins helga cap. 61 (ÍF 152: 297–8); Jarteinabók I cap. 18 (ÍF 16: 116); Þorláks saga C cap. 64 (ÍF 16: 257). For Continental parallels, see Metcalfe (1881: 103); Loomis (1948: 173 n.61). According to GSB cap. 138 [= cap. 38, Biskupa sögur 1856–78: 1.609–10], Guðmundr’s own bones suffered a similar snubbing when they were dug up later in the thirteenth century. Contrast Ciklamini’s interpretation of Steinn’s miracle as a skirmish in ‘the battle against heresy’ (2004: 65); and compare Anderson (2008: 45–6); Skórzewska (2011: 107).

94 For other petty miracles, see GSA capp. 36, 106 (1983: 73, 132–3; on the latter episode, contrast Ciklamini 2004: 68–9; 2006: 239–40); Lárentíus saga cap. 57 [66] (ÍF 17: 432–4).

95 See Þorgils saga ok Hafliða cap. 16 (Sturlunga saga 1: 32–3). On the more complex relations Kolbeinn, Arnórr’s brother, had with the Church, see Hermann Pálsson (1970); Ciklamini (2006: 240–3); p. 78n.79.

96 GSA capp. 198–9: ‘Nu æstizt Stur[la] og stediar af skipinu. up a þara brukit. Honum uard hallt a þara brukinu…. Nv høgr Aron til Sturlu tueim høndum. Maðr er nefndr Sigmundr snage. Hann kastaðe skillde yfir Sturlu með miclum skyndinge. ok kom høgg þat iskiøldinn enn Sturla stoð þa skiott afẻtr’ (1983: 208–9; cf. Íslendinga saga cap. 188 [276], Sturlunga saga 1: 514). Saga characters are sometimes saved from death when devastating blows land on hidden buckles, jewellery, and the like (e.g. Eyrbyggja saga capp. 44, 45, 58, ÍF 4: 123, 128, 161; Vápnfirðinga saga cap. 18, ÍF 11: 61; Sturla saga cap. 21, Sturlunga saga 1: 93). Contrast Sturla Þórðarson’s account of King Hákon Hákonarson’s close call in 1225–6: ‘Sá atburðr varð í Túnsbergi at reisa skyldi tré á konungsskipinu, ok þá er reist var tók tréit at falla fram at stafni eftir stokkinum. Konungr stóð undir er tréit reið, ok tók maðr í belti honum ok kippði honum út at borðinu. Gerði Guð þar miklar jarteinir, þuí at engan mann sakaði, en margir urðu undir’ [This event happened at Túnsberg when the mast was to be raised on the king’s ship, and as it was being raised, the mast began to fall forward towards the prow, over the mast-step. The king stood beneath the mast as it swayed, and a man grabbed him by the belt and pulled him out to the side. God performed great miracles there, for it harmed no man, though many were beneath it] (Hákonar saga Hákonarsonar cap. 149, ÍF 31: 309–10).

97 Whaley likewise comments on ‘the generally unsensational quality’ of most (healing) miracles attributed to Icelandic saints (1994: 173; similarly, Kratz 1994: 493; Nedkvitne 2009: 249–50, 265–6; Anderson 2008: 34–5, 52; Skórzewska 2011: 106; see also n.94 above). Whaley sees the same quality in European analogues (e.g. Finucane 1977: 71–82; Partner 1977: 214–21), but to my mind there is still an enormous gap between miracles only just susceptible to naturalistic explanation and Steinn’s capitulation to nasal peer pressure. Compare Goffart’s (1988: 130–5) comments on some unremarkable miracles Gregory of Tours recounts, which help underscore how uncommon trivial wonders are in the hagiography. Medieval schoolmen tended to distinguish between everyday marvels and the truly miraculous, rather than among shades of prodigy within the miraculous; see Ward (1987: 3–18); Bynum (1997: 8–9); but see also Watkins (2007: 23–67) on the twelfth-century contraction of the sphere plausibly explicable by reference to divine intervention.

98 Extra-textually, these manoeuvres may not always have been successful. As noted above (p. 58), Rome never officially endorsed Guðmundr’s sanctity. The récit-level generic conventions of hagiography collapsed under the weight of this vernacular histoire. But as literature intended for domestic consumption, they apparently worked well enough: whereas the putative Latin original of GSD has not survived, its ON rendition enjoyed considerable popularity.

99 On quotidian characteristics of the supernatural in the sagas, see Ármann Jakobsson (1998; 2005: esp. 297–301, 321–5). On pettyfoggying ghosts, see Kjartan Ottósson (1983: 109–10, commenting on Eyrbyggja saga cap. 55, ÍF 4: 150–2); compare Af Þiðranda ok dísunum, where protective spirits are disgruntled at being deprived of their ‘skatt[r]’ [tribute] (ÍF 152: 124). On magic of modest efficacy, see Sayers (1993: 47n.1).

100 Tentative identification of this gate relies on GSB cap. 106 [= Biskupa sögur 1856–78: 1.514 n.1]; see p. 90n.117, and compare Falk (2015b: 108 n.35).

101 See, for instance, White (1980). More generally on the ‘linguistic turn’ in historiography, see Hunt (1989); Spiegel (1997; 2009); Clark (2004); Iggers (2005: 118–33).

102 Goodman (1978: 20).

103 GSA cap. 172: ‘Siþan seteaz þeir um kirk[io] garþin. ok var leitat um sẻttir. ok var þo sem ecke vẻre. ok liðr af nottin. Var G[uðmundr] byskup ok hans menn ikirkiu. en hinir satu um hverfis. Einn byskups maðr komz yfir ána. oc or kirk[io]. Sa het Eyiolfr hriþar efne ospakr maðr. Var hann dreginn ok barðr ok drogu þeir hann heim halfdauðan ok drapu hann siðan. Drottins morginin snemma gerðo þeir vigflaka. og grofu þar undir kirk[iu] gardinn. Uar þat miok iafnskiott ad hlid uard a̋ kirk[iu] gardin[um]. og byskups menn gafust up og foro j kirk[iu]. Þeir settu uigflakann sunnann undir kirk[iu] gard[inn]. Enn Jsleifur Halls s[on] uar þar komin. og hafdi eigi barizt. ok eingin hans manna. Hann bio þa at Þuerr a̋. j Laxar d[al]. Baud Jsleifur byskupi heim með sier. Med honum for hann j burt. enn þeir er eptir uoro geingu þa til grida. Gaf Ar[nor] grid Eyolfi Kars s[syni]. enn Tume Sigh[uats] s[on] Jone Ofeigs s[yni]. Tueir menn uoru þar drepnir nordr a hỏlunum fra bænum. Het annar Þorgeir. enn annar Þordur Ara s[on]’ (1983: 187–8). For the narrower, juridical sense of the verb drepa (normally simply ‘to strike, kill’) in the fourteenth century, see Amira (1922: 118).

104 GSD cap. 55 emends this omission: ‘í þeirri ferð eru tveir synir Sighvats, Sturli ok Tumi. Tumi var þá ungr, en þó vill faðir hans at hann venist meingjörðum móti herra Guðmundi, skyldist honum ok þat verk, sem brátt mun lýsast’ [Sighvatr’s two sons, Sturli (sic) and Tumi, take part in this expedition. Tumi was young at the time, but still his father wants him to become proficient at acting feloniously against Lord Guðmundr, and he takes to that task, too, as will soon be shown] (1856–78: 2.112–13). For examples of Tumi’s typical conduct, see Íslendinga saga capp. 32, 40 [37, 45] (Sturlunga saga 1.261, 285). Compare Nordal (1998: 58–9).

105 See Fritzner, s.vv. ‘flaki’, ‘vígflaki’, and Falk (1914: 151, 194–6); Falk (2015b: 110, 110–11 n.39); Bradbury (1992: 271–2, 280–1).

106 Compare Þórðar saga kakala cap. 30 [193], describing the naval engagement at Flói in 1244: ‘Hallaðist þá bardaginn á Norðlendinga [fyrir því at þeir] höfðu grjót eigi meira en lítit á tveim skipum, en Þórðar menn höfðu hlaðit hvert skip af grjóti’ [The battle then turned against the Northerners (because they) had no more than a few stones on two ships, whereas Þórðr’s men had loaded every ship with stones] (Sturlunga saga 2: 56).

107 GSB cap. 106 [= Biskupa sögur 1856–78: 1.514 n.1] does tell of one other missile casualty, ‘skotinn með spjóti’ [shot with a spear] ([cf. GSC cap. 90, not specifying the weapon]; see Falk 2015b: 111 n.40, 117).

108 At the Battle of Flói, too, raining stones are little more than a tactical nuisance: ‘Tekst nú harðr bardagi ok í fyrstu með grjóti ok skotum. Skutu menn Þórðar svá hart, at þeir Kolbeinn fengu eigi annat gert en hlífa sér um hríð’ [A hard battle now began, at first with stones and shot. Þórðr’s men fired so intensely that Kolbeinn and his men could do nothing but take cover for a while] (Þórðar saga kakala cap. 30 [193], Sturlunga saga 2: 56). Occasionally, of course, a hurled stone did prove lethal—as Kolbeinn Tumason could attest; for further examples, see Egils saga capp. 40, 75 (ÍF 2: 102, 236); Svarfdœla saga cap. 5 (ÍF 9: 137); Njáls saga cap. 63 (ÍF 12: 157); Kjalnesinga saga cap. 3 (ÍF 14: 11); Bárðar saga cap. 16 (ÍF 13: 156–7); Íslendinga saga capp. 39, 122 [44, 127] (Sturlunga saga 1: 281–2, 403). Compare Strickland (1996: 139).

109 The scholarship on dispute resolution is voluminous. For orientations, see Bossy (1983a); Davies & Fouracre (1986); Brown & Górecki (2003b).

110 Compare Sighvatr’s provocation of Guðmundr Gíslsson: neither Sighvatr nor Bishop Guðmundr had had anything to do with the Battle of Melr; the only point of contact is Guðmundr Gíslsson’s presumed personal enmity for Eyjólfr Kársson. By using the idiom of vengeance to recall Melr, Sighvatr attempts to frame the current fight as a feud in which his follower has a private stake, rather than merely an obligation to his goði—to convert him, in other words, from marginally implicated bystander to a principal. Contrast Laxdœla saga cap. 49 (ÍF 5: 151–2); Njáls saga cap. 54 (ÍF 12: 138). On the idiom of goading, see p. 180n.36; and, on the idiom of vengeance as appropriate remembrance, compare Grove (2008: 97–122).

111 Compare Scarry (1985: 65): ‘In battle…the soldier’s primary goal is not, as is so often wrongly implied, the protection or “defense” of his comrades (if it were this, he would have led those comrades to another geography): his primary purpose is the injuring of enemy soldiers; to preserve his own forces has the important but only secondary and “negative” purpose of frustrating and exhausting the opponent’s achievement of his goal.’

112 The contrast is even more pronounced in some of the other saga versions (Falk 2015b: 113–15).

113 Eyjólfr gets some rehabilitation in GSB cap. 101 [= cap. 12, Biskupa sögur 1856–78: 1.581], where Guðmundr counts him among ‘vinir mínir ok øruggir í ǫllum þrautum’ [my friends (who were) fearless in all trials]. Compare Skórzewska (2011: 174–5). See also Falk (2015b: 114 n.46) for Clifford Rogers’ suggestion of a hint at personal culpability assigned to (some of) the executed men.

114 One of Guðmundr’s men, Þórðr Arason, may be the recipient of an early healing miracle (GSA cap. 82, 1983: 110).

115 I follow Meulengracht Sørensen’s suggestion that the contempt for Guðmundr’s hangers-on may have been mixed with justified fear (1993a: 61). The earliest credible record of levies in the hundreds is in Þorgils saga ok Hafliða, telling of events c.1117–21 (e.g. cap. 18, Sturlunga saga 1: 35–6); decades of intermittent recruitments could have produced a sizeable pool of freelance fighters. See further Falk (2015b: 126 n.75).

116 On the unsettling impact of such so-called Peace militias, see, for instance, Head (1992: 224–6, 235–7); compare Koziol (2018: 46–9, 72–5). Sverrir Jakobsson (1998: 16–42; 2008) argues for top-down influence of the Peace of God on Iceland, from the late twelfth century on.

117 GSB cap. 106 [=Biskupa sögur 1856–78: 1.514 n.1]: ‘er byskup var brotu tóku þeir Arnórr ok Tumi sex menn ór kirkju ok hengðu sem þjófa. Menn Guðmundar byskups tveir váru festir upp sínum megin garðshliðs hvárr, því er veit til Glaumbjár, en fjórir váru fœrðir upp í Þjófahóla’ [when the bishop got away, Arnórr and Sighvatr’s men took six men out of the church and hanged them like thieves. Two of Bishop Guðmundr’s men were strung up on either side of the outer gate which faced towards Glaumbœr, but four were driven up into Thieves’ Hills]. On the significance of hanging, see Gade (1985); Nordal (1998: 200–3). GSA, which elsewhere speaks of the headsman’s axe (cap. 131, 1983: 156), does not specify the mode of execution at Helgastaðir.

118 Miller (1990: 63). Bystanders, too, might often be involved in the ensuing scuffle. See Solheim (1956: 51–71). See further Chapter 3.

119 GSA cap. 20: ‘Ec ueit eigi hue uel þat mun duga. þui at þar munu koma þeir menn er mer er litit um…. Nu er mer þat skap raun. at sea þa. en þo skal ek fara með þér. ef þu uill. ok man guð til gẻta’; ‘Mart manna varð þar sart. Nu skipte þar sua um…. at guð hefnde ouinum hans sua mioc at Jon let son sinn…. en Oddr varð sar mioc…. En guð gẻtta sua Guðmun[dar] at hann lagðe til þessa harks huarki orð ne verk’ (1983: 54–6; cf. cap. 17, 1983: 52–3). Compare Miller (1999: 71); Skórzewska (2011: 71–2). The unattributed stone that kills Kolbeinn Tumason—especially in the amplified version of GSB—falls into the same pattern of divine interventionism. Similarly, GSA capp. 86, 166, 206 (1983: 115, 182–3, 216); GSB cap. 117 [= cap. 17, Biskupa sögur 1856–78: 1.586–7 = GSC cap. 107]. Such incidents stand out in view of a general paucity of chastisement miracles in the Icelandic corpus (cf. Bitel 2000: 129); see Whaley (1994: 170–1 [Table II], 174).

120 Guðmundr does kick one woman, but the blow—initially painful—ultimately heals her crippled hand (GSA cap. 82, 1983: 110; cf. Whaley & Elliot 1993: 365). See also GSA cap. 85 (1983: 114). Equivocation concerning the bishop’s willingness to act violently may be compared to a celebrated anecdote in Þorgils saga ok Haflíða, where the future bishop Ketill is weaned of his desire for vengeance (discussed in Chapter 4). On the elaboration of a theology of vengeance in the early Middle Ages, which tended to ‘make the biblical injunction of turning the other cheek compatible with the prevailing ethos of reciprocity and feud’, see Abels (2009: esp. 573–5, quotation at 574).

121 Egils saga cap. 46: ‘Þessi ferð er allill ok eigi hermannlig; vér hǫfum stolit fé bónda, svá at hann veit eigi til; skal oss aldregi þá skǫmm henda; fǫrum nú aptr til bœjarins ok látum þá vita, hvat títt er…. [Þ]eir, er við drykkjuna sátu, fundu eigi fyrr en loginn stóð inn um ræfrit; hljópu menn þá til duranna, en þar var ekki greiðfœrt út, bæði fyrir viðunum, svá þat, er Egill varði dyrnar. Felldi hann menn bæði í durunum ok úti fyrir durunum’ […Those who sat drinking didn’t notice before the blaze reached in through the roof; people then ran for the doors, but there was no easy egress, both because of the (kindling) wood, as well as (the fact) that Egill guarded the doors. He slew people both in the doorway and out in front of it] (ÍF 2: 117–18). See further p. 264n.144.

122 Njáls saga cap. 106: ‘Lofaðr sé guð, dróttin minn! Sér nú, hvat hann vill’ [Praised be God, my Lord!…] (ÍF 12: 273). The felicitous phrase ‘struck sighted’ is Walgenbach’s (2019: 129).

123 GSA cap. 131: ‘kom Kolb[einn] þangat með avkin .ccc. manna. ok settiz um staðinn. ok foro þa menn a millum þeira oc leitoðo. um sẻttir…. þa var þess leitað. at byskup skyllde riða af staðnum með menn sina ifriðe. en K[olbeinn] iataðe þui ecke. enn þo toko þeir G[uðmundr] byskup þat rað’ (1983: 156). Medieval Icelandic sources often alternate between regular hundreds (100s) and long hundreds (120s). Later in GSA, the figure is given as four hundreds (i.e, 400 or 480) to Guðmundr’s three (i.e. 300 or 360; cap. 132, 1983: 157, 156).

124 GSA cap. 132: ‘Nuer þeir K[olbeinn] sea at þeir byskup riða abrot. þa toc til orða Bruse prestr ok mẻl[te] til K[olbeins]. Þar riðr byskup nu a brot með virþing yckra bégia. Kolbein bað menn taka hesta sina ok lez eigi þola at byskup riðe a brott…ok fylkir liðe sino. G[uðmundr] byskup vikr þa af ueginum ok annars staðar. Þeir Kolb[einn] snua þa þar imot. ok er floccarnir hittuz. þa lystr ibardaga með þeim. G[uðmundr] byskup sat a heste. ok abotar með honum ok prestar nockorir. ok kallaðe at eigi skyllde beriaz. enn at þui gafu engir menn gaum’ (1983: 156–7).

125 For their ungentle deaths at the Battle of Ørlyggsstaðir (21 August 1238), see Íslendinga saga cap. 138 [143] (Sturlunga saga 1: 434–6), discussed further in Chapter 4.

126 Lyng (1990: 859, and cf. 871–2: ‘when factors traditionally associated with skill situations [choice, familiarity, involvement, and competition] are introduced into chance settings, actors develop an “illusion of control”—that is, they behave as if they could exercise control over events that are actually chance determined’). Contrast Þorvaldr Vatnsfirðingr’s cocky self-confidence (pp. 205–207). Compare Miller (2006: 149–50), characterizing the desirable state of mind of a vengeance target as (in part) bafflement at the unravelling of his plans.

127 Grágás distinguishes licit killing (víg) from foul murder (morð) by the perpetrator’s readiness to acknowledge his responsibility (Grágás 11: 154–7 [§88]; 2: 348–9 [§315]), and the sagas frequently attest to men publicizing their acts of lethal violence (see an interesting variation in GSA capp. 187–90, 1983: 200–2). Here, on the contrary, four unnamed ‘goða menn. presta .ij. ok leiemenn .ij’. [good men, 2 priests and 2 laymen] are forced to pass a hot-iron ordeal to clear them of Kolbeinn’s slaying (cap. 143, 1983: 166).

128 The sagas occasionally employ the language of destiny to make the same point; see, for example, Íslendinga saga cap. 188 [276]: ‘bergr hverjum eitthvat, er eigi er feigr’ [something or other protects anyone who isn’t doomed] (Sturlunga saga 1: 515; the corollary perspective is stated in Þórðar saga kakala cap. 24 [187], 2: 47).

129 Marx (1976: 71, 103–4) discusses the peculiarities of violence as ‘focused gathering’ (a term borrowed from Erving Goffman), a temporally compressed situation in which much intricate cultural labour must be performed almost instantaneously; compare Lyng (1990: 878). The sagas sometimes celebrate precisely this aspect, as in Eyrbyggja saga cap. 45: ‘Steinnþórr hljóp til ok brá skildi yfir Þórð, er Þorleifr vildi hǫggva hann, en annarri hendi hjó hann til Þorleifs kimba ok undan honum fótinn fyrir neðan kné. En er þetta var tíðenda, þá lagði Freysteinn bófi til Steinnþórs ok stefndi á hann miðjan. En er hann sá þat, þá hljóp hann í lopt upp, ok kom lagit milli fóta honum; ok þessa þrjá hluti lék hann senn, sem nú váru talðir’ [Steinnþórr jumped in and brandished his shield over Þórðr when Þorleifr was about to strike him, and with the other hand he struck at Þorleifr kimbi and took his leg out from under him below the knee. And when this came about, Freysteinn bófi stabbed at Steinnþórr and aimed at his middle; but when he saw it, he leapt up in the air, and the thrust went between his legs. And these three things, which were told now, he performed simultaneously] (ÍF 4: 127–8).

130 Compare Leyser (1984: 68): ‘War is no respector of persons. Even a king could be struck down by a miles…. It is worthwhile to remember this feature of warfare: the pell-mell of action which could blot out differences of rank and birth for a brief moment and allow the normally less privileged to emerge victoriously from an encounter with a potens.’ Similarly, Davis (1987: 93–4, 136) illuminates the egalitarian availability of violence, its rapid unfolding, and its susceptibility to mischance.

131 Compare Konold (1989: esp. 61–2, 68, 83, 89, 91). On the so-called ‘pseudocertainty effect’, a tendency to mistake extreme probabilities for absolute certainties, see Tversky & Kahneman (1986: 216–18); McDermott (1998: 30–3, 131, 154–5).

132 GSA capp. 147, 157: ‘Þa koma ut bref Þoris erkibyskups. ok voro þará utan stefningar ok tekit hart a u uinum byskups ok kyrðuz þeir Arnor við þat’; ‘J þenna tima voro iEyia firði margir storir bẻndr. ok yfðuz þeir helldr við Sigh[uat]. Þotte þeim hann þar eiga huarke erfðir ne oðul i heraðe’ (1983: 170, 177). See cap. 187 (1983: 200) for the Eyjafjǫrðr men’s later rapprochement with Sighvatr.

133 GSA cap. 162: ‘Arnor…ẻtlaðe at þeir G[uðmundr] byskup skylldo baðir samt utan fara. huart sem G[uðmunde] byskupi likaðe þat uel e[ða] illa’ (1983: 180). The exciting yarn of Eyjólfr’s rescue raid is in capp. 163–4 (1983: 180–1). On the semiotics of illness in uchronic Iceland, see further Chapter 5.

134 Guðmundr Gíslsson’s residence at this time is not known, but later in life he would be counted among ‘inir beztu bændr…ór Eyjafirði’ [the best farmers from Eyjafjǫrðr] (Þórðar saga kakala capp. 23, 42 [186, 205], Sturlunga saga 2: 45, 49); might he have been one of the obstreperous bœndr who initially made Sighvatr unwelcome there? Compare Gǫtu-Þrándr’s diabolic (and successful) plan to have Hafgrímr and Brestir, the two senior contenders for primacy in the Faeroes, kill each other off, leaving him to dominate the isles (Færeyinga saga cap. 7, ÍF 25: 14–18). See further p. 187.

135 Compare Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘Hefir hann nú vegit húskarla þína þrjá. Þykkir þingmǫnnum þínum eigi vænt til halds, þar sem þú ert, ef þessa er óhefnt, ok eru þér mjǫk mislagðar hendr í kné’ [He has now killed three of your servants. It looks as if your þingmenn can’t expect any help, as far as you’re concerned, if this is to remain unavenged, and yet you just sit on your hands!] (ÍF 11: 74, discussed more fully in Chapter 3; cf. Eyrbyggja saga cap. 37, ÍF 4: 98–9; Ljósvetninga saga cap. 13 [23], ÍF 10: 71; Vápnfirðinga saga cap. 11, ÍF 11: 46; Jón Viðar Sigurðsson 2004: 70). Whether any Reykjadalr men were formally in þing with Arnórr or Sighvatr or not, the appeal to the latters’ help created an asymmetrical, mutual obligation.

136 See Cohen (1991).

137 GSA cap. 170 (1983: 185).

138 GSB capp. 98–101 [= capp. 9–12, Biskupa sögur 1856–78: 1.573–83] dramatize a tense conversation between Archbishop Þórir and Guðmundr concerning accusations made against the latter, though, as the saga tells it, the bishop resoundingly refutes all charges (cf. GSC capp. 80–1). Ciklamini (2006: 248) speculates on what such charges might have been.

139 Contrast Þorsteinn Síðu-Hallsson’s brazen rejection of his enemy Þórhaddr’s goading to make an armed assault on the latter’s defended position: ‘kvazk spara menn sína til þess at ganga á vápn þeira. “Skulum vér bera eld at húsum”’ [he said he would spare his men from going against (the defenders’) weapons: ‘We shall put the house to the torch’] (Þorsteins saga Síðu-Hallssonar cap. 3, ÍF 11: 307).

140 Byock (2001: 125). On violence enacted in dialogue with sideline observers, see Falk (2004). I discuss a celebrated example of direct browbeating, Ófeigr’s parable of his fist (Ljósvetninga saga cap. 11 [21], ÍF 9: 58–9), in Chapter 4. Compare also the more straightforward beating of a low-status man to coerce him to reveal information: Þorgils saga skarða cap. 14 [233] (Sturlunga saga 2: 123–4).

141 Njáls saga cap. 72: ‘Eyðask munu þó þykkja fésjóðarnir, of þat er þessir eru bœttir, er hér liggja nú dauðir’ (ÍF 12: 177); Chagnon (1983: 164–71; cf. Vayda 1989: 160). Compare instances in which leaders of raiding parties instruct their men in advance to avoid using weapons or to spare certain individuals: Íslendinga saga cap. 61 [66], Þorgils saga skarða cap. 29 [248] (Sturlunga saga 1: 315, 2: 154).

142 See Falk (2015b: 112–13 n.43); Orri Vésteinsson (2000b: 138).

143 Ísleifr’s abode at Þverá in Laxárdalr is just beyond the ridge bounding Reykjadalr to the east; the distance by the shortest available route, over the pass of Halldórsstaðaskarð, is c.9 km. Like the goðar (p. 90), Ívarr and the Reykjadalr men may have prioritized dispersing the bishop’s troop over neutralizing Guðmundr himself (see Falk 2015b: 125–7); compare Njáls saga cap. 139 (ÍF 12: 372–3).

144 On the liturgy of church dedication, see Iogna-Prat (2006: 265–77). I am indebted to Jennifer A. Harris for this reference. Though I cannot estimate how long the liturgy would have taken (Margaret Cormack guesses c. two hours; personal communication), Iogna-Prat’s detailed itinerary (2006: 266–7) suggests something of how elaborate it must have been, developing from the ninth century ‘par cumul et enrichessement lent, de rites brefs, concentrés sur des actions, des objets ou des lieux précis…à un ordo de grande ampleur’ (2006: 265).

145 Guðmundr’s efforts to curb violence were not always so unsuccessful as at Víðines (e.g. GSA cap. 147, 1983: 169–70, an incident set in 1211).

146 GSD cap. 55 addresses the issue head-on: ‘tala þá nökkurir af hans mönnum, at kirkjuvígsla muni um líða…. Biskupinn…talar: gera mun ek þjónustu mína, þvíat nægjast mun tíminn til þess. Svá var sem hann sagði’ [then some of his men say that the church consecration should be skipped…. The bishop…says: ‘I shall perform my service, because there will be enough time for it.’ It happened so as he had said] (1856–78: 2.113). Compare p. 255n.116.

147 GSA cap. 169: ‘hafðe [Iuar] .xl. manna ok sua bunir sem til bardaga. ok skipaðe hann mønnum istoþur. En at uiðr bunaðe þessum þa riðr byskup fram itun…. Juar s[egir] et þeir skylldu at keyptu komaz aðr þeir fengu eigu hans. ok segir at þa skal fara allt saman karl ok kyr. En er G[uðmundr] byskup heyrðe þetta. þa mẻlti hann. Førum uẻr sueinar. ok eigum ecke við Juar. þuiat nu er ohrein ande með honum’ [(Ívarr) had 40 men prepared as for battle, and he arrayed his men in formation. And so things stood when the bishop rode forth into the homefield…. Ívarr says that they would have to pay dearly before they took his possessions, and says that the same fate would befall both man and milch cow. But when Bishop Guðmundr heard that, he said:…] (1983: 184; the alliterative prediction concerning the shared fate of cattle and men is evidently proverbial, and may have pagan overtones; cf. Flateyjarbók 1860–8: 1.375). On this altercation, compare p. 70n.47.

148 GSA capp. 179, 177: ‘Nu tekur helldr ad hardna uistinn j eyonne. ok ohægist ueduratta. og uerdr nu atfanga fa̋tt. Sitia nu uid sobuit um hrid’; ‘.lxx. rauskra manna’ (1983: 193, 192). A few months later, on the island of Grímsey, Guðmundr is said to have with him in addition ‘.xxx. kuenna og stafkarl[a]’ [30 women and beggars] (cap. 195, 1983: 205). In Reykjadalr in 1220, his following had numbered 100; see p. 65n.24.

149 GSA cap. 179: ‘Hofdu þeir fyrir mennirnir þat miok j rada giord. at þeir mundu leggia a lifs hættu. mykla. ad hefna byskups suiuirdinga. og sinna’; ‘Lijdr nu framm ueturinn. ok er þeir sa̋u ad eigi ma̋tti þannig hlyda. þa huxa þeir Eyiolfr ok Arỏn. uid samþycki G[udmundar] byskups. ad leggia a nockra lifs hættu. ad leita þangat eptir fongum’ (1983: 193, emphasis mine). Guðmundr is further implicated in the violence that will ensue by advising Aron and Eyjólfr about the timing of their raid: ‘þa leggiazt ad stormuidri…. Enn þetta jt sama quelld. mællti G[udmundur] byskup til manna sinna. Eyjolfs og A̋rỏns. at honum segdi so hugur um. ad a̋ þessare nott. mundi hellst tom til falla. at leysa nockut þeirra uandrædi. þott þeim þætti fyrir storms sakir. eigi uandræda laust’ [Then a gale began to blow…. And that same evening, Bishop Guðmundr spoke to his men, Eyjólfr and Aron, (saying) that his intuition told him this night might present the best opening for solving some of their difficulties, though it might seem to them not free of difficulty on account of the storm] (cap. 180, 1983: 194).

150 GSA cap. 184: ‘Geingu þeir heim þegar fra skipe. Eyolfur ok Arỏn. og komu til þess herbergis. er G[udmundur] byskup suaf j. Uar hann þa̋ a bæn sinni. ok fagnade þeim fyrre. ok spurdi þa at tijdendum. en þeir s[ogdu] slikt sem giorst hofdu. og þotti honum þetta mikil tijdindi. og let G[udmundur] byskup yfir þeira faur jlla. er þeir hofdu drepit T[uma]. enn fært honum eigi. en q[uad] þo þess uænta, at eptir gudz forsia hefdi farit þeirra uidskipti’ (1983: 198).

151 Contrast Ciklamini (1988a: 233–4). The riskiness of attempting to come to terms with the chieftains is clear to all even before Tumi’s killing further raises the stakes: ‘þær uoro fra sagnir. ad þeir ætl[udu] taka byskup j sitt ualld. og þrongua honum med afar kostum. enn setiazt a̋ stadin ad Holum. sem þeir giordu’ [there were reports that they intended to take the bishop in their power and oppress him with harsh terms, but to occupy the See of Hólar (themselves), as (indeed) they did]; ‘[Bændur] giora ord G[udmundi] byskupi. og s[eigia] at þeir uil[ia] eigi fiar audn hans a stadnum. og quoduzt mundu burt rydia folki þui med ofride. ef hann uilldi eigi i burt rydia sialfur…. þa tok hann þat rad ad fara j utlegd. helldr enn selia menn sijna til dauda’ [(The farmers) send word to Bishop Guðmundr, saying they’re unwilling (to tolerate) his prodigality at the See, and stated they’d oust (his) people by violence if he didn’t drive them away himself…. Then he adopted this counsel, to go into exile rather than hand over his men to death] (GSA capp. 177, 175, 1983: 192, 190).

152 GSA capp. 185–6: ‘Enn er a leid ueturinn…[s]yndist þa radzmonnum G[udmundar] byskups ad lata eigi yfir drifast. þar. Uoro þeir jafnan godir a̋rædis. og einardir a̋ þat. er þeir uill[du] uera lata’; ‘Uar þat þa uandi mikill ad ueidiskap skorte eigi…þott annars stadar a landi væri skortur. Hitt hiellt og annat til. er byskup uill[di] þangat fara. ad honum syndizt sem uar. skyllda sin til uera. at kanna sidu manna. og fegra slickt sem hann mætti um kristinn dom. og mest þurfti’ (1983: 199). On Grímsey, see Keith & Jones (1935).

153 See GSA capp. 191, 193 (1983: 203–4). The saga counts 300 attackers to the defenders’ seventy (cap. 197, 1983: 207).

154 GSA capp. 195–6: ‘Aron uar uid en .xuiij. mann. þar sem hann uar staddur…. Nockrir menn skriptuduzt uid G[udmund] byskup. adr þeir gengu ofann’; ‘Er nu byskup enn fyrir honum. ok lætur uel yfir þessum til tekium. ok uil ek nu son minn at þu gangir til skriptar uid mig. Ecki er nu tom til þess herra. s[eigir] A[ron]. þuiat eigi mun þikia of þyckskipat til uarnarennar. ok er jafnann munur undir mans lide. Uel er slickt mællt. s[eigir] byskup…. Nu blezar byskup hann of mæl[lti]. Suo s[eigir] mier hugur um ad þu komir hart nidr af Sturl[un]gum. en þo væntir mik at uid siaunst enn sijþar. ok þikir þat ordin en mesta spa̋saga. þuiat þat þotte þa en mestu ỏlikendi. fyrst j stad. ok so jafnann sijdann’ (1983: 205–6). See Skórzewska (2011: 130–2).

155 Compare Ciklamini (1988a: 235). Might Aron have believed that postponing confession would prolong his life? Paxton (1990: 35–7, 73–4) finds other explanations for occasional procrastination in accepting last rites, but compare Bárðar saga cap. 21 (ÍF 13: 169–70); Víga-Glúms saga cap. 28 (ÍF 9: 97–8).

156 See GSA cap. 207 (1983: 217).

157 Scarry speaks of the ‘“open body” [which] is made an emphatic and unignorable object of perception’ (1985: 349 n.130). She depicts such perception as arousing instinctive compassion and horror, but implicit in her analysis is also the reverse emotional response: relief, even pleasure, in the assurance that the pain and powerlessness of an opened body are not one’s own (e.g. 1985: 45–6, 71–2). Compare Sontag (2003: 99).

158 See GSA cap. 204: ‘i þesse hrið fẻr E[yiolfr] lag undir hondina ok gecc a hol…. Ser hann nu at lokit man uørnine. Þa snarar hann ut hea þeim. ok þat toctz. en þetta kom þeim mioc a vuart. ok uarþ þeim þo eigi bilt er ute voro. Mar het maðr er hio eptir honum ok kom afotin við avkla ok lode við at eins…. Kastar E[yiolfr] ser nu á sund. við þetta efne. ok leggz .xij. faðma undan landi ok i eitt sker. ok lagðiz þar a kne. En siþan fell hann allr til iarðar ok breidde hendr fra ser. ok horfðe sialfr i austr sua sem til bẻnar’ [at that moment, Eyjólfr got a thrust under (his) arm and it went into (his) torso…. Now he sees that his defence must be at an end. Then he ducks out through them, and that worked, taking them very much by surprise, but still those who were out there didn’t falter; Már was the name of a man who struck after him, and it landed on his leg at the ankle, all but severing it…. Eyjólfr now jumps in to swim as best he may and paddles 12 fathoms away from land and onto a skerry, and there he went on his knees. But afterwards he fell flat on the ground and spread his arms and faced eastward, as if to pray] (1983: 214). Cruciform poses (orans), an innovation introduced to Iceland by Bishop Guðmundr’s circle (as asserted in Arons saga cap. 14, Sturlunga saga 2: 268; Nordal 1998: 209–10), are struck elsewhere by dying men (Íslendinga saga capp. 67, 200 [72, 329], Sturlunga saga 1: 322, 534). Thómas saga erkibyskups cap. 80 recounts Becket’s death in a similar posture: ‘fellr erkibyskup framm á gólfit með rèttum líkama, svá fagrliga sem til bænar’ [the archbishop falls forward on the floor with body outstretched, as beautifully as if for prayer] (1875–83: 1.544). See also Ciklamini (1988a: 234).

159 Richardson (1904–96), who saw action in Eritrea, India, and Europe in the 1930s and 1940s, is quoted by Grossman (1995: 116); on his career, see Arthur (1996).

160 See Wolf (2007). Conversely, the same narrative device can serve to humiliate and ridicule unsympathetic characters. In both Laxdœla saga cap. 67 and Njáls saga cap. 158, minor villains are decapitated while busy counting out money; their mouths continue to rattle off numbers as their heads fly from their shoulders (ÍF 5: 198–9; ÍF 12: 461). These men’s ‘dying speeches’ illuminate the depth of their depravity: too greedy, or simply too dim, even to realize that they are dead.

161 GSA cap. 142: ‘Þa toc Sueinn Jons s[on] til orða. Gera man ec kost a ut at ganga. en þeir spurðu hverr sa vẻre. Hann svar[aðe]. Ef þer limit mic at høndum ok fotum aðr þer halshøggit mic…. Var Suein þa limaðr ok song Mariu vers meðan. En siþan rette hann halsin undir høgit’ [Then up spoke Sveinn Jónsson: ‘I shall make you a condition in order to come out.’ But they asked him what it would be. He replied:…] (1983: 165); Miller (1990: 12, perhaps thinking of texts like Hungrvaka cap. 3, ÍF 16: 11). Compare Þórðar saga kakala cap. 42 [205]: ‘Ari Finnsson…vildi eigi flýa ok studdist á öxi sína ok söng Máriuvers, er menn heyrðu síðast’ [Ari Finnsson…didn’t wish to flee and stood leaning on his axe and was singing Mary’s verses when last people saw him]; and Órækja Snorrason’s singing of Marian prayers while he was being blinded and gelded (Íslendinga saga cap. 115 [120], Sturlunga saga 2: 77, 1: 395).

162 GSA cap. 132: ‘Men G[uðmundar] byskups børðuzt uel ok diarfliga. Konall Socka s[on]. Suein Jons s[on]. Vigfus kenne maðr. ok margir aðrir. Kolb[einn] fecc steins høg ibardaganum’ (1983: 157). Íslendinga saga cap. 32 [37] (Sturlunga saga 1: 261) and GSB cap. 101 [= cap. 12, Biskupa sögur 1856–78: 1.581] further identify Sveinn by a complimentary nickname, sveitarbót [Pick of the Crop (?)]; Íslendinga saga also identifies his sword at Víðines as Brynjubítr [Byrnie-Biter], a precious weapon brought over from Constantinople and coveted by many great men (Nordal 1998: 55–8). Nothing else is known about him.

163 GSA cap. 141: ‘gengo þeir ikirkiu er ser þotte ouẻnt til griða’ (1983: 164). For Konáll and Vigfúss’s status, see cap. 130 (1983: 155), and for their survival, cap. 143 (1983: 166). Compare the rationale given for Mǫrðr Eiríksson’s execution in Þórðar saga kakala cap. 18 [181], ‘at honum hefði kenndir verit áverkar við [Sighvat ok Sturlu] á Ørlygsstöðum’ [that wounds inflicted on (Sighvatr and Sturla) at Ørlygsstaðir were attributed to him] (Sturlunga saga 2: 37).

164 GSA cap. 142: ‘ok var allmioc lofut hans hreyste’ (1983: 165). Compare other men facing execution with equanimity: Guðmundar saga d‎ýra cap. 18 (on which, see Miller 1990: 191–2; 1993: 114–15); Íslendinga saga cap. 138 [143]; Þórðar saga kakala cap. 20 [183] (Sturlunga saga 1: 198, 437–8, 2: 40).

165 GSA capp. 180–2: ‘Enn þann tijma. er dregr framm at kyndil messo. þa leggiazt ad stormuidri. Þess er gietid eitt quelld. þa er T[umi] er undir bord komenn. ad hann heimti til sijn. uardhalldz menn sijna. ok giefur þeim frelsi þa̋ nott…. Nu herklædazt þeir Eyolfur og hans menn. ok foro med akafa myklum. og koma a stadinn. ollum monnum a ouart. nockru fyrir d[ag]. ok uar þat einne n[ott] fyrir Auguttu messo…. Beidir T[umi] nu utgongu. og griþa…. Enn er T[umi] gieck ut. þa̋ toko þeir hann. og uelktu hann leingi uti. ok ræddu sumir um. ad þeir uilldo kuelia hann. enn sumir mælltu hann undann. og giordi honum kallt. Þa mæll[ti] T[umi] at honum þotti uid þui buit. at nockrer menn ætl[adi] at hann skylfe af hrædzlu. Lofudu þa aller hreysti hans. og mælltu hann undann. Einar skemmingr kuad hann ecki…skylldi lifa leingr. og hann uo at honum. þuiat eigi urdu adrir til’ (1983: 194–6). For similar decisions to let foul weather keep watch instead of the usual guard, with similar outcomes, see Grettis saga cap. 79–82 (ÍF 7: 250–1, 255, 257–8); Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar cap. 19 (Sturlunga saga 1: 224–5); GSA cap. 164 (1983: 181).
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The Blood in the Feud



Against one, two are an army.1



When did a man in medieval Iceland become violent? Alien and awful as the fates of Kolbeinn Tumason or Hámundr Þorvarðsson (hopefully) strike us, the rationales, impulses, and iconography of violence seem so intuitively familiar that it takes a conscious effort to resist projecting our own answers onto historical people. We could begin by tracing medieval Icelanders’ conscious notions of violence, charting the pertinent lexicon. The ON vocabulary of violence is rich, denominating such useful activities as fóthǫggva, ‘to hack off a leg [or: foot]’, or brenna inni, ‘to burn a building down’ over its occupants’ heads. Some studies have begun to map this vocabulary of violence. Yet it is not at all clear what they might reveal in aggregate. Reflecting on our own categories soon reveals how riddled these are with inconsistency; the same actions tend to be classified as violent when carried out by ‘them’ but not by ‘us’, as when peace-keeping police clash with rioting demonstrators (or, depending on one’s political sympathies, when the state’s agents of oppression attack peaceful protestors).2 There is no reason to suppose medieval Icelanders were any less ad hoc or partisan in their categorizations. The very project of attempting to reconstruct an historical society’s median perception of violence may be too dubious to warrant the effort.3

I therefore refrain from plunging into the question of what medieval Icelanders themselves labelled violent, an ocean probably as mutable as it was variegated, and instead plumb their ingrained expectations regarding practice: when did they find it plausible for inhabitants of their uchronias to resort to forceful physical action apt to cause harm, whatever their own lexicon for conceiving of it? Rather than mind-reading across the ages in search of native sensibilities, I aim to trace uchronic Iceland’s parameters of violence, as I have analytically defined it: the power grid in which it operated, the discursive grammar by which it signified, and the coherent (if fragile) rationality through which it sought to tame risks. To make sense of the kinds of violent acts performed and avoided, we must attend to the relative gains and losses each might entail. But these prospects and risks are neither timeless nor self-evident. They acquire their substance and significance from their placement within the fabric of historical society.

It bears repeating that the relationship between violence and risk is complex, even contradictory. Violence is dangerous, especially but not exclusively for those on the receiving end. But violence can also serve to offset and redirect perils, to assume jeopardy or impose it on others, as well as to disambiguate, and so disarm, that most frightful menace of all: uncertainty. The prospect of taking up arms concentrates the mind wonderfully: it corrals future options, limiting them to a seemingly predictable script. Facing a known adversary’s axe may appear more alluring than contending with vague indeterminacy.

Some outer markers of the territory of violence are easily circumscribed. For a man to become violent, he had, first off, to be a man; old enough, but not too old; and of sufficient status to make his forceful bid credible. If violence signalled control of one’s circumstances, then only political persons might normally be imagined as having recourse to it; even a Sveinn Jónsson or a Tumi Sighvatsson, hobbled unto death, seizes what measure of agency he can by controlling, at least, his manner of submitting to others’ cruelty (see Chapter 2). Exceptions to the parameters of gender, adulthood, and status are infrequent and only serve to confirm these rules of thumb. Precocious boys demonstrate maturity by acting manfully, and the geriatric may occasionally earn special respect by wielding arms. The awe produced by such instances confirms their exceptionality. Slaves and underlings can sometimes wreak harm, too, but their violence is coded villainous; they get one shot before being viciously obliterated.4 Women’s occasional violence tends to elicit more, and more nuanced, anxieties. When Gísli Súrsson faces his enemies for a final showdown, for example, his future widow Auðr has his back:

Helgi now sprints and leaps up the cliffs at Gísli; he turns towards Helgi and hefts his sword and thrusts at his loins, so that he took the man apart in the middle, and each half fell separately down the cliffs. Eyjólfr came up in another place, and Auðr went up against him there and strikes him on the arm with a club so that the strength drained out of it entirely, and he staggers back down. Gísli then declared: ‘I’ve known for long that I was well-wived, but still I didn’t know that I was as well-wived as I actually am.’

Auðr’s cool under fire merits her husband’s unstinting appreciation. Yet Gísli is also quick to reaffirm the inadequacy of her sex, adding: ‘But you give me less help than you’ll have wanted or meant to, though your intentions were good, because they would both now have gone the same way.’ Were it not for Auðr’s meddling, Gísli believes, he could have singlehandedly let fall four quivering half-men. Even the most loyal and valiant of wives falls short when it comes to performing violence.5

Beyond these plain (and unsurprising) parameters of social personhood, the major framework organizing violence in the sagas was feud. Here, the gap between participant and researcher perceptions stands out starkly, for ON, remarkably, had no native term for feud. Nevertheless, medieval Icelanders had a genius for this unnamed practice, which (in their uchronias, at least) they indulged with unstinting zeal.6 In this, they were certainly not alone among medieval Europeans; but the peculiarities of Commonwealth Iceland’s political conditions were especially conducive to privileging feud as a hegemonic idiom of social interaction. The peculiarities of the sagas as sources, meanwhile, have given the Icelandic way of feuding special salience in present-day scholarship. Feud was not the only medium of Icelandic social intercourse; still, its centrality in how they apprehended their world, as well as its accessibility to historians’ analysis, justify speaking of medieval Iceland as a ‘feuding culture’—perhaps even the feuding culture par excellence. In recent decades, a plethora of acute studies, spearheaded by William Ian Miller, have filled in the details of this culture, whose barest outlines I sketch here.7

In conventional usage, ‘feud’ refers to a type of conflict, or an instance of the type, waged between two groups (traditionally two kindreds, but other groups or sometimes even individuals will do), which lasts for a long time (or may even be thought of as never-ending), is usually punctuated by drastic acts of violence, and exhibits a number of other formal features.8 One such feature is rhythmic, the alternation of strikes with gamelike regularity and ritual symmetry, which usually also implies keeping score. Within this exchange, each action is encoded as re-action to an opponent’s misdeeds; not only the ends of feuds, then, but their beginnings, too, recede infinitely. Another common feature is ideological: feud requires observance of certain cultural norms, usually summarized in a more or less explicit ‘honour code’. A third feature is environmental: feud is thought to occur where central authority is absent or marginal, where resources are scarce, and where social organization falls back on its most intuitive, unreflective forms—hence the tendency to imagine antagonists as clans. Finally, although the popular imagination recognizes, in principle, a distinction between feud itself and the violence enacted within it, this distinction often blurs. ‘Blood vengeance’ or ‘vengeance killing’ become synecdoches, and ‘bloodfeud’ a synonym, for feud itself. Such blurring inflects the prevalent notion in a decisive way: far from a functional mode of processing conflict, feud is understood as a fundamentally illogical procedure of mutual- and self-destruction.

Variations on this commonsensical understanding prevail in the scholarship as well.9 Opinions differ on how precisely to characterize the essence of feud—it has been defined as a quasi-legal institution, a transactional process, or even a narrative pattern, for instance—and debates rage over what may seem like terminological hairsplitting.10 Despite such disagreements, however, and contrary to the popular image of barely structured mayhem, recent scholarly understandings of feud are united by the realization that ‘retaliation for real or perceived harm [should be regarded as] typically part of a social system that regulates rather than exacerbates violence’. Such a role is best documented (and theorized to work best) in simple, small-scale, face-to-face communities where all social actors are of roughly equal standing. With its relative scarcity of resources and allegedly non-stratified society, Commonwealth Iceland is tailor-made for a feuding culture.11

Most scholarship, like vernacular usage, tends to focus on understanding feud as a discrete thing with countable attributes. But the term can also serve in a broader, thematic sense. At this end of the spectrum, my very juxtaposition of ‘feud’ and ‘culture’ should make it obvious that I speak of it as a spectre of looser outlines—and greater gravity—than simply a mechanism for avenging interpersonal wrongs. To conceive of feud as culture is to claim it as organizing metaphor, locating individuated enforcement of the social contract at its core.12 The emblematic act of feud, the taking of enemy blood to avenge a wrong, is only one possible move; indeed, animosity is only one possible rubric for classifying relationships whose underlying logic is tit for tat. ‘Feuding’ cultures thus sometimes go by other names, such as ‘honour’, ‘gift-exchange’, ‘self-help’, ‘reciprocal’, or ‘talionic’. The term ‘stateless’ is also sometimes used; in truth, state institutions are more incidental than inimical to such cultural logic.13 All these tags point to the premium placed on individuals’ role as embodied agents of ideological policing.14 Members in these societies share an expectation that every move in the social sphere be met with a response in kind by those it affects: that wrongs be avenged, good turns reciprocated, and every interaction monitored for shifts in mutual attitude or status ascription. To speak of gift-giving as the key feature tends to emphasize the more amicable channels through which relations flow (while also serving as a reminder that the ties that bind, even those rooted in consanguinity, are not spontaneous but manufactured and cultivated). Conversely, a focus on vengeance highlights aspects of competition and retribution. The possibility of impersonal, casual contact is clamorously rejected in favour of an image of society as a tightly knit web: pluck any thread and all of them will reverberate. And is not this the fundamental significance of honour? One’s own fortunes are primarily a function of how one is assessed by others. Change the position of any one element in the system and you crucially transform every other.15

In Iceland, given the prominence of hostilities in both the sources and the scholarship, it makes sense to emphasize feud as key to the medieval mindset (rather than, say, more generalized honour or more genial gift-giving).16 However conceptually murky—to the point that some scholars have advocated abandoning the term altogether17—‘feud’ may prove both more inclusive and more precise than alternative shorthands. It subsumes not only appalling acts of vindictive blood-taking but also savvy manoeuvring and peacemaking efforts. Students of Iceland thus err if they conflate violence and feuding. The two are overlapping but distinct topics. Feud ebbs and flows between the high-tide markers of mutual murder and the (usually much more extensive) interim spells of accommodation, biding, negotiation, and alliance making. It is this process that gives shape to Icelandic political life, both as a pragmatic matter of organizing the rhythms of interaction, and as a mental template for how all interactions might occur. In a culture like Iceland’s, recurrent and occasionally bloody conflict between individuals and groups becomes, ‘in effect, a part of the social charter, and therefore a myth in the Malinowskian sense’, as John Lindow observes: a functional, if perhaps fictitious, account of how society does and should operate.18 Looking closely at some examples helps draw out the meanings of this myth.

The architecture of this chapter is contrapuntal, intertwining two rich examples—one from Sturlunga Saga, another from the Family Saga corpus—and pursuing the occasional variation on their themes. Through these examples, I aim to show how uchronic Icelanders employed the violence implicit in the process of feud to impose order on the universe they experienced, moulding risks to render them tolerable. Whether interpreting past occurrences, deciding on current paths of conduct, or projecting into the future, Icelanders of all social stripes found in the violence of the feud an elastic, accommodating template for working out their preferences. Violence conferred on them a sense of agency, helped make sense of chaotic or unpalatable realities, and transmuted individual intent into social system. The harmonies and dissonances of the themes treated in this chapter convey the everyday normalcy of a culture shaped by feuding violence.

Birthing feud

The logic of feud is pervasive, determining men’s conduct in instances which might at first surprise us. My first case study comes from Sturla Þórðarson’s Íslendinga saga. The sheer scale of this cacophonous compendium—spanning scores of years, hundreds of chapters, and thousands of characters—tends to submerge any one such episode. Yet Sturla’s dispassionate narration succinctly presents the availability and applicability of feuding logic to medieval Icelanders’ imaginations. His account merits quoting in detail. When a well-born young man drowns in Norwegian waters, his father has no hesitations about the appropriate response:

At that time [1216] Páll Sæmundarson travelled abroad. And when he arrived in Bergen, the Bergeners made much mockery of him (gerðu…at honum spott mikit)19 and said that he probably intended to become king or earl over Norway.20 Some maintained they should intimidate him and called it ill-advised to wait until he had rallied some warband. Now, with this abuse which Páll thought was directed at him, he decided to board a galley and headed north to Trondheim to meet King Ingi. They sailed, seven galleys altogether, past Staðr [present-day Stadtland, a westerly peninsula on the Norwegian coast]. Áslákr Hauksson held the command on one of them. There all of these galleys were lost, and every mother’s son aboard perished.

But when Sæmundr [Jónsson], his father, heard this [1217], he became very angry and took it to mean that Páll had perished at the hands of the Bergeners (af vǫldum Bjǫrgynjarmanna).21 He gathered a great company and went out to Eyrar [a trading harbour in southwest Iceland] and brought this charge against the Bergeners. And then there was no other choice but that the Norwegians should pledge him as great a tribute as he wished to impose on them. Many then took part in conciliating Sæmundr—and most of all his [half-]brother, Ormr, and he conducted himself the best of all the Oddaverjar [Sæmundr’s family]—but to no avail. Sæmundr then confiscated three hundred hundreds from the merchants.22

A large merchant ship which had made the passage to Greenland arrived at the Vestmannaeyjar [off the southwest coast of Iceland]. Grímarr and Sǫrli were its captains; it hailed from Harðangr [modern Hardanger, a fjord region inland from Bergen]. Sæmundr imposed the tribute on them, the same as on other people.

Sǫrli spent the winter with Ormr, and Grímarr and his crew were greatly aggrieved by the loss of property. Grímarr went to Oddi [Sæmundr’s home] in the spring [1218] and with him a great many Norwegians, and they behaved altogether suspiciously. People believed they had intended to attack Sæmundr if they had thought themselves strong enough, but there were many on the other side. Their relations with the locals were poor.

Ormr bought wood from them for the roof of his church,23 but it was not shipped to the mainland…. But in the summer, when Grímarr and his men prepared to sail away, Ormr Jónsson went out to the Isles and meant to fetch the wood he had bought. And when he got out [there] he asked Sǫrli whether he would lend him a boat, and he replied he’d lend it if it were needed. And during the day, when Ormr meant to pack up, Grímarr ran at him and dealt him his death-blow. They turned on Jón, his son, and said that he should have to weep for his father as short a time as possible, and slew him. [Ormr’s other companions are soon likewise dispatched.] After that the Norwegians let no ship depart from the Isles before they had put to sea.

This seemed like significant and terrible news to those who heard it. Sæmundr acted gallantly (drengiliga) in that he gave all of Ormr’s inheritance to his illegitimate children.24 Then Bjǫrn, Þorvaldr Gizurarson’s son, took Hallveig, Ormr’s daughter…. And in the spring after Ormr’s slaying [1219]…he rode north to…Bjarg and there dragged a Norwegian out of the church and had him killed. He had been told this was a kinsman of Sǫrli’s.25

Several points are remarkable about the events following poor Páll’s drowning. First, the grieving father’s response to natural calamity (cf. Chapter 5), blaming someone or ones in Bergen for Páll’s demise, beggars incredulity. The sheer magnitude of the disaster must refute his suspicions. Even if Páll were seen as a serious contender for the crown, scuttling an entire fleet would have been an excessive design for thwarting his ambitions, not to mention a logistical nightmare to engineer.26 Complete absence of evidence for foul play doesn’t deter Sæmundr one bit, however. He connects the dots between the hostility his son had met at Bergen and the watery grave in which he ends up. Moreover, within the Norse framework of understanding misfortune, Sæmundr’s improbable conjecture was not implausible. Feud provided the conceptual framework—and violence, often enough, the practical means—for processing unacceptable flukes. Through this matrix, Páll’s death is translated from the realm of impersonal naval hazard to that of positive, wilful hostility, and Sæmundr is able to beget a feud to take the place of the son he had lost. Counterintuitively, he draws attention to the fact that he now occupies a domain of losses, and he actively courts the risk of further setbacks. Sure enough, his enemies willingly participate, resulting in several more rounds of aggression, and soon escalating from extortion to bloodletting and all the way to breach of sanctuary.

Second, even allowing for revenge in response to misfortune, Sæmundr’s preference for cash, not blood, is puzzling. Traditional wisdom holds that money compensation characterizes lukewarm feud, and Icelanders’ objections to people who would carry their kinsmen in a purse are proverbial.27 A cynic might conclude that Sæmundr coldly leverages his son’s death for financial gain. But, as I have argued in Chapter 1, to interpret violence (or, in this case, abstention from it) purely in terms of tangible expedience gives us, at best, a partial view of what is going on. In the scholarship, Sæmundr has stood accused of disastrous short-sightedness; had he not fleeced the blameless merchants, the implication goes, Ormr might still be alive today.28 But there are plenty of indications that Sæmundr acted sensibly, both in terms of taking objectively effective action—such as his precautions against Norwegian counter-attack, which his half-brother would have been wise to emulate—and in the evaluation of his contemporaries, who deem him to be acting drengiliga, ‘virtuously’. (I return to this designation below, p. 137) Moderation was hardly Sæmundr’s style, but neither did excessive greed blind him to standards of propriety. Consideration of his efforts to bootstrap himself out of a domain of losses helps us appreciate the reasonableness of his actions.

Finally, the identity of the contenders and the inflection of their violence merit pausing over. Classic feuds, as Edward Muir points out, ‘tend to establish some form of stratification among contenders who are at least nominal social equals’. Both components are integral to the fabric of feud: the presupposition of parity at the outset, and each participant’s effort, through their relationship, to inch ahead of his rival. Yet who are the contending parties here? And are they indeed evenly matched? The furtive nature of the Norwegians’ revenge affirms that the Oddaverjar seriously outmatch them on the ground, not least because the former aren’t initially a corporate body. Sæmundr’s feuding logic imposes involuntary, passive solidarity on his targets: ‘the Bergeners’ are to blame. He makes no effort to distinguish among those who had abused Páll, those who may have treated him well, and uninvolved innocents; nor may anyone opt out of this ascribed conglomerate. In the scholarship, vengeance has been interpreted as a mechanism for affirming mutual dependence; the Oddaverjar—tied to Sæmundr by kinship, þingmaðr fealty, or other forms of alliance—confirm this cohesive aspect. They aid Sæmundr in a variety of ways, from riding out with him in a ‘great company’ to counselling him against self-defeating rashness. On the flip side of such elective affinity, feud lumps together all those it excludes, designating them enemy combatants. Sæmundr is content to avenge his son on any member of the opposing party he can lay hands on, which comes down to any Norwegians unfortunate enough to dock in Iceland that summer. Even the crew of the homeward-bound cargo vessel, who are sure to have played no role in Páll’s demise—who aren’t even Bergen men—bear the brunt of his vengeance. At issue are not guilt and innocence, but the kind of cultural logic by which ‘they’ are created over against ‘us’.29 When it is the Norwegians’ turn to strike, they too embrace the same logic. The victim of their revenge is the very man who had ‘conducted himself the best of all the Oddaverjar’ and tried to check Sæmundr’s unbridled wrath.

My second touchstone text, Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs, looks like a photographic negative of the dispute played out in the wake of Páll’s untimely death.30 Where Sæmundr interprets an accident as wilful violence, Þorsteins þáttr opens with the eponymous hero perversely pretending an act of intentional malice had been accidental. Where Sæmundr demands cash recompense, all who perceive themselves to have been wronged in the þáttr will be satisfied by nothing but blood: ‘Get (fœra) [me] Þorsteinn’s head, severed from its trunk,’ one man specifies, ‘[for] it seems to me you…are the likeliest to get (fœra) the stain out of my honour.’ His verb choice emphasizes the congruence between triggering offence and violent retaliation.31 Moreover, where Sæmundr’s feud demarcates Icelanders from Norwegians with steadily bolder strokes, Þorsteins þáttr thematizes fluidity of group boundaries. Finally, where one dispute escalates into open-ended bloodshed, the other reaches a preternaturally happy and final resolution. This last point, in particular, has led some scholars to suggest that Þorsteins þáttr is more moral exemplum than historiographic saga.32 The author’s extra-textual moralizing is beyond doubt, yet (as in GSA’s account of Helgastaðir) it is part of the þáttr’s literary excellence that its internal uchronia retains autonomy from authorial ideology.
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Þorsteins þáttr is a symmetrical and economic tale, often singled out as ‘a kind of working model of the Icelandic [F]amily [S]aga’.33 It tells a straightforward story, confined in time (about eighteen months), space (most of it takes place at the two protagonists’ farms in the eastern fjords; see Map 1, p. 11), and personnel. The lead characters, the goði Bjarni of Hof and his lowly neighbour, Þorsteinn of Sunnudalr, are supported by a threadbare cast of some half dozen. Þorsteinn, a bóndi living with his father, is about to win a local horsefight when his rival, Þórðr, strikes him in the face with his goad (stǫng, ‘rod’). Þorsteinn refuses to make a fuss over this minor bruise, brushing it away as unintended mishap. In the months that follow, however, he finds that the incident comes back to haunt him. He acquires a derogatory nickname (stangarhǫgg, ‘Rod-Beaten’), which his pugnacious father incites him to avenge. Þorsteinn finally gives in and confronts Þórðr. The latter offers no apology, and Þorsteinn kills him. Þórðr had been Bjarni’s stable-hand, and so Bjarni now prosecutes Þorsteinn and has him outlawed. He does nothing to follow through on the sentence, however, allowing Þorsteinn to live on unmolested. Tongues soon wag, including those of Bjarni’s own household men, who regard his restraint as shameful. Bjarni details his two most vociferous critics, Þorvarðr and Þórhallr, to hunt Þorsteinn down (using the juicy language quoted above), but seems neither surprised nor displeased when the two perish at Þorsteinn’s hands. Again some months pass. Finally Bjarni learns from his wife, Rannveig, that criticism of his inaction has not subsided. This at last moves him to challenge Þorsteinn in person to a climactic duel. After a long and difficult combat, in which neither man is hurt but each goes out of his way to make his righteousness theatrically obvious, Þorsteinn and Bjarni reconcile, and the former enters into the goði’s service. In a coda, Þorsteinn’s blind old father, Þórarinn—who had rooted for aggression at every turn—is taught a humiliating lesson about temperance. Þorsteinn moves from Sunnudalr to Hof, where he and Bjarni live happily ever after: both men ‘maintain [their] honour well’, and Bjarni dies on pilgrimage, having first begot worthy heirs. (Bjarni is also the conquering hero of another narrative, Vápnfirðinga saga, set in the same district some years earlier. The Battle of Bǫðvarsdalr, recounted in that saga, had established Bjarni’s reputation for prowess, though it also implicated him in kin killing. The main fly in his ointment at the saga’s conclusion had been his lack of sons, a defect Þorsteins þáttr may have been designed to mend.)34

In the following pages, I prod the issues arising from the feuds between Sæmundr and the Bergeners and between the households of Hof and Sunnudalr. Running through both episodes is the thread of how best to bring risks under control: not just limiting them (though there’s that, too) but creatively reworking them to one’s advantage. I look first at how feud, and specifically the violence in the feud, supplied a response not merely to the dings men’s honour suffered in the course of everyday life, as illustrated in Þorsteins þáttr, but even to unanswerable questions thrown open by personal catastrophes like Páll’s. Next, I consider the options available to an Icelander engaged in feud—to kill or not to kill is ultimately the question—as a function of risk perception and redistribution. Sæmundr’s choice of specie in which to exact retribution, like Þorsteinn and Bjarni’s elaborate gestures, signal attempts to channel risks into manageable realms. Finally, I discuss the nature of the rival groups embroiled in feud, their strategies for determining and influencing both their own and each other’s constitution, and their efforts to gain the upper hand within a constellation weighted to maintain the parity of all participants. Group boundaries ebbed and flowed on the tides of feud, from Ormr’s fall—victim to his misplaced trust in the Norwegians’ willingness to discriminate where his half-brother had not—to Þorsteinn’s absorption into Bjarni’s retinue, replacing the bad apples whom he had pruned.

No accidents

It’s hard to imagine anything more dreadful than the anguish Sæmundr has to endure: his child predeceases him. It’s easy to empathize with Sæmundr’s grief, his blind fury, his desire to lash out. To expect from him the grace to recognize that the Norwegians can’t possibly be held to account for North Atlantic weather may be too much.35 Yet even a more hairtrigger psychopath than Sæmundr, the venerable Egill Skalla-Grímsson (who once tried to kill a friend for the offence of giving him a sumptuous gift), does not react to calamity with quite such kneejerk vindictiveness. Not that he wouldn’t want to; when Egill’s own boy is lost in circumstances similar to Páll’s, he composes ‘Sonatorrek’ [Harsh Loss of Sons], a stirring memorial dirge in which he voices unambiguous desire to go after those responsible. The difference is that Egill admits the futility of his instincts. He knows that accidental loss of sons, however harsh, is unavengeable.36

Yet Sæmundr is not the only Icelander to fail to grasp the concept of mishap. Grágás, the compilation of Iceland’s Commonwealth law, pithily mandates: ‘It is decreed that there shall be no accidents.’ Concessions running counter to this prohibition follow directly. The very next sentence excludes liability for unintended injuries (‘A man who holds a weapon is not guilty if he holds it still but another stumbles against his weapon and is injured’). Other provisions likewise envision the possibility of honest error resulting in inadvertent harm (for instance, ‘it is to be [ruled] a mistake when a person takes away the same sort of item as he leaves behind, as concerns weapons, or a horse of the same kind and colour’).37 Half Egill, half Sæmundr, the legislator grants with one hand what he had categorically held back with the other. But the two hands—one upholding a cosmic verity, the other nickel-and-diming it into practice—hardly strike a balance. Small wonder that Wilhelm Wilda, bewildered, mistranslates the overriding principle as: ‘One should beware of chance injuries.’38 His half-hearted rendition, transmuting the gnomic into the banal, only highlights the enigma of an imperative that bans misfortune. What could prohibiting accident possibly mean? And why, if it is banned, do so many individual regulations recognize its possibility?

Most Grágás clauses sound like generalizations from case law. In a code intended to supply pragmatic guidance to reaching liveable compromises, the individual provisions on accident read as plain common sense: let him who has never ridden home on another’s roan mare at the end of a busy Alþing cast the first stone. In contrast, the introductory statement’s sententious audacity is breath-taking. Not surprisingly, this blanket rejection of accident has elicited a variety of interpretations. The great Rechtshistoriker Karl von Amira believed the essential principle was: ‘[when] in doubt, no wrongdoing may count as accident’.39 Vilhjálmur Finsen, Grágás’s nineteenth-century editor, saw it as a statement that ‘inadvertent physical injury is to be punished as if it were intentional’.40 Most recently, Miller (elaborating on the reading of Konrad Maurer, Amira’s teacher) has suggested it means that claims of accident were asymmetrical: while not prosecutable, they could be raised in legal defence. If a man came to grief on another’s blade or if his horse went missing, he could only accuse another of intentional wrongdoing—but a defendant could clear himself by pleading negligence.41

All three readings fit Sæmundr’s circumstances imperfectly, at best. Amira speaks of resolving doubt; Sæmundr’s trumped-up charge, however, hardly resolves any genuine uncertainty about how Páll died. Nor is it easy to see, following Finsen, what wilful misdeed Páll’s accidental death could be assimilated to by way of penal analogy, or how—other than by arbitrary fiat—Sæmundr justifies his decision to prosecute the death as premeditated homicide. (For that matter, the Norwegians would find it a real challenge to defend themselves by arguing that they had somehow sunk Páll’s ship inadvertently, as Miller might advocate they do.) To follow any of the legal historians’ standard interpretations of Grágás, we must conclude that Sæmundr was consciously fabricating an indictment, arbitrarily bending the law to justify a patent injustice.

Yet the first rule of successful feud-craft is to fashion claims that one’s supporters, one’s superiors, and the community at large will find acceptable. Sæmundr, ‘the most distinguished man in Iceland at that time’, may not have had to consider anyone above him, but he was as subject as everyone else to the sanction of peers and subordinates.42 Later, in 1221, he would learn this to his shame when he tried to avoid taking sides in a feud between two of his kinsmen, and was consequently lampooned in verse: ‘Loptr is in the Isles, gnaws a puffin bone; Sæmundr is on the heath, eats berries alone.’43 In the present instance, however, his conduct, arguably excessive, was not egregiously so. Some of Sæmundr’s kinsmen in the thirteenth century (like some historians in the twentieth) took exception to his overreaching,44 yet none was sufficiently scandalized either to stop or to abandon him. His contemporaries evidently did not think his act as despotic as modern readings of Grágás would have it. Attempts to restrain him hardly show otherwise: part of the common medieval ritual of power was for a great man to act aggressively, even impetuously, only to have his loyals rein him in.45 Even more diagnostic is the (doubtless grudging) readiness of the merchants at Eyrar to take Sæmundr’s exactions on the chin. Perhaps they too felt him to be acting within reason, or, more likely, guessed Icelanders would. Only when Sæmundr goes on to penalize the Harðangr traders—latecomers, obviously unrelated to Páll’s tragedy, and operating in the offshore Vestmannaeyjar—does he provoke push-back. And still Grímarr and Sǫrli must strike furtively and beat a brisk escape: no Icelanders, not even Sæmundr’s enemies (Snorri Sturluson chief among them), lend them assistance.46

Within reasonable margins, level-headed men may differ about the precise weighting of specific choices. They may also make choices—indisputably good ones sometimes—that they later come to regret. Sæmundr keeps well within those margins. He may have tried to forestall the Norwegians’ violent reaction by forcibly disarming them,47 and he kept enough men on hand to deter an assault on his home. The short-sightedness that cost Ormr his life may not be laid at Sæmundr’s door, then, but must be attributed to Ormr’s own lack of foresight: failing to appreciate his vulnerability as a close kinsman of the Norwegians’ antagonist, he allowed them to pick him off at their convenience.48
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Map 4. Map of south-western Iceland, highlighting locations of Eyrar, Oddi, and the Vestmannaeyjar

Source: [after ÍF 12]





For Sæmundr to overstep the bounds of decorum would have been to run an unacceptable risk, not merely of Norwegian retaliation (for which he had prepared) but also of repudiation by his own men (which he was not willing to chance). To appreciate his calculus, we must distinguish between, on the one hand, the various realms relevant to his assessment of the situation and, on the other, the domain in which he perceived himself to be within each realm. The key to understanding Sæmundr’s actions is the realm of public acclamation, where he occupied a domain of gains. The support of his men mattered to Sæmundr enough that, to retain it, he was willing to sacrifice much else—even suffer the dishonour of crediting the Norwegians with a successful hit on his son.
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Image 5. View of the farm Oddi (in southwestern Iceland) from the north, with the Vestmannaeyjar in the distance

Source: [Collingwood & Jón Stefánsson 1899: 24]





Sæmundr knew that Icelandic þingmenn were no mindless minions, following robotically wherever their goðar might lead. Public opinion, including objections from below, could bend even more headstrong men. In 1229, for example, Sturla Sighvatsson had a falling out with his uncle Snorri Sturluson. Sturla collected a force he hoped to turn on Snorri, but his followers demurred: ‘then Sturla summoned his men to him. There was talk then of going after Snorri and it was brought up with the people in the hall. But men fell silent at [this suggestion]. Rǫgnvaldr Illugason refused first; also Halldórr from Kvennabrekka. Þorsteinn spoke against it too, and Ingimundr Jónsson wouldn’t come near it when Þorsteinn and his men declined, and so this plan dissolved.’ Rebuffed, Sturla stood to lose face—a public descent into a domain of losses. Yet at this juncture, he showed his political genius by invoking a prophetic dream: ‘Sturla said this, that he had dreamt on the night before the gathering that a person came to him and declared: “Know [this], that Snorri shall be in the casket before you are.” And’—the master stroke—‘he construed it so, that Snorri would end his days before he did, and therefore he didn’t want to go.’ At first blush, Sturla’s premonition looks tailored to justify aggression: what better sanction for attempting to put Snorri in his coffin than a vision saying he belongs there?49 But Sturla expertly trimmed his sails to the headwind of public will, reversing his interpretation: why bother with Snorri, since he is already moribund? The language of fate can cut both ways, rationalizing action as fulfilment of prophecy or excusing inaction by deferring to cosmic mysteries.

Speaking of fate facilitated uchronic Icelanders’ thinking about incertitude, enabling them to link it to the feuding rationality of violence. By striking a note of unwavering confidence, both Sæmundr and Sturla played present odds and streamlined the risks they faced to their advantage. Sæmundr determined his present course of action by denying the possibility of past mischance. Just so, Sturla extended determinism into an open-ended future, downplaying current failure to kill Snorri by framing it within a conviction that avers Snorri will die soon anyway. (Sturla’s prediction was reasonable—his uncle was about twenty years his senior and no less assiduous than he in collecting enemies—but ultimately proved wrong.)50 Sturla rightly judged himself to have fallen into a domain of losses in the realm of political cohesion, but some quick-footed dream exegesis snapped him back into alignment with his retinue. Sæmundr, meanwhile, congealed an ill-defined sense of loss into loss vis-à-vis a specific adversary. Doing so shifted Páll’s death from a realm of private grief to one of social standing. Within this realm, proclaiming Norwegian accountability put Sæmundr in a domain of losses, his opponents having allegedly scored a blow against his lineage. But it also gave him a means to offset his disadvantage: he could now move against a perceived enemy—risk-seeking behaviour designed to restore him to his reference point relative to the mocking Bergeners. So long as he did not feel the balance to have been restored—and can the imbalance of losing a child ever be properly composed?—Sæmundr was willing to keep escalating and face the hazards of retaliation, casting his net ever more widely to ensnare the Harðangr merchantman too. What he wouldn’t risk was the support of his men; here, in the realm of elective solidarity, he still operated in a domain of gains and had no incentive to stretch his followers’ loyalty.51

At the opening of his own þáttr, Þorsteinn makes a choice diametrically opposed to Sæmundr and Sturla’s, trading limpid violence for the ambiguity of alleged accident. Yet, he inhabits the feuding habitus just as confidently as the thirteenth-century magnates. Þorsteinn appears at the outset as a ‘large man, powerful and even-tempered’; when struck on the brow so that ‘it dangled down over his eye’, he calmly bandages his wound and ‘makes as if nothing had happened and asks that people conceal this from his father’.52 He is eager to label Þórðr’s defacing whack an accident (‘“I see no honour,” said Þorsteinn, “in calling it a blow [hǫgg] rather than happenstance [atburðr]”’).53 The récit offers Þorsteinn’s gloss absolutely no support. Þórðr himself will not disavow the deed to save his life, and Þorsteinn’s request to conceal it from his hot-blooded father shows that he, too, knows his interpretation strains credulity. Under the circumstances, Þórðr’s violence was the expected default: ‘every horsefight around here ends like this’, a character in another saga remarks.54 The horsefighting script called for trainers to motivate their animals forward with increasingly vigorous beatings, until one man or the other had cracked his stick over the other’s horse or head. Matters often rested there, either because bystanders intervened or because the contenders voluntarily disengaged, vowing to meet another day. But everyone knew that clipping one’s opponent deliberately under guise of goading one’s own stallion was standard procedure. In denying that violence had been done to him, Þorsteinn took a conscious decision to fly in the face of the evidence. He exercised agency precisely by not acting, transposing risk from the tangible realm of physical harm to the slippery one of reputation, and exchanging low likelihood of further injury for a higher risk of humiliation. In a similarly dicey situation, the thirteenth-century magnate Þorgils skarði likewise shrewdly opted for counter-intuitive inaction. Berated in no uncertain terms by a key supporter, Aron Hjǫrleifsson (‘This I didn’t expect, Þorgils, that you’d turn out to be a pussy [ragr]’), Þorgils defused tensions by publicly dismissing Aron’s cutting criticism as jest: ‘“It seems to me you’ve spoken to me harshly,” says Þorgils, “but I know that you were joking, and therefore I take it as a joke.”’ Faced with a grave risk to his reputation if he did not make Aron eat his words, Þorgils nevertheless judged the risks to his political capital graver still if he did. Gritting his teeth over the vocabulary of fun, he opted for a gloss that he and all around him knew to be false, but which all were willing to accept as a liveable compromise.55

Even in Þorsteinn’s situation, believing that a blow might have connected by chance would not have stretched histoire credibility. Then as now, after all, divining intent required a judgement call. Grágás sought to obviate the issue by declaring those who chose to participate in sport, despite its known risks, responsible for any injuries sustained.56 Indeed, amidst stomping, frothing animals, whirling horse-prods, and hollering spectators, anyone’s ability to strike with surgical precision could only have been modest. Þorsteinn’s gloss on the stangarhǫgg thus runs counter to the popular (and narrator’s) view of what had just happened, but not necessarily counter to fact.

Nor were Þorsteinn and Þorgils skarði the only Icelanders to harness the improbable in their politicking, as illustrated by no lesser a power broker than Sighvatr Sturluson. In 1234, Sighvatr negotiated a truce with his neighbouring goði, Kolbeinn ungi, but neither man would yield precedence to the other. Finally they both agreed to accept unilateral terms, provided that the decision who of them should be allowed to set these terms be left up to the luck of the draw. In this way, each could avoid bowing to the other’s primacy. ‘But when they threw the first roll, Sighvatr threw a deuce and ace [2 and 1]. Then one of Kolbeinn’s retainers declared: “A trifling thing fell now from your hand, Sighvatr bóndi.” But in later throws, Sighvatr rolled the higher total, and the lot fell to him to [decide].’ At the cost of a little initial ribbing, Sighvatr won the sole right to shape the terms of settlement. Had dumb luck been on his side? Perhaps. But other, indirect evidence hints that Sighvatr knew his way around the knucklebones. Some years earlier, he made a caustic remark at his son’s expense, comparing a botched raid Sturla had mounted to a low roll of the dice: ‘Sighvatr [said] that the boy Sturla had ridden into Hvammr and thrown deuce and ace.’ To have acquired this kind of casino vocabulary—and to have mastered it to the point where it rolls off his tongue in effortless metaphorical extension—Sighvatr must have chalked in many an hour of gambling. One suspects that, even if he didn’t outright load the dice, he had shot enough craps in his day to have acquired a solid instinct for playing the odds against the younger hothead, Kolbeinn.57 Like Þorsteinn in his þáttr—but more successfully—Sighvatr appeals to chance as a smoke screen behind which he may quietly secure his designs.

Þorsteinn knows horsefights are inherently risky; what’s a nice boy like him doing in an explosive situation like this? For mild-mannered Þorsteinn, it is a matter of livelihood: he and his father breed prize stallions. Taking part in a public match lets Þorsteinn advertise his wares.58 There may also have been more direct ways of cashing in on the proceedings. We do not know of betting on the ponies, but if competitive sports elsewhere are any guide, it would not be surprising if money changed hands. Still, material inducements cannot have been a decisive consideration for horsefighters. The attraction here was the edgework itself, the thrill of pitting one’s skill against a well-matched adversary—and the attendant rewards of reputation. Only a deep piety like the future bishop Guðmundr’s could entertain reservations about such a stage of honour (see Chapter 2). Esteem was both prize and stake in horsefighting; in this zero-sum game, the loser’s humiliation funded the victor’s exaltation.59 Horsefighting became a stylized feud, in which two roughly even antagonists tried to best each other. But it was only incidentally a human (or equine) rival with whom one competed. The injection of violence ensured that, even more pointedly than in dicing, human agency contended here against chance itself: the challenge was to hit hard without letting any blows fly wide, to goad one’s animal aggressively without slipping into indiscriminate thrashing, to display manly vigour calibrated to within a hair’s breadth of excess but not beyond. Those who went too far invariably failed to win the fight; they usually also lost face, as well as the saga authors’ sympathy, turning up as the villains of the piece. Horsefights were a way of telling the martial artists from the mere bullies, a supreme theatre of controlled violence.

Þorsteinn demonstrates his mastery at every turn. Even talk of accident is, for him, an instrument for exhibiting agency. The author stresses his lack of spontaneity: Þorsteinn ‘makes as if nothing had happened’. This man’s clenched, taciturn bearing is a performative ‘act of intrapersonal and…interpersonal communication’, an expression of those emotions culturally scripted as appropriate to his circumstances.60 Later, even when survival depends on speedy reaction, Þorsteinn likewise seizes on the challenge of converting bare, self-defensive instinct into polished artifice: ‘then Þorvaldr raises his axe and leaps at him, but Þorsteinn punched him so that he fell flat. Þorsteinn stabbed at him with his dagger. Þórhallr then wanted to make an attack on him, but he got much the same treatment as Þorvaldr. Þorsteinn then ties them both to [their horses’] backs and loosens the reins on the horses’ necks and sends them all together on their way.’ By shipping the corpses back to Hof, Þorsteinn translates the pure social utility of quick reflexes into an exercise in cultural symbolism. The lifeless corpses pronouncing Þórhallr and Þorvaldr’s instrumental failure proclaim, in the same breath, Þorsteinn’s own expressive achievement. The þáttr author puts into the other farmhands’ mouths an ironic jibe at the dead men’s expense, signalling their own ready participation in the exchange of signification: ‘The men of the household…told [Bjarni] that their [sc. Þórhallr and Þorvaldr’s] journey had not been in vain.’61

Þórðr, in contrast, has customarily been read as a stock villain, a mere bully. The þáttr succinctly introduces him as ‘a man of great iniquity’ (ójafnaðarmaðr, lit. ‘inequitable man’, pl. ójafnaðarmenn),62 and, in smiting Þorsteinn, Þórðr only lives up to this reputation. But to reduce even Þórðr’s violence to mere vicious reflex—violence for its own sake—is to belittle his modest social skills. Þórðr does not simply fly off the handle. The circumstances in which he finds himself (‘now Þórðr’s horse bolted and people roared eagerly’) call for face-restoring aggression. They prescribe it against the man perceived to have bested him. And they dictate a carefully balanced act, at once excessive and insufficient: too violent to win the horsefight but not violent enough to establish supremacy (and so pre-empt retaliation). Þórðr crafts his instinctive violence in line with a cultural script, dramatizing his fluency in the feud dynamic into which the þáttr author has thrust him. Though his status should have put him below the honour threshold, and though he, like the bereaved Sæmundr, has suffered no quantifiable legal affront, Þórðr registers the tacit pressure to act as if he were requiting an injury to reputation. He proves less sluggish than Þorsteinn and Bjarni later would—acting out the dictum that ‘only a slave avenges himself on the spot’.63

Þórðr’s attitude towards the question of happenstance, like those of his betters, speaks volumes. Þorsteinn, in keeping with his character, ascribes the blow to chance; Þórðr, in keeping with his, resolutely rejects this label. Finally moved by his father’s heckling, ‘Þorsteinn now got up and took his weapons and afterwards left home and went until he reached…Þórðr…. “I’d like to find out, my [dear] Þórðr, whether that was an accident that happened to you (hvárt þat varð þér váðaverk), when I got (fekk) a blow from you at the horsefight last summer, or did it happen by your will (vilja), and whether you will (vilja) then make it good,”’ Þorsteinn nudges him. Even now, Þorsteinn leaves his rival every opening to resolve the case peacefully. His meticulously impersonal language permits Þórðr to disown his attack without loss of face, and hints at the possibility of restitution even if Þórðr opts for the idiom of intentionality. And even now, when accosted by an armed man who might be expected to brook no effrontery, Þórðr is defiant. ‘If you’ve got two gobs, why don’t you wag your tongue in each and call it an accident with one…and with the other say it [was in] earnest. Now that’s as much compensation as you’ll get from me,’ he jeers.64

Þórðr’s grasp on proper etiquette is firm: he valorizes absolute control of one’s violent actions. Prattle of accident is for hypocrites and cowards. Like Sæmundr and Grágás, Þórðr prefers violence to coincidence. He, however, lacks the authority to make his preference respectable. He is a little man basking in the reflected glow of his master’s eminence—‘and he also made sure to let people know he was in service with a great man; but he himself was no better esteemed, and he did not become more popular’—and so earns the censure of the community and the narrator. None weep for his passing.65

The community’s denunciation of Þórðr underscores the badness of his choices. But, as with Sæmundr, consensus among saga characters must not lull us into concurring. Þórðr, too, operates within reasonable margins of what can sensibly be predicted, even if, like his betters, he occasionally gets it wrong (as Sturla did when estimating Snorri’s life-expectancy). Þorsteinn’s widely disseminated nickname and his father’s unflattering opinion of his manliness (Þórarinn twice calls his son ragr, a flagrant insult; see p. 142n.76) confirm that Þórðr’s appraisal of the low likelihood Þorsteinn would follow through on his posturing is judicious. That hindsight proves it wrong doesn’t detract from its a priori soundness.

If Þórðr is characterized as a mighty ójafnaðarmaðr, Sæmundr was deemed to have acted drengiliga—that is, with drengskapr, ‘virtue, valour, manner befitting a gentleman (drengr, pl. drengir)’. Þorsteinn and Bjarni’s drengskapr is likewise noted. Much ink has been spilt on elucidating this concept, which has mostly been read as an expression of either a Germanic warrior mentality or a Christian ideology of temperance.66 Although the semantic field in which both drengskapr and ójafnaðr operate is clear—a field of virtue, honour, manliness, estimable conduct (or their absence)—neither of these interpretations is quite persuasive. What each fails to capture is that the sagas depict drengir and ójafnaðarmenn as men of differently calibrated social metrics. Heroic temperance in the Icelandic uchronia was a matter of having an inner compass for navigating the reefs of social interaction with undeliberated confidence. Some of the most appealing and memorable saga characters—Egill, Grettir, Skarpheðinn—are anything but moderate and fair, but neither are they the testosterone-suffused thugs of epic poetry. Their appeal rests not on being righteous or psychotic but on their uncanny instinct for aligning both violence and restraint with the demands of poetic justice, without disrupting saga verisimilitude. The courses of action they select, whether berserk or even-handed, harmonize intra-textual uchronia with extra-textual ideology. Good drengir like Þorsteinn make choices that ring realistic while also satisfying the artistic demands of conventional literary form; ójafnaðarmenn like Þórðr manage to come out looking all wrong even when the alternatives they pick are all right. Knowing when to disavow randomness, as Sæmundr and Sturla do, and when, like Þorsteinn and Sighvatr, to embrace it was an important test of this social skill.

When Grágás proscribes the notion of randomness, it is stating that the community (including saga authors) insists on its right to assign meaning to destructive acts, to interpret them as harmful (that is, violence) rather than simply injurious (that is, misfortune). An accident has no author, audience, or signification; violence, to medieval Icelanders, must have all three. This preoccupation with rendering rent flesh and shattered fortunes meaningful is similarly evident in the legal demand that a killer proclaim his handiwork, or in the convention of tallying wounds on a corpse.67 The emphasis is not on penalizing misdeeds but on making them intelligible. It is this imperative for meaning that Þorsteinn for a while tries to resist, whereas Sæmundr, like most saga characters, rides its coattails inexorably towards feud.

The attitude of feuding culture towards accident manifests a radical mechanism by which violence can police risks and minimize uncertainty. Reading violence into the past (or, as Sturla does, into a future affirmed as pre-ordained) stakes out a truth claim, stabilizing reality’s Rorschach fluidity. Such truth claims help cope with, even compensate for losses—of face, opportunity, even a son: better to have lived and died by another’s malice than to have perished at random. A proclivity to perceive past events as violent helps contain present threats. High-magnitude hazards may be traded for higher-likelihood risks in other realms, where odds appear more favourable and where one’s resilience is estimated to be greater. For those in positions of power, ever dependent on the mystique of fragile hegemony, the cost of losing face tends to loom larger than that of losing a follower or two; men like Sæmundr are structurally inclined to opt for violence. But the powerless, too, have strong incentives to negotiate their own uncertainties through destructive force. When sizing up soft targets like Þorsteinn, men like Þórðr see opportunities to improve their own lot. Even more remarkable is the ability of those possessing little social capital to create it, e nihilo, simply by playing the same game as their betters. Honour can be manufactured by pretending to have some with which to negotiate and demonstrating willingness to spring to its defence. Staking one’s body on violence is itself a way of placing some chips on the roulette of social interplay, gambling with borrowed prestige for advancement in the realm of respectable meaning-making.

Blood money

What options presented themselves to an Icelander engaged in feud, and how did one employ them to gauge and adjust risks? Þórðr’s staff-blow, I have argued, is overdetermined. Like Sæmundr, dead set on deriving socially useful meaning from his son’s senseless death, Þórðr, reputed to be quite the wrangler, feels compelled to do something about his intolerable defeat in the horse ring.68 His instinctive solution is a blow sufficient for humiliating Þorsteinn but not for rendering him hors de combat. Like Sæmundr’s harassment of the Norwegian merchants, Þórðr’s petulance seems predestined to set off feud. Unlike Sæmundr, however, Þórðr has no time for conscious deliberation. His limited (and, in some ways, very impolitic) violence is a reflex born out of socialization for just such situations: Þórðr does what comes naturally. It remains to be explained why acts like theirs were cultivated in the uchronic habitus: what made them default choices for men faced with adversity, acceptable conduct in the eyes of contemporaries, and plausible courses of action for saga authors to attribute to their characters.

It is best to evaluate what Þórðr actually does against a background of everything he might have done. We may imagine only two or three basic scenarios, besides sitting idly. Þórðr may (as he actually does) hit Þorsteinn hard enough to signal unwillingness to accept defeat. The point is to make Þorsteinn smart too; whether he injures him and how badly is of secondary importance. Alternatively, Þórðr might strike to kill or cripple.69 Incapacitating one’s opponent when the cultural script calls for non-lethal violence would indeed be the hallmark of an ójafnaðarmaðr; elsewhere, a horsefighter is scandalized when his staff-blow is requited with an axe.70 By the same logic, when a young Sturla Sighvatsson split the skull of a bóndi who had crossed him, even his unregenerate father felt compelled to dress him down for his excess; though privately pleased with his son’s action, Sighvatr had to put on a public face of propriety.71 But seriously hurting Þorsteinn could easily lead to Þórðr’s own swift killing or outlawry, considerably multiplying the magnitude of the risk he runs while offering no commensurate prospects: lesser violence is less costly and can communicate indomitability just as well. Finally, Þórðr might choose to take his frustration out on someone other than Þorsteinn—one of the jeering bystanders perhaps, or old Þórarinn. In a sense, this is just what Þorsteinn and Bjarni do later when they contrive a peaceful resolution to their duel: the fury of the violence they withhold from each other takes its toll, retroactively, on the men who had fallen and who will now lie forever unavenged.72 Feuding logic does allow for the substitution of associates for a primary target—as Ormr dies in Sæmundr’s stead—but such oblique satisfaction was often a second-best solution, to be accepted only if the primary target for some reason couldn’t be struck down (as Grímarr found when he probed Sæmundr’s defences).73 It may be difficult for Þórðr to justify, even to himself, venting his ire on someone else when Þorsteinn stands readily available to bear its brunt.

Þórðr’s rod-blow thus makes sense in the feuding uchronia as a primary act of signification, carefully weighted to maintain the horse groom’s place within the web of power relations and to limit his exposure to only the risks he can tolerate. Þórðr pitches his message chiefly at the crowd of onlookers. This is what Guy Halsall has called ‘strategic violence’, which ‘does not terminate [a] dispute, but draws the community’s attention to it [and thereby] brings pressure upon third parties to [intervene]’. The two horsefighters posture not so much at each other as at the social hinterland. (Significantly, Þorsteinn addresses the spectators in the aftermath of his clubbing, but says nothing to Þórðr.) As Edward Fichtner observes, Þorsteinn ‘can tolerate physical injury but not humiliation. The real damage [is] inflicted, not by the blow, but by the public commentary.’ It is also this broader political web that eventually leads to Þórðr’s slaying: Þorsteinn avenges his public image, not his bruised brow.74

Þorsteinn, too, faces constraints. His overriding concern is to continue meeting his filial obligations. He has few material possessions and little status to lose, but he knows he is the only bulwark standing between his old father and corrosive destitution. To continue providing for Þórarinn, he must maintain both his own life and his independence. Þorsteinn proves willing to endure considerable symbolic flak, choosing to turn a deaf ear to Þórðr’s violent message and pretending not to notice the nickname he thereby acquires, in order to avoid risking his agency as a free bóndi.75 Whereas Þórðr opts for violence mainly for its signification value, Þorsteinn chooses to avoid it chiefly for instrumental reasons. Only when his father insists on abusing him vilely (‘This I hadn’t anticipated, that I should have a pussy [ragr] for a son’), dismissing Þorsteinn’s warning to hold his tongue with an ominous ‘I haven’t said nearly as much yet…as I have in mind’, does the dutiful son arm himself and set out to kill Þórðr.76 Þórarinn has effectively shifted the issue back from the realm of political capital to that of symbolic signification, plunging Þorsteinn into a domain of losses.

Like Þórðr’s swipe, the grand duel Þorsteinn and Bjarni fight at the end of the tale speaks volumes, on multiple levels and to multiple audiences. Despite weapon-shattering ferocity, neither combatant sustains injury, which has led some readers to conclude that they ‘play at fighting’.77 Their violence is, however, entirely sincere: each man is ignorant of the other’s intentions, which can only be revealed through the medium of combat; each would, moreover, have felt his honour compromised if he perceived the other to be faking it.78 Extra-textual ideology dictates Þorsteinn and Bjarni have to be reconciled, thus excluding the possibility of injury. Yet for uchronic reasons, their combat must be realistically fierce: the exigencies of the histoire drive the protagonists right to the brink of mutual annihilation. By showcasing the demolition of arms and armour, the þáttr acknowledges danger yet preserves the heroes themselves for a triumphant happy end. (The analogy with modern action-flick heroes’ ability to walk unscathed through tsunamis of fire is striking.)79 As Heinrich Heinrichs observes, only in contrast with the narrowly averted tragedy of what-might-have-been does the comedy of what-actually-happens emerge fully.80 The melodrama of violence thus enhances the þáttr’s artistry and drives home its ideology: it allows for both the plausibilities dictated by realism and the fulfilment of author’s and audience’s wishful thinking. Uchronia only commands attention by being true to life, but it only appeals to the imagination by being true to values.

An ability to unleash cataclysmic violence with precision, foresight, and impunity ennobles Þorsteinn and Bjarni. By the same token, Sæmundr’s fleecing of the Norwegians diminishes him in the eyes of Íslendinga saga’s audience. The contumely with which he would be explicitly drenched a few years later, when he abandoned his nephew Loptr to defeat and humiliation (see p. 127), is already implicit in the récit at this earlier point. Writing half a century after the fact, Sturla Þórðarson had, of course, the benefit of hindsight. It’s hardly surprising if authorial prejudice interjects itself already at this earlier point in the narrative; rather, what is remarkable is the subtlety with which Sturla expresses dislike for the leader of the Oddaverjar, conceding that ‘Sæmundr handled [Ormr’s inheritance] honourably’. Does an aroma of surprise cling to the adverb drengiliga? Once in a long while, Sturla seems to admit, even Sæmundr could do the decent thing.81

But even while opting to assign Páll a bloated wergild undercuts Sæmundr in the estimation of the extra-textual audience, his action must be consistent with social logic, and must make sense within the uchronic spectrum of options available to him. Sæmundr too, as argued above, cared immensely about public opinion. Unlike Þorsteinn and Þórðr, however, he sat atop the social pyramid. Like Bjarni, he had inestimably more pull—but also more to lose: lives, political clout, wealth, future business.82 That he nonetheless initiated a feud confirms Sæmundr valued his losses in the realm of signification enough to risk his tangible resources in the realm of social power. If Þorsteinn strove to secure a minimum of real political power, Sæmundr sought to broadcast a PR maximum. Unfortunately, dramatizing vulnerability was a prerequisite for asserting invincibility: to avenge Páll’s death, Sæmundr had to stage it as a murder. He poured his energies into proclaiming this message, putting on a theatre of wrath. Only incidentally did he worry about tangibles, like mustering the forces needed to ram his will down the Norwegians’ throats. The economic prospects to be gained by squeezing the merchants likewise mattered little. Indeed, the saga gives no indication that Sæmundr’s exaction either profits him or impoverishes the Norwegians. The point was to dishonour them; self-enrichment was a (welcome) side-effect.

What other alternatives might Sæmundr have considered? Violence, first and foremost. (He could also have taken the Norwegians to court, though this was an uncertain procedure which could, at best, land him back in square one: faced with the necessity of riding out to enforce any judgement in his favour.)83 When he came to Eyrar in great force, Sæmundr implicitly gave the Norwegians a choice: they could either pay in money, signalling submission, or defy him (as Þórðr defies Þorsteinn) and pay in blood. To do so would communicate an independence that they—some of them, at any rate—would risk losing by the very act of enunciating it (cf. Chapter 4). Sæmundr’s men, too, would face more severe risks in an all-out attack, however; the impression of a sizeable merchant cohort suggests that Sæmundr might have had a tough fight on his hands. One concrete consideration against violence, then, was the objective difficulty of waging it.

In an analogous quandary some years before, the northern chieftain Guðmundr dýri had hit upon a creative solution. Guðmundr was called in to arbitrate a settlement between some merchants and his kinsman Skæringr, who had got himself into unspecified trouble with them; the Norwegians chopped off his hand. Although they had initially agreed to grant Guðmundr the unilateral right to decide on the terms of Skæringr’s compensation,84 the figure Guðmundr assessed struck the Norwegians as excessive, and they now tried to wriggle out of paying. Guðmundr was ready with his answer: ‘I’ll give you another alternative, then, that I will pay Skæringr the thirty hundreds that were decided, but I’ll choose a man of your company, whoever seems to me to be Skæringr’s equal, and chop his hand off—and you compensate him with as little [a sum] as you wish.’ The Norwegians paid up without another peep.85 In a tour de force analysis of this episode, Miller exposes the levers of feuding mechanics that Guðmundr pedalled to obtain the desired outcome. Instead of buying off the limb Skæringr had lost, the Norwegians now had to buy back their own right to bodily integrity: ‘The Norwegians now can feel just how much Skæring valued his hand before he lost it. Indeed they so feel Skæring’s pain that if [each] had only a one in twenty-five chance of being selected to lose his hand, [say,] they were not about to take the gamble.’86 Miller emphasizes Guðmundr dýri’s manipulation of the Norwegians’ point of view, bullying them into empathy. From his own perspective too, however, Guðmundr’s solution deployed his material and symbolic arsenal with brilliant economy. Considerably fewer men would have been needed to make credible the threat of hacking through a single man’s wrist than what he would have had to muster for all-out mêlée; retaining the choice of whom to deem ‘Skæringr’s equal’, meanwhile, kept Guðmundr the option of inflating the value of his rather tatty kinsman.87

Sæmundr lacked the imagination for finessing such elegantly minimalist violence. Moreover, he was perhaps reluctant to imply that any one merchant could count as the equal of his dead son, scion of royalty. Cash was a poor substitute for a son, but at least applying an outrageous multiplier to the normal tariff allowed Sæmundr to register the magnitude of both his loss and his superior power. It’s instructive that the wergild Sæmundr collected for Páll, three hundred hundreds, is twelve times the value Guðmundr dýri had assigned to Skæringr’s hand—which the Norwegian merchants had found exorbitant enough (cf. p. 119n.22). In the sagas, thirty hundreds (i.e. 3600 ells of vaðmál) seem to have been a standard life’s price.88

In such ways, acts of violence are eloquently employed in the ceaseless negotiation of public opinion. Sæmundr, like the doomed Sveinn Jónsson (in Chapter 2) or the doggedly pacific Þorsteinn, demonstrates how much political and cultural capital could be derived from interpreting the violence one has (allegedly) had to suffer. In Þorsteins þáttr, Bjarni faces a similar dilemma: how to be avenged on his enemies without exposing his real political assets to too grave a risk. Bjarni, like Guðmundr dýri, is a more ingenuous feuder than Sæmundr. He himself is only wronged some months after Þórðr’s death,89 when he overhears two of his household men, Þórhallr and Þorvaldr, mouth off at his expense: ‘we [singe] lambs’ heads here while Þorsteinn, his outlaw, [singes] the heads of geldings’. Like Þorsteinn, Bjarni suffers harm not directly from an act of violence but from the public commentary on it. The servants’ complaints about his lassitude and their unfavourable comparison of their master’s fare with that of an impoverished outlaw make Þórðr’s blood Bjarni’s business again. It is not enough to have successfully prosecuted Þorsteinn, now Bjarni must execute as well.

Þórhallr and Þorvaldr go in for supper, and in the morning are awakened by Bjarni with his own menu order: he ‘asked them to ride to Sunnudalr and fetch him Þorsteinn’s head, severed from its trunk, by breakfast time’.90 As verbal artefact, the gruesome joke is no doubt at the two sous-chefs’ expense, which Bjarni makes clear by quoting back to them some of their own witticisms of yestereve. But—bearing in mind the possibility, still open at this point, that they might succeed—the injunction also works at Þorsteinn’s expense. Bjarni orders his outlaw served to him garnished with bald political supremacy.91 His wording thus brilliantly condenses a host of disparate senses into a single violent gesture. He makes a mockery of his domestics’ stupid malice; he asserts his sovereignty for others in his clientele to see; and he signals unwillingness to acknowledge Þorsteinn as an equal on the field of honour—as he will later, when he undertakes to duel with him—preferring, for now, to designate him a petty criminal. Operating in a domain of political gains, Bjarni is understandably cautious. He manages to configure the confrontation with Þorsteinn in such a way that, no matter the outcome, he risks nothing and may gain something: ‘He either avenges himself on his outlaw or avenges himself on his tale-bearing servants.’92 The style of killing is no less important than the production of cadavers. When Þorsteinn turns the tables, he too takes up the exchange of significations: unlike the incontinent Þórðr, left to lie ‘so that he couldn’t help himself’,93 the dead Þórhallr and Þorvaldr still possess enough autonomy to travel home under their own steam. Is this a dignity Þorsteinn allows them to signal deference towards Bjarni, or on the contrary, is the corpses’ self-composure a cruel parody of the dead men’s agency, and, through them, of Bjarni? Þorsteinn may well be consciously playing with ambiguity: he either makes an obeisance, if the goði so chooses to interpret it, or humiliates him, if Bjarni proves as obtuse as his mouthy servants.94

Þorsteins þáttr’s overriding concern with (and indeed, pleasure in) working out the grammar of violence reveals fascination with internal semiotics no less than with referential political semantics. Violence can and does communicate political messages and alter power configurations; but, like other linguistic systems, it can be used to communicate a wide range of meanings, some less utilitarian than others. Violence allows those fluent in it to dictate fast-food menus, issue memoranda, record transactions, or compose high art. The characters populating Þorsteins þáttr are as enamoured of the poetic capabilities of violence as of its prosaic utility. Þórðr tries his hand at it, even though he has no standing in the political arena. Bjarni, disillusioned with pedagogy, unflinchingly sends his farmhands to what he ‘well knows…is [near-]certain death for them’, making ill-considered yammer a capital offence.95 Even the unsympathetic Þórarinn, a ‘most despicable old fart’ who ‘would rather lose [Þorsteinn] than have a pussy for a son’, does not fear to put his dagger where his mouth is: ‘In my day, I never would have bowed before the like of Bjarni. Still, he is a formidable warrior,’ he tells Þorsteinn before sending him out to die at Bjarni’s hand; and when Bjarni leads him to believe Þorsteinn had done just that, he makes good on his bravado and tries to knife him, frailty and blindness notwithstanding.96 Success would have spelled catastrophe; goðar are not in the habit of taking lightly the killing of one of their number by smallfry. But Þórarinn is not weighing odds of survival. Having just been reassured that Þorsteinn acquitted himself admirably (‘I reckon no man has been more brisk at swordplay than Þorsteinn your son’), Þórarinn occupies a domain of gains within the realm of signification.97 Nonetheless, he feels his loss in the realm of practical power acutely. Þórarinn’s attempt on Bjarni’s life is simultaneously risk-seeking in the pragmatic realm and a prospect-enhancing opportunity to go out in a blaze of glory in the symbolic one.98

Sæmundr’s situation is a different story. It would have been improper and impractical to slay ‘every mother’s son’, even if he wanted to ensure that the Norwegians all felt his pain. As no one Norwegian was to blame, Sæmundr opted for wergild. Furthermore, by insisting on corporate responsibility for Páll’s death, Sæmundr may have sought to align his grievance with ongoing political scrapping. The Oddaverjar, once the undisputed first family of Iceland (see Chapter 4), had, in the present generation, been losing ground to other lineages, especially the Sturlungar. In their youth, Sæmundr and Snorri Sturluson had been closely allied—Snorri was Sæmundr’s foster-brother, raised at Oddi (see Figure 5, p. 128)—but their relationship deteriorated steadily in the years since Snorri attained majority, so that around the time of Páll’s drowning, Sæmundr was heard to hiss in exasperation: ‘these brothers [sc. Snorri and his siblings] elbow themselves forward so that nearly no one holds his own before them’. On his side, Snorri confirmed a parallel impression. In 1220, while in Norway, Snorri pleaded with the Norwegian regent, Skúli jarl, to abandon plans for sending a warfleet to Iceland, arguing that the country were better won by diplomacy: ‘Snorri discouraged the expedition greatly and recommended befriending the best men in Iceland…and said this, that there were then no others in Iceland more [significant] than his brothers, Sæmundr excepted.’99
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Figure 5. Selective genealogy of the Oddaverjar (descendants of Sæmundr inn fróði) in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries

(Data derived from the pertinent index entries and genealogical charts in Sturlunga saga 2. Circles represent women.)





Snorri had begun cultivating connections at the Norwegian court already before 1218 (when he travelled to Norway, ignorant of the bloody drama unfolding on the Vestmannaeyjar), and Sæmundr may have thought it prudent to consider the friends of his enemy his enemies. Targeting the Bergeners would then have been an oblique jab at Snorri. If Sæmundr knew of Snorri’s coming journey, he may have intended to gum things up for him by drawing stark battlelines between Norwegians and Icelanders. Any such scheme backfired. Instead of defaming all Icelanders by association, Sæmundr’s feud gave Snorri an opportunity to play the intercessor and forestall an invasion.100

Other evidence of Sæmundr’s containment policy likewise comes to light only after Ormr’s killing, but there are hints that it had already been outlined earlier. Sæmundr tried to ally his family’s fortunes with those of the Haukdœlir, another ancient family in southwestern Iceland, who held dominion to the west and north of the Oddaverjar’s area of influence. Sæmundr may have hoped that the Haukdœlir would serve as a buffer between his own district and that of the Sturlungar.101 This eagerness to find allies probably explains the drengskapr he displayed in disposing of Ormr’s inheritance, quickly marrying Ormr’s daughter, Hallveig, to Bjǫrn, the son of the Haukdœlr goði Þorvaldr Gizurarson. The interest Snorri would later take in the girl, going so far as to make her his concubine when she was widowed, confirms the charms she must have held for Bjǫrn as well: ‘[She] was then the richest person in Iceland.’102
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Map 5. Map of Iceland, showing approximate spheres of influence by the leading families (Sturlungar, Oddaverjar, and Haukdœlir) around the beginning of the thirteenth century





Bjǫrn Þorvaldsson’s incorporation into the kindred initially seemed to pay off—he hunted down one of Sǫrli’s kinsmen and, when Snorri returned from Norway in 1220, confronted him in person: ‘Bjǫrn didn’t mince words with Snorri and asked him whether he intended to undermine their honour in the prosecution for Ormr’s death. But Snorri disavowed this. Bjǫrn said he didn’t believe it, and they argued heatedly,’ until third parties separated them. Yet if Sæmundr found reasons to be pleased with his new kinsman, other Oddaverjar did not: ‘it seemed oppressive to the Oddaverjar that the Haukdœlir should rise to power east of the river [Þjórsá, the traditional boundary between the two clans’ spheres of influence]. In this, Sæmundr’s sons…were very much on the side of Loptr,’ their cousin, who took the lead in opposing Bjǫrn.103 The following year, Loptr killed Bjǫrn, but was in turn defeated and humiliated by Bjǫrn’s father Þorvaldr (see p. 127). Before he himself died in 1222, Sæmundr thus saw his machinations come undone. Five years earlier, however, he could not have foreseen the crumbling of the coalition he would cobble together. Insistence on making his personal tragedy a matter of international feud may have been his shot over the bow in a domestic struggle to reclaim his family’s standing. By the logic of reciprocity, taking on ‘the Norwegians’ was a way of boosting the status of his kin: only an important and powerful clan, after all, would have such important and powerful enemies. By putting into Skúli jarl’s head the idea of sending an expeditionary fleet to Iceland, Sæmundr very nearly precipitated political apocalypse; but, with Oddaverjar fortunes vis-à-vis their Icelandic peers on the wane, Sæmundr was willing to court enormous risks to recover the family’s bygone glory.104

The choice of idiom—blood or money, and how much of either—was crucially important for both politics and aesthetics. Although historians have, unsurprisingly, tended to focus on instances where the rationality of such choice is consciously articulated (as when Flosi, the tragic anti-hero of Njáls saga, spurns the silver that was to compose his feud with Njáll and his sons, committing himself instead to the path that will ultimately lead him to burning them alive), of greater consequence are those unreflective moments when habitus takes over and Icelanders allow cultural hardwiring to pre-empt deliberative decision making, as Þórðr does at the horsefight.105 Deep familiarity with these cultural reflexes also allowed saga authors to manipulate the representation of their characters and the ideological messages they sought to convey to the extra-textual audience. And, as the bricoleur Sæmundr demonstrated in piecing together ‘the Norwegians’ (and, less successfully, in his Sturlung-containment coalition), minute inflections of the idiom could shift and consolidate allegiances, massaging group boundaries to affect power configurations. It is this monitoring and subtle adjustment of group boundaries that I focus on in the final section of this chapter.

Know thy enemy, know thyself

Feud, a conceptual template for processing enmities, seeks to contain some paradoxes. One can only feud with adversaries, making it crucial to maintain a distinction between one’s enemies and one’s allies. Yet circumstances, especially in small-scale societies, assiduously work to smudge this border. The social proximity of neighbours inevitably creates networks straddling lines of conflict.106 Meanwhile, the very conduct of the feud—that competition for public opinion which is the most highly prized commodity—inevitably reworks uninvolved third parties into new allies, enemies, or bystanders. Sideliners, uncommitted as yet, have a potential for commitment that infuses them with a charge no less electric than if they were to side with one principal or the other. Even successful feud—overpowering foes or converting them into friends—can backfire: ‘In this agonistic world…it is not your known enemies who are the greatest danger to your well-being…. [U]nless you are very stupid, an enemy cannot betray you. That is what family and friends are [for].’107 Good sense dictates constant policing of all boundaries, internal and friendly no less than external and hostile ones. Only by keeping tabs on everyone, ensuring none acquire enough of an edge to quash or betray others, can all prosper (see Chapter 4). Yet, as in the Prisoners’ Dilemma, the incentive to maintain parity across the board is countervailed by the temptation each player feels to backstab all others.

Throughout Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs, members of the household at Hof engage in violent dispute with the household of Sunnudalr. The dispute escalates in classic feuding fashion, ratchetting upwards through the social ranks until it pits against each other the most eminent member of each faction.108 Still, scholars have uniformly, and rightly, refused to read the þáttr as the simple story of a feud between Þorsteinn and Bjarni (or their entourages). ‘In this þáttr,’ writes Bjarne Fidjestøl,


it is not the conflict between Þorsteinn and Þórðr, much less the one between Þorsteinn and Bjarni, that holds [our] interest, but a conflict located on the thematic plane, where two sorts of men—or, rather, perhaps two different concepts of honour—are set in opposition. On the one hand, we have warmongers and uppaustrarmenn [loose tongues]—Þórðr, Þórhallr, Þorvaldr, Þórarinn, and Rannveig—who are caught in a tragic ethic of revenge, and on the other hand Þorsteinn and Bjarni…spokesmen for a superior morality.

Paul Schach concurs, identifying ‘Þórarinn, the superannuated, unregenerate marauder’ as the ‘chief adversary’ of Þorsteinn and Bjarni’s alliance, ‘an idealized chieftain and an idealized farmer who, together, embody and symbolize the spirit of the free and independent Icelandic Commonwealth as it existed in the nostalgic mind of the author’.109 Such readings may flatten out characters’ evolution over time, but they accurately highlight the complicated way in which sympathies bleed across formal group boundaries. If, at the beginning of the narrative, Þorsteinn has to sacrifice his reputation to stave off inevitable feud with the goði of Hof, by þáttr’s end, Bjarni will have posthumously ousted three of his own servants, embraced Þorsteinn as (almost) a foster-brother, and (almost) substituted himself for Þorsteinn as Þórarinn’s foster-son.110 It is through an exchange of minutely calibrated violence that Þorsteinn and Bjarni work out this new modus vivendi.

While he initially seeks to criminalize his bóndi neighbour, Bjarni eventually relents, agreeing to ‘transact honour’—that is, to duel—with him instead. From an expected utility perspective, this is an irrational decision: by entering into an exchange couched in such terms, he only stands to lose; the framework itself concedes the two men’s status parity.111 Bjarni has various options open for maximizing political utility; yet his choice finally settles on unpredictable and hazardous single combat, not the eminently practical way of running Þorsteinn to ground. Elsewhere I have argued that he does so because, while he is intent on keeping Þorsteinn alive, public opinion (speaking through his wife) enjoins on him the duty to fight. By seizing on the idiom of honour and staging the encounter in private, Bjarni is able to turn violence on itself, using it to protect Þorsteinn’s life.112 If the 2:1 ratio he had decreed when packing his clumsy headhunters on their way was appropriate for law enforcement, even odds are fitting for a feud between peers. Bjarni approaches the task before him with the self-confident pleasure of a virtuoso getting to practise his art opposite a fellow master: ‘I shan’t bring a lot of people against Þorsteinn…I’m going on my own.’113

Much as he is pleased at the opportunity to demonstrate mastery of the idiom, Bjarni knows the risks involved. His imperious refusal to heed Rannveig’s caution that he not go alone does not simply enact a literary topos, resigning him to a fate the récit has decreed. Bjarni’s choice expresses, rather, verisimilar histoire assessment that the risk he runs is low: as with skydiving, ski-jumping, or any other form of edgework (see Chapter 1), the danger involved is precisely what Bjarni finds so alluring—and nothing he can’t handle, in his own estimation at least. He has every reason to trust in his superior prowess.114 By neglecting to arrange for a failsafe, Bjarni affirms his solid faith in his own ability to walk away from their meeting alive, come what may.

But he soon learns that Þorsteinn is the deadlier swordsman: ‘they…fight for some while, and the man seems (þykkir) to Bjarni skilled at arms and it seems (þykkir) like harder going than he had counted on’.115 The situation has now changed: Bjarni no longer controls it. His survival now depends on Þorsteinn’s willingness to pull punches, which, in turn, depends on Bjarni’s ability to regain control over the signification aspect of the combat, at least. To this end, Bjarni makes a show of broadcasting his intentions loudly, lest Þorsteinn kill him by mistake. Bjarni twice leaves himself open to treachery: ‘“I’m already thirsty, because I’m less accustomed to labour than you.”…“This isn’t my day,” said Bjarni. “Now my shoelace is undone.”’ These interludes are calculated as much to parade his own disregard for danger as to invite Þorsteinn to display chivalry. It would be beneath Bjarni to admit he actually needs to defend himself before a lesser man; yet to proclaim invincibility to an armed and vigorous Þorsteinn in any way other than as an expression of trust would (as Þórðr had learnt) challenge him to inflict real harm. So Bjarni stages his disdain in a way that challenges Þorsteinn to exhibit charity instead.116

Þorsteinn is honourable and intelligent. As Miller shows, gratitude for Bjarni’s consistently demonstrated restraint, appreciation of the political costs he has borne, and pragmatic motives all invest Þorsteinn in keeping his opponent alive. Þorsteinn makes a sincere effort to reach conciliation by shadowboxing. He strikes telling blows (‘“Now that’s hard hitting!” said Bjarni’), signalling indomitable spirit and tactical superiority. Strategically, Bjarni may be the bigger man, but right here, right now, the advantage is Þorsteinn’s. In an analogous situation of strategic inferiority, Grímarr and Sǫrli would reveal their villainy by taking advantage of momentary tactical superiority on the Vestmannaeyjar, doing to death the very man who had done best by them. Þorsteinn, in contrast, reveals his nobility. He plays along with Bjarni’s showy self-confidence and meticulously avoids any appearance of trying to harm his person, no matter how great the temptation.117

A submissive wolf baring his throat to the alpha male’s fangs, Bjarni enables Þorsteinn to concede that he need have no fear, not because Þorsteinn is incapable of killing him but because both acknowledge membership in the same pack. Thus is a new alliance birthed by the pretence that it could be taken for granted all along. When he bends to drink or tie his shoe, Bjarni simultaneously showcases awareness of the (compounded) danger and states his faith in Þorsteinn’s clemency. His initial plan—to cow Þorsteinn into co-operation—having misfired, Bjarni now operates in a domain of losses. To re-establish a reference point, he must endure both a certain toll (on his dignity) and uncertain risks (to his safety), gambling on Þorsteinn’s generous, and politically astute, impulses. Both men know where they stand, and both know that they both know.

In the long run, it is Bjarni who has the political edge, so it falls to Þorsteinn to break the impasse and find a way of coercing Bjarni to redefine allegiances. Decorum dictates that Þorsteinn initiate, but that Bjarni appear to have done so.118 When Bjarni initially challenged him, Þorsteinn’s reference point had been the status quo, and he was willing to sacrifice much to retain some of its advantages: ‘“I’m in no way up to fighting with you,” said Þorsteinn, “rather I shall go abroad as soon as ships sail.”’ Once swords have been crossed, he realizes he could, in fact, cut Bjarni down or keep him at bay indefinitely—both options preferable, perhaps, to being killed himself, but neither desirable. The former status quo is thus ruled out as an option: Þorsteinn cannot just walk away from the fight and hope that Bjarni resumes ignoring him. The duel has upped the antes, so that Þorsteinn is now in a domain of losses relative to a newly defined, higher reference point than had previously been relevant. When Bjarni continues to resist Þorsteinn’s every overture, Þorsteinn must raise the stakes by striking less restrained blows (‘Bjarni declared: “That same weapon you had earlier today now cuts better for you”’), while at the same time presenting a take-it-or-leave-it offer: ‘I would rather submit the matter entirely to your discretion.’119 Bjarni must evaluate a new risk situation, which holds out high rewards in case of success—he can himself determine how high—but menaces the most severe sanction for failure.

During a lull in the fighting, Þorsteinn brings out a fresh pair of shields and a heftier weapon for Bjarni: ‘Here are a shield and a sword which my father sends you, and this one will not be quite so blunted in striking as the one you have there.’ In putting into Bjarni’s hands the implement needed for turning the combat lethal, Þorsteinn states he will survive a duel to the death, if he must—letting his rival know that it is in his power to kill him, and that he is considering the option. The new shields soon discharge their function (‘Then Bjarni quite hacks the shield off Þorsteinn, but then Þorsteinn hacked the shield off Bjarni’). By granting Bjarni some killing capacity and a semblance of equal odds,120 Þorsteinn disowns his responsibility for the outcome if the fighting is not halted: ‘I would gladly call off this sport now.’ He expresses fear of being slain if Bjarni’s favourable fate prevails (tactfully predicting this to be the likelier outcome), but also presents Bjarni’s possible death as his own misfortune: ‘I’m scared lest your fortune overpower my ill luck, and the bottom line is that every man is eager to live, if I may somehow manage it.’ Just as Sturla speaks of a prophetic dream in order to defuse criticism, so Þorsteinn distances himself from the threat he makes to kill Bjarni, casting intimidation in the jargon of predestination and even subsuming himself under the category of injured party, whoever might be slain: ‘I’d gladly spare myself bad luck.’121 Moreover, presenting the new sword as Þórarinn’s compliment snubs Bjarni. The old viking’s willingness to arm the man fighting his son cannot fail to give goose bumps to a man whose claim to fame is having slaughtered his own kinsmen at Bǫðvarsdalr. The gesture nicks Bjarni’s status consciousness, casting him in the dependent role of gift recipient.122

Þorsteinn’s gambit thus operates simultaneously as an escalation and a conciliatory gesture. His commentary offers a subtle and paradoxical verbal gloss, but the provision of mint-condition arms and armour itself already tends towards the same goal. Sixteenth-century Italians, Thomas V. Cohen has argued, often sought ‘to extricate themselves from a perilous impasse…[by] bargain[ing] cannily with all sorts of risks, not only their adversaries’, but also their own’. As discussed above (Chapter 1), two important prongs of this technique included threatening their opponents, and conversely ‘surrender[ing] hostages and so plac[ing] themselves at further risk’ in order to gain the other side’s trust.123 Þorsteinn here compacts both strategies into one. His showy self-confidence surely issues a threat to Bjarni, but, by augmenting Bjarni’s killing capacity, too, he also offers his own body as pledge of trustworthiness.

Bjarni has now been backed into a corner where he stands to lose from any option but accepting Þorsteinn’s terms. If he fights on, Bjarni must be prepared to either kill this man (on preserving whose life he has already expended so much)—to do so wielding a blade that proclaims his honour debt to the Sunnudalr men, no less—or else face death himself, which seems the likelier outcome. Bjarni makes his call: ‘I’d consider myself fully repaid for my three servants by you alone.’124

By first engineering a duel, conceding the reciprocal idiom of feuding parity, and then welcoming Þorsteinn into his ingroup, Bjarni at last breaks the cycle of violence. Here, as elsewhere in the sagas, uchronic Icelanders behave as if they have studied their Max Gluckman, forging cross-cutting ties to bring about a peace in the feud.125 The killings in Þorsteins þáttr illustrate the unremitting precariousness of the power structures violence upholds: contestability is inherent in the political condition. Þorsteinn kills Þórðr to requite an insult, only to find himself embroiled with Bjarni and his men; Bjarni unleashes his farmhands on Þorsteinn, but soon finds the latter unpunished and others among his own clients ready to fill the grumblers’ recently vacated morphological slot. Even the final duel does not quite resolve the dispute: Þórarinn stands ready to pick up where Þorsteinn leaves off. Had he managed to kill Bjarni, matters would certainly not have ended there either; the person Þórarinn tries to stab is only the business end of a vast social network, effectively indestructible. Bjarni is thus endowed with two bodies—a perishable physical body, but also an impregnable social one—not by dint of any regal station he may aspire to but simply because he is a player on the political stage. The same logic applies to lesser men, too: killing Þorsteinn would hardly have concluded the dispute, either, even though every advantage is on Bjarni’s side. The felling of an inconsequential bóndi can prove the undoing of a powerful man, as the social hinterland mobilizes in the victim’s defence—more often than not posthumously. (Taking up someone else’s cause usually promises greater political gains if he can no longer interfere in person.)126

It might be argued that, while violence isn’t able to fix a permanent resolution, peace is; when Þorsteinn and Bjarni patch up their differences, the author explicitly states that their harmony endures: ‘Þorsteinn…followed [Bjarni] right to his dying day and was thought nearly any man’s match in valour (drengskapr) and bravery. Bjarni retained his honour well…and in the last part of his life became very devout.’127 But even if we take Þorsteins þáttr at its word and see its peace-pact as conclusive, this need not spell a farewell to arms, as comparison with Vápnfirðinga saga reveals. That saga, too, ends optimistically: after nearly killing each other at Bǫðvarsdalr, Bjarni and his rival come to terms, which they respect for the rest of their days. Yet needling allusions to Bǫðvarsdalr throughout Þorsteins þáttr constitute a commentary on Vápnfirðinga saga, repeatedly calling into question its successful resolution. Þorsteins þáttr embodies, in other words, the strategic disruption of a peace that would have seemed final to an audience familiar only with Vápnfirðinga saga. The triumph of the þáttr’s own conclusion is funded in part by demolishing the hope that the antecedent saga holds out. The shared pseudo-reality of uchronia allows each narrative to raid the concord established in its predecessor.128

Þorsteins þáttr, as I have noted above, is something of an archetype, exposing with unusual clarity features that are more muffled in other sagas. Of dozens of duels in the Family Sagas, for instance, most share the primacy of honour considerations—the utility of the duel in moulding public opinion—but few show it quite as sharply as Þorsteinn and Bjarni’s engagement. By formalizing iterative and reciprocal features, duels function as miniature feuds, and can throw into relief the observance or slighting of norms. In one rich example, Vigfúss Glúmsson sets out with two companions, Norwegian guests in his household, without telling them of his purpose: to overpower his enemy, Bárðr Hallason. When they learn of his intention, they insist that they will take no part in an attack on Bárðr: ‘Then the Norwegians declared that they would have stayed at home if they had known [Vigfúss’s] intent; all the same, they made it known that they might offer no help if no one came to aid Bárðr.’ Later, however, when they see that Vigfúss is being bested at single combat, they jump into the affray and finish Bárðr off.129 Slighted when gangpressed unawares, the Norwegians initially cling to the honour code, insisting that their host engage Bárðr in the signification-laden violence of the duel. But the danger that Vigfúss might fall jolts them back into prioritizing power dynamics: standing by while their Icelandic sponsor is killed might be the honourable thing to do, but it would hardly be prudent.

But if duelling provided a convenient narrative distillation of feuding logic, it had, according to the shared uchronia of the Family Sagas, been outlawed in both Iceland and Norway early in the eleventh century.130 Consequently, in representing events of the thirteenth century, such a device was no longer thought verisimilar, and was not available to the authors of Sturlunga Saga as a synecdoche for feud.131 Authors like Sturla Þórðarson had to rely on other literary conventions to address questions of parity and reciprocity.

In his account of Sæmundr’s feud with the Norwegians, Sturla shows no concern with numerical parity. Though we know nothing of absolute troop sizes, it is clear that each side only moved when it enjoyed asymmetric superiority—the very opposite of duelling reciprocity. Even the spare account of the retaliatory killing of Sǫrli’s kinsman in 1219 hints that Bjǫrn used overwhelming force (he ‘dragged a Norwegian out of church there and had him killed’). As elsewhere in Sturlunga Saga, unequal odds appear as the unapologetic rule, not the exception. Sturla does, however, devote explicit attention to the question of group boundaries; in this, too, his narrative strikes a very different tenor from the Family Sagas. In contrast with the messy situation in Þorsteins þáttr, the lines of battle appear sharply drawn in the clash of Oddaverjar with Norwegians. Sæmundr is personally responsible for this clarity: by wreaking his vengeance on any merchants he could lay hands on, he stuffed them all into an undifferentiated and inescapable rubric (where we have no reason to assume there had been one before). Sæmundr’s efficient implacability etched distinctions starkly: Oddaverjar versus merchants, Icelanders versus Norwegians, us versus them. Seen in such light, the slaying of Ormr, though conducted in less than chivalric fashion, seems merely to accept and implement the logic of Sæmundr’s gambit. If vendetta he wanted, vendetta he got.

But this simple symmetry begs certain questions, most notably of Ormr’s own agency and social acumen. He, too, lived in a feuding culture; he had witnessed Sæmundr’s boundary-making animosity; why, then, did he allow himself to be ambushed? To dismiss Ormr as incompetent or as merely acting out a literary topos seems too lazy. Even if Sturla Þórðarson improved the signal-to-noise ratio (did the Norwegians’ reconnaissance of Oddi in the spring of 1218 appear ‘altogether suspicious’ in real time, or had it only come to seem so after the bloody summer?), surely no sensible member of a feuding society would let down his guard when dealing with outsiders, especially outsiders nursing a grievance.

Perhaps Ormr trusted too much to the reputation he had sought to earn by restraining Sæmundr in 1217. Certainly it should have put the Bergeners in his debt. The Harðangr merchants, however, had not been in Iceland yet at the time of the initial shakedown and Ormr’s effort to check it. They fell under no moral obligation towards him. Ormr might also have expected some consideration for having hosted Sǫrli over the winter. It may be significant that discontent is attributed to Grímarr’s followers (did each merchant have his own crew?), and that it was Grímarr who struck the first blow. Sǫrli’s ambiguous reply to Ormr’s request for help with ferrying his timber back to the Icelandic mainland may, however, hint at collusion on his part: Ormr ‘asked of Sǫrli whether he would lend him a boat, but he said he would lend it, if it were needed’. The concessive clause darkly hints that Sǫrli already anticipates Ormr will have no call for transport off the Isles. This may be a tell of the kind other saga characters let slip just before reaching for their weapons.132

In hindsight, Ormr’s misstep seems tragically predictable. But was it so self-evident ahead of time? Grímarr and Sǫrli were no less astute at feuding than Sæmundr, as the calculated coolness with which they place themselves beyond reach before allowing word of their assault to leave the Vestmannaeyjar shows. With cruel irony, they spare Ormr’s son the need to grieve for his father, highlighting the kinship logic of their killings and showing themselves as versed as their adversary in imposing solidarity on the community of their enemies.133 Ormr’s affinity to Sæmundr may not have been inevitable until the Harðangr merchants made it so; his intercession with Sæmundr, which in a certain light appears as devoted fraternal counsel, might from another angle read like the effort of an impartial bystander to broker a fair settlement, or even as the attempt of a competitor to turn back the tide of a rival’s success.

Ormr was the son of Sæmundr’s father, a kinship that should have dictated some affinity of interests. Shortly after their father’s death, when the half-brothers took different views on how to handle a particular case, Ormr expressly told Sæmundr: ‘You know you may count on it that I shall never part from you.’ The very need to put such commitment into words implies that its breach was conceivable. The sagas are chock full of examples of kinsmen whose agendas diverge, sometimes to the point of attacking each other—the most famous instance being, undoubtedly, the participation of Njáll’s biological sons in the murder of his foster-son, Hǫskuldr Hvítanessgoði, in the epic Njáls saga. Sæmundr and Ormr’s younger contemporaries, the Sturlungar, likewise kept busy fighting among themselves—Sturla’s abortive attack on Snorri, discussed above (p. 131), was only one in a series of such assaults—as would, shortly after Ormr’s death, his son-in-law Bjǫrn Þorvaldsson and his nephew Loptr Pálsson.134

May we take Oddaverjar solidarity against foreign merchants for granted? Had things turned out otherwise, Ormr might have sided with the Norwegians in a bid to enhance his own standing at his half-brother’s expense. At the very least, he maintained ties that (had Sǫrli and Grímarr not opted to twist them into his winding sheet) would have enabled him to pursue a policy independent of Sæmundr’s. As anthropologist Anne Knudsen comments of nineteenth-century Corsica, ‘[c]hoice was the central mechanism of affiliation…in spite of the apparent and widely trusted automatics of blood relationship…. The only way to prove that two distinct groups were involved in the vendetta, and to show that any particular man belonged to one side or the other in fact[,] was to see him die on one particular side.’135 Only death can permanently affix Ormr’s loyalty to the Oddaverjar. More precisely, only in dying does Ormr consolidate Oddaverjar group identity.

Sæmundr, too, confirms the elective nature of family affinity and instantiates how cross-cutting ties could as easily turn into unbearable liabilities as provide leverage. No sooner does Bjǫrn lie dead in 1221 than Loptr, his killer, renews his appeal to uncle Sæmundr (who had sat on the sidelines while they fought) to ask that he now join forces with him. ‘Sæmundr was not prepared to do this and said it didn’t become him to feud with his affine, Þorvaldr [Bjǫrn’s father].’ Still, even after he had twice shown himself unflinchingly indecisive in this internecine fight, no one could quite ‘believe that Sæmundr wouldn’t help [Loptr] when push came to shove’, and Þorvaldr thought it prudent to proceed cautiously. The scandal of Sæmundr’s deserting Loptr to fend for himself, to diet on puffin and eventually go into exile, was all the greater because it defied expectations, beggared reason. Resolving ambiguity was preferable to continued hedging.136

Sæmundr would have done better to side definitely with his affines the Haukdœlir against Loptr, his blood: disloyalty would have inflamed his contemporaries less than wishiwashiness. As with refusal to countenance accident, what was at stake was men’s sovereignty, the social power at their disposal for calling their own shots. When Sturla Sighvatsson ambushed a number of his enemies in 1232, his namesake saga author notes dryly: ‘Then it went as it always does, that they who had to extricate themselves from difficulty [found] their enterprises slow to get going; but things happened quickly for those who were unwavering in their purpose.’ The proverbial tone of the comment takes no position on the massacre about to ensue; Sturla holds the higher moral ground by virtue of decisiveness, not because his rivals are any greater villains than he. Like a good drengr, his ethical virtue is a practical talent for dissipating uncertainty.137 On the Vestmannaeyjar in 1218, the atrocity of the Norwegians’ turning on Jón Ormsson lay not in their choosing to kill a close relative of the man they had just offed—that much was sensible feuding policy—but in the dishonourable way in which they carried out his killing. It was their ridicule of Jón’s agency, reminding him of his social duties towards a slain father in the same breath that they denied him the capacity to carry out these duties, that made the act so despicable. Jón could have chosen to grieve for his father in more ways than one, after all. Putting him to the sword prudently pre-empted any vengeance he might have wished to take, but also deprived him of the chance to select another alternative from the feuding palette. Grímarr and Sǫrli, speaking loftily of public conduct in the sordid privacy of their deadly embrace, demeaned Jón as surely as their countrymen had ostentatiously derided his cousin in Bergen.

Thoroughness in tying up loose ends seems to have been expected when carrying out feud killings. Still, the sagas make it seem a norm often discounted: stereotypically, someone in a killing posse steps forward to shield the enemy’s children from death, even while conceding that they will likely come back to haunt their fathers’ killers.138 Doing so, just like observing duelling protocol, was neither the purely romantic wishful thinking of récit convention, nor a chivalry restricted to more civilized lands, but a matter of cultural prudence.139 Sparing rivals except when it was necessary to kill them, even incorporating peripherally implicated women and men into one’s own group through marriage or fosterage, was a way of maintaining reciprocity, thus perpetuating feuding culture. Playing fair signalled to sideliners that one was not an ójafnaðarmaðr whose ravages endangered public welfare; that allying themselves with one’s cause (or, at least, not coming to the rescue of one’s adversaries) held out more prospects than risks.

In this context, it’s hardly surprising that Ormr’s killers, steeped though they were in the norms of Norse feud, nevertheless deemed it reasonable to flout those norms. Like their viking forefathers, whose unprecedented raids threw ninth-century Europeans into a lather, Norwegians could slip beyond the horizon before the next beat of the feuding drum sounded.140 Just as they had limited recourse to the Icelandic legal system, but could also render themselves immune from it by taking to their ships, so also the reciprocal play of feud normally involved them only to the extent that they chose to let it do so.141 Their situation was far preferable to that of low-born Icelanders, who, like crossbowmen in chivalric Europe, were categorically excluded from the code of reciprocity, but who had nowhere to run. Icelanders who fell below the honour threshold enjoyed none of the dubious protections provided to their betters by feuding, litigation, or duelling violence. It has often been noted, for example, that insignificant bœndr had access to the law courts in theory only, and were in fact unable to bring suits without first handing their cases over to magnates.142 But, as I have argued above (Introduction), Icelandic law was more a sphere for political negotiation than a mechanism for enacting impersonal values. Asking about low-status men’s access to the courts is thus the wrong question. Such men had no access to the law because they had no truck with the law. They did not normally need to resort to it in order to settle their disputes; only the great needed to go to court as part of the perpetual process of shaping public opinion. As in the theatre of honour, smallfry (like Þórðr) could carry on as if they mattered, or not, as they chose: either way, no one paid heed. The rare cases of low-status disputants we get to hear about in the saga record are those that got hoovered into the orbit of higher-status disputants because of their usefulness for the latter. De minimis non curat lex meant, in Iceland at least, also that the law did not really concern itself with little people.143

The Norwegians’ perfidy is only marginally better than the conduct of one such low-born Icelander. In 1243, Ásbjǫrn Guðmundarson was journeying throughout the West Fjords to raise troops and supplies for his lord, Þórðr kakali (another of Sighvatr Sturluson’s sons). A certain Atli Hjálmsson, returning from a trip to harvest a whale carcass,

came to Æðey with his cargo. And a little later Ásbjǫrn arrived on Æðey. He then told Atli to travel with him to meet Þórðr. Atli said he wanted to go north to his home first, [to get] his weapons and clothes. Ásbjǫrn says he must then mean to go over to Kolbeinn and resist Þórðr—‘you shan’t now wag such a loose tail!’—and ordered his men to grab him. Þórdís Snorradóttir and Bárðr Hjǫrleifsson wanted to help Atli and a brawl broke out. Atli offered whatever he could for himself, but Ásbjǫrn said he should die there. Atli was then put to death…. Þórdís found this deed worse than evil.

Then Ásbjǫrn’s men went to Þernuvík, but Þormóðr, Atli’s brother, wasn’t home. They were told Þormóðr was in his shieling. The servants did not think to beware because they knew of nothing Þormóðr had to fear. Ásbjǫrn and his men went to the shieling. Þormóðr came outside. He was seized at once. He asked what the meaning of their conduct might be. Ásbjǫrn told him he’d know soon enough, and then tells him of the killing of his brother Atli. Þormóðr asks whether it would serve any purpose to offer [anything] for his life. Ásbjǫrn said that nothing would come of it because his brother had already been killed, and said he would never be trusted. Þormóðr said compensation could be worked out for anything. Ásbjǫrn then said that no fast-talking would help. Þormóðr was shriven and prepared himself for his death.

Like Grímarr and Sǫrli, Ásbjǫrn, a consistently shady character, earned his disrepute by denying people the opportunity to make their own choices. His career had opened with a botched attempt to recruit a man by abducting his wife, leading to the potential recruit’s killing.144 At the present juncture, killing Atli would likely not have struck anyone as particularly egregious if he were, indeed, in Kolbeinn’s camp, but Ásbjǫrn was unwilling to let him wag his tail long enough to learn which way the fleas jump out. His disrespect for Þormóðr’s autonomy was even more flagrant. Like the Norwegian merchants when they turned their attention to Ormr’s son Jón, Ásbjǫrn claimed to know what was in his victim’s heart better than the victim himself, and at any rate was unwilling to take a risk: Þormóðr, he says, ‘would never be trusted’. But what especially compounds Ásbjǫrn’s wickedness is his having gone out of his way to track Þormóðr down, take him unawares, and spring the fatal news on him before murdering him. Ásbjǫrn claims to know Þormóðr’s heart not just better than the man himself, but before his victim even has the opportunity to formulate an emotion. Had Þormóðr found out in due time, he might have chosen to take vengeance or not; like Sæmundr, he might have pursued any of several paths for restitution. Civil war was raging in 1243, however. Þormóðr may well not have been able to pursue a grievance at all, and in any case, with the whole region in turmoil, his private grief might have been thought the least of Ásbjǫrn’s worries.145 Ásbjǫrn thus made a positive choice to initiate a parley with Þormóðr, to transform a distant and potential vengeance into a clear and present risk, and at the very same time to foreclose the other man’s ability to take part in such parley or pose any risk. An ójafnaðarmaðr if ever there was one, Ásbjǫrn fixed group boundaries with brutal finality, striving to annul other men’s agency with the same vehemence that he sought to neutralize all risks and uncertainties for himself.

The blood in the feud, like the exchange of blood money, was a currency of social power, a medium for wide-ranging communications, as well as a magical substance with which to dispel uncertainties and assert control. These points emerge as clearly, perhaps, from travesties of feuding custom enacted by such overbearing men as Ásbjǫrn, Grímarr, or Sturla Sighvatsson as from consummate performances like Guðmundr dýri’s or Þorsteinn and Bjarni’s. The violence they engaged in was socially and culturally constructive, according to their individual views of the social and cultural good; at decision-making junctures, violence beckoned as a known quantity that allowed recalibrating the dizzying vacillations of reference points in various realms and risk domains. Violence—familiar, agentive, and predictable (or so it was pleasant for ferocious edgeworkers to imagine)—dampened the sting of arbitrary accident, streamlined social intercourse, and consolidated allegiances. It maintained public order and opened channels for the expression of private excellence. It made definite sense of the past and allowed no less definite, yet pliant, forecasts of the future. Ubiquitous and hegemonic, the habitus of feuding violence fit uchronic Icelanders like a glove.

Furthermore, and perhaps more surprisingly, the feuding violence that turned every social interaction into a tense contest for individual primacy also proved a socially stabilizing mechanism. Constant one-upmanship neither spiralled into all-out warfare nor pitted individual interests in endemic opposition to the general social good. It is to this puzzle—how violent risk manipulations could cause continual individual clashes and yet, paradoxically, enhance overall social stability—that I turn in the next chapter.
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1 ‘Hávamál’ st. 73: ‘Tveir [e]ro eins heriar’ (in Edda 1: 28). See Thesaurus Proverbiorum Medii Aevi 2: 413–30, s.v. ‘ein’ [§4.7.1, at 2: 427–8], for medieval analogues.

2 On differential assessment of legitimacy as key to our notions of violence, see Riches (1986b: 8); compare Chapter 1.

3 Stewart (1994) usefully contrasts two approaches to the empirical study of semantic fields: lexical, which begins from the specific terminology of the culture under study and synthesizes by induction, and conceptual, which ‘start[s] from some general idea [and] examine[s] its particular features in a certain society’ (1994: 5; cf. 99–100; Herman 2006: 94, 102–3). Most ON lexical studies are rooted in the nineteenth-century tradition of Rechtsgeschichte (e.g. See 1964: 21–2, 200–2; Butt 1967: 28–129; and works cited in p. 126nn.39–41). The conceptual approach, meanwhile, is mostly instantiated by synoptic studies of saga morality and value systems (e.g. Gehl 1937; van den Toorn 1955: 61–7, 73–101, 108–18; cf. Herman 2006: esp. 19–24, 100, 146–7). In either case, underlying assumptions about culture as an object of study are seriously dated; see Andersson & Miller (1989: 98).

4 For some examples of violence as a marker of precocity, see Egils saga cap. 40 (ÍF 2: 98–102); Fóstbrœðra saga cap. 3 (ÍF 6: 132–3); Hávarðar saga cap. 14 (ÍF 6: 336–41); Vatnsdœla saga cap. 42 (ÍF 8: 110–13); Víga-Glúms saga capp. 6, 23 (ÍF 9: 17–19, 78–9); Færeyinga saga cap. 12 (ÍF 25: 26–9); and Snorri Sturluson’s Óláfs saga Tryggvasonar cap. 8, in his Heimskringla (ÍF 26: 231–2). For combative old men, see Heiðarvíga saga cap. 7 (ÍF 3: 229); Laxdœla saga cap. 37 (ÍF 5: 105); Guðmundar saga dýra cap. 12 and Íslendinga saga capp. 98, 138 [103, 143] (Sturlunga saga 1: 183, 371–2, 434, respectively). The foundation myth in Landnámabók capp. 6–8 (ÍF 1: 41–5) offers the clearest evidence of angst about slaves’ violent potential; see also Eyrbyggja saga cap. 31 (ÍF 4: 84); Eiríks saga rauða cap. 2 (ÍF 4: 197–8 [H], 405 [S]); and Draumr Þorsteins Síðu-Hallssonar (ÍF 11: 326).

5 Gísla saga cap. 34: ‘Nú skopar Helgi skeið ok hleypr upp á kleifarnar at Gísla. Hann snarar í móti Helga ok reiðir upp sverðit ok rekr á lendarnar, svá at sundr tók manninn í miðju, ok fellr sér hvárr hlutrinn ofan fyrir kleifarnar. Eyjólfr komsk upp annars staðar, ok kom þar Auðr í móti honum ok lýstr á hǫnd honum með lurki, svá at ór dró allt aflit ór, ok hratar hann ofan aptr. Þá mælti Gísli: “Þat vissa ek fyrir lǫngu, at ek var vel kvæntr, en þó vissa ek eigi, at ek væra svá vel kvæntr sem ek em. En minna lið veittir þú mér nú en þú mundir vilja eða þú ætlaðir, þó at tilræðit væri gott, því at eina leið mundu þeir nú hafa farit báðir”’ (ÍF 6: 112; echoed nearly verbatim in Vápnfirðinga saga cap. 6, ÍF 11: 36, and Þorgils saga ok Hafliða cap. 18, Sturlunga saga 1: 34–5, albeit with different spins). Gísli’s complaint is especially poignant because Eyjólfr is the leader of the posse, Helgi his lieutenant. Had both fallen, the others might have dispersed and he would have won his life; Auðr’s assistance thus dooms Gísli as surely as Hallgerðr’s refusal to help dooms Gunnarr in Njáls saga (cap. 77, ÍF 12: 189). Earlier, when Gísli was not there to have her back, Auðr had already taunted Eyjólfr, giving him a bloody nose with a purse full of his own silver (cap. 32: 100–1; cf. Clover 1993). Gender anxiety is further evident in the wounds Gísli’s enemies suffer: Helgi is sliced through the loins, and when Gísli’s sister later tries to avenge her brother, she stabs Eyjólfr in (or near) the groin (cap. 37, ÍF 6: 116). See further Falk (2015a).

6 See (1964: 12). The absence of a unifying term does not imply ignorance of the concept; compare Boehm (1984: 51–3), as well as Sahlins’s discussion of Hawaiian notions of sexuality (1985: 1–31, esp. 10): even without an umbrella term, Hawaiians practised sex with no less alacrity than Icelanders feuded.

7 I speak of ‘culture’, not ‘society’, both to emphasize the primacy of mental constructs in shaping habitus and to acknowledge the possibility that uchronic portrayal may not have corresponded to historical practice. See Miller’s early work (culminating in 1990: esp. 179–220), as well as Byock (esp. 1982; 1988); Clover (1986b); Sawyer (1987); Helgi Þorláksson (1994; 2007a; 2007b); Barreiro (2017); compare Lindow (1994; 1997b). Among classic studies of feuding, see chiefly Brunner (1992: esp. 1–94); Wallace-Hadrill (1959); White (1986). Of recent works, uncovering feud in surprising contexts, see Smail (1996; 2001); Hyams (2003); Meyerson (2004).

8 The principal current meaning of the word is ‘a state of perpetual hostility between two families, tribes, or individuals, marked by murderous assaults in revenge for some previous insult or injury’ (OED s.v.). Compare Helgi Þorláksson (2007a: 69; 2007b: 22–7).

9 I have synthesized features from the feuding checklists proposed by Boehm (1984: 218–19); Miller (1990: 180–1); Byock (2001: 208); Hyams (2003: 8–9); and Helgi Þorláksson (2007a: 74); compare Orning (2013: 232–3). See also Black-Michaud (1975: esp. 24–5, 28–32); Bossy (1983b: 287); Muir (1993: 274–6). On the elusive, receding starting point of feuds, see White (1986: 248–9).

10 So, for example, Evans-Pritchard (1940: 150, 160–1) distinguishes ‘feud’ from ‘blood-feud’, both political ‘institution[s]’. Byock (2001: 207–8, 214, 220; tacitly following Helgi Þorláksson 1994) identifies ‘feud’, ‘blood feud’, and ‘vendetta’. Halsall (1998b: 19–26; 1999: esp. 9–16), echoing Black-Michaud (1975: 28–32), speaks of ‘feud’ and ‘customary vengeance’ (which he also dubs by various early-medieval cognates of ‘feud’: faida, fæhðe, etc.). Helgi Þorláksson (2007a: 88, 74, 70) deliberates between ‘feud’ and ‘only a conflict’ (or ‘political strife’), as well as among ‘concepts like vendetta, Blutrache, customary vengeance and bloodfeud’. For feud as process and as narrative, see White (1986: 247); Hyams (2003: 6, 8); Black-Michaud’s (1975: 25) notion of a ‘series of transactions [in which t]he value transmitted by one party to the other…is negative: death’, and Byock’s (1982) coinage ‘feudemes’, structural narrative elements of feud (misconstrued by Orning 2013: 241).

11 Gould (2000: 683; cf. Helgi Þorláksson 2007b). Black-Michaud is foremost in championing feud as ‘a form of communicative behaviour [which] both separates and unites, differentiates in the particular and engenders cohesion within a wider framework of value consensus’ (1975: 208). For an older view of feud as disorder, see Bisson (1994); Herman (2006: e.g. 81–2, 97, 170–2, 184–9); even Hyams (2003: e.g. 98–101). On feuds’ alleged small scale, contrast Hyams (2003: 13, 33 n.129, 129, 199); Falk (2004: 108); compare Hathaway & Shapiro (2017: 379). On medieval Iceland as a textbook case, compare the epigram to the Introduction (p. 1).

12 Compare Lindow (1994: 63), who maintains the aptness of the label ‘feud’ for describing the ‘trajectory, actions, and symbols’ of Norse mythology even though he acknowledges the absence of some characteristic features of the narrowly defined dispute structure, such as iteration and score keeping (1994: 58).

13 Which is not to deny the importance of state institutions, where they exist, in shaping conduct, including feuding conduct (e.g. Wormald 1983: esp. 117–18, 142–3; Muir 1993: 275–6; Gauvard 1991: 2.753–88, 939–40; Zmora 1997: esp. 34, 111–46; Van De Mieroop 2003; Hyams 2003: esp. 71–186); see further Chapter 4.

14 I make no claim for a necessary recognition of a public-private distinction, only for feuding cultures’ insistence on ascribing to every member of political society the capacity and responsibility for autonomous political action.

15 See Bauman (1986: esp. 138–46); Gauvard (1991: 2.705–52); Cohen (1992: 861–7; 1998: 987); Miller (1993: 84–5); White (1998: 151–2); Helgi Þorláksson (2001a: esp. 16–17, 20–1); and, more generally, Stewart (1994); Oprisko (2012). Compare Cheyette (2003: 259–63).

16 Gifts are, in fact, hardly a universal source of delight (e.g. Egils saga cap. 78, ÍF 2: 272; Laxdœla saga cap. 37, ÍF 5: 105, ably discussed by Miller 1990: 331 n.42; see also 1993: 1–52). Icelanders conceptualized assaults in the course of feuding as so many gifts exchanged (Miller 1990: 182; e.g. Grettis saga cap. 78, ÍF 7: 248–9; Valla-Ljóts saga cap. 8, ÍF 9: 256–8). Compare Mauss (1990); Hochschild (1983: 76–85, 164–70). For a recent critique of notions of gift exchange and reciprocity, see Abels (2009: esp. 550–1, 569–79).

17 Brown (2011), for example, describes medieval Europe’s feuding culture, but rejects the term (cf. Falk 2011).

18 Lindow (1994: 55 = 1997b: 177).

19 Nordal (1998: 172 and n.38) emphasizes the severity of the term spott; compare Almqvist (1969–70: 15–17). In the late-medieval ‘Blómarós’, spott is used of the abuse hurled at Jesus on the cross (st. 159, 1936: 89).

20 Páll did have a dram of royal blood in his veins; his paternal great-grandmother was the daughter of King Magnús berfœtr (Sturlunga saga 2: 329); see p. 128.

21 ON vald (pl. vǫld) has a wide spectrum of nuanced meanings, ranging from unadorned ‘power’ in general, through a notion of power to decide for oneself (‘sovereignty’, ‘authority’, ‘volition’), to an idea of political dominance (‘rule’, ‘dominion’, ‘hegemony’). It can also mean ‘violence’ (and not only in East ON, pace von See 1964: 201–2; e.g. Þorgils saga ok Hafliða cap. 15: ‘andað[r] af mannavöldum’ [deceased by human violence], Sturlunga saga 1: 31). See CV and Fritzner, s.v.; Wilda (1842: 545–6 n.3); Amira (1882–95: 2.398–9); See (1964: 196–203); Sandmo (2000: 65).

22 The unstated currency must be ells of vaðmál, homespun wool, medieval Iceland’s most common unit of value; the hundreds mentioned are typically long hundreds, so the fine Sæmundr collects amounts to a princely 43,200 ells of cloth—the price of about 360 cows. Such a figure suggests that Jón Viðar Sigurðsson’s assessment of the fortunes of ‘the richest chieftains and farmers in Iceland in the twelfth century [at] around 300 hundreds’ may be too low (1999: 110). See Björn Þorsteinsson & Guðrún Ása Grímsdóttir (1989: 134–7) and compare p. 145n.88.

23 It is curious that a ship returning from Greenland should have high-quality lumber for sale. Like Iceland, Greenland depended heavily on the import of wood (Konungs skuggsiá 1945: 29). Might this ship have sailed as far as North America? Compare Seaver (2000: 273).

24 All Ormr’s children were illegitimate; he never married but had two concubines (Íslendinga saga cap. 17 [22], Sturlunga saga 1: 242–3). See also Auður Magnúsdóttir (2001: 55–9, 91–2).

25 Íslendinga saga cap. 35 [40]: ‘Í þenna tíma fór útan Páll Sæmundarson. Ok er hann kom til Björgynjar, gerðu Björgynjarmenn at honum spott mikit ok sögðu, at hann myndi ætla at verða konungr eða jarl yfir Nóregi. Sumir létu sem heitast skyldi við hann ok kölluðu óráð at bíða þess, at hann efldi ófriðarflokk nökkurn. Nú við sköll þá, er Páli þótti ger at sér, réð hann sik í byrðing, ok ætlaði norðr til Þrándheims á fund Inga konungs. Þeir sigldu sjau byrðingum fyrir Stað. Áslákr Hauksson var á einum fyrirmaðr. Þar týndust allir þessir byrðingar, ok lézt hvert mannsbarn, er á var. En er þetta spurði Sæmundr, faðir hans, varð hann reiðr mjök ok tók svá upp, at Páll hefði látizt af völdum Björgynjarmanna. Hann safnaði at sér liði miklu ok fór út á Eyrar ok bar þessar sakir á Björgynjarmenn. Ok var þar engi kostr annar en Austmenn skyldi festa honum gjöld svá mikil sem hann vildi á þá leggja. Áttu þar margir hlut at at svefja Sæmund—ok Ormr, bróðir hans, mestan. Ok honum fór bezt af öllum Oddaverjum. En ekki stoðaði. Tók Sæmundr þar upp þrjú hundruð hundraða fyrir kaupmönnum. Í Vestmannaeyjar kom knörr mikill ok hafði verit Grænlandsfar. Váru þeir stýrismenn Grímarr ok Sörli. Hann var ór Harðangri. Lagði Sæmundr gjöld á þá sem á aðra menn. Sörli var um vetrinn með Ormi, ok þótti þeim Grímari allillt félátit. Fór Grímarr um várit í Odda ok þeir eigi allfáir Austmenninir ok létu alltortryggliga. Höfðu menn þat fyrir satt, at þeir hefði ætlat at ráða á Sæmund, ef þeir þættist afla til hafa. En þar var margt manna fyrir. Illir váru þeir viðskiptis við landsmenn. Ormr keypti við at þeim til þaks á kirkju sína ok var eigi á land fluttr…. En um sumarit, er þeir Grímarr bjuggust útan, fór Ormr Jónsson út í Eyrar ok ætlaði at sækja við þann, er hann hafði keypt. Ok er hann kom út, spurði hann Sörla at, ef hann vildi ljá honum bátinn. En hann kveðst ljá mundu, ef þyrfti. Ok um daginn, er Ormr ætlaði at búast, hljóp Grímarr at honum ok hjó hann banahögg. Þá sneru þeir at Jóni, syni hans, ok sögðu, at sá skyldi skemmst eiga at gráta sinn föður, ok vágu hann…. Eftir þetta létu Austmenn engi skip ganga ór eyjunum, áðr þeir sigldu á haf. Þetta þóttu mikil tíðindi ok ill, þá er spurðust. Fór Sæmundi þat drengiliga, at hann gaf allan arf börnum Orms eftir hann óskilgetnum. Þá hafði Björn, sonr Þorvalds Gizurarsonar, fengit Hallveigar, dóttur Orms…. Ok um várit…reið [hann] norðr til…Bjargs ok dró þar Austmann ór kirkju ok lét drepa. Sá var honum sagðr frændi Sörla’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 269–71). The last we hear of this feud is in capp. 38 [43] and 41 [46] (1: 278–9, 286). Sǫrli’s death in 1223 (under unspecified circumstances) is noted in Annals IV (126), V (186).

26 Einar Ól. Sveinsson (1953: 29–30), Jón Jóhannesson (1974: 240–1), and Meulengracht Sørensen (1993b: 124) all accept Norwegian suspicions of Oddaverjar political ambition as plausible, but offer no comment on Sæmundr’s own tendentious interpretation of events.

27 For example, Grettis saga capp. 22, 24 (ÍF 7: 80, 84); Þorsteins saga hvíta cap. 7 (ÍF 11: 17); Sturlaugs saga starfsama cap. 11 (FSN 3: 125).

28 See Jón Jóhannesson (1974: 241): ‘By virtue of wealth and noble birth Sæmundr was, in his time, considered to be the leading chieftain in Iceland. But there are many reasons to believe he was not very intelligent, and his dealings with the Norwegians show impetuosity rather than foresight.’ Compare Halldór Hermannsson (1932: 19–21); Nordal (1998: 49 n.33).

29 Muir (1993: 274). For ‘passive solidarity’, see Black-Michaud (1975: 50–1; cf. Miller 1990: 197–8). For vendette serving to articulate solidarities, see Gould (1999; 2000); Knudsen (1985). Harðangr, the merchants’ home port, is at the head of a long inlet to the south and east of Bergen, its mouth some 50 km from the town (Munch 1849: 8, 112–13).

30 On this þáttr, preserved in full only in late paper manuscripts (and one medieval fragment; Jakobsen 1902–3: xxx–xxxvii), see Miller’s exemplary analysis (1990: 58–75). Set in the late 900s, the tale is tentatively dated c. mid-thirteenth century (ÍF 11: xxxiii; Miller 1990: 321 n.21). As Fichtner notes, however, there is no compelling argument for a dating earlier than the fourteenth century (1978; 1993).

31 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘Bjarni [bað] Þórhall ok Þorvald…ríða í Sunnudal ok fœra sér hǫfuð Þorsteins við bolinn skilit…“ok þykki mér þit”, sagði hann, “líkligastir til at fœra flekk af virðingu minni”’ [Bjarni (ordered) Þórhallr and Þorvaldr…to ride to Sunnudalr and fetch him Þorsteinn’s head, severed from its trunk…‘and you two seem to me most likely to wipe the stain off my honour,’ he said] (ÍF 11: 73; I discuss the command below, p. 146).

32 Thus Schach (1977: 380); Hermann Pálsson (1971: 75). For closely comparable circumstances having far more grim outcomes, see Króka-Refs saga capp. 5–6 (ÍF 14: 129–30); Þorgils saga ok Hafliða capp. 11–12 (Sturlunga saga 1: 27–30).

33 Fichtner (1978: 104). Likewise Andersson (1967: 6); Clover (1985: 275); Miller (1990: 58); Falk (2005b), from which some of the points made in this chapter are culled. Comparison with Kipling’s (1891) treatment of nearly identical theme and narrative sequence, a reference I owe to Stuart (1994: 65–6), throws into stark relief Þorsteins þáttr’s brilliant elegance, what Heinrichs (1966: 174) calls its ‘Gefühl für Maß’.

34 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘Bjarni helt vel virðingu sinni’ (ÍF 11: 78). The þáttr author clearly knew Bjarni’s reputation (Schach 1977: 362); see Vápnfirðinga saga capp. 18–19 (ÍF 11: 60–2 [Bǫðvarsdalr], 65 [ending]). See Jakobsen (1902–3: xxxvii); Jón Jóhannesson (in ÍF 11: xxxiii); Byock (1982: 52); Richardson (1995: 50–3).

35 For a rhapsodic account of weather, land, and sea conditions at Staðr, see Wittich (1848: 101–6, esp. 104).

36 See Egils saga cap. 78 (ÍF 2: 272, 243–56); see further Chapter 5.

37 Grágás: ‘Þat er mælt. at engi scolo verða vaða verc. Eigi sécz sa maðr er avapne heldr. ef hann heldr kyro þo at anar hrape avapn hans oc sceíniz’ (11: 166 [§92]; cf. 2: 334 [§296]); ‘Þar a misfanga at bera er maðr tekr þess kyns grip abrott sem hann lætr eptir ivapnom. en hross þess kyns sem hann átte oc sva lítt’ (12: 168 [§231]). Contrast Grettis saga cap. 16 (ÍF 7: 46–7).

38 Wilda (1842: 545): ‘Vor ungefähren Beschädigungen hüte man sich.’

39 Amira (1882–95: 2.405): ‘keine Übelthat gilt im Zweifel als váðaverk [Ungefährwerke]’ (cf. Meulengracht Sørensen 1993b: 191: ‘i tilfælde, hvor det var tvivl, var den krænkede i en vanskelig situation. Han kunne for at undgå en konlfikt vælge at ignorere handlingen, men riskerede, at andre fortolkede den som en krænkelse…. Når det gælder forulempelse af personer, regnes uagtsomhed som lige så alvorligt som handling udført med vilje’ [in cases where there was doubt, the aggrieved was in a difficult position. He could, to avoid conflict, choose to ignore the act, but risked that others would interpret it as an offence…. As far as personal injury is concerned, recklessness is considered just as serious as an act performed wilfully]).

40 Grágás (3: 686–7): ‘Intet, som skeer ved et Menneskes frie Handling, skal betragtes som váðaverk (straffrit), men derimod som udøvet med Forsæt; herved tænkes da navnlig paa, at uagtsom Legembeskadigelse straffedes som om den var forsætlig’ [Nothing that comes about through a person’s voluntary action is to be treated as váðaverk (unpunishable), but rather as if it were done intentionally; in particular, this means that . . .]; compare Jón Jóhannesson (in ÍF 11: 90 n.3): ‘sömu viðurlög skyldu vera við [váðaverkum] sem ásetningsverkum’ [the same penalties are to apply as to intentional acts]; Gade (1993: 115): ‘Accidents were punished [in medieval Scandinavian laws] according to the injury sustained, regardless of whether the perpetrator had acted with criminal intent’). Compare Hyams (2003: 204).

41 See Miller (1990: 65–6; cf. Maurer 1910: 259: ‘“es soll, im rechtlichen Sinne nämlich, keine Zufallshandlungen geben”, d.h. was zufällig sich ereignet, soll nicht als strafbare Handlung im Betracht kommen’; Heusler 1937: 454: ‘[D]as meint nach dem folgenden: man fragt nach der Absicht und Fahrlässigkeit; damit scheiden die strafbaren U[ngefährwerk]e aus’). On Amira relative to Maurer, see Nehlsen (1999: 12–13); Landau (1999: 26–7). Compare Falk (2007: 6–7, and cf. 10); and see also Walgenbach (2007: 24–38).

42 See Íslendinga saga cap. 17 [22]: ‘Sæmundr þótti göfgastr maðr á Íslandi í þenna tíma’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 242). Hyams (2003: 5–6, 11, 21–3, 27–31, 89–92, 211–12) emphasizes the need to rally public opinion to one’s narrative every time, without being able to take preexisting structural obligations for granted; see also Boehm (1984: 143–63); Miller (1990: 99–101, 164–7, 214–16); Byock (2001: 190–1). This principle is illustrated when the vile Hœnsa-Þórir enlists reputable men to murder the honourable Blund-Ketill by putting the injunction ‘Brenni, brenni Blund-Ketil inni’ [burn Blund-Ketill alive!] into the mouth of the dying boy Helgi (Hœnsa-Þóris saga cap. 8, ÍF 3: 23). Sanctioned by Hœnsa-Þórir’s authority alone, the call would have been ignored, but attributed to the well-liked Helgi and invested with the authority of his last will and testament, it is heeded.

43 See Íslendinga saga cap. 39 [44]: ‘hafði hann af því allþungt orð, er hann varð at engu liði frændum sínum. Þá var þetta kveðit: Loftr er í eyjum, / bítr lundabein, / Sæmundr er á heiðum / ok etr berin ein’ [he got severely criticized on this account, that he was of no help to his kinsmen. Then this was recited: . . .] (Sturlunga saga 1: 284). Sæmundr had earlier gone so far as to raise a levy, but then stood by during the actual fighting (1: 281–3; cf. also cap. 40 [45], 1: 285). Loptr was Sæmundr’s nephew by his half-brother Páll; Loptr’s rival was Bjǫrn Þorvaldsson, who had married Ormr’s daughter Hallveig (cf. p. 120 and pp. 149–150).

44 Ormr is said to have acted ‘the best of all the Oddaverjar’, but we hear that there were ‘many [who] took part in placating Sæmundr’ (emphases mine). For present-day criticisms of Sæmundr, see the opinions of the scholars cited above (pp. 120–121nn.26, 28). It is also quite possible that Sturla Þórðarson, never very sympathetic to Sæmundr elsewhere in Íslendinga saga, portrays him in a poor light, a point I expand on below (pp. 143–145).

45 The popular motif of God the Father (or Christ) setting out to mete justice to sinful Man, only to have His hand stayed by the intercession of Christ (or the Virgin), best illustrates this convention (Falk 2015a: 54–65, 68–9). For striking secular parallels, see Gauvard (1991: 2.904–34); Parsons (1995); Hyams (1998: esp. 112); White (1998: esp. 139–41, 149).

46 Some years earlier, when Snorri and Sæmundr’s situations had been reversed, the latter did not hesitate to sour his relations with the former by offering shelter to Orcadian merchants with whom Snorri had quarrelled (Íslendinga saga capp. 10, 15 [20], Sturlunga saga 1: 237, 240–1).

47 Annals IV (125), V (184) record the collection of weapons (whose, and by whom, isn’t stated explicitly) at Eyrar, and the killing of two Norwegians, in 1218; they place these events after Ormr’s slaying, but dating in the annals is unreliable (cf. Jón Jóhannesson 1974: 241). The annals also mention that, in 1215, Sæmundr exercised his right as goði to set prices on merchant goods traded in Iceland (IV: 124; V: 183); Jón Jóhannesson infers that Sæmundr had somehow ‘extended [his] authority beyond the traditional limits’ in this case, thus provoking the Bergeners’ spite towards Páll (Jón Jóhannesson 1974: 240; cf. Halldór Hermannsson 1932: 19; Andersson 2006: 109). But this argument hinges on faith in the annalists’ ability to keep the order of events straight. For an illuminating instance of feuding parties’ inability to agree on chronological sequence, compare Zmora (1997: 28).

48 I deal below (pp. 160–161) with the likely reasons for Ormr’s miscalculation.

49 Íslendinga saga cap. 74 [79]: ‘Stefndi Sturla þá at sér mönnum. Var þá orð á gert, at farit myndi vera at Snorra, ok borit upp fyrir alþýðu í stofu. Enn menn urðu hljóðir við þat. Rögnvaldr Illugason neitaði fyrst ok Halldórr frá Kvennabrekku. Þorsteinn latti ok. En Ingimundr Jónsson vildi ekki í nánd koma, þegar er þeir Þorsteinn váru við, ok raufst þá þessi ætlan. Sturla sagði svá, at hann hefði dreymt um nóttina, áðr fundrinn var, at maðr kæmi at honum ok mælti: “Vittu, at Snorri skal fyrr í kistuna en þú.” Ok réð hann þat svá, at Snorri myndi fyrr undir lok líða en hann, ok því vildi hann eigi fara’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 332; contrast e.g. cap. 84 [89], 1: 350). Compare Kolbeinn ungi’s abortive attack on Sighvatr Sturluson in 1234 (cap. 98 [103], 1: 371–2), as well as the negotiation between goði and þingmenn in Þorgils saga ok Hafliða cap. cap. 23 (1: 41–2). On oneirocriticism, see Miller (1986a) and contrast Nedkvitne (2009: 259). On the language of destiny, see further p. 156.

50 Sturla, not yet forty, fell at Ørlygsstaðir in 1238, while Snorri was murdered in 1241, aged c. sixty-two. Compare Egils saga cap. 19: ‘Er þat mitt hugboð, at…væri þat at skǫpuðu fyrir aldrs sakar, at þú lifðir lengr okkar, en annan veg ætla ek at verða’ [It’s my premonition that…though, on account of [our] ages, it were in accordance with nature that you should live longer of us two, still I believe it will turn out otherwise] (ÍF 2: 49).

51 Compare Boholm (2015: 77): ‘The concept of risk can be understood as a framing device which conceptually translates uncertainty from being an open-ended field of unpredicted possibilities into a bounded set of possible consequences’; though Boholm’s point is that ‘risk’ is a distinctively late-modern concept, her analysis fits Sæmundr like a glove. I deal below (pp. 144–145) with the question of why violence at the outset might have eroded his support base. Other saga examples confirm that most men found it prudent to interpret injuries as Sæmundr did here, preferring the risks of feud to the prospects of dismissing misdeed as mishap (e.g. Reykdœla saga ok Víga-Skútu cap. 23, ÍF 10: 222–3; Íslendinga saga cap. 5, Sturlunga saga 1: 233; cf. Eiríks saga rauða cap. 2, ÍF 4: 197–8 [H], 405 [S]).

52 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘[Þorsteinn] var mikill maðr ok ǫflugr ok vel stilltr’; ‘Þá lýstr Þórðr Þorstein með hestastafnum, ok kom á brúnina, ok hljóp hon ofan fyrir augat’ [Þórðr then strikes Þorsteinn with the horse-staff and it landed on the brow, and . . .]; ‘[Þorsteinn] lætr sem ekki hafi at orðit ok biðr, at menn leyni þessu fǫður hans’ (ÍF 11: 69–70).

53 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘“Engi þykki mér virðing í vera,” sagði Þorsteinn, “at kalla þat heldr hǫgg en atburð”’ (ÍF 11: 70; on atburðr, see Chapter 2). Þorsteinn will later also use the more specific term váðaverk, ‘accident’. Þorsteinn directly contradicts scholarly opinions like Helgi Þorláksson’s: ‘Blows and other physical assaults were always to be repaid in kind’ (2007a: 84, emphasis mine).

54 Víga-Glúms saga cap. 13: ‘svá lýkr hér hverju hestaþingi’ (ÍF 9: 44). Guðmundr Arason likewise knew what to expect if he attended a horsefight; see p. 91. Of eleven horsefights in the Family Sagas, only three stop short of interpersonal violence (Bjarnar saga Hítdœlakappa cap. 23, ÍF 3: 174–5; Víga-Glúms saga cap. 13, ÍF 9: 43; Gunnars þáttr Þiðrandabana cap. 1, ÍF 11: 195); two of these nevertheless lead to bad blood and ultimately to nastier engagements. The only circumstantially described horsefights in Sturlunga Saga similarly end in bloodshed (Guðmundar saga dýra cap. 12, Arons saga cap. 18, Sturlunga saga 1: 183, 2: 272–3); some half-dozen further fights receive passing mention only.

55 Þorgils saga skarða cap. 21 [240]: ‘“Þess vænti mik eigi, Þorgils, at þú myndir ragr vera.”…“Hart þótti mér þú at mér kveða,” segir Þorgils, “ok veit ek, at þér var þat gaman, ok því tek ek þat fyrir gaman”’ (Sturlunga saga 2: 143). On Aron’s fighting words, see further p. 142n.76.

56 Grágás: ‘Hvar þess er maðr gengr til fangs at vilia sinom eða leics oc se hann eigi lengr at en hann vill. þa scal hann sialfr sic abyrgiaz ef hin vill honom eigi mein gera nema hann fae orkumbl eða bana oc metz þa sem engi leicr se’ [Whenever a man takes part in wrestling or sport of his own will, let him not participate longer than he wishes, as he shall answer for himself, so long as the other does not mean to do him harm; unless he gets maimed or killed, in which case it counts as if it were no game] (11: 167 [§92]). Compare Reykdœla saga ok Víga-Skútu cap. 23 (ÍF 10: 222; superbly analysed by Meulengracht Sørensen 1993b: 192–3; Miller 2003: 85–7).

57 Íslendinga saga capp. 100 [105], 62 [67]: ‘En er þeir hlutuðu fyrirkast, kastaði Sighvatr daus ok ás. Þá mælti einn af fylgðarmönnum Kolbeins: “Smátt fell nú ór hendi, Sighvatr bóndi.” En í síðurum köstum kastaði stærra Sighvatr, ok hlaut hann at gera’; ‘Sighvatr [sagði] at sveinninn Sturla hafði riðit í Hvamm ok kastat daus ok ás’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 375, 317; cf. 1: 564 n.615). That Sturla Þórðarson may have meant the two passages to illuminate each other is suggested by the abstruseness of the technical terms áss and dauss; no other instance of the latter is cited in the lexicography (ONP s.v.). Compare suspicious ’random’ processes elsewhere in the sagas: Sturlu saga cap. 23 (Sturlunga saga 1: 96); Egils saga cap. 7 (ÍF 2: 16; I owe insight into this passage to Jenna McPhillips); and see p. 285n.22. The law mandates decision in some cases by drawing lots (e.g. Grágás 11: 53–5, 64, 76, 79, 142 [§§29, 31, 35, 42, 46, 84]; 12: 6–7 [§128]; 2: 110–11 [§§84–5]).

58 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘Þeir áttu ok stóðhross feðgar, ok var þeim þat helzt til fjár, er þeir seldu undan hestana, því at engir brugðusk at reið né hug’ [Father and son also owned stud-horses and had their income mostly from this, that they sold off the stallions, for none fell short either for riding or in spirit] (ÍF 11: 69).

59 See Miller (1990: 30–1, 314 n.19) and contrast Helgi Þorláksson (2001a).

60 Scruton (1986: 33). When Bjarni eavesdrops on his servants’ malicious gossip, the author likewise makes a point of noting that ‘fann ekki á Bjarna, hvat talat hafði verit’ [to look at Bjarni, there was no telling what had been said] (ÍF 11: 73). On the social scripting of emotions, see Hochschild (1983: esp. 56–75). On emotional expression in the sagas, compare Hill (1995); Low (1996).

61 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘þá fœrir Þorvaldr upp øxina ok hleypr at honum, en Þorsteinn stakk við honum hendi sinni, svá at hann fell fyrir. Þorsteinn lagði saxinu í gegnum hann. Þá vildi Þórhallr veita honum tilræði, ok hafði hann slíka fǫr sem Þorvaldr. Þá bindr Þorsteinn á bak báða þá ok lætr upp taumana á háls hestinum ok vísar á leið ǫllu saman’; ‘Húskarlar…sǫgðu [Bjarna] þá eigi ørendlaust farit hafa’ (ÍF 11: 73).

62 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘Þórðr var ójafnaðarmaðr mikill’ (ÍF 11: 69). Had Þórðr been a character in a chanson de geste or romance, desmesure might have been his telling characteristic (cf. Miller 1990: 67). Comparing the desmesure imputed to a Roland, Raoul de Cambrai, or Erec to Þórðr’s and other saga characters’ ójafnaðr brings out the pragmatic dimension of this ethical failing: such characters’ moral flaw is their skewed sense of social proportion. On desmesure in the chivalric literature, see Lazar (1964: 28–32, 180–1, 202); Hüe (1999); Hyams (2003: 182).

63 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘rann nú hestrinn Þórðar, ok œpðu menn þá með kappi’ (ÍF 11: 70); Grettis saga cap. 15: ‘Þræll einn þegar hefnisk’ (ÍF 7: 44). Compare Coser (1956: 48–55). On those below an honour threshold, see Miller (1990: 32).

64 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘Nú reis Þorsteinn upp ok tók vápn sín ok gekk síðan heiman ok fór, unz hann kom til…Þórð[a]r…. “Vita vilda ek þat, Þórðr minn, hvárt þat varð þér váðaverk, er ek fekk af þér hǫgg í fyrra sumar á hestaþingi, eða hefir þat at vilja þínum orðit, [ok hvárt bœta] muntu þá vilja yfir”’; ‘Ef þú átt tvá hváptana, þá bregð þú tungunni sitt sinn í hvárn ok kalla í ǫðrum váðaverk…en í ǫðrum kalla þú alvǫru. Ok eru þar nú bœtrnar, þær er þú munt af mér fá’ (ÍF 11: 70–1; words in brackets are an editorial conjecture); contrast Miller’s (1990: 66) and Heinrichs’s (1966: 169, 170 n.8) interpretations. The alliterative pairing of váði or váðaverk, ‘hazard’ or ‘accident’, with vili or viljaverk, ‘volition’ or ‘deliberate act’, is a standard contrast in Norse law formulae (Wilda 1842: 545–7; See 1964: 200). On abusive replies like Þórðr’s, see Ebel (1999).

65 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘ok lét hann marga þess ok kenna, er hann var ríkismanns húskarl. En eigi var hann sjálfr at meira verðr, ok eigi varð hann at vinsælli’ (ÍF 11: 69). The device of masking authorial judgement by presenting it as communis opinio is frequent in the sagas. See Hallberg (1962: 73); Lönnroth (1970: 167–8, 170, 181, 186); compare Miller (1990: 324 n.53).

66 For mentions of the protagonists’ drengskapr, see Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs (ÍF 11: 75, 78) and Jakobsen (1902–3: xxxvi n.). For a Germanicist reading, see Gehl (1937: 123): ‘für ein objektives Recht war [im germanischen Empfinden] kaum ein Sinn vorhanden…. Ójafnaðarmaðr und drengr góðr sind eben keine unvereinbaren Gegensätze.’ Contradicting Gehl, Andersson finds that ‘aggressive behavior met with public disapproval while restraint and moderation met with public sanction’ (1970: 581; cf. pp. 580 n.18, 584, 588). On ójafnaðr, see also See (1964: 242–8); Byock (1982: 29–30); Miller (1990: 67, 301); Meulengracht Sørensen (1993b: 195–7, 222); Shortt Butler (2016: esp. 2–3 n.7, 29–33). On drengr, originally ‘young man’ but with the extended sense ‘person of worth’, and drengskapr, the quality of behaving as a drengr should, see also Foote & Wilson (1980: 105–8, 425–6); Clover (1993: 372); Meulengracht Sørensen (1993b: 203–6).

67 Grágás (11: 153–4 [§87]): ‘Þat er mælt. þar er menn ganga anan veg ein fra vígi þa scal vegandin lysa vígi sam døgris ahond ser…. Hann scal ganga til böiar þess er næstr er…oc queða a þessa lund at. Fundr occar var scal hann queða oc nefna hin oc segia hvar var. Ec lysi sár þau mer ahond. oc þan a verka allan er a honom er unin. ec lysi sár ef at sárom geriz. en vig ef at vigi geriz’ [It is decreed that when people only walk away from a killing on one side then the killer shall publicize the killing as his handiwork that same day…. He shall go to the farm that is nearest…and recite in this manner: ‘We two (he shall recite and name him and say where it was) have fought. I publicize the injuries (and all those wounds inflicted on him) as my handiwork. I publicize wounds (if wounds there are) or a killing (if it is a killing)’]. Enumeration of wounds is a recurring motif in the narrative literature, too (e.g. Njáls saga cap. 112, ÍF 12: 283; Egils saga cap. 24, ÍF 2: 61). For the attitude to accidents as interpretable signs elsewhere in medieval Europe, compare Partner (1977: 218–21).

68 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘[Þórðr] varðveitti reiðhesta Bjarna, því at hann var kallaðr hrossamaðr’ [(Þórðr) took care of Bjarni’s mounts because he was said to have a way with horses] (ÍF 11: 69, emphasis mine).

69 Several other horsefights eventually lead to a slaying, but never of a fair victor and never on the spot. See Víga-Glúms saga capp. 18–19 (ÍF 9: 61–5); Njáls saga capp. 59–79 (ÍF 12: 150–95); Grettis saga capp. 29–30 (ÍF 7: 99–104); Reykdœla saga ok Víga-Skútu capp. 12, 23 (ÍF 10: 182–3, 222–4); GSA cap. 20 (1983: 56).

70 See Guðmundar saga dýra cap. 12 (Sturlunga saga 1: 183). The second fight in Bjarnar saga cap. 23 (ÍF 3: 175) furnishes the only example of premeditated attack with an edged weapon; it is further anomalous in that, rather than the two contenders coming to blows, a spectator attacks one of them from the sidelines.

71 See Íslendinga saga cap. 32 [37]: ‘spurði hann Sturlu, hvárt þat væri satt, at hann hefði vegit eða særðan inn bezta bónda…. Sturla lézt ætla, at því myndi verr, at hann myndi eigi dauðr. Síðan tók Sighvatr á inum mestum hrakningum við Sturlu…. Sighvatr bað [Sturlu] ganga í lokrekkjuna til sín. Ok er hann kom þar, tók Sighvatr til orða: “Ekki þykkir mér þetta svá illa sem ek læt, ok mun ek um klappa eftir. En þú lát sem þú vitir eigi.” Síðan…fekk [Sighvatr] sætta þá, ok váru gervir þrír tigir hundraða, ok kom þat fé seint fram’ [he asked Sturla whether it were true that he had killed or injured the best of bœndr…. Sturla said it was all the worse, to his mind, that he hadn’t died. Then Sighvatr began to reprimand Sturla sternly…. Sighvatr asked (Sturla) to come in to him in his bed-closet. And when he had come there, Sighvatr began to speak: ‘This seems to me nowhere as bad as I let on, and I will patch it all up later. But you let on as if you know nothing.’ Afterwards…(Sighvatr) got a settlement, and thirty hundreds were awarded, but that money was slow to be paid over] (Sturlunga saga 1: 261–2).

72 See Falk (2005b: 31; cf. Jón Viðar Sigurðsson 1999: 129). Allusions to Bǫðvarsdalr serve as reminders of lives lost outside the þáttr, which fund the happy ending in it, as Heinrichs (1966: 168) and Fidjestøl (1971: 83) hint.

73 An exception was made in cases where the ersatz target counted as more valuable than the feuding principal. The classic illustration is the slaying of Eyvindr for his brother Sámr in Hrafnkels saga cap. 8 (ÍF 11: 125–30); Miller (1990: 197–202; 2017: 188–92) nicely dissects the reasoning process.

74 Halsall (1998b: 17); Fichtner (1978: 107). Similarly, Meulengracht Sørensen comments on a horsefight in another saga: ‘Selve det, at ordene er udtalt, er nok. De er en krænkelse, der kræver hævn. Slaget er i sig selv uden betydning. Det afgørende er den fortolkning, der ligger i [andens] ord’ [That words are uttered, that alone is enough. They are an offence which demands vengeance. The blow itself is meaningless. The decisive thing is the interpretation implied by (someone else’s) words] (1993b: 192).

75 Both Þorsteinn and Bjarni voice concern for Þórarinn’s welfare (Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs, ÍF 11: 69–70, 72, 75, 77–8; cf. Miller 2017: 139–40); were Þórarinn without kin to support him, responsibility would likely fall on the goði (Grágás 2: 9 [§129]; cf. GSA cap. 128, 1983: 153). For other instances of filial devotion in the sagas, see Eyrbyggja saga capp. 8, 30–3 (ÍF 4: 14, 81–91); Íslendinga saga cap. 99 [104] (Sturlunga saga 1: 375). As Miller notes, patricides are vanishingly rare in the sagas (1990: 160; see, however, Kjalnesinga saga cap. 18, ÍF 14: 43; there are also a few more filicides than he allows, certainly if we count posthumous killings, e.g. Laxdœla saga cap. 17, ÍF 5: 39; Bárðar saga cap. 21, ÍF 13: 170; cf. a near miss in Egils saga cap. 40, ÍF 2: 101–2).

76 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘“Ekki mundi mik þess vara, at ek munda ragan son eiga.” “Mæl þú þat eitt um nú, faðir,” sagði Þorsteinn, “er þér þykkir eigi ofmælt síðar.” “Ekki mun ek hér svá mikit um mæla,” sagði Þórarinn, ‘sem mér er at skapi”’ [. . . ‘Only say this much now, father,’ said Þorsteinn, ‘which will not seem to you later to have been saying too much’ . . .] (ÍF 11: 70). On the loaded term ragr, see Meulengracht Sørensen (1983: 17–20); Clover (1993: 373–6). Grágás makes accusing a man of being ragr a capital offence (12: 183–4 [§238]; cf. 2: 392 [§376]). Þorsteinn’s advice not to say what Þórarinn would later consider to have ofmælt is picked up in the phrasing later used to characterize Þórhallr and Þorvaldr’s regrets about their own rash speech, which leads Bjarni to dispatch them against Þorsteinn: ‘Nú þykkjask þeir víst ofmælt hafa’ [Now it surely seems to them that they have talked too much], ÍF 11: 73).

77 Westhuizen (1973: 453; cf. Heinrichs 1966: 171: ‘Von Wunden ist nicht die Rede, aber Schutz- und Trutzwaffen werden zerwirkt’; similarly, Sieg 1966: 9).

78 See Miller (1990: 72–4).

79 See Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘þeir…taka til at berjask með harðfengi, ok hjuggusk mjǫk hlífar fyrir hvárum tveggja…. Þá høggr Bjarni allan skjǫldinn af Þorsteini, en þá hjó Þorsteinn skjǫldinn af Bjarna’ [they…begin to fight with gusto and each very much destroys the other’s shield…. Then Bjarni utterly smites the shield off Þorsteinn, but then Þorsteinn smote the shield off Bjarni] (ÍF 11: 75–6). The author’s care in contrasting the two men’s durability with the wear and tear of their apparel also provides ironic commentary on Þórarinn’s ominous proverb, worded in sartorial idiom: ‘Ván má hverr maðr þess vita, ef hann á við sér ríkara mann ok siti samheraðs honum ok hafi þó gǫrt honum nǫkkura ósœmð, at hann mun eigi mǫrgum skyrtum slíta’ [anyone may anticipate it—if he contends with a more powerful man and occupies the same district as him and has nevertheless done him some dishonour—that he will not wear out many shirts] (ÍF 11: 75; cf. Gísla saga cap. 26, ÍF 6: 84; Reykdœla saga ok Víga-Skútu cap. 26, ÍF 10: 234).

80 See Heinrichs (1966: 168): ‘Es gehört zur möglichen Tragik dieser Geschichte, daß [Þorsteinn und Bjarni], die so gut zueinander passen, durch äußere Umstände und Hetzreden der anderen gezwungen werden, auf Leben und Tod miteinander zu kämpfen.’

81 Compare Ker’s judgement of Íslendinga saga: ‘The beauty of [how] the Icelandic habit of thought and vision [is] applied to the writer’s own experience…is its impartiality. But this is naturally [the] more remarkable and surprising [since] Sturla had been in the thick of it all himself, in many moss-trooping raids and forays…. But there is nothing in the story to show that he takes a side. He follows the custom of the old sagas, which is, to let the characters alone and never allow the showman to come forward with his explanations and opinions’ (1906: 179–80). Contrast Helgi Þorláksson (2017).

82 A goði who pressed the merchants trading in his district too hard risked seeing them take their business elsewhere (e.g. Vápnfirðinga saga capp. 4–5, ÍF 11: 28, 32; cf. cap. 11, ÍF 11: 45–6); see also p. 128n.46.

83 Sturlunga Saga depicts the full rigours of the legal process less frequently than do the Family Sagas; in its more recent uchronia, negotiations are usually conducted outside the ambit of the courts, though often with considerable formality (e.g. Íslendinga saga capp. 40 [45], 61 [66], 83 [88], Sturlunga saga 1: 285, 316, 347; cf. Grágás 11: 204–6 [§§114–15]). Taking foreigners to court may have been exceptionally tricky, as they were liable simply to obviate the issue by sailing on their way; see further p. 163.

84 Compare Miller (1990: 285–9). Note the unilateral quality captured in Íslendinga saga’s ‘And then there was no other choice but that the Norwegians should pledge [Sæmundr] as great a tribute as he wished to impose on them.’

85 Guðmundar saga dýra cap. 26 (set c.1200): ‘Þá skal ek gera yðr kost annan, at ek mun gjalda þrjá tigu hundraða Skæringi, er gervir eru, en ek skal velja mann af liði yðru, þann er mér þykkir jafn Skæringi, ok höggva af honum hönd, ok bætið þér þá svá litlu sem þér vilið’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 212).

86 Miller (2006: 51; cf. 49–50 for a discussion of the principles at stake; cf. also 2017: 120–2).

87 For the denouement of Skæringr’s sorry career, see GSA capp. 129–42 (1983: 153–65); Miller (1990: 1–12).

88 See Þorgils saga ok Hafliða cap. 8 (Sturlunga saga 1: 21; and cf. the discount rate of twelve hundreds offered for the same killing, cap. 7, 1: 20). This amount may be compared further to the normal wergild tariff set by law (Grágás 3: 661–2, s.v. ‘réttr’): 48 ounces of silver, the equivalent of c.1700–2300 ells of vaðmál; see Björn Þorsteinsson & Guðrún Ása Grímsdóttir (1989: 134); see also Njáls saga cap. 145 (ÍF 12: 414). Compare Miller (1990: 255–6, 285–8; 2006: 120–2). Deliberation over the choice of specie is thematized in Þorgils saga ok Hafliða cap. 31 (Sturlunga saga 1: 50).

89 The death of Þórðr, though it deprives him of a servant, clearly does not touch Bjarni closely. One should presumably imagine Bjarni’s household as sufficiently grand that the loss of any one servant (or three) can be absorbed without noticeable diminution.

90 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘vér [svíðum hér] dilkahǫfuð, en Þorsteinn, skógarmaðr hans, [svíðr] geldingahǫfuð’; ‘bað þá ríða í Sunnudal ok fœra sér hǫfuð Þorsteins við bolinn skilit at dagmálum’ (ÍF 11: 72, 73). The sagas make it hard to tell that singed sheeps’ heads serve any purpose other than promoting discord; compare Heiðarvíga saga cap. 7 (ÍF 3: 227); Færeyinga saga cap. 5 (ÍF 25: 11); Reykdœla saga ok Víga-Skútu cap. 12 (ÍF 10: 181–2; cf. cap. 16, ÍF 10: 198); Guðmundar saga dýra cap. 17 (Sturlunga saga 1: 195–6).

91 See Janes (1991: 24): ‘[to behead is] a traditional prerogative of the European sovereign…. When the sovereign displays a head, he displays it not to his equals but to his people. They are the objects of that display, both as raw material and as audience.’ Even in kingless Iceland, beheading would connote an assertion of overwhelming mastery (e.g. Bjarnar saga Hítdœlakappa capp. 32–3, ÍF 3: 203–5; Grettis saga capp. 82–4, ÍF 7: 262–8; Njáls saga cap. 45, ÍF 12: 117; Laxdœla saga cap. 55, ÍF 5: 167–8). The decapitation in 1264 of Þórðr Andréasson, Sæmundr Jónsson’s grandson, effectively marked the end of the Icelandic Commonwealth (Íslendinga saga cap. 200 [329], Sturlunga saga 1: 534). Given Þorsteins þáttr’s possible late dating, it may reflect new realities under Norwegian rule, which instituted capital punishment (though it is not certain whether the standard method was decollation, pace Amira 1922: 118, Engfield 1966: 135, 138). For an association of particular forms of violence with sovereignty, see Gade (1985: 165); Aitchison (1998); Bührer-Thierry (1998). For a dissenting view, see Miller (1990: 353 n.25; cf. Guðmundar saga dýra cap. 10, Sturlunga saga 1: 180).

92 Miller (1990: 70).

93 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘svá at hann myndi eigi sjálfbjargi verða’ (ÍF 11: 71).

94 Bjarni’s personal involvement in the burials accorded to all three farmhands (ÍF 11: 72–3)—a clear contrast with his father’s shameful conduct, denying burial to enemy dead (Vápnfirðinga saga cap. 7, ÍF 11: 41)—marks him as a righteous gentile even prior to his conversion at the þáttr’s end (cf. Lönnroth 1969). I owe the insight into the complexity of Þorsteinn’s motivations to Nicole Marafioti.

95 Heinrichs (1966: 171): ‘Bjarni weiß wohl, daß dieser Auftrag [d.h. Þorsteinn zu töten] für [die Knechte] der sichere Tod ist’ (followed by Fidjestøl 1971: 81; cf. Schach 1977: 366–7). Compare Þorsteins þáttr: ‘Bjarni svarar: “Nú kemr hér at því, sem mælt er, at engi lætr sér annars víti at varnaði”’ [Bjarni replies: ‘Now it turns out that, as they say, no one lets himself take warning by another’s chastisement’] (ÍF 11: 74).

96 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘Allra fretkarla armastr!’; ‘þar mundi verit hafa minnar ævi, at ekki munda ek bograt hafa fyrir slíkum, sem Bjarni er. Er Bjarni þó inn mesti kappi. Þykki mér ok betra at missa þín en eiga ragan son’ (ÍF 11: 77, 75). I am indebted to Ian McDougall for his advice on translation.

97 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘Engan mann ætla ek snarliga verit hafa í vápnaskipti en Þorstein, son þinn’ (ÍF 11: 77). For hot pursuit of men implicated in killing those above their station, see Heiðarvíga saga capp. 10–12 (ÍF 3: 235–49); Eyrbyggja saga cap. 56 (ÍF 4: 153–4); Laxdœla saga capp. 37–8, 67 (ÍF 5: 106–9, 199); Vatnsdœla saga capp. 23–6 (ÍF 8: 62–9); Hávarðar saga cap. 14 (ÍF 6: 339). See further Chapter 4.

98 For pushing me to articulate this point more precisely, I am greatly indebted to Nicole Marafioti.

99 Íslendinga saga capp. 34 [39], 38 [43]: ‘bræðr þessir draga sik svá fram, at nær engir menn halda sik til fulls við þá’; ‘Snorri latti mjök ferðarinnar ok kallaði þat ráð at gera sér at vinum ina beztu menn á Íslandi…sagði svá ok, at þá váru aðrir eigi meiri menn á Íslandi en bræðr hans, er Sæmund leið’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 268, 277–8). Snorri was nineteen and still living at Oddi ‘með Sæmundi, fóstbróður sínum’ [with Sæmundr, his foster-brother], when Sæmundr’s father, the illustrious Jón Loptsson, died in 1197. For their first public rift, in 1202, see p. 128n.46.

100 Snorri’s overtures to the Norwegian court must have begun before 1214, when his initial contact there, jarl Hákon galinn, died (see Íslendinga saga cap. 34 [39], Sturlunga saga 1: 269, 56010); and see cap. 35 [40]: ‘Sumar þat, er Ormr var veginn, réðst Snorri Sturluson til útanferðar…. Snorri frétti eigi víg Orms, fyrr en hann kom í Noreg,—en hann fór útan í Hvítá…. Tók [Skúli] jarl forkunnar vel við Snorra’ [The summer Ormr was killed, Snorri Sturluson decided to go abroad…. Snorri didn’t hear of Ormr’s slaying before he arrived in Norway; but he had gone abroad from Hvítá…. (Skúli) jarl received Snorri exceptionally well] (1: 271).

101 The founder of the Haukdœlir lineage was Teitr Ísleifsson (d.1110), son of Iceland’s first bishop and teacher of Ari Þorgilsson. The leader of the Haukdœlir in Sæmundr’s day, Teitr’s great-grandson Þorvaldr Gizurarson (d.1235), cut a moderately impressive figure at best, but his own son Gizurr (1209–68) was to become the most powerful Icelander in the final days of the Commonwealth, acquiring the rank of a Norwegian jarl, ‘earl’; I discuss Gizurr further in Chapter 4. Sæmundr and Þorvaldr may have worked together prior to Ormr’s death; the annal entries recording the setting of prices at Eyrar in 1215 attribute it to both men (see p. 130n.47; see also Íslendinga saga capp. 11, 34 [39], Sturlunga saga 1: 238, 267–8). The home district of the Sturlungar was farther to the north and west, near the head of Breiðafjǫrðr, but they were fast expanding their influence in all directions. See Einar Ól. Sveinsson (1953: 2–5); Jón Jóhannesson (1974: 147–52, 232–4).

102 Íslendinga saga cap. 49 [54]: ‘Hallveig Ormsdóttir…þá var féríkust á Íslandi’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 299). Already at the time of Hallveig’s marriage to Bjǫrn, she was noted for possessing ‘storfé, er Ormr hafði átt’ [substantial property, which Ormr had owned] (cap. 35 [40], 1: 271).

103 Íslendinga saga capp. 38–9 [43–4]: ‘Björn gekk í berrhög við Snorra ok spurði, hvárt hann ætlaði at sitja fyrir sæmðum þeira um eftirmál Orms. En Snorri dulði þess. Björn lét sér þat eigi skiljast, ok helt þar við heitan’; ‘Oddaverjum þótti þungt, at Haukdælir hæfist þar til ríkis fyrir austan ár. Váru mjök í þessu með Lofti synir Sæmundar’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 279–80). For the killing of the Norwegian, see p. 120 above. For the boundary at Þjorsá, see Jón Viðar Sigurðsson (1999: 65); see also Map 4, p. 150.

104 See Íslendinga saga cap. 38 [43]: ‘En þó váru Nóregsmenn miklir óvinir Íslendinga ok mestir Oddaverja—af ránum þeim, er urðu á Eyrum. Kom því svá, at ráðit var, at herja skyldi til Íslands um sumarit’ [Still, the men of Norway were great enemies of the Icelanders, and of the Oddaverjar most of all, on account of the pillaging that had taken place at Eyrar. So it happened that there was talk of campaigning against Iceland in the summer (of 1220)] (Sturlunga saga 1: 277). Compare Jervis (1992: 24) on political leaders’ tendency to ‘gambl[e]…irrational[ly] from the standpoint of the national interest, but rational[ly] from the standpoint of the power-seeking politician’.

105 See Njáls saga cap. 123 (ÍF 12: 312–14). Compare McDermott (1998: 3), quoted at p. 42.

106 See Gluckman (1955).

107 Miller (2006: 103). On the observer position in violence as anything but neutral, see further Falk (2004). For some examples of bystanders’ involvement in feud, crucial precisely because of their refusal to commit to either side, see Laxdœla saga cap. 87 (ÍF 5: 246); Grettis saga cap. 30 (ÍF 7: 103); Njáls saga cap. 139 (ÍF 12: 372–3); Reykdœla saga ok Víga-Skútu cap. 6 (ÍF 10: 168); Þorgils saga ok Hafliða capp. 18–19, Sturlu saga cap. 18, Guðmundar saga dýra capp. 3, 10, and Íslendinga saga capp. 98, 99 [103, 104] (Sturlunga saga 1: 36–7, 85, 164–6, 179–80, 372, 375, respectively); and compare p. 100.

108 Callow (2006) suggests focusing on relations among farmsteads as a way of conceptualizing long-term interactions among relatively stable, supra-individual social and environmental units. In such a view, Þorsteins þáttr tells an episode in the rise of Hof to regional dominance of the Vápnafjǫrðr area. Miller articulates the stepwise escalation of idealized feud (1990: 182–4, citing Njáls saga capp. 35–45, ÍF 12: 90–118). For the tendency of feud to find equilibrium only when the highest-ranking members of society that each side can recruit have been implicated, see also Zmora (1997: 16–26); Hyams (2003: 92–4; 2010).

109 Fidjestøl (1971: 81): ‘I denne tåtten er det ikkje konflikten mellom Þorsteinn og Þórðr, og heller ikkje den mellom Þorsteinn og Bjarni, som fangar interessa, men ein konflikt som ligg på det tematiske planet, der to mennesketypar, eller kanskje heller to ulike æresomgrep er sette opp mot kvarandre. På den eine sida har vi stridshissarar og “uppaustrarmenn”—Þórðr, Þórhallr, Þorvaldr, Þórarinn og Rannveig—som er fanga inn i ein tragisk hemnarmoral, og på den andre sida Þorsteinn og Bjarni, som er…målsmenn for ein overlegen moral’ (emphasis original); Schach (1977: 380, and cf. 366–7).

110 When he tells Þórarinn that Þorsteinn had been killed, Bjarni explicitly offers himself as a surrogate: ‘Ek vil bjóða þér til Hofs…ok mun ek vera þér í sonar stað’ [I’d like to invite you to Hof…and I will be for you in place of a son] (ÍF 11: 77); even after Þórarinn tries to murder him, Bjarni still takes up the responsibility of providing for him. Þorsteinn’s own status at Hof is never made explicit, which I take to mean that his new station is closer to Bjarni’s than that of a húskarl, ‘household adjunct, servant’, or even mere þingmaðr. Though fosterage relationships were not transitive—that is, one’s foster-father’s biological son did not automatically become one’s foster-brother (Miller 1983a: 319)—Bjarni’s abortive offer to take Þórarinn into his family may hint that this is just what he did with Þorsteinn.

111 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘Nú skal skipta virðingu með okkr Þorsteini í Sunnudal’ [We two, Þorsteinn of Sunnudalr and I, shall now negotiate honour] (ÍF 11: 74). On the status disparity, compare Miller (1990: 325 n.57). According to Vápnfirðinga saga, however, Sunnudalr was the site of a várþing (at least until the time of the Battle of Bǫðvarsdalr), which suggests its owner might have been more prominent than Þorsteins þáttr lets on (see capp. 4, 6, 14, ÍF 11: 30 and n.4, 37, 53).

112 See Falk (2004: 108; 2005b). Bjarni enacts an ironic reversal of the pattern usual in what Halsall calls ‘strategic violence’ (see p. 141n.74), barring rather than inviting third-party intervention.

113 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘Ekki mun ek draga fjǫlmenni at Þorsteini…ok mun ek einn fara’ (ÍF 11: 74; cf. Falk 2014a). The þáttr signals such pleasure by punning on the idiom ganga á hólm, ‘to duel’. Before the fight, Bjarni announces: ‘Þú skalt til einvígis ganga við mik í dag, Þorsteinn, á hól þenna, er hér er í túni’ [You will meet me in single combat today, Þorsteinn, on this little hill that is here in the infield] (ÍF 11: 74, emphasis mine). Elsewhere it is suggested, possibly disingenuously, that greater expertise is needed to wage hólmganga, ‘duel’, than for einvígi, ‘single combat’ (Kormáks saga cap. 10, ÍF 8: 236). See further Bø (1969).

114 Þórhallr, Þorvaldr, and Þórarinn all bear witness to Bjarni’s reputation as ‘inn mesti kappi’ [the best of warriors] (ÍF 11: 75; cf. 72). Compare Heinrichs (1966: 171); Miller (1990: 71–3); Falk (2005b: 31–2 n.25). Contrast more ominous premonitions in Valla-Ljóts saga capp. 2–3, 6–7 (ÍF 9: 239–40, 243–4, 249, 252); Vápnfirðinga saga cap. 13 (ÍF 11: 48–9); Droplaugarsona saga cap. 10 (ÍF 11: 161); and, anomalously, Guðmundar saga dýra cap. 13 (Sturlunga saga 1: 188).

115 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘þeir…berjask um stundar sakar, ok þykkir Bjarna maðrinn vígkœnn ok þykkir fastligra fyrir en hann hugði’ (ÍF 11: 75); on the repeated verb, see Richardson (1995: 48, 51).

116 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘“Þyrstir mik nú, því at ek em óvanari erfiðinu en þú.”…“Margt hendir mik nú í dag,” sagði Bjarni. “Lauss er nú skóþvengr minn”’ (ÍF 11: 75). See further Falk (2005b: 35–6). Compare Miller (1990: 72): ‘Other saga characters who took their adversaries at their word never lived to tell about it and the contemporary audience would have experienced a little frisson when Bjarni bent down.’ The locus classicus of a duel ending in betrayal is Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu cap. 12 (ÍF 3: 102–3).

117 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘“Stórt er nú hǫggvit,” kvað Bjarni’ (ÍF 11: 76); Miller (1990: 72–3). The killing of the best man in the enemy camp is a favourite tragic motif in the sagas (e.g. Hœnsa-Þóris saga cap. 8, ÍF 3: 23; Vatnsdœla saga capp. 22, 24, ÍF 8: 61–5; Ljósvetninga saga cap. 14 [24], ÍF 10: 80–1; Reykdœla saga ok Víga-Skútu cap. 16, ÍF 10: 200–2; Vápnfirðinga saga cap. 14, ÍF 11: 52–3; Gunnars þáttr Þiðrandabana cap. 3, ÍF 11: 200–1; Þorgils saga ok Hafliða cap. 6, Sturlunga saga 1: 19), usually mourned by the killers’ camp.

118 Compare Hyams (2003: 107; cf. 93, 214), exploring the ‘process, politics as much as rhetoric’, whereby a subordinate might try to persuade a potens to take up the lesser man’s agenda as his own.

119 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘“Allt er mér til þess vant,” kvað Þorsteinn, “at berjask við þik, en ek skal þegar útan, er skip ganga”’; ‘Bjarni mælti: “Betr bítr þér nú it sama vápnit, er þú hefir áðr í dag haft.” Þorsteinn mælti:…“Vilda ek enn allt á þínu valdi vera láta”’ (ÍF 11: 74–5, 76). The comment about Þorsteinn’s sword picks up on the words Þorsteinn had used about Bjarni’s weapon; see p. 156n.120. Compare Miller (1990: 73).

120 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘Hér er skjǫldr ok sverð, er faðir minn sendi þér, ok mún þetta eigi sljóvgask meir í hǫggunum en þat, sem þú hefir áðr’; ‘Þá høggr Bjarni allan skjǫldinn af Þorsteini, en þá hjó Þorsteinn skjǫldinn af Bjarna’ (ÍF 11: 76). Þorsteinn, too, is a self-confident edgeworker.

121 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘gjarna vilda ek nú hætta þessum leik’; ‘ek em hræddr, at meira muni mega gæfa þín en ógipta mín, ok er hverr frekr til fjǫrsins um alla þraut, ef ek mætta nǫkkuru um ráða’; ‘Spara munda ek við mik óhapp’ (ÍF 11: 76; Þorsteinn’s adage about his preference for life is idiomatic; cf. Gunnars þáttr Þiðrandabana cap. 3, ÍF 11: 202). On the þáttr’s use of a language of destiny, contrast Jakobsen (1902–3: xxxvii-xxxviii) and Heinrichs (1966: 170) with Miller (1990: 72–3); the latter is clearly preferable.

122 See Miller (1986b).

123 Cohen (1991: 639; cf. 1998: 987).

124 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs: ‘Ætla ek mér fullgoldit fyrir þrjá húskarla mina þik einn’ (ÍF 11: 76). Þorsteinn was earlier said to do so much ‘fyrir búi fǫður síns, at eigi mundi þriggja verk manna annarra hallkvæmara’ [on his father’s farm that the work of three other men might not have been more useful] (ÍF 11: 69). Balancing Þorsteinn against three men, Bjarni thus reifies ‘the blandest of stock metaphors…into a nice ironic touch’ (Miller 1990: 58; cf. Fidjestøl 1971: 82, Fichtner 1978: 119). On ‘sunk costs’—an irrational, but frequent element in risk calculus—see Jervis (1992: 24 = 2017: 86).

125 Gluckman (1955); compare Þorgils saga skarða cap. 9 [229] (Sturlunga saga 2: 117). As Miller points out (1983b: 164 n.17, and as numerous examples, including Loptr Pálsson’s conflict with Bjǫrn Þorvaldsson, bear out), the imbrication of kins seldom seems to have inhibited violence in fact, but this did not deter saga characters from continuing to behave as if they believed it would.

126 The best-known illustration of this dynamic is in Hrafnkels saga; see further Chapter 4. For the two bodies metaphor, see Kantorowicz (1957).

127 Þorsteins þáttr stangahǫggs: ‘Þorsteinn…fylgði [Bjarna] allt til dauðadags ok þótti nær einskis manns maki vera at drengskap ok hreysti. Bjarni helt vel virðingu sinni…ok gerðisk trúmaðr mikill inn síðasta hluta ævi sinnar’ (ÍF 11: 78; cf. Fichtner 1978: 123–4). Quite how Þorsteinn’s ‘valour and bravery’ are revealed if he spends the remainder of his life in pastoral serenity, far from the feuding crowds, is a question left open.

128 References to Bǫðvarsdalr in Þorsteins þáttr are almost always at Bjarni’s expense (ÍF 11: 72–3, 75, 77). For a similar dynamic in Sturlunga Saga, compare Sturla Bárðarson’s fortunes in Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar cap. 19 and Íslendinga saga capp. 46, 48, 64 [51, 53, 69] (Sturlunga saga 1: 226, 294, 297, 319–20).

129 Víga-Glúms saga cap. 19: ‘Þá mæltu austmenn, at þeir myndi heima hafa setit, ef þeir vissi ørendit, en létusk þó ekki lið veita mega, ef menn kœmi eigi til fulltings við Bárð’ (ÍF 9: 65; cf. Íslendinga saga cap. 47 [52], Sturlunga saga 1: 296). Duels, like horsefights, may be viewed as distillations of feuding logic (pace Gauvard 1991: 1.174–5; Hyams 2003: 4): Dahn rightly observes that ‘der [Zweik]ampf ursprünglich…eine—allerdings geregelte und auf zwei Personen beschränkte—vom Gesetz selbst sanctionirte Fehde war…eine concentrirte Fehde’ (1857: 57; cf. Jones 1933: 205; Billacois 1986: 397; Carroll 2003: 75).

130 For the abolition of duelling in Iceland, see Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu cap. 11 (ÍF 3: 95; cf. cap. 12, ÍF 3: 99); Valla-Ljóts saga cap. 3 (ÍF 10: 246); for Norway, see Grettis saga cap. 19 (ÍF 7: 61). Depending on the classification criteria one chooses, the Family Sagas report at least 40-some duels, and perhaps as many as c.180. I am grateful to my former research assistant Nicole Marafioti for her help in compiling and analysing these data.

131 I have discussed possible allusions to duelling procedure in Sturlunga Saga in Falk (2018).

132 Compare Njáls saga cap. 37 (ÍF 12: 97); Vápnfirðinga saga cap. 13 (ÍF 11: 47–8; see Falk 2014a: 102–3).

133 The same might be true about enforcing solidarity among their own. If Sǫrli’s loyalties were indeed multiple, Grímarr’s sudden attack on Ormr could be a conscious recruitment tactic: having witnessed Ormr’s killing, Sǫrli would have had to choose sides—and only a fool would wait around to test Sæmundr’s ability or willingness to make fine distinctions among Norwegians. Compare the bind in which Vigfúss Glúmsson’s Norwegian guests find themselves (p. 158); see also White (1986: 250): ‘the notion [of feud as a series of straightforward exchanges between two distinct groups] begins to look like a legalistic or anthropological fiction’.

134 Guðmundar saga dýra cap. 18 [set in 1198]: ‘Vita máttu þess ván, at ek mun aldri við þik skiljast’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 200). For the slaying of Hǫskuldr, see Njáls saga capp. 110–11 (ÍF 12: 279–81); for examples of infighting among the Sturlungar, see Íslendinga saga capp. 61 [66], 99 [104], and explicit commentary in Þorgils saga skarða capp. 15 [234], 18 [237] (Sturlunga saga 1: 315–17, 375, 2: 126–7, 133–6).

135 Knudsen (1985: 78, 74). She emphasizes the smallness of individual Corsican communities, which brought about a proliferation of cross-cutting kinship ties within them; ‘not only were all inhabitants of any village more or less blood relations—they also killed each other irrespective of these celebrated “liens de sang”’ (1985: 70).

136 Íslendinga saga cap. 39 [44]: ‘Sæmundr varð eigi búinn til þessa ok kvað sér eigi sama at deila við Þorvald, mág sinn’; ‘Var því ok eigi trúat, at Sæmundr myndi eigi veita honum í þraut’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 283). Sæmundr’s fickleness should have come as no surprise; already in 1198, he had forsaken a þingmaðr in need (Íslendinga saga cap. 7, Sturlunga saga 1: 235–6; see Jón Viðar Sigurðsson 1999: 129).

137 Íslendinga saga cap. 84 [89]: ‘Fór þá sem jafnan, at þeim verðr seint um tiltekjur, er ór vöndu eigu at ráða. En hina bar skjótt at, er öruggir váru í sinni ætlan’; compare Þórðar saga kakala cap. 1 [164]: ‘fór honum þá sem öðrum, er ekki var til annarrar handar, at hann sá ekki annat sitt ráð en gera svá sem beitt var’ [then it went with him as with others when there is no choice, that he saw no alternative but to act as (he) had been compelled to] (Sturlunga saga 1: 350, 2: 2).

138 See, for example, Heiðarvíga saga cap. 12 (ÍF 3: 248–9); Hávarðar saga cap. 21 (ÍF 6: 352); Njáls saga cap. 92 (ÍF 12: 234); Færeyinga saga cap. 7 (ÍF 25: 17); Guðmundar saga dýra cap. 18 (Sturlunga saga 1: 199); and compare Laxdœla saga capp. 55, 64 (ÍF 5: 168, 193). Even Grettis saga cap. 82 shows deliberation before Illugi is executed (ÍF 7: 263).

139 For arguments that chivalry was politic, not just fantasy, see Gillingham (1992; 1994); Strickland (1996).

140 For a concise and cogent examination of what made viking activity so cognitively disruptive to their ninth-century victims, see Halsall (1992).

141 See, for example, the negotiation in Njáls saga cap. 64, where the sole survivor of a pair of itinerant Norwegians is persuaded—against his late partner’s prophecy and his own better judgment—to remain in Iceland and participate in a feud (ÍF 12: 160; the Norwegian duly dies, cap. 77, ÍF 12: 187, and see cap. 61, ÍF 12: 154–5, for the prophecy). Compare Grœnlendinga þáttr cap. 6 (ÍF 4: 290). Vigfúss Glúmsson’s Norwegian guests, caught up in a feud against their will (p. 158), are exceptional.

142 See, for example, Miller (1990: 239–47; similarly, Byock 2001: 185–6, 273–4).

143 That this may have been the case not only in Iceland is hinted, for example, by a 1225 charter Casimir of Opole gave to new settlers at the Cistercian house of Lubiąż (in Silesia), unusual in that it spells out explicitly that plebeian violence was of no concern to the prince: ‘De iudiciis autem hec erit lex, ut de contencione et percussione et simplici vulnere non ad mortem nullum ad advocatum vel iudicem nostrum habeant respectum, sed iudicium inter se habeant’ [Concerning judgements, however, this will be the law: that they shall have no administration of justice by our advocate or judge concerning (any) fight or blow or simple wound not unto death, rather they shall have judgement among themselves] (Schlesisches Urkundenbuch 1: 186 [§254]).

144 Þórðar saga kakala cap. 14 [177]: ‘Atli kom í Æðey með farminn. Ok litlu síðar kom Ásbjörn í Æðey. Kvaddi hann þá Atla til ferðar með sér til móts við Þórð. Atli kvaðst first vilja fara heim norðr eftir vápnum sínum ok klæðum. Ásbjörn segir hann mundu vilja fara til liðs við Kolbein, en vera í móti Þórði,—‘skaltu nú eigi svá lausum hala um veifast”—, ok bað sína menn höndla hann. Þórdís Snorradóttir ok Bárðr Hjörleifsson vildu veita honum Atla, ok helt þar maðr á manni. Bauð Atli fyrir sik slíkt, er hann mátti, en Ásbjörn kvað hann þá deyja skyldu. Var Atli þá veginn…. Líkaði Þórdísi þetta verk verr en illa. Fóru þeir Ásbjörn þá til Þernuvíkr, ok var Þormóðr, bróðir Atla, eigi heima. Var þeim sagt, at Þormóðr væri at seli sínu. Kunnu þá eigi heimamenn at varast fyrir því, at engi vissi Þormóði ótta ván. Þeir Ásbjörn fóru til selsins. Gekk Þormóðr út. Var hann þegar handtekinn. Hann spurði, með hverju móti ferð þeira skyldi vera. Ásbjörn kvað hann þat brátt vita mundu ok segir honum þá víg Atla, bróður síns. Þormóðr spyrr, ef nökkura hluti skyldi tjá at bjóða til lífs sér. Ásbjörn kvað þat eigi þvi mundu við koma, því at drepinn var áðr bróðir hans, ok kallaði hann aldri trúan mundu verða. Þormóðr kvað yfurbætr liggja til alls. Ásbjörn kvað þá ekki mundu tjá skreiðing. Þormóðr skriftaðist ok bjóst við dauða sínum’ (Sturlunga saga 2: 28; see cap. 6 [169], 2: 12–13, for the unsuccessful recruiting scheme). On this passage, see also Miller (2006: 130–1; 2017: 207–8). On Ásbjǫrn, see further Chapter 5.

145 Compare Jón Viðar Sigurðsson (1999: 32–3).
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Killing Ambition



Þorkell says: ‘It may be that it’d go the same with me if I were a chieftain, that I would think poorly of clashing with Hrafnkell—but it doesn’t seem to me so, because it appears to me best to contend with him before whom everyone has so far been driven. And it seems to me my honour—or that of any chieftain who managed to row a little ways ahead of Hrafnkell—would increase greatly and not diminish, even if it went the same way for me as for others, for it may happen to me as it has to many. He who dares usually prevails.’1



The previous chapter showed how feud provided Icelanders with a flexible framework for negotiating risks on a local social scale, allowing individuals and small groups to redistribute threats among realms of relevance, ascend from domains of losses into those of gains, and reconstitute themselves and others to advantage. Men like Sæmundr and Grímarr processed the misfortunes that came their way as acts of violence, opting to commit themselves to further violence in a dance of reciprocal bloody strikes and mutual dishonouring gambits. Sæmundr could mitigate risk to the continuity of his lineage by shifting it from a realm of tangible power over time to that of symbolic humiliation right now; having defined Páll’s death a murder, Sæmundr fell into a domain of loss, but he had now conjured up an adversary with whom to strive to reverse that loss. Grímarr, meanwhile, responded with risk-seeking aggressiveness to a direct assault on his social agency: a merchant who allows himself to suffer arbitrary exaction is as good as bankrupt. Matching Sæmundr’s feuding gamble and raising it, he sought to clamber into a domain of gains. (Others, like Þorsteinn of Sunnudalr or Sturla Sighvatsson, clearly shared the same cultural idiom, even if they sometimes chose to rub against its grain, translating violence into accident or prophetic dream.)

For these men, violence was important primarily because it tended to minimize opacity and enhance predictability. This it was able to do for several reasons. First, as soon as blood had been shed, social action could be expected to follow a familiar script. Even actions outside one’s own control could be forecast with some plausibility, as Ásbjǫrn Guðmundarson took time to explain to the unlucky Þormóðr Hjálmsson before smiting him dead. Second, violent actors relied on their own resources and ingenuity, the brawn of their sword arm or the loyalty of their followers, to nudge future developments in the desired direction—as Ásbjǫrn did unto the brothers Atli and Þormóðr. That, at least, was how men like Ásbjǫrn envisioned violence: as a tool granting them the ability to chart the future. In practice, of course, bloody enterprises often proved no less haphazard and hazardous than peaceable ones. Still, even if real power structures responded less harmonically than feuding Icelanders might have imagined, structures of signification, at least, resonated with a satisfactory hum when drummed with destructive force. Their reverberations reassured violent men of their agency, their worth, their command over circumstances that forever kept slipping from their grasp.

Feuding violence thus made sense to men of diverse temperaments, at different times and in a variety of predicaments. To examine violence from such individuals’ point of view alone, however, is to present only half the picture. For feud to have been an effective method of manipulating risk, its strategies needed to cohere into a sensible calculus for society as a whole, too. What served Sæmundr’s interests, in other words—or even Sæmundr and Grímarr’s interests both—had to serve the interests of those around them as well, and of those who came before and followed after them. To be sustainable, feuding violence had to do more than calibrate the local equilibrium between any two persons or immediate affinity groups: it had to provide for societal homeostasis, too.

How it might do this—how an inherently destructive practice can contribute to society’s well-being—is an old chestnut. Anthropologist Max Gluckman long ago tackled it under the title of ‘the peace in the feud’. From a bird’s-eye perspective, Gluckman concedes, feuding strategies which promote individuals’ goals may threaten to pulverize society into an eddy of mutually antagonistic atoms, setting off unbridled anarchy and war of all against all. Gluckman’s solution points out that social structure is molecular rather than atomistic: those caught up in others’ disputes normally harbour conflicting loyalties to both sides. Such cross-cutting ties inspire them to mediate peaceful resolutions, rather than have to choose allegiances and be swept up in the violence themselves.2 It is a solution whose rationality has been embraced in the literature on feuding, even if its precepts have not always withstood close scrutiny.3 Divided loyalties might indeed induce vulnerable bystanders to strive to rein feuding violence in—as Ormr Jónsson apparently tried to do in his half-brother’s dispute with the Bergeners. On the other hand, the same bifurcating ties also put such bystanders in a position to benefit from manipulating the feud, from nudging its principals onwards in the hope of chipping away at their power. Had he not fallen first, Ormr might have stood first in line to gain from Sæmundr’s bruising with the Norwegians.

The peace in the feud may be more fragile and equivocal than Gluckman allowed,4 but there can be no quarrel with the premise that violence sometimes serves socially stabilizing purposes. Indeed, many previous studies reveal feud as a productive template for medieval Iceland’s social life, and my analysis in Chapter 3 has sought to join them by explicating why a calculus of violence was so essential for feud’s proper functioning. Here, I mean to interrogate the specific rationality of Icelandic culture from an opposite direction: if a little localized violence worked so well for uchronic Icelanders, why not more of it? Why did Icelanders pursue the circumscribed feud zealously, but not engage in more intensive and extensive forms of violence? Whereas the previous chapter sketched a ‘cultural anthropology’, tracing the patterns of individual acculturation that tended to privilege feud and its symptomatic forms of violence in the Icelandic uchronia, in this one I attempt a ‘cultural sociology’, focusing on the denial of more voracious, expansive violence. Even when I fill in anecdotal details of saga evidence, my purpose is less to paint individual portraits than to capture societal concerns in pointillism. Society as a whole had to contend with risks, too, risks that differed qualitatively from a mere sum of all individual perils.5 In the aversion of Icelandic culture to large-scale violence, we may perceive the contours of risk manipulation carried out not by tangible, individual hands but by shadowy abstractions: an impersonal body politic and prevailing ethos.

The sagas reveal a society for which all-out conflict is barely imaginable. In the Family Sagas, large-scale mobilization is vanishingly rare. Even when one looks beyond Iceland of the long tenth century—laterally, to clashes among more structured polities elsewhere, or later, to the civil strife of Iceland in the Sturlung Age—the underlying picture hardly changes.6 We have seen how Ásbjǫrn, who played recruiting sergeant for a leading political contender in the 1240s, grasped his altercation with the Hjálmsson brothers in terms of interpersonal vendetta. He, like other uchronic Icelanders, seemed incapable of conceptualizing violence on a grand political scale. In short, then, the question the sagas raise is: if feud, why not war?

Make feud, not war

A necessary preliminary to answering such a question is to identify differences between feud and war. Disaggregating the two is no easy task, liable to generate more heat than light. Historians gesture at continuities more often than they pinpoint differences: ‘Much early medieval warfare was merely an extension and enlargement of feuds, themselves endemic in the aristocratic societies of Latin Europe,’ writes Karl Leyser, elucidating neither category.7 Quantitative measures such as Leyser alludes to seem self-evident, though identifying where ‘extension and enlargement’ amount to a cut-off is tricky.8 There is still less consensus about qualitative distinctions. Some feuds resemble wars; some wars are strikingly feudlike. Adding to the confusion, ‘feud’ and ‘war’ may appear interchangeably, or feud may be labelled ‘private war’.9 Furthermore, as Jacob Black-Michaud cautions, the two phenomena are seldom treated in apposition, so accounts of either one tend to reduce the other to conceptual residue.10

It is in Black-Michaud’s and other anthropologists’ work that the most discerning efforts to delineate feud from war have been advanced. Both feud and war involve communal violence, notes Black-Michaud, but whereas the former prescribes strict criteria for targeting individuals within the rival group, the latter ‘is collective but not selective…. The ideal condition for warfare is that all killing should be thought of as legitimate.’ Violence in warfare is patterned by pragmatic, tactical considerations, rather than ideological guidelines. By definition, then, the scope and intensity of war are (in theory) unlimited. Conversely, and for the same reason, the waging of war is limited to social units separated by vast structural distances, beyond bounds of kinship or ‘jural community’.11 The intensity of war precludes unleashing it at close quarters.12

Black-Michaud’s conclusion is echoed by the most prolific anthropologist of feud and war, Keith F. Otterbein: ‘Feuding takes place within a political community[;] war takes place between political communities.’13 Basing his taxonomy solely on political context, Otterbein barely concerns himself with conflicts’ intensity or structural characteristics (such as target selection or resolution mechanisms). He highlights, however, the role of political leadership. Where communities exhibit a high degree of centralization, internal and external conflict are inversely correlated, but where leadership is weak or diffusive, both forms thrive in tandem: ‘Although it would seem judicious for any society engaging in war with its neighbors to have internal cohesion, societies with only a low level of political authority apparently cannot control the feuding…. [I]n these societies, war and feuding go hand-in-hand.’ Such a finding is hardly surprising, as Christopher Boehm remarks: ‘Common sense would suggest that when people practice warfare, the warrior attitudes that they develop will make them highly prone to retaliate for homicides that are suffered intrasocietally.’14 War, then, tends to beget feud, except where strong central authorities are able to stem it.

Boehm’s own classification concurs with Black-Michaud’s and Otterbein’s: feud constitutes a mode of ‘nonpeaceful coexistence’ within a society, and its goal is envisaged as ‘compromise or…stalemate’, whereas war ‘is episodic and is aimed at a triumph’ over external enemies. Boehm’s study of the mountain-dwelling tribes of Montenegro re-opens the question of the correlation between the two forms. As Otterbein would predict, stateless Montenegrins both feuded amongst themselves and warred against the Ottoman Empire. What Otterbein would not have predicted, however, is their success at balancing these enterprises. In Montenegro, Boehm argues, feud and war complemented each other in a delicate equilibrium: the need for martial preparedness for feuding kept social units ‘in a state of internal cohesion and perpetual readiness to fight’, while at the same time preventing them ‘from unifying to a degree that might invite extinction at the hands of the Turks’. In the absence of internal coercive government, suppressing feud altogether was out of the question, but Montenegrins’ ‘political sophistication [was] such that they [could] see a clear relationship between strategically controlling certain feuds and maintaining the group’s effectiveness in external warfare’. Warring Montenegrins ‘regulate[d] their own feuding…precisely where feuding was most likely to interfere with their effectiveness in waging external war’. How exactly such self-regulation worked in the absence of ‘rational problem solving…made possible by the centralization of political power’, Boehm does not specify.15

The anthropological literature on feud and warfare differentiates categorically between intra- and inter-societal conflicts, then, while raising questions about how the different forms might correlate. Intra-socially, feud is small-scale, routine, rule-governed; extra-socially, war is grander and fiercer, spasmodic yet uninhibited. But even the underlying classification, which for long seemed secure, has recently been called into question: ‘The real problem with such definitions is the close link between war and the state,’ notes sociologist Wolfgang Knöbl. ‘This link is a nuisance for those social scientists[, premodernists among them,] who…have to deal with conflicts in areas or periods without states.’ In the absence of clearly demarcated political societies to constitute insides and outsides, the anthropological criterion for distinguishing war from feud dissipates.16

On closer inspection, however, the ‘real problem’ Knöbl refers to turns out to be not simply the coupling of war and statehood, but the specific directionality assumed in formulations like Otterbein’s: to define feud and war as conflicts within and between political communities makes the existence of discrete communities logically antecedent to hostilities. A detour via the Amazon jungle—where yet another anthropologist, Pierre Clastres, reverses the vector—offers a way around this impasse. Clastres sees an inverse correlation between endemic violence and the emergence of complex political structures. He hypothesizes that this correlation is both causal and (at the level of the social unconscious) willed: perpetual hostilities serve to inhibit political complexity. ‘Primitive society is society against the state to the extent that it is society for war,’ writes Clastres, ‘at the same time, and for the same reasons, [that it is] society against the warrior.’17 Clastres’s usage of several terms may puzzle or vex historians of medieval Europe,18 and calls for glossing. First, his label ‘primitive’ means to valorize a distinctively non-modern political ideology, not to endorse evolutionary social models. His ‘primitive’ society corresponds to what others designate ‘non-state’ or ‘acephalous’ societies, tags he rejects because they define a society through the absence of an ideal it disowns.19 Second, the ‘state’ (l’état) is, for Clastres, any political arrangement that seeks to impose on society, more or less permanently, a set of interests distinct from the sum of members’ individual interests. Whether this state appears in the guise of an ephemeral despot or of impersonal modern bureaucracy matters little for distinguishing it from laterally conceived, primitive political practice. Clastres’s Amazonian tribes are, in this sense, close indeed to uchronic Icelanders, who like them affirmed a primitive preference for decentralized political society over a hierarchy subordinated to a monarch. Finally, ‘war’—an inevitable, if misleading, translation of Clastres’s guerre, which covers a broader semantic field than its English substitute—here denotes all forms of politically motivated violence, including those which other anthropologists distinguish as feud. (For the sake of clarity, I henceforth translate Clastres’s guerre as ‘violence’.) The politics of acephalous society is always, in Clastres’s view, the politics of dispersion: ‘it is not violence that is the effect of segmentation, it is segmentation that is the effect of violence. It is not just its effect, but its goal…. [Violence is] the principal sociological means of promoting the centrifugal force of dispersion against the centripetal force of unification…. [It is the] institution [that] simultaneously expresses and safeguards the permanence of this logic.’20

Clastres thus argues that societies in which the principle of lateral, reciprocal politics predominates are inherently opposed to the consolidation of authority (société contre l’état); that they resist such centripetal forces by stimulating political violence (société pour la guerre); and that, in so doing, they undermine the very men at the forefront of political violence (société contre le guerrier). All three elements of this formulation, as I show below, are pertinent to understanding the Icelandic preference for feud over warfare.

Even with war thus provisionally delineated, it remains to be shown that there is good reason to marvel at its absence from uchronic Iceland. Is it reasonable to expect war to have occurred where it does not? An answer in terms of the power dimension of violence, looking primarily to Iceland’s real circumstances, immediately inclines towards No. Iceland’s population was sparse and poor, hardly capable of sustaining intensive campaigns, and faced serious topographic impediments to projecting force over distances. Unlike other frontier societies in the High Middle Ages—the Crusading Levant, the zone of German expansion in the Slavic east, or the paradigmatic ‘society organized for war’, reconquista Spain—Icelanders faced no indigenous competitors, geographically proximate rivals whose cultural and political distance might make them apt targets for extra-social violence.21 For goðar, whose authority was too ephemeral to make intensive mobilization straightforward and who could not easily persuade their followers to regard struggles with rival goðar as extra-societal confrontations, war was an implausible proposition. Foreign powers, even when they entertained acquisitive ambitions, never deemed Iceland a prize attractive enough to warrant mounting an amphibious invasion across the hostile ocean.22 In such a view, then, the absence of warfare from the sagas’ uchronia is an unremarkable consequence of its absence from the history the sagas sought to portray.

Such a realist form of explanation skirts the issue of textuality, however. It fails to engage the sagas’ bounded imagination concerning violence, and offers no explanation for why saga narrators should usually depict warfare in Norway or England as feud writ large. Nor does realism elucidate why, even when thirteenth-century Icelandic magnates did field hundreds and thousands of troops in what looks to all intents and purposes like warfare—large-scale campaigns of intensive, episodic, undifferentiated violence, pursuing supra-local political goals against enemies treated as belonging to rival polities—their violence was still envisioned more in terms of blood vengeance and honour than as a pursuit of dynastic, official, or public goals.23 We have seen how the idiom of kinship and personal vendetta helped cobble together a coalition of goðar to oppose Bishop Guðmundr after the death of Kolbeinn Tumason in 1208 (Chapter 2). A feuding sensibility fuelled this warlike effort to expel Guðmundr from high secular politics.

An answer in terms of the signifying dimension of violence seems to offer greater traction: Icelanders may have understood all violence, even warfare, in terms of feud because feud, unlike warfare, resonated with their cultural expectations. While the political ends hardly justified war as means, cultural preferences imbued feud with meaning. Just as the beleaguered Aztecs of sixteenth-century Mexico struggled to comprehend the cataclysm engulfing them by translating Cortés’s Clausewitzian logic into their own ritual war idiom—the only idiom they knew—so also medieval Icelanders clung to the idiom of feud even when the violence they experienced flared up with increasingly unfeudlike intensity.24 The fact that other forms of violence, such as domestic abuse, were likewise assimilated to the imaginary of feud lends credence to such an explanation.25 But, although an interpretation stressing the symbolic dimension has undeniable merit, it too falls short in key respects. To state that feud made better cultural sense than war merely begs the question: why did it? What was it about feud that made its violence, but not that of war, culturally palatable?

My own answer, predictably, turns on consideration of risk. If Icelanders preferred feud to war, they must have found some means of mitigating its politically centrifugal risks; conversely, they must have sensed in warfare a menace that they were not as well equipped to contain. Faced with a choice between violent idioms, they picked the more familiar and manageable form of jeopardy jockeying. Individual Icelanders, however, may never have confronted a choice. If war threatened the Icelandic body politic in a way that feud did not, cultural barriers would have been erected to block it. The unwillingness—or inability—of sagas to portray warfare testifies to the gravity of the perceived danger. War became unspeakable, an abomination, too disturbing even to contemplate. An abomination, says Julia Kristeva, ‘is that which falls away from the symbolic system. It is that which eludes the social logic, the rational order on which rests the social construct; [society] thus differentiates itself…coming to constitute a system of classification, a structure.’ For Icelanders it may have been more than merely individual, visceral antipathy towards warfare. Driven by sociological necessity, their cultural codes may actually have censored war out of consciousness, putting it conceptually beyond their reach.26

What acute danger did war pose to Icelandic society? In the first place, because it is ‘collective but not selective’, warfare remains relatively unstructured. Lack of protocol makes warfare inherently unforeseeable—a poor instrument for apprehending the future.27 It is the cultural response to this unpredictability that transformed war from merely useless to actually dangerous. Thanks to its innate limiting conventions, feud requires little political specialization within each rival group; unwritten rules, familiar to all participants, conspire to keep the costs of violence to a minimum. But war, because waged indiscriminately, paradoxically requires greater discrimination of roles: specialists, capable of coercing or cajoling participation in a venture too chancy for members of an undifferentiated group to opt into, are needed to channel the public will towards war. The result of such political specialization is to make war ‘an organized activity directed by…political bodies whose membership is infinitesimal compared to the aggregates involved in actual combat’.28 The process of political elaboration warfare dictates is thus the underside of Clastres’s definition of primitive society: war is violence for the state. War reverses the centrifugal political impulses cherished by laterally organized societies, precipitating or accelerating processes of political centralization.

The hypothesis I probe in this chapter is that warfare thus presented the existential threat of completely rewriting Iceland’s political playbook. Participation in feud is open to all members of political society. In war, in contrast, all members must take part as cannon fodder, but decision making is confined to a specialized cadre, which we may, with Clastres, call the ‘state’ apparatus. For Icelanders to be able to imagine themselves engaging in warfare, they needed to entertain the notion of l’état existing separately from the ebb and flow of reciprocal political life. War endangered the welfare of Icelandic political society not so much directly, through all-out violence, as indirectly, by its embedded assumption of political differentiation. So long as state government remained anathema to Icelanders, hegemonic saga discourse precluded warfare even as an object of imagination.

In this chapter, I follow a pseudo-chronological progression through the history of uchronic Iceland, from the domestic elaboration of feud at the expense of war in the long tenth century, through the inability to wage war abroad into the eleventh century, to the last hurrah of feud culture in the thirteenth. Such a chronology is undercut, however, by the fact that both Family Saga accounts of the Saga Age and Contemporary Saga narratives about the Sturlung Age were produced at about the same time, possibly even by the same authors. The final section of this chapter accordingly upends the notion of historical progression, proposing to understand the seeming chronology as a product of bevelled uchronias rather than as development over time. Saga authors constructed the distant past under the golden sign of feud, but regarded the more recent period as a grim age of iron. This chapter maps the anti-bellum cultural barriers whose contours the sagas chart—one genre idealizing their past heyday, the other lamenting their present decrepitude.

The threshold of incompetence

Across Europe, before, during, and after the High Middle Ages, men in positions of power sometimes took their societies to war to protect and extend their advantage. They responded to challenges from below (one may think of Courtrai in 1302 or Laupen in 1339), from within their own political community (as at Borroughbridge in 1322), or from external enemies (for instance, at Bannockburn in 1314 or Crécy in 1346).29 In uchronic Iceland, the brokers of power were no more eager than their counterparts elsewhere to cede influence. In their struggles for domination, paralleling the contention of kings and noblemen on the Continent, we would expect to detect traces of warfare—or make sense of its absence. Below, I follow the fortunes of individual magnates, but my interest is not in individual biographies so much as in the structural positions they occupy and the relationships they embody: between the elites and their dependents, within the elites themselves, and finally between the elites and the community at large.

The sagas depict a uchronic society that is stratified but not hierarchical. Certainly, Icelandic magnates’ individual ambitions to promote their standing created vertical differentiation, tending towards the consolidation of a hierarchy. At the same time, however, the multiplicity of competing ambitions acted as a brake on any one contestant’s ability to wrestle his way to the top, undermining any serially ranked order. Goðar enjoyed an eminence of authority, but were not, in most respects, sharply set apart from other bœndr. Still, when it came to the practice of violence, men of lower rank were ill-advised to engage their betters directly. Þorsteinn stangarhǫgg acted wisely when push came to shove, submitting to Bjarni goði even though he enjoyed a tactical advantage. Less prudent bœndr who dared challenge magnates usually found impossible odds stacked against them, as no lesser a hero than Gísli Súrsson can attest. After slaying his own brother-in-law, Þorgrímr goði, Gísli survived as an outlaw for over fourteen years—a nearly unparalleled run. Throughout this time, Gísli had to parry repeated attempts on his life by Þorgrímr’s brother and heir; finally even he succumbed, eliciting the saga author’s plaintive appraisal: ‘it is generally agreed that [Gísli] was a most valorous man, though he was not a lucky man in all respects’.30 The converging lessons taught by men like Gísli and Þorsteinn were not lost on other bœndr. In 1222, for example, some of Sighvatr Sturluson’s neighbours chanced upon him riding alone in his fields. Among them was a certain Hafr, whose family was neck-deep in feud with the goði’s. Earlier that winter, Hafr’s brother had executed Sighvatr’s son Tumi (see Chapter 2) with his own hand. On this day, Sighvatr

saw three fully armed men riding into the enclosure and he recognized that it was Hafr, and he turned towards them and wound his cloak around his arm. Hafr and his men rode up to the homefield fence and there were no greetings. Hafr asked: ‘Why is the goði with so few men?’ ‘I didn’t know that I’d need men along now,’ says Sighvatr. Hafr and his men looked him over for a while before they turned away, and Sighvatr went home.

Face-to-face with a solitary, barely armed goði, Sighvatr’s enemies still allowed themselves to be stared down. They knew full well that this golden opportunity might never reappear, but that seizing it spelled irrevocable disaster for them all.31

Yet Hafr’s restraint did not pay off: backing down could prove just as disastrous as standing tough. A short while later, he was murdered in his bed by one of Sighvatr’s minions. Men like Hafr found themselves trapped in an unenviable double bind. Unless they could recruit robust support from a rival goði—support that could only be purchased at an exorbitant price32—their chances against a member of the dominant elite were negligible. In such cases, bœndr’s choices were cruelly reduced: they could yield to their adversary or yield to an ally. Either option strengthened the corporate might of the mighty.33

Faced with two options, both bad, some men chose a third: desperate resistance all the same. Notably, it was often against the most powerful that smallfry dug their heels in. In Hrafnkels saga, the eponymous Hrafnkell goði, a man unaccustomed to atoning for his depredations, makes Þorbjǫrn, the father of his latest victim, an extraordinary offer:

It is not unknown to you that I will compensate no man with money,34 and yet people have to accept it…. Now I will show that this deed of mine seems to me worse than those others I’ve done. I will provide for your farm…. And anything you know to be in my possession and of which you have need, you shall tell me and not suffer shortage of those things, of which you have need…. I shall provide for you to your dying day; so shall we two be reconciled. I do expect that many would then say that [your son] was [bought] quite dear.

Despite the unprecedented, lavish generosity of Hrafnkell’s offer, Þorbjǫrn waves him off: ‘I don’t want this,’ he insists. ‘I want us to choose men to arbitrate between us.’ Hrafnkell finds the stipulation unacceptable: ‘Then you must think yourself my equal, and we will not be reconciled on such [terms].’ And so Þorbjǫrn, a man of little consequence and less means, embarks on a long quest to recruit allies. Time and again, he must endure humbling rejection—his own brother calls him a fool to have spurned Hrafnkell’s offer—but he perseveres, eventually winning the backing of men willing to confront the goði.35

Unlike the skittish Hafr or the self-reliant Gísli, Þorbjǫrn has the presence of mind to mobilize others to tackle Hrafnkell on his behalf. Þorbjǫrn himself, then, is no maverick; his choice is less the courage of desperation than the conventional savvy of coalition building. Nor is Þorbjǫrn’s first supporter, his nephew Sámr of Leikskálar, noteworthy: Sámr only reluctantly agrees to proxy for his uncle under heavy goading and shaming.36 It is the third link in the feuding chain, the initially uninvolved Þorkell Þjóstarsson, who merits a closer look.37 Coalition building is normally pricey, but Þorbjǫrn pays nothing, since he has nothing to offer.38 How, then, does he manage to win Þorkell to his cause?

The attraction of championing Þorbjǫrn’s cause has nothing to do with the hapless client and everything to do with his formidable rival. In the epigram to this chapter, Þorkell articulates his rationale for getting involved. It is precisely Hrafnkell’s reputation for unbeatable supremacy that makes him a worthy target—especially in the eyes of a promising but still unproved bachelor (einhleypingr, lit. ‘solitary runner’): ‘it appears to me best to contend with him before whom everyone has so far been driven…. [M]y honour—or that of any chieftain who managed to row a little ways ahead of Hrafnkell—would increase greatly and not diminish.’39 Were Hrafnkell any less accomplished, the credit to be gained from tackling him would be diminished. Þorkell’s logic echoes Sæmundr Jónsson’s in declaring enmity on all of Norway. Unlike Sæmundr, however (for whom the distant kingdom remains an abstraction and who overwhelmingly outguns any actual Norwegians he might run into in Iceland), Þorkell must be willing to face up to a real and frightful risk. Þorkell thus demonstrates that the same systemic constraints which deterred a majority of political players from challenging society’s hegemons also created the narrow aperture through which the mightiest of the mighty, men of Hrafnkell’s calibre, could come to look more like juicy catch than invincible leviathan. Similar sentiments are voiced elsewhere in the sagas, as when the venerable Njáll Þorgeirsson prophesies that his friend Gunnarr, ‘a most valiant man and…much tried, would nevertheless [suffer] more later, because many would envy [him]’—a prophecy amply borne out by subsequent events.40

The sagas relate only a few cases of humble men who successfully hunt goðar.41 True, distinctions of station may sometimes be less sharp than they seem. Gísli, although he does not possess the same mark of ascribed status as his brother-in-law Þorgrímr, certainly moves in the same circles as his goði victim.42 Still, there is normally a status gap. It takes exceptional men and exceptional circumstances for rank-and-file Icelanders to overcome hesitations like those that numbed Hafr and to risk all against powerhouses like Sighvatr or Hrafnkell. Where the sagas depict the downfall of great men, they typically present it as the outcome of lateral competition among those already at the top. Saga after saga shows goðar vying with each other just as viciously as Continental lords in chansons de geste. Their political jostling involved mutual raids, killing each other’s þingmenn, and the occasional direct assault on each other’s persons. Like Arnkell Þórólfsson in Eyrbyggja saga, they suffer defeat, humiliation, and death at the hands of their peers.43 Sturlunga Saga likewise depicts thirteenth-century goðar who were willing to practise violence against other magnates’ followers, livelihood, and ultimately lives. At the most bitter confrontation of the thirteenth century, the Battle of Ørlygsstaðir in 1238, four of the country’s leading men clashed; only two, Kolbeinn ungi and Gizurr Þorvaldsson, left the field of carnage alive, having personally dyed their hands in the blood of their rivals, Sighvatr Sturluson and his son Sturla. Taking on a daunting rival obviously posed grave dangers; anyone in his right mind would have thought twice before committing to open hostilities against the likes of Sighvatr and Sturla. Yet failure to undertake such risks could seem the more perilous route.

As Hrafnkell’s example shows, above a certain threshold, a chieftain’s waxing power could make him top-heavy, persuading his opponents that the prospects, if they were to topple him, outweighed the risks of contending with someone of such stature. The consequences of attempts to clip the wings of the mighty ranged from the catastrophic, as in the fateful burning of Njáll,44 to the comic. The northern goði Guðmundr inn ríki [the Powerful] often trod too cavalierly on the sensibilities of rough equals. We meet him as he settles into the high seat at a gathering where another man, Ófeigr Járngerðarson, had usually held precedence. Seeing this, Ófeigr shows Guðmundr his bunched knuckles and interrogates him on a series of empirical and hypothetical questions: ‘How big do you think this fist is, Guðmundr?…Do you believe there is strength in it?…Do you believe a blow from [it] would be hard?…Do you believe it would cause harm?…How would you fancy such a death?’ Having received satisfactory answers (‘Big enough!…I certainly believe so…. Hard indeed!…[It’d] break bones or kill…. Very poorly, and I shouldn’t like to be granted it’), Ófeigr concludes with an imperative: ‘Then don’t sit in my place.’ Guðmundr, not usually a meek man, obliges.45

Others who aspired to greatness were less fortunate when rivals found their success too galling to bear. One such goði, the caddish Þorgils Hǫlluson, grows overconfident after he has successfully taken blood for Bolli Þorleiksson’s slaying. (Bolli had lain unavenged for so long that many considered his killers immune from retribution. Þorgils was manipulated into assuming the danger of vengeance through the machinations of a still greater chieftain, Snorri goði. Nevertheless, even after he realizes he has been duped, Þorgils is right to feel he has ‘accomplished a very manly [deed]’.)46 Þorgils then makes the blunder of depriving a minor chieftain of his goðorð. When Snorri goði learns of this, he puts on a show of righteous indignation: ‘The Hǫllu-jerk is becoming really ambitious and haughty now! Won’t Þorgils run into any men who’d finally be unwilling to endure all this from him? It’s very true, of course, that he’s a big and competent man, but even such men as he have happened to be sent to the hereafter.’ Snorri then presents the son of the dispossessed goði with a gift axe; sure enough, the gift soon makes its way through Þorgils’s neck.47 Though couched in a concessive phrase—accounting, as it were, for Þorgils’s ability to ride roughshod over others—Snorri’s build-up of Þorgils is no less calculated to incite violence against him than the sympathy he extends to his victim. Þorgils had won his station by slaying a man considered untouchable; in turn, it is his very impregnability that makes him an appropriate target for attack by a humbled goði’s son. The seed of his downfall is sown by his very prominence.

The logic of competition among goðar is spelled out more expansively in Vápnfirðinga saga, which dramatizes the difficult deliberative preliminaries. The goði Geitir Lýtingsson is locked in a prolonged struggle with his kinsman, Brodd-Helgi Þorgilsson, but must yield to him at every turn; Helgi is clearly his superior, and Geitir openly admits as much:

Geitir spoke well of [Brodd-Helgi] and said he was a very great man, resolute and unyielding but nevertheless a worthy gentleman (drengr góðr) in most respects.

‘Isn’t he a very iniquitous man (ójafnaðarmaðr mikill)?’ says Ǫlvir.

Geitir answers: ‘It is mostly on me that Helgi’s iniquity has fallen, because he doesn’t like my having the same sky over my head as he has over his.’

Ǫlvir answers: ‘Shall he be endured in all this?’

‘That’s how it’s been so far,’ says Geitir.48

Geitir’s words are hardly disinterested description: he converses with Ǫlvir while making the rounds to muster support against Helgi. Nonetheless, it is the literal accuracy of Geitir’s assessment that freights his words with a hidden payload. When he says that he has endured the situation ‘so far’, the unsaid complement is that he does not intend to continue doing so. The cached menace depends, however, on the veracity of Geitir’s account of the preceding situation, on his not having been in a position to dare oppose Helgi until now. In allowing Ǫlvir (and others) to speak ill of Helgi, Geitir is gauging the public sentiment. What he learns from Ǫlvir’s questioning is that Brodd-Helgi, like Þorgils Hǫlluson, has earned a reputation as an overly ambitious climber, one whose rapid ascent primes him for a fall. Through his line of questioning, Ǫlvir as good as puts the axe in Geitir’s hands.49

What such examples reveal is a law of the conservation of vulnerability. Men deficient in social power are naturally prone to being knocked about, physically or symbolically, as Þorbjǫrn is by Hrafnkell: Ófeigr, a mere bóndi (albeit an influential one), finds his seat taken; Geitir must weather repeated depredations; other chieftains might be summarily relieved of their goðorð. But their oppressors may discover that excess power makes them no safer from reprisal—quite the contrary. Guðmundr inn ríki manages to back off with nothing but his reputation battered; Þorgils Hǫlluson and Brodd-Helgi stumble into an early grave. As prospect theory would predict, recent and unprecedented assertions of supremacy, such as Þorgils’s grasping or Guðmundr’s invasion of Ófeigr’s honorific space, are particularly likely to provoke a forceful response. Those who suffer such exactions find themselves in a domain of losses, their current status dipping suddenly below a customary reference point. This is notably untrue of Snorri goði, who had initiated the conflict with Þorgils and is constantly two steps ahead of him. And indeed, Snorri does not pursue a risky confrontation himself: he successfully kindles a younger man’s abruptly bruised sense of worth to impel him into danger. Geitir alone seems exceptional; his attack on Helgi follows a long and gradual accumulation of grievances, not a sudden outrage.

Yet Geitir’s tipping point into a domain of losses can be pinpointed precisely, too. Unlike the chieftain’s son who comes to Snorri goði for advice and support, Geitir has already made up his mind by the time he arrives on Ǫlvir’s doorstep: in seeking counsel, he is merely assembling the means to translate will into action. But if Geitir is hardly Ǫlvir’s tool, as the young man is Snorri’s, still it had taken an external stimulus to transform him from patient endurance to lethal resistance. Geitir only musters the conviction to engage his aggressive rival when his own ‏þingmenn threaten to abandon him if he does not:

we now present to you two choices. [Either] you go home to your farm in Krossavík [which Geitir had abandoned for the security of a more distant one] and never relocate from there again, but rather oppose Helgi if he does you any dishonour from now on; [or] else we will sell our farmsteads and head off, some out of the country and some out of the district.

Deprived of þingmenn, Geitir would lose what little benefit his goðorð still confers on him. Geitir has become accustomed to Brodd-Helgi’s iniquity, but his clients’ protest changes the equation. An explicit threat of political irrelevance finally outweighs the perils of confronting Helgi, forcing Geitir to recalibrate his reference point at last.50

None of the conflicts described here is impersonal, non-selective in the manner characteristic of warfare; many are not even collective, although both Brodd-Helgi’s rival and Hrafnkell’s raise substantial levies.51 Still, we may detect germs of potential warfare in the ways that these clashes transcend purely private concerns. Þorgils Hǫlluson’s slayer acts to avenge a personal wrong, but inadvertently also serves a third party’s interests: Snorri goði’s. Having steered Þorgils into carrying out one risky hit, Snorri prods his erstwhile agent’s victim to dispose of the now-resentful mercenary. (Snorri’s loose ends have a knack for tying themselves up neatly. Þorgils’s killer is, in turn, run down and dispatched immediately after carrying out his mission.) Such a pattern may be thought to represent no more than the histoire fact of Snorri’s genius as an impresario, or alternatively a récit-level device for streamlining the drama: with goodfella audacity, Snorri rids himself of all impediments, while keeping aloof of any bloodshed himself.52 But there is more to it than just knavery or literary conceit. In the sagas’ uchronia, magnates who clash with other overweening magnates serve a definite social function. Big-boned Ófeigr is not merely touchy about his own status; in another confrontation with Guðmundr inn ríki, he explicitly undertakes to intercede on behalf of his fellow þingmenn, who groan under the weight of their goði’s exactions.53 More pointedly, in pursuing his narrow self-interest, a goði like Geitir (or Sighvatr and Arnórr, when they heeded the plea of the Reykjadalr men to rescue them from Bishop Guðmundr; Chapter 2) comes to represent a constituency, labouring for the good of a more or less broad public.

The feuding violence of Iceland’s principal actors thus transcended personal politics and yoked itself to the service of segments of the community. Feuding among chieftains served a rather more public function than disputes among commoners; the same social logic that effectively kept plebeian squabbles out of the law courts (Chapter 3) also freighted the clashes of the elite with civic significance.54 No charitable impulse motivates Ófeigr when he stands up to Guðmundr, and we hear that he gains much prestige from his handling of the confrontation. His conscious calculus is thus entirely self-serving. Still, in protecting his own privilege, he also does a great good turn to the other farmers in the fjord.55

But battling goðar also served a still broader systemic purpose—again, with neither intent nor consciousness of doing so—beyond the representation of this or that partisan agenda. In their uncompromising refusal to cede precedence to each other, they policed one another’s power jealously, checking the ascent of overly successful peers. Speaking of early Capetian France, Dominique Barthélemy aptly describes such a society as ‘viscous’; but while this metaphor captures the difficulty of general mobility, it obscures the abrupt harshness with which any one molecule’s breaking loose would have been countered.56 A balance of terror among goðar set a glass ceiling to every individual’s advancement, thereby perpetuating Iceland’s decentralized political viscosity. From the point of view of society as a whole, then, individuals like Geitir and Ófeigr were safeguarding the political mechanics of acephalous reciprocity against the encroachment of a centralizing principle. In Clastres’s terms, such men came to serve as society’s shock-troops against the state. Unbeknownst to them, their narrow self-interest aligned itself with the sociological imperative of dispersive politics; indeed, their success depended on this convergence, which in turn ensured that the germ of potential war could not take root.

Objects of goði oppression, bœndr were thus also beneficiaries of goði-on-goði political violence. Society at large nonetheless bore much of the brunt of this competition. Cases like Þorgils Hǫlluson’s, where one member of the elite manipulated another into assassinating a third, or for that matter Ófeigr’s cowing of Guðmundr, were exceptional. Normally, goðar relied on the force of their massed þingmenn to deal with rivals. The mighty sometimes hung back from the actual butcher’s work, preferring to choreograph the advance of their men from the rear—a practice that did not go unnoted.57 Still, they more often advanced at the head of their men, sometimes with unfortunate results. Snorri goði, for example, often avoids combat, but on one occasion when he takes the lead, his would-be victim manages to grab him and hold him at knifepoint, keeping the goði’s party at bay until he can negotiate terms for himself.58 We can even see conscious exploitation of magnates’ reluctance to appear cowardly in order to put them in harm’s way: when the sly Þrándr accompanies Hafgrímr, lord of half of the Faeroe Islands, in an assault on the brothers Brestir and Beinir, joint lords of the other half, he hangs back while goading his ally forward. Soon enough, Brestir, Beinir, and Hafgrímr all fall, leaving Þrándr to take their place as the dominant man in the Islands.59

The norms of feuding distributed risk of personal injury fairly evenly among great men and little. To retain their political eminence, goðar needed to maintain a reputation for personal bravery. The sagas frequently show great men in the thick of combat, and occasionally comment expressly on the ideology behind personal heroics. Advancing in the van one time, Snorri goði tartly snaps when a spear from the enemy ranks strikes his uncle, Már Hallvarðsson: ‘Good—turns out it’s true that it’s not always best to walk last.’ Snorri’s put-down of Már affirms the speaker’s own callous bravado in more ways than one. It offers an obvious contrast between the shirker and the leader, mapping each man’s spatial location on a moral grid, but also between the injured and the hale, presenting Már’s misfortune as punishment for timidity. The sentiment is moreover couched in the impersonal language of proverb, investing it with a claim to objective truth.60

Such commentary confirms that membership in Iceland’s secular elite was imagined to correlate closely with battlefield prowess. Goðar were expected to display at least as much eagerness for combat as rank-and-file bœndr. Self-possessed men could be distinguished by this trait from the allegedly craven and incompetent Untermenschen who fell below the political horizon.61 When Icelandic elites fail to manifest their supposedly innate martial tendencies, this failure invariably draws critical comment: Guðmundr inn ríki suffers widespread accusations of unmanliness; the sage Njáll is likewise mocked for his beardlessness, his deficient stubble maliciously equated with an inability to wage violence; and even Njáll’s hypermasculine friend Gunnarr of Hlíðarendi doubts himself, not because he falls short in performance—his kill-sheet is undeniably impressive—but because he has little appetite for bloodshed.62 Likewise in Sturlunga Saga, the pious Ketill Þorsteinsson, future Bishop of Hólar (r.1122–45), can only dissuade a chieftain from perpetuating a destructive feud by sharing with him a personal anecdote of forgiveness and restitution: in his youth, Ketill had pursued vengeance against a man who cuckolded him, but had been bested in every engagement, even losing an eye—until he took God into his heart and was reconciled with his adversary; then, finally, fortune began to smile on him. Ketill’s parable means to counter the heroic impulses of his addressee and move him to moderation. It depends, however, on the assumption that it is natural for a member of Iceland’s social elite—even one destined for episcopal robes—to seek to avenge affronts with violence, and that it is only by superlative grace that such men may curb their aggressions.63

Like chivalric literature produced elsewhere in high-medieval Europe, uchronic writings patronized by the Icelandic elite helped perpetuate an ethos of personal prowess.64 At times, this literature seems to function as a top-down instrument of ideological control, trumpeting ideals that magnates would have found especially appropriate for inculcating in subordinates, such as the glory to be gained by dying alongside one’s lord: ‘The jarl offered amnesty to all those who didn’t want to defend [Helgi Njálsson],’ notes Njáls saga, ‘but Helgi was so popular that everyone preferred to die with him.’65 In other instances, however, the ideological thrust cuts laterally. Poetry, especially, may have appeared as an apparatus peculiarly suited for stoking the sensibilities of great men. By the thirteenth century, skaldic verse was an obscure enough art to count as the particular preserve of the elites. Snorri Sturluson famously explains in his Edda, a Norse Ars Poetica, that skaldic poetry was in decline and needed to be revived for young gentlemen’s ‘enlightenment and entertainment’.66 Much of the exhortatory ideology operating in poems like those by Snorri and his circle may thus have been directed at peers more than at underlings. ‘The recruitment propaganda [at work in this poetry],’ writes Judy Quinn,

presumably ran along these lines: the warrior who dared to engage in battle, to submit to combat, would win fame through every encounter until he eventually succumbed to death in battle; but when that happened he was going to bed with a valkyrie and, implicitly, making the transition from the world of the living to the divine world of the dead, a glorious transit even if it spelt defeat in battle.67

The heroic narrative played out in verse leads to glorious triumphs; just as surely, it leads to death, which is rendered equally glorious. The warrior falling in battle, bloodied and broken by hard blows, could be imagined as reclining into the soft embrace of a divine lover. In such reversal, erotic gratification was substituted for physical agony, and defeat in combat was sublimated into conquest between the sheets.68 Beyond the human dividends to be reaped from a display of courage, skaldic verse held out to the elites specific superhuman inducements for forging ahead into danger.

Whether more moved by others’ hectoring, by tacit recognition of the need to maintain martial credentials, or by the allure of supernatural sex, Icelandic magnates found themselves relentlessly propelled into the kill zone. Not every goði was granted a violent death, much less a glorious one. But men of substance were encouraged to believe it in their best interest to die young, cheered on by terse obituaries like: ‘Þorleikr had little need to contend with old age, but rather was held in high esteem for so long as he lived.’69 In this way, the individual ideology of heroism dovetailed with the societal ideology of lateral diffusion, serving society’s need to curb the political ambitions of goðar. In lionizing feud and violent individualism, Icelandic culture was also extirpating war. By embracing an ideology of elite self-sacrifice, society against the state became, at the same time and for the same reasons, society against the warrior. And—through its lethal designs on those individuals who would, if granted the chance, be kings, but were instead indoctrinated to perish in their prime—society against the state was also society against war.70

To recapitulate, uchronic society (as portrayed in the sagas) employed feuding violence as a population control mechanism: not to forestall an overall demographic explosion but specifically to cull the elite. Ideological propaganda insisted on the correlation of political eminence with personal prowess. (And, as with the ideologies of other times and places, factual exceptions—successful politicians of dubious martial credentials, such as Guðmundr inn ríki or the peaceable Njáll—could not get in the way of the propaganda.) To collect political dividends, goðar and bœndr had to be willing to put their lives on the line. Their cultural milieu encouraged them to value prospects in the realm of status highly, and to balance them against underestimated risks in the realm of physical injury. Survivors of this Darwinian process found that prospects grew geometrically only, however, whereas risks multiplied exponentially. The higher a chieftain climbed, the more he was faced with challengers determined to see him fall. Great men were thus physically barred from undergoing the political specialization needed to become purveyors of war. Feuding parties, or an assassin’s axe, interceded to block such sublimation.

A foreign form of fighting

Sequestered on their rock in the middle of the Atlantic, Icelanders honed the ethos of feuding into a fine instrument of lateral governance, which eliminated war and doomed overly successful warriors. But Icelanders faced foes outside the confines of their own island, too. Some, like Egill Skalla-Grímsson and members of his illustrious family, fought in foreign campaigns. Others encountered truly novel circumstances and people, often at the sharp end of a sword. Abroad, too, Icelanders manifested a disinclination to wage war.

Icelanders’ unwarlike overseas record illuminates their concepts of political violence from a slightly different angle than that explored above. On the one hand, we witness saga authors’ reluctance—or inability—to countenance war-making. As in the famous Asch experiments on conformity, their cultural instincts predispose them to see feud even where they know that the historical object before their eyes is warfare.71 On the other hand, this predisposition appears to have affected not only retrospective memory but also capacities for action. In the wilderness of the New World, the sagas insist, Icelanders proved incapable of rising to the challenges of non-feuding political violence.

Some of the new enmities Icelanders abroad procured appear as straightforward feuds.72 Others slot into contexts of war. So, for example, when a young Egill Skalla-Grímsson and his brother Þórólfr are raiding on the Baltic and North Sea, they hear of hostilities between the English King Æþelstan (r.924–39) and some of his subjects. The brothers hasten to England, where the king ‘seemed to need help and much plundering was to be expected’. On arrival, they are quickly accepted into Æþelstan’s army, along with hundreds of their viking followers. From the start, then, Egill’s career in England is as joint captain of a mercenary company hired for warfare. The brothers serve Æþelstan well. At the Battle of Vínheiðr, they crush his opponents, killing one rebel lord in an initial skirmish and another in the later general mêlée, but Þórólfr also falls. Egill remains in England over the following winter, then departs for Norway and eventually returns to Iceland.73

Given the warlike context of Egill’s sojourn in England, the author’s presentation of the Battle of Vínheiðr merits attention. We may pass quickly over the focalization of this plot mostly through the characters of the leaders (especially Egill), regarding this as simple obedience to a narratological imperative, as well as over the claim that much of the fighting revolved around attempts to kill commanders or bring down their battle standards, which may reflect commonplace combat realities.74 But even allowing for such individualizing bias in récit devices and histoire practices, the saga’s account of the battle still shows distinctive feuding biases. Wholesale slaughter on the battlefield is carried out selectively, and individual compensation underwrites the pacification after violence has run its course.

First, when Egill, who commands his own company, sees his brother’s banner retreating, he deduces Þórólfr must be in trouble. Breaking formation, Egill sprints to his brother’s position, learns of his death, then cuts his way through the enemy ranks on such a vengeful rampage that he precipitates a general rout. Personal grievance here drives Egill to superhuman achievement. His lust to avenge his fallen brother proves politically decisive, securing the victory that mere soldiering could not. Only as an afterthought does the author note that Æþelstan participates in the assault too, and that it is in fact his force which dislodges the centre of the rebel formation, killing the high commander.75 The narrative of warfare is in this way subordinated to the narrative of vengeance. Second, even after the battle has ended in unqualified English victory, Egill continues to pursue enemy stragglers, killing them to a man, while Æþelstan retires to his castle. Post-triumphal mop-up is a recognizable part of standard military protocol,76 but by representing Egill as extending the pursuit late into the night, after the other victors have already left the field, the saga author suggests a personal urgency that exceeds martial rationality.77
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Image 6. Egils saga describes the protagonist at King Æþelstan’s court: ‘Egill lagði sverðit um kné sér ok dró annat skeið til hálfs, en þá skelldi hann aptr í slíðrin…. Egill…var vel í vexti ok hverjum manni hæri, úlfgrátt hárit ok þykkt ok varð snimma skǫllóttr; en er hann sat…þá hleypði hann annarri brúninni ofan á kinnina, en annarri upp í hárrœtr; Egill var svarteygr ok skolbrúnn. Ekki vildi hann drekka, þó at honum væri borit, enn ýmsum hleypði hann brúnunum ofan eða upp’ [Egill laid the sword across his knees and drew it halfway out from time to time, but then slammed it back into the sheath…. Egill…was big in body and taller than any man, his hair wolf-grey and thick, but he became bald early on; but as he sat…he cocked one eyebrow down to his cheek, but the other one up to the roots of his hair. Egill was black-eyed and dark-browed. He would not drink even though he was served, but cocked his brows alternately down and up] (Egils saga cap. 55, ÍF 2: 143–4)

Source: [ms ÁM 132 fol. (c.1330×1370), 61v, © Árni Magnússon Institute for Icelandic Studies, Reykjavík; photo by Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir]





Finally, when Egill joins the king in his hall, the author creates one of the saga’s best-known vignettes: troll-like and menacing, Egill sits opposite Æþelstan, bristling with unresolved hostility. He beetles his brows, drawing and sheathing his sword, refusing drink and discourse. Only when Æþelstan gives him a lavish gift in an elaborate ceremony—he passes to Egill one of his own arm-rings by sliding it from his own sword onto Egill’s across an open hearth—does Egill begin to calm down, and he only becomes really jovial again after the king has added further gifts, including two chests of silver he entrusts Egill with, to deliver to Skalla-Grímr ‘as a son’s wergild’.78

The king’s conduct and language all suggest that he, too, understands Egill’s (and, by extension, his father’s) plight in feuding terms. Æþelstan’s enemies having been slain or driven off, any surviving rebels are reintegrated into the royal communion.79 It thus now falls to the king to compose a conflict among men who are all his subjects. Negotiating this task requires some delicacy, if he is to placate his loyal retainer while avoiding any appearance of having abased himself before him.80 Æþelstan pacifies Egill by matching his display of hostility with symbolic counter-hostility, meeting him sword-point to sword-point over an open flame,81 and, in the same gesture, offering Egill reparation. By crossing swords with him, Æþelstan subsumes Egill’s enemies, stepping in for them to make the first move towards reconciliation, and follows through with the payment of wergild. Simultaneously, he avoids humbling himself, showing himself worthy of the encomium Egill will soon compose in his honour: ‘the ruler—he who is a terror to armbands—has pushed up the cliffs ringing my mask’s ground [i.e. the king, dispenser of treasure, has lifted my scowl]’.82

Egill and Þórólfr are not the first in the family to serve under a royal banner. In the previous generation, their paternal uncle, also named Þórólfr, had played a key role at the court of Haraldr hárfagri, Norway’s unifying king. Like many other Family Sagas, Egils saga subscribes to the myth of a mass aristocratic exodus from Norway at the turn of the tenth century (c.870–930). According to this myth, Haraldr’s tyrannous reign forced formerly independent Norwegian bœndr and noblemen to choose among three options: shameful subjugation, futile resistance, and risky exile.83 The less lily-livered and more sensible opted for emigration, and many ended up in Iceland as landnámsmenn. Egils saga dramatizes this myth, showing the older generations of Egill’s family as they seek to expand their limited palette of choices. Thus Kveld-Úlfr, Egill’s grandfather, proves too smart to die in doomed resistance to King Haraldr, but also refuses to submit to him outright. Kveld-Úlfr’s son, the gallant Þórólfr, seeks out a different solution: he enters service with Haraldr, but attempts to retain his heroic dignity, and for a while is successful. Eventually, however, the inevitable tensions between Þórólfr’s ambitions, those of others in the king’s retinue, and the king himself lead to a falling out. Haraldr suspects Þórólfr of treason, coming to see the latter’s power as a threat to his own. Finally, Haraldr moves against Þórólfr, defeating and killing him in battle. In the wake of his son’s death, Kveld-Úlfr can only take token vengeance on the king before sailing away to Iceland.84
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Figure 6. Egill Skalla-Grímsson and his immediate male agnates, late ninth and early tenth centuries





Þórólfr Kveld-Úlfsson’s career offers a counterpoint to that of ambitious Icelandic magnates like Brodd-Helgi, Guðmundr inn ríki, or Hrafnkell. Þórólfr inhabits a very different uchronia: his world is that of royalist Norway, and he is in his grave before Icelandic political society ever sees the light of day. Still, Þórólfr’s downfall, too, is that of a chieftain too ambitious for his own survival, dictated by the familiar logic of bounded advancement within a feuding society. Rather than alter this logic, King Haraldr’s centralized rule merely sharpens its bite. Having leveraged himself beyond the system of reciprocal competition, Haraldr stands outside it with drawn sword, embodying the otherwise impersonal sanction ready to lop off any head raised too high. Uchronic Norwegian society thus has recourse to a ready-made mechanism for foiling an upstart magnate’s ascent, dispensing with the elaborate process of consultation and recruitment Geitir must conduct before he attacks Brodd-Helgi, or the scheming manipulation Snorri goði sets in motion in order to curtail Þorgils Hǫlluson’s advancement.

From the outset, the writing of Þórólfr’s demise is on the wall. His father Kveld-Úlfr, ever fond of enigmatic prophesying, tells his son as much when Þórólfr announces his intention to join Haraldr’s court: ‘I’ve no fear that, should you join the regiment of Haraldr’s retainers, you’ll not seem capable or equal to the foremost in any trials of manliness. Take care lest you don’t exercise moderation or contend with greater men. All the same, you shan’t give way.’ Kveld-Úlfr’s paradoxical prediction insists that Þórólfr will be bested by none, advises him not to aim too high, and, in the same breath, reiterates that no benchmark will prove high enough for him. Any way one turns this gnomic Rubik’s Cube, it seems to confirm Kveld-Úlfr’s initial premise: ‘I believe this outcome will come about, that we [i.e. our family] will be allotted death from this king.’85

Þórólfr tries to strike an impossible balance between his independent quest for status and his deference to the king he has vowed to serve. At the decisive Battle of Hafrsfjǫrðr (which clinches Haraldr’s claim to all of Norway), Þórólfr fights in the prow of the king’s battleship, acquitting himself as magnificently as his nephews will in Æþelstan’s service some decades later, and very nearly falling into the valkyries’ embrace. Having survived, however, Þórólfr gains advancement and prestige—his dying friend Bárðr leaves him an enormous inheritance, and Haraldr promotes him to the ranks of the landed nobility, heaping on honours and gifts—and so attains a position lofty enough to seal his fate.86 It is not long before some of Bárðr’s old rivals turn their attentions to Þórólfr. They adopt the sensible strategy of poisoning the king’s ear against him, and Haraldr proves ‘absurdly easily swayed’, helped along ‘by Þórólfr’s painfully clumsy indiscretions in displaying his wealth and power before the king when the king is his guest’.87 The combination of hostile rumours and Þórólfr’s own tactlessness help tip Haraldr over from a domain of gains in the political realm, where Þórólfr’s past loyal service had put him, into a domain of losses in the realm of prestige, where his retainer’s present rising credentials threaten to land him. The king decides he must act.

Þórólfr’s unravelling is epic. Haraldr sends two of his courtiers with nearly 200 men to create a diversion, while he himself strikes out along another route with twice that number, taking Þórólfr by surprise. ‘Set fire to the foreroom,’ the king orders. ‘I don’t want to fight with them and lose my troops.’ Fire is the ultimate indiscriminate weapon, suitable for ravaging invasion rather for selective feud (compare Chapter 5). Both the scale of forces and the tactics the king deploys thus proclaim his view of the conflict as suppressive warfare. Everything else about this clash, however, suggests feud more than asymmetric annihilation. Haraldr rationalizes total war by recognizing Þórólfr’s heroic stature and competence at reciprocal violence: ‘I know Þórólfr will cause us great harm if we attack him…even though he has a smaller troop than we.’ Þórólfr’s friends and family still attempt to mediate a reconciliation. When they are rebuffed, Þórólfr himself leads a charge out of the blazing building, driving towards the king’s standard. As at Vínheiðr, such a tactic makes good (if kamikaze) sense when fighting against an army dependent on centralized generalship; yet there are plenty of clues that tactical functionality is secondary to Þórólfr’s desire to avenge himself on a personal adversary: ‘when Þórólfr reached the shield-wall, he thrust his sword into the man who bore the standard. Then Þórólfr declared: “Now I’ve gone three feet too short.” Both swords and spears then stuck in him, but the king himself dealt him the death blow, and Þórólfr fell forward at the king’s feet.’88 The intimacy of the violence with which Þórólfr is dispatched—his dissatisfaction with having only skewered the standard-bearer; the sense that, had he only made it a few steps farther, he would have been vindicated; the coup de grâce from Haraldr’s own hand; and Þórólfr’s post-mortem completion of his mad dash, covering the remaining distance to fall right at Haraldr’s foot—all bespeak personal reciprocity.89 At the same time, the scene is punctuated with ironies: had Þórólfr succeeded, he would not only have avenged a personal grievance but altered the course of Norwegian history; having failed, he not only falls by the hand of his nemesis but also prostrates himself posthumously at the feet of his liege. Similarly, when the king orders hostilities to cease, his command both proclaims and subverts an understanding of the battle as feud: ‘The king then called and ordered to stop killing [any] more men…. “Now take Þórólfr, your kinsman, and give him a fitting funeral, and so also to the other men who fell here, and have them buried. And have the wounds of those men who are expected to live dressed. But there shall be no plundering here, for this is all my property.”’90 Haraldr wants men to sheathe their weapons not because all opposition ceases at the fall of the enemy commander, as might be expected in war. Rather, as in feud, once a prize antagonist has been felled, the objective of the campaign has been achieved.91 It is time to let the men with cross-cutting ties, Þórólfr’s kinsmen in Haraldr’s own retinue, step in to weave peace by paying tribute to the dead. But Haraldr also destabilizes a simple understanding of his victory as a manoeuvre in reciprocal intra-social exchange. The reason he forbids looting (and, implicitly, why he orders that the injured be bandaged) is selfish and absolutist: he is lord of everything on Þórólfr’s estate anyway.

Haraldr hárfagri, of course, embodies the course of Norwegian history (or at least of the histoire accepted by Icelanders as the authoritative version of that history). Þórólfr has no hope of altering this course; the saga’s thirteenth-century author knows how things must turn out. His dramatic enhancement of Þórólfr’s career is a transparent literary ploy for boosting the prestige of Egill’s family by associating it with great men. It is the author’s method of achieving this association that lays bare the Icelandic view of violence and politics with particular clarity: he presents the interactions between Þórólfr and King Haraldr as a variation on familiar reciprocal conventions, stacking the deck heavily in Haraldr’s favour to secure the inevitable outcome. Though he moves in a royalty-rich environment, Þórólfr’s undermining of his own ascent matches that of an Icelandic aristocrat contending with fellow goðar. The reference point relative to which Þórólfr assesses his status seems set permanently too high; no matter how magnificent his success, he always perceives himself to be in a domain of losses and is inclined to run greater and greater risks, until finally he provokes the ultimate behemoth of Norwegian political society. The higher Þórólfr soars, the closer he comes to smacking into the glass ceiling—personified, in this case, in 5the figure of a sword-wielding king.92

We may conclude this selective survey of Icelanders’ unwarlike exploits in foreign parts by skipping ahead, from the late ninth century to the early eleventh, and hopscotching west across the Atlantic, from Haraldr hárfagri’s Norway to the coasts of medieval North America.93 Here we find neither king nor þing, scant heroism and nary a goði—and yet, a complementary ethos of politics and violence holds sway. In or around the year 1000, Icelandic sailors (led by Leifr Eiríksson) anticipated Columbus’s discovery by five centuries, landing somewhere on the east coast of Canada. But unlike the deep impression vikings made on the British Isles, Normandy, or Rūs, Norse presence in Vínland (as the first explorers named their new-found land) was little more than a fleeting episode.94 Many possible reasons have been adduced for the Norsemen’s inability to obtain a lasting toehold in the New World. One major impediment both thirteenth-century sagas and present-day researchers cite was the belligerent presence of Natives, whom the Norse called skrælingar (sg. skrælingr, ‘contemptible’).95 Norse cultural chauvinism notwithstanding, the Algonquian and Thule Eskimo societies whom the Norse encountered were culturally sophisticated and robust, more than equal to the task of repelling those bedraggled vikings who made it all the way across the Atlantic.96

Two sagas (one of them extant in two distinct versions), Grœnlendinga saga and Eiríks saga rauða, constitute the bulk of our evidence for the place of Vínland in thirteenth-century uchronic perception.97 Both present hostilities between Norsemen and skrælingar unapologetically, as the inevitable consequence of contact. In the arguably older Grœnlendinga saga, the first explorers to encounter Natives are led by Leifr’s brother, Þorvaldr. They chance upon nine skrælingar asleep on the beach. With neither provocation nor explanation, Þorvaldr and his men kill eight; the ninth gets away, returning soon with reinforcements, and Þorvaldr is slain before the Norsemen can escape. The unceremonious butchery of the eight skrælingar heralds the saga’s attitude towards these alien people as appropriate objects for warfare. Later, the two communities’ mutual inability to communicate is emphasized.98 Even when more friendly exchanges take place—Norse dairy products for Native furs—they are conducted as a silent barter. The skrælingar’s Otherness is further underscored by their presentation as simpletons: gullible in trade, panicky at the appearance of a Norse bull, uncomprehendingly fascinated by European technology.99 As soon as bartering begins, they are keen to trade for Norse arms, but the Norse refuse to sell. Hostilities erupt anew when a skrælingr attempts to steal a weapon and is struck down. Later, when the Natives find a discarded Norse axe, they are stumped by it:

one of the skrælingar…inspected it for a while and heaved it at his companion and struck at him. He fell at once, dead. Then [their leader] took the axe and inspected it for a while and afterwards threw it to sea, as far out as he could. And afterwards they flee into the forest, each going as [fast] as he could.100

Laughable stupidity establishes the skrælingar as irreconcilably Other: they are beneath sociability. It’s only fitting, the saga seems to suggest, that such dumb brutes should be slaughtered out of hand when the opportunity presents itself. In Eiríks saga rauða, where interactions between the two peoples seem in some ways more promising—initial mutual bewilderment is followed by friendly overtures and exchange (though these eventually do break down), and individual skrælingar are even allowed to cross the civilizational divide—the basic pattern of interaction remains the same. It only takes one battle to persuade the Norsemen ‘that, even though the land had good prospects there, enmity and terror would always weigh on them from those who inhabited it before’; they decide to head home. The outbound Norsemen still find time to massacre five skrælingar they find sleeping on the beach, displaying the same casual violence on departure as, in Grœnlendinga saga, Þorvaldr’s men had on arrival.101

The skrælingar’s ineluctable Otherness bars any possibility of an exchange of equals with them, be it in the mode of trade or in that of feud. Here, there can be no question of permeable group boundaries: even without a state apparatus to demarcate them, Norsemen and Natives share no common political ground. A further precondition for warfare, the appearance of a centralizing political authority, is also met (at least on the Norse side) due to the unusual circumstance of exploratory forays into an unknown frontier. The small ships’ crews travelling to Vínland normally obey their skippers without question: decision making is an authoritative, top-down process.102

In the feudless wilderness of Vínland, then, the sagas finally allow us to see Icelanders at war. And a sorry sight it is. The Norsemen are resolutely beaten back, even if they do win most matches on points.103 Even local victories are strictly qualified. In its circumstantial account of a single pitched battle, Eiríks saga rauða pitilessly deflates Norse martial pretensions. The skrælingar attack with ballistas (valslǫngur) and outflank the Icelanders, who panic and run, abandoning Freydís Eiríksdóttir, Leifr’s half-sister, too pregnant to escape. Freydís tries to shame them into defending her (‘Why do you run before these worthless men—such estimable men as you are—whom I’d have thought you could cut down like domesticated cattle? But if I had a weapon, I’d think that I should fight better than any of you’), but to no avail. To the Norsemen’s greater ignominy, she then single-handedly beats the skrælingar back.104 Not only do the Icelanders flee before mere savages (though savages who, unaccountably, are armed with advanced military technology), they are outdone by a mere woman.105 To add insult to injury, their understandable panic at being ‘clos[ed] in…from all sides’ later turns out to have been unfounded: the flanking manoeuvre had been mere optical illusion.106

Eiríks saga rauða apparently affirms that Icelanders had rendered themselves impotent as warmakers. It’s not that they won’t; they simply can’t. Centuries of successful feud-craft had atrophied their ability to wage war on those who, unlike Æþelstan or Haraldr hárfagri, could not speak feud. In its own way, Grœnlendinga saga confirms the same impression. Here, the narrative of Vínland exploration is messier, showing less respect for the dramatic unities of action, place, and time. Norse-Native relations, which begin with Þorvaldr’s brutal display, bounce back and forth between further hostilities and cautious rapprochement. Interactions between the two peoples again climax in all-out battle; Norse victory is less qualified, but all the same, the Icelanders sail away the following spring.107

In its final chapters, however, Grœnlendinga saga introduces a new narrative line, suggesting that Native resistance was only half the story of Norse failure. On a final expedition to Vínland, treachery guts the tiny colony. Freydís Eiríksdóttir plays a role no less brash than her namesake in Eiríks saga rauða, but now as a diabolic genius, said to mastermind a massacre and see it through to execution. Freydís lies, cheats, and double-deals with a duplicity befitting Snorri goði.108 When the Greenlanders, whom she had egged on, slay the Icelandic men but shrink from laying hands on the women, Freydís takes an axe and finishes the gruesome job herself: a femme fatale played to the hilt.109

Freydís’s unprovoked attack on her fellow travellers concludes Grœnlendinga saga with a travesty of both feud and warfare: in defiance of her sex, Freydís acts like a war-making autocrat, while other Icelanders and Greenlanders follow feuding protocol. The skrælingar are completely bracketed off: as far as the squabbling Norse are concerned, Vínland is, at this point in the saga, an empty expanse. The drama of intra-Norse relations enacted before this blank canvas includes many telltale signs of feud,110 except at its beginning and end. There, Freydís’s initial antagonism towards her Icelandic partners is arbitrary, and the conclusion—wholesale slaughter—unprecedented. Both Freydís’s victims and her allies respond to her as they would in a feud: the Icelanders attempt to placate her with compromises, the Greenlanders mobilize to avenge (fabricated) wrongs but stop short of indiscriminate killing. No one can understand what she is up to until it is too late.

Far-off Vínland serves as a surreal setting for unspeakable acts which would not be countenanced back home. Other Icelandic women often goad their menfolk as Freydís does here, sometimes take the lead just as assertively as she does here, and occasionally take weapons in hand, as she does here—but never to butcher other helpless women in the manner Freydís does here. In fact, outside the Legendary Sagas, Freydís seems to be the only woman who kills with her own hand. Her violence and her imperious bid to call all the shots, in complete disregard for reciprocal principles, are unparalleled.111 But, coupled with archaeological confirmations of Norsemen’s inability to overwhelm the Vínland natives, we may understand Freydís’s tale to be doing more than simply taking narrative advantage of an exotic location. Her story helped Icelanders process the historical reality of warfare in a New World, where they had been utterly humbled.

The depictions of violence in Vínland gravitate towards feud, evincing the usual Icelandic antipathy towards warfare, but the narratives nearly burst at the seams with the effort of satisfying this familiar cultural dictate. Saga authors knew that warfare ought to occur in overseas conflicts—intensive and brutal, often on a far grander scale than could be accommodated in Iceland, pitting unneighbourly proximates against each other pitilessly, and upholding the centripetal social structures that both enabled and were presupposed by authoritarian rule. As we have seen, elements of warfare inform the histoire portrayal of violence in Norway, England, and the New World. Such elements are clamped down, however (with varying degree of success), by other logics overlaying them in the récit, which tend to draw attention away from war and redirect it towards feud. Haraldr hárfagri’s Norway and Æþelstan’s England were part of a known world; both lands, while firmly bracketed as ‘not us’ in the Icelandic imagination, fit into a familiar pan-Norse uchronia of the Viking Age. As a result, war in Norway and England could be feudified. Vínland and the skrælingar were more challenging data to incorporate into this Icelandic vision of the past. And so in this alien, unassimilable land, warfare raged cruel and sharp. Here, even when feud was projected to overwrite war, it instead became warrified, gaining the disturbing angularity of a one-way massacre in place of the familiar roundness of reciprocal strikes.

Every culture, Ruth Morse perceptively notes, tends ‘to use what it considers the most unthinkable (paradoxical as that is) horrors as characteristic deeds of its enemies’. Later Europeans would attribute cannibalism, incest, and a host of other atrocities to Native Americans; just so, saga authors projected their own notions of abomination onto Vínland. But even in their fantasies, they could not project themselves as successful warmongers; the histoire demanded that they beat a hasty retreat.112 The saga authors’ failure to come up with so much as a face-saving solution (like Þórólfr’s heroic ‘three feet too short’ speech) hints at the degree of dysfunctional cognitive adaptation Icelanders had undergone. When faced with an enemy with whom they could not feud, they lost their bearings.

Twilight of society, dawn of the state

In the uchronia of the Family Sagas, the dynamics of feuding set an upper limit to individuals’ advancement. There is no hard and fast rule, no barometric fuse set to a fixed altitude which, when tripped, sets off the explosive charge to down an ascendant career. Indeed, some magnates (such as Snorri goði) soar indefinitely—challenged, sometimes even forced into unpalatable concessions, but essentially unharmed.113 Still, the overall effect of the antagonistic shuffling depicted in the sagas is to level off individual political achievements. Successful feats of balancing at the top are the exception, not the rule: even the celebrated Njáll, who stays aloof from violence and who almost invariably strives to quell feuding, attracts enough envy to crash and burn eventually. More goðar, however, are undone in the manner of Brodd-Helgi or Þórólfr Kveld-Úlfsson: by waging feud too successfully for their own long-term good. Society against the state demands from its leaders a bellicose temperament and warrior-like conduct. Society against the warrior makes sure to punish those leaders who best meet these requirements. The privileging of feud thus blocks the development of war at both institutional and individual levels. The experiences in Vínland seem to confirm that Icelandic culture had successfully attained its primitive ideal, containing the risk of incipient state by unteaching Icelanders the art of war.

As suggested above, similar attitudes are abundantly evident in the Contemporary Sagas, too. These, however, seem to show primitive society in acute distress. Warfare and centripetal politics encroach, unmistakably, even if their progress is by fits and starts. The Sturlung Age is still recognizably populated by members of the same political community as the Saga Age, but the conditions under which they labour seem radically altered. Viewed as a chronological shift, the distance between the universe portrayed by the Family Sagas and that which the Contemporary Sagas depict looks like the measure of modernization: for primitive society, an intolerable magnification of communal risk. (As I argue in the final section of this chapter, however, such a chronological view must ultimately be rejected.)

Collective violence in the 1200s was still mostly small-scale and personal, as at Helgastaðir. Even the titanic clash at Ørlygsstaðir, with thousands of combatants, ended with only 56 dead. At the Battle of Haugsnes in 1246, described as ‘most ferocious, so that there has been none like it in Iceland for multitudes and for slaughter’, the fallen numbered about 110—perhaps as much as 10 per cent of all those who took the field.114 All in all, ‘[t]he number of men killed in battle or executed between 1208 and 1260 has been computed at around 350’, notes Einar Ólafur Sveinsson. Even for a population as small as Iceland’s, an average of seven violent deaths per annum is certainly a modest figure, especially as a tally of victims of collective violence rather than aggregated individual homicides.115 Such numbers suggest that the intimate brutalities of feud still prevailed.

Aggressive personal prowess was still the cherished norm expected from members of the political elite, as Bishop Ketill knew, and still had to be accounted for when absent. So, for instance, the author of Þórðar saga kakala, who is generally none too sympathetic towards Þórðr’s rival Kolbeinn ungi, goes out of his way to excuse Kolbeinn’s failure to risk life and limb in a naval engagement in 1244: ‘He had mostly had little to do with the fighting during the day [because] he was sick and it seemed to him he was hardly fit to engage in strenuous deeds. But everyone knew that Kolbeinn was a most dauntless man and an outstanding warrior [when it came to use of] his weapons.’ If Kolbeinn’s performance on this occasion fell short of lordly ideals, the ravaging he instructed his men to carry out, in contrast, would have done Raoul de Cambrai proud: ‘we’ll sail into the West Fjords and harry, burn farms, and kill people, and devastate the settlements so that Þórðr may not rise against us in hostile force from there again’.116 Kolbeinn’s order can be viewed as an adaptation of the old chiefly obligation to parade indomitable prowess: what he could not for once carry out with his own hand, he had his henchmen execute a hundredfold. His scorched earth strategy shows little direct continuity with Family Saga notions of prowess, however. The rising stakes and scale of conflict seem to have nudged Kolbeinn’s conduct closer to indiscriminate warfare.

Rapacious magnates still cowed, manipulated, and suppressed their opponents in person when they could, as Sighvatr did to poor Hafr, with no less gusto than in the Saga Age. They also still aroused profound antagonism, especially among nominal peers, activating such countervailing mechanisms as Brodd-Helgi encountered when he pushed for dominance too hard, too soon. The glass ceiling appears in good repair. The characters who populate Sturlunga Saga even express awareness of it on occasion. So, for example, in 1228, Þórðr Sturluson saw off his ally, Þorvaldr Vatnsfirðingr Snorrason, on his way back home from an extended visit. The two were united in enmity for Þórðr’s nephew, Sturla Sighvatsson, and his allies, the sons of Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson:


Þórðr Sturluson went up to Þorvaldr before they parted and asked him to proceed carefully and to beware of the sons of Hrafn; he said he didn’t know where they were but said that [Þorvaldr] had tarried so long in the district that any man who wanted to could keep tabs on his travels.

‘God thank you, bóndi,’ says Þorvaldr, ‘for warning me, but some other little thing will snag me before the sons of Hrafn turn out to be my killers.’

‘A little clod often upsets a heavy cart,’ said Þórðr.

Not two chapters pass before Þórðr’s premonition proves reliable: Þorvaldr is burned to death.117 The revenge Hrafn’s sons took on him is in itself unremarkable. It had been fifteen years since Þorvaldr had had their father beheaded,118 but only recently did the political stars align in a way that enabled them to take vengeance. Þórðr’s quip, in contrast, is diagnostically noteworthy: in his view, more than Sturla’s support added substance to the ‘little clod[s]’, Þorvaldr’s alliances weighed his own cart down. Following some dizzying convergences and double-crosses in the early 1220s, the political map had stabilized by mid-decade. Þorvaldr was drawn into the orbit of Þórðr and his brother Snorri, in opposition to their third brother, Sighvatr, and his son Sturla; in 1224, Þorvaldr married one of Snorri’s daughters (see Figure 3, p. 11, and Figure 4, p. 72). He evidently now felt himself to be on par with his kinsmen, a sentiment resented by other Sturlungar. So, for example, shortly before his death, Þorvaldr had approached Sighvatr in an effort to mediate between him and Snorri:

‘You brothers shouldn’t dispute about such [matters],’ says Þorvaldr.

‘[And] you oughtn’t have any input on this,’ says Sighvatr, ‘because it will not be decided by your word!’119

Sighvatr’s snub heralds the fire that Hrafn’s orphans would soon brandish against Þorvaldr. Both assaults make the same point: that Þorvaldr has developed too exalted an opinion of himself.

Similar sentiments are voiced elsewhere in Sturlunga Saga, including about the Sturlungar themselves.120 Given how high the bar of ambition had risen, such instances may be interpreted as part of the cutthroat competition at the very top of the thirteenth-century political pyramid. Men like Snorri and Þórðr, Kolbeinn ungi and Sturla, even Þorvaldr and the sons of Hrafn, could command forces disproportionately greater than any seen in the Family Sagas. But even if, as Einar Ólafur Sveinsson argues, their violence was mostly trained on each other, still it looks much less like feud and more like the warfare of the mighty—an affair in which men of lesser influence might hardly participate, except as statistics.121

Still, we also have evidence of underdogs baring their fangs at enemies who far outclassed them. Half a century before Þorvaldr Vatnsfirðingr went to his funeral pyre, the fate of another Sturlung Age goði, the imperious Einarr Þorgilsson, echoes and amplifies that of a Hrafnkell or a Brodd-Helgi. Most of Einarr’s career was spent wrangling with Hvamm-Sturla, eponymous patriarch of the Sturlung clan. Sturla usually got the better of him; all the same, their rivalry cemented Einarr’s status as one of the country’s leading men. Sturla died in bed in 1183. Two years later, Einarr raided one of Sturla’s ‏þingmenn, intending to tie up some loose ends left over from their long enmity. Though the farmer was not at home, Einarr met with unexpectedly stiff resistance: the bóndi’s wife grabbed his cloak and pinioned him, while her teenage boys struck fatal blows.122

Einarr’s shameful end demonstrates how even women and youngsters, peripheral figures in Icelandic political society, might topple the overly ambitious.123 The same anthropological imperative that drove Einarr to covet his neighbour’s cows dictated an equal and opposite sociological force, galvanizing a motley group of under-qualified avengers to strike him dead. Only in exceptional cases was this reactive force strong enough to overcome the inhibitions that little folk had about attacking their betters. The insufferable risks involved in such lopsided matches caused most prudent people to pull back with as much dignity as they could muster, as Hafr (unsuccessfully) or Þorsteinn stangarhǫgg (with better luck) did, or to seek the assistance of contenders able to compete with the goði vexing them on more equal footing, as the bereaved Þorbjǫrn and Geitir’s þingmenn did.

Einarr’s demise illuminates another important, and seemingly new, aspect of the relationship between goðar and bœndr: it was no longer just individual goðar who jealously guarded their patrimony. Hovering above Sturla and Einarr’s heads, the outlines of a shadowy class consciousness begin to take shape. Both men, though they wielded considerable influence outside their home district too, were, ultimately, regional dignitaries. In another league altogether was Jón Loptsson, father of Sæmundr of Oddi. Jón headed the Oddaverjar, the most illustrious family in Iceland: his mother came of Norwegian royalty, while his paternal grandfather, Sæmundr inn fróði [the Learned] Sigfússon, commanded enormous respect in Iceland.124 Jón’s own skills as arbiter earned him a near-monopoly on adjudication of the most prestigious contentions brought before the Alþing: ‘Jón was then held in the highest esteem, and [people] looked to him concerning all the weightiest disputes.’125 Jón’s response when asked to support the lawsuit against the boys who had killed Einarr is revealing: ‘Our friendship, Einarr’s and mine, was only such that I’ve no obligation in this case on that account,’ he commented searingly. ‘Still, it seems to me that things are in a hopeless state if this isn’t set right, that men of little distinction cut down chieftains.’126 He then consented to lend a hand in the prosecution.

Jón indexes an emergent, collective goði consciousness. Some magnates, at least, appear willing to bend their personal agenda into alignment with corporate interest; or rather, men like Jón understood the corporate interest as sufficiently in line with their personal welfare to be willing to defend it against interlopers, even when they might derive little direct benefit from such action. This attitude lends credence to historian Gunnar Karlsson’s characterization of Jón as Iceland’s ‘uncrowned king of sorts’, a man whose personal grandeur took on an aspect of majesty, and whose outlook transcended partisan self-interest to embrace also the commonweal. No longer an unwitting agent of the social good like Geitir or Ófeigr, Jón was, in taking up the case against Einarr’s killers, thinking like a state.127

So too, but in a very different vein, was Kolbeinn ungi, whom we have already seen play Lord Kitchener to the West Fjords men in the aftermath of his great clash with Þórðr kakali. Kolbeinn’s star was rising in the late 1230s and early 1240s. The mightiest Sturlungar had fallen: Sighvatr and his son Sturla (Þórðr kakali’s father and brother) perished in 1238, and Snorri Sturluson was murdered in 1241 (see further below, pp. 210–211). Into the power void in the West, the Sturlungar’s dominion, Kolbeinn trod quickly. In 1242, two years before he was to order their district wasted, Kolbeinn sent men to extract oaths of allegiance from all bœndr in the West Fjords. Such universal oaths might be expected by royalty, but were a novel measure in Iceland, where the fiction of ‏þingmenn’s right to choose with which goði to ally themselves was a cherished tenet of political mythology. Not surprisingly, Kolbeinn’s innovation was met with dismay and resistance.128

A quarter century later, Kolbeinn’s ally Gizurr Þorvaldsson (now already a jarl appointed by the Norwegian king) was able to push the envelope even farther: ‘Gizurr jarl now [1264] summons his troops to him. He sends his men…to call up the troops and made charges of treason against those who didn’t go.’129 No longer content with a notionally voluntary levy, negotiated between goði and þingmenn, Gizurr brandished the threat of capital offence to secure conscripts for his army. By such devices, he raised an expeditionary force of over six hundred.

The conduct of these various magnates—Jón’s expression of public accountability, Kolbeinn’s insistence on universal fealty, Gizurr’s appropriation of the authority of the distant crown—are all properly interpreted as the fluttering heartbeats of nascent state. As such, they do more than encapsulate this or that individual’s worldview, crystallizing instead a Sturlung Age Zeitgeist. Centripetal government, of a model hitherto unknown in uchronic Iceland, was becoming plausible. Submission to Norway during the 1260s realized it. Attitudes and actions like those of Jón, Kolbeinn, and Gizurr tended to transplant Iceland’s organs of power, substituting a centralizing node (the fiction of an impersonal goði class, the personal sovereignty of a victor, the delegated authority of a royal officer) for the free-for-all familiar to men like Geitir or Hrafnkell. The power articulated in these statements differs qualitatively from that of participants in the political scrimmage of feud: it is the power of a body external to the ebb and flow of social fortunes, able to impose its will by fiat. It is the power to make war.

All the same, the political competition of the chieftains, even as it took a sinister turn away from selective violence and towards centripetal disinhibition, still seemed, to practitioners and saga chroniclers alike, like feud. This ambivalence is worth pausing over: the juggernaut of state did not abruptly overrun Icelandic political society. Its inroads were both tentative and clumsy. Gizurr jarl in the 1260s used the claims of state primarily as a club for knocking his rivals about the head, just another weapon in his feuding arsenal. Before him, Snorri Sturluson in the 1220s and his nephews, Þórðr kakali Sighvatsson and Þorgils skarði Bǫðvarsson, in the 1240s and 1250s had acted in much the same way, drawing on the borrowed clout of the crown to promote their own feuding interests; none was as successful as Gizurr, and all three paid for failure with their lives.130

It may be tempting to view their failures as themselves evidence of the state’s ascendancy over the local politics of feud. Much has been made of King Hákon’s involvement in Snorri’s slaying, for example. In 1239, Snorri, then in Norway at the court of Skúli jarl, disobeyed an express royal travel ban and sailed back to Iceland. He may have been privy to Skúli’s planned insurrection, which only broke into open revolt after he had already set sail from Norway; Hákon, at any rate, thought so. Around the time that he crushed the revolt in the summer of 1240, he sent instructions to Iceland to have Snorri arrested or eliminated.131 Both in the thirteenth century and nowadays, commentators have drawn a bold causal vector from the king’s directive to Snorri’s sordid slaughter in 1241. As Quinn puts it, ‘Snorri met his [death,] hunted down by five of the King’s Icelandic apparatchiks in his own cellar.’ The image of authoritarian government, whose faceless agents reach into underground hiding places to pluck out fugitives and execute them summarily, could not be more tersely sketched.132

But Snorri’s immersion in domestic contests sealed his fate at least as decisively as the disaffection he had incurred from the far-off monarch. Hákon undoubtedly had a hand in Snorri’s slaying, as he did in most important Icelandic affairs by this date, but he was only one of several stakeholders, and hardly the weightiest one. His letter of 1240 lay dormant for more than a year before Gizurr jarl thought it prudent to produce it. And one may look much earlier than that for the first signs of Snorri’s impending doom. In 1224, Snorri took as concubine Hallveig, daughter of the late Ormr Jónsson (see Chapter 3)—the richest woman in all of Iceland. Already at this time, Snorri’s rapid ascent into the economic stratosphere did not go unnoticed. Just as he would warn Þorvaldr Vatnsfirðingr four years later, Þórðr Sturluson ominously prophesied that his brother was headed for a fall: ‘Snorri then had much more property than anyone else in Iceland. But he did not see eye to eye on this with his brother, Þórðr. And [Þórðr] said this, that he was anxious lest [Snorri’s] death might arise from it, whether it were water or men that would destroy him.’133

In amassing unparalleled resources, Snorri was edging near to the top of Iceland’s hardscrabble stacking-order, but Þórðr could only see such a climb as tempting fate. In his view, Snorri was positioning himself as a Þorgils Hǫlluson or a Páll Sæmundarson, to be knocked off his perch by envious rivals or contrary currents. When, seventeen years later, Þórðr’s prediction came true, it seems reasonable to interpret King Hákon’s intervention as merely another nudge in a direction which local rivals had hoped to see Snorri take for a good long while. In fact, the clues to this reading are in plain sight; Sturla Þórðarson first reports Gizurr’s delay in unveiling the content of the royal letter, then paraphrases the epistle itself: ‘In [it] was written that Gizurr should have Snorri go abroad [i.e. to Norway], whether that seemed to him desirable or detestable; or kill him otherwise…. King Hákon said Snorri was a traitor to him.’ It was Gizurr’s choice to ignore the primary option with which the king had tasked him and to go straight to Plan B instead.134

Thirteenth-century chieftains thus equivocated between state-sanctioned, authoritarian violence and the intimate brutalities of feud. The same equivocation can be perceived in another seemingly new Sturlung Age custom: the deputation of executioners to dispatch captives after a battle. In the Family Sagas, fighting is almost invariably either to the death or to some form of settlement. Only slaves, sorcerers, and scoundrels might be taken alive and killed later; respectable opponents are either cut down, sword in hand, or suffered to live.135 Sturlunga Saga, in contrast, shows the detailing of executioners as standard procedure at the conclusion of battle—so much so that deviations from this protocol are noteworthy.136 Substitution of battlefield executions for a norm of only killing in combat can, from one perspective, be seen as evidence of growing institutionalization in the exercise of power. Chieftains’ authority now expanded to enable them to solicit impersonal violence where no feuding animosity had existed—indeed, to insist that their retainers kill men whom they would rather have spared.137 On the other hand, the particular form this institution took reaffirmed the enduring logic of a face-to-face culture, where to meet one’s helpless enemy in person was to signal a willingness to compromise:

Kolbeinn found Þórðr [kakali, his lord,] and said that Brandr had been captured.

Þórðr spoke: ‘Why don’t you kill him?’

Þórðr was sitting then on the ground. The battle had largely ended.

Kolbeinn spoke: ‘I didn’t know whether you’d want to go there.’

Þórðr then stood up.

Then Hrafn Oddsson spoke: ‘Don’t go there, Þórðr, if Brandr is not to receive quarter.’

Þórðr then called to Sigurðr Glúmsson to slay him.138

The manipulation of ritual surrounding a great man’s ability to decide the fate of his defeated rivals signalled both a centralization of power and the retention of a feuding sensibility.

Such equivocation is nowhere more boldly illuminated than where norms are most egregiously breached. In the aftermath of the Battle of Ørlygsstaðir in 1238, the victorious Gizurr—not yet jarl—finally met his rival Sturla, a beaten captive. Sturla had already been given quarter by another man, but Gizurr thought otherwise:

Then Gizurr came there and threw the shields and steel helm off [Sturla]. He declared: ‘I’ll take care of this.’ He took a broad-axe out of Þórðr Valdason’s hand and struck Sturla in the head from the left side, behind the ear—a great wound, and [his blood] sprayed but little. Those people who were nearby say this, that Gizurr jumped up with both feet when he swung at Sturla, so [high] that the sky showed between his feet and the ground.139

Gizurr threw himself into the task at hand with gusto. The earnestness with which he smote Sturla gives the measure of his personal sentiment, no doubt, but it was also a public display designed for public consumption. In bucking the norm of leaving the headsman’s work to a subordinate, Gizurr projected his penchant for aggression—never mind that his victim could not defend himself. In reversing an ally’s earlier decision to grant Sturla clemency, Gizurr was further asserting his superiority.140 And, in so theatrically braining Sturla, he recognized his rival’s special, elevated status while simultaneously proclaiming that Sturla might no longer enjoy it. The blood on Gizurr’s hands marked the spot where the overly ambitious Sturla had finally smashed his skull against the glass ceiling. Ironically, the same blood announced both Gizurr’s absolutist authority over life and death and his readiness to back that authority with personal prowess—much as Haraldr hárfagri’s personal involvement in killing Þórólfr Kveld-Úlfsson both curtailed the young magnate’s rising career and consolidated the king’s own standing.

The ability of thirteenth-century magnates to raise substantial forces, wage extended campaigns, and turn war or capital punishment on their political rivals confirms that constraints on Icelanders’ capacity to conduct large-scale collective violence could be overcome; realist explanations for the absence of warfare from the long tenth century falter before the counter-evidence of the thirteenth.141 At the same time, as we have seen, such hostilities continued to be tarred with the brush of feud. Cultural barriers to warfare were slow to decompose. Men like Kolbeinn ungi and Gizurr jarl acted as though they considered their state-like capabilities an extension of the feuding arsenal. And those around them, people like the cautious Þórðr Sturluson, voicing his Catonian admonitions against hubris, or the foolhardy bóndi’s wife and sons who struck down Einarr Þorgilsson, likewise clung to the feuding logic of society against the state as the natural order of things.

Once the possibility of warfare and the state had been entertained, however, the idea could never be unconceived. Norwegian royal logic had leeched into the fabric of Icelandic politics and, once endemic to the political system, the imagined presence of the crown inevitably opened up new realms of risk and prospect. Gizurr’s threat to charge shirkers with capital treason would have been unthinkable in the Iceland of the Saga Age. Jón Loptsson’s high-minded stateliness was equally novel and equally pernicious to lateral society. From the point of view of individual bœndr, it meant that an entirely new realm of risk had been opened up: they now had to contend not only with the reciprocal exchanges their acts triggered among other bœndr and goðar, but with an impersonal apparatus that imagined itself as distinct from all other social institutions. The geometry of old risk realms twisted and torqued, too: chieftains in the Sturlung Age learned, through trial and costly errors, the art of enlisting this new power for their old feuds. Snorri Sturluson and his nephews paid the price of experimentation with the hitching of royal authority to their carts; Gizurr jarl applied their lessons with greater success. War or the possibility of war was now part of every high political player’s risk calculus. The Icelandic Commonwealth could not survive this sort of development. The misadventures in Vínland had already demonstrated that Icelandic society was profoundly unorganized for war.

Uchronia triumphans

And yet…. Something is wrong with this lugubrious narrative of decline and fall. In brief, the problem, as already hinted above, is in the chronology, which assumes correspondence between the temporal sequence of events in uchronia and occurrences in historical reality. To allow this narrative, we must accept the Family Sagas as reflective of a pre-thirteenth-century political mentality, while the Contemporary Sagas must be taken to represent the attitude of the Sturlung Age. Such, explicitly or implicitly, is the assumption behind much recent scholarship, buoyed up by such efforts as Theodore M. Andersson’s to date the Family Sagas with some precision, or Gísli Sigurðsson’s to revive the sagas’ claim to commemorating oral tradition (using, however, a theoretical apparatus far more sophisticated than the Free Prose scholars of a century ago).142 But dating the sagas remains an uncompromisingly contested proposition, as exemplified by the generous century-and-a-half range of dates proposed for the Vínland accounts; our chronologies rest, in the end, on ‘guesses sanctified by time’.143 Even the rare seeming exception, precisely datable sagas like Sturla Þórðarson’s Íslendinga saga (which most scholars confidently attribute to the final years of its author’s life, that is, shortly before 1284), will almost certainly have gone through such a process of revision, editing, and accessorization by the anonymous compiler of Sturlunga Saga (early in the fourteenth century) and by equally nameless later copyists that any detail we seize on tends to melt in our grasp.144 And as for oral tradition, it only reinforces the point that the sense of the past in medieval Iceland was both venerated and malleable—a usable construct rather than an ossified artefact.

Accepting only that both the Family and the Contemporary Sagas were initially set to parchment within the same (ill-defined) time frame, an era of political and conceptual upheaval sometime in the long thirteenth century, we should treat the two corpora as differentiated expressions of a unified uchronia. In response to clashing, incommensurable cultural paradigms within the Sturlung Age present—society on the one side, the state on the other—both genres subscribed to the myth of a contrast between past equilibrium and its present disruption, and offered bifurcating, complementary commentaries on it. Like anthropologists documenting primitive societies at the very moment in which the contagion of modernity extinguishes them, saga authors of the Sturlung Age toiled to capture in narrative the breath they saw escaping the lips of Commonwealth Iceland. In the Family Sagas, they composed nostalgic paeans to the social rationality that, around them, they witnessed being eroded. In the Contemporary Sagas, they explained to themselves its decline. We need no more trust in their vision of a bygone golden age than in the accounts of bygone noble savages elsewhere. Indeed, the struggle of society against the state may have been a constant over the centuries: conservatives, and not only conservatives, are forever perceiving society’s timeless bedrock as compromised by unprecedented recent developments, falsifying both the originary past and the alleged novelty of the upheavals rocking it. In bemoaning the world grown old of their own day, saga authors correctly diagnosed the tensions of contradictory impulses operating in their present, and were able to resolve them—textually at least—by projecting a more streamlined, orderly version of those tensions into a past that may never have existed. The anguishes of a conflicted Sturlung Age chieftain could only be imaginatively alleviated within a simpler, better, cleaner time, a Saga Age uchronia.145

Reading the sagas as portraits of uchronia sensitizes us, on the one hand, to the cultural idiom of their medieval milieu: the history that the sagas narrate is a history fundamentally unlike our conception of our own. To grasp the sagas, we must struggle to acquire something of Icelanders’ reality habits.146 On the other hand, taking a view of the sagas as uchronia also forces us to confront the limitations of our own habits of reality. Postmodernism notwithstanding, these habits still incline us to conceive of history wie es eigentlich gewesen as the ideal towards which scholarship should strive. Early Icelandic history, however, is accessible only through the mediation of texts concerned with constructing a usable past, not with apathetically recording it. These texts defy our Rankean instincts and destabilize our sense of history. This outlook is evident not only in sagas but even in less than fully narrative sources, such as Landnámabók.147 In the final section of this chapter, I turn to Grágás, a wholly non-narrative source, in which these same reality habits may be detected.

Even Iceland’s legal code harbours uchronic allegiances. Both chief manuscripts of Grágás were produced near the time of the abrogation of the independent Commonwealth: in other words, just when the laws they contain were about to (or had already) become obsolete.148 May we, then, trust Grágás to say anything about real-world social and juridical practices? Is it not more likely that these laws, scrupulous scribal testaments to a passing order, sought primarily to prescribe the past in a way which would somehow prove useful for their present and future? All law codes, of course, perplex the later historian by presenting her with a prescriptive account. But Grágás seems particularly tricky: right from the beginning, it likely prescribed in past tense. Legislation in the diffuse Icelandic polity was, in any case, more a matter of ad hoc formulation of majority opinion for immediate political consumption than a binding corpus of traditional directives. Unburdened by central government, Icelandic legal experts doubtless enjoyed even greater interpretative wiggle-room than their counterparts in the late Roman Empire, who, as Peter Garnsey and Caroline Humfress shrewdly observe, ‘were in fact painstakingly trained to make sense out of conflicting legal sources, to the benefit of their client’s case. This involved constructing their own “dossiers” of legal source material’, the better to anchor their fragile versions of truth in the judicial eddy.149 In Iceland no less than in the Imperial courtroom, shrouding partisan opinion as antique custom—and enshrining it in tomes of arcane legalese—tended to clothe it with legitimacy. It seems probable that the surviving codices do not represent a disinterested record of impersonal law, but highly prejudicial dossiers commissioned by (unidentified) patrons with a vested interest in preserving (or procuring) their own traditions.150

But the point is not simply that Grágás fashioned the past—what text doesn’t—but that, like the sagas, it did so by drawing on the conceptual apparatus of the future. Grágás sought to fashion the Commonwealth past in a form anathema to primitive society: a codified legal repository, dictating non-negotiable standards of conduct and endowing them with permanence, functions as a locus of authority embodying the centripetal logic of state no less than king, taxation, or warfare.151 We might say (with apologies to Ernest Renan and Benedict Anderson) that, to have produced Grágás and the sagas, Icelanders had to have forgotten primitive society. Only once the rationality of society against the state had ceased to be visceral instinct could it be reimagined and rearticulated as uchronia.

This plasticity of the historical gaze is memorably invoked in Renan’s famous treatise, ‘What Is a Nation?’ In Renan’s view, what a society singles out for oblivion matters as much as what it selects for commemoration: ‘the essence of a nation is that all individuals [in it] have a lot of things in common, and also that they have all forgotten plenty of things…. [E]very French citizen has to have forgotten St Barthélemy [and] the massacres of the Midi in the thirteenth century (tout citoyen français doit avoir oublié la Saint-Barthélemy, les massacres du Midi au XIIIe siècle).’152 The past, far from self-evident datum, is carefully constructed through strategic commission and omission. Literally understood, however, Renan’s insight soon collapses upon itself in perverse paradox, as Anderson has brilliantly dissected:

Renan saw no reason to explain for his readers what either ‘la Saint-Barthélemy’ or ‘les massacres du Midi au XIIIe siècle’ meant. Yet who but ‘Frenchmen’, as it were, would have at once understood that ‘la Saint-Barthélemy’ referred to the ferocious anti-Huguenot pogrom launched on 24 August 1572 by the Valois dynast Charles IX and his Florentine mother, or that ‘les massacres du Midi’ alluded to the extermination of the Albigensians across the broad zone between the Pyrenees and the Southern Alps, instigated by [Pope] Innocent III?…In effect, Renan’s readers were being told to ‘have already forgotten’ what Renan’s own words assumed that they naturally remembered!

Renan tailors historical consciousness by simultaneously recalling and proscribing ‘“memories” [of] events [that had] occurred 300 and 600 years previously’—memories, in other words, no living person could possibly have had to begin with. In analogous fashion, Grágás ‘reminds’ Icelanders of their good ancient customs, presenting the principles of feud as timeless and promoting awareness of historical continuity. Yet the feud in Grágás is fossilized and falsified; it presupposes the ascendance of centripetal state over lateral society, affixing fluid practice through a legal language only spoken by those no longer fluent in primitive idiom. Grágás exorcises the ghost of the tenth-century Commonwealth only in order to conjure by it.

Such conjuring, as Anderson diagnoses, aims for fabrication of community:

[T]he singular French noun ‘la Saint-Barthélemy’ occludes killers and killed—i.e., those Catholics and Protestants who…certainly did not think of themselves cozily together as ‘Frenchmen’. Similarly, ‘thirteenth-century massacres of the Midi’ blurs unnamed victims and assassins behind the pure Frenchness of ‘Midi’. No need to remind [Renan’s] readers that most of the murdered Albigensians spoke Provençal or Catalan, and that their murderers came from many parts of Western Europe. The effect of this tropology is to figure episodes in the colossal religious conflicts of mediaeval and early modern Europe as reassuringly fratricidal wars between—who else?—fellow Frenchmen.153

Renan’s prose thus produces Frenchness, projecting it pervasively over the past. Just so, Icelanders living under Norwegian rule—who else would have understood the peremptory force of feuding legislation?—could luxuriate in the obsolete dryness of Grágás’s injunctions or in the high drama of saga récits, imagining themselves in comfortable communion with their Commonwealth forefathers, fellow Icelanders. Recognition of historical distance between themselves and this past only strengthened this sense of community. The obligatory voice of Grágás provisions (Þat er mælt…, ‘It is decreed…’) had the same impact on the Icelandic past as Renan’s [on] doit avoir oublié would on French perceptions of a shared past: it imposed, and simultaneously denied, an anachronism without which the present could not have digested the past.

It is perhaps no coincidence that (according to Ari inn fróði, writing in the 1120s or 1130s) the first transcribing of Iceland’s old oral law in 1117–18 was overseen by the country’s premier bishop, Gizurr of Skálholt, and by the chieftain Hafliði Másson, protagonist of the earliest narrative in Sturlunga Saga, Þorgils saga ok Hafliða. Already a century before Snorri and his contemporaries toyed with the fire of statehood, Icelanders are said to have been perfectly willing to think statelike thoughts in the form of Grágás.154 Over the course of the century or two that followed, as the wages of statehood gradually grew clear, the Icelandic body politic came to appreciate the gamble it had taken and lost. Sturlunga Saga stands as the record of an autopsy performed on this body; the Grágás manuscripts, as its obituary notice; and the Family Sagas as the necrologies of an order that, if it ever existed at all, had already died by the early twelfth century. Together, these uchronic texts inculcated historical remembrance of a phantom which itself would not have been capable of coming into existence while the body with which it was associated were still within living memory.
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1 Hrafnkels saga cap. 4: ‘Þorkell segir: “Þat má vera, at svá fœri mér at, ef ek væra hǫfðingi, at mér þœtti illt at deila við Hrafnkel, en eigi sýnisk mér svá, fyrir því at mér þœtti við þann bezt at eiga, er allir hrekjask fyrir áðr. Ok þœtti mér mikit vaxa mín virðing eða þess hǫfðingja, er á Hrafnkel gæti nǫkkura vík róit, en minnkask ekki, þó at mér fœri sem ǫðrum, fyrir því at má mér þat, sem yfir margan gengr. Hefir sá ok jafnan, er hættir”’ (ÍF 11: 114).

2 Gluckman (1955: 10): ‘if there are sufficient conflicts of loyalties at work, settlement will be achieved’. The sagas frequently dramatize the principle, as for instance in Þórðar saga kakala cap. 12 [175]: ‘Leitaði Þórðr á við Böðvar um liðveizlu. En Böðvarr segir, sem satt var, at honum var mikill vandi á við hvárn tveggja þeira Kolbeins, því at hann átti Sigríði Arnórsdóttur, systur Kolbeins. Kvaðst Böðvarr vilja fyrst um leita, ef nökkurum sættum mætti á koma með þeim Kolbeini’ [Þórðr sought Bǫðvarr’s support; but Bǫðvarr says that he was greatly obligated towards both Kolbeinn and him, which was true, because he was (Þórðr’s cousin and) married to Sigríðr Arnórsdóttir, Kolbeinn’s sister. Bǫðvarr stated he wished to try first whether some settlement might be reached between him and Kolbeinn] (Sturlunga saga 2: 25).

3 See, for example, White (2016); Barreiro (2017: 293).

4 In fairness, Gluckman is hardly doctrinaire. He recognizes ‘that quarrels arise out of the very ties which link men’, but he insists that the closer-knit the social web, the more it inhibits violence (1955: 11).

5 Risk scholarship does not seem to have theorized this aspect of the issue yet; the reach of generalized risk in contemporary society is widely recognized—‘Chernobyl is everywhere’—but distinctions between the risk patterns affecting conglomerates of individuals and those affecting corporate units are not clearly drawn. See, for example, Beck (1992); Giddens (1990: 124–34; 1991: 117–24); Boholm (2015: 69–70). Williams & Baláž (2015: 8–24, 99–112) signal promising directions towards a multi-scalar approach to the risks involved in migration ‘in terms of the necessarily inter-related individual, household, community, regional, national and global levels’ (2015: 9). See also Bauman (1989: 135–42).

6 Orning (2013: 250–8) finds a similar pattern in a fifteenth-century collection of Legendary Sagas, where warfare among kingdoms is described in terms congruent with Icelandic feuding protocols.

7 Leyser (1993: 91), who (following Brunner 1992: esp. 33–5) rightly asserts the primacy of feud as the basic form of political violence in medieval Europe. Older notions saw warfare as the normative occupation of medieval elites, feud as lawless detritus (e.g. Verbruggen 1997: 28–30; Bisson 1994; cf. Nelson 1998: 93–4). Leyser’s view is not universally accepted. Thus Bennett can still write: ‘This [conflict] begins to look less like feud and more like politics’ (1998: 131). Bennett’s view of feud as apolitical unerringly leads him to ask the wrong questions of his data. Compare Bachrach (2001: 86).

8 Specific numerical indices political scientists have proposed (e.g. defining a conflict involving more than 50,000 combatants, or more than 1000 battle casualties, as war; Vassilev 2008: 17) are arbitrary at best, and clearly irrelevant when dealing with a medieval population that never exceeded a few tens of thousands.

9 French speaks of guerre privée; German, of Privatkrieg (but also of Fehde). ON does not seem to have had a specialized word for ‘war’, which could be covered by such terms as hernaðr, ‘raid’, ‘chevauchée’ [lit. ‘harrying’], ófriðr, ‘hostilities’ [lit. ‘un-peace’], or stríð, ‘strife’ (CV state that the sense ‘war’ first emerges at the end of the thirteenth century, s.v.).

10 See Black-Michaud (1975: 2–3). Compare Wallace-Hadrill (1975: 159–60); Barton (2004: 151).

11 Black-Michaud (1975: 1–32, esp. 23–32; quotations at 28, 9). Compare Harner (1972: 172, 180–3); Sharma (2017: 187), whose categories of limited war, fought over ‘rank and status’ within a system, and total war, fought over the system’s ‘institutional configuration’, largely correspond to Black-Michaud’s ‘feud’ and ‘war’, respectively. Contrast Kelly (2000: 5), who rightly characterizes collective violence by the criterion of ‘social substitutability’ (cf. 2000: 3–10, 121–61), but does not differentiate between war and feud. Some researchers have proposed divergent historical origins for feuding and warfare (e.g. Blick 1988; contrast Bamforth 1994).

12 The other major difference between feud and war, in Black-Michaud’s view, is that the former is interminable, the latter goal-oriented and finite: once ‘an immediate material advantage over the adversary [has been] accomplished, [war] ceases and the relationship between the parties is at an end’ (1975: 31). Boehm challenges the claim that feud is by nature unending (1984: 220–1; cf. Wallace-Hadrill 1975: 159–60; Miller 2017: 204 n.2). Conversely, war may be recursive; Black-Michaud’s insistence that ‘“revenge” in warfare is rarely carried out by a group structurally identical to the group originally defeated’ (1975: 31, cf. n.15) is not diagnostic since the same may be true of feuding groups (cf. my discussion of elective solidarities in Chapter 3).

13 Otterbein (1999: 290). Throughout his work, Otterbein advances a tripartite typology of ‘feud’, ‘internal war’, and ‘external war’; see Otterbein & Swanson Otterbein (1965), Otterbein (1968; 1994; 2004). I simplify this scheme, conflating ‘feud’ and ‘internal war’ (cf. Cooney’s cogent criticism: ‘If the same variable predicts both types of violence, much of the rationale for treating them as qualitatively distinct disappears’, 2001: 5605).

14 Otterbein & Swanson Otterbein (1965: 1478); Boehm (1984: 225). Compare Otterbein (1999: 291–2).

15 Boehm (1984: 175–227, esp. 194–227; quotations at 195, 221, 185, 225–6; cf. Otterbein 1985: esp. 138–44).

16 Knöbl (2007: 5213). Compare Brunner (1992: 34 n.110); White (1986: 199 n.18): ‘In medieval France, where boundaries between distinct societies are hard to locate, the commonplace anthropological distinction between feuding and warfare is often difficult, if not impossible, to make.’

17 Clastres (1977a: 206): ‘La société primitive est société contre l’État en tant qu’elle est société-pour-la-guerre’, and (1977b: 239): ‘[L]a société primitive est, en son être, société-pour-la-guerre; elle est en même temps, et pour les mêmes raisons, société contre le guerrier’ (emphases original). See also Clastres (1974a; esp. 1974b).

18 See Bachrach: ‘Anthropological models…have been developed from studies of primitive…non-literate and technologically backward peoples. These models are no more useful for understanding…Charlemagne’s government than they are for understanding those of Octavianus Augustus or Otto von Bismarck’ (1994: 7). Gísli Sigurðsson reports a phrase attributed to ‘a certain [tactfully unnamed] Germanicist…not so long ago[:] “Unsere Germanen sind nicht mit den wilden Hottentotten zu vergleichen”’ (2004: xvii).

19 See Clastres (1974a: 12–23, 161–70; cf. Abbink 1999); compare Geary (1986); Schroeter (1994: 23). Cheyette (1978: 146–8) wrestles with a similar terminological dilemma.

20 Clastres (1977a: 188, 206): ‘ce n’est pas la guerre qui est l’effet du morcellement, c’est le morcellement qui est l’effet de la guerre. Il n’en est pas seulement l’effet, mais le but…. [La guerre est le] principal moyen sociologique de promouvoir la force centrifuge de dispersion contre la force centripète d’unification…. [Elle est l’]institution [qui] à la fois exprime et garantit la permanence de cette logique’ (emphasis original). Compare Ferguson (1997: esp. 335–6). Clastres’s formulation recalls Tilly’s better-known apothegm, ‘War made the state, and the state made war’ (1975: 42), but similarities are superficial; Tilly relies on a different concept of ‘state’, focuses more on the economic and institutional concomitants than on ideological underpinnings of ‘war’, and contrasts the manufactured modern (nation) state with imagined feudal polity, not with ‘primitive’ society.

21 Lourie (1966); compare Bartlett (1993); Miller (2016: 91).

22 As early as the tenth century, we hear of Scandinavian rulers who would like to invade Iceland; see, for instance, Snorri Sturluson’s Óláfs saga Tryggvasonar cap. 33 and Óláfs saga helga cap. 125, both in his Heimskringla (ÍF 26: 270–2; ÍF 27: 215–17). Such accounts, tending to play up the value of the island in foreign eyes and to project thirteenth-century realities into the uchronic past, must be taken with a lump of salt. Posner (1992: 1508) cogently states the realist position on the absence of war from Icelandic history.

23 For the argument that the family-controlled, territorially contiguous clusters of goðorð in the Sturlung Age were incipient states, see, for instance, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson (1999: 62–83); Tulinius (2002: 199–216, 242–3, 247). Compare Jón Jóhannesson (1974: 230–8).

24 See Clendinnen (1991b).

25 Thus, Hallgerðr Hǫskuldsdóttir endures three slaps from successive husbands over the course of her lifetime; in each case, inexorable reciprocity wreaks bloody vengeance on her spouse (Njáls saga capp. 11, 16–17, 48, 77, ÍF 12: 33–5, 48–50, 124, 189; cf. Oddr munkr, Óláfs saga Tryggvasonar capp. 34, 40, 54 [S], 40, 50, 64 [A], ÍF 25: 238, 265, 294–9; contrast Heiðarvíga saga cap. 43, ÍF 3: 327–8, and Laxdœla saga cap. 34, ÍF 5: 93–4). For possible osteological evidence of domestic violence, see Lynnerup (2000: 287).

26 Kristeva (1980: 80): ‘La souillure est ce qui choit du ‘système symbolique.’ Elle est ce qui échappe à cette rationalité sociale, à cet ordre logique sur lequel repose un ensemble social, lequel se différencie alors…pour constituer en somme un système de classification ou une structure’ (emphases original; I owe this reference to Dominick LaCapra). Kristeva elsewhere uses such terms as ‘l’abject’, ‘l’innomable’, ‘le manque’, or ‘l’abomination’ (1980: 9, 45, 46, 126) in what I take to be synonymy with ‘la souillure’ here. Compare Tulinius (2002: 227); and, in a very different vein, Mueller (1989: 240): ‘War is an idea, and for one to occur…first, someone must think of war as a genuine option, and second [it must be deemed] an option worth pursuing…. [P]eace is most secure when it gravitates away from conscious rationality to become a subrational, unexamined mental habit. At first war becomes rationally unthinkable—rejected because it’s calculated to be ineffective and/or undesirable. Then it becomes subrationally unthinkable—rejected not because it’s a bad idea but because it remains subconscious and never comes up as a coherent possibility. Peace, in other words, can prove to be habit forming, addictive.’

27 Compare Whitehead (1992: 150 n.8).

28 Holloway (1968: 30). Groups like the Montenegrins studied by Boehm, capable of waging war in the absence of centralized government, may be an exception, perhaps because war was thrust upon them by a neighbouring state (cf. Ferguson & Whitehead 1992b), or they may have had more effective centralizing nodes than Boehm allows (cf. Otterbein’s suggestion that, from the eighteenth century, bishops played a proto-state role in Montenegro thanks to their privileged access to new firearms technologies, 1985: 139–40). See also Harner (1972: 185) on the implementation of a ‘buddy system’ to forestall feuding during wartime among the Jívaro.

29 The examples I have picked are all conveniently discussed by DeVries (1996).

30 Gísla saga cap. 36: ‘er þat alsagt, at hann hefir inn mesti hreystimaðr verit, þó at hann væri eigi í ǫllum hlutum gæfumaðr’ (ÍF 6: 115; cf. cap. 22: 70). For Þorsteinn and Bjarni, see Chapter 3.

31 Íslendinga saga cap. 43 [48]: ‘[Sighvatr] sá þrjá menn ríða útan at garði alvápnaða ok kenndi, at þar var Hafr, ok sneri hann á móti þeim ok brá at hendi sér kápunni. Þeir Hafr riðu at túngarðinum, ok váru engar kveðjur. Hafr spurði: “Hví er goðinn svá fámennr?” “Ek vissa eigi, at ek þyrfta nú manna við,” segir Sighvatr. Þeir Hafr horfðust á um hríð, áðr þeir sneru á brott, en Sighvatr gekk heim’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 289). Compare Falk (2014a: 111–12).

32 See, for instance, Eyrbyggja saga cap. 31 (ÍF 4: 84); Laxdœla saga cap. 16 (ÍF 5: 37); Vápnfirðinga saga cap. 7 (ÍF 11: 38); Sturlu saga cap. 28, Guðmundar saga dýra cap. 1 (Sturlunga saga 1: 103, 162).

33 As Zmora nicely points out, ‘[v]iewed as a group, [feuding] noblemen were producers of both protection and violence. By producing violence nobles reproduced the peasants’ need for protection. In other words, they offered protection from themselves’ (1997: 105; cf. 102–11, 106 n.101; echoing Tilly 1985: esp. 170–2).

34 Habitual refusal to pay compensation is typical of ójafnaðarmenn (e.g. Heiðarvíga saga capp. 5, 8, ÍF 3: 224, 231; cf. cap. 14: 255–9; Laxdœla saga cap. 10, ÍF 5: 19; Hávarðar saga cap. 5, ÍF 6: 308; Vǫðu-Brands þáttr cap. 1 [8], ÍF 10: 127; Njáls saga cap. 9, ÍF 12: 29–30; Króka-Refs saga cap. 1, ÍF 14: 119). See Chapter 3.

35 Hrafnkels saga cap. 3: ‘“Er þér þat eigi ókunnigt, at ek vil engan mann fé bœta, ok verða menn þat þó svá gǫrt at hafa…. Mun ek þat nú sýna, at mér þykkir þetta verk mitt verra en ǫnnur þau, er ek hefi unnit. Ek vil birgja bú þitt…. Ok allt, er þú veizt í mínum hirzlum vera ok þú þarft at hafa heðan af, þá skaltu mér til segja ok eigi fyrir skart sitja heðan af um þá hluti, sem þú þarft at hafa…. Mun ek þá annask þik til dauðadags. Skulum vit þá vera sáttir. Vil ek þess vænta, at þat mæli fleiri, at [sonr þinn] sé vel dýrr.” “Ek vil eigi þenna kost…. Ek vil, at vit takim menn til gørðar með okkr.”…“Þá þykkisk þú jafnmenntr mér, ok munum vit ekki at því sættask”’ (ÍF 11: 105–6; see criticism of Þorbjǫrn, 106–7).

36 ON hvǫt—‘whetting, goading, incitement’—is often of men by women. Jóhanna Katrín Friðriksdóttir critically surveys much of the scholarship (2010: 55–76, 198–200). See also Gehl (1937: 34–7, 72–3); Meulengracht Sørensen (1993b: 238–46). In a different cultural context, see Black-Michaud (1975: 14, 78–80).

37 Þorkell Þjóstarsson, unknown outside this saga, looks like an ad hoc invention (Nordal 1940: 10–17; cf. Miller 2017: 111–12). His name may deliberately echo that of a more famous character, Þorkell hákr Þorgeirsson (who appears in Landnámabók, several sagas, and a Monty Python sketch; see esp. Njáls saga cap 119, ÍF 12: 303). The nickname hákr, probably referencing a deep-sea fish (hake), is variously translated as ‘Braggart’, ‘Bully’, ‘the Insolent’, ‘the Reckless’, etc.—characterizations that fit Þorkell Þjóstarsson well. Compare Ǫlkofra þáttr cap. 2 (ÍF 11: 86–7); Hávarðar saga cap. 7 (ÍF 6: 310–14).

38 Þorbjǫrn is first introduced as a man who ‘átti fé lítit, en ómegð mikla’ [had little wealth but many dependents] (Hrafnkels saga cap. 3, ÍF 11: 100). His affairs only go downhill from there: soon he cannot afford to feed all the mouths in his household and must hire out his son to work as Hrafnkell’s shepherd, setting the stage for conflict (cap. 3, ÍF 11: 101–2). Þorbjǫrn’s one identifiable possession, his farmstead Hóll, does not appear to have any value. When Sámr evicts Hrafnkell from Aðalból and takes his place, he relocates his uncle to Leikskálar (cap. 6, ÍF 11: 124). Hrafnkell later drives Sámr back to Leikskálar (cap. 9, ÍF 11: 131–2), but nothing more is heard of either Þorbjǫrn or Hóll. Even in the final reversal, when Hrafnkell regains power, his vengeance falls not on the old man but on his more substantial nephews.

39 Hrafnkels saga cap. 4 (ÍF 11: 114). Compare: ‘“Hvárt ertu goðorðsmaðr?” Hann kvað þat fjarri fara. “Ertu þá bóndi?”…Hann kvazk eigi þat vera…. “Hvat manna ertu þá?” Hann svarar: “Ek em einn einhleypingr”’ [‘Are you a goðorð holder?’ Far from it, he said. ‘Are you a bóndi, then?’…He said that he wasn’t. ‘What sort of man are you then?’ He replies: ‘I’m a lone wolf’] (cap. 4: 111). See Poole (2006: 782; cf. Duby 1964). Contrast Miller (2017: 31–2).

40 Njáls saga cap. 32: ‘inn mest[i] afreksma[ðr] ok…mjǫk reyndr, en þó mu[n] meir síðar, því at margr mun [hann] ǫfunda’ (ÍF 12: 84; cf. capp. 46, 58, 107, ÍF 12: 119, 147–9, 275). Neither Gunnarr nor even Njáll is officially a goði, but both are clearly foremost men in their community. Compare Miller (2017: 123).

41 See, for example, Heiðarvíga saga cap. 9 (ÍF 3: 232–3); Hávarðar saga capp. 10–12 (ÍF 6: 324–32); arguably, Svínfellinga saga cap. 14 (Sturlunga saga 2: 103).

42 As discussed earlier (Introduction, Chapter 2), historians may have overly reified the categories of goðar and bœndr. The fluid use of such terms as hǫfðingi suggests less rigid differentiation within Iceland’s political community than usually supposed, though certainly some farmers were no competition for their chieftains. For an example of a starkly hierarchical reading of Gísli’s predicament, see Byock (2001: 115).

43 See Byock (2001: 99–117). Jón Viðar Sigurðsson maintains—wrongly, I believe—that goðar were only rarely killed by other goðar before the thirteenth century (1999: 88–9; cf. 94; Miller 2017: 130–1). Examples of goðar felled in the course of political skirmishing (for instance Ingimundr in Vatnsdœla saga or Áskell in Reykdœla saga ok Víga-Skútu), not to mention those who suffer setbacks but are not killed (such as Glúmr in Víga-Glúms saga or Þorgrímr Kjallaksson in Eyrbyggja saga), can easily be multiplied; a few are arguably not victims of inter-goði competition.

44 See Njáls saga capp. 124–30 (ÍF 12: 315–37). In the middle of the range, we find incidents like Guðmundr dýri’s attempt, sometime around 1190, to dominate a local þing; other magnates moved to block him—‘Nú þótti höfðingjum ærinn uppgangr Guðmundar dýra’ [the chief men now had enough of Guðmundr dýri’s ascent]—but he outmanoeuvred them in a lawsuit (Guðmundar saga dýra cap. 6, Sturlunga saga 1: 170–1, quotation at 170). In this case, Guðmundr’s ambitions went unchecked, though he did later (in 1196–7) temper his overbearing style—sufficiently for some of his enemies to make the costly error of mocking him as a weakling; see capp. 12–14 (Sturlunga saga 1: 185, 187, 189).

45 Ljósvetninga saga cap. 11 [21]: ‘“Hversu mikill þykki þér hnefi sjá, Guðmundr?” Hann mælti: “Víst mikill.” Ófeigr mælti: “Þat muntu ætla, at afl muni í vera?” Guðmundr mælti: “Ek ætla þat víst.” Ófeigr segir: “Mikit muntu ætla, at hǫgg verði af?” Guðmundr segir: “Stórum mikit.” Ófeigr segir: “Þat muntu ætla, at saka muni?” Guðmundr mælti: “Beinbrot eða bani.” Ófeigr svarar: “Hversu myndi þér sá dauðdagi þykkja?” Guðmundr mælti: “Stórillr, ok eigi mynda ek vilja þann fá.” Ófeigr mælti: “Sittu þá eigi í rúmi mínu”’ (ÍF 9: 58–9). Significantly, the saga describes Ófeigr as ‘hǫfðingi ok garpr mikill’ [a leader and great hero] but not a goði; he seems, in fact, to be Guðmundr’s þingmaðr, so technically subordinate to him (cap. 1, ÍF 9: 3 and 3 n.5; cf. Ófeigs þáttr). On this episode, see Andersson & Miller (1989: 59–60); Miller (1990: 29–30 [= 1993: 85–6]).

46 Laxdœla saga cap. 65: ‘tel ek þat fullmannliga af hǫndum innt’ (ÍF 5: 195). For Snorri goði’s conspiracy to use Þorgils as a cat’s-paw, see capp. 58–60 (ÍF 5: 174–81), and for Þorgils’s realization, cap. 65 (ÍF 5: 195–6).

47 Laxdœla saga cap. 67: ‘Gerisk hann Hǫlluslappi nú framgjarn ok áburðarmikill. Hvárt mun Þorgils enga þá menn fyrir hitta, at eigi muni honum allt vilja þola? Er þat víst auðsætt, at hann er mikill maðr ok knáligr, en komit hefir orðit slíkum mǫnnum í hel, sem hann er’ (ÍF 5: 197; cf. Eyrbyggja saga cap. 32, ÍF 4: 90; Íslendinga saga cap. 46 [51], Sturlunga saga 1: 294; possibly also GSA cap. 1, 1983: 17–18). Snorri goði’s own lofty position also attracts considerable enmity, but he is too wily to fight out every conflict; see, for example, Laxdœla saga cap. 56 (ÍF 5: 169–70). On avoidance as a strategy for dealing with threatened violence, compare Miller (1990: 245, 362 n.39); Hyams (2003: 5, 195–6).

48 Vápnfirðinga saga cap. 12: ‘Geitir lét vel yfir honum ok kvað hann vera stórmenni mikit, óvæginn ok ódælan ok þó góðan dreng at mǫrgu lagi. “Er hann eigi ójafnaðarmaðr mikill?” segir Ǫlvir. Geitir svarar: “Þat er helzt á mér orðit um ójafnaðinn Helga, at hann unni mér eigi at hafa himininn jafnan yfir hǫfði mér sem hann hefir sjálfr.” Ǫlvir svarar: “Skal honum þá allt þola?” “Svá hefir enn verit hér til,” segir Geitir’ (ÍF 11: 47). Ǫlvir’s status is hinted by his epithet, inn spaki [the Wise]. The collocation góðr drengr, which occurs as a set term already on Viking Age runestones (perhaps as formal title or rank), sometimes appears in explicit opposition to ójafnaðarmaðr; see Sawyer (2000: 103–11); Syrett (2000: 254–5); and p. 138n.66.

49 Byock discusses this saga at some length (1982: 109; 2001: 233–51, 256–8) but touches only fleetingly on the aspects I highlight (2001: 233–4, 242, 249–50).

50 Vápnfirðinga saga cap. 11: ‘eru nú tveir kostir af várri hendi, at þú farir heim í Krossavík á bú þitt, ok flyt þaðan aldri síðan, en ger í mót Helga, ef hann gerir þér nǫkkurn ósóma heðan í frá, elligar munum vér selja bústaði vára og ráðask í brottu, sumir af landi, en sumir ór heraði’ (ÍF 11: 46). Byock (2001: 234–5) believes Geitir manipulates his þingmenn into forcing his hand to confront Helgi; I see no evidence for this.

51 Geitir rides to kill Helgi in a posse of twelve (Vápnfirðinga saga capp. 12 [consultations] and 13 [assembling the killing party], ÍF 11: 47–8; all extant manuscripts have a lacuna just where Helgi is killed: ÍF 11: xxix–xxx, 49 n.2). The force assembled against Hranfkell eventually numbers, depending on how one counts, sixty to eighty men (Hrafnkels saga cap. 5, ÍF 11: 119).

52 Snorri goði is a recurring character in many Family Sagas, and is consistently depicted as both shrewd and ruthless. See the assessment offered in Njáls saga cap. 114: ‘Snorri var vitrastr maðr kallaðr á Íslandi, þeira er eigi váru forspáir; hann var góðr vinum sínum, en grimmr óvinum’ [Snorri was said to be the smartest man in Iceland, of those who were not prescient; he was good to his friends but harsh to his enemies] (ÍF 12: 287).

53 See Ófeigs þáttr. See Magerøy (1959), pointing out an affinity with GSB cap. 135 [= cap. 33 in Biskupa sögur, 1856–78: 1.602–4 = GSC cap. 109].

54 Contrast Jón Viðar Sigurðsson (1999: 132): ‘[Alliances] were primarily marked by the personal objectives of the chieftains…. Collective thought and the formation of parties were unknown in the Commonwealth period.’ The contrast with modern political parties highlights that medieval Icelandic collectives did not embody stable constellations of interests. Nevertheless, the emergence of corporate identities is hinted at by the widespread readiness to translate conflict between persons into conflict between interest groups (e.g. Njáls saga cap. 47, ÍF 12: 121), as well as by metonymic references to leaders where the groups they head are meant (e.g. Valla-Ljóts saga cap. 8, ÍF 9: 257; cf. Andersson & Miller 1989: 280 n.260).

55 See Ljósvetninga saga cap. 11 [21]: ‘Þat fannsk á, at Ófeigr vildi þar mest vera metinn…en sveifsk einskis sjálfr, þess er honum í hug kom’ [It was clear that Ófeigr wanted to be the most highly esteemed there…and did not hold back about anything he had in mind] (ÍF 10: 59); compare Ófeigs þáttr cap. 2 [7]: ‘þótti mǫnnum Ófeigr mjǫk vaxit hafa af þessum viðskiptum þeira Guðmundar’ [Ófeigr seemed to people to have gained much stature from these exchanges with Guðmundr] (ÍF 10: 121).

56 See Barthélemy (1999: 215): ‘Toute avancée de l’un suscite des levées de boucliers contre lui, afin de limiter son avantage. On peut parler d’un système visqueux, tant les molécules en sont freinées dans leurs déplacements par une multiplicité d’interactions’ (emphasis original). I am indebted to Kristina Helmreich for calling my attention to this passage.

57 See, for instance, Heiðarvíga saga capp. 4, 7 (ÍF 3: 220, 229); Gísla saga cap. 34 (ÍF 6: 111–12); Ljósvetninga saga cap. 9 [19] (ÍF 10: 52).

58 See Eyrbyggja saga cap. 47 (ÍF 4: 134–5); compare the use of human shields in Guðmundar saga dýra capp. 14, 20 (Sturlunga saga 1: 191, 202). The precise status of Snorri goði’s rival on this occasion is vague, but his nickname, Breiðvíkingakappi [champion of the Breiðavík men], and his family connections (cap. 15, ÍF 4: 27) suggest considerable standing, even if he is not formally a goði.

59 See Færeyinga saga capp. 4, 7 (ÍF 25: 8–10, 15–17). Compare Mǫrðr Valgarðsson’s equally Machiavellian advice, Njáls saga cap. 67 (ÍF 12: 168; his scheme comes to fruition in cap. 72, ÍF 12: 176). See also p. 98n.134.

60 Eyrbyggja saga cap. 44: ‘Gott er, at þat sannask, at þat er eigi jafnan bezt, at ganga síðast’ (ÍF 4: 122). Snorri’s hardhearted reaction is especially ungracious since Már had already taken an assassin’s thrust for him once before (cap. 26: 66; cf. cap. 47: 134). On the language of objectivity, compare Shapin (1994: 83–4, 237–8).

61 The motif of yellow-bellied proletarians could be inflected in various modes, from comedy (e.g. Gísla saga cap. 20, ÍF 6: 64–5; Njáls saga capp. 148–52, ÍF 12: 424–37) to pathos (e.g. Snorri Sturluson’s Óláfs saga Tryggvasonar cap. 49, in his Heimskringla, ÍF 26: 297–8).

62 For Guðmundr, see Ljósvetninga saga capp. 5, 6, 9 [13, 16, 19] (ÍF 10: 18–19, 40, 52); Ǫlkofra þáttr cap. 4 (ÍF 11: 94); compare Gísli Sigurðsson’s salacious interpretation (2007: esp. 210–11). For Njáll and Gunnarr, see Njáls saga capp. 41, 54 (ÍF 12: 107, 138–9).

63 See Þorgils saga ok Hafliða capp. 29–30 (set in 1121; Sturlunga saga 1: 47–8). Ketill was a great-grandson of Guðmundr inn ríki. See also p. 92n.120.

64 Compare Kaeuper (1999: 129–60); Gillingham (1992: 50–2).

65 Njáls saga cap. 89: ‘Jarl bauð ǫllum grið, þeim er eigi vildi verja [Helga], en svá var Helgi vinsæll, at allir vildu heldr deyja með honum’ (ÍF 12: 221). Compare Laxdœla saga cap. 2 (ÍF 5: 4); Hallfreðar saga cap. 10 (ÍF 8: 192); GSA cap. 7 (1983: 30). See further Althusser (1971); Frank (1991).

66 See his Skáldskaparmál §1: ‘skili [ungt skáld] þessa bók til fróðleiks ok skemtunar’ [let (the young poet) study this book for his scholarship and amusement] (1982–98: 21.5; on edda as ‘poetics’, see 1982–98: 1.xvii; cf. Tulinius 2002: 45–6, 59–60). On the social context of skaldic poetry in thirteenth-century Iceland, see Nordal (2001: 117–95, esp. 130–43; 2003).

67 Quinn (2007: 101); see also Quinn (2006).

68 For the violently macho tenor of Norse eroticism and for further instances of battlefield action represented in terms of erotic encounter, see Falk (2005a).

69 Laxdœla saga cap. 38: ‘Þorleikr ætti lítt við elli at fásk, ok þótti þó mikils verðr, meðan hann var uppi’ (ÍF 5: 111). Contrast Ármann Jakobsson’s (2004: 42–3) reading of this tag.

70 Compare Clastres (1974b: 179): ‘La mort est le destin du guerrier, car la société primitive est telle qu’elle ne laisse pas substituer au désir de prestige la volonté de pouvoir [absolu]. Ou, en d’autres termes, dans la société primitive, le chef, comme possibilité de volonté de pouvoir, est d’avance condamné à mort. Le pouvoir politique séparé est impossible dans la société primitive, il n’y a pas de place, pas de vide que pourrait combler l’Etat’ (emphasis original). See also Falk (2010). Harner points out the scarcity of self-inflicted violence among Jívaro men (whereas suicide is ‘relatively common’ among women), explaining: ‘when a man “no longer wants to live”, he…suddenly starts leading assassination raids against the men who are his enemies, insisting on taking the principal risks, such as being the first to charge into the enemy’s house. Sooner or later, of course, he will himself be killed…. [T]his kind of “suicide” appeals to Jívaro men’ (1972: 181; cf. 139–42 on the social construction of motivation to kill).

71 See Asch (1955).

72 See, for example, Víga-Glúms saga cap. 6 (ÍF 9: 17–19); Grettis saga capp. 21–3 (ÍF 7: 73–87); and Njáls saga capp. 88–9 (ÍF 12: 214–23).

73 See Egils saga capp. 50–7 (ÍF 2: 127–73; quotation in cap. 50: ‘Englandskonungr þóttisk liðs þurfa ok þar var ván féfangs mikils’, ÍF 2: 128; cf. 129 for the 300 [or 360] men accompanying Egill and Þórólfr).

74 See Verbruggen (1997: 89–91, quoting Saladin at Ḥattin: ‘Be quiet, and do not say that they are beaten until you see the king’s banner is down’, 1997: 89). Compare the significance attached to a commander’s stumble in Þórðar saga kakala cap. 42 [205] (Sturlunga saga 2: 77); GSB cap. 106 [= in Biskupa sögur 1856–78: 1.513 n.1 = GSC cap. 90] (discussed at p. 63).

75 See Egils saga cap. 54 (ÍF 2: 140–1). In the standard modern edition, approximately 21 lines recount Egill’s deeds, whereas Æþelstan’s are covered in 4–5.

76 See Verbruggen (1997: 223–31).

77 See Egils saga cap. 55 (ÍF 2: 141). Only after this manhunt is done does Egill find time to bury Þór‏ólfr.

78 See Egils saga cap. 55: ‘Kistur þessar, Egill, skaltu hafa, ok ef þú kemr til Íslands, skaltu fœra þetta fé fǫður þínum; í sonargjǫld sendi ek honum’ [These chests, Egill, you shall have, and if you come to Iceland, you shall hand this money to your father; I send (it) to him as payment for a son] (ÍF 2: 145). Egill has no intention of parting with the silver. The coffers never reach Skalla-Grímr, despite his explicit demand to receive ‘fé þat, er Aðalsteinn konungr sendi mér’ [that money which King Æþelstan sent me] (cap. 58, ÍF 2: 173). Many years later, Egill proposes to use ‘kistur þær tveir, er Aðalsteinn konungr gaf mér’ [those two chests which King Æþelstan gave me] to incite a riot at the Alþing (cap. 85, ÍF 2: 296). When his plan is foiled, he buries the silver, in effect hanging onto it even in death (cap. 85, ÍF 2: 297–8). See further Falk (2014b: 85–6).

79 Compare the more explicit statement King Haraldr makes after the fall of Þórólfr Kveld-Úlfsson, at p. 196.

80 Compare Miller (2010: 18–19); Tulinius (2002: 255–6; and, on the tricky task of navigating feud when one is the king, 2002: 200–3); compare further Haidu (1993: 154); Reuter (2006: 373–4).

81 See Egils saga cap. 55 (ÍF 2: 144). Nordal maintains that delivering a gift on the point of a weapon was ‘forn siður meðal germanskra þjóða’ [an ancient custom among Germanic peoples] (in ÍF 2: 144 n.1). In all of the frequently adduced parallels, however, the exchange implies hostility between the parties; see Old High German Hildebrandslied vv. 37–8 (1919: 29–30); Middle High German Nibelungenlied st. 1550 [1553] (2005: 220); and late Norse Hrafns þáttr Guðrúnarsonar cap. 4 (ÍF 8: 327). For a lord’s role in pacifying a feud within his own following, compare White (1986: 225–9); Hyams (2003: e.g. 88, 107).

82 Egils saga cap. 55, st. 20: ‘gramr hefr gerðihǫmrum / grundar upp of hrundit, / sá ‘s til ýgr, af augum, / armsíma, mér grímu’ (ÍF 2: 145). My reading follows Nordal (ÍF 2: 145–6 n.); Kock (1946–9: 1.29); contrast LP1; LP2; Skjd B1: 45. Hines comments on Æþelstan’s role in the saga, including on his ability to ‘satisf[y] Egill, a rare feat’ (1992: 25–6, quotation at 26).

83 See Egils saga cap. 4 (ÍF 2: 11); Sverrir Jakobsson (2016). Remaining apolitical was not an option.

84 See Egils saga capp. 3–27 (ÍF 2: 7–70). When Kveld-Úlfr hears of the manner of Þórólfr’s death (discussed at p. 196), he acknowledges his inability to be fully avenged on Haraldr in an oxymoronic prophecy: ‘þat hafa gamlir menn mælt, at þess manns myndi hefnt verða, ef hann felli á grúfu, ok þeim nær koma hefndin, er fyrir yrði, er hinn felli; en ólíkligt er, at oss verði þeirar hamingju auðit’ [this is what old men have declared: that a man who fell face down would be avenged, and vengeance would land close to him who stood in front (of him) when he fell (= King Haraldr); still, it’s unlikely that such a blessing is fated for us] (Egils saga cap. 24, ÍF 2: 61). Compare Njáls saga cap. 89: ‘“hvat er nú gǫrt næst skapi ykkru?” “Fara at jarli ok drepa hann,” segja þeir. “Ekki mun þess auðit verða”’ [‘what’s to be done now, in your opinion?’ ‘Go after the jarl and kill him,’ they say. ‘That is not fated to happen’] (ÍF 12: 222).

85 Egils saga cap. 6: ‘Ekki óttumsk ek þat, þóttu komir í sveit með hirðmǫnnum Haralds, at eigi þykkir þú hlutgengr eða jafn inum fremstum í ǫllum mannraunum; varask þú þat, at eigi ætlir þú hóf fyrir þér eða keppisk við þér meiri menn; en eigi muntu fyrir vægja at heldr…. [Æ]tla ek, at þær lykðir muni á verða, at vér munim aldrtila hljóta af þeim konungi’ (ÍF 2: 15, 14).

86 For the Battle of Hafrsfjǫrðr, Þórólfr’s role in it, and his fortunes after the battle, see Egils saga cap. 9 (ÍF 2: 22–4). Compare Hines (1992: 18–21).

87 Hines (1992: 20). Compare Berman (1983: 100–2), who rightly emphasizes that Þórólfr himself is largely at fault for his downfall and that Haraldr’s hostility predates the slander against him.

88 Egils saga cap. 22: ‘Beri eld at stofunni; ekki vil ek berjask við þá ok týna liði mínu; veit ek, at Þórólfr mun gera oss mannskaða mikinn, ef vér skulum sœkja hann…þótt hann hafi lið minna en vér’; ‘[E]r Þórólfr kom fram at skjaldborginni, lagði hann sverði í gegnum þann mann, er merkit bar. Þá mælti Þórólfr: “Nú gekk ek þremr fótum til skammt.” Þá stóðu á honum bæði sverð ok spjót, en sjálfr konungr veitti honum banasár, ok fell Þórólfr fram á fœtr konungi’ (ÍF 2: 53–4; cf. 52–3 for Þórólfr’s wife and his friend Ǫlvir’s attempts to negotiate a resolution).

89 Compare Njáls saga cap. 89 (ÍF 12: 221–2).

90 Egils saga cap. 22: ‘Þá kallaði konungr ok bað hætta at drepa fleiri menn…. “Takið nú Þórólf, frænda ykkarn, ok veitið honum umbúnað sœmiligan ok svá ǫðrum mǫnnum, er hér eru fallnir, ok veitið þeim grǫpt, en látið binda sár manna, þeira er lífvænir eru, en ekki skal hér ræna, því at þetta er allt mitt fé”’ (ÍF 2: 54).

91 Compare Íslendinga saga cap. 39 [44], where, a battle having been decided and the opposition leader having been killed, the victor’s supporters ask him ‘hvárt þeir skyldi sækja at lengr. Loftr svarar þá: “Enn er eftir Steingrímslota”’ [whether they should continue to attack. Loptr then answers: ‘Steingrímr still hasn’t had a turn’]; Steingrímr, who had earlier composed rude verses about Loptr, is killed in the next sentence (Sturlunga saga 1: 282; cf. 280).

92 Compare other set-piece battle descriptions in the Family Sagas, as in Njáls saga cap. 86 (ÍF 12: 206–7) or Færeyinga saga capp. 18–21 (ÍF 25: 38–46).

93 For convenient overviews in English of the Norse sojourns in the west Atlantic, see esp. Fitzhugh & Ward (2000); Jones (1986); Seaver (1996); Wawn & Þórunn Sigurðardóttir (2001); and Perkins (2004).

94 Since the toponym ‘America’ still lay centuries in the future, I apply ‘Vínland’ promiscuously to the entire area of Norse activity west of the Atlantic. In a narrow sense, Vínland is only one of three lands discovered in the far West (in addition to Greenland): Helluland (lit. ‘Slab-land’), generally identified nowadays as Baffin Island; Markland (‘Wood-land’), usually identified with present-day Labrador; and Vínland (‘Wine-land’), a richer region somewhere to the south of the other two, which has yet to be convincingly pinpointed.

95 The term certainly implies disdain, but there is little agreement on its precise meaning (Falk 2015a: 10 n.17).

96 For modern scholarship on the impact Native Americans may have had on the Norse, see Schledermann (2000); Odess et al. (2000); Sutherland (2000). The Greenland Norse (and perhaps Icelanders too) continued to venture westward at least into the fourteenth century, presumably drawn mostly to American lumber; see Seaver (2000); compare p. 119n.23.

97 Grœnlendinga saga is reconstructed from two separate fragments, both interpolated into Flateyjarbók (dated c.1390). Eiríks saga rauða survives in two redactions, one in Hauksbók (H, dated c.1305), the other in Skálholtsbók (S, dated c.1420); though younger, S is thought to better represent the archetype (see Jansson 1944: 82). For a handy overview in English, see Wahlgren (1993). There is little consensus on the dating of either saga. For opinions placing either saga or both anywhere between the late twelfth and the early fourteenth century, see Jón Jóhannesson (1962); Ólafur Halldórsson (in ÍF 4: 369, 391–5); Helgi Þorláksson (2001b); Gísli Sigurðsson (2004: 265–6, 269, 272); Vésteinn Ólason (2007: 32 n.11). I am inclined to accept Jón Jóhannesson’s relative datings; see Falk (2015a: 8–9, 11 n.20, 65, 113 n.2).

98 See Grœnlendinga saga cap. 4 (ÍF 4: 255–7; cf. Eiríks saga rauða cap. 12: 231–2 [H], 431 [S]). Grœnlendinga saga cap. 6 notes that ‘[h]várigir skilðu annars mál’ [neither side understood the other’s language] (ÍF 4: 262); contrast Eiríks saga rauða capp. 10–11, where Norsemen and Natives successfully establish a form of non-verbal semaphore, and cap. 12, where the Norse successfully teach two captured Native boys to speak ON (ÍF 4: 227, 228, 233–4 [H], 428, 429, 432 [S]).

99 See Grœnlendinga saga cap. 6 (ÍF 4: 261–3; cf. Eiríks saga rauða cap. 11, ÍF 4: 228 [H], 429 [S]).

100 Grœnlendinga saga cap. 6: ‘einn þeira Skrælinga…leit á um stund ok reiddi at félaga sínum ok hjó til hans; sá fell þegar dauðr. Þá tók [hǫfðingi þeira] við øxinni ok leit á um stund ok varp henni síðan á sjóinn, sem lengst mátti hann; en síðan flýja þeir á skóginn, svá hverr sem fara mátti’ (ÍF 4: 263–4; see 263 for the killing that precipitates the fighting, and cf. Eiríks saga rauða cap. 11, ÍF 4: 230 [H], 430 [S], where the hatchet experiment is conducted on a rock instead of a fellow skrælingr).

101 Eiríks saga rauða cap. 11: ‘Þeir þóttusk nú sjá, þótt þar væri landskostir góðir, at þar mundi jafnan ófriðr ok ótti á liggja af þeim er fyrir bjuggu’ (ÍF 4: 230 [H]; cf. p. 430 [S]). For the arc of Norse-Native relations, see capp. 10–12 (ÍF 4: 227–34 [H], 428–32 [S]). On the skrælingar as Others, see Sverrir Jakobsson (2001); Williamsen (2005).

102 For an exception to this generalization, see Eiríks saga rauða cap. 9 (ÍF 4: 225–6 [H], 426–7 [S]); cap. 12 further reports the existence of Native kingship (ÍF 4: 233–4 [H], 432 [S]).

103 See Eiríks saga rauða cap. 11: ‘Tveir menn fellu af þeim Karlsefni, en fjǫlði af þeim Skrælingum’ [Two men fell of Karlsefni’s company, but a lot of skrælingar] (ÍF 4: 229 [H]; cf. 430 [S], which likewise has two Norse casualties ‘en fjórir af Skrælingum’ [but four of the skrælingar]). Karlsefni leads the Norse on this expedition.

104 See Eiríks saga rauða cap. 11 (ÍF 4: 228–9 [H], quotation at 229; cf. pp. 429–30 [S]): ‘Hví renni þér undan þessum auvirðis-mǫnnum, svá gildir menn sem þér eruð, er mér þœtti sem þér mættið drepa niðr svá sem búfé? Ok ef ek hefða vápn, þœtti mér sem ek skylda betr berjask en einnhverr yðvar.’

105 Freydís’s triumph has long puzzled readers of the saga; I offer an interpretation in Falk (2015a). ON valslǫng(v)a elsewhere refers to mechanical missile engines (see Konungs skuggsiá 1945: 61–2; Falk 1914: 193–4). The first element in the compound, val-, means ‘slaughter’, enabling the editorial dismissal: ‘[h]ér er vafalaust átt við handslöngur, en ekki verulegar valslöngur’ [here handheld slings are doubtless meant, not real ballistas] (ÍF 4: 228–9 n.3). In contrast, Nansen (1911: 2.6–8) tentatively links valslǫngur to gunpowder weapons (cf. Grœnlendinga saga cap. 6, ÍF 4: 263; Lárentíus saga cap. 10, ÍF 17: 238).

106 See Eiríks saga rauða cap. 11: ‘Sýnisk þeim nú at þat eina mun liðit hafa verit er á skipunum kom, en annat liðit mun hafa verit þversýningar’ [It appeared to them now that the troop that had come by ship was the only one, but the other troop must have been a mirage] (ÍF 4: 430 [S]; cf. 230 [H]). Compare an account of disoriented men, blinded by the sunrise, who imagine themselves to be surrounded by an overwhelming force, in Guðmundar saga d‎‎ýra cap. 23 (Sturlunga saga 1: 208).

107 See Grœnlendinga saga cap. 6 (ÍF 4: 263–4).

108 See Grœnlendinga saga cap. 7 (ÍF 4: 264–6).

109 See Grœnlendinga saga cap. 7 (ÍF 4: 266–8). See also Falk (2015a: 10 n.18).

110 See, for instance, the attempt to use sports as a means of quelling conflict in Grœnlendinga saga cap. 7 (ÍF 4: 265–6; cf. Gísla saga capp. 14–15, ÍF 7: 49–50).

111 Some scholars hint that the Vínland narratives have greater generic affinity with Fornaldarsögur than with Family Sagas (e.g. Kellogg 2001: 31, 36; Perkins 2004: 39, 52, 66; Vésteinn Ólason 2007: 32). Freydís’s killing spree in Grœnlendinga saga tends to bear this argument out. Elsewhere in the Family and Contemporary Sagas, lethal women invariably act via agents (e.g. Njáls saga capp. 36–45, ÍF 12: 92–118), whereas women who personally bear arms prove embarrassingly incompetent (e.g. Eyrbyggja saga cap. 13, ÍF 4: 23–4; Laxdœla saga cap. 35, ÍF 5: 97–8; Gísla saga cap. 37, ÍF 6: 116–17; Harðar saga cap. 38, ÍF 13: 90; Sturlu Saga cap. 31, Sturlunga saga 1: 109); see further Falk (2015a: 92–4).

112 Morse (1991: 117). See also Kipnis (1996: 196–7): ‘Fantasies don’t in any literal way represent desires: they’re the setting for desires…. A rape fantasy doesn’t represent a desire to be raped…. [I]dentification can be with any aspect of the fantasy, and this isn’t necessarily conscious…. It may be ambivalent’ (emphasis original).

113 Contrast Helgi Þorláksson’s view of Snorri goði (2001a: 19).

114 Þórðar saga kakala capp. 41–2 [204–5]: ‘Var þetta in snarpasta orrusta, svá at engi hefir slík orðit á Íslandi bæði at fjölmenni ok mannfalli’ (Sturlunga saga 2: 74–9, quotation at cap. 42 [205], 2: 77; the numbers of troops are given as 500 [or 600] on one side, 600 [or 720] on the other, with c. forty and seventy killed, respectively); for the casualty list at Ørlygsstaðir, see Íslendinga saga cap. 138 [143] (Sturlunga saga 1: 438–9). See further Heusler (1912: 34–5); Jón Viðar Sigurðsson (2017: 109 [Table 2]).

115 Einar Ól. Sveinsson (1953: 78), who, unfortunately, cites no source for this oft-reproduced figure. The enterprise of computing past homicide rates is always dubious (see e.g. Lindström 2008: esp. 47–52); for thirteenth-century Iceland, the computational exercise is more suspect by an order of magnitude.

116 Þórðar saga kakala capp. 30, 32 [193, 195]: ‘Hann hafði sik lengstum lítt við orrustuna um daginn [því] at hann var heill lítt, ok þótti honum sér varla hent at ganga í stórerfiði. En allir menn vissu, at Kolbeinn var inn fræknasti maðr ok höfuðkempa til vápna sinna’; ‘[S]kulum vér sigla til Vestfjarða ok herja, brenna bæi, en drepa menn ok eyða svá byggðina, at Þórðr megi eigi oftar þaðan eflast með ófriði á hendr oss’ (Sturlunga saga 2: 57, 64; cf. the wanton killing and destruction waged by Kolbeinn’s men in another raid earlier that year, capp. 23–5 [186–8], 2: 46–8). Kolbeinn’s illness, which ultimately proved fatal, seems to be the result of complications from an old sports injury sustained in 1239; see Íslendinga saga cap. 140 [145] (Sturlunga saga 1: 440; cf. cap. 74 [79], 1: 333).

117 Íslendinga saga cap. cap. 65 [70]: ‘Þórðr Sturluson gekk at Þorvaldi, áðr þeir skilðu, ok bað hann fara varliga ok varast Hrafnssonu, lézt eigi vita, hvar þeir váru, ok kvað hann dvalizt hafa svá lengi þar í sveitum, at hverr maðr mátti njósna um ferðir hans, er vildi. “Guð þakki þér, bóndi,” segir Þorvaldr, “er þú varar mik við, en annat lítit mun fyrir verða en Hrafnssynir sé banamenn mínir.” “Oft veltir lítil þúfa þungu hlassi,” sagði Þórðr’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 321; cf. capp. 65–7 [70–2], 1: 320–2). Þorvaldr had used nearly identical language a short time before: ‘Snorri lézt þat óráðligt þykkja, at Þorvaldr færi, fyrir sakir Hrafnssona ok Jónssona, en kallaði þó Sturlu ótrúligan. Þorvaldr kvað annat lítit mundu fyrir leggja en Hrafnssynir stæði yfir höfuðsvörðum hans’ [Snorri opined it was unadvisable for Þorvaldr to travel on account of the sons of Hrafn and the sons of Jón, and said Sturla was untrustworthy. Þorvaldr said some other little thing would be in store before the sons of Hrafn should have his scalp in their hands] (cap. 65 [70], 1: 320). See also p. 95n.126.

118 See Hrafns saga Sveinbjaranarson cap. 19 (Sturlunga saga 1: 226).

119 Íslendinga saga cap. 64 [69]: ‘“Eigi skyldið þit bræðr deila um slíkt,” segir Þorvaldr. “Ekki þarftu hér til at leggja,” segir Sighvatr, “því at ekki mun fyrir þín orð gert”’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 319). For the complicated political manoeuvres between 1222 and 1225, see capp. 46–56 [51–61] (1: 294–309). Compare the hostility of some Oddaverjar towards their Haukdœlir allies, discussed at p. 149.

120 See predictions of the downfall of Snorri Sturluson and Sturla Sighvatsson, explicitly noting their web of kinship alliances as their projected undoing (Íslendinga saga capp. 64, 127 [69, 132], Sturlunga saga 1: 319–20, 410–11; cf. cap. 73 [78], st. 40, 1: 332). See also p. 211n.133.

121 See Einar Ól. Sveinsson (1953: 73–4), qualifying assertions that violence during the Sturlung Age took on an aspect of civil war; contrast Gunnar Karlsson (1975: 44–7); Miller (1990: 218).

122 See Íslendinga saga cap. 2 (Sturlunga saga 1: 229–30; cf. Sturlu saga cap. 28, 1: 102–3, for the beginning of this particular dispute). Einarr had been hobbled in fighting by a woman at least once before: Sturlu saga cap. 11 (1: 77). In general, he cuts an unimpressive martial figure, probably because of his extreme nearsightedness (see e.g. Sturlu saga capp. 11, 20, 21, 1: 77, 91, 92; cf. Bragg 1994). Jón Viðar Sigurðsson maintains that Einarr was ‘politically dead’ after Sturla dealt him a humiliating defeat in 1171 (1999: 56, 87–9, quotation at 88); this seems too literal a reading of Sturlu saga’s biased account.

123 Compare Hávarðar saga cap. 14 (ÍF 6: 336–41), where it is considered ‘undarliga, at tvau ungmenni hafa orðit at skaða þvílikum kappa sem Ljótr var’ [marvellous that two youths have managed to destroy such a hero as Ljótr was] (340); Heiðarvíga saga cap. 9 (ÍF 3: 232–3).

124 Sæmundr inn fróði (1056–1133) was invited to ratify a draft of Ari inn fróði Þorgilsson’s Íslendingabók (see ‘Prologus’, ÍF 1: 3); see Ættartölur cap. 1 (Sturlunga saga 1: 51) for his son Loptr’s marriage to the daughter of King Magnús berfœttr (d. 1103); their union was the genealogical hook for the Bergeners’ suspicion of their great-grandon Páll in 1216 (Chapter 3). Jón Loptsson’s goðorð at Oddi passed into his son Sæmundr’s hands; two of his illegitimate children, Ormr and Páll, also held goðorð, and the latter also became Bishop of Skálholt (r.1197–1211); see Figure 6, p. 128. On the fortunes of the Oddaverjar, see Halldór Hermannsson (1932: 5–29); Jón Jóhannesson (1974: 231–2, 239–45); Meulengracht Sørensen (1993b: 121–7); Orri Vésteinsson (2000b: 36–7). On the status disparity between Jón and Sturla, see Miller (2010: 24–7).


125 Sturlu saga cap. 29: ‘Váru þá sem mestar virðingar Jóns, ok var þangat skotit öllum stórmálum, sem hann var’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 104; cf. capp. 29, 30, 33–4, 1: 104, 108, 111–14). Jón is elsewhere described as ‘mestr höfðingi ok vinsælastr…á Íslandi’ [the greatest and most popular chieftain…in Iceland] (Ættartölur cap. 1, Sturlunga saga 1: 51). See further Ármann Jakobsson (1997: 295–7).

126 Íslendinga saga cap. 3: ‘Þat eitt var vinfengi okkart Einars, at mér er fyrir þá sök engi vandi á þessu máli. En þó þykkir mér í óvænt efni komit, ef þat skal eigi rétta, er skillitlir menn drepa niðr höfðingja’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 230). See also Þorgils saga skarða cap. 44 [283] (Sturlunga saga 2: 175), and compare Miller (1990: 32–4); Jón Viðar Sigurðsson (1999: 88–9); Byock (2001: 115, 290).

127 Gunnar Karlsson (1975: 35): ‘Hann kemur fram sem nokkurs konar ókrýndur konungur’; compare Ármann Jakobsson (1997: 295–9): ‘Jón er þannig ótvírætt æðsti höfðingi (primus) Íslands í huga þeirra sem rita biskupasögur á Suðurlandi um 1200’ [Jón is thus unequivocally Iceland’s foremost leader (primus) in the mind of those who wrote the Bishops’ Sagas in the South around 1200] (296–7). Orri Vésteinsson pleads, not entirely persuasively, for similar breadth of vision in Jón’s son, Sæmundr (2000b: 158).

128 See Þórðar saga kakala cap. 1 [164] (Sturlunga saga 2: 1–2; cf. Íslendinga saga cap. 140 [145], 1: 440). Gunnar Karlsson (1972) finds little evidence of þingmenn who made use of their hypothetical right to choose their own goði, but he too admits that ‘hann hefur ekki verið dauður bókstafur í lögum’ [it was not a dead letter in the law] (27; cf. 18–33 and 1977: esp 363–5).

129 Íslendinga saga cap. 199 [328]: ‘Gizurr jarl safnar nú liði at sér. Hann sendir menn sína…at kveðja lið upp ok gaf landráðasök þeim, er eigi fóru’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 532).

130 For examples of these Sturlungar’s links with royal authority, see Íslendinga saga cap. 38 [43]; Þórðar saga kakala cap. 48 [211]; Þorgils saga skarða cap. 15 [234] (Sturlunga saga 1: 278, 2: 84–6, 127).

131 See Íslendinga saga capp. 143, 146, 151 [147, 150, 155–6] for Snorri’s disobedience, the king’s letter and the contents of this letter, respectively (Sturlunga saga 1: 444, 446, 453; see also p. 211n.134). Although Sturla Þórðarson does not say so outright, his account suggests that he, too, suspected his uncle of having been in on Skúli jarl’s conspiracy. See further the discussion in Jón Jóhannesson (1974: 253–4); Helle (1974: 111).

132 Quinn (2007: 115); similarly, Gísli Sigurðsson (2014: 180). Sturla Þórðarson’s stoic account of the killing certainly furnishes materials to support such a reading; see Íslendinga saga cap. 151 [155–6] (Sturlunga saga 1: 454). For a thirteenth-century imputation of responsibility to the king, see Þórðar saga kakala cap. 45 [208] (Sturlunga saga 2: 82).

133 Íslendinga saga cap. 53 [58]: ‘Hafði Snorri þá miklu meira fé en engi annarra á Íslandi. En ekki hafði hann ráð Þórðar, bróður síns, við þetta. Ok hann sagði svá, at hann lézt ugga, at hér af myndi honum leiða aldrtila, hvárt er honum yrði at skaða vötn eða menn’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 304). Snorri had long asserted himself by economic means; c.1206 we hear that ‘[g]erðist hann þá höfðingi mikill, því at eigi skorti fé’ [he became a great magnate, because he didn’t lack wealth] (cap. 16 [21], 1: 242; cf. capp. 15–16, 34 [20, 39], 1: 240–1, 268). For other predictions of Snorri’s downfall, from 1228, see p. 207n.120. It is also noteworthy that Sturla Þórðarson attributes to his father still one more prophecy of this sort, predicting their kinsmen Sighvatr and Sturla’s fall (cap. 114 [119], 1: 392; cf. Nordal 1998: 165–71). Others, too, prophesy in a similar vein (Bishop Guðmundr and Sighvatr Sturluson himself among them), but Þórðr Sturluson emerges as the most consistently prophetic voice in the late Commonwealth.

134 Íslendinga saga cap. 151 [155–6]: ‘Var þar [sc. í bréfum] á, at Gizurr skyldi Snorra látá útan fara, hvárt er honum þætti ljúft eða leitt, eða drepa hann at öðrum kosti…. Kallaði Hákon konungr Snorra landráðamann við sik’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 453, emphasis mine). Probably the most significant development between 1240 and 1241 was the death of Snorri’s concubine, Hallveig Ormsdóttir; her sons by her earlier marriage fell out with Snorri over the division of her inheritance, and Gizurr sought to exploit their hostility towards Snorri (cap. 149 [153], 1: 452; cf. cap. 151 [155–6], 1: 454). Ármann Jakobsson (1995: 174–6) anticipates my reading of Snorri’s killing, though he arguably pushes the point too far (‘Konungur er ekki sekur um dauða Snorra. Vígið var framið gegn vilja hans’ [The king is blameless in Snorri’s death. The murder was committed against his wishes]); contrast Andersson (2017: 162).

135 Which is not to say that violence is restrained or that losers can count on receiving quarter. Killing parties are not averse to pressing a numerical advantage or otherwise overwhelming their victims; but the victims die fighting (e.g. Bjarnar saga Hítdœlakappa cap. 32, ÍF 3: 200–3; Laxdœla saga cap. 64, ÍF 5: 191–3; Víga-Glúms saga cap. 19, ÍF 9: 63–5; Ljósvetninga saga cap. 9 [19], ÍF 10: 51–2; Hrafnkels saga cap. 8, ÍF 11: 129–30); compare Íslendinga saga capp. 85, 179 [90, 266], where doomed men refuse to go gently into the night and renew the defence after being shriven (Sturlunga saga 1: 352, 504–5). The contrast has been noted by Heusler (1912: 41). For examples of executions in the Family Sagas, see Eyrbyggja saga capp. 20, 43 (ÍF 4: 52–4, 117–18); Laxdœla saga capp. 37–8 (ÍF 5: 106–9); compare Sturlu saga cap. 7 (Sturlunga saga 1: 70). Execution was always a touchy business, however, even when it targeted arsonist slaves caught red-handed; see Eyrbyggja saga cap. 31 (ÍF 4: 83–6); compare Íslendinga saga cap. 4 (Sturlunga saga 1: 232).

136 See, for example, Sturlu saga cap. 15; Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar cap. 19; Íslendinga saga cap. 85 [90]: ‘Þormóðr bað fá til annan mann at vega á Þórði. En Sturla kvað honum eigi hlýða skyldu í móti at mæla’ [Þormóðr asked to get another man to execute Þórðr. But Sturla told him he would not hear of being gainsaid]; compare Íslendinga saga cap. 115 [120] for refusal to carry out torture (Sturlunga saga, 1: 82, 226, 356, 395).

137 See, for example, Svínfellinga saga cap. 11 [215] (Sturlunga saga 2: 100–1; cf. Þórðar saga kakala cap. 24 [187], where a chieftain’s leniency is apparently overruled by his men, 2: 48). Contrast Nordal (1998: 204).

138 Þórðar saga kakala cap. 42 [205]: ‘Kolbeinn fann Þórð ok sagði, at Brandr var handtekinn. Þórðr mælti: “Hví drepið þér hann eigi?” Þórðr sat þá uppi á grundinni. Var þá lokit mjök bardaganum. Kolbeinn mælti: “Ek vissa eigi, nema þú vildir til ganga.” Þá stóð Þórðr upp. Þá mælti Hrafn Oddsson: “Gangið eigi til, Þórðr, ef Brandr skal eigi grið hafa.” Þá fekk Þórðr til Sigurð Glúmsson at vega at honum’ (Sturlunga saga 2: 79; cf. cap. 34 [197], 2: 66; Íslendinga saga cap. 138 [143], 1: 437–8; more obliquely, cf. also Þorgils saga skarða cap. 18 [237], 2: 134). Such a culture of personal negotiation has been extensively studied elsewhere in medieval Europe (e.g. Althoff 1997: esp. 99–125; 2004: 148–9; Reuter 2006: 381–5; Koziol 1992a; Barrow 2007).

139 Íslendinga saga cap. 138 [143]: ‘‏Þá kom Gizurr til ok kastaði af [Sturlu] hlífunum ok svá stálhúfunni. Hann mælti: “Hér skal ek at vinna.” Hann tók breiðöxi ór hendi Þórði Valdasyni ok hjó í höfuð Sturlu vinstra megin fyrir aftan eyrat mikit sár ok hljóp lítt í sundr. Þat seggja menn ‏þeir, er hjá váru, at Gizurr hljóp báðum fótum upp við, er hann hjó Sturlu, svá at loft sá milli fótanna ok jarðarinnar’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 435–6).

140 For the quarter initially given to both Sturla and Sighvatr, only to be revoked by Gizurr and Kolbeinn ungi, see Íslendinga saga cap. 138 [143] (Sturlunga saga 1: 434–6; cf. cap. 176 [262], 1: 499).

141 Most explanations of accelerated political centralization in thirteenth-century Iceland turn on the key role of the Church in enabling elites to consolidate their economic and political power bases; Orri Vésteinsson (2000b) is the most sophisticated effort to date. Since most of the evidence is retrospective, this line of argumentation runs the perpetual danger of confusing effects for causes ex post facto (e.g.: ‘While regional and even national overlordship had become the aim of most of the goðorð-owning families…local leaders [at the sub-goði level] reacted to the changing political situation by concentrating their efforts on consolidating their local power and improving their government’, 2000b: 239). In any case, attributing centralization to twelfth- and thirteenth-century ecclesiastical elites does not sufficiently explain secular elites’ inability to do so two centuries earlier.

142 See Andersson (2006); Gísli Sigurðsson (2004). Compare Miller’s comments on epic (including, presumably, the Family Sagas) as ‘the literature of statelessness’ and romance (a category from which he would presumably exclude Sturlunga Saga) as ‘part of an incipient ideology of state building’ (1993: 84). On Free Prose, see the Appendix.

143 For the dating of the Vínland narratives, see p. 199n.97. The quoted phrase is Clendinnen’s (1991a: 288), speaking of sixteenth-century Spanish glosses to Nahuatl hieroglyphs.

144 On the revision process that probably affected Íslendinga saga, see Tranter (1987); Nordal (1998; 2006); and, more generally, Glauser (2000).

145 See Clastres (1972: 94; cf. 347): ‘Pour pouvoir étudier une société primitive, il faut qu’elle soit déjà un peu pourrie.’ Herzog (2005: esp. 133–42, 155–62, 175, 183, 240–6, 260) documents an instructive instance of the need felt, even by ardent radicals, to fabricate a conservative vision of the past. She clarifies that at stake are ‘the subtler dynamics of redefinition and reinterpretation, the development of new legitimations for old practices (in other words, a continuity presented as a change), as well as the opposite (something new introduced in the name of tradition). [1950s Germany engaged in] the construction of a wholly new version of the Third Reich, one on which parents and children, leftists, liberals, and conservatives could all agree, although for completely different reasons and with utterly divergent investments’ (2005: 107, emphases original).

146 Compare Goodman (1978: 20–1).

147 See Adolf Friðriksson & Orri Vésteinsson (2003) and Chapter 5 of this volume.

148 The most recent editors suggest dating one chief manuscript, Konungsbók, to c.1250–8, the other, Staðarhólsbók, to c.1271–2; see Gunnar Karlsson et al. (1992: xv–xvi).

149 Garnsey & Humfress (2001: 58–60, emphasis original). Rejecting the dichotomy of ‘official’ versus ‘private’ collections of laws, they add: ‘Even when a “general” legal principle was clearly and obviously expounded by an imperial constitution…[t]he Theodosian Code was only a starting-point for legal practitioners engaged in reasoning out concrete cases…. The idea of the Code as no more than a starting point for legal and forensic deliberations provides an important corrective to the view of most modern Roman lawyers that codification “fixed” or “petrified” Roman law’ (2001: 60, emphasis original; cf. 52–82; contrast the scholarly consensus that the Grágás codices are ‘private lawbooks’, e.g. Byock 1988: 21).

150 Grágás, then, is not fundamentally unlike monastic charters all over medieval Europe, jealously preserved (or fabricated) to ensure individual houses’ privileges (see Geary 1994: 107–16, 132–3, 146, 180–1). See also p. 18n.47. Compare McSweeney (2018), to whom I am indebted for stimulating my thinking.

151 Compare the production of so-called Leges barbarorum in the earlier Middle Ages, a process which tended to produce new peoples by projecting into the past their allegedly timeless legal customs; see Collins (1999: 295; cf. 273) and even, malgré eux, Wormald (2003: 40–1) and Wood (2003: 266–7).

152 Renan (1882: 175): ‘l’essence d’une nation est que tous les individus aient beaucoup de choses en commun, et aussi que tous aient oublié bien des choses. . .’.

153 Anderson (1991: 200–1, emphases original; cf. 199–203, a section subtitled ‘The Reassurance of Fratricide’). Compare Sontag (2003: 86): ‘What is called collective memory is not a remembering but a stipulating: that this is important, and this is the story about how it happened…. Ideologies create substantiating archives’ (emphasis original).

154 See Íslendingabók cap. 10 (ÍF 1: 23–4) for the writing of the law, and compare cap. 2 (6–7) for the mythical foundation of the oral law at the inauguration of the Commonwealth. Compare Hastrup (1985: 220) for a different perspective on the way in which written law would have corroded the Icelandic Commonwealth.







5

Violence, Naturally



6th eruption of fire from Mount Hekla on the Sunday after [Ascension Day (i.e. on 20 May 1341), accompanied] by such great portents and ashfall that many districts nearby were laid waste, and such great darkness on the first day [that] outdoors [it was] like when it is blackest indoors, in midwinter, at night. Thundering throughout the country [which sounded] as though it were close by. Ashfall around Borgarfjǫrðr and Skaga[fjǫrðr] and everywhere in-between, so that livestock died of it. People headed for the mountain when it spouted and it sounded to them as if a big boulder were being tossed about inside the mountain. Birds appeared to them, flying in the fire, both small and large, with various noises; people thought they were souls. So much salt and sulphur lay about the crater that one could load [pack] horses with it.1



About a third of the way into the plot of Njáls saga, Gunnarr of Hlíðarendi experiences a change of heart. He had narrowly escaped a sentence of permanent outlawry, which licenses all law-abiding men to kill the condemned person, and agreed to leave Iceland for three years. But as he rides to the ship that is to take him into exile, Gunnarr happens to catch sight of the farmstead he has just left behind:

They ride forth to Markarfljót; then Gunnarr’s horse stumbled, and he bounded from the saddle. His glance was drawn to the slope and the farm up at Hlíðarendi, and [he] stated: ‘The slope is lovely—never has it seemed to me as lovely, [with its] gleaming furlongs and harvested fields. I’ll ride back home and not leave.’2

The decision to value the cornfields of home over the prospects of exile will, within two chapters, cost Gunnarr his life. His bucolic motive for courting death is often cited as a rare instance of saga attentiveness to the grandeur of the Icelandic natural environment. More usually, as Einar H. Kvaran comments, the sagas tell ‘simply of men and women [who] stand before us firmly in their solid flesh as one of Chaucer’s pilgrims or one of Mr Pickwick’s friends. But they stand against emptiness. There is no earth nor sea nor sky behind them.’ Not coincidentally, this iconic exception, which proves Njáls saga’s aesthetic precocity, harnesses human response to the landscape in order to perform narrative labour.3 The causal chain begun with mown meadows will end with Gunnarr himself cut down; Nature makes a narrative cameo only to generate human violence.



[image: image]
Image 7. Gunnarr’s farm Hlíðarendi

Source: [Collingwood & Jón Stefánsson 1899: 31]





This book has so far dealt with hostilities within communities and between them; in this chapter, I extend the investigation beyond species boundaries. Subordination of the natural to the cultural is entirely typical of the sagas. Below, I explore the interdependence of, on the one hand, their single-minded focus on human society and, on the other, the construction of violence as a cultural commodity, to the exclusion of wild beasts and Atlantic gales, lava flows and icebergs—vectors of forceful physical action as apt to kill Norsemen as were other Norsemen.4 The voluntary confinement of the saga gaze to human affairs should come as no surprise: ‘the object of history’, Marc Bloch affirms, ‘is, by nature, man’.5 Nevertheless, this unremarkable focus is neither natural nor neutral. The sagas make a choice: to relate the evil that men do, leaving what their environment does to them to be interred with their bones. This choice is an integral component of the project of uchronia-building, not a passive reflection of empirically abundant violence. It is neither self-evident nor inconsequential. Once made, it biases readers’ retrospective impression of Icelandic society, throwing human violence into exaggerated relief and suppressing inclement Nature. Only two of the Four Horsemen feature prominently in the sagas, but to infer from their presence that medieval Iceland was awash in blood would be as erroneous as to suppose the absence from this society of the other apocalyptic riders.

As already noted in Chapter 4, accounting for an absence is always tricky. Trying to explain why something isn’t there prompts the question of whether one should have expected it to be: whether there is, in fact, anything to account for. The list of absences is always infinitely longer than that of presences; isn’t it arbitrary to single out this or that lacuna for interrogation?

Pastoral or pernicious, however, Iceland’s landscape, as every tourist nowadays can attest, is singularly difficult to ignore. Excluding it from consciousness would have taken a positive effort of will.6 When Norwegian explorers first made land on Iceland, they reportedly frolicked like grasshoppers all summer long. Certainly some natural resources, like primordial bird colonies or waters teeming with fish and seals, should have sparked their enthusiasm. Iceland’s midnight sun (and, conversely, its midwinter darkness) might also have impressed them; we hear of the Norsemen who explored Vínland, a century and a half later, that precisely such features caught their eye.7 Even more than environmental and astronomical phenomena, newcomers are sure to have noticed Iceland’s geology. Perched astride the active mid-Atlantic ridge—a jagged, north-south crack in the Earth’s crust running the length of the ocean, continuously spewing lava as it pushes the continental plates in opposite directions—Iceland has always endured more than its fair share of volcanic activity. The authors of a vigorous synthetic effort to correlate historical and palaeoclimatological data note that volcanic eruptions offer ‘both an exceptionally clear physical signal’ and an impact on humans likely to elicit remark from producers of written records.8 The silence of the sagas thus cries out for an explanation.
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Map 6. Map of Iceland, showing volcanic activity regions and major volcanoes

Source: [after Hafliði Hafliðason et al. 2000: 5]





Throughout this book, I posit unpredictability as the most persistently disturbing facet of reality’s refusal to cooperate with culture: uncertainty about which causal convictions the universe intends to honour gnaws away at individuals’ and societies’ well-being. Texts—all texts—deal with this threat by imposing patterns of signification on data usurped from reality, seeking to render the world intelligible.9 So too, I have argued, does violence. The practice of violence is metonymic of risk control. But violence which figures so prominently in the texts, to the occlusion of other hazards, outgrows metonymy to become fully a metaphor. The literature of Icelanders is all about killing each other because it is not about other things capable of killing them. The corollary is equally true: Nature and its unpredictability are so absent from the sagas because Man and his homicidal endeavours elbow them out—in effect, stand in for them. By studying the paucity of natural hazards in the sagas, then, I seek to demonstrate how cultural machinery mobilized to keep Icelanders’ attention riveted to human harm-mongering. As demonstrated in Chapter 4, data incongruent with the reigning ideology could not be permitted to interfere with the way reality was apprehended and moulded.

When natural forces occasionally do receive mention, they are therefore almost always either subordinated to human agency, making Nature an instrument in the hands of human actors, or personified as anthropomorphic supernatural beings, making Nature a simulacrum of human action.10 Techniques for controlling unpredictability, which the sagas represent as effective within the social sphere, are shown to work admirably to bridle extra-social turbulence, too: chaotic Nature is tamed by being subsumed into the violent patterns of social risk regulation. This literary sleight of hand issues an important caveat concerning the workings of uchronia. When we focus on the sagas solely as ingredients of the Icelandic habitus, we may well imagine their prescriptions reflecting or shaping social realities: histoire violence might represent actual extra-textual practices or, conversely, influence how actual Icelanders behave. But whereas the behaviour of real men and women could conceivably respond to the sagas’ cultural scripts, snow-squalls and polar bears remain indifferent to how they are represented in text. The play of natural hazards in the sagas is thus entirely an intra-cultural affair, irreducibly distinct from how actual dangers manifest themselves. For this reason, the saga treatment of natural catastrophes lays bare the general narrative mechanics of accommodating reality to ideology. Observing how inconvenient natural truths were reworked into textual facts allows us to see clearly how the risks of human violence, perceived as amenable to conscious control, came to be represented preferentially as the very charter—the very Nature—of Icelandic society.

In the following discussion, I begin by establishing a factual baseline (as far as it can be known) of extra-social menaces that afflicted medieval Icelanders; these were available for incorporation in their uchronias, but, as I show in the next section, received meagre attention in the sagas. The net effect of such absence is to present violence as an activity both ubiquitous and strictly social. Natural dangers only merit attention where they are narratively useful, namely where they can be transmuted into a species of human brutality. Icelanders’ differentiated treatment of perilous Nature helps trace the outlines of their cultural strategies for processing risk, and the centrality of violence for this processing.

The Medieval Natural Environment

The Family Sagas portray far fewer natural calamities than statistically probable. Some catastrophes may indeed have been so abrupt and so awful that not even ‘one elderly woman and a mare’ alone might escape to tell these.11 But many disasters did register in the common store of knowledge. The sources are too fragmentary to allow reconstruction of comprehensive statistics, but a minimal catalogue of knowable calamities can be approximated.12

In the process of migration and settlement throughout the North Atlantic, Norse ships ferried to new lands not only men and cattle but also the irritants and pathogens typical of their micro-environments, from rats to weeds to bacilli.13 Icelandic records attest to periodic outbreaks of disease. Most annal entries are understated: ‘throat sickness; prickling sickness; blistering sickness; eye inflammation; widespread death’. Whatever the first four items on this list mean—even if they only enumerate the scribe’s own aches and pains—there can be little doubt about the societal impact of the last.14 The vague term hallæri, ‘a poor year’, sometimes suggests epidemic, though also crop failure or affliction of the livestock. In 1313, for example, one annalist reports ‘a very bad year in Iceland’, which apparently involved disease.15 Human illnesses are not the only ones recorded. The winter of 1314 was designated ‘horse-killing winter’. In 1327, an apparent fowl epidemic was observed in northwest Iceland: ‘so many gulls died in the West Fjords that bird-rock was deserted throughout summer’.16

Animals might die en masse for a variety of commonplace causes besides disease, from food shortages to unusual cold snaps. They could also fall victim to a scourge more distinctively Icelandic: poisoning by ground-level concentrations of gases belched forth from the earth’s molten mantle.17 Volcanic activity must have been a new and unsettling sight for the first Norse settlers in the late ninth century. Retrospective texts, chiefly Landnámabók, may approximate the impression volcanism made on the first migrants, but contain scant reliable records of the long tenth century. The annals, though reliable overall, record no eruptions (and few other natural phenomena) prior to the 1104 waking of Mount Hekla.18 Further volcanic entries dot the twelfth-century record, multiplying in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, but dropping off in the fifteenth. Geological data, however, richly supplement the spotty textual record.19 A growing number of volcanic flare-ups have been identified between landnám and 1104—including a massive eruption in the early 870s that more or less coincided with the arrival of the first settlers. (Might we imagine its smoky column, swaying for many months, as the beacon by which Norse navigators first steered to Iceland?)20 Distal written sources also sometimes testify to Iceland’s volcanic activity.21 Data from all of these sources may be collated to produce a minimal list of some 100 eruptions that could, in all likelihood, have been available to saga authors. It’s possible that more were in fact known in the Middle Ages. Many of the eruptions that failed to make it into the record may have been fairly insignificant local sputterings, but the annalists’ silence on the conflagrations of the fifteenth century warns against simply assuming that unrecorded occurrences must, by definition, have been minor.22 Some, indeed, must have been impossible to ignore: the Eldgjá fires of the mid-930s, estimated to have been ‘the most voluminous basaltic fissure eruption in historic time’, are thought to have shot flames more than 1300 m high and produced smoke that rose to 14 km or more. The annals sometimes remark on an eruption’s impressive visibility. A mid-fourteenth-century plume in south or central Iceland, for example, could be seen all the way from the western peninsula of Snæfellsnes.23
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Image 8. View of Mount Hekla

Source: [Collingwood & Jón Stefánsson 1899: 21]







Table 1. Volcanic eruptions in Iceland, c.800–1500

(?) = eruption deduced from indirect evidence only; [ ] = eruption dubious, or may be grossly misdated
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sources:

Adolf Friðriksson et al. (2004) [for #14]

Annals I [for #23, 34, 36, 40], II [for #45, 47], III [for #23, 27 (attesting to Griothrið a þingi, ‘rain of stones at the þing [= Alþing?]’), 29, 34, 36, 40, 47], IV [for #19, 21, 23, 27 (attesting to earthquakes), 29, 31, 34, 36, 37, 39, 40, 42, 47, 53], V [for #27 (attesting to earthquakes), 28, 31, 34, 36, 42, 43, 45, 46, 47, 50, 53, 54 (reporting simultaneous eruptions in Hekla, Knappafellsjǫkull, and Herðubreið), 55, 56 (s.a. 1354)], VI [for #50, 53, 59 (three locales)], VII [for #19, 23, 29 (s.a. 1204), 34, 47, 53, 59 (s.a. 1367), 62, 65, 67], VIII [for #19, 23, 34, 36, 39, 45, 47, 49, 50, 53, 56 (s.a. 1357), 59 (six locales), 62, 67], IX [for #47, 49, 50, 53, 56 (s.a. 1360), 59 (s.a. 1350), 62 (s.a. 1390)], X [for #19 (s.a. 1106), 21, 32, 33, 34, 37, 39, 46, 47, 49 (s.aa. 1311–12), 59 (s.a. 1366)]

Biskupa-annálar Jóns Egilssonar [for #68]

Chronicum Scottorum [for #13 (s.a. 938, recte 939)]

Einar H. Einarsson et al. (1980) [for #56, 57]

Einar Ól. Sveinsson (1947) [for #49]

Gísli Oddsson (1917) [for #19 (s.aa. 1104 and 1106), 23, 32, 34, 36, 37, 39 (s.a. 1223), 40, 47, 51, 53 (s.a. 1340), 56 (s.a. 1356), 59 (s.a. 1363), 62]

Grönvold et al. (1995) [for #4]

GSA capp. 139, 208, 248 (1983: 162, 217, 249) [for #29, 35, 39]

Hafliði Hafliðason et al. (1992) [for #11, 30, 54, 76]

Hafliði Hafliðason et al. (2000) [for #24, 26, 40, 42, 54, 65]

Hammer (1984) [for #13]

Haukur Jóhannesson (1977) [for #15]

Haukur Jóhannesson & Sigmundur Einarsson (1988) [for #21, 22, 25, 28, 30]

Hungrvaka capp. 5, 11 (ÍF 16: 22, 41) [for #19, 23]

Jarðabók Árna Magnússonar og Páls Vídalíns (1913–90: 11.300) [for #74]

Jóhannes Áskelsson (1955) [for #15]

Jón Jónsson (1979) [for #8]

Kristni saga cap. 12 (ÍF 152: 33) [for #16]

Landnámabók capp. 68, 289, 327, 329 [S], 56, 250, 284 [H] (ÍF 1: 98–9, 304–5, 328, 330–1) [for #9, 13, 15]

Larsen (1979) [for #13, 40]

Larsen (1982) [for #5, 10, 17, 18, 24, 42, 52, 64, 74, 77] (I am indebted to Guðrún Larsen for information on corrected dating of the eruptions discussed in this article, personal communication.)

Larsen (1984) [for #4, 74]

Larsen (2000) [for #13, 49]

Larsen et al. (1999) [for #74]

Larsen et al. (2004) [for #4]

Larsen et al. (2005) [for #9]

Letter 102 (dated 11 March 1477), DI 6: 103–7 [for #74]

McCarthy & Breen (1997) [for #13]

Magnús Á. Sigurgeirsson (1995) [for #30]

Magnús Tumi Guðmundsson et al. (2005) [for #1, 12]

Ólafur Jónsson (1945) [for #22]

Páls saga byskups capp. 12, 20 (ÍF 16: 314, 332) [for #29]

Pilcher et al. (1995) [for #3]

Setbergsannáll [for #66 (s.a. 1421), 68 (s.a. 1439)]

Sigmundur Einarsson et al. (1991) [for #6]

Sigurður Þórarinsson (1950) [for #74]

Sigurður Þórarinsson (1952) [for #25]

Sigurður Þórarinsson (1953) [for #39]

Sigurður Þórarinsson (1958) [for #50, 59, 74]

Sigurður Þórarinsson (1959) [for #9, 49, 65, 76]

Sigurður Þórarinsson (1965) [for #25, 35, 60, 72]

Sigurður Þórarinsson (1968) [for #13 (citing Þorleifur Árnason’s seventeenth-century annal, now lost), 19, 23, 25 (citing Herbert of Clairvaux’s Liber Miraculorum [c.1178–80] and reprinting the relevant portion in Latin and Icelandic translation), 29, 39, 46, 47, 53, 62, 68, 76]

Sigurður Þórarinsson (1974b) [for #49, 54]

Sigurður Þórarinsson (1977) [for #13]

Sjávarborgarannáll [for #63 (s.a. 1389, lasting into 1391)]

Smith & Dugmore (2006) [for #7]

Þór Þórðarson & Larsen (2007) [for #1, 20, 38, 41, 44, 48, 52, 58, 61, 66, 68, 69, 70, 71, 73, 75]

Þorláks saga B cap. 22 (ÍF 16: 167–8) [for #26]

Þorvaldur Thoroddsen (1899–1905) [for #13 (citing Þorleifur Árnason’s seventeenth-century annal, now lost), 26, 51]

Þorvaldur Thoroddsen (1908–22) [for #13]

Wastegård et al. (2001) [for #2]

Wastegård et al. (2003) [for #1, 2, 3]

Zielinski et al. (1995) [for #13]

Zielinski et al. (1997) [for #3, 4]



Though given to spewing fire when active, many of Iceland’s volcanic peaks are normally ice-clad. Such icecaps may trap great volumes of water in crater lakes, which subglacial eruptions can then send roaring down the mountainside. Known as jökulhlaup (both sg. and pl.), ‘glacier bursts’, the destructive torrent of such flash floods is augmented by debris they sweep up: mud, boulders, buildings. As one geologist comments,

[n]o words can express the violence of a jökulhlaup. The maximum discharge of water during the eruptions of Volcano Grimsvötn in Vatnajökull in 1934 and again in 1938, each of which lasted about one week, was about 50,000 cubic meters per second…. In 1918 Katla Volcano, in an eruption which lasted only two days, discharged 200,000 cubic meters per second. The magnitude of these floods can be appreciated when they are compared to the 10,000-cubic-meters-per-second discharge of the Amazon [River].24

Medieval annals echo this sense of unstoppable momentum. A 1362 entry graphically captures the effects of a subglacial eruption in south-eastern Iceland:

Knappafellsjǫkull burst forth into the sea where it was thirty [feet] deep, with [such] a cascade of stones, gravel, and mud that afterwards there were sandy plains there. It also completely wiped out two church parishes, at Hof and Rauðalækr. The sand settled knee-deep on the plain and collected in drifts so that the houses could barely be seen.

The icecap that had ruptured, Knappafellsjǫkull, ‘Stubby-Mountain Glacier’, was subsequently rechristened Öræfajökull, ‘Wasteland Glacier’. The area appears not to have been resettled for perhaps as much as a century.25

Smaller, localized landslides and avalanches could still prove devastating. Within a century or two of landnám, human and animal activity had stripped the Icelandic soil of most of its protective brush cover. Terrain, climate, and constant subterranean burble colluded thereafter to increase the likelihood of landslides.26 A snowslip in the 1290s killed about a dozen people. Around Christmas of 1336, heavy snowfall caved roofs in.27 The following year, a rockslide killed seven; two years later disaster struck again, leaving nine dead. One study has found attestations of more than two dozen avalanches and landslides in medieval Iceland.28

If mudslides resemble lesser glacier bursts, blazes might cause damage comparable to that of a lava eruption. (The annals usually speak of volcanic activity simply as eldr, ‘fire’, making the two kinds of combustion hard to tell apart.)29 In 1357, a blaze that had started in a hayfield at an episcopal estate on Snæfellsnes spread to the houses: ‘the entire homestead so completely burned down that no building stood unburned, except the church and a bath-house…. The flames consumed the dwellings so that they leapt from one to the other.’30 Drying hay is similarly implicated in a fire at the bishopric of Skálholt in 1308. The following year, lightning struck the cathedral; it burned down so quickly that ‘it seemed to most [people] a marvel in what a short time the church was consumed’.31 Despite heavy damages—little was saved, except relics of St Þorlákr—no lives appear to have been lost in these blazes. A fire in 1148 at the farm of Hítardalr in western Iceland, however, claimed more than seventy lives, among them that of Magnús Einarsson, Bishop of Skálholt.32 The cause seems to have been lightning, or perhaps windborne cinders: ‘the ante-chamber caught fire from the air [during] strong winds’. The story is tinged with miraculous hues: the bishop opts to stay in the burning building, and his body is later recovered upright and uncharred. But beneath such embellishments, a realistic picture of rescue techniques emerges: ‘a window was smashed open behind the bishop and several men pulled out in a hurry’.33

Earthquakes sometimes accompany references to volcanic fires.34 Unlike the ash and lava deposited by the latter, however, seismic disturbances leave few physical traces, constraining the historian to rely heavily on impressionistic written records.35 (‘Earthquake’ is a subjective designation, anyhow, identifying spikes in the constant shifting of the Earth’s crust, and dependent on the sensitivity of measurement technology and on arbitrary cut-off criteria.)36 Quakes may also occur independently of eruptive activity. A powerful tremor in 1339 caused widespread property damage, knocking down buildings and throwing men and animals to the ground, but only killing ‘some children and old people’; it also split asunder cliffs and opened fissures in the ground which spouted both hot and cold water.37 One annalist noted that, in 1294, ‘the earth split open in an earthquake in Rangárvellir, and the Rangá was diverted from its course and destroyed people’s houses…. In Flói, a man was pinned to the ground for the duration of lunch hour [i.e. for quite a while].’38 Data on some twenty earthquakes may be recovered from the annals.39


Table 2. Earthquakes in Iceland, c.800–1500
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Unlike earthquakes, the roll of ocean waves doubtless seemed to Icelanders too mundane to warrant textual attention. Even a poem suggestively titled ‘Hafgerðingadrápa’ [Lay of Ocean Ramparts], attributed to a Greenland-bound Norseman in the tenth century, is thought to allude merely to an optical illusion specific to arctic waters. (Unfortunately, the few surviving verses convey no impression of the poet’s watery muse.)40 Alternatively, it may simply be a colourful metaphor for heavy seas.41 The annals do record other aquatic excesses.42 Flóðit mickla, ‘the great flood’, noted in 1199, presumably refers to an excessive spring thaw: in northern lands, thaw posed a greater threat than freezing.43 Near Gunnarr’s old home, the Markarfljót in 1326 inundated its vicinity to knee-depth, but receded after a day. In 1389 or 1390, there was

such heavy and continuous rainfall in the north of the country in autumn that no one could recall such a catastrophe as happened there, water downpour and mudslides. The farm at Langahlíð in Hǫrgárdalr was destroyed: royal justiciar Hrafn Bótólfsson and his wife Ingibjǫrg Þorsteinsdóttir and their two children and [others] perished there, sixteen people in all. Also destroyed were a farm in Búðarnes, with twelve people inside, and a farm at Hjallaland in Vatnsdalr, where six people perished; and everywhere the earth was overturned.44

But even this disaster pales in comparison with a flood reported from Norway in the 1340s. A landslide had dammed the Gaula in Trøndelag, backing it into a temporary lake where hundreds drowned. The dam then broke, wreaking further devastation downstream.45

The annals also mention drift ice in the seas around Iceland.46 Though it is alleged to have given Iceland its name already in the ninth century, pack ice seems to have grown more frequent and more menacing from the thirteenth century, as climate conditions deteriorated. Even then, however, Konungs skuggsjá warned of ice in the deepest reaches of the Greenland Sea rather than in Iceland’s coastal waters.47 Icebergs posed a danger to ships that ran foul of them, of course, as when a vessel carrying two ecclesiastical dignitaries foundered in the spring of 1320 after colliding with a floe.48 Their major impact was probably not directly on individual hulls, however, but indirectly on shipping, constricting traffic and choking harbours. In 1203, for example, sea-ice locked the bay at Saurbœr in late March, and in midsummer people were able to walk to land from Flatey, a distance of several km.49 Abundant drift ice could also expose Icelanders to another danger, ferrying in polar bears from Greenland or the Arctic. Though potentially weakened by their long journey south, the creatures would have grown ravenously hungry. One such bear made land at Strǫnd in the far northwest of Iceland in 1321, killing eight people (dismembering all and eating several, the annalists note) before it was put down.50 On an island otherwise free from large predators, the occasional arrival of a vicious bear must have been quite memorable.51

The sparseness of drift ice in the sagas could be a measure of authorial care to avoid anachronism.52 Even before the onset of the Little Ice Age, however, ships must have been lost at sea with some frequency. Fire or wind claimed one merchantman c.1119, while a vessel identified as a Grænlandsfar, ‘Greenland liner’, sank in 1185.53 The annals mention many shipwrecks; they also often name individuals who drowned under unspecified circumstances.54 Lifeboats seem to have been standard, and the rescue of at least some crew on such boats is noted frequently (though the intercession of saints seems to have been more reliable).55 Some years, no ocean-going ships put in at Icelandic ports—an indication, on the one hand, of the dangers of navigation on the open sea and, on the other, of the hardships endured by a frontier society cut off from its metropolitan hub.56 Even in the busiest years, the North Atlantic hardly brimmed with traffic,57 as hinted by provisions made on two occasions for famine relief: the first, c.1056, allowed four ships laden with grain to sail from Norway to Iceland, the second, from 1262, stipulates six such ships each year for the following two summers, to be followed by as many ‘as seem to the king and to the best bœndr in the country most suitable to [the needs of] the land’.58 Such modest numbers must have been an improvement over existing traffic volumes, and probably represent the best deal Icelanders could cut.59 In the later Middle Ages, after the art of ship-building had been lost from their treeless isle, Icelanders came increasingly to depend on foreign shipping. In 1362, one annalist eulogizes, some men from the Northern Quarter set out ‘on the ship that they themselves had had built…. But that same ship was shivered to smithereens off Snæfellsnes, [though] the crew were rescued; and no other ship came to Iceland.’ One is perhaps entitled to be sceptical of the quality of workmanship that had gone into the construction of this short-lived craft.60

Even successful voyages could prove taxing, to the point of tragedy. Eighteen souls aboard a tiny Greenlandic skiff, blown anchorless from North America to Iceland in 1347, must have been sorely tried by their experience.61 Occasionally, the annals mention unfavourable wind-patterns without specifying whether ships were storm-tossed or becalmed; the former is more probable.62 In 1227, a ship that departed Trondheim around the feast of St James (25 July) docked safely in Iceland’s Vestmannaeyjar on St Cecilia’s feast (22 November), meandering for four months on a trip that normally took less than a week. Though eighteen of its crew survived the journey, six expired at sea.63

In summary, then, the record of natural calamities during the Saga Age is spotty and restricted, in effect, to traumas monumental enough to have caught the attention of record-keepers overseas or left a mark in the very topography of Iceland. There are no reliable, locally produced written sources for this period. Many varieties of disaster attested in later medieval centuries, however, are either so universal (floods, fires, famine) or so inherently probable in an environment like Iceland’s (earthquakes, eruptions, aquatic accidents) that one may safely extrapolate from the later annals to conclude that similar occurrences must have been fairly frequent in the long tenth century, too. Some other dangers, like icebergs or polar bears, may have been rarer in Iceland and its surroundings before the 1100s. Yet they still likely entered the collective pool of Norse experience in the earlier period as well, as Scandinavian explorers pushed ever farther to the west and north. Finally, the presence and frequency of natural catastrophes in the late-medieval annals suggest not only the bare fact of their recurrence during the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth centuries, but, more importantly, their availability to the minds of the people who wrote, read, and copied the sagas. As saga authors and transmitters were not above committing anachronism, one would have expected volcanoes and icebergs, glacier bursts and epidemics, to have seeped into their uchronias. The following section accordingly reviews the incidence of non-human physical catastrophes in the sagas.

The Saga Environment

As noted above, the most characteristic feature common to all natural calamities in the Family Sagas is paucity. I find only one or two earthquakes,64 five landslides or avalanches,65 and six notices of sea ice throughout the corpus.66 Volcanic fires are absent altogether.67 Only shipwrecks are attested in abundance, as discussed below (p. 268). Even if totals are in fact higher (given the fluidity of corpus boundaries and category definitions, and allowing for missed references), the attention the sagas devote to natural disasters is clearly a far cry from their infatuation with forms of human violence, as well as from the prominence of adverse Nature in other contemporary genres, such as the annals mined in the previous section.

The qualitative treatment of those calamities the sagas do recount is no less significant than sheer quantitative dearth. Not surprisingly, Nature in the sagas takes its toll on humanity in narratively and ideologically motivated ways.68 Illness, for instance, is rarely an impersonal, random scourge, but even when it is,69 it serves such useful functions as dramatizing displeasure or setting up a round of interaction among the characters.70 The wicked Þorbjǫrn Þjóðreksson, for example, reluctantly agrees to pay compensation for killing old Hávarðr’s son; he then produces only half the promised sum, however. Instead of the other half, Þorbjǫrn pours into Hávarðr’s lap his son’s broken teeth, meticulously bashed from the dead man’s mouth and kept folded in a handkerchief. Hávarðr explodes, lunging ineffectually at his tormentor, frailty compounding his humiliation. When he returns home, he takes to bed, a ghost of a man. Hávarðr only recovers after three years, when an opportunity to be avenged on Þorbjǫrn finally presents itself.71

Unlike Hávarðr, most saga characters who take ill never rise again.72 The deceased are typically secondary characters, however, or else disease serves to end the saga without putting the protagonist to the sword, which would leave room for retaliation.73 A quiet death in bed following an act of conversion can further allow a secular saga to end on a somewhat heightened, pious note.74 Illness here serves as little more than récit scaffolding. And like pathogens, other natural calamities are often no more than staging devices.75 A river in flood, for example, can confirm Grettir Ásmundarson’s physical prowess and dogged determination when, without hesitation, he plunges into the swirling eddy, carrying two women across:

There was a great thaw out there and the river was swollen; icefloes floated on it. Then the housewife spoke: ‘It’s impossible for either men or horses to cross the river.’ ‘There must be fords in [it],’ said [Grettir], ‘[so] don’t be afraid.’…[Then he] lifted them both and set the young one on her mother’s knee and so carried them both on his left arm, but he had his right hand free and so waded out into the ford. They were so afraid they didn’t dare scream. But the river reached up to his chest at once. Then a large icefloe rushed at him, but he jabbed at it with the hand that was free and pushed it away. Then it became so deep that the current washed over his shoulder; he waded forcefully until he came to the bank at the other side, and flung them on the ground. After that he turned back.76

Grettir’s flood-fording merely embellishes a career studded with deeds of heroism. It therefore requires only a minimum of narrativizing labour on the author’s part.77

Most natural hazards in the sagas are less naturalistic, however. Typically, the histoire presents calamity as the action of an identifiable person directing ill will at a specific human target. The malefactor’s corporeality may make it easier for the victim (or the victim’s avengers) to hit back.78 Alternatively, the malefactor may be hoist with his (or her) own petard, suffering the consequences of the catastrophe he (or she) had unleashed. Thus the witch Gróa sets a trap, inviting her victims to a lethal party; she finds it too ‘difficult to counter the luck of the sons of Ingimundr’, however, and when the mudslide she had conjured comes roaring down the hillside, it only buries her own household.79 Even in the absence of such comeuppance, the sagas typically opt for a personified, sorcerous calamity over an impersonal and naturalistic one. Grettir, for example, can only be overborne when a witch causes him to receive a wound which festers into gangrene. Sickness here serves three functions, all of them intimately linked to violence. At the level of récit, it gives the author an excuse for delivering a hero of Grettir’s calibre into the hands of some bumbling head hunters. In the histoire, meanwhile, sepsis becomes a rarefied weapon in the hands of the sorceress, hinting at the saga author’s theory of magic. Finally, infection allows Grettir to fall as a target of custom-made hostility rather than as hapless victim of the general human condition (‘Grettir then declared: “We have to come to terms with it, that this illness I’ve caught didn’t just happen; that it’s sorcery, and the hag must mean to avenge her injury from the stone [I threw]”’). Like the bereaved Sæmundr Jónsson (Chapter 3), Grettir would rather endure murder than accident. Thanks to the attribution of illness to hostile magic, heroism retains its edge, blame comes to rest with an identifiable agent, and uncertainty dissipates into thin air.80

Lesser men than Grettir often fare worse. The unhappy fate of Garði, an ill-liked foreman at the Greenlandic farm of Lýsufjǫrðr, is typical: not only is he the first to succumb to an epidemic, the saga then also makes him shoulder blame for the deaths that follow, as his revenant ghost appears before the dying to harry them to their graves.81 The Bergmannesque image of the zombie driving a spectral host before him is emblematic of the way sagas imagine natural calamity as corporeal, humanized, and pugnacious. Like Anglo-Saxon medicinal charms (where ‘apparently sourceless pain [is rendered] in terms of the familiar, expected, well-understood wound inflicted by a spear’), Icelandic sagas pin down insubstantial causes by projecting them as humanoid assailants.82 These malefactors attack with intimate, brutal physicality: Grettir’s nemesis arranges for him to drive his axe into his own leg; Garði brandishes a whip; other saga revenants simply tackle their victims.83 But the Norse imagination goes one better than English medical theory. Anglo-Saxon healing requires the sophistication of white magic to counter the invisible weaponry of the black: disease itself may be concretized as literal injury, but the responses to it are metaphorical speech acts. In the saga view of sorcery, in contrast, illness is transmitted by visible and tactile means, and can in turn be fought back (temporarily at least) with purely physical expedients: burning the malignant corpse, reburying it in a remote spot, or smashing a mallet over its head.84

The pronounced physicality of both the disease-spreading mechanism and the preferred healing expedients in the Family Sagas stand in contrast to the Bishops’ Sagas, where the conventions of pan-European hagiography are routinely and, on the whole, unproblematically Icelandicized.85 Some tensions between native and imported concepts of disease are revealed, however, in a miracle account from early in Guðmundr Arason’s career:

[Guðmundr] lay on a bench next to a sick man, and fell asleep at his prayers (as it seemed to those who were nearby). His deacon lay on the bench next to him, and he slumped down on him as he slept. But when he had been sleeping a short while, the deacon could not sense him lying on top of himself…. And this same night…[a man named Snorri,] planned to go on his own to [church] service, and it was a long way to go. Then a trollwife comes at him and attacks him stoutly and manhandles him towards the mountain. Then he calls on the priest Guðmundr Arason that he should aid him (if he were indeed so dear to God as he thought) and deliver him from this troll. And at that moment it seemed to him that a great light came over him, and the light trailed a man in an ecclesiastical gown…. But the trollwife vanished at once, as though she sank down…. And he seemed able to tell clearly that the light trailed the priest Guðmundr Arason.

What begins in standard hagiographic fashion, as prayer for the sick, takes a sharp turn into the banishment of a very physical fiend, much in the manner of secular saga wrestler-healers. Guðmundr’s exorcism turns out not to be a medical miracle, at all; only one version of the saga even addresses the sick man’s fate, in an aside, while, in the main storyline, hagiographic integrity is retained by diverting the saint’s magic into a subordinate—and irrelevant—somatic narrative.86

While trollwives occasionally hunt Icelanders, natural predators make no appearance in the sagas. Wild beasts do, however, sometimes shadow calamity, yapping ominously in vague proximity to it. These are usually not animals at all; shape-shifting sorcerers may assume a beastly guise,87 or one’s fylgja, ‘fetch’ (lit. ‘follower’, pl. fylgjur)—an embodiment of one’s guardian spirit or personal destiny—may manifest itself as either animal or woman.88 In either guise, fylgjur often forbode disaster, as when a man sees his enemies’ fylgjur move against him, or his own familiar lying bloodied.89 Other than as body-doubles for humans, the only large non-domesticates mentioned in the sagas all perform conventional functions. Whales, invariably ready for flensing, instigate rounds of squabbling: the division of the carcass typically leads to the production of fresh human carcasses, as well.90 Seals, precisely because they pose little threat to humans, can discredit a man’s valour.91 Bears are more formidable and as such enable an aspiring hero to demonstrate his prowess. The exotic appeal of polar bears can also turn them into trophies or trade goods when going from Iceland or Greenland to the Continent.92

In the sagas, ‘the natural world’, as Neville comments of Old English verse, ‘is always invoked for a discernible purpose, [namely] the power with which it opposes human concerns’. This opposition is rarely impersonal and disinterested; it is normally personified as the purposeful malice of a human(oid) consciousness and aimed at confounding the specific counsels of this or that specific human rival.93 This saga motif lends itself easily to moralizing, harmonizing with the paradigm (common throughout Christendom) of reading divine retribution or diabolic mischief into natural adversity.94 But even when not fully personified, in no case may natural disaster offer an extra-social alternative to human signification. Its sabotage of human enterprise has, rather, a socially stabilizing effect. Thus, wood-gnawing maggots give Bjarni Grímólfsson an opportunity to display his chivalry, letting another man take his place in the crowded lifeboat when their ship goes to the bottom. Having been selected by lottery, Bjarni valiantly affirms the precedence of social responsibility over meaningless chance:

Bjarni drew a passage in the boat…. Then one Icelander spoke up: ‘When I left Iceland with you, you promised my father something different than that you should part with me like this….’ Bjarni replied: ‘Indeed, it shall not be so; come on in to the boat, and I’ll climb [back] into the ship.’95

If men are less fastidious in observing social obligations, on the other hand, Nature may chastise them: ‘a great [snow]storm broke upon them and they didn’t know where they were going…. But the storm continued for half a month, and it seemed to people very long. And Spak-Bersi [Wise Bersi] said the storm lasted so long because the sons of Droplaug…had not announced the slaying of Torðyfill according to the law and the gods had been angered by that.’96

Such concretization of poetic justice into the form of a natural avenger is brilliantly realized in the details of the villainous Ásbjǫrn Guðmundarson’s drowning. Þórðar saga kakala, like others in the Sturlunga collection, generally only remarks on natural hardships laconically, as when it coolly notes that several men in Kolbeinn ungi’s army froze to death during a hurried march through a blizzard.97 But the drowning of Ásbjǫrn—Þórðr’s deputy, a man whose cruelty had been deemed ‘worse than evil’ (see Chapter 3)—moves the narrator to prolixity:

That very night there came a great thaw, and waters gushed forth and swelled the rivers. But when Ásbjǫrn and his men came to Staðr in Hrútafjǫrðr, the tide was in; there was no riding through, and the rivers next to impassable…. Now they ride to the fords, but turn back; now they ride up along the river and find no [place] where they thought it traversable. Ásbjǫrn spurred them to ride on in, and called them pussies and said they had no balls. Bjǫrn said the river was impassable, [for] it overran its banks. And just when they least expected it, Ásbjǫrn leapt out into the river. His horse lost its footing at once and they both went under; and when Ásbjǫrn came up, he was off its back and held onto the stirrup. Those who were on land extended to him a spearshaft, but when he reached for it he was shaken loose of the horse. Ásbjǫrn drowned there and was not found before the following spring.98

One family of manuscripts tellingly adds that, en route to the flooded ford, ‘they see a large troll, but it evaded them. Some of them shrank at [this], but Ásbjǫrn chewed them out about it. But as they rode into Brandagil, they see a great fire burning at the head of the fjord, and it made them uneasy.’ The signs are all there for Ásbjǫrn to read: even if men prove powerless to halt his asocial behaviour, the invisible hand of Nature is sure to intervene.99

Upheavals of the water and air are rare in the sagas; fiery and earthy ones are rarer still. Textual evidence of volcanic fires per se only occurs, as noted above, outside the Family Saga corpus. Most of the handful of attestations in Landnámabók are little more than brief etiological asides,100 but two references occur in narrative contexts, linking lava to sorcery. In one case, Molda-Gnúpr’s estate must be relocated when ‘earth-fire flow[s] over it’; friendly land-spirits evidently watch over Gnúpr’s family. In the other, the elderly Þórir Grímsson witnesses a supernatural being dig a pit from which lava presently emerges.101 Whereas the sorcerous narratives seem to exemplify the same cultural reflex described above for other types of calamity—‘supernaturalizing’ natural catastrophe, lumping magma into a human likeness—the etiological allusions ‘naturalize’ volcanism by rendering it narratively invisible. In contrast to the loving detail with which genealogies are traced or blood feuds unfurled, Landnámabók dwells neither on the hardships involved in surviving an eruption (it sees to the relocation of those who are spared in a subordinate clause or two) nor on the fate of settlers less blessed with foresight than Gnúpr or Þórir.

Like Landnámabók, the Bishops’ Sagas make sparing use of volcanism as narrative device. In one wry sequence, Iceland’s hot springs help establish the lukewarm ardency of early converts: when the Christian party prevails at the Alþing of 999 and all pagans must convert, the last holdouts decline to be baptized in the glacial waters running through Þingvellir, preferring to dip in steamier baths on their way home.102 Geothermal energy is put to more consequential use in Arngrímr Brandsson’s rewriting of Bishop Guðmundr’s biography. His eye clearly on the foreign readership who were to rule on his protagonist’s sanctity, Arngrímr surveys Iceland’s natural environment in his prologue to GSD:

There are…mountains in this land, which emit awful fire with the most violent hurling of stones, so that the crack and crash are heard throughout the country, as far in every direction (people say) as fourteen dozen [miles] straight sailing out from every headland. Such great darkness can follow downwind from this terror that, on midsummer at midday, one cannot make out one’s [own] hand. Following such portents it has happened that, a league of sea to the south of the land, a huge mountain has come up on account of the fire-flowing in the very ocean, and another has sunk down in the same place, which had first come up through the same cause. There are plenty of gushing hot springs and sulphur there.103

Subterranean fires here form part of the general backdrop, awful and alien, to Guðmundr’s biography. They are invoked merely to shock and terrify, and so require no close commentary. Elsewhere, a specific eruption, made to coincide with the conversion in 999, provokes more detailed narrativizing: ‘then a man came running and said that earth-fire had come up in Ǫlfus’, Kristni saga reports. The pagans take it as an omen of divine anger, prompting one Christian’s tart retort: ‘What were the gods angry about when the lava-field on which we now stand was burning?’104 The Family Saga convention of interpreting natural calamity as the product of supernatural will is here mercilessly ridiculed. The old gods are stripped even of the vestigial dignity afforded to terrestrial evildoers: to lash out at the moment of their extinction.105 In both examples, mention of volcanic fires serves the texts’ hagiographic and soteriological agendas, in one case painting a hellish landscape against which the beatific bishop’s actions will acquire meaning, in the other, pulling the lava out from under pagan assertions against Christianity.106

The Family Sagas, so resolutely ignorant of any eruptions, are (just barely) less tight-lipped about seismicity. When bounty hunters break into the undead Sóti’s mound, he triggers an earthquake in an effort to repel them. Similarly, the missionary Þangbrandr loses his horse when a pagan warlock causes the ground to gape open beneath him.107 The example of Loðmundr the Old, though it happens to come from Landnámabók, typifies the attitude prevalent in the Family Sagas. No sooner does the supernaturally endowed Loðmundr arrive from Norway than he begins to learn new tricks, adapting his sorcery to the opportunities afforded him by Iceland’s ecosystem. After spending his first winter or three at a temporary site in the East Fjords, Loðmundr prepares to sail to his preordained permanent home in the South:

After that he carried all his belongings aboard ship, and when the sail was hoisted he lay down and forbade anyone to dare mention his name. But when he had been lying for a short while there was a loud noise; then people saw a great [rock]slide rushed onto the farmstead where Loðmundr had resided. After that he sat up and began talking: ‘That is my spell, that no ship which sails from here shall ever put in safely from sea.’108

Loðmundr is unharmed by the curse he pronounces; his own ship seems exempt from the doom awaiting future sailors, and he gets safely away before bombarding his old farmstead with boulders. Yet the pattern of the evildoer who receives a dose of his own magic is perhaps preserved even in Loðmundr’s case when, with scalpel-fine irony, he reaches his new settlement site ‘between Hafrsá and Fúlalœkr; it is now called Jǫkulsá [Glacier River] in Sólheimasand’. At the foot of the great Mýrdalsjökull, this area was repeatedly devastated by jökulhlaup from Katla and neighbouring volcanoes throughout the centuries (see Map 4, p. 129). Indeed, the next anecdote in Landnámabók seeks to explain the winding course of the Jǫkulsá as the outcome of a sorcerous duel between Loðmundr and another magician living just west of him, each trying to reroute a flood that had emerged from the glacier onto the other’s land.109 Loðmundr’s adventures in seismicity capture the spirit of geological exegesis prevalent in the sagas: anthropomorphized, sorcerous, and liable to backfire on the witches or trolls who had triggered it.110

How to account for the extreme reticence of the sources on geological phenomena—and especially for the utter silence of the Family Sagas on volcanic eruptions? A clue may be gleaned from contrasting how the sagas treat assorted natural hazards with the particular uses to which Landnámabók puts its eruptions. The pattern of calamity usage in both source types is similar in two main respects: both tend to ascribe sickness, squalls, and sinkholes to human(oid) agency; and both tend to espouse a somatic theory of magical causation. But, for the sagas, a third aspect seems equally important: the targets are almost always specific individuals. Grettir contracts his fatal infection from a custom-made booby trap sent to him by a witch he had previously injured; the ghoulish Sóti unleashes an earthquake to combat looters in his mound; the Brandagil troll is coming for Ásbjǫrn alone. All of these victims are narratively marked, to a greater or lesser extent, as fey; like those teenagers in a slasher movie who investigate suspicious noises in the basement, the audience know they are dead long before their blood splatters the screen.111 The focus of Landnámabók, on the other hand, is on the collective experience of settlement, not on individual biographies. It does not unduly concern itself with why Þórir or Loðmundr become implicated in eruptions and landslides, nor even with why they are snatched at the last minute from the path of cascading death. What it does care about is providing an etiological webbing in which to suspend high-medieval knowledge of present and past placenames, as well as with establishing historical depth for contemporary landholding patterns. Landnámabók thus draws on environmental forces—far less frequently than it draws on societal ones—to explicate known facts, such as a serpentine river bed or a distant (or constructed) memory that ‘the farm was there, where the cone now stands’. Perhaps its compilers also pass on traditional blind motifs, perpetuating local anecdotes that have little bearing on the overall grand pattern. Given its sustained (and unsagalike) attentiveness to the land itself, Landnámabók is even willing to venture a few volcanic fires, for which the individualistic Family Sagas have no use.112

Natural calamities in Landnámabók thus originate in the (narrativized) landscape. Their impact on people is relatively incidental; relatively, but, of course, not entirely—jökulhlaup, landslides, and ravenous bears only merit mention when they infringe on human lives.113 In the Family Sagas, on the other hand, natural calamities originate at their ends, in the (usually specific) persons whom they target. Earthquakes and tempests are therefore far more apt than in Landnámabók to function as a special type of weaponry, different from swords and spears in scale but not in kind.

This generic contrast is also borne out by comparison with the Bishops’ Sagas, where, as might be predicted, natural adversity is modulated differently again. Here, Nature stands in for the bloodthirsty magistrates of ancient martyrology: it is a resistant medium for the enactment of miracles, primed to be overpowered by the saints’ virtue, liable to break their bodies but not their spirits. In 1195, for example, Guðmundr Arason, not yet bishop, travelled across the moors, accompanied by fourteen others. They trekked into a brewing snowstorm; after a day and a night on the fells, nine of them stumbled to safety.114 Compared with Family Saga meteorology, the description of the harrowing march through the blizzard seems dispassionately realistic. The party gradually disintegrates as members wander off into the night or drop dead of exposure; attrition claims women and children first; and the effectiveness of arctic survival techniques (like burrowing into snow drifts) is limited at best. The factual narration is punctuated, however, with comments manifesting the underlying motivation for this realism: to dramatize Guðmundr’s saintliness. Recalling a frequent saga motif of ships that run into heavy seas because they set out too late in the season,115 Guðmundr’s entourage is late to hike into the heath. The hagiographer does not leave this tardiness up to chance, however. He lays responsibility on Guðmundr himself—but turns it to his credit: while his companions press him to hurry up with morning mass, ‘the service went on for longer than the others wished, yet shorter than he wished, and [Guðmundr] said that their travelling would not go any better though he rushed through the service’. The prescient Guðmundr is also the most worried when the weather begins to growl (‘it seemed unappealing to everyone, but most unappealing to him’).116 When, on his advice, the travellers decide to turn back, little is made of the fact that two who nevertheless push on get through the storm safely; much is made of Guðmundr’s pastoral devotion as he sits down in the snow to wait for stragglers.117 The narrative is consistently focalized through Guðmundr: it is from the ever-shrinking nucleus centred on him that individuals and small groups peel off as the party fragments. Five of six casualties are separated from him before they die. Four of these five deaths are narrated in detail, giving the impression that any who wander away from Guðmundr can count on meeting with disaster: a woman is buried in an avalanche, a boy falls into a river and freezes to death. When Guðmundr himself can go no farther—fittingly, it is not he whose strength gives out but rather his godson, ‘and the priest Guðmundr did not want to leave him’—a companion digs him into a snowbank together with the already-dead boy and his dying goddaughter, leaving them to huddle together while he forges ahead in search of help. Guðmundr, more dead than alive (‘He faced up towards the sky…. He grows so stiff that he could hardly stir’), manages to keep the girl warm (‘Jódís then mentions there’s a chill in her neck, which lay bare against the snow; and then there was nothing else to be done but that he stretched his arm beneath her neck and she lay down on it for the night’). In the morning, when they are finally rescued and some of the bodies recovered, the corpse of another girl, who had been left wrapped in Guðmundr’s shirt, is discovered, almost perfectly preserved: ‘she was entirely without frostbite from any chill, except for one toe; but that one, which the chill had affected, had jutted out from beneath the priest Guðmundr’s gown’. Two of the dead boys are later revealed in a vision to be frolicking in paradise, because, as one of them explains, ‘my godfather cast his gown over me as soon as I died’.118

If the Bishops’ Sagas are more realistic than the Family Sagas in describing the brutality of Icelandic Nature, then, this enhanced realism stems not from objectivity but from pious agenda. Like a supermodel on a Caribbean beach, Guðmundr strikes poses before the blizzard: here he is blessed with foresight; there, zealous in the performance of his canonical duties; now a leader who both guides his flock and loves it deeply; and again, a performer of miracles and of martyr-like feats of endurance. The need to showcase all these (highly conventional) facets of the holy man is what makes Iceland’s singularly harsh Nature so good to think for the hagiographer—irrespective of whether the frigid night on the fells is an authentic element in the historical Guðmundr’s biography. The Bishops’ Sagas appear more naturalistic than the Family Sagas because they are all about redeeming each other.

The ethos of the Family Sagas may best be appreciated, finally, in the account of the death of Sigmundr Brestisson, Fœreyinga saga’s gentlemanly and likeable protagonist. Both in observance and in the breach, this episode pays remarkable homage to Family Saga conventions. The narrative of Sigmundr’s death is, as Peter Foote remarks, one of

two episodes…in which the author tells of the death of gallant men; and in these there can be no doubt of the sincerity and seriousness of his purpose. In these he asks us to admire not the man who dies in a clean fight or for a noble cause, not the cheerful hero in the midst of his slain enemies, not the desperate man flinging himself into the fight to challenge death and fate by his bravery—nothing indeed of what we usually expect the legendary heroic to be. It is not the active courage of battle but the passive courage of endurance that he asks us to admire.119

The saga author counter-intuitively celebrates Sigmundr’s heroism by playing down human violence, opting for natural hazard instead. Trying to escape from a treacherous attack, Sigmundr and two companions dive into the Atlantic to brave the 12 km swim between Skúfey and Suðrey, ‘a long league of sea’. When one of them is exhausted, Sigmundr hauls him onto his back, carrying him until his surviving companion, his cousin Þórir, points out that he is dragging a lifeless corpse. After some time Þórir, too, is too fatigued to go on, but though he urges Sigmundr to push ahead, the latter now insists on carrying him: ‘“That shall never happen,” says Sigmundr, “that we should part so, kinsman Þórir. One of two [things] shall happen to us: either we both come ashore or neither [of us does].”’ Þórir barely has the strength even to cling to his cousin; by the time they wash up on Suðrey, Sigmundr has been so drained that he lolls helplessly in the surf, while Þórir is shrugged off his shoulders and drowns. Powerless to save Þórir, Sigmundr ‘crawled up onto the foreshore and lay down in the heaped seaweed’.120 The heightened pathos of Sigmundr’s superhuman exertion pits him against grimly realistic, unsagalike Nature; ‘there are many details that might be dwelt on’, Foote notes, ‘both likely and unlikely, but the whole impact is a realistic one. And the realism depends on the imperfection of the situation…on the very feebleness of [Man] in the face of circumstances…. And behind the realism there is also an eloquent reality, the implicit faith of the author…in the power of human endurance, as Sigmund swims his long swim.’ Like Guðmundr’s sojourn in the blizzard, Sigmundr’s formidable marine feat depends for its narrative effectiveness on a contrast between puny (if valiant) Man and omnipotent (if impersonal) elements. Yet Sigmundr’s tale snaps to its tragic conclusion with a jarring return to Family Saga priorities: having bested the North Atlantic—if only just—Sigmundr is casually butchered by some lowbrow farmers who discover him. Greedy for his thick gold armlet, they murder him where he lies and pitch his body into a shallow grave. Foote’s concluding pathos is entirely appropriate: ‘This is the end of Sigmund, the fine, fair man, who in strength and skill at arms and in all feats came second only to king Ólaf Tryggvason. Low lies our lord!’121 Nature makes an appearance when the waves turn the minutes to hours, but in the end it is by a man’s hand that the death-knell tolls.

Security in Violence

Juxtaposing the Family Sagas’ treatment of natural calamity with what we know (or may reasonably infer) about the impacts of the real environment on medieval Icelanders, as well as with the treatment of Nature in adjoining genres like the Bishops’ Sagas, reveals a distinctive pattern of signification.122 Natural calamity in the sagas is either subdued by narration, ‘naturalized’ to such an extent that it is in effect silenced and expunged, or subordinated to anthropomorphic agency, ‘humanized’ to such an extent that it slips out of the category of wilderness and into the fold of civilization (or at least of humanoid counter-civilization).123 This refusal of Nature as a distinct category, and the corollary foregrounding of human society, has important implications for the literary logic of the Family Sagas. But, once established, such a literary tradition also exerts its own structuring pressure on how reality is experienced and interpreted.124 The question becomes, then, not so much what aesthetic effects medieval Icelanders sought to achieve by having a saga protagonist taken ill at a strategic moment in his story or by scrupulously avoiding all mention of active volcanoes, but rather what their choices imply for their experience of the world they lived in. The narrative commutation of natural calamities into human violence, I argue, served medieval Icelanders as a practical strategy for coming to terms with uncertainty.

Medieval Norsemen moved through a natural environment inordinately fraught with risks—far more so than our modern world, but even more so than most of the rest of medieval Europe.125 At all times and in all places, individuals and societies must engage in constant decision making under conditions of uncertainty, though most of it, thanks to the institutionalizing of evaluation and selection mechanisms, goes on unconsciously. Habitual decision-making routines, automated into ‘second nature’, require faith in a predictable future.126 Boarding an aeroplane presupposes confidence in the airline’s having obtained approval for a flight plan, in the pilots’ and air-traffic controllers’ professional competence, and in the existence of a paved runway half a globe away, available for landing at the right time. In such routine activities, we know it’s possible that unexpected factors will intervene and that things could go awry but, under most circumstances, we remain confident that catastrophic results are extremely unlikely, and that contingency plans have been laid for any emergency. In fact, it is not so much a matter of active confidence as of a learned ‘editing out’ of the possibility that things might go wrong.127 This capacity for taking much of the future for granted has been argued to be a product of modernity; even in medieval Europe, however, large tracts of future could be, in Anthony Giddens’s phrase, ‘colonized’ on a routine basis: farmers could plant in rational anticipation of harvest; kings could count on some tax revenues (if never enough); pilgrims could leave home with fair confidence in finding support networks—providers of food, shelter, opportunities for penance, souvenirs—always already in place along the route to the shrine they sought.128

Conditions in Iceland, as may be gathered from the survey of natural hazards above, were very different. Not only were probabilities of mishap considerably higher throughout the Norse Atlantic than in much of the rest of Europe, stakes were often higher as well. Icelanders’ location at the edge of the Arctic meant that they operated within tight margins of error; the consequences of failure to secure sufficient hay, grain, or other essentials in any given year would swiftly spell starvation, death, and desolation of settlements. Icelanders very early—possibly before Christianization—developed a system of hreppar (sg. hreppr, ‘commune’) to provide fire- and famine-insurance, control the movement of vagabonds and itinerant labourers, and institute poor relief, all in an attempt to create a social network that would cushion the impacts of environmental fluctuation. Since one’s neighbours typically farmed under similar conditions of duress, however, their ability to offer mutual relief was strictly limited.129 To these distressing external circumstances of high-likelihood and high-magnitude natural risks must be added cognitive stress born of (relative) ignorance: whereas most of Europe had been cultivated for millennia, allowing many human generations to shape the landscape and to acquire traditions of local knowledge, Norse settlement in Iceland was a recent affair, marked by memories of ecological cluelessness: ‘Flóki and his men didn’t bother to get hay because of the [good] fishing, [so] their livestock all died come winter,’ Landnámabók relates of one member of the pioneer generation. Similarly, no matter how confident Viking Age skippers were in their own seafaring abilities, navigating open ships to rumoured shores in hopes of claiming ill-defined land involved an enormous gamble; as one undaunted captain declares, ‘Our journey will seem foolhardy, as none of us has been on the Greenland Sea.’ With no Roman ruts to mark out their routes and little clear knowledge of what their destinations looked like, these Norsemen were making decisions at risk levels barely imaginable to their more southerly contemporaries.130

In the sensibility of the Family Sagas towards Nature, their denial of its autonomy and their imposition of human society on the narrative foreground, we may discern an attempt to rein these risks in and bring them within manageable proportions. As discussed in Chapter 1, cultural matrices govern every stage of risk management, from initial recognition and assessment of danger through the evaluation and weighting of options, to the final determination of choice. Where such mechanisms operate at peak efficiency, the decision maker is not even aware of having faced a risk situation and made a choice: uncertainty is entirely submerged and the experience of contending with it obliterated from consciousness. This appears to be the fate of gales, lava, and icebergs in the sagas: ignorance of the risky business of contending with them was painstakingly cultivated, shifting the cultural focus onto the dilemmas of intra-social violence instead. Just as feud might wax large to eclipse the potential for warfare (Chapter 4), so also humanity, red in tooth and claw, muscled its way to the narrative foreground, overshadowing bloody Nature. When, for whatever reason, a natural hazard could not profitably be ignored, it was recast in the idiom of homicide, effecting a two-fold narrative amplification of uchronic violence.

A cultural focus on particular kinds of risks implies an effort to control them, if only epistemologically. As Ted Steinberg notes of twentieth-century techniques for controlling Nature (for example, cloud seeding), such efforts are not socially and ethically indifferent; they express, rather, ‘a set of values and moral assumptions about what kind of world should exist and who should benefit from it’. By condemning natural calamity to oblivion, Icelandic culture articulated its disinclination to contend with the extra-social world: such occurrences warranted scarce effort either to curb or to comprehend.131

Many of the environmental dangers facing medieval Icelanders were, by and large, beyond their effective or even cognitive control. It is conceivable, for instance, that some of the increased attention Landnámabók pays to landslides, glacier bursts, and lava flows reflects a reality of incomprehension during the initial Settlement Age. Men like Molda-Gnúpr may only have learnt through trial and painful error to recognize the red flags which their descendants—no longer Icelandic explorers but Icelanders—identified as a matter of course and edited out of conscious attention. One acquired the habit of building away from old screes and up from glacial riverbeds, and of heading for high ground at the first telltale booms of an impending jökulhlaup, without a second thought.132 In the geographically conscious Landnámabók, in the hagiographically poised Bishops’ Sagas, or in the portent-sensitive annals, overwhelming natural phenomena still had significant roles to play, but they had been laundered clean from Family Saga textuality.

Focusing on the actualities of contending with natural hazards may be misleading, however, since these only provide raw material for culture to work on. ‘Of all the things people can worry about,’ Steve Rayner pithily states, ‘they will be inclined to select for particular attention those risks that help to reinforce the social solidarity of their institutions.’133 Rather than examine matters pushed out of mind, we may get our best vantage point on Icelanders’ cultural sensibilities from the environmental risks that could not be ignored—those, indeed, that were celebrated—and from how they were framed for attention. Two examples, one fiery and one moist, should suffice for illustrating the sophistication with which priorities were determined and organized.

The sagas’ silence on volcanic fires, queried earlier in relation to how Landnámabók treats lava, can be further triangulated with the narrative incidence of more mundane flames. Despite having neither extensive forest nor densely built settlements, medieval Iceland did occasionally experience above-ground combustion. Like other calamities, however, accidental blazes are almost unheard-of in the Family Sagas.134 The single notable exception, Ǫlkofra þáttr, recounts the misfortunes of a lowly charcoal maker who falls asleep on the job, setting alight a copse owned by some powerful goðar. Although initially presented in an unsympathetic light (‘he was a small, ugly man…. [Ǫlkofri] was hardly said to be open-handed, but stingy, rather’), the charcoal maker is soon purged of his character flaws (‘his pretensions and puffery were then at an end’), while the victims of his negligence emerge as grasping thugs (‘Skapti the Lawspeaker informed Guðmundr [inn ríki] about the burning of the wood, adding that the case was lucrative’).135 The þáttr soon develops into a scathing exemplum on the themes of pride and avarice; the blaze, like the pauper’s ewe in Nathan’s hands or Naboth’s vineyard in Elijah’s, becomes simply a block for the iniquitous magnates to stumble over. Having set the action in motion, it is of no further interest: social wheeling and dealing completely displace the extra-social menace of an unbridled inferno.136

The author’s indifference to the fire stands out all the more starkly when legal provisions against such carelessness are considered. A social drama could have been fanned from the embers: here was an opportunity to dramatize the sort of contoured legalistic wrangling which is elsewhere so relished. Yet the þáttr author declines, opting for sexual defamation instead: Ǫlkofri’s lawyer replies to allegations of incendiarism with a torrent of foul abuse, hardly notable for jurisprudential acuity. This choice resonates with the logic of refusing acknowledgement to accident (see Chapter 3): rather than explore the possibility of unintentional and uncontrollable harm, the author chooses to highlight dangers to gender boundaries and to categories of propriety.137

Fire does figure in the sagas—quite prominently, even—but it is invariably either the domesticated, benevolent crackle of hearth and cooking-pit or the equally socialized, harsh flare of brands wielded as weapons. The build-up to Þorvaldr Vatnsfirðingr’s 1228 slaying combines both aspects with masterful irony. An unidentified man (an apparition?) picks up glowing cinders from the hearth at a farm belonging to one of Þorvaldr’s allies: ‘Some woman asked what the fire was for. “To [take to] Bœr,” he says, “to heat (lit. ‘to fire’) Þorvaldr’s bath.”’ Later that night, Bœr comes under attack and Þorvaldr is roasted alive.138

The realities of combat supply a context. In Iceland, as in the rest of medieval Europe, siege-craft was more prevalent than pitched battle.139 Icelandic siege involved a frontal assault on an enemy farm (as at Helgastaðir, Chapter 2). The sagas maintain that some farms were fortified—a plausible claim, even if the archaeological evidence for it is scant.140 Physically breaching an actively defended farmstead would have been tricky, however, even in the absence of earthworks; in the sagas, successful invasion of an enemy compound usually involves overwhelming numerical odds, a stratagem, or the advantage of surprise.141 Siege engines were rarely used.142 Under such circumstances, the option of burning down an enemy’s farm over his head—or at least smoking him out—becomes terribly sensible. Numerous incidents of farm burnings are attested. They constitute an established saga topos, complete with its own set of literary conventions, but were likely also a naked tactical reality.143 With only a handful of exceptions, intentional burnings are regarded with horror: the sagas condemn them as atrocities, the laws proscribe them with furious penalties. ‘[Your men] have burned to death many people and suffocated many blameless poor people in smoke,’ a bold man throws in Bishop Heinrekr’s face in 1255. ‘As far as some of their evildoing is concerned, some people aren’t entirely without doubt whether you yourself have remained with a clear conscience; but this everybody does know: that arsonists (brennuvargar, lit. “burning-wolves”) are the worst outcasts by the laws of both God and men.’144

The righteous ferocity evoked by arson may seem puzzling when contrasted with the sagas’ equanimity towards hacking and hewing: even when stigmatized, killings with cold steel just do not kindle the sort of passions that burnings do.145 This discrepancy, I suggest, has to do with the features that fire (be it accidental and ‘natural’ or intentional and ‘artificial’) shares with other forces of Nature. One such feature is its capacious, ungovernable destructiveness. Starting a fire is easy enough: Ǫlkofri does so in his sleep. Dousing or directing it at an individual target is far more difficult, which Ǫlkofri’s barrister is quick to point out: ‘he couldn’t look out for your woods while he was burning his own down’.146 People who turn fire on their foes thus resemble sorcerers, revenants, and trolls, imperfectly harnessing an elemental force—disproportionate and indiscriminate—to social ends. Though difficult to aim with precision, fire enjoys high victim yields on a modest initial investment of force: a single flaming brand can annihilate many butcher’s-hours’ worth of enemy men. In a society primarily dependent on muscle power to perform its labours, such wholesale slaughter has obvious appeal; it can even foster the illusory hope of reaping immunity from retaliation by completely wiping out an enemy. The shattering of such hope is evident in the words of the man responsible for burning Njáll to death, when he learns of a sole survivor from the flames: ‘The things you’ve told us promise us no respite, because that man has now gotten away who comes closest to Gunnarr of Hlíðarendi in all things.’147 In its totality, fire thus resembles war more than feud. These advantages are somewhat offset by the inconvenience of foregoing the capacity to withhold specific offerings from the holocaust.148 Like avalanches and plagues, fire rages blindly, or nearly so.

But blindness need not imply randomness. A further, disturbing feature all calamitous powers share is perceived availability to conscious direction by those otherwise denied all violent recourse. Like revenance and magic, fire can be a weapon of the weak: women, old men, cowards, slaves, trolls, the (un)dead.149 The victims, on the other hand, are as likely to be magnates as paupers; the former are more likely to be remembered, so that over time and in writing, fire emerges as a bottom-up social menace. As Malcolm Greenshields observes, in a different historical context,

[t]he greatest equalizer among weapons was fire which, like nothing else, could ensure a tyranny of the weak. Partly because of its combination of radical destructiveness and availability to those with no other possibility of attack or retaliation and little claim to honor, arson was regarded as a most serious offense…. Once well started, fire was remorseless and complete. It was the inexorable power of nature in the hands of evil, force against which there was little defense…. Property-owners, at least, must have shared this demonic view of arson and arsonists.150

Finally, not only are passive defences relatively ineffectual against fire and other sorts of natural calamity, counter-moves are also largely out of the question. It is of course possible to hunt down a witch after disaster has struck—sometimes also before, though this rarely ensures that sorcery will be averted—or to exhume a corpse once it has been determined to lie restlessly.151 Arsonists, too, usually get their comeuppance after the act. But the sort of martial valour associated with hand-to-hand combat is of little use when one’s home is struck by lightning or torched by an enemy; then, ‘there is no choice but to burn’.152 Fire, like other natural disasters, flatly denies defenders the possibility of turning the tables and emerging victorious, a sliver of hope that always seems available in mêlée. In depriving them of agency, fire robs defenders of the honourable death inflicted in reciprocal engagement. It makes a mockery of honest, manly violence.

The confluence of all of these considerations overdetermines a cultural antipathy towards the use of fire as a weapon. The anthropomorphic guise in which natural disasters are often clad hints at a complementary sensibility; even more so the fingering of human culprits whose evil eye is held responsible. The human face Nature came to wear allowed for a blurring of features among conceptually cognate phenomena: if arson is (in part) so distasteful because, like the weather, not much can be done about it, the weather in turn becomes odious (in part) because, like fire, it is cowardly; if torching an enemy farm seems reprehensible because, like an avalanche, it slays everyone in its path, snowslides in turn are suspect because they too may be triggered by foes who fall below the honour threshold. Natural calamities, in other words, are tainted by association with the disreputable violence which human hands commit.153

But arson does differ from impersonal forces majeures in at least one respect: the sagas do not avert their gaze from it nearly as much as they do from lava or floodwaters. Its immanently social character must be the main reason for giving arson its due. Firelight sharply etches the sagas’ preference for human violence over unmotivated natural calamity. Although fire is, in theory, available to those at the margins of society, capable of compensating an attacker deficient in hand-to-hand valour, in saga practice, it is wielded by pillars of the community more often than by those at society’s fringe. The allure of totality, the perception that uncertainty might be eliminated and decisive tactical victory won at a stroke, seems to outweigh any hesitations about the dishonour arsonists incur.154 The sagas’ ascription of arson to men whose mettle cannot be doubted reflects cultural grappling with tensions between the unbridled ‘natural’ riskiness of fire, on one hand, and the insurmountable technical need to resort to it in conducting a siege, on the other. Fire, as Hallvard Magerøy puts it, is ‘the most drastic and impressive form of vengeance known in eddaic poems and sagas’. All the more drastic and impressive because so problematic.155
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Image 9. Egils saga cap. 78: ‘gerði þá stort á firðinum, sem þar kann opt verða’ [then it grew rough in the fjord, as can often happen there] (ÍF 2: 243)
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Similarly, naval mishaps are anomalously common in the sagas.156 Their frequency may reflect the centrality—and the ambiguities—of seafaring as a Norse cultural institution. On the one hand, seamanship was the vocation par excellence of the Viking Age Norse, a precondition to the colonization of the North Atlantic and the medium through which the Norse diaspora, to the extent that it remained a unified whole, knit itself together.157 On the other hand, the degree of agency granted to individual sailors contending with the sea was downright modest, firmly bracketed by the weight of everything that could go wrong. In Iceland in later centuries, as practical long-range seamanship became more a memory and less a lived reality, the sense of control over one’s fate at sea may have been further eroded.

While sea voyages are, in reality, more prone to disaster than life on land, the sagas portray them as being carried out with astonishing ease. The breadth of the Atlantic is often traversed in less than a sentence.158 Saga authors regard the ocean as a mare nostrum. Only an occasional aside gives an idea of what a formidable task workaday seafaring must have been. When the Icelandic poet Þórðr Kolbeinsson journeys to the court of Eiríkr jarl in the Trøndelag, it is considered noteworthy that he ‘came to Norway from Iceland on that ship (á því skipi) that had made a round trip that summer’; the demonstrative pronoun implies the infrequency of such undertakings. Similarly, it is often thought noteworthy when seafarers actually arrive without incident where they had meant to go.159

Norse ambivalence about the sea, and the narrative mechanism for containing its dangers, may be summed up by a classic example. Many years after taking youthful delight in burning and hacking on the Baltic (p. 264n.144, p. 266n.152), Egill Skalla-Grímsson is back in Iceland, a middle-aged family man, when he loses his beloved son Bǫðvarr to the ocean. The prose account is terse, making no effort to inflate a rather banal accident in coastal waters. A heavily laden boat pushes off too late in the day; a contrary gale blows up; ‘then it grew rough in the fjord, as can often happen there. It ended like this, that the ship capsized under them and they were all lost. But later, at daybreak, [the sea] spat up the bodies.’ Egill’s initial reaction is one of unspeakable grief: after burying his son, he recedes into his bed-closet, refusing food and human intercourse. When his daughter ingeniously rekindles his desire to live, however, his first act is to compose ‘Sonatorrek’ [Harsh Loss of Sons], a twenty-five-stanza memorial dirge for Bǫðvarr.160

‘Sonatorrek’ recapitulates many of the concerns diagnosed above as typical of the saga attitude towards natural calamity. Disaster is personified in anthropomorphic battle-imagery: Grimmt…hlið…hrǫnn of braut fǫður míns á frændgarði…. [M]inn…ættar skjǫldr aflífi hvarf, ‘the breaker has punched a grim hole in my father’s kin-rampart…. The shield of my family fell lifeless’ (stt. 6, 10; cf. stt. 13–14). Egill articulates his frustration as an impossible desire to counter-attack: hroða vágs brœðr, ef vega mættask, fórk andvígr ok Ægis mani, ‘if I could slay the surf-stirrer’s brother I’d have gone in arms against [him]—[against] Ægir’s lass, too’ (st. 8).161 As he admits at once, however, he is unable to strike at his adversary: En ek ekki eiga þóttumk sakar afl við [súð]bana, ‘But I realized I possess no strength to contend against the hull-slayer [= sea]’ (st. 9).162 There may well be specific religious content in the names of the gods at whom Egill fumes, as scholars interested in his paganism have long tried to decipher. It seems, however, that Egill’s tendency to lump deities together, or to use circumlocutions that could as easily allude to one as to another, speaks more to a reflex for anthropomorphizing impersonal calamity by drawing on any likeness available. Distinctions between Ægir (male personification of the sea), Rán (his female counterpart), and even Óðinn, Egill’s ultimate ally and betrayer, seem less important than the fact that they are all perceived as closing ranks to assail the poet’s lineage; that the enemy have some face is more urgent than which specific visage he wears.163 Egill even uses unadorned common nouns to state the same accusation he elsewhere levels at specific gods, as when he cries: sleit marr bǫnd minnar ættar, ‘the brine has cut the ropes of my bloodline’ (st. 7; cf. st. 22: vin[átt] vagna rúni, sigrhǫfundr, of sleit við mik, ‘the confidant of whales, the author of victory, has cut off friendship with me’).164

Meanwhile, Egill’s own battleline is in one sense no better individuated than the opposing troop: although the salty flavour of many allusions acts as a constant reminder of Bǫðvarr’s proximate tragedy, the poet also reminisces about the collectivity of all his other glorious dead—parents, brother, perhaps another son.165 In its recurring cruelty, the gods’ treachery appears as wholesale onslaught on any whom Egill holds dear: well may Bǫðvarr expect a family reunion in the otherworld (burr’s Bileygs í bœ kominn, kvánar sonr, kynnis leita, ‘[my] wife’s son, [my] boy, has come into Wink-Eye’s home to meet [his] kinsmen’, st. 18).166 But, in another sense, Egill’s perception of his own side of the conflict is starkly individualized: his utterly egocentric idiom can only conceive of kinsmen as extensions of himself. Every death in the family is a direct, personal affront to the poet. When, towards the end of ‘Sonatorrek’, Egill is finally reconciled to accepting compensation instead of the blood vengeance he would have preferred, he takes comfort in gifts Óðinn gave to him and him alone—not another son for mending the broken kin-rampart (st. 17), but rather íþrótt…vammi firrða ok þat geð, es ek gerða mér vísa fjandr af vélǫndum, ‘a flawless craft [= poetic skill] and a mind that makes the enemy reveal to me [his] artifices’ (st. 24). Armed with poetry and cunning, Egill in the last strophe awaits death með góðan vilja, ‘with good cheer’, an image perhaps more applicable to a warrior eager to go into battle than to a bereaved father, resigned to living out the rest of his days.

‘Sonatorrek’ lucidly expounds some issues suggested above as key to Icelanders’ enculturation of natural calamities. Battle imagery narrativizes the experiences of both living and dying. As a preferred method of problem resolution, one instinctively reaches for one’s sword—a method hopelessly frustrated in the case of accidental or sickbed death. The cause of Bǫðvarr’s death is personified, though not necessarily personalized; unlike Sæmundr Jónsson (in Chapter 3), Egill is invested more in making sense of tragedy than in holding someone accountable. His beloved boy’s death, while hardly trivialized or downplayed, is assimilated into an unrelenting series of assaults on the kin: one loss flows into the other, so that each recalls all of the others. Their imagery also coalesces. Martial vocabulary incongruously describes both Bǫðvarr’s fate and Egill’s own fǫður fall, ‘father’s fall’ (st. 5).167 But despite the poem’s insistence on serializing Bǫðvarr’s demise as part of a wholesale offensive against his kin, denying the event’s uniqueness, ‘Sonatorrek’ refuses to concede indiscriminate arbitrariness on the part of Nature. Bǫðvarr, like the others before him, has been slain as part of a concerted attack aimed at one person: Egill. If at first Egill had entertained despair, responding to his bereavement as a blow to end all meaning-making,168 now that he has relented at hrœra…loptvætt ljóðpundara, ‘to stir the air-mass [= breath, voice] of [his] steelyard of song [= tongue]’ (st. 1),169 he regains a perspective on the signification of natural calamity through the process of asserting his self-centred worldview in verse. Life is a battle, the odds are stacked against puny Man, and still he must prepare to meet the renewed assault with composure, á nes[jum] st[a]nd[a]…glaðr, með góðan vilja ok óhryggr, heljar bíða, ‘to stand on the headland…cheerful, willing, and unperturbed, to await Hel’ (st. 25).170

It would be correct, of course, to label ‘Sonatorrek’ an illustration of warrior ethos, a product of heroic society, a specimen of honour culture; but—unless terms like ‘warrior’, ‘heroism’, and ‘honour’ are regarded as non-self-evident—such labels do little to explain the poem’s effect. In a form even more distilled than Sigmundr Brestisson’s valiant crawl from Skúfey to Suðrey, ‘Sonatorrek’ vigorously commutes hostile nature into human violence. Much as Egill is devastated at the prospect of having to face combat without the support and protection of his lost family men, this—unlike pointless bereavement—is a grief he can stomach. Battle, though no more merciful than fire or pestilence or Atlantic tempests, is preferable by far: violence is a species of edgework, a risk not merely to be tolerated but to be actively courted. Egill is in full agreement with Sæmundr, mourning his own drowned son by attacking the Norwegian merchants, or with Grettir, dying heroically of witchcraft rather than succumb to mere putrid infection. What makes an armed assault more honourable than the collective pugnacity of disasters is the agency it accords to both attacker and defender. By engaging in agentive violence, both sides have a chance to demonstrate their mettle and proficiency, to prove that they have the ‘right stuff’. On one hand, the attacker need not target those whom he would, as Flosi tells Njáll, ‘in no way wish to burn alive, because [they don’t] deserve to burn’.171 The defender, on the other hand, has a chance to give as good as he gets. Both sides place a premium on an ability to have a say over the outcome. Even in cases where a foregone conclusion cannot be averted, combatants can at least strive to control the dénouement on an epistemological level, as Sveinn Jónsson, the truncated martyr of Hólar, does (Chapter 2). Unlike arbitrary, unpredictable natural hazards, human violence is subject to conscious control. It is therefore within limits of manageable, even desirable, risk.172

In summary, I have argued in this chapter for an intimate liaison between the sagas’ representation of human violence and their wilful blindness to Nature (and, in particular, to natural calamities). Neither narrative phenomenon may be fully grasped independent of the other. Saga authors all but ignored the awful majesty of their natural environment because they fixed an unwavering gaze on the violence of uchronic society. Whenever Nature could not be edited out of consciousness altogether, it was subordinated to the more familiar idiom of human harmfulness. For present-day readers of the sagas, the low profile of Nature thus warns against taking the prominence of violence too literally: the sagas tell not of historical reality but of ideological perception. Moreover, the treatment of fires, floods, or fevers (where these do appear) calls into question the relationship between uchronic and historical violence. Only rarely can we confidently identify authorial manipulation in the presentation of violence: hyperboles like Sveinn Jónsson are exceptional. And even he, just possibly, may not be quite fictional. We may feel quite certain that natural hazards, however, which throughout the sagas cooperate with the authors’ ideology, seldom did so in historical reality. The sagas’ narrativization of Nature thus lays bare an artifice which could apply equally to the transmutation of men’s brutalities, too, from real occurrences to textual events. Prevalent authorial tampering with Nature must incline us to suspect equally frequent distortion of human conduct, violent or otherwise, as well.

Saga authors found Nature to be safer—more easily comprehended, represented, and employed to the narrative end of repressing uncertainty—when they considered it as a species of violence. Violence, too, is neither entirely predictable nor entirely safe, of course, as Bjarni goði had found out, facing Þorsteinn on the knoll (Chapter 3). Yet others in the sagas are—as Bjarni laments of his own men—slow to learn from his experience.173 Egregiously uncontrollable displays of violence, such as burning an enemy farm, can be disavowed but neither effectively discouraged nor ignored. Still less controllable events are put completely out of mind or translated into the battle idiom of which Egill is such a master, rearranged to allow belief in their malleability by human will. But while the notion of motivated natural adversity is widespread, it is not automatic. Like all cultural practice, such expedients require constant maintenance. ‘[C]ategories,’ Kirsten Hastrup underscores, ‘are not mental prisons, they are “summaries” of practice.’174

And practice, in turn, is always contested, both by extra-social constraints and by the availability of alternative intra-social interpretations, such as those Arnórr and Sighvatr debate at Helgastaðir (Chapter 2). In another saga, a certain Eyjólfr Guðmundarson is on his way home from a slaying. He has just scored a coup, killing the brother of his arch-enemy Þorvarðr when—like Gunnarr en route to take ship—he tumbles from horseback. At first, there is no talk of anything other than chance mishap: ‘as they rode down over Vǫðlaheiðr from the slaying, they talked about the deed, [when suddenly] the horse stumbled under Eyjólfr and he fell off its back’. Eyjólfr and his companions, and seemingly the narrator too, regard the fall as insignificant, requiring no explanatory effort; by ignoring the accident, they tacitly consign it to contourless, meaningless Nature. The incident only merits mention because Eyjólfr twists an ankle, so that he walks with a limp. It takes an unsympathetic, outgroup observer to diagnose the event with the sort of causal explanation which gives it meaning in human terms—that is, as a violent act: ‘I would guess that you won’t have managed to withstand the fetches of Þorvarðr and his kinsmen, who harbour enmity for you,’ a bóndi who meets Eyjólfr at the Alþing sniggers. By insisting on the dangers of careless horsemanship, this intra-textual commentator degrades Eyjólfr’s successful hit on a prize antagonist. His cultural competence empowers him to call on impassive Nature as a player on the human stage; the entry point, through which an impersonal natural risk is converted into meaningful social event, is violence. This Icelander deflates Eyjólfr’s patent societal accomplishment by ascribing significance to the seemingly random, extra-social accident. The last word belongs to the fylgjur.175
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11 Annals X: ‘lifdi eingin kuik kind eptir wtan ein aulldrud kona: og kapall’ [no living creature survived, except . . .] (489 [s.a. 1366]; on this tragedy, see p. 229). ‘[I]n Icelandic traditional stories of cataclysmic upheavals of natural forces one person in most cases escapes, and as a rule this is no prominent personage, but on the contrary a shepherd, a serving maid or a labourer,’ Sigurður Þórarinsson observes. ‘It is as though in their inner hearts the people will not admit that natural forces can come out entirely triumphant in their onslaught on human life’ (1958: 86). Compare Laxdœla saga cap. 18: ‘drukkna nú menn allir, þeir er þar váru á skipinu, nema einn maðr’ [all the men who were aboard the ship now drown, except one man] (ÍF 5: 41).

12 The facticity of these occurrences—whether, when, and how they may actually have happened—matters less than their availability as events in Icelanders’ uchronia. For fiction in the geological record, see, for example, Haukur Jóhannesson (1977).

13 On sickness and medicine in the sagas, see Kaiser (1998); I am indebted to Shaun F.D. Hughes for this reference. Archaeological evidence points, on the whole, to adequate nutrition and a healthy population, even at the fragile edges of the Norse Middle Ages; see Orri Vésteinsson (2000a: 170); Lynnerup (2000: 290); contrast Outram (2003). For the Norse micro-ecosystem, see Buckland (2000). For rodent co-migration with humans during the Viking Age, see Searle et al. (2009).

14 Annals III: ‘kuerka sott. stinga sott. bolna sott. augna verkr. manndauði mikill’ (75 [s.a. 1310]). Compare the laconic language of IV (‘Sóttar vetr’ [a winter of sickness], 115 [s.a. 1152]), V (‘héttu sott’ [chicken pox?], ‘bolna sott mickil’ [great blistering sickness (smallpox?)], 187, 265 [s.aa. 1231, 1310]; I follow CV, s.v. hettusótt; Hødnebø 1972, s.v., proposes ‘mumps’, a diagnosis Oeding questions, 1988: 3206). Epidemic is sometimes reported by terms like ‘Manntapavetr’ [life-loss winter] (IV: 121 [s.a. 1196]) and ‘manndaudar var’ [spring of people’s dying] (V: 265 [s.a. 1309]; cf. VII: 256 [s.aa. 1240, 1246]; VIII: 364, 372 [s.aa. 1380, 1472]). Occasionally we learn of outbreaks localized in one region of Iceland (e.g. II: 50, 53 [s.aa. 1275, 1306, 1309]; VIII: 349 [s.a. 1333]).

15 Annals IX: ‘hallæri mikit a Islandi’ (393); in the same year, X speaks explicitly of illness: ‘þa for og wijda sott wm land med ymsum hattum: su war ein ad eckj tok leingra monnum enn wm brystid. þa sott kalladi Grijmur vngi hettu sott: sumum kom þroti j briostid suo sem ein hella wæri’ [Also at that time, a disease spread throughout the country, with various manifestations; it was one which affected people nowhere but in the chest. Grímr ungi diagnosed that sickness as hettusótt; some people had a swelling of the breast as if there were a flat stone in there] (488). When famine is meant, it is sometimes reported in other, unambiguous terms, as in IX: ‘oaaran mikit aa Islandi ok do menn vida af sulti’ [a very bad harvest in Iceland and people died of hunger all over] (395 [s.a. 1321]). Over 400 people are said to have starved to death in the south of Iceland in 1314 (V: 203). A saga reference to sick sailors overcome by ‘hallæri mikit’ [strong fever?] is indicative of the medical applicability of the term (Þorsteins þáttr tjaldstœðings cap. 2, ÍF 13: 431).

16 Annals X: ‘hrossa fellis wetr’ (488); V: ‘do suart fygli sva mart j Vestfjǫrðum at eyddiz fugl bergít vm sumarit’ (206).

17 Besides obviously toxic gases like SO2 or fluorides (Scarth 1999: 111–12), volcanic emissions might include invisible, odourless CO2 which layers the ground and collects in hollows. Sheep are thus more susceptible to it than humans, and even the tiniest differences in stature can spell life or death: in the 1973 eruption on Heimaey in the Vestmannaeyjar, ‘seagulls could safely walk along the deserted ash-covered streets, with their heads above the gas layer, whereas the shorter sparrows and snowbuntings keeled over, suffocated’ (Haraldur Sigurðsson 1999: 60; cf. Bullard 1976: 312).

18 See, for example, Annals IV: ‘Elldz vppkváma hin fyrsta i Heklvfelli’ [first fire spouting in Mount Hekla] (111 [s.a. 1104]; Sigurður Þórarinsson 1968: 22–4). Árni Hjartarson (1989) finds the annals accurate to within ±1 year of dates provided by other European timelines.

19 See Hafliði Hafliðason et al. (2000). Despite advances in scientific methods, however, written sources remain indispensable for establishing chronologies (Bergrún Arna Óladóttir et al. 2012: 29).

20 A distinctive layer of volcanic ash dated to the 870s is found throughout most of Iceland, and has been detected abroad, too. It was first described by Sigurður Þórarinsson (1944: 55; 1968: 19–20). Compare Grönvold et al. (1995: 150–3, dating the eruption to 871 ±2); Zielinski et al. (1997: 26,631–2, dating it to 877 ±4). Evidence for settlement antedating the deposition of this layer is sparse but not non-existent; see, most recently, Schmid et al. (2018).

21 See, for example, Chronicum Scottorum s.a. 938 [recte 939] (1866: 203; cf. McCarthy & Breen 1997: 17). Current opinion places this eruption in the mid- to late 930s; see Zielinski et al. (1995), discussing two possible datings, 934 ±2 and 938 ±4. Compare Sigurður Þórarinsson (1968: 24–9); Pilcher et al. (1995).

22 No written sources mention a Katla eruption c.1500, but its geological signature is second in prominence only to the landnám layer (Hafliði Hafliðason et al. 1992: 87). A recent estimate speaks of ten eruptions a century, on average, before 1200, and perhaps as many as fifteen every century thereafter (Þór Þórðarson & Larsen 2007).

23 Zielinski et al. (1995: 131); compare Scarth (1999: 112–21). For the sighting on Snæfellsnes of an eruption in the Trölladyngja range (or in Katla; Einar H. Einarsson et al. 1980: 6–8), see Annals V (214 [s.a 1355]), VIII (357 [s.a. 1357]), IX (407 [s.a. 1360]); Gísli Oddsson (1917: 36–7 [s.a. 1356]).

24 Bullard (1976: 302–3). Compare Þorvaldur Thoroddsen (1908–22: 2.6); Larsen et al. (2005: esp. 93–4); Smith & Dugmore (2006); Bergur Einarsson (2009).

25 Annals VI: ‘hliop Knappa fellz iokull fram i sio þar sem uar xxxt diup med griotfalli aur ok saur at þar urdu sidan slettir sanndar. tok ok af ij. kirkiu soknir med ollu at Hofi ok Rauda læk. Sanndrin tok i midian legg a slettu en rak saman i skafla sua at uarla sa husin’ (226). Sigurður Þórarinsson supplies ‘fathoms’ rather than ‘feet’ (1958: 26), yielding a depth of more than 50 m; the ending of the numerical abbreviation indicates not masculine faðmar, however, but neuter fet, which means the previous water depth is asserted to have been about 10 m. See also VII (279 [s.a. 1367]), VIII (359–60 [s.a. 1362]), IX (404 [s.a. 1350]), X (489 [s.a. 1366]). On the area’s subsequent desolation, see Sigurður Þórarinsson (1958: 89–92).

26 See Annals VI (221), VIII (350), IX (399–400), s.aa. 1337, 1339. Landslides or avalanches are also mentioned in 1171 (GSA cap. 12: ‘Þau missere foruz nẻr atta tigir manna i snẻ scriðum ok var hann af þui kallaðr bysna uetr’ [Nearly eighty people perished in avalanches that year, and therefore it was called the Ominous Winter], 1983: 36) and in 1185 at Geitdalr in eastern Iceland (Annals IV: 119; GSA cap. 22, 1983: 59). For human impact on the landscape, see Jón Jóhannesson (1974: 96–7); Ogilvie & McGovern (2000: 390).

27 Annals III: ‘Liop snioskriða a Bæ i Fagradal. tynduz 12 menn’ [An avalanche struck Bœr in Fagradalr; 12 people perished] (71 [s.a. 1293]; cf. I: 30, IV: 144 [both s.a. 1294, counting eleven dead]); for the 1336 snowdump, see V (207), VIII (349–50), IX (399).

28 See Ólafur Jónsson (1957: 1.295–311, 2.185–8), listing twenty-seven distinct occurrences (fifteen of which are doubtful).

29 See Torfing (2015: 94).

30 Annals VIII: ‘brann suo gersamliga allr heima stadren at eckert hus stod obrunnit nema kirkian og ein badstofa…. lagdi logan j manna hvsen svo at bran huad af odru’ (357; cf. IV: 151, VIII: 344, IX: 393 for a less fortunate chapel in 1315). Overall, the annals maintain that churches were preternaturally fireproof: when the town of Visby (on the Baltic island of Gotland) went up in flames in 1314, for example, the wooden church was the only structure spared, while around it masonry crackled (V: 203, VIII: 343; cf. VIII: 360 [s.a. 1362] for a chapel as the only structure to survive a jökulhlaup).

31 Annals IX: ‘þotti þat flestum vndr a huersu litilli stundu kirkian brann’ (391; cf. II: 53). Other annals note only the latter fire (e.g. V: ‘Brann Jons kirkia i Latran ok Skala holltz kirkia með einum atburð ok a einum tima hvartveggi af loptligum elldi vm nóttina fyrir næsta dag ante conuersionem Pauli’ [St John’s in Lateran and the church of Skálholt burned down simultaneously and under identical circumstances, each of them from aerial fire (i.e. lightning) during the second night before Paul’s conversion (25 January)], 202; cf. III: 74–5 [duplicating the Lateran blaze, s.aa. 1308–9], IV: 149, VII: 264, VIII: 341 [placing the Lateran fire s.a. 1308]).

32 See Annals I (20 [no details]), III (60 [no details]), IV (114 [seventy-two dead]), VII (252 [seventy-four dead]), VIII (321 [seventy dead]); Hungrvaka cap. 8 (ÍF 16: 31–2, seventy-two dead; cf. Einar Ól. Sveinsson 1953: 81–2). The sources suggest no reason for the unusually high death toll. Perhaps the church was timbered, a flammable extravagance often specially imported for church buildings (e.g. Laxdœla saga cap. 74, ÍF 5: 216–17; Hávarðar saga cap. 24, ÍF 6: 357–8; Íslendinga saga cap. 35 [40], Sturlunga saga 1: 270); or local circumstances may have been adverse (cf. Blindheim 1965: 33 n.10 on peculiarities of Norwegian stave-church construction).

33 Annals VIII: ‘kom j forstofuna elldur ur lopti med storum uindi’; ‘uar hogguin gluggr a stofvnne at baki byskupi og dregner ut nocrer menn med snarleik’ (321). The opening of an evacuation portal may itself have created the draft that fueled the flames (cf. NTSB 1986). Miraculous succour also occurs in Icelandic hagiography (e.g. Þorláks saga A capp. 72–81, ÍF 16: 95). An echo of Isaiah’s stern prophecy (Is 66:15) can, perhaps, be discerned in the description of airborne flame at Hítardalr, as Frierson (1996: 363, 372) suggests for nineteenth-century Russian analogues; there, the perception of lightning-sparked fires as acts of God sometimes led peasants to refrain from trying to extinguish them.

34 See, for instance, Annals V: ‘Elldr hit .v. i Heklu felli ok land skialfti fyrir sunnan land ok myrkr viða vm herut ok sandfall mikit. elldrinn var uppi nær .xij. manaði’ [The 5th fire in Mount Hekla: an earthquake in the south of the country, darkness throughout Iceland, and it rained lots of gravel. The fire lasted almost 12 months] (199 [s.a. 1300]; cf. II: 52, III: 72, IV: 146, VII: 262–3, VIII: 339, IX: 387, X: 486). Earthquakes are also associated with eruptions in 1151 (IV: 115), 1211 (I: 23, III: 62, IV: 123, V: 182, VIII: 325), 1240 (IV: 131, VII: 256, X: 481), and 1341 (VIII: 351).

35 Larsen (2018: 14) notes a rare exception; cf. Ellenblum et al. (1998).

36 Some 12,000 seismic spikes were recorded in Iceland every year between 2001 and 2004; Sigurlaug Hjaltadóttir et al. (2005: 108). Karcz (2004) cautions of the difficulties involved in interdisciplinary reconstruction of historical seismicity. I am grateful to Orri Vésteinsson for discussing this topic with me.

37 Annals IX: ‘letuz nockur born ok gamal menni’ (400; cf. V: 208 [two distinct quakes], VI: 221, VII: 272).

38 Annals V: ‘Sprack iorð isundr i land skialfta a Rángár vỏllum. ok Rang á fell ór farveg sínum ok braut hus manna…. Maðr var fastr við jorð i Floa mat lánga stund’ (197; cf. III: 71, IV: 144, VII: 261, VIII: 338, IX: 385, X: 485). I am indebted to Ásgrímur Angantýsson and Ian C. McDougall for discussions of this passage.

39 Þorvaldur Thoroddsen (1899–1905: esp. 1.24–6, 2.213, 234–41) remains the most systematic study of medieval earthquakes in Iceland, but see now Sólnes (2013: 561–4, 591). As I am unable to verify primary sources for one quake Þorvaldur lists (viz. 1157), I have not included it in my tabulation. (Sigurður Þórarinsson likewise omits it, 1974a: 86–7 [töflur IV and V]; cf. 1953: 66 for an assessment of Þorvaldur’s work.)

40 See Grœnlendinga saga cap. 1 (ÍF 4: 245); compare Konungs skuggsiá: ‘Nu er þat ænn æitt unndr igrœna lannz hafe er ec em æigi froðaztr um mæð hværium hætti er þat er þat kalla mænn hafgerðingar. en þat er þƿi licazt sæm aller hafstormr oc baror allar þær sæm i þƿi hafi ero samnez saman iþria staðe oc geraz af þƿi þriar baror þær þriar gerða allt haf sƿa at mænn ƿitu hværgi lið aƿæra oc ero þær storum fiallum hæri licar brattum gnipum oc ƿitu mænn fa dœmi til at þeir mænn hafi or hafum komez er þar hafa íƿærit stadder. þa er þæssi atburðr hæfir orðet’ [Now there is again a marvel in the Greenland ocean about which I’m not entirely knowledgeable, in what way it occurs; men call it hafgerðingar. What it resembles most is as if all the tempests and waves in that ocean were bunched together in three parts and formed into three waves; these three gird the entire ocean so that men couldn’t tell if an opening may be (found), and they’re higher than great mountains and similar to broad buttes, and few examples (are known) of men who came back from sea, who’d been out on it when this phenomenon occurred] (1945: 27–8). Hafgerðingar were previously explained as the towering waves of a tsunami (Fritzner, s.v.). Tsunamis, caused by submarine earthquakes, are remarkable for wave length, however, not wave amplitude; thus, while highly destructive when they hit the shore, their ripples are barely noticeable out at sea. For the more recent interpretation, see Sawatzky & Lehn (1976).

41 Compare GSA cap. 114: ‘nu ero fioll a sẻ sollin’ [mountains now swell in the sea] (1983: 142; the chapter bears the manuscript rubrication ‘Fra hafgerðingium’ [Concerning hafgerðingar]). Similar imagery occurs in Old English poetry. See Frank (1984) for how misunderstanding poetic imagery may beget new phenomena.

42 Two entries arguably record unusually high tides in 1316 and 1345, causing flooding (Annals VIII: 344, 353).

43 See Annals V (181; cf. III: 62, IV: 120). For the dangers of thaw, see Fóstbrœðra saga cap. 3: ‘[f]œrðir váru góðar…í heraðinu; vǫtnin lágu ǫll’ [travel conditions were good in the district; the waterways were all iced]; ‘vǫtn mun ok skjótt leysa, ef þeyrinn helzk, ok er þá verra at fara, ef þau leysir’ [the waterways will de-ice fast, if the thaw continues, and it will then be worse for travel, if the ice breaks] (ÍF 6: 128, 132); Þórðar saga kakala cap. 10 [173]: ‘eigi var hrossíss yfir ána’ [there was no ice fit for riding over the river] (Sturlunga saga 2: 20).

44 Annals VIII (346 [s.a. 1326]); VII: ‘regn suo mikil vm haustid nordan landz ok laung at æingi mundi slik vndr sem þar giorduzst af. vatnagangr ok skridu foll. tok af bæinn j Laungv hlijd j Horgar dal. lezst þar Rafn Botolfsson logmadr ok Jngibiorg Þorstæins dottir hvsfreyia hans ok born þeira tuo ok allz xvi menn. þa tok ok bæ j Budar nese ok þar jnni xij menn ok bæ aa Hiallalandi j Vazdal ok letuzst þar vi menn ok vida snerizst vm iord’ (284 [s.a. 1389]). Hrafn Bótólfsson had been appointed lǫgmaðr (lit. ‘law-man’) for life, with jurisdiction over half of Iceland, in 1381 (IX: 413). The farm at Langahlíð [Long Slope] was renamed Skriða [Scree] following this disaster (Örlygur Hálfdánarson 1981: 322). Þorvaldur Thoroddsen (1899–1905: 1.26) attributes the events not to rains but to volcanic activity, perhaps on the strength of a comment in VIII ‘at jordin sprack j svndr og hliop þar upp vatn’ [that the ground split open and water gushed out] (366 [s.a. 1390]); but compare IX: ‘regn sua mikit vm haustid at or hofi geck eftir Marteins messo. vatnavẻxtir sua miklir at engi mundi slika’ [so much rain in the autumn that it became unbearable after Martinmas (11 November); such great abundances of water that no one could recall its like] (416 [s.a. 1390]).

45 See Annals V (211–12 [s.a. 1345]), VI (222 [s.a. 1346]), VII (274 [s.a. 1346]), VIII (353 [s.a. 1345]). For an earlier landslide in the same region, see IV (132 [s.a. 1249]).

46 Ogilvie (1984: 140–3, 149) collates and sifts the data. Sea ice is recorded in 1145 (Annals IV: 114), 1232 (X: 480), 1233 (IV: 129, V: 187), 1261 (I: 27, III: 67, IV: 134, V: 193, X: 482), 1274 (VII: 280), 1275, 1306 (VIII: 332, 340), 1319 (V: 204), 1320 (VIII: 345), 1326 (V: 205, IX: 396), 1348 (VII: 275: ‘frosta vetr sua mickill a Islande at frere sioinn vmhuerfiss landit so at rida matte af hueriu annnese ok vm alla fiordu’ [Such a terribly icy winter in Iceland that the sea froze all around the country, so that one could ride (out) from every promontory and about all the fjords]; cf. VI: 223, IX: 403), 1350 (VIII: 355), and 1375 (IX: 411).

47 See Landnámabók [S] cap. 5 (ÍF 1: 38): ‘Þá gekk Flóki upp á fjall eitt hátt ok sá norðr yfir fjǫllin fjǫrð fullan af hafísum; því kǫlluðu þeir landit Ísland, sem þat hefir síðan heitit’ [Then Flóki climbed a high mountain and saw a fjord full of pack ice in the north, beyond the mountains; they therefore called the country Iceland, as it has since been called] (cf. [H] cap. 5, ÍF 1: 39; Sigurður Þórarinsson 1977: 675 questions this derivation); Konungs skuggsiá (1945: 28). On the late-medieval surge of pack ice, see Jón Jóhannesson (1974: 299); McGovern (2000: 330); Ogilvie & McGovern (2000: 387–8).

48 See Annals VII: ‘braut skipit Skankann vm varit j haf isum fyrir Austfiordum. var þar aa Þorir abote ok sira Snẻulfr’ [in the spring, the ship Skankinn broke up in drift ice off the East Fjords. Abbot Þórir and the cleric Snjólfr were onboard] (267; cf. IX: 395, which add that ‘komuz allir menn lifs aa land’ [all men (aboard) made it to land alive]; likewise IV: 152). We know a good deal about the ship involved (Magerøy 1993: 141).

49 See Annals III (62 [s.a. 1203]). Several Icelandic farms are named Saurbœr; the most important coastal one is in the innermost part of Breiðafjǫrðr, in the west of Iceland. There are also two Flateyjar; most likely, Flatey in the northern Skjálfandaflói is meant, a distance of some 2.5 km from shore.

50 See Annals IV (152), V (205), VIII (345), IX (395). Another, far more exhausted bear swam ashore at Eyrarsveit in Breiðafjǫrðr in the autumn of 1361, ‘og uoru huergi jsar j nalægd’ [and there were no icebergs nearby] (VIII: 359); other than the beast, killed within a short time, there were no casualties. Several dozen bear huntings were reported in 1274–5 (but see Ogilvie 1984: 141). The earliest alleged attestation of a polar bear in Iceland dates back to the Settlement Age, when one is said to have made a meal of a settler and his son; another son avenged himself on the animal, for his father by killing it and for his brother by eating it (though the bear seems to have had the last laugh, turning him into a shape-shifter; Landnámabók [S] cap. 259 [H] cap. 223, ÍF 1: 285–7). For later ursine arrivals, see Þorvaldur Thoroddsen (1908–22: 2.463–6); Björn Teitsson (1975); Ævar Petersen (2015: 72), who argues that Iceland is in fact within the normal habitat range of Greenlandic polar bears. I am indebted to Ævar for sending me a copy of his article.

51 The only other dangerous animals Icelanders would have encountered with any frequency were walruses and whales—which, unlike bears, are not likely to hunt humans. (A surfeit of sharks is mentioned in 1233 [Annals IV: 129: ‘Hákarlahávst’ (Shark Autumn); cf. VII: 256, VIII: 327; Íslendinga saga cap. 92 (97), Sturlunga saga 1: 365], but the perspective seems more that of prospecting fishermen than of alarmed bathers. For the collocation, cf. IX: 412 [s.a. 1375]: ‘huala vetr’ [Whale Winter].) Bears and walruses, rare in Iceland, are native to Greenland, where Norsemen preyed on them systematically. Live polar bears could make valuable exports (e.g. Hungrvaka cap. 2, ÍF 16: 7; see also p. 248n.92). The laws, too, envision polar bears being raised in captivity; Grágás (12: 188–9 [§243]; 2: 372–3 [§347]). Norse whaling and walrus hunting were largely, though not wholly, restricted to butchering beached animals; see Szabo (2008: 93–115, 243–70). Midden analysis suggests that walrus remained a minor ingredient in medieval Icelandic diets; in Greenland in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, however, seal and walrus (in roughly equal proportions) came to dominate the cuisine (Arneborg 2000: 307; McGovern 2000: 333 [fig. 25.8]).

52 Scrupulous observance of historical accuracy is possible but unlikely. Where authors recognize a difference between their present and the saga past, they tend rather to alert their audience to it (e.g. Fóstbrœðra saga cap. 20: ‘Í þat mund var byttuaustr á skipum en eigi dæluaustr’ [In those days ships were bailed using buckets rather than bilge drains], ÍF 6: 222; cf. Grettis saga cap. 17, ÍF 7: 55 and n.1; CV, s.v. dæla). Compare, however, the absence of crossbows from the Family Sagas, as discussed at p. 68n.33.

53 See Annals I (19 [s.a. 1119, attributed to storm], 22), III (59 [s.a. 1120, fire], 61), IV (113 [s.a. 1118, storm], 119), V (180), VIII (323), X (476). Compare notices of other Greenlandic craft lost: VII (258 [s.a. 1245]), IV (136 [s.a. 1266]). The term far [lit. ‘ferry’] was evidently not reserved for barges used in sheltered waters, pace Lúðvík Kristjánsson (1964: 61).

54 The Flatey annalist, for example, notes matter-of-factly: ‘komu .vj. skip til Islandz enn .ix. hofdu til ætlat’ [6 ships came to Iceland, but 9 had set out] (Annals IX: 412 [s.a. 1376]). Most entries are even more laconic. An account unusually rich in detail (for obvious reasons) occurs in VII: ‘Drucknudv atta menn af einu skipe j Noregi j vatnenu Miers. var þar ut j kuinna ein. er Sigridur hiet oc var med barne. a þridia deigi fra þui er hon drucknadi var hvn fvndin oc færd til kirkiu. A fiorda deigi var hon til graptar buin. oc a grafar backanum sau menn at hrærdizt blæian vm hana. var þa sprett til oc fanst þar barn nyfætt oc griet. var barnid skirt af prestinum. oc deyde vpp a stadinn oc grafid þar med modur sinne’ [Eight people drowned (who had been on) a ship in Norway on Lake Mjøsa. There had been onboard a woman named Sigríðr who was with child. She was found and brought to church on the third day after she drowned. On the fourth day she was prepared for burial, and at the verge of the grave people saw her shroud stirring. It was torn open and a newborn child was discovered and (it) cried. The child was baptized by a priest. And it died on the spot and was buried there with its mother] (288 [s.a. 1406]).

55 See, for example, Annals VII: ‘fiolde mannz ætludu at sigla till Noregs a einu kaupskipe litlu ok sem varla saa till landz. sock nidr skipit med ollu godze. en menn allir hlupu j bat. Giorde hinn heilage Þorlakr sua mikla iartegn. sem þeir hietu aa hann. at saa batr sem eige var vanr at taka halfuan þridia togh manna. var lidit skort fioratigu manna. komuzst menn allir med lifue at lande’ [A great number of people wished to sail to Norway in a small merchantman, which hardly had hope of (making) land. The ship sank with all of its cargo, but the men jumped in a boat. St Þorlákr performed a very great miracle when they called on him: that the boat, which was not expected to hold more than twenty five men, was laden with close to forty. All the men came to shore alive] (277–8 [s.a. 1360]; also IX: 407). See also IX (413–14 [s.a. 1382]), VII (290–1 [s.a. 1413]).

56 No foreign ships are reported to have arrived in 1187, 1219 (Annals IV: 119, 125, V: 180, 185, VIII: 324, 326), 1326 (IV: 153, VIII: 346), 1350 (due to the Plague in Norway? VII: 276, VIII: 354–5), 1355, 1362 (VIII: 356, 360), 1375 (IX: 412), and 1389 (VII: 284).

57 Based primarily on Family Saga data, Lúðvík Kristjánsson estimates c.100 merchant vessels in the possession of Icelanders during the Saga Age (1964: 35–6; cf. Jón Jóhannesson’s criticism of an earlier study using similar methodology, 1974: 96). See also Jón Árni Friðjónsson (2005: 61–4). An ocean-going fleet, thirty-five to forty ships strong, is said to have sailed to Iceland in 1118, ‘enn sum tynduz i hafi oc leysti sundr undir monnum’ [but some were lost at sea and came apart beneath men’s (feet)] (Skarðsárbók 1958: 193). ‘Undoubtedly, this was an unusually large number’ (Jón Jóhannesson 1974: 324). A ragtag collection of thirty-five vessels assembled in pursuit of Bishop Guðmundr to Grímsey in 1222 (‘[Sighvatr ok Sturla] toko skip. huar sem þeir feingu. sma̋ og stor’ [(Sighvatr and Sturla) took hold of whatever ships they got, small and big]) is said to have represented ‘meira fiolmenne en optazt hafi fir uerit a Jslandi. utan þijngstefnur’ [a greater multitude than ever gathered in Iceland before, excepting (Al)þing meetings] (GSA cap. 191, 1983: 203).

58 DI 1 §152: ‘[skulu skip ganga] sem konungi og hinum beztum Bændum landzins þikir hentazt landino’ (620); see Jón Jóhannesson (1974: 324–5); Hastrup (1985: 234); and Boulhosa’s searching, sceptical re-examination (2005: 87–153, esp. 124–39). The eleventh-century arrangement is only attested in late, narrative sources: Fagrskinna cap. 56 (ÍF 29: 261); Haralds saga Sigurðarsonar cap. 36 (in Snorri’s Heimskringla, ÍF 28: 119); Flateyjarbók (1860–8: 3.343: ‘þa er aa Jslande uar miked hallæri þa sende Haralldr konungr fiogur skip og hladin aull med miol’ [King Haraldr sent four ships during a time of great crisis in Iceland, and all were laden with flour]); compare the hagiographical adaptation in Skarðsárbók (1958: 189–90; discussed by Jón Jóhannesson 1974: 115–16; ÍF 29: cvii).

59 Icelanders could at least take comfort in the fact that, from the late twelfth century, ‘trading vessels increased in size while their numbers dwindled’ (Jón Jóhannesson 1974: 325; cf., however, Binns 1993: 578). Such a tradeoff may have helped maintain a steady overall average influx of foreign supplies, but would have made the blow that much more severe whenever any single ship was lost.

60 Annals VIII: ‘vtan ferd Nordlendinga a þui skipi er þeir lietu sialfer giora…. en þat sama skip braut j spon vid Snæfells nes og vard mannbiorg og kom eckj skip annat til Islands’ (360). In 1338, a similar attempt was made: ‘Smiðat kaup[skip] a Eyrum á Islandi. ok geck til Noregs samsumars’ [A merchant(man) was constructed at Eyrar in Iceland and left for Norway that same summer] (V: 208). There is no word of its safe arrival.

61 See Annals V (213), VIII (353), IX (403). Compare VII (279 [s.a. 1365]) for notice of a ship storm-driven from the Faeroe Islands to Iceland.

62 See, for example, Annals V (210 [s.a. 1343]): ‘Þetta sumar byriaði lítt hafskipum’ [The wind seldom blew favourably for ocean-going ships that summer]; the annalist names four ships sunk (with a total loss of over forty lives) and two others driven aground. Compare V (180 [s.a. 1183]); VII (285 [s.a. 1392]). Hastrup argues that a late-medieval shift in prevailing winds, from stable south-easterlies to erratic western winds, ‘probably contributed to the remarkable decline in communication on the North Atlantic’ (1998: 32–3).

63 See Annals IV (127), V (186). VI (221 [s.a. 1337]) mentions a similar harrowing trip, when a small craft headed from Bergen to the Shetlands was blown off course to Iceland; ten of its fifteen crew died en route. For the sailing itinerary from Norway, see Landnámabók [S] cap. 2 (ÍF 1: 32; cf. [H], ÍF 1: 33). As Lúðvík Kristjánsson notes, however, such estimates are probably an idealized average; longer trips, attested in the sagas, were probably not infrequent (1964: 31–2; e.g. Gísla saga capp. 4 [‘aukit hundrað dœgra’ (a large hundred [120] daytimes = two months)], 7 [‘meir en hundrað dœgra’ (more than one hundred [100 or 120] daytimes = fifty or sixty days)], ÍF 6: 14, 27; and Bárðar saga cap. 3 [‘hálft hundrað dægra’ (a half-hundred daytimes = about a month)], ÍF 13: 109).

64 Laxdœla saga cap. 38 (ÍF 5: 109) is the only instance localized in Iceland; Vatnsdœla saga cap. 26 is a near miss: ‘Hon kvazk hafa ætlat at snúa þar um landslagi ǫllu,—“en þér œrðizk allir ok yrðið at gjalti”…. Síðan dó Ljót kerling í móð sínum ok trolldómi’ [She said she’d intended to overturn the entire lay of the land there, ‘and you’d all have gone stark raving mad with terror’…. Then the crone Ljót died in her rage and sorcery] (ÍF 8: 70 = Landnámabók [S] cap. 180, [H] cap. 147, ÍF 1: 222; cf. Harðar saga cap. 15, ÍF 13: 41–3 [set in Sweden]; Bárðar saga cap. 21, ÍF 13: 169 [Greenland]). See also Landnámabók [S] cap. 350, [H] cap. 309 (ÍF 1: 355–6).

65 See Eiríks saga rauða cap. 2 (ÍF 4: 197–8 [H], 405 [S]); Gísla saga cap. 18 (ÍF 6: 59–60); Vatnsdœla saga cap. 36 (ÍF 8: 96); Víga-Glúms saga cap. 26 (ÍF 9: 90); Hrafnkels saga cap. 1 (ÍF 11: 97–8 = Landnámabók [S] cap. 283, [H] cap. 244, ÍF 1: 299); compare also Bárðar saga cap. 16 (ÍF 13: 156–7). See also Landnámabók [S] cap. 289, [H] cap. 250 (ÍF 1: 303–5), and [H] cap. 295 (ÍF 1: 339).

66 See Eyrbyggja saga capp. 57, 61 (ÍF 4: 158, 165); Laxdœla saga cap. 66 (ÍF 5: 196–7); Fóstbrœðra saga capp. 4–5 (ÍF 6: 136–9); Vatnsdœla saga cap. 15 (ÍF 8: 42); Bárðar saga cap. 5 (ÍF 13: 114). See also Landnámabók cap. 5 (ÍF 1: 38–9). Landnámabók twice tells of polar bears in Iceland, which likely implies the presence of sea ice; [S] capp. 179, 259, [H] capp. 146, 223 (ÍF 1: 219, 285–7).

67 See Falk (2007: 9–12) for a single possible exception (Grettis saga cap. 18, ÍF 7: 57). A vision recounted in Njáls saga cap. 125 (ÍF 12: 320–1), while doubtless inspired by volcanism, is not narrated as a record of an histoire eruption. See also Landnámabók [S] cap. 68, [H] cap. 56 (ÍF 1: 98–9); [S] cap. 327 (ÍF 1: 328); and [S] cap. 329, [H] cap. 286 (ÍF 1: 330–1).

68 Compare Barthes (1968); Douglas (1966: 112, 118–19): ‘In a primitive culture [characterized by an anthropocentric, undifferentiated world-view,] the physical agency of misfortune is not so significant as the personal intervention to which it can be traced.’

69 Often as counterfactual (e.g. Vatnsdœla saga cap. 5: ‘Þú munt segja dauða Jǫkuls sonar míns…. Eigi mundi hann sóttdauðr verða’ [You must be talking about the death of my son, Jǫkull…. He will not have died of an illness], ÍF 8: 14).

70 A saga character may hypothsize illness to explain another’s low spirits (e.g. Egils saga cap. 68, ÍF 2: 214; Gísla saga cap. 9, ÍF 6: 32; Þorvalds þáttr tasalda, ÍF 9: 120; Sneglu-Halla þáttr cap. 7, ÍF 9: 283; Þórarins þáttr Nefjólfssonar cap. 3, ÍF 13: 334; cf. Harðar saga cap. 11, ÍF 13: 30). A variation involves feigning illness as a deliberate ruse or statement (e.g. Egils saga cap. 83, ÍF 2: 289; Gísla saga cap. 25, ÍF 6: 80; Vatnsdœla saga cap. 36, ÍF 8: 96; Hallfreðar saga cap. 4, ÍF 8: 149; Ljósvetninga saga cap. 5 [13], ÍF 10: 18–19; Sturlu saga cap. 36, Sturlunga saga 1: 114). Elsewhere, illness prevents Egill from joining his brother on a trip, making him available to start a fateful quarrel with King Eiríkr’s men instead (Egils saga capp. 42–4, ÍF 2: 105–11); Hersteinn Blund-Ketilsson’s sickness keeps him from riding to the Alþing, giving Hœnsa-Þórir an opportunity to make an attempt on his life (Hœnsa-Þóris saga capp. 14–15, ÍF 3: 37–41); and, because Helgi Droplaugarson is ill, he and his brother Grímr do not join their friend and protector Þorkell Geitisson on an expedition, thus freeing them to undertake a different journey on their own and walk into a deadly ambush (Droplaugarsona saga capp. 9–10, ÍF 11: 157, 162–5). Bersi’s illness in Laxdœla saga cap. 28 (ÍF 5: 76) seems more a récit device, supplying context for a poem attributed to him, than an element in the histoire.

71 See Hávarðar saga capp. 4–11 (ÍF 6: 307–27). For teeth as mementos of a killing, compare Njáls saga cap. 130 (ÍF 12: 333).

72 Compare Staðar-Kolbeinn’s death after the killing of his son Brandr; Þórðar saga kakala cap. 46 [209] (Sturlunga saga 2: 82–3). Oddný’s grief-induced illness when she learns her husband, Þórðr, has killed her beloved, Bjǫrn, stands out as a rare exception: ‘Hon mornaði ǫll ok þorrnaði ok tœði aldri síðan tanna ok lifði þó mjǫk lengi við þessi óhœgendi’ [she pined constantly and grieved and never again had much use for her teeth (to smile? to relish her food?), yet lived for very long in this misery] (Bjarnar saga Hítdœlakappa cap. 33, ÍF 3: 205–6). More conventional is Helga’s terminal love-sickness after Gunnlaugr’s death (Gunnlaugs saga cap. 13, ÍF 3: 106–7).

73 Compare the discussion above (Chapter 3) of Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs as a possible response to the open-ended conclusion of Vápnfirðinga saga. A sickbed death is often set in the historically remote opening section of a saga, terminating an ancestor’s career without embroiling his heirs in prolonged reciprocation (e.g. Egils saga capp. 26, 27, 37, 40, ÍF 2: 67, 70–1, 94, 103; cf. death by drowning near the beginning of Valla-Ljóts saga, cap. 2, ÍF 9: 237). Where it occurs mid-saga, fatal illness typically prunes the plot of a minor character whose narrative utility has been exhausted (e.g. Eiríks saga rauða cap. 3, ÍF 4: 205 [H], 410 [S]; Grœnlendinga saga cap. 3, ÍF 4: 254).

74 See Laxdœla saga cap. 78 (ÍF 5: 226–9); Hávarðar saga cap. 24 (ÍF 6: 357–8); Króka-Refs saga cap. 20 (ÍF 14: 160); Ljósvetninga saga cap. 20 [30] (ÍF 10: 102–3); Droplaugarsona saga cap. 15 (ÍF 11: 179); Þorvalds þáttr tasalda (ÍF 9: 126); compare Hallfreðar saga cap. 11 (ÍF 8: 197–9). The pious converse, sudden death striking an unbeliever, also occurs, as in Njáls saga cap. 107 (ÍF 12: 274–5). Another mirror motif, deliverance of true believers from disease, is reflected in Þórhalls þáttr knapps (cf. Svaða þáttr and Arnórs þáttr kerlingarnefs, where the scourges are harsh winter and famine instead).

75 See Egils saga cap. 64 (ÍF 2: 201–6 [tempest]); Fóstbrœðra saga cap. 23 (ÍF 6: 232–3 [thundershower]); Þorvarðar þáttr krákunef (ÍF 6: 372–3 [unfavourable winds]); Víga-Glúms saga cap. 19 (ÍF 9: 63–4 [fog]); Valla-Ljóts saga capp. 6–7 (ÍF 9: 248–53 [onset of winter]); Ljósvetninga saga cap. 8 [18] (ÍF 10: 48–9 [storm]); Bárðar saga cap. 5 (ÍF 13: 114–18 [ice breaking up]); Bergbúa þáttr (ÍF 13: 441 [foul weather]).

76 Grettis saga cap. 64: ‘Hláka mikil var úti ok áin í leysingum; var á henni jakafǫr. Þá mælti húsfreyja: “Ófœrt er yfir ána bæði mǫnnum ok hestum.” “Vǫð munu á vera,” kvað [Grettir], “ok verið eigi hræddar.”…[Þá] greip [hann] þær upp báðar ok setti ina yngri í kné móður sinar og bar þær svá á vinstra armlegg sér, en hafði lausa ina hœgri hǫnd ok óð svá út á vaðit. Eigi þorðu þær at œpa, svá váru þær hræddar. En áin skal þegar upp á brjósti honum. Þá rak at honum jaka mikinn, en hann skaut við hendi þeiri, er laus var, ok hratt frá sér. Gerði þá svá djúpt, at strauminn braut á ǫxlinni; óð hann sterkliga, þar til er hann kom at bakkanum ǫðrum megin, ok fleygir þeim á land. Síðan sneri hann aptr’ (ÍF 7: 210–11; cf. cap. 50, ÍF 7: 160).

77 For further examples, see Bjarnar saga Hítdœlakappa cap. 27: ‘um morgininn snimma reis Bjǫrn upp ok sá til veðrs…. Þorsteinn spurði, hvat veðrs væri. Bjǫrn kvað gott veðr hraustum mǫnnum’ [Bjǫrn got up early in the morning and had a look at the (stormy) weather…. Þorsteinn asked what (it) was like. Bjǫrn said it was good weather for valiant men] (ÍF 3: 185); Hœnsa-Þóris saga cap. 5: a cold north wind presages Þórir’s miserly refusal to sell hay to worthier men in need (note the grammatical construction): ‘Þeir fara snimma um morgininn, ok var á norðan styrkr sá ok heldr kaldr’ [they go early in the morning, and there was this northern gale blowing, and pretty cold] (ÍF 3: 13, emphasis mine; cf. 13 n.6); Eyrbyggja saga capp. 45, 61 (ÍF 4: 125–8, 165–6); Laxdœla saga cap. 15 (ÍF 5: 34); Fóstbrœðra saga cap. 6 (ÍF 6: 146); Grettis saga cap. 38 (ÍF 7: 130); Vatnsdœla saga cap. 32 (ÍF 8: 86); Valla-Ljóts saga capp. 3, 7, 8 (ÍF 9: 241, 253, 256); Reykdœla saga ok Víga-Skútu cap. 16 (ÍF 10: 200–1); Vápnfirðinga saga cap. 5 (ÍF 11: 34–5); Njáls saga cap. 92 (ÍF 12: 232–3); Þórðar saga kakala capp. 10, 11, 24 [173, 174, 187] (Sturlunga saga 2: 22, 24, 47).

78 See, for example, Eyrbyggja saga capp. 15–20 (ÍF 4: 28–54); Laxdœla saga capp. 35–8 (ÍF 5: 95–109); Gísla saga capp. 18–19 (ÍF 6: 56–60); Landnámabók [S] cap. 180, [H] cap. 147 (ÍF 1: 222) = Vatnsdœla saga capp. 25–6 (ÍF 8: 67–70). Similarly, Eiríks saga rauða cap. 2 (ÍF 4: 197–8 [H], 405 [S]), anomalous only in lacking an explicit supernatural gloss (cf. p. 265n.149).

79 Vatnsdœla saga cap. 36: ‘Erfitt mun verða at standa í mót giptu Ingimundarsona’ (ÍF 8: 96). Compare the fate of Garði of L‎ýsufjǫrðr, discussed below (p. 245); Eyrbyggja saga capp. 34, 51–4 (ÍF 4: 93–4, 140–50; cf. Kjartan G. Ottósson 1983: esp. 38–43; I am indebted to David McDougall for this reference); Laxdœla saga cap. 17 (ÍF 5: 40; cf. Heiðarvíga saga cap. 9, ÍF 3: 233–4); Grœnlendinga Þáttr cap. 2 (ÍF 4: 277–8); Harðar saga cap. 15 (ÍF 13: 40; cf. Nirenberg 1996: 241 n.35); Grettis saga cap. 35 (ÍF 7: 121–2); Flóamanna saga cap. 22 (ÍF 13: 284–5).

80 Grettis saga capp. 79–82 (ÍF 7: 251–61): ‘Þá mælti Grettir: “Svá skulu vér við búask, sem krankleiki þessi, sem ek hefi fengit, mun eigi til einskis gera, því at þetta eru gørningar, ok mun kerling ætla at hefna steinshǫggsins”’ (at cap. 80, ÍF 7: 252). We learn nothing of the witch’s fate after Grettir’s death, but the man who had commissioned her help is hunted down. Compare Droplaugarsona saga cap. 15 (ÍF 11: 178–9); Bjarnar saga Hítdœlakappa cap. 29 (ÍF 3: 191–2).

81 See the vision of the mortally ill Sigríðr in Eiríks saga rauða [S] cap. 6 (ÍF 4: 418; the S reading is preferable, pace Ólafur Halldórsson in ÍF 4: 418 nn.7–8; cf. Jansson 1944: 121–2).

82 Neville (1999: 121). Þorsteins þáttr tjaldstœðings cap. 2 exemplifies this treatment of illness: a ship’s crew who arrive in Iceland afflicted with ‘ósvipr mikill ok sjúkleiki’ [great misfortune and sickness] find that ‘sá menn við at koma til þeira, et eigi fengi menn illendi af þeim…. Fór þá Þorsteinn á fund þeira ok spyrr, með hverju móti væri sótt þeira. En þeir sǫgðusk orðnir fyrir gørningum’ [people were wary of approaching them, lest they catch something nasty from them…. Þorsteinn then went to meet with them and enquires about the nature of their disease. But they said they were afflicted by sorcery] (ÍF 13: 430–1). The Norse practised quarantining already in the Viking Age (pace Maddicott’s assertion that ‘the very concept of infection was quite unrecognized’ before the 1500s; 1997: 26); see Ibn Faḍlān’s report of Rūs medical practice (Montgomery 2000: 11).

83 See, for example, Eyrbyggja saga cap. 53 (ÍF 4: 146). Wrestling matches resulting in infection form a subset of fights with trolls or undead monsters, usually described as straightforward fisticuffs (e.g. Laxdœla saga cap. 24, ÍF 5: 69; Hávarðar saga capp. 2–3, ÍF 6: 298–302; Grettis saga cap. 18, ÍF 7: 58; Harðar saga cap. 15, ÍF 13: 42–3; Bárðar saga capp. 4, 9, 20, ÍF 13: 113, 128, 167–8; Kormáks saga cap. 27, ÍF 8: 299–302; cf. Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson 1987). Compare more broadly Caciola (1996); Douglas (1966: 135).

84 Though spells and benediction work well, too (e.g. Egils saga cap. 72, ÍF 2: 229–30; Eyrbyggja saga cap. 55, ÍF 4: 151–2). Elfshot in latter-day Scandinavian medical folklore resembles the Anglo-Saxon charms, but both affliction and remedies are decidedly material; see Lid (1921: esp. 42–5, 54–65); Bandamanna saga cap. 12 (ÍF 7: 360) may hint at elfshot. For cremation, see Flóamanna saga cap. 22 (ÍF 13: 285–6); for reburial and pounding a revenant into the ground, see Eyrbyggja saga capp. 34, 53 (ÍF 4: 94–5, 147).

85 See, for example, Jarteinabók I capp. 6, 23–8, 39 (ÍF 16: 107–8, 119–23, 132); Þorláks saga B capp. 93–8, 104–7 (ÍF 16: 207, 210); Jarteinabók II capp. 137, 145, 172–5 (ÍF 16: 230, 234–5, 245–6); GSA capp. 46, 65–9, 77, 82–3, 89, 209 (1983: 82–3, 102–3, 107, 110, 117–18, 218). Perhaps the most striking example involves St Þorlákr’s curing of a woman lamed by falling timber; the real miracle here is that a ‘[t]ré mikit’ [large tree] should grow in Iceland in the first place (Þorláks saga A capp. 72–81, ÍF 16: 96).

86 GSA capp. 84–5: ‘[Guðmundr] la ibecc hea enum siuka manni. ok sofnaðe a bẻnenne. at þui at þeim syndiz. er hia voro. Diacn hans la ibeccinum. hea honum ok hne hann a hann ofan er hann sofnaðe. En er hann hafðe skamma stund sofit. ‏þa kennde diacnin ecke at hann lẻge a honum…. En þ‏essa nott hina sømu…þa skyllde [maðr sa er Snorre het] fara til tiða einn saman en langt var at fara. Þa kemr at honum trøllkonan oc sẻkir hann einart. ok bẻgir honum til fiallz. Þa heitr hann a G[uðmund] prest Ara s[on]. at hann skyllde duga honum ef hann uẻre sua auarðr guðe. sem hann ẻtlaðe. ok leysa fra trølle þesso. En iþui bile syndiz honum lios mikit quẻme yfir hann. en liosinu fylgðe maðr ikirkiu kapu…. En trøll konan [huarf] þegar sem hon sycke niðr…. Hann þottiz gerla kenna at liosinu fylgðe G[uðmundr] prestr Ara s[on]’ (1983: 113–14; cf. GSD cap. 16, 1856–78: 2.27; Skórzewska 2011: 94, 108). For apparitions sinking into the ground, compare Eyrbyggja saga cap. 53; Eiríks saga rauða cap. 12 (ÍF 4: 147; 233 [H], 432 [S]); Laxdœla saga capp. 24, 38 (ÍF 5: 69, 110); GSB cap. 146d [= cap. 35 in Biskupa sögur 1856–78: 1.607; cf. GSD cap. 42, 2.81]. Astral projection miracles appear in Continental hagiography (e.g. pseudo-Hrabanus Maurus, De vita B. Mariae Magdalenae et Marthae cap. 49, 1878: 1505B–1506B = Marthe Saga ok Marie Magdalene cap. 26, Unger 1877: 1.542–4; I am indebted to Samantha Herrick for this reference; GSD cites both this miracle and Ambrosius saga byskups cap. 21 = Martinus saga byskups II cap. 58, Unger 1877: 1.46, 605).

87 Magicians may appear as whales (e.g. Snorri’s Óláfs saga Tryggvasonar cap. 33, in Heimskringla, ÍF 26: 271; Kormáks saga cap. 18, ÍF 8: 265–6; cf. Dillmann 2006: 247–58). Malicious ghosts may incarnate as killer animals, too (e.g. Eyrbyggja saga cap. 63, ÍF 4: 169–76 [Þórólfr bœgifótr as a bull]; Laxdœla saga cap. 18, ÍF 5: 41 [Víga-Hrappr as a witching seal]). In later Nordic folklore, sorcerers or their spells often take the form of flies or birds (Lid 1921: 46–8; cf. Þorvalds þáttr víðfǫrla I cap. 9, ÍF 152: 86).

88 See Strömbäck (1935: 163–7); Motz et al. (1993: 624–5); compare Stankovitsová (2020).

89 See, for example, Laxdœla saga cap. 67 (ÍF 5: 197–8); Hallfreðar saga cap. 11 (ÍF 8: 196–9); Droplaugarsona saga cap. 10 (ÍF 11: 161); Njáls saga capp. 23, 41 (ÍF 12: 64–5, 106–7); Harðar saga cap. 31 (ÍF 13: 77); cf. Bárðar saga cap. 21 (ÍF 13: 170).

90 See, for example, Fóstbrœðra saga cap. 7 (ÍF 6: 148–9) = Grettis saga cap. 25 (ÍF 7: 88–9); Flóamanna saga cap. 24 (ÍF 13: 290); Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar cap. 12 and Íslendinga saga cap. 28 [33] (Sturlunga saga 1: 213, 257); and compare Szabo (2008: 212, 234–40). Seal or bear meat may play a similar role (e.g. Bjarnar saga Hítdœlakappa cap. 19, ÍF 3: 164; Flóamanna saga cap. 24, ÍF 13: 295–6).

91 Thus Bjarnar saga Hítdœlakappa cap. 15 (ÍF 3: 151–2). An unnamed woman needs St Þorlákr’s aid to maul to death a seal which ‘reis upp ǫrðigr, ok var hann hæri miklu en hon…. En húð selsins var níu fóta long, ok sjá var jartein mjǫk í gegn øðli, at óstyrk kona skyldi geig gera mega svá miklum sel’ [rose bolt upright and was much taller than her…. The seal’s hide was nine feet long; and it was a miracle very much contrary to Nature, that a feeble woman should be able to do harm to such a big seal] (Jarteinabók I cap. 5, ÍF 16: 106–7).

92 For bear slayings as proof of manliness, see, for example, Grettis saga cap. 21 (ÍF 7: 76–7); Króka-Refs saga cap. 7 (ÍF 14: 133–5); Færeyinga saga cap. 12 (ÍF 25: 26–9). Eyrbyggja saga casually mentions a man going about armed with a ‘bjarnsvið[a]’ [bear-lance] (cap. 58, ÍF 4: 161). For ursine commodification, see Grœnlendinga þáttr capp. 1, 6 (ÍF 4: 275, 290–1); Auðunar þáttr vestfirzka cap. 1 (ÍF 6: 361–4); Vatnsdœla saga capp. 15–16 (ÍF 8: 42–4); Króka-Refs saga capp. 11, 18 (ÍF 14: 142, 157). Compare p. 239n.51.

93 Neville (1999: 21). For further examples, see Eyrbyggja saga capp. 40, 63 (ÍF 4: 109–11, 170); Laxdœla saga capp. 17–18, 35, 76 (ÍF 5: 39–41, 95–100, 221–2); Fóstbrœðra saga capp. 10, 19 (ÍF 6: 169, 216–19; cf. cap. 15, 197); Grettis saga cap. 79 (ÍF 7: 250–1); Vatnsdœla saga capp. 33–4, 47 (ÍF 8: 89–92, 127–8); Hallfreðar saga cap. 10 (ÍF 8: 187); Draumr Þorsteins Síðu-Hallssonar (ÍF 11: 325); Harðar saga cap. 29 (ÍF 13: 74); Bárðar saga cap. 8 (ÍF 13: 124–8); and Færeyinga saga capp. 24, 31 (ÍF 25: 58, 73–4).

94 Thus, Njáls saga reports how a seeress attributes the loss of the missionary Þangbrandr’s ship to an attack Þórr launches against Christ’s servants (cap. 102, ÍF 12: 265–6). A ship becalmed in Iceland because one of its passengers is a murderer gets underway only after he does penance (Ljósvetninga saga cap. 18 [28], ÍF 10: 93–5). When a squall capsizes a ship Þórðr kakali has sent, ‘[h]ét Þórðr þá á guð, at veðrit skyldi lægja, ok jafnskjótt fell veðrit’ [Þórðr then called on God that the storm should slacken and (it) abated at once] (Þórðar saga kakala cap. 25 [188], Sturlunga saga 2: 49). The Christian perspective is mirrored in pagan complaints that a particularly harsh season is due to the gods’ anger at missionary activity (Laxdœla saga cap. 40, ÍF 5: 118). Stereotypical storm-quelling miracles abound in the Bishops’ Sagas (e.g. Þorláks saga A capp. 33–64, ÍF 16: 91, 93; Jarteinabók I capp. 10–11, 45–6, ÍF 16: 111–12, 138–40; GSA capp. 80, 114–15, 1983: 108–9, 141–4). St Þorlákr even grants favourable winds to ships heading past each other in opposite directions (Þorláks saga A capp. 65–71, ÍF 16: 95).

95 Eiríks saga rauða [H] cap. 13: ‘hlaut Bjarni at fara í bátinn…. [Þ]á mælti einn íslenzkr maðr…“Ǫðru hézt þú fǫður mínum, þá er ek fór af íslandi með þér, en skiljask svá við mik….” Bjarni svaraði: “Eigi skal ok svá vera; gakk þú hingat í bátinn, en ek man upp fara í skipit”’ (ÍF 4: 235; cf. [S], 433–4; Foote 1977). Bjarni’s courage is only rewarded by commemoration in the saga—which, according to ‘Hávamál’, is the highest reward possible (stt. 76–7, in Edda 1962–8: 1.29; cf. Strickland 1996: 111–19). Nature does sometimes recognize good deeds intra-textually, too (e.g. Laxdœla saga cap. 66, ÍF 5: 196–7; Gísla saga cap. 18, ÍF 6: 57; Bárðar saga cap. 6, ÍF 13: 121). Compare Chapter 3 above.

96 Droplaugarsona saga cap. 4: ‘laust á fyrir þeim hríð mikilli, ok vissu eigi, hvar þeir fóru…. En hríðin helzk hálfan mánuð, ok þótti mǫnnum þat langt mjǫk. En Spak-Bersi sagði þat valda svá lengri hríð, er þeir Droplaugarsynir…hǫfðu eigi lýst vígi Torðyfils at lǫgum, ok hefði goðin þessu reiðzk’ (ÍF 11: 146).

97 See Þórðar saga kakala cap. 9 [172] (Sturlunga saga 2: 18).

98 Þórðar saga kakala capp. 14, 21 [177, 184; Reykjarfjarðarbók version]: ‘Þessa sömu nótt kom þeyr mikill, ok hljópu vötn fram, ok leysti árnar. En er þeir Ásbjörn kómu til Staðar í Hrútafjörð, var flæðr sævar. Var þá eigi reitt, en árnar ófærar it næsta…. Ríða þeir nú til vaðlanna ok hverfa aftr. Ríða nú upp með ánni ok finna þat hvergi, er þeim þætti yfir fært. Ásbjörn eggjaði, at þeir skyldi á ríða, ok kallaði þá raga ok kvað ekki áræði með þeim. Björn kvað ána ófæra, þar er hon lá á bökkum uppi. En er þeim váru minnstar vánir, hleypti Ásbjörn út á ána. En hestrinn missti þegar fótanna, ok rak í kaf hvárn tveggja. En er Ásbjörn kom upp, var hann af baki ok helt sér í stigreipit. En þeir, er á land váru, réttu til hans spjótsköftin. Ok er hann vildi til taka, varð honum lauss hestrinn. Drukknaði Ásbjörn þar ok fannst eigi fyrr en um várit eftir’ (Sturlunga saga 2: 28, 42–3). On the term ragr, see p. 142n.76. Compare Steingrímr’s death while crossing treacherous ice in Reykdœla saga ok Víga-Skútu cap. 16 (ÍF 10: 200), tentatively attributed to the villain Vémundr; in hagiographic mode, the drowning of Bishop Páll’s wife and daughter (Páls saga cap. 13, ÍF 16: 316–18).

99 Þórðar saga kakala cap. 21 [Króksfjarðarbók version]: ‘sjá þeir troll eitt mikit, ok fór þat í svig við þá. Varð þeim sumum ósvipt við, en Ásbjörn hrakti þá þar um. En er þeir riðu inn at Brandagili, sjá þeir eld mikinn brenna í fjarðarbotninum, ok varð þeim þar illt við’ (Sturlunga saga 2: 284 [Addendum 3]).

100 The settler Hrafn hafnarlykill relocates when ‘hann vissi fyrir eldsuppkvámu’ [he foretold a fire-eruption] (Landnámabók [S] cap. 327, [H] cap. 288, ÍF 1: 328). More ambiguous is a note that may allude to a jökulhlaup ([H] cap. 279, ÍF 1: 323; so interpreted by Þorvaldur Thoroddsen 1899–1905: 2.236). An early settlement in the Vestmannaeyjar is said to have been ‘sem nú er hraun brunnit’ [where there is now a field of burnt lava] ([H] cap. 302, ÍF 1: 345); Sigurður Þórarinsson argues the reference is to soil erosion exposing old basalt rather than to an eruption (1977: 669–70), though what the medieval authors and audiences took it to mean may be a different question.

101 Landnámabók [S] cap. 329: ‘jarðeldr rann þar ofan’ (ÍF 1: 330; cf. [H] cap. 286, ÍF 1: 331); see also [S] cap. 68, [H] cap. 56 (ÍF 1: 98–9) for Þórir; Falk (2007: 2–4); contrast Thorvaldur Thordarson (2010: 288).

102 See Kristni saga cap. 12 (ÍF 152: 36). Hot springs frequently appear in the Family Sagas, too (see e.g. Laxdœla saga capp. 33, 39, ÍF 5: 87–8, 112; Bolla þáttr cap. 79, ÍF 5: 232), but their geothermal properties are almost invariably ignored; for a rare exception, see Svarfdœla saga cap. 28 (ÍF 9: 207).

103 GSD cap. 2: ‘Þau eru fjöll…þess lands, er ór sèr verpa ægiligum eldi með grimmasta grjótkasti, svá at þat brak ok bresti heyrir um allt landit, svá vítt sem menn kalla fjórtán tylftir umbergis at sigla rèttleiði fyrir hvert nes; kann þessi ógn at fylgja svá mikit myrkr forviðris, at um hásumar um miðdegi sèr eigi handa grein. Þat fylgir þessum fádæmum, at í sjálfu hafinu, viku sjáfar suðr undan landinu, hefir upp komit af eldsganginum stórt fjall, en annat sökk niðr í staðinn, þat er upp kom í fyrstu með sömu grein. Keldur vellandi ok brennustein fær þar ínóg’ (1856–78: 2.5). On the circumstances and dating of Arngrímr’s work, see p. 58n.8.

104 Kristni saga cap. 12: ‘Þá kom maðr hlaupandi ok sagði at jarðeldr var upp kominn í Ǫlfusi’; ‘Um hvat reiddusk guðin þá er hér brann hraunit er nú stǫndu vér á?’ (ÍF 152: 33; cf. Jón Jónsson 1979; Thorvaldur Thordarson 2010: 289, 293).

105 Compare the passing of the witch Ljót (p. 242n.64) or the warlock Stígandi (Laxdœla saga cap. 38, ÍF 5: 109).

106 In a similar vein, compare St Þorlákr’s miraculous healing of a badly burned horse that had been carelessly ridden into a geothermal area (Þorláks saga A capp. 33–53, ÍF 16: 90), or of women scalded in hot springs (Þorláks saga A capp. 54–64, Jarteinabók I cap. 23, ÍF 16: 93, 119).

107 See Harðar saga cap. 15 (ÍF 13: 41); Kristni saga cap. 8 (ÍF 152: 19) = Njáls saga cap. 101 (ÍF 12: 259), with Nordal’s (1928) interpretation (endorsed by Sigurður Þórarinsson 1968: 21).

108 Landnámabók [S] cap. 289: ‘Eptir þat bar hann á skip ǫll fǫng sín, en er segl var dregit, lagðisk hann niðr ok bað øngvan mann vera svá djarfan, at hann nefndi. En er hann hafði skamma hrið legit, varð gnýr mikill; þá sá menn, at skriða mikil hljóp á bœ þann, er Loðmundr hafði búit á. Eptir þat settisk hann upp ok tók til orða: “Þat er álag mitt, at þat skip skal aldri heilt af hafi koma, er hér siglir út”’ (ÍF 1: 304; cf. [H] cap. 250, ÍF 1: 303–5); on the uncertain duration of Loðmundr’s erstwhile settlement in the East, see [S] cap. 289, [H] cap. 250 (ÍF 1: 302–3). The prohibition on speaking Loðmundr’s name is typical of sorcery elsewhere in the sagas (e.g. Vatnsdœla saga cap. 12, ÍF 8: 35; Færeyinga saga cap. 38, ÍF 25: 83; cf. Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson 1978: 113–15, citing analogues from the fornaldarsögur and from later folklore).

109 Landnámabók [S] cap. 289: ‘á milli Hafrsár ok Fúlalœkjar; þat heitir nú Jǫkulsá á Sólheimasandi’ (ÍF 1: 304; cf. [H] cap. 250, ÍF 1: 305). Grove (1988: 29) notes that ‘the long outlet glacier in the south west of Mýrdalsjökull, Sólheimajökull…is drained by one of the most dangerous rivers in Iceland, known as the Jökulsá á Sólheimasandi. It has another name, Fúlilækur [sic], which means stinking river, attributable to the smell of hydrogen sulphide emanating from it.’

110 Compare Landnámabók [S] cap. 350, [H] cap. 309 (ÍF 1: 355–6); Laxdœla saga cap. 38 (ÍF 5: 109); Vatnsdœla saga cap. 36 (ÍF 8: 96); Bárðar saga cap. 16 (ÍF 13: 156–7).

111 Individualization of victims is not entirely clear-cut—partly, perhaps, because natural calamities, even when directed against a specific target and guided by a single consciousness, tend to have an areal effect (e.g. Laxdœla saga capp. 17–18, 35, 75–6, ÍF 5: 39–41, 100, 218–22)—but then, neither are present-day ‘smart bombs’ as surgical as their users pretend (cf. Scarry 1985: 74–5). Seismic magic, in particular, proves difficult to bring to bear on a pinpoint target. The witch Gróa (discussed above, p. 245) and her colleagues Ljót and Stígandi (p. 242n.64; p. 252n.105) reserve casting their evil eye on the landscape till the last desperate moment, and in all cases their spells go wide of the mark. Although Norse sorcerers do possess some precision ordnance (such as the enchanted log sent to Grettir or the automaton Hákon jarl dispatches in Þorleifs þáttr jarlsskálds cap. 7, ÍF 9: 225–7), elemental magic works on the whole more like carpet bombing. Tensions between individual targeting and collective affliction exist also in later Norwegian medicinal folklore (Lid 1921: 43–5).

112 Landnámabók [S] cap. 68, [H] cap. 56: ‘[þ]ar var bœrinn, sem nú er borgin’ (ÍF 1: 98–9). On Landnámabók’s primary interest in the land itself, see Adolf Friðriksson & Orri Vésteinsson (2003: esp. 145–54).

113 Compare Hastrup (1998: esp. 111–40).

114 For this hike, see GSA capp. 41–6 (1983: 77–83). The numbers do not entirely add up: the saga states that ‘Þav urðu saman xvi. menn’ [they were 16 people altogether] (GSA cap. 41, 1983: 77), but only names fourteen (in addition to Guðmundr), thirteen of whom are accounted for on arrival.

115 See, for instance, Egils saga cap. 59 (ÍF 2: 177); Eyrbyggja saga cap. 64 (ÍF 4: 176); Njáls saga cap. 159 (ÍF 12: 462); Íslendinga saga cap. 38 [43] (Strulunga saga 1: 278).

116 GSA cap. 41: ‘urðo tiþirnar seine. enn aðrir uilldu. en skiotare enn han villde. ok s[agðe]. at þeim munde huerge at betr faraz. þott hann hrapaðe at tiðunum’; ‘þotte øllum mønnum oteygilict enn honum sealfum oteygiligaz’ (1983: 77–8). Compare Guðmundr’s deliberate slowness at Helgastaðir (p. 102n.146), and the conventional figure of the hero in no hurry to remove himself from danger (e.g. Bjarnar saga Hítdœlakappa cap. 32, ÍF 3: 199–200; Víga-Glúms saga cap. 19, ÍF 9: 64–5; Hrafnkells saga cap. 8, ÍF 11: 128; Þórðar saga kakala cap. 10 [173]: ‘Reið þá hverr undan sem mátti. En Þórðr reið um daginn jafnan síðast, ok vildi hann aldri svá mikit ríða sem alþýðunni var í hug’ [Then each man rode away as (fast) as he could. But Þórðr always rode hindmost throughout the day, and he never wanted to ride as (fast) as the common folk had in mind], Sturlunga saga 2: 23).

117 Physically no less than spiritually, Guðmundr is assumed to take the lead—ignoring the crippling foot injury he had sustained in his youth (GSA cap. 14, 1983: 43–7; for suggestive hints of his lasting debility, see capp. 82, 162, 231, 1983: 110, 180, 237). The fracture in Guðmundr’s bone could still be seen when he was disinterred in 1315; see Lárentíus saga cap. 30 (ÍF 17: 323–4). Guðmundr also suffered from other severe ailments, such as piercing headaches; see GSA cap. 48 (1983: 84–5).

118 GSA capp. 44–5: ‘ok villde G[uðmundr] prestr eigi ganga fra honum’; ‘Hann hørfde ilopt upp…. gerir hann sua stirðan…at hann matte nẻr ecke uikia ser’; ‘þa rȩ̉ðir Iodís vm at hana kale a halsin er berr var uið snioin. en þa var ecke annat til at gerða enn þa rette hann hønd sina. undir hals henne. ok la hon þar a ofan vm nottina’; ‘var hon allz huerge kalin. vaða kulþa. nema ata eina. en þat eitt hafðe tekit vndan kyrtlinum G[uðmundar] prestz. er kalit var a’; ‘fostri minn steypte yfir mik kyrtle s[inum]. þegar ek var andaðr’ (1983: 80–2). In GSD cap. 16, the shirt not only keeps the girl’s body uncorrupted but actually sustains her life for three days (1856–78: 2.27–8). For the motif of damage to a single exposed digit, see also Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns cap. 5 (FSN 4: 330); Snorri Sturluson’s Skáldskaparmál §17 (1982–98: 21: 22); and Njáls saga cap. 132 (ÍF 12: 342).

119 Foote (1965: 182–3). See Færeyinga saga cap. 39 (ÍF 25: 84–6).

120 Færeyinga saga cap. 39: ‘lǫng vika sjóvar’; ‘“Þat skal aldri verða,” segir Sigmundr, “at vit skilim svá, Þórir frændi; skulu vit annat hvárt báðir á land komask eða hvárgi”’; ‘[Sigmundr] skreið upp í fjǫruna ok lagðisk niðr í þarabrúkit’ (ÍF 25: 84–5; on the nautical distance involved, see 84 n.1; cf. cap. 10, ÍF 25: 22).

121 Foote (1965: 185, 184), echoing the jeer of the villain who slays Sigmundr (‘Lágt ferr nú hǫfðingi várr’ [our chieftain is now laid low], Færeyinga saga cap. 39, ÍF 25: 85) but reversing its emotional valence.

122 Affinities with other genres might also be explored, notably with pagan (or paganizing antiquarian) mythological literature (in which the whole of Nature is embroiled in cosmic struggles; see e.g. Lindow 1997b; Falk 2007: 7–9) and with skaldic verse (in which battling the elements at sea is a theme nearly as popular as feeding the raven on the battlefield; cf. Jesch 2001: 176–8, 247–52).

123 Compare Ármann Jakobsson (1998); Hastrup (1998: 121; cf. 68–71).

124 Compare Hastrup (1998: 71): ‘in literate societies with a long written tradition…[t]he verbalizing process itself generates reality as folktale, to be heard and interpreted as “tradition”, even “genre”—when it is actually life itself’ (emphasis original); Anderson (1991: 36): ‘fiction seeps quietly and continuously into reality’.

125 Risk theorists are divided on whether risk should be ‘primarily conceptualized as an entity, which has an objective existence and is objectively accessible beyond the social, or whether risks are primarily seen as being socially mediated or even socially constructed independent of [their] objective existence’ (Zinn 2008b: 4; cf. Löfstedt & Boholm 2009b: 4–5; Lupton 2013: 20–2). I follow Boholm (2015: 162) in taking a hybrid (in her term, ‘relational’) approach, treating risk as ‘an epistemic construct that serves to categorise real-world objects in relation to other objects depending on what we believe regarding their potentially harmful causal relationships’ (cf. 2015: 74–90; Zinn 2008b: 7). In such a view, though risk is a culturally constructed rather than immanent feature of phenomena, it is meaningful to compare empirical risks so long as defining cultural assumptions are held constant.

126 Compare Douglas & Wildavsky (1982: 85–8); Giddens (1991: 38–9, 113).

127 Giddens (1991: 40) describes this as the ‘protective cocoon which all normal individuals carry around with them as the means whereby they are able to get on with the affairs of day-to-day life’ (emphasis original). Thus, for instance, we may deliberate over the risks of flying (and make a positive—if grudging—decision to overcome fears we judge to be ‘irrational’, since we know commuter flights to be statistically safe), but most of the time we do not give a second thought to driving to the airport. If we did, we would have to acknowledge that this segment of the trip is considerably more dangerous than its airborne portion.

128 See Giddens (1991: 111): ‘the control of time…I shall term the colonisation of the future…. While the future is recognised to be intrinsically unknowable…[it] becomes a new terrain—a territory of counterfactual possibility. Once thus established, that terrain lends itself to colonial invasion through counterfactual thought and risk calculation’ (emphasis original). Strickland (1994: 77) nicely illustrates the difficulties twelfth-century English barons experienced in colonizing their political future in a situation of insurrection ‘headed by a royal cadet who was heir to the throne. In [such] circumstances…the supporters of the present king were acutely conscious that in supporting the father against his rebellious sons they were in all probability waging war against their future sovereign.’ Compare also the contrast Cohen (1998: 985) draws between the structured social world of labourers and the unstructured underworld in sixteenth-century Italy: ‘thieves can prosper. But they cannot easily plan ahead, or build, or secure themselves, for their fortunes rise and fall at near random…. [A] burglar might careen from a lucky strike to a catastrophe in the span of a single day. He does not enjoy the artisan’s steady income, or even the peasant’s reasonable expectation of a crop.’

129 On farm desolation, see Guðrún Sveinbjarnardóttir (1992). On hreppar, see Grágás (12: 171–9 [§§234–5]; 2: 249–61 [§§217–27]); Jón Jóhannesson (1974: 83–8); Miller (1990: 19–20; 2017: 139–40, 158–9); Jón Viðar Sigurðsson (1999: 69–70, 194–202); Orri Vésteinsson (2000b: 80–4); Gerhold (2002: 136–73).

130 Landnámabók [S] cap. 5: ‘Þeir Flóki…[gáðu] eigi fyrir veiðum at fá heyjanna, ok dó allt kvikfé þeira um vetrinn’ (ÍF 1: 38); Grœnlendinga saga cap. 1: ‘Óvitrlig mun þykkja vár ferð, þar sem engi vár hefit komit í Grœnlandshaf’ (ÍF 4: 246); compare Miller (2016: 91). On negotiating unknown seas, see Dupont & Falk (in preparation). The fragility of Norse survival is summarily illustrated by the disappearance, at the end of the Middle Ages, of the Greenland colonies; see Seaver (1996); Arneborg (2000); McGovern (2000).

131 Steinberg (2000: 131). Steinberg discusses the submersion of calamitous dangers out of nineteenth- and twentieth-century American public discourse, in the service of political and economic interests. After the 1906 San Francisco earthquake, for example, local leaders insisted that what had destroyed the city was not the tremor but the ensuing blaze; investors, they felt, would be likelier to rebuild a city gutted by fire (against which future precautions could be taken) than one levelled by recurrent and unstoppable seismic activity (2000: 28–35). Steinberg shows that calamities strike along class and race lines, preferentially targeting poor, non-white, elderly, and rural victims; recent disasters bear out his conclusions in spades (e.g. Powell & Mohr 2007; cf. Clancey 2006: 123–7, 171–2; Ghosh 2016: 90, 143–6, but contrast 49–50).

132 For seismic ‘small knowledge’, see Sigurður Þórarinsson (1958: 31, translating an eye-witness account from 1727); Clancey (2006: 130, 152–4). Contrast Miller (2017: 36): ‘You may be culpably complacent to be caught in bed by your enemy, but bear no blame whatsoever for being caught in bed when the land slips, or opens up beneath your farm, or a volcanic eruption buries you in ash.’

133 Rayner (1992: 91). Compare Douglas (1966: 3): ‘[Danger beliefs] are a strong language of mutual exhortation. At this level the laws of nature are dragged in to sanction the moral code’; and (1985: 2): ‘humans pay attention to a particular pattern of disasters, treating them as omens or punishments…. Rewards and punishments are stored in the environment.’

134 In the Bishops’ Sagas, accidental fires, like foul weather, can provide an opportunity for martyrdom (as in the Hítardalr disaster, Hungrvaka cap. 8, ÍF 16: 32; see further p. 234 and p. 263n.136) or for saintly intercession (e.g. GSA cap. 47, 1983: 83–4). See also the report in Þorgils saga skarða cap. 6 [226] of an accidental fire in Bergen in 1248; when the alarm was raised, ‘vápnuðust menn sem til bardaga’ [men armed themselves as if for battle] (Sturlunga saga: 2.113).

135 Ǫlkofra þáttr cap. 1: ‘Lítill var hann ok ljótr…. Engi var [Ǫlkofri] veifiskati kallaðr ok heldr sínkr’; ‘Var þá lokit stórleika hans ok drambi’; ‘Skapti lǫgsǫgumaðr…lét segja Guðmundi skógabrennuna ok þat með, at þat mál var févænligt’ (ÍF 11: 83–6). We have met Guðmundr already in Chapter 4 above.

136 See II Sm 12:1–12, III Rg 21:1–24. Closer to home, compare Oddr’s procedural error in the hands of the confederates in Bandamanna saga cap. 5 (ÍF 7: 316–18). In the 1170s, Hvamm-Sturla Þórðarson attempted to use the 1148 fire at Hítardalr (p. 234 and p. 262n.134) in a similar way, making a baseless accusation of arson against one of the survivors from those flames (see Sturlu saga cap. 23, Sturlunga saga 1: 95–6, 544n.231).

137 See Ǫlkofra þáttr capp. 3–4 (ÍF 11: 91–4). For legal provisions against accidental fires, see Grágás (12: 94 [§186]; 2: 463, 474 [§§411, 424]). For legal wrangling in the sagas, see, for example, Hávarðar saga cap. 22 (ÍF 6: 353–5); Njáls saga capp. 73–4, 119–23, 135 (ÍF 12: 178–80, 297–313, 356–8). For the use of sexual metaphors to mark social boundaries, see further Falk (2015a).

138 Íslendinga saga cap. 67 [72]: ‘Kona ein spurði, hvat eldrinn skyldi. “Til Bæjar,” segir hann, “at elda Þorvaldr bað”’ (Sturlunga saga 1: 322). See also p. 206.

139 Gillingham (1984: 206) observes that ‘victory in battle normally offered rewards sufficient to offset the risks involved only in those societies where the science of fortification was relatively poorly developed’; compare Strickland (1996: 59).

140 See, for example, Bjarnar saga Hítdœlakappa cap. 22 (ÍF 3: 172); Eyrbyggja saga capp. 59–62 (ÍF 4: 163–8); Þáttr Hrómundar halta capp. 4–5 (ÍF 8: 309–14); Ljósvetninga saga cap. 1 (ÍF 10: 5 n.3); Færeyinga saga capp. 22, 24 (ÍF 25: 48, 54–6); for some twenty-five examples in Sturlunga saga, see the index entries for ‘kastali’, ‘vígi’, and ‘virki’, 2: 480, 488–9). Compare Eldjárn (1974: 132); Adolf Friðriksson (1994b: 3–10); Birgir Loftsson (2006: 63–80, esp. 72–80); Orri Vésteinsson (2000b: 54–5).

141 Several saga heroes’ last stands, though all ultimately futile, illustrate the kind of agency attributed to even a single determined defender (e.g. Eyrbyggja saga cap. 37, ÍF 4: 101–2; Njáls saga capp. 76–7, ÍF 12: 185–90; GSA cap. 204, 1983: 214; cf. the explicit commentary in Eyrbyggja saga cap. 47, ÍF 4: 133). For a circumstantially described surprise incursion, preceded by a scouting mission to unbolt the doors, see the 1229 raid on Sturla Sighvatsson’s home to avenge Þorvaldr Vatnsfirðingr’s burning (p. 263n.138; Íslendinga saga cap. 71 [76], Sturlunga saga 1: 325–8; cf. Gísla saga capp. 15–16, ÍF 6: 52–3; Ljósvetninga saga cap. 8 [18], ÍF 10: 45–51).

142 For ad hoc battering rams, see Landnámabók [S] cap. 229 (ÍF 1: 262); Grettis saga cap. 7 (ÍF 7: 18); Færeyinga saga cap. 31 (ÍF 25: 72); Íslendinga saga cap. 61 [66], Þórðar saga kakala cap. 18 [181] (Sturlunga saga 1: 316, 2: 37). Compare p. 88 for discussion of the vígflaki at Helgastaðir.

143 See Engfield (1966: 157–83); Haase (1970: 19–65). The most notorious extra-literary burning is that of Gizurr jarl’s home in 1253 (‘Brenna a Flugu myri…. þar letuz .iij. Gizorar synir ok Þora kona hans. ok halfr þridi tugr manna allz’ [a burning at Flugumýrr…. Gizurr’s 3 sons and his wife Þóra perished there, and twenty five people in all], Annals IX: 382; cf. I: 26, III: 66, V: 191, VII: 257, VIII: 329, X: 482; Íslendinga saga capp. 171–3 [256–8], Sturlunga saga 1: 484–92). Two sagas tell of streams diverted into farms for protection against fire (Króka-Refs saga capp. 10, 13–14, ÍF 14: 141, 144–8; Harðar saga cap. 31, ÍF 13: 77–8); there may be archaeological confirmation for some such measures (Vebæk et al. 1993; cf. Guðrún Sveinbjarnardóttir et al. 2012: 75 [Fig. 25], 79–82, 91–3).

144 Þorgils saga skarða cap. 57 [296]: ‘hafa marga menn brennt inni ok marga menn fátæka saklausa inni kæft í reyk. Um sum illvirki þeira er sumum mönnum eigi tvímælislaust, hvárt þér munið þurrt hafa um setit allar vitundir, en þat vitu allir, at brennuvargar eru rækastir gervir bæði í guðs lögum ok manna’ (Sturlunga saga 2: 199; on vargr, ‘outlaw’, ‘wolf’, see Jacoby 1974: 119). For laws against arson, see Grágás (11: 184–5 [§109]; 2: 378–9, 398–9 [§§356–7, 381]). It was, however, acceptable to burn witches and berserkir (e.g. Annals IX: 402 [s.a. 1343]; Þorvalds þáttr víðfǫrla I cap. 4, ÍF 152: 70–1; Eyrbyggja saga cap. 28, ÍF 4: 74–5; Snorri’s Haralds saga ins hárfagra cap. 34, in Heimskringla, ÍF 26: 139). Egill’s merciless burning of a farm he and his viking comrades had earlier plundered unopposed (Egils saga cap. 46, ÍF 2: 117–18), frequently cited as synecdochic of Norse ruthlessness, is in fact highly unusual. Even though it involves morally suspect arson, it does showcase Egill’s prowess in single-handedly massacring everyone at the farm; his exhortatory speech (p. 92) must apparently be taken at face value. Contrast Grettis saga cap. 38 (ÍF 7: 130–1).

145 Criticisms occur, for instance, in Þorðar saga kakala capp. 15, 23 [178, 186] (Sturlunga saga 2: 32, 46). Examples where no condemnation is voiced (even of patently unjustified slayings—e.g. Fóstbrœðra saga cap. 8 [F]: ‘Eigi hafði hann nǫkkurar sakar til móts við mik, en hitt var satt, at ek mátta eigi við bindask, er hann stóð svá vel til hǫggsins’ [He had done nothing blameworthy against me, but the truth is, I couldn’t resist when (I saw) him so well poised for the blow], ÍF 6: 157) can easily be multiplied.

146 Ǫlkofra þáttr cap. 3: ‘hann mátti eigi ábyrgjask yðvarn skóg, er hann brenndi sinn skóg’ (ÍF 11: 90).

147 Njáls saga cap. 130: ‘Sagt hefir þú oss þá hluti, er oss mun eigi setugrið bjóða, því at sá maðr hefir nú á braut komizk, er næst gengr Gunnari at Hlíðarenda í ǫllum hlutum. Skuluð þér þat nú ok hugsa, Sigfússynir ok aðrir várir menn, at svá mikit eptirmál mun verða um brennu þessa, at margan mann mun þat gera hǫfuðlausan, en sumir munu ganga frá ǫllu fénu’ [. . . Consider also this, you sons of Sigfúss and the rest of our men: that such serious persecutions will (follow) this burning that it will mean the head of many a men, while some will be parted from all (their) possessions] (ÍF 12: 335).

148 Flosi, the speaker in the previous note, is again an eloquent spokesman, pleading in vain with Njáll and his wife to save themselves (‘Gakk þú út, húsfreyja, því at ek vil þik fyrir engan mun inni brenna’ [Come out, lady of the house, for by no means do I wish to burn you inside], Njáls saga cap. 129, ÍF 12: 330). For fire as warfare, compare p. 196.

149 For farm-burning slaves, see, for example, Landnámabók [S] capp. 64, 125, [H] capp. 52, 97 (ÍF 1: 92–3, 168–9); Egils saga cap. 77 (ÍF 2: 240–1); Eyrbyggja saga cap. 31 (ÍF 4: 83–4, where liminal status is explicitly linked to the crime: the would-be arsonists are motivated by a promise of manumission if they burn their master’s enemy; cf. capp. 26, 36, 43, ÍF 4: 65, 97, 115–16); and compare the landslide caused by Eiríkr rauði’s slaves (Eiríks saga rauða cap. 2, ÍF 4: 197–8 [H], 405 [S]). For fire as a substitute for prowess, see Hœnsa-Þóris saga cap. 9 (ÍF 3: 24).

150 Greenshields (1994: 90–1). Compare Kaeuper (1999: 85); Frierson (1997: esp. 112–15, 129 n.43): in nineteenth-century Russia, plans to disperse crowded village housing were often opposed by well-off peasants, who feared that isolated homesteads would be more attractive to arsonists. Speaking of folk recollections of jökulhlaup, Sigurður Þórarinsson notes that ‘in such convulsions the overlord has no better prospect of surviving than the small man, and maybe just the reverse’ (1958: 86); compare also Clancey (2006: 121–8).

151 Some pre-emptive measures were also possible: tying on helskór [death shoes] and anchoring a funerary boat with a boulder seem aimed at minimizing revenance (Gísla saga capp. 14, 17, ÍF 6: 45–6, 56).

152 Hœnsa-Þóris saga cap. 9: ‘engi er kostr annarr en brenna’ (ÍF 3: 24). Although there are a few exceptions, where defenders manage to escape the flames or recapture the initiative (e.g. Gísla saga cap. 3, ÍF 6: 12–13; Njáls saga cap. 129, ÍF 12: 331–2; Íslendinga saga capp. 172–4 [257–9], Sturlunga saga 1: 489–93), the general conclusion of helplessness in the face of fire is strengthened by examining the fate of some of those who do seek an option other than to burn. The occupants of the building Egill sets ablaze (p. 264n.144) all meet with his blade at the door (Egils saga cap. 46, ÍF 2: 118). A warlock who tries to repel besiegers with fire and smoke must eventually leap out of his burning house and make a run for it; he is at once hotly pursued, and the most he can achieve is to drag one of his assailants with him when he dives to his death in a fen (Vatnsdœla saga cap. 28, ÍF 8: 74–5).

153 Compare Larrington (2003: 320).

154 See, for instance, the luminous Kjartan Óláfsson’s desperate plan to burn King Óláfr Tryggvason alive in Laxdœla saga cap. 40 (ÍF 5: 119). Such preference for assurance is dubbed the ‘certainty effect’: ‘probabilistic changes in the midrange are undervalued relative to equal changes that manage to transform an event from merely probable into one that is either certain or impossible…. In other words, reducing a 50 percent risk in half does not have the same [cognitive] impact as eliminating a 25 percent risk’ (McDermott 1998: 32–3; cf. Tversky & Kahneman 1986: 216–18). The perception that fire seals the outcome is evident, for instance, in a speech Sigmundr Brestisson delivers to the defenders of a farm he is attacking, telling them ‘at tveir eru kostir fyrir hǫndum: at hann mun sitja þeim mat í virkinu eða brenna, ella gangi þeir til sætta’ [that they face two choices: that he would starve or burn them in the fortification, otherwise that they should come to terms] (Færeyinga saga cap. 24, ÍF 25: 56).

155 Magerøy (1981: 63).

156 Due to the technical difficulties involved, I have made only a rough count, in all likelihood incomplete. By my estimate, the Family Sagas contain reports of about thirty shipwrecks (in which vessel, cargo, or crew—sometimes all three—are lost), some ten ships damaged, at least fifteen vessels storm-tossed and driven off course, and a handful of other naval mishaps (such as a semi-intentional collision in a narrow channel, Kormáks saga cap. 25, ÍF 8: 294–5, or intentional faked accident, as in Gísla saga cap. 24, ÍF 6: 78).

157 See Jesch (2015: 74).

158 For example, Laxdœla saga cap. 13: ‘Síðan stígr Hǫskuldr á skip sitt ok siglir til hafs. Þeim byrjaði vel ok kómu at fyrir sunnan land; sigldu síðan vestr fyrir Reykjanes ok svá fyrir Snæfellsnes ok inn í Breiðafjǫrð’ [Hǫskuldr then boards his ship and sails out to sea. They got favourable winds and made land in the south of the country; afterwards they sailed west around Reykjanes and also around Snæfellsnes and into Breiðafjǫrðr] (ÍF 5: 26). Note the proportions of text-time devoted to crossing the Atlantic and to sailing along the Icelandic coastline.

159 Bjarnar saga Hítdœlakappa cap. 3: ‘Þórðr var kominn til Nóregs af Íslandi á því skipi, sem tvívegis hafði farit um sumarit’ (ÍF 3: 116). For examples of ships noted to have reached the very harbour for which they had been aiming, see Króka-Refs saga capp. 12, 14 (ÍF 14: 142, 146).

160 Egils saga cap. 78: ‘gerði þá stort á firðinum, sem þar kann opt verða; lauk þar svá, at skipit kafði undir þeim, ok týndusk þeir allir. En eptir um daginn skaut upp líkunum’ (ÍF 2: 243). Nordal’s edition and commentary in Egils saga cap. 78 (ÍF 2: 246–56) serve as my base text. I have also consulted Sveinbjörn Egilsson’s glosses (LP1); Finnur Jónsson’s manuscript readings (Skjd A1: 40–3), edition (Skjd B1: 34–7), and interpretation (LP2); Kock’s edition (1946–9: 1.21–4) and interpretation (1923–43); Turville-Petre (1976: 24–41); and Burdick (1977: 1.217–20, 239–41, 2.623–92). Square brackets indicate departures from the ÍF text, whether emendations or (interpreted) manuscript restorations.

161 The ‘surf-stirrer’ (hroða vágr) is taken to be a circumlocution for the wind, whose brother would be Ægir, god of the sea (or ægir—a secular poetic synonym for ‘sea’?). His mistress is identified as Rán, also a sea-goddess.

162 Súðbani (suds bana in manuscript; Skjd A1: 41), ‘killer of clinker-construction’, is disputed; for the reading adopted here, see Kock (1946–9: 22; 1923–43: 33.9 [§3006]); Burdick (1977: 2.646). A formula usually reserved for fire (e.g. hallar bani, ‘building-slayer’) or wind (e.g. lindis skaði, ‘tree-injurer’) is here applied to the destructive power of the sea; see Meissner (1921: 101–2).

163 See, for example, niflgóðr niðja steypir, ‘no-good feller of offspring’ (st. 15). Editors do not take this phrase to refer to a god but to an abstract notion of fickleness; its poetic context is too obscure, however, to ascertain its precise referent: the preceding half-stanza (st. 15) seems to allude to Óðinn, while the following one (st. 16) is defective. Compare Turville-Petre’s comments on uncertain referents in stt. 3, 8, 11, 18, and 25 (1976: 29–41). Contrast Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson (2001: e.g. 120–1). Harris (1994) offers a good entry point into the scholarship on paganism in the poem.

164 Both vagna rúni and sigrhǫfundr are (almost) certainly Óðinn appellations, though the precise interpretation of the former is difficult; for the sense ‘companion / advisor of orcas’ (with a further association of the killer whale, as ‘the marine correlate of the vargr, “wolf”’, with outlaws), see Burdick (1977: 2.673–5); contesting this reading, see Harris (1994: 183–4). On friendship as institutionalized supplement and substitute for kinship ties, see Byock (1988: 130–3); Jón Viðar Sigurðsson (2017).

165 With one exception (his mother, mentioned in st. 5), Egill’s family appears to be made up entirely of men—although he supposedly recites the poem to his daughter, called to intervene in his self-destructive behaviour by his wife, and although he refers to his son as the child of his kván, ‘wife’, more than once (stt. 18, 21). This defeminization of the kin may be another aspect of militarizing the disaster. Compare Falk (2014b: 62–3).

166 This verse makes little sense without considerable emendation; I follow Nordal, and compare Larrington (1992: 59–60). Bileygr, ‘weak- / defective-eyed one’, conjectured for an unintelligible manuscript bïskips, is taken to be a reference to one-eyed Óðinn, whose abode (bœr) is Valhǫll.

167 According to the prose narrative, Skalla-Grímr Kveld-Úlfsson had died not in battle but from a bout of bad temper (Egils saga cap. 57, ÍF 2: 173–5). The thirteenth-century saga may not harmonize perfectly with ‘Sonatorrek’, generally supposed to be a genuine tenth-century poem, but there is no particular reason to think its account of Skalla-Grímr is untraditional; see, however, Bjarni Einarsson (2003: 186).

168 See Egils saga cap. 78: ‘Hver ván er, at ek muna lífa vilja við harm þenna?’ [How can it be expected that I would wish to live with this grief?]. When Egill’s daughter offers him some seaweed to chew on (ostensibly to increase his agony and thus hasten death; actually a ruse to induce his thirst and get him to take some real sustenance), his response is indifferent: ‘Hvat man verða’ [What does it matter] (ÍF 2: 245).

169 The happy phrase ‘steelyard of song’ is Hollander’s (1945: 90).

170 Like Ægir/ægir, Hel/hel (for whom the speaker says he will now wait) may be taken either as a proper noun, a goddess of death, or as a generic common noun meaning ‘death’. Compare Quinn (2007: 104).

171 Njáls saga cap. 129: ‘ek vil [þik] fyrir engan mun inni brenna…því at þú brennr ómakligr inni’ (ÍF 12: 330).

172 Compare Marvin’s analysis of the Spanish bullfight, a dramatization of the clash between Nature and civilization (1986: 128–9). ‘[T]he aesthetics of the bullfight are perfectly in tune with the social values which the event ritually dramatizes’; the matador’s stylized movements ‘are intimately connected with the danger involved in bringing the bull under control…. [T]he matador must work to control the unpredictable animal, and make it charge in the way he wants it to, and he must adapt his style and performance to take account of the difficulties and threat posed by each individual bull.’ The point is thus not the killing of the bull (which ‘is, of course, acceptable and necessary’, but incidental), but rather the comportment of the matador in the face of untamed danger. ‘The man must be brave…but this is not enough…. What is important is the way in which [he] uses his body and cape to direct the charge of the bull. The matador should remain still, and should attempt to bring the bull close past his body in a smooth curve; the impression should be given that the speed of the animal is regulated by the movement—ideally, the slowest possible movement—of the cape…. To kill a fighting bull with a sword is both difficult, and, if performed correctly, unquestionably dangerous. Yet the sword is significantly not thought of…as a weapon. Crucial in this regard is that the sword may not be used as a means of defence or attack: the matador may certainly not use it to weaken the bull prior to killing it. Although the sword is used to put an end to the contest, the skill involved in wielding it is regarded as more akin to that of the slaughterman than of the fencer’ (1986: 130–1; cf. 127, 132–3).

173 See p. 147n.95.

174 Hastrup (1998: 159).

175 Ljósvetninga saga cap. 20 [30]: ‘er þeir riðu ofan yfir Vǫðlaheiði frá víginu, þá rœddu þeir um atburðinn, ok hrapaði hestr undir Eyjólfi, ok fell hann af baki’; ‘Þat mynda ek ætla, at þar myndir þú eigi hafa getat staðizk fylgjur þeira Þorvarðs ok frænda hans, er fjándskap leggja á þik’ (ÍF 10: 100–1). Eyjólfr seems to have real difficulties staying in the saddle. In the brief span of the nine chapters in which he appears in this saga (capp. 12–18 [22–8], 20–1 [30–1], ÍF 10: 61–93, 99–104), he is thrown from horseback no less than four times: capp. 14 [24], 16 [26] (ÍF 10: 74–5, 78, 86). In none of the other three cases (only one of which is the express fault of human interference with his riding) is any commentary offered concerning the incident. For a similar, seemingly less literary treatment of accident, see Þórðar saga kakala cap. 28 [191] (describing an incident in 1244): ‘Sá atburðr varð, þá er þeir bjuggust Eyfirðingar undir Hríseyju, áðr þeir heldu norðan til Skagafjarðar skipunum, at þá er þeir gengu á milli skipanna, steypist einn maðr á kaf, svá at hann kom aldri upp síðan,—sá hét Jón—, ok þótti mönnum þetta ill furða’ [This incident occurred when the Eyjafjǫrðr men were preparing below Hrísey—before they came south in their ships to Skagafjǫrðr—that while they were going among the ships a man fell in (and) sank so that he never came up again—his name was Jón—and it seemed to people a bad omen] (Sturlunga saga 2: 52).







Epilogue

Violence as a Cultural System



Homo sapiens is chronically at odds with his environment. It leaves undone things he thinks it ought to have done, and does things he thinks it ought not to have done.1



Throughout his voluminous writings on the interpretation of culture, Clifford Geertz has next to nothing to say about violence—a point that has (rightly) drawn the ire of critics. Meaning so suffuses the world he portrays that it leaves little room for raw, forceful physical action apt to cause harm.2 Occasionally, however, passing remarks make clear how he conceives of violence. In one characteristic meditation, Geertz contrasts the busy hum of ‘standard’ life, the activity of meaning-making within culture’s cocoon, to the deafening silence of ‘nonstandard’ violent eruptions, those caesurae where harmful force breaks to the fore. ‘The struggle over [meaning making],’ he says,3 is a comprehensive effort

to evolve a practi[ca]ble form of life, to patch together…a working misunderstanding. The prospective parties to such a misunderstanding [are], of course, [always] chang[ing]…. And there is also, of course, at least the possibility that one of the parties will so triumph politically as to be able to fasten their views on the others, though I myself rather doubt it. It may even be that a genuine Hobbesian moment will appear where nothing matters save the economy of violence[;] but if it does, it will be followed…by yet another attempt to force the pieces of the collage into some tolerable arrangement.

Violence, for Geertz, is the Hobbesian outside of culture, an eclipse of signification by a totality of power.4 Geertz thus falls into the same trap he warns others against: of wishing away the messiness of social give-and-take in favour of some harmonic mantra. (‘[T]he reality principle is good for us,’ he muses, but then in afterthought, ‘except perhaps when it finally kills us.’) Yet violence, much though we might wish it were otherwise, is very much a part of our meaningful negotiation of the world, hardly the Hobbesian exception. Uchronic Iceland illuminates this point starkly.5

Anthropologists, arguably, have no choice but to prioritize normative considerations over descriptive and analytic ones; their impulse to deny the normalcy of violence may perhaps be excused.6 The line separating ethnographic Others from anthropologizing Self can be exceeding blurry, after all: ethnographic subjects talk back; their blood and brains stain one’s shirt; their knuckles and AK-47s may become all too intimately familiar. The interpreting Self is inevitably implicated at every stage in the unfolding of Others’ violence—subjecting, terrorizing, arming, training, coming under fire, intervening, or merely standing by.7 Even when not actually in the employ of the Foreign Service or CIA, anthropologists are under both a moral and a survivalist imperative to look for ways around violence; many may go into the field hoping to meet pristine cannibals, but few hope to become entrees themselves.

But what for anthropologists may be a necessity, for historians—medievalists, especially—is a conscience-quelling luxury we must not indulge. Like it or not, we who are ‘condemned to study the past’ have no excuse to circle around the violence inscribed into the centres of our subject cultures. Failure to grapple with violence in the past is just failure: it has none of the redeeming benefits that preferring good ethics over good sense may be argued to have for a present-day fieldworker (or for a child withdrawing random balls from experimental urns).8 The past does not speak, much less shoot, back; our duty is to speak on its behalf. Historicizing violence requires reconfiguring it into culture, not as dysfunctional or abnormal, nor yet as a producer of mechanically linear results, but as a ‘standard’ (in Geertz’s sense) meaning-begetting and world-proposing semiotic all its own, which simultaneously helps make sense of chaotic reality and itself resists confinement within neat, predictable parameters.

In this book I have advanced several lines of argument which, I hope, the reader has come to see as converging. My first and broadest claim is that historians need a better articulation than we have so far had of what we actually mean when we appeal to ‘violence’ as a category of historical experience and historiographic analysis. I have suggested that most historians unreflexively subscribe to a model which reduces violence to (at best) two dimensions, and I have laid out an alternative, triaxial model. If my analysis has tended to privilege the third dimension of this alternative model—namely, risk—this is primarily because of its relative novelty, complexity, and opacity. I see risk as a critical and useful way to think about what violence does, but I do not propose it as a sole, ultimate skeleton key to unlock every mystery violence holds. Risk is important to consider, but not more important than the more familiar dimensions of power and signification. All the same, risk, the neglected underbelly of agency, seems to me an intrinsically crucial topic for cultural historians to attend to, both in analysing violence and in other contexts: it bridges between the standard practices of Geertzian culture and the nonstandard fluidity of the reality whose waves culture tries to ride. The universe is an uncertain place; every time we think we have a piece of it figured out, it tends to fly in the face of our expectations. The category ‘risk’ offers a vocabulary for discussing this gap between expectations and realizations, between events and occurrences.

If risk theory in general is worthy of historians’ closer consideration, I have especially highlighted in this book three of its subsidiary theoretical frameworks: prospect theory, edgework, and the calculus of jeopardy. Prospect theory, originally developed within the context of cognitive psychology as a way of accounting for perceived irrational anomalies in individuals’ decision making, enjoys some traction within the fields of political science and international relations, but has not so far been used in studying the more distant past. Its main attraction for the historian, I suggest, lies in the toolbox it provides for modelling variations in decision-makers’ calculus as they manoeuvre among realms and alternate between domains of gains and losses. While one’s placement within vertical domains is largely (though not wholly) dictated by external constraints, the choice to frame situations as falling within a particular realm, constrained as it is by cultural filters, nevertheless allows for considerable agency; configurations of risk are thus subject to (semi-)conscious manipulation. Edgework, in turn, was developed to account for a different perceived anomaly: the willingness of some contemporary actors (especially women and men who engage in extreme sports) to actively seek out risks rather than shrink from them. By conceiving of the practice of violence as a type of edgework, my analysis proposes an extension of the theoretical apparatus of edgework, highlighting its pervasiveness (well beyond extreme sports and, indeed, beyond late modernity), but also the subtle interplay within it of voluntary, agentive autonomy and unconscious, culturally dictated constraint. Finally, the calculus of jeopardy provides a lexicon for articulating some ways in which risk operates as a transactional facet of the back and forth of social exchange. Like every social action, decision-making never happens in solitary vacuum, and its dialogic (or, more accurately, polyphonic) qualities open up their own fan of possibilities for weaponizing risk.

Another line of argument threading the book has emphasized homologies and feedback loops among various levels of experience and analysis. The Icelandic society of the uchronic Commonwealth defined statehood as a paramount existential threat, one which society’s collective resources were mobilized to thwart. Viewed from a collective, bird’s-eye perspective, feuding culture served as a mechanism for manipulating individuals’ risk perceptions so that they might take up society’s cause against the state—ultimately, to these individuals’ own detriment, as Þórólfr Kveld-Úlfsson and others discovered. At the same time, both individuals and society as a whole regarded the chaotic natural environment as an intolerable risk; at the level of species, one might say, Icelanders honed mechanisms for containing the epistemological risks posed by volcanoes, jökulhlaup, and savage weather. The violence of the feud—which served the interests of particular persons like Sighvatr Sturluson or Sturla Sighvatsson—intervened both in the political theatre of power, to foreclose war and the state, and in the symbolic theatre of cultural representation, to mask and domesticate the insufferable risks of disobedient Nature. Mary Douglas’s suggestive analysis of pollution risks proposes that we should not be surprised to find similar homologies and resonances informing notions of violence in other periods and places, too.9

Finally, I have argued that an historical understanding of the past realities of violence and risk-wrangling is inseparable from an understanding of historical modes of textualization. The process of transforming lived realities into verbal representations, and then the reverse process of extracting experiential implications from these representations, affects both lived experience and the transmission of coded relics of reality. People in the past grasped their own history, as well as their lived present, through the filters of habitus constructed by their distinctive modes of textuality (which need not be limited to written texts, of course)—in the case of medieval Iceland, chiefly the sagas. It goes without saying that our own ability to grasp their history is likewise dependent on negotiating our way through the textual mazes they have left behind. This funnelling of experience and knowledge through texts is perhaps more pronounced in the case of medieval Iceland than in many other historical contexts, where a greater diversity of sources allows for richer triangulation, but the difference is one of degree, not kind. All histories are, to a greater or lesser extent, selective, partial, motivated—indeed, fictional. Icelandic uchronia serves as a sobering reminder of a general condition of historical access to the past: its radical circumscription. Yet, as Benedict Anderson and others have brilliantly demonstrated, being an utter fabrication is no bar to being a powerful historical reality, too.10 Icelandic uchronia is no less worthy a subject of investigation for its having, at best, a tenuous link with the realities of the long tenth century or, mutatis mutandis, even with those of the grim-faced Sturlung Age.

The proposals put forth in this book have emerged from a study of the sagas, and their details are tailored to an interpretation of saga evidence. Respect for such specificity is crucial when conducting any historical investigation, and can indeed be carried farther than I have done here, to the extent that dating techniques or other considerations may allow a more specific attribution of particular pieces of textual evidence to particular historical moments.11 Nonetheless, I hope that the models of analysis attempted here may have wider applicability, too. Without engaging in extended analysis, I mean to signal in these final few pages some of the ways in which I see such extension as potentially profitable.

The analytical framework proposed in this book may have immediate relevance for the study of an earlier layer in medieval Scandinavian history, namely the so-called Viking Age (c.800–1100), when seaborne Norsemen marauded through much of Europe. The debate over the nature of viking violence for the past several decades has been couched in terms of whether it was ‘an unprecedented and inexplicable cataclysm’ or ‘an extension of normal Dark Age activity’.12 The former hypothesis sees viking raiding as unilateral and tactical, sharply demarcating Norsemen from their prey, the latter as another component in a general state of insecurity, where the best one could hope for was not peace but strategic equilibrium. Both models look at the Viking Age primarily from the perspective of the victims, a point Patrick Wormald doesn’t just concede but celebrate; and both regard viking predation in crassly utilitarian terms, as a pirates’ bid to strip Europe bare. But the perspective of the victims, important though it certainly is, tells (at best) half the story of any violent encounter, and considerations of material gain, unquestionably crucial, are hardly likely to have been the only ones on vikings’ minds.13 How did the vikings themselves regard the rest of Europe? Our ability to answer such a question is severely hampered by the near absence of contemporary sources from the Scandinavian side, and the reluctance of the few surviving sources (archaeological remains and runic inscriptions, arguably supplemented by some skaldic verse) to reveal much more than name, rank, and serial number. Still, recanvassing them in light of the methods I use for reading the sagas may help revitalize the debate.

For example, in Chapters 3 and 4 above I have outlined ways in which the pervasive model of feud—so thoroughly established by many scholars as a basic regulatory paradigm within medieval Iceland—not only shaped reciprocal relations among Icelanders themselves but also coloured interactions with Iceland’s conceptual Others: relatively proximate ones, like Norwegian and Anglo-Saxon kings, or more distant aliens, like the incomprehensible North American skrælingar. Might aspects of this model, suitable for regulating reciprocal exchanges among peers, be visible also in vikings’ attitudes towards the targets of their raids? Might the vikings themselves have viewed their victims not as fair game in a total warfare, waged on Others living beyond a jural or political pale, but as partners in the give-and-take of domestic feuding?14

Such sweeping questions invite generalizations, and the short answer should, of course, be: it depends. Slav tributaries or Irish cowherds may have struck their harriers as little different from Saami furriers or American Natives, to be plundered, enslaved, or slaughtered without a second thought. Occasionally, however—in eighth-century England, for instance—Norsemen may have perceived their victims through the prisms of reciprocity.15 Even the sorry fate of the King of Wessex’s infamous reeve, slain out of hand in 789 when he came to investigate some Scandinavian sailors, may suggest as much:

3 ships of Norsemen [or: Norwegians] from Hằrðaland came for the first time. And then the reeve rode over there and he wanted to convey them to the king’s citadel because he didn’t know what they were; and then they killed him. Those were the first ships of Danish men to attack the land of the English race.

Modern readers generally assume that the poor man mistook a new brand of foes for old-fashioned friends: that his life was lost due to confusion between ontologically distinct seafarers, those reciprocally disposed towards the English as trading partners (say, Frisians) and those who held themselves categorically apart as predators (that is, Norsemen).16 Yet we have only the reeve’s (or rather, his survivors’) side of the story to go on. The general rule of thumb concerning later Icelanders’ opportunistic indifference regarding modes of exchange—with raid, trade, gift, or ransom constituted by circumstances—militates against painting the Norsemen involved in this case as particularly hardened killers. Scandinavians turning up at an English port were probably no novelty; the chronicler hints at some knowledge (albeit confused) of Norse geography or ethnicity; and the reeve, too, seems to have gone to his death in expectation of finding a manageable, intra-social situation.17 All of these hints do not amount to much, save that they could accord with a Norse perception of the situation as a run-of-the-mill dispute among societal equals. If anything, it was the reeve who aggressively overstepped the bounds of propriety, asserting the king’s right to detain or tax traders. The sagas imagine Norwegians reacting in much the same way to the unreasonable demands for deference made by their own kings, a century or so later, and suggest that Icelandic strongmen’s attempts to impose unilateral terms on well-intentioned foreign merchants were greeted with no greater enthusiasm, leading to equally tragic outcomes.18 In the eleventh century, according to Icelandic uchronic views, it was still credible for a Norwegian officer fleeing the scene of Harold Godwinson’s triumph at Stamford Bridge to greet an Englishman he met on the road and ask for his assistance; only the churl’s obstinate refusal to recognize reciprocity, his insistence on defining the Norwegian as Other, necessitated his killing.19 The vikings themselves may have conceived of their activities as in no way particularly hostile.

Another example of how even the testimony of non-Scandinavian sources might be coaxed to yield a Norse perspective, when prodded with the tools I have developed in the course of this study, concerns Rimbert’s well-known account of St Ansgar’s mission in ninth-century Sweden. Sometime in the 850s, Ansgar visited the town of Birka and requested the local king’s help in carrying out his proselytizing mission:

Delighted, therefore, both by [Ansgar’s] loving goodwill and by the gifts given, [the king] replied that he eagerly wished for what he had proposed: ‘Still, before now,’ he said, ‘there were clergy who were expelled from here by popular uprising, not by royal decree. Therefore I too neither can nor dare endorse your mission before I consult our gods by lot-casting, and also enquire into the will of the people in this matter. Let your delegate come with me to the next assembly, and I will speak to the people for you. And if indeed, by the gods’ grace, they consent to your will, what you have requested shall prosper. But if not, that too I will let you know.’ For such is the custom among them that in all public affairs, the people’s accord counts for more than royal authority.20

Scholars have generally identified the mechanism of popular consultation and acclamation described here, whose authority exceeds that of the nominal king, as the institution known from sagas and other sources as þing, and this indeed seems to me the only plausible reading. The reference to casting lots as a method of divination, meanwhile, has been read as the deferral of momentous decision-making to an ‘ancient concept of chance’, to whose numinous power Scandinavians entrusted themselves: ‘Allowing seemingly random processes such as lots to determine important acts could be seen as resigning human destiny to the inevitability of fate,’ writes Thomas DuBois. ‘[I]f the community looked to the guidance of some powerful deity (e.g., Óðinn, God), the same act could be viewed as an appeal to divine judgment.’21

Evidence examined in Chapters 3 and 5 above, however, suggests that later Norsemen found the workings of such chancy processes anathema. Edgeworkers like Sæmundr Jónsson or Grettir Ásmundarson were willing to put their (and others’) physical safety in jeopardy in order to avoid having to face the risks of accident or natural calamity. Indeed, Sighvatr Sturluson’s sly flirting with rolls of ‘deuce and ace’ may point to aggressive take-over of randomness, be it simply by loading dice or—perhaps an even more tantalizing possibility—by analysing distribution patterns and gaining an intuitive grasp of aleatory statistics. The underlying attitudes towards chance are hardly likely to have been a thirteenth-century Icelandic innovation. There is, then, reason to suspect that Ansgar, too, may have had to contend less with the superstitions of pagans who blindly obeyed the dictates of knucklebones and more with the sophistication of expert croupiers who knew how to produce outcomes more-or-less at will. The close association between seemingly random lot-casting and manifestly volitional public acclamation is suggestive. An astute missionary, Ansgar had wisely won over the king with gifts before allowing him to consult his lots and his constituents. Where twenty-first-century people rely on insurance companies, government agencies, and safety belts to keep risk at bay, pre-Christian Norsemen may have turned to augury as an arena in which they could wrestle with unpredictability—and stand a good chance of coming out ahead.22

For historians working outside the medieval Norse sphere, risk and its overlap with violence are no less important to consider. In the summer of 2006, Israel waged a short and disastrous war against Lebanese-based Hizbullah fighters.23 Long-mounting tensions had been triggered by a Hizbullah cross-border raid, to which Israel responded with staggering force. In hindsight, it seems fairly clear that neither side either anticipated or desired the resulting flare-up, which reduced much of Lebanon to rubble but also signalled the unequivocal defeat of the Israeli military by its far weaker foe. Paucity of sources makes it difficult to know the extent to which Hizbullah leaders understood and controlled developments, but on the other side, at least, the narrative of the war reads like a study in incompetent risk assessment and manipulation. Commenting in real time on the rolling debacle, several Israeli columnists astutely pointed out how the illusion of overwhelming capacity for unidirectional violence hobbled Israel’s ability to prosecute two-way war successfully. Judging themselves to be in a domain of gains in the realm of military capability, the Israeli leadership and public found battlefield setbacks inconceivable and were taken aback when these occurred:

No sooner has [an Israeli] missile cruiser been struck by a missile off the coast of Beirut [on 14 July 2006] than the investigation begins, How did this happen to us, and Was there a fiasco. And the truth is, It happened to us because there are two sides to a war, each of which tries to strike the other and annihilate it, and both sides fire missiles…. But if anything can compete with the capabilities of the [Israeli military], it is the intolerance of the Israeli home front to casualties. There is great arrogance in this attitude, as if the enemy were so inferior and worthless it could simply be squashed. But, in reality, there is no such enemy.24

The fledgling Israeli government had come into office less than two months before the war began. Widely perceived as militarily inexperienced and pliant, its leaders were in a PR domain of losses. Trusting in the might of the military at their command, however, they gambled on quick, decisive victory. The general public and military command shared their belief that, if committed to battle with sufficient political resolve, Israel’s armed forces would easily overcome the Lebanese guerrillas. Yet here, too, in the realm of real power considerations, Israelis both underestimated the capabilities of Hizbullah and overestimated their own:

One mustn’t be surprised that this isn’t a war that can be concluded with one fell swoop. For six years [i.e. since the outbreak of the Second Intifadah in 2000], the Israeli military has acculturated its soldiers to define their assaults in the Occupied Territories as ‘warfare’; fostering, that is, the myth of some symmetry between Israel’s regular, sophisticated military and the bands of lightly-armed Palestinians with homemade bombs, scurrying and in fact committing suicide among the tanks and helicopters, while these demolish homes and fields…. Now, the military has sent into Lebanon soldiers indoctrinated to believe that ‘warfare’ is overrunning refugees’ homes with tanks and bulldozers, that ‘battle’ is firing from helicopters on those who cannot ruffle the tanks with rifle bullets.25

The habit of easy ‘victory’ had inured Israelis to the realities of risk. The possibility of defeat at the hands of irregulars like Hamas or Hizbullah didn’t just strike Israelis as remote; like the dangers of volcanoes in uchronic Iceland, it was an option that we had edited entirely out of consciousness. Like Kolbeinn Tumason at Víðines (Chapter 2), Israelis plunged into battle unprepared for any outcome but triumph; when triumph failed to materialize, we could only gape in stunned bewilderment at the blows raining on us from the heavens.

Violence functions as a cultural filter for perceiving dangers—or, more importantly, for failing to perceive certain ones; as a culturally sanctioned mode of containing or at least mitigating them, staving off randomness as best possible; and, lastly, as a factory of hazards and womb of jeopardies, to be lobbed at others for the disruption of their power and integrity structures or to be assayed oneself for galvanizing one’s own social and cultural convictions. Without demanding conscious probabilistic assessment from its practitioners, violence incarnates in the world a cultural pattern for negotiating uncertainties.26 Historians, trained to scent human flesh, should train their nostrils to pick up the odour of these embodied cultural patterns, too.27
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Appendix

History from Story: A Structural Approach to Saga Textuality: A Structural Approach to Saga Textuality


There is nothing equal to [the sagas] anywhere for their power of recording life.…[T]hey are not prismatic but diaphanous; those who look into them can see through. One looks through into the tenth century, into the thirteenth, one sees men there, not ‘as trees walking’; one hears their conversation, not muffled in a learned language…not dressed up with rhetoric, not paraphrased or otherwise cooked, but their very words.1

Any attempt to read the Icelandic sagas as historical sources must at once face up to the issue of saga textuality. The sagas are far richer and more complex than most medieval sources. But their very richness poses some intricate problems. My purpose here is to survey briefly some developments in the history of the efforts to overcome these problems, as well as to signal my own approach.

Once upon a time, in the nineteenth century (which some regard as the Bad Old Days), scholars of the so-called Free Prose school accepted sagas, more-or-less at face value, as historical documents. By demonstrating that key Family Sagas contained patent inaccuracies (and insinuating that the same held true for the rest of the corpus), a contrary school, dubbed Book Prose, emerged in the early twentieth century to put an end to such profligacy. Sagas, once romanticized as the unadulterated recordings of living oral tradition—which was, in turn, somehow envisioned as unerring and honest—became instead medieval forerunners of modern novels: the products of self-consciously literary auteurs who fabricated them in the private crucible of their imaginations.2 Some historians consequently attempted to write Icelandic history entirely without recourse to sagas.3 By the mid-twentieth century, Book Prose seemed to have won the day, settling the debate in a way that left sagas out of bounds for historians. Structuralist scholarship in the 1960s and 1970s, for all that it broke with the Book Prosists’ model of hermetic authorial production, tended to reaffirm saga texts’ fundamental literariness. Anthropologically inspired studies in the 1980s and 1990s hardly made a dent in this consensus. ‘Saga Iceland’, the free-floating construct they offered, could too easily be dismissed as neither literary fish nor historical fowl.4

Here, two legacies left by the debate and eventual triumph of Book Prose are especially noteworthy. First, literary scholars gained a near-monopoly on saga analysis, so much so that ‘saga studies’ nowadays denotes a branch of literary criticism. The contributions this scholarship has made to our understanding of sagas defy hyperbole. All the same, literary scholars have, quite naturally, sometimes left unasked the kinds of questions that might interest historians most. Second, because ‘literature’ in general has become (since the nineteenth century) practically synonymous with belles lettres, the bulk of literary theory on which saga scholars draw is strongly biased towards fiction. With no readily available tools at their disposal for handling texts as anything other than fiction, saga scholars have gravitated towards treating sagas as imaginative, non-referential texts.5

Attempts to come to grips with the problems of the representation of reality in sagas have recently enjoyed a vigorous resurgence. I lump such studies together under the label New Historicism, although they also draw on the insights of preceding schools and incorporate various strands of post-structuralist theory, with sometimes heady results.6 All such studies ring variations on a common theme: sagas are historical narratives, though not ‘historical’ (nor perhaps quite ‘narrative’) in our sense of the word. ‘A saga,’ explains Paul Bibire, ‘is direct and immediate evidence for how individuals of (perhaps) the thirteenth or fourteenth century viewed the past: what they thought had happened, or might have happened, or should have happened.’ If not as documents of practice, then, sagas are reconceived as sources for the history of mentalités—a welcome legacy of the anthropological school. New Historicists view saga authors as striving to represent past realities, even when the modality in which they chose to do so was allegorical, mythological, or fantastic; and, since ‘most saga writing is in fact “modally mixed”’, variations on all of these types of representation may appear side by side. Margaret Clunies Ross, one of the prime movers behind this school, insists ‘that a saga-writer who treats a subject in fantastic mode may be as engaged with “reality”, as he perceives it, as when he writes objectively and creates an impression of realism’. Carried to its logical extreme, this line of reasoning denies the existence of any fiction whatsoever in the sagas, evicting any remnants of Book Prose sensibility and enthroning instead a view of the sagas as shot through with historicity.7

My own take on saga historicity largely aligns with such views. Importantly, New Historicists seek to root literary analysis in historical awareness of the specific real-world contexts which shaped and reshaped texts. To grasp the peculiar realism that allowed saga authors to write a ‘history of trolls’, for instance, we must make a conscious effort to dissociate ourselves from some of our own assumptions about reality and its representation, and to recapture the alien viewpoint of a temporally and culturally distant author. Likewise, we must recognize ‘author’ as a deceptively singular term, concealing the many people involved in producing and transmitting premodern texts: not just initial creators, nor yet just compilers and editors, but also the scribes who copied texts, the literate few who performed them to a wider audience, and the audience who actively read or listened to them. All altered, corrected, and interpreted the texts passing through their hands and lips, in the process inflecting also these texts’ representations of history.8

But because saga New Historicism springs from a tradition that classifies the sagas as literature and literature as fictional by default, this recent turn in saga studies produces an historical approach which historians may find bewildering. Crudely, the disciplinary divide boils down to historians’ primary interest in revealing realities outside the text and beyond it—the realities of author and audience, if not those of the events recounted—whereas literary scholars remain committed to the text itself, its narrational twists and aesthetic turns. Certainly, texts are never sealed off from extra-textual circumstances, hence the engagement of many literary approaches with history. Conversely, grasping the world beyond the word requires a sometimes subtle negotiation of the textual passage, hence historians’ readiness to attend to representational techniques and rhetorical tropes. But scholarly attitudes, orders of precedence, and the resulting practices remain fairly distinct.

The problems that arise may be illuminated from both ends. Writing from the perspective of an historian of the Church, Margaret Cormack rightly

doubt[s] that any saga scholar today would deny that, to some degree, most of the ‘classic’ sagas deal with real people and real events; but to what extent do they represent genuine recollections, to what extent invention? Are we justified in looking for [an authorial] ‘message’ in these texts—and to what extent might the ‘facts’ be adjusted in order to present that message?9

Cormack’s tone is general, but her questions are about specifics: people, events, recorded (or invented) claims. It is inspiring to learn, as Vésteinn Ólason has affirmed, that ‘[a]ll narrative written in prose was presented as truth, although it contains many things that now must be considered fiction or speculation. Regardless of factuality or fictionality these narratives were thus conceived and written in a historical mode.’10 But such an assertion in no way helps to decide which specific saga, episode, or detail should be considered fact, and which fiction or speculation. New Historicists are openly interested in the issue of historical referentiality, but in leaving unanswered Cormack’s core query—how to distinguish recollection from invention—they defer coming to grips with the technicalities of this issue. Vésteinn assumes referentiality as given, allowing him to shift the crux of his investigation from what is represented to how it is represented—a laudable move, since the object of perception cannot be grasped without first grasping the process of perception. But, the question of what sagas represent having been momentarily set aside, it is then usually forgotten. Instead, New Historicists posit the saga authors’ intent to write history, then proceed to explore how ‘“reality”, as [they] perceive[d] it’—‘what they thought had happened, or might have happened, or should have happened’—was translated into the many modalities available for representing it.11

The same point can be made from the literary scholarship end. Narratologists, scholars whose specific domain is the study of the narrative form, have ‘until now devoted their attention almost exclusively to the behavior and objects of fictional narrative alone’, wrote Gérard Genette, a luminary in this field, some thirty years ago. ‘The few researchers—Paul Ricoeur, Hayden White, or Paul Veyne, for instance—who have shown any interest in the figures or intrigues of historical narrative, have done so from the perspective of some other discipline: philosophy of temporality, rhetoric, epistemology.’ Genette accordingly sets out to correct the imbalance. At the conclusion of his preliminary investigation, he notes:

If one limited oneself to pure forms, free from contamination, which no doubt are only to be found in the poetician’s test tube, the clearest differences [between fictional and factual narratives] would seem essentially to involve…the opposition between the relative, indirect, and partial knowledge of the historian and the elastic omniscience enjoyed, by definition, by someone who invents what he narrates. If one took into consideration actual practice, one would have to admit that there exists neither pure fiction nor history so rigorous as to abstain from all ‘plotting’ and all novelistic devices whatsoever, and therefore that the two domains are neither so far apart nor so homogenous as they might appear.12

I quote this passage not so much for its conclusion, with which saga New Historicists would readily agree. What seems to me striking is Genette’s framing of the essential difference in terms of an author’s technique for representing materials he has either, in the case of fiction, invented or, in the case of history, acquired, not in terms of a reader’s ability to discriminate which is which. Acquisition of historical knowledge, in other words, is presumed rather than queried; the problem, for Genette, presents itself in terms of how to convey what one knows. His ‘historian’ is not the researcher faced with an enigmatic source text but the writer faced, in the case of medieval Iceland, with a blank sheepskin.13

As Genette confirms, the sidelining of questions about extra-textual reality is not a result of individual critics’ failure of imagination, but a move inherent in the theoretical apparatus of literary analysis. For literary scholars, referentiality is largely a non-issue. Enquiries into saga mentalités frame the problem of realism from the perspective of medieval authors assumed to have sought out literary techniques for representing subject matter which they took to be historical. Yet, twenty-first-century scholars have no way of putting ourselves in the shoes of thirteenth-century saga authors. We may speculate on the degree to which they consciously embellished received knowledge, or on whether they consciously crafted new narrative truths to fill in or overwrite facts they lacked or rejected, but—short of a mystical dialogue with the medieval authors14—we can never know what they knew. To begin from the authors’ perspective is therefore to anchor our investigations in conjecture.

We do, on the other hand, have first-hand knowledge of extant texts. (‘First-hand’ does not mean ‘infallible’. The content of our perceptions, if not the fact that we perceive, is subject to dispute.) When posed, as Cormack urges, as a question of present-day readers’ understanding of a medieval text, the problem of representational realism becomes no different from the question every historian asks of every source: can it be trusted? Is it well-informed and truthful? What clues might give away a falsehood, or confirm a specific detail? An historian’s first order of business is to determine the reliability of the source in front of her, ideally from evidence internal to the source itself.

Here, I believe, some as-yet untapped insights of literary structuralism may help.15 Even though literary theory privileges fiction, some of its observations pertain to narrative qua narrative, regardless of ultimate referent. All narratives share a basic two-tiered architecture, to use a spatial metaphor, operating simultaneously on a readily accessible ‘surface’, where the plot unfolds as eyes or ears decode the text, and at an inferred ‘depth’, which the audience reconstruct to supply this plot with coherent context.16 Texts index a virtual reality, evoked before the mind’s eye by their own act of narration: they point at a world in which their action takes place, a world that has apparent autonomous reality. So, for example, without committing to belief in the reality of the world Snow White inhabits, we have no difficulty recognizing it as an autonomous, second-order universe, to which the fairy tale makes reference. We can pick out some features of this second-order universe directly from the text: it is a place of palaces and forests, diamond mines and bad apples. Other features are easy enough to reconstruct through the most rudimentary analysis of implications: we may infer that the political system is hierarchical and royalist, that marital norms are serially monogamous, and so on. Less conspicuous features of this universe may also be discerned, but reconstructing them is more conjectural. For instance, the presence in the queen’s boudoir of a mirror (albeit magical) hints at technological sophistication and surplus production in this second-order universe. It is easy to imagine an economic study of the glass and metal industries in Snow White’s world—indeed, I should hardly be surprised to learn that someone, somewhere, has already written such a dissertation.

This second-order (or, as J.R.R. Tolkien calls it, subcreated)17 universe is an aspect of narrativity itself, fictional or factual, medieval or modern. Victor Hugo’s France and Jules Michelet’s are both equally virtual constructs evoked by their narratives; the latter, however, references a second-order universe that is assumed to be coterminous with actual, lived reality outside the text; I return below to the question of how such referencing of reality might occur (pp. 297–8). Still, Michelet’s France remains ontologically distinct from Napoleon’s, even if the two are thought to correspond in every detail, just as a glossy photo of a hearty meal can make our mouths water but provides less nutrition than actual calories.

Within any narrative, then, we may distinguish between surface signifiers and depth signifieds, between the text as we read (or hear, or spectate) it and the second-order universe implicit within it. I refer to this virtual, subcreated, second-order depth by Genette’s term histoire, and distinguish it from the surface pointing at it, a surface accessible to the senses and manifest on the page (or in any other medium), which I call récit.18 Neither récit nor histoire is identical with the physical text—graphemes scratched on parchment or pixels projected on a monitor; both are abstractions conjured up by the audience in the course of deciphering a text. The histoire is the pattern of events, pieced together in the manner of their supposed occurrence. The récit, on the other hand, is the pattern of events as the audience first meet them—arranged, embellished, amplified—in the text.19

The significance of establishing this distinction between narrative levels lies in an implied secondary distinction. Histoire and récit are both literary effects created by the text and, as such, both subject to the constraints of literary convention; yet the logic governing each is different. For the histoire, the overriding conventional imperative is intelligibility: the effect it is designed to obtain is cohesiveness. For the text to operate as text, the second-order universe cached within it must be one the audience can make sense of.20 Naturally, standards of intelligibility vary across literatures: War and Peace invokes different criteria than does Snow White. In both, however, the histoire must be able to induce the audience’s suspension of disbelief: the intrusion of aberrant elements (say, a subplot involving Pierre and Natasha in viking raiding, or the Seven Dwarfs breaking into skaldic verse) would undermine the second-order universe’s virtual cohesion.

The récit, meanwhile, is governed by conventions of readability. What matters, at this level, is quite bluntly whether the audience’s attention can be drawn and held. Waxing Darwinian, Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan argues that the récit’s prime directive is to ensure that the text be read; the ‘very existence [of the text], as it were, depends on it’. A récit thus functions as advertising copy, peddling the text to audiences so that they, in the process of decoding it, would bring forth its latent histoire. An unread text would, in effect, cease to be a text. It would revert to inert object: ink on vellum, photon stream on screen. The surest recipe for engaging an audience, Rimmon-Kenan suggests, is to tickle their literary taste buds with comforting flavours: ‘[to] make itself understood, [the récit] must enhance intelligibility by anchoring itself in codes, frames, Gestalten familiar to the reader’. Clichés, topoi, and intertextual resonances are all recognizable frames of reference useful for luring patrons into the text. In medieval texts, especially, reproduction of tested literary formulae is the récit’s main strategy for lassoing the audience’s attention.21
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Figure 7. Structural analysis of narrative levels





We may, then, schematically summarize the distinctions drawn so far. A text’s surface, its récit, is constructed to facilitate readability. It seeks to capture and hold the attention of the audience. It engages them in the labour of piecing the ‘correct’ pattern of events together from how it is presented on the surface; in doing so, the récit ushers the audience into the textual depth. This depth, the text’s histoire, has a different architecture. Here, the chief design imperative is intelligibility, the need to facilitate the audience’s immersion in the text in order to employ them in the subcreation of a virtual world. These distinctions may be held to apply to all narratives, regardless of generic features or claim to represent fictive or factual events. We need know nothing and presume nothing about a text’s historicity in order to discern the different functions its elements perform at these two narrative levels.

Furthermore, authorial intent and ideology are largely irrelevant to the structure of the narrative. An author’s ‘message’ may, as Cormack worries, lead him to adjust the ‘facts’ of his text, but this would not liberate him from the need to create a readable récit capable of drawing readers in towards an intelligible histoire. Even in such a doctored text, the two levels could be expected to behave in the same general way as in any other narrative. Within a given tradition, we could even expect the same specific conventions to govern the histoire and récit of both a good-faith factual text and of a text merely masquerading as factual. A Michelet history and a fake history would not only be structurally homologous (so would War and Peace and Snow White), but would use the same specific devices to attract audience attention and to obtain the audience’s suspension of disbelief. To pass as authentic, the counterfeit must adhere to the same narrative criteria as the real thing.

Such a schema allows us to read the sagas, categorizing the function of various textual ingredients according to whether they promote intelligibility or readability (or sometimes both), without committing in advance to belief in their historical or fictive status. The sagas featured in this book all belong to a sector in the genre spectrum in which the logic motivating histoire is primarily mimetic. Despite genre distinctions among sagas (as well as between them and other corpora of texts), they share with Michelet, Thucydides, and Tolstoy (and, for that matter, with David Irving) a basic commitment to histoires whose intelligibility depends on their approximation of a plausible reality. Such texts strive for ‘realism’, which depends not on any absolute criterion (such as actual correspondence to an external reality, however that might be gauged) but on what an historically situated audience would deem true to life—including features that a present-day audience may not recognize as such, for instance trolls or miracles.

The practical implications of such a procedure should be obvious. If we can identify elements in the sagas whose motivating logic is mimetic plausibility and distinguish them from elements whose motivating logic is adherence to conventions of readability, then we have a criterion for isolating those components of the text which a medieval author and audience are likely to have perceived as historical. This criterion is undoubtedly tentative and far from foolproof, if only because mimesis itself is a convention of readability. Elements within the text are, moreover, hardly restricted to fulfilling only one function or the other: the same narrative component may simultaneously index both mimetic depths and readable surface.22 But if we cannot draw the line between histoire and récit with certainty in every case, nonetheless it seems to me that we can identify it in some, and these offer a start, at least, to disengaging the historical from the rhetorical. Some examples from GSA help illustrate the principles involved.23

The first example is of an episode motivated entirely by non-mimetic humour, allowing us, I think, to consign it safely to the level of récit; here, dramatic irony involves sharing a knowing wink between the text and the extra-textual audience, behind the backs of the characters populating the histoire. Early in GSA we learn of the nineteen-year-old Guðmundr’s abortive journey to Norway. His ship encounters heavy seas and looks likely to run aground on Iceland’s rocky coast. The captain frantically searches for someone who might call on ‘the most high name of God’ to save his storm-tossed vessel, only to be referred from one person to the next (‘by God, I don’t believe I can recall it just now’). In desperation, he turns to one man said to know the secret name, imploring him: ‘Yes, yes, well, well (Já já, vel vel), why don’t you name it, then, if you can!’ His plea unwittingly puns on the ineffable name Yahweh, perhaps the very phonetic string he is attempting to conjure by.24

The humorous effect here depends on putting into the captain’s mouth words of whose significance he remains ignorant, but which the audience can readily decipher. Going over the heads of the histoire-level characters at whose expense it plays, the joke undoubtedly targets a learned audience outside the saga text.25 In reconstructing a narrative depth that makes claims to historicity, we may thus safely omit this dialogue as surface-level embellishment. Certainly the saga author may have regarded the disastrous sea voyage itself as historical fact, something he, in Bibire’s words, ‘thought had happened’, and perhaps, in his experience, men in dire straits sought to call on the most high in order to save themselves, what ‘might have happened’. But no one in the fourteenth century, I contend, thought that the dialogue as recorded was what ‘should have happened’. The dialogue pertains not to the histoire level of happenings but to the récit level of aesthetic pleasure. It is a signifier devoid of any subcreated signified.

Humour is not the sole index of récit operations, of course. At the very beginning of GSA’s Helgastaðir episode (analysed in detail in Chapter 2), the narrator states that ‘[a]fterwards, Bishop Guðmundr goes to Einarsstaðir, and planned to continue to Helgastaðir to consecrate the church there on St John’s autumn feast, which he did’. The unobtrusive voice confirming the realization of intent signals a temporal gap between the histoire events being described and the récit narrator describing them. Likewise, a little later, Arnórr Tumason, one of the protagonists of this episode, reports that he had earlier been ill but had made a spectacular recovery shortly before riding to attack Bishop Guðmundr at Helgastaðir. Whereas Arnórr’s poor health precedes the assault in the second-order universe (‘I was sickly over summer’), in the narrative as the audience experience it, his ailments are only disclosed after the fighting has gone on for the better part of a day. The order of narration in the récit thus reverses the order of occurrence in the histoire.26

Conversely, one might argue that, in Arnórr’s flashback, the histoire event is not his sickness per se but his recollection of it, a verbal act which the récit places correctly within the sequence of narration. Furthermore, by quoting Arnórr verbatim, the saga comes as close as textually possible to reproducing the underlying histoire perfectly within the récit: not only the temporal sequence but also the specific shape, rhythm, and density of Arnórr’s speech are preserved.27 In this way, histoire and récit are made to overlap fully, effacing the act of narration (and, in the process, the person of the narrator). Such conflation of histoire and récit works to enhance the credibility of the story as history, leaving the audience with an illusion of unmediated access to the events recounted.28 As storytelling approaches the vanishing point and as récit is stripped down to its diaphanous minimum, the histoire looms into maximal prominence, authorizing judgements like Ker’s in the epigram above.29 I suggest, therefore, that we may safely take such instances of thick description as elements of what, in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, would have been taken as histoire, reflective of historical recollection on the part of the saga authors.

Finally, the intelligibility of the histoire is abetted not only in passages of explicit, replete reportage but, paradoxically, even by some récit omissions. GSA is completely uninformative about physical locales and conditions, for example. It offers no overview of the surroundings of Helgastaðir; no walking tour of the farm compound; and no details of the kind of day on which Guðmundr and his enemies met: was it fair or overcast, warm, breezy, rainy?30 Récit omission of such details builds gaps into the histoire for the audience to fill in, thereby implying the audience’s first-hand familiarity with the second-order universe. Such gapping is a universal feature of all texts, of course. When we read, say, that ‘Sighvatr (or Raskolnikov, or Gilgamesh) spoke’, we assume as a matter of course—in the absence of explicit evidence to the contrary—that he did so out of a mouth situated between his nose and chin, rather than out a blue proboscis growing from his left shoulder. Narrative underspecification charges the reader with filling in the missing information by supplying assumptions based on her own commonsensical knowledge of the world.31 In hinting at what could be taken for granted, omissions suggest how a medieval audience might have conflated narrative histoire with lived history.

If we accept that récit and histoire are (in principle) separable through textual analysis, then we have a crude touchstone for distinguishing a text’s historical kernel, those elements in it that a medieval author and audience would have understood to be making truth claims, from its literary husk, the shell used to disseminate historical substance.32 The procedure supplies an answer to Cormack’s question: the récit is the product of storytelling invention, while the histoire is a matter of realistic recollection. We have no guarantee that such recollection is accurate, disinterested, or reliable. Impartiality and trustworthiness can only be assessed by comparing the histoire with a reality outside the text; such comparison is not a matter of structural analysis. It is also well-nigh impossible in studying the history of medieval Iceland, where archaeological and other sources allowing for triangulation are both rare and tricky to interpret.33 Still, attention to textual manoeuvres like the sagas’ verbatim reportage and gapping technique can alert us to what a medieval audience would likely have accepted as historical, and may occasionally suggest contact points between intra-textual histoire and extra-texual history.

The sagas exude an overpowering scent of realism. To take it as the perfume of reality itself is a mistake; but it is equally wrong to dismiss the sagas as fictions wafting free of their historical substance. ‘[F]actual truth,’ in Thomas V. Cohen’s elegant phrasing, ‘is of little import for social history, since even an outright lie embodies cultural truth, for, to be believed, the teller must skirt the shores of verisimilitude.’34 To be recognized by the audience as verisimilar, literature must bear some similitude to verity: realism only works to the extent that it has the look and feel of reality. This need not mean that sagas’ histoires correspond to thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Icelandic realities in every detail. Quite the contrary: in purporting to depict a history removed in time (and sometimes in space) from their intended audience’s present, some degree of distancing from everyday experiences may be a component of the sagas’ very realism. But it does suggest that they would tend not to fly in the face of the notions of believability held by thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Icelanders, as scholars of the anthropological school have long argued.

Still, identifying norms of believability does not amount to distinguishing among what medieval Icelanders ‘thought had happened, or might have happened, or should have happened’. To run all these options together and refer to them all indiscriminately as ‘history’, as Bibire does, collapses any distinction between historical scholarship and historical novels—not an idea likely to win immediate acceptance from most historians. The rationale for such a conflation is perhaps nowhere more eloquently argued than in Umberto Eco’s ironic and penetrating apologia for his most famous historical novel:

Events and characters are made up, yet they tell us things about…the period that history books have never told us so clearly…. [E]verything the fictitious characters like William say ought to have been said in that period…. [W]hen I disguised quotations from later authors (like Wittgenstein), passing them off as quotations from the period…I knew very well that it was not my medieval men who were being modern; if anything, it was the moderns who were thinking medievally. Rather, I ask myself if at times I did not endow my fictitious characters with a capacity for putting together, from the disiecta membra of totally medieval thoughts, some conceptual hircocervuses that, in this form, the Middle Ages would not have recognized as their own. But I believe a historical novel should do this, too: not only identify in the past the causes of what came later, but also trace the process through which those causes began slowly to produce their effects.

If a character of mine, comparing two medieval ideas, produces a third, more modern idea, he is doing exactly what culture did; and if nobody has ever written what he says, someone, however confusedly, should surely have begun to think it.35

It would take many pages to unpack all that Eco here effortlessly rattles off. Suffice it to note that until such time as we are willing to accept The Name of the Rose as a text of fourteenth-century history, we must also hold off on accepting the sagas’ conception of what ‘should have happened’ as historical.

But if not historical, what is it then? It is never safe to take anything Eco says at face value, and here too his tongue seems firmly in cheek. Still, if we take his assertion that everything in his novel ‘ought to have [happened]’ seriously (and I am inclined to—Bibire, at any rate, seems in earnest when he attributes the same attitude to saga authors), yet decline to classify it as ‘history’, what can we say about its relationship to the past? Clearly such an account, even if fabricated, is not ‘fiction’ in the usual sense of the word. When an author like Eco makes a bona fide effort to ‘trace the process through which [past] causes began slowly to produce their effects’, he is in effect laying out his interpretation of the historical process. He adjusts the ‘facts…in order to present [his] message’, as Cormack worries saga authors may have done; but the content of the message he crafts corresponds to what, in his view, is the historical truth, intermittently reflected in facts. His adjustment is conceived as bringing the narrative into closer correspondence with history than haphazard facts will allow (‘if nobody has ever written [it, still] someone, however confusedly, should surely have begun to think it’). Eco urges us to read his authorial acts under the sign of emendation, not counterfeiting.

As Bibire indicates, we have in such a narrative ‘evidence for how individuals [in the present of their production] viewed the past’. Since past realities are, by definition, no longer accessible to those in the present, any reconstruction must, at some point, make a leap of faith and plump for a particular vision, based on partial evidence pieced together according to the reconstructor’s interpretative paradigm. Historians do it, footnotes (ideally intended to lay bare both the evidentiary basis and the interpretative leaps) in tow. Saga authors and historical novelists (of Eco’s calibre, at any rate) do it in an entirely analogous fashion—except that they leap naked, leaving their evidentiary bases behind and sporting nothing but their paradigms.36

Now, interpretative paradigms are clearly not part of narrative structure; they are, rather, the authors’ ideologies concerning what ‘should have happened’. Such ideologies are, strictly speaking, extra-textual realities, aspects of authorial mentalités. Yet they are recoverable from the text inasmuch as they overlap with the histoire. Structural analysis thus allows twenty-first-century readers to grasp by the tail a thirteenth- or fourteenth-century reality—not the reality of how thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Icelanders experienced their own living present (much less that of how their tenth-century forebears experienced theirs), but the reality of what they thought was plausible in their past.

I propose to adopt anthropologist Kirsten Hastrup’s coinage uchronia, modelled on ‘Utopia’, as a useful term for describing the kind of liminal historicity characteristic of such retrospective narratives. Uchronia designates the interface between an actual past, formless and malleable—Cohen’s ‘factual truth’—and the process of apprehending it in the present—his ‘cultural truth’—which is what gives it shape. Hastrup describes uchronia as ‘a history, so to speak, out of time’; it is part of the ‘collective representations of the world, and as such…deeply influence[s] the response of the society to its own history’.37 Focusing on the early modern period, which she describes as an age of decline and crisis in Iceland, Hastrup contends that ‘Icelanders retreated to an imaginary time when history was “right”’, a vision of earlier times as a Golden Age. This retreat was effected through ‘[t]he reproduction of the old images of Icelandicness [by] the constant renewal of a strong literary tradition dating back to the Middle Ages’, including both public readings of sagas and reworking of saga material into new forms of popular entertainment:

The old images were thus continually reproduced by a recasting of the old myths of creation and of the past virtues of men. Through this recasting, the Icelanders were perpetually confronted with an ideal order nowhere in time.…Icelanders lived between an empirical and experienced [present] of decline and decay and an imagined Uchronia implying permanence and antiquity. Rather than defining a new reality and shaping it in language, they defined the present in terms of a past of which only the language remained real. Reality itself was discarded as anomalous because it no longer fitted the old language.38

Uchronia is thus the hegemonic, present ideology of the past.39 Simultaneously an icon of culture’s inner logic and a schema reproducing culture in its own image, it is a real, agentive presence, even if only embodied in second-order, textual histoires. Uchronic ideology can possess sufficient agency to lead to discarding extra-textual reality in favour of adherence to the second-order reality embodied in language. In Hastrup’s words, ideology, while ‘present[ing] the world as it is not’, paradoxically and powerfully ‘contributes to making the world become what it is not yet’.40

Ultimately, every history may count as uchronic, generated by historiography and embedded in a society’s collective representations. But distinguishing (even if only provisionally) between ‘history’ and ‘uchronia’ makes visible two separate levels of historical ontology: the past reality of a period remote in time, as against the present reality of how this period is perceived. Both history and uchronia are equally real objects, related but distinct. Uchronic visions may be faulted for lack of Rankean authenticity in representing past reality—but then, so may Michelet and Ranke. Nevertheless, uchronias have substance in the present. And, as the past is never accessible to the present except through the mediation of representations, these visions attain a kind of functional authenticity—authenticity for all practical purposes—within the present. Uchronia thus differs from ‘Saga Iceland’ or similar constructs41 in its substantive agency, its ability to reach out from within the texts and, as Hastrup argues, alter the experienced realities of thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Icelanders.

I have swung back, then, to the New Historicists’ view of sagas as ‘conceived and written in a historical mode’, in Vésteinn Ólason’s words. It is only necessary to spell out, on the one hand, that their view of history is recoverable specifically from just one level of the narrative, its histoire depth, whose logic of intelligibility largely insulated it from superimposed authorial ‘messages’ (which, like the GSA author’s scorn for ignorant laypeople, performed their ideological labour on the récit surface); and, on the other hand, that this view of the past, in both its recollections and its inventions, had a tangible influence on medieval Icelanders’ present. Récit, histoire, and uchronia: these three conceptual tools allow historians as readers in the (ever fleeting) present to wrestle with the truth claims made by saga authors, historians as writers in the (ever receding) past. By progressing from texts’ legible surfaces, through their intelligible depths, to the perceptual realities underwriting them, we may gain a nuanced appreciation for their historicity and move towards—though never all the way to—the actual history they pretend to portray.
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22 Compare Rimmon-Kenan (2002: 125): ‘Models of coherence [which] help naturalize elements by reference to some concept (or structure) which governs our perception of the world’, such as ‘[c]hronology and causality’, derive from our experience of reality, and therefore seem ‘so familiar that they…are hardly grasped as models’. Thus, when a narrative presents events in chronological order, it is both structuring the récit according to a familiar trope (thereby enhancing readability) and enabling the histoire to mimic a structure thought to exist in reality (increasing intelligibility).

23 On this text, see p. 20n.51 and p. 58n.8.

24 GSA cap. 14: ‘Þa ero þeir komnir at boðunum mioc sua. allt. ok er þa þrẻta mikil með þeim huat til raða skal taka.…Þa rẻdde Havar[ðr] styre maðr um við. Jngimund prest. ef hann kynne nafn guðs it hẻsta. Hann s[uaraðe]. Kann ek nockurt n[afn] guðs. ok trve ek þui er s[egir] Pall postoli. at eigi se annat nafn guðs hẻra en iesu nafn.…Ekke kalla ec sua.…Þa kallar hann aHallstein styre mann. ok spyr. Kantv nafnit. Veit guþ. at ek ẻtla mic nu eigi muna þegar.…Þui er uer felage. at mer er orminne munat. Enn þui er betr at ek ueit þann er kunna man. Þar er Þorbiorn humle. Ia ia. Vel vel. Nefn þu þa ef þu kannt. Hann s[uaraðe]. Guð ueit at ek uillda giarna. kunna. en ec ẻtla mik alldri heyrt hafa þat nafn’ [Then they got right up to the breakers, and there is great discord among them, what’s to be done.…Then the captain, Hávarðr, consulted the priest Ingimundr, whether he knew God’s most high name. He answered: ‘I know some of God’s names, and I believe in what the Apostle Paul says, that there is no name of God’s higher than the name Jesus.’…(Hávarðr replied:) ‘I don’t reckon it so.’…Then he called to captain Hallsteinn and asked, ‘Do you know the name?’ ‘By God, I don’t believe I can recall it at the moment.’…‘The bad (news), comrade, is that it slips my mind; but the good (news) is that I know the man who would know it: here he is, Þorbjǫrn humla.’ ‘Yes, yes, well, well, say the name, then, if you know it!’ ‘God knows that I’d very much like to, but I don’t believe I’ve ever heard the name’] (1983: 42). The episode is perhaps modeled on Ion 1:4–16 (esp. vv. 5–6).

25 The narrative amplifies the joke by having Þorbjǫrn testify to never having heard the name just uttered to his face; more radically, it ridicules the laymen for failing to recognize ‘Jesus’ as God’s loftiest name. Contrast Foote (1981: 137–8 n.56); Ciklamini (2004: 61–2). I owe the observation of this pun to Ian C. McDougall; for knowledge of Hebrew in medieval Iceland, see McDougall (1987–8: 198–203). For learned, clerical authors’ laughter at the expense of their lay characters’ superstition, compare Partner (1977: 192); contrast Gunnvör Karlsdóttir (2020: 317–18).

26 GSA capp. 171–2: ‘Siðan ferr G[uðmundr] byskup aEinars staðe. ok ẻtlaðe þaðan a Helga staðe. at vigia þar kirkiv. Jons messo um haustit. sem hann gørðe.…J sumar var mer kuellinga samt’ (1983: 185, 187, emphases mine). The verb ætlaði, which I here translate as ‘planned’, might likewise be argued to deviate from the realistic convention of external reportage prevalent in this and other sagas, but it could also be construed as an elliptical reference to consultation between the bishop and his men.

27 For a different perspective on retrospective narration in Icelandic literature, see Gurevich (2003). She considers this device characteristic of þættir only, distinguishing them from longer-form sagas.

28 I here differ from Genette, who sees ‘detailed scenes, dialogues reported in extenso and verbatim, and extended descriptions’ as ‘indices of fictionality’. His explanation for his judgement is revealing: ‘None of these features is actually impossible or forbidden (by whom?) in historical narrative, but the presence of such procedures somewhat transgresses historical narrative’s verisimilitude (‘How do you know that?”), and by doing so…communicates to the reader an impression, and a justified one, of “fictionalization”’ (1990: 761, crediting Hamburger 1957]). For Genette, the question is again one of the author’s experience (‘How do you [who write] know that?’) rather than the audience’s.

29 There are exceptions. In the Contemporary and Family Sagas, however, these are normally restricted to passages recounting travels to far-off destinations, such as Rūs or the New World. In such marginal textual spaces, the récit is typically either so truncated as to give an impression of complete ignorance of the histoire, or else washed in such fabulous, exotic dyes that it eclipses the histoire. A pilgrimage to Rome or Jerusalem, for example, warrants frequent mention but seldom detailed narration, authors having apparently given up peremptorily on attempting to represent the holy city (e.g. GSA capp. 223, 251, 1983: 232, 251). Alternatively, Snorri Sturluson attributes to Norway’s future king Haraldr harðráði a series of Rabelaisian adventures around the Mediterranean (Haralds saga Sigurðarsonar capp. 2–16, in Heimskringla, ÍF 28: 69–90); any pretence of representing Icelanders’ world of experience is forsaken, yielding precedence to récit-motivated narrative contrivances. The known world is Iceland writ large; beyond it, there be dragons (cf. Barraclough 2016).

30 On typical weather and visibility conditions in northern Iceland at this time of year, see Falk (2015b: 106 n.32).

31 On ‘gapping’ or ‘underspecification’ as narrative technique, see Herman (2002: 62–9), from whom I have adapted the example of the alien speech organ (2002: 68). Ryan (1991: 48–60) argues that we reconstruct realities from texts by applying a ‘principle of minimal departure’, which predicts that ‘we will project upon [textual] worlds everything we know about reality, and…make only the adjustments [specifically] dictated by the text’ (1991: 51). See also Rimmon-Kenan (2002: 128–30); Doležel’s discussion of ‘[t]he variable saturation of fictional worlds’ (1998: 169–84, quotation at 170); and Schmid (2005: 257–9).

32 For the medieval author and audience, the order of precedence was arguably reversed: GSA was primarily a work of (intelligible) hagiography, and only incidentally a record of (readable) history. In this sense, the récit embodies the core of the text, for which the histoire merely serves as window dressing. Compare Strohm’s comments on the reversibility of Freud’s Hülle-Kern metaphor for interpreting jokes (1995: 177–8).

33 See Adolf Friðriksson (1994a). Icelandic archaeology has, however, been progressing by leaps and bounds in recent years; see, for example, Zori & Byock (2014); Guðrún Sveinbjarnardóttir (2016).

34 Cohen (1992: 859).

35 Eco (1984: 75–6, emphasis original).

36 Compare Falk (2015a: 3–5), arguing from similar premises for the historiographic value of modern adaptations of medieval literature.

37 Hastrup (1992: 113; cf. 1998: 173–84).

38 Hastrup (1992: 113–15; cf. 1998: 178–9). Compare Ebel (1994: 99): ‘Es ist die Gegenwart, die die Vergangenheit steuert.…[In der] extremste[n] Form einer Gegenwartssteuerung [wird] die Erzählung…in ihrer logischen Konsequenz durch aktuelle Interessen neu organisiert.’

39 On hegemony, see Lears (1985: esp. 571–3).

40 Hastrup (1998: 195; cf. 82).

41 Such as Steblin-Kamenskij’s ‘syncretic truth’ (1973).
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