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FOREWORD

NorT least among many reasons for offering to English readers
a translation of Professor Sigur§ur Nordal’s monograph Hrafn-
katla is the difficulty with which most undergraduate students
of Old Icelandic pick their way through it in its Modern Ice-
landic dress. And now that Hrafnkels saga Freysgoda has been
included in its entirety in the second edition of Gordon’s Intro-
duction to Old Norse (revised by A. R. Taylor), it is more than
ever necessary that Professor Nordal’s classic analysis of this
magnificent saga should be followed in detail. I hope the present
translation will not act as a barrier between the author’s sense
and the reader’s need of it, for I am quite certain that it cannot
reproduce the stylistic grace and brimful good humour of the
original. .

Many scholars have generously helped me to make this
translation as accurate as it is, though the finished form (and the
errors) are my own. In particular I am grateful to Mr. Benedikt
Benedikz and Mr. Peter G. Foote for saving my draft translations
from many pitfalls which lie concealed from the unwary. My
debt to Professor Gwyn Jones of Aberystwyth—himself the best
translator of Hrafnkels saga—is more difficult to define, since his
constant encouragement, ready help, and sage counsel have always
been generously given; even more, I am grateful to him and to
Professor E. C. Llewellyn of Cardiff (my first guides through
the Icelandic sagas) for their continued friendly interest in my
work. Above all, my gratitude and thanks are due to Professor
Sigurdur Nordal. I shall never adequately measure his many
acts of kindness to me in Reykjavik when I served with H.M.
Forces in Iceland, nor the ready granting of his permission to
allow Hrafnkatla to be translated, nor, most of all, his careful
comments and numerous suggestions after reading two drafts of
this present translation amid the manifold cares of his public
life and official duties in Copenhagen. For all such assistance this
work seems quite inadequate compensation; my sincere hope is
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that after reading it other students of the Family Sagas will
turn to the rest of Professor Nordal’s published work and derive
from that the inspiration and example which have sustained my
own interest in Old Icelandic literature during the last two
decades.

Finally and with filial affection I wish to thank the Univer-
sity of Wales Press Board for undertaking to publish a transla-
tion which at first sight seems far removed from its special
interests. The country which can boast The Four Branches of the
Mabinogi among its treasured literary heritage has long fostered
Norse studies in its colleges and maintained a constant watch
on the interaction of Northern and Celtic literary forces. The
publication of this translation is one further proof of theinterest
taken in Wales in the cultural heritage of the Modern Icelandic
Republic.

R. GEORGE THOMAS

University College,
Cardiff
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THE THEME

TH1s monograph has its own history and I think that its aim
will become clearer if I explain how it was written and why it is
being published now.

I had read Hrafnkatla,' as I had read other Icelandic sagas,
with great pleasure as a boy; yet it was only when I re-read it
with ripened judgement that I first realized what a remarkable
work of art it was. I had, of course, no doubts that the saga
owed its final form and finish to an author, but at that time I
had not conducted independent research into the Icelandic
sagas, and so I did not bother myself with trying to discover
how it had been shaped. I was content to enjoy the saga for its
own sake and to stimulate interest in its quality—particularly
abroad where it had not received the attention it deserved. For
instance, I read through this saga in the autumn of 1925 with a
small group of Norse scholars at Oslo and later helped towards
its publication in a convenient edition for foreign university
students.?

Since P. E. Muller’s first article on the saga in Sagabibliothek
Tin 1817 and Konrad Gislason’s preface to the first edition of it
in 1839, it has been accounted one of the most reliable of the
Icelandic sagas; Gudbrandur Vigftisson, Finnur Jénsson, and
Bogi Th. Melsted have trusted to it more than to Landndma
when the two sources differed. F. S. Cawley is not overstating
the case when he writes in the introduction to his edition:
‘Hrafnkels saga is generally acknowledged to be one of the best
of the whole group in faithfulness to historical fact’, &c. Side
by side with this generally accepted view went the belief that
after being shaped from old and accurate traditions the saga
was committed to writing early and, in the process, was little
altered by the saga-writer. Along with Glims saga and Heidarviga
saga Heusler includes it among the ‘definitely early redactions’
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2 The Theme

which show ‘that for the most part the essential saga style
had already been formed when quill was put to vellum’. He
thinks it quite possible that the saga had been told to audiences
outside the district where its events had occurred: “We need not
believe that the gripping story of the fate of Hrafnkel godi, his
fall and restoration, had for nearly 250 years been known and
cherished by the people of Jokulsdalr and Fljétsdalr alone.’
Liestel indeed admits that the saga bears some traces of a writer
(in his delight, for example, in the study of place-names), but,
compared with Njdla, Laxdela, and Egla, he reckons it among
the more ‘impersonal sagas’.# E. V. Gordon says: ‘Sagas such
as Hrafnkels saga and Bandamanna saga were probably complete
unities before they were written down, and cannot have been
much altered as stories by the men who first put them into
writing’.5 Paasche, it is true, states that the saga cannot be
unchanged from the one which was told in the tenth century
and that the art of the story-tellers has somewhat encroached
on the historical truth, but he adds: “The finished product of
superior art need not be attributed to an author, since the texts
show few clear signs of his activities.’® These opinions are quite
representative of the views of scholars about the historical
accuracy of the saga and its origins.

At first glance it seems no easy task to question the truthful-
ness of the events recounted in Hrafnkatla. Few sources are
available for direct comparison. The events in the saga are
presented clearly and without exaggeration. There are no stories
about trolls, ghosts, or second sight; no extravagant tales about
the fantastic deeds of Icelanders abroad; no distinct traces of
influences from foreign stories nor indeed from other Icelandic
sagas. The whole story is presented to us with the confident
assurance that the incidents had taken place in just this way:
the events form an organic whole, answering at once the de-
mands of reason and nature. Mere suspicions are of little value
in dealing with such a work unless the dissecting knife can probe
into and discover some vulnerable spot.

Many years ago it occurred to me to try to make a closer study
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of the power and authority of the sons of Thjéstarr by analysing
what other sources said about individuals and families in the
Vestfirdir: the results will be set out in this monograph. It then
became clear to me that not only was Hrafnkatla an extremely
entertaining saga but that it would repay a detailed analysis.
I seemed to hold a loose thread in my hand and gradually the
whole saga was unravelled—not only the value of the historical
subject-matter it contained, but the very shape and form into
which the saga had been fashioned, Ever since, I have con-
stantly had it in mind, delivering lectures on it at home and
abroad, studying it closely with my students, and discussing it
with a number of my colleagues. Many of them will find nothing
new here; but although it was completed many years ago, the
results of this investigation, like so many other ideas and notions

- about the Family Sagas, have been left to mature at the bottom

of a drawer.

There is a special reason why I have now decided to touch it
up and place it before the public. Recently I have finished a
brief survey of the old Icelandic sagas which has now (1956)
appeared in Nordisk Kultur.” In that survey I have had to make
statements about the dating and origin of the sagas which I
believe to be correct, but since I lacked space to make out a good
case my bare assertions may have seemed weak and unsup-
ported. Further, these statements did not agree with those of
earlier scholars, nor with the popular view here in Iceland about
the historical accuracy of the sagas; neither are they in line with
the prevailing opinions of foreign scholars about the trust-
worthiness of oral traditions and the manner in which a saga-
writer might have used such material. But it is quite profitless to
wrangle about such intricate problems of scholarly investiga-
tion on the basis of loose speculations. All general statements
about the Icelandic sagas must be regarded as so much hot air
until those sagas which show themselves capable of being laid
open to research are analysed one by one. Now Hrafnkatla is one
of those sagas which, I believe, allow us to reach fairly definite
conclusions on those points which are of most significance to
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4 The Theme

the problem under discussion here. Therefore I will delay no
longer in presenting my opinions.

First, I shall discuss the truthfulness of the saga wherever it
can be tested against reasonably reliable sources. I have tried
to work out this section in some detail because it is the basis of
all that follows. Special stress is placed on the comparison of
Hrafnkatla with earlier sources, but some reference is made to
those methods of proof which, more recently, have been adduced
to support a belief in the saga. Specific points are referred to
which are less credible in themselves. I believe the reader will
follow Chapter II better if he bears these points in mind:

1. When I have to compare Hrafnkatla with such sources as
Landndma, Egla, Eyrbyggja, &c., I have asked m §E£fhone ques-

tion. oﬁaFH ave they recorded the particular incident more or

less reliably"than Hrafnkatla? Although on the whole I prefer
them to Hrafnkatla whenever their authors have clearly had the
opportunity to be better informed, I have been exclusively
concerned in this section with their comparative validity as
sources of information. I am not asserting in the process of this
argument that these other sources in themselves are historically
trustworthy.

2. Ishould like to warn those who trust implicitly in Icelandic
traditions that such a trust is not vindicated by preferring a saga

(o iike Hrafnkatla to Landndma, as has been done so often in the

past. It sometimes looks as if scholars wished so strongly to
believe in the individual sagas which were the objects of their
special study that they did not consider the general implications
of their theories about the sagas in general. There are firm
grounds for believing that the main body of Landndma was
written early in the twelfth century, that the material was col-
lected from the best available sourcemen, and that the authors
had taken pains to record their material with precision and
accuracy.8 Naturally it may be objected that even then and with
that method of approach it was impossible to leave a record
which was truthful in every detail. Much had been forgotten in
the interval between the Age of Settlement and the Age of
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Writing and there were insufficient sources to fill all the gaps.
Now even though we grant that Landndma is less accurate than
a good contemporary source, we must still trust to it more than
to the Icelandic sagas which were written up to 160 years latetr
and which were recorded, to say the least, not only as historical
sources but also for entertainment. By preferring the sagas as
historical sources to Landndma all possibility of a reasonable
assessment of the old traditions was abandoned: the dead wood
was allowed to stand while the green shoots were thrown into
the fire.

Though I shall begin with an analysis of the historical
accuracy of the saga, that is not my chief purpose. I am not an
historian and it makes no difference to the history of Iceland
whether Hrafnkatla is a reliable historical source or not. Here
it is sufficient to say that if, in the past, it has been ransacked
for information about our ancient customs and civilization, it
should in the future be used more circumspectly.? The present
observations on the subject-matter of Hrafnkatla are being
made for quite a different purpose. If the saga, which cannot
have been written down until 300 to 350 years after the events
it recounts had been enacted, was reliable in its main features,
then somehow it must have been preserved in a fixed form by
oral tradition throughout the interval. Short and coherent as
the saga was, it had a better chance of such preservation than
many sagas one could name. Since no verses exist to verify its
incidents, it might seem a particularly apposite example of the
power of oral tradition to preserve a prose narrative accurately
and for a long time. And if it had been written down at the time
we have suggested, then there would be no limit to the notions
we could advance about the growth and development of this
oral art of preserving history. So, in the next place, we must
examine the saga for irrefutable evidence of transcription from
oral tradition and ask whether it was shaped gradually by a
succession of story-tellers or composed by one man.

No intelligible answer can be given to this question unless
some attention be paid to the artistic form in which this historical
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subject-matter is preserved. Does it resemble popular narrative
art, or does it belong to a kind which it is easier to credit to a
single author who was both a man of wide culture and a novelist ?

Finally, from a wide variety of topics which demand further
investigation I have omitted one of the most important, the
collation of manuscripts. A fragment of the text is preserved
on a vellum leaf which dates from the first half of the fifteenth
century; otherwise the saga is extant only in late paper manu-
scripts which differ considerably from one another.!° But
although the saga has been so poorly preserved, it is generally
agreed that there are no clear signs that it has been altered or
recast in any of its main features. Therefore when the manu-
scripts are compared it is doubtful whether we have the right to

regard anything which is found in all of them as later additions. -

Bearing all the manuscripts in mind, I have used the saga just
as it is for my investigation and made no comment upon variant
readings unless a particular point of interpretation is affected.!

IT1

HISTORICAL TRUTHFULNESS

THERE are many reasons why any attempt to consider the
accuracy of Hrafnkatla as a record of real men and actual
events should begin with the sons of Thjostarr, Thorkell lepp
and Thorgeirr. The saga cannot dispense with them. When they
arrive on the scene there seems to be no hope for old Thorbjern
and Sdmr. To them the power and reputation of Hrafnkell
seems completely unassailable; on their own they are powerless
against him, and all the chieftains have answered their request
for help in the same way: none of them wished to risk his reputa-
tion by embarking on a quarrel with that same Hrafnkell godi*?
who had invariably imposed ignominious defeat on all who had
opposed him. Then, by chance, they meet an adventurous hero,
the proud Thorkell Thjéstarsson who has newly returned from
Byzantium. At once he notices their wretchedness and is eager
to make trial of his own prowess in some significant exploit.
He persuades his brother Thorgeirr to back their plea and,
because of their powerful aid and tenacity of purpose, Hrafnkell
is defeated first at the Althing and later at his home (Adalbdl).
Without this there would have been no saga; the slaying of
Einarr would have been one of those unatoned slayings by
Hrafnkell which were not worth telling a story about. Moreover,
since the brothers were not connected with the saga and were
chieftains from quite a distant part of the country, we are entitled
to hope that we should find sources of information about them
more readily than about the other characters. Nowhere can the
fidelity of the inherited traditions of the Austfirdir (which are
thought to be present in this saga) be more thoroughly tested
than in its account of these important men from the Vestfirdir.

The saga explains that these brothers are sons of a chieftain,
Westfirthers by family and rearing, and that they share a
godord™? in Thorskafjordr whose authority extends still wider
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in the Vestfirdir. It states further that their brother is Thormé6dr
from Gardar in Alptanes who had married Thérdis the daughter
of Thérdlfr Skalla-Grimsson from Borg. We shall examine these
statements in detail.

Landndma mentions Thorm6dr Thjostarsson a few times. His
father is called Thjéstarr from Alptanes and his mother was
Idunn the daughter of Molda-Gnupr. Nothing is said about
Thjéstarr’s family, but his marriage indicates that he must have
been a man of some distinction even though he is not counted
among the chieftains. Even in Alptanes his contemporaries,
Asbjorn Qssurarson, an original settler in Iceland, and Egill the
son of Asbjorn, must have been men of greater consequence than
Thjéstarr. His son Thormédr seems to have been an outstanding
man who inherited the family characteristics of the Grind-
vikings. When Thormédr had newly returned from a voyage
abroad, he proved that Qrn of Vzlugerdi had been slain ‘un-
outlawed’ by shooting an arrow so far from his handbow that
the place of Qrn’s slaying fell within the bow-shot length.13
In Landndma his wife is called Thuridr the daughter of Thor-
leifr, the son of Avangr from Botn. T'wo of their children are
also mentioned: Jérunn who was married to Red Illugi Hrélfs-
son from Innra-Ho6lm on Akranes and Borkr who married Hall-
vor, a grand-daughter of Ketill gufa and Yrr the daughter of
Geirmundr heljarskinn. The son of Borkr was Thérdr, the
father of Audunn from Brautarholt.!+

Thus from what Landndma says about Thormédr, we may
assert with confidence that the author of Hrafnkatla is inventing
when he reports that the family of the sons of Thjéstarr are all
Westfirthers. The whole family of Thormédr—including his
grandson Berkr—had always lived to the south; significantly,
though, Borkr married a woman from the Vestfirdir.

Neither does it seem probable that Thormédr could have
been married to Thérdis the daughter of Thérélfr of Borg,
since this is not mentioned in Egla or Landndma and, as we
stated above, Landndma does not give the name of his wife.
If, as must be assumed, the dispute at the Thing is supposed to
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have taken place some years before the middle of the tenth
century, then Thérdis (born about 935) would not have been
of marrying age. It is fair to record that this is the one detail in
the biographical study of the characters of Hrafnkatla which all
scholars called in question, although Gudbrandur Vigfisson and
Finnur Jénsson hazarded the guess that Thormédr might have
been Thoérdis’s first husband.'s

Thorkell and Thorgeirr are nowhere mentioned except in
Hrafnkatla. 1t is rather strange that, unlike Thormoédr, they
should be overlooked by Landndma, since, if we accept the saga’s
account of them, they must have been more important than he.
‘Idunn was the daughter of Molda-Gnupr, and Thjéstarr of
Alptanes married her. Thormédr was their son.”’® Why is there
no mention of the godis in Thorskafjordr? Now the events of
quite a few sagas were set in the Vestfirdir and Breiafjordr in
the tenth century. Knowing the temper of these brothers as it is
displayed in Hrafnkatla, one would expect to come across them
in the unfolding of events in these sagas. But they are not so
much as mentioned by name and of no one is it said that he was
descended from them. The amazing thing about these two
western chieftains is that their memory has been preserved
nowhere except in a saga from the other side of the country.

However, let us assume their existence. Let us assume first
that the brothers were forgotten in the south because they had
moved from the district, and that Thormédr alone was remem-
bered because his descendants continued to live there; secondly,
that this was the only occasion on which they interfered in public
affairs and that it satisfied them for life; and thirdly, that per-
haps they both died young without leaving children. One ques-
tion still remains unanswered: how did they ever attain to a
position of authority in Thorskafjordr?

Realizing all this, Gudbrandur Vigfisson set himself to solve
the problem. It is common knowledge that Hallsteinn the son of
Thoérélfr Mostrarskegg was the first settler in Thorskafjordr.
Landndma mentions only one son of his, Thorsteinn surtr, who
settled down to the south of Breidafjordr.'? But Gull-Poris saga,

*




10 Historical Truthfulness

the flimsiest of sources, names three of Hallsteinn’s children,
Thérarinn, Thuridr, and Grimkell (who was illegitimate). It
states that Thérarinn was slain; nothing is said about Grimkell,
and thus only Thuridr remains. Her existence gives Gudbrandur
a way out, for he thinks it most likely that she became Thj6-
starr’s wife, and in this way the Thorskafjordr godord was
inherited by their sons. So the problem is neatly solved. There is
only one drawback: as already stated, Landndma says that
I8unn the daughter of Molda-Gnupr was the wife of Thjéstarr.
Of course he may have married twice, though this is nowhere
mentioned. Gull-Poris saga, the only authority for Thuridr’s
existence, says that she was married to Ketilbjorn Gillason.
Perhaps she might have married again when Ketilbjorn was
killed! In this fashion one could obviously pile guess upon
guess, but, then, the foundation should be more solid than Gull-
Ddris saga, at least in the form in which we now know it.
Gudbrandur also deprived Hallsteinn of one son, Thorgils
orn, who is mentioned in Eyrbyggja and was the father of
Thordr, father of that Ragnhildr who married Théroddr Thor-
brandsson from Alptafjordr. Although this is all we know about
him, it is a doubtful procedure to deny him his patrimony
because of a Thuridr in Gull-Bdris saga. Further, we must not
forget that Thorsteinn surtr (the only legitimate son of Hall-
steinn mentioned in Landndma) was still alive when the case
between Sdmr and Hrafnkell was disputed, and that he could
have held the Thorskafjordr godord even though he lived at
Thoérsnes. Again, although Hallsteinn is termed ‘godi’ in Eyr-
byggja, there is some doubt surrounding this godord in the
Vestfirdir. He could scarcely have wielded much authority since
on the one side it was bounded by the Reyknesingar and on the
other by Thorbjorn loki and Ketill gufa the son-in-law of
Geirmundr heljarskinn. In Hauksbok’s list of the most dis-
tinguished settlers in the Western Quarter, Geirmundr, Ulfr
skjalgi, and Thérdr Vikingsson are the three mentioned last,
that is, farthest west. Hallsteinn is not mentioned. Nothing is
more probable than that the three godords in the Thing-district
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of Thorskafjordr were held in ¢. 940 by Thérhall and Oddr, the
sons of Yrr, by Atli the Red, and by Thorkell from Alvidra.
If, as Gull-Bdris saga says, Hallsteinn had a share in the temple of
the Reyknesingar, then the authority which accompanied this
share must have reverted to the Reyknesingar when the Althing
was established since, by then, Hallsteinn was dead and his
most influential son, Thorsteinn surtr, was living too far away
to control thingmen to the north of Breidafjordr. Thorsteinn’s
non-residence in Thorskafjordr strongly suggests that he had
no authority to maintain in that district.

Whichever way we look at this question it is difficult to believe
that the sons of Thj6starr from Alptanes could have found any
land to live on in Thorskafjordr, and still more that subsequently
they could have assumed authority there, while it is quite
incredible that their power could have extended widely through-
out the Vestfirdir. Such assumptions are as invalid as the state-
ment made by Thorkell in the saga that they were the sons of a
chieftain and, by birth and rearing, men of the Vestfirdir. Yet if
all that Hrafnkatla says about them is wrong, and in view of the
grave-like silence of all other sources, how can we avoid the
conclusion that these brothers probably never existed ? At least
they could never have been chieftains anywhere, and all that
the saga says about their power and consequent acts must be a
complete fabrication.

To round off this argument I shall add that Gudbrandur, too,
finally reached the conclusion that the sons of Thjostarr had
never existed; but, in his eyes, this made hardly any difference
to the truthfulness of the saga. Instead of the ‘three famous
brothers from Thorskafjordr’, as he calls them, he calmly sub-
stitutes three other famous men from the Vestfirdir: Thorgrimr
Thorsteinsson and Thorkell and Gisli, the sons of Str. Hrafn-
kell’s lawsuit probably never came before the Althing, only
before Thingmulathing. While sailing abroad these three men
met bad weather, were driven into some fjord there in the east,
and sauntered up to the Thing looking for amusement. There,
with the support of the ship’s crew, they carried the day.’®
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