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The Ioelandic f'amily sagas were camaitted to vellum fran 

oral traditions during the tweltth and thirteenth centuries. Con­

cerned prima.rily with a.ctual persona and events trœ about A.D. 825 

to the middle ot the eleventh century 1 they a.lso embody talas ot 

supranatural occurrences and acoounts ot superstitious beliefs and 

practices, an analysia ot which is the eubject of this esa~. 

A diacusaion ot superstition in the tamily sagas neces-

·' sa.rUy enta.ils references to the mythioal and heroic sagas, the 

sagas of the Boree kinga, and the Eddie literature. 

The appended list ot Icelandic MSS. and English trans-

lations bas been extracted trœ the bibliographies ot classic Ice­
~ 

landic litera.ture canpiled by Haldor Hermanneson and published in 

varioue issues ot Ialandica between 1908 and 19201 with supplements 
1 

by Prof'essor Harmannsaon in 19'5 and 1~7, and by Jôba.nn s. Hamlesaon 

in 1955 and 1957• (Pull detaUs ot the pertinent iasuee will be tound 

in the appended list or reference works cited)•- This list embraces 

all the f'amily saga~ which have been rendered into Englieb, but it 

includes only those mythical and heroic sagas and tbose Eddas wbich 

are actually cited in the ess~, or wbich bave been publiebed in 

Englisb aince the caœpletion ot the work ot Prof'eeeora Hermannseon 

and Ha.nnesson and up to the yea.r 1965, the last year f'or wbich in-

formation was available at the time of' writiDg •. 



ii 

The historical notas on Icelandic MSS. ara all tboea of 

Protessor Hermannsson, extracted from his bibliographies in Islandica. 

Omittad, howavar, from the Islandica liste o~ English ver­

sions of the sagas ara abridgmants, adaptations and fragmenta, axcept 

whara thasa ara considered b.y the writar to be ot literar,y intereat 

by virtua of thair authorship •. 
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Chapter I 

IR'l'RODUCTIO. 

Throughout the Icelandic sagas occurs the leit-

motiv of superstition. Kot only in the legendary heroic sa-

gas and the fictitious romantic sagas, but "even in the most 

reliable sagas dealing with the authentic traditions of well 

known familias, the so-called Islendinga sOgur," as Margaret 

Schlauch has noted, "we find a use of the supernatural--witches, 
1 

trolls, spells, and prophetie visions.• Professor Sdhlauch 

commenta that although these may heighten the dramatic effect 

of the sagas, they do not heighten the reader•s credulity. 

They •o, however, perform another important function, in the 

insight they afford us into the fears, aspirations, moral 

judgments, and attitudes toward life and death held by the 

settlers of Iceland. 

A detailed analysis of the old •orse ~eogony does 

not lie within the ecope of this paper. Since, however, it 

was the soil in Which the Icelandic superstitions were nour-

ished, and fr~ whidh they grew, we mùst consider it, if only 

briefly, because of the light it casts on the supernatural 

concepts which are our concern here. 

1 
Rol!!llce in Iceland (Princeton, 1934), p. 12. 



Norse paganism abounds in blurred concepts and 

contradictions. Thor, the favourite god of the Norwegians 

2 

and Icelanders, is, according to one tradition, a son of Odin, 

chief of the gods. According to another tradition, he is one 

of Odin's ancestors. Snorri Sturluson, the thirteenth century 

Icelandic scholar, makes use of both traditions, the first in 
2 3 

Ynglinga saga, the second in his prologue to The Prose Edda, 

a textbook for skalds. 

Thor appears to have been a primeval personification 

of thunder, while Odin was most likely a legendary king, 

deified during his lifetime, who engrafted the ancient reli­

gion of Thor onto his own, when he found it impossible to 

eradicate it, making of Thor a subordinate deity. Grenville 

Pigott noted in this respect: 

In many parts of the north, but more especially in Nerway and 
Iceland, Thor was more highly honoured than Odin himself, and 
• • • there seems to be good ground for the belief that the 
worship of Thor, as the god of thunder, was established there 
from the remotest antiquity. Suhm is of the opinion that 
Thor, at first, was a personification of thunder. In the 
Scandinavian dialects, Tor-4on signifies a dull, rolling noise, 
and we find that thunder is\rendered 1n Danish Torden; in 
Swedish, Thordon; in German,\ Donner; in Latin, Tonitru; in 
British, Taran; Phoenician, :Tborom; Highland Scotch, Toron. 
Lucan calls Thor Taranis, wh,ioh still, in Welsh, signifies 
Thunder. 4 

Ch. 5, Heimskringla, pp. ~-11. The text is that of 
Samuel Laing's English translati~n, Heimskri~la: Sagbs of 
The Norse Ki{fs, revised with introduction an notes y 
Peter Foote London, 1961). Subsequent references will be to 
this edition. 

3 
Snorra edda: Snorri 1 s Prologue. The text is that of 

Arthur Gilchrist Brodeur's English translation, The Prose Edda 
~ Snorri Sturluson, 3rd printing (New York, 192~ Subsequent 
references will be to this edition. 
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Pigott believed that there must have been more than 

one individual who bore the name of Odin. Under any other 

supposition, he claimed, it would be impossible to reconcile 

the contradictions representing Odin both as ancestor and 

descendant of Thor. Pigott postulated three Odins, the first 

of whom was never in Scandinavia, but lived in very remote 

times on the shores of the Black Sea, and was worshipped 

as the supreme god of the Scythians. The second Odin, he 

believed to have been a descendant or priest of the former, 

who lived about 520 B.C., and emigrated to the north, 

making himself ruler of a great part of Scandinavia, where he 

introduced a new worship, of which he and his companions be­

came the chief divinities. The third Odin, according to Pigott, 

was perhaps a Scythian prince forced to flee his country, who 

fled to Scandinavia where he round the religion of Odin already 
5 

established. This would be the Odin of Heimskringla and The 

Prose Edda, who was endowed with the skills of medicine, astro­

nomy, and the writing of runes, all of which were considered 

by the Scandinavians, who had no prior knowledge of them, to 

be forms of magic, and which were elaborated into the character­

istics of Odin described by Snorri Sturluson in Heimskringla. 

Here we are told that Odin taught the Scandinavians arts and 

accomplishments which he brought with him from his homeland, 

which Snorri presumes to have been in western Asia. He terrified 

5
A Manual ~ Scandinavian Mzthology (London, 1839), p. 97. 

Manual, pp. 49-51. 
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his enemies through his ability to change his shape. He spoke 

only in rhyme, and rrom him derives the art of song and skald­

ship in the north. He could make his enemies blind and dear, 

or strike them with terror and make their weapons blunt. His 

warriors wore no ar.mour, were or exceptional strength, bit 

their shields, acted like mad doge or wolves, killing people 

at a single blow, but neither fire nor iron had any effect 

on them. "This was called the Berserk rury." 

Odin understood the art of magic and runes, and had 

foresight. He knew where all hidden treasure was buried in 

the earth. Through his runes he could obtain information 

from corpses hanging on gallows, and could even summon the 

dead from their graves to give him information. He ordained 

the sacrifices; a blood sacrifice on winter-day for a good 

year; one in the middle of summer for a good cro2; and a third 
5 

sacrifice on a summer day for victory in battle. 

The feats and adventures of the three Odins, Pigott 

believed, had been thoroughly confounded, but he was of the 

opinion that it was the third Odin who introduced into Scan­

dinavia the custom of burning the dead and casting their ashes 

into the sea or burying them underground, raising barrows over 

those of important men and monumental stones over warriors. 

Pigott believed, as well, that it was the third Odin who, upon 

finding his end approaching, had himself transfixed with spears, 

stating that he was about to return to his home, Valhall, where 
7 

he would receive the dead who fell in battle. 

"Ynglinga saga, 11 chaps. 6-7, Heimskrinsla, pp. 11-12. 
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The sagas, especially Eyrbyggja saga, provide nu­

merous instances of the veneration in which Thor was held in 

Iceland and Norway. We read of temples dedicated and sacri­

fices performed to Thor, but there are relatively few epi­

sodes which portray superstitions or folk-beliers devolving 

from the tradition of Thor. A particularly vivid illustra­

tion of auch a superstition does occur, however, in Eyrbyggja 

saga, in a passage recounting the arrival in Iceland of one 

of the early settlers, Thorolf Most-beard: 

• • • Then Thorolf cast overboard the pillars of his high-seat, 
which had been in the temple, and on one or them was Thor car­
ven; withal he spake over them, that there he would abide in 
Iceland, whereas Thor should let those pillars come ashore. 8 

That the great body of Icelandic .and Norse fol•­

beliefs and superstitions should revolve around the attributes 

of Odin and his followers, rather than around the earlier tra­

dition of Thor, may at first appear anomalous, but it is readily 

understandable. Often when a new religion supercedes or becomes 

grafted upon an older religious system, those customs and prac­

tices or the older which it would be too difficult to eradicate 

completely are cloaked with respectability under new names and 

new explanations to justify to continuance. The saturnalia of 

the Romans became the pre-lenten carnival of the Christiane. 

~·-Mabu~l of Scandinavian Mythology, pp. 49-51. 

Ch. 4. TAe taxt,is that or the English translation by 
William Morris.and Eirikr Magntlsson, The Sfory of The Ere­
Dwellers (with The (tQr! of the Heath-:-s!ay ngs [i:Ie'fta'rYISa 
~ as appendlX} n on, 1892). Subsequent references 
WIII be to this edition. _ 



The ritual of lighting ceremonial candles at the time of the 

winter solstice, embodied in the Hebrew feast of Hanukkah, 

became a feature of the celebration of Christmas, as did the 

Yule feast of the pagan Germans and Scandinavians. 

It is by virtue of written languages that we are 

aware of these Christian adaptations of older customs. In 

Scandinavia, however, there was no written language at the 

time the legendary Odin may have engrafted his religion upon 

that of Thor. For the purposes of this essay it would be 

rutile to speculate on the possible pre-Odin origin of the 

superstitions based on Odin and his followers. Our concern 

is with the nature of those pagan superstitions recorded in 

the family sagas, their permutation under the influence of 

Christian thought, and the light they throw on the mentality 

of the medieval Icelanders. 
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Chapter II 

SHAPE-CHANGERS AND BERSERKS 

The belier among the medieval Icelanders and Scan­

dinavians in the ability of some individuals to change their 

shape and become animals appears to be the result of a blen­

ding of two separate superstitions, both very old, widespread, 

and deeply rooted. The first of these is lycanthropy, the 

belief that certain persona had the power of becoming wolves, 

bears, or other fierce animals; the second is the belief that 

while a man is sleeping his soul leaves his body temporarily 

and may .travel to distan~ places, sometimes entering the body 

of a bird or beast, but returning to the sleeper at the moment 

of his awakening. 

In his Eddie MYthology, John Arnott MacCulloch re­

marks in regard to lycanthropy that its basis "is the belief 

in transformation, but its special form is due to mental aber­

ration, persona of diseased mind imagining that they were 

wolves and the like, acting as such, and preying upon other 
9 

human beings.n Robert Burton (1577-1640) also considered 

Boston, 1930. p. 291. (Volume II of The Mythology of 
All Races (Boston, 1916-1932). 
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lycanthropy a mental aberration: 

• • • Lycanthropia • • • or wolf-madness, when men run howling 
about graves and fields in the night, and will not be persuaded 
but that they are wolves • • • Wierus tells a story of auch a 
one at Padua, 1541, that would not believe to the contrary but 
that he was a wolf. He hath another instance of a Spaniard, 
who thought h1mself a bear. • • • This malady, saith Avicenna, 
troubleth men most in February, and is nowadays frequent in 
Bohemia and Hungary, according to Heurnius •••• They lye 
hid most part all day, and go abroad in the night, barking, 
howling, at graves and deserts; 11 they have usually hollow eyes, 
scabbed legs and thighs, very dry and pale, 11 saith Altomarus; 
• • • 10 

A classic instance in the saga literature of shape­

changing related to the 'malady 1 of lycanthropy occurs in J 

# u 
Volsunga saga, where Sigmund the Volsung and his n~hew-son 

Sinfjotli: 

• • • find a certain house, and two men with great gold rings 
asleep therein: now these twain were spellbound skin-changers, 
and wolf-skins were hanging up over them in the house; and 
every tenth day might they come out of those skins; and they 
were kinga' sons: so might Sigmund and Sinfjotli do the wolf­
skins on them, and then might they nowise come out of them, 
though forsooth the same nature went with them as heretofore; 
they howled as wolves howl, but both knew the meaning of that 
howling; they lay out in the wild-wood, and each went his way; 
and a word they made betwixt them, that they should risk the 
onset of seven men, but no more, and that he who was first to 
be set on should howl in wolfish wise • • • And when they were 
parted, Sigmund meets certain men, and gives forth a wolf's 
howl; and when Sinfjotli heard it, he went straightway thereto, 
and slew them all, and once more they parted. 11 

10 
The Anatomy of Melancholt' Part I, Sec. 1, Mem. 1, 

Subs. iv:- The text-rs that ofhe Dent edition (London, 1932), 
I., 141. .. . 

11 
, Ch. 8. The text is that of the English translat 1 on by 

1 ~ 
Eirikr Mag~sson and William Morris, The ~dry of The Volsungs 
and Niblungs with Certain Songe from 'Tlii . er Ed~cmdon, 
-r870). Subsequent references wrrr-b~o this &artion. 
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The power of changing shape was believed to be the 

special gift of Odin, who was reputed to be the first indivi­

dual possessed of this ability. In 11Ynglinga saga," that por­

tion of Heimskringla which covers the arrival of Odin in 

Scandinavia and the legendary beginnings of the Scandinavian 

royal houses, Snorri Sturluson refera twice to Odin 1 s ability 

to change his shape. The first reference would appear to re­

late Odin 1 s shape-changing to the lycanthropy theory, the 

second to the spirit leaving his body and entering that of a 

beast: 

When sitting among his friends his countenance was so 
beautiful and dignified, that the spirits of all were exhile­
rated by it; but when he was in war he appeared dreadful to 
his foes. This arose from his being able to change his skin 
and form any way he liked. 12 

Odin could transform his shape; his body could lie as 
if dead, or asleep; but then he would be in shape of a fish, 
or worm, or bird, or beast, and be off in .a twinkling to 
distant lands upon his own or other people's business. 13 

Although the power of shape-changing was generally 

considered to be a gift from Odin which was inherited by a 

son from his rather (e.g. Kveldulf and Skallagrim, below), 

Eddison points out that at times it seems to have been derived 
1 

from the beast itself. He cites chapter 306 of Landnamabok, 

where Odd Arngeirson finds his rather and brother alain by a 

white bear and the bear sucking their blood. Odd kills the 

bear, carries it home, and eats its flesh in the belier that 

12 
Ch. 6, Heimskr~la, p. 11. 

13 
Ch. 7, Heimskring1a, pp. 11-12. 
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he has thereby avenged his rather and brother. Afterwards, 

however, apparently involuntarily, he becomes "evi1
1
and ill 

to do with, 11 and shape-strong to so great an extent that he 

walked in the course of a single night from Lavahaven to 

Thursowaterdale "to help his sister, that the Thursodalers 

were minded to stone to hell." Eddison mentions that this 

representa a distance of about a hundred and fiff{ miles 
11 across the howling wilderness of the interior." 

, . 
Njals saga affords another instance of what appears 

to be a reference to involuntary shape-changing, where 

Skarphedinn taunts Flosi: "Because thou art the sweetheart 

of the Swinefe11 1 s goblin, if, as men say, he does indeed 
15 

turn thee into a woman every ninth night." 

Closely related to the belier in shape-changing was 

the phenomenon of berserkgang. "That this particular form of 

furor athleticus was no mere legend, •• notes Eddison, 11 is 
. 16. 

proved by the fact that laws were made against it." We 

learn from a number of sagas that berserks were round among 

the retinue or the kinga and earls of Norway, to whom they 

were no doubt useful as soldiers. According to legend, the 

first berserks in Scandinavia were among the warriors who 

arrived there with Odin. In Ynglinga saga, Snorri Sturluson 

14 , 
Egils Îa~Î Skallagrimssonar. The text is that of the 

English trans a on by E:R. Eddison, Egil 1 s Saga (Cambridge, 
1930), pp. 245-46 (Notes). .. 

15 
Ch. 122. The text is that of the English translation 

by George Webbe Dasent, The Sfory of Burnt rrîl, 2 vols. 
(Edinburgh, 1861). Subsequen references w be to this 
edition. 

16 
§gils ~~ p. 244 (Notes). 
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depicts their behaviour: 

••• his [Odin 1 s] men rushed forward without armour, were as 
mad as dogs or wolves, bit their shields, and were as strong 
as bears or wild bulla, and killed people at a blow, but nei­
ther fire nor iron told upon themselves. This was called the 
Berserk fury. 17 

It is apparent that Snorri attributed the appelation 

berserkr or 'bare-sark' to a belier that these wild warriors 

scorned to wear the coat-of-mail, or byrny, but fought in 

their shirts or sarks. Eddison, however, among others, calls 

attention to another possible derivation of the word from 

bear-skins or wolf-skins, which, according to other sources, 

the berserks wore over their armour. To substantiate this 

derivation he cites Thorbiorn Hornklofi's Raven•s ~ where: 

• • • the lady asks the raven about the berserks, "men battle­
bold that stride among the folk, u and the1·raven says, 11Wolf­
coats they hight, they that in battle bear bloody shields.~ 
And in the same song, singing of the battle of Hafrsfirth, .the 
raven says: 

Roared there the berserks, 
Battle-wood was the host, 
Loud howled the Wolf-coats 
And clattered the iron. 18 

MacCulloch inclines toward the bear and wolf-skin 

derivation, and believes that the belier in shape-changing 

may have been influenced by this custom of wild warriors and 

outlaws wearing animal skins over their armour while they were 

17 
"Ynglinga saga," ch. 6, Heimskringla, p. 11. 

18. . 
Eddie Mythology, p. 292. 
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19 
the victims of frenzy and acting as though they were animals. 

If Snorri Sturluson•s theory is the correct one, the 

derivation of the word is bare-sark, implying that these 

crazed warriors disdained the use of ar.mour. The second the-

ory, that they wore bear or wolf-skins over their armour, 

would appear to be equally valid, hence the derivation from 

bear-sark, or bear-skin. 
( 

Peter Foote,(Professor of Icelandic Literature at 

the University of London~ has commented: 

Medically it is thought that the berserks were paranoic and 
sometimes perh~s epileptic, sensitive to suggestion or auto­
suggestion;-so that they oould fall, either at will or under 
the right stimulus, into a violent tury strictly similar to 
the running amuck of the Malays and other camparatively pri­
mitive peoples. 20 

Paranoia or epilepsy might well account for the 

behaviour of the berserks as it is described 1n the sagas, 

but I do not believe the analogy Professor Foote makes between 

berserkgang and running amuck among the Malays is entirely 

correct. 

Although the berserks were at first warriors, in the 

later sagas we find them referred to as outlaws and bullies 

who presumed upon their preternatural strength to rob, plunder, 

and dominate men who were not so strong as they. We read, 

19 
MacCulloch, p. 292. 

20 1 ' 
Gisla .!!;&! Surs sonar. The text is that of the English 

translation by George Johhston, The ~ or Gisli, with notes 
and an essay on the Saga or GislTOy--pete?soote (Torop.to, 1963), 
p. 64 (Notes). Subsequent references. to G sla sasa Surssonar _ 
will be to this edition. 
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·c 

f 

~· 

13 

however, of the character of the Malay: 

The tundamental traits or the Malay character have much 
resembling the Mongol; he is gentle, peaceable, quiet and 
civil, submissive to authorities, and rarely disposed towards 
crime. But to this must be added a tendency towards suspi­
cion and--its twin brother--lack ot frankness. 
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Concealed savagery otten comes unexpectedly to light. 
• • • The wild tury of the amok runner, blind wholesale mur­
ders, are sudden breaches in the cold husk. 21 

An eighteenth century geographer noted regarding 

the amok runners that nthey sometimes use a certain LiquoF 

to make them turious, and then run about like Madmen, crying 
22 

KILL, KILL., and spare nothing they meet. " 

The late anthropologist, Alfred Russel Wallace, who 

had an intimate knowledge ot the Malay Archipelago and its 

people, stated that running amuck was nthe honourable mode 

of committing suicide among the natives of the Celebes, • 

the tashionable way of escaping from their difticulties." We 

can apprehend from Wallace's analysis ot an incident of run­

ning amuck, how tar removed is the figure ot the berserk in 

the sagas, from the standpoint of character and motivation, 

from that of the Malay amok: 

A Roman tell upon his sword, a Japanese ripa open his stomach, 
and an Englishman blows out his .brains with a pistol. The 
Bugis mode has many advantages to one suicidally inclined. A 
man thinks himself wronged by society--he is in debt and can­
not pay--he is· taken for a slave or has gambled away his wife 
and child into slavery--he sees no way of recovering what he has 

21 
Friedrich Ratzel, The History of Mankind, trans. A.J. 

Butler (London, 1896), I, ~8. - . 
22 

Herman Moll, Atlas Geographicus or A Complete System of 
Geography, Ancient and Modern (London, !71~), p. 798. -
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lost, and becomes desperate. He will not put up with such 
wrongs, but will be revenged on mankind and die like a hero. 
He grasps his kris-handle, and the next moment draws out the 
weapon and stabs a man to the heart. He runs on, with the 
bloody kris in his hand, stabbing at everyone he meets. 
uAmokt Amok!" then resounds through the streets. Spears, 
krisses, knivea and guns are brought out against him. He 
rushes madly forward, kills all he can--men, women, and 
children-- and dies overwhelmed by numbers amid all the ex­
citement of a battle. 23 

We have mentioned how, according to tradition, the 

first berserks in Scandinavia were warriors who accompanied 

Odin, and how the kings and earls in Norway utilized their 

preternatural strength for military purposes. Up to the 

middle of the ninth century, apparently, it was alao possible 

for a berserk to achieve wealth, respect, and a degree of 
24 

social position. Also, the distinction between shape-

changera and berserks appears to have been less fine than it 

subsequently became. Of Wolf, the grandfather of Egil, and 

his relationahip with Berdla-Kari, the berserk, it is atated: 

Wolf was a man ao big and strong that there were none to match 
him. And when he was in his youthtul age he lay out a-viking 
and harried. With him was in fellowship that man that was 
called Berdla-Kari, a worshiptul man and the greatest man of 
prowess for doing and daring. He was a berserk. He and Wolf 
had but one purse, and there was betwixt them the lovingest 
friendship. 25 

Karl, the account continues, waa exceedingly wealthy, and Wolf 

23 
The Malar Archipel!So (London, 1906), pp. 134-35. 

24-
Eddison dates the birth of Wolf 1 s children between 

845 and 850 A.D. See Egils !!S!, p. 226 (Chronological table). 
25 

Egils saga, ch. 1. 
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eventually married one or his daughters. Wolf is described 

as being very wise, but with a tendency to become sulky every 

day at the approach of evening. He was said to be "evening­

sleepy," and was reported to be exceedingly shape-strong. He 

was on this account called Kveldulf, or 1Evening-Wolf'. 

Kveldulf and Berdla-Kari 1 s daughter had two sons, 

Thorolf and Grim. Because or his premature baldness, the 

latter (who became the rather or Egil) was called Skallagrim. 
-

Believing a scandalous report about Thorolf, King Harald or 

Norway had his men seize a trading ship belonging to Thorolf, 

and the k1ng later killed Thorolf in hand-to-hand combat. A 

year or so after these events, Kveldulf and Sk.allagrim, along 

with same rorty or their followers, grasp an opportunity to 

attack the trading ship which the king had confiscated fr~ 

Thorolf. During this attack, we are told, Kveldulf and many 

or his company ran berserk. Although the saga writer never 

specifically calls Skallagrim a berserk, it is 1nteresting to 

note that 1n the episode or the capture or the ship, after 

mentioning that Kveldulf and many or his company ran berserk, 
. 26 

he states, n. • • 1n like same manner wrought Skallagr1m." 

After transferring the booty to their own ships, Kveldulf and 

Skallagrim, each 1n command or his own ship, set sail for 

Ic7land. Kveldulf, however, died aboard his ship before the 

end or the journey. He was an old man by this t1me, and we 

are given the following explanation to account for his fatal 

26 
_ ~ils saga, ch. 27. 
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illness. It will be noted that in this account 11 those men 

that were shape-strong'' and those uon whom was the berserk­

gang" are mentioned together without.any distinction. 

So it_is said of those men that were shape-strong or of 
them on whom was the berserk-gang, that for so longJ as that 
held, they were so strong that there was no holding' against 
them, but forthwith when that was passed over, then were they 
unmightier than of wont. And it was so with Kveldulf that, as 
soon as the berserk rage was gone from him, then knew he his 
weariness after those onslaughts he had made, and then was he 
altogether without might, so that he laid him down on his bèd. 27 

Skallagrim appears to have inherited from his father 

the preternatural "evening-strength" for which Kveldulf had 

been renowned. He was a great iron-smith who, after settling 

in Iceland, built a smithy beside the sea. 

• • • But when he found there no stone that was so hard and so 
smooth as might seem good to beat iron on (because there is 
there no sea-worn stône: it is there small sand all beside the 
sea}, that was of an evening, when other men went to their 
sleep, that Skallagrim went down to the sea and dragged down 
an eight-oar ship that he had, and rowed out to Mldfirthisles: 
then let drop his anchor-stone at the stem of the ship. And 
now stepped he overboard, and dived, and had up with him a 
stone, and brought it up into the ship. And now fared he 
himself up into the ship, and rowed to land, and bare the 
stone to his smithy and laid it down before the smithy door, 
and thenceforward beat his iron on it. That stone lieth 
there yet, and much burnt slag nigh; and that is seen of the 
stone, that it is hammered down, and that is surf-worn rock, 
and nought like to that other rock which is there, and now 
will not four men lift a greater. 28 

1 

Although ·skallagrim apparently did not consider dis-

gracefUl the berserkgagg coming over his rather in Norway, some 

thirteen or fourteen years later he became furious when it was 

imputed to himself. When his son Egil was twelve years old, 

27 
Egils sa~a, ch. 27. 

28 
Egils sa~a, ch. 30. 



e· Skallagr~ used often to play ball in the winter with Egil and 

the latter~s friend Thord~ who was twenty. Egil at twelve is 

said to have been big as a man, while Thord is described as 
11 strong of sinew." During the day, Skallagr~ "waxed weary" 

. 
before the boys. But in the evening 1 after sunset 1 Skallagr~' s 

strength returned. "Skallagrim became then so strong that he 

grabbed Thord up and drave h~ dawn so hard that he was all ta­

broken, and straightway gat his bane.u He then attacked his 

son, but Thorgerd, a bondmaid of his, asked h~ scornfully, 

"Run 1 st thou now berserk, Skallagr~, at thine own son?" 
• f. 

Skallagrim let Egil go, but started after Thorgerd, a big, strong 

woman who for a time managed to outrun h~, but when he had 

chased her to the cliff's edge~ she leaped into the sea. 

Skallagrim then ucast after her with a great stone~ and set it 
29 

betwixt her shoulders, and neither it nor she came up again." 

The significance of this episode, in my opinion, lies 

in the indication it affords us ot the change of attitude that 

took place between only two generations towards the berserks. 

Whereas Kveldulf' s partner in harrying, Berdla-Kari the berserk1 

was term.ed "a worshipful man, u the contempt with which Thorgerd 
. . 

regards berserks is manifest in her remark to Skallagr~. He, 

on the other hand~ might well take umbrage at the presumption of 

his bondswoman calling him to account tor attacking his son, but 

the intensity of his tury can be accounted for, it would appear, 

only by the tact that he regarded as an fnsult her insinuation 

29 
Egils ~~ ch. 40. 
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that he was behaving like a berserk. 

Berserks continue to figure 1n the family sagas, but 

after the t1me or the settling or Iceland they fall lower and 

lower 1n public esteem, in both Norway and Iceland, until they 

are considered social lepers and public nuisances • . , 
As Knut Liestol has noted, 1n the family sagas the 

berserk generally bears an unusual name or is called by a 

descriptive epithet. He cites as examples: Gauss; Moldi (from 

mold, 1 earth 1 , as 1n the expression svart sem mold, 'black as 

earth 1 ); Ljotr h1nn Blèiti, SVartr Jarnhauss, and Bjorn hinn 
- tl . 

Blakki. To Liestol's examples could be added the names or 
~ 1 

Bj~rn with the Iron Skull who appears in Viga-Glums saga; 

Thorir Paunch, Ogmund the Evil, and Snaekol or_ Grettis saga; 
, 

and Bj?rn Pale-race or Gisla ~· Liestol also notes the 

parallel between the names or the berserks or the ramily sagas 

and the names or low-born men 1n the heroic sagas who come to 
30 

demand the hand or a high-born maiden. 

The berserks, however, appear to have gone around 

demanding men 1 s wives as well as the1r s1sters and daughter. 
/ 

Pale-faced Bjorn or G1sla saga demanda that Ar1 either give 

h1m his w1re Ingibjorg or right h1m 1n a holmgang. Ar1 loses 

his lire 1n the r1ght, but his brother G1sli arterwards chal-
31 1 . 1 

lenges Bjorn and kills h1m. In V1ga-Glums saga we read that 

30 
Knut L1est81, The Or1g1n of The Icelandic Fam.1ly Sagas 

(Oslo, 1930), p. Ï64"~- --:--
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the berserk Asgaut challenges Thorstein to a holmgang because 
32 

Thorstein bad refUsed him his sister. 

In the family sagas berserks also appear as robbers. 

In Grettis ~~ Grettir kills the two brothers, Thorir Paunch 

and Ogmund the Evil, who attempt to rob the island home of 

Thorfinn while the latter is attending a Yule reast on the 
33 

mainland. He also kills Snaekol, a berserk who has come to 

demand the daughter or Grettir's elderly friend Einar: 

Now the bearserk • • • began to roar aloud, and bit the rim 
or his shield, and thrust it up into the roof or his mouth, 
and gaped over the corner or the shield, and went on very 
madly. Grettir took a sweep along over the field, and when 
he came alongside or the bearserk 1 s horse, sent up his foot 
under the tail or the shield so hard, that the shield went 
up into the mouth or him, and his throat was riven asùnder, 
and his jaws rell down on his breast. 34 

We will recall Snorri Sturluson reporting that 

Odin's berserks bit their shields. The above passage, however, 

incorporates the additional detail that Snaekol roared aloud, 

bit the rim of his shield, gaped over it, and nwent on very 

madly ... This sounds very like the behaviour Tacitus recorded 

in Germania or the wild Germanie warriors who raised their 

32 1 , 
~a-Glums ~~ ch. 4. The text is that of Sir Edmund 

Head 1 s11sh traïiSiiition, Vi~a-Glum 1 s !!S.!: The Story of rtfa­
Glum {London and Edinburgh, lB 6). Sûbsequ~t. re:ferencesw . 
oe-to this edition. 

33 
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shields to their mouthe so that their howls would rever­

berate from them: " ••• adfeciltur praecipue asperitas soni 

et fractum murmur, objiectis ad os scutis, quo plenior et 
35 

gravior vox repercussu intumescat. 11 

In the family sagas the use of treachery on the 

part of one man to gain an advantage over another meets with 

severe moral condamnation. But, as Sir Edmund Head remarked, 

the berserks uwere probably such a nuisance to society that 

anything was thought fair against them," even ';the most un-
36 

scrupulous treachery." 

Stir, an Icelandic rarmer, accepted from his bro­

ther Vermund a gift of two troublesome SWedish berserks. 

• They had originally been a gift to Vermund from Earl Hakon 

of Norway, but Vermund round it too burdensome to keep them. 

Halli, one of the berserks, who were brothers, began impor­

tuning Stir for his daughter Asdis. Stir conferred with his 

friend, Snorri the priest,, and on Snorri 1 s advice promised 

Halli he would give him his daughter as soon as Halli and 

his brother Leikner had eut a road through the lava bed to 

the boundary of the property, and erected there a boundary 

wall with blocks or lava. Meanwhile, also in accordance with 

Snorri 1 s advice, Stir had a bath-house constructed outside his 

35 
Tacitus, Germania, ch. 3. The text is that of the Loeb 

Classical Library edri. with English translationby M. Hutton 
(London, 1946). Subsequent references will be to this edition. 
- 36 1 - 1 
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home. After the two berserks had completed their hercu­

lanean task, Stir invited them to avail themselves of the 

comfort of the bath-house 1 whereupon he closed them in and 

roasted them to death. Afterwards, he had their bodies 

carried out onto the lava field and dropped into a deep cleft 
37 

in the lava. Since we know that an Icelander would accord 

the dignity of burial to the corpse of even his most hated 

enemy, we can apprehend from this manner of disposing of 

the berserks' bodies that Stir and Snorri considered them 

in the category of animals. 

Not only do this act of cruel treachery and the 

manner of disposal of the dead bodies entail no moral criti­

cism of SnoDri and Stir; both are regarded as highly honourable 

men. Snorri later marries Stir's daughter, and we are told 

that among Snorri 1 s progeny are some of the most ramous and 

illustrious men and women of Iceland. 

One can only conjecture on the role that Christi­

anity may have played in the change of attitude toward the 

berserks. Although it is believed that the first attempt to 

convert the Icelanders was made by Thorvaldr between the years 
38 

981 and 985, as G. Turville-Petr:e,:.:; remarks, "The Icelanders 

37 
Eyrbyggja ~, chaps. 25-28. 
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must have known something about Christianity sinee the begin-
39 

n1ng of their his tory. 11 He bases this statement on the tact 

that a number of the settlers had lived among Christiane in 

the British Isles before they came to Ieeland. There ean be 

little doubt that the British Christiane held an extremely 

low opinion of the brutish berserks. While this may have 

exerted an influence on the publie attitude toward berserks 

whieh was to prevail in Ieeland, it is even more probable 

that the partieular conditions of lite in Ieeland were re­

sponsible for the obloquy encountered there by berserks in 

even the earliest years of settlement. In the absence of a 

military establishment such as those mairttained by the 

Norwegian earls and kinga, with no constructive end for their 

special talents, berserks in Ieeland soon became regarded as 

public nuisances. 

If, because of their legendary association with 

Odin, berserks had ever been accorded respect or awe among 

the Norse peoples, there is certainly no evidence of auch 

an attitude on the part of the Icelanders, even before their 

conversion to Christianity. The superstitious beliet in 

'' shape-changing," on the other hand, did not disappear un til 

after the conversion. Of Thrand the strider, we read in 

Eyrbl~~ja ~ that he was: 

••• the biggest and strongest of men, and the swiftest of foot. 
He had been before with Snorri the priest, and was said to be 
not of one shape while he was heathen; but the devilhood tell 
off from most men when they were christened. 40 

39 
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Chapter II% 

GUARDIAN SPIRITS 

Colouring the saga literature equally as influen­

tially as the old belier in the ability of certain indivi­

duala to change their shape, waa the belief in the existence 

of guardian spirits. Like that belier, this one, too, under­

went changea with the passage of time and the arrival of 

Chriatianity. But where the passage of time brought about a 

aharper distinction between the shape-changera and the ber­

aerka, in the case of guardian spirits it resulted in the 

blurring of outlinea and a partial merging of the individuality 

of one type of spirit with that of another. 

Three types of guardian spirits appear in the sagas: 
....... landvaettir, or land-spirits; hamingJur, or family spirits; 

and fylgjur, or following spirits of individuals. The first 

two types would appear to have been originally regarded as 
~·----·· ·----... // 

diair, or lesser divinitiea, while a fylgja (s~ar) was a 

part of a man's soul. 

Du Chaillu haa noted that although the landvaèttir 

were aometimes associated with individuals whom they followed, 

their association was predominantly with the land rather than 

w1th the people. They were, he states: 



••• aubordinate to the guard.ian goda or each country, and 
excited dreams in men, and on behalf or the guardian god 
watched. over those places at which they dwelt; they especially 
liked to dwell on mountains4 and sometimes the dead were 
aasigned places with them. 1 

Although beliet in the existence or landvaèttir 

aeema to have been universal among the Scandinavians, the at­

titudes of individ.uala toward them appear to have ranged from 

amuaed tolerance to acorn. 

' Eddison calls attention to a passage in .. Landnamabok: 

where it is said that it was the beginning of the heathen law 
that men should remove (or cover up?) the d.r~on-heads on 
their ships when they came in sight ~f land, and not sail to 
land with gaping heads or yawning snouts, so that the land­
spirits should. be frightened with it." 42 

The power which theae spirits were believed capable 

of wielding ia exemplified. in the story or King Harald Gormson 

of Norway being d.riven away from the coasts of Iceland by 

land-spirits which attack him in the form of drakea, worms, 
43 

paddocks, great fowls and a bull. In Egils saga, however, 

although Egil acknowledges the power of the land-spirits, he 

stands in no awe of the spirits themselves. After King Eric, 

41 
Paul B. du Chaillu, The Viking ~ (London and New York, 

1889)
42
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at the instigation of his evil wife Gunnhild, has Egil de­

clared an outlaw throughout Norway, Egil carves runes on a 

hazel pole, sets a horse 1 s skull on the pole, and places the 

pole in a cleft of rock on the shore, with the skull turned 

toward the land. Then he recites this formula: 

Here set I up a Seorn-Pole, and tur.n I this Scorn unto the 
hand of King Eric and of Queen Gunnhild. • • • 'l'urn I this 
Scorn unto those land-spirits whieh do these lands inhabit, 
so that they may all fare on wildered ways, and not one of 
them reach nor rest in her own home, until they shall have 
driven King Eric and Gunnhild forth from the land. 44 

Certainly, had Egil been possessed of any awe, or 

even respect, for the landvaèttir, he would have addressed 

an appeal to them, rather than a command and a threat. 

Eddison suggests that the theory underly1ng Egil's procedure 

"was no doubt that the ugly and ghastly spectacle of the 

horse's skull would frighten the land-spirits into obeying 
45 

the injunctions contained in the runes. tt In view of the 

previously mentioned law which provided for covering up the 

dragon prows of ships when approach1ng land, this theory would 

appear to be correct. 

It must be noted, however, that Egil has in mind 

land-spirits of a nature quite different from those who drove 

away King Harald Gormson. Monsters auch as they would hardly 

be terrified by the spectacle of a horse•s skull. Egil 1 s 

land-spirits seem rather to have the nature and temperament of 

44 
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45 
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timid women. They will be subject to bewilderment, it is im­

plied, if they disobey his command, and, in referring to them, 

Egil uses the feminine possessive pronoun. 

Unlike the hamingjur and fylgjur, which, in a modi­

fied form, were able to survive the coming of Christianity, 

the landvaèttir were thought to disappear from Iceland upon 

the advent of the new religion. Their departure is depicted 

1n a curious short tale, 1'Th1drandi Whom The Goddesses Slew, u 

which seems originally to have been an episode inserted 1nto 

Ôlafs .!!!i.! Tryggvasonar. Thorhall the seer, while on a visit 

to Hall of the Side, awakens one morning bursting with laugh­

ter. When queried by Hall, Thorhall replies that he was 

laughing because a hill was opening and all the creatures 
46 

living in it were packing their baga and making ready to move. 

Although these creatures are not identified by the saga writer, 

they would appear to be landvaettir moving away rather than 

remaining only to be ousted by the new faith. 

The hamingjur, or guardian spirits of familles, it 

will be recalled, were also opce regarded as lesser divinit1es. 

These spirits always appeared 1n the for.m of women, sometimes 

as valkyries, and seem originally to have resembled friendly 
; 

noms who had the ability to warn their proteges of coming 

events, to encourage them and inspire them ·to bravery, but 

were without the power to avert what had been foreordained 

46 A 
'$i~randa :f,attr ok .:f>orhalls," The text 1s that of the 

English.translation by Gwyn Jones, ~Thidrandi Whom -The God­
desses Slew" in Eirik The Red and Other Sagas (London, 1961), 
pp. 158-62. ---



by Fate. A hamingja somet1mes guarded but one 1ndividual of 

a family, and, upon his death, passed from him to one of his , , 
kinsmen, as we may perceive from V!sa-Glums ~· In Iceland, 

Glum dreaias that he invites to his home a huge helmeted woman 

resembling a valkyrie, whom he sees atalking up the valley 

leading to hia home from the sea, her ahouldera brushing the 

aides of the mountains. Upon awaking, he interpreta his dream 

to aignity the death of his maternal grandfather, Vigtusa, in 

Norway, for he recognizea the woman as Vigtuss' ham1nsJa who 

has now come to take up her abode with him. Soon afterward, 

with the arrival of ships from Norway, comes news of Vigtuss' 
47 

dea th. 

The concept of hamingjur waa influenced by Christi­

anity in two ways: first, as MacCulloch has shown, by the 

Christian concept of good and evil angela striving for a man's 
48 

soul; and second, by the Christian concept of guardian angela. 
~ 

In Gisla saga, Gisli is visited in his dreams by two 

dream-women, or hamingJur. In recounting his dreams Gisli de­

scribes one of the wamen as an evil spirit who foretells evil; 

the other as a milder spirit who counsels him to give up the 

old faith, to abandon the practiees of magie and witehcraft, 
49 

and to be kind to the poor and weak. 

47 ~ 1 

Visa-Glums saga, ch. 9. 
48 
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49 
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The influence on the hamingjur beliet of the 

Christian concept or good and evil angela struggling tor 

men's souls is even more pronounced in the tale or Thidrandi, 

mentioned above in connection with the deparbure from Iceland 

" of the landvaettir. Shortly betore Hall of the Side and his 

family are converted to Christianity, Thidrandi, the son of 

Hall, hears one night a knock on the door. Seeing no one, 

but hearing the sound of horses' hooves approaching, he walks 

out into the garth. Nine women in dark raiment ride in from 

the north on black horses and attack him with drawn swords. 

From the south there ride nine women in white on white horses 

to rescue him, but just betore they arrive, one or the women 

in black wounds Thidrandi with her sword. Betore dying from 

his wound he tells his rather and Thorhall the seer what had 

happened. Thorhall is of the opinion that the women in black 

were the tyl~jur (more properly hamingjur) of Hall and his 
-

kinsfolk. He predicts a change of faith among the Icelanders, 

and says: 

And I believe these spirits of you who have followed the old 
faith must have known betorehand of your changing, and how 
they would be rejected of you and yours. They could not bear 
to exact no toll or you before parting, and will have seized 
on Thidrandi as their due; but the better spirits must have 
wished to help him, but did not arrive in time to do so. Even 
so, those of your family who are to adopt the unknown faith 
they foretell and follow will be helped by them. 50 

/ 
Njals saga provides an instance of the transformation 

or hami+1gjur into Christian guardian angels. The same Hall of 

5o 
Eirik The Red and Other Sagas, p. 161. 



the S14e pays a visit to Thangbrand, the Christian missionary 

sent out to Iceland by King Olaf Tryggvason of Norway. Hall 

arrives while Thangbrand is keeping a high feast, and asks 

him in who se memory he is keeping the day. Upon learning 

that the feast is 1n honour of Michael the Archangel, Hall 

requests Thangbrand to explain to him the powers and attri­

butes of Michael. Thangbrand replies, "He will weigh all the 

good that thou doest, and he is so mercifUl, that whenever 

anyone pleases him, he makes his good deeds weigh more." 

These words impress Hall of the Side to the point that he 

promises to became a Christian on condition that Thangbrand 

give his word that ~chael will then become Hall's guardian 
51 

angel. 

The ease with whieh Hall transferred his faith 1n 

hamingjur to that 1n guardian angels becomes readily under­

standable if we remember that a synonym for hamingjur was 

fY;le;Jukonar, or 'following-women;t while the word for guar­

dian angel was fylgjuengel. 

To clarify the distinction between hamingjur and 

fylgjur, and to aceount for the sometimes 1ndiscr1m1nate use 

of these two words, we must, at this point, consider the Ice­

landic superstitions whieh surrounded the chorion or foetal 

membrane and gave rise to the belief that a caul brought good 

fortune to the child born with one. 

51 
Ch. 56. 
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The word hamingja is derived, as MacCulloch shows, 

from hamr, who se primary meaning is 'skin' or 1 covering, 1 irw 

which sense it forms the root of hamrammr, 1 shape 1changer,' 

discussed in chapter 2. ~~ however, also has the secon­

dary meaning of 'caul,' and is used to designate the foetal 

membrane when it encloses a child at birth, instead of for-
52 

ming part of the after-birth. As the hamr was believed to 

bring good luck to the child born with one, the word hamingja, 

because of its association with a caul, came to be used in an 

abstract sense of 1 happiness 1 or 'good:Jtuck, 1 and the pre-

Christian hamingjur were all beneficent spirits. 

If the relationship between hamingjur and the cho­

rion is a close one, that between fllgjur and the chorion is 

closer still, both etymologically and in terms of supersti­

tious belier. Like the word hamingja, fylgja is also rich 

in connotations. In the sagas it is used in the sense of 

"following' or 1guardian 1 spirit, but, as Sir James G. Frazer 

points out, it was also used to designate the chorion, the 
53 

foetal membrane which normally 'follows' the birth of a child. 

It was the ancient belier in Iceland, Frazer explains, that 

the chorion was the seat of that part of a child's soul which 
54 

would become its guardian spirit. Hence we can readily 

52 
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understand the reason for associating a caul with good luck. 

If a child was born with a caul# his guardian spirit came 

1nto the world with him, instead of tollowing behind. 

The chorion, accord1ng to Frazer: 

••• might not be thrown away under the open sky, lest de­
mons should get hold or it and work the child harm thereby, 
or lest wild beasts should eat it up. It might not be bur-
ned, for if it were burned the child would have no fyl!ia, 
which would be as bad as to have no shadow. Formerly t 
was customary to bury the chorion under the threshold, where 
the mother stepped over it daily when she rose from bed. If 
the chorion was thus treated, the man had in life a guardian 
spirit in the shape or a bear, an eagle, a wolf, an ox, or 55 
a boar ••• while those or beautiful wamen appeared as swans. 

The animal fylgJa generally had an aspect or trait 

which corresponded to the character or its owner. Bulla and 

bears attended chiefta1ns; roxes people of crafty nature, as 
56 

MacCulloch has indicated. Oxen and boars were associated 

with great physieal strength, while eagles w~re identified 

with nobility and heroic bravery, and wolves with one's 

enemies. 
~ 

It is related in Njals !!!! that when Hauskuld saw 

in a dream a great bear followed by two cube go out or his 

house and make for the bouse or his brother Hrut, he knew 

from the matchless aize and strength of the bear that he must 
57 

have seen the fylgJa of the peerless Gunnar of Lithend. 

55 ~~ 
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In Gunnlall$S ~ ormstungu J Thors te in sees 1n a 

dream the fylsJa of his unbor.n daughter and the fylgjur of 

three of her future suitors. That of the daughter is in the 

form of a beautiful swan; those of Gunnlaug and Hratn, the 

poets who compete for her love, are eagles which battle and 

kill each other, while that of Thorkell, to whom she is mar­

riad after the deaths of Gunnlaug and Hratn, appears in the 
58 

form of a falcon. 

On numerous occasions characters in the sagas dream 

of wolves, the fylgjur of their enemies, and are thereby 

warned of impending ambushes and attacks. Helgi Droplaugarson 

dreams that he and Thorkel, while ridin~ towards Eyvindardale, 

are charged by eighteen or twenty wolves, one much larger than 

the rest. The wolves attack, and one of them bites Helgi on 

the chin, upon which he awakens. Thorkel interpreta the 

wolves to be men lying in wait for them. This proves to be 

the case, and, in the ensuing battle, when Helgi raises his 

shield to ward off a sword blow the sword glanees off his 
59 

shield, cutting off his lower lip. 

Gunnar of Lithend, while travelling with his brothers 

Hjort and Kolskegg, dreams that they encounter a pack of wolves 

58 
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in Three Icelandic risbs (Princeton, 1950), pp. 8-46. SUbse-. 
quent references wi e to this edition._ 

59 
Dropla~arsona ~~ ch. 9. The text 1s that of the 

English trans at! on by l'largaret Schlauch, "The Saga of Droplaug 1 s 
Sonsu in Three Icelandic Sagas (Princeton, .1950), pp. 102-35. 
Subsequent references will be to this edition. . 
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which they keep at bay with their swords. In the dream, Gunnar 

and Kolskegg slay many of the wolves, but one of them pulls 

down Hjort, tears open his breast, and begins to eat his heart. 

On the strength of the dream Gunnar advises Hjort to return 

home, but Hjort refuses. Soon afterward they are set upon by 

a group of Gunnar's anemies. Although Gunnar succeeds in 

cutting off the head of one, another stabs Hjort in the breast, 
60 

killing him instantly. 

While seeing the rylgja of an enemy forebodes an 

ambush or attack, seeing one 1 s own fylgja, especially if it 

is bloody, is an omen of impending death, which is met with 

calm ratalism on the part of the visionary or dreamer. When 

Thord, the toster-rather of Njal 1 s children, sees a goat wal-
' lowing in gore, the goat being invisible to Njal, the latter 

tells him that he must be fey, or doomed to die, since he has 

seen his own fylgja. Although Njal warns Thord to be wary, 

Thord replies that being wary will stand him in no stead if his 

death is doomed for him. A rew days later he is slain by 
61 

Skiolld and Sigmund. 

Al though in the countries of Europe the pagan land­

spirits were supplanted by the Christian concept or patron 

saints who lent their protection to the countries or their ori­

gin, e.g., St. Olaf in Norway, no patron saint was adopted by 
,.... 

the Icelanders to replace the landvaettir of their country. 

so 1 
Njals saga, ch. 61. 

61 1 
Njals S!Sa, chape. 41-42. 



Perhaps this was due to the tact that the role or the land-

'"' vaettir had, in the minds of the people, become or less and 

less importance until, as we have noted, at the end or the 

tenth century they had became merely an object or amusement 

and laughter. 

HamtnsJur,on the other hand, along with tylsJur, 

represented far more deeply rooted concepts, and were so 

vital a part or Icelandic tradition and contemporary thought 

that they survived the change of faith. Haming~ur, as we 

seen, merged easily and naturally into Christian guardian 

angela. Fyl6jur, however, retained their own identity, 

existing along with Christianity, but in the course of time 

appeared no longer as animals, but as doubles or their owners. 

Writing in 1933, MacCulloch stated: 

SUch beings as the Fylgja are still known in Iceland, Norway, 
and Sweden. • • • They are generally good, protective spirits, 
and care is taken, e.g., when a man leaves the house, to allow 
his protector to leave with him, lest danger meet him, espe­
cially from his evil spirits. Sometimes they are warning spi­
rits, telling by knocking or rattling the latch that their 
owners are eaming, or that death or mistortune is at hand. 
Such a spirit will appear as a double or its owner, even to 
the person himselt, as his double was seen by the hero of 62 
Stevenson•s Ticonderosa, giving thus a warning or his death. 

The Ieelandic rylgja, then, which has survived to our 

own times, is a close relative or the 1double 1 of the Highland 
n 

Scots and or the German Doppelsanger. Since this superstitious 

beliet may account for otherwise inexplicable coincidences, we 

may conclude that fylgjur will be around for a long .time to come, 

especially in the more remote rural districts of Iceland. 
62 

Eddie Mythology, p. 237. 
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Chapter ri 

RUNES 

Long before the beginning or the Christian era the 

primitive association between the art of writing and magic or 

religion had been obliterated in the cultures or southern 

Europe, yet in Scandinavia and Iceland it persisted on into 

the eleventh century. The cultures or Greece and Rome were, 

of course, of much greater antiquity than the Scandinavian, 

but there is, perhaps, another factor which may account for 

this phenomenon of survival in the north. The Greek and 

Roman religions, although they did not actually discourage 

learning, nevertheless existed quite apart from it, and be­

came decadent. The anthropomorphic gods or Greece were fit 

characters for Greek comedy--the bedroom antics of Zeus in 

Amphitrion, for example--but, apart from Apollo, they were 

not associated with learning. In its decadence the Roman 

religion was based on rear, the reaction to which was 
63 

Senecan stoicism, where there was no place for gods. The 

religion of Odin, on the other hand, was a religion of 

knowledge. According to Scandinavian legend, 

63 
Robert Payne, Hubris (New York, 1960}, pp. 55-56. 



Odin came from the east, the traditionaJ. source or knowledge, 

and taught the Scandinavians the arts or writing runes, medi­

cine and astronomy. 

Modern researchers tend to substantiate the Scandi-

navian legend concerning the or1gin or runic writ1ng. Obvi­

ously it was not brought to Scandinavia by the original set­

tlers who arrived there at the dawn or the Neolithic Age, with 

a bone and horn culture, but who were ignorant or agriculture 
64 

and pottery. It is almost certain, says du Chaillu, that the 

knowledge or runes did not come to the north bef'ore the work1ng 

or iron, for no runes have been round on objecta belonging to 
6~ 

the bronze age. That it did not come there from Germany we 

f'ind evidenced in Tacitus: "Litterarum secreta viri pariter ac 
66 

f'eminae ignorant." Tacitus 1 comment on the illiteracy or the 

Germans is conf'irmed by f'urther evidence: 

Runic monuments do not occur south or the river Eider, either 
on detached stones or engraved on rocks. The f'ew jewels round 
scattered here and there, either in France or Ger.many, are 
thoroughly Northern, and show that 1n these places the people 
or the North made warf'are, as corroborated by the test1mony 
of' the Eddas and Sagas, as well as or Frankish and old English 
and other records. 67 

edn. 

64 
Griffith Taylor, Environment, Race and Migration, 3rd 

~~oronto, 1949), p. 165. 

The Viking ~' I, 155. 
6o-

Germania, ch. 19. 
67 

du Chaillu, I, 159. 



ArChaeologists and students of linguistics are agreed, 

says Professor Otto von Friesen of the University of Upsala, 

that all available evidence leads to the same conclusion: that 

runic wr~ting originated among the Gothie settlements on the 

Black Sea, around 300 A.D., in an environment strongly influ-

enced by the Roman civilization of the lower Danube, comprising 

both Greek and latin cultural elements. The forms of the runic 

letters, he continues, are of both Greek and Latin provenance, 

but, more siqnificantly, derive from the vulgar form of classi-

cal writing, the cursive. This, he concludes, is perfectly na-

tural, since the barbarians perforee came into contact only with 
68 

the lower classes of the Roman Empire. The most widespread 

use of runic characters occurred, according to Professor von 

Friesen, between the years 400 and 1100, but, he notes, this 

form of writing was still in use, altered to a certain extent, 

of course, but in an uninterrupted tradition up to the end of 

the nineteenth century in an isolated village of the Swedish 
69 

countryside. 

Discounting the reliability of the legend crediting 

Odin with having taught the use of runes to the Scandinavians, 

Frederick Bodmer believes the arrival of runes in Scandinavia 

68 
Otto von Friesen, •aune•, Enciclopedia Italiana (Rome, 

1936), xxx, 241-42. 
69 

von Friesen, pp. 241-42. 
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to have been the result of something much more mundane--their 

being carried across Europe by migratory Gothie tribes and pro­

bably also by Celts, who had learned them through normal trading 
70 

contacts. 

But, as Bodmer notes, uThe secular impetus which tra­

ding gave to the spread of writing among the Mediterranean ci­

v111zat1ons of classical antiquity extended to northern Europe 
71 

wi thout having a permanent influence on i t." No historical 

or literary work seems to have been preserved in runes. They 

were used mainly for short inscriptions. Because of their for.m 

they were easy to carve with a knife, and were traced or scored 

on staves, roda, weapons, the stem and rudder of ships, drinking­

horns, fish and whale bones, and apparently on teeth and jewels 

as well, usually to 1nd1cate the name of the proprietor or 
72 

donor of the object. Also, as du Chaillu notes, runes were 

used as a form of communication by the deaf, and as charma in 
73 

cases of illness. 

It is clearly indicated throughout the family sagas 

that runes were not used by the people for the ordinary uses of 

70 
The Loom of Language, (London, 1944}, p. 75. 

71- -
The Loom of Language, p. 75. 72 ___ -

von Friesen, p. 241. 
73 
~ Vikine; ~' I, 164-65. 
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writing, but as du Chaillu has shown, that they: 

• • • were mystic, being employeà for conjurations and the 
like, and therefore regarded with a certain awe and super­
stition; just as today writing is looked upon by certain 
savage tribes, who cannot be made to understand how speech 
can be transmitted and kept on paper for an indefinite 
period. 74 

39 

There are many instances in the sagas or runes being 

used to cast spells, and in the 11 Runatal," Odü 1 s Rune Song 

contained in ~ Poetic Edda, Odin is supposed to be instruc­

ting Loddfafnir in the magic use of runes. Odin had acquired 

this knowledge during the nine nights he hung from a windy 

tree wounded by a spear. Deprived of food or drink, Odin 

peered downward, eaught the runes and learned them by 

weeping. For the insight it provides into the magie uses 

to which it was believed runes could be put, the "Runatal" 

merita quotation in full at this point. 

The songs I know that king's wives know not 
Nor men that are sons of men; 

The first is ealled help, and help it can bring thee 
In sorrow and pain and siekness. 

A second I know that men shall need 
Who leechcrart long to use; 

• • • . . . 
A third I know, 

or retters to 
Blunt do I make 

Nor bites his 

74 

if great is my need 
hold my foe; 

mine enemy's blade, 
sword or staff. 

'The Viking ~' I, 160. 



A fourth I know, if men shall fasten 
Bonds on my bended legs; 

So great is the charm that forth I may go, 
The fetters spring from my feet, 
Broken the bonds from my hands. 

A fifth I know, if I see from afar 
An arrow fly • gainst the folk; 

It flies not so swift that I stop it not, 
If ever my eyes behold it. 

A sixth I know, if harm one seeks 
With a sapling's root to send me; 

The hero himself wbo wreaks his hate 
Shall taste the ill ere I. 

A seventh I know, if I see in flames 
The hall o • er my comrades • heads 1 

It burns not so wide that I will not quench it, 
I know that song to sing. 

An eighth I know, that is to all 
Of greatest good to learn1 

When hatred grows 
Isooncan 

among heroes' sons, 
set it right. 

A ninth I know, 
To shel ter my 

The wind I calm 

if need there comes 
ship on the flood: 

upon the waves 
And the sea I put to sleep. 

A tenth I know, wbat time I see 
Bouse-ridera flying on high; 

So can I work that wildly they go, 
Showing their true shapes, 
Bence to their own homes. 

An eleventh I know, if needs I must lead 
To the fight my long-loved friends; 

I sing in the shields, and in strength they go 
Whole to the field of fight, 
Whole from the field of fight, 
And whole they come thence home. 

A twelfth I know, if high on a tree 
I see a hanged man swing; 

So do I write and color the runes 



That forth he fares, 
And to me talks. 

A thirteenth I know, if a thane full young 
With water I sprinkle well7 

Be shall not fall,. though he fares mid the host, 
Bor sink beneath the swords. 

A fourteenth J: know, if fain I would name 
To men the miqhty gods 1 

All know I well of the gods and elves, 
Pew be the fools know this. 

A fifteenth I know, that before the doors 
Of Delling sang Thjothrorir the dwarf 1 

Might he sang for the gods, and glory for elves, 
And wisdom for Hroptatyr wise. 

A sixteenth I know, if I seek delight 
To win from a maiden wise: 

The mind I turn of the white-armed maid, 
And thus change all the thoughts. 

A seventeenth I know, so that seldom shall go 
A maiden young from me. 

• • • 
• • • 

Long these songs thou shalt, Loddfafnir, 
Seek in vain to sing: 

Yet good it were if thou mightest gat them, 
Well if thou wouldst them learn, 
Belp if thou hadst them. 

An eighteenth I know, tbat ne • er will I tell 
To maiden or wife of man, --

The best is what none but one • s own self know, 
So comas the end of the sengs, 

Save only to ber in whose arms I lie, 
Or who else my sister is.75 

Al though the abili ty to score :nanas was cons ide red a 

75 
SÎlfiUDdar edda, stanzas 147-65. The text is the Bnglish 

translation by Henry Adams Bellowes, .!lw. Poetic Edda, 2 vols. 
in one (l!tew York and London, 1923). Subsequent references will' 
be to this edition. 



desirable accomplishment, it was an activity in which great 

caution had to be observed, for a mistake could lead to disas­

trous resulta. Such an error is recorded in §gils ~· Upon 

coming to visit his friend Thorfinn, Egil finds the latter 1 s 

daughter Helga gravely ill. He asks whether her sickness has 

been looked into. Thorfinn replies that runes have been scored 

for her, but that she became much worse afterward. Egil asks 

to see the runes, which had been carved on a whalebone and 

placed in Helga's bed. He reads them, shaves them,orr, serapea 

them into the tire, burns the whalebone, and lets the wind carry 

off the clothes the women bad been wearing. Then he scores new 

runes which he lays under Helga 1 s bolster. Soon afterward she 

awakens and begins to regain strength. We learn that the man 

who scored the first runes had asked Helga to marry him but 

was refused by her. He thought he had scored love runes, but 
76 

as he was not very adept, his runes brought on her illness. 

There existed two runic alphabets, the earlier of 

which contained twenty-four letters, the latter but sixteen. 

As du Chaillu has shown: 

Were it not for the evidence of the finds having runic inscrip­
tions of the fuller runic alphabet, it would have seemed more 
probable that the lesa developed one was the earlier; but in 
the face of the most indisputable proofs of the antiquity or 
the fuller alphabet, auch assertions cannot be made. The only 
conclusion to which this leads us therefore is, that the runic 
alphabet must in the course of time have become simplified. 77 

76 
Ch. 72. 

77 
~ Viking ~, I, 157. 



It is the earlier runic alphabet of twenty-four 

characters which is our concern here. 

Professer von Friesen has provided a lucid expla­

nation of the manner 1n which runes were used for purposes 

of magic. In order to follow it, however, it is necessary 

that we set dawn the twenty-four character runic alphabet 

with the letters and their Latin equivalents. 

FUtARkGWfl!lÎJPêRSTB E MLhjO 0 

In addition to serving as a phonetic sign, each rune 

also had a magical s1gnificance. Runic magic, 11ke its classi­

cal counterpart, was based on numerology. Each rune had a nu­

merical value and these numerical values were associated with 

the spiritual powers which the practitioner wished to invoke. 

Like the Greek and Semitic letters, each runic character had 

a name, the initial sound of which was the sound which the 

rune represented. But, at the same time, the name designated 

the magic power with which the rune was in accord by virtue of 

its numerical value. Thus the runes were placed in o~er from 

1 to 24, according to their numerical value, but (probably to 

prevent the secret from falling into the hands of the unini­

tiated) one began to count from the letter h (u) which there­

tore had the value of one, and counted forward to ~ (o) which 

had the value of 23. The rune f (f), although it is in the 



first position in the runic series (tu~ark)~ had the value of 
78 

24. 

Professor von Friesen continues by giving several 

characteristic examples of the names given to the runes. 

P with the magic power of 2 was called in Gothie }auris~' 

'(evil) demon•. 2 was a demonic number~ portending sorrow 
. 

and misfortune. ~ (a) with the numerical value of 3, the 

number of the divine, of well being and of happiness, was 

pronounced ansus: 1god 1 ; f (n) with the value of 9 signi­

fied number, the number of omnipotent tate, was pronounced 
f f 

nau~s, •rate•, 1necessity 1 ; whilef (t) tei~s, 1heavenly god', 

had the numerical value or 16, which was the number of deus ........... 
invictus, the day of Mithra in the Mithraic calendar. 

With regard to the magic significance of numbers, 
q 

Knut Liestal notes that Egil Skallagrtmson made his first 
79 

verses at the age of three (the number of well being and 

happiness}, while Grenville Pigott, noting the mystic proper­

ties of the number nine, notes: 

One of their Scandinavian deities, Hjord, had nine daughters, 
another, Heimdall, nine mothers. Odin lay nine nights on the 
tree of the universe. The number of worlds according to them 
was nine. At the great feast at Upsala, held every ninth year, 
ninety-nine hawks or cocks were sacrificed to Odin, etc. 80 

78 
von Friesen, pp. 241-42. The Enciclopedia Italiana 

article counts only to M (d) as 23, but this ls obviously a 
textual error. 

79 
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Although the scoring or runic inscriptions for legi~ 

timate purposes survived the coming or Christianity to Iceland, 

it would appear from evidence 1n Grettis saga that the use of 

runes for purposes or sorcery was forbidden by law early 1n 

the Christian era. In an attempt to dislodge Grettir from the 

island of Drangey, where he is spending the final years of his 

outlawry, Thorbiorn Angle buys out the shares of the other 

owners of Drangey. He takes his aged foster-mother with him 

in a boat to try to persuade Grettir to leave. We are told 

that the old woman had once been a sorceress, "but since the 

land had become Christian all heathen doings were forbidden 

by law, on pain of the lesser outlawry." Her visit to Grettir 

on this occasion seems to have been for the legitimate purpose 

of persuasion, but Grettir angers her beyond measure when he 

hurls a rock into the boat and breaks her leg. Back on shore 

she tells Angle to hew her a flat surface on a log. She then 

takes a knife and cuts runes on the log, cuts herself and 

marks the runes with her blood, saying charma and spells over 

it before she has Angle cast it out into the sea. Despite the 

wind and waves driving toward the shore, the log floats out to 

the small beach on Drangey where Grettir 1 s serving-man picks up 

driftwood for their fire. Grettir forbids the servant to pick 

up the log with runes on it, and orders him to cast it back 

into the sea. As often as they cast it into the sea it floats 

back again and one day, during a storm said to be brought on 

by the former sorceress, the servant disobeys Grettir, since 

he can find no other firewood, and brings back the log. When 



Grettir strikes at it with his axe, the axe glanees off aide­

ways, wounding him in the leg. Although the wound heals over 

at first, it subsequently restera and causes fever, weakening 

Grettir to the point that when Thorbiorn Angle and his men 

climb up the rope ladder which the servant had inadvertently 

rorgotten to pull up to the top or the cliff, they are able 

without difficulty to kill both Grettir and his brother 

Illugi. Later on, because of his sorcery and for slaying a 

sick man, Thorbiorn Angle is banished from Iceland as long as 
81 

any of Grettir 1 s kin are living there. 

81 
Chaps. 13-14. 



47 

Chapter .V 

FATE AND SORCERY 

That all the important events of a man's life are 

foreordained would appear to have been a fundamental tenet 

of Old Norse religious belief. In chapter 36 of Snorra edda 

we read: 

Hrist and Mist I would have bear the horn to me, 
SkeggjÔld and Sk8gull , 

Hildr and Thrudr, Hlakk and Herfjotur, 
U . H 

Goll and Geirahod, 
Randgridr and Radgridr and Reginleif--

These bear the Einherjar ale. 

These are called Valkyrs: them Odin sends to every battle; 
they determine men•s feyness and award victory. Gudr and 
Rota and the youngest Norn, she who is called Skuld, ride 
ever to take the alain and decide fights. JÔrd, the mother 
of Thor, and Rindr, Vali 1 s mother, are reckoned among the 
Asynjur. 

This belief in fatalism is exemplified numerous 

times in the family sagas, but nowhere, perhaps, so vividly 
...... ~ 

as in Laxdaela and Gisla sagas. While Thorkell and his 

shepherd are watching Kjartan approach an ambush laid by the 

men of Laugar the shepherd suggests to Thorkell that they warn 

Kjartân, but Thorkell bids him hold his tongue. "Do you think, 

fool as you are,n asks Thorkell, "you will ever give life to a 
. 82 

man to whom fate has ordained death? 11 

82 ,.. 
Laxdaela !!S!, ch. 49. 
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When Gisli 1 s wife Aud tells her husband that Asgerd, 

his brother's wife, is in love with Aud's brother Vestein, 

Gisli says to her, 11 I can see nothing to be done about it 

that will help; and yet I cannot blame you, for 1Fate•s words 
83 

will be spoken by someone, 1 and what is to follow will follow.u 

To avert trouble, Gisli does all in his power to keep Vestein 

at a distance, but when he learns that despite all his 7 e.fforts 

in this direction Vestein is coming to visit him, he says, 
84 

11That is how it must be, then. 11 

Co-existent with the belief in the immutability of 

rate, however, was the belier that predestined rate could be 

ascertained beforehand, and, in certain instances, influenced 

or averted through the practice of seidr, or spells, whose 

origin was popularly attributed to Odin: 

Odin understood also the art in which the greatest power is 
lodged, and which he himself practised; namely, what is called 
magic. By means of this he could know beforehand the pre­
destined rate of men, or their not yet completed lot; and also 
bring on the death, ill-luck, or bad health of people, and 
take the strength or wit from one person and give it to another. 
But after auch witchcraft followed auch weakness and anxiety, 
that it was not thought respectable for men to practise it; 
and therefore the priestesses were brought up in this art. 85 

While some scholars attribute a Germanie origin to 

the concept of seiir, Peter Foote is of the opinion that the 

practice was borrowed by the Norwegians from their northern 

83 / 
Gisla sasa, ch. 9. 

84 / 
Gisla sasa, ch. 12. 

85 
11Ynglinga saga," Heimskripgla, p. 12. 



86 
neighbours, the Lapps. Lending weight to this opinion is 

-the Vatnsdaela saga account of a feast given by Ingjald in 

' Norway, where the volva is a magnifieently arrayed Lapland 
87 

prophetess for whom a seat of honour is prepared. 

·49 

The family sagas recount instances of the practice 

or sei~r for both evil and benevolent purposes. Queen 

Gunnhild of Norway "let work a spell, and let that be in the 

spellworking, that Egil Skallagrimson should never bide in 
88 

peace in Iceland until she should look upon him. 11 

After Egil murders Thorgrim: 

Now Thorgrim 1 s wake is drunk, and Bork gives good gifts, for 
friendship 1 s sake, to many men. The next thing that happens 
is that Bork pays Thorgrim neb to.work a spell, that there 
should be no help for the man who had killed Thorgrim, how­
ever much men might want to give it to him, and there shoulâ 
be no rest for him in the country. He was given a nine-year 
old ox for the curse. He goes to work on it at once, and 
makes himself a scaffold and works this magic with all its 
obscenity and devilry. 89 

Snorri Sturluson 1 s statement that it was not thought 

respectable for men to practise the magic art notwithstanding, 

there appear nevertheless to have been in Iceland at least a 

few male practitioners of sei\r for the purpose of wreaking 

evil. Its benevolent aspect, however, divination of the fu­

ture, seems to have been the exclusive prerogative of women, 

for the Icelandic word for diviner, volva, is feminine. 

86 ; 
Gisla saga, p. 79 (Notes). 

87 .. . 
Ch. 10. The text is that of the English translation 

by Gwyn Jones, Vatnsdalers 1 ~ (Princeton, 1944). Subse­
quent references will be to tEIB edition. 
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The ~ of Eirik the Red contains a graphie de­

scription of a volva practising her art. The episode takes 

place 1n Greenland during a time of famine. Thorkel~ a sett­

ler from Iceland~ gives a winter reast for his friends and 

relatives to which he invites the volva Thorbjorg. A high­

seat is made ready for her~ provided with a cushion filled 

with hen's feathers. Thorbjorg arrives wearing a blue cloak 

set with stones down to the hem~ glass beads around her neck1 

and on her head a black lambskin hood lined with white cat-

skin. In her hand she carries a staff with a knob on it, 

ornamented with brasa and set around with stones below the 

knob. Around her waist is a belt made of touchwood, from 

which is suspended a large skin pouch in which she keeps the 

charma needed for her magic. She wears hairy calf-skin 

shoes with long thongs, with big lumps of lateen on the thong­

ends. On her hands she wears catskin gloves~ •rwhite inside 
. 

and hairy." She requires special food~ porridge made of 

goat 1 s beestings~ and for meat the hearts of all living 

creatures available 1n the vicinity. She refuses to do any-

thing the first night but is the next day fitted out with 

all the necessary apparatus. Then she asks to have procured 

all the women who know the lore necessary for the spell, the 

Var~lokur. No auch women were round~ but a Christian guest 

from Iceland~ Gudrid, announces that although she is not 

versed in magic and not a seer~ she had learned from her 

mother 1n Iceland the chant known as VarÔlokur. Bec au se she 



,,, .. -~ ........ .. ~ 

is a Christian she objecta to chanting it, but is prevailed 

upon to do so as it might be helpful to people. The women 

then form a circle around the platform on which Thorbjorg is 

seated. Gudrid recites the chant. The volva thanks her, 

stating it was so pleasing to the ~pirits that they have made 

many things clear which were hidden before. She predicts an 

end to the famine before spring and a quick end to the epi­

demie of sickness which has been plaguing the colony. She 

foretells for Gudrid a fine match in Greenland, but states 

that it will not last long, for Gudrid is to return to !ce­

land for another marriage from which will spring an illus­

trious family. She then answers individual questions from 
90 

other guests. 

Peter Foote explains that the purpose of the plat-

form was to remove the volva from disturbing influences. 

While she was in trance her soul was ,believed to be freed 

from her body to go seeking information about the future. In 

the case of a wizard, such as Thorgrim neb, performing an 

evil spell, his soul was believed enabled through the magic 

rites to leave his body and go to 'attack1 "the object of the 
. 91 

rite, whose mind and body could be enfeebled and killed." 

At the close of the third chapter it was noted that 

about the year 1000 the scoring of runes for purposes of 

90 / 
Eiriks ~ rau~a, ch. 3. The text is that of the 

English translatiOn by Gwyn Jones,. "The Saga of Eirik the Red," 
in Eirik the Red and Other Icelandic.S~Ît _(London, 1961). 
Subsequent:Fererenëes will be to this e ion. 

91 ~ 
Gisla saga, p. 79 {Notes). 
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sorcery appears to have been forbidden by Icelandic law. No 

doubt the practice of seibr for similar purposes was also 

forbidden by law. But while the scoring of runes for legi­

timate purposes survived into the Christian period, the 

reluctance of the Christian Gudrid to recite the Var~lokur 

would appear to indicate the discontinuance of the practice 

or sei~r, even for benevolent purposes, after the Christiani­

zation of Iceland. 
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Chapter VI 

/ ,, 
ALOG 

Correct performance or the sei~r ritual appears to 

have been an indispensable prerequisite to the exercising or 

a volva•s prophetie powers. But prophetie gifts were not the 

exclusive possession or the volvas. The family sagas depict 

two additional groups or individuals possessed or this ability; 

these, however, did not require recourse to the performance or 

magic rites. 

One of these groups comprised mainly witches and 

wise-women, who, according to Margaret Schlauch, made use of 
/ ., 

"a curious and potent charm known as alos, • • • a combination 
92 

or a wish and a behest." 

When a witch or a wise-woman is the speaker, it is sometimes 
difficult to discr1m1nate between a simple prophecy or what 
rate has already decreed, and an active compulsion by the 
speaker. Does a witch who foretells evil also init1ate 1t? 
The sagas are not clear on this point. At times they imply. 
that she does both, since they explain that she was angered 
before she made the prophecy. If the matter lies in her 
power, then her speech is a type of alog •••• 93 

In the previous chapter, it will be recalled, men­

" tion was made of the episode in §gils saga Skallagrimsonar 

92 
Romance in Iceland, p. 125. 

93 
Ibid., p. 131. 



where Queen Gunnhild or Norway caused sei~r to be performed 

to the end that Egil should never know peace in Iceland un-

' 
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til she should see him again. In Njals saga this same queen 
/ .. 

is depicted pronouncing an alog on the Icelander Hrut, with 

whom she fell in love while he was on a visit to Norway to 

claim his inheritance before marrying Fiddle-Mord's daughter 

Unna, whom he had left in Iceland. 

the following form: 

/ .. 
Gunnhild's alog takes 

If I have as much power over thee as I think, I lay this 
spell on thee that thou mayst never have any pleasure in 
living with that woman on whom thy heart is set in Iceland, 
but with other women thou mayst get on well enough, .and now 
it is like to go well with neither or us; - but thou hast 
not believed me what I have been saying. 94 

Hrut laughs at Gunnhild, returns to Iceland and marries Unna. 

Shortly afterward, however, Unna seeks out her rather at the 

Thing and complains to him that she is unhappy; that she and 

Hrut cannot live together because he is "spell-bound, 11 and 
. . 

she wishes to leave him. Their marriage is subsequently dis-

solved. 
1 1 

The 1 spâewife 1 Oddbiorg in Viga-Glums saga provides 
/· .. 

another striking instance or the ambiguous quality or alog. 

Of Oddbiorg, the writer of this saga declares: "A feeling 

existed that it was of some consequence for the mistress or 

the house to receive her well, for that what she said depen-
95 

ded more or less on how she was entertained." In this 

94 
Ch. 6. 

95 
.·. ·:<:ll. ··1~. 
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episode, Saldis, the grandmother of Steinolf and Arngrim, ap­

pears to believe firmly in Oddbiorg 1 s power to influence the 

future by her predictions. When Oddbiorg comes to Upsal, the 

home of Saldis, the latter asks her to predict something good 

for Steinolf and Arngrim, cousins, between whom there is deep 

affection and love. Oddbiorg replies,"Hopeful are these lads; 

but what their future may be it is difficult for me to discern.n 

This does not satisfy Saldis,. who remarks somewhat caustically 

that Oddbiorg must be displeased w~th the treatment she has 

received. Oddbiorg replies that Saldis must not let the pre­

diction affect her hospitality, nor take the matter so to 

heart, but Saldis, not to be mollified, retorts that unless 

Oddbiorg can say something good, the lesa she says the better. 

Reluctantly, then, Oddbiorg tells Saldis that she does not 

think the present love between the boys will last. Saldis, 

irate, threatens to turn he~ out of doors, whereupon Odd­

biorg; goaded to anger herself, retorts that because of the 

behaviour of Saldis she sees no need of sparing her, and 

blurts out that the boys will be the death of each other, 

"and one mischief worse than another for this district will 

spring from them. u 

Some eighteen or twenty years later, after Arngrim 

has been married, the cousins quarrel. Apparently persuaded 

by a malicious neighbour to believe that Steinolf has attemp­

ted to seduce Arngrim's wife, Arngrim murders Steinolf, setting 

in motion a blood feud throughout the district, thus fulfilling 
96 

the final portion of Oddbiorg 1 s prophecy. 
96 , , 
Vi~a-Glums saga, chape. 12-21. 



Chapter VII 

FORESIGHT 

Seiir~ it will be recalled, although sometimes per­

formed with the benevolent intent of simply foretelling the 

future, at other times took the form of a malediction believed 

capable of 1nf1uencing rate. 
~ , 

In the more ambiguous alog, both 

these functions appear to have been eombined. With the pheno-

menon of foresight, however, we encounter a more sophisticated 

concept of prophecy. The element of magie has disappeared 1 to 

be replaced, in part 1 by psycho1ogical insight. While in the 
97 

sagas foresight is frequently associated with wisdom, never 

with wizardry or magic, this gift was apparently considered 

to entail a supra-human element in addition to wisdom, for in 
/ 

Njals !!&! occurs this statement about Snorri the priest: 

"Snorri was the wisest and shrewdest of all these men in Ice-
98 

land who had not the gift of foresight." 

97 l' 
Njals saga, ch. 20: "There was a man whose name was 

Njal •• ~s so great.a lawyer that his match was not 
to be round. Wise too he was, and :roreknow1ng and foresighted." 
See also ch. 99: "Gest Odd1eif 1 s son dwelt at Hagi on Barde­
strand. He was one of the wisest of men, so that he foresaw 
the rates and fortunes of men." 

98 
Ch. 113. 
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The nature of foresight as depicted in the !celan­

die fa.mily sagas seems to have been akin to the second sight 

of the Scottish Highlands, Ireland, the Isle of Man, and the 

Scottish islands described by a Scottish clergyman: 

This is the faculty of seeing otherwise invisible objecta. 
It is neither voluntary nor constant, and is considered 
rather annoying than agreeable to the possessors of it. 
• • • The gift was possessed by individuals of both sexes, 
and its fits came on within doors and without, sitting and 
standing, at night and by day, and at whatever employment 
the votary might chance to be engaged. The visions were 
usually about runerals, shrouds, the appearance of friends 
who were at the time absent in distant countries, the ar­
rival of strangers, falls from horses, the upsetting of 
vehicles, bridal ceremonies, funeral processions, corpses, 
swamping of boats, drowning at sea, dropping suddenly dead, 
and numberless other subjects. 99 

Although the tulfillment of prophecies undoubtedly 
1 

subserved an artistic end in the sagas--particularly in Gisla 
1 

and Njals sagas--it cannot be dismissed purely as a literary 
,, 

convention, for, as Knut Liestol points out, "In Iceland a 

beliet in warnings, prophecies, dreams and ghosts has been 
lOO 

prevalent in all ages." 

The foresight of some individuals appears to have 

been limited or highly specialized, e.g., that of Spa-Gils, 

of whom it was said that he had second sight nand was à dab at 
. 101 

tracing thefts or anything else that he wanted to find." 

99 
Rev. Alexander MacGregor, Hi~hland Superstitions, 

1922 reprint (Stirling Scotland , 891), p. 33. 
lOO 

The Origin of The Icelandic Family S~as, p. 238. 
101- - -- - -

Eyrbyggja ~~ ch. 18. 



While many of the predictions of Gest Oddleif's 

son are founded on profound psychological insight, not al1 

of them can be accounted for on this basis alone. Such 

depth of insight could conceivab1y account for Gest's fore-

58 

102 
seeing the falling out within three years of the Haukdalers, 

103 
but not for his interpretation of Gudrun 1 s dreams, nor 

for his foreboding that one day Bolli shou1d have at his 

feet the head of Kjartan alain and by that deed bring about 
104 

his own death. 

The predictions of Njal, however, appear all to be 

based on his solid knowledge of tradition and law as well as 

the profound psychological insight he has into the minds of 

his kinsmen and enemies, and, perhaps to a certain extent, 

on mental telepathy. It is the canny lawyer who advises 

Gunnar that if he slays more than once 1n the same stock it 
105 

will lead him to his death; who foresees that quarrels will 
106 

turn toward his own sons wh en Gunnar is dead and gone; and 

who tells his sons Grim and Helgi that although they will find 

a foreign voyage hard work, they will get some honour and glory 

out of it, but that it is likely a quarrel will arise out or it 
107 

when they return. 

102 / 
G1s1a saga, ch. 6. 

103 
Laxdâela ~' ch. 33. See also pf 7«>.:flbelow. 

104 ,.... 
Laxdaela ~' ch. 33. 

105 1 
Njals ~' ch. 66. 

106 1 
~~~'ch. 74. 

10~ 
Njals ~' ch. 74. 
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In the exchange between Njal and Thord Freedmanson 

(see p. 33 above), it is because Njal is steeped in tradi­

tion that he recognizes the bloody goat or Thord's vision 

as the latter's fylgja, and admonishes him to be careful, as 

he must be fey. 

Njal's roreseeing the deaths of himself and all his 

family at the hands or Flosi and his followers as a consequence 

or Skarphedinn's killing Hauskuld the priest requires no supra­

natural explanation. Psychological insight enabled Njal to 

perceive the course or action a man or Flosi's temperament 
108 

would naturally follow under such circimstances. 

On the night of the burning, Bergthora, Njal's wife, 

to whom no prophetie ability had previously been attributed, 

tells her family when they are seated at table that each one 

should choose his ravourite dish, as this was the last time 

she would set a meal before her household. To the remonstrance 

or her sons, she replies: 

It will be though, and I could tell you much more if I would, 
but this shall be a token, that Grim and Helgi will be home 
ere men have eaten their full to-night; and if this turns out 
so, then the rest that I say will happen too. 109 

This premonition on the part of Bergthora, and the 

ensuing vision or Njal, who seems to see the gable wall pulled 

down and the board and meat covered with gore, would appear to 

be the result or mental telepathy on the part or two very 

168 / 
Njals saga, ch. 110. 

109 / 
Njals saga, ch. 126 .• ' 
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sensitive people, for earlier that day their sons Grim and 

Helgi were told by some women that their enemies had gathered 

and were proceeding in the direction of Bergthorsknoll. Grim 

and Helgi arrive home before the board is cleared and relate 

in person the information that Bergthora and Njal had apparently 
110 

received from them telepathically before and during supper. 
1 It must appear to many readers or Njals sa~a a 

curious anomaly that although in every other respect the 

scope or Njal 1 s foresightedness appears to be unlimited, 

it is not Njal, but the carline saèvuna, who foretells the 

actual instrument of the destruction of Njal and his house­

hold--the stack of vetches above the bouse. Skarphedinn 

finds her one day beating it with her cudgel; he laughs at 

her and asks why she is so angry with the vetch~stack. 

uThis stack of vetches," said the carline, uwill be 
taken.and lighted with fire when Njal my master is burnt, 
house and all, and Bergthora my foster-child. Take it 
away to the water, or burn it upas quick as you can." 

11We will not do that," says Skarphedinn, ufor . 
something else will be got.to light a fire with, if that 
were foredoomed, though this stack were not here. 11 

The carline babbled the whole summer about the vetch­
stack that it should be got indoors, but something always 
hindered it. 111 

That this prophecy is made by S~vuna, rather than 

Njal, is, I believe, the consequence of a literary convention. 

By virtue of Skarphedinn • s refus al to take Sâèvuna • s words 

seriously the dramatic tension of the saga is considerably 

11o / 
Njals ~~ ch. 126. 

111 
Ch. 123. 



heightened. Had the ult1mate use or the vetch-stack been 

foretold by Njal, it is inconceivable that his warning would 

have been disregarded, but through the use of this convention 

the saga writer was able to heighten the tension without dis­

regarding the actual historical facts. 

Apparently the gift of foresight was believed to 

diminish or disappear with old age. In·Ezrbz~~ja saga there 

is a parallel to Skarphedinn 1 s rerusal to take seriously the 

prediction of Saèvbna regarding the vetch-stack. In Eyrbyggja, 

Thorolf Halt-foot's corpse is being burnt when a cow comes and 

licks some of the ashes. The cow afterward gives birth to a 

bull calf which Thorod's blind old foster-mother advises to 

have killed immediately. This is not done, and when the calf 

is grown it gores Thorod, killing him. It is said here of the 

foster-mother: "She was deemed to have been foreseeing in her 

earlier days, but as she grew old, all she said was taken for 

doting; nevertheless things went pretty much according to her 
112 

word." 

While predicting the future by means of epelle was 

either forbidden by law, or frowned upon by custom after the 

Christianization of Iceland, there is no indication in the 

family sagas that 1ndividuals deemed to be possessed of the 

gift of foresight suffered any disrepute under the new re­

ligion. As belier in foresight has survived to the present 

time in the more remote parts of Scotland, Ireland and the 

Scottish islands, so 1t has survived in rural Iceland. 

112 
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Chapter VII I 

DREAMS 

The interpretation of dreams is a component of all 

folk-literatures, but nowhere has it been accorded a more 1m-

portant role 1n the day to day lite of a people than in the 

family sagas of Iceland; in no other national literature does 

it subserve a more 1ntensely dramatic tunction. 

That this is true should not elicit surprise, for, 

prior to the modern psychoanalytic interest 1n dreams, the 

preoccupation of a people with dream interpretation appears 

to have been in direct proportion to the degree of isolation 

in which they lived and the precariousness of their lives. In 

Scandinavia and Iceland not only were settlements isolated and 

lite precarious, but from ancient times there existed among 

the Norse an intimate relationship between dreams and their 

religion. In this connection du Chaillu has noted: 

The faith of the Northmen in dreams was almost as great 
as that which they placed 1n their goda; like the ancient 
Egyptians, Greeks, Jews, and other earlier nations, they be­
lieved that by them.they were informed of coming events. In­
stances frequently occur 1n the Sagas of men wishing to dream 
in order to know the fUture. Those dreams which were of the 
greatest importance were believed to be influenced by the re­
velation of the goda to the sleeper. Odin in a dream showed 
King Eirik the Victorious how it would go in the battle of 
Styrbjorn. 11a 
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Even the coming of Christianity to Iceland did not 

dispel the ancient faith in dreams; it served rather to con­

firm, if not strengthen it. Just as the early converts to 

Christianity were able to make an easy transition from be­

lier in hamingjur to the concept of patron saints, so were 

they able to attribute divine inspiration in the Christian 

sense to dreams formerly considered to be revelations from 

Odin. 

In the Summa Theologiae (generally referred to as 

Summa Theologica), written between 1266 and 1273, St. Thomas 

Aquinas formulated the medieval Christian attitude toward 

divination in general and divination by dreams in particular. 

His statements in this work appear to echo the beliers of 

the Christian Icelanders of the eleventh century as reported 

in the sagas, not only on the subject of dream interpretation, 

but their attitudes toward sei~r, âlog and roresight, as well. 

Divination, according to Aquinas, is of two kinds: 

lawful divination based on divine revelation, and superstitious 

and unlawful divination based on false opinion. Divination 

from dreams is lawful if the dreams are due to divine reve-

lation or sorne inward or outward natural cause; it is unlawful 

only if the dreams be a revelation of demons with whom the 

dreamer has entered into an unlawful compact. Dreams may be 

legitimate signa of future happenings to the extent that they 

are referable to sorne common cause of both the dream and the 

11j 
The Viking !s!., r, 456. 
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future occurrence. But St. Thomas acknowledges that apart 

from being predictions of future events, dreams can also be 

the cause of them, citing as an example the case of an indi­

vidual whose mind has become anxious through something that 

he has seen in a dream and, on this account, is led to do 
114 

something or avoid something. 

Renee the Christian converts among the Ice1anders 

who were gifted with foresight or had the ability to inter­

prat dreams were able, so long as they eschewed the practice 

of witchcraft, on acceptable theological grounds to recon­

cile these gifts, originally considered gifts from the pagan 

goda, with acceptance of the new religion. 

As possible keys to an understanding of the dreams 

recorded in the family sagas, neither the Freudian nor the 

Jungian theories of the significance or dreams will be round 

to be of value, the first teaching that dreams are expressions 

of man's irrational, asocial and infantile sexual nature, the 

second holding that ''dreams are revelations of unconscious 
. 115 

wisdom, transcending the individual. 11 The writings of 

Erich Fromm prove far more fruitful in this respect. 

Ins1ght is closely related to prediction. To predict 
means to infer the future course of events from the direction 
and 1ntensity of the forces that we cannot see at work at 
present. Any thorough knowledge, not of the surface but of 

!!ZJ: 
St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, literally trans­

lated by Fathers of the Engllsh Dominican Province (London, 
1922), Part II, Question 95, Article 6. 

115 
Erich Fromm, ~ Forgotten Langua.se (New York, 1951), -, ., .,.,.1 

p. 1091. 



the forces operating beneath it~ will lead to making pre­
dictions, and any valuable prediction must be based on 
auch knowledge. No wonder we often predict developments 
and events which are later borne out by the facts. Quite 
regardless of the question of telepathy, many dreams in 
which the dreamer forecasts future events fall into the 
category of rational predictions as we just defined them. 116 

Fromm agrees with Jung that we are often wiser in 

our sleep than when we are awake. But where Jung explains 

this by assuming that in our sleep we are subjected to a 

transcendant source of revelation, Fromm says: 

• • • I believe that what we think in our sleep is our thin­
king, and that there are good reasons for the fact tnit the 
influences we are submitted to in our waking life have in 
many respects a stultifying effect on our intellectual and 
moral accomplishments. 117 

Although no single theory can explain to our satis­

faction the nature of all the prophetie dreams recorded in 

the family sagas~ Fromm's hypothesis does provide a rational 

explanation for many of them. 

In view of the prominence of fylgjur and hamingjur 

in Icelandic folk-belief, it is not surprising that the over­

whelming majority of dream symbols recorded in the family 

sagas should be birds, animale, and cloaked women; and, be-

cause of the elemental nature of life in Iceland, that these 

should be regarded as omens, not of romantic rancies, but of 

the fundamental events of life: birth of children, courtship, 

11o 
Fromm, pp. 38-39. 

117 
:Ibid:~, pp. 96-97. 
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marriage~ the falling-out of friends~ intrigues or enemies~ 

and the constant proximity of violent death. 

Because of their association with guardian spirits, 

several instances of animal dreams were cited in chapter 3, 

among them Thorstein's dream or the swan, eagles and falcon 

in Gunnla:uss ~ ormstuns_u (p. 32 above), and dreams in 

which wolves appeared as rylgjur of the dreamer•s enemies. 

Thorstein's dream is of interest, however, in still another 

respect--its similarity to the dream or Kriemhild in the:'Middle 

High German epie Das Nibelun!Îalied~ in which a falcon also 

representa a future husband. Rather than considering 

Thorstein~s to be an archetypal dream, most authorities re­

gard it as a borrowing from the German epie~ for, as Liestol 

has indicated, the German dream was evidently known in !ce­

land, since there is an incomplete prose version of it in the 
., 

twenty-fifth chapter of Volsunga saga. "In both these cases," 
' ' 

says Liestol, "the dream concerna a woman's destiny~ and the 

falcon is the man she marries; for the rest, the details are 

utilized in Gunnlaug's Saga in a way which fits in with the 
119 

plot or that saga. 11 

Associated at t~es with the wolf as a dream symbol 

of impending evil 1s the figure of the viper. Although ne1-

ther the wolf nor the viper was round in Iceland, they were, 

as Peter Foote mentions: 

lst 
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Das Nibelungenlied, ed. Helmut de Boor (Wiesbaden, 1961), 

Avent!ure, pp. 6-7. 
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• • • the classical Scandinavian embodiments of the beasts 
roe to men. Two of the monsters who are to bripg about the 
doom of the pagan gods are the World-serpent MfOgarà sormr, 
and the great wolf, Fenrir. As_. symbols of ev ,il they are 
associated with witches: a witch woman is described as ri­
ding a wolf with a snake for reins, and a figure

0
is pictured 

in this way on one of the Hunnestad-stones in Skane, carved 
in the first half of the eleventh century •••• 120 

1 
This concurrence of symbols occurs in Gisla saga. 

Gisli has learned from his wife Aud that Asgerd, wife of 

his brother Thorkell, has been having an affair with Aud's L.--t 

brother Vestein. Thorkell, having learned of his wife's 

affair, moves out of Gisli's house and establishes his own 

homestead nearby. Vestein, who bas been away for some time, 

returns to Gisli's home to attend the winter fea&t. While 

he is there, Gisli sleeps badly for two nights. The first 

night he dreams that a viper slid out of a certain bouse and 

stung Vestein to death. The second night he dreams that out 

of the same house there ran a wolf which bit Vestein to death. 

Vestein is murdered in his sleep by Thorkell. · · Gisli, however, 

does not tell anyone his dreams until the funeral preparations 

for Vestein are under way. "And I have not told ·either dream 
. . 121 

before now because I wanted nobody to interpret them," he says. 

This would appear to be a classic example of a pro-

phetic dream embodying a rational prediction, but we may also 

perceive here an instance of the belier that dreams turn out 

according to their interpretation, which belier, according to 

120 , 
Gisla !!S!' pp. 75-76 (Notes). 

121 
Chape. 13-14. 
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Peter Foote, is held even in modern times in Iceland. 

Wolves and vipers were not the only harbingers or 

evil or death in the dreams or the Icelanders; large birds 

might figure 1n this respect as well. Just before his ane­

mies arrive to kill Gisli, he dreams "that big birds came 

into the place, bigger than cock-ptarmigans; and they 

68 

123 
screeched horribly; and they had been wallowing in blood. 11 

Before he has finished recounting this dream to his wife, 

they hear the men coming up to the cave. 

Inanimate objecta, too, sometimes in conjunction 

with blood, were symbols of approaching conflict or afflic­

tion. Viga-Glum tells his son Marr or two dreams in which 

auch objecta figure. In the one, he dreamed that, going out 

or his house unarmed, he saw Thorarin coming towards him 

carrying a large whetstone 1n his hand. Seeing another whet­

stone lying near, Glum picked it up to use to attack Thorarin. 

Each tried to strike the other and the whetstones came to-

gether with a tremendous crash. Marr asks his rather whether 

this might rorebode a conflict between the two bouses, but 

Glum replies that it signifies more than that--a conflict 

between the two districts, because or the distance at which 

the crash might be heard. In the second dream Glum saw two 

women carrying between them a trough and sprinkling the dis­

trict with blood. Although he realizes that this dream 
122 , 

Gisla ~~ p. 76 (Notes). 
123 ~ 

Gisla saga, ch. 34. 



portends something about to happen, he is unable to specify 

the exact nature of the event. It is, however, a battle 

which ensues between the family of Glum and that of Thorarin 
124 

and Thorvald. 

The hamingjur who appeared to Gisli six years ar­

ter his outlawry for the death of Thorgrim were mentioned 

briefly on page 27, above. This episode, which occurs in 
/ 

chapter 22 of Gisla ~~ is, however, of additional in-

terest in the present context and merita quotation: 

Gisli was a wise man, and one who dreamed dreams that 
had true meanings •••• The story says that one autumn Gisli 
had a struggle in his sleep one night, when he was stayin,g at 
Aud's steading; and when he awoke, she asked him what he had 
been dreaming. 

He answers. 'I have two women in my dreams,' he says, 
'and one is good tome, but the other always tells me some­
thing that makes me feel worse than before, and she foresees 
nothing but bad for me. And this time in my dream I seemed 
to come to a house, or a hall, and I seemed to go into the 
4ouse, and there I recognized many of those who were inside, 
kinsmen of mine, and friends. They were sitting by the fires 
and drinking, and there were seven fires--some were neanly~ 
burnt out, and sorne were burning very brightly. Then came in 
my better dream woman and said that these marked my life, 
wljat I had yet to live; and she counselled me that while I 
lived I should give up the old faith, and have nothing to do 
with magic or witchcraft, and deal kindly with the blind and 
the halt and the poor and the helpless. There was no more 
to the dream. 1 

The first significant point to be noted is the re­

lationship in the mind of the saga writer between wisdom and 
11 dreams that had true meanings." The depth or psychological 

insight on the part of the writer, implicit in this observa­

tion, is revealed in the passage from Erich Fromm's The 

Forgotten Lansuase cited above. 

124 , - / 
Viga-Glums saga, ch. 21. 
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Recognition of departed kinsmen, usually seen drin­

king or feasting, is a feature of Icelandic dreams which will 

be discussed in the following chapter. In the present con­

text it is the seven fires or the dream whièh is of interest. 

In folk-belier, fire or flame is a common symbol of life. If 

the fire burns brightly, it signifies good fortune, and the 

dreamer may hope to hear news of a wedding or the birth of a 

child, or to receive unexpected money or gold. A dark, smoky 
125 

flame, on the other hand, foretells affliction and death. 
/ 

In Gisla !!5!, the seven fires signify the years Gisli has 

yet to live, but the saga does not specify the proportion of 

good years to bad. 

Gisli, Viga-Glum, and certain wise old women auch as 
126 

Helgi 1 s foster-mother in Vapnfir~inga saga, although not 

gifted with roresight, were regarded as draum-spekingar, or 

1dream-wise.' In other words, they were capable of inter-

preting their own prophetie dreams. All dreamers of prophetie 

dreams did not have this power, however. Hence they related 

their dreams to another, who was either 1 dream-wise 1 or fore-

sighted, the interpretation or dreams being one aspect or 

foresight. We find, therefore, in Laxdaèla sa~a, Gudrun re­

counting four of her dreams to Gest Oddleif's son, who was 

125 Il 
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foresighted. In Gudrun's first dream she tore from her head 

an ill-fitting hood and cast it into a stream; in her second# 

she lost a silver ring from her arm in the water; in the third 

she fell and broke a gold ring 1 the two parts of which after­

ward bled; in the fourth, she had on ber head a heavy gold 

helm which tumbled off into Hvammfirth. According to Gest, 

the dreams signify four marriages which she will make and the 

manner in which she will lose each of ber four husbands. The 

ill-fitting hood signifies that her first husband will not be 

of her own choosing, and her casting it off means that she will 

leave him. The silver ring falling into the water indicates 

that her second husband will lose his life by drowning. The 

third husband will meet a violent death, partly as a conse­

quence of samething Gudrun will have done 1 while the fourth will 

be drowned in Hvammfirth. Gest's predictions come true in the 

main 1 except for one small detail which lends a note of realism 

and credibility to the tale: Gudrun's fourth husband is drowned 

in a squall, not on Hvammfirth, but on Broadfirth. 

· There is, of course, always the temptation to attri­

bute the prophetie dreams of the sagas to literary convention# 

to think of them merely as a deviee utilized by the writer to 

dramatize the relationship between cause and effect. Particu­

larly with the dream of Herdis~ the granddaughter of Gudrun, 

might this at first appear to be the case. Herdis often accom­

panied ber grandmother to church for prayers after the death 

of the latter 1 s fourth husband. She dreamed one night that a 
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woman in a woven cloak came to her complaining that Gudrun 

crept over her every night and let drop on her tears so hot 

tha t she was burning al1 over. When Herdis told her dream to 

her grandmother, Gudrun had the p1anks taken up from the church 

f~oor where she was accustomed to kneel on her hassock, and in 

the earth beneath they round some o1d bluish bones, a brooch, 

and a wizard 1 s wand. As it was believed that the tomb of 

some sorceress must have been uncovered, 11 the bones were taken 

to a place far away where people were least likely to be 
127 

passing. 11 

The sincerity and integrity of the saga writer in 

recording this dream would appear to be strengthened by virtue 

of a recent case in Iceland, a matter of public record, de-

tailed by Horace Leaf, F.R.G.S. In this instance, the body 

of a suicide of long ago was discovered as the result or a 

dream. The suicide, a woman, begged the dreamer that her 

bones be disinterred and reburied in consecrated ground in 

order that her soul might find peace. The facts of this 

case were p1aced before the Lutheran Church and ecclesiastical 

permission was given for the reburial of the body in a church-
128 

yard. 
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Chapt~r IX 

DEATH, AFTER-LIFE, AND REVENANTS 

Imparting a mordant pungency to the family sagas 

is the Icelandic belier 1n the powers of the dead to return 

and belabour the living. Far from being merely disembodied 

spirits, pagan Icelandic ghosts are solid, animated corpses 

which have not decayed. Perhaps it was upon encountering 

this belier 1n Scandinavia that the third Odin instituted 

there the practice of burning the dead as the most efficacious 

means of preventing their return. This is not at all unlikely, 

for the belier was of great antiquity even at the time of 

Odin. Margaret Schlauch states: 

It is associated with the "prean1mistic 11 view of nature 
which preceded the division of the world into two cate­
gories, the living (persona and things having 11 spirits 11

) 

and the 1nan1mate, on the part of primitive people. Thus 
the strange part played by animated corpses in Icelandic · 
sagas, and even in modern folktales, preserves a very ancient 
point of view with surprising fidelity. 130 

Although the practice of burning the dead on pyres 

prior to interment of the ashes in barrows or under stones 

appears to have become quite widespread 1n Scandinavia, it 

130 
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was apparently discontinued by the settlers or Iceland, 

save under exceptional circumstances. No doubt one reason 

was the scarcity in Iceland or native timber for construc­

tion or pyres. Hence the early Icelanders were, as a rule, 

buried under mounds near their homes, and disinterred for 

cremation or reburial at a more remote place only if thei~ 

corpses proved troublesome. This seems never to have been 

necessary arter the death or a man whose lire had earned 

him the respect and affection or his kin and neighbours, 

but only with the corpses or notorious evil-doers, berserks, 

shape-changera, and sorcerers. 

In all cases or death in Iceland, except the exe­

cution or a sorcerer, it was the duty or the next or kin to 

perrorm the rite or lyke-help to the corpse. This consisted 

or closing the eyes and nostrils and also, apparently, 

wrapping a cloth about the head. It seems to have been the 

custam that no one, except the next or kin, was to look on 

the race or a corpse before lyke-help had been given. 

Burial or the dead in a prone position in a coffin 

appears to have been a fairly general, although not exclusive, 

practice in Iceland. The body or Thorvald was sewn up in a 

skin by Viga-Glum's men, but this may have been only a 

temporary procedure until such time as his own relatives 
131 

could call for the body and bury it. In compliance with 

her husband 1 s request, Vigdis had Viga Hrapp buried in a 

131 ; ~ 
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standing position under the doorway of his fire-hall so 
132 

75 

that he could keep a searching eye on his dwelling. Here 

no mention is made of a coffin. Gunnar of Lithend was 
133 

buried without a coffin, sitting upright inside a cairn. 

Under ordinary circumstances a corpse was carried 

to the place or burial through the door or the house in which 

death took place, but there are in the family sagas two 

notable instances where one or the house walls was broken 
134 

through for this purpose: on the death of Skallagrim and 
135 

that of Thorolf Haltfoot. Skallagrim, it will be recalled, 

was shape-strong in his youth, while Thorolr was a notorious 
~ / 

trouble-maker throughout his adult life. Eirikr Magnusson 

has commented in this respect: 

In both these cases the proceedings are practically the same. 
Both the se men died wi thin the same century [the tentlij , 
Skallagrim early in it, Thorolf la te. It would seem .that in 
those times it was customary to teach him who was supposed 
to be likely to walk again a way to the house which did not 
lead to the door or ·it, but to the obstructing wall--a custom 
which seems to trace its origin to the imagination that 
ghosts being brainless were devoid or initiative. To this 
day the belier exista in Iceland that the spirit of.the dead 
visita all localities on earth where the person has been, 
berore it passes to its final destination. This journey is 
supposed to take a miraculously short time. 136 
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In Ieeland execution appears to have been limited 
137 

to outlaws and soreerers. The usual method was by stoning 

to death after a bag had been tied over the vietim's head, 

to avert the influence of the nevil eye. 11 Stoning, aeeor­

ding to Peter Foote, was 11 the natural form for a collective 

penal action, partly beeause it was a collective action and 

responsibility was shared, and partly, beeause stones were 

felt to possess earth1 s inherent magie power, more effective 

than weapons." Sueh execution was often earried out on the 

foreshore between high and low water mark, and this, Professor 

Foote states, 11 had a neutralizing effeet: it was a no man's 

land, where sometimes malefaetors were buried, and they were 

believed to be bound by the movement or the tide-. 11 The body 

or the exeeuted soreerer was generally buried on a ridge be­

tween two valleys, or in uninhab1ted land between two settle­

ments but belonging to neither of them. Burial there, aeeor­

ding to Professor Foote, "had the same intention; in land 

uninhabited and indeterminate, belongiQg to neither settle-
. 138 

ment, the dead eould do leà..st harm." 

Pagan Ieelandie beliers as to the nature of the 

arter-life appear to have been somewhat ill-defined. The 
1 

episode in Gisla ~ where Thorgrim, arter having killed 

Vestein in his sleep, cornes with his men to the mound-making 

and insista that he alone shall tie on the Hel-shoes for 

137 1 
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Vestein would seem to indicate a belier that the dead Ves­

tein had a long journey ahead of him to the realm of the 
139 

77 

dead, ruled over by the goddess Hel. Peter Foote suggests 

that it was Thorgrim 1 s intention to make Vestein 1 s journey 

there as easy as possible, since, once there, he could not 
140 

return as à reanimated corpse. Since tying Hel-shoes on 

the corpse is not mentioned in all accounts of death in the 

sagas, it may be the practice was peculiar to certain locali­

ties. On the other hand, it may have been so general a eus­

tom that many of the saga writers did not deem it worthy of 

special mention. 

The paradise for warriors was Valhall, the Hall of 

Odin, to which they were carried from the field of battle by 

the Valkyries, and where they fought by day and feasted at 

night. This appears to have been a fairly late concept, pos­

sibly introduced into Scandinavia by the third Odin, and one 

which held little meaning for the Icelanders. 

Of far more concern to the Icelanders, and ap-

parently of much earlier origin, was a beliet concerning the 

rate of those drowned at sea. The drowned were said to have 

been caught in the net of Ran, 1Robbery, 1 a demonic sea-

goddess who apparently was the personification of the sea in 

storm. She was the wife of the sea-god Aegir, who represented 

the sea in its calmer aspects. MacCulloch shows the 

139 
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relationship of the persona! name Aegir and aegir, 'sea,' to 

the Gothie ahva, ON a, 'water' or 'river,' and the Latin aqua. 

The ON name of the river Eider (Egidora), Aegisdyr, he points 
141 

.out, is literally "door of the sea. n Ran caught the drowned 

sea-farers in her net and carried them to her halls, where 

they feasted on the delicacies of the sea, lobsters and the 

like. This ancient belier, together with a related one--

that it was a good omen if the ghosts of men drowned at sea 

attended their own funeral feast-- survived into the Chris-

tian era, as the following passage from Eyrbyggja saga re­

counting the appearance of Thorod and his men after their 

drowning at sea attesta: 

• • • But the first evening whenas men were at the feast, and 
were come to their seats, in came goodman Thorod and his fel­
lows into the hall, all of them dripping wet. Men gave good 
welcome to Thorod, for a good portent was it deemed, since 
folk held it for sooth that those men should have good cheer 
of Ran if they, who had been drowned at sea, came to their 
own burial-ale; for in those days little of the olden lore 
was cast aside, though men were baptized and were Christian 
by name. 142 

Icelandic beliers were curiously free from.dogmatic 

interpretations. The belier that the drowned were caught in 

the net of Ran is a case in point, for despite its antiquity 

and the respect accorded it in the Christian era, auch a 

rate for the drowned was apparently not considered to be in­

evitable. In an earlier passage of Eyrbyggja ~, Thorstein 

Codbiter and his men perish at sea, but they are seen by 

141 
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142 
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Thorstein's shepherd being welcomed by the ghost of Thor­

stein's rather in a hill near Thorstein's dwelling which 
143 

opened to receive them. 
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The reappearance or the dead was not necessarily 

an occasion for terror on the part of the beholders. When 

the drowned rrhorod appeared at his funeral feast JI 
11he was 

given good welcome. 11 There is no suggestion of terror on 

the part or Thorstein Codbiter's shepherd when he saw the 

ghost or Thorstein received by that or his rather in the 

barrow. There is a somewhat similar episode in Njals ~· 

On a bright moon and starlit night Skarphedinn and Hogni 

pass by the south side or the cairn of Gunnar of Lithend. 

Suddenly they think they see the cairn stand open and Gunnar 

inside looking at the moon. They think they see four lights 

burning inside the cairn, none or them casting a shadow. 

Gunnar looks merry and joyful and sings a song which they 
144 

interpret to mean that he wants them to avenge his death. 

In marked contrast to ghosts who quietly attend 

their funeral reast or are merely seen sitting, singing, or 

feasting in a cairn are the "violently active corpses • • • 

known as drapgar, 11 or which Margaret Schlauch has written: 

Berserkir, magicians, and gigantic champions are especially 
prone to continue their existence in this unlovely form; but 
even admirable warriors may be transformed into sinister 
dra*'ar while they ait bloated, rigid, and balefully alive, 
wit 1ri their burial mounds. If they issue forth and seek 
human habitations, they are apt to indulge in a violent 

143 
Ch. 11. 

144 
Ch. 77. 



80 

sport known as 11riding the roof, 11 which reduces the house to 
ruina, or nearly so. They also kill cattle and men. The 
danger from them is greatest around Yule eve, in midwinter, 
when the nights are longest. 145 

Laxdaela ~ recounts the activities or a parti­

cularly violent ghost, that or Viga Hrapp, who was Scotch on 

his father's aide, but whose mother was from Sodor in Norway, 

where he was raised. He was a big, strong, overbearing man 

who was forced to flee from Sodor to Iceland because he 

would never atone for any wrongs he committed. He was dis~ 

liked by most people as he was overbearing to his neighbours 

around Thorsness in Iceland, where he had his homestead. He 

became violent in his behaviour and did much harm to his 

neighbours. As noted earlier in this chapter, when he be­

came ill he commanded his wife Vigdis that she have his grave 

dug in the doorway or the fire-hall and that he be buried 

there in a standing position so that he could keep an eye 

on his dwelling. Vigdis did not dare do otherwise. Evil as 

he was in his life, he was even more so when he was dead, for 

he walked a good deal arter his death, and people said he 

killed most or his servants in his ghostly appearances. He 

caused trouble to those who lived near, and his house or 

Hrappstead became deserted when his wife went to live with her 

brother, Thorstein SWart. The rarmers or the vicinity con­

sulted one or their number, Hoskuld, who went to Hrappstead 

with sorne or his men, had Hrapp's body dug up and taken away 

145 
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to a place "near to which cattle were least likely to roam 

or men togo about." After that, the walking abated some­

what, and the following spring Sumerlid, Hrapp 1 s son, set up 

housekeeping at Hrappstead, but soon afterwards he was 

useized of a frenzy" and died. His mother Vigdis inherited 

all his wealth, but refused to return to Hrappstead. About 

twelve years later, Olaf Peacock, who had purchased the pro­

pePty of Hoskuld where he was living with his wife Thorgerda, 

decided to purchase Hrappstead, which had lain waste since 

the death of Sumerlid. On it he built a new home which he 

called Herdholt. But the first winter of his residence 

there, one of the men who looked after the cattle came to 

Olaf and asked permission to change his work with someone 

else. He would not explain his fears to Olaf, but that eve­

ning Olaf went with him to drive in the cattle. The man came 

running to Olaf, saying that Hrapp was standing in the doorway 

of the fold, and that he had had his fill of wrestling with 

him. Olaf went to the door and struck at the ghost with his 

spear. Hrapp took the socket of the spear in both hands and 

wrenched it aside so that the spear shaft broke. Olaf was 

left holding the shaft and Hrapp the head. The next morning 

Olaf went to where Hrapp was buried and hadL.him dug up. The 

body, as was generally the case with araugar, was undecayed, 

and with it was round the spear head. Olaf had a pyre prepared, 

the body burned, and the ashes flung out to sea, after which 
146 

Hrapp's ghost walked no more. 

146 
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Similar in most respects to the tale of Hrapp 1 s 

ghost is that of the ghost of Thorolf Haltfoot in Eyrbyggja 

saga, but the latter contains several interesting details 

not present in the Laxdaela saga account of Hrapp. Thorolf 1 s 

body was taken on a sledge drawn by oxen from his home to 

Thorswaterdale, where he was laid in howe. As the summer 

wore on, the oxen which had been yoked to Thorolf became 

troll-ridden and all cattle that approached his howe went mad 

and bellowed until they died. During the next winter Thorolf 

was often seen at the house. 

his wife suffered the most. 

He hurt many people, among whom 

She died as a result of the 

haunting, and was buried beside her husband. After her death, 

Thorolf 1 s ghost did not confine its activities to the home­

stead, but laid waste farms far and wide. In the spring, his 

son Arnkel summoned neighbours to rebury Thorolf •. They laid 

the undecayed corpse on a sledge yoked to two strong oxen, but 

the corpse became so heavy that the oxen foundered before they 

had reached their destination. Other oxen were used to draw 

the body up a neck of land to the headland, or ness, but when 

they came to the brow of the hill these oxen went mad, broke 

loose, and jumped into the sea. So the men bore Thorolf to 

the headland, buried him there, and raised a wall across the 

end of the headland. Thorolf lay there quiet as long as 

Arnkel lived, but some time after the latter•s death a thrall 

of Thorbrand's who was harding sheep saw an erne fly from the 

west over the firth. The erne swooped down on a deerhound 

which was with the thrall, and flew back with the dog in its 



claws straight for the howe of Thorolf Haltfoot, vanishing 
147 

there under the mountain. 
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The appearance of the erne in this tale is some­

what anomalous. It would appear to be the fylgja of Thorolf, 

yet nowhere else in the sagas is there any indication of the 

belier that a man's fylgja survived his own death. We are 

told here only that Thorbrand, when the thrall told him of 

the occurrence, considered it a foreboding of news. 

After the appearance of the erne Thorolf's ghost 

took to walking again, slaying men and beasts, until it was 

deemed necessary to dig up his corpse for the second time and 

destroy it by fire. The corpse was still unrotten, .. as like 

to a fiend as like could be, blue as hell, and big as a neat. 11 

It was so heavy that it could be raised only with lever beams. 

The body was rolled down the hillside, wrapped in a bale, and 

set afire. Although the hale soon burned to coals, it was a 

long time before the body would burn. Those ashes that were 

not scattered by the wind were· cast into the sea. 

The baleful influence of Thorolf 1 s ghost did not end 

here, however. It will be recalled from page 61 above that a 

cow which licked some of his ashes later gave birth to a bull 

The calf, Glossy, then calf which gored its owner to death. 
l~ 

disappeared into a fen, never to be seen again. 

Ghosts were apparently believed capable of laying 

147 
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curses on the living. In Grettis ~ the ghost of the evil 

shepherd Glam attacks Grettir and wrestles with him. After 

being thrown by Grettir, the ghost lays a curse on him, a 
1 ,. 

form or alog: 

Now we have measured our strength, Grettir, and now I lay my 
wierd on thee. Thou hast only half the strength which would 
have come to thee hadst thou not put thyselr in my way; now 
it shall never grow greater, though many will call thee strong 
enough. And now has thy luck turned, and whatever thou doest 
arter this shall go against thee. Thou shalt be outlawed, and 
wilt dwell much alone; then orten shalt thou see my glaring 
eyes, and dread to be alone, and that shall be thy death. 

Upon this, Grettir eut off the head of Glam's ani­

mated corpse and laid it at his reet. Then the corpse was 

burned, and the ashes placed in a skin and buried in a re­

mote place. Although Glam walked no more, Grettir developed 

a neurotic rear or the dark. Throughout his outlawry and 

until the time or his death he had hallucinations of Glam's 

eyes and other horrors when he was alone at night, and this, 

the saga writer states, was the origin or the proverb 11 that 

Glam lends eyes, or gives Glamsight to those who see things 
149 

nowise as they are." 

Although the Glam episode appears to be the only 

instance in the sagas where a ghost actually casta a curee, 

there are other instances where an individual, while still 

alive, gives instructions to be carried out after his death, 

threatening that much trouble will befall if his requests 

are not carried out. The account or the hauntings at 

149 
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Frodiswater seems to be basically a case of this nature, e~en 

though it includes other supernatural elements as well. 

In the summer of the year 1000, among the passen­

gers who came to Iceland aboard an Irish ship was a certain 

Thorgunna, who had brought with her goods which were rare 

and difficult to obtain in Iceland. As she refused to sell 

any of them, Thurid, the wife of Thorod of Frodiswater, in­

vited her to stay with her and her husband at Frodiswater 

over the winter. Thorgunna accepted the invitation, and 

made up her bed there with particularly fine hangings, 

quilts and English sheets, which, despite all Thurid 1 s im­

portuning, she refused to sell. One day in the autumn while 

all the household were getting in the hay, a dark cloud ap­

peared, from which it rained blood. Afterward, the blood 

dried off all the hay, except that which Thorgunna had spread. 

Later that evening she became ill and requested of Thorold 

that, in the event she died of her illness, he bury her at 

Skalaholt, where there was a church and a consecrated burial­

ground. She also bade him and Thurid to take all her goods 

except a gold ring which was to be buried with her, and the 

bedding so much coveted by Thurid, which she asked to have 

burned, threatening trouble for them if her wishes were not 

carried out. She died shortly afterward, but Thurid refused 

to permit the bedding to be destroyed. 

There is in this tale a curious element which seems 

to bridge the gap between the pagan Icelandic concept of solid 

ghosts or animated corpses and the subsequent Christian 
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concept of duality of spirit and body. The actual solid 

ghost of Thorgunna appears but once, and that, it should be 

noted, prior to her body being given Christian burial. Rer 

corpse, placed in a coffin, was carried by a group of men to 

Skalaholt, where, in compliance with her request, she was 

buried with the rites or the church. On the way, so as not 

to have to cross the treacherous Whitewater at night, the 

funeral party put up at a bonder 1 s home on the shore, leaving 

the coffin outside the house. Although he permitted them to 

pass the night there, the bonder refused them the hospitality 

of food. During the night a clatter was heard in the buttery, 

and when the men looked, they saw a naked woman whom they 

recognized as Thorgunna bearing food onto the table. When 

the bonder bade them eat and drink, Thorgunna 1 s ghost walked 

out the door and was not seen again. 

Upon their return to Frodiswater, however, while 

sitting by the meal fires, the corpse-bearers and others in 

the house saw a half-moon go back and forth and widershins 

around the house. Thorir Wooden-leg, who with his wife, 

Thorgrima Witchface, and their son Kjartan, was staying with 

Thorod and Thurid, proclaimed it the "Moon of the W1erd, 11 

and predicted that the deaths of men would follow it. Soon 

afterward the shepherd at Frodiswater died and was buried, 

but one night Thorir Wooden-leg, upon going outside, was at­

tacked by the ghost of the shepherd, which tried to prevent 

him from reentering the house and cast him against the door. 

Thorir died a short time later, and after his death his ghost 
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was frequently seen in company with'that of the shepherd. By 

Yule six of the house carles had died. Such deaths and the 

appearance of the ghosts appear to be conventional elements 

of Icelandic folklore, but with the 11 Moon of the Wierd," we 

are confronted with another supernatural concept. This is a 
150 

type of witchcraft called sjonhverfingar, or ocular delusion~ 

It is continued in the saga when, a little before Yule, the 

inhabitants of the house see a seal 1 s head come up through 

the floor of the fire-hall. Although a bouse carle beat it, 

it continued to rise, and disappeared only when Kjartan hit 

it with a sledge hammer and drove it down through the floor 

like a peg. Some time after this a noise was heard in the 

stock-fish heap. Out of the heap seemed to come a great tail, 

which the people pulled until the skin came off the palma of 

their hands. Every fish in the heap was round torn from the 

skin so that there was not a single fish intact in the lower 

part of the heap, yet nothing alive was round which might 

have been responsible for the destruction. 

The story of the hauntings at Frodiswater continues 

with the onset of an epidemie of sickness which carried off 

most of the household, including Thorgrima Witchface, whose 

ghost was afterward seen together with that of her husband. 

Eventually, at the request of Snorri the priest, a maas-priest 

came to Frodiswater. Thorgunna's bed gear was burned, the 

house blessed, and all those living there shriven. 

150 
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A door-doom was held on the ghosts, who then departed. Maas 

was sung there, after which Thurid was healed of her sickness, 

and Kjartan enabled to dwell there in peace for a long time 
151 

afterwards. 

While the ghost of Thorgunna, prior to her burial, 

appears to be as solid as those of earlier Icelandic tradi­

tion, it is apparently her disembodied spirit which is re­

sponsible for the ocular-delusion type of witchcraft, and 

which is laid with the burning of her bed clothes and the 

service of exorcism performed at Frodiswater by the Christian 

priest. 

The Christian influence on the story of Thorgunna 

is subtle, almost subconscious. In the ~ of Eirik the Red, 

however, a conventional Icelandic ghost story appears to 

have been tampered with by someone not of Icelandic origin, 

for it contains elements quite foreign to other Icelandic 

tales of the same era. 

An Icelandic woman, Gudrid, marries Thorstein 

Eiriksson, son of Eirik the Red and brother of Leif Eiriks­

son, in Greenland, and they go to live at an estate in the 

western settlement which Thorstein owns in common with 

another man also named Thorstein, whose wife is Sigrid. 

They go there in the autumn, but sickness soon attacks the 

farmstead. The foreman, Gardar, is the first to die. Then 

Thorstein Eiriksson falls ill, as does Sigrid, the wife of 

his namesake. One evening when the two women are outdoors, 



Sigrid cries out that she sees the entire host of the dead 

before the door of the bouse, and, among them, Gudrid's 

husband. The women return indoors, but by morning Sigrid 

is dead and a coffin is made for her. Earlier that morning 

Sigrid's husband bad gone down to the sea with sorne men, but 

Thorstein Eiriksson sends word for him to return, as his 

wife's corpse was trying to get on her reet and get into 

bed with him. When Sigrid's husband returned to the bouse, 

the corpse was sitting on the side of the bed, whereupon he 

drove a pole-axe into her breast. This is reminiscent of 

central European vampire stories rather than of Icelandic 

tradition. 

Near the close of the same day Thorstein Eiriks­

son dies. The other Thorstein tells Gudrid to lie down, 

that he will watch over the two bodies. But during the 

night the corpse of Thorstein Eiriksson sits up and asks to 

speak to Gudrid. She is fetched, whereupon her husband's 

corpse, which appears to be weeping, gives ber a Christian 

homily on repentance for past sins and faith as a means to 

salvation. He then tells her that it is not good that 

Christian men should be buried in unconsecrated ground on 

their farms, as was the custom, and asks to be taken to 

church along with all the others who had died, except Gardar, 

whose body is to be burned, as he was responsible for all the 

hauntings which had taken place. He predicts a notable ru­
ture for his wife and warns ber not to marry a Greenlander, 

but urges her to bestow their money upon the church and 
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sorne of it upon the poor. 

The departures here from Icelandic tradition-­

driving the pole-axe into the breast of the corpse and the 

reanimation of a corpse before burial--together with the 

utilization of a ghost story as propaganda for financial 

support of the church, make it practically certain that we 

do not have the story here in its original form, or that 

the entire episode was a later interpolation in the saga, 

probably by a monkish transcriber of European origin and 

education. 

SUch tampering with Icelandic traditions was but 

one step towards the incorporation of foreign material of 

all sorts into the sagas. It signified the beginning of 

the end of the robust solidity which characterizes the 

family sagas and the inception of a new type of Icelandic 

literature which we know as the romantic, or lying sagas. 

152 , 
Eir1ks saga rau"ôa, ch. 4. 
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London, 1900. 
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Hiènsa-~ris ~· c. 963-910. Date of composition uncer­
tairi, plaëeà by aome in the earlier period or saga 
writing (about 1200), by others in the middle or latter 
part of the 13th cent., which !a, perhaps, more probable. 
Vellum fragment from the 15th cent. (AM. 162 G fol.), 
but th~ saga is complete only in paper MSS. 

The Ïtory of Hen Thorer. In "The Saga Library, 11 by Wm. 
Morr a andEirilë'f Mâgnusson. London, 1891. I, xxvii­
xlvii, 123-63, map. 

The ~asr or Hen Thorir. Done into English out or the 
tEe ce andic-Dy William Morris and Eir{kr Magnuason. 
With decorations by A.E. Goetting. Qtncinatti, Ohio. 
(19031. 

The ~ of Thore the Henpeddler. In Origines Islan­
a!ëae,l)y TI: Vigf'üsson anaF. Y. Powell. Oxford, ®05. 
II, 2-42. (Icelandic text with English translation). 

Hen-Thorir. Transl. by Gwyn Jones •. In Eirik the Red 
and Other Icelandic Sagas. London, 1961. pp.~3~ 

Heimskr~la. History or the kinga of Norway from the ear­
lies times (the/mythological heroic Ynglings) down to 
the battle at Re 1177; written c. 1220-30 by Snorri 
Sturluson (1178-1241). Principal MSS.: Kringla (Codex 
academicus primus, from c. 1260; destroyed by fire in 
1728, all but one lear in the Royal Library,· Stockholm, 

) 
11 " ,. perg. 9 fol.; paper copies ; Jofraskinna; Frfssbok; 

Eirspennill; AM. 39 fol., c. 1390. The title ofnthe work 
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1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
s. 
6. 
7. 
tJ. 
9. 

10. 
11. 
12. 

13. 
14. 

Y~linga saga 
Halfdanar saga svarta 
Haralds saga harfagra 
Hâkonar saga go6a 
Haralds saga grafeldar 
61afs saga Tryggvasonar 
Ôlafs;saga helga 
Magnus saga goôa 
Hjiralds saga har~ra~ 
Olaffj saga kyrra,... 
Magnus saga berraetts ~ 
Sigur6ar s~a Jorslafara, Eysteins ok Olafs, 

, braèira haus 
Magnus saga blinda ok Haralds gilla 
Inga saga Haraldssonar, Sigur3ar ok Eysteins 

braè~ra haus 
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The Heimskringla; or, Chronicle of ~ KjtSS of Norwat. 
Translated t'rom the Ieelandic or-snorro · urluson, wi h 
a preliminary dissertation, by Samuel Laing. 3 vols. 
London, 1844. 

The Heimskringla or the Sagas or the Norse P'aÏ' from 
'ffie Icelandic of' Tnorrë Sturluson -;-Dy Samue a ng. 2nd 
edn., revised, with notes by Rasmus B. Anderson. 4 vols. 
London, 1889. . 

The Heimskr~la, a Historl of the Norse ~ë!s ~ Snorre 
'S'fürluson. one into Engl sn ou:& of' the ce anO!c by 
Samuel Laing. With revised notes by Rasmus B. Anderson. 
3 vols. Published by the Norraèna Society, London, 
Copenhagen, Stockholm, Berlin, New York [11. 1906. 

The Stories of the ~ of Norway called the Round o:r 
tnë World (Iie'Ini'S'Kri~, oy Snorri sturluson. Done­
'i'ii:to., EngliSh~" out of he. Icelandic by William Morris ·and 
Eirikr Magnusson. 4 vols. London, 1893, 1894, 1895, 
1905. (The Saga Library. Vols. III-VI). 

The sî~aH or Olaf Try;graason and or Harald the Tyrant 
"'(Irara aaroraade) • ondon, l:'91!7 -

Heimskrin~la: the Olaf Ïagas. By Snorre Sturlason. 
Translate by Samuër'L'a ng. London, Toronto, and New 
York, 1915. With introduction by John Beveridge. 

Heimskriëfla: the Norse ~ f!S~s. By Snorre Sturlason. 
Translate by Samuel Laing. on on, Toronto, and New 
York, 1930. Omits the Olaf Sagas. 

Heimskringla; or, The Lives of the Norse Kings, by Snorre 
Sturlason. Editea-w!th notes-b~lirig Monsen and trans­
lated into English with the assistance of A.H. Smith. 
Cambridge, 1932. 

Heimskr~la: Sag
1

a of the Norse Kit!s. Translated by 
Samuel a ng, ea-w!Xn fritrodue on and notes by 
Peter Foote. London, 1961. 

Heil~a ~. a, or vma- a~~ or 
V a-Styrs saga ok Hei'àarv!ga. c. 1005-1014. One of the 

o1dest .sagas, written probably in the latter part of the 
12th cent., but now imperfect. The only known MS. of it, 
a vel11.Uil from c. 1300, was brought from Iceland to Sweden 
about,~l680, and it was then defective. In 1725, ••• rni 
Magnusson borrowed it and had a eopy made of it, but both 
the orig~a1,and the copy were destroyed by fire, Copenhagen, 
1728 •• Jon Olafsson who had made the copy, wrote the fol­
lowing year the saga from memory, and this.:. is all that is 
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known of that portion (the Viga-St~rs ~). It was 
round afterwards, that the whôie Ir. haanot been 
sent to Copenhagen~ so the latter part or the saga (the 
larger part or Hei~arviga saga proper) is still P.re­
served in the Royal Library, S~ckholm {No. 18.4~ cf. 
KCÎlund' s Palâeograr1ak Atlas, 1905, No .• 39), but even 
this portion has a lacuna. · 

(For English version aee EyrbyggJa ~). 

Helga~ ok Grima. (See Droplaugarsona ~). 

Helganna ~· (See Droplapgaraona ~). 

Hrarnkels sa~a Freyagoda. c. 920-952. Wr1tten about 1200; it 
is foun m paper Mss. only, most or which are from the 
17th cent.; a vellum fragment from c. 1400, AM. 162 I fol. 

The Srorl or Hrarnkell, Frey 1 s Priest. In Summer Travel­
ling~ ceiand, by John Cales. London, 1882. pp. 230-49. 

The ~ of Hrafnkel (Ravencetil) the Priest of Frey. 
l'ilOr!gi"iïesis1andicae, by a. Vigf'usson and F.Y: Powell. 
Oxford; 1905. II, 486-527. (Text with Eng11sh trans­
lation). 

Hratnkel the Priest of Fley. Transl. by Gwyn Jones. In 
Eir!k the-nëd and Otner celandic Sa~aa. London, 1961. 
PP. B9::rns:- -

"' Islendingabok. A brier histQry of Iceland from 870-1120,_ by 
. Ari forsilsaon hinn rrooi (Ari the Learned) (b. 1067, 

d. 1148); written probablf arter 1134 and being an abridg­
ment of.(or supplement to) a larger Islendingabôk which 
is now lost. The title given to it by the author is 
Libellus Islandorum. It is round in two paper copies 
(AM. 113 A-B. fol.) made in the 17th cent. by Jon 
Erlendsson from a vellum which is now lost and which 
probably was the author 1 s original MS. 

Libellus Islandorum. In OriSines Islandicae, by G. 
Vigfûsson and ,.Y. Powell.xford, 1905. I, 279-306. 
(Icelandic text with English version). _ 
. . - , 
The Book or the Icelanders (Islendi~abok) by Ari 
$org!!SioE: ~ited and translated ~th an introductory 
essay by Halldor Hermannsson. Ithaca, N.Y., 1930. 
(Islandica, XX). 
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Jomsvikinga sa~r· The saga or the Jomsvikings. Translated 
. from the d Icelandic, with 1ntrod• and notes by Lee 

M. Hollander. Illustrated by Malcolm Thurgood. Austin, 
Texas, 1955. 

,. 
Landnamabok. An historical aceount of the Norwegian settle­

ment of Iceland 874-930. It is now round in 3 recensions, 
viz. the Sturlubok (AM. 107 fol.), the Haukebok (AM. 105. 
fol.; a 14th cent. vellum fragment AM. 371.4 °. Cf. Kâlund 1 s 
Palaeofrafisk Atlas. 1905# No. 37), and the Melabok (AM. 
445 B. o, 15th cent.). The Sturlubok owes its orig1n to 
Sturla.$ Ôrdarson, and dates from c. 1250-1280. The llaulcs-, 
bok text is a compilation made about 1320 by Haukr Erlends-
son, of the Sturlubék and a recension (now lost) by 
Styrmir K{rason hinn frodi (d. 1245). The Mela~Ôk is a 
fragment of a recension by a member of the Melar family 
(Borgarfjorlr) of the f;rst half of the 14th cent. The 
so-called younger Melabok is a 17th cent. compilation 
from these three, which are based upon an older text, 
the original Landnamabok text, probably written before 
or about 1200, from various sources, oral traditions and 
writings of Kolskeggr Asbjarnson (for east Iceland), Ari 
~orgilsson (cf. Islendingab6k},Brandr prior (the genea­
logies of the Breidfirdings), .. possibly also of Sâemundr 
Sigfusson and others. 

The Book of the Settlement of Iceland. Transl. from the 
orig"'iïa:: Iëelandic of Ari tne Learned, by Rev. T. Ellwood. 
Kendall, 1898. 

Landnama-Book or the Book of Settlements. In Origines 
Islandicae, byïG.-vig1üiëontand F.Y. Powell. Oxford, 
l905. Text (Hauksbok) with English version. 

Laxdâèla saga. C. 892-1026. Written in the first part of the 
13th cent. To it has been added as a continuation the 
Bolla ~attr Bollasonar {cha. 79-88), which is of later 
date and of questionable historical value. MSS.: M&lru­
vallab6k (AM. 132 fol., from c. 1350); a copy of the 
Vatnshyrna, !cel. Lit. Soc. (now National Library, 
Rejkjavik) 225, 4°; two vellum fragments from the 13th 
cent. AM. 162 D-E. fol. 

Laxda:'ela saga. Transl. by .Muriel c. Press. London, 1899. 
(Omits the Bo1la4âttr). 2nd edn. 1906. Repr1nted with 
an introd. and !ridex by Peter Foote. London, 1964. 

The Story of the Laxda1ers done into English by Robert 
Proctor. wndon, 1903. Only 250 copies pr1nted. 
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The Laxdâèla ~· Translated from the Icelandic with 
an-introductionoy Thorstein Veblen. New York, 1925. 

The Tale of the Men of Laxdale. Translated from the 
-nraxa:a:n-a~aga" eyC:Ji. Fox. With an abridgment of 
uThe Lovera of. Gudrun •• from 11The Earthly Paradise.. by 
William Morris. London, etc., 1929. 

/ Ljosvetninga saga, or 
Reykdaela ~~ or · , /. 
.toiiefrs ~ ~tÎa, Gu"dmundar rika ok :Porkels hâles. c. 990-

065~r en about 1200~e-saga now emEOaies three 
tales ( aèttir; chaps. v-xii) which presumably were not 
in the.or ginal saga; imperfect at end. Vellum frag­
ments: AM. 561.4°(c. 1400), AM. 162 C fol. (15th cent.); 
several paper MSS. (17th cent.). . . 

. 

The Stm of the Men of Lightwater. In Ori~ines Islandicae, 
Oy"'G. ffi son a.'ii'a-F:Y. Pôwe11. Oxford, 1 o5. II, 344-
430. (The Gu~mundar .~~~ only (text divided somewhat 
differently from the ~ of 1880) with English version. 

, , 
Njals ~a or Njala, o~ 
-="Ereiin=-==u- s ~ (Fl.1otsh1Ûinga or Hli'4verja .a..aga). 

c. 9 0-1016. In its present for.m it dates from.the lat­
ter part of the 13th cent., but it is compiled from va­
rious older sagas,., as Gunnars ~' ~fals s a proper, 
Kristni ~, Brl~h'~!. and posai y some aêttir. 
Vellum ~Rej a ok (AM. 468.4°, c, 1300, c • und 1 s 
Palaêografisk Atlas. 1,205. No. 35); Mo6ruvallabÔk (AM. 
132 foi., c. 1350); KâlfalaèkjarboK (AM. 133.4°, c. 1300); 
Graskinna (Gl. kgl. Sml. 2870.4•, c. 13001Gl. kgl. Sml.~ 
2868.4° (c. 1500), and various fragments,.the oldest from 
c. 1280. 

The Stort of Burnt Ntitl or Life in Iceland at the end of 
'ffië tent ëëntury. Georgë'Ve'5'6'e Dasent.-2 vol~­
E!nburgh, 1861. With abridgment of introductor.y note o-f 
1861: London, 1900. New York, 1900. 

The Story of Burnt Njal, the great Icelandic Tribune, 
Turist and-counsellor. Trans. by Dasent. Forma a vol. 
of a series ca11ed "Norrâena," with Editor' s Prefatory 
Note and Author's Introduction. Publ. by the Norrâena 
Society, London, Stockholm, Copenhagen, Berlin, New York, 
1906. 

The Story of Burnt Njal. From the Icelandic Njals Saga 
oy-aeorge Wibbe Dasent. London and New York, 1911. 
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~ ~ 

Olafs ~ Tryggvasonar. Olafr Tryggvason, king of Norway 
995..:.1000.- I. Saga written in Latin by Oddr Snorrason, 
a monk of ~ingeyrar cloister, c. 1190; the Latin origi­
nal is lost, but three recensions of an Icelandic trans­
lation are known: AM. 310.4.(latter half of the 13th 
cent.; defective; facsim. in K!lund 1 s Palaêografisk 
Atlas. 1905. No. 19); Cod. Holm. perg. 46

, no. 18.5 
(formerly no. 20.2; .defective; c. 1300); Dellagardie 
Coll. (Upsala Univ. Libr.) perg. 4-7 I, fol., a frag­
ment (c. 1250). II. See: Heimskringla VI. III. See: 
Fagrskinna (1902-03. chaps. 21-22). IV. The larger 
~lafs ~~ ._ probably composed in the ,14th cent. from 
various sources, among which was an Olafs saga by 
Gunnlaugr Leifsson (d. 1219), a monk of ~ngeyrar 
cloister, written in Latin and later rendered into 
Icelandic, but which is now lost. This saga wit~ nu­
merous additions is also round in the Flateyjarbok. 

The s9~5 of ~ins Olaf Tr~ggwason who reigned over Norway 
:r:D. ra • • I'Ol)ëi. rans1ateë:f1ly J. Sephton. 
London, 1'8'9"s-;:--(~ern Library, Vol. I.). 

Ragnars ~ lodbrokar, or 
Ragnars lai a loibrokar ok sona hans. MSS. : Ny kgl. Sml. 

182 .J+• l c. 1400 )T.Ar.-!74.46 (15th cent.), and paper 
MSS. AM. 6-7, fol., etc. The original saga was pro­
bably written in the latter half of the 13th cent.; 
the recension which in complete form has been preserved, 
is from the 14th cent. 

The ~ of R~nar Lodbrok. (For English version see 
Vèiisunga ~ • 

Reykdâela ~· 
/ 

(See Ljosvetninga ~). 

Sâèmundar Edda. (The Poetic Edda, a.k.a. The Elder Edda). 
The two priilcipal MSS. are Codex Regi us, Gl. kgl. Sml. 
2365.4•, dating from the end of the 13th cent., and the 
fragmentary codex AM. 748.4•, from c. 1300, but neither 
contains a complete collection of the poems now generally 
included under the name of Eddie poems. 

Icelandic Poetrt, or the Edda of Saèmund translated into 
~lish verse, y I:s:-ITottie.--Bristol, 1797. ----
Select Icelandic roetEX, translated from the originale 
with notes tby William Herbert). ~art I-II. 2 vols. 
London, 1804-06. 
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The~same, revised with three additional pieces from 
Saèmund's Edda. Wm. Herbert 1 s Works. Vol. I. London, 
1842. pp. 163-312. 

The Poets and Poetry of Europe. With introductions and 
OIOgraphicar-notices 0:1. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. 
Philadelphia, 1845. 

Pen and Pencil Sketches of Far&e and Iceland. With an 
appena!x containing tranë!ations from.the Icel~dic. 
By Andrew James Symington. London, 1862. C'Specimens 
of Icelandic Poetry," pp. 260-77, includes Hav. and 
portions of Vsp. and.S811.). 

Edda Saêmundar hinns froà'a. The Edda of Saêmund the 
~ed. From the Old Norse or-!celana!c, with a--­
mytfiological index Cand an index of persona and places'l. 
Part I-II. London, 1866. (2 vols.). 

The Elder Eddas [!J of Sâemund Si~sson. Translated 
from the origirial Ol~xt to English by 
Benjamin Thorpe, and the Yo~er Eddas r: ~ j of Snorre 
Sturluson. Translated from e original Oln-Norse text 
in Ehgllsh by I.A. Blackwell. Rasmus B. Anderson, 
editor in chief. J .w. Buel, managing editor. Published 
by the Norrâena Society, London ••• New York, 1906. 
(Cheap edition, forming a volume in a subscription set). 
. N • . 

Volsunga s~a. The Stort of the Vols~s and Niblu~s 
with:ëêrta sbngÊ fromh~E!aër Ed~ Translated rom 
~Icelandlc y ir1KF Magn~sson ana-will!am Morris. 
London, 1870. In Epie and ~{ New York, 1910. pp. 265-
464. (The Harvard~sSICs~ ~9J. 

The same, new edition, • • • edited with introduction and 
notes by H. Halliday Spalding. London, 1888. 

The same, in The Collected Works of William Morris, with 
introductions-oy his daughter Mây~orris. Vol. VII. 
London, 1901, and The Collected Works 1911, Vol •. VII. 
pp. 281-490. - . . . 

The same, reprint of the original edition: Reprinted at 
the Chiswic~ Press with the golden type designed by 
William Morris for the Kelmscott Press, and finished on 
the 20th day of September, 1901. London. 



' Library of the World's Beat Literature Ancient and 
Modern. ---rrharles Dûd1ey Warner, editor. Vol. :rx:­
New York, 1897. The Eddas, pp. 5113-44, consisting 
or introduction by W.H. CaiPenter, Blackwell's ver­
sion or Thor's journey to u~gardaloki (Snorra Edda), 
Thorpe• s or :f-rym., and Magnusson and Morris* s ~ 
Gu~kv. I. 

The Elder or Poetic Edda, commonly known as Saèmund's 
ma. Par--&!. The m.ythological poems. Eited and 
translated by W.G. Collingwood. London, 19o8. 

Translations from the Icelandic: being select passages 
intrôductory ~ce1and1c literature transl. and ed. 
by w.c. Green. London, 1908. 2nd edn. 1924. 

The Poetic Edda. Translated from the Icelandic with 
an-introductiOn and notes by Henry Adams Bellows. 
Two volumes in one. New York, 1923. Reprinted 1926 
and 1936. 

The Poetic Edda. Translated with an introduction and 
explanatoryliOtes by Lee M. Hollander. Austin (Texas), 
University of Texas, 1928. 

Snorra Edda, (The Prose Edda). Principal ,MSS.: Gl. kgl. 
Sm~36~(codex ~us, beginning or the 14th cent.); 
AM.242, fol. (Codex Wormianus, end or 14th cent.); Codex 
Upsal. Del. 11 (c. 1300), etc. This Edda was written by 
Snorri Sturluson (1178-1241), probably during the earlier 
half or the third decade or the 13th cent. It consista 
of: 1. Gylfaginning; 2. Braga~âèlur (no' usually~included 
1n t9e following part); 3. Skaldskaparmal, or Skalda; and 
4. Hattatal. In Codex Wortn.•·-~s are added four gramma­
tical treatises by different bands, the second of these 
i~ also round in Oodex Ufsal.; the third treatise is by 
Olafr lOr~arson hv{taskald (1210-59). Although entirely 
independent or the Edda these t~eatises have been in­
cluded here. 

Northern Antiquities: or, a description or the manners, 
customs, religion and laws or the ancient Danes • • • 
with a translation of the Edda, or system of runic 
mythology, and other pieces from the ancient Islandic 
tongue. Translated from Mallet•s Introduction à l' his­
toire de Dannemarc, etc. With addit1ona1 notes~ by the 
Erig11sELtranslator and Goranson 1 s Latin version or the 
Edda. Translated by Bishop Thomas Percy. 2 vols. 
London, 1770. 
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The same. 2 vols. Edinburgh, 1809. 

The same. New edition, revised throughout, and con­
siderably enlarged; with a translation of the Prose 
Edda from the original Old Norse text; and notes 
~ical and explanatory, by I.A. Blackwell ••• 
London, 1847. 

The same, London, 1859. 

The Prose or Younger Edda, commonly ascribed to Snorri 
Stürluson,~ranslated from the Old Norse by GeOrge 
Webbe Dasent. Stockholm, 1842. 

The Yo~er Edda: also called Snorre's Eddar,, or the 
PrOse a. -:KilErigffih version of the Poreworo;~e 
Foollng-of Gylfe, the Afterword; Brage 1 s Talk, the 
Afterword to Brage's Talk and the important passages 
of the Poetical Diction (Skaldskaparmàl) with an 
introduction, notes, vocabulary, and index. By 
Rasmus B. Anderson. Chicago, 1880. 

The Prose Edda ~ Snorri Sturluson. Translated from 
the Icelandlc by Arthur Gilchrlst Brodeur. New York, 
1916. 2nd, 3rd, 4th printings 1920, 1929, 1946. 

v{p:tttfir3tnga saga, or 
Brodd-Hel~a saga. C. 980-990. Forms a continuation of 

~ors eins saga hvlta. Written towards the end of the 
2th cent. Paper-Mss., all having a lacuna; vellum 

fragment AM. 162 C, fol. (15th cent.) • 
.. 

The Tale of the Weaponfirthers ~lished out of the 
"'ëëliiléi!c-.- Translated by Rober roctor .---rrrnt~at 
Edinburgh by T. and A. Constable, 1902. 

The Saga of the Wa~enfirthers. By Robert L. Bremner. 
~Proceeain~orne Royal Philosophical Society of 
Glasgow, 191 -1"8; pp. 99-133. -

The Vapnfjord Men. Translated by Gwyn Jones. In Eirik 
tne Red and Otner Icelandic Sagas. London, 1961. 
pp • jg.:..,-;-

Vatnsdaèla faga. C. 830-1013. ·The present saga is a recen­
sion o a comparatively late date, not much older than 
1300, and has many interpolations, but the original saga 
was probably of the earlier period of saga writing 
(c. 1200). Paper-MSS., copies of the lest Vatnshyrna 
codex; vellum fragment AM. 445 B,4° (15th cent.). 
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Vatzdaela ~ (The S~orb of the Waterdale Men). In 
Origines IB18iidi"ëaë, y .-vigl'Usson and F .re-Powell. 
Oxford, 1905. II, 275-314. 

Vatnsdalers' Saga. Translated from the Icelandic with 
notes and Introduction by Gwyn Jones. Princeton, 1944. 

~ , " 
Vi~a-Glums saga, or Gluma, or 
Es hlèl~à sbgf. c. 900-1003. One of the oldest sagas, 

wr en e ore 1200. The principal MS. is the 
Molruvallab6k (AM. 132 fol., 14th cent.). 

Viga-Glum' s ~. The~ of Viga-Glum. Translated 
from the IcelanOic With-notes-ana an Introduction by 
Sir Edmund Head. London and Edinburgh, 1866. 

"' " Vi~a-Glums sa~Î· 
an F.Y. Powe • 

In Origines Islandicae, by G. Vigfusson 
Oxford, 1905. II, 431-79. 

1 / / 
Viga-Styrs saga ok Hei'6arviga. (See Hei'Ôarvi~a ~). 

n o 
Volsunga ~· MSS.: Ny kgl. Saml. 182~ B. 4 (c. 1400); AM. 

6=7 ~ (17th cent. on paper) etc. Was written in the 
second half of the 13th cent., and based on a lost saga 
of Sigur~r Fafnisbani and the heroic poems of the 
Sâemundar Edda; it was written as an introductory saga 
to the na~nars saga lobbrokar, together with which it is 
found in he Ms • The rXfuur are probably from the first 
half of the 15th cent • . , 
The Sfory of the Volsungs and Niblungs with certain songs 
from he Eiàer Edda. Trans1ated from tne-Icelandlc by 
!Irlkr~agnasson and William Morris. London, 1870. 

The ~ of the Volsungs. The Stga of Ra~nar Lodbrok 
toge~Witnlthe Lay of Kraia, ranS!ate from the Old 
Norse by Margaret srcfilauch. New York, 1930. 

,Pi'~randa :p;ttr _2!ç orhalls. A legend fr~ c. 1000. In 6iafs 
~ ryggvasonar o the Flateyjarbok and other vel1ums 
{AM. 54 and 61. fol., c. 14oo). 

In The~ of~ Olaf Tryg~wason, translated by J. 
Seph't'On-:----Loooon, 1895. (Nornern Library, Vol. I). 
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Thidrandi Whom the Goddesses Slew. Translated by Gwyn 
Jones. !n---m:'Fik the Red and ô"tner Icelandic Sagas • 

.:Porfinns ~ Karlsefnis ok Snorra ..Porbrandssonar. (See 
Eir~~ raü(fa).-

/ / 
,.Porgeir~ sa~a go~a, G~mundar rika ok :porkels haks. (See 

Lj · sve ninga saga). 

;f>orsnesineza saga. ( See Ey:rbyggja __ ~) • 

The Tale of Thorstan Staff-smitten. In Origines 
"îSSan:a:ICae; by G. Vigtüsson and F. Y. Powell. Oxford, 
1905. !!, 576-80. 

Thorstein Staff-Struck. Translated by Gwyn Jones. In 
Eirik the Red and Other Icelandic Sagas. London, 1961. 
pp. 78=88.--

Ynglinga ÎagÎ. The first saga in the Heimskrin~la; of heroic 
myth ca character and chiefly based uponhe "Ynglingatal,u 
a poem by $J6lfr of Hvini (9th cent.). See also Heims- . 
kringla. 
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ADDENDA 

Au'àunar j~ttr vestfirzka.. Translated by J.M. N'oswortby. .!h! Adelphi 
. . . Jl .. S •. II .(19~6). 9i60-50 • 

. . 
Authun and his bear-a. In ! Pageant of ,2!! Scandinavie., 1946, 
PP• 202~08 •.. Trans. by Philipp M. Mitchell. 

/ 1 
Gis1a .!!:&! Surssonar. 

The ;.rga of Gisli, Son of Sour Trans. fraa the Old Icelandio 
'by: .R ph B •. Allen. Illtiëtüli by Rocbe11 Kent •. New York, 1~6. 

Ob.icken-Thori 1s ~· Trans. ~rom the original Icelandic by Eric 
V. Youngquiet •. Madison (Wise.~ Dept. of Soandinavian, Un iv. of 
Wisconsin, 195;. Mimeographed.\ 

Hra.fnke1 saga Freyegola •. 

1 

Hrafnke1 Fr![sgodi 1e ~· our Ioe1andio Sagas, 1~5, PP• ;7-61. 

!h!. Saga !:!. Hrafnkel Priest S: •. Trans. by John O. McGalliard. 
In :Wor.ld Master.pieces, ed •. by . .Plll.'lf.IHIL.l·d Ma.ok and others. New York, 
1956. I, 512-;2 •. 

lljals ~· 
/ 

~al 1a .!!&!.• Trans. tram the 0 d Ioelandio with introd. and notes: 
Carl F. Bqerschmidt and Lee M. Hollander. New York. lfew York 

University Press for the .Americ Scandina.vian Foundation, 1955. 

Stuf'a :/l'ttr blinda.. 1 

Stut 1s Saga.. In A Pageant !:!. Ol.d Scandina.via., 1946. pp. 195-99 • 

.;boroteino !!e. (:P.:-ttr) hYite. 1 
Thoretein ~ White 1 e !!&!· In your Ioelandio Sagas, 19;5. pp. 6;-r;. 

1 

lorsteins .::{?(ttr etanga.rhggg•• 1 

!!!.!. .!!:&! et_ Thor stein Stat:f'-B1ow t Trans. tram the Ioelandio by 
Erik Wal1gren. ~University l' Kansas 2.!3!:. Review XI (1945 ), 21;-17. 
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