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Resumo
O artigo discute algumas questdes relacionadas com a histdria literaria da Escandindvia Medieval,
como o surgimento das sagas e a sua transformagdo como forma literdria dominante a partir do século
XI1II, além do debate sobre a historicidade e a ficgdo nas narrativas.
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Resume
L’article discute quelques questions relacionées avec I’histoire literaire de I’Escandinavie
Medieval, comme le surgiment des sagas et as transformation comme forme literaire dominant depuis le
Xlleme siecle, au-dela du debat sur 1’histoire et la fiction dans les narratives.
Mots-clés: Littérature et Histoire; Scandinavie Medievale; Sagas.
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Discussions of a literary historical nature can be found in the works of many
critics of Old Norse literature and not without reason. A history of this type of literature
is made difficult by the fact that the structural characteristics of the literary forms first
have to be worked out from texts that are chronologically highly diffuse. The majority
of the sagas have been preserved in manuscripts written on vellum in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries from originals now lost, and in most cases we lack the sources from
which a history of literature could be written. Given the loss of the early manuscripts
and their complicated textual transmission, one of the main issues in saga research has
been, and directly or indirectly continues to be, the question of how the medieval saga
evolved. The few certainties we have concerning the development of vernacular
Icelandic literature show that the Icelanders were writing down several kinds of prose
literature during the course of the twelfth century. Yet there is no obvious and direct
answer as to why they first started to do so and to what extent other kinds of writing,
whether domestic or foreign, played a role in the formation of the various forms of the
saga genre. As long prosimetric forms in the vernacular, the sagas are conspicuously
different from earlier kinds of writings that were being composed in Iceland during the
twelfth century. Furthermore, their extensive narrative form and traditional subject
matter set them apart from all other major genres written in contemporary Europe. This
last circumstance has been of great significance to scholars interested in the
development of the saga. How did this genre emerge? And how do we explain why it
became the dominant literary form for representing historical matters during the course
of the thirteenth century?

Traditionally, there has been a tendency to describe the evolution of saga writing
within the framework of an evaluative generic system which presents the sagas in
different groups based on their subject matter or categorised through their relationship
with the past.2 For a long time is was generally assumed that the first sagas to be
composed were those kings’ sagas that consist of dry information of the kind that the
earliest historians provided or which were characterised by exaggerated and didactic
elements typical of hagiography. The first sagas of Icelanders were thought to have been
composed in the first decades of the thirteenth century when the two streams, the real
and the imagined, merged into one and came together in a coherent way. This fusion
was seen as the hallmark of the classical sagas of Icelanders and of saga writing at its
artistic pinnacle. The translations of the French romances, that is, the chivalric sagas,
were generally associated with the reign of King Hékon Hé&konarson and were
accordingly dated to the latter part of the thirteenth century and first decades of the
fourteenth. For a long time scholars also assumed that the acquaintance with the
romantic chivalric literature from Western Europe led people in Iceland to put a new
value on various tales of more fantastic kind. Consequently, this interest in the far past
gave rise to the composition of sagas of ancient times that told of the forefathers of the
northern lands. This evaluative notion of the overall development of saga writing held
sway over many years and led many scholars to assume that saga writing emerged from
dry historiography and incredible hagiography, reached its climax with the interaction
of fact and fiction, and then became debased as it became almost purely fictional during
the course of the fourteenth century. In addition, a long-standing theory suggested that
the kings’ sagas were to be considered more ‘historical’ and ‘reliable’ than either the
sagas of Icelanders or the legendary sagas, while both the kings’ sagas and the sagas of
Icelanders were considered more ‘realistic’ compared to the legendary sagas, which
were often described as ‘pure fiction’ or as stories told for ‘pure entertainment’ due to
their supernatural content.

http://www.brathair.cjb.net 5




Brathair 4 (2), 2004: 04-16
ISSN 1519-9053

Over the past few decades, however, scholars interested in concepts of fiction and
historicity in the sagas have increasingly questioned these notions.” Difficulties in
defining the relationship between fact and fiction have led to a new tendency among
scholars to view all types of sagas as entirely literary” rather than ‘quasi-historical’ or
purely fictional entities, that is, as different types of written conceptions of historical
reality — conceptions that are alternatives to, rather than failed anticipations of, the
realistic discourse that the classical sagas of Icelanders embody. Nevertheless, although
the distinctiveness of the different types of sagas can no longer be evaluated according
to their ‘fictive’ or ‘historical’ subject matter, the notion of distinctiveness between the
different groups of sagas and the general idea of a generic system within the evolution
of saga writing is still widely accepted.” Admittedly, such acceptance may have more to
do with scholarly convention and convenience than with a lack of awareness of the
problems associated with generic classification.

In the present paper I shall not attempt a full discussion of the scholarly debate on
generic description nor of its connection to the debate on the evolution of saga writing,
but rather comment on one of the accepted divisions of the sagas and some
consequences of this division. I shall concentrate on the texts normally referred to as the
kings’ sagas and highlight some of the differences within this group of texts in order to
indicate how this classification is problematic as a genre descriptor, perhaps even more
so than others, and especially when seen in a literary-historical context. The question of
genre as a matter of scholarly debate has generally related to groups of sagas other than
to the kings’ sagas. In comparison to other groups of the corpus, and due to the
prolonged scholarly appreciation of the more ‘fictional’ kinds of sagas such as the sagas
of Icelanders, the literary debate on the kings’ sagas has remained marginal. Therefore
much remains to be said about the literary aspects of the more ‘historical’ types of
sagas, especially in light of the recent notions of historicity and fictionality found in
modern saga research. One such notion that seems to me to be of particular importance
for the study of the kings’ sagas is that these sagas too, despite their ‘historical’ content,
can and should be characterised in terms of their transformation of past events into
literary form and accordingly be analysed as such.® In the following I will argue that it
is worthwhile to re-evaluate some of the old arguments about the literary background of
the kings’ sagas. I shall, moreover, propose some rudiments of analysis for writing a
literary history of the genre in light of recent developments within narratology. I doubt
that a straightforward literary-historical account can be written to challenge an earlier
era of scholarship with a new grand theory. Yet I suspect it is time to reconsider the
premises for the literary-historical description of medieval Icelandic literature and to
take new ideas into account, although in this case they will remain on a provisional and
overly generalised basis.

I shall begin by summarising some elements of the received definition of the
kings’ sagas and the rationale upon which the classification has been based.’ It has often
been noted that the kings’ sagas form a category of the saga devoted to royal biography,
chiefly to the lives of kings, but also to the earls of the northern lands. It has also been
noted that it is a genre which covers many ages in an unbroken timeframe from remote
antiquity to the time of the authors themselves and which chronicles non-Icelandic
events in predominantly Norwegian, Danish, Orkneyan, and Faroese history. The
productive period of the genre is usually thought to fall in the late part of the twelfth
century and the first part of the thirteenth, although historical and hagiographic writings
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of several kinds, both in Latin and in the vernacular, are taken into consideration as
earlier stages of its development. Scholars have for the most part assumed that the genre
developed in five different stages, but in most cases only four of the periods are
discussed: the earliest lives by Semundr and Ari from the early twelfth century, the
synoptic works from c. 1175-90, the formative period of the kings’ saga proper from c.
1150-1200, and the major compendia from c. 1220-30.® In most modern surveys, we
note that a distinction is made between sagas’ telling of either contemporary, legendary
or pre-historical kings,9 and that a second distinction is drawn between the kings’ sagas
proper and other kinds of historical writings of twelfth-century Iceland.'® As we can see,
the differences within the genre have not gone unnoticed by readers of the kings’ sagas.
Despite differences in the sagas’ length, subject matter and form, scholars have tended
to downplay diversity, leaning towards the assumption that these writings, being literary
representations of the Nordic historical past, belong to the same literary class.

Many scholars have also pointed out that the kings’ sagas as a group tell many of
the same stories. Moreover, whereas works in other saga genres are anonymously
transmitted, the names of many kings’ saga authors have come down to us, often in
prologues or epilogues in which the authors address the reader, or by reference in other
texts. These textual affiliations are a specific feature of the kings’ sagas and therefore
we can, at least in theory, more closely follow the development of this group of texts
prior to the extant manuscripts than is possible for many other saga genres.'
Understandably, much work has been done in describing the extensive system of inter-
borrowings among the sagas and their sources. The early dating and the apparent
possibility of establishing a relative chronology within this particular group of texts
certainly make the kings’ sagas a good place to start a literary-historical study of the
evolution of saga-writing, although it should be emphasised that the chronology of texts
that can be established on the grounds of textual criticism must not be mistaken as
equivalent to their literary-historical development. We may be able to reconstruct the
relative chronological order of the original composition of the kings’ sagas but this
order in itself does not show how the kings’ sagas developed as a literary genre, that is,
as one narrative tradition of historical expression.

This in some ways rather obvious statement has been ignored in most kings’ saga
studies. Scholarly analysis has remained almost exclusively in the hands of philologists,
who have been concerned with the historical aspects of the texts, especially with the
evaluation of the sagas as source material and with various philological problems
concerning the manuscripts, the sources employed, and the time of composition. Most
scholarly effort has been devoted to the establishment of a relative chronology of
composition of texts based on the literary connections that can be established between
the kings’ sagas and those texts that were being composed prior to them. As a result of
these inquiries, the chronology of composition and the development of the indigenous
narrative forms of historical writing in twelfth-century Iceland have been construed as
though chronology of texts and literary history were the same. Such reasoning is also
reflected in most literary-historical surveys of the genre.12 When presented in a literary-
historical context the kings’ sagas are usually said to have been composed under the
influence of the earliest historical writings, in the style introduced by Ari, Semundr and
Eirikr Oddson."* None of these works survive, but since subsequent saga writers make
frequent references to them, they are generally considered to be predecessors to the
kings’ sagas or at least the oldest works on Nordic history that have a certain kinship
with saga narrative, though briefly told and tersely phrased.14 Also, the Norwegian
synoptic stories'> are presented as having had considerable importance for the
emergence of the kings’ sagas, although these texts do not display all the same
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characteristics as the kings’ sagas either.'® The synoptic stories tend to end abruptly, as
if the authors ran out of reference to the past they were trying to recreate in writing, and
their learned and Latinate style seems far from the rhetorical vernacular style found in
most sagas. Despite other significant differences, most scholars have shared what could
be called a developmental way of conceiving the kings’ sagas. The premise of literary
history, however implicit it may seem to be, is that historical writing in medieval
Iceland went through a series of changes in which new genres became possible only on
the basis of previous ones. Importantly, this approach implies that generic transitions
have continuity.

When studied from a formal point of view, however, the tradition of Icelandic
historical writing does in fact appear to have been discontinuous, insofar as it led to a
new treatment of the past at the turn of the twelfth century. Historical themes were
among the earliest uses to which literacy was applied in Iceland, and many inter-textual
relations may indeed be established between the different kinds of early Old Norse-
Icelandic historiography and the kings’ sagas. It seems, however, that seeking the
origins of the material used in the kings’ sagas is not the only way to pose the problem
of their appearance, for even when considering the most general features, the kings’
sagas are different from the kinds of historical writings that were being practised prior
to their composition. Even in the rather restricted sense of an extended historical prose
narrative in the vernacular telling of contemporary or legendary Norse kings, the kings’
sagas differ from the historiographical prose literatures written in Iceland during the
course of the century. This can be demonstrated simply by comparing two of the most
general characteristics of the kings’ sagas with the type of historiography that is usually
thought to have influenced their emergence. Firstly, the kings’ sagas are longer than the
earliest historical writings, which are brief and fairly concise in their treatment of the
historical content. Secondly, the kings’ sagas are written in the vernacular with only a
few exceptions: the early histories of Olafr Tryggvason were originally written in Latin,
but they were translated into the vernacular and have been preserved solely in this
form."’”

It has been suggested that we can detect one more influence on the kings’ sagas
besides the native and secular one mentioned above, namely a hagiographic influence
from Europe that reflects the liturgical purposes of writing.18 Thus, the oldest saints’
lives, translated into Icelandic as the twelfth century progressed, are said to have served
as models for the saga authors. Originally composed in Latin and full of supernatural
elements and Latinate conventions, works such as the lives of Olafr Tryggvason by
Oddr Snorrason and Gunnlaugr Leifsson, for instance, are said to have adopted the
narrative style and structure of medieval hagiography. It seems, however, that these
kings’ sagas have been given their hagiographic label largely because of a scholarly
tradition of pointing out the legacy from the Latin Middle Ages on the basis of content,
and not because these sagas take the same form as the various translations of saints’
lives. It seems likely that some answers to the emergence of the long prose form could
be found by studying how the general process of translation, transmission, and copying
gave rise to a new original approach to the old subject matter. We know that a variety of
foreign literature was being transformed into long prose accounts in the vernacular in
the latter part of the twelfth century and prior to the composition of the first kings’
sagas, but only few scholars have paid attention to the practice of translation as such and
to the relationship between the production of translations and the development of
domestic saga literature. "

At this point it seems reasonable to say that the inter-textual relations that have
been identified between the kings’ sagas and other kinds of twelfth-century historical
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and hagiographic writing are less interesting from a literary point of view than the
distinctions between the various narrative forms of writing. For even when it can be
shown that the kings’ sagas display knowledge of past literatures or reveal the influence
of other genres through quotation or the borrowing of motifs, there is no direct answer
as to why their authors began to give new expression to the historical events. Neither is
there any direct explanation as to why the long prose form, the saga, suddenly became
the new appropriate media for the telling of kings’ lives towards the end of the twelfth
century. If we consider the development of Old Norse literature as far as it can be
reconstructed, we will find that it first assumes its Old Norse characteristics relatively
late. Literary skills, reading and writing, date from c. 1050, but we must proceed to
about the year 1200 before we see a reasonably developed saga form. The considerable
number of translations, which we know were made in Iceland during the course of the
twelfth century, reveal a broad literary foundation and the Icelanders’ ability to express
themselves in their native language. Still, it was not until the turn of the century that
Icelanders began to recreate their own past as literature, using the long prosimetric
narrative form. At this point the Icelanders must have found a suitable form for turning
Old Norse traditions into articulate saga literature, for at this point the sagas start
appearing in rapid succession, starting with the first sagas about Norwegian kings and
followed by sagas about distinctive characters of the Icelandic past.”

Whereas the philological arguments so far advanced for the position of the kings’
sagas in the overall literary-historical development have been based on the many inter-
textual borrowings that can be established between kings’ sagas and other kinds of texts
written prior to their composition, I would suggest that we take a look at the different
kinds of historical writing as different narrative domains. I stress this point because a
philological approach connects the kings’ sagas to earlier kinds of writing as if one
could talk of a continuous tradition of historical representation in twelfth-century
Iceland, whereas a formal comparison of the different kinds of historical representation
as different narrative domains points to a development characterised by discontinuity.
One could also say that approaching the question of the literary-historical development
in twelfth-century Iceland from a philological perspective solely would efface the
generic borderline between the saga and other literary forms. The sudden and almost
explosive interest in Old Norse traditions and the rapid transformation of these
traditions into several kinds of articulate saga literature towards the turn of the twelfth
century certainly indicates a radical change in the overall development of historical
representation. In fact, not only the format changed at this point, but also the amount of
information about the Norwegian kings grew as the Icelanders became temporally
distanced from this information. One could argue that the early historians of twelfth-
century Iceland were familiar with the more extended forms used in contemporary
Europe at that time and that they could have adopted it instead of using the shorter form
of historical representation. Still, if this was indeed so, why, then, did the authors of the
kings’ sagas not follow in these early historians’ footsteps? No matter what dimensions
we choose to assign to the early historians and no matter how many inter-textual
connections we can establish between their works and the kings’ sagas, they cannot
explain why historians towards the end of the twelfth century suddenly began to write
sagas. Recognising the emergence of the long prose form as a radical change in the
overall literary-history development within medieval Icelandic literature, or recognising
this event as being somewhat of ‘an Icelandic miracle’ as some scholars have rightfully
called it,”' seems to me to be the first step towards developing a new literary-historical
account.
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Beyond merely recognising the peculiarity of this ‘Icelandic miracle’ lies of
course the larger task of describing the literary characteristics of this event. How can the
modal changes of this event be defined and how can we describe the characteristics of
the new genre, if one can rightfully speak of any defining characteristics apart from the
long prose form? It goes without saying that describing the hallmarks of the saga in its
formative period will prove a difficult task in itself, not only because it would require a
comparison of all those types of long prose narratives from the latter part of the twelfth
century that could be called sagas, but also because it would take an approximate
determination of the time of each saga’s original composition based on thorough
comparison of the extant manuscripts. However difficult it may seem, this task is
essential if we wish to bring clarity to questions concerning genre and literary traditions
within medieval Icelandic literature, that is, if we wish to find comparable narratives
beyond the modern generic classifications and beyond concepts such as history,
hagiography and fiction. If we want to write literary history in a ‘literary’ sense, that is,
locating continuity and change in the mode of narration within medieval Icelandic
literature, we must enable ourselves to decide which classifications have valid grounds
in the literature of the past. Literary history in this sense becomes a matter of finding
comparable forms within a wide corpus of texts and attempting to identify their
foundations.

Having drawn a generic line between early Icelandic literature and the saga, I will
now make a speculative attempt to point to a possible change in the mode of narration
that can be located within the saga genre. In doing so, I shall bring a few aspects of
narratology into the discussion. Narrative discourse in both fictional and historical
narratives have been dealt with quite extensively in the field of modern literary theory
over the past quarter of a century and it seems to me that the study of Old Norse
literature can benefit from some of the established insights and examinations, especially
when the aim is to study the literary historical development of such texts as the sagas, as
these are rooted in history and ought to be analysed in their historical context as
historical narratives. Judging from the insights that the discipline of narratology has
developed, all types of prose writing of medieval Iceland mentioned so far, whether
they employ an imaginative or more realistic discourse, claim to be narratives of
something that has happened; in other words, they claim to be historical. Being
representations of past events per se, whether real or imagined, they all belong to the
same category of discursive historical writing and as such they all become subject to
judgements of truth and falsity.

The fact that we can define these various genres within early medieval Icelandic
literature, including the sagas, as different types of historical narratives becomes
particularly interesting if we take the insights of the American narratologist Dorrit Cohn
into consideration.* According to Cohn, we need to be aware that history is a narrative
discourse with rules different from those that govern fiction. One reason is that fiction is
non-referential, whereas non-fiction is referential, that is, bound to the more or less
reliably documented evidence of past events out of which the historian fashions his
story. This is not to be understood to signify that fiction never refers to the real world
outside the text, but that it need not refer to it. Meanwhile, the fact that fiction can be
defined as non-referential allows us to discriminate between two kinds of narrative,
according to whether it deals with real or imaginary events and persons. Only narratives
of the first kind, which include historical works such as the kings’ sagas, are subject to
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judgement of truth and falsity.” This does not mean that our analysis should be
concerned with evaluating the sagas as actual historical source material; rather it should
deal with the way history is presented in these texts so that they appear as truthful
descriptions of the past. In this case narratology comes naturally into play because it
possesses the conceptual tool of distinguishing between the two levels of analysis
commonly labelled story and discourse, signifying the events referred to by the text and
the way these events are represented in the text, respectively. While story designates the
narrated events abstracted from their disposition in the text and reconstructed in their
chronological order, together with the participants in these events, the events do not
necessarily appear in chronological order at the level of discourse. At this level of
analysis the characteristics of the participants are dispersed throughout, and all the items
of the narrative content are filtered through a prism or a perspective. The story is, in
other words, told by a narrating voice that controls what we see and how we see it.

Ever since its first appearance, the partition, to use Cohn’s word, between story
and discourse has functioned as the initiating and enabling characteristic of most major
narratological studies, notwithstanding certain terminological and subdivisional
variations.”* In contrast to its centrality for fictional narratology, the story/discourse
separation has, however, remained marginal at best in the analysis of historical
narrative. One way of describing the essential reason why theorists of history have
neglected the story/discourse model is not that it is inapplicable or irrelevant to their
discipline, but rather that it is insufficient, because it blocks out the referential level of
historical narrative. Scholars have become increasingly aware of the extent to which
fiction and history overlap at the story level in that they all recognise that historical
works can be just as artfully plotted as their novelistic counterparts. At this level,
historical and fictional narratives are indistinguishable from one another. At the level of
discourse, however, we can identify highly differentiated formal features that are
connected to the referential and non-referential status of historical and fictional
narratives. The fact is that the historian is bound to relate his story to the core of history,
that is, to the oral or written sources in the present case, in order to convince his
audience of the reliability of his narrative. His process of narration is highly
constrained, whereas the novelist’s relation to his sources is free, remains tacit, or, when
mentioned, is assumed to be spurious. This is where historical and fictional discourses
take on different forms that we may not fail to take into consideration.”

Building on these insights we can bring the sagas into the discussion again. If, as [
would suggest, these texts are referential narratives, then the narrators posing as
historians ought to be examined. How do these narrators make their stories convincing
and truthful? How do they relate to their sources and what do they do in the absence of
sources? One could also ask how the narrators set themselves apart from the language of
the characters posing in the story. Most importantly, perhaps, are the questions of
whether the sagas employ different kinds of discourses in order to be conceived as
reliable renderings of past events, and whether there is a connection between the type of
discourse they employ and the time of their initial composition. It is generally accepted
that the presence of a narrator in the classical sagas, predominantly in the sagas of
Icelanders, is carefully concealed in the pretence that the text is merely recording facts
and events, and moreover, that the fiction of what is being said is a characteristic way of
establishing objective history.26 If we turn to the sagas of the formative period of saga
writing, however, we would typically find a far less neutral approach to what is being
told. One could point to a number of cases within the early kings’ sagas where the
narrators render the inner lives of their historical characters, or where our attention is
drawn explicitly to the act of narration. In Orkneyinga saga, for example, the events are
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presented through an omniscient narrator who generally follows one group of characters
but who also fills the audience in on what another group has been doing and even
thinking when this is necessary. Although the actual narration remains consistently third
person and seemingly impersonal, focalisation enables the narrator to introduce
different perceptions of the events being told.”” Another example can be found in
Sverris saga. In the prologue the narrator asks his audience to trust his account and to
accept it as a true rendering of what really happened. But a close reading of the story
brings us to another level below that of straightforward chronicle. Here we find a
narrator who insistently comments on his narrative and draws attention to its
development, to its origins in complicated and divergent traditions, and even to his own
control of the story through his ability to include and exclude. Even if this was not
intended, the narrator of Sverris saga constantly draws attention to his own narration,
thereby putting a subjective stamp on the historicity of his story.

Although these examples are meant to be introductory rather than conclusive I
suspect that we will be able to find a slightly different narrative situation in the sagas
composed in the formative period of saga-writing than the one found in sagas composed
a few decades later in the classical age. Seeing how the presence of a narrator is
carefully concealed in the sagas of the classical age, even in sagas dealing with a more
‘fictional’ subject matter, it may seem strange that we should find a more subjective
approach to the past in sagas such as the kings’ sagas which explicitly aim at rendering
history. If, on the other hand, we take into consideration that the Icelanders did not
begin to recreate their own past as saga literature until the end of the twelfth century,
then we should in fact expect to find that the first texts written all bear the stamp of
having been composed in a time when the saga form was still being developed. If in fact
the Icelanders first had to learn how to write sagas before they could develop and
exploit the form, then it can come as no surprise to find a less controlled attitude
towards the act of narrating in the early material. My proposal is that a partial
transformation of the past into saga literature was necessary before the Icelanders could
recreate the past in the more consistent and objective way in what have been considered
the classical works of the genre, the sagas of Icelanders. It may be that the narrative
situation in the early sagas would typically reflect a general struggle with how to render
the past, whereas the narrative situation in the sagas from the classical age would bear
evidence of saga authors having found a solution to this problem. It goes without saying
that only further studies along the lines presented here will allow us to determine the
validity of this idea. Considered within a larger literary-historical framework, however,
it does seem likely that during the formative period of saga writing, and not only within
the formative period of the kings’ sagas, we would find the co-existence of a number of
divergent texts and a number of divergent forms, all in some way or another
experimenting with how to recreate the past not only as literature in its textual sense, but
as saga literature.

References

Agrip af Noregs konunga sogum. Ed. Bjarni Einarsson. Agrip af Néregs konunga
sogum. Fagrskinna — Noregs konunga tal. Islenzk fornrit 29. Reykjavik 1985.
ANDERSSON, Theodore M. “Splitting the Saga.” Scandinavian Studies 47 (1975):

437-41.
. “Kings’ Sagas (Konungaségur).” Old Norse-Icelandic Literature: a Critical
Guide. Eds. Carol J. Clover and John Lindow. Ithaca and London 1985. 197-238.

http://www .brathair.cjb.net 12




Brathair 4 (2), 2004: 04-16
ISSN 1519-9053

BRUHN, Ole. “Earl Rognvald and the Rise of Saga Literature.”The Viking Age in
Caithness, Orkney and the North Atlantic. Selected Papers from the Preceedings
of the Eleventh Viking Congress, Thurso and Kirkwall, 22 August—1 September
1989. Eds. Colleen E. Batey, Judith Jesch, and Christopher D. Morris. Edinburgh
1993. 240-47.

CLOVER, Carol J. The Medieval Saga. Ithaca 1982.

. “The Long Prose Form.” Arkiv for nordisk filologi 101 (1986): 10-39.

CLUNIES ROSS, Margaret. Prolonged Echoes. Vol. 2. Odense 1998.

COHN, Dorrit. The Distinction of Fiction. Baltimore, Maryland 1999.

DAMSGAARD OLSEN, Torkil. “Kongekrgniker og kongesagaer.” Norrgn
forteellekunst. Ed. Hans Bekker-Nielsen. Copenhagen 1965. 42-71.

HARRIS, Joseph. “Genre and Narrative Structure in Some Islendinga peettir.”
Scandinavian Studies 44 (1972): 1-27.

. “Genre in Saga Literature: A Squib.” Scandinavian Studies 47 (1975): 427-36.

Historia Norwegiae. A History of Norway and the Passion and Miracles of the Blessed
Oldfr. Trans. Devra Kunin. Ed. and introduction by Carl Phelpstead. Viking
Society for Northern Research. London 2001.

Historia de antiquitate regum norwagiensium. Theodoricus Monachus: The Ancient
History of the Norwegian Kings. Trans. and annotated by David and Ian
McDougall. Introduction by Peter Foote. Viking Society for Northern Research.
London 1998.

HOLTSMARK, Anne. “Kongesaga.” Kulturhistorisk Leksikon for Nordisk Middelalder.
Vol. IX, column 42. Copenhagen 1964.

Hryggjarstykki. Den eldste norske kongesoga: Morkinskinna og Hryggjarstykki. Ed.
Eivind Kvélen. Oslo 1925.

Islendingabdk. Ed. Jakob Benediktsson. Islendingabdk. Landndmabdk. Islenzk fornrit 1.
Reykjavik 1968.

KRISTJANSSON, Jénas. “Learned style or saga style.” Speculum Norroenum. Norse
stuides in memory of Gabriel Turville-Petre. Odense 1982. 260-92.

. “The Roots of the Sagas.” Sagnaskemmtun. Studies in Honour of Hermann
Pdlsson on his 65" Birthday, 26" May 1986. Eds. Rudolf Simek, Jénas
Kristjansson, and Hans Bekker-Nielsen. Wien, Koln, Graz 1986. 183-200.

. Eddas and Sagas: Iceland’s Medieval Literature. Trans. Peter Foote. Reykjavik
1988.

JESCH, Judith. “Narrating Orkneyinga saga.” Scandinavian Studies 64 (1992): 336-55.

. “Presenting traditions in Orkneyinga saga.” Leeds Studies in English. New
Series XXVII (1996): 69-86.

KNIRK, James. “Konungasogur.” Medieval Scandinavia: an Encyklopedia. Eds.
Pulsiano and Wolf. New York and London 1993. 362-66.

LONNROTH, Lars. “Tesen om de tva kulturerna: Kritiska studier i den isldndska
sagaskrivningens sociala forutsittningar.” Scripta Islandica 15 (1964): 1-29.

. European Sources of Icelandic Saga Writing: An Essay Based on Previous
Studies. Stockholm 1965.

. “The Concept of Genre in Saga Literature.” Scandinavian Studies 47 (1975):
419-26.

MEULENGRACT S@RENSEN, Preben. Forteelling o0g cre. Studier i
islendingesagaerne. Aarhus 1993.

. At forteelle historien: Studier i den gamle nordiske litteratur. Telling History:
Studies in NorseLiterature. Trieste 2001.

MITCHELL, Stephen A. Heroic Sagas and Ballads. Ithaca 1991.

29

http://www.brathair.cjb.net 13




Brathair 4 (2), 2004: 04-16
ISSN 1519-9053

Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar. Saga Oldfs Tryggvasonar af Oddr munk. Ed. Finnur J6énsson.
Copenhagen 1932.

Orkneyinga saga. Ed. Finnbogi Gudmundsson. Orkneyinga saga. Islenzk fornrit 34.
Reykjavik 1965.

NORDAL, Sigurdur. “Sagalitteraturen.” Nordisk Kultur. Litteraturhistorie 8B.
Stockholm, Oslo, Copenhagen 1953. 180-273.

TOMASON, Sverrir. Formdlar islenskra sagnaritara d miooldum. Rit 33. Stofnun Arna
Magnussonar. Reykjavik 1988.

Sverris saga. Ed. Gustav Indrebg. Sverris saga. Oslo 1981 (1920).

TULINIUS, Torfi H.. “Saga as a Myth: The Family Sagas and Social Reality in 13"
Century Iceland.” Proceedings of the 1 1™ International Saga Conference, 2.-7.
July 2000. Sydney 2000 (2000a). 526-39.

. “The Matter of the North: Fiction and Uncertain Identities in Thirteenth-
Century Iceland.” Old Norse Literature and Society. Ed. Margaret Clunies Ross.
Cambridge Studies in Medieval Literature 42. Cambridge 2000 (2000b). 242-65.

. The Matter of the North: The Rise of Literary Fiction in Thirteenth Century
Iceland, Trans. Randi C. Eldevik, Odense 2002.

TURVILLE-PETRE, E.O.G. Origins of Icelandic Literature. Oxford 1953.

OLASON, Vésteinn. Samredur vid sogudld. Frdsagnarlist og fortidarmynd. Reykjavik
1998.

WEBER, Gerd Wolfgang. “‘Fact’ und ‘Fiction’ als MaBstidbe literarischer Wertung in
der Saga.” Zeitschrift fiir deutsches Altertum und deutsche Literatur 101 (1972):
188-200.

WHALEY, Diana. “The Kings’ Sagas.” Viking Revaluations. Eds. Faulkes and Perkins.
Viking Society for Northern Research. London 1993. 43-64.

. “A Useful Past: Historical Writing in Medieval Iceland.” Old Icelandic
Literature and Society. Ed. Margaret Clunies Ross. Cambridge Studies in
Medieval Literature 42. Cambridge 2000. 161-202.

WURTH, Stefanie. Der “Antikroman” in der islindischen Literatur des Middelalters.
Eine Untersuchung zur Ubersetzung und Rezeption lateinischer Literatur im
Norden. Basel und Frankfurt am Main 1998.

Notes

" This paper is a revised version of a paper presented at the conference Neue Wege in der
Mittelalterphilologie at the Westfilische Wilhelm-Universitit, Miinster 24. — 26. October 2002. The
paper will be published in the next volume of Texte und Untersuchungen zur Germanistik und
Skandinavistik. Ed. Susanne Kramerz-Bein. Frankfurt am Main, Berlin, Bern, New York, Paris, Wien:
Peter Lang Verlag.

% That is, the generic system which divides the sagas into konungasogur, Islendingaségur, byskupasogur,
fornaldarsogur, and riddarasogur and the system which seeks to categorise the sagas through the distance
between the events described in the texts and the time of composition of the texts (samtidssagaer,
fortidssagaer and oldtidssagaer). A more recent characterisation has it that some sagas are ‘classical’ and
others ‘post-classical’, the latter being more fantastic than the classical sagas and drawing a more diffuse
image of the old society (e.g. Vésteinn Olason 1998).

3 See for example Lonnroth 1964, 1965, 1975; Harris 1972, 1975; Andersson 1975, 1985; Weber 1972;
Clover 1982, 1986; Mitchell 1991; Sverrir Témason 1998; Meulengracht Sgrensen 1993; Clunies Ross
2000.

* In this essay the term ‘literary’ will refer to a textual artefact exclusively. The content of the literary text,
in the sense that I use the word, can be both ‘fictional’ and ‘historical’. Thus, when referring to the sagas
as textual artefacts I will use the word ‘literary’ in order to avoid the multiple meanings of the term
‘fictional’ as an untrue or simply invented text.
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5 In different ways, Mitchell 1991; Clunies Ross 2000; and Torfi Tulinius 2000, 2002 are exceptions to
this tendency. Mitchell argues for a two-dimensional approach to the sagas that provides a total system of
genre classification for the texts it addresses, thereby expressing each genre’s distinctive characteristics,
yet at the same time demonstrating the relationship each group bears to other genres according to these
same features. Margaret Clunies Ross has suggested that all sagas are modally mixed and should be seen
within a shared historical continuum and as parts of the same literary system. In the second volume of
Prolonged Echoes she argues that the sagas constitute one genre albeit with sub-genres, which exhibit
identifying qualities or modes that allow them to be contrasted with other sub-classes but equally allow
them to be compared with one another. A similar argument can be found in much recent work done by
Torfi Tulinius who has demonstrated how the different sub-classes of the genre interact. The general idea
that specific modes of the saga genre can dominate in some sagas clearly shows the potential to function
as an important objective when writing literary history. The idea has, however, not yet been fully
incorporated into the general debate on the emergence and evolution of saga writing.

® This idea has been put forward by Preben Meulengracht Sgrensen who has contributed profoundly to the
re-evaluation of the sagas as purely literary, that is, textual artefacts by arguing that Icelandic saga writers
transformed the historical past into narrative prose accounts, thus recreating the past as literature. See
Meulengracht Sgrensen 1993 and 2001.

"1 am mainly referring to Andersson 1985 and the works of scholars he cites in his summary of the
scholarly debate. When talking about surveys of the kings’ sagas I am mainly referring to those that are
given in Holtsmark 1964; Turville-Petre 1953; Damsgaard Olsen 1965; Knirk 1993; Whaley 1993; J6nas
Kristjansson 1988.

¥ The kings’ sagas from the latter part of the thirteenth century have not yet become the focus of
protracted debate and are therefore usually omitted. See Andersson 1985, p. 198.

® Cf. Holtsmark 1964; Damsgaard Olsen.

1% See Knirk 1993.

1'See Andersson 1985, 197.

2 ¢t Damsgaard Olsen 1965; Turville-Petre 1967; Andersson 1989; Knirk 1993; Jonas Kristjansson
1988.

13 Cf. Turville-Petre 1967; Andersson 1989; Damsgaard Olsen 1965.

' According to Heimskringla’s prologue, Ari was the first to write historiography in the vernacular.
Semundr’s seniority to Ari suggests that Semundr may have written first, but since his work is lost it is
difficult to determine the validity of this thought. Ari’s account of the Norwegian kings is also lost, but
the references to him in other books and the hints contained in the preserved version of Islendingabdk
bear evidence of its existence in the twelfth century. We do not know, however, whether the list of kings,
the so-called konunga eevi which is mentioned in the preserved version of his book were in any sense
narrative in the original version or whether they were brief indications of a largely chronological nature.
The prologue to Heimskringla also speaks of an Icelander called Eirikr Oddson. His book, the so-called
Hryggjarstykki, is lost, but one can get a fair idea of what it may have been like from Morkinskinna and
Heimskringla, which take long passages from it with little alteration. We do not know exactly when
Hryggjarstykki was composed, but it has been suggested that it was being completed some time between
1150 and 1165. Hryggjarstykki is often seen as the nearest that we come to a pioneer work to those kings’
sagas that tell of contemporary or recent events. See for instance Jonas Kristjansson 1988, pp. 150-152.

' That is, Theodoricus’s Historia de antiquitate regum Norwagiensium and the anonymous Historia
Norvegice, both written in Latin, and a third synoptic work, Agrip af Noregs konunga sogum (herein
referred to as Agrip), written in the vernacular and preserved in an Icelandic manuscript from the first part
of the thirteenth century. It has been suggested that Agrip proved an important source for later kings’
sagas and that authors used the facts it recorded as the kernels of more elaborate narratives. It has also
been suggested that the authors adopted its lively anecdotes and took them as models for new stories.

16 Cf. Turville-Petre 1953; Damsgaard Olsen 1965; J6nas Kristjansson 1988, p. 157.

' Neither Oddr’s nor Gunnlaugr’s Latin texts has survived. We have no Icelandic version of Gunnlaugr’s
work either, though a quantity of material in later texts and a series of additions to Oldfs saga en mesta,
compiled early in the fourteenth century, are thought to come from it. Oddr’s Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar is
preserved in two manuscripts, which contain rather different versions and in a small fragment of a third.

'8 Cf. Damsgaard Olsen 1965; Jénas Kristjansson 1982, 1986 and 1988.

19 As an exception, Stefanie Wiirth has addressed these issues in her book on the Old Icelandic translation
and reception of Latin literature in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. See Wiirth 1998.

0 See Bruhn 1995, pp. 243-45.

! See e.g. Torfi Tulinius 2002, p. 11.
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*2 The thesis that historical narrative is different from fictional narrative has found its most eloquent and
influential protagoinist in Dorrit Cohn. (see especially The Distinction of Fiction 1999).

 See Cohn 1999, especially pp. 18-37.

** See for instance the divisional correspondence between the different narratologists: fabula vs. sjuzet
(Russian Formalism), histoire vs. récit + narration (Genette), functions + actions vs. narration (Barthes),
story vs. discourse (Chatman) and fabula vs. story + text (Bal). Cited in Cohn 1999, p. 111.

» See Cohn 1999, pp. 110-14.

%6 This has convincingly been shown by Meulengracht Sgrensen in his 1993 study.

7 See Jesch 1992 and 1996 for a narratological study of Orkneyinga saga.
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