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Introduction

For centuries The Saga of the People of Laxardal has been one of the best loved of medieval Icelandic narratives. Numerous poets have mined its content; painters have revealed their own vision of its events; plays – even a film script – have been written about its characters. The saga’s enduring popularity can no doubt be explained in various ways: it deals with the archetypal themes of love, betrayal and revenge; its events are comic as well as tragic; and it paints a picture of a society in which an exceptional number of strong female characters play a decisive part in the turn of events. In fact, the role of women in the saga is such that it has even been suggested that the original story was told or composed by a woman.1

The timeframe of The Saga of the People of Laxardal spans approximately two centuries: the story begins in the latter part of the ninth century and ends in the latter part of the eleventh (see Chronology, p. 202). While its setting extends to several European countries, Norway and Ireland for example, it is chiefly centred in west Iceland, the Dales and the communities around Breidafjord (see map, p. 199). Its main characters are the descendants of Ketil Flat-nose, a powerful Norwegian landowner who refuses to submit to the overbearing Harald Fair-hair, the first king to unify Norway under a single crown. Ketil therefore leaves for Scotland, accompanied by his daughter, Unn the Deep-minded. Three of his five children and a son-in-law sail to Iceland and settle there. When Unn loses her son, Thorstein, who had become ruler of half of Scotland, she sets sail again, this time for Iceland where she settles in the Dales and founds the family estate Hvamm.


The saga’s main events revolve around the axis of conflict among Ketil’s descendants, in particular concerning Gudrun Osvifsdottir, a descendant of Bjorn Ketilsson the Easterner. She is the saga’s principal character and the focus of much of its action. At the very end, however, the story traces the fate of her beloved son Bolli Bollason, in the separate Bolli Bollason’s Tale, which is included in this edition.

GENERAL ASPECTS OF THE SAGAS OF ICELANDERS

The Saga of the People of Laxardal is one of the Sagas of Icelanders, the collective name given to circa forty Icelandic medieval prose narratives. A common feature of this genre is that all the sagas present Icelandic characters and events, mainly taking place in Iceland during the period 850–1050. Their authors are unknown and so is the precise time of their composition. The oldest preserved manuscript fragments date from the thirteenth century and the principal calfskin manuscripts from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Among the latter is The Modruvellir Book (Möðruvallabók), a collection of eleven sagas and the only manuscript to preserve The Saga of the People of Laxardal in its entirety. In this manuscript – and others – Bolli Bollason’s Tale is appended to The Saga of the People of Laxardal as a sequel. The Tales are short prose narratives featuring Icelanders in the tenth, eleventh and twelfth centuries and events in which they were involved, both at home and abroad. This particular tale has never existed as an independent narrative and has therefore for centuries been considered an inseparable part of The Saga of the People of Laxardal.

Most scholars agree that the Sagas of Icelanders grew out of the rich soil of an oral story-telling tradition. Many believe that they are somewhat older than the manuscripts in which they are preserved. Numerous saga characters appear in other medieval Icelandic works such as national histories (de origine gentis). The inference is that some of the characters were actual men and women living roughly a millennium ago, and that some of the events they recount really happened in one way or another. Nevertheless, the sagas are indisputably works of art. As such their composition obeys narrative principles and their structure mirrors patterns derived from the Bible, hagiography, fairy tales and old epic narrative poems, to name only a few of their many sources. Additionally, they contain the inevitable re-creation and glorification introduced when people tell of the past. In other words, the past they show is the past that Icelanders – particularly during the period 1250–1450 – saw or wanted to see, perhaps compelled by a need to embellish the story of their own origin and family, to put forward Christian doctrines, to express their own interpretation of social circumstances and development, or simply to tell an exciting story.

Various attempts have been made to categorize the Sagas of Icelanders, for example by subject matter, setting or structural characteristics. Thus we have sagas of outlaws, their main subject being a man condemned to a life outside the community for years; sagas of poets, again the life story of a man, this time with a gift for poetry, and quite often significantly marked by a love triangle – two males competing for one female; sagas of (family) feud and hatred revolving around conflicts between groups of kinsmen and others, partly or wholly following a classical feud pattern; regional sagas, relating the history of a certain area; and sagas of love relating the trials and tribulations of lovers who finally are united. A number of the sagas, however, are not easily contained within a single group and The Saga of the People of Laxardal is one. It tells of conflict within a family, takes place to a large extent in one district, emphasizes the life of one of its many characters and is partly a tragic love story. Its place among the Sagas of Icelanders is quite distinct. It is one of very few sagas whose protagonist is not male but female, and where the strife resulting from its main love triangle is not between two men but rather between the lovers themselves: a woman and a man.2


SOCIETY AND STRUCTURE

Some sagas clearly reveal by their structure a specific understanding of the origin of Icelanders and the development of their society during this period. The Saga of the People of Laxardal is one of this type. Its opening chapters, the description of the independent-minded Ketil Flat-nose – who emigrates rather than submit to aggression and someone else’s rule and begets such magnificent descendants that one of them even becomes king of Scotland – is one version of a well-known myth of origin widely found in the Sagas of Icelanders.

This myth serves many purposes, one of which is to show that the sagas’ protagonists are fully equal to chieftains elsewhere in Europe. Additionally, accounts of the characters’ ancestors abroad are frequently echoed in some manner in later conflicts in Iceland. The Saga of the People of Laxardal recounts conflicts within a clan-based society, conflicts that are to a large extent born of its inner weaknesses. At the very beginning some major thematic elements are summarized, in particular in the account of Unn the Deep-minded.

When Unn leaves Scotland she has lost a husband, a father and a son. She rescues her family, followers and flock of sheep from a life-threatening situation and marries two of her granddaughters into powerful families in the Orkneys and Faroe Islands. On arrival in Iceland her ship is wrecked. She seeks shelter with one of her brothers, but leaves there in a fit of pique when he refuses to take in her entire retinue. She stays the winter with her other brother – a forefather of Gudrun Osvifsdottir – who houses them. Later she settles in the Dales, claiming land in the manner of men instead of marking out her territory on foot with a heifer in tow, which was the traditional and accepted manner of women. Finally, she marries off her third granddaughter and bestows land upon her followers.

The account of Unn resembles structurally those of Old Testament patriarchs. At the same time it bears witness to the fact that the very foundation of The Saga of the People of Laxardal lies in a reversal of traditional gender roles: a woman plays the role of patriarch as if she were male and the men accept her leadership, but clashes are imminent should they neglect to show her the respect she feels is her due.

While Unn holds the reins of power, peace and lawfulness prevail. However, just like any patriarch, this matriarch declines to nominate a woman as her successor. She chooses instead a son of a king, her grandson, Olaf Feilan Thorsteinsson, but he has no intention of deferring to a female for long. When his grandmother, in old age, wants him to marry and declares that his wedding feast shall be the last banquet she gives, his reply is ‘the only wife I take will be one who will rob you of neither your property nor your authority’ (p. 9, my italics). Subsequently he marries Alfdis, whose importance may be judged from the fact that we are told nothing whatsoever about her appearance or her family; in fact her name is mentioned only once after the marriage – as the mother of Olaf’s many children.

So gender roles in the community come into focus and their societal roots are laid bare. The woman (Unn) is more than capable of wielding power but the society she lives in is a patriarchal one where women (Alfdis) are expected to play the silent role of wives and mothers. After Unn’s death no woman gains the same social position and power. Nor is it long before events take a turn for the worse, partly due to gender conflicts. Family strife rages and the balance of power tips: the family’s leadership, handed down by Unn to Olaf Feilan – and thereby his descendants – is transferred to the offspring of his sister Thorgerd Thorsteinsdottir and her first husband, Dala-Koll. One strong female character after another now enters the stage, all cast in Unn’s mould. They challenge any man who offends their honour or that of others, but they also fight each other for wealth and power, as do the men. To show us where the community is heading, three narrative strands are placed together at the beginning of the story.

1. Hoskuld Dala-Kollsson buys an Irish slave girl named Melkorka in Norway, makes her his concubine and brings her home to his farm Hoskuldsstadir where she lives under the same roof as his wife Jorunn and gives birth to his son, Olaf. The women’s fierce quarrelling leaves Hoskuld no alternative but to move Melkorka and Olaf to a neighbouring farm. Later, Melkorka marries Thorbjorn the Pock-marked, without informing Hoskuld, not only to humiliate him, but also to ensure that her son has the necessary means to travel abroad.

2. Thorkel Scarf, whose wife is closely related to Hoskuld, usurps the entire wealth and property of a neighbour named Hrapp by means of treachery and false witness. Thorkel later sells Hrapp’s land to Olaf Hoskuldsson for a price far below its worth.

3. Vigdis Ingjaldsdottir, Olaf Feilan’s granddaughter, gives shelter to a kinsman, Thorolf, who is on the run after killing a chieftain’s brother. Her husband, Thord Goddi, accepts money for delivering Thorolf to the chieftain, but Vigdis tricks them both and Thorolf escapes. Subsequently she divorces her husband without claiming her due, one half of their wealth and property. Her relatives, the men of Hvamm, however, intend to do so, frightening Thord into seeking Hoskuld’s help. He agrees and in return Thord offers to foster his son, Olaf, and make him his sole heir. By these means Hoskuld cheats his relatives from Hvamm out of wealth and property, but in so doing secures his son’s social standing.

The core or the basic units of the medieval Icelandic social order were the clan, the extended family and the estate. When these were felt to be under threat or attack, with no executive authority in the country, people had only two options: prosecution or blood feud. The Saga of the People of Laxardal clearly shows how the blood feud, whose original purpose was to defend and protect the family, tends to backfire and cause it severe damage. The escalation of events, a common structural device in the Sagas of Icelanders, is typified by the family feuds in The Saga of the People of Laxardal. Three pairs of half-brothers or foster-brothers fight over wealth, social prestige and power. When the third generation arrives on the scene, however, it is a woman who pits herself against one of the ‘brothers’. The dynamics of the action are given added momentum by love – which turns out to be inseparable from death – and the unequal social status of the sexes. The weaknesses of the patriarchal social order faintly outlined in the saga’s beginning now reappear in bold strokes until the climax is reached.

In the first generation the half-brothers Hrut Herjolfsson and Hoskuld Dala-Kollsson argue because Hoskuld grabs their mother’s entire inheritance, refusing to pay Hrut his legal share. When armed conflict seems inescapable, Jorunn, Hoskuld’s wise wife, intervenes and prevents this. Later, however, when Hoskuld incites his son Thorleik against Hrut for settling a former slave of his on Hoskuld’s land, a conflict rises that eventually leads to the death of Hrut’s most gifted son – after Hoskuld’s own death.

The second generation sees hostility between Hoskuld’s sons, the half-brothers Thorleik and Olaf. According to medieval feudal traditions, Thorleik, the first-born son in wedlock, should inherit, while Olaf, the son of a concubine, should stay in his shadow. Their father, however, bestows his favour on Olaf, who uses his father’s power, wealth and his own connection to people of power to gain for himself not only the wealth of Thord Goddi, but also Hrappsstadir. As if that were not enough, Hoskuld wangles Thorleik’s permission to legally will Olaf the equivalent of twelve ounces, presumably omitting to mention his own interpretation of those as ounces of gold, as opposed to silver. He hands over to Olaf the precious ring and sword given him by King Hakon and therewith ‘his own good fortune and that of his kinsmen’ much to Thorleik’s dismay (p. 53). Being in receipt of Hoskuld’s gifts, Olaf now holds the family’s symbols of power, except the land. The gifts may also confirm that he is the chosen head of the family – according to medieval Christian ideas.3 Thorleik’s lack of joy is therefore not hard to understand. Nevertheless, their enmity vanishes when Olaf, who wants to keep the family together, offers to foster Thorleik’s son, Bolli, as a foster-father was seen as lower in rank than a child’s biological father. Bolli’s fostering in Hjardarholt does not, however, ensure peace.

In the third generation, conflict arises between the lovers Gudrun Osvifsdottir and Kjartan, the son of Olaf, when he decides to travel abroad and refuses to take her along. Travelling with Kjartan is his foster-brother, Bolli. He returns to Iceland ahead of Kjartan, then, in order to take Gudrun for himself, implies that Kjartan might settle in Norway and marry Ingibjorg the king’s sister. Bolli does marry Gudrun, not least at her father’s and brothers’ instigation. When Kjartan finally returns, unmarried, his relationship with Bolli becomes less than cordial. Nothing dramatic happens, however, until Kjartan marries. He then humiliates Gudrun during a banquet and she is bent on revenge. Their conflict escalates until Gudrun goads Bolli and her brothers into ambushing Kjartan. When Bolli slays Kjartan – who takes his last breath in his arms – the climax is reached.

Four years after Kjartan’s slaying, Bolli is killed; twelve years later, when the fourth generation is old enough to bear arms, he is avenged. Subsequently and finally there is peace and stability among the descendants of Thorgerd Thorsteinsdottir. The family as a whole, however, is still not at peace. Thorkel Eyjolfsson and Thorstein Kuggason, descendants of Olaf Feilan, plan, by unscrupulous means, to get their hands on Hjardarholt, the former Hrappsstadir. Their attempt fails and on the way back home Thorkel is drowned in Breidafjord.

A few years later Bolli Bollason becomes the head of the family and a new dawn finally rises. Bolli is not only a descendant of Hoskuld’s legitimate son, he is also descended from Gudrun Osvifsdottir and therefore also Bjorn the Easterner Ketilsson. Moreover, he is married to Thordis Snorradottir, a descendant of Olaf Feilan, and is therefore – as well as by his own merit – the heir to the wealth and power of the ‘legitimate’ branch in the Dales. In the marriage of Bolli and Thordis the saga’s conflicting powers come together. In its last part the descendants of Ketil Flat-nose are united under one ‘strong’ chieftain. This seeming attempt to conciliate two assumptions is remarkable: on the one hand, that wealth and power should inevitably pass on down the male bloodline; and on the other, that people may reach a position of power through marriage and merit.

In Bolli Bollason’s Tale no mention is made of conflict within the family or the district. It does, however, tell of Bolli’s dealings with Northerners. He avenges a relative, a boy named after Bolli’s grandfather Olaf, but later, on his way to visit one of the most powerful of Northern chieftains, he and his retinue are ambushed twice. According to the tale he handles both situations with grace. The story of the former ambush is particularly artful: the ambushers, Northern chieftains, take flight on seeing the number of Bolli’s companions. Earlier, in The Saga of the People of Laxardal, the same chieftains were compared to Olaf Peacock: they were said to have entertained the greatest number of guests ever at a feast in Iceland and Olaf the second greatest. Bolli’s journey can therefore be interpreted as demonstrating that the men of the Dales have now outdone the Northerners.

The society described in The Saga of the People of Laxardal is not only characterized by conflicts within families and between the genders – it also emphasizes the meeting of heathendom and Christianity. Dispute about the new religion is crucial to the development of events: Kjartan’s return to Iceland is delayed by his being one of the chieftains’ sons taken hostage by King Olaf to force the Icelanders to adopt Christianity. Even more important is the way the conversion is utilized in the saga’s structure. This becomes clear in the life story of the protagonist Gudrun Osvifsdottir.

When Gudrun enters the scene she tells her relative Gest Oddleifsson four dreams. These he interprets as omens of her four marriages. Subsequently her husbands appear on the scene and quickly disappear. The course of events is, in short, a direct confirmation of Gest’s prophecies and the story of Gudrun’s life is as a frame around other stories until she is the only one left. In old age, her son Bolli asks her which man she loved the best and she answers (see summary, pp. xviii–xxi). Yet Gudrun’s most significant love affair – with Kjartan – is nowhere connected to these dreams. In the saga’s structure it stands alone opposite her four marriages. This contrast sharpens the portrayal of women who are only to a limited extent able to shape their own destiny. Simultaneously, attention is focused on the love between Gudrun and Kjartan and made distinct – and there Christianity plays a certain role.


Gudrun’s dreams and their interpretation in the story




	
The first dream

‘I seemed to be standing outdoors, by a stream, wearing a tall head-dress that I felt did not suit me well at all. I wanted to change the head-dress but many people advised against it. I refused to listen to them, tore the head-dress from my head and threw it into the stream. The dream ended there.’ (65)

	
Gest’s interpretation

‘… I expect that the first man to whom you are married will not be a match to your liking. As you thought you bore a great head-dress, which you felt suited you poorly, you will care little for this man. And since you removed the head-dress and threw it into the water, this means that you will leave him. People say things have been cast to the tide when they refer to getting rid of possessions and getting nothing in return.’ (66)


	
The second dream

‘In the beginning of the second dream I seemed to be standing by a lake. I seemed to have a silver ring on my arm which belonged to me and suited me especially well. I treasured it greatly and intended to keep it long and with great care. But the ring slid from my arm when I least expected it and fell into the lake and I never saw it again.’ (65)

	
Gest’s interpretation

‘In your second dream you thought you had a silver ring on your arm. This means you will be married to a second, fine man for whom you will care greatly and enjoy only a short time. It would not surprise me if he were drowned.’ (66)


	
The third dream

‘… I seemed to have a gold ring on my arm; it was my own and seemed to make up for my loss. I expected to have the pleasure of owning this one longer … All the same it wasn’t as if it suited me so very much better, not if compared with how much more costly gold is than silver. Then I fell and reached out my hand to break my fall, but the gold ring struck a stone and broke in two, and I thought I saw blood seep from the pieces. My feelings afterwards were more like grief than regret. I realized that there had been a flaw in the ring, and … I could see other flaws. All the same I had the impression that if I’d looked after it better the ring might still have been in one piece.’ (65–6)

	
Gest’s interpretation

‘In your third dream you thought you had a gold ring on your arm. This represents your third husband. He will not surpass his predecessor to the same extent that you felt that metal to be rarer and more precious. But if my guess is right, there will be a change in religion around that time and this husband of yours will have adopted the new religion, which seems to be much nobler. When the ring appeared to break in two, in part because of your own carelessness, and blood to seep from its parts, this signifies that this husband will be killed. It is then that you will see most clearly the faults of that marriage.’ (66)


	
The fourth dream

‘… I seemed to have a gold helmet on my head, set with many gems. This treasure was mine. But it did seem to me that it was too heavy for me to bear. I could hardly manage it and held my head bowed. I didn’t blame the helmet for this, however, nor did I intend to get rid of it. But it fell suddenly from my head and into the waters of Hvammsfjord, after which I woke up.’ (66)

	
Gest’s interpretation

‘It was in your fourth dream that you bore a gold helmet set with gems on your head, which was a heavy weight for you. This signifies that you will marry a fourth time and this husband will far surpass you. The helmet seemed to fall into the waters of Hvammsfjord, which indicates that this fourth husband will have an encounter with that same fjord on the final day of his life.’ (67)






Gudrun’s marriages and husbands and her comments in old age on the husbands



	
Thorvald Halldorsson

… Thorvald … a wealthy man but hardly a hero … asked for Gudrun Osvifsdottir’s hand in marriage … Gudrun cared little for Thorvald and was avid in demanding … precious objects … When Gudrun … asked Thorvald to buy her a new treasure … he … slapped her in the face. (68–9) That same spring Gudrun announced she was divorcing Thorvald … She had been married … for two years. (69)

	
Gudrun’s words

‘Of Thorvald I make no mention.’ (173)


	
Thord Ingunnarson

Thord was a fine, strapping figure of a man, highly capable, and often involved in lawsuits. (64) Thord … proceeded to ask for Gudrun’s hand in marriage. Osvif agreed readily and Gudrun raised no objection … the marriage of Thord and Gudrun [was] a happy one. (71) Thord and all his companions were drowned … (74)

	
Gudrun’s words

‘Thord Ingunnarson was the wisest of these men and the most skilled in law.’ (173)


	
Bolli Thorleiksson

… Bolli grew into a large man. Next to Kjartan, he was the best at all skills and in other accomplishments. He was strong and handsome, a top fighter, with good manners and fond of fine clothes. (57) Kjartan and Bolli were then baptized … (91) ‘I [Bolli] want to ask for the hand of Gudrun …’ (95) Gudrun … was very reluctant … After they were married Gudrun showed little affection for Bolli. (96–7) Bolli … dealt him [Kjartan] a death blow … ‘… I [Bolli] suspect that you [Gudrun] would be much less upset if it were me lying there slain and Kjartan who lived …’ (116) Helgi lunged at Bolli, and the spear pierced both the shield and Bolli himself. (126)

	
Gudrun’s words

‘… none of them was more valiant and accomplished than Bolli.’ (173)






Certain characters in The Saga of the People of Laxardal are placed in the seat of honour, so to speak, because they predict the spread of Christianity or advance it in one way or another. Gest Oddleifsson foretells a change of religion when he interprets Gudrun’s dreams. He also predicts his own death and that of Gudrun’s father when he says: ‘… the time will come when the distance between our [Gest’s and Osvif’s] dwelling places will be shorter than at present. It will be easier for us to carry on a conversation then, if we are still allowed to talk’ (67). This turns out to mean that he and Osvif are eventually buried in the same grave at Helgafell. Gest’s prophecy is placed in the same chapter as Gudrun’s dreams where he also foretells Kjartan’s slaying. The conversion and the companionship of characters in another world are thus brought into focus and simultaneously arranged to coincide with the marriage of Gudrun and the slaying of Kjartan, creating dramatic tension and stimulating the reader’s interest.

Last but not least it shows how meticulously events are prepared for and underpinned. Gudrun and Kjartan not only become Christianity’s foremost champions, each in their own way, but it is presumed that they will be united in the next world. Kjartan’s description supports this. It is partly based on the concept of Christ as a knight, the soul’s lover – one source being the Anglo-Saxon Ancrene Wisse. In Norway, Kjartan competes with Olaf Tryggvason in a swimming contest shortly before he adopts Christianity: the act of immersion may be interpreted as taking the sign of the Cross. In Iceland he is the first to fast during Lent and finally dies a sacrificial death of sorts, throwing away his weapons rather than killing his brother. Gudrun, on the other hand, has a church built at Helgafell and later becomes ‘a nun and anchoress’ (173). She in fact ends her life as ‘Christ’s betrothed’. Her reply to Bolli’s question about her former loves –‘Though I treated him worst, I loved him best’ (174) – indicates that here at the story’s end the motif of Tristan and Isolde appears, the lovers (Kjartan/Christ – Gudrun/the betrothed) separated in life, yet united in the hereafter. If so, Gudrun’s reply also suggests the confession of a sinner repenting old sins at the end of life.


The structure of The Saga of the People of Laxardal is highly complex, offering its readers a variety of interpretations. The many similarities with heroic poetry have been pointed out, among them Gudrun’s dreams.4 This is no doubt correct. However, what seems to have been the guiding light in ordering events are three Christian concepts about the story of man and the world, which might be described thus.
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‘Genesis’ recounts the creation of the community in the Dales. We are told the story of Gudrun Osvifsdottir’s ancestors, her third husband Bolli Thorleiksson, her lover Kjartan Olafsson and the settlement of Unn the Deep-minded. These stories span six chapters just as the creation takes place over six days; and in the seventh chapter Unn rests, although her rest is somewhat different from that of the Creator.

From Unn’s settlement six generations brand the course of events. After her death, the saga is a continuous account of family and gender conflict until finally Bolli Bollason becomes head of the family. With ‘Genesis’ marking the commencement of the structure and Kjartan described as Christ in the form of a knight, the narrative’s six generations of Dalesmen can be seen to follow the old pattern of dividing the story of the world into ‘Seven Ages’ – where Christ’s return and the Apocalypse mark the last age. Such a construction can be traced to the apostle Matthew and St Augustine and in medieval times was familiar in various permutations that influenced secular and religious literature alike.

The narration of Gudrun Osvifsdottir’s life is divided into periods recollecting the Christian idea of the ‘Five Monarchies’: four earthly kingdoms rising one after the other, the fall of one marking the rise of another, until Christ’s kingdom finally replaces the last. This theory is derived from Nebuchadnezzar’s dreams, as well as from Daniel’s visions and dream interpretations. This, in many respects, parallels the dreams of Gudrun and Gest’s interpretation and prophecies. The crucial factor here is that in this world Gudrun marries four men, but is the betrothed of the fifth Kjartan/Christ – who awaits her in the next world.

The final section of the diagram only appears symbolically, but the Christian ideology is further emphasized by arranging the material into chapters whose numbers may have a symbolic Christian meaning. The dreams of Gudrun, their interpretation – among them the prediction of a new religion – the prediction of Gest of his own and Osvif’s last place of rest as well as Kjartan’s slaying are all in chapter 33 of the manuscript The Modruvellir Book, a holy number referring to the number of years Jesus lived. Thirty-three chapters later Gest predicts the foundation of a monastery at Helgafell (established 1184), dies and is buried there alongside Osvif. Kjartan is finally baptized in chapter 40, a number which had diverse symbolic meanings, among them a reference to the gospels and the commandments (the numbers 4 and 10 multiplied).

The three structural parts described above also overlap. One of the main characteristics of the structure of The Saga of the People of Laxardal is that the course of action is not a simple consecutive series of events. Incidents are intertwined so that time and again the story seems to deviate from its course, but as it proceeds it becomes clear that what earlier seemed a digression served one of its themes, possibly more than one, simultaneously. Additionally, the medieval concept of time was that of a spiral continuously growing upwards, the assumption being that history repeats itself, albeit never in precisely the same manner. Within the spiralling form it is possible to look both forwards or backwards along a curve and view the course of events almost horizontally (or as a continuous ring), or follow certain points from one curve to another, vertically. This results in the past being remarkably close to the present, in a very different way from that conceived by the modern mind.

Various – and at times quite resourceful – methods are used to intertwine the events in The Saga of the People of Laxardal. For example, the ruffian Hrapp is introduced in chapter 10 and Thord Goddi in chapter 11: we are told of the birth of Olaf Peacock in chapter 13 after his father has gone abroad, but the story continues with Thord Goddi in chapters 14 and 16 and picks up Hrapp and his land again in chapters 17 and 18. Olaf is thus firmly anchored between Hrapp and Thord Goddi as they enter the story twice in reverse order. This method calls to mind the so-called chiasmus in rhetorics where the same parts of a sentence are repeated in reverse, creating a pattern like the Greek character χ. It draws attention to the ways in which Olaf becomes wealthy and powerful and invites readers to contemplate aspects of Christian morality – the continuous cycle of sowing and reaping. This method can be shown graphically:

The interlacing becomes even more elaborate as Thorbjorn Pock-marked enters the story at the same time as Thord Goddi in chapter 11, returning in chapter 20 when he pays for Olaf’s travel abroad and marries Melkorka. In chapter 19, on the other hand, a tale of the fight between Hrut and Hoskuld is inserted. These interwoven threads refer both backwards and forwards in the story (ill-gotten gains, travels abroad, marrying for money, a woman’s revenge, conflict between brothers) in a similar manner to that in medieval architecture and romances.5
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Medieval concepts of the progress of history along the spiral of time and the recurrence of events produce a series of parallels, contrasts and escalation of events that characterize their works. This is a powerful feature in the structure of The Saga of the People of Laxardal. The escalation of family and gender conflicts has already been mentioned. The parallels emerging in the conflicts of three generations of ‘brothers’ are obvious and the women’s reactions to their husbands and loved ones travelling abroad are also marked by clear parallels and opposites. They range from silence through protesting murmurs, reaching their apex in the demands of Gudrun to accompany Kjartan, and finally end in silence.
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The saga reveals further parallels in the dealings of men and women, demonstrating that equality in marriage is not a trivial issue. An example of this are Vigdis of Goddastadir and Gudrun Osvifsdottir who both clash with their husbands over fugitives from justice they wish to shelter. The former departs, leaving her husband dishonoured and vulnerable when he has repeatedly behaved abominably and ignored her will. Gudrun manages to force her husband to spare the fugitive’s life, and although the couple both have to compromise, they are strengthened by it rather than weakened. Apart from such parallels there are examples of events being so arranged that by stepping outside their traditional role, women call misfortune upon themselves as well as others. When Olaf Hoskuldsson denies Geirmund Thunder his daughter’s hand in marriage, Geirmund bribes Olaf’s wife Thorgerd, who manages to bring the marriage about despite Olaf’s dislike of the prospective bridegroom. Later Thurid Olafsdottir thwarts her father’s will in her dealings with Geirmund. The conduct of Olaf and Geirmund may not be exemplary, but the avarice of Thorgerd and Thurid’s actions are clearly no less to blame for what eventually happens: the sword Leg-biter with its curse falls into the hands of Hoskuld’s descendants and Thurid’s only daughter loses her life.

Much in the structure of The Saga of the People of Laxardal and its course of events indicates that originally the conflict between heathendom and Christendom was considered its principal theme. The saga’s escalation, parallels and contrasts occur not only in this world, but also in the next. This is evident in the narratives of Unn the Deep-minded and Gudrun Osvifsdottir. According to the story, Gudrun is the first Icelandic woman to ‘settle’ in the lands of Christianity when she becomes a nun, marking a clear parallel with the settler Unn.6 It is also indicated that she prepares the ground for the foundation of the cloister at Helgafell. But as the eventual cloister there was of the order of St Augustine, so the monks will become Gudrun’s successors on earth just as Olaf Feilan succeeded Unn as head of the family. The Christian author of The Saga of the People of Laxardal presumably envisaged no more glorious fate for women than to ‘marry’ Christ and therefore saw this destiny as the pinnacle of Gudrun Osvifsdottir’s progress – and that of women as a whole. Readers not sharing that particular view of the world will doubtless interpret the story differently. For example, it could be said that Unn’s and Gudrun’s respective settlements show that in certain circumstances women can play the leading role in the community, while the saga as a whole reveals their proper place as ‘the betrothed’– wives and mothers. While Gudrun in her old age prepares for her meeting with the ‘lover’, her grown-up foster-daughter Herdis Bolladottir is thought to be ‘the loveliest of women’ (173) and is favourably mentioned as a wife and mother, leading to a new line of descendants.

NARRATION

Narrators in the Sagas of Icelanders are more often than not observers and listeners and therefore unobtrusive. They refer to rumours rather than explaining events directly; they seldom reveal their personal thoughts, briefly describing their character and appearance when they enter the story and again when they die or crucial events take place. In most cases there is considerable congruity between the initial description of a character and later conduct. The narrator of The Saga of the People of Laxardal partly relies on external description, but he also looks into the mind of his characters and informs the readers what they are ‘feeling’. He also describes ‘practices’ during the two hundred years of the story and compares the attitude of people living in those times to those at the time of writing and explains why he mentions particular matters. Last but not least, he sometimes uses a high-flown vocabulary to describe his characters that often turns out to be over-inflated as events take their course. Because of this, many have seen more than a touch of irony in the saga.

The narrative of The Saga of the People of Laxardal is extremely visual and at times remarkably powerful, partly because descriptions of looks, manners and behaviour reveal the feelings of its characters. One memorable image is that of Helgi Hardbeinsson entering the farm Laugar’s shieling with a weapon of such awesomeness that Bolli throws his sword down and steps towards his death holding only his shield. No less impressive is the image of Melkorka’s Irish nurse, sitting, like a child, shrunken with age on the knees of Olaf Peacock.

Events are sometimes described from more than one point of view and at the same time the narration is stalled to create tension. An example of this is when Kjartan, on horseback, unexpectedly meets his slayers head-on. The viewpoint alternates between the men of Laxardal, the men of Laugar, and Thorkel, the farmer of Hafratindar, whose account may reveal what ideas the high-born of the time had about commoners and the latter’s attitude to the armed clashes of chieftains. Narrative delays are exceptionally well constructed, such as when Helgi Hardbeinsson’s shepherd describes in detail the appearance and clothing of Thorgils Holluson and his companions. Prophecies and dreams also magnify the tension and awaken the reader’s unease. Fine examples of this are the many forebodings of Kjartan’s slaying. By connecting Kjartan’s death and Gudrun’s life to dreams and prophecies the narrative also places them in a unique position (see Curses, p. xxxii).

Occasionally there is a direct reference to other sources, such as the mention of the saga of Thorgils Holluson (151), now lost. Sometimes events referred to are known from other sagas: of the divorce of Hrut and Unn Mardardottir we are told: ‘This became the beginning of a dispute between the people of Laxardal and of Fljotshlid’ (35). These are conflicts we know in detail from Njal’s Saga. In the descriptions of individual characters there often seems to be an assumption that readers will know other stories about their relatives, for example, the dealings of Thorgerd Egilsdottir and Geirmund Thunder gain a particularly comic aspect if readers already know of her father’s notorious avarice and parsimony as described in Egil’s Saga.

The Saga of the People of Laxardal tends more to the verbose and its descriptions are frequently more detailed and precise than those of most other Icelandic sagas. Its vocabulary contains echoes of both secular literature and romance, and the story is rich in symbolism that sometimes bears witness to the different fate and experiences of males and females. Geirmund Thunder leaves Thurid and his child without securing them any means of sustenance. Thurid reacts by taking his sword, his symbol of masculinity, leaving the child in its stead. Gudrun Osvifsdottir compares her morning work to that of Bolli – weaving and killing; she also unwillingly does the laundry while Bolli fights his killers. Most of the time, however, Christianity hovers over the story, and it is quite possible to view Gudrun’s womanly work in terms of Christian symbolism. It was she who planned Kjartan’s killing, ‘weaving his death’, making her also responsible for Bolli’s killing (after which she stood with ‘clean’ hands after all the washing – just like Pontius Pilate). Supporting this interpretation are Gudrun’s words that she had woven twelve yards of woollen cloth the morning of Kjartan’s slaying and the fact that its epilogue, the revenge, takes place twelve years later.



Curses, dreams, prophecies and comments that predict Kjartan Olafsson’s fate

‘Then I lay this curse upon it,’ Geirmund said, ‘that it will be the death of that man in your family who will most be missed and least deserve it.’ (61)

When he [the ox Harri] had reached the age of eighteen years … Olaf had him slaughtered… The following night Olaf dreamed that a large, angry-looking woman approached him … The woman said: ‘… You have had my son killed and sent him to me disfigured, and for that I will make sure you see a son of yours covered with blood. I will also choose the one whom I know you will least want to part with.’ (62)

Gest [Oddleifsson] answered, ‘No need to mention it, but since you [Thord, Gest’s son] ask, I won’t conceal it from you either, as you’ll live to see it happen. I wouldn’t be surprised if Bolli should one day stoop over Kjartan’s corpse and in slaying him bring about his own death, a vision all the more saddening because of the excellence of these young men.’ (68)

Olaf [Hoskuldsson] spoke to Kjartan one day, saying, ‘I don’t know why your visits to the springs at Laugar to spend time with Gudrun make me uneasy. It isn’t because I don’t appreciate how much superior to other women Gudrun is, as she is the only woman I consider a worthy match for you. But somehow I have a feeling, although I won’t make it a prediction, that our dealings with the Laugar family will not turn out well.’ (83)

The king followed Kjartan with his gaze and said, ‘Great is the worth of Kjartan and his kinsmen, but difficult it will be to alter that destiny which awaits them.’ (98) [my italics]




CHARACTERS

The descriptions of the characters in The Saga of the People of Laxardal are considerably more grandiloquent than those of most other Sagas of Icelanders. The principal female characters, like Gudrun Osvifsdottir, are beautiful, exceptionally intelligent, imperious, the most desirable brides of the district, the part of the country or even the country as a whole. They do not settle for the roles other medieval Icelandic women were expected to play; they take over men’s work when they consider them inadequate. The reversal of gender roles at the beginning of the saga continues throughout, and these masterful women often recall the heroines of epic poetry, such as Brynhildur Budladottir, who devises the death of the man she loves rather than see him in the arms of another woman, or Gudrun Gjukadottir who murdered her children to avenge her brothers. But the spirit of fairy tale and romance also feature, as evidenced in the figures of Melkorka, a king’s daughter, and the ostentatious Gudrun Osvifsdottir. The tale of fifteen-year-old Gudrun’s first prenuptial treaty is highly amusing: it seems composed for a girl who is on the one hand directly descended from the valkyrie and on the other a lady of chivalric romance; in her pride she is quite prepared to strip her husband of all his worldly goods:


… Gudrun should control their common finances once they were married and would acquire the right to half of the estate, whether the marriage was a brief or a lengthy one.

Thorvald was also obliged to purchase whatever finery Gudrun required in order that no other woman of equal wealth should own better, although not to the point of ruining the farm. (69)



The most important male characters are well liked, wealthy and often chieftains of their districts. They are also handsome, grand or exceptionally good-looking, to the point of being the most ‘handsome’ men ‘ever born in Iceland’ (56) like Kjartan Olafsson. They sail across the Atlantic to find fame and fortune in European courts as befits true knights. There they are said to outshine most if not all other men, are praised to the skies, receive bounteous presents and even offers of land or kingdoms. Particular attention is paid to the smallest detail of their clothing and weaponry. Olaf Peacock, Kjartan Olafsson and Bolli Bollason are presented as grand aristocrats wearing not only colourful ceremonial clothing and rare weapons but also coats of arms. These descriptions are elaborated with a clear purpose: Bolli Bollason, the last Dale chieftain described in the saga, travels further than any other in search of fortune and on his return his entire appearance – clothing as well as weaponry – shines with gold.

The merits of many characters in The Saga of the People of Laxardal may be unstintingly praised, but during the course of action some of them fall rather short of that promise – the men more so than the women.7 It is hard, for instance, to understand why Kjartan is said to be ‘the humblest of men’ (57). His character is in fact distinctly marked by an overweening pride, obvious in his initial dealings with Olaf Tryggvason. Additionally, he seems prepared to commit one atrocious act after another – whether by the standards of heathendom or Christianity – rather than yield to another. In Norway he wants to incinerate the king; he incarcerates the men of Laugar and forces the farmer Thorarin Thorisson to break his oaths. A similar story is told of Gudrun Osvifsdottir. She is praised as a paragon of women, yet it is by her doing that two treasures are stolen from Kjartan and his wife Hrefna, and she may even have stolen one herself. The discrepancy between the characters’ acts and the praise of the narrator as well as that of other characters in the saga has resulted in contradictory interpretations of the saga’s characterization. Some see the men as being mocked, and shown as ignoble, while the women are described as heroines;8 others do not see any irony in the story, the men of Laxardal simply being described as kings.9 Yet another critic sees the discrepancy between the external magnificence of the characters and their base doings as a criticism of thirteenth-century Icelandic society: the saga is a tragic one, revealing that overweening pride leads to destruction.10 A fourth interpretation sees a feminine awareness illuminating the characterization that is usually severely circumscribed by the masculine tradition of the sagas.11

The Saga of the People of Laxardal is essentially a Christian work though some of its characters are identified more closely with Christianity than others. The trinity Gest/prophet, Kjartan/Christ and Gudrun/nun, the betrothed, presumably was intended as an example for readers. The piety of Kjartan and Gudrun, his sacrificial death and her repentance, establishes a dramatic contrast to their former unChristian acts and those of others. It seems likely that readers are meant to conclude that unChristian behaviour leads to torment and death and that it is never too late to seek and follow the narrow path of virtue. Should that be the case, there are, as before, various alternative interpretations of the discrepancy between the characters’ description and acts. If, however, the saga was composed or related in a convent, as has been suggested,12 one can at least assume that the author and readers/audience viewed the inhabitants of this world and their struggle as weak – and also comic. How many of the characters particularly serve Christianity remains a matter of interpretation. Nevertheless, it is clear that after Kjartan’s death Olaf Peacock tries to follow his example and prevent bloodshed; that Gudrun’s son Gellir builds a church and goes on a pilgrimage, and that her granddaughter Herdis plays a part in the final destruction of heathendom.


Characters who serve Christianity**

Gest Oddleifsson: Possesses the divine gift of prophecy and foretells Christianity and cloisterlife. Also turns against sorcery.

Gudrun Osvifsdottir: The first woman in Iceland to become a nun, she studies the Psalter. She also has a church built at Helgafell and has the bones of a pagan prophetess moved from the church grounds.

Kjartan Olafsson: As a result of his initiative a group of Icelanders in Norway converts to Christianity before it is made compulsory in Iceland. He is the first Icelander to observe Lent and dies a sacrificial death.

Olaf Hoskuldsson: Gets rid of a ghost and kills sorcerers. He also tries to prevent bloodshed among relatives and friends.

Herdis Bolladottir: Dreams of a pagan prophetess who is subsequently moved from Gudrun’s place of prayer at Helgafell. Like Olaf, her great-grandfather’s brother, she therefore plays a part in stamping out the remains of paganism.

If the characters of The Saga of the People of Laxardal are viewed in the light of Christian concepts our impression of them alters. They usually lack some of the cardinal virtues or else behave in an unChristian manner. Hoskuld Dala-Kollsson is shown as lacking both temperance and righteousness. This is evident in his dealings not only outside the home but also within, where it is hard to decide which woman he treats worse, the slave girl Melkorka or Jorunn, his wife. Bolli Thorleiksson, on the other hand, violates the tenets of brotherly love when tricking Gudrun away from Kjartan. He also goes from bad to worse when, on meeting the newly arrived Kjartan, he offers him a stallion accompanied by three mares. This seems to reek of the farmyard as the mares are equal in number to the three women Kjartan is involved with (Gudrun, Ingibjorg, the king’s sister, and Hrefna). Finally, Bolli is driven to murder his own brother.

Gudrun Osvifsdottir also breaks one commandment after another: she covets her neighbour’s husband; she steals or has things stolen; and she repeatedly instigates murder. When dedicating herself to celibacy she therefore has, by Catholic standards, a multitude of sins on her conscience. But she is also given various good reasons for absolution. She is raised in a different religion and in the community of the saga women are not
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»  CLIMAX

Hoskuld:

... declared his
intention to travel
abroad, leaving Jorunn
to look after his farm
and children. (15)
Jorunn:

The saga is silent
about her reaction.

Olaf:

.. one spring Olaf
announced to Thorgerd
that he intended to travel
abroad, ‘and I want you to
look after our farm and family
while 'm away’.

Thorgerd:

... said she was not in
favour of the idea, but Olaf
said he intended to have his
way. (57)

Kjartan:

. ... told Gudrun of his
proposed journey abroad.
Gudrun:

‘I want to go with you

this summer . . .

Kjartan:

“You can’t do that . . .
Wait for me instead for
three years.”

Gudrun:

... said she would promise
nothing of the sort . .. (85)

Bolli:

Following their
reconciliation with
the Olafssons . . .
Bolli declared that he
intended to sail
abroad. (161)
Thordis:

The saga is silent
about her reaction.

* From abroad men often bring back persons and/or things/words that influence/foretell
the course of events: Hoskuld brings Melkorka; Olaf brings Geirmund and his sword;
and with Thorgrim Eyjolfsson comes King Olafs prophecy.
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