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PREFACE

This book was written in Dublin and presented to the National Uni-

versity of Ireland in June 1986 in fulfilment of the thesis requirement

for the degree of Master of Philosophy in Medieval Studies. It was

later published, in 1988, as volume 46 in the Studia Islandica series at

the University of Iceland, edited by Sveinn Skorri Höskuldsson.

The main chapters are now published again, unaltered, but with a

new preface and a new general introduction. This includes informa-

tion on the historical background of the westward expansion of the

Vikings, and an overview of literary activities in Iceland during the

middle ages. 

In the 1980s, it was still considered almost taboo in Icelandic stud-

ies to take up the old issue of the Gaelic influence on Icelandic tradi-

tion, to view Icelandic culture in the settlement period as a melting

pot of Norse and Gaelic elements. Many scholars in the field are still

inclined to ignore this aspect of Icelandic culture (as can be seen

from the fact that no Icelandic journal published a review of the first

edition of this book though several foreign ones did, even as far south

as Italy; also, that at a conference arranged by the Icelandic Science

Society in 1990 — the proceedings of which were published as Um
landnám á Íslandi in 1996 — this was not even considered an issue).

Instead they focus on the established continental contacts that were

built up through the institutional network of the Roman church in the

high Middle Ages, about which we have contemporary written

sources. 

In spite of that general trend, several works have appeared since

this book was first published which have concentrated on not only

Viking and Gaelic contacts in the British Isles but also Gaelic cultur-



al impact on Icelandic tradition. A few can be mentioned here to give

readers an idea of the scope of these studies, and to orient them

towards more recent works: Bo Almqvist’s important article from

1996 on Gaelic/Norse folklore contacts which appeared in the vol-

ume Irland und Europa im früheren Mittelalter; the proceedings

from the fourth symposium of Societas Celtologica Nordica which

appeared in 1997 under the title Celts and Vikings, edited by Folke

Josephson; Vikings in Scotland, by James Graham-Campbell and

Colleen E. Batey, from 1998; and the book Ireland and Scandinavia
in the Early Viking Age, edited by Howard B. Clarke, Máire Ní

Mhaonaigh and Raghnall Ó Floinn, also published in 1998. Addi-

tionally, since that time, two Icelandic books have also appeared on

this theme: Keltar á Íslandi by Hermann Pálsson which came out in

1996, and Helgi Guðmundsson’s book from 1997, Um haf innan,

which takes a somewhat different approach to the subject (see my

review of it in Alvíssmál 9, 1999: 109-111). 

The field of genetic studies, discussed in chapter 3 of the present

work, has changed radically since the 1980s, making the strong reac-

tion from Stefán Aðalsteinsson (see the 1989, 1990, 1992 and 1993

volumes of the Icelandic journal Saga, with both his contributions

and my responses/corrections) on that front more or less obsolete.

The reader may be guided to an article by Jeff T. Williams, “Origin

and Population Structure of the Icelanders” in Human Biology,

April 1993, and to the ongoing research by Agnar Helgason et al.

(e.g. in American Journal of Human Genetics 66 and 67, 2000)

which suggests that among the first settlers in Iceland, a much larger

proportion of women than men came from the Gaelic world (his ten-

tative conclusions at present are that more than 50% of the women

and about 20% of the men may have been Gaelic). Agnar Helgason’s

conclusions bring to mind that in addition to the nationalistic dimen-

sion of the denial of the Gaelic element in Iceland, we may also have

a ‘muted’ gender-related problem on our hands.

I would like to repeat my thanks from the first publication of this

work to the following persons who were all of great help to me dur-

ing the writing of this book: the late David A. H. Evans, University

ii



College Dublin, who supplied me with numerous offprints and pho-

tocopies of relevant material; Bo Almqvist, U.C.D. (now emeritus),

whom I could consult at all times, and who drew my attention to

many items which would otherwise have gone unnoticed as well as

advising me on the usage of the English language; Charles Doherty,

U.C.D., who kindly read the chapters on Viking contacts and the

Gaels in Iceland in draft form, giving me some sound advice;

Patrick F. Wallace, now director of the National Museum of Ireland,

who was also kind enough to read the same chapters and correct

some of my mistakes in interpreting the archaeological evidence; the

biologists, Jón Magnús Einarsson, and Anna Kristín Daníelsdóttir,

both doctoral students at U.C.D. at the time, who instructed me in

genealogical terminology and read the chapter on blood groups;

Tomás Ó Cathasaigh, U.C.D. (now at Harvard), who was kind

enough to read through a draft of the book and assist me in finding

various references; the writer Eilís Ní Dhuibhne who corrected and

improved my English; and Honóra Ní Chríogáin, who used to be a

secretary in the Old Irish Department in U.C.D., without whose con-

tinual cheering and support in my dealings with both Irish and Ice-

landic bureaucracy this work would never have been written; and

finally, to the numerous other individuals who were, throughout the

writing process, willing to discuss and share their thoughts with me

on the problem of Gaelic-Icelandic contacts. In addition to the

above, I want to thank those who have invited me to air my views on

Gaelic influence in Iceland, both in public lectures and in media-pro-

grams: Andrés Eiríksson; Þorvaldur Friðriksson; Ragnheiður Gyða

Jónsdóttir; Mímir, the union of students in Icelandic studies at the

University of Iceland; the University of Manitoba; the University of

Akureyri; the University of Turku and the Finnish Society for Celtic

Studies; and the University of Basel. Not least was it inspiring to be

able to benefit from Stephen N. Tranter’s company and studies on the

comparative aspect of the poetic traditions during my sabbatical in

1995, as a guest of the research project: Übergänge und Spannungs-
felder zwischen Mündlichkeit und Schriftlichkeit at the University of

Freiburg im Breisgau. Most recently, I have been encouraged by the
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ongoing research and activity of Thomas J. Martin who has put

tremendous effort into increasing the general awareness in the Irish

American community of this aspect of the cultural contribution of

their ancestors. Last, but not least, special thanks are due to Barbara

B. Nelson for her thorough and careful editing of the introduction to

the second edition of this work.

Primary sources which are mentioned in the text are listed in the

bibliography, where information on the editions used may be found.

Page and chapter numbers refer to these editions. In order to make the

bibliography more useful, I have included works in a separate section,

called Further Reading. These works are not referred to, specifically,

in the text: some of them I have consulted, others only looked at in

passing, and some came to my attention too late to be included in my

discussion. Non-English quotations from scholarly works are trans-

lated by me; for texts, I have used published translations, which are

identified in each case.

Reykjavík, October 2000

Gísli Sigurðsson
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INTRODUCTION

Great events first become noteworthy when someone tells their story.

In the Middle Ages the Icelanders drew on their oral lore to create lit-

erary works which contained memories from the Viking Age (800-

1050). These describe a time when the peoples of Scandinavia used

their superior ships to win power and influence across the Baltic Sea

and into Russia, even as far south as the Caspian Sea and Constan-

tinople. They also crossed the North Sea to the British Isles and Ire-

land where they established colonies in Dublin, York and the

Orkneys. Eventually they reached the Faroe Islands and Iceland in

the North Atlantic, both of which had been visited sporadically by

Irish hermits. After their country had been settled for about one hun-

dred years, the Icelanders continued on to Greenland and then to the

North American continent, where they named the territories they

found, from north to south: Helluland (Slab-stone land), Markland
(Forest land) and Vínland (Land of grapes). This all took place in just

over two hundred years from the first attack by Norwegian seafarers

on the monastery of Lindisfarne off the east coast of England in 793,

an event which is generally considered to mark the start of the Viking

Age. The Vikings were fearsome warriors who combined their lust

for trade and warfare with a quest for new lands which they explored,

settled and ruled. Their scope for expansion seemed almost limitless

until they were finally outnumbered by the natives in North America

a thousand years ago. After a few years of attempting settlement,

they took to the sea again, thus postponing European influence in

North America for another five hundred years.



Viking activity in the west
The Viking raid on the monastery at Lindisfarne in 793 ushered in a

great period of hostilities in western Europe. Danes burned down

Dorestad, a major French port, four times during the period 834-837,

and in 845, Ragnar loðbrók led 120 ships which sailed up the Seine,

sacked Rouen and Paris, and held them ransom until King Charles

the Bald of France paid him 7000 pounds of silver. Vikings first win-

tered on the continent in 842-843, at Noirmoutier on the Loire estu-

ary, which was the centre of the salt and wine trade. Björn járnsíða,

Ragnar loðbrók’s son, raided on the Seine in 856-857 and, in 859, set

off with his companion Hástein on a four-year voyage of war with 62

ships in the Mediterranean, the greatest known Viking expedition of

the ninth century. They were headed for Rome, but mistakenly

sacked Luna in north Italy instead. On their way back, they were

ambushed by Moors at Gibraltar and only 20 ships returned to Noir-

moutier in 862. Danes led by Göngu-Hrólfur settled in Normandy

after making a treaty with the King of France in 911, and in 1066

their descendants, led by William the Conqueror (known in Icelandic

sources as Vilhjálmur bastarður), invaded and conquered England.

Early in the Viking Age, Danes began to settle in the north and east

of England, in the region which came to be known as the Danelaw. In

865, three sons of Ragnar (possibly loðbrók, who sacked Paris in

845), named Hálfdan, Ubbi and Ívar beinlausi, attacked England,

capturing York in November 866. Ásbjartur and Ella, who had ruled

York, tried to recapture it the following spring, but were both killed.

Ívar, who had gone to York from Ireland and returned there after-

wards, died in Dublin in 873 as “King of the Northerners in Ireland

and Britain.” According to the Saga of Ragnar loðbrók, after King

Ella killed Ragnar in a pit of snakes, Ragnar’s sons arrived from

Denmark to avenge him by “carving a blood-eagle” on Ella — cut-

ting his lungs out from the back. In England, a similar tale is told of

King Edmund of East Anglia, who was killed by Danish invaders in

870. York was under Danish rule until 919, when Rögnvaldur, a Nor-

wegian from Dublin, gained control of it. King Athelstan of Wessex

drove Olaf Sigtryggsson and King Gudfred of Dublin out of York in
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927, but Olaf Gudfredsson went there from Dublin in 939, and held

the town until 944. Eiríkur blóðöx was the last Viking king to rule

York, from 948-954. 

Around 800, Scandinavians settled in Shetland and the Orkneys,

where Picts and Celts were living, some as monks or missionaries.

Hrafna-Flóki stopped in Shetland en route to the Faroe Islands and

thence to Iceland in the middle of the 9th century, and many powerful

Norwegians fled to the Scottish islands — Shetland, the Orkneys and

the Hebrides — to escape King Haraldur hárfagri, who himself is

said to have raided Shetland near the end of the 9th century and given

it to Earl Rögnvaldur of Mæri, together with the Orkneys. Egils saga,

Njáls saga and Fljótsdæla saga mention sailing from Shetland to Ice-

land, and King Ólafur Tryggvason of Norway is said to have Chris-

tianised Shetland and the Orkneys in 1000, although archaeologists

now consider that the Scandinavians there became Christian much

earlier. The Earls of Orkney ruled Shetland until King Sverrir Sig-

urðsson of Norway incorporated it into his realm in 1195. The Faroe

Islands and Shetland maintained close contact in the Middle Ages; all

Shetland place names are of Nordic origin and a Nordic language,

Norn, was spoken there until the 18th century. Well-preserved Viking

Age ruins, known as Jarlshof, are found on the southern side of the

main island, but the main port is thought to have been on the west, at

Papa Stour, since there are persistent fogs to the east of the islands

and dangerous waters to the south, through the Ness Yoal. Both

Orkneyinga saga and Hákonar saga mention lives being lost there. 

The Orkneys became the centre for Viking expeditions to the

northern part of the British Isles and an important link between the

Gaelic and Nordic cultures. For example, Orkney Islanders fought in

the Battle of Clontarf in 1014, and joined Haraldur harðráði’s attack

on England in 1066. The Orkneys feature widely in the Icelandic

Landnámabók, the Book of Settlements (the foremost woman settler,

Auður djúpúðga, stopped there on her way from Dublin to Iceland,

for example), and also in the Íslendingasögur, but it is Orkneyinga
saga which is our main written source of Viking Age history there,

focusing on the earls who reigned over it. 
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Caithness, in northern Scotland was settled by Scandinavians after

Viking earls conquered the Orkneys. Vikings established themselves

early on in the Hebrides, and Haraldur hárfagri is said to have raided

there. He did not manage to keep the Hebrides, however, so he “sent

Ketill flatnefur, son of Björn Buna, to the west to win back the

islands. Ketill sailed west, conquered all the Hebrides and became

chieftain over them.” Vikings repeatedly attacked the monastery on

the sacred island of Iona in the Hebrides in the early ninth century,

burning and pillaging it, until the monks fled to Kells in Ireland (after

which the Book of Kells is named). By the tenth century, however,

the Scandinavian community in Dublin was firmly Christian, and

Ólafur Kvaran, king there from 953, died on a pilgrimage to Iona in

981.

Vikings came to the Isle of Man in the ninth century and estab-

lished a community with its own parliament at Tynwald, which was

under Scandinavian rule until the thirteenth century. From a ninth-

century heathen burial mound we can tell that a female sacrifice was

made at the funeral of a Scandinavian chieftain, but by the tenth cen-

tury the Manx settlement had become Christian. Many relics and

place names testify to Scandinavian rule on the Isle of Man.

The Vikings began their raids on Ireland in 795 and continued

them, with increasing frequency, as the ninth century progressed,

both by the coast and along rivers deep inland. After 840 they settled

in Ireland, building towns and fortresses on the east and south coasts

as bases for launching raids. They gradually accepted Christianity

and adapted to Irish society, taking part in domestic power struggles

such as the Battle of Clontarf in 1014, in which Scandinavians fought

on both sides. Scandinavian influence persisted in Ireland until the

twelfth century. In 841, Vikings founded Dublin on the banks of the

Liffey. Ólafr hvíti, possibly the husband of Auður djúpúðga, was

king of the Vikings there in the mid-ninth century; he was succeeded

by Ívar beinlausi, who reigned until 873. Dublin became the centre of

the viking slave trade which flourished in 869 and the following

decades, judging by references in the Irish annals. At the same time,

the raids by invading armies on Ireland stopped, leading to what was
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known as the “40-year peace” around the time Iceland was being set-

tled. The Vikings were driven out of Dublin in 902, but by 917 they

had returned and resumed their earlier business. It is thought that

their slave trade was not only directed towards Iceland and mainland

Scandinavia, but also extended south to the Mediterranean.

On September 25, 1066, King Haraldur harðráði of Norway was

killed, along with many of his troops, in the Battle of Stamford

Bridge against King Harold Godwinson. Both were contesting the

throne of England after the death of Edward the Confessor. Only 19

days later, William the Conqueror and his Norman army defeated

Harold’s exhausted troops at the Battle of Hastings. Over the follow-

ing years William fought not only domestic unrest but also aggres-

sion by the Danes, who attacked England for the last time in 1085,

led by Canute II (St. Canute).

The Settlement of Iceland
Our main sources of information about the settlement of Iceland are

Icelandic writings, supplemented by both archaeological evidence

and the writings of foreign historians. Strong doubts have sometimes

been raised about the credibility of Icelandic works from the twelfth

and thirteenth centuries — Íslendingabók, the Book of Icelanders,

and Landnámabók, the Book of Settlements — given that they

describe events supposed to have taken place two to four centuries

earlier. However, when Christianity brought literacy to Iceland,

medieval historians necessarily sought information about the past in

oral stories and lore. 

Living oral traditions studied in many parts of the world have

shown a tendency to adapt to contemporary reality, whereby facts

change according to the context in which they are repeated, even

though people consider themselves to be preserving memories from

the past. Despite this mutability, however, it is still possible to talk

about a continuous tradition lasting several centuries and embodying

essential truths which are archaeologically verifiable. For example,

we know that the written accounts are correct insofar as they claim

that Iceland was rapidly settled after 870 by people from Norway and
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Britain, with several hundred large estates owned by chieftains and

some three thousand farms. This dating can be ascertained from the

“Settlement Layer” of volcanic ash which covered a large part of the

country following an eruption in 871 (± 1 year), as may be corrobo-

rated by ice core samples from the Greenland glacier. Immediately

above this layer of ash are relics of the oldest settlements in Iceland.

The saga writers and chroniclers also knew that people left Iceland to

settle in Greenland near the end of the tenth century. Likewise they

knew stories about sailing to the continent of North America around

1000 — as was confirmed when relics left by people from Greenland

and Iceland were found in the 1960s at L’Anse aux Meadows on the

northern point of Newfoundland. The saga writers knew that hea-

thendom was the prevailing faith during the settlement of Iceland,

and that Christianity was adopted by law around 1000. All this was

known because people preserved the memories of these events, told

stories about them and linked the names and lineage of certain indi-

viduals to specific incidents. It is an inherent feature of narrative art

and the oral tradition that various details inevitably stray from the

straight and narrow path of truth on their long journey through the

centuries. Inconsistencies in detail, however, do not alter the overall

picture presented, which is well compatible with archaeological find-

ings.

Many of the settlers of Iceland were Christian, even though Scandi-

navian culture and heathendom prevailed at first after the settlement.

People of Scandinavian descent were in charge of administration, as

well as farming and other work, and provided the crafts and skills,

household articles and domestic animals by which society was sus-

tained. Slaves were given Scandinavian names and had to learn the lan-

guage of their masters, so their culture was never dominant. Although

it is impossible to assess the distribution of different religions in the

ninth and tenth centuries, archaeological finds tell us that the Scandi-

navians in Shetland and Orkney had adopted Christianity long before

the end of the tenth century when, according to written sources, King

Ólafur Tryggvason is supposed to have converted them. The people

who left Breiðafjörður in Iceland with Eiríkur rauði in 985 or 986 and
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settled in Greenland did not leave behind any signs of heathen burial

customs in that country. The oldest graves in the cemetery of

Þjóðhildur’s church in Brattahlíð in the eastern settlement are Christ-

ian, and date from the end of the tenth century. This shows that Chris-

tianity was the living religion of these people, even though Ólafur

Tryggvason is supposed to have sent Leifur Eiríksson (Leifur heppni)
to convert them in 1000. Many of the settlers around Breiðafjörður are

said to have originally come from the Gaelic world, and are thus likely

to have brought the Christian faith to Iceland with them when they

arrived. 

Early on in the settlement period, Iceland was divided not only into

geographically delimited parishes, but also into chieftaincies

(goðorð) which did not depend on where people lived. Goðar had

both a religious and a secular administrative function. District assem-

blies were held regularly and when the general assembly or Alþingi
was established at Þingvellir in 930, chieftains began convening there

once a year to consult, make laws and pass judgements about dis-

putes. Implementation of sentences was generally on the initiative of

the goðar and not any central executive power. Around the time of

the establishment of the Alþingi, Iceland’s population would have

been between 10 and 20 thousand. There were 36 goðorð at first, but

their number was increased to 39 and the country was divided into

four quarters under a legal reform in 965. Three assemblies were then

held in each quarter, except in the north, where there were four. A

law speaker, responsible for preserving the law, was chosen at the

Alþingi for a term of three years. His function was to recite the law,

which was preserved orally until the introduction of writing, and also

to rule on disputes about interpretations of it. Many of the sagas

hinge on the way personal disputes overlapped with the legal author-

ity of the goðar and Alþingi. Tension often developed between the

ancient duty of revenge and the sentences imposed under the rule of

law, leading to escalating feuds and bloody conflict which could only

be conciliated by the new Christian philosophy of peace and forgive-

ness. 

The people who lived around Breiðafjörður undoubtedly knew the
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tales from Ireland about fantastic countries to the west, lands of plen-

ty where the Irish envisaged beautiful women, endless wine, rivers

full of huge salmon, and eternal bliss. These highly fanciful stories

resemble Viking notions of Ódáinsvellir (the Plains of the Undead)

insofar as those who go to this paradise have no way of returning to

their earthly lives. Accounts in the Landnámabók and later sources

about Ari Másson and other people from Breiðafjörður reaching the

“Land of the White Men” could be an offshoot of these legends, and

it is not improbable that such stories may have encouraged people to

sail and search for land to the west. When Eiríkur rauði went to settle

in Greenland, for example, a Christian from the Hebrides is men-

tioned as accompanying him. After people from Iceland and Green-

land had travelled all the way to the North American mainland where

the flora and climate resembled the descriptions in these legends, it is

not unlikely that fact and fiction merged, leading people to believe

they had actually reached the countries with which they were already

familiar from these stories. 

Eddas and sagas in a cultural melting pot
Iceland’s claim to fame in the intellectual world is based on its

medieval literature. This literature laid the foundation for many of

Iceland’s arguments during the struggle for independence in the 19th

and early 20th centuries; it justified our claim to nationhood, and was

used to show that we spoke a different language, a language that we

had preserved remarkably well since the Middle Ages. Our medieval

literature served as proof that we had created something unique,

something which made us different from the rest of Scandinavia.

This heritage is also said to have kept us alive through the ages, to

have given us the self-confidence to face the world proudly and say,

“Here you can see how great and glorious our forefathers were” —

assuming, of course, that some of the glory stuck to us, the descen-

dants!

But what are we talking about when we boast of the Icelandic lit-

erary heritage? The key words are Eddas and Sagas, all written in the

Icelandic vernacular, which we can still read today without too much
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difficulty. The fact that Latin was not our literary language sets these

works in a class with the Irish sagas, the only other secular heroic

prose literature of its type in this part of the world, which was written

in the vernacular. In Norway, written literature of the time was of a

religious and courtly nature, consisting mostly of translations of for-

eign works.

People from Iceland made a name for themselves as poets at the

royal courts in Scandinavia and the British Isles, composing, for the

most part, poetic encomia in an exceptionally complicated metre

called “skaldic metre.” The study and art of skaldic poetry — which

has a special vocabulary for the most frequently used terms in the

genre (e.g., kings, warriors, battles, swords, spears, bows, arrows,

ships, sails, oars, women) — is the subject of a book written by Ice-

land’s most renowned writer during its literary Golden Age in the

13th century, Snorri Sturluson. Called Snorra Edda, the book gathers

together all the traditional oral learning that professional poets had to

acquire in order to be able to compose verse in skaldic metre. This

learning consisted in large part of pagan myths that form the basis of

our knowledge of old Norse mythology, upon which the poetic cir-

cumlocutions, called kennings, are mostly based. In other words, the

old pagan myths are the frame of reference for the poetic language of

the skaldic poems. In a Christian 13th century, this seems to have

caused Snorri some problems, as he makes formal excuses at the

beginning of the book, explaining that these stories do not tell of real

gods — even though people used to think so. He then proceeds to

relate all the myths as he learned them, in prose and poetry. He

explains the pagan cosmology and describes the beginning of the

world and its structure by recounting myths that refer to the earth and

the sky above us. Towards the end he composes his own poem of

praise, using all the phraseology that he has introduced, and present-

ing all possible variants of the standard skaldic metre.

Needless to say, Snorri’s book is our main source for the oral lore

and myths of old, which professional poets had to master long after

the introduction of Christianity. These myths were still kept alive in

the 13th century, as the writing of Snorra Edda will attest, even
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though they must have been on the decline at that time. Part of the

wisdom was presented in the same way as was common practice in

contemporary Latin books of learning, such as Elucidarius, in which

the disciple asks his master questions. However, from the way that

most of the material is presented and analysed, it is clear that Snorri

is firmly grounded in a native tradition of learning, in which poets

and scholars have obviously thought systematically about the art of

poetry.

Presumably the old lore and knowledge was widespread in Scandi-

navia during the pagan Viking Age, but it was in Iceland that it was

cultivated and developed, and, in the 13th century, finally written

down. This Icelandic book is therefore a major contribution to the

preservation of this ancient learning. 

More traditional oral poems containing pagan myths and heroic

lore common to Scandinavia and even, more widely, to the old Ger-

manic cultural area of North-western Europe, were also kept alive in

Iceland much longer than elsewhere, and were eventually put into

writing in the 13th century. These are the so-called eddaic poems,

which differ from skaldic poems in content: they deal with gods and

half-divine heroes rather than with human kings. The metre and poet-

ic diction of the eddaic poems are much simpler and easier to under-

stand than those of skaldic poetry; indeed, they are very much like

the metre and diction of the Old English Beowulf and the Old High

German Hildebrandslied, which tells us that this poetic style was

widespread. 

Eddaic poems are, moreover, more like folk poems in the sense

that they are not preserved as the works of single named poets, the

way the skaldic poems are; and when they appear embedded in sagas

and prose, they are often put into the mouths of divine figures or leg-

endary heroes, whereas the skaldic poems usually come from human

mouths. Iceland’s single most precious manuscript from the Middle

Ages contains nothing but a collection of these poems, the Codex
Regius of the Elder Edda (written around 1270). Here they are pre-

sented systematically, beginning with mythological poems about the

creation and the cosmic structure, and proceeding to more general
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stories about individual gods. Some of these are, in fact, very

humorous. The second half contains heroic poems connected to the

Nibelungen story, which is also well-known in Germany; many of

these appear in Wagner’s operas. Pictorial evidence also serves to

show that this story was widespread over the Germanic cultural

region.

These eddaic poems and Snorri’s book on the myths are usually

referred to as the Eddas — and they alone are enough to make Ice-

land’s name stand out in the history of world literature. Iceland can

also take pride in having managed to catch the old pagan heritage in

writing without any significant influence of Christian ideas. This is

due at least in part to the fact that, in Iceland, the art of poetry was

venerated to such a degree that the clerical fathers would close their

eyes to the non-Christian nature of much of its content.

The art of writing books, and using them to preserve and dissemi-

nate knowledge, was introduced to the pagan culture of north-west-

ern Europe through Christianity. The Church brought with it this new

technique, and the whole approach to learning and religion that it

entails. Even though runes were well-known in Scandinavia long

before then, and were used for inscriptions and for incantations, they

did not have the central function in society that writing and books

had with Christianity. The passing on of the law and official life were

all conducted orally, with the necessary witnesses to confirm every-

thing that was said out loud. Traditional learning was also preserved

orally, in stories and in poetry. Socially, this worked out perfectly

well: people received education and training in law, genealogy, navi-

gation, astronomy, ancient lore and legends, poetry, storytelling, and

rhetoric — all without the aid of the written word.

By contrast, the book was used by the church as its medium for

learning, and the whole of Christianity evolves around that symbol of

the book — the Bible — which is placed on the altar. The sacred

texts of the Bible managed to unite much larger population groups in

the Middle Ages than had ever been united before, making such cul-

tural phenomena as the crusades possible. This technique, this use of

written texts for learning, came to Iceland after the introduction of
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Christianity in the year 1000. It was first used for practical purposes

within the church, particularly for clerical learning, utilizing, for

example, translations of homilies and Saints’ lives. This genre of

writing in Iceland developed and later included works such as the

lives of various Icelandic bishops, and even sagas about the kings of

Norway (including, for example, the cruel missionary king Ólafur

Haraldsson who, after his death, was gradually made into a saint).

This Christian vein in Icelandic literature is very much on a par with

what was going on in the rest of Europe, and thus is not of particular

interest when discussing the medieval literary tradition in Iceland and

its special place in literary history. The same can also be said for the

European courtly literature that was translated into Icelandic in the

13th century, which inspired many to compose new sagas in the same

courtly spirit. We must therefore be excused for not paying as much

attention to these derivative parts of Iceland’s literary heritage as to

its more indigenous, and original, parts.

As the Church established itself within Icelandic society, it started

to broaden its influence. Among the first secular materials to be put

into writing were law texts, which were written down in the early

12th century, a little over a hundred years after the coming of Chris-

tianity. Thus was undermined the social status of the orally trained

law speakers who no longer had the power to decide which was the

correct law, but, instead, had to consult a written law book which was

kept by the bishop!

The Book of Icelanders, Íslendingabók, written by Ari the Learned

and dating from the third decade of the 12th century, is the second

major achievement in the history of Icelandic letters. It is our oldest

and most important source concerning the early settlement period in

this country, as well as the Icelandic settlement in Greenland. Regret-

tably, it is told from a very clerical standpoint, focusing on the com-

ing of Christianity and the history of the Church rather than on more

secular, and perhaps more interesting, matters — for example, the

Vínland voyages of which Ari obviously knew.

Later in the same century, another cleric, otherwise anonymous,

wrote an original piece of work in which he tried to fit the Latin
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alphabet to Icelandic needs. In the process he analysed the language

and its sound system, using the method of minimal pairs in the fash-

ion of Chomsky and other modern linguists. It is fitting that his work

has been called “The First Grammatical Treatise.”

In the 12th century, secular chieftains also began to realise the

power of the book as it was then that they started to compile the Book
of Settlements, Landnámabók, which describes the original settle-

ment around Iceland. This book, in a manner very typical of oral cul-

tures, describes the first settlers in every firth and every valley as the

present occupants wanted them remembered, and in the way that best

suited their purposes, at that time. The versions now preserved, how-

ever, were rewritten in the 13th century and later, by people who

added stories to the bare genealogies and lengthened and sometimes

even tried to bend the family lines in order to include someone

important or close to the heart of the scribe himself. This work is also

remarkable for the fact that it describes the beginning of a whole new

nation. It was certainly extremely influential in creating a shared

sense of identity among the people who lived in Iceland, who could

all trace back their origins in this single book.

As we near the end of the 12th century we see the dawning of an

entirely new age in literary history: the Saga Age, or the golden age of

Icelandic letters. The saga can be viewed as the forerunner of the

modern novel; we can see its influence stretching from Sir Walter

Scott and the development of the historical novel, through to Borges

and the flourishing literature of Latin America. The first steps in that

direction, however, were the writing of sagas about Norwegian kings.

These gradually expanded and grew, and, at the height of their devel-

opment, we again find Snorri Sturluson: his Heimskringla, generally

thought to be the best collection of all, comprises sagas of kings rang-

ing from the mythological past through to King Haraldur hárfagri,
founder and king of the united Norwegian state at the time of the Ice-

landic settlement. This account of King Haraldur hárfagri is coloured,

no doubt by the popular 13th century Icelandic view of the Viking set-

tlers, their forefathers, as independent, literary individualists, for the

most part, who had not been very happy with Haraldur’s Union, and
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had therefore taken off for Iceland. The prototype for this type of Ice-

landic literary individualist is certainly Egill Skallagrímsson, whose

saga was written in the first half of the 13th century, again possibly by

Snorri Sturluson. Egill’s Saga, which was written somewhere between

1230 and 1241, can be seen as the beginning of yet another new liter-

ary genre, the Íslendingasögur, or the Sagas of the Icelanders. 

But Snorri was not alone in compiling sagas about kings. Others were

doing the same, and constantly adding to what had already been written.

This was done in a typically medieval fashion, and frequently short sto-

ries were added about Icelanders, often as poets, who had some connec-

tion with the different kings. The highest point of this additive process is

to be found in an Icelandic manuscript from the end of the 14th century,

Flateyjarbók, in which sagas about Norwegian kings are told more elab-

orately, and with more added material concerning Icelanders, than any-

where else, and which includes the only existing version of the Green-
landers’ Saga.

With this activity, the Icelanders added to their list of unique literary

productions: not only did they write down ancient oral poetry about the

old Scandinavian gods and heroes, myths, and poems of praise about

kings, but they also collected these into books, and told and retold their

stories in readable and entertaining prose. They became the writers of

royal history for Scandinavia: not only for Norway, but also for Den-

mark when sagas about the Danish kings were compiled (possibly by

Ólafur hvíti, a nephew of Snorri), around the middle of the 13th centu-

ry. However, these never became as popular as the sagas of the Nor-

wegian kings. Around the year 1200, the earls of Orkney had a saga

written about them, as did the Faroe Islanders and the Greenlanders.

These sagas were about the settlement and Christianization periods in

these countries, along the same literary lines as in the Íslendingasögur
proper.

The Icelanders also wrote sagas about legendary Pan-Scandinavian

heroes, set in the Viking Age: Ragnar loðbrók of Denmark, Örvar-

Oddur, Hrólfur kraki, and many others, all of whom were probably

widely known and celebrated in poetry throughout Scandinavia in

former times, but are now only remembered in these Icelandic

xviii



sagas. They are often regarded as a late literary development, even

though many of the oldest saga manuscripts contain sagas of this

type. It is safe to assume, however, that these characters, who appear

in written sagas from the 13th century onwards, were also popular in

oral stories with a continuous tradition going back to the Viking Age.

This massive production alone would be sufficient to make any

small nation proud of itself, giving it courage to demand indepen-

dence from foreign rule. But the ultimate source of Icelandic nation-

al pride is the group of works known as Íslendingasögur, the Sagas
of the Icelanders, to which we are referring when we speak, simply,

of the Icelandic sagas. These appeared on the literary scene in the

first half of the 13th century, and continued to be a lively and creative

literary genre for the next 200 years or so. 

These 40 sagas, filling five volumes of almost 500 pages each in a

recent English translation, tell of the Icelanders themselves during the

first centuries of the Icelandic settlement period. These tales often

begin in Norway, following the main characters across the Atlantic to

Iceland where they face the difficulties and hardships of life in a new

country, and continuing on through the coming of Christianity, which

is generally regarded in a very positive light. In these sagas, the new

Christianity often brings a peaceful solution to long-lasting blood

feuds consisting in one act of revenge after another, and to internal

family struggles in which the laws of duty bring family members into

deadly opposition.

One thing that makes these sagas so fascinating is that many of

them are exceptionally well-composed pieces of literature. They are

often much more accessible to the modern reader than most of the

commonly known examples of medieval literature from other coun-

tries, such as the Chansons de Geste from France, or the courtly

romances. It is worthy of note that the world of the sagas is so coher-

ent and often so realistic that many have been tempted to regard them

as descriptions of real life, even though they are all supposed to have

taken place 200 or 300 years before they were written. From one saga

to another, genealogies correspond, and the same chieftains appear; in

unrelated sagas, the same laws and customs show up — all giving the
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impression that what is being described is a real society which it is

possible to reconstruct, with the sagas as field reports. Characters

from the sagas are not merely literary prototypes, as is often the case

in heroic literature, but are more like flesh-and-blood people whom

we seem to know as well as our old schoolmates. Many are felt as

family friends in today’s Icelandic homes, and are quoted for their wit

and their expressions of deep feelings of sorrow and joy.

At the same time as the Icelanders were writing down all this

ancient material, they were also focusing on their own contemporary

history, writing yet another chronicle unique by any standards: the

so-called Sturlunga-saga. This is actually a compilation of a number

of sagas which centre on internal family feuds in the 12th and 13th

centuries. These feuds, which led up to several battles in the mid-

13th century, were not finally resolved until the Icelanders swore

allegiance to the Norwegian king, around 1262.

Given how massive this literary outpouring was in the Middle

Ages, we are bound to ask: is it really true that the Icelanders were so

unique in these matters? Did not their Scandinavian contemporaries,

their relations in fact, also know how to write? And if the Icelanders

really were so original, what explanation is there that might throw

some light on the cause of all this?

It seems quite clear that, from the very beginning, Icelandic culture,

especially its literary culture, was radically different from that of the

Norwegians. As we have seen, Icelanders were the only Nordic nation

in the Middle Ages who wrote literature in the vernacular, and

almost all the identifiable court poets in Scandinavia came from Ice-

land. Several theories have been proposed to account for this. The

Scandinavian chroniclers, Theodoricus and Saxo Grammaticus who

wrote in Latin around 1200, were already aware of the special position

of the Icelanders in the oral tradition of verbal art, referring to them as

the preservers of ancient lore.1

Some modern scholars, mostly Scandinavians, have argued that the

Icelanders were, in fact, by no means unique. Rather, the rise of the

Icelandic literary tradition can be explained by the special circum-

stances attending the settlement of this Arctic community, and by the
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influence of continental works that are thought to have inspired the

12th- and 13th-century development of the Icelandic sagas. These

sagas are often regarded as a natural development of the earlier sagas

about Norwegian kings, and these, in turn, are seen as an offshoot of

still earlier hagiographic works. It has been claimed, however, that

such a development is far from self-evident, and that it is not to the

Latin learning of the time that we should turn, seeking the ultimate

inspiration for these literary works. Instead, it can be found in the

oral tradition in Iceland, with its origins in the cultural mix that

resulted from the convergence of settlers from Norway and the

British Isles forming a common community several centuries earlier.

In other words, they suggest that the answer is to be found in the

Gaelic contribution to Icelandic culture, as the Irish and the Scots had

a much more developed standard of the literary arts than the Scandi-

navians at that time.

In the present work, this much discussed hypothesis will be mooted

once again: that Icelandic literature was influenced by the Gaelic

world where oral literature was highly developed and written prose

sagas were produced in the vernacular. Ireland and Iceland are the

only countries in north-western Europe where sagas of this kind were

written down, and this has caused many scholars to assume that there

must be some connection between the two. In fact, I know of no

scholar dealing with the problem who has totally rejected all Gaelic

influence in Iceland. The difficulty arises when the importance of

that influence on Icelandic culture has to be assessed.

In the first four chapters, I consider possible routes for Gaelic cul-

tural influence to have reached Iceland: 1) via Norsemen who came

from Ireland and Scotland in the 9th and 10th centuries, where they

had come into contact with native Gaelic culture (as can be seen from

borrowed Irish vocabulary, especially place names, military alliances,

mutual fosterages, the “Foreign Irish,” and the recent Viking excava-

tions in Dublin); 2) via cultural contacts in the Orkneys, where the

Norsemen were in close contact with the Gaelic inhabitants; and 3)

with people of Gaelic extraction who settled in Iceland, either as free

settlers, as wives of Norsemen, or as slaves. Slaves are often referred
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to in Icelandic sources, but rarely receive much attention. For Gael-

ic influence to have had a profound effect on Icelandic culture, it is

argued here that the last mentioned route is the most likely. Even

though the first two suggested routes may have had some influence,

they were likely to have had similar effects in Norway and can not,

therefore, account for the apparent literary uniqueness of Iceland.

Gaelic influence in Iceland is also found in a number of old bor-

rowed words and personal names. These include words such as

brekán=breacan/breccán, gjalt=geilt, kapall= capall, and tarfur=tarb,

and names such as Dufgus=Dubgus, Njáll=Niáll, Kormákur=Cor-

mac, and (Myr-) Kjartan= Muircheartach. There are several possi-

ble factors which may account for the fact that these are not more

numerous, including that 1) the Gaels did not contribute any new

work skills or crafts, carrying their own vocabulary, into the mainly

Norse controlled society; 2) their work was supervised by Norse-

men; 3) the slaves were often renamed with Norse names; and 4)

the language of the slaves was probably not widely spoken by their

masters. 

The low social status of most of the Gaels in Iceland may also

explain why Gaelic named heroes do not appear in Icelandic works,

even though numerous instances have been traced of Gaelic influ-

enced motifs and ideas in the Icelandic literary corpus. This influ-

ence is mainly found in the works most closely related to the oldest

literary tradition in Iceland, namely the Fornaldarsögur (the Leg-
endary Sagas) and the mythological material, as discussed in chap-

ters 5 and 6. It would appear likely that the Fornaldarsögur, which

are set in the Viking Age and describe the adventures of Scandina-

vians of that time, were founded on older Scandinavian poetic lore,

which was recast as oral prose narrative in Iceland. The framework

for the mythological tales, as we know them from Snorri’s Prose-
Edda and the eddaic poems, is without doubt Scandinavian. But

within that frame, stories could be added and changed, thus allowing

Gaelic motifs to penetrate Scandinavian mythology and be attached

to the Norse gods. The literary genres that developed in Iceland,

such as the Kings’ Sagas and the Sagas of the Icelanders, show
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fewer traces of Gaelic influence, though some such leavening may

be found in particular in Sagas which come from areas where Gaels

are known to have been prominent. This is discussed at length in

chapter 7. Examples can be drawn from Laxdœla saga, which begins

with the settlement in Iceland of the widow of a Viking king in

Dublin, and Kjalnesinga saga, in which several settlers come from

the British Isles.

Irish material is also to be found when the scene moves to the

Gaelic world, such as in the Icelandic accounts of Brjánsbardagi
(the Battle of Clontarf), in Njáls saga, and in Þorsteins saga Síðu-
Hallssonar.

Skaldic poetry fits well into this picture, as presented in the final

chapter of this book. This poetry was mainly practised by Ice-

landers, and most poets of any repute came from areas where Gaels

were known to have been among the first settlers. There is evidence

to suggest that the art of skaldic poetry was acquired through spe-

cial training, though this seems, in Iceland, to have taken place

within certain families rather than at professional schools, as was

the practice in Ireland. Additionally, skaldic metres differ consider-

ably from older Germanic and Scandinavian metres, but show sim-

ilarities to those found in Old Irish poetry. The comparison of these,

however, has proven notoriously complicated as can be seen from

Stephen N. Tranter’s work from 1997: Clavis Metrica: Háttatal,
Háttalykill and the Irish Metrical Tracts.

It  is not my intention to analyse all of these literary genres and

motifs in order to find out whether a connection, in each separate

case, can be regarded as proved. Since other scholars in recent

decades have been concerned mainly with individual motifs, I

deemed it more useful to look at the nature of the numerous paral-

lels between different categories of Old Icelandic literature and

Gaelic literature, Old Irish in particular, parallels already pointed

out by others. By so doing, I hope not only to provide a compre-

hensive bibliography of the subject, but also to assess what these

parallels can tell us about the importance of Gaelic influence in the
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Icelandic literary tradition. In the process, the nature of what is

known and what may yet be discovered should become clear — or

rather, perhaps, how little indeed can be known with any certainty!

1 See Historia Danica, pp. 7–8: “Nec Tylensium industria silentio obliteranda; qui
cum ob nativam soli sterilatatem luxuriae nutrimentis carentes officia continuae
sobrietatis exerceant omniaque vitae momenta ad excolendam alienorum operum
notitiam conferre soleant, inopiam ingenio pensant. Cunctarum quippe nationum
res gestas cognosse memoriaeque mandare voluptatis loco reputant, non minoris
gloriae judicantes alieneas virtutes disserere, quam proprias exhibere. Quorum the-
sauros historicarum rerum pignoribus refertos curiosius consulens, haud parvam
praesentis operis partem ex eorum relationis imitatione contexui, nec arbitros
habere contempsi, quos tanta vetustatis peritia callere cognovi.” (“The diligence of
the men of Iceland must not be shrouded in silence; since the barrenness of their
native soil offers no means of self-indulgence, they pursue a steady routine of tem-
perance and devote all their time to improving our knowledge of others’ deeds,
compensating for poverty by their intelligence. They regard it a real pleasure to
discover and commemorate the achievements of every nation; in their judgement
it is as elevating to discourse on the prowess of others as to display their own.
Thus I have scrutinised their store of historical treasures and composed a consid-
erable part of this present work by copying their narratives, not scorning, where I
recognized such skill in ancient lore, to take these men as witnesses” — Transl. by
P. Fisher (1979) 5). And Theodoricus says about the Icelanders when talking about
old knowledge: “hæc in suis antiquis carminibus percelebrata recolunt” (“They
remember these often mentioned things in their old poems”). Quotation from G.
Storm (1880) 3. See also Bjarni Guðnason (1977). He argues that Theodoricus had
access to twelfth century Icelandic books even though he used oral informants as
well.
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