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Introduction

MARGARET CLUNIES ROSS

The aim of this collection of essays is to explore the complex relation-
ship between the development of a new society and a new polity on the
island of Iceland during the Middle Ages, and the literature, in the
broadest sense, that Icelanders produced in that period. The period we
consider stretches from about 870, the beginning of the settlement of
Iceland, to about 1400. We ask why and how a materially poor, remote
part of medieval European society was able to produce such a rich and
diverse literature. We pose these questions, which others have posed
before us, within a predominantly social framework, and come up with
some new ways of understanding Old Icelandic literature that allow us
to make sense of what was, by modern standards, a truly extraordinary
suite of explicatory and propagandist mechanisms developed by a small
group of people to justify and explain themselves to themselves and to
others, in an age well before the existence of such communicative tools
as newspapers, mass media and international telecommunications.

We examine what is likely to have motivated Icelanders to preserve
and modify the oral traditions that they brought with them when they
emigrated in the late ninth century from mainland Scandinavia,
especially Norway, and from the Viking colonies in and around the
British Isles. We analyse what led to their becoming recognized
specialists in poetry, myth and historiography, both of their own society
and of others’, especially those of Norway and the rest of Scandinavia.
We investigate the new literary forms they developed within which to
express their perceptions of themselves as members of their own society
and in their relationship to the wider world, a relationship that was
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Old Icelandic literature and society

contemporary but also extended back through time to include both
tradtional and Christian history. The new literary genres the Icelanders
developed included the various kinds of the sagz — a new written form
with oral roots, as its name suggests — and one that incorporates Norse
poetic traditions within a prose base to create a prosimetric medium
able to express that combination of the traditional and the exotic, the
oral and the written, and the pagan and the Christian, that forged such
a distinctive and copious medieval vernacular literature in Iceland.

Although not all contributors to this volume see eye to eye on every
point, there is a remarkable congruence about their main conclusions,
and many of their major themes overlap, even when they are writing
about different literary genres. The book as a whole provides strong
testimony of the power of literature in medieval Iceland to affect social
life, to alter social and individual consciousness, to promote a national
image for a diversity of reasons, and to advance the specific, personal
interests of individuals and family groups both inside and outside the
country. Equally, and in complex ways, the newly developed Icelandic
society itself placed pressure on its component parts to explain and
rationalize the past in textual form: to account for the process of
emigration and settlement; to justify the establishment of an egalitarian
society — at least to begin with — at a time when Europe was ruled by
kings and aristocrats, to interpret a pagan society’s conversion to
Christianity about the year 1000, and, finally, to textualize the loss of
independence from outside political domination by writing the narra-
tive of Iceland’s capitulation to Norway in 1262—64 as a history whose
finer details were determined by rival Icelandic factions acting out their
own agendas — though manipulated from Norway — as recorded in
Icelandic, and not Norwegian, sagas.

It is now easier to understand the nature of the symbiotic relationship
between the distinctive society of medieval Icelandic and the unique
character of Old Icelandic literature since the bubble of romantic
nationalism has been burst in the later twentieth century. Not only in
Iceland itself but also in Europe and other Western intellectual
traditions since the beginnings of the rediscovery of medieval Scandina-
vian culture in the seventeenth century, Old Icelandic literature has
been evaluated against a set of changing ideals inspired by modern
nationalisms so that it has been difficult to understand it in the context
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of the society for which it was originally created. The various contribu-
tors to the present volume explore contemporary social and intellectual
pressures — to the extent that they can be rediscovered — upon medieval
Icelandic authors and compilers to produce texts of particular kinds
and create new textual genres. They assess the impact of the new textual
world of Christian-Latin writings upon medieval Icelandic literary
production and show how the vernacular tradition responded to the
expanded horizons of Christian culture. They also chart some of the
ways in which new literary forms were put to the use of the Church in
medieval Iceland.

Many of the chapters in the book accord a significantly greater
importance than has been the custom in Old Icelandic studies to the
fourteenth century as an age of textual production, in which a majority
of the extant medieval manuscript compilations were commissioned by
local magnates and religious houses secking to consolidate their status
and power bases through the patronage of literature. From being
regarded as an age of literary decadence after the fall of the Icelandic
free state, the later thirteenth and fourteenth centuries are becoming
recognized as a period when Iceland’s textual history was reshaped and
as an age in which new literary modes, that also had their roots in the
past, took off and flourished. The literature of fantasy and romance, in
the form of fornaldarsigur and riddarasigur, can now be appreciated as
appropriate socio-political textual vehicles for late medieval Icelanders
rather than as the decadent products of a frustrated society deprived of
political independence and sapped of pride in a literary tradition in
which realism was always the dominant and superior literary mode.

The thirteen chapters in this volume have been arranged in two
broad groupings, introduced by Preben Meulengracht Serensen’s over-
view of the nature of medieval Icelandic society and its social, political
and legal institutions in relation to its literary production, which
intersects at some point with every other chapter, though with some
more than with others. It offers a succinct and incisive summary of the
subject of this book and can be read initially and returned to with profit
after having read other, more specialized chapters.

The first grouping of chapters, 2—6, focusses on one of the most
important and distinctive aspects of medieval Icelandic literary culture,
poetry, though these chapters also deal with a variety of textual
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traditions, for which poetry was often a medium. There is no doubt
that Old Norse poetry was, in pre-literate times, extremely highly
developed as an elite, courtly art, especially in royal and aristocratic
circles in ninth- and tenth-century Norway. Poets were greatly esteemed
and poetry was the vehicle for a good deal of traditional culture,
excepting the law and genealogical information of various kinds.

The first grouping of chapters begins with Judy Quinn’s overview of
the likely character of early Norse oral literature and her assessment of
the changes that were involved in transforming that oral culture to the
literate textual traditions that have survived to us from medieval Iceland
(chapter 2). We then continue with Kari Gade’s chapter on poetry,
which begins by describing the two major kinds of Old Norse poetry
(chapter 3), eddic and skaldic, and their traditional social roles before
the development of written texts. Her chapter then traces the develop-
ments of skaldic verse in the medieval period and the various ways in
which literate writers, particularly historians, used skaldic verse in their
texts, and, in some cases, in their lives. Gisli Sigurdsson (chapter 4) next
puts a number of the insights offered by Gade’s chapter to the test of
practical application, with his prosopographical analysis of the knowl-
edge of a single, mid-thirteenth-century Icelandic poet and scholar,
Ol4fr Pérdarson, as revealed through the poetic quotations in his Third
Grammatical Treatise. This chapter moves us from poetic practice to
poetic and mythological theory.

My own chapter on the conservation and interpretation of pre-
Christian myth follows closely on the poetry chapters, for poetry was
the traditional vehicle for myth. However, the latter part of chapter s
addresses the question of the conditions under which Christian Ice-
landers of the thirteenth century were able to recuperate and assimilate
the corpus of Norse myth and it concludes with an appraisal of the
mythological dimension of the Edda of Snorri Sturluson (c. 1225).
Snorri’s Edda is a unique work, incorporating both mythology and
poetics. Chapter 6 contains Stephen Tranter’s evaluation of a group of
learned vernacular treatises on Norse poetics, including parts of Snorri’s
Edda, which assert the high status of Old Norse poetry by claiming
indigenous poetics as of equal sophistication to classical poetic and
rhetorical traditions.

The second grouping, of chapters, 7-13, is united by its focus upon
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