VESTEINN OLASON

CONCENTRATION OF POWER IN 13TH CENTURY
ICELAND AND ITS REFLECTION IN SOME Is-
LENDINGASOGUR

I
It is a well established historical fact that during
the last phase of the 0ld-Icelandic commonwealth poli-
tical power was concentrated in the hands of a few
chieftains who after fiercely quarreling and fighting
about it finally lost it into the hands of the Norwegian
king. It is also considered a fact.that a good deal of
the Islendingasdgur were written during this period or
by people grown up then. This class of chieftains then
ruling the country must have had some kind of ideclogy
derived from this structure of society and justifying
the role of the chieftain, and analysis of the sagas
from this period should reveal this ideology or, possi-
bly some reaction against it. I shall therefore start
by . giving a resumé of the structural changes in Ice-
landic society during thke 12th and 13th centuries, and
then take a look at a few sagas with the question of
ideology in mind. I am very well aware that this method
may lead me to a circular argumentation, but an analysis
of the sagas would in any case be made with some pre-
conception of society in mind, and therefore I find it
most convenient to tell you at the beginning what I
shall be looking for in the sagas,

I1
Reference works agree that the old commonwealth -- with
tolerably good results —- strove for maximal distribution
and balance of power between the 39 godar. Thus Jén
Jbhannesson says in his Islendingasaga, $, 82:
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Godarnir voru jafnir ad voldum ad l1légum, og var
enginn peirra yfir annan settur. Ppjodveldinu svip=-
adi til bandalaga margra rikja, godordanna, med
alsherjarldggjafarvaldi og allsherjardbdmsvaldi,

en engu allsherjarframkvemdavaldi.

And on p. 269-70:

Godavaldid virdist hafa stadid 1 nokkurn veginn
fostum skordum allt fram & 12, ©ld. Godarnir boro-
ust stundum um auwd,  vold og virdingu, en engum
peirra mun hafa komid til hugar ad teygja vold sin
yfir heila landshluta, hvad pé heldur landid allt.
Ad visu kom fyrir, ad jafnvegid milli einstakra
godorda raskadist i pessari barittu, en aldrei svo,
ad stjbérnskipuninni veri heztta blin af, enda munu
hofdingjarnir lengi hafa haldid i pa& hugsjén, sem
kom fram vid stofnun alpingis, ad vardveita valda-
Jafhvegid sem bezt.
In this case, as in many others, our picture of the
commonwealth may be idealized to some extent, but in
Pagan times at least one thing hindered the "collecting"
of godord practised in the 12th and 13th centuries, i.e.
the fact that a godl was both a political leader and a
priest, and had as a priest some Ffunctions which could
not be exercised in tolarge an area. Another argument
for the theory of a fairly high degree of equality
amonyg the godar in pagan times is the economic structure
of the society. A godi was likely to be richer than his
pingmenn because he had the biggest farm, and even more
than one farm run by his workers and slaves, but he was
not in a position, it seems, to exploit the other farmers,
and the godord as such seems to have given very small
economic profit.l) (This is of course not equal to. say-
ing that there were no class differences in this society
——there were free people and slaves, farmers and workers,
rich farmers and poor farmers —-, but economic equality
must have been much greater than on the continent.)

There seems tu be fairly good agreement on this

1 v. Jon Jbhannesson, op.cit., p. 72-82; see also 0.
Larusson, Byggd og saga, Pp. 32-33: "Landsleiga pekkt—
ist ad visu a pessu timabili, en hennar virdist hafa
gett mjog 1itid ... Fjérhagsstodin synist- fyrst og
fremst vera stbébrbh h&fdingjanna sjd&lfra. Fau bexra
fjadrhag peirra uppi."
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bicture of the old society, but recent research disa—
grees with the older about the question of its stabil-—
ity. We all know the myth of the fridarsld, which is
supposed to be the period when the commonwealth had been
consolidated and was functioning admirably for a century
at least, i.e. most of the 1lth and the beginning of the
l2th centuries. This myth is founded on the absence of
accounts or sagas telling about feuds taking place in
this period, and also on some hagiographically coloured
Statements in Sagas of Bishops about the peace‘ih the
country during the reign of the first bishops, esp.
Gizurr Isleifsson (1082-1106).2)

Recently Icelandic historians have started calling
‘the historical accuracy of this myth in question. They
maintain that the concentration of power and the godord-
collecting of certain families started very soon after
the introduction of Christianity in the year 1000, and
moreover that there is actually no reason to think that
there was any real difference in the pPeacefulness of the
10th, 11th, and 12th centuries.3)

Whatever we may think of the stability of the old
soclety with its power evenly divided among the 39
godar, it is quite certain that during the period of
the writing of the classical Islendin@asdgur the polit-
ical structure of the society and its economic base are
radically changed, although the godord was still the
formal key to legislative and judicial power. About
the year 1200 a few families had gathered into their
hands most of the godord, and most of the political
power in the country: the Svinfellingar ruled in Aust-—
firdingafjéroungr, the Oddaverjar in Rangarbing, the
Haukdelir in Arnessping, the Asbirningar in Skagafjdror
and parts of HUnapbing, and Guémundr dyri (a descendant
of Guomundr inn riki) in Eyjafjoror and great parts

2 "Gizurr biskup fridadi sv& vel landit, at p& urdu
engar stérdeilur med hofdingjum .., " Biskupa so&gur,
(Kaupmannahofun 1858),I, p.29. '

3 v. Saga III (Reykjavik 1960-63), 48-75, and Saga X
(1972}, 5-57.




(4)

of Pingeyjarping. The western parts of the country

were still-divided among more godar than the areas al-
reédy mentioned. but just'at'this time a new family was
arising in the west eager to fill this gap, and not, in
fact;‘limiting its ambition to this area. I am, of
course, referring to the sons of Hvamm—-Sturla, POrdr,
Sighvatr, and Snorri, and later on their sons. When
Sighvatr in 1215 moved to Eyjafjﬁrér]ahd was, however
reluctantly, accepted as their chieftain by the farmers
'of_that area, a new_phasé began in the relationship be-
tween chieftain and farmérs._'A chieftain now seemed to
be able to take over an area and its godord, even if he
came from quite a different part of the country. But

in such cases he-had to get the acceptance of the farmers
of the area.  In certain parts of the country such chang-
es of chieftains became frequent during the last two
decades of the cdmmohwealth especially in Skagafjbrar,
EyJafJorér, and Borgarfjorbr.

At this point of time there had developed a distinct
class of chieftains who had the polltlca1 power in the
countrj,'power based on foundations entirely different
from those I have described before. .The most important
source of wealth for most of these chieftains was prob-
ably their share as churé-owners in the tithe and other
income from the churches. There were of course also -
farmers who were church-owners, but the richest and most
profitable churches were in the hands of chleftalns, and
may indeed have been the basis of their power. It is.
known about the OddaverJar in particular that they had
very Jgreat income from the church. 4) Owvnership of land
and livestock, either hired out or managed by their own
people, had also become a real source of wealth for the
chieftains. Here the example of Snorri Sturluson is
perhaps best known. He succeeded in gathering great
wealth amazingly quickly during the first quarter of
the 13th century. Finally, direct taxing of farmers

4 v. Islenzkt fornbréfasafn,II, 86~88.
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seems to have been common during the last decades of

the commonwealth. By accepting a chieftain farmers,

in certain areas at least, Seem to have taken upon them—
selves the responsibility of furnishing him with live-
stock and other necessities which would enable him to
keep a small "army", that is people whose main occupation
was not farming but doing more or less peaceful jobs for
the chieftain inside and outside his domain.s) Some
chieftains even directed their men to commit robbery

in order to maintain them, and the line between robbery
and taxation seems to have been difficult to draw.6)

It would, of course, be inaccurate to talk about
a feudal society in Iceland at this time, but a class
society ruled by an exploitiﬁIclass of chieftains had
been formed. We may regret this fact from the point of
view of our own political convictions, but we should not
forget that the accumulation of capital in the 12th and
13th centuries was a necessary condition for the litexrary
culture of the period.

The development which I have been describing was
not entirely without countercurrents which are véry in—
teresting, even from our point of view. Although
owvnership of land was being gathered into fewer hands
than before, many Farmers were still owners of their
farms, and some of them, usually called stbdrbandr, were
even able to gather considerable wealth, not least, of
course, those who owned a church with a good income.
When the traditional ties of godi and pingmenn were
being broken because of the social and in most cases
geographical distance between the chieftain and a common
farmer, the stOrbzndr seem to have taken over part of

5 A good example of the chief’s position is given in
Pbéroar saga kakala, Sturlunga saga (Reykjavik 1946),
1T, 69: "Eftir pat var fundr attr at Hestapingshamri.
Kom par fj6lmennt um heradit ok svi vestan um heidi.
Var pé& Brandr pbar kosinn yfir allar sveitir par, er
&0r véru til nefndar ("611 herud fyrir vestan Oxna—
dalsheidi ,.. allt til HrOtafjardaradr"). Hafdi hann
pé& tekjur allar af sveitumum,per er Kolbeinn hafdi
&dr haft, ok saudatoll.

6 v. Sturlunga s.,I, 373,386; II, 32.




(6)

the godi’s informal political power and have become
leaders of the farmers in a kind of opposition to, or
at least a counterbalance against, the chieftains.
Without any formal power, these stdrbzndr were able

to decide whether the smaller farmers in their vicinity
gave their support to the chieftain. O0f course, this
often gave them great influence, and among them grew
the revolutionary idea that it would be best to have

no chieftains at a11.7)

This copposition of farmers to the chieftains has
been interpreted by older historians as the last remnant
of the farmers’ independence with respect to the godar,
but a recent and more plausible interpretation is that
this opposition was the result of a new stratification
of the class of farmers according to wealth and influ-
ence, when the chieftains no longer could nor wanted to
maintain a personal relationship to their pingmenn.B)
It is only natural that this new "middle class" should
be the first to realize the conflict of interests be-

7 On the 20th and 21st of July 1255 the chieftains

borvardr Pdrarinsson of the family of thé Svinfeldingar

and Porgils skardi of the family of the Sturlungar
were asking the farmers of resp. Eyjafjordér and Skaga-

£jordér to take them as chieftains. Porgils saga skarda

has this account of the negotiations: "... var Ffundr
stefndr vid DgGpadals&. Koému par til margir herads—

menn ... Beiddi Porvardr sér vidtdku af béndum. Flutti

pat med honum Porgils ok Sturla. Vard at pvi 14till
rémr. Orti Porvardr & um drskurdi vid bzndrna, Por-
vard 6r Saurbz ok Hall af Modruvbllium, Orndlf br
Miklagardi ok enn fleiri adra.

Porvardr 6r Saurbz svarar fyrst, —— lézt eigi
r&d eiga meir en eins manns, —-"md ek vel szma vid
pann, sem er, en bezt, at engi sé." Peir Hallr sbgdu,

at peir myndi ekki taka ra&d pbessi fyrir hendr bdndum.
Gengu bzndr P4 & eintal. En er peir hofdu talat um
hrio, gengu peir aftr & fundinn, —-- sdgdu porvardi,
at bat var sampykki banda, at peir vildi ekki taka
vid honum i herad." (Next day in Skagafjordr:)
"Beiddist Porgils b& af bbéndum, at peir teki vid
honum til héfdéingja yfir heradit ... Broddi svarar
bar fyrstr manna: Ef hann skyldi bar nokkrum hofdingja
pjbna, vildi hann helzt Porgilsi, en betr at bjdna
engum ..." Sturlunga s.,II, 192-3.

8 Gunnar Karlsson, "Godar og bzndur,” Saga X (1972), 5-57.
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tween farmers and chieftains and draw the simple con-
clusion: we need no chieftains.

Outside the church, the people who would be most
likely to sponsor the writing of sagas, or even to take
the pen themselves, are of course the chieftains, members
of their families, or people dependent upon them. It
is therefore to be expected that an ideology indirectly
Justifying their social status should be visible in a
good many of the sagas. Our first task, therefore, will
be to look for sagas in which chieftains are glorified
and presented as an important and necessary factor in
society. When we look for this tendency, it 1s of course
necessary to bear in mind that criticism of the character
and behaviour of individual chieftains does not automat-
ically imply any criticism of the social structure, in-
deed the effect m& be quite contrary.

Our second task will be to look for examples of the
opposite idea, i.e. that chieftains are a nuisance who
only make life more difficult for decent people, that is,
farmers. This would indicate some literary activity
among the new "middle class".

I refrain from discussing changes in social structure
caused'by the fall of the commonwealth, and I shall also
avoid the discussion of young sagas.

1T
Searching for the views of chieftains in 1slendingasdgur
it is only natural to begin with sagas that show the
most obvious signs of being influenced by courtly rom-
ance and the glory of kings and knights in general,
like for instance Laxdzla saga. Here the author is
trying hard to convince us of the almost royal grandeur
of Olafr p&i and his son Xjartan, and Gudrtn Osvifrs-
déttir is a lady who would arouse interest at any court.
Chieftainship is in this saga a part of the natural
order, and the love-affairs of chieftains are the most
interesting things to tell about. Another example of
this tendency is Gunnlaugs saga. Both these sagas may
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include some moral criticism of the main herces, Kjartan

9 eriticism which could apply to chief-

and Gunnlaugr,
tains of the 13th century, but this does not alter the
fact that they are written from an upper class point
of view. Along with these two sagas could be grouped
some others from the 13th century, e.g. Vatnsdala saga.
In these sagas there 1s often a striking contrast be~
tween the romanticism shown by the author when he is
describing his heroes and the much more realistic de-
scriptions of théir surroundings or even their nearest
relatives. An example of this is Laxdzla’s relation
of Porsteinn Kuggason’s and borkell Eyjdlfsson’s attempt
to compel Hallddr Olafsson, Kjartan’s brother, to sell
his farm, because of his need of money. They do not
sucé%d, but it is impossible to think of his father or
his brother in such a situation. A similar case is
the very sudden decline of the family of Vatnsdelir,

in their saga. Both these examples serve to show that
the authors were desclribing their own romantic ideal
when they wrote about their heroes, but that they ne-
glected to present less important people in the same
light. Their ideal, however, is unmistakable.

Hrafnkels sadga is in my opinion also written from
chieftains’ point of view, and the author is mainly
interested in the qualities of a successful chieftain;
whether it is more or less influenced by Christian ethics
does not matter in this connection.

I have chosen to look at Eyrbyggja saga a little
more closely than the sagas I have already mentioned,
because I think its author is primarily interested in
the role and function of chieftains in the society of
his own time. His attitude to the chieftain is entire-
ly unromantic; he 1s not interested in the qualities
that make him a hero, but rather in his qualities as
a politician.

9 see e.g., Njorour P. Njardvik, introduction to Laxdiela
saga {Reykjavik 1970), 12, and R.G.Cook, "The Char—
acter of Gunnlaug Serpent—-Tongue," Scandinavian Studies,
Vol. 43 (1971), 1-21.
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The chieftain ideology nowhere finds a clearer ex-
pression than in Eyrbyggja saga, and this is remarkable
for the reason that this saga is not as directly influ-
enced by chivalry as e.g. Laxdezla. Eyrbyggja may there-
fore be regarded as the true product of a domestic upper
class, which sees the chieftain system as a poditical
necessity, without seeing the necessity of a continued
development into monarchy and feudalism. The saga is
so permeated with these views that this cannot be an
unconscious reflection, but on the other hand they are
s0 well concealed that a fairly close reading of the
saga 13 needed in order to prove their existence.

Superficially the contents of Eyrbyggja are very
mixed, and on first reading the saga has often been
felt to be an 1ll-assorted mixture of badly connected
bits or short stories. A closer reading, however, quick-
1y reveals the underlying structure of the saga which in
most cases'gives individual parts a significance greater
than they have in isolation.

In my view Eyrbyggja is naturally divided into
three parts. The first is an introduction, giving an
account of the settlers of Snefellsnes with the greatest
emphasis on Snorri godi‘s family, but the families of
his allies and opponents are also given a great deal of
space. The second part is the main story, where we are
shown how Snorri godi draws all power in the district
into his hands (ch. 12-~48). 1In part three we see the
role of Snorri,the chieftain in society, and the problems
he has to struggle with,

The introduction of Eyrbyggja is not particularly
long compared to such sagas as Njala, Laxdzla, and Egla.
Its role is obviously to prepare the ground for the main
story, the account of Snorri’s dealings with the other
chieftains of Snzfellsnes, by describing the settlement
and the relations between the intervening generations.
It starts with a detailed description of the settlement
of P6r61fr Mostrarskegg, Snorri’s ancestor, and his
religion. In this account there is a remarkable sentence
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which shows how the author connects the power of chief-
tains in former times with that in his own time, thus
justifying the latter by calling attention to its ancient
origin: "Til hofsins skyldu allir menn tolla gjalda ok
vera skyldir hofgodanum til allra ferda, sem nQi eru ping-
menn hefdingjum __-"10)

It is a special feature of the Eyrbyggja introduction
that it describes in detail the settlement of many men
besides Snorri‘s ancestors. Still it is obvious that the
author’s aim in writing about these settlements is not
just to give information about a certain area or to
write the history of the district, for he says: "A pess-
um tima byggdisk allr Breidafjordr, ok parf hér ekki at
segja frd peira manna landndmum, er eigi koma vid pessa
sggu."ll) The introduction also shows that the situation
in this district was extremely unstable; there were many
chieftain families laying their claim to power and glory,
wvhich inevitably resulted in clashes.

In the middlie part of the story we see how Snorri
first gains power and leadership in his family From
his uncle BOrkr, and then gradually gains the position
of greatest power and influence in the whole district.
‘In the beginning Arnkell godi at Bblstadr is his main
opponent, as he is too close a neighbour for such an
ambitious chieftain as Snorri to tolerate. Arnkell
holds his own against Snorri in the beginning ~- and
for a fairly long pericd, as a matter of fact —-- but
must finally give in to him. Before this happens, Snorri
succeeds 1in consolidating his power by establishing
family ties with another powerful opponent, Styrr Por-
grimsson. After this only the Eyrbyggjar have the cour—
age to stand up against Snorri’s will -~ along with
the adventurer Bjorn Breidvikingakappi, but they too
are bound to lose. Here we are shown how the power of
some minor chieftains is gathered in the hands of one

10 Islenzk fornrit, IV, 9.
ll op.cit., 11.
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man, the one who not only is of noble birth but also
endowed with more 1ntelllgence, w111—power9 and ambition
than all the others. ‘Now 1t has been well known from
oral tradltlon that Snorrl goodil later moved from Helga-
fell to Sellngsdalstunga in Dalir, where he lived for
20 years. The story of what happened there is not told
in Eyrbyggja, but in the last‘chapter,we are given a
resumé of what happened there, which:shows that again
Snorri goél succeeded in. galnlng power in the area with
similar- methods as before: o
Snorrl goél bgo i Tungu tuttugu vetr, ok hafél hann
fyrst heldr ofundsamt setr, medan peir 1ifdu stdr-
bokkarnir porstelnn Kuggason ok Porgils Hplluson ok

enn fleiri inir stmrrl menn, beir er Svinir hans
varu.

En er Snorri ték at eldask, pb& tdku at vaxa vinseldir

hans, ok bar pat til pess, at ba faekkudusk ofundar—

menn hans. Pat batti um v1nseld1r, at hann batt

tengdir vid in mestu stbébrmenni 1. Breléaflrbl ok

vida -annars stadar. (p.180) :
The reason why his ill-wishers diminished in number can
be seen 1in Laxdala,Lwhere“his-part_in the death of bor-
gils H8lluson is described. . But it is only in the third
part of the saga that we. can see clear indications of
the fact that the author of Eyrbyggja wants to emphasize
the blessings of the chleftaln system by implying that
Snorri increases his power not- only in his own interest,
but in the 1nterest of society as a whole.

In the section.about the haunting of Frbéda there is
a gigantic symbollc clash between '0ld paganism and the
new c1v1llzat10n The new c1v1llzat10n conquers: a
conbination of church and chleftaln power, This needs
to be explained in greater detall

Pérgunna, the woman from the Hebrldes who comes
to Frbod to stay w1th the 31ster of Snorri godi, owns
several precious objects filled with some sort of evil
power, TheSerpowers can onlyebe controlled if the own-
er of the objeefs dutifully practises Christianity,
as 1s seen in-Pérgunna’S'going to church each morning
before she starts working. In other words, evil, heathen
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powers are held in check by the power of Christianity.
When Pbrgunna dies, her instructions regarding these
objects are disregarded and, as was to be expected,

the evil powers are let loose when the objects come

into the possession of the passionate and headstrong
mistress of Froéda. Punishment seems to be directed
against her, and she has fallen ill when the danger is
finally averted by a conmbined effort of church and
secular powers. It is Snorri godi who gives advice

on the measures to be taken: ghosts are called to court
and sentenced according to law, and then masses are sung
and houses sprinkled with consecrated water, "ok eptir
pat tdkusk af allar aptrgpngur at Frddi ok reimleikar,
en Purioi batnadi séttarinnar, svd at hon vard heil.v(p.152)
Order is restored.

Another main section of the third part takes place
after Snorri has moved to Szlingsdalstunga. It is in a
way an independent account, like the section about the
hWZaunting of Fréod, but it to undoubtedly has a deeper
symbolic significance. It tells of the villain Ospakwy
who breaks the law, robs farmers and thus poses a threat
to the social order. His attacks are hardest Ffelt by
the small farmer and weakling Alfr 1itli, but stronger
farmers in the neighbourhood like Périr Gull-Hardarson
who was "gildr bdéndi ok ... Ffyrir monnum um Bitruna,"
‘i.e. a stdrbéndi, cannot resist him either, and bBdrir
is killed by Ospakr. Then the chieftain Snorri godi,
who has earlier dragged Ospakr to court and had him and
his men sentenced, attacks him with a number of pecple,
and Ospakr and many of his men are killed. Then Snorri
settles everything in a just way. Again the chieftain
has restored order and peace.

Finally I want to mention one point in Eyrbyggja
saga which relates it to the chieftains of the Sturlunga-
©6ld, not least the Sturlungar themselves. This is the
characterization of Snorri godi. He is contrasted with
different types of heroes in his conflicts: Arnkell
godi, Bjorn Breidvikingakappi and Steinpbrr & Eyri.

He is not a traditional hero himself, but he comes out
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of the struggle with power over his antagonists. His
cool intelligence, his ruthlessness when he finds it
necessary to strike, are the qualities which a chief-
tain needed in the Sturlung Age much more than brave-
ry 1in battle or old-fashioned drengskapr.

Apart from its seemingly chaotic structure Eyrbyggja
usually strikes people most at first sight for its folk-
loristic and traditional matter. There is no doubt
that its author was very interested in old religious
customs, in legal practice and in genealogy, and last
but not least in aptrgdngur and other supernatural phen-
omena whose real existense he hardly doubted. But his
ideology was that of a chieftain, and its cornerstone
was the belief in the vital role of the chieftain of the
Sturlungaéid type Ffor his society.lg)

It is easy for anyone who reads through the Islend-
ingasdgur to find examples of the role of the chieftain
regarded as a natural presence, as e.dg. in Laxdezla, al-
though many of these sagas show evidence of having been
written inside families less wealthy and powerful than
the Sturlungs. Examples are sagas like Vopnfirdinga
saga, probably written by some of the Hofverjar in Vopna-
fjbrdr, a family that lost its power to the Svinfellingar
and was combined with that family in the 13th century.

It is also probable that the writing of Droplaugarsona
saga is in some way connected with that branch of the
Svinfellingar family that lived at Valpjbfsstadr.

On the other hand I doubt whether any saga can be
found which comes closer than Eyrbyggja to preaching
a chieftain ideology.

v
That we should find what we were looking for in Islendinga-
sbgur, the ideology of the class of chieftains who dom~
inated Icelandic society at the time the sagas were

12 The analysis of Eyrbyggja saga presented in this
paper is mainly built on parts of my own article,
"Nokkrar athugasemdir um Eyrbyggja sdgu," Skirnir, 1971.
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written, was almost inevitable. It is a priori much
more unlikely that we should find traces of a different
view of society, namely that held by the stbédrbzndr that
it is best to have no chieftains at all. HNevertheless,
some examples can be found, and I shall now turn to them,
but I frankly admit that the possibilities of misinter—
pretation are Jgreater when we come to this part of the
material.

My first example is Hznsa-bPbris saga. The main
actors of this short but admirably constructed saga
are on the one side an alliance between two godar (+ the
one godi’s son) and a miser and scoundrel who has gathered
great wealth in a rather disreputable way. On the other
side is a stdbrbdndi, Blund~Ketill, of a kind certainly
more likely to exist in the 13th century than in the 10th
("Hann &tti prjd tigu leigulanda"),. a very rich man and
a noble character and most generous towards his tenant
farmers. After the miser has behaved very wickedly,
this alliance burns Blund—-Ketill, and one of the godar
then tries to rob his son and heir of his land by a legal
trick. The son makes an alliance with good people and
succeeds in getting his property back and takes an honour—
able revenge. This saga is unusually outspoken about the
merits of people and there can be absolutely no doubt
who has a good cause and who has a bad one. When the
social status of the actors is taken into consideration,
this seems a very good example of a saga reflecting the
attitudes and interests of the "middle class" of stbr-
bandr.

Relatively strong arguments support the view that
Hensa~Pbris saga is written during the years 1274—80.13)
The author is therefore most likely a man who grew up
during the last decades of the commonwealth, the time
when there seems to have been an awakening consciousness
among the middle class concerning the conflict of interests
between it and the chieftain class.,

13 BJjbrn sigflisson in Saga, ITT (1960-63), 345-70.
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Bandamanna saga often has been interpreted as a
criticism of the chieftains, so there is no need to dwell
long upon it: the main antagonists are on the one hand
the six bandamenn,. godar from every part of the country,
men of noble families but short of ready money, and on
the other hand a nouveau-riche merchant who has bought
a godord for himlself, but has got himself into trouble
because of his lack of legal education. The 0ld godar
conspire to get hold of his money, and would most certain-
ly have succeeded, if the merchant’s father, an old and
cunning farmer, had not upset their plans to such a de-
gree that they gained nothing but shame. In this saga
clearly no respect 1s given to the old chieftains, but
neither does the author respect the young merchant, 0Oddr,
who 1s useless as a chieftain. Yet 0ddr can earn money,
and he is a generous man, while the.old chieftains seem
to be governed only by avarice and ill-will. This saga
is certainly anti-chieftain and pro-farmer, and there-
fore probably originated in circles of stbdrbandr,

In Ljbésvetninga saga there is a famcus episode where
the great chieftain Guomundr inn riki is humiliated by
a farmer, a stdrbbdndi, in Pingeyjarbing . This saga seems
to be dominated by the feelings of farmers in bingeyjar-
ﬁing against the mighty chieftains of Eyjafjordér who
through centuries reigned in large areas of Pingeyjar—
ping. Here antagonism between two districts is mixed
up with class antagonism, but this saga is certainly
one of the best examples of an anti-chieftain ideology.
This attitude is, if possible, still more distinct in
Ofeigs pattr (an appendix to Ljbsvetninga saga in a group
of manuscripts) which pleads the cause of farmers who
suffer from the burden of having to feed the chieftain®s
body-guard and his horses while he is travelling among
them, probably collecting taxes and rent.

Let me at last mention a few doubtful examples.
Gisla saga certainly contains important signs of not
being written by chieftains. Its hero is a farmer, a
most industrious man in contrast to his brother who comes
close to being a villain, and his chief antagonists,
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Borkr inn digri and Eyjélfr grai, are chieftains. Gfisii
is not primarily a farmer, however, but a lone wolf Fight-
ing against great odds, and in the Hergilsey-episode
Borkr” s behaviour is, as a matter of fact, almost as
exemplary as Ingjaldr’s. So this saga is a doubtful
example, although a closer investigation from this point
of view might yield some results.

Porsteins pattr stangarhggs has been taken as an
example of the equality of farmer and chieftain;l4)
it would be going to far to see in the saga any kind of
opposition to chieftain-power, because the chieftain,
Bjarni Brodd-Helgason, is here a noble character, and
his right to chieftainship is not guestioned.

It is difficult to talk about Islendingasdgur in
general without mentioning Njdls saga, but I have avoid-
ed it deliberately. A discussion of it in this connect-
ion would demand much more time than 1 have at my disposal,
mainly because of the scope and complexity of this huge
saga, but also because this aspect of it is hard to inter—
Pret. It would in this case be too great a simpiification
to draw any conclusions from the fact that neither Gunnarr
nor Nj&ll is a godi, while the villain MSrdr, Gizurr
hviti, leader of the men who killed Gunnar, and Flosi,
leader of the men who killed Njall, are godar and ancest-—
ors or closely related to ancestors of the three chief-
tain-families of the South, the Svinfellingar, the Odda~
verjar, and the Haukdwlir. 1 limit myself to merely
mentioning this fact.

May I state at last that it has not been my intention
to find a criterion by which to classify Islendingastgur
or divide them into two groups, but rather to call your
attention to divergent tendencies which seem to coincide
very well with conflicts of dinterest in 13th century
Icelandic society,.

14 EBinar Olgeirsson: gttasamfélag og rikisvald 1 pjdbo-
veldi Islendinga (keykjavik 1654), 165.




