Fredrik J

To interpret, ns I understand the term here, is (o bring out what is concealed in a given manifestation,
to make evident what in the manifestation is not evident to the miliceu in which the interpreter's andieace
lives. Interpretation can be applied to anything that bears information: a buman gesture, an eclipse, a
chart, for example. To interpret verbal utterance is to bring out what the utlerance does not of itself reveal
to a given audience. What an utterance reveals calls for no interpretation. Inkerpretation deals with here-
and-now nonevident, or not-so-evident, matier embedded in whatever iz evident. Verbal discourse regu-
larly calls for interpreiation. All uiterance both reveals and conceals. The quest for utterance that reveals
all and never needs intergretation is a quest for & will-o'-the-wisp.1

The Post-Scenic Element in Icelandic Saga

‘This essay attempts to definc what I am calling the post-scenic element in the Icelandic sag,
a phenomenon which, so far as I know, has not been commented upon. I realize that I am at-
tempting to interpret to a readership, many of whose members have a knowledge of the sagas
I could never aspire to attain, a feature that they have cither never noticed or not thought
worth mentioning. If that is not enough, I then propose to classify this phenomenon, discuss
its effects, and finally speculate on where it came from and how saga authors might have de-
veloped it. Should this paper manage to attract a live audience greater in number than the
people who owe me large sums of money, I can perheps only hope that my listeners, like
Marlon Brando in The Godfather, are the kind of people who never criticize others for the
way they make a living.

Post-scenic elements consist of characters® statements that either unexpectedly add to, or
surprisingly contradict, actions which we have seen them perform. In all cases the statements
comprise inaccurate reponts of the actions, cither for reasons that are hard %0 determine or be-
cause the characters to be lying, withholding information, or fabricating events. Such
details are always initially mystifying and seem to be a snag in the narrative fabric of a saga,
whose patterns at times resemble the linear arrangement of scenes woven into a tapestry
which we take in as we stroll by, The post-scenic elements interrupt the flow of the narrative,
causing us either to look back a page or two—to retrace our footsteps, as it were—at a scene
that straightforwardly portrays some simple action or to re-examine some unremarkable event
we have just read a few lines previously. Usually, when examples of this phenomenon are
noticed at all, they are regarded as blemishes: textual corruption; an author’s faulty memory;
his failure to harmonize sources; or simply his inattentiveness. But the nature and pervasive-
ness of this feature suggest that, in fact, it is a narrative habit, something narratologists might
call part of saga narrative grammar, that is, a saga-characteristic way of telling a story that
serves a variety of namative requirements. In trying to come to terms with something that
may turn out to be nothing more than my own eye reflected in the microscope, 1 will
tentatively propose two categories of post-scenic ¢lement; (1) untrue statements that have no
apparent narrative function; (2) and untrue statements that develop the narrative. After an
examination of the two types, I will offer some speculation as to the origins of the

phenomenon.
2

To give some idea of the kind of strange narmative effects which the post-scenic element can
create, I would like to Jook at a scene in Vamsdela saga:

IWalier J. Ong, §J., “Text as Interpretation: Mark and After®, in Oral Tradition in Literature: Inierpretation
in Context, ed. John Miles Foley (Columbia: Univ. of Missouri Press, 1986), pp. 147-69, at p, 147,
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Slbmheyrmhannﬁtdynmlhnn,ea'tlelbkveldmolsmnnkmnummabroklmddiepursérmm
mabr var harbla mikill, hvitr var hann & hir, ok fell bat 4 herBar med fogrum lokkum. Porsteini syndisk
mabrinn vera inn fribasti. Sftian kveykdi bessi malr upp eld fyrir sér, en leiddi &0 hest sinn Gl stalls;
hann setti munnlaug fyrir sik ok pé sik ok peredi 4 hvitum dik. Hann renndi ok af verpli venan drykk {
s16rt stéttarker ok 16k sitan til matar. Allt syndisk Porsteini ath2fi pessa manns merkiligt ok mjok
heeversklig; miklu var hann meiri madr en Ketill, fabir hans, ok pétti hann, scm var, manna mesir. Ok er
gkilabidinn var meltr, sat hann vib eld ok sd { ok malii: ‘Skipun er hér 4 ordin, eldrinn er nd meir folskalie
en ck hugba; hygg ek, at bann hali verit fyrir skommu upp kveyklir, ok veit ck cigi, hvat pat veit, ok mi
vte;a.almenn%ékomnuoksiﬁumlffmm.oker]melg:rmnueyu.oktﬂetfsaoklemmhﬁm'
(F, VilL,p. )

(Afier 8 while wwards evening he heard a great din outside, and a man came in Jeading a horse behind
him: the man was exceedingly large, white was hig hair, and it hung down 1o his shoulders in beautiful
curls. borsteinn thought him the handsomest of men. Then this man lighted the fire in front of him, but
first led his horse to its stall; he placed a wash basin in fromt of him and washed himself and dried himself
with a white cloth. He poured splendid drink from a cask into a large goblet and then began to eat.
Everything about this man’s behaviour impressed borsteinn as extraordinary and very worthy; he was
much larger than Ketill, his father, and he seemed, as indeed was true, & great man, And when the inhabi-
tant of the hall was finished eating, he sat in froat of the fire and looked 1nlo it ancl said: Something is
strange here, the fire has burned down more than [ thought; ‘ 3 : g
timec _ago, and I do not know what this signifies, and it might be lhat men have cnme nnd are plouing
against me, and thal is not without cause, and I shall go and look around the house'. )
Although the two references to the fire (underlined) occur in the same scene, they are, as we
shall see, characteristic of the jarring effects caused by post-scenic elements. Sveinsson, the
editor of the Fornrit edition, suspects textual corruption in this passage, for as he remarks ‘the
skdlabii onght to know better than anyone when the fire was lit’ ({F, VviIL, n. 3, p. ).
Whatever the reason, the skdlabiii’s memory lapse is curious. Is he befuddled by the splendid
drink he has poured himself, or is there something about his lapse that is idiomatic 1o saga
narrative style? Whatever we conclude, this and similar examples of the post-scenic element
contain details that seem extraneous, unnecessary, or out of order in linear narration, as if the
saga author had nodded off while composing.

Let us begin with an example of type one, which consists of characters’ misleading
thoughts and statements that occur for no apparent reason. The example also comes from
Vatnsdela saga where Porsteinn reflects on his father’s earlier hvet:

Honum kom nﬁok[llugegman fedr sing, at brote ok djacfleik myndi il purfa at vinna siikt afrek cfa on-
nur, en frami ok fagrllglr pennlngar mundi  méti kom.l. ok Iunn myndl [:ni bykkjl betr genpt hafa en

knteml‘mm ok Ie:tabl hann sér l‘:zns. lt Imnn ma:ul einn Incfna margrn vmréuis en [ourn lagi poui
horum p4 skabi mikill um manninn. ({F, VIII, p. 8)

(He now recalled his father's exhortation that strength and courage would be necessary 1o accomplish
such or similar deeds, but that fame and extensive wealth would be the reward, and he would then con-
smhuumebemrspmlﬂmmsllbyhismodmsheaﬂh Wmmmum

lookedforsmeansllmhealunemlghuvmgemy in_]bulonlheoihethmduuenwdwhimn
great shame about the man.)
The peculiarity here is that nowhere in his father Ketill mumr’s hvot—see Appendix A—do
we find the underlined taunt in the above passage. While it is true that his father had ques-
tioned his manhood in a manner that enraged Porsteinn and caused him later to reflect upon

2 All quotations from the sagas are from the fslenzk Fornrit serics, unlcss otherwise stated.
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the insult while hiding in Jokull's hut, Ketill had stopped short of comparing him to a woman
or wishing that he had never been born, Although this insult matches the tone of Ketill's
harsh accusation, it nevertheless adds information to a lengthy scene that the reader had expe-
rienced a few pages earlier. It is only when we flip back that we discover that our memory
s vk played iricks on us. There seems to be no apparent reason to add these details to the
already stinging rebuke which Porsteinn has received from his father,

Another example of type one occurs also in Vatnsdela saga. As a means of avenging the
death of his father on Hrolleifr, borsteinn sends a shepherd to As on reconnaissance with
specific instructions on how to proceed,? which are carried out to the Jetter:

SmﬂamwrfdrokhmfAsokdnpldyrr.okurd;ifynlilmgilmhnhﬁikvebinﬂfvlm.ﬁ
kom huiskarl 1it ok spurtii ifcnds eBa hvirt beie breedr vaerd heim komnir: kann kvad bé cigi heim komna
ok spurlli at saulum sinum, Hmkvwmﬁhmsmwﬁmdugﬂmini.hﬁ
margar visur hann baidi kvedit (I, VI, p. 68)
(The shepherd wenl and arrived at As and knocked on the door, and it was not aagwered before he had
reciled twelve verscs. Then a servant came out and asked the news or whether the brothers had come
home; he said they had not come home and asked about his sheep, He said they had not come there. The
shepherd went back and told Borsteinn how many verses he had recited.)
The shepherd knocks on the door and by repeating verses records the time it takes the servant
to respond. The servant comes outside, he and the shepherd exchange words, and the shep-
herd returns home for debriefing. Nothing could be more narratively economical and straight-
forward. Yet when Porsteinn asks the shepherd whether he had been inside, the shepherd
replies, astonishingly. that he had gonc in and locked around ¢hann kvask ganga inn ok
skyggnask um), at which point the following exchange occurs:
Porsteinn spurli: *Var bjartr eldr 4 ami eBa cigi*? Hann svarar: ‘Své nokkut sems fyrir ligdy hefdi verit
kveykdr'. Porsicinn mzelti: ‘Séttu nekkura nilundi f hisinu'? Hann kvazk sét hafa hrigu cina mikla ok
koma undan fram ranit kleBi. borsteinn melti: “bar munta sét hafa Hrolleif ok blotklzbi hans; nd mun
bangat eptir at leita; béumsk nd skjétt ok hattum 4, hvat gerir*, (IF, VIII, p, 68)
{Porsieinn asked: *Was there a bright fire in the hearth or not*? He answers: *As bright as a newly kindled
fire can be’. Porsicinn said: 'Did you see anything strsage in the house'? He said e saw a great pile, and
sticking out undesneath was red clothing. borstcinn said: *You must have seen Hrolleifr and his
sactificial clothes; now we must go there to investigaic; ler’s get ready quickly and take a chance, no
matter what happens'.)
The two scenes are contradictory: a shepherd is given an errand that he faithfully performs;
later he claims to have done something we did not see him do. Assuming the shepherd is not
lying, as his counterparts in other variations of the type-scene occasionally do, we must won-
der why the author does not simply show the shepherd entering the house and then later have
him iell Porsteinn what he saw?* Why does the character claim to have done things which,

31‘hisisuype-|cmei-whid:monem:mmgaﬂlerinrumaﬁmmddneuuuﬂonlhimm
what he has found out. Not infrequenily, the retainer tells & story that conflicts with the scene we have ssen drs-
MMM:MMHMWMMMMMWMmumMmthj&h
saga in which Otkell sends Skammkell to Mosfell to seck the sdvice of Gizurr hviti (P, XI1, pp. 128-129) and
one ia Eyrbyggja saga in which Porbjgm serds the no-account Oddr 10 seek the advice of one Spd-Gils (TF, IV,
p.34);inbmhnemumhmedhwlyappaentﬁum*mmuyhﬁninmﬂwplouom:mmdmuefmb
not take us by surprise. Thas, while the type-scene resembles the post-scenic clement, the difference between
whnukesplweinuletype-mmdwhulmuisnhlohnemkcnpmmnalmrpdselhercader.

4Landndmabdk narrates this event as follows:

3
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given the closed nature of the scene, seem impossible for him to have done? I for one am un-
able to offer any answers that cxplain the narrative, thetorical, or thematic function of this
scene.

Another example of type one is from Volsunga saga. Gunnarr, Sigurbr, and Hogni ap-
proach Brynhildr's father Bubli and then her foster-father Heimir to ask for her hand in mar-
riage:

Peir biia nd ferd stna listuliga, rida mi fjgll ok dali 1il Budla konungs. Bera upp bénordit.

vel. ef hon vill ¢igi nfta, ok segir hana své stdra at pann einn mann mun hon eiga er hon vill. P4 rida peir [
l-llymdall Heimir fagnar peim vel, Segir Gunnarr mi grendin. Heimir kvad hennar kjor vera, hven hon
skal ciga. Segir par sal hennar skammt frf, okmmmmmmmww
ekd brennanda er sieginn cr um 53l bennar 3

{Now they prepare their joumney cunningly, ride over mountains and through dales to King Bubli's, They
make their marriage proposal. He received it well, on condition she does not refuse il and says she is so
proud that she will marry only the man whom she wishes. Then they ride o Hlymdalir, Heimir welcomes
them graciously. Gunnarr now states their bllsines Heimir nys Ihat itis hel' chnice whom llle will
mary. Hesaystlmhuhallm close by, and s3 she "

Sigurlr then changes shapes with Gunnarr, rides through the flickering fire, encounters
Brynhildr, and tells her, inaccurately, what Bubli and Heimir had stipulated:

En hann nefndisk Gunnarr Gjiikason—Ertu ok £tlud min kona med jivedi feldr hins. of ck rida ping
yaftloga. ok fdstra pins med ydm atkvzedi. (49)

(And he said his name was Gmnarr Gjlikasun— You ae my hlmded wife mmmm_mm

Once again the scenes contain a contradiction: Bubli had accepted the pmposal without men-
tioning the test; Heimir, on the other hand, had simply stated Brynhilde’s terms without con-
senting to anything. Many readers of the saga, if we judge from the written commentary,
would regard this distortion as another example of the saga author’s clumsiness. But could

Porsteinn sendi hiskarl sinn { As 4 njésn; hann kvab t51f visur, &5 til dura var gengit, ok =4 fatshrigu 4
brondum, ok kom undan rautt ki=bi. Porsteinn kvadl par verit hafa Hrolleif— "ok mun Ljét hafa bideat til
lang]ifis honum'. (fF, 1, S180/H147, pp. 221:222)

(Porsteinn sent his servant to As on reconnaissance; he reciled twelve verses before the door was an-
swered, and he saw a pile of clothes on the hearth, and sticking out was a piece of red cloth. Porsteinn
said that must have been Hrolleif—"and Ljét will have been offering sacrifices lo prolong his life”.)
This makes clear—something no one has ever doubted—that saga authors were capable of lincar narmation when
they wished. At the point in Vainsdela saga where the text has ok var eigi fyrr il gengit en hann hafli kvedit t6lf
visur, the namator, had he chosen to, could have reported the details which he supplies post-scenically.

Saga narration is also capable of dramatizing a scene and then reposting it as it occurred, as can seen by look-
ing at a straightforward incident in Valla-Ljéts saga ((IF, IX, pp. 243-244), where a shepherd employed by bérir
discusses with a shepherd belonging 1o Ljéir's houschold the Yuletide festivities at their respective farms. Périr's
shepherd tells his counterpart all Lj6tr needs to know to launch an attack on Halli, When Périr later asks his
shepherd what the two had talked about, we are told that the saudamadr saghi alli pat, sem faris haf5i (fF, X, p.
244; the shepherd repeated everything that had happened). Thus, sagas were capable—again, this observation
will surprise no one—of accurately reporting a scene dramatized earlier in the narrative.

5This and other Volsunga saga quotations are from Volsunga saga, ed. R. G. Finch (London: Nelson, 1965),
p. 43

6 Andreas Heusler, *Die Licder der Licke im Codex Regius der Edda,’ in Germanisiische Abhandiungen
Hermann Paul dargebracht (Strasbourg: Tribner, 1902), pp. 1-98; mpt. in his Kleine Schriften, I1, ed. Stefan
Sondercgper (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1969), pp. 223-91; Klaus von See, 'Die Werbung um Briinhild’, Zeitschrift filr

'}
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this reversal have a rhetorical function? Does Gunnan/SigurBr misrepresent the conversations
on purpose, &nd could this inaccuracy have any rhetorical or thematic function in the saga?
Can we ask such questions of a saga so heavily dependent on a written tradition for its ferm
and substance? Given the number of alterations of this scene later in the saga—two of which
will be examined below—I feel we are justified in wrestling more with the text than some
readers have been willing or capable of doing. Nevertheless, this post-scenic element does
seem to be another apparently unmotivated excrescence, for if we assume that Sigurbr know-
ingly misreports what Bubli and Heimir have said, it is hard to see what he hopes to gain
from doing so or how the inaccuracy characterizes him or how in any other way it plays a
role in the saga.’

The second type of post-narrative element consists of characters’ untruc statements that
scrve one of a number of calculated ends. An example from Svarfdela saga demonstrates a
reasonably straightforward use of this device. It occurs when borsteinn Porgnysson asks a re-
tainer of Jarl Herrolir's why everyone is so downcast as the Yuletide approaches. The retainer
replies that Moldi, a viking berserkr who has challenged the jarl to a duel unless he gives him
his daughter in marriage, is expected to arrive three days after Yule. Porsteinn cxpresses his
indignation that the jarl should be so concerned about this matter:

‘Engi véiriunn bykki [mér] 4, at honum (i slikt své mikils’, besso var svd mdit, a2 borsteinn hefdi bodizt

til at ganga & halm Fyvir jarl, (IR, IX, p. 142)

(‘I find it incxcusable that such a thing disturbs him so much’, This was so coastrued that Porsicinn had

offered to fight the duel for the jarl.)
This exchange tenders Porsteinn’s oblique offer to fight the duel for the jarl—an implicature
which the retainer, judging from the narrator’s comment, obviously draws.® Taking the bait,
the jarl shortly thereafter asks Dorsteinn whether it is true that he has volunteered 10 fight
Moldi. Persteinn expands his earlier remark:

“Vib pvl geng ok eigl, ‘ :

* 1]

dewtsches Altertum, 88 (1957), 1-20; rpt. in his Edda, Saga, Skaldendichiang: Aufsdize zur skandinavischen
Liseratur des Mitielalters (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1981), pPp. 194-213; Klans von See,'Freierprobe und
Koniginnenzank in der Sigfridsage’, Zeitschrift fir detsches Alterium, 89 (1959), 163-72; rpt. in Edda, Saga,
Skoldendichtung: Avfsdize sur skandinavischen Literatur des Mittelalters (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1981}, pp.
214-23; The Saga of the Volsungs, ed. R.G. Finch (London: Nelson, 1965); R.G. Finch, *The Treatment of Postc
Sources by the Compiler of Volswnga saga’, Saga-Book of the Viking Society, 16 (1962-65), 315-53; R.G. Finch,
‘Brunhild and Siegfried’, Saga-flook of the Viking Society, 17 (1966-69), 224-60; R.G. Finch, 'Volsung-Niflung
Cycle’ and “Volsunga saga®, both entrics in Medieval Scandinavia: An Encyclopedia, ed. Phillip Pulsiano (New
York and Londor: Garland, 1993}, pp. 707-11 and 711, respectively; Theodore M. Andersson, The Legend of
Brynkild, Islandica XLIT (Ithaca and New York: Coraetl Univ, Press, 1980); T.A. Shippey, The Road to Middle-
Earth (London: Grafton, 1992), pp. 274-78.

71 suppass one could argne that Sigurbr's inaccoracy bere—let’s, for the sake of the argument, call it a bold-
flcedlio-utheptuperidhmhon:wrylnsmmhndncepﬁm.lnﬂwactofﬁcﬂunrynhﬂdrheilm
pable of saying anything that is remoiely true, no matter how unimportans any given stalement may be for his

3Amﬂmlmplkanmbbeinfcmdﬁm%diﬂmhﬂmbumhniscﬂ&kh;hjaﬂ'smfornotm—
]iwinghimMdﬁsdﬂlhnae—ambﬂﬂyﬂmmemw.ifdwmmmr'ssﬂmismwde,doumtleemlo
grasp. Porsteinn seems 1o be getting his own back for the retainer's expression of disbelief that bPorsieinn docs
oot know the Moldi saga, for his words echo the retainer’s (*Vdrkuan mun pér 4 pykkja ..."). Naturally, Porsteinn
must be careful about criticising the jarl’'s men, and apparendy his barbed circumspection has not been taken on
board.
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gipta déttur mina, er benna mann gt af rddit’. borsteinn segir: ‘Ekki spurlis ek pessa af pvi, ot ek il
miér petta, heldr fyrir bat, at ek veit fleiri munu til verba, sv& sem fleiri vitu®, Heeita peir n bessu tali, ok
10 at jSlum. Gmmupdnﬁhddrmuomma (l‘F IX, p. 143)

{'1 would not go that far,

vou from the dusl if you offeredt soms inceniive'. ‘Huvedecreed ll!lllwilrl- ﬂﬂlwﬂlmmymv
daughter to the man who gets rid of this man', borsteinn says: ‘I did not ask becanse I wished this for

myself, but rather because [ kmow that the more will be willing the more who know’. Now they break off

their conversation, and Yule approaches. The jarl was rather gladdened by Porsteinn's words.}
Porsteinn's post-scenic embellishment (underlined) that he had suggested that the jarl offer an
incentive to fight Moldi betrays Porsteinn’s motives. He wants the jarl 1o know of his
willingness to fight the duel but, in the tradition of the unassuming courtly hero (think of
Gawain’s deference in requesting Arthur's permission to fight the Green Knight), without
thrusting himself forward. At the same time his elaboration provokes the jarl into making
Porsteinn a quid pro quo offer, thus essentially binding the jarl into a contract. Moreover,
Porsteinn’s inventiveness permits him to act his part in a charade, the pretence that he is not
an opportunist capitalizing on the desperate situation of an ageing warrior trying to preserve
his heroic dignity.? Naturally, when the jar] states the terms of the barter, Porsteinn quickly
retreats behind a wheedling modesty formula (‘I myself would never dream of presuming to
aspire to marrying...")—which, more than anything clse in the narrative, reveals his strategy
in deferentially approaching the jarl with his modest proposal. The jarl seems happy enough,
whether merely relieved, satisfied at finding such an unassuming prospective son-in-law, or
amused at Porsteinn’s transparent ploy being a matter for the reader’s interpretation. Thus,
the post-scenic element in this episode seems motivated by the demands of characterization.!0

The second example of type two comes from Volsunga saga. After spending the three

‘chaste nights’! with Gunnarr/Sigurbr, Brynhildr goes to Heimir's and tells him ‘secretly’ (af
triinadi) that a king had come to visit her and

‘reil minn vafrloga ok kvazk kominn til rd8a vill mik ok nefndisk Gunnare, Eo ek sagla at bat mundi

Sigurlir cinn gera, er ek vann eilia 4 (fallinu, ok er hann mina frumverr”. {p. 50)

(mdelhmugll my ﬂme-wnllandwdhehadoomalommnnmdulledhnmlmem But ] said

g 2 why m.oath o ain, and he was my first man®.)

Once again, when we look back at the scene between Bryohildr and Gunnarr/Sigurdr behind
the flame-wall—it occurs one page carlier in Finch's edition—we find that she made no

Fporsteinn's behaviour here rescmbles that of the young Beowulf when offering his services to the ageing
monarch, Hrobgar, who is also confronted by a kind of berscrker. See the classic account by Edward B, Irving,
Jr., of Beowull’s courtliness in A Reading of Beowulf (New Haven and London: Yale Univ, Press, 1968), pp. 63-
67.

10porsteinn is guilty of at lesst one other imaginative reconstruction of an earlier dialogue. Just before he
fights Moldi this exchange occurs:

‘Hversu komstu at sveedi Ljéts ins bleika, brdOur mins?® Porsteinn saghi: ‘Lidr sendi pér kveliju 4 dey-
janda degi ok pat mob, at honum béutir b kastr til at hefna hans’. (p. 147)
(How did you come by the sword of Lj6tr the Pale, my brother?* borsteinn said: “Ljdér sent you his greet-
ing on his dying day along and also that he thought you the most likely to avenge him’,)
Lj6tr said nothing of the kind, but this misrepresentation permits Porstcinn both o display his Schadenfrende
and to entertain his audience.

LLA phrase coined, as far as I know by Anne Heinrichs, "Annar er wire edii: the type of the prepatriarchal
woman in Old Norse literature’, in Structure and Meaning in Old Norse Literature, eds. John Lindow, Lars
Linnroth, Gerd Wolfgang Weber (Odense: Odense Univ. Press, 1986), p. 119.
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statement resembling the underlined one.12 Why does she fabricate this statement, and why
does the narrator tell us that she speaks confidentially to Heimir? The answer requires that we
assume that Velsunga saga is » well-constructed narrative zather than a botched work that
simply paraphrases nomerous eddic poems, an assumption which apparently few readers of
the saga are willing to make.

I assume that Brynhildr and Heimir share several secrets unknown to other characters in
the saga: (1) Brynhildr and Sigurbr have produced a daughter, Aslang; (2) Brynhildr never
wanied or planned to marry anyone, including Sigurlir;13 (3) the flame-wall, designed afier
Sigurlr married Gudnin, was meant to preserve her celibacy and not to choose the most
valiant suitor by insuring that no one except Sigurdr would be able to ride through it.
Assuming that the married Sigurbr would not attempt the feat, she was confident that no one
clse could manage it. As a consequence, Brynhildr spends the chaste nights in & state of con-
fusion, signalled by her initial reaction to Gunnan/Sigurdr’s appearance in her bower: ‘Eigi
veit ek gerla hversu ek skal pessu svara’ (‘I hardly know how I shall answer this'), What
puzzles her, of course, is how Gunnarr/Sigurbr managed to cross the flames. This is the sig-
nificance of the statement she makes to Heimir, and is readily understandable as something
she had said not to Gunnany/Sigurdr but as part of the oaths she was forced to swear in order
to preserve her celibacy. Like the other statements I am examining in this essay, this one ap-
parently adds matter 10 a conversation we have witnessed, But, in fact, Brynhildr’s remark
summarizes statements she had made about her marriage partner, as we may reconstruct them
by looking at statements she makes before and after this scene: (1) "En ek strengda pess heit
bar { més at giptask engum peim er hreBask kynni' (‘But 1 swore an oath in response to mamy
no one who knew fear”, p. 35); (2) “...ok bar kom at ek hétumsk peim er ridi hestinun Grana
med Fdfnis arfi ok ridi minn vafrioga...’ (‘and for this reason I promised myself to the one
who would ride the horse Grani with Féfnir’s legacy and who wounld ride my flame-wall’, p.
53); (3) “Ok pess sirengba ek heit heima at febr mins, at ek munda peim einum unna, er dgeztr
veeri alinn, en pat er Sigurdr’ (‘Home at my father's I swore a solemn oath that I would mamry
only the one who is the most noble bor, and that is Sigurbr’, p. 53); (4) ‘Ek vann eid at eiga
bann mann er ridi minn vafrloga, en pann eid vilda ek halda eda deyja ella’ (‘1 swore an oath
to marry the man who rode through my flame-wall, and that oath will I keep or else die’, p.
56; (5) Sthan leiddi Atli mik 4 tal ok spyrr ef ek vilda pann eiga er ribi Grana. 54 var ybr ekki
ltkr, ok pd hénunk ek syni Sigmundar konungs ok engum o¥rum...’ (‘Then Atli led me aside

12In his recent The Saga of the Volsungs: The Norse Epic of Sigurd the Dragon Slayer (Berkeley, eic.: Univ.
of California Press, 1990), p. 82, Jesss Byock oifers a leas likely translation of this passage: “Yet when I swore
the cath on the mountain, I had said that Sigurd alone could do that...’. This rendition violates the syntax of the
leelandic and misconstroes er as an adverb,

131 asgume her actual desires, which she had shared coly with Heimir—as opposed to the many other state-
ments she makes to other characicrs about her marriage plans—arc finally cxpressed in ber remarks 1o Gunnarr
i Chapter 32:

‘Ok snemma rf8u pér til saka vid hann ok vid mik, b4 er ek var heima med fedr minum, ok hafda ek allt
pat er ek vilda, ok tlada ck engan ydarm minn skyldu verda, bd er pér ridud par at gardi prir konungar.
. 59)

{'Soon you consipired against him and me when I was at home with my Iather aad had everything that [
desired, and I intended that none of you would be mine, when you three kings rode into the courtyard'.)

Everything else she says about marriage, according o my reading of the saga, ought to be regared as her insin-
cere public pronouncements that she is forced to make afier the two commands that she marry (the one by OBim
and the other by her father) are witered.
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for a conversation and asks whether I wished to marry him who was riding Grani. He was not
like you, and I had promised myself to the son of Sigmundr and to no other..."). Her remarks
document her attempt to rule out all men as marriage pariners by demanding that they fulfil
the following unachievable conditions: (1) a man of inhuman courage (all men know fear, ex-
cept for Sigurdr but he, being married, will not try); (2) a man who can ride Grani through the
flames {no onc but Sigurdr can do this); (3) a man of the most noble birth (Sigurlr, by defini-
tion); (4) a man who can ride through the flames (Sigurlir); {5) no one if not Sigurbr (thus no
one). 1 read the Brynhildr saga as the defeat of her attempts to remain celibate. Because
Heimir is a party 10 her thinking, he draws the correct implicature and acknowledges his own
bewilderment by simply stating the obvious, Heimir kvad mi svd biit vera mundu (Heimir
said that now matters would have to be as they are, p. 50).

The final example I would like to examine is the most complex of all those so far dis-
cussed.14 After Brynhildr learns of the shape-shifting from Gudriin, she asks Gunnarr the
following question:

3 XOI i ' 0l 5
ilal okq)yuhvemekkmafpexmmkommv&u enekbuamnkuluchllnnditokmhofamg
yfir pridjungi lids. Viru pé tveir kostir fyrir hendi, al ek munda peim verda at giptask sem hann vildi, eda
vera &n alls fidr ok hans vindt; kvad pd sfna vindtiy mér mundu betr gegna en reidi. P4 hugsada ek med
mér, hvint ek skylda hlyda hans vilja eda drepa margan mann. Ek p6tumk vanfeer Gl at preyta vid hann,
ok par kom at ek hétumsk peim er ridi hestinum Grana med Fifnis arfi ok ridi minn vafroga ok dreepi bs
menn er ck kvad 4."

14 Another example of type two occurs in Egils soga Skalla-Grimssonar. Strictly regarded, it is not a post-
soenic element, but a post-narrative element, for we are told something in summary which a later dramatization
then dilates. Both devices have in commeon the introduction of contradiciory material into the saga. A bit of
summary before we look al the example: At the death of his father, Brynjdlfr, Bfrlir inherits the estate ultimately
deriving from his grandfather, Bjorgdifr. Two of Bjergdifr's illegilimate sons, Harekr and Hraerekr, apparently
appeal to Bérbr for a part of Bjorg6lfr’s estate which Brynj6ifr had carlier refused them: Bdrdr fibr heim di bida
sinna ok gerBisk brdit hefSingi mikill; en Hildirfarsynir fengu ekki of afrinum bd keidr en fyrr (IF, 11, pp. 21-22;
Bkﬂrwemhmmtolli:esmemdbecamelmnhwﬁmn,butlhcmofﬂnldnd&mdveﬂmmaeofﬂuin-
heritance than before). Afier B&dr's death and his friend hérdlir Kveld-Ulfsson’s marmiage to his widow, the
two illegitimate brothers make a claim 10 Pérolfr for their alleged share, Pérélir responds to their request as fol-
lows:

‘Pat var mér kunnigl of Brynj6lf ok enn kunnara um Bard...; var ek ner pvf, at it héfub petta-sama flkall
vid Bard, ok heyrdisk mér svd, sem honum peetti par engi sannindi til, pvf at hann kallabi ykkr
frillusonu®. (F, 1L, p. 26)

(‘I kmew Brynjdifr and knew Barlir cven betler...; 1 was present when you raised this claim with Bérbr,
and it didn"t sound to me as if he thought there was any truth in it, for he called you bastands'.)

We have neither witnessed nor been told anything of the kind. (In his fslenzk Fomrit edition Nordal comments
that this appears to be an oversight on the author's part: ‘Petia virdist vera misginingur sdguritarans. Peir Birbur
og bérolfur haRu ekki verill zaman & Hélogalandi efiir andlét Brynjélfs; £jd 8. kap. niliurl’], 11, n. 1, p. 26.) Be
this as it may, the new matter has a clear function oa the plot leve] and, pertaps, on the thematic level as well.
There was no narrative reason (o dramatize B4&Or's refusal of their claim to (heir inheritance; the illegitimate
brothers are kept in the background until needed. But the brothers’ animosity towards Pdcdlfr must be given
concrele form in order provide a motive for their campaign of slander that leads o his death at King Haraldr's
hands. It is thus narmatively useful to have béeSlfr deliver the stinging insult that they are bastards, although he
purports merely to be citing his friend Bérlir and in any event voices an apparent legal fact. However, in expesi-
encing first-hand the slight that the brothers receive, the reader is prepared for their revenge on him, In addition,
Bo6ndlfr's tactlessness signals a theme—the family propensity for delivering gratuitous insults—that the rest of
the saga will develop extensively.
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me aside and asks which of those who had come | would choose, but 1 offexed w0 defend the land and bea
commander of a third of the army. There wexe then two choices to hand, that T would have 1o marry the
one he chose, or be without all wealth and his Friendship. He said also that his fiiendshin would serve me
bem-.nhnnIlism.'l‘llmIcmsidewdwhe&aldnﬂdwcedehhiswﬂlukiﬂmnyamljudpd
myself incapable of contending against him, and so I promised myself to the one who would ride the
horse Grani with Fafnir's inheritance, ride through my flame wall, and kill those men [ chose. Now no
onc dared to ride except Sigurdr alone. He rode through the fire becanse he did not lack courage 10 do so.
Hckilledlhedmgnnmdkeginnmdﬁvekings.bnlmtyou.(immn.wlnmupﬂeuampse,md
you are neither a king nor a champion. And I swore this oath at my fathes’s, that 1 would Jove that man
alone who was the most noble bom, and that is Sigurlly. Now I am en oath treaker, bocause 1 do not have
him, and thet is why I will contrive your death. And I have Grimhildr to thank for this. No woman can be
found worse or more cowardly than her'.)

The key to understanding this question is to recognize that Brynhildr has knowingly invented
Bubli’s ring and that she is using this invention 1o test the validity of Gubnin’s testimony by
baiting a trap for Gunnarr.15 I have discussed Brynhildr’s suspicions during the nuptial scene
with Sigurbr/Gunnarr. Given her suspicions I read the following scene as Brynhildr’s inten-
tional provocation of Gubnin in order to learn how Gunnarr crossed the flames:

Pat or cinn dag er peer gengu til drinnar Rinar at bvé sér, bé 65 Brynhildr lengra 6t & dna. Gubnin spyrr
hvi bat gegndi.

Brynhildr scgir, *Hvf skal ek um bena jafnask vidl bik heldr en um annat? Ek hugBa at minn fabir veri
rlhrienbinn.okmaﬂrunnilmqrgsnildnvukokriﬁieldbrenm:h.enbinnbﬁndiwbrﬂl
Hjfilpreks konungs’.

Gubrin svarar meD reidi, ‘P4 veerir pd vitraci ef b hegbir en lastabir mann mian, Er pat allsa tanna
mél at engi hafi slfkr komit { vergldina fyrir hversvetna sakir, ok eigi samir bér vel at lasta hann, pvi st
hann er pinn frumvear, ok drap hann Fafni ok reild vafriogann, er b hugsir Gunnars konung,ok hann &
hjé bér ok tok af hendi bér hringinn Andvaranaut, ok métt i hér hann kenna'.

(One day when thoy had gone 1o the Rhine to bathe, Brynhildr waded farther out into the river. Gubain
ssked wha that signified.

15Heusler's treatment {sce abave, notz 4, at pp. 260, 270) of the Hing motif has cast a long shadow over this
passage. He regards the rings as a clue to the reconsiruction of the lost sources and concludes that the author in-
vmls&cmﬁfhwhichAndwwmrmvesasnbﬂtuhﬂﬁng.Iniuearlicslversionuhering-exchangemolif
had two forms, an alleged earlier onc (as preserved in the Prose Edda) in which Sigurdr/Gunnarr exchanges
Andvammmrwhhhqnﬁldr—b“omhhﬂnﬂbunﬂme@—l«mmwm.uﬂlhmmm
recorded in Volsunga m)wmmummmmmmgmummmmmm.
Heusler's tortuous argument implies the following corespondences: (1} when during he proxy nuptials Sigurar
sivelBrynhildrdndmmndnnunebeumuoﬂngahmtﬂmirfmmuncquhm.hwmueﬂmﬁnghs
obviously not changed hands since he obtained jt from Fifnir's hoard; likewise, the ring Sigurar takes from
Brynhildr can have any mame except Andvaranautr (or, of course, no name at all); (2) when he takes
Andvarangsitr from her, this implics an earlier betrothal, for otherwise when and how did she get his ring? Thas,
when Brynhildr asks Guonarr what he bas donc with the ring named , only onc name,
Andvararaur, can gignify a betrothal ring. That she names it Buli’s ring means, therefore, that it can never
hwbeenabemhalringhuom:e.hmrd:rwstwllulhesagamﬂw,andmminwwmingwat.w
responsible for making Ardvaranautr the betrothal ring, Heasler eliminates all the intermediate, fragmentary, or
mmtlwlspm‘uem.mmtlﬁdym(hmmmmhmwilhmebeuudu[)
is the non-extant *Sigurdarvkida in Meiri, but it also sust be rejected, for the awribution of the ring to Budli—
also from *Melri—precindes it as an betrothal ring, Thercfore, Andvaranautr-as-betrothal-ring is a motif that
mluwbeeninvenwdbydlenpauuw.mmmﬁcicmyhHemler's-mcntilhisflihmn
account for why the author invented this ring, w Exilure that results from Heusler’s assumption, apparent
throughout his article, that the suthor simply did not notice, or was powerless to harmonize, such contradictions.
Sonmesmdiuoflhesag:.wilhwlmepﬁm.mumeﬂmﬂwmﬂmdoumbehgbmefmmkofsap
writery,
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Brynhildr says, “Why shoutd I be equal 0 you in this more than in other matiers? I think my father
was more powerful than yours, and my husband has performed more feats of prowess and rode the bum-
ing fire, but your husband was King Hjdlpreke’s slave’.

Gubnin answers in anger, ‘You would be wiser to be silent than to attack my husband. Everyone
Imows that no one his equal in any way has ever come into the world, and it Bl befits you to criticize him,
because he was your first lover, and he killed Fifnir and rode through the flame-wall, while you thought
it was King Gunnarr, and he lay with you and took from your hand the ring Andvaramautr, and now you
will recognize it'.)

Confusion about this scene abounds.!6 But if we assume—against so much testimony by
scholars of the first rank—that the saga does make sense, then Brynhildr's motives follow a
clear pattern: doing everything she can to avoid marriage, she naturally prows suspicious at
the thwarting of her carcfully laid plans, When she learns that SigurBr plays an (albeit unwit-
ting) role in her deception, she takes revenge on those responsible, first on Sigurde and ulti-
mately, because of the loss they suffer in Sigurdr, on Gunnarr’s clan, Thus, the post-scenic ¢l-
ement in Vglsunga saga constitutes a high-water mark in the sophistication with which the
tradition used one of its narrative building-blocks.

3

What conclusions can be drawn from such a bricf survey of post-scenic elements? One an-
swer is that in a few demonstrable cases the device can be seen to further the narrative needs
of saga narrative. In general we might posit a device that saga authors employed to signal 1o
his audience the significance of a detail. Another way of putting the matter is to regard the
author as saying, ‘Pay attention to this detail, I am adding it to what I have already told you, it
will figure in what I am next about to tell you’, Naturally, what is required to make the argu-
ment more convincing is a larger number of examples drawn from a wider range of textual
types within the Icelandic corpus. I can only state that these example here offered are merely
those that I happen to have noticed in desultory readings of the sagas over a relatively short
period of time, a matier of a few weeks. More reading in the expectation of further discover-
ies may well round out the vague contours here suggested.

How can we account for such a narmative style? One possibility is that it may be a survival
of oral-formulaic rhetoric. A similar survival of structural elements was posited by David K,
Crowne in Old English poetry in 1960, and since has been extended by many hands to other
literary traditions.!” The implications of Crowne’s observation, not all of which were
immediately apparent, still occupy scholars of medieval literatures.1® Here, further definition
is also required.

16For example, Klaus von See assumes that the senna at the river is pointless; see ‘Freicrprobe und
Koniginnenzank in der Sigfridsage’, Zeitschrift fiir dewisches Altertum, 88 (1957), 163-172; rpL. in Edda, Saga,
Skaidendichtung: Aufs8ize zur skandinavischen Literatur des Mittelaiters (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1981, pp.
214-223, at p. 222. See also T. A. Shippey, The Road to Middie Earth (London: Grafton, 1992), pp. 274-276,
who states that *it is impossible for this parn of Velsunge saga to make sense’ (at p. 276).

17*The Hero on the Beach: An Example of Composition by Theme in Anglo-Saxon Poetry’,
Neuphilologische Mitteilungen, 61 (1960), 362-72; for a list of relevant studies of this theme see Alain Renoir,
*Oral-Formulaic Context: Implications for the Comparative Criticism of Mediaeval Texts’, in Oral Traditional
Literature: A Festschrift for Albert Bates Lord, ed. John Miles Foley (Columbia: Slavica Publishers, 1981}, p.
438, n. 42, Add o this list: Alexandra Hennessey Olsen, ‘Guihlac on the Beach’, Neophilologus, 64 (1980), 290-
96; Fredrik J. Heinemann, ‘The Hero on the Beach in Fostbraedra saga °, Neophilologus, 68 1984), 557-61.

185¢e, for example, Alain Renoir, ‘Oral-Formulaic Rhetoric and the Interpretation of Written Texts', in Oral
Tradition in Literature: Interpretation in Context, ed. John Miles Foley {Columbia: Univ. of Missouri Press,
1986), pp. 103-35, at pp. 105, 123, 128-31, 132-33.
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In addition, the post-scenic element could reflect how literate authors steeped in the oral
tradition remember and thus structure their tales, using only that which is necessary for any
given point in the saga and then picking up the parts they need later, either not noticing that
they later add something or purposively varying what had come before, We may imagine that
an oral narrator forgets details, habitually tells us that things happencd that in facs either did
not or clse happened differenty, and adds to his siory as he goes along, as if 1o say, “Oh, 1
forget before to mendon that...”.19 Qbviously, it is impossible now to reconstruct from the
extant sagas the stages of this development from oral to written form or to determine whether
saga authors were conscious of this habit. It may be that they imitated this oral style as a con-
scious feature of archaism, or that they gave such a structure no more thought than they gave,
say, to the forms of finite verbs or the case of nouns following prepositions.

How do we respond to the post-scenic element? To begin with, az I hope T have demon-
strated, such occurrences are not examples of narrative crudity, but may be part of the gram-
mar of saga narrative technique. For this reason we need to place each occurrence in its con-
text within a saga and within the tradition at large.

19Perhaps Hygelac's expression of relief at Beowulf's triumphant return from Denmack is an example of this

‘ic be lange bed,
pext 5 pone welgkst wihte ne grége,
Rie S05-Dene sylfe geweorBan

gide wib Grendel”.
(Beowuif 1994b-1997a: *1 long pleaded with you, that you under no circumstances should
approach the murderous spirit, should let the South-Danes themsclves undertake baule with
Grendel’,)

This remark contradicts two earlier statsments about Beowulfs undertaking. Althongh they are not dramatized,
they make no mention of Geatish apprehension. The namator simply states that *the wise men did not biame him
for that expedition, although he was dear 1o them” (lines 202-203), a comment which Beowulf himself embel-
lishes when he greets Hroligar: ‘then my people, the best wise men, urged me that I should visit you, Prince
Hroligar, because they kncw the power of my strength” (lines 415-418). While Hygelac's reluctance is naturalis-
ﬁullyponihle.mﬂdnmuimllyel‘fecﬁve.ininlrodmionatmishlepoinlinﬂ:nnuﬁveiaaupising.
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Appendix A

Pat var eitt sinn, at Ketill mzlt vid Porstein, son sinn: ‘Qnnur gerisk ni atferdl ungra manna
en bé er ek var ungr, b gimtusk menn 4§ ngkkur framaverk, annattveggja at rdBask { hernal®
eBa afla fjir ok séma vid einhverjum atferbum, peim er nokkur mannhetta var f, en nd vilja
ungir menn gerask heimaelskir ok sitja vib bakelda ok kyla vomb sfna 4 mibi ok mungéti, ok
pverr pvi karlmennska ok harbfengi, en ek hefi pvf fjdr aflat ok virbingar, at ek porba at leg-
gja mik { hattu ok hord einvigi. Ni hefir b, Porsteinn, Htinn krapt hlotit afls ok vaxtar, er bat
ok 1fkast, at b fylgir par eptir pinni athofn ok fari par eljun eptir ok oll tilredi, bvf at eigi
villtu vikjask eptir atferdum inna fyrri freenda pinna ok s¢nir pik eptir pvi, sem b ert dsyn-
dum, ok roun hugr fyigja vexti. Pat var rikra manna sibr, konunga eba jarla, vérra jafningja, at
peir l4gu { hernadi ok ofludu sér fidr ok frama, ok skyldi bat fé eigi til arfs telja né sonr eptir
fobur taka, heldr skyldi pat fé { haug leggja hid sjdlfum hofpingjum. N b6t synir peira teeki
jarbir, mdttu peir eigi haldask { sfnum kostum, béut viring felli til, nema peir leghi sik ok sfna
menn [ hzttu ok herskap, aflandi [sér] svd fjdr ok freegBar, hverr eptir annan, ok stiga své {
fétspor friendum sfnum. Ni =tla ek, at bér sé Gkunn hermanna log, ok mztia ek pau kenna
Pér; ertu nd ok svd aldrs kominn, at pér veri mél at reyna [bik ok vita], hvat hamingjan vill
unna bér’.

(One day Ketill spoke to his son, Porsteinn: “The behaviour of young men nowadays dif-
fers from when 1 was young. Then men eagerly desired deeds of fame, either to go on viking
expeditions or to increase their wealth and honour by some manner of activity involving dan-
ger, but now young men wish to become stay-at-homes and sit by the fire and fill their bellics
with mead and ale, so that their manhood and valour decrease. But I acquired wealth and
reputation by daring 10 expose myself to danger and hard fighting. Now, Porsteinn, as to
might and size you are graced with little strength; and it is most likely that you will follow
your own ends and pursue things according 1o your own energy and enterprise, for you will
not wish to imitate the conduct of your forefathers but comport yourself as you appear, and
your spirit appears to be like your body. It was the custom of great men, kings or jarls, our
equals, to go on viking expeditions and win themselves wealth and fame, and that wealth did
not belong to their estate nor did their sons inherit it, but rather that money was laid in the
burial mounds next to the chicftains themselves. Now although their sons inherited the lands
and honour befell them [7], they could not maintain themselves except by exposipg them-
selves and their men to danger and harrying, increasing thus their wealth and fame, each after
the other, and so following in their kinsmen’s footsteps. Now I think that you are unaccus-
tomed to the viking customs, and I am capable of teaching them w0 you; yon are now of an
age that it is time to test yourself and find out what fortune will bring you'.)

334



