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Introduction

The fourteenth century is par excellence the century of the fantastic legendary sagas
(fornaldarsdgur) and the family sagas (fslendingaségur) become more fantastic,
according to the general opinion. ‘Giants’ become common and we are not sure if the
narrators and their contemporaries found them incredible or not. One explanation is
that these are ‘lygisbgur’ with old roots, which were popular among the common
people in the twelfth century but did not find favour among the elite until the thirteenth
century, to a certain extent, and only became generally accepted in the fourteenth
century. We can ask: is this a matter of social influence from the bottom up, i.e. is it
comnected with newcomers of the late thirteenth century and early fourteenth century,
rich upstarts of lower lineage in Iceland who had made it as the king’s representatives?
Or was it of different origins? Was the taste for and interest in fantastic tales a top-
down phenomenon, a part of foreign leamning, adopted by the Icelanders? I find the
second view plausible, while not rejecting the other. I intend to substantiate the view
that foreign learning was influential in this respect .

Exceedingly old men and very tall

bidreks saga af Bern iz one of the most fantastic sagas concerning huge men of
incredible age. The saga was composed in Old Norse or Icelandic perhaps as Iate as
1250-51, although a Low German version may have existed as early as the late twelfth
century. Its oldest mamuseript dates from the late thirteenth century (Tulinius, 1993,
212-14. Finch, 1993, 662-3). Some of the huge men in the saga are even called giants
(risar), or their ancestors were giants or looked like giants even though they were
bumans (49, 246, 265). To indicate the size and strength of the heroes, their muscular
bodies and enormous physical proportions are described: for instance, the distance
between the eyes of Samson was a spdnn (16-19 ¢cm?) and King bidrekr’s shoulders
(kerdar) were two ells across (31). The heroes lived to a great age: some Germans,
according to the saga, said that Hildibrandr, Pidrekr’s foster-father, achieved an age of
150 or 180 years; it also claims that some German poems reported that he even lived to
be two hundred years old (which conld mean 240 years [560]). The greatest hero of
them all, King Pidrekr himself, lived to a great age: he was 25 years younger than
Hildibrandr but lived longer (33, 534), At this advanced age the achievements of
bidrekr were still noteworthy: he single-handedly killed a dragon and thereafter
married a widowed queen, _

The hero Orvar-Oddr, according to his saga, lived for three hundred years,
which probably means 360. He was a towering man (his height was twelve ells, or six
metres, as indicated by the inside measurement of his stone coffin, apparently some
kind of sarcophagus - Orvar-Odds saga 208, 362). It is deemed possible that this saga
already existed in a similar form at the end of the thirteenth century, although its oldest
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manuscript is dated to the early fourteenth century (Tulinius, 1993, 233. Kroesen,
1993, 744).

There are more examples of strong men and great age. According to Norna-
Gests pditr (found in Flateyjarbok), Gestr came to the court of King Olafr Tryggvason.
He seemed to be a strong man and it turned out that he was three hunded years of age,
which most Iikely means 360 years. He told stories of heroes of ancient times, The
barir was probably written in the fourteenth century and is reminiscent of Téka pditr
Tokasonar (also found in Flateyjarbok). Toki came to the court of King (later Saint)
Olafr Haraldsson. He was exceedingly tall and handsome and turned out to be twice
as old as was usual. He told stories of times past.

Samons saga fagra expresses great interest in giants (risar) and informs the
reader that in Svalbardr people live to be 200 years of age (380). The saga is preserved
in fifteenth-century manuscripts and is believed to have been composed late in the
fourteenth century or early in the fifteenth (Simek, 1993, 565-6).

Dbidreks saga is classified either with the legendary sagas (fornaldarségur) or
the romances {(riddarasdgur) and Samons saga fagra falls into. two parts, the first
resembling the romances, the second the fornaldarségur. The classification of genres
is not of importance here; what is of interest is the idea of men of immense age and
height, and when and why it would have been introduced and generally accepted.

Where do such ideas come from?

The connection or intermingling with risar like Dofti or BérSr and their families is of
interest (Kjalnesinga saga, Bardar saga, bdttr Halfdanar svarta and Haralds hdrfagra
cf. hdlfrisar, jomar, trill) and seems indigenous enough. However, of more interest
are entries in the Icelandic annals which give accounts and evidence from abroad for
huge men and‘or men of many times the average age of hwmans, and these will now be
investigated for comparison with the sagas. More corresponding examples are to be
found in thirteenth- and fourteenth-century sources on the Continent. Human remains,
inscriptions, objects and graves referred to by foreign authorities seemed 1o
corroborate the accounts of huge people of immense physical saength and prowess in
former times, and the Bible was used as evidence. I will try to sort out some of the
evidence known to me, and evaluate the impact of these ideas and their significance
for the sagas and their audience.

These stories of the late thirteenth-, fourteenth- and early fifteenth-century
bring to mind two entries in the Icelandic anrals: one for 1259, connected with Sturla
bordarson, the other for 1403, referring to a later bishop of Skalholt, Ami Olafsson.
The 1259 entry goes like this in the Skalholt annals:

Svo sagbi herra Folki, son Jons engils, erkidiakn ad Upps6lum [later

archbishop according to another annal] Swmurlu bérdarsyni a8 prédikarar

58gdu honum ab 4 pessu dri sé peir { Bryggju i Flandur mann pann er
kominn var langt utan Wr léndum og sagdi svo 2d hann hafdi pjénad

fordum Karlarmagmisi keisara og kvad pa déttur sina hafa 4ut stadinn i

Bryggju er hann for af Frans, Hann visadi par tii fjar i mirinum og bar
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fannst pal. Og pad sagdi herra Félki sér sagt helst a8 hann hefdi andast

litlu sidar i Kolni (Islandske Annaler, 192; also 134).!

As we know, Charlemagne died in 814, 445 years earlier, which makes his servant
rather old. Bryggja must be the great seaport Brilgge or Bruges in modem Belgium,
and Cologne is also menticned. The other entry, for 1405, is found in Nj% anndil and
goes like this:

Aflat mikid { Taknum [probably Aachen)] af syndum sinum brédir Arni

Olafsson [later bishop of Skélholt]. Var bar pd med histri Sigrifi

Erlendsdéttur og var settur penitentiarius 6llum nomrsenum ménnum, bar

84 hann serk vorrar fifi, sankti Mariae, og reifa vors herra og belti og dik

Jéhannes baptistae i peim stall er Afiika heitir [probably distorted]. S4

hann hjaltid af sverdi Sigurdar Fafnisbana og maltist honum pad x fota

langt en kl6tinn med kopar tok einnar spannar aftur af. Par var og tSnn er

sbgd var 1ir Starkadi gamla. Var hin pverrar handar 4 lengd og breidd,

fyrir utan pat er i holdinu haf8i stadid (Islandske Annaler 288).

Gestr of Norna-Gests pittr could also tell of a tooth, a molar, of Starkadr which
weighed around 200 grammes (seven aurar) and was used as a part of a beli-cord in
Denmark (324). Furthermore, Gestr brought with him hair from the tail of Grani, the
famous stallion of Sigur@ir Fifnisbani. It proved to be seven ells long (324).

According to this, people could be exceedingly old, and heroes of former times
could also be huge. These are most likely not the inventions of Icelandic story-tellers,
but rather common ideas among men of learning on the continent which found their
way into Icelandic texts. As Panzer pointed out, twelfth- and thirteenth-century
continental chronicles record the death, usually in 1139, of Johannes 3 Temporibus,
who had been sword-bearer (armiger) to Charlemagne and lived for some 361 years.
This tale was repeated in the Speculum Historiale by Vincent of Beauvais. There are
other similar stories from thirteenth-century Italy; Panzer refers to stories of men who
were said to have claimed to have been sword bearers to Oliver or Roland, and one of
them even claimed to be Ogier le Danois himself. One proved his ¢laim in Ravenna in
1231 by predicting the inscriptions on some long-hidden tombs and leading the
Emperor Friedrich I to an outsized pair of spurs left by one of the gigantic warriors of
Charlemagne (Panzer, 1925, 27-34, esp. 28-31), We are familiar with all of this; great
age (300 or 400 years), and men proving their elaims by means of old relics.

The Bible and the world of learning

Harris and Hill make use of the findings of Panzer and conclude that they probably
constitute evidence of an oral legend which may have influenced the author of Norna-
Gests partr (1989, 118). I would like to point out the connection with Bidriks saga. In
its preface we can read the following:

Pab segja flestir menn ad fyrst eftir Néafléd voru menn svo stérir og
sterkir sem riser og lifdu marga mamnsaldra, En sidan fram lidu stundir
Sverrir Jakobsson points out the interest in the legendary peettir, Norna-Gests péttr
and Toka pdttr in exceedingly old men, and makes comparison with the story told by Sturla
(Sverrir Jakobsson (2005), 209-210). Some of Sverrir's references to scholarly works have

been of great help to me.
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urdu nokkrir menn litlir og ésterkir sem mi eru. Og svo langt er leid fra

Néaflodi ba urdu bess fleiri Osterkari en hinir sterkur menn gerBust ba fair

i hundradsflokki, b voru peir hdifu ferri er atgervi htfdu eda frakleik

eftir sinum foreldrum (5).

This was meant to explain why it was that among the people of usual size we find
huge men, more like giants, and of exceedingly great age. Amgrimur Jénsson in his
Crymogeea (ed. 1609) refers to Pliny for ideas of this kind, that humans were gradually
getting physically smaller (114). Amgrimur proposes the theory that the first settlers of
Scandinavia were human giants, descendants of the Canaanites (110). His ideas were
based on the Bible and the teachings of some men of learning, among others Saxo
Grammaticus, who was of the opinion that in former times Denmrark was inhabited by
giants (121-2).

The first humans were giants, according to Geresis ch. 6. And men became
quite old. The sons of Noah were Shem, Ham and Japheth. Shem was six hundred
years of age when he died, and many of his descendants of the next few generations
lived to be three or four hundred years old. Among the descendants of Ham were the
people of Canaan, who were giants. Well-known giants included Goliath, whe was
more than six ells in height, and King Og of Basan, whose stone coffin was more than
nine ells long (Deut. 3), which is reminiscent of Orvar-Oddr’s coffin. Amgrimur also
refers to Augustine’s De civitate Dei {XV,9) for a molar which was a hundred times
bigger than the usual ones (114). Considering the existence of evidence of this kind, it
is no wonder that men like Félki, later archbishop of Uppsala, and Arni, later bishop of
Skalholt, told stories of exceedingly old and huge men.

Some of Noah’s descendants built the Tower of Babel, which they intended
should reach up to the sky. According 1o Armo Borst, the sixth-century author Malalas
points out that all of the masons of the Babel tower were gianis, and they were the
ancestors of the human race (267). This idea became influential, and occurs among
learned men in Germany, according to Borst. Alexander von Roes in Cologne wrote in
1281 that the Germans traced their ancestry back to the giant Theutona: his stout
daughters and some soldiers of Priamus begot children, whose offspring were the
Germans. The so-called Eisenacher Dominikaner, writing in 1327, has the story that
the Germans were the offspring of Nimrod. (Genesis, as we know, recounts that
Nimrod was a descendant of Ham and the ruler of Babel, in other words the leading
giant. By 1421 these notions had all been combined into one. The learned Johan Rothe
writes that Nimrod, who was twelve ells high, had a grandchild, Treberta, who left
Babel for Trier 784 years after the Flood. Rothe refers to Alexander von Roes, and
relates that later Priam won Trier and married the giantess Theotonica, descendant of
Treberta, and begot Siegfried and other giants (1022-3).

It seems to have been a general understanding in learned circles in Iceland
around 1300 thgt Nimrod and his men were giants (Elucidarius xx; Hauksbok 153,
170, 498), and Olafur Ormsson in AM 194 8vo (from 1387) even tells vs that Nimrod
was thirty eils tall (4lfredi L, 48).
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Human giants a reality in Germany?

We have reason to believe that the notion of human giants was common among
German men of learning in the thirteenth century. Pidreks saga af Bern is of German
origin, even though it is composed in Icelandic or Old Norse. One of its heroes was
Heimir who was physically very sturdy and broad, and a great warrior. As Hermann
Reichert has pointed out, Albert von Stade, writing in the vicinity of Bremen around
1250, included in his chronicle a tale relating to Innshruck in Austria:

Enspruc: Prope locum illum est claustrum, ubi juxta altare ad lacvam sepultus

est Heymo. Cuius sepulcrum habet longitudinem 13 pedum, quorum duo

porrigunt subtus murum, 11 sunt extra muram (Reichert, 1994, 506-7).
As Reichert points out, Albert refers to Heimo as a well known person. In Pidreks
saga we are told that Heimir joined a monastery, which must be Wilten at Innsbruck
according to Reichert, who refers to old traditions in the Tyrol about the giant Heimo.
Albert von Stade reports exact information about Heimir's grave, which is thirteen feet
long, two inside the wall, eleven outside. Albert was probably in no doubt that Heimir
was a huge man, and tall.

The fantastic fourteenth century

It would be interesting to know if men of learning in the fourteenth century really
believed what they wrote about the immense physical dimensions of heroes of the past
and their incredibly great age. First of all, they would want to avoid contradicting the
Bible and foreign authorities, men of great erudition and high esteem. Secondly, there
was great interest in “wonders’ of all kinds, not only abroad but also at home. We can
take an example from Hauksbék (around 1300):

... 4 gjélfu Indialandi eru fj6ll paun er gull er svo auligztt sem grjét i H8rum

fjsllum. En bar er torsétt til fyrir bvi ad par geeta drekar storir og dyr pau

er girfes heita og pjodir ber er 12 dlna eru langar og eru peir mannskzdir.

{Hauksbok, 153).
In AM 194 8vo (from 1387) there are also tales of giants, some of whom seem to be
human (Alfreedi 1, 34-6). Some of the annals report in their entry for 1338 that a man
called Halldér and his comrades defeated a giant in northern Norway who turned out
to be fifteen ells in height (Islandske Annaler, IV-VI, VI, IX). This seems to have
been believed, and as Sverrir Jakobsson points out, Pidreks saga af Bern voices the
following cpinion:

Svo pykkir og heimskum manni undarligt er fra er sagt pvi er hann hefir

eigi heyrt. En 84 madr er vitr er og morg deemi veit, honum pykkir ekki

undarligt er skilning hefir til hversu veria ma en fiir munu svo frédir er

pvi einu skal triz er hann hefir sé8 (7)
Sverrir compares this with the conclusions of the son in Konungs skuggsjd:

En ekki tékum vér mikid af ad mistria b bok er gjor var 4 Indialandi pé

ad par sé margt vndarligt i sagt pvi ad margir hlutir eru beir hér med oss

er par mundu undarligir bykkja vera en oss pykkja ekki undarigir er vor

rz0a matti langt fljiga ad hin keemi pangad sem pess er engi von (132).
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A sapacious man tries to understand, and his learning tells him not to doubt or
contradict “wonders’ in far off countries, since equally incredible wonders closer at
hand, even in his own vicinity, often turn out to be true. As we have seen, Amgrimur
Jénsson, whe took on himself the task of correcting the tall stories told abroad about
Iceland in the sixteenth cenwry, was very earnest and serious when he proposed his
theory about giant ancesters. It is therefore not beyond comprehension that in the
fourteenth century such ideas found favour among men of leaming, fantastic as they
may seerm to us today.

Conclusions

It seems that the idea of exceedingly old and tali men was introduced into Iceland in
the thirteenth century. It is quite possible that the idea was not very familiar in the
country (or in Norway) when bidreks saga af Bern seems to have been composed or
translated, i.e. in 1250-51. The justification in the preface of the saga provides grounds
for believing this. Ideas of this kind were probably quite common among learned men
in Germany and soon became influential in Iceland, as indicated by the entry for 1239
in the annals and by Orvar-Odds saga. In the fourteenth centary ideas of this kind
wete probably generally accepted, or at least not seriously contradicted. While many
people may have felt that Oddr’s stature was exaggerated, it must have been difficult
for them to veject learned theories about the human race gradually becoming
physically smaller. It probably seemed quite possible that ancestors in ancient times
could have been very tail, huge men of immense physical strength and prowess,
despite being several hundred years old. Why not, if the Bible substantiated such
ideas?

Bibliography

Alfreedi islenzk. Islandsk encyclopeedisk linteratur. I. COD.MBR. AM 194, é8vo.
{Samfund til udgivelse af gammel nordisk litteratur, 37). Ed. Kr. Kalund
(Copenhagen, 1908). _

Amgrimur Jénsson, Crymogeea. beettir ir sogu Islands. (Safn Sogufélags 2,
Reykjavik, 1985).

Borst, Ao, Der Turmbau von Babel 1-IV (Miinchen, 1995).

Elucidarius in Old Norse Translation. (Stofaun Arna Magnissonar 4 Islandi, 36). Eds.
Evelyn Scherabon Firchow and Xaaren Grimstad (Reykjavik, 1989).

Finch, R.G., ‘bifreks sage af Bern’, in Medieval Scandinavia, an Encyclopedia, ed.
Philip Pulsiano (New York and London, 1993), 662-3.

Harris, Joseph, and Thomas D. Hili, ‘Gestr’s “Prime Sign™: Source and Signification
in Norna-Gests pattr’, Arkiv for nordisk filologi 104 (1989), 103-22.

Hauksbék udgiven efter de arnamagneeanske hdndskrifter no. 371, 544 og 675 4o samt
Jorskellige papirshdndskrifier. [Ed. Eirikur Jénsson and Finnur Jénsson].
{Copenhagen, 1892-6).

Islandske Annaler indtil 1588, Ed. Gustav Storm (Christiania, 1888).

Konungs skuggsjd. Speculum Regale. Ed. Magmis Mér Larusson (Revkjavik, 1955).



Helgi Porliksson in

Kroesen, Riti, ‘Qrvar-Odds saga’, in Medieval Scandinavia, an Encyclopedia (see
Finch above), 744.

Norna-Gests pdttr. Fornaldar ségur Nordurlanda 1. Ed. Gudni Jénsson (Reykjavik,
1950).

Panzer, Friedrich, ‘Zur Erzihlung von Nornagest’. In Vom Werden des deutschen
Geistes. Festgabe Gustav Ehrismann. Ed. Paul Merker and Wolfgang Stammler
(Berlin & Leipzig 1925), 27-34.

Reichert, Hermann, ‘Heime in Wilten und in der Thidrekssaga’. Studien zum
Aligermanischen.  Festschrift fir Heinrich Beck. Ed. Heiko Uecker
(Erginzungsbinde zum Reallexikon der Germanischen Alertumnskunde 11.
Berlin, New York 1994), 503-12.

Samons saga fagra. Riddarasdgur I11. Ed. Bjarni Vilhjdlmsson (Reykjavik, 1953).

Simek, Rudolf, *Samsons saga fagra’, in Medieval Scandinavia, an Encyclopedia (sce
Finch above), 565-6.

Sverrir Jakobsson, Vid og verdldin. Heimsmynd Islendinga 1100-1400 (Reykjavik,
2005).

Sverrir Jakobsson, ‘Draumurinn um Indland og heimsmynd fslendinga & mid8ldum’,
(Forthcoming)

Toka pdttr Tokasomar. Fornaldar ségur Nordurlanda 11. Ed. Gudni Jénsson
(Reykjavik, 1950).

Tulinius, Torfi H., Kynjasdgur tr forti§ og framandi 1ondum. fslensk békmenntasaga
11 (Reykjavik, 1993), 165-246.

Pidreks saga af Bern. I-II. Ed. Gudni Jénsson (Reykjavik, 1951).

Orvar-Odds saga. Fornaldar ségur Nordurlanda 11, Ed, Gubni Jénsson (Reykjavik
1950). '



