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Icelandic Sagas: 

History, 

Literature, 

and 

What it Means to “Be Icelandic”
Iceland is perhaps best known abroad for its rich heritage of literature 

from the Middle Ages… some are the sources of the last shreds of information left to us about Norse mythology, many are religious, and still others record historical events and the events of the day  …but probably the best known are the sagas which record the history of various leading Icelandic families (Lacy 1998: 34).
Introduction
Iceland is a small island, the westernmost country in all of Europe.  In the ninth and tenth centuries it was settled by the Norse people, who came from Norse villages in the British Isles as well as from Norway, making Iceland the last European area to be settled.  For this reason the culture of Icelandic peoples was predominantly Scandinavian, with a slight Celtic influence.    The Norsemen were traders, explorers, settlers, landowners, and political leaders –“not just marauding Vikings” (Smiley 2000).  The settlement of Iceland was part of a much larger movement of Norse expansion, and eventually the settlers of Iceland sailed west to Greenland, and then the coast of North America (Gjerset 1925).


The age of Vikings, in Iceland, is also referred to as the Saga Age because many of the events described in Icelandic sagas are supposed to have taken place during this time (Nordal 1975).  Saga, quite simply, means “say.”  “Story” or “history” in English might come close to the Icelandic meaning of saga, but an exact English translation is not possible.   From 1200 A.D. to 1300 A.D. roughly forty historical, fictional accounts of Icelandic events from 870 to 1000 A.D. were written .  However, some of these sagas had existed in oral tradition for a long time.  This can be seen in writings that refer to historical figures from the 400’s.  These accounts (called the Íslendinga sögur), although written after the time period they describe, are concerned with events and characters of Iceland and the larger Norse world.  The majority of the sagas are about powerful and wealthy farmers, and emphasize the values of honor and courage.  Interestingly, many of the sagas focus on marginal people, such as outlaws, and describe their trips from Norway to Iceland, and the conditions of their settlement (Smiley 2000).   But sagas also present descriptions of genealogies, settlements, larger migrations, and important events in Icelandic history.  

It seems that scholars are still disagreeing as to how many of the events, people, and places described in the sagas are ‘historically real.’  Adding to the confusion are the references within the sagas to even older oral sagas and poems, which include ancient motifs of pre-Christian religious beliefs (Smiley 2000).  No matter how accurate the events described in sagas may have been, it is unlikely that any of the sagas and poems would have been transmitted to successive generations without undergoing some changes.  Yet modern Icelandic scholars look to the sagas as important sources of information for Icelandic history and culture (Liestol 1974).  While it is probable that the sagas contain both historical fact and fiction, it is not the purpose of this paper to tease out the difference between the two.  Rather, this paper will focus on the significance given to sagas by Icelandic culture in order to demonstrate that Icelanders use sagas to construct a common cultural identity.  

Icelandic History

Ingolfur Arnarson and his family settled Iceland in 874 AD.  Arnarson had come from Norway, where he had been a chieftain.  The time of his settlement marks the beginning of something referred to as the Settlement Period in Iceland, which continued until around 930 AD.  Many other colonists, like Arnarson, came to Iceland to escape the rule of King Harald Fairhair, ruler of Norway.  Landnamabok (Book of Settlements), written between 1100 and 1200 AD, lists some four hundred settlers during this period, providing details about their origins, descendents, and land claims (Gjerset 1925, Nordal 1975).

 
The original settlers of Iceland set up a system of laws.  Leaders were people of elite families, or those who had organized travels to Iceland.  People settled themselves on tracts of land and began to farm.  During this time, farms became the principle economic unit of Iceland, in addition to being the central focus of social and economic life (Smiley 2000).  Communities were small and scattered, but as population began to grow, Icelanders appointed chiefs who were responsible for settling conflicts.  Eventually the chieftains realized that a centralized body of laws needed to be established, so they created a national assembly (Althing) in order to help resolve disputes.  Through the establishment of Althing, Icelanders could be represented in decision-making processes.  This was different than living under a system dominated by one ruler, such as that of Harald the Fair Hair.  In 930AD a location was chosen for Althing, in a place called Thingvellir (Assembly Fields).  Although laws were recorded in detail, disagreements persisted, as indicated in many of the sagas (Lacy 1998).  Today, many Icelanders consider the site of Thingvellir to be historically important: 

If there is one place in Iceland where the history of the people comes together, it is the site of the General Assembly, Althingi, Thingvellir, the Assembly Plains.  Any visitor to Iceland who stays for any length of time is taken to visit the Assembly Plains.  In Iceland, it is holy ground.  Many events recounted in the sagas took place there.  The site of law rock is still marked, and the law building at the University of Iceland bears its name (Durrenberger 1995: 92).  


The Sagas of Icelanders mention many of the descendents from the Settlement Period, emphasizing their pride and individualism – two qualities admired by the Norse.  Stories of travels, quarrels, personal matters, and relationships are recounted, all emphasizing these qualities. During this time it was not uncommon for young men to travel in expeditions.  Most of these men eventually returned to Iceland, and several of their accounts are given in Icelandic sagas (Nordal 1975).


Until 1000 AD Iceland had not been under the influence of Christianity.  This changed when the Christian  King of Norway, Olafur Tryggvason, heard rumors that the Icelanders were “pagans.”  He threatened to take the island’s population hostage, and kill them if they did not change their belief system.  As a result, two prominent chieftains decided to convert Icelanders, rather than suffer an attack.  They went to the meeting of  Althing in 1000AD, and  it was at that meeting that Christianity was officially declared the new religion of Iceland.  The Icelandic chiefs then began construction of churches throughout the land (Lacy 1998).  For this reason the years between 1030 and 1118 AD are known as the Age of Peace (Nordal 1975).

Literacy 

The influence of Christianity in Iceland made the written version of the Icelandic sagas possible.  Before Christianity, all sagas were transmitted orally.  But with Christianity came a system for teaching literacy.  Of course the Icelanders were taught to be literate in Latin, but they soon adapted the alphabet to their own language.  Reading and writing became widespread, and chieftains as well as laymen became authors.  Suddenly farmhouses became centers for producing and copying manuscripts  (Lacy 1998, Nordal 1975).  Almost all of the books compiled during this period were written in Icelandic (Lacy 1998).  


Historical lore was first written around AD 1100 and had a large influence on the writing of Sagas.  Ari Porgilsson (1068 – 1148AD) wrote The Book of the Icelanders, giving a short history of Iceland to 1118AD, and most likely helped to write the Landnamabok.  Other men also wrote histories of Iceland, complete with multiple family geneologies.  These men were not so much interested in making an interesting story, but rather they wanted to extract historical facts from the oral information that they knew about Iceland’s past.  These writers did not record the first sagas, but their work was important because it became a model for sagas (Nordal 1975).  


The Icelandic sagas were written over a period of roughly 200 years.  In the sagas the action is always set in the “Saga Age” (the period up to the late 11th century).  But the Sagas were written between 1200 – 1350 AD (Nordal 1975).  No one is sure how much of the sagas are taken from oral tradition.  Icelandic oral tradition maintained the knowledge of many past events, and it is clear that the sagas build on this tradition, but in such a way as to heighten the interest of the audience by making history more entertaining (Lacy 1998). 

Sagas

Sagas are stories that establish a person’s reputation by recounting his actions.  People know about the past actions of certain individuals because they have seen, participated in, or heard of these events.  They recount this, and the telling becomes sagas (Durrenberger 1995).   Some scholars say that sagas are complete written versions of older oral stories, while others say that sagas are in some ways more complete than the oral stories:

The greatest of these medieval accounts are probably those known as the sagas of Icelanders which recount the histories of the Icelandic chieftains and their families.  Based on oral tradition but masterfully expanded, these sagas recount events as they were believed to have taken place in the tenth and eleventh centuries.  They were, however, largely written during the civil turmoil of the thirteenth century and recalled an earlier age…(Lacy 1998: 40).

The best known, and also most accessible, of medieval writings are the sagas… the old legends, handed down orally, often blended fact and fancy (Lacy 1998: 40).     


The first sagas written often centered on missionary kings from Norway who helped to convert people to Christianity (Nordal 1975).  This makes sense, since the meeting of Althing, in 1000 AD, marked the abrupt transition of Icelanders to Christianity, heralding in the age of literacy.  

Snorri Sturluson (1179 – 1241 AD) is one of the few known writers of any of the sagas.  He was a wealthy chieftain who began his career as a poet traveling to Sweden and Norway, and eventually composed sagas drawn upon what he could find in other histories and oral stories from Iceland.  He was interested in finding what he thought to be the “true history” of these older stories (Nordal 1975).   It is interesting to note here that Icelanders have been concerned about what is “historically true” and what is not.  Sturluson was not the first to be interested in finding “historical truth” and he is certainly not the last, as scholars are still arguing about such things:

In dealing with the question of reliability or unreliability…some collect the historical features and pointing to these exclaim: see how much of the family sagas is true!  Others concentrate upon the errors and omissions in the tradition and exclaim: how unreliable it all is!  This method has long been in vogue in the case of the Icelandic Sagas.  While Icelanders have been prone to lay stress upon their reliability, various foreign research workers have dwelt upon their artistic merit and unhistorical character (Liestol 1974: 233).

According to Liestol (1974) the dialogue in sagas in unhistorical.  He says that the content of sagas should be judged according to what was normal in the Middle Ages, and not by standards of modern historical research.  According to him, sagas were a form of art representing a selection of events taken from life, and it was only natural to choose historical matter which could easily be put into an artistic shape, or which already seemed to have a connected epic form or some sort of dramatic structure.  His conclusion about sagas is that they have a historical foundation, that they claimed from the very beginning to be history, and that they were thought of as historical.  But in their current form they are unhistorical due to misinterpretations, errors caused by memory lapses, and added expansions lacking in the original tradition.  He attributes these errors to “the artistic shaping of historical matter, which reacted upon and altered the history itself (Liestol 1974: 246).”  But he wraps up his explanation by acknowledging that, “It is often difficult and even impossible to draw the line between what is, and what is not, historical” (ibid.).   As mentioned earlier, this paper will not attempt to separate truth from fiction as presented in the sagas, but it is important to understand how people thought (and still think) about the content of the sagas.
Icelandic Identity
When the main body of Icelandic sagas was written in the late twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the objective was to tell Icelandic history.  The sagas were certainly literary

products, but they were also perceived as “history proper.”  It is likely that no conceptual distinction was made between history and fiction during the existence of the sagas in oral form.  The saga, according to its meaning in Icelandic, denoted everything that was “said” of history, and therefore it contained its own complete claim to truth.   

According to Hastrup (1990: 293):

The entire literary activity of the thirteenth century may be read as a more or less explicit attempt to raise the local consciousness of the Icelandic achievements in the terra nova

Hastrup states that the attention to and survival of the sagas can be attributed to the historical context which created them in the first place – the same context which created Iceland as a ‘separate world.’  Icelanders wanted to make themselves separate from people living in Norway.  Because sagas became a model for Icelandic identity, after a while the idea of change became “unhistorical.”  For example, the shift in Iceland from farming to fishing, as a major means of survival was ignored.  It was not treated as part of “Icelandic history” because history was now based upon the events described in the sagas (Hastrup 1990).  

Iceland’s elite desired to create an identity for themselves that would be distinct from other European peoples.  They also wanted Iceland to be more economically independent.  They could, and did, argue effectively that Iceland’s future should match the glories of its past.  Images of the heroic past were connected to a landscape of contemporary farming.  Icelanders could then imagine themselves as a community, spanning from the Icelandic days of glory (the Saga Age) to the present.  Icelandic students in Denmark began to bring romanticism and nationalism to Iceland.  The elite of Iceland then followed the Danish people in identifying with a romanticized image of a glorious past, in this case an Icelandic past (Durrenberger 1995).  

Eventually upper class Icelanders developed distinct notions of what Iceland is, and what it means to “be Icelandic.”  Linguists showed Icelandic to be the original language of the northern peoples.  Folklorists published “Icelandic traditions,” and historians and legalists developed arguments of law (Durrenberger 1995).  In a sense, all of these concepts of nation and identity can be thought of as a response to the political and intellectual culture in Denmark, and as a response to the nationalist inventions of other European states.  

The independence movement of the Icelanders required a unifying ideology.  People began to look towards rural Icelanders as examples of ideal Icelandic culture, and scholars put forth the idea that Icelanders had always been egalitarian, complete with a “pure” language that “made them all good Icelanders” (Durrenberger 1995: 40).  According to Hastrup (1990: 181): “Language and literature are important aspects of the process of recreation.”  And indeed, the Icelanders began to create an Icelandic identity for themselves based upon their history, which was in turn based upon their sagas.    

While differing views of history accompanied the new Icelandic independent movement, agricultural landowners could not fight the changes that were taking place in Iceland.  The population continued to grow, and Iceland’s economy turned towards fishing.  People moved to coastal towns and villages, and the farmers lost their economic place in Iceland.  They had to seek solace in history, reminding themselves of past traditions and rituals of Iceland, dreaming about a time described in the sagas in which farmers were wealthy and respected, as they could no longer expect much from the future (Halfdanarson 1991).   However, in 1882, the first farming cooperative began, started by the farmers of Thingeyjarsysla.  These same farmers are now thought of as being the leaders of the “cultural reawakening” of the 1800’s in Iceland.  Members of this farming group not only set prices for their produce, but also trained community leaders, referencing saga descriptions of a time when farmers were important community leaders (Vilhjalmur 1939).

Preservation of the Past
Eventually the ultimate goal of Icelandic nationalism became the conservation of the old Icelandic order.  People wanted to preserve the past and control cultural symbols that they considered to be important to their culture.  Looking towards the sagas as a model for Icelandic past, Icelanders began to revive old rituals described in the sagas, or in some cases, they reinvented them based on information they gleaned from saga descriptions.  Icelandic scholars encouraged this process, because they thought that the culture and language of Icelanders was something found in written tradition, in the past.  They did not think of Icelandic culture and language as being dynamic, continuous, or part of the present.  Their goal was to define valid reference points for judging cultural and linguistic practices as either correct (Icelandic) or incorrect (non-Icelandic).  In this way of thinking, some cultures are good, and some are bad, just as some grammar is correct, and some is not.  According to this model, the old and rural Iceland is good.  The urban, village, fishing, and working class Iceland is deplorable and “un-Icelandic.”   Following this model, upper class people chose to define Iceland as a farming society with heroic individualistic saga history – a good Iceland (Durrenberger 1995).  This notion of Iceland was imagined, rather than experienced.  

“Good” Icelandic practices and stories were collected and standardized for mass-media presentation to the modern audience, and for teaching children in schools.  Folklore was used as an example of how Icelanders should be, and what they should do (Jonsson 1989).  

Icelanders, in the way described above, constructed a  romanticized, idealized version of their past.  The elite of Iceland had the added benefit of being in control of the presses and media, and manipulated things, “…in favor of an official nationalism that stressed language purity and ancient history” (Durrenberger 1995: 41).  Each Icelandic child learned in school to see herself as a descendent of a chieftain, an aristocrat, or a Norwegian king.  No one was taught that they may be descended from the servants of aristocrats, kings, and chieftains.  This way of thinking is part of a romanticized nationalism, the same ideology which constructs Icelanders as farmers, not fishermen.  

A Claim on History

Some Icelanders have become increasingly upset at growing foreign interest in Icelandic history.  In 1990 and 1991, Icelanders held a debate to decide whether or not archaeologists from other countries should be allowed to excavate bones from Icelandic sites and send them outside of Iceland for analysis.  They argued that the bones belonged to Iceland; no one but Icelanders should study them (Durrenberger 1995).  


Icelandic scholars view social scientific approaches to studying medieval Iceland with suspicion.  They are more comfortable sticking to “traditional” discussions concerning questions of saga origins and structures.  From their perspective, there is no reason to question anything about the sagas, because sagas are models for Icelandic culture.  To question the validity of Icelandic traditions and history would be disturbing, as illustrated in this quote: “Being Icelandic means speaking Icelandic and being in Iceland.  The language opens up the literary-historical tradition, which, if few Icelanders read, all are aware of, like the American Constitution” (Durrenberger 1995: 77).  Some Icelandic students have said that in Icelandic, the sagas have a depth and historical meaning for them as part of their culture, whereas in English they become nothing more than stories (Lacy 1998).  

Landscape as History


Sagas are of such importance to Icelanders that they have come to think of the geography of Iceland as the setting of ancient events described in the sagas:
On this landscape are stamped the memories of events of a thousand years ago and more.  In the rest of the world a thousand years ago people lived in most places where people live today, but usually not the same people.  Usually whatever people live in a place a thousand years before have long been displaced by others…but Icelanders have always been here… they wrote down their stories, and today you can drive to the valley where Grettir hid out and died.  One can walk on the very place where Gunnar of Hlidarendi’s horse stumbled, and look up on the slopes he so admired as he returned to his home and certain death.  Today one drives a tractor and makes hay on the route Gissur Porvaldsson’s attackers took.  Something magnificent and heroic has happened almost anywhere you are on the island (Durrenberger 1995: 82).  

Imagined as a stage for past actions, the entirety of Iceland is not “just an island” but something special, something uniquely Icelandic.  The landscape embodies Icelandic notions of history. 

Conclusion
Sagas continue to play a role in Iceland.  They have molded both the perspectives of the people and the aims of the nation to an astounding degree.  They are the backbone of the texts embodying the literary-historical tradition.   The majority of Iceland’s identity is built upon the sagas, whether it be concepts of democracy based on the medieval Althingi, encouragement of heroism and valor as conveyed through the actions of saga heroes, a set of traditional events based on saga descriptions, or a special way of thinking about the landscape.    Icelanders have constructed an Icelandic identity based upon written sagas, which they use to make themselves distinct from other groups of people.  For them, the sagas embody their history, and are a model of “all things Icelandic.”  To Icelanders, sagas prove they are a separate people, a distinct nation, practical, imaginative, artistic, defined through their own language and making their own place in the world.  
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