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Viking Age Iceland: An Overview

Primary Sources:

· Byock, Jesse. 1990. Medieval Iceland: Society, Sagas, and Power. Los Angeles: UCLA Press.

· Byock, Jesse. 2001. Viking Age Iceland. London/New York: Penguin. 

· O’Donoghue, Heather. 2004. Old Norse-Icelandic Literature. Malden, MA: Oxford.

Chronology

739

Vikings sack Lindisfarne – conventional opening of ‘the Viking age’

c.850
Composition of the earliest surviving skaldic poetry, attributed to the Norwegian Bragi Boddason

870-930
Settlement of Iceland

871-99
Reign of King Alfred the Great in England

930
First Alþing (national assembly) held in Iceland

946-54
Rule of Eiríkr blóðøx (Eric Bloodaxe) in York

978-1016
Reign of Ethelred ‘the Unready’ in England

999/1000
Conversion of Iceland to Christianity

1002
St. Brice’s Day Massacre (of Danes living in England)

1016
Accession of the Danish King Canute (Knútr) to the throne of England

1030
Death of King and Saint Óláfr Haraldsson of Norway

1066
William the Conqueror establishes Norman rule in England

1068-1148
Life of Ari Þorgilsson, author of Íslendingabók (written between 1122 and 1133)

1117-18
Icelandic law committed to writing

1178/9-1241
Life of Snorri Sturluson, author of the Prose Edda, Heimskringla and perhaps Egils saga
c.1200
Family sagas begin to be written

c.1220-5
Prose Edda
c.1230
Heimskringla
1262
Iceland loses independence to Norway

c.1270
Compilation of the Codex Regius (manuscript of the Poetic Edda)

1550
Jón Arason, last Catholic bishop in Iceland, executed

1593
Arngrímr Jónsson’s Crymogæa, a history of Iceland in Latin

1689
Thomas Bartholin’s Antiquitatum Danicarum
1703-5
George Hickes’ Thesaurus Linguarum Septentrionalium, containing the first piece of Old Norse-Icelandic literature translated into a modern European language (English) – The Waking of Angantyr
1763
Bishop Percy’s Five Pieces of Runic Poetry

1768
Thomas Gray’s ‘Norse Odes’ (written in 1761) published

1770
Bishop Percy’s Northern Antiquities (a translation of Paul-Henri Mallet’s Introduction á l’histoire de Dannemarc)

1780-2
James Johnstone’s translations of Old Norse-Icelandic historical prose

1797-1804
William Blake’s The Four Zoas
1822
Sir Walter Scott’s The Pirate, an adventure novel using material from Thomas Bartholin

1839
George Stephens’ translation of Friðþjófs saga – the first translation of a whole saga into English

1861
Sir George Dassent’s translation of Njáls saga

1887
William Morris’ The Story of Sigurd the Volsung and the Fall of the Niblungs

1891-1905
William Morris and Eiríkur Magnússon’s series of translations, The Saga Library

1944
Iceland declares itself a republic independent of Denmark at the Alþing
An Immigrant Society

· The island was discovered in about 850, perhaps somewhat earlier, by Scandinavian seamen (most likely driven off course).

· Majority of immigrants to Iceland were free farmers.

· A few small-scale chieftains who did not lead the migration but came as independent settlers also emigrated to Iceland.

· Iceland’s medieval social order reflected the conditions of its settlement: As a culture group, the immigrants came from societies with mixed maritime and agricultural economies.

· These immigrants brought with them the knowledge and expectations of European Iron Age economics. 

· The absence of an indigenous population on so large an island was an unusual feature that permitted colonists the luxury of settling in any location of their choosing. 

· The first settlers, called landnámsmenn (land-takers) by later generations, had an extremely large ‘founders effect’ on subsequent social, economic and political system. 

· In the sixty or so years of the landnám (literally the land-taking, c.870-930) at least ten thousand people (perhaps as many as 20 thousand) emigrated to Iceland.

· Settlers came in merchant ships (knörr, pl. knerrir) loaded w/ goods, implements and domestic animals.  

· The land which Icelandic immigrants took was uncultivated and, except for a few Irish monks, uninhibited.

· Toward the close of the landnám (c.930), the Icelandic immigrants established a general assembly, the Althing, and Iceland functioned as a single island-wide community. 

· In many ways, Iceland was a decentralized, stratified society, operating with a mixture of pre-state features and state institutions. 

· “With its laws, sagas, archaeology and medieval historical writings about the settlement, early Iceland is an ideal laboratory for exploring the forces that cause and prevent social stratification” (Byock, Viking Age Iceland, p. 11). 

· The Landnámbók, the book of settlements, is a compilation that maintains that Norwegians (specifically, two named Ingólfr and Liefr) were the first to settle Iceland. 

The term “Viking”

· Disputed origin; in OE, the cognate word ‘wicing’ was first used by Anglo-Saxons to designate pirates of any nationality.

· Byock points out that the Old Norse term vík means an ‘inlet’ or a ‘bay’ – places where víkingar lived. 

Old Norse-Icelandic Literature

· Sagas (to be discussed in more detail later this week)

· Poetry – Eddaic and Skaldic Verse
· Eddaic verse: Takes it name from the medieval anthology in which it is mostly preserved, the Edda – is stanzaic, alliterative poetry on mythological and heroic subjects.

· Eddic poetry is anonymous and virtually undatable, and concerns itself with the distant past, whether mythological or legendary, typically framing its material in dramatic, even theatrical monologues or exchanges; its speakers are gods, or giants, or heroes.

· Skaldic poetry (some of which is also mythological in theme) derives its name from the Old Norse word for poet, skáld. 

· Unlike Eddaic verse, much skaldic verse can be attached with reasonable certainty to an actual historical context. 

Structural differences between Eddiac and Skaldic verse

Eddiac verse

Hamðismál



Sprutto á tái



tregnar íðir,



grœti álfa



in glýstömo.



Ár um morgin



manna bölva



sútir hveriar



sorg um kveykva.

· Unusual for Germanic verse: stanzas consist of short lines, each with two main stresses, and a variable but small number of unstressed syllables.

· In regular fornyrðislag (‘old story meter’) stanzas, eight short lines are arranged in four pairs, the first of each pair containing one syllable (one of the two stressed ones) which then alliterates with one of the two stressed syllables in the following short line.

· In ljóðaháttr (song, or chant, measure) each pair of alliterating short lines is followed by a third short line with its own separate alliteration on each of its two stressed syllables. 

· There are minor variations on these two basic meters: in málaháttr (speech measure) there are more unstressed syllables than is usual in fornyrðislag, which gives a looser, more relaxed style of narration.

· Galdralag (the meter of spells) is a sporadic elaboration on ljóðaháttrsuch than each third short line is repeated, with slight variation.

Skaldic verse

By the poet Þormóðr praising King Óláfr



Ört vas Áleifs hjarta.



Óð framm konungr blóði,



rekin bitu stál, á Stiklar



stöðum, kvaddi lið böðvar.



Élþolla sák alla


Jalfaðs nema gram sjalfan,



reyndr vas flestr, í fastri



fleindrífu sér hlífa.

· Based on alliteration and regular patterns of stress (but is much more intricate).

· Skaldic stanzas consist of eight short lines; each line has six syllables (with occasional elision), and always ends on an unstressed syllable. 

· Odd lines contains two alliterating syllables, and this alliteration is picked up by one syllable of each following even line. 

· Skaldic meters also demand internal rhyme and assonance: in the odd lines (where alliteration is strongest) there are two assonating syllables; in the even lines (in which only one syllable picks up the alliteration from the preceding line) there are two fully rhyming syllables.

· The precise relation between stress, alliteration and rhyme is open to complex variation, so that the basic form of skaldic meter – dróttkvætt (the meter or poetic practice of the court) – covers a multitude of possibilities. 

Kenning

The Norwegian skald Eyvind Finnson skáldaspillir (d. ca 990) compares the greed of king Harald Gråfell to the generosity of his predecessor Haakon the Good:
Bárum, Ullr, of alla,
ímunlauks, á HAUKA

FJÖLLUM Fýrisvalla
fræ Hákonar ævi;

nú hefr fólkstríðir Fróða
fáglýjaðra þýja
meldr í móður holdi
mellu dolgs of folginn
"Ullr of war-leek! We carried the seed of Fýrisvellir on the mountains of hawks during all of Hakon's life; now the enemy of the people has hidden the flour of Fróði's hapless slaves in the flesh of the mother of the enemy of the giantess."

This might be paraphrased: "O warrior, we carried gold on our arms during all of Hakon's life; now the enemy of the people has hidden gold in the earth."

ímun-laukr "war-leek" = "sword".

Ullr is the name of a god, Ullr. Ullr [...] ímunlauks "god of sword" = "warrior", perhaps addressing King Harald. This kenning follows a convention whereby the name of any god is combined with some male attribute (e.g. war or weaponry) to produce a kenning for "man".

HAUKA FJÖLL "mountains of hawks" are "arms", a reference to the sport of falconry. This follows a convention in which arms are called the land (or any sort of surface) of the hawk.

Fýrisvalla fræ "seed of Fýrisvellir" = "gold". This is an allusion to a legend retold in Skáldskaparmál and Hrólf Kraki's saga in which King Hrolf and his men scattered gold on the plains (vellir) of the river Fýri south of Gamla Uppsala to delay their pusuers.

Fróða fáglýjaðra þýja meldr "flour of Fróði's hapless slaves" alludes to the Grottasöng legend and is another kenning for "gold".

móður hold mellu dolgs "flesh of mother of enemy of giantess" is the Earth (Jörd), personified as a goddess who was the mother of Thor, the enemy of the Jotuns.

· Each verse is a densely packed word puzzle, and such crypticism is extended by the single most distinctive feature of skaldic poetic diction, the kenning. 

· Example: ‘the ship of the desert’ – denotes a camel. The base word ‘ship’ is highly inappropriate; the camel is animate, a ship inanimate. More significantly, a ship is precisely what one would not associate with a desert. 

· To solve this riddle, we must discover the much broader category to which the term ‘ship’ belongs, and then be guided by the defining term ‘desert’. 

· In other words, we recognize that a ship is a kind of vehicle, and then ask what kind of vehicle might be associated with the desert. Answer: a camel. 

· In skaldic poetry, the base word for kennings which denote men or women can be the name of a god or goddess. 
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