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Introduction


From Orkneyinga saga to The Saga of the Earls of Orkney


In August 1973, George Mackay Brown wrote in his regular column for The Orcadian newspaper,




There’s such a hunger for The Orkneyinga Saga nowadays that the five hundred numbered copies of the Anderson edition (1873) – recently published in Edinburgh – must be almost exhausted. Certainly Orkney’s quota vanished like snow on a June day . . .


What is even more urgently needed is a translation in the modern idiom.1





Brown got his wish in 1978, when a new translation by Hermann Pálsson and Paul Edwards was published, first by the Hogarth Press and three years later as a Penguin Classic which is still in print. This Penguin Classic, with only a rather basic introduction, and the ‘Anderson edition’, with a translation by Jon A. Hjaltalin and Gilbert Goudie and an extensive introduction and appendices by Joseph Anderson, remain the two versions of the Saga most used by English-speakers.2 Fewer readers are familiar with two other translations, those of Sir G. W. Dasent (1894) and Alexander Burt Taylor (1938), both now out of date though the latter is still valuable to specialists for its extensive annotation.3 Of these four translations, three are out of print from the publishers (though the Anderson edition and Dasent are available on the internet) and it is nearly half a century since Pálsson and Edwards first presented their somewhat minimalist version.4 The present volume, The Saga of the Earls of Orkney, aims to combine some of the best features of all four to produce an edition and translation that meets the needs of readers in the twenty-first century. The new title will be explained below.


This edition and translation is aimed primarily at those who have little or no knowledge of the Old Norse–Icelandic language in which the Saga was written. These will include historians and archaeologists of northern Scotland for whom the Saga is an invaluable record of times and places for which there is little or no other written evidence. For the inhabitants of Caithness, Orkney and Shetland, the Saga is a part of their lives, even today. Landscapes, sites and even buildings mentioned in the Saga can still be seen, their names located on a map. The tourist and heritage industries find room for the viking and Norse periods in their timelines somewhere between the Neolithic and the wars of the twentieth century. This also makes the Saga required reading for many visitors to northern Scotland. And even those with no particular interest in northern Scotland, but with a love for Icelandic sagas or Old Norse poetry, will be drawn to the Saga. It is hoped that those who do have knowledge of the Old Norse–Icelandic language will also find some use in this volume.


Contexts


History


Although the traditional title, Orkneyinga saga (‘Saga of the Orkney Islanders’), implies a more general history of the archipelago and its inhabitants, there is very little about ordinary islanders in the Saga, which is mainly about the high politics of the Orkney earldom and the power struggles and other exploits of the earls. The first reference in the Saga to Orkneyingar (Orcadians) is in chapter 8 in a fiscal context in which the focus is on the earls and their efforts for the householders. These ‘Orcadians’ remain in the background, and the Saga is very much the story of their rulers.


The earldom of Orkney officially came to an end in 1472, when it and the lordship of Shetland were annexed to the Scottish crown by act of parliament, following centuries of overlordship by kings of first Norway and then Denmark. This overlordship had already been unravelling for some time and culminated in the impignoration of the islands in 1468–1469. The Saga provides no evidence for this period, as its account comes to an end with the death of Davíð, son of Earl Haraldr Maddaðarson, in 1214, not long after King Sverrir of Norway had annexed Shetland in 1195, reducing the earldom by one third. The story is taken a bit further in The Burning of Bishop Adam, a narrative about an event which took place in Caithness in 1222.5 By the thirteenth century, there is a fair bit of evidence for events in northern Scotland from other sources, in both Latin and Old Norse, emanating from both Britain and Scandinavia. What the Saga does is fill in the story of the preceding centuries, for which there is very little other evidence, going right back to the beginnings of the earldom. In fact, the Saga goes back even earlier, to a legendary prehistory in Norway (chs 1–3) which provides a mythological origin for the Orcadian earls and sets up the pattern of hostilities and power struggles between the earls and other power-players which forms the structure of most of the narrative.


Once the Norwegian origin of the earls has been established, the Saga has little or nothing to say about when and how Scandinavians settled in Orkney or other parts of northern Scotland, or about when and how the polity we call the earldom evolved as a result. What it does say can be summarised as follows. The Northern and Western Isles of Scotland are subjugated by the Norwegian king Haraldr ‘the Fine-haired’ at some point during his lifetime (he is thought to have died around 932). Soon afterwards, he appoints an earl to rule Shetland and Orkney, and each subsequent earl is then dependent on the king of Norway for his rank and indeed his power. At some point, still in the reign of Haraldr, Earl Turf-Einarr consolidates his power by paying, on behalf of the householders of Orkney, a tax imposed by Haraldr. From then on, the Saga tells the story of subsequent earls and their often tricky relationships with not only the kings of Norway but also other rulers, mainly in Britain.


As regards the date of the Scandinavian arrival in Orkney, the Saga is not very informative on chronology, but its association of this arrival with the reign of Haraldr the Fine-haired is significant. A long-standing scholarly tradition links the Norwegian overseas settlements to the Battle of Hafrsfjord, a pivotal event in which, according to Icelandic saga tradition, Haraldr consolidated his rule over all of Norway and which caused emigration from Norway to Iceland and elsewhere. On the basis of the vague and often contradictory textual evidence for the battle, the scholarly tradition furthermore assumes that the Scandinavian settlement took place at some point within a few years of 870, although recent research has revived a suggestion that it might have been later, around 900.6 The link with the reign of Haraldr made in the Saga is vague with regard to when in his long reign the settlement took place, however, and it does not mention the battle. This leaves open the possibility that, while the settlement of the Northern Isles could still have taken place during Haraldr’s reign, it could have been in the tenth century rather than the ninth.7


After the legendary introduction in chapters 1–3 and the sketchy account of chapters 4–7, the Saga becomes more detailed from its account of Turf-Einarr in chapter 8. This long chapter is full of interest and detail, not all of it believable, but with extensive quotation of skaldic verse, ostensibly by Einarr himself. Whether or not that is true, the verse is plausibly from the tenth century and thus provides a link to this early time period.8 Chapter 8 concludes with Turf-Einarr’s third son, Þorfinnr Skull-splitter, dying in his sickbed like his father. He is then said to have been laid to rest in a mound at Hoxa in South Ronaldsay, where there is indeed still a mound, though it is the remains of an Iron Age broch rather than a viking burial. Like the quotation of skaldic verse, such reference to visible landscape features helps to anchor the narrative in both the past and the present of the Saga. In chapter 9 it is said that the Orcadians wanted to serve the sons of Þorfinnr. This points to a reasonably well-ordered succession after Turf-Einarr, with his descendants established as the rulers of Orkney. How accurately this represents what actually happened is imponderable, but it is fair to say that the Saga’s own sense of Orkney as a Scandinavian polity begins with this moment in the tenth century. From this point on, the text is detailed and, like chapter 8, often based on identifiable sources such as skaldic poetry or traditions associated with the landscape and particular sites.


The next few chapters show the earls interacting mostly with local rulers in Scotland, but a royal Norwegian intervention comes in chapter 12, when King Óláfr Tryggvason is said to have converted the islands to Christianity. There are frequent references in Old Icelandic texts to the fact that he was responsible for the conversion of the North Atlantic settlements, in contrast to the later King (and Saint) Óláfr Haraldsson who had the honour of Christianising the Norwegian homeland. The story of the eleventh-century earls is then dominated by the relationship between Rǫgnvaldr Brúsason and his uncle Þorfinnr Sigurðarson, both of whom were celebrated in skaldic poetry by the Icelandic poet Arnórr Þórðarson, and both of whose cultural and political horizons lay very much in Norway. Their relationship eventually deteriorated according to the Saga’s common pattern in which a co-rulership ends with the death of one of the rulers to the benefit of the other. A similar pattern plays out in the early twelfth century between Magnús Erlendsson and his cousin Hákon Pálsson, even more dramatically as the killing of Magnús makes him a martyr and the earldom’s patron saint. Like Þorfinnr, Hákon is presented as ruthless in pursuit of power, but as a successful and even popular ruler once he has gained it.


With the accession of Magnús’ nephew Kali Kolsson, later known as Rǫgnvaldr, the Saga becomes more detailed and also tells a more complex story. These events of the mid twelfth century are within the living or recently transmitted memory of the first compilers of the Saga and are not limited to the political exploits of the earls and other actors like Sveinn Ásleifarson, though there are plenty of those, too. Rǫgnvaldr also has to eliminate a rival earl, though he has to rely on others to do this for him: his wily father Kolr and his ruthless but occasional henchman Sveinn. These political events play out in recognisable locations around the Northern Isles and Caithness, some of which can still be seen or imagined, not only on the basis of the surviving place-names but because they have either standing or archaeologically excavated buildings from the period (see ‘Archaeology’ below).


After twenty-two years of rule, most of it together with his distant cousin Haraldr Maddaðarson, Rǫgnvaldr too is eliminated in favour of his co-earl, in an episode which reveals a close knowledge of a particular landscape in Caithness (ch. 103). The Saga ends with the death in Dublin of Sveinn Ásleifarson followed by a rather condensed account of the long rule of Haraldr Maddaðarson which, it has been suggested, was added to the Saga at a late stage, based on a hypothetical lost saga about Haraldr.9


Much of the section of the Saga dealing with Rǫgnvaldr includes material largely unrelated to the politics of the earldom but based on poetry by him and his associates. We learn that Icelandic poets were attracted to his court (chs 81, 85). A sequence of verses produced after a shipwreck in Shetland (ch. 85) gives a rare insight into the lives of ordinary people in the Northern Isles, matched only by the miracles of St Magnús (ch. 57), most of which are also set in Shetland. Most famous of all, poetry and prose together record the adventures of Rǫgnvaldr and a mixed bunch of Orcadians, Norwegians and Icelanders on a voyage to the Holy Land via Narbonne and Galicia and back via Constantinople and Rome (chs 86–89).


Although the Saga can be enjoyed for its many colourful episodes, or for its lively poetry, an obvious question for many is that of its historicity. How much, if any, of what is recounted has a basis in historical fact? And even if it has a basis in historical fact, how accurate is the narrative? The answers to these questions vary throughout this long saga and have to be decided on a case-by-case basis. This edition therefore aims to provide some of the information which may help readers to make such decisions. There are some pointers to keep in mind. Place-names, sites and even standing buildings help to locate the events of the Saga in an existing landscape which it is possible to visit and study. The quotations of skaldic poetry reveal some of the Saga’s sources, which go back to nearer the time of the events themselves. Certain personalities and events are mentioned in a range of other, more or less contemporary sources, emanating from both Iceland and Britain. And some parts of the text reveal the inventiveness of a creative compiler. All of these contribute to the mix that is the Saga.


Confirmation of the events of the Saga in other sources is very patchy. Icelandic historical sources, such as the Annals or Landnámabók, are likely to derive their material from the Saga and so may not provide independent corroboration, though the Annals, unlike the Saga, do provide dates for some of the events they mention and so form the basis for scholars’ attempts to establish a chronological framework for the Saga. Also likely to have borrowed material from our Saga are the more fictional narratives like Egils saga and Njáls saga. The relationships between the Saga and sagas of the kings of Norway, especially Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla, are still not fully understood, even less so for the sagas of later kings of Norway such as Sverris saga and Hákonar saga Hákonarsonar. The latter, especially, recounts some Orkney-related events which took place after the end of the Saga’s narrative, within living memory. The Historia Norwegie, a Latin work produced in Norway which is earlier than most of the above texts, also includes an interesting passage about Orkney. There has been a fair amount of scholarship on these matters, which is occasionally mentioned, but not fully repeated, in the notes to this edition.10


Similarly, there are a number of sources from Britain and Ireland, in both Latin and the vernacular, which also mention some of the events and personalities of the Saga.11 Beyond some brief references, these sources rarely have much to say about northern Scotland and their meagre information sometimes contradicts that of the Saga. Despite the shortcomings of these insular sources, historians of Scotland are more inclined to criticise the Saga for its unreliability, perhaps because of its undoubtedly fictional elements. Yet what it may lack in accurate detail regarding rulers and their dates, it more than makes up for with the picture it paints of politics, adventure and sometimes everyday life in northern Scotland, in a way that is matched by no other source. It also paints a picture of northern Scotland when it was as much a part of the Scandinavian world as of the insular one, with all that means for language, culture and religion, and is thus an invaluable source for these aspects of the period it depicts. And the fact remains that the Saga is firmly rooted in the landscape of northern Scotland and the memories of its inhabitants, even if seen through an Icelandic lens. This connection with that landscape provides its own kind of support for historicity.


Archaeology


The Saga is remarkable for the number of references in it to buildings, other structures or sites that are still visible, or which have been revealed through archaeological investigation, in the landscape of Caithness, Orkney and Shetland (see the Gazetteer to this volume). The oldest of these is Maeshowe, a Neolithic tomb in Mainland, Orkney, built around five thousand years ago. Currently at twenty-five metres in diameter and seven metres high, this monument could hardly have been overlooked by the Scandinavian incomers and there is some evidence for building activity around it in the ninth century. The mound was broken into at least once, and probably more often, in the twelfth century, as shown both by the inscriptions inside it (see ‘Runic inscriptions’ below) and by the Saga. In chapter 93 Haraldr Maddaðarson arrives in Orkney at Christmas with a hundred men, in pursuit of his cousin Erlendr Haraldsson in their dispute over claims to the earldom. Landing at Hamnavoe and making for Firth, they take shelter in Maeshowe when a sudden hailstorm blows up. Two of the party go mad as a result – not surprising in that small space if the party really was as large as suggested by the Saga.


The Broch of Mousa on the island of Mousa on the east coast of Shetland is the tallest surviving structure of its kind and is imposing even today, at over thirteen metres high, with a probable original height of around fifteen metres. The function of brochs is debated but they are characteristic of the Iron Age in northern and western Scotland around the beginning of the first millennium ce. Like Maeshowe, it could hardly have been missed by any Viking Age incomers, but in the Saga it too is mentioned in connection with events that took place in the twelfth century. The broch plays a part in chapter 93 when Erlendr the Young takes Margrét, the mother of Haraldr Maddaðarson, with him to Mousa when Haraldr at first refuses permission for them to marry.


Another Iron Age structure mentioned in the Saga is the mound at Hoxa in South Ronaldsay, which is said in chapter 8 to have been the burial mound of Þorfinnr Skull-splitter. It is in fact also a broch, though one which, unlike Mousa, had collapsed into a mound. There is no evidence of any Viking Age burial in it, though the practice of inserting these into pre-existing mounds is known from, for example, the Broch of Gurness in Mainland, Orkney. The Saga claims that two others of the first earls were also buried in mounds. In chapter 5, Sigurðr Eysteinsson is said to have been buried in a mound on the banks of the River Oykel in Easter Ross, and chapter 11 claims that Hlǫðvir Þorfinnsson was buried in a mound at Ham in Caithness. Surviving mounds that may have fed these claims are mentioned in the Gazetteer, though there is little or no archaeological evidence for Viking Age burials in them.


Birsay is mentioned frequently in the Saga, along with a ‘Christ Church’ which is said to have been the first seat of the bishop of Orkney. Most often, the Saga uses the name Byrgisherað, in which the second element -herað implies a district. The name Byrgisey, the origin of modern Birsay, in which the element -ey clearly refers to an island, is used only twice and only in one manuscript which also uses Byrgisherað (see ch. 57). It is not clear whether the distinction between the two names is significant, nor whether Byrgisherað could refer to an area including the tidal island known today as the Brough of Birsay, which would be significant for locating the ‘Christ Church’. There is extensive archaeological evidence from the Viking Age to the late Norse period on the Brough and on the adjacent Mainland. While the evidence is complex and difficult to interpret, a recent summary by long-time excavator of the area Christopher Morris concludes that the ‘Christ Church’ was most likely under the present parish church (now dedicated to St Magnus) in the village, and that the obvious church building on the Brough was part of a somewhat later monastic foundation.12 It is clear that the whole area, both Brough and village, was of ecclesiastical significance not only before the building of the cathedral but also after the removal of St Magnús’ remains to Kirkwall.


In chapter 29, Rǫgnvaldr Brúsason is chased down by his uncle Þorfinnr and killed by Þorkell Foster-father, having gone to Papa Stronsay for some malt for his Christmas brewing. Neither the farmstead he escaped from nor the rocky shore where he was tracked down can be identified with certainty, but the island is small, with only one likely site for a farmstead, and most of its shore is rocky. Both the name of the island (from ON papi, ‘cleric’) and the ruins of two medieval churches (one potentially from the eleventh century) suggest the ecclesiastical significance of this small island. Rǫgnvaldr’s corpse was taken to the other Papay, namely Papa Westray, also a site of ecclesiastical significance. The church of St Boniface, much remodelled but first built in the twelfth century, must have had predecessors. The ‘hogback’-style grave cover in its churchyard is also from the twelfth century so unlikely to mark Rǫgnvaldr’s grave, but its survival amid much later gravestones is remarkable.


Chapter 57 mentions a church in Kirkwall, at a time not long after the martyrdom of St Magnús when there were still few houses there. A repositioned archway in St Olaf’s Wynd may be the remnants of this church. With the growing cult of Magnús, however, something bigger was needed and the building of his cathedral began later in the twelfth century. The project was instigated by Rǫgnvaldr’s father Kolr Kalason as part of his plan for Rǫgnvaldr to claim his rightful patrimony in the isles (ch. 68). Kolr’s idea was to seek the support of St Magnús (Rǫgnvaldr’s maternal uncle) by promising to build a ‘stone minster’ for his relics. Both this and his political ambitions were ultimately realised.


The Saga several times refers to structures it calls kastali. The use of this loan-word brings to mind the great stone castles known throughout medieval Europe, such as the ‘great castle’ in Galicia attacked by Rǫgnvaldr’s men in chapters 86–87. In a northern Scottish context, however, the word is likely to refer to something slightly different.13 Chapter 84 refers to the ‘good stone castle’ built by Kolbeinn Heap in Wyre. A portion of this survives, along with the ruins of a twelfth-century church and a large settlement mound with the Bu farm still on top of it, revealing a typical high-status landscape of the earldom period. The ‘castle’ itself was built in several stages, the first being in the twelfth century with the construction of an eight-metre square tower, with walls two metres thick. The possible remnants of a similar structure, also called a kastali in the Saga, can be found at Cairston (ch. 92). Sites where the Saga mentions a kastali but none has yet been identified are in Damsay (ch. 66) and Thurso in Caithness (ch. 94). Another squared tower-like structure is the Wirk in Rousay, which is either very close to or even at the site known as Westness in the Saga, though the text does not mention a kastali in that connection. There are the remains of a substantial squared defensive structure on the mound in Holm known today as Castle Howe, potentially the location of the estate at Paplay belonging to members of St Magnús’ family (chs 42, 44, 67, 94).


It can be tricky to link archaeological sites directly to places mentioned in the Saga. Hlaupandanes is said in chapter 14 to be the home ‘in Mainland in Sandwick’ of a powerful man Ámundi and his son, the even more powerful Þorkell Foster-father. The name Hlaupandanes does not survive and there are two Sandwicks in Mainland, one in the east in Deerness and one in the west by the Bay of Skaill. Both contain a historical farm named Skaill along with other evidence of status and importance. The Deerness Skaill is next to an early church with a hogback-type monument, while the Bay of Skaill is the find location of two runic inscriptions and there is also an early church at the north end. Both Skaills are near a promontory (ON nes). The Deerness Skaill has been excavated, and one phase of its settlement is clearly a high-status Viking Age farmstead.14 This, together with Hugh Marwick’s explanation of the name Hlaupandanes as the ‘(out)leaping ness’ still just about detectable there, makes the Deerness Skaill the more likely candidate for Ámundi’s home.15 While some have been tempted to link this with a ‘Site of Loupandessness’ near the West Mainland Skaill found on the 1900 Ordnance Survey map, this is a red herring. Apparently, the then laird of Skaill, William Watt, was convinced that this was where Hlaupandanes was and managed to get it on the map.16


Nevertheless, there is also intriguing evidence for a ‘significant farmstead’ in the Bay of Skaill. As part of a larger project on the landscape archaeology of the western Mainland, excavations of two mounds, the ‘Castle’ of Snusgar and the East Mound, have revealed settlements which lasted through the Viking Age and late Norse period.17 The ‘Castle’ name may be suggestive of another kastali site, but it is first recorded in the eighteenth century and no corresponding structure has been found. While no direct link with the Saga can be made, the Snusgar sites further illuminate Norse activity in the time period of the narrative.


Another site not mentioned in the Saga but which can possibly be linked to it is Tuquoy in Westray. This eroding coastal site was clearly a high-status one, with a twelfth-century church, a late Norse settlement and a stone with a runic inscription.18 More recent work has indicated that Tuquoy had a kastali-like structure such as those discussed above.19 It has been suggested that the estate belonged to the family of Þorkell Plunderer, a high-ranking man in Westray (ch. 56). Whoever owned it, it is likely to have had a different name at the time which we can no longer reconstruct. The current name of Tuquoy suggests a much more modest kind of property and is likely to have superseded the old name at some point.20


Substantial sections of the Saga are set in Caithness and here too a number of sites are relevant to understanding the landscape of the narrative. Most of the references with archaeological significance come in the later part of the Saga. Freswick is mentioned twice, in chapter 92 as the estate of the stepsons of Sveinn Ásleifarson and in chapter 93 as the site of some retaliatory kidnapping, and excavations at Freswick have revealed extensive remains of buildings here.21 Freswick Bay may also be the location of the site known in the Saga as Lambaborg, a suggestion which is accepted here (though see the Gazetteer for an alternative) and is reflected in the translation of that name as Ness Broch (chs 82–84, 92–93). Chapter 94 mentions a kastali in Thurso, as already noted. Chapter 111 mentions that the bishop was ‘in the palace at Scrabster’, where the word translated as ‘palace’ is ON borg, a word which can also mean ‘broch’. The likely site of this is a monument known as Bishop’s Castle or Scrabster Castle which does seem to have been built over a broch (see the Gazetteer). So it is not clear whether the bishop was occupying a broch, or in a relatively newly built palace.


Further detail on the sites mentioned in the Saga together with additional references may be found in the Gazetteer. While it is not possible always to connect known sites to the people and places mentioned in the Saga, it was clearly compiled on the basis of close knowledge, on the part of the compiler(s) or their informant(s), of the natural and built environment of northern Scotland. Whether or not the places referred to in the Saga were actually inhabited or visited by exactly the people mentioned there, the text presents an entirely plausible account of the locations of events in Orkney and Caithness in particular, especially in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Remarkably, this Saga landscape can still be visited many centuries later.


Language and place-names


The migrants who settled in northern Scotland during the Viking Age brought a whole new language with them, a language we can call Old Norse, the ancestor of the modern Scandinavian languages. The first time the inhabitants of what is now Scotland would have heard this language would have been with the first viking raiders in the late eighth or early ninth century. It is not always clear where these raiders came from except that the majority were Scandinavians and the evidence suggests that they were mainly from Norway.22 This would make a kind of geographical sense, depending on which direction they came from, although some recent work suggests that the first vikings to reach Orkney were in fact a mixed bunch ultimately coming from the south, through the English Channel and the Irish Sea.23 These early raiders may not have stayed for long, however. As noted above, it is possible that it was not until the tenth century that migrants came in significant numbers to settle in northern Scotland, introducing Old Norse in a permanent way. The evidence for who the earliest settlers were, where they came from and what language they spoke is very meagre. All we can say is that, at some point, the Pictish language that was spoken in Caithness, Orkney and Shetland was replaced by Old Norse. This language, later known as Norn, remained the main spoken (and as far as we can tell, written) language of northern Scotland for many centuries, before in its turn being replaced by Scots and, ultimately, English.24


As speakers of Old Norse, the inhabitants of northern Scotland were part of a wider language community that stretched from the Baltic to North America. For almost all of the period covered by the Saga, and for some centuries thereafter (see ‘History’, above), these inhabitants were also subjects of the kings of the Scandinavian homeland. These political and cultural connections undoubtedly helped maintain the Norn language well into the early modern period, until political changes and new migrants, mainly from southern Scotland, brought about another language replacement, through which the inhabitants came to speak Scots. It very often happens, however, that when a language is replaced, it persists in the linguistic forms peculiar to that region. Thus, the modern dialects of northern Scotland reveal features that can be traced back to the Viking Age settlements of Scandinavians.25


The Saga was written at a time when the Orkney earldom was a part of this wider Scandinavian diaspora and when its inhabitants interacted regularly with their contemporaries in Norway and Iceland. As far as we can tell, the Saga was compiled in Iceland, but some of its sources were undoubtedly informants who either came from northern Scotland or had spent some time there. There would have been no significant differences between their language and that of their contemporaries in Norway and Iceland, though occasionally we can glimpse an Orcadian (or Norwegian) flavour to what is otherwise an Icelandic text. One interesting example is that of the days of the week. Names such as óðinsdagr (Wednesday) and þórsdagr (Thursday), containing the names of the old pre-Christian gods, were banned in Iceland by Bishop Jón in the twelfth century and replaced by the colourless miðvikudagr (Mid-Week Day) and fimmtudagr (Fifth Day), still used in Iceland today. The names banned in Iceland, however, continued in use in Norway and, presumably, in Orkney. The manuscripts of the Saga reflect both systems and we do not know if the chosen forms were those preferred by individual scribes or represent underlying dialect forms. For example, ‘Wednesday’ appears as miðvikudagr in chapters 34, 85 and 93, but as óðinsdagr in chapter 92.


The Saga is not an especially good source for the Norse language spoken in northern Scotland, and other documents are meagre. By far the most wide-ranging and interesting evidence for Old Norse in northern Scotland is provided by the names of places across the region. Marwick’s often-quoted statement that ‘[t]he vast majority of Orkney farm-names, probably about 99 per cent, are of Norse origin’ is certainly an exaggeration.26 It is also potentially misleading in that a name ‘of Norse origin’ need not have been coined in the Norse period. And it refers only to farm-names, not including other types of names still found in the landscape or on the map, such as those of larger settlements or districts, let alone natural features, whether inland or coastal. However, if we take away those names which can be ascribed to a later period and attributed to the influx of Scots- or English-speakers, we are left with a map on which almost all names are linguistically of Norse origin, with only a few obscure ones potentially deriving from some other once-spoken language (likely a Celtic one). These names of Norse linguistic origin will include both names given by the early settlers as they claimed land, and later namings formed using Norse words, whether by Norse-speakers or speakers of a dialect which retained these words. The reason for this caution in ascribing place-names to a particular language or a particular time is that we have very few early documents, making it hard to date the creation of the names. For Orkney, the earliest document recording a few place-names is a diploma from 1329, but otherwise the earliest substantial document is the rental of 1492 (though it survives only in a later copy), and many places are not recorded until much later.27


The Saga manuscripts do, however, record nearly a hundred names of places in Caithness, Orkney and Shetland (as well as quite a few elsewhere in Britain and further afield). These represent the earliest written forms of those names, since most of the manuscripts in which they are recorded predate 1492 and some may predate 1329. The vocabulary used to coin these names is characteristic of place-names in the West Norse area, and there are many instances of the same or similar names in both Norway and Iceland. A noted place-name scholar once rather unfairly wrote of ‘an unexciting landscape described in unexciting terms by unexcited, or even unexciting, people’.28 So it is no surprise that Sanday is an island with much sandy coastline, that Hoy is high, or that Westray is the westernmost of Orkney’s islands, and these names are still in use today. But some of the names in the Saga have not yet been identified with locations on the ground and in general there is much work still to be done on the place-names of northern Scotland, whether pre-Norse, Norse, or later. Some suggestions for the reinterpretation or identification of the place-names mentioned in the Saga can be found in the notes to this translation.


Runic inscriptions


In addition to place-names, evidence for the Old Norse language in northern Scotland comes from inscriptions in the runic alphabet, on a variety of objects and with a variety of functions. At the last count, there were some sixty-five individual inscriptions from Shetland, Orkney and Caithness, the majority of these from Orkney, with only seven from Shetland and two from Caithness, though new ones are regularly found.29 The earliest inscriptions are from some time in the Viking Age, though, as far as we can tell, most are from what runologists call the medieval period (after 1100). Thus, the writing of runes was a practice that largely coincided with the period described in most detail in the Saga and even involved one or two of the same characters.


The large number of inscriptions from Orkney is in part due to the collection of thirty-three separate textual graffiti carved inside the prehistoric chambered cairn of Maeshowe, along with some six decorative carvings.30 The episode in the Saga already mentioned (see ‘Archaeology’ above) reveals what the mound was called in Old Norse, Orkahaugr, also named in the graffiti, though there as Orkhaugr.31 The runes were carved by people who claim to have been Jórsalamenn (Jerusalem-people) or Jórsalafarar (Jerusalem-travellers), suggesting that they were not of Haraldr’s party but those who had accompanied Earl Rǫgnvaldr to the Holy Land (chs 85–90). The earl himself gets a brief mention in one of the inscriptions and certainly they exhibit linguistic features and runic knowledge suggesting the same mixture of Icelanders, Norwegians and Orcadians as those who went on the expedition.


The names of people in the Maeshowe graffiti overlap with those in the Saga. Both mention one or more people called Arnfinnr, Benedikt, Erlingr, Hákon, Helgi, Ingibjǫrg, Ingigerðr, Kolbeinn, Ormr, Óttarr, Sigríðr, Sigurðr, Ǫgmundr and Þórir. These were all common enough names at the time, however, so it is not possible to make any direct connections between the people mentioned in the Saga and those in the graffiti. This is also true of Þorsteinn, who carved the runes on the Tuquoy stone, and Þorfinnr, who raised the stone found at Skaill Home Farm.32 Outside Orkney, we have a Grímr (or someone whose name began with Grím-) and a Þorbjǫrn in two inscriptions from Cunningsburgh in Shetland, and a Gunnhildr in an inscription from Thurso in Caithness.33 These common names are also recorded in the Saga.


Some of the Maeshowe carvers show an interest in saga-like stories. Breaking into the mound is mentioned in three of the inscriptions, and an even greater number mention the finding of treasure in it. Since it is highly unlikely that there was anything recognisable as treasure in the mound in the twelfth century, these claims must be regarded as largely fictional, but alluding to a literary world in which such stories were common. There is also a reference to a figure named Loðbrók, who may or may not have had some connection with the legendary viking and saga-hero Ragnarr Loðbrók, and to a Gaukr Trandilsson, who is mentioned in Njáls saga. The inscription which mentions Gaukr and his axe is in a rough kind of verse, all of which suggests rune carvers who had literary interests, as we would expect in Rǫgnvaldr’s coterie, whose poetry is also recorded in the Saga.


Three or four runic inscriptions are associated with Orphir, mentioned several times in the Saga as the residence of earls. While they are all fragmentary, one substantial stone which mentions a church was found in the remains of what is most likely the ‘splendid church’ mentioned in chapter 66.34 A stone found in nearby Naversdale in 2013, inscribed with part of the Lord’s Prayer in Latin, may also have originated in an ecclesiastical milieu at Orphir.35


Poetry


Verse of all kinds was an important part of Viking Age and medieval culture across the Old Norse-speaking world. There is copious though variably convincing evidence that poetry in Old Norse was composed and performed in parts of what is now Scotland from the tenth to the thirteenth century.36 As the writing of manuscripts was in its infancy in the twelfth century, both the composition and the performance of this poetry mostly took place without the benefit of writing. It is only with the flowering of manuscript literacy in Iceland from the late twelfth century onwards that this originally oral poetry came to be written down, including the eighty-two stanzas preserved in the various manuscripts of the Saga (and listed in the Key to Stanzas for this volume). Thus, in one sense the poetry is no older than the Saga and other Icelandic manuscripts in which it is preserved. It is possible to demonstrate, however, and most scholars agree, that much if not all of this poetry existed in oral tradition before being recorded. Like the runic inscriptions, this poetry is therefore not only older than the Saga, but also demonstrably of local provenance in a way that the Saga is not and thus provides an important cultural context for the writing of the Saga.


The majority of these eighty-two stanzas were composed by poets who lived, either permanently or temporarily, in the islands. They can be divided into three rough groups. Stanzas 2–6 are attributed to the early tenth-century earl Turf-Einarr and record the beginnings of the Orkney earldom in Norwegian hostilities and Orcadian vengeance in North Ronaldsay. Stanzas 8–15, 17–23, 25–29 and 33 are all the work of Arnórr Þórðarson jarlaskáld (Earls’-poet) in the eleventh century. Arnórr was a well-known and prolific Icelandic poet who spent time in Orkney, getting caught up in the hostilities between Þorfinnr Sigurðarson and Rǫgnvaldr Brúsason. He composed a formal praise poem (drápa) for each of them, though much more survives of the one for Þorfinnr than of the one for Rǫgnvaldr. In both cases, some of the stanzas in these poems are not recorded in the Saga but survive in other texts.37 There are some indications that Arnórr was related by marriage to Rǫgnvaldr, possibly as his son-in-law. The third main group of stanzas are those by Earl Rǫgnvaldr Kolsson, his associates, and others in the twelfth century (sts 34–36, 38–82), and these are not found in other texts. The majority record the adventures of the earl and his fellow poets in Shetland and on their journey to the Holy Land, but a number also offer glimpses of life in Shetland and politics in Orkney. A few stanzas attributed to Rǫgnvaldr which are not quoted in the Saga are recorded elsewhere.38


It is also important to mention the poems that the Saga alludes to but does not quote. Chapters 43 and 46 mention a poem or poems about the deeds undertaken by Hákon Pálsson and Magnús Erlendsson while they were still on good terms; unfortunately, no such poetry survives. Chapter 81 mentions Háttalykill inn forni (‘Old Key of Verse-Forms’) composed by Earl Rǫgnvaldr and his Icelandic visitor Hallr Þórarinsson, which is recorded elsewhere.39 Bishop Bjarni Kolbeinsson is called a skáld (poet), in chapter 84. Although the Saga does not quote any of his poetry, he is said elsewhere to have composed the mock-heroic Jómsvíkingadrápa.40 In chapter 85, it is said that four poets accompanied Rǫgnvaldr on his expedition, but only three of these appear later in the story. Þorgeirr Sap-head is otherwise unknown, but he may tentatively be added to the list of poets at the earl’s court. All of these suggest a rich poetical culture in Orkney from the eleventh to the thirteenth century, of which the stanzas quoted in the Saga represent only a part, those which were found sufficiently memorable by the Icelanders and which survived the vagaries of oral and manuscript transmission.


Two of the poets, Arnórr and Rǫgnvaldr, suggest their personal knowledge of the islands through references to specific locations. Arnórr’s poem on Þorfinnr (sts 8–15, 18–22, 25–29), being a fairly conventional praise poem, has a strong focus on its subject’s battles at sea and on land, with many place-names and place-references. Several of the battles took place in Orkney, and four Orcadian locations are mentioned (sts 9, 11, 25, 28). Also, the extent of Þorfinnr’s power is emphasised by referring to him as lord of the Shetlanders (sts 13, 26), while Arnórr’s obituary states that he ruled from ‘Trolls’ Skerries’ (an obscure place possibly in Shetland) to Dublin (st. 27).


Rǫgnvaldr’s poetry contains fewer place-names and almost none from the Northern Isles, but it records a number of episodes that took place in Northern Isles locations. For the locations of these episodes we rely on the information of the Saga, but there is at least an allusion to Westray in stanza 38. Westray also provides the context for one of the rare stanzas in which Rǫgnvaldr comments on his political situation (st. 39). Given how much of the Saga narrative is given over to his campaign to become earl of Orkney and his feuding with rival candidates, it is notable that there is very little poetry about these political events, only two stanzas by Rǫgnvaldr himself (sts 39, 81) and two by other people (sts 40, 82).


Most of the poetry quoted or alluded to in the Saga is from the eleventh and twelfth centuries, both times of transition in Scandinavian culture. The eleventh century saw the consolidation of Christianity and the emergence of national monarchies, while the twelfth witnessed the rise of historiography and saga literature within the development of a newly literate culture. For both Arnórr and Rǫgnvaldr, impulses for Orcadian poetry came from Norway and Iceland, at times when there were many other influences from further south. In the case of Þorfinnr the Mighty, his family tree, his raiding in Scotland and England and his promotion of Christianity later in life all speak of his southern connections, yet when it came to poetry he looked east and northwest to Norway and Iceland. Similarly, Rǫgnvaldr’s youthful experiences in England, his journey to southern Europe and the Holy Land, and the architecture of St Magnus Cathedral all point to cultural infusions from non-Nordic cultures, yet many of these new interests are expressed in the traditional language of Old Norse poetry. Like the runic inscriptions, the poetry of the Northern Isles is not a continuous tradition going back to the earliest Scandinavian settlers, but the product of a triangulation of the political, family and cultural connections between Norway, Iceland and northern Scotland, where both people and ideas were constantly on the move and in contact, refreshing their old traditions and developing new ones.


Literature


Although there have been attempts to argue that the Saga was composed in Orkney, or at least by an Orcadian or someone with strong Orcadian contacts, there is little doubt that the text we can reconstruct, as presented in this book, was compiled in Iceland and most likely by an Icelander. As such, it is part of a large body of narratives composed from the twelfth to the fifteenth century, which we call ‘sagas’. As this corpus is very large, scholars tend to subdivide it into smaller groupings or genres: sagas of saints, sagas of kings, sagas of Icelanders, contemporary sagas, sagas of ancient time. The Saga stands somewhat apart from these rather artificial genres imposed by modern scholarship. One reason it is hard to classify is that it has some of the features of all of these genres. But in its primary interest in politics and rulership it is in many ways most like the kings’ sagas, those narratives about the kings of Norway (and to some extent Denmark and Sweden), the foremost example of which is Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla. There has been an attempt to explore the Saga as a member of a small group which could be called ‘diaspora sagas’, but this is hardly a genre as such, rather just a subgroup with some common features.41


Like the kings’ sagas, the Saga is composed in the mode of prosimetrum, in which a prose narrative is interspersed with stanzas of poetry. It is notable for the large number of poetic stanzas it quotes – eighty-two in the reconstructed version, as discussed above. This poetry is quite varied, more varied than that of the kings’ sagas, again emphasising the ways in which the Saga falls between literary genres. The poetry in the early part of the Saga, up to and including the rule and demise of Þorfinnr the Mighty (ch. 32), is very much like the poetry quoted in the kings’ sagas; indeed, some of the stanzas quoted are also found in the kings’ sagas. Arnórr Earls’-poet also composed in praise of several Norwegian kings and his poems about the earls Rǫgnvaldr Brúsason and Þorfinnr Sigurðarson are in the same vein, forming a source for the events recounted in the prose narrative. The stanzas are quoted as evidence for the events of the narrative, with the poet as a kind of authority for the account of those events.


With the arrival of Rǫgnvaldr Kali Kolsson on the scene, the poetry quoted is very different, not only in tone and content but also in the way it is used. Like other earls and kings, Rǫgnvaldr has a coterie of poets around him, but their poetry is not in praise of him, and is quoted not as evidence for what he achieved but rather as a comment on events as they are experienced. Some stanzas form part of a dialogue between characters and in general the poetry in the latter part of the Saga is closely woven into the narrative. Indeed, it is hard to imagine either the prose or the poetry without the other, raising questions about how the Saga was composed. Rǫgnvaldr is the most prolific poet in his group and his poetry is often innovative, heralding new themes and styles. It can be personal, not to say self-obsessed, but is also humorous, and has an interest in women previously foreign to much skaldic poetry. Háttalykill, the poem he composed with the Icelander Hallr Þórarinsson, mentioned but not quoted in the Saga (ch. 81), was clearly known in Iceland, becoming an influential model for Snorri Sturluson’s Háttatal. It has also been argued that the Saga compiler knew and drew on an ‘annotated collection’ of the poetry of Rǫgnvaldr’s court.42 In these ways, the poetry of twelfth-century Orkney was influential in the overall development of medieval Icelandic literature.


Since Rǫgnvaldr himself claimed to be familiar with books (st. 34), the question must be asked, what kind of literary milieu was there in Orkney in the mid twelfth century?43 Writing in the vernacular in Iceland can be traced back to the early twelfth century and the work of Ari Þorgilsson, and there is also evidence for history writing in both Latin and the vernacular in Norway by the late twelfth century, but was there anything similar in Orkney? Háttalykill was, in addition to being a key to metres, essentially a historical poem, reflecting a burgeoning interest in Scandinavian history, but it is still likely to have been primarily an oral product, like the rest of the poetry by Rǫgnvaldr and his court. Our first written evidence for literature is in the graffiti of Maeshowe (see ‘Runic inscriptions’ above), but the references there are allusions to known stories rather than written literature as such. The first real evidence for the presence of written texts in Old Norse in Orkney comes in Hákonar saga Hákonarsonar. This was written soon after the death of the eponymous Norwegian king in 1263. On his deathbed in Kirkwall, it notes, and tired of listening to Latin, he had read to him sagas of saints, then sagas of the kings of Norway, and then specifically Sverris saga.44 It is not clear whether he had brought these books with him or whether they were already present in Kirkwall. The latter seems more likely and, if so, suggests that the literary activity begun at Rǫgnvaldr’s court continued to develop, with impulses from Norway and Iceland coming via the importing of manuscripts and the transition to a manuscript culture, but also going the other way.


The Saga of the Earls of Orkney


The text and its title


Anyone who makes a close comparison of the various editions and translations of what has usually been called Orkneyinga saga will soon discover that they do not always present the same text. Chapters or parts of chapters found in some versions are missing in others. Thus, what is often called the ‘Anderson edition’, translated by Hjaltalin and Goudie, does not include chapters 1–3 and relegates chapters 4–12 to an appendix, but it incorporates The Burning of Bishop Adam into the Saga text.45 Dasent (following the edition by Gudbrand Vigfusson) relegates chapters 109–112 to an addendum along with The Burning of Bishop Adam.46 Taylor and the Penguin translation by Pálsson and Edwards both present 112 chapters as in the two twentieth-century editions of the Old Norse text, by Sigurður Nordal and by Finnbogi Guðmundsson, which they, respectively, are following.47 However, they omit two of the eighty-two stanzas (sts 33 and 53) and one or two other passages that are included in the editions which are the basis of their translations.


The reasons for these discrepant understandings of what constitutes the text of the Saga lie in its complex manuscript history, outlined in more detail below. There is in fact no surviving manuscript which contains the Saga in the form in which it is presented in any modern edition or translation. What a series of Icelandic scholars (Vigfusson, Nordal and Guðmundsson) have done is to reconstruct a patchwork text from a relatively small number of manuscripts of varying dates, all of which are incomplete and some of which are only small fragments or only contain extracts from the Saga. It is not unusual for medieval texts to survive only in fragmentary form, or in later copies, but the Saga is more fragmentary than most. The reconstruction as it evolved through the work of its Icelandic editors is nevertheless based on sound scholarly principles and arrives at a very plausible version of the text as it might have been known in the thirteenth century. It is this reconstruction which forms the basis of the translation presented here.


Pálsson and Edwards subtitled their translation ‘The History of the Earls of Orkney’, in recognition of the fact that, as noted above, the Saga is not really about the people of Orkney, as implied by the title Orkneyinga saga.48 This latter title seems to have been first established in an edition by Jonas Jonæus of 1780,49 but like many Old Norse–Icelandic prose narratives, the Saga is not explicitly named in any medieval manuscript. The medieval manuscript with the most extensive text, the late fourteenth-century compilation Flateyjarbók, twice uses a heading Þáttr þeira Orkneyinga or Orkneyinga þáttr (‘Strand about the Orkney Islanders’) for major sections of the Saga that it interweaves with other texts. But it is likely that in that manuscript the heading is not intended as a title but is merely the scribe’s way of keeping track of the complex architecture of his text. The only other medieval evidence for a possible title featuring the ‘Orkney islanders’ is in manuscripts of Snorri Sturluson’s separate saga of St Óláfr, in which a section is headed Upphaf Orkneyinga sagna (‘Beginning of Stories about the Orkney Islanders’).50 The word translated here as ‘stories’ could be the genitive plural of ON saga, or it could be from ON sǫgn, which means something more like ‘report’ and does not have the same implication as the title of a coherent narrative. When the same narrative is found in manuscripts of Snorri’s Heimskringla then the heading is Jarla saga (‘Saga of the Earls’) and later in both texts reference is made to Jarla sǫgur (‘Sagas of the Earls’).51 There are also later references to this ‘Saga’ or these ‘Sagas of the Earls’ and it is most likely that this was the name, insofar as it had one, of the earliest version of the Saga that was Snorri’s source.


The title of the present edition and translation is therefore something of a compromise. The Saga of the Earls of Orkney is meant to convey that the text in these pages was at some point a single coherent text (as represented by the reconstruction translated here), that it was mainly about earls rather than islanders, and that these earls were the rulers of a polity known as the earldom of Orkney.


Date and authorship


The date and authorship of this hypothesised single coherent text are not possible to determine with any real confidence, though the scholarly work on which this translation is based does provide a sort of consensus regarding both. This consensus suggests that the Saga was first compiled around 1200 in Iceland. The reconstructed version translated here is not, however, this original text, but a revised version probably created a few decades later. The evidence for this revision comes in the reference to Snorri Sturluson in chapter 42(in one of the oldest fragmentary manuscripts) and in other indications of Snorri’s influence on the text. A further revision at an indeterminate date occurred when chapters 109–112 were added to the text that survives in Flateyjarbók, as argued by Michael Chesnutt.52 An additional text called The Burning of Bishop Adam was probably from similar sources, but the fact that it is presented separately in Flateyjarbók suggests it was never part of the Saga as such, whereas chapters 109–112 are more likely to have been part of the Saga text being copied into Flateyjarbók. Unfortunately, none of the other manuscripts are sufficiently complete to confirm this. Moreover, an early modern Dano-Norwegian translation of the Saga (see below) concludes in chapter 108 and thus indicates that there was a version without this additional material. Some of the inconsistencies of the additional material indicated to Chesnutt ‘inadequate editing of material that consisted of loose sheets’, but he does not specify when this might have occurred except that it was ‘in the classical age of Icelandic saga writing’.53 This suggests that he thought it was at an earlier stage than in the writing of Flateyjarbók itself and this seems very likely. So, despite the temptation to treat this material separately, as has been done for The Burning of Bishop Adam, this translation has followed previous editors and translators other than Vigfusson and Dasent in incorporating these final chapters into the Saga proper.


The potential author of the Saga has also been extensively discussed by previous editors and translators, and many names of known Orcadian and Icelandic figures have been suggested. The main Orcadian contender is Bishop Bjarni Kolbeinsson (mentioned a few times in the Saga), while a whole range of known Icelanders have been proposed, from the physician Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson to Páll Jónsson, bishop of Skálholt, and many others who had some kind of connection with Orkney. Some of these are mere suggestions, while the more thoroughgoing attempts to identify an author tend to drown in detail and in all the various possibilities of connections. All that can be said for certain is that there were many connections between Iceland and Orkney in the late twelfth century and around the beginning of the thirteenth, and that this would have provided many possible conduits for materials from northern Scotland to have found their way to an Icelandic author of the Saga.


A further question is whether it is relevant to identify a singular author in our modern sense. While many scholars have accepted that the Saga is a unitary text, many have also noted, with greater or lesser emphasis on its significance, that it is put together from some very disparate materials. For Taylor, ‘The Saga as we have it appeared as a compilation, from many sources, which had been subjected, after its completion, to a number of interpolations and additions by more than one scribal hand.’54 It is easy enough to identify some of the disparate materials in question, such as the separate strands relating to the activities of Sveinn Ásleifarson and Rǫgnvaldr Kolsson in the latter part.55 But unravelling these strands convincingly is hampered by the incomplete nature of all surviving manuscripts and particularly because the most fragmentary seem to have a different attitude to the sources of the text than later ones.56 It is clear that our modern concepts of authorship do not easily apply to the Saga and that a new way of thinking is needed, perhaps along the lines of Theodore Andersson’s suggestion that sagas are ‘a continuum in which both traditional and literary components evolve over time. The way that they combine is a question that must be explored anew for each saga in turn’, or Slavica Ranković’s idea of ‘distributed authorship’.57


If we cannot identify an authorial persona behind the text, then the question of whether that author was Orcadian or Icelandic falls away. Discussions of the nationality or ethnicity or experience or even informants of the ‘author’ of the Saga all assume a single author, an idea that is usually taken for granted without further discussion. Yet the same scholars have often acknowledged that the Saga as it is presented to readers in editions and translations cannot have had a single author or a single compositional moment. This may of course be attributable to the way in which the Saga is presented in editions and translations, rather than the fault of those speculating on its authorship, and it derives from the complex manuscript transmission of the Saga.


Manuscripts


The manuscripts used by editors for reconstructing the Saga are depicted in the stemma in Fig. 1. A stemma is a diagrammatic representation of the relationships between the various manuscript witnesses to a particular text, created by comparing all the manuscripts in question in order to establish how they relate to each other and to the archetype from which they are supposed to descend. Thus, a manuscript at the lowest node on the stemma is furthest from the archetype and therefore most likely to have suffered changes from that archetype as the text was copied and recopied. In the case of the Saga, the archetype is that revised version of the text from sometime in the thirteenth century, as mentioned above. Such an archetype in a stemma is hypothetical, an entity reconstructed on the basis of a comparison of the manuscripts and which does not survive as such.
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Figure 1 Stemma showing the relationships between surviving witnesses to the Saga, based on OSN, liv, and OSFG, cxxvi. The asterisk (*) indicates items that are hypothesised or reconstructed.



  

The main manuscripts used by editors for the reconstruction presented here (which forms the basis of the stemma) include four medieval manuscripts which are written on vellum and are from the late thirteenth to the late fourteenth century. The most nearly complete text of the Saga in a medieval manuscript is in Flateyjarbók (henceforth F: see the Bibliography for a full list of abbreviations). This dates from the late fourteenth century and is also the lowest node on the stemma and therefore potentially the least representative of the archetype. The other three surviving medieval manuscripts are higher up the stemma but are unfortunately extremely fragmentary. Of these fragmentary manuscripts, AM 325 I 4to (henceforth AM 325), which consists of eighteen leaves, belongs to the same branch as Flateyjarbók but is slightly higher up the stemma, while AM 325 III β 4to (henceforth AM 325b) and AM 325 III α 4to (henceforth AM 325a) are very high up the stemma and are the two manuscripts thought by scholars to be closest to the archetype, but they consist of only one and two leaves respectively.


In addition to these four medieval manuscripts, the reconstruction has to take into account a number of later witnesses to the text. Particularly significant are two early modern paper manuscripts which provide evidence for a lost medieval vellum, known as Codex Academicus, which may have predated any of the surviving manuscripts. AM 332 4to (henceforth AM 332) is an incomplete copy of this lost manuscript made in the late seventeenth or early eighteenth century when most of the vellum still existed. The same lost vellum was translated into Dano-Norwegian in the sixteenth century when it was still almost complete, and this translation survives in a seventeenth-century Danish copy, Islpapp. 39 fol. (henceforth Isl. 39). Two additional early modern works by the Icelandic priest Magnús Ólafsson (d. 1636) have relevance for the Saga text. The manuscript R 702 contains both prose and verse extracts from the Saga, taken from AM 325a, which appears to have been a complete text of the Saga when it was in Magnús’ possession. The impetus for the collection came from his interest in skaldic poetry and the prose passages are not always exact copies of what was in his source. Magnús’ other work consists of most of the entries in Ole Worm’s printed glossary Specimen lexici runici (henceforth SLR), many of which quote short passages from the Saga, both prose and verse, also taken from AM 325a. The work of these early modern scholars has thus preserved most of the contents of the lost Codex Academicus and much of the content of the fragmentary AM 325a and so are important sources for the reconstruction of the Saga.


This reconstruction is based on a method known as a ‘best text edition’. The aim of such an edition is to create a text which approaches the archetype as closely as possible by using the ‘best’ surviving manuscript at any particular point in the text, ‘best’ in this case meaning the manuscript highest up the stemma. Where there is overlap between the manuscripts, those not chosen as the ‘best’ text are represented by variant readings. This ‘best text’ plus variants approach inevitably produces a patchwork text that does not represent any text that actually existed. While the ‘best text’ at any one point is likely to be the most representative of the archetype, the evidence of ‘inferior’ manuscripts is still valuable. So even an early modern translation, like Isl. 39, or an early modern collection of extracts, like R 702 and SLR, can give the reader some idea of what will have been in the archetype. Each of the two works derived from Codex Academicus is recognisably a prose narrative interspersed with verses, as we expect of the Saga. So even the Dano-Norwegian translation Isl. 39 can be, and has been, used as the source for passages not found in any other manuscript (see chs 8, 12, 30; the beginnings and ends of these passages are marked off by * and **). The works of Magnús Ólafsson are less easily recognisable as texts of the Saga. However, since R 702 quotes stanzas from the Saga in the right order and with accompanying prose passages that correlate closely with other manuscripts, this is more than enough justification for using it to supply text in both verse and prose that does not survive in any other manuscript (see chs 24, 85; the beginnings and ends of these passages are marked off by + and ++). Since SLR does not contain passages of any length, it is only occasionally used for variant readings.


Related texts


Previous editors and translators have chosen to include various additional texts with the Saga. Most commonly these are one or both of two short texts found in Flateyjarbók but in no other manuscript, The Burning of Bishop Adam and About Helgi and Úlfr, and both are included here. The Burning of Bishop Adam follows fairly soon after the Saga in Flateyjarbók, with only the historical poem Nóregs konungatal (‘Enumeration of the Kings of Norway’) between them.58 The final sentence of The Burning explicitly links the text back to the Saga, and as its subject matter is related to that of the final chapters of the Saga, it is likely derived from the same Caithness sources.59


About Helgi and Úlfr is a very different kind of story and, beyond its Orcadian (and Irish) setting, is not in any way linked to the Saga in Flateyjarbók. In that manuscript it forms part of a fairly miscellaneous collection of short texts following some longer sagas of kings of Norway, sitting between a short narrative about Greenland in the twelfth century (including a list of churches in Greenland) and a saga about Edward the Confessor, the English king and saint. About Helgi and Úlfr fits in with the ecclesiastical themes of its adjacent texts, and it has been suggested that it was composed by the scribe of this part of Flateyjarbók in a rather programmatic way.60 While its historical content is likely nil, the story is set in the same world as the Saga and may have more connections with Orkney than previously thought. It takes place in the time of Earl Sigurðr Hlǫðvisson and is set partly in several islands of Orkney and partly in Ireland. It is very saga-like in that it involves a feud between inhabitants of neighbouring islands and makes use of a motif by which a young warrior kidnaps a young woman, only to be pursued by her father, the events ending in a big battle between them. This is also the frame story of the ‘Everlasting Battle’ anecdote told in Snorri’s Edda, a story that was also known in medieval Orkney.61 It is not inconceivable that at some level About Helgi and Úlfr has its origins in literary activity in the Orkney earldom.62 It has only previously been translated into English by Dasent.63


Not included in the present translation are three hagiographical works about St Magnús (Legenda de Sancto Magno in Latin and two sagas in Old Norse) which overlap with the Saga’s account of his martyrdom.64 All four texts tell substantially the same story, despite some differences of style and detail. All derive ultimately from a lost Latin Vita, or saint’s life, written by someone known only as ‘Master Robert’, who may have been the English hagiographer Robert of Cricklade.65 Of the four versions, only the Saga has significant local detail, while the others belong rather to the international genre of hagiography. The two sagas of St Magnús and the Latin legend can be consulted in the editions by Vigfusson and Guðmundsson and the translations by Dasent and by Pálsson and Edwards.66


This Edition and Translation


Manuscripts and the ‘best text’ principle


The translation presented in this volume follows the reconstructed text as presented in the editions by Nordal and Guðmundsson.67 The chapter numbers of these editions are followed, as these are also used in the two most recent translations into English, by Taylor and by Pálsson and Edwards, and are by now well established, though the chapter divisions are sometimes a bit arbitrary.68 The manuscripts do not all have the same chapter divisions and following these would have caused more confusion than illumination. Chapter titles also vary between manuscripts and are often absent or misleading, so these have not been translated. The chapter titles provided by some previous translators are intended to guide the reader but do not always represent headings used in the manuscripts.


As noted above, the editions being followed make use of the ‘best text’ approach, and this has also been the principle here, while making it more explicit, and attempting to do it more consistently, than in previous translations. The ‘best text’ or texts for each chapter are indicated in the textual notes at the end of the Saga (referenced by note markers t1, t2, etc.). There are instances (an example is note T27 in ch. 85) where a manuscript which is not the ‘best text’ evidently has a correct reading and both Nordal and Guðmundsson have chosen to incorporate this reading into the main text. Taylor goes beyond Nordal’s edition, which he is following, in doing this. Here, I have mostly chosen to stick with the ‘best text’ but to note if the variant reading in another manuscript seems to be the correct one. In some places, however, the reading in the ‘best text’ is so patently wrong that it has been corrected here too, often on the basis of evidence from elsewhere in the text (for example, note T1 in ch. 4). Ultimately, these decisions require the exercise of editorial judgement, which may not always be correct.


The ‘best text’ is supplemented by variants from other manuscripts also recorded in the textual notes. Not every variant reading is recorded. There are many instances of minor variations of expression in the different manuscripts which make no difference to the understanding of the text and these have not been included. The interested reader will find many such variants in the notes to OSN in particular. Again, what to note as a variant is a matter of editorial judgement. All variant readings have been translated into English, even when, as in the case of those from Isl. 39, they are not from Old Norse but from early modern Dano-Norwegian.


The translations of the stanzas quoted in the Saga are similarly based on the relevant manuscripts and the ‘best text’ principle. While account has been taken of the edited text and translations published in SkP (for which, see the Key to Stanzas), there are occasional discrepancies. The reason for this is that SkP editions follow a policy of reconstructing the stanzas as they were composed by the original poet; thus, where the stanzas are also recorded in texts other than the Saga, a wider range of manuscripts is taken into consideration. The principle in the present volume has been that the translations attempt to reproduce the stanzas as they were known to the compiler(s) of the Saga rather than as they were originally composed by the poet. Alternative interpretations and variant readings are not provided, but these can easily be consulted in SkP.


Style


Compared to the three translations which preceded it, that by Pálsson and Edwards is indeed ‘in the modern idiom’, as envisaged by George Mackay Brown, or at least in the style which was modern in the 1970s. It is very readable, but on occasion approaches paraphrase rather than translation. The other three translations are often less readable, sometimes making use of language that was archaic even when they were published, but they can on occasion be more accurate. The present translation aims, more so than all four previous translations, to reproduce the Old Norse text as closely as possible without making it sound too alien to English-speaking readers.


This is possible because the world has moved on since 1978 and readers are no longer so easily disturbed by some aspects of saga style which work perfectly well in English but which were previously considered awkward or inelegant in narrative prose. Two aspects of saga style that are retained as fully as possible in this translation are the sentence structures and the typical saga habit of apparently random shifts between past and present tense in retrospective narrative. There is a good example of the latter characteristic in chapter 61:




When Hallvarðr had been a short time in the stable, he saw a brisk man had come to the farmstead and calls that the woman should get ready. She took her clothes and carries them out. Then Hallvarðr thought he knew who it was; he then goes out. Brynjólfr had put down his weapons while he tied up the woman’s clothes. And as soon as they met, Hallvarðr gives Brynjólfr his death-blow; he then went back to the stable and hid himself there.





Such tense-shifting is now increasingly common in saga translations, including the most recent English version of Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla by Alison Finlay and Anthony Faulkes.69 In fact, it can also be found in both Dasent’s and Taylor’s translations, so is not particularly new. The two better-known translations by Hjaltalin and Goudie and by Pálsson and Edwards, however, stick to past-tense narrative as traditional in English prose.


The other aspect of saga style which traditional English prose translations have tended to obscure is the structuring of sentences. This style is sometimes called ‘paratactic’, though it does not in fact adhere strictly to parataxis as usually defined today and is perhaps better thought of as ‘one damn thing after another’ style.70 In sagas, the narrative style commonly consists of a string of clauses, so a series either of short sentences or of clauses joined by coordinating (rather than subordinating) conjunctions. Manuscript punctuation, or the lack of it, tends to reflect this ambiguity about what constitutes a sentence, and sentence division and punctuation in this translation are as a result often somewhat arbitrary, as can be seen in the extract quoted above.


The Saga uses dialogue in a variety of ways and its representations of direct speech are translated on the same principles as the narrative prose. Pithy but significant remarks are sometimes a bit obscure, as in chapter 26, when Þorfinnr goads Kálfr with ‘You will also not want that said of you that you lie here like a cat in a pile of stones’, presumably some kind of proverbial reference that we can no longer decipher (though see the footnote to this phrase in ch. 26). There are also several stirring speeches, particularly in the latter part of the Saga. In chapter 103, the contrast between Þorbjǫrn Cleric’s rather incoherent plea to Earl Haraldr and Magnús Hávarðsson’s clear and hard-hitting challenge effectively outlines the situation and the characters of those involved. There is a similar interesting contrast in chapter 68, where we are told that Rǫgnvaldr gave a ‘long and articulate speech’ but do not hear his words. What we are given is the long reply by his father Kolr which is clearly intended to show him as the one who gets things done in contrast to his son the rhetorician. The translator then has to identify the nuances which can be brought out in the process of translation. So the audience’s response to Kolr’s speech is here translated as ‘This seemed a good plan to everyone’: contrast this ‘plan’ with Pálsson and Edwards’ ‘Everyone thought it a great idea’, while the other three translations all opt for ‘advice’, perhaps somewhere between an idea and a plan. All three English words are plausible translations of ON ráð.


Even more challenging for the translator than the dialogue is the poetry, especially since readers sometimes skip over the eighty-two stanzas quoted in the Saga, but they are an important part of the text as outlined above. They have often caused difficulties for previous translators. The Dano-Norwegian translator of Isl. 39, despite having a good knowledge of his ancestral language, could not manage the poems at all (or perhaps did not value them) and usually ignores them, only occasionally alluding to or paraphrasing them. The English translators inevitably render the poems in the styles of their time, with the earlier translators coming up with what now seem to be especially pedestrian versions, while the Penguin translations are rather too breezy as versions of what is a complex form of poetry. Here, rather than trying to make new poems from old, I have followed the same principle as for the prose narrative: to reproduce the content and the style of the originals as closely as possible while remaining readable. In the case of the notoriously difficult skaldic poems, this has meant mostly abandoning any attempt to reproduce their metrical and syntactical features, focusing rather on preserving their basic structures and concepts, including the circumlocutions known as kennings. These are translated in the stanzas but explained in the Key to Stanzas.


Orthography and names


The challenge of presenting strange names that include strange letters to an English-speaking audience has been variously met by previous translators. Hjaltalin and Goudie allowed a few diacritics, as in ‘Hákon’, but baulked at strange letters, rendering ‘Þorfinnr’ as ‘Thorfinn’, and at the ‘-r’ ending which often indicates a masculine name, so ‘Rögnvald’ got an umlaut but not a final ‘-r’. Dasent, Taylor and the Penguin translators have anglicised all names fully, though not always in the same way. My sense is that twenty-first-century readers are much more tolerant of strange alphabets than might have been true of earlier audiences, and I have therefore chosen to give Saga characters (many of whom were real people) their own names more or less as they would have been written by speakers of Old Norse. This includes the names of non-Norse individuals, whose more recognisable names are also given in the Index of Persons. Since manuscript orthography is quite variable, the spelling of personal names follows that of the most recent edition of the Saga (OSFG), which regularises manuscript spelling to a norm which it is most useful to follow. This norm also means the use of the unusual letter ‘ǫ’ rather than ‘ö’, which became the norm in Icelandic some time after the period in which the Saga was compiled. Other characters which may not be entirely familiar to English-speaking readers are ‘Þþ’ and ‘ð’, representing the sounds we generally write as ‘th’ (the former as in ‘think’ and the latter as in ‘father’). Nicknames are, however, translated as far as possible, with occasional discussion in the appropriate footnotes. Names of groups of people are given in English where such a term exists (e.g. ‘Danes’); otherwise, they are given in their normalised Old Norse form, like the names of individuals. The noun ‘viking’ is not considered to have ethnic significance and so is not capitalised.


Place-names present a different issue, since most of the places mentioned in the Saga still exist, very often with names that derive from the Saga forms, as is the case for almost all of the names of places in northern Scotland. I have, as far as possible, given places the names currently used in the countries in which they are located, so ‘Aberdeen’, ‘Tønsberg’, ‘Narbonne’. Norwegian names follow the spelling norms of Norgeskart or NSL, while names of places in the United Kingdom follow those of the Ordnance Survey as recorded in Digimap. As with the names of groups of people, however, where names of places outside the English-speaking world have a common English form, that form is used, so ‘Norway’ rather than ‘Norge/ Noreg’ and ‘Rome’ rather than ‘Roma’. Where a Saga place-name has not been matched to a present-day location, the name has been translated if possible, with a footnote giving further information. One or two names are too obscure to be translated and appear in italics, with annotation where appropriate. In the textual notes, manuscript spellings of uncertain import are indicated by quotation marks. Most of the locatable place-names in the Saga are indicated on the maps at the end of this introduction.


In addition to the challenge of identifying a number of places, the Saga is full of geographical peculiarities which can be explained in different ways: by specifically local expressions, by a lack of relevant knowledge on the part of the compiler(s) or scribe(s), or by errors that have arisen in the composition or transmission of the Saga. So the text frequently says that characters went ‘up’ to Scotland from Orkney, for example. This sounds odd to our cartographic brains which assume that ‘up’ is north, not south, but the examples are frequent enough to suggest that this was the way it was said. Less convincing is when in chapter 60 Jón goes ‘south’ to Sogn from Bergen (though it is north): this could reflect a lack of knowledge or perhaps a copying error (see n. 1 in that chapter). The geography of Rǫgnvaldr’s travels in chapter 86 does not make complete sense; here it is perhaps more likely that different parts of the story were put together in the wrong order.


In the manuscripts, the geographical territory in which the majority of the Saga is set is routinely called either Orkneyjar (Orkneys) or eyjar (islands), the latter potentially including Shetland as well, though Shetland can be specified (as Hjaltland) where it is required by the context. Earlier editions occasionally capitalise eyjar as if it was a place-name, but manuscript capitalisation is not a reliable guide and mostly the term is used in the Saga as a fairly vague designation of an ill-defined region rather than as a place-name as such, as is also sometimes the case with Orkneyjar. The modern form ‘Orkney’ is used in the title of the present translation, the footnotes and this introduction to refer either to the more abstract concept of the earldom of Orkney (which for much of the time included Caithness and Shetland) or to the modern county. In the translation itself, ‘Orkneys’ has been chosen as the closest to the form of the Old Norse name.


Orthography is an issue in the alphabetical ordering of the Index of Persons, Index of Places and Bibliography. In all of these, to accommodate the special characters of various Scandinavian languages, the alphabetical order is as follows: a á b c d ð e é f g h i í j k l m n o ó p q r s t u ú v w x y ý z å æ ä oe ǫ ö ø þ.


Notes and indexes


The translated text of the Saga is annotated in two ways. The textual notes at the end of the Saga text (indicated by note markers t1, t2, etc. in the text) provide information about the manuscript(s) being followed in each chapter and the variant readings from those manuscripts, as outlined above.


The content notes, presented as footnotes on the page, provide information that is considered essential for understanding the text. They are relatively modest in number and have no ambition to provide historical or literary interpretation of the text. It is rather my hope that this edition and translation will assist those working on such interpretations.


The Index of Persons lists all persons and other named figures (such as Norse gods) in the Saga, along with other versions of their names (mostly for non-Norse names) if applicable, again referenced to the appropriate chapter number of the Saga. People are given their patro- or metronymics only if these occur in the Saga text. The index also provides information about the person in question, such as their social or political role (king, earl), their family members, their place of residence and anything else recorded in the Saga. As far as possible, this information reflects the wording of the Saga. So if X is said to be the father of Y, that will appear in the index, but it will specify that Y is the son of X only if the Saga also expresses it that way. Information about individuals has not generally been sought from any other source, though very occasionally, where it has been thought essential to understanding the text, information garnered from other sources is included in the footnotes.


The Index of Places lists all place-names in the Saga text in the form in which they appear in the translation, as explained above, with the addition of the normalised Old Norse form as found in the most recent edition (OSFG), referenced to the appropriate chapter number of the Saga and a link to a footnote with discussion or the Gazetteer if relevant.


I am grateful to Dr Colleen Batey for providing a Gazetteer of the most important archaeological sites mentioned in the Saga.
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