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GENERAL EDITOR’S PREFACE

HAVE great pleasure in presenting Professor Einar
I Ol. Sveinsson’s Dating the Icelandic Sagas. This is
a pioneer work, for no general treatment of the subject
has been published since modern methods of criticism
have been applied.

Readers will already be aware of the profundity and
the humane qualities of Professor Sveinsson’s scholar-
ship, and many will have enjoyed his earlier works,
among which I may mention his sensitive Age of the
Sturlungs (trans. Jéhann S. Hannesson, 1953), his pene-
trating Studies in the Manuscript Tradition of Njdlssaga
(1953), to say nothing of his edition of Brennu-Njdls
Saga (1954), a monument of self-sacrificing devotion.

The Viking Society is proud to publish a work by so
distinguished an Icelandic scholar, and expresses deep
gratitude to him, since he has written this volume especi-

ally for us.
G.T.P.






AUTHOR’S PREFACE

HIS book was completed in Icelandic in September
T1956, and nothing has been added since then except
for two footnotes. The following books and papers, all
of which have some bearing on the subject of this work,
have been published since it was finished: Hallvard
Mageroy, Sertekstproblemet i Ljdsvetninga (Avhandlinger
utgitt av Det Norske Videnskaps-Akademi i Oslo II,
Hist.-fil. klasse 1956, No. 2), Oslo 1957; the same
author’s Studiar i Bandamanna saga (Bibliotheca Arna-
magzana XVIII), Copenhagen 1957; Ari C. Bouman,
Observations on Syntax and Style of Some Icelandic
Sagas (Studia Islandica 15), Reykjavik 1956; Jénas
Kristjdnsson’s edition of Eyfirdinga Sggur (Islenzk
Fornrit IX), Reykjavik 1956; Jén J6hannesson’s paper
Aldur Grenlendinga sigu (Nordzla, Afmeliskvedja til
Sigurdar Nordals, Reykjavik 1956); Walter Baetke,
Uber die Entstehung der Islindersagas (Berichte iiber die
Verhandlungen der sichsischen Akademie der Wissen-
schaften zu Leipzig, Philol.-hist. Klasse, Band 102,
Heft 5), Berlin 1956; Anne Holtsmark’s Introduction to
The Legendary Saga of Saint Olav (Corpus Cod. Norv.
Med Aev., IV ser., vol. II), Oslo 1956. In this last
named work Professor Holtsmark mentions certain
palacographic details, which suggest that the Midsaga
of St Olaf was written as early as about 1200.

To my great regret, two distinguished scholars, who
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are mentioned in this book, have died since it was written,
viz. Professor Jén J6hannesson and Bardi Gudmundsson,
Keeper of the National Archives of Iceland.

I wish to express my warmest thanks to the Viking
Society for the honour they have done me in electing
me an Honorary Life Member, and for including this
book in their Series.

I would like also to thank my friend Professor G.
Turville-Petre for the translation, so carefully made, of
a book which is in many ways difficult. He has spared
no pains to make the translation as exact and readable as
possible.

I would like finally to thank Mr Peter G. Foote, who
has kindly read the typescript and the proofs, and Mr
David Thomas, who has given a great deal of helpful
advice on typography and technical problems.

E.O.S.
Reykjavik
June 1958
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CHAPTER 1T

EARLIER RESEARCHES

1IKE many other medieval works, the Icelandic

Family Sagas! have come down to us without the
names of their authors; nor do these sagas tell us when
they were written. As might well be expected, consider-
ing the great value of the sagas, scholars have attempted
to solve such problems. The first of them, that of author-
ship, has often made the scholar feel as if he were in the
position of Tantalus in the Greek myth: the water and
fruits which seemed so close were so elusive when he
tried to grasp them.

The second question, that of the dates when the sagas
were written, has not appeared nearly so difficult to
answer, as may be seen from the unhesitating way in
which scholars have made their assertions about the
ages of various sagas. But if we regard the problem
more closely, we can say that, although there is plenty
of evidence, much of it is exceedingly treacherous. In
the present essay I shall attempt to examine this latter
problem rather more closely.

At one time, scholars used to regard the Icelandic
Family Sagas as true pictures of the events, and they

1 The term [slendinga Sogur (literally ‘Sagas of Icelanders’) is used
in Icelandic for those sagas which relate the lives of Icelanders living
in the Age of Settlement and the Saga Age (or Viking Age). Although
it is not altogether suitable, the term ‘ Family Sagas’ is used for such
sagas in this book, since many English-speaking people know them
under that name. The term Fornaldar Ségur is rendered by ‘Heroic
Sagas’, and Riddara Sogur by ‘ Romantic Sagas’ or ‘Romances’.
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troubled less about the age when they were written; they
asked rather when the events related in the sagas took
place, and quoted the sagas as if they were contemporary
sources. Examples of this approach may still be found,
but on the whole it can be said to belong to a past age.
First of all, scholars began to notice, as already Arni
Magnusson had done, that many sagas showed in them-
selves that they were written long after the events related
in them took place. Gradually this became clearer; all
Family Sagas were written long after their stories took
place, but some of them appear to be older than others.
If sagas are to be used as sources of history, it is obvi-
ously a matter of great consequence how long a period
elapsed between the events related and the time when
the sagas were written.

One of the first attempts to decide the age when the
sagas were written was made by P. E. Miiller in his
Sagabibliothek (I, 1817), but, as Snorri says in the
Hittatal, first attempts generally leave room for improve-
ment. The dates to which Miiller assigned various sagas
differ greatly from those to which later scholars have
assigned them, although some of the sagas which he
thought were written very late are still thought to be so.

I shall not trace the opinions on the dating of Family
Sagas expressed by scholars between the appearance of
the first volume of Miiller’s Sagabibliothek and the time
when Finnur Jénsson turned his attention to the prob-
lem in his great history of Old Icelandic and Norwegian
literature (Den oldnorske og oldislandske Litteraturs His-
torie, 11, 1898). I should, however, mention that during
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the interval Konrad Maurer published his Ueber die
Hensaporis saga (1871), and K. Lehmann and Hans
Schnorr von Carolsfeld published their book Die Njdls-
sage (1883). Both of these books showed a keener appre-
ciation of the criteria of age than was common in those
days.

In his history of the literature, Finnur Jénsson at-
tempted to establish the ages of all Family Sagas. P. E.
Miiller had supposed that the sagas had been written at
various times, but he did not think that there had been
any pause in saga-writing from the beginning to the end.
But the most striking point in Finnur Jénsson’s dating
is that he allows for two groups of sagas, one dating
from about 1200, and the other from about 1300, and
between these two dates he seems to suppose there was
a gap. This would certainly be a very strange pheno-
menon, and the doctrine was bound to awaken suspicion
and doubt.

In his later works and in the second edition of his
history of the literature (1920—4), Finnur Jénsson ex-
pressed more or less the same opinions about the ages of
Family Sagas. But about the same time, Bjorn M. Olsen
published his weighty criticism of the Prologue to Stur-
lunga Saga in which Finnur J6nsson had found the chief
support for his peculiar system of dating, as will be ex-
plained more fully below. Olsen attempted in an inde-
pendent way to decide the ages of various sagas,? and he
reached important conclusions about the relations of

1 See B. M. Olsen, Om Gunnlaugs Saga Ormstungu, tr911; Um
Lslendinga Sogur, published posthumously in Safn VI, 1937-9.
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very many of them with the Landndmabdk, which in
course of time provided valuable evidence of their ages.

I regard the bold attempts made in the series [slenzk
Fornrit (1933 f1.) and by the editors of this series in other
writings as a direct continuation of this work of B. M.
Olsen. In my view, there can be no doubt that editors of
the Fornrit have made great advances in assembling
evidence about these questions.

But it was not to be expected that such difficult prob-
lems would be settled at one stroke, and I have no doubt
that there may be errors in some of the conclusions set
forth in these works. At the same time, it should be
observed that the evidence and methods used there have
never been thoroughly examined, and, I think, it is
particularly this which is needed. It is necessary to
examine more closely the basis upon which any dating
must be founded, i.e. the texts themselves, and closer
consideration is also needed of the nature and value of
the individual criteria which may be used to establish
the age of a work. That was my opinion when I lectured
on this subject at the congress of northern philologists in
Helsinki in 1950.! That lecture was, in fact, the basis of
the present essay.

Since that time, Volume VIII B of the series Nordisk
Kultur has been published, and it contains Sigurdur
Nordal’s remarkable study of the sagas (Sagalitteraturen).
When it is realized that the whole study of this extensive
subject covers no more than ninety-four pages, it can

.1 See Redogdrelse for nionde nordiska filologmdtet i Helsingfors och
Abo 1951, pp. 16~-17.
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hardly be expected that the author would find room to
discuss the methods used in dating Family Sagas, and
hence I consider an essay of this kind not altogether
superfluous. For this reason I have given renewed and
closer attention to all those problems upon which I
touched briefly in my lecture of 1950.



CHAPTER II

TECHNICAL TERMS

EFORE going further I would like to say something
Babout technical terms. Obscurity in the use of tech-
nical terms has seriously hampered scholarly research,
and sometimes it has even been difficult to know what the
writer really means. First of all we must consider the
word ‘saga’. As everyone who knows Icelandic is aware,
this word has a very wide application in that language.
All the same, in works written in Icelandic during the
last twenty-five years, I think the usage has never been
so obscure as to cause confusion, and this is because of a
clear appreciation of the differences. In this essay I shall
use the word ‘saga’ as it is used, for example, in the in-
troductions to the series fslenzk Fornrit.

When I speak of sagas in the following pages, I shall
always mean written works, such as Egils Saga, Njdls
Saga, Heidarviga Saga, or Hrafnkels Saga, and 1 shall
use the word exclusively for such written works, It is
impracticable to use the same word for the sources upon
which sagas may have been based. It is also impossible
to start out on the assumption, once and for all, that the
sources of sagas were of this kind or of that, for such a
problem has to be considered separately in every case.
If we suppose that the sources of sagas were oral, these
sources may be called ‘tradition’. I have chosen this
word while fully realizing that no more must be said
about the form of the oral sources than is known. They
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may have been anecdotes, shorter or longer tales, or a
complex of short tales. If investigation proves that a
saga is based upon a single oral source, a complete oral
story, this will have to be especially emphasized.

It may seem strange, but sometimes it appears as
though people overlook the fact that sagas, as we desig-
nate them, the written works, really exist, while the oral
sources upon which they are supposed to be based, do
not exist. We must not close our eyes to the danger,
when we feel certain that one incident or another is
derived from an oral tradition, that this may be only
an illusion; this incident may never have existed in
oral tradition about the same hero. Scholars should
never lose sight of the difference between that which
exists and that which does not—the certain and the un-
certain.

All who have read works of recent years on the Family
Sagas must have come across the expressions ‘free-prose
theory’ and ‘book-prose theory’. I shall not expatiate on
these, but I have always considered these terms ques-
tionable, since the free-prose theory does not in fact
allow for a free oral tradition, but rather for one which is
more or less fixed; though this is of little importance.
The chief difference between the two theories is that
the book-prose theory is not, in the first place, a theory,
not in the first place a doctrine, but rather an attempt
to follow the tracks from the known to the unknown
without prejudice, to pass with the help of experience
and probability from one point to the other. On the
other hand the free-prose theory, at least in its German
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form,? is primarily a Lehre, a doctrine, which is set forth
fully fashioned, and the origin of the Family Sagas is
explained in accordance with it.

The advocates of the free-prose theory distinguish
some of the larger sagas, and say that they are more
literary than the others; they allow for exceptions of one
kind or another. With such reservations their doctrine
may be described in this way: the sources of the sagas
(i.e. of the preserved, written sagas) were complete oral
stories of fixed form, fixed both in matter and in style.
In general it is supposed that these complete oral stories
corresponded exactly with the written sagas. It is sup-
posed that they were commonly written down word for
word, and it is stated plainly that the differences between
a written saga and its oral source are no greater than the
differences which two story-tellers would make in telling
the same tale; the alterations were no greater than any
story-teller would permit himself. These oral stories,
from which the written sagas were taken, are believed to
have been learnt by heart by one story-teller from an-
other, and finally, as already said, they were written
down more or less word for word as one of the story-
tellers had told them.

As may readily be appreciated, we are here faced with
a series of preconceived ideas, I might almost say postu-
lates, none of which follows from the other. The first
postulate is that when we have a saga its source is a

1 K. Liest6l (in The Origin of the Icelandic Family Sagas, 1930)
was less rigid, and had learnt much more from experience. He had
wide experience of the development of oral tales.
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single, complete oral story, although it is obvious that
there are many other possibilities, and the scholar’s task
is therefore more complicated and difficult. The second
postulate is that every oral story which is supposed to
have existed was fixed in style and learnt word for word
by heart. But even if we start from the first postulate
(which I consider wrong) it does not follow that the
second is right. It is well known that there are long tales
whose substance is preserved orally, although they are
not learnt word for word. This, to speak generally, is the
case with the popular Mdrchen.! I may add that I con-
sider it questionable whether prose texts were ever pre-
served orally word for word unless there was a distinct
class which lived by reciting them, learning them system-
atically for years together, as the Irish filid were said to
do. There was no such class as this in Iceland.

We come now to the third postulate. If we suppose for
the moment that the first and second are right, it does
not by any means follow that the third is right. The third
postulate is that the scribe followed the oral tale word for
word. But why should he do so? If I may use a rather
paradoxical expression, I may say that this kind of writing
is against the laws of nature. What I mean is this: for
century after century lettered men have been writing
down stories which they learned from oral story-tellers,
but what writer was ever so oppressed with a sense of

1 This, of course, does not apply to fixed phrases and suchlike,
which are preserved in any kind of oral tale. There are also types of
rime-like Mdrchen containing a lot of repetition, which may be learnt

more or less by heart, but in style these are nearly the antithesis of
Family Sagas.
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inferiority that he did not think himself better able to
find the right words than an illiterate story-teller? It is
only in the last decades that scholars have begun to write
down stories word for word, and before they can do it
they have to undergo a strict training. It is such an un-
natural thing to do.?

This is not the place to discuss the free-prose doctrine
further, although I shall perhaps do so in another con-
text. Indeed, there is no reason to do so here, for this
essay is not about the sources of the written Family
Sagas, but about these sagas themselves. Only in very
rare instances will the free-prose doctrine come in our
way, but yet often enough to make it clear that it should
be mentioned and explained briefly. It was appropriate
to describe it at the same time as I explained what precise
meaning I would give to the word ‘sagas’ in the following
pages.

1 I am concerned with oral prose-stories on profane subjects. I
realize that rather different conditions may apply to stories about

religious subjects, but these have nothing to do with the present
problem.
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MANUSCRIPTS AND TEXTS

HE sagas with which I am dealing in this essay are
Tthe extant, written Family Sagas, and when I speak
of their age, I mean the date when they were written.
But before discussing this, it is necessary to consider one
other problem, viz. the state in which these sagas are
preserved. The importance of the question whether a
saga is well or badly preserved has become ever clearer
to me during years of study, and much depends upon
whether it is possible to answer it conclusively. To speak
generally, most other kinds of scholarly investigation of a
saga must depend on the state of its preservation. A good
example of this can be found in studies of Egils Saga. In
his book Fdrfattarskapet till Eigla (1927), Per Wieselgren
investigated the style of Egils Saga, and among other
things, he reached the conclusion that the style of this
saga differed so sharply from the style of Snorri that it
was inconceivable that Snorri was its author. But on this
point Sigurdur Nordal refuted him conclusively,! show-
ing that what people call the style of Egils Saga is, in
reality, the style of Mpdruvallabdk, in which the saga has
been considerably abbreviated, as may be seen by com-
parison with the fragment designated as 6.

Family Sagas have come down to us chiefly in manu-
scripts of the fourteenth and later centuries, for there are
very few manuscripts, and these only fragments, which

1 Egils Saga in LF. 11, 1933, Introduction, pp. Ixxxii ff.
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can be assigned to the thirteenth century. The oldest are
thought to be the fragments 8 of Egils Saga, D2 of
Laxdela Saga, and the first hand in the vellum manu-
script Sth. perg. 18, 4to.! Probably all of these fragments
may be assigned approximately to the middle of the
thirteenth century. Next come { of Egils Saga and A.M.
162, E, fol. containing texts of Eyrbyggja and Laxdela,
and the fragment 8 of Egils Saga, which is in a similar
hand. Dating from about 1300 are the manuscripts D1
of Laxdela Saga and just five manuscripts of Njdls Saga,
viz. Reykjabok (AM 468, 4t0), Grdskinna (Gl. kgl. sml.
2870, 4t0), Kdlfalekjarbék (AM 133, fol.) and the frag-
ments 8 and B.2 The fragments of Njdla, {, «, y, 0 are
assigned to the first half of the fourteenth century, as are
the fragment y of Egils Saga, and the Hauksbék which
contains Eiriks Saga Rauda and Fdstbreedra Saga (written
before 1334). The manuscripts Sth. perg. 7, 4to and 8
of Egils Saga are assigned to the middle of the fourteenth
century, as are the Wolfenbiittel manuscript containing
Egils Saga and Eyrbyggja and the text of Gunnlaugs Saga
in Sth. 18.

The great vellum manuscript Modruvallabék (AM 132

1 The fragments of Egils Saga and Njdls Saga denoted by Greek
letters are contained in AM 162 fol. A-B. I have followed the opinions
of Finnur Jénsson (see especially his editions of these sagas) and of K.
Kalund on the ages of these manuscripts. In the following pages I
have taken consideration of Finnur Jénsson’s opinions, although my
chief authority is Kilund’s catalogue (Katalog over den Arnamag-
neeanske Handskriftsamling 1-11, 1889—94).

2 On the manuscripts of Njdls Saga see my work Studies in the
manuscript tradition of Njdlssaga, 1953. In that work I have followed
the opinions of Finnur Jénsson and of Kalund in dating the manu-
scripts.
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fol.) is slightly older than these last named, and was
written at some time between 1316 and 1350.! It con-
tains Njdls Saga, Egils Saga, Finnboga Saga, Banda-
manna Saga, Kormaks Saga, Viga-Glims Saga, Drop-
laugarsona Saga, Qlkofra Ddttr, Hallfredar Saga, Lax-
dela, and Fistbraedra Saga. Nearly all of these sagas have
been edited from the Mpdruvallabék, and if it did not
exist, we should have no more than paltry fragments of
Kormaks Saga, Droplaugarsona Saga, and Viga-Glims
Saga, while Hallfredar Saga would be preserved only in
sections, as is e.g. Bjarnar Saga Hitdelakappa.

I do not consider it necessary to enumerate manu-
scripts later than these, but it is plain that there were
some manuscripts containing various texts written about
1400 and in the fifteenth century, which contained two
or more Family Sagas, sometimes together with Heroic
and other later sagas. I shall mention only two of these.
Vatnshyrna written for J6n Hdkonarson of Vididalstunga
about or a little before 1400, which Gudbrandur Vig-
fusson rescued from oblivion in his Introduction to
Bdrdar Saga (1860). Vatnshyrna survives only in frag-
ments and transcripts, but it contained Fldamanna Saga,
Laxdeela, Heensa-béris Saga, Vatnsdela Saga, Eyrbyggija,
Kjalnesinga Saga, Krdéka-Refs Saga, Viga-Glims Saga,
Hardar Saga, Bdrdar Saga, Pérdar Saga Hredu, Bergbia
bdttr, Kumblbia pdttr, and Draumr Dorsteins Sidu-
Hallssonar. It may thus be said that Vatnshyrna and
Modruvallabék supplement each other. I shall mention

1 See Jén Helgason, Gauks Saga Trandilssonar in Heidersskrift til
G. Indrebé, 1939.
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just one other composite manuscript, Melabék, which
was written at the beginning of the fifteenth century and
contained Fldamanna Saga, Eyrbyggia, Vatnsdela, as
well as Landndmabdék and genealogical lists. Considerable
fragments of this manuscript are preserved.!

Many vellum manuscripts have been lost, but the loss
is partly made good because, early in the seventeenth
century, people began to copy the vellum manuscripts,
and thus we have complete texts of many sagas of which
only small fragments survive on vellum. Sometimes these
transcripts have to serve instead of the lost vellums. We
shall now consider how some of the sagas were preserved
under these conditions. We must consider how many
independent texts of medieval sagas now survive in com-
plete vellums written in the Middle Ages, or in frag-
ments of them, or else in later copies of such vellums.
When we have to deal with late copies, it does not matter
how many they are, but rather what evidence they pro-
vide of the independent medieval manuscripts from
which they are descended. It need hardly be said that
investigation of all the late manuscripts is necessary, so
that we may be sure whether they represent one medieval
text or more. Such investigation has only been done in
part, and I must ask my readers to bear this in mind as
they go through the following pages. I must also rely
upon the opinions now current. Maybe, the future will
bring to light some texts among the paper manuscripts
which descend from lost, unknown medieval manu-

1 Gudbrandur Vigfisson has given a list of other manuscripts of
Family Sagas in his Prolegomena to Sturlunga Saga (1878), § 29.
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scripts. But it is wiser not to hold out high hopes on this
score.

When we consider the number of medieval codices in
which various sagas were preserved, we shall understand
the extent of their popularity in the Middle Ages. But
their number must also influence our judgement of the
value and reliability of the existing texts. It is well known
that the early scribes did not care to copy word for word,
and hence we may suppose that, in their extant form,
very few sagas are anything like exact copies of the texts
as they were first written. But even if this is admitted, it
does not follow that the manuscripts are not to be trusted
at all, and that they have all been interpolated or abbre-
viated. Certainly some of them have, but it may well be
that by studying the existing manuscripts we may gain
some knowledge of the history of the texts—knowledge
which may be useful to us in deciding their ages and
many other problems.

We must first of all consider the number of indepen-
dent manuscripts in existence. It is a natural probability
that the greater the number of witnesses the greater the
likelihood that one of them is telling the truth on one
point or another. If a saga has been shortened or altered
in other ways it may be that one manuscript or another
will preserve relics of its form before it suffered these
alterations. But if, on the other hand, we have only one
witness, one text, we must honestly admit that very little
can be certain; we are left to the mercy of one scribe and
of other scribes before him, of whom we know nothing.

We have to consider other problems besides that of the
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number of the manuscripts, and the first to which I shall
turn is that of their age. Needless to say, it does not take
long to alter a saga if a man sets out to alter it. But if
this does not arise, and if we are dealing with an ordinary
scribe who had no intention of altering a saga, then we
can say that the longer the time and the greater the
number of intermediaries between our text and the
original, the greater are the chances of corruption.
Hence, we are in a much stronger position if we have old
manuscripts, and if they are both old and numerous, we
are not altogether at a loss. On the other hand, the
scholar must inevitably wander in a maze of bewilder-
ment if he has only paper manuscripts, representing only
one medieval codex, whose text may be uncertain in
many passages.

This brings us to the third question, that of the quality
of the texts. In deciding this subjective considerations
inevitably play a great part, but it is, nevertheless, very
important. In considering quality we have the help of
the learning which scholars have gained by experience of
textual criticism and from the technique of editing, such
as may be found in manuals on the subject. We are in a
stronger position if we have more than one text, for
by comparison we may sometimes acquire some know-
ledge of the textual history. At the same time, it is as
well to realize that, while many of the changes made in
the texts are undoubtedly corruptions, they may also
include corrections and improvements, although this is
less usual. Sometimes a text has been shortened, and
then it may be that the shortened text is every bit as
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readable as the other, and then we need all our wits about
us. Even in cases where we have only one text, we can
still acquire some knowledge of its quality. We may
notice meaningless phrases, late expressions, sometimes
mistakes in personal names, or else the absence of all
these faults. But it is one thing to detect errors, another
to correct them, and, in doing this, editors have some-
times trusted too much to their own judgement, and even
to their own caprices.

I shall now give a survey of the preservation of the
Family Sagas, beginning with Njdla, which survives in
the greatest number of manuscripts, for there are relics of
nineteen to twenty medieval codices containing it. Be-
sides these there are later vellums, chiefly fragments,
whose texts are, of course, no better than those of paper
manuscripts of the same period. Among the paper manu-
scripts, traces of a lost codex, probably but not certainly
written in the Middle Ages, may be detected. This codex
was the Gullskinna, and it appears to descend from the
Reykjabok, which is still preserved. In this case, Gull-
skinna would have no independent value. Other paper
manuscripts of Njdla preserve texts of certain codices in
a2 more complete form than that which they have now.
I should point out that not all the paper manuscripts of
Njdla have yet been examined, any more than have those
of many other sagas, and I ask readers to bear this in
mind. As already stated (p. 12 supra), there are five manu-
scripts of Njdla, which are believed to date from about
1300, and another five dating from the next half-century.
If Njdls Saga was written about 1280, as seems probable,
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the manuscripts are, in age, very close to the original.
They thus have the advantages both of number and of
age.

I have discussed the manuscripts and text of Njdla in
Studies in the Manuscript Tradition of Njdlssaga (1953)
and in Skirnir (1952), where I reached the conclusion
that, in the original, the text of this saga was similar to
that preserved in its best manuscripts, Reykjabdk, Grd-
skinna, and Mopdruvallabdk, each of which is the chief
manuscript of one of the three groups. But the differences
between them are so slight that they all constitute one
version, not only in subject matter, but also in phrase-
ology. In many passages of Njdls Saga it appears to be
possible to attain the original text by comparing these
manuscripts.

In the number of its manuscripts, Egils Saga comes
next to Njdla, for there are thirteen medieval manu-
scripts of it, although most of them are, of course, frag-
ments.! In the editions, Mpdruvallabék has been made
the basis of the text, and indeed no other course seems
possible. Finnur Jénsson divided the manuscripts of
Egils Saga into three groups, which he designated by the
initials of their main manuscripts, Mpdruvallabdk,
Wolfenbiittel, Ketilsbék. He pointed out that manuscripts
of the W group were abbreviated, and maintained that
the K text was compiled from the other two. But Finnur
Jénsson did not notice, or did not state, that 6, which
belongs to the same class as Mpdruvallabdk, has a fuller

1 See Finnur Jénsson’s edition of Egils Saga, 1886-8, Introduction,
Ch. L.
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text than Modruvallabdk. Sigurdur Nordal discussed this
problem in his edition of the saga,® pointing out that
Ketilsbék sometimes shares words and sentences with 6
which are not to be found in Mpdruvallabék, and the
same could, in fact, be said of manuscripts of the W
group. The explanation which he gives is that all of the
manuscripts have been abbreviated, each in its own way,
except for 6 which cannot be shown to be abbreviated.
Thus one manuscript preserves the original text in one
passage, another in another. But 6§, which is believed to
date from about 1250, is only a few decades younger than
the original text, and appears to follow it very closely.
A new understanding of the history of the text is thus
obtained. Although the text of Mopdruvallabék has not
suffered great alteration, 6 gives a different picture of the
original, which we could not have obtained, at least not
with any certainty, if it did not exist.?

The manuscripts of Laxdela are numerous. There are
seven medieval manuscripts of it, or their equivalents,
some of which are, of course, fragments. But besides
these, there are paper manuscripts, which may or may
not descend from yet another medieval codex. It should
be added that chapters from the Laxdela Saga have also
been incorporated in sagas of Olaf Tryggvason and of

1 LF. 11, 1933, Introduction, § 6. Reference to the problem was
also made in my Introduction to the facsimile of Modruvallabsk
(Corpus codicum Islandicorum medii evi V, 1933), pp. 14-15.

2 Jén Helgason has lately published a study of some paper manu-
scripts of Egils Saga (Nordela, Afmeliskvedja til Sigurdar Nordals,
1956, pp. 110 ff.). He points out that, in certain manuscripts of

the seventeenth century, lost vellums have been followed in some
chapters.
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Olaf the Saint. Comparison of all these manuscripts
makes it plain that there can be no question of more
than one version of the saga, and their similarity indi-
cates that no great changes have been made since the
saga was first written. It is particularly fortunate that we
have the fragment D2, which must be very close to the
original and was probably written only a few years after
it. This fragment shows that the text of Modruvallabdk
is a reasonably sound representative of the original,
although sentences, or parts of sentences, have un-
doubtedly been omitted here and there. We would pro-
bably not be able to rely so fully on the evidence of the
Z vellums if we had not got D2. But on this point the
evidence of the other manuscripts of the Z group is
much the same: here and there they contain sentences
which are not in the Y group.!

The manuscripts of Eyrbyggja Saga have been investi-
gated to some extent in the editions of Gudbrandur
Vigfusson (Leipzig, 1864), of Gering (Halle, 1897), and
in my edition (Reykjavik, 1935), but these investigations
are far from exhaustive. There are fragments of four
vellums and transcripts of a fifth (Vatnshyrna). Material
differences are small, and comparison of the manuscripts
does not suggest that the wording has been radically
altered. It is possible that manuscripts of the B and M
groups are, in some particulars, closer to the original
than those of the Vatnshyrna group, on which the

1 The most important study of the manuscripts of Laxdela is con-
tained in K. Kalund’s edition, 1889-91; see also my edition of the
sagain L.F. V, 1934.
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editions are based. At least, this possibility would be
worth considering.?

There is no thorough critical edition of Grettis Saga,
since little variant apparatus is provided in the editions
of R. C. Boer (Halle, 1900) and Gudni Jénsson (Reyk-
javik, 1936). In his Introduction® Boer maintained that
six manuscripts of Grettis Saga had independent value,
and most of these are medieval vellums.® In a few pas-
sages there is considerable difference between these
manuscripts, but I doubt whether it would be right to
talk of two versions.

Bgrdar Saga Hredu has not been published in a
critical edition. In his edition (Copenhagen, 1848),
Halld6ér Fridriksson followed AM 551 d 4to and its
transcript AM 139 fol. But besides this there are frag-
ments of four other medieval manuscripts in the AM
collection, and there is yet another vellum in Stockholm.
I do not know whether any of the paper manuscripts
have independent texts. There are two versions of this
saga, one preserved in the fragments of Vatnshyrna, and
the second in the other manuscripts, whose text seems to
vary little.

Now we come to sagas whose texts are preserved in
four vellums (or their equivalents) or even in less. In

1 Mr Forrest S. Scott writes to me (3/6/1957) about the remains
of yet another old text preserved in two paper manuscripts (AM
446, 4to and 129, fol.). This text belongs to the B-class.

2 See also Boer’s paper in Zeitschrift fiir deutsche Philologie XXXI,
1899, pp. 40 fl.

3 Boerdoes not mention the vellum AM 571 4to, believed to date from

the sixteenth century. It is difficult to understand the interrelationship
of the paper manuscripts from Boer’s article mentioned above.

C
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such cases, scholars often tend to be less diffident, to
place greater faith in these few witnesses although, in
reality, the fewer the texts the greater the caution and
scepticism needed, for it is even more a question of
chance whether all the versions of the saga have come to
light, and how faithfully they are preserved.

Bdrdar Saga, Kjalnesinga Saga, Finnboga Saga, and
Viglundar Saga appear all to be known in three or four
texts which can be traced to the Middle Ages, but it is
important to note that Bdrdar Saga and Viglundar Saga
have not yet been published in satisfactory critical
editions.

The case of Viga-Glims Saga is rather different. It
may not be the most important point that one manuscript
contains an interpolation or, expressed in another way,
that one of the manuscripts contains a section not in the
others, but what would we say if only this manuscript had
been preserved? It is no less remarkable, as G. Turville-
Petre has shown in his edition (Oxford, 1940), that the
text has been shortened in Mpdruvallabdk, which is the
oldest manuscript, while relics of an earlier text are
preserved in two fragmentary manuscripts.

Then there is the Gisla Saga, which is preserved in
three texts representing two versions, which differ
widely in the early chapters, but afterwards draw closer
together. One text is preserved only in paper manu-
scripts, and the others in manuscripts which are believed
to date from the fifteenth century.

Bandamanna Saga is preserved in three medieval
vellums, of which the oldest is Mpdruvallabék, written
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in the first half of the fourteenth century. The Nor-
wegian scholar, Hallvard Mageroy, after studying the
three manuscripts closely, has reached the conclusion
that the text of the vellum fragment in Jén Sigurdsson’s
collection is possibly descended from Mpdruvallabdk.
This leaves us with two independent medieval texts of
the saga, each of which preserves a distinct version. The
text of Modruvallabdk is the fuller, and various theories
have been put forward about the relationship between
the two, but, after thorough investigation, Magergy has
lately given the opinion that the shorter text is no other
than an abbreviated form of the same original text as
that from which Mpdruvallabdk is descended.?

In rare instances we may find extraneous evidence
about the texts of Family Sagas. As examples, I may
mention the chapters of Laxdela which are included in
the sagas of Olaf Tryggvason and Olaf the Saint (in
Fornmannasigur and Flateyjarbdk). There are also three
sagas of poets which have been treated in the same way,
except that the Kings’ Sagas preserve a much greater
proportion of their texts than they do of the Laxdela
Saga. These sagas are Fdstbreedra Saga, Hallfredar Saga,
and Bjarnar Saga Hitdelakappa.

Fdstbraedra Saga is preserved separately in four inde-
pendent texts. The oldest is Hauksbdk, dating from the
beginning of the fourteenth century, and then come
Mpdruvallabok and paper transcripts of a lost manuscript,
formerly preserved in the Royal Library in Copenhagen.

1 See Kulturhistorisk Leksikon for nordisk Middelalder 1, 1956,
pPp. 332-3.
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There are also the vellum fragments in AM 75 e fol,,
whose text is closely related to that of a paper manuscript
in Stockholm.? Besides these, a great part of the Fdsz-
breedra Saga is preserved in Flateyjarbék and in two
other related texts, where it is interwoven with the saga
of St Olaf. There are wide differences between the
manuscripts of the Fdstbredra Saga, and the most
remarkable is that the text of Hauksbdk is much shorter
than the others. This was formerly held to show that the
text of Hauksbdk was the closest to the original, but
Sigurdur Nordal and Sven B. F. Jansson have recently
argued that the text of the Hauksbdk has been abbre-
viated.?

The text of Hallfredar Saga is also preserved in a
shorter and a longer form. The shorter is in the Mpdru-
vallabdk, where the saga is presented as a single whole;
the longer version is in the Greatest Saga of Olaf
Tryggvason, where it is broken up into chapters. The
text of the Flateyjarbék is compiled from that in the
Greatest Saga of Olaf and a complete text of Hallfredar
Saga like that in Mpdruvallabdk. Problems of the rela-
tionship between these two versions have not been
decided, and it may be that both of them have been
altered.?

Finally, we have the Bjarnar Saga Hitdelakappa,
which is preserved only in fragments. There were two
vellum leaves of it in the time of Arni Magniisson, who

1 See Bjorn K. Poérolfsson’s edition of Fistbreedra Saga, 1925-7.

2 See [.F. 111, 1938, p. cxxxix, and especially VI, 1943, pp. Ixx ff;
also S. B. F. Jansson, Sagorna om Vinland 1, 1944, pp. 173 ff.

3 Cf. LF. VI1I, 1939, p. Ixxviii.
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got hold of them, but in the seventeenth century more of
this saga survived on vellum, and it had been copied.
There are, however, two lacunae in the text, although
parts of the opening chapters of the saga have been
incorporated in the manuscripts of the Saga of St Olaf.
These chapters have been altered to some extent, but
they give a fair idea of the content of the first chapters,!

Together with these sagas I may mention Vatnsdela,
preserved in two texts traceable to the Middle Ages,
which do not differ excessively (Vatnshyrna and Mela-
bok and their transcripts). Besides these, excerpts from
the saga are found in versions of the Landndmabdk, in
Sturlubék and Hauksbék on the one hand, and in
birgarbék on the other. These excerpts appear to be
based upon a better text of the saga than those preserved,
but it does not seem that there can be any question of
separate versions, and it is by no means certain that the
texts varied greatly in style.

We come now to those sagas which are preserved only
in two medieval manuscripts, and in some cases one of
the manuscripts is no more than a fragment. Our diffi-
culties are then graver.

There are two vellum manuscripts of Gunnlaugs Saga,
one dating from the middle of the fourteenth century, and
the other from the fifteenth century. There are some
differences between them, although their texts are, in
general, alike. One or other must have been interpolated
or shortened.

Kormaks Saga is preserved intact in Mpdruvallabok

1 See [.F. 111, pp. xcv-vii.
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and there is, besides, a small vellum fragment of it.
These two manuscripts have much the same text, with
only slight verbal differences. There is no reason to sup-
pose that these differences were greater in the chapters
other than those covered by the fragment. This is of
considerable importance, because the Modruvallabdk text
is so concise that scholars have suspected that this saga
has been shortened and spoilt. But it may be that we
have here an old, clumsy text, which has not been
seriously corrupted.

Fléamanna Saga is preserved in transcripts of one
intact medieval manuscript and in fragments of another.?
There is some difference between the two texts, the most
remarkable being in the genealogies at the end of the
saga, which must certainly have been altered in one or
the other.

Swvarfdela Saga is preserved only in fragments; there
is one large lacuna in the text and many small ones. The
main text is found in paper manuscripts which may be
traced to a lost vellum. This text cannot be called a good
one, but there is a rather better one on a vellum fragment.

Eiriks Saga Rauda and Droplaugarsona Saga are both
preserved in two texts, one shorter and the other longer.
In the case of Eirtks Saga the longer text (dating from
the fifteenth century) appears to be closer to the original
than the shorter (in Hauksbdk), as Sven B. F. Jansson
has shown,? and it was Lawman Haukr who shortened
the text.

1 See Finnur Jénsson’s edition, 1932.
2 Sagorna om Vinland 1, 1944.






