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LAXDAELA SAGA A N D A U T H O R I N V O L V E M E N T 

IN T H E ICELANDIC S A G A S 

By ARNOLD R. TAYLOR 

Laxdaela s aga has r e c e n t l y a t t r a c t e d de ta i l ed c o n s i d e r a t i o n by m a n y 
eminent s c h o l a r s who have c o n c e r n e d t h e m s e l v e s e i t he r with the 
date of compos i t i on or the n a m e of i ts au tho r . What I have to say 
will a l s o r e l a t e to the a u t h o r , though I a m not c o n c e r n e d with his 
name nor with the r i v a l c l a i m s of S t u r l a f o r S a r s o n or any o the r 
w r i t e r for so p roud a pos i t ion . My i n t e r e s t l i e s m o r e in what 
mot iva ted h im and m a d e h i m w r i t e in the way he did. NjorSur 
Njar8vik, in a p e r c e p t i v e and s ens i t i ve a r t i c l e , has touched on the 
same subjec t but f r o m a different point of view. He c o n c e n t r a t e s 
m o r e on the s aga a u t h o r ' s i n t e r e s t in c o n t e m p o r a r y even t s and the 
r e l evance of what he had to say on the soc i a l life of h i s t i m e s ; I a m 
m o r e c o n c e r n e d with his i n t e r e s t in the p a s t . 

Let us look f i r s t at the p r o b l e m of the a u t h o r ' s involvement 
or lack of involvement in the f in ished p roduc t . 2 Usual ly it has 
been sa id that the Ice landic saga au thor k e e p s h imse l f in the b a c k 
ground, that he r e f r a i n s f r o m c o m m e n t upon the ac t i ons of h is 
c h a r a c t e r s , that he p r e f e r s to give a c i n e m a t o g r a p h i c , e y e - w i t n e s s 
account of the ac t ion , and l e a v e s his r e a d e r s to d r a w t h e i r own 
conclusions on the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s and m o t i v e s of h is people . I 
bel ieve such s t a t e m e n t s to be subs t an t i a l l y t r u e if we confine o u r 
se lves to expl ic i t c o m m e n t on the a u t h o r ' s p a r t and a r e p r e p a r e d 
to admit that th i s s e e m i n g l ack of involvement is s e c o n d a r y and 
only r e a l a s a d e l i b e r a t e , and r e m a r k a b l y effect ive , l i t e r a r y 
device . As is we l l known, t h e r e a r e a few g e n e r a l excep t ions to 
this avo idance of i n t ru s ion on the p a r t of the au tho r . It has often 
been pointed out that when a p e r s o n who p lays any c o n s i d e r a b l e 
par t in the s t o r y is f i r s t in t roduced a sho r t d e s c r i p t i o n is n o r m a l l y 
given of h i s or h e r c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s , both p h y s i c a l and m o r a l . We 
may p e r h a p s add that th i s is the b a s i s upon which the saga au thor 
builds and tha t his subsequen t p o r t r a y a l of the c h a r a c t e r is but an 
ampl i f ica t ion, an exp l ica t ion , a c o l o u r i n g - i n of th is i n t r o d u c t o r y 
p o r t r a i t . A typ ica l e x a m p l e of th is is the p i c t u r e g iven of the 
chieftain Hrafnkel in Hrafnke ls saga freysgo^)a. 3 Occas iona l ly a l s o 
the author wil l in t rude an opinion of his own in the gu ise of popu la r 
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or publ ic c o m m e n t . S o m e t i m e s th is is expl ic i t enough: the au thor 
wi l l s ay in c o m m e n t on an ac t ion that someth ing or o ther maeltist 
or t a ld i s t i l ia fy r i r ; s o m e t i m e s the c o m m e n t is p a r t l y ve i led , 
e . g . in Hakonar saga g65a, af ter the fall of Eg i l l u l l s e r k r in the 
ba t t l e at F ree5abe rg , one c h a p t e r ends with the w o r d s Havi r 
b a u t a s t e i n a r s tanda hja haugi Eg i l s u l l s e r k s (Tal l m e m o r i a l s tones 
s tand b e s i d e the b u r i a l mound of Egi l l u l l s e rk r ) . ' * S n o r r i S t u r l u s o n 
not r a r e l y p e r m i t s h imse l f such an a s i d e in o r d e r to give his own 
opinion of an ac t ion . The au tho r of Njals saga is v e r y fond of th i s 
dev i ce : in his account of the death of Gunnar he is ab le to say ok 
spg5u bat a l l i r m e n n at hann b r y g ^ i s e r h v a r t k i vi8 s a r ne vi5 bana 
(but e v e r y o n e is a g r e e d that he f l inched n e i t h e r at wounds nor 
death i tself) ; he m a k e s Rannve ig c o m m e n t Ilia f e r r b e r ok m u n bin 
s k p m m lengi uppi (You a r e an evi l woman and your s h a m e wi l l long 
be r e m e m b e r e d ) ; and he finally l e t s G i s s u r sum up the whole ac t ion 
with Mikinn oldung hofu ve r nu at vel l i lagi t , ok hef i r oss e r f i t t 
ve i t t , ok m u n hans vo rn uppi , meBan landi t e r byggt (We have 
felled a g r e a t champion , and we have not found it e a s y . His l a s t 
defence wil l be r e m e m b e r e d a s long a s th is land is l ived in) . 5 

But it is u n n e c e s s a r y to e n u m e r a t e fu r ther e x a m p l e s ; you m u s t a l l 
have c o m e a c r o s s m a n y of t h e m . In a ve ry i n t e r e s t i n g and i n f o r m 
at ive a r t i c l e on this subjec t of i n t ru s ion P a u l Schach, in addi t ion to 
noting the opinions of c o m m e n t a t o r s in the pas t , sugges t s five ways 
in which the saga au thor c o m m o n l y shows his own invo lvement , 
and in c a s e we m a y feel that h is ev idence is s l ight he r igh t ly adds 
the useful caut ion tha t fu r the r ev idence of au thor involvement m a y 
wel l have b e e n r e m o v e d f rom our su rv iv ing t ex t s by subsequen t 
s c r i b e s and copy i s t s who no to r ious ly did not a lways t r e a t t h e i r 
e x e m p l a r with the r e s p e c t which l a t e r g e n e r a t i o n s migh t have 
p r e f e r r e d . 

I have sugges t ed above that the s e e m i n g lack of i n t r u s i o n is 
r e a l l y nothing but a l i t e r a r y dev ice . Al l of us a r e a w a r e both of 
the a u t h o r ' s p r e s e n c e and of the r e a l i t y of h is involvement . E v e r y 
w r i t e r or a r t i s t m u s t r e f l ec t h is t i m e s , not only in his cho ice of 
m a t e r i a l but a l s o in his t e c h n i q u e s . One migh t t h e r e f o r e a s k both 
why the saga au tho r g e n e r a l l y p r e f e r r e d to adopt the t echn ique of 
the "ou t s ide o b s e r v e r " and a l s o w h e r e he got it f rom. T h e s e a r e 
big ques t ions and m e r i t de ta i l ed c o n s i d e r a t i o n , and hence an 
inves t iga t ion of t h e m is far beyond the scope of th is p a p e r . But 
c l e a r l y the choice is p a r t l y d ic ta ted by the fact that the t h i r t e e n t h -
cen tu ry Ice landic au thor is employing t echn iques which he i nhe r i t ed 
f rom the o r a l s t o r y t e l l e r . Unlike the m o d e r n au tho r , who can m a k e 
h i s conf ident ia l appea l to a s ingle r e a d e r , he is a d d r e s s i n g not one 
p e r s o n but m a n y . In m e d i e v a l t i m e s , whe the r we a r e thinking of 
the h o m i l i s t , the saga w r i t e r or the c o m p o s e r of h e r o i c s t o r y in 
v e r s e , the aud ience of one was r a r e , and it was the s t o r y t e l l e r ' s 
duty to involve not so m u c h h imse l f as his aud ience in what was 
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happening . And s o , by s e e m i n g w i t h d r a w a l , the saga w r i t e r was 
a iming a t a defini te effect; by his s e e m i n g n o n - i n t e r v e n t i o n the 
au thor is bound to a b r o g a t e the n e c e s s i t y for judgment and m o r a l 
c o m m e n t upon his c h a r a c t e r s , but equal ly he is bound to hand over 
the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y for judgment , both m o r a l and a e s t h e t i c , to his 
a u d i e n c e . 

Such a dev ice is by no m e a n s r a r e in o ther m e d i e v a l a u t h o r s , 
for it is in effect one facet of a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c c o m m o n to m o s t 
extant Old Eng l i sh and Old Ice landic l i t e r a r y r e m a i n s . In the 
Old Eng l i sh p o e m Beowulf, for e x a m p l e , we a r e e a r l y left in no 
doubt a s to the outcome of the s t o r y , tha t t r a g e d y l i e s ahead . We 
know that a l though the ha l l of King H r o t h g a r wil l be c l e a n s e d by 
Beowulf, h is effor ts wi l l be in vain , for the ha l l , l ike the f a r m at 
B e r g b o r s h v a l l , wil l go up in f l ames and the dynas ty of the Scyld ings -
the Skjoldungar - wi l l be d e s t r o y e d . In the s a m e way it is c l e a r in 
the la te Old Eng l i sh p o e m The Ba t t l e of Maldon that the Eng l i sh 
c a u s e is los t long before Byrh tno th , t he i r l e a d e r , f a l l s , and that 
s u c c e s s in the m a t e r i a l s e n s e wi l l not be ach ieved by his fo l l ower s , 
though the i r g r e a t n e s s of h e a r t and h e r o i s m m a y c o m p e n s a t e s o m e 
what for t h e i r t r a g i c f a i l u r e . 

Now it m a y wel l be that this l i t e r a r y dev i ce , so c o m m o n in 
Old Eng l i sh and Old Ice landic l i t e r a t u r e , of hint ing at the ou tcome 
of the s t o r y is the d i r e c t r e s u l t of the fact that the content of the 
s t o r y was often a l r e a d y known to the a u d i e n c e , so that t h e r e could 
be no v i r t u e - a s in a m o d e r n p roduc t ion such as the de tec t ive novel -
in d e l i b e r a t e l y hiding the ou tcome in o r d e r to bui ld up t e n s i o n and 
exc i t emen t ; th is l a s t could be b e t t e r done by cons tan t ly r e m i n d i n g 
the l i s t e n e r that he a l r e a d y knew the t r a g i c points of the impending 
d i s a s t e r . Under m e d i e v a l c i r c u m s t a n c e s it was u s e l e s s for the 
s t o r y t e l l e r to put h imse l f f o rwa rd a s the omni sc i en t power behind 
the n a r r a t i v e who grudgingly , yet cunningly, hands out ca re fu l ly 
ca l cu l a t ed sn ippe t s of in fo rmat ion unti l such t i m e a s a l l is r e v e a l e d . 
He m u s t r a t h e r c r e a t e the e x c i t e m e n t in ano the r way, involve his 
aud ience and m a k e the l i s t e n e r the c r e a t o r of e x c i t e m e n t and t e n s i o n 
by forc ing h i m to ca l l to mind the v a r i e d s m a l l de t a i l s of the s t o r y 
to c o m e . This he does by hint ing at the fu ture , s o m e t i m e s even 
by p re f igu r ing the whole s t o r y in s o m e way, a s for example in 
Gunnlaugs saga . To s u m up then , I be l i eve that th is l i t e r a r y 
device a l though g e n e r a l l y d e s c r i b e d as " lack of au thor i n t ru s ion , " 
might equal ly we l l , if not b e t t e r , be thought of a s a dev ice a i m e d 
at " aud ience p a r t i c i p a t i o n . " 

But it is now t i m e to r e t u r n to Laxdaela saga . D r e a m s a r e 
commonly used in saga wr i t i ng both to p r e f i g u r e the s t o ry and to 
build up t ens ion ; e x a m p l e s i m m e d i a t e l y sp r ing to mind in Gunnlaugs 
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saga , Gis l a saga , D r o p l a u g a r s o n a saga and many o t h e r s . But 
p e r h a p s nowhere a r e they employed m o r e pro l i f i ca l ly or m o r e 
succes s fu l l y than by the au tho r of Laxdsela.. T h e r e a r e in a l l n ine 
d r e a m s used in the s t o r y , s o m e m u c h m o r e apt ly than o t h e r s . 
T h e r e is the d r e a m of Olafr about H a r r i the ox which, a s h a s often 
been pointed out, s e r v e s a s a keys tone in the bu i ld -up of t ens ion 
be fo re the death of K ja r t an . 6 T h e r e a r e the two d r e a m s of An 
h r i s m a g i , one be fo re and one a f te r the ba t t l e in S v m a d a l r ; they 
a r e used a s a s o r t of e m p h a s i z i n g b r a c k e t i n g of the m o s t i m p o r t a n t 
ep i sode in the s t o r y . T h e r e is the d r e a m of f>orkell Eyjo l f sson 
which is v a r i o u s l y i n t e r p r e t e d by h imse l f and by h i s wife GuSrun, 
and the d r e a m of H e r d i s Bo l l ado t t i r about the d i s t u r b a n c e at the 
chape l at Helgafe l l . In addi t ion t h e r e a r e the four d r e a m s which 
p r e f i g u r e the m a r r i a g e s of GuSrun. 

P r o f e s s o r F o o t e has pointed out that t h e r e a r e different 
s t a g e s in the deve lopmen t of Laxdeela: tha t it beg ins and r e m a i n s 
down to c h a p t e r t h i r t y - t w o a fami ly c h r o n i c l e , that af ter c h a p t e r 
t h i r t y - t w o GuSrun t akes over and it is the s t o r y of he r loves and 
m a r r i a g e s , and the c o n s e q u e n c e s of t h e m , tha t we r e m e m b e r . 7 

P r o f e s s o r F o o t e imp l i e s that t h e r e is a l a t e r r e t u r n to the family 
c h r o n i c l e once the p r e - o r d a i n e d m a r r i a g e s have t aken p l a c e ; 
though tha t t h e r e is a r e t u r n to the family c h r o n i c l e is only p a r t i a l l y 
t r u e , s ince for the m o d e r n r e a d e r at any r a t e - and I s u s p e c t for 
the t h i r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y I c e l a n d e r - the whole of the s t o r y , a f t e r h e r 
in t roduc t ion , is domina ted by Gu5run. 

N e v e r t h e l e s s such a s t r u c t u r e is n a t u r a l enough and has 
p r e c e d e n t in an e a r l i e r saga , that of Eg i l l S k a l l a g r l m s s o n . T h e r e , 
a l s o at f i r s t , the family c h r o n i c l e p r e v a i l s , for we a r e not told of 
the b i r t h of Eg i l l be fore c h a p t e r t h i r t y - o n e . T h e r e a f t e r Egi l l 
d o m i n a t e s the s t o r y , though it would p robab ly be t r u e to say that 
the c o - o r d i n a t i o n in Eg i l s saga is s t r o n g e r , s ince it is at l e a s t his 
family that the f i r s t t h i r t y c h a p t e r s c o n c e r n . Unlike those of 
GuSrun, E g i l l ' s a d v e n t u r e s take p lace for the m o s t p a r t a b r o a d , 
but la te in the saga he too r e t u r n s to h i s family and l ives out h is 
life to old a g e . It is i n t e r e s t i n g to note the fact that the old age of 
the " h e r o i c " Eg i l l and of the " h e r o i c " GuSran a r e by no m e a n s 
s e c o n d a r y e l e m e n t s in the s agas but a r e dwelt upon at s o m e length, 
and it is equal ly i n t e r e s t i n g tha t both a u t h o r s add ano the r f a c t o r , 
one that would s e e m l ikely to d e s t r o y comple t e ly the e a r l y image of 
a h e r o i c c h a r a c t e r , n a m e l y , b l i n d n e s s . I think it is a no tewor thy 
a c h i e v e m e n t in both a u t h o r s that they m a n a g e to keep our i n t e r e s t 
in h e r o i c f igures in decay and to m a i n t a i n to the ve ry end the 
outs tanding , gigant ic n a t u r e of t he i r m a i n c h a r a c t e r s . The 
r e s e m b l a n c e in s t r u c t u r e be tween the two sagas is so s t r ik ing tha t , 
a l though I have no wi sh to e n t e r on the c o n t r o v e r s y of the l i t e r a r y 
inf luences on Laxdaela s aga , t h e r e s e e m s to m e l i t t le doubt that i ts 
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a u t h o r , at s o m e t i m e in his l i fe , m u s t have r e a d E ig la or l i s t ened 
to a r ead ing of it. 

It is only n a t u r a l tha t the saga au thor of the e a r l i e r half of 
the t h i r t e e n t h cen tu ry - and his s u c c e s s o r s in the l a t t e r half -
should use the family c h r o n i c l e f o r m ; it was imp o sed upon h i m by 
t r ad i t i on , by the love of genealogy in the nat ion, by the h i s t o r i c a l 
p r e c e d e n t of the L ives of the Norweg ian kings but above a l l by the 
t e m p e r of the t i m e s , which would m a k e any saga inadequate if it 
l acked at l e a s t men t ion of the Landnama f o r e b e a r s of i ts h e r o . 
The c o m m o n w e a l t h needed i ts h e r o i c founders to m a i n t a i n i t s 
p r e s t i g e and s tanding in t roub lous t i m e s , and though the m o d e r n 
r e a d e r m a y feel such a lengthy t r e a t m e n t to be a ted ious and 
u n n e c e s s a r y p r e l i m i n a r y it was in t he i r day an e s s e n t i a l p a r t of 
the s t o r y . But the a u t h o r s of both t h e s e s a g a s w e r e p a r t i c u l a r l y 
a t t r a c t e d to the s ingle h e r o i c f igure , the au thor of E ig la as a 
r e s u l t of h is i n t e r e s t s in con t inen ta l m o n a r c h y and cour t p o e t r y , 
and the au tho r of Laxdaela b e c a u s e of the e a r l i e r h e r o i c v e r s e of 
the E l d e r Edda . 

As eve ryone has r e a l i z e d , the love of Gu&run Osv i f r sdo t t i r 
for K j a r t a n is intended to p a r a l l e l tha t of B r y n h i l d r for S i g u r o r ; 
a s W. P . Ker has sa id , the old s t o r y was m o d e r n i z e d in the 
a r i s t o c r a t i c r u r a l soc ie ty of w e s t e r n Iceland.** Gu<5run h e r s e l f is 
a c o m p o s i t e of B r y n h i l d r , who died glorifying in and g r i ev ing a t 
the vengeance she had ach ieved , and of he r n a m e s a k e Gu5run 
Gjukadot t i r , who d e m a n d e d and a t t a ined so r u t h l e s s a vengeance 
for h e r fami ly on h e r husband At l i and on h e r s o n - i n - l a w 
J o r m u n r e k r . Our au thor m u s t indeed have been g r e a t l y a t t r a c t e d 
to th is s t o r y , for in mak ing it the b a s i s of his saga he s u b o r d i n a t e s 
a l m o s t e v e r y t h i n g , including h i s fami ly c h r o n i c l e in t roduc t ion , to 
i ts t h e m e . K ja r t an is developed into a new t r a g i c S i g u r o r and 
Bol l i into a Gunnar , but not, I would sugges t , for t he i r own sake 
but to the g r e a t e r g lo ry of the woman Guorun . 

Tha t th i s was the a u t h o r ' s in tent ion is m a d e c l e a r by the 
in t roduc t ion and pos i t ioning of GuBrun ' s d r e a m s , which a r e told 
within a page or so of h e r f i r s t in t roduc t ion and which could be 
r e g a r d e d not only as mot iva t ing e l e m e n t s in the deve lopment of 
the s t o r y but a l s o as the f i r s t c l i m a x of the t a l e . P r o f e s s o r 
A n d e r s s o n , in a c c o r d a n c e with h i s s c h e m e , would m a k e K j a r t a n ' s 
dea th the c l i m a x of the s t o r y , and in one s e n s e , of c o u r s e , he is 
r i g h t . 9 But it is not the only c l i m a x ; t h e r e a r e a whole s e r i e s of 
t h e m in th i s saga , the s lay ing of Bol l i , Guftrun's f inal confess ion 
and the e a r l i e r c h a p t e r in which the four d r e a m s a r e i n t e r p r e t e d . 
At this point a peak has b e e n r e a c h e d in the s t o r y which t u r n s out 
to be the beginning of a p l a t eau , domina ted p e r h a p s but not o v e r 
shadowed by those l a t e r peaks of t r a g e d y and r e v e n g e . The au thor 
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p r e p a r e s v e r y ca re fu l ly for th is c h a p t e r , in a way in which ano the r 
m a n l e s s p e r s o n a l l y involved in the s to ry of GuSrun migh t not have 
done: he s u b o r d i n a t e s the e a r l i e r p a r t of h is s t o ry to it and indeed 
u s e s the l a t t e r p a r t of h i s c h r o n i c l e e l emen t a s a t h r e a t e n i n g p r e 
lude . The scene has been set on the m a l e s ide by the fos t e r ing 
t oge the r of K ja r t an and Bol l i , the i n s t r u m e n t of s l augh te r is p r o 
vided by the baleful a cqu i s i t i on of the sword F o t b i t r , innocent ly 
given to h e r cous in by K j a r t a n ' s s i s t e r , and a d i r e c t t h r e a t aga ins t 
K ja r t an is p r e s a g e d by the in t roduc t ion of the f i r s t d r e a m - of 
H a r r i the ox. O la f r ' s d r e a m is d e l i b e r a t e l y m y s t e r i o u s . Who is 
th i s w o m a n who t h r e a t e n s h i m ? The ve ry ques t ion s u g g e s t s the 
only p o s s i b l e a n s w e r - a f igure of folktale b rought in, not too 
e legant ly but with pe r fec t t iming , to b r i n g to fulfi lment the n e c e s s a r y 
bu i ld -up of t ens ion be fo re the en t ry of the f emale p r o t a g o n i s t . 

The s ingle c h a p t e r which follows b r i n g s the whole s t o r y into 
focus , for G e s t r Oddle i f sson , the s a g e , is able to fo r e t e l l he r four 
m a r r i a g e s f rom h e r d r e a m s and l a t e r a l s o the t r a g e d y which Olafr 
wi l l have to face in the l o s s of his son at the hands of his fos t e r 
b r o t h e r . 

The four d r e a m s a r e fulfilled - in ou tcome at l e a s t , but not 
a s l i t e r a l l y a s one m a y expec t . N o r m a l l y in the s a g a s the de ta i l s 
of a p r o p h e t i c d r e a m a r e ca re fu l ly o b s e r v e d and the event m i r r o r s 
i ts i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . One migh t say that this is t r u e of the f i r s t t h r e e 
of Gu&run's d r e a m s , for f rom t h e m we l e a r n of h e r a t t i tude t o w a r d s 
and e s t i m a t e of h e r f i r s t t h r e e husbands ; and one might t h e r e f o r e 
have expec ted the fourth to follow sui t . But e i t he r our au tho r is 
too e x p e r t to accoun t for e v e r y de ta i l and by so doing to m a k e a 
monotonous r e a l i t y of an exc i t ing , sugges t ive p r o p h e c y , or e l s e 
we have h e r e an ins t ance of the c h a r a c t e r ac tua l ly taking over f r o m 
the au tho r who cannot b r i n g h imse l f to p e r m i t the r e a l i t y of G e s t r ' s 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n : 

Sa e r inn fjorSi d r a u m r binn, at bu bo t t i sk hafa h ja lm 
a hof5i af gul l i ok s e t t a n g i m s t e i n u m , ok varcf b e r 
bungbaerr ; pa r mun t pu eiga inn fjorcSa bonda. Sa 
mun v e r a m e s t r hofcfingi ok mun b e r a he ld r cegishja lm 
yfir b e r . . . 10 

In your four th d r e a m you d r e a m e d that you w e r e 
w e a r i n g on your head a h e l m e t of gold se t with 
p r e c i o u s s t o n e s , and you found it heavy to b e a r ; 
th is m e a n s you wil l have a four th husband. He wil l 
be the g r e a t e s t chief ta in of t h e m a l l , and he wi l l 
domina te you comple t e ly . . . 
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It m a y b e , of c o u r s e , tha t at th is s tage in the wr i t ing of his s t o r y 
the au tho r in tended to show Gu5run in he r fourth m a r r i a g e a s a 
woman ove rawed by so g r e a t a chief ta in . But if so , it is evident 
tha t he changed his mind . He l a t e r finds that he cannot al low his 
h e r o i c f ema le f igure , whom he so m u c h a d m i r e d , to be be l i t t l ed by 
any m a n , for on the v e r y day of h e r wedd ing- feas t he d e l i b e r a t e l y 
r e t a i l s the s t o r y of h e r def iance of th i s husband over the affair of 
Gunnar f i&randaban i . On th is occas ion it is S n o r r i go5i who points 
out what an excep t iona l w o m a n GuSrun i s : Mat tu s ja , h v e r s u mik i l l 
s k p r u n g r Gufirun e r , ef hon b e r r okkr ba&a r a S u m (You can s e e for 
yourse l f what an excep t iona l w o m a n GuSrun i s , when she gets the 
b e t t e r of both of us ) ; 1 1 and h e r s u p e r i o r i t y is c l e v e r l y e m p h a s i z e d 
by a fu r the r d r e a m . f o r k e l l d r e a m s that his b e a r d c o v e r s the 
whole of Brei3ifjor<5r and i n t e r p r e t s the d r e a m to h i s own advan tage 
by sugges t ing that it m e a n s he wi l l be o v e r l o r d of the whole d i s t r i c t ; 
but GuSrun r e m e m b e r s - and r e c a l l s to the r e a d e r a f te r the p a s s a g e 
of so m a n y y e a r s and so m a n y pages - he r own d r e a m , which like 
the r e s t of the d r e a m s spe l l s t r a g e d y , and we know tha t f o r k e l l 
wi l l d rown . 

Th i s l e a v e s one final d r e a m upon which to c o m m e n t , and it is 
impor t an t for our p u r p o s e . It is the d r e a m of H e r d i s Bo l l ado t t i r 
that h e r g r a n d m o t h e r , GuSrun, now in he r C h r i s t i a n c h a r a c t e r of a 
nun and in h e r old a g e , is s t i l l powerfu l enough to d i s t u r b and 
o v e r c o m e the p o w e r s of p a g a n i s m and evi l in the f o r m of a s o r c e r e s s 
bu r i ed under the floor of the c h u r c h at He lga fe l l . 1 2 Like the d r e a m 
of Olafr a f te r the ki l l ing of H a r r i the ox, th i s d r e a m is p u r e folk
t a l e , but it is used by the au thor to good, though ve ry d i f ferent , 
p u r p o s e . F o r a t th i s s tage in his s t o ry he is nea r ing the end. 
f o r k e l l , GuSrun ' s four th husband , is dead and h e r p r o p h e s i e d 
d e s t i n i e s fulfilled, and someth ing is now needed to b o l s t e r up the 
a n t i c l i m a x before the final scene w h e r e GuSrun at l a s t a d m i t s the 
love which has mo t iva t ed so m a n y of h e r ac t ions and a g r e a t dea l 
of the s t o r y . It is not sufficient for our au tho r to s e e h e r , a s he 
had f o r m e r l y s een Kja r t an , a s a p r o t a g o n i s t for C h r i s t i a n i t y , 
though he had th is point at h e a r t too, as had m a n y ano the r saga 
au thor of the t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y . He m u s t a l s o show he r as s u c c e s s 
ful in th i s new r o l e , in o r d e r that h e r s t a t u r e should r e m a i n high 
and be r e m e m b e r e d be fo re the m e m o r a b l e s cene when she m a k e s 
confess ion to h e r son. 

My r ead ing today of our a u t h o r ' s p u r p o s e has been b a s e d 
upon h is use of d r e a m s , and in s u m m i n g up I should l ike to s t r e s s 
my two m a i n po in t s . Whe the r the au tho r was S tu r l a f o r ^ a r s o n or 
s o m e o ther of the Stur lung c lan we sha l l p robab ly n e v e r know, but 
we know h im to have b e e n a good C h r i s t i a n , a m a n of his own age , 
of t h i r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y Ice land, yet one who a l s o we lcomed the new 
wor ld typif ied by r o m a n c e ; 1 3 h i s saga a l s o t e l l s us tha t he s t i l l 
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found no n e c e s s i t y to r e j e c t that old wor ld of h e r o i s m which he 
found so a t t r a c t i v e in the p o e m s of the E l d e r Edda . It is i n t e r e s t 
ing, indeed, to note that for the m o d e r n r e a d e r it is th i s e l e m e n t 
in his s t o r y which s t i l l a p p e a l s ; it is th is e l e m e n t which r e m a i n s 
t i m e l e s s . Secondly , m a y I r e v e r t to m y f i r s t t h e s i s of au thor 
invo lvement . Too often when the e x p r e s s i o n " w r i t e r i n t r u s i o n or 
the l ack of i t" is used it does not s e e m to be a p p r e c i a t e d tha t the 
Ice landic au tho r of the t h i r t e e n t h cen tu ry is a s involved in his 
m a t e r i a l a s any m o d e r n s t o r y t e l l e r , tha t the dev ice of w i t h d r a w a l , 
r e a l though it i s , does not r e f l ec t the a t t i tude of the au tho r t o w a r d s 
his s u b j e c t - m a t t e r but is a l i t e r a r y a r t i f i c e to enable h im to put 
a c r o s s h i s s t o r y to a mul t ip l e aud ience in the m o s t effective way 
he knows . P r o f e s s o r Schach in his a r t i c l e m a d e c l e a r tha t he was 
ta lk ing of expl ic i t " au tho r i n t ru s ion , " '^ but P r o f e s s o r Lbnnro th 
was equal ly r igh t to s t r e s s the impl ic i t involvement of the saga 
w r i t e r . ' 5 jt has been d e m o n s t r a t e d that the au thor of Laxdsela was 
g r e a t l y c o n c e r n e d with the ques t ions of his day , but le t us not f o r 
get that the saga w r i t e r ' s m a i n p u r p o s e was to t e l l a good s t o r y , 
and in o r d e r to do th is he had to b e c o m e involved with h i s c h a r a c t e r s . 
The au tho r of Laxdaela showed th is in Gu3run . He b e c a m e h i m s e l f 
so involved in th is s to ry of a woman - a s no o ther saga w r i t e r e v e r 
did - tha t once she was on the s tage he was unable to l eave h e r , 
and n e a r l y e v e r y incident is in t roduced to co lour and en l iven h e r 
p o r t r a i t . In so doing he p roved h imse l f to be one of the m o s t 
i n t e r e s t i n g and s e l f - r e v e a l i n g a u t h o r s of t h i r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y Ice land. 
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