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Programme

13/6 - mo
evening

Arrival, meeting each other, dinner.
Introduction chain / course programme and tasks/roles

14/6 - tu
Afternoon

Reykjavik
• The oldest Viking longhouse (excavation)
• The first settlers : Landnámssýning (The settlement exhibition )
• The Saga Museum
• National Museum of Iceland
• Icelandic Baths
• Watching theatre performance (evening)

15/6 - we - 
morning

The world of Egil - Icelandic sagas
• Borgarness - Borgarness Settlement Museum - Egil's Saga
• Egill's burial mound

15/6 - we 
- afternoon

The Golden Circle: the border of the Eurasian continent
• Þingvellir National Park

• Almannagja fissure : crossing from the North-American to 
the Eurasian tectonic plate.

• Þingvellir site (Assembly plains) - historical background
• Poet's Tomb
• Walk

• Geysir
• Back to Reykjavik

16/6 - th - 
morning

The world of Njal - Icelandic sagas
• Saga Centre in Hvolsvollur
• the basic themes in the Njal's saga: vendetta or law
• Locations related to Njal's saga

16/6 - th 
- afternoon

• Glacier walk (Solheimajokull)
• Back to Reykjavik

17/6 - fr
- morning

• Whale watching tour

17/6 - fr
- afternoon

• Sagas in the Streets (with Jon Karl Helgason, professor of Icelandic and 
Comparative Cultural Studies); 

18/6 - sa

• Certification
• Performances
• Evaluation
• Icelandic poetry session
• Optional: visit to the Blue Lagoon

19/6 - su
morning

Optional programme:
Workshop: project planning using the course outcomes in relation to the new 
chain related project 'Comprehending Europe' (http://compreu.eu )

19/6 - su
evening Departure
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Story line - 'Landscapes and Legends'

A key element in each chain course is the story line. Such a narrative structure creates coherence and 
offers a tool to make a selection from the endless possible activities. Ideally the course group 'embodies' 
this story line and expresses the content, physically as well as in products. 

Arriving
The course group will arrive in Iceland, just as the first settlers/colonists/migrants did. Therefore 
a natural place to start is the recent excavation of the probably oldest Viking longhouse in 
Reykjavik: article . 
From this excavation site it is a few steps to the exhibition site 871±1, built around another excavation. 
Here we can get an impression of the world in this period of the first settlers (article ).
What stories were told in these places? The settlers may have spoken about the hardships and joys in the
old days. These stories may have been transferred to later generations and - centuries later - were 
recorded as the Sagas. They come to life in the Reykjavik Saga Museum. A small impression:
 
Searching for Egill
One of the most dramatic characters in the sagas is the warrior-poet Egill Skallagrímsson. Legend has it 
he wrote his first poem at the age of three (' ....You'll find no three-year / Babe among bards / More 
brilliant than me.'). He says he killed his first opponent at the age of seven - after being cheated in a 
game. His mother praised him for this and predicted a great future as a viking. And .. at the end of his 
life he wrote a moving poem after the death of a beloved son ('... An old man, unaided, / Helpless, 
unhappy, / Can hold out no hope. / The rough storm has robbed me / Of my best riches, / It's cruel to 
recall ...'). 
 

Michelle Bird (Bogarness, 2015), Egill returns
home after his first killing 

Monument cemetery Bogarness, Egill brings home the
dead body of his son Böðvarr

Did this man really live? Did he travel, fight, plunder and trade in the world around the North Sea and the
Baltic Sea - Norway, Denmark, England, the Baltic Coast, maybe even further as member of 
the Varangian Guard in Constantinople? Or is he a literary creation by his 'descendant', 
the politician/historian/poet Snorri Sturluson (1179–1241), two centuries later.
The Bogarness Settlement centre  gives no answers to this, does not even raise the question. We will 
experience the arrival of the first settlers and the landscape they encountered. A second exhibition shows
Egill's Saga via woodcarvings and models.
 
Thingvellir
These colonists/settlers needed a structure to settle conflicts and disputes. However, having escaped the 
centralising and usurping power of the Norwegian royal house, they did not feel like introducing a new 
ruler. From the early tenth century regional leaders - chieftains - met in local assemblies to sort out 
matters. From about the middle of the century these regional 'things' developed into a Althing (general 
assembly) held in the Thingvellir (valley of the assembly). The valley is located on the fault between the 
North-American and the Eurasian continental plates, part of the much longer Mid-Atlantic Ridge.
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The Althing took place during two weeks each summer, functioning as a sort of parliament/government 
as well as a legal court - so uniting the trias politica -, but also as a social and commercial meeting place.
(Article )
 The Althing never had institutional
authority to enforce decisions. This
vacuum was filled up in the 13th century
when Norway and Denmark acquired
control over the country. In this same
period the Sagas were recorded as a
symbol of 'the good old days of freedom',
in this way constructing and continuing
an Icelandic identity. When in the
19th century the country was touched by
the much wider (romantic) wave of
nationalism, the Althing provided the
symbol and location for an independence
movement. This finally resulted in the
mass gathering in Thingsvellir on 17 June
1944, when he Republic of Iceland was
being declared, independent from the
Danish crown.
After the visit to Bogarness our next step
is this symbolic place. Here we will also
introduce Njal's Saga, in which the Althing shows up regularly - in it's institutional as well as social 
functions. The nearby Poet's Tomb will show us Jónas Hallgrímsson's grave, the 19th c. poet of the 
striving for independence. 
Here we will - symbolically - also cross from the North-American plate to 'our own' Eurasian plate. And to
experience the immense geological activity in this fragile and thin part of the Earth's crust we will also 
pay a visit to Geysir, located a bit further.

 

Njal's Saga
Jónas Hallgrímsson wrote the lines quoted above
during his 1835* summer break in Iceland - one
of the years he was studying Copenhagen and
active in a group of nationalistic Icelandic
students. The poem Gunnarshólmi (Gunnar's
Holm) is based on one of the main characters
in Njal's Saga. This saga was written by an
unknown author in the 13th c. It is based on a
long-lasting feud that might have taken place in
the 10th c.
The poem lines refer to a crucial moment in the
saga. In this 'wild west' world of settlers criminal
acts (theft, manslaughter) have to be handled.
Opposite solutions are (1) the right of the
strongest and (2) the right of law. In
between atonement is possible. Either the
offended can decide how much has to be offered
as compensation or the offender can receive this
right (self-judgement). In case this 'judgement' does not bring a solution, the offended party 
can summon, which means bringing the case to the (al)thing, to be judged by wise men. One of the key 
themes in Njal's Saga is this very issue: how to reconcile such a conflict ending an otherwise endless 
feud?
Gunnar is the strongest fighter in Iceland and a deeply honest man. He is being brought - mainly by 
women and especially by his wife - into various situations in which he kills (or: is forced to kill) 
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Gunnar looks back and decided to stay.

'.... Never before has Iceland seemed so fair,
the fields so white, the roses in such glory,
such crowds of sheep and cattle everywhere!
Here will I live, here die -- in youth, or hoary
helpless old age -- as God decrees. Good-bye,
brother and friend ....'



opponents. His sage friend, Njal, who has the gift of prediction, announces that Gunnar will die young 
once he has killed two persons of the same family and has broken the atonement settlement to solve 
this. Otherwise he will die as an old man.
When Gunnar indeed kills the son of someone he has defeated before, he and his brother are condemned
to three years exile from Iceland as part of the settlement. On their way to the ship Gunnar is being 
thrown from his horse. He turns his face to his homestead and says: 'Fair is the Lith; so fair that it has 
never seemed to me so fair; the corn field are white to harvest, and the home mead is mown; and now I 
will ride back home, and not fare abroad at all.' He chooses being an outlaw and his predicted death. 
(article ) As a result he is pursued by a group of his opponents and finally killed in his own house. 
The story and the feud go on. The continuation can be read in the article .
 
Our own story will bring us to Hvolsvöllur where a museum is devoted to the Njal's Saga. In connection 
with this museum a group of local people is embroidering an equivalent of the Bayeux Tapestry, this one 
based on the saga. The tapestry is planned to have a lenth of 90 meters (nb Bayeux: 70 meters). Visitors
are allowed to take part in the work. So we hope to leave some traces there. 
We will continue to Gunnar's farm Hlíðarendi to experience and enjoy the landscape related to this 
legendary saga. Here we will also perform parts of the story.
 
Glacier
Hallgrimsson's first lines are (probably reflecting his moment of inspiration) 

Skein yfir landi sól á sumarvegi
og silfurbláan Eyjafjallatind
gullrauðum loga glæsti seint á degi.

The sun's imperial pageant in the west
purples the Eyjafjalla Glacier, standing
huge in the east beneath its icy crest.

This will bring us to the next part of our journey, a walk on the glacier slope
of this Eyjafjalla volcano mountain. The most practical place is
theSolheimajokull. This will remind us of the beauty, but also the hard
climate these settlers were confronted with. Let's hope for reasonable
weather.

Sea and celebration
These settlers came by ship and usually made their wealth trading and raiding in the countries around 
the Baltic Sea and North Sea. So feeling the waves of the Atlantic Ocean should be part of this 
'embodiment'. Hiring and rowing a Viking longboat would be the ideal, but we will take the alternative of 
a whale watching tour (which, by the way, can also bring about serious sea-sickness). 
This day will be 17 June, the Independence Day in Iceland, celebrating the full liberation from Denmark in
1944 - fulfilling the dream of, among others, Jónas Hallgrímsson. After encountering so many 'icons of 
identity' of this country we should be able and eager to join the festivities.
 
Meaning
The saga's had deep influence on the Icelandic society and identity. So in the afternoon our next step will
brings us to a city quarter, built shortly after the granting of (partial) independence (from Denmark) in 
1918. Street names refer to the sagas. Jón Karl Helgason, a specialist on Icelandic literature, will show us
around and tell about the characters and symbols related to the street names. Walking in the twenty first
century we will be surrounded by symbols dating back to the tenth century, recorded (for what reason?) 
in the thirteenth century, giving inspiration to romantic nationalists in the nineteenth century and used - 
in the first half of the former century -, in the process of nation-building of a 'new' state.
This may bring us to some reflection on the question what can keep political constructions coherent: 
(political) power? economic benefit? a 'joint' (constructed?) culture?
 
--
* The same year Elias Löhnrot published the first version of Kalevala.
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Scenes

Scene Picture Location

Egill's mourning
After finding the dead body of his beloved 
son, Egill wants to die. His wife and 
daughter trick him into life.
 
Bodvar: PekkaHeikkinen 
Asgerdr: Chrysanthi Pozidou 
Thorgerdr: Maja Duplancic

Memorial 
Site, burial mound, 
Borgarness

'The eyes of a thief'
Hauskuld shows his beautiful daughter, 
Hallgerd, to his brother Hrut. He affirms 
she is good looking, but wonders how the 
'thief's eyes' came into the family.
 
Hauskuld: Anu Poikela 
Hrut: Ioannis Kosmatos 
Hallgerda: Jolanta Varaviciene

Memorial 
Site, theatre, 
Borgarness

Gunnar meets Hallgerd
During the Althing, Gunnar meets 
Hallgerda (married 2 times before - both 
husbands had been killed by her foster-
father, because they had slapped 
Hallgerda). Gunnar and Hallgerda fall in 
love.
 
Gunnar: Mathieu Carmignani 
Hauskuld: Michelle Cahill 
Hrut: Janne Sipinen 
Hallgerda: Maria Joao Diaz 
Njal: Barbara Friedl

Þingvellir

The theft
In a period of famine, Gunnar ask a 
neighbour, Otkell, for food. When this is 
refused, Hallgerd order a slave to steal 
food. After finding this out, Gunnar slaps 
her in the face.
 
Gunnar: Ritva Lepola 
Hallgerda: Heather Byrne 
Slave: someone from another group

Þingvellir
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Gunnar's revenge
The theft is atoned during the Althing. 
Gunnar gets, however, offended because 
of talks in Otkell's group about him. He 
should have wept because of a wound 
inflicted on him by Otkell. Gunnar decides 
to fight and kills all.
During a Thing these killings are being 
atoned and Gunnar leaves with honour.
 
Gunnar: Yann Senot 
Otkell: Marianne Heikkinen 
Men: from other groups

Saga Center,
Hvolsvöllur

'Never before has Iceland seemed so 
fair'
More conflicts arise and after beng 
ambushed Gunnar kills a number of 
opponents again. During a Thing this also 
manslaughter is atoned. But this time 
Gunnar and his brother Kelskog have to 
leave into exile for three years. On their 
way to the ship Gunnar decides to turn 
back. He accepts being an outlaw.
 
Gunnar: Antonia Kosti 
Kelskog: Marita Hietala

Saga Center,
Hvolsvöllur
 

Gunnar's death
In his own farm, Hilderendi, Gunnar is 
attacked by his enemies. He is able to 
resists them until his bow is broken. He 
asks his wife Hallgerd to give him a few 
strings of her hair to repair his bow. She 
refuses, saying that her causing his death 
is the revenge for the slap in her face after
the theft.
Gunnar is being killed. 
His opponents ask Ranveig, Gunnar's 
mother, for a place to bury their own two 
one killed. She answers she would have 
liked to give space for more than these 
two.
 
Ranveig: Ana Isabel Blazquez Pereira 
Gizur: Elina Pesonen 
Thorgeir Starkadsson: Elina Pesonen

Hgildrendi church

Njall's death
Much later and after many more conflicts 
and fights also Gunnars's friend Njall and 
his sons are being attached.
With his house set on fire, Njall refuses his
opponent Flossi's offer to escape. He 
prefers to die. His wife Bergthora joins 
him. Together they die in the burning 
house with their grandson between them.
 
Njall: Vesa Riihisalo 
Bergthora: Maria Vidigal 
Grandson: Daniel Zappi

Einar Johnson 
sculpture garden

 

11



Images of Reykjavik

Map of Holmskaupstadur, trading post of
Reykjavik, in 1715

Map by the Danish captain Hans Hoffgaard

Map of the territory of the trading town of
Reykjavik 1787

Map by the Norwegian surveyor Ramsu Lievog

Map of Reykjavik 1801 by Ole Ohlson

Map of Reykjavik 1836 by Viktor Lothin

Drawing of Reykjavik around 1783 by Saemundur
Magnusson Holm

Reykjavik 1786, the year the village was giving its
own charter

Drawing by Aage Nielsen-Edvin, based on survey
by Rasmus Lievog
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Reykjavik 1801. Drawing by Aage Nielsen-Edvin Reykjavik 1820, view from Reykjavik High School
Drawing by Aage Nielsen-Edvin, based on a picture

by Governor E.C.L. Moltke

Reykjavik 1836, drawing by Aage Nielsen-Edvin,
based on plan by Victor Lothin

Reykjavik 1850, artist unknown

Central Reykjavik, shortly before 1870, Photo
Sygfus Eymundsson

Reykjavik 1876, drawing by Aage Nielsen-Edvin,
based on plan by Sveinn Sweinsson
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Reykjavik 1976, drawing by Benedikt Grondal

Central Reykjavik 1886, photo by Sygfus
Eymundsson

Sudurgata around 1890, photo by Sygfus
Eymundsson Aldelstraeti 16, 1860, Krabbe's primary school,

painting by Jon Helgason

Adalstraeti 1786,
drawing by Aage Nielsen-Edvin, based on survey

Rasmus Lievog
 

Aldelstraeti 16, 1860, Krabbe's primary school,
painting by Jon Helgason
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Ingólfr Arnarson - first permanent settler

Ingólfur Arnarson and his wife Hallveig are recognized
as the first permanent Nordic settlers of Iceland.
According to Landnáma(Book of Settlement, written two
to three centuries after the settlement) he built his
homestead in (and gave name to) Reykjavík in 874.
Although recent archaeological finds in Iceland suggest
settlement may have started somewhat earlier.
When the first Norse sailors arrived, they found a few
small bands of men already in residence. The medieval
chronicler Ari Thorgilsson said that Ingólfr was the first
Nordic settler in Iceland, but mentioned that "Papar" –
i.e. Irish monks and hermits – had been in the country
before the Norsemen. He wrote that they left because
they did not want to live amongst the newly arrived
Norse pagans.
There are a few Irish place names on the coast of
Iceland that hint at eight century monastic retreats,
several of which are associated with all-but-vanished
stone walls that authorities deem Irish.
 
Landnáma
Landnáma contains a long story about Ingólf's
settlement. The book claims he left Norway after
becoming involved in a blood feud. He had heard about
a new island which Garðarr Svavarsson, Flóki
Vilgerðarson and others had found in the Atlantic Ocean.
With his stepbrother Hjörleifur Hróðmarsson, he sailed
for Iceland. When land was in sight, he threw his high
seat pillars (a sign of his being a chieftain) overboard
and promised to settle where the gods decided to bring
them ashore. Two of his slaves then searched the coasts
for three years before finding the pillars in the small bay which eventually became Reykjavík.
In the meantime, Hjörleifur had been murdered by his Irish slaves because of his ill-treatment of them. 
Ingólfur hunted them down and killed them in Vestmannaeyjar (Westman Islands). The islands got their 
name from that event, but vestmenn (west men) is a name that Norse men at this time sometimes used 
for Irishmen.
Ingólfr was said to have settled a large part of southwestern Iceland, but after his settlement nothing 
more was known of him. His son, Þorsteinn Ingólfsson, was a major chieftain and was said to have 
founded the first thing, or parliament, in Iceland. It was a forerunner of the Althingi.
 
Ingólfur Arnarson’s farm is generally considered to have been situated at the southern end of the 
Aðalstræti, (“Main Street”) street (Reykjavík’s oldest street), which must then have been the path he 
walked along down to the sea.

From: The First Icelander

Jolanta Varanaviciene
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Viking longhouses in downtown Reykjavík

Archaeologists working in a former parking lot in Lækjargata street in downtown Reykjavík have 
uncovered what they believe is the ruins of the residence of a Viking era chieftain. The discovery has 
altered dramatically the view we have of Viking age Reykjavík.
The find came as a complete surprise.
When archaeologists began digging at the
site they did not expect to find a Viking
era longhouse. Lisbet Guðmundsdóttir, an
archeologist at the Institute of
Archaeology, who is working at the site,
tells the local newspaper Morgunblaðið
that the team did not expect to find
anything older than a 18th century farm.
The oldest know settlement in this spot
was the cottage Lækjarkot, which was
built in 1799.
When the team found a stone wall it
therefore believed they had uncovered
Lækjarkot, or perhaps a younger building
which was constructed in 1887, Lisbet
tells Morgunblaðið:
"We certainly didn‘t expect to find
anything older, but then this unexpected
find emerged."

The seat of a chieftain
The excavation has so far uncovered the ruins of a longhouse which is at least 20 meters long. The total 
length of the building will probably never be established as the nearby houses were built on top of it, and 
the remains were most likely destroyed when they were constructed. However, what was preserved 
under the parking lot and backyards of nearby houses has allowed the archaeologists to establish that it 
is one of the largest Viking era longhouses found in Iceland.
The long-fire, the hearth which stretched along the middle corridor of all Viking longhouses, is certainly 
the longest found in Iceland, measuring 5.2 meters.
Þorsteinn Birgisson, the manager of Minjavernd, a public corporation which oversees the archaeological 
dig, tells Morgunblaðið that judging by the size of the longhouse it was the residence of someone of 
considerable wealth and status:
"This building was the home of a chieftain, because what we have revealed are clearly signs of a great 
farm."

Larger than the longhouse on display at the settlement museum
The ruins which have been uncovered so far are far larger than those previously located in Austurstræti 
street, to the west of the current dig. That building, which is on display in theSettlement Museum, was 17
meters long and 5.5-6 meter wide, with a 4 meter long long-fire. Compare that to the current longhouse,
which was at least 20 meters long, 5.5 meters wide and with a 5.2 meter long-fire.
It is not only the size of the longhouse which has surprised archaeologists, it is also its location. All Viking
era finds in downtown Reykjavík have been in around Suðurgata- and Aðalstræti-streets, where 
the Settlement Exhibition is currently located. The current find shows that the Viking-era settlement was 
larger than previously believed.
In addition to the houses the excavation has produced weaving implements, a silver ring and a single 
pearl. There are still at least two or three weeks left of the dig. The following weeks will be exciting as 
archaeologists are now beginning to search the floor of the longhouse, which will hopefully uncover 
additional items which can help paint a richer picture of what life looked like in Viking age Reykjavík.
The dig, which is one of three currently underway in downtown Reykjavík, can be viewed from the 
sidewalk by pedestrians.
 
From Iceland Magazine
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Short history of Whaling in Iceland

Icelandic waters are home for a variety of whales, although many of them only spend the summer 
months there. About 45% of the currently known whale species have their distribution in European 
waters and thereof about 23 species occur in the waters around Iceland. Some of them are just traveling 
through and are only seen occasionally. For most whales, though, Iceland presents good feeding 
grounds, where whales spend the entire summer in the search of food.

The onset of organized Whaling
The Basques were probably the first Europeans to engage in organized whaling. As early as the 12th 
century, they began to hunt Northern Right whales in the Bay of Biscay. After the depletion of the species
in Spanish waters, the Basques expanded
their hunt to the northwest. By the
beginning of the 17th century, the
Basques were taking whales from the
coasts of Labrador, Newfoundland, and
Iceland. Sources from the 17th and 18th
centuries testify to the extensive whaling
carried out by the Basques in Icelandic
waters. Some locations in the Westfjords
still carry the name the Basques had given
them.
 Recent excavations suggest that they
may have operated a land-based whaling
station in Steingrímsfjörður. It is
uncertain, how the Basques interacted with local communities, but it is likely that they came to terms 
since both parties benefited from the enterprise. However, in 1615, 32 Basque whalers were killed by 
Icelanders after their whaling ships wrecked off the coast. Since 2005, historian Magnús Rafnsson and 
archaeologist Dr. Ragnar Edvardsson have been excavating the remains of a 17th-century Basque 
whaling station in the northwest of Iceland.

Whaling techniques
Whaling at that time, was a dangerous business, being done with hand held harpoons from small wooden
boats. The species hunted, such as the Right Whales, were chosen because they were considerably easy 
targets. They swim slowly and the thick layer of blubber causes them to stay afloat when they die. The 
name derives from that time since they were considered the ‘right’ whales to kill.
The establishment of steamships in the mid-19thcentury enabled whalers to hunt the faster swimming 
whales, like Sei or Sperm whales. The following development of a harpoon with an explosive tip and the 
ability to pump air into the animal to keep it afloat revolutionized the whaling activities, marking the 
beginning of the commercial whaling era. The first modern shore whaling station in Iceland was 
established in the 1860′s by two Americans named Roys and Lilliendahl, but the operation only lasted a 
few years.

Norwegians
In 1883, Norway was granted permission by the Icelandic government to build whaling stations in 
Iceland. Eight stations were set up in the Westfjords and another five more were added to the East coast.
Two of them were considered to be the largest whaling stations in the North Atlantic at the time and were
run by a Norwegian named Hans Ellefsen. By 1902, a total of 1305 whales had been processed.
According to sources dating from 1900, one sperm whale provided around 10 tons of fat, 3 tons of 
carcass meal and 7 tons of bone meal. The remains of the carcass were simply dumped on shores. The 
resulting pollution caused many locals to complain about the procedure, as it was hazardous for the 
sheep who roamed the coastal areas in the search of seaweed. Whaling off the Eastfjords lasted slightly 
longer than a decade. Shortly after 1913, there were not enough whales left to sustain these whaling 
stations. The Norwegian whalers moved their activities to the Arctic, where whales were still abundant 
and the operations more lucrative.
 
Whaling restricted by law
By 1915, about 17.000 whales had been slaughtered and it was obvious that this had great impact on the
whale populations in Icelandic waters. In the same year, a national law was passed to protect the 
remaining species, which is considered to be the first whaling ban in history. The law was repealing 1928,
when it was believed that the populations had recovered.
Iceland did not start commercial whaling until 1935, on the basis of a new whaling legislation. It declared
that only Icelanders could hunt the whales on Icelandic territory, and that all whales killed would have to 
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be utilized completely. The new law provided the foundation for the first Icelandic whaling station in 
Iceland, which was established in Tálknafjörður and operated in the years 1935-39. The whaling station 
in Hvalfjörður (Whale Fjord) began its operations in 1948. During the next four decades, around 300-400 
whales were processed each year, summing up to a total of 15.000 whales.
 
Restrictions on whaling
In 1950-1985, the whaling had been limited
to Fin, Sei and Minke whales. The hunt
of Blue, Sperm and Humpback whales had soon
been banned after realizing the drastic
depletion of these species. Having witnessed
the exploitation of the Northern Right Whale in
the 1900′s, Icelanders attempted to make
whaling a sustainable industry.
The Northern Right Whale is not the only
species that was greatly depleted. Presumably,
the gray whales, had been common in Icelandic
waters before the species vanished from the
Atlantic Ocean in the 17th century. Whaling is
thought to be the possible cause of its extinction. They prefer to inhabit coastal waters, which made them
an easy target.
Between 1935 and 1985 about 20.000 whales were killed.
 
The Whaling Ban of 1986
In 1983, the International Whaling Commission (IWC) passed a ban on commercial whaling effective in 
1986. Iceland did not object to the moratorium, but
Norway opposed the ban at once, and was allowed to continue whaling commercially. The IWC allowed 
the continuation of whaling for scientific purposes, and Japan and Iceland began to utilize immediately. 
Environmental organizations harshly criticized the scientific whaling as façade designed to circumvent the
whaling ban.
According 2014 statistics, the hunting of Minke whales increased by 6 per cent, from 216 in 2013 to 229 
in 2014.

Jolanta Varanaviciene
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Skaldic poetry

Skald
The term skald (or skáld), meaning ‘poet’, is generally used for poets who composed at the courts of 
Scandinavian and Icelandic leaders during the Viking Age and Middle Ages. Skaldic poetry forms one of 
two main groupings of Old Norse poetry, the other being the anonymous Eddic poetry.
The most prevalent metre of skaldic poetry is dróttkvætt. The subject is 
usually historical and encomiastic, praising the deeds of the skald's patron. There is no evidence that the 
skalds employed musical instruments, though some speculate they may have accompanied their verses 
with the harp or lyre.
The technical demands of the skaldic form were equal to the complicated verse forms mastered by the 
Welsh bards and Gaelic (in both Scotland and Ireland) ollaves (masters), and like those poets, much of 
skaldic verse consisted of panegyrics to kings and aristocrats, or memorials and testimonials to their 
battles.
 
Etymology
The word skald is perhaps ultimately related to Proto-Germanic *skalliz "sound, voice, shout" 
(OHG skal "sound"). OHG hasskalsang "song of praise, psalm". skellan means "ring, clang, resound". The 
OHG variant stem skeltan etymologically identical to the skald- stem (Proto-Germanic *skeldan) means 
"to scold, blame, accuse, insult". The person doing the insulting is a skelto or skeltāri. This bears striking 
similarities to the Dutch verb "schelden" and the southern German "schelten", which mean "shouting 
abuse" or "calling names."
 
Poets
Skaldic poetry can be traced to the earlier 9th century with Bragi Boddason and his Ragnarsdrápa, 
considered the oldest surviving Norse poem. Bragi is considered the oldest and original Skald. However, 
many Skalds came after him, like Egill Skallagrímsso n and Thorbjorn Hornklofi, who gained much fame 
in the 10th century for the poems composed for the kings they served and of their own exploits. At this 
time, the Icelanders and Nordic people were still pagan, and their work reflected that, having many 
references to gods like Thor and Odin, as well as to seers and runes. The poetry from this time also can 
be noted for its portrayal of a "heroic age" for the Vikings, and "praise poetry, designed to commemorate
kings and other prominent people, often in the form of quite long poems."
 
Changing role
As time went on, Skalds became the main source of Icelandic and Norse history and culture, as it was the
Skalds who learned and shared the largely oral history. This led to a shift in the role of the Skald, 
allowing them to gain more prominent positions. Every king and chieftain needed a Skald to record their 
feats and ensure their legacy lived on, as well as becoming the main historians of their society. The 
written artifacts of that time come from Skalds, as they were the first from the time and place to record 
on paper. Some Skalds became clerical workers, recording laws and happenings of the government, 
some even being elected to the Thing and Althing, while others worked with churches to record the lives 
and miracles of Saints, along with passing on the ideals of Christianity.
This last point is a very important point, as Skalds were the main agents of culture, when the Skalds 
began glorifying and passing on Christianity over the old pagan beliefs, the Viking culture shifted towards
Christianity, as well.
 
Snorri Sturluson
As the years passed, the Skald profession was
threatened with extinction, until Snorri Sturluson
compiled the Prose Edda as a manual with the aim
to preserve an appreciative understanding of their
art. Snorri, born in Iceland during the 12th century
is the most famous Skald. In addition to being a
great poet, he was leader of the Althing for part of
his life, leading the government of Iceland. His
Prose Edda did preserve and pass on the traditions
and methods of the Skalds, adding a much needed
stimulus to the profession, and providing much of
the information which is known today about Skalds
and how they worked. For example, the Prose Edda
broke down and explained all the kennings used in
Skaldic poetry, allowing many of them to be
understood today.
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Styles
Most Nordic verse of the Viking Age came in one of two forms: eddic or skaldic. Eddic verse was usually 
simple, in terms of content, style and metre, dealing largely with mythological or heroic content. Skaldic 
verse, conversely, was complex, and usually composed as a tribute or homage to a particular Jarl or king.
There is debate over the performance of skaldic poetry, although there is a general scholarly consensus 
that it was spoken rather than sung.
Unlike many other literary forms of the time, much skaldic poetry is attributable to an author (called a 
skald), and these attributions may be relied on with a reasonable degree of confidence. Many skalds were
men of influence and power, and were thus biographically noted. The meter is ornate, usually dróttkvætt 
or a variation thereof. The syntax is complex, with sentences commonly interwoven, with kennings and 
heiti being used frequently and gratuitously.
Skaldic poetry was written in variants and dialects of Old Norse languages. Technically, their verse was 
usually a form of alliterative verse, and almost always using thedróttkvætt stanza (also known as 
the Court or Lordly Metre). Dróttkvætt is effectively an eight line form, where each pair of lines is an 
original single long line which is conventionally written as two lines. Skalds also composed insult 
(níðvísur) and very occasionally, erotic verse (mansöngr).

Jolanta Varanaviciene
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Kennings in skaldic poetry

The verses of the skalds contain a great profusion of kennings:
the fixed metaphors found in most northern European poetry of
the time. They usually consist of two words, and are often
hyphenated. For example, Old Norse poets might replace sverð,
the regular word for “sword”, with a more abstract compound
such as “wound-hoe” (Egill Skallagrímsson: Höfuðlausn), or a
genitive phrase such as randa íss: “ice of shields” (Einarr
Skúlason: ‘Øxarflokkr’).
The simplest kennings consist of a base-word and a determinant
which qualifies, or modifies, the meaning of the base-word. The
skalds also employed complex kennings in which the
determinant, or sometimes the base-word, is itself made up of a
further kenning.

Kennings of up to seven elements are recorded in skaldic verses. The longest kenning found in skaldic 
poetry occurs in Hafgerðingadrápa and reads: "nausta blakks hlé-mána gífrs drífu gim-slöngvir" = “fire-
brandisher of blizzard of ogress of protection-moon of steed of boat-shed”, which (also) simply means 
"warrior".
Odin (Old Norse Óðinn), the chief god of Norse mythology, was referred to by more than 200 names in 
the skaldic and Eddic traditions ("father of men“, "Eagle Head“, "Lord of the Aesir“, "friend of wealth“, 
"Spear Shaker“, "Lord of the undead“, "the ever booming“ and other ).
Examples of kennings:

 
Jolanta Varanaviciene
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Odin, the All-Father of Nordic gods

Two mataphors for "warrior" (referring to 
carnivorous birds scavenging after a 
battle):

• grennir gunn-más “feeder of war-
gull” = “feeder of raven”;

• eyðendr arnar hungrs “destroyers 
of eagle’s hunger” = “feeders of 
eagle”.

ship wave’s horse, sea-steed
warrior feeder of raven, destroyers of eagle’s hunger
fire bane of wood, sun of the houses
ice bond of frost
snow winter-raiment
blood battle-sweat, slaughter-dew, wound-sea
death sleep of the sword
wife girl of the houses
kill enemies feed the eagle
Loki (god) wolf's father, father of the sea thread
raven swan of blood



Sonatorrek

Sonatorrek is a skaldic poem in 25 stanzas by Egill
Skallagrímsson (ca. 910–990). The work laments the death of two of
the poet's sons, Gunnar, who died of a fever, and Böðvarr, who
drowned during a storm.
These events happened when Egill was an older man. Böðvar was
Egill's youngest and most promising son. The young man traveled to
the trading center at Hvítárnes, on the other side of the fjord from
the family farm at Borg. On the journey back home, the weather
turned foul. The boat overturned, and Böðvar and the other men on
board drowned.
Egil heard the news that day and rode off immediately to search for
the bodies. He found Bodvar's body, picked it up and put it across his
knees, then rode with it out to Digranes to Skallagrim's burial mound.
He opened the mound and laid Bodvar inside by Skallagrim's side.
The mound was closed again, which took until sunset. After that, Egil
rode back to Borg, and when he got home, he went straight to his
normal sleeping-place, lay down and locked the door. No one dared
to ask to speak to him.
Egill took neither food nor drink, bereft at the loss of his favorite son.
After three days of this, his wife sent for Þorgerður, Egill's beloved
daughter, and she rode immediately from her farm. Þorgerður stood
outside the bed-closet where Egill lay and said in a loud voice that
she, too, did not want to live. Egill opened the door, and Þorgerður
joined her father. Once inside, she tricked him into taking
nourishment. Saying that their plan to die in the bed-closet together
had been ruined, she asked her father to compose a poem in memory
of Böðvar.
Egill created Sonatorrek, a moving, heartfelt expression of Egill's
emotions on the loss of Böðvar (and of another son who died a little
earlier). Sadly, the poem has not been perfectly preserved in the
manuscripts, but the defects do not dilute the raw power of the
verse, power that still provides a visceral impact today. Additionally,
the poem provides one of the clearest views of the relationship
between Viking-age people and their ancient gods. The
poem preserved in Egils saga Skalla-Grímssonar, ch. 78, which is
included in the 14th-century compilation, Möðruvallabók. 
Sonatorrek provides an unusually personal expression of Norse
paganism. The poem includes some 20 allusions to Norse gods and
myths, not all of which can be understood. The poet’s personification
of inevitable death as the goddess Hel waiting on a headland (st. 25)
is particularly striking. It has been suggested that Egill
modeled Sonatorrek and his expressions of grief on the myth of
Óðinn grieving for his own dead son, Baldr.
Sonatorrek is "generally regarded as the first purely subjective lyric
in the North", and has been called “a poem of unparalleled
psychological depth, poetic self-awareness and verbal
complexity.” Several commentators have compared Sonatorrek to a
theme from Goethe. In Scandinavian letters, it is often regarded as
the very birth of subjective poetic utterance within the native culture.
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Egil's bas-relief
at Skallagrímsgarður. 

The Irreparable Loss of Sons

My mouth strains
To move the tongue,
To weigh and wing
The choice word:
Not easy to breathe
Odin's inspiration
In my heart's hinterland,
Little hope there.

My sorrow the source
Of the sluggard stream
Mind-meandering,
This heavy word-mead,
Poet's power
Gold-praised, that 
Odin from ogres tore
In ancient time. [ . . .]

Could my sword stroke take
Vengeance on the sea-surge,
Bitter ale brewer 
None can bend or break,
Could my hand kill
The crushing wave,
With god and goddess
I should grapple.

But I've no strength to subdue
The slayer of my son
Nor the boldness to beat
Down my boy's killer:
Obvious to all,
An old man, unaided,
Helpless, unhappy,
Can hold out no hope.

The rough storm has robbed me
Of my best riches,
It's cruel to recall
The loss of that kinsman,
The safeguard, the shield
Of the house has sailed
Out in death's darkness
To a dearer place. [...]

Poem translated by Anne Ridler



Njal's Saga - story outline

Summary:
1.Brothers Hrut & Hoskuld; Hrut says Hoskuld’s daughter Hallgerd has “thief’s eyes.”
2.Hrut cursed by Norwegian queen; marries Unn but she divorces him because of curse.
3.Hallgerd marries twice & each time her husband is killed by her foster-father Thjostolf.
4.Unn’s cousin Gunnar successfully challenges Hrut for Unn’s property from the divorce.
5.Gunnar marries Hallgerd; his relative Thrain marries Hallgerd’s daughter Thorgerd.
6.Hallgerd insulted by Bergthora, wife of Gunnar’s wise beardless friend Njal.
7.Hallgerd & Bergthora each kill 3 slaves or employees of the other in successive years.
8.Gunnar & Njal pay each other for the slaves or employees they lose to the other’s wife.
9.The last one killed by Hallgerd is Thord, the Njalssons’ foster-father. He is avenged.
10.Gunnar asks Otkel to sell him food. Otkel refuses, but sells him a slave, Melkolf.
11.Hallgerd sends Melkolf to steal cheese from Otkel; Gunnar finds out & slaps her.
12.Gunnar offers compensation; Otkel refuses; they go to court & Gunnar is absolved.
13.Otkel’s spur scratches Gunnar. Otkel & many men attack Gunnar; Gunnar kills all.
14.Gunnar attacked by Starkad & son with many men after a horsefight; he kills many.
15.Thorgeir Starkadsson & Thorgeir Otkelsson assail Gunnar; he kills Thorgeir Otkelsson.
16.Gunnar is prosecuted for the killing, & sentenced to 3 years of outlawry.
17.Gunnar leaves home, but falls off his horse & decides to return.
18.Kolskegg leaves. A team led by Gizur and Mord assembles to attack Gunnar at home.
19.Gunnar defends himself a long time but his bow breaks; Hallgerd refuses aid; he dies.
20.Hogni Gunnarsson & Skarphedin kill many of Gunnar’s killers; make peace with Mord.
21.Thrain, Grim & Helgi Njalsson, go to Scotland, are attacked. Rescued by Kari. They go to 
Norway.
22.Thrain hides the outlaw Hrapp from Norwegian ruler Hakon Jarl.
23.Hakon Jarl attacks Thrain’s allies the Njalssons. They are saved by Kari & go to Iceland.
24.Kari marries Njal’s daughter, has a son. Thrain still shelters Hrapp, insults Njalssons.
25.Skarphedin kills Thrain. Njal & Thrain’s brother Ketil make a peaceful settlement.
26.Njal adopts Hoskuld Thrainsson, gets a wife & the authority of a godi for him.
27.Thrain’s brother-in-law Lyting kills Hoskuld Njalsson; a peaceful settlement is agreed.
28.(long digression about the missionary Thangbrand & Iceland’s conversion to Christianity)
29.Amundi, blind son of Hoskuld Njalsson, briefly regains sight & kills Lyting.
30.Mord loses power to Hoskuld Thrainsson; he goads the Njalssons into killing Hoskuld.
31.Mord and Flosi (Hoskuld Thrainsson’s wife’s uncle) prosecute the Njalssons for murder
32.Njal & Flosi agree to a settlement, but Skarphedin insults Flosi & the deal is called off.
33.Flosi leads about 100 men to burn the Njalssons & Kari to death in their house.
34.Women, children, slaves, Njal allowed to leave; Flosi only wants to burn the Njalssons.
35.Njal, Bergthora & Kari’s son refuse to leave; they burn.
36.Of the men, only Kari escapes. The burners are prosecuted. A long court case finally breaks 
down into open battle.
37.After much killing at the Thing, Snorri Godi forces a settlement. Kari refuses to settle.
38.Kari seeks the burners, kills all of them he can find. Helped by Njal’s nephew Thorgeir.
39.Thorgeir quits; Kari meets goofy sidekick Bjorn; Kari spares only brother-in-law Ketil.
40.Flosi & the surviving burners flee to Scotland. Kari follows them, busts into their feast.
41.Kari kills most of burners, goes back to Iceland. Forgives Flosi & marries his daughter.
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Poetic metres: Homer, Donelaitis, Sagas, Lusiades, Kalevala

Poetic metre is the rythmic form of a poem. The background may be the ritual, musical aspect of early 
language development. The oral tradition of the great narrative, epic poems may also be a factor. It is 
easier for the brain to remember rythmic coherent texts.
Part of the Icelandic sagas follow a complicated metre (dróttkvœtt - three feet). To place this within a 
context it is interesting to compare the dróttkvœtt with a few other ones. In our 2015 Iceland group 
various language backgrounds are represented. Except the Finnish, we all share the indo-
european language group, however. Therefore a few words about the metres in these various language 
traditions.
Homer, of course, represents the Greeks. The, chronological, next are the Iceland Sagas - so some more 
attention to the great poet-warrier Egil Skallagrímsson (son of Skallagrím). Portugal offers many options. 
Fado rythm/poetry could be taken. The work by the great renaissance poet Camoes, Lusiades, comes 
nearer to the epic character of the sagas, however. Lithuanian is not my strongest point. Therefore 
I am thankful to Jolanta for contributing the part on The Seasons, by K. Donelaitis. The last one, Elias 
Löhnrot, goes in Kalevala back to pre-christian oral traditions, maybe even older than Homer. He 
collected the runes (songs), however in the 19th century as part of the romantic-nationalist wave in 
Finland and Europe. I hope, therefore, that the large group of Finnish will not blame me for taking this 
great epic as the last one.
 
Homer (Odyssee) - dated c. 800 BC
Homer composed the epic
poems Ilias and Odyssey around 800
BC, probably on the basis of oral
traditions about conflicts taking
place in the eastern mediterranean
in a much older period, around 1200
BC. The Ilias describes the last few
days of a war in which Greek
heroes, under leadership of the
Mycenaean kings, defeated the city
of Troy, located in present-day
north-west Turkey. In
the Odyssey one of these heroes,
Odysseus - king of Ithaca -, tries to
return home with his men. They
meet many difficulties and the
voyage is a long one, ten years. At home Odysseus' wife, Penelope, has faithfully waited for her 
husband's return, though her house - Odysseus' palace - is filled with suitors. She uses various tricks to 
postpone taking a decision about one of them. One of the last tricks is a test if a wooer can string the 
bow, left behind by Odysseus. Odysseus himself - present, but disguised as a beggar - is the only one 
able to do this and shoots an arrow through twelve holes of axes. Then he uses the same bow to kill all 
suitors. The Ilias and Odyssey systemised the Greek, antropomorphic, religious images. They also 
created a joint cultural identity in the dispersed Greek world.
Basically Homer used the dactillic hexameter: six times a dactillic foot. Dactyl comes from the word for 
finger (—--). He uses this form rather freely, however, mixing it with spondee(——) and trochee (—-), 
especially at the end of a line or at a half-way break. Of course we do not know how this may have sound
in the classical times, not to speak about the Homeric period half a millennium earlier. Modern Greek 
does not know long vowels. So stressed/non-stressed will be used. The Erasmian (Renaissance) 
pronounciation can be based on long/short.
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Homer, Odyssey, Book 21, 405-410. Odysseus strings the bow.
..... but Odysseus of many wiles, as soon as he had lifted the great bow and scanned it on every side - 
even as when a man well-skilled in the lyre and in song easily stretches the string about a new peg, 
making fast at either end the twisted sheep-gut - so without effort did Odysseus string the great bow.

Icelandic Saga (Egil Skallagrímsson) - dated about 900
The Icelandic Sagas are one of the literary mysteries of the world. Due to (1) shortage of arable land and
(2) centralisation of the royal power an emigration movement develops in 9th c. Norway. Viking ships 
begin raiding expeditions, sometimes mixed with forms of trade, around the North Sea and Baltic Sea. 
The European coasts as well as the British and Irish islands are regularly under attack and parts are 
conquered by theses vikings. The same farmer populations begin to colonise Iceland. Within this colonist 
society an oral story telling develops. Themes are the early groups arriving at the island - their families, 
hardships and fights. From the early 13th c. these stories are being systemised and written down. Among
these, many, Sagas is the one about the warrior-poet Egil, son of Skallagrím. This Saga may have been 
composed by the historian Snorri Sturluson (1189-1241), a descendant of Egil.
Egil's grandfather, Kveldulf, suffers from the ambitions of king Harald Fair-Hair, one of the many rulers in
the south of Norway, who wants to become the first sovereign king of the whole of Norway. The family 
emigrates to Iceland. After the death of Kveldulf - during the sea travel to Iceland -, his son Grim 
(Skallagrim) settles in the western Bogarfjord region. He becomes a local leader. After his death, this role
goes to his son Egil. The rest of the Saga deals with the life, travels, friendships, conflicts and fights of 
this Egil. His main ennemies are Harald's son, Eirik Bloodaxe, and his queen Gunhild, rulers of part of 
England (York) after a conflict with Eirik's brother Hakom, who succeeded Harald as king of Norway. 
Egil's relation with these royal courts is mixed. His ally is
another king in England, Athelstan.
At the age of three Egil composed his first poem. During the
rest of the story he regularly, and especially during important
moments - fights, fear, victory, love, mourning -, speaks in
poetry. He uses various metres. An important one
is dróttkvœtt (three feet). This form is Skaldic, the 'heroic' and
highly complicated metre, in praise of kings and leaders (so
basically propagandistic). The form: each line has six syllables;
at least three of them must be stressed and the last one must
be unstressed; every line must have internal rhyme and two
lines are connected by alliteration. This sophisticated metre
requires much playing with the word order and using
complicated structures and metaphors.
 
An example. Egil and his brother Thórólf fought in the service
of King Athelstan in the Battle of Vinheath (circa 927). Thórólf
died a meaningless death in the battle, in large part caused by
a military blunder by Athelstan. Egil survived and was
responsible for the victorious conclusion to the battle. He
burried his brother and clasped a golden ring on to each of his
arms before he left him ("... deep as my sorrow is, I must
keep it to myself.").
Following the battle, at the feast in the king's hall, Athelstan
and Egil sat across from each other. Egil was grief-stricken
and angry and refused to drink. He was dressed in full battle
kit and was fully armed. Using his most fearsome visage, he glared silently at the king. Repeatedly, Egil 
partially unsheathed his sword, then thrust it back in its scabbard. To defuse the situation, the king 
removed a gold ring from his arm, placed it on the point of his sword, and offered it to Egil across the 
hearth. Egil picked up the ring with his sword, and put it on his arm, thus restoring the balance of respect
and recognition.Then Egil speaks this verse:
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bold: alliteration - underline: stressed - italic: internal rhyme
 

H  rammtangar lætr h  anga
h  rynvirgil mér b  rynju
H  öðr á hauki t  roðnum
h  eiðis vingam  eiði;
   
r  itmœdis knák r  eiða
r  æð  r gunnvala b  ræðir
g  elgju seil á g  alga
g  eirveiðrs, lofi at m  eira.

The god of armour hangs — (ie. king)
a jangling snare upon my clutch, — (ie. ring)
the gibbet of the hunting birds, — (ie. arm)
the stamping-ground of hawks.

I raise the ring, the clasp that is worn
on the shield-spitting arm
on to my rod of the battle-storm — (ie. sword)
in praise of the feeder or ravens. — (ie. warrior)

 
Egil (or the composer, his descendant Snorri Sturluson) used various metres. In Sonatorrek (Lament for 
My Sons) he uses the more simple kvithuhattr (kvitu: poem; hattr: way. Sokvithuhattr: poetic metre). 
The form: 8 lines; each line 3 or 4 syllables; odd lines should have 3; alliteration between odd and even.
An example. As an old man Egil lives in Borg, Bogarfjord (western Iceland). With his wife Asgerd he has 
three sons (Bodvar, Gunnar, Thorstein) and two daughters (Bera, Thorgerd). 'Bodvar was exceptionally 
promising and handsome ... Egil loved him dearly, and Bodvar was likewise very attached to his father'. 
Gunnar dies and then shortly afterwards also Bodvar is lost in a sea accident. Egil, this warrior who has 
fought and killed so many men - once even biting of a throat -, is brokenhearted.

[...] He found Bodvar's body, picked it 
up and put it across his knees, then 
rode with it out to Digranes to 
Skallagrims's burial ground. He 
opened the mound and laid Bodvar 
inside by Skallgrim's side. The mound 
was closed again, which took until 
sunset(italics fd). After that, Egil rode 
back to Borg, and when he got home 
he went straight to his normal sleeping
place in his bed-closed, lay down and 
locked the door. No one dared to 
speak to him [...].
[...] He took neither food not drink. He
lay there that day, and the following 
night. No one dared to speak to him.

Asgerd - his wife - sends for his daughter Thorgerd 'to come as quickly as possible'. Thorgerd was 'a very
fine woman, wise, rather strong-tempered, but usually quiet'. After arriving, she goes to her father, lays 
down into another bed and tells him she wants to join him in death. To quicken the (dying) process she 
chews salty seaweed and offers this also to her father. They become thirsty and ask for a bit of water to 
drink. Egil takes a great draught. But they have been tricked: in stead of water it is milk. Then Thorgerd 
suggests to stay alive a bit longer, '[...]long enough for you to compose a poem in Bodvar's memory and 
I will carve it to a rune-stick. Then we can die if we want to.'
Her (manipulative) psychology is superb, when going on: 'I doubt whether your son Thorstein would ever
compose a poem for Bodvar, and it is unseemly if his memory is not honoured, because I do not expect 
us to be sitting there at the feast when it is'.
And she is successful: Egil said it was unlikely that he (ie. Thorstein) would be able to compose a poem 
even if he attempted to. 'But I will try', he said.
And then he speaks/writes the 25 stanza's (each 8 lines) of the deeply moving Lament for my Sons, 
which has been called 'a poem of unparalleled psychological depth, poetic self-awareness and verbal 
complexity' (Carolyne Larrington). Below the 7th stanza .
 

The sea-goddess
has ruffled me,
stripped me bare
of my loved ones;
the ocean severed
my family's bonds,
the tight knot
that ties me down.
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Camões, Lusiades - dated c. 1570
Camões, the son of poor aristocrats, was born in 1524 and
died in 1580. In 1553, after a fight with a court servant, he
was sentenced to prison, but his sentence was changed to
conscription in the army. He sailed to the East, to places like
Macao (where legend says he started The Lusiads), Goa
(where he was arrested for debts) and current Cambodia. In
this region of the world he saw warfare and experienced a
shipwreck, a traumatic event that resurfaces many times in
his poetry.
Failing to make his fortune, he tried to return to Portugal.
But he barely had money to pay the fare. Stranded in
Mozambique, it was thanks to the help of friends who
scrounged up money that the poet living in poverty managed
to return home, in 1570. Seventeen years had passed. In
Lisbon he completed his epic and presented it to the King D.
Sebastião, who showed little interest in it but nevertheless
awarded him a meagre pension. Even so, when Camões
passed away in 1580, victim of the plague, it is said that he
was again living in squalor. Fame didn’t come to him until
after his death. And for centuries he was one of the most
famous Portuguese writers.
The content of The Lusiads is the legendary history of the
Portuguese, mixed with the story about the Portuguese
discovery of India.
Camões meant to be a new Homer or Virgil. He used an
Italian form: the ottava rima ('eight rhyme'), each stanza
has eight lines with end-rhyme according to the pattern a-b-
a-b-a-b-c-c. Each line has, in principle, ten syllables, divided
in five iambic (—-) feet (iambic tetrameter).
The main narrator is the discoverer Vasco da Gama himself. Let's forget about the Mediterranean heroes 
(Greek, Trojans, Romans), since they all have been surpassed by the deeds of the Portuguese 
(translation by the great traveler and linguist Richard Francis Burton, Oxford World Classics, 1880):
 

Cessem do sábio Grego e do Troiano
As navegações grandes que fizeram;
Cale-se de Alexandro e de Trajano
A fama das vitórias que tiveram;
Que eu canto o peito ilustre Lusitano,
A quem Neptuno e Marte obedeceram:
Cesse tudo o que a Musa antígua canta,
Que outro valor mais alto se alevanta. 

Cease the sage Grecian, and the man of Troy 
to vaunt long voyage made in bygone day:
Cease Alexander, Trajan cease to joy
the fame of victories that have pass'd away : 
The noble Lusian's stouter breast sing I
whom Mars and Neptune dared not disobey:
Cease all that antique Muse hath sung, for now 
a better Brav'ry rears its bolder brow.

 
Not only fame and greatness waits around the corner, however. In the, famous, passage "The old man of
venerable appearance" ("um velho d'aspeito venerando", Canto IV: 94-97, see article ) the 'Old man of 
Restelo' warns the departing discoverers for 'that vanity known as fame'. This scene is particularly 
interesting, since shortly after the publication of the Lusíades,the Portuguese empire came to an end. The
young king Sebastião, to whom the poem had been dedicated, undertook a crusade-like expedition to 
intervene in a succession conflict in northern Africa. The huge Portuguese army was routed in the battle 
of Ksar-el-Kebir (1578). The king died without heir and most of the the nobility was taken captive. The 
Spanish crown (Philips II) claimed and took Portugal. So 'Neptune and Mars' obeyed the Lusitanian name 
less than a century.
 

Ó glória de mandar! Ó vã cobiça
Desta vaidade, a quem chamamos Fama!
Ó fraudulento gosto, que se atiça
C'uma aura popular, que honra se chama!
Que castigo tamanho e que justiça
Fazes no peito vão que muito te ama!
Que mortes, que perigos, que tormentas,
Que crueldades neles experimentas! 

Oh craving of command! Oh vain desire!
of vainest vanity man miscalleth fame!
Oh fraudulent gust, so easy fanned to fire
by breath of vulgar, aping honour's name
What just and dreadful judgment deals thine ire,
to seely souls who overlove thy claim!
What deaths, what direful risks, what agonies
wherewith thou guerdonest them, thy fitting prize!
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K. Donelaitis, The seasons (by Jolanta Varanaviciene)
K. Donelaitis poem "The seasons" is the most significant Lithuanian
epic poem. This epic, as usual for this genre, embraces the whole
life of the nation. The nation is represented by peasants in the
poem.
The poem consists of 4 parts: "Spring Joys", "Summer Toils",
"Autumn Boons", and "Winter Cares". In these 4 idylls , totaling
2997 hexameters , the relations of a human being (a peasant) with
the nature and the God are disclosed, as well as the relations
among the people, the peasants and the landlords. The life of
peasants goes in circles as the nature does, and is determined by
the same laws of the God. In nature, the summer comes after the
spring and is followed by the autumn and at last winter, and
everything starts from the beginning again. A human being is born, matures, gives fruit and dies as a 
plant.
K. Donelaitis had written "The Seasons" in the seventh-eighth decade of the 18th century. It was 
published in 1818 for the first time and has laid the foundation for the secular Lithuanian literature. 
Donelaitis wrote The Seasons in hexameter, which he adapted to Lithuanian. This hexameter is not 
exactly the same as that of classical Greek and Roman authors where it was based primarily on the 
occurence of long and short syllables. For Donelaitis' hexameter the position of stress is important rather 
than the length of the syllable. In Lithuanian the length of the syllable is independent of its accentuation. 
Thus a long syllable in Lithuanian can be unstressed, and a short syllable might well be stressed. Here is 
an example with the stressed syllables in capital letters:
 

JAU sauLElė VĖL atKOPdama Budino SVIEtą 
IR žieMOS šalTOS triūSUS parGRIAUdama 
JUOkės.

The CLImbing SUN aGAIN was WAkening the WORLD 
And LAUGHing AT the WRECK of FRIgid Winter's 
TRADE*.

*K. Donelaitis, The Seasons, translated by Nadas Rastenis
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Kalevala
After the French period, tsar Alexander I received Finland as new part of the Russian empire. The former 
Swedish colony became a, more or less autonomous, 'grand duchy', with Alexander as grand-duke. The 
tsar hoped to use this new part of Russia as a show-case for his modernist and liberal ideas, politically as 
well as economically. Political freedom was restricted, but a relatively cultural autonomy was allowed.
Within this context a literary movement developed following romantic-national ideas. These ideas had 
begun in France and Germany during the end of the ancien régime (Rouseau, Herder) and were further 
developed in various countries after the French period. As a reaction against the 'globalising' forces of 
industrialisation and 'enlightened' classicism, the movement stressed the organic unity of a nation, 
manifested in 'own' language, culture, religion, architecture, customs, stories etc. In Germany the Grimm
brothers collected folk tales. In Finland the key person was Elias Löhnrot (1802-1884).
After his studies at the recently established Alexander I University in Helsinki, the young physician and 
linguist Löhnrot was appointed as health officer in Karelia, eastern Finland. During many field trips, he 
discovered and collected a treasure of orally transferred and sung folk poems, dating back from pre-
christian times. In 1835 he compiled and published the first version of the Kalevala, which became the 
national epic of Finland (a definite form was published in 1849). As is the case with Homer and Snorri 
Sturluson, it is unclear how much is really oral tradition and how much was composed or even added by 
Löhnrot himself. The sometimes rather precise rules of how e.g. a married woman should behave towards
her husband may reflect his own ideas.
 
Metre and structure
The Kalevala metre is complicated and probably based on a proto-Finnic tradition. The basis is a free 
form of the trochaic tetrameter: four times a trochee (—-). This may have to do with two characteristics 
of Finnish: (1) no article and (2) stress on the first syllable. This makes a iambic structure quite difficult.
Other elements are alliteration ('Vaka vanha Väinämöinen' - Steadfast old Väinämöinen) and parallellism:
repeating the meaning of a line in a second one (Kun ei toista tullutkana,/ei ollut osoajata - As no 
craftsman there was present,/And there was no skilful workman). Like in Homer, the essence of an object
is often described in the way it is being produced, comes into existence. For example the Sampo (nb: this
is the third and successful try, the other tries have been described before):
 

Sammon taonta

Orjat lietsoi löyhytteli,
Väkipuolet väännätteli
Kolme päiveä kesäistä
Ja kolme kesäistä yötä,
Kivet kasvoi kantapäihin,
Vahat varvasten sijoille.

Se on seppo Ilmarinen
Päivän kolmannen perästä
Kallistihe katsomahan
Ahjonsa alaista puolta:
Näki Sammon syntyväksi,
Kirjokannen kasvavaksi.

Kysyi vanha Väinämöinen
Ilmariselta sepolta:
"Veli seppo Ilmarinen,
Takoja iän-ikuinen,
Joko laait uuden Sammon,
Kirjokannen kirjaelit?"

Sanoi seppo Ilmarinen,
Itse laatija pakisi:
"Jopa jauhoi uusi Sampo,
Kirjokansi kiikutteli,
Jauhoi purnun puhtehessa,
Yhen purnun syötäviä,
Toisen jauhoi myötäviä,
Kolmannen pi'eltäviä."

The forging of the Sampo

So the servants worked the bellows,
To the half of all their power.
During three days of the summer,
During three nights of the summer.
Corns beneath their heels were growing,
And upon their toes were blisters.

Then again smith Ilmarinen,
On the evening of the third day,
Stooped him down, and gazed intently
To the bottom of the furnace;
And he saw the Sampo forming,
With it’s brightly-coloured cover.

Asked the aged Väinämöinen,
When he saw smith Ilmarinen:
“Ilmarinen, smith and brother,
Thou the great primeval craftsman,
Hast thou forged a new-made Sampo,
With its brightly-coloured cover?”

Then replied smith Ilmarinen,
Ready with a fitting answer:
“Grinds forth meal, the new-made Sampo,
And resolves the pictured cover,
Chestfuls does the grind till evening.
First for food it grinds a chestful,
And another grinds for barter,
And a third grinds for storage."

 Translation from Kalevala, The Land of Heroes by W. F. Kirby.
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Theme(s)
The main Kalevala theme - with many subthemes - is
a conflict between the (southern) Kalevala and the
(northern) Pohjola. The context is formed by a
creation myth in the first two runes (songs) with the
birth of the shaman/singer Väinämöinen and at the
end - in the last runes - the birth of a christ-like
child, who makes Väinämöinen leave.
Within this context the southern heroes - among
others Väinämöinen and the blacksmith Ilmarinen -
suit, competitively and without much success - for a
maiden from the north. In return Ilmarinen promises
to make the Sampo, a sort of holy grail, which grinds
grain (food), salt (storage, conservation) and gold
(barter, trade). But, the powerful lady of the north -
Louhi, the mother - does not keep her promise, since
her daughter is not interested in marrying the
blacksmith. She keeps and hides the Sampo,
however, since this brings wealth and prosperity to
the people of Pohjola, which would otherwise live in
cold and darkness. Then the southern heroes decide
to go and steal the Sampo in an Argonaut sort of
way. They succeed, but on their way back Louhi, the
lady of the north, attacks -  in the form of a giant
bird - their rowing-boat. In the resulting battle the Sampo is dropped in the sea and lost. Some 
fragments wash ashore in the south and bring good fortune. The north is left in misery. Louhi tries to 
destroy the Kalevala people in many ways, but is not able to defeat Väinämöinen's magic and singing 
powers. Until they, the southerners, do not need Väinämöinen anymore, because of Christianity arriving 
in the form of the new-born child.
 
Fokko Dijkstra with contribution by Jolanta Varanaviciene
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Egill's Saga (Synopsis)

Egill's Saga covers a long period of time, starting in
Norway around 850, with the life of Egill's grandfather
Úlfr, called Kveldúlfr ("Evening Wolf") and his two sons,
Þórólfr (e. Thorolf) and Egill's father Skalla-Grímr.
Kveldúlfr is described as bigger and stronger than
anyone else, gaining much land and property from
viking raids. He was a very wise man, hamrammr (a
shape-shifter) in battles and a shy recluse in the
evenings. Extreme personal traits like these are seen in
his son Skalla-Grímr and his grandson Egill as well.
After Þórólfr's death, due to his broken allegiance to
King Haraldr (although not Þórólfr's fault), Skalla-Grímr
and his father Kveldúlfr flee Norway to settle in
Iceland. Skalla-Grímr and Kveldúlfr have to flee to
Iceland because of problems with King Harald Fairhair.
It started when Skalla-Grímr went to Harald's court
after his brother Thorolf's death, but wouldn't give his
service to the King. After escaping from the King's
Court, Skalla-Grímr and Kveldúlfr come upon a boat
that the King had seized from Thorolf, and after killing
everyone on the boat and taking it, they sent a poem
to the King to taunt him. On the journey to Iceland
after the visit to the King's court and the stealing of the
boat, Kveldúlfr dies of illness. Skalla-Grímr settles in
peace as a farmer and blacksmith at Borg, where his
sons Egill and Þórólfr (named after his uncle) grow up.

The dispute between King Harald and Þórólfr (Thorolf)
began upon his return from his Viking expedition, when
Þórólfr (Thorolf) went to serve King Harald. Þórolfr
(Thorolf) served King Harald well as his governor of
Northern Norway and was responsible for collecting
tribute from the Saami. The king grew suspicious of Þórólfr (Thorolf) after the Hildiridarsons (Hraerek and
Harek), the half brothers of Thorolf's close friend Bard (by then deceased) slander Þórolfr (Thorolf) by 
falsely claiming to the king that Þórolfr (Thorolf) was not giving him the full amount of tribute that he 
collected from the Saami. They also falsely claim that Thorolf and his men had planned on killing King 
Harald when they invited him to a banquet, but the farmers who were gathered got nervous and fled, 
hushing the entire plan. It was intended that when the king was drunk and sleeping, they would attack 
and kill him. Fearful of Thorolf's increasing power, King Harald went to Thorolf's hall at Sandness. After 
Þórólfr (Thorolf) refused to surrender, King Harald set the hall on fire. When the men ran out, King Harald
killed Thorolf, causing him to fall at the king's feet.

The story then follows the tale of Egill and Þórólfr (Thorolf) Skallagrimsson. Þórólfr (Thorolf) 
Skallagrimsson goes travelling in Norway where he stops to see Skalla-Grimr's friend Thorir the Hersir. It 
is here that Þórólfr (Thorolf) meets a young Eirik Blood-Axe (before he became king) who is fostering 
with Thorir. Þórólfr (Thorolf) makes friends with Eirik Blood-Axe by following the advice of Thorir and 
offering Eirik his boat when they notice Eirik admiring it. When Eirik Blood-Axe becomes king, he sends 
an axe to Skalla-Grimr, which Skalla-Grimr takes as an insult due to an axe being a second-rate gift due 
to its non-ornamental use as opposed to a first-rate gift of a sword (swords weren't commonly used in 
battle at the time), and sends the axe back with a rude poem by way of Þórólfr (Thorolf). The poem 
served to enhance the gesture of returning the axe and blatantly escalate the conflict between Skalla-
Grimr and Eirik Blood-Axe because while symbolically an axe may be destroyed, a poem cannot, making 
it a greater insult than solely returning the axe. Þórólfr (Thorolf) decides to throw the axe into the ocean 
and gives King Eirik Blood-Axe a boat saying it was from his father. It is in this way that Þórólfr (Thorolf) 
manages to somewhat keep the peace between Skalla-Grimr and King Eirik Blood-Axe, and he even 
manages to keep the king from killing Egill. Later both Egill and Thorolf go to fight for King Athelstan in 
his war, and during the battle King Athelstan separates Þórólfr (Thorolf) and Egill despite their objections.
After the battle, Þórólfr (Thorolf) is dead and Egill is given gifts by King Athelstan to honor Þórólfr 
(Thorolf).
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Egill Skallagrímsson
in a 17th-century manuscript of Egils Saga



The story continues with the childhood of Egil, which foreshadows his future rebelliousness. Egil has 
shown an outstanding amount of aggression and strength since he was a young boy. At the age of three, 
Egil had the strength of a seven or eight year old, and a mind of his own. He did not obey his father and 
did what it took to get what he wanted. When his father, Skallagrim, told his three year old son to stay 
home while he attended a party, because he behaves so poorly, Egil goes against his father and shows 
up at the party. Although Egill is stubborn, he has a gift for words. He speaks a verse to Yngvar and is 
rewarded with three shells and a duck's egg. At the age of seven, Egil gets involved with the local games,
where he commits his first murder, Grim. Due to his short temper, Egill became upset when Grim 
displayed how much stronger he was than Egill and lashed out; hardly harming him, Egill was pinned 
down by Grim. Later, Thord and Egil took revenge on Grim, driving an axe through his head.

The story goes on to tell the tales of Egil's voyages to Scandinavia and England and his personal vendetta
against King Eric Bloodaxe. There are also vivid descriptions of his other fights and friendships, his 
relationship with his family (highlighted by his jealousy, as well as fondness for his older brother Þórólfr), 
his old age, and the fate of his own son Þorsteinn (who was baptized once Roman Catholicism came to 
Iceland) and his children, who had many children of their own. The saga ends around the year 1000 and 
spans many generations.
 

Egil kills Atli The-Short (Ch. 68)
 
(...) And when they were ready for the combat, then ran they each at the other, and first 
they threw their halberds, neither of which stood fast in the foeman's shield, but both struck 
in the ground. Then took they both to their swords, and went at it with a will, blow upon blow.
Atli gave no ground. They smote fast and hard, and full soon their shields were becoming 
useless. And when Atli's shield was of no use, then he cast it from him, and, grasping his 
sword with both hands, dealt blows as quickly as possible. Egil fetched him a blow on the 
shoulder, but the sword bit not. He dealt another, and a third. It was now easy to find parts in
Atli that he could strike, since he had no cover; and Egil brandished and brought down his 
sword with all his might, yet it bit not, strike he where he might. Then Egil saw that nothing 
would be done this way, for his shield was now rendered useless. So Egil let drop both sword 
and shield, and bounding on Atli, gripped him with his hands. Then the difference of strength 
was seen, and Atli fell right back, but Egil went down prone upon him and bit through his 
throat. There Atli died.
Egil leapt up at once and ran to where the victim stood; with one hand he gripped his lips, 
with the other his horn, and gave him such a wrench, that his feet slipped up and his neck 
was broken; after which Egil went where his comrades stood, and then he sang:
 

'I bared blue Dragvandill,
Who bit not the buckler,
Atli the Short so blunted
All edge by his spells.
Straining my strength I grappled,
Staggered the wordy foeman;
My tooth I bade bite him,
Best of swords at need.'

 
As Egil grew up, his aggressive nature did not cease. Egil went to Atloy and was attending a feast with 
Bard, his men, and King Eirik. Eigil, with his gift for words, speaks a verse, mocking Bard and telling him 
he has played a bad trick on him and his men. After Bard failed at poisoning Egil, he was killed by Egil, 
who stabbed him with his sword. The act of killing Bard now puts Egil in a bad position with King Eirik. 
Eigil joins the army of King Athelstan, and when he composes a drapa in praise of the king, he is 
rewarded with two gold rings, along with an expensive cloak that the king himself had worn.
The saga follows Egil through the various stages of his life, most of which are surrounded by battle. Egil 
virtually narrates his own life story with his frequent segments of poetry. Before Egil died he allegedly 
concealed his silver treasure near Mosfellsbær, giving birth to the legend of silfur Egils ("Egill's Silver").
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Poetic Edda

The Poetic Edda is the modern attribution
for an unnamed collection of Old Norse
poems, while several versions exist all
consist primarily of text from the Icelandic
mediaeval manuscript known as the Codex
Regius. The Codex Regius is the oldest
collection of the Eddic poems and the most
famous of all Icelandic books. It was almost
certainly written in the last part of the 13th
century from older manuscripts which are
no longer extant. It has also become an
inspiring model for many later innovations
in poetic meter, particularly in the Nordic
languages, offering many varied examples
of terse, stress-based metrical schemes
working without any final rhyme, and
instead using alliterative devices and
strongly concentrated imagery.
Codex Regius was written in the 13th
century but nothing is known of its
whereabouts until 1643 when it came into
the possession of Brynjólfur Sveinsson,
then Bishop of Skálholt. At that time versions of the Prose Edda were well known in Iceland but scholars 
speculated that there once was another Edda — an Elder Edda — which contained the pagan poems 
which Snorri quotes in his Prose Edda. When Codex Regius was discovered, it seemed that this 
speculation had been proven correct. Bishop Brynjólfur sent Codex Regius as a present to the Danish 
king, hence the name. For centuries it was stored in the Royal Library in Copenhagen but in 1971 it was 
returned to Iceland.
 
Content
Poetic Edda is a collection of 34 Icelandic poems, interspersed with prose.
Völuspá (Prophecy of the Völva) is the first and best known poem of the Poetic Edda. It tells the story of 
the creation of the world and its coming end related by a völva addressing Odin. It is one of the most 
important primary sources for the study of Norse mythology. He also assumes the early hearers would 
have been very familiar with the "story" of the poem and not in need of an explanation. J.R.R. Tolkien, a 
philologist familiar with the Völuspá, utilized names from the Dvergatal for the Dwarves in his 1937 
fantasy novel The Hobbit.

Hávamál
Hávamál (The Ballad of the High One), itself a combination of different
poems, is largely gnomic, presenting advice for living, proper conduct and
wisdom.
 
Vafþrúðnismál
Vafþrúðnismál (The Ballad of Vafthrúdnir) it is a conversation in verse form
conducted initially between the Odin and Frigg, and subsequently between
Odin and the giant Vafþrúðnir. The poem goes into detail about the Norse
cosmogony and was evidently used extensively as a source document by Snorri Sturluson in the 
construction of the Prose Edda who quotes it.

Impact
The impact of these sagas from a sparsely inhabited rocky island in the middle of the Atlantic on world 
culture is wide-ranging. Wagners' operas are largely based on incidents from the Edda, via 
the Niebelungenlied. J.R.R. Tolkien also plundered the Eddas for atmosphere, plot material and the 
names of many characters in the Hobbit, and The Lord of the Rings.
On the right you will find the opening poem of the Poetic Edda, chanted in a style influenced by rímur 
tradition by Sveinbjörn Beinteinsson, allsherjargoði (very roughly translated as "high priest") of Iceland's 
Ásatrúarfélagið (Æsir Faith Fellowship) from 1972-1993.

Jolanta Varanaviciene
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Odin and the Völva" (1895) by Lorenz Frølich

All the entrances, 
before you walk forward,
you should look at,
you should spy out;
for you can't know for 
certain
where enemies are sitting,
ahead in the hall.



Egill Skallagrímsson: poet, warrior, farmer

Egill Skallagrímsson was a Viking-Age poet, warrior and farmer. He is also the protagonist of the Egil's 
Saga. Egil's Saga historically narrates a period from approximately 850-1000 CE, being written 
somewhere between 1220 and 1240. The life of Egill is based on the Icelandic saga "Egil's saga" and like 
many sagas, it can be unreliable as a source of historical fact.
According to the Egil's saga, Egill was born in Iceland, the son of Skalla-Grímr Kveldúlfsson and Bera 
Yngvarsdóttir, and the grandson of Kveld-Úlfr ("Evening Wolf"). His ancestor, Hallbjorn, was Norwegian-
Sami. When Grímr arrived in Iceland, he settled at Borg, the place where his father's coffin landed. Grímr
was a respected chieftain and mortal enemy of King Harald Fairhair of Norway. Egill composed his first 
poem at the age of three years. He exhibited berserk behaviour, and this, together with the description of
his large and unattractive head, has led to the theory that he might have suffered from Paget's disease.
At the age of seven, Egill was cheated in a game with local boys. Enraged, he went home and procured 
an axe, and returning to the boys, split the skull of the boy who cheated him, to the teeth. After Berg-
Önundr refused to allow Egill to claim his wife Ásgerðr's share of her father's inheritance, he challenged 
Önundr to a holmgang (a duel practiced by early medieval Scandinavians).
 

Egill engaging in holmgang with Berg-Önundr; painting by Johannes Flintoe

Later, after being grievously insulted, Egill killed Bárðr of Atley, a retainer of King Eirik Bloodaxe and 
kinsman of Queen Gunnhildr, both of whom spent the remainder of their lives trying to take vengeance. 
Seething with hatred, Gunnhildr ordered her two brothers to assassinate Egill and his brother Þórólfr, who
had been on good terms with her previously. However, Egill slew the Queen's brothers when they 
attempted to confront him.
That same summer, Harald Fairhair died. In order to secure his place as sole King of Norway, Eirik 
Bloodaxe murderered his two brothers. He then declared Egill an outlaw in Norway. Berg-Önundr 
gathered a company of men to capture Egill, but was killed in his attempt to do so. Before escaping from 
Norway, Egill also slew Rögnvaldr, the son of King Eirik and Queen Gunnhildr. He then cursed the King 
and Queen, setting a horse's head on a Nithing pole and saying:

"Here I set up a níð-pole, and declare this níð against King Eiríkr and Queen Gunnhildr," — he 
turned the horse-head to face the mainland — "I declare this níð at the land-spirits there, and the
land itself, so that all will fare astray, not to hold nor find their places, not until they wreak King 
Eiríkr and Gunnhildr from the land." He set up the pole of níð in the cliff-face and left it standing; 
he faced the horse's eyes on the land, and he carved runes upon the pole, and said all the formal 
words of the curse.
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Gunnhildr also put a spell on Egill, which made him feel restless and depressed until they met again.
 
To England
Soon afterwards, Eiríkr and Gunnhildr were forced to flee to the Kingdom of Northumbria by Prince 
Hákon. In Saxon England, they were set up as King and Queen of Northumbria in rivalry with King 
Athelstan of England.
Ultimately, Egill was shipwrecked in Northumbria and came to know who ruled the land. Egil sought out 
the house his good friend Arinbjorn where they armed themselves and marched to Eiríkr's court. 
Arinbjorn told Egil “now you must go and offer the king your head and embrace his foot. I will present 
your case to him.” Arinbjorn presented Egil’s case and Egil composed a short drapa, reciting it with 
Eirikr’s foot in his hand, but Eirikr was not impressed. He explained that Egil’s wrongs to him were far too
great to be forgiven so easily. Gunnhild called for the immediate execution of Egil, but Arinbjorn 
convinced the king not to kill him until the morning. Arinbjorn told Egil that he should stay up all night 
and compose a mighty drapa fit for such a king. In the morning Egil went before the king and recited a 
great drapa. Eirik was so surprised by the quality of the poem that he had no choice but to give Egil his 
life. Egill also fought at the Battle of Brunanburh in the service of King Athelstan.
Ultimately, Egill returned to his family farm in Iceland, where he remained a power to be reckoned with in
local politics. He lived into his eighties and died shortly before the Christianisation of Iceland. Before Egill 
died he buried his silver treasure near Mosfellsbær. In his last act of violence he murdered the servant 
who helped him bury his treasure.
When a Christian chapel was constructed at the family homestead, Egill's body was re-exumed by his son
and re-buried near the altar.
 
Jolanta Varanaviciene
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The role of women in Njal's Saga: Hallgerd's and Bergthora's feud

Njal’s Saga is particularly important to understanding the connection of female honor to familial honor. In
this saga, men are usually killed for calling other men cowards or recklessly offending. Instead of 
focusing directly on siblings or children, the major source of honor for a woman in Njal’s Saga is in the 
protection of her household.
The two powerful female figures in Njal’s Saga whose honor centers on this theme are Hallgerd 
Hoskuldsdottir and Bergthora, the wife of Njal. There are many women in the Icelandic sagas that protect
their household and kinsmen from what they perceive to be dishonor, and in Njal’s Saga Bergthora allows
nothing to stop her from shielding the honor of her household. Hallgerd, however, sacrifices her own 
kinsmen, household servants, and husbands to protect her personal honor over her household's honor.
 

Freydís Kristjánsdóttir, pen and ink. Bergþóra, from
Njáls saga. Gunnarr and Hallgerðr at the Althing

In Njal’s Saga, Hallgerd is renowned for her beauty and her stubbornness. She is considered even by her 
own father as hard to get along with, but Hallgerd claims she simply inherited the great pride of her 
family. Hallgerd is lavish and harsh-tempered and always surrounds herself with those who are the most 
likely to do her bidding.
Hallgerd is a powerful inciter and has great success at goading her kinsmen into violence. The first 
incident of Hallgerd's compromised honor concerns her first husband, Thorvald. When Thorvald 
disapproves of Hallgerd using all of their stored dried fish and flour, she makes a rude remark about 
Thorvald and his father resorting to starvation to get rich. In return, Thorvald slaps her in the face so 
hard that she bleeds. For revenge, Hallgerd turns to her evil foster-father, Thjostolf, who is well known as
a bully and only shows respect for Hallgerd. Hallgerd goads Thjostolf by telling him that if he cared for 
her he would not have been so far away when Thorvald struck her. Thjostolf is so blood-thirsty that he 
needs little incentive and he promises to avenge Hallgerd, and he kills Thorvald. Even though Thjostolf 
physically does the killing, it is obvious to everyone that Hallgerd is really the one behind the murder. 
Hallgerd's own uncle, Hrut, holds Hallgerd directly responsible for Thorvald's death and tells Hoskuld that 
they must pay compensation for Thorvald to restore Hallgerd‟s standing.

37



Despite her reputation for having her first husband killed, Hallgerd has little trouble finding another 
husband due to her renowned beauty and her family‟s reputation. Hallgerd's next husband, Glum, falls 
into the same pattern of misfortune. Glum's brother, Thorarin, tries to warn him not to seek Hallgerd's 
hand saying: “She had a husband and she had him killed.” Glum ignores his brother's warning and 
marries the notoriously beautiful but dangerous Hallgerd. It does not take long for Hallgerd to stir up 
trouble with her new husband because of her loyalty to her own kinsmen.
Hallgerd asks Glum to let Thjostolf stay even though he is disgraced. Glum grants her request but he and
Thjostolf quickly begin arguing. Hallgerd takes up for Thjostolf when Glum wants to send Thjostolf away. 
Like Thorvald, Glum is enticed into violence against Hallgerd, and he strikes her for her impudence. Glum
struck her with hand of his and spoke: „Nothing of quarrel will I with thee longer‟ – and went away.” 
Thjostolf then finds Glum and kills him. Hallgerd appears amused and laughing when she finds out 
saying: “You didn't sit this game out.” Thjostolf is the first weapon Hallgerd uses to defend her honor.
Hrut kills Thjostolf soon after for his impudence in slaying Glum, but this does not end Hallgerd‟s 
resources. She marries Gunnar of Hlidarendi because of his great reputation as a fighter and adventurer, 
and Gunnar is equally enchanted by Hallgerd's beauty and bold nature. After her marriage to Gunnar, 
Njal's friend, Hallgerd enters into a more dangerous quest to protect her honor. This time Hallgerd 
embarks on a series of vengeance killings against another woman, Bergthora, Njal's wife. Hallgerd says 
that there is not much of a difference between Bergthora and Njal because Bergthora has gnarled nails 
on every finger, and Njal is beardless. Bergthora retorts that Hallgerd's first husband Thorvald was not 
beardless yet she had him killed.
Hallgerd turns to her husband to protect her honor. Hallgerd tells Gunnar that there is no use being 
married to the manliest man in Iceland if he will not avenge Bergthora's accusation of Hallgerd murdering
Thorvald. Though Gunnar is not as quick to come to the defense of her honor. Gunnar refuses to be 
Hallgerd's pawn.
Gunnar tells Hallgerd not to show her bad temper to his friends and she responds “the trolls take your 
friends.” Njal also warns Gunnar that he must not let Hallgerd have her way in everything. Gunnar and 
Njal protect their friendship and social order by settling the feud peacefully. After Thjostolf's death and 
Gunnar's refusal to avenge her honor, Hallgerd takes matters into her own hands. Hallgerd uses all of the
men at her disposal in her vengeance against Bergthora, starting with her overseer, Kol. The saga 
describes Kol as the worst sort of person. Hallgerd goads Kol into killing Svart, one of Bergthora and 
Njal's servants as her first act of retribution against Bergthora. Hallgerd catches Svart chopping wood on 
her land, and Hallgerd justifies killing Svart because she believes he is stealing from her. However, it is 
obvious that Hallgerd does not care about the wood and that she is merely following up on her threat to 
Bergthora.
The fact that Hallgerd and Bergthora both do not honor material compensation for their losses shows the 
stark differences between Icelandic men and women and their goals in the realm of vengeance. In this 
saga, the men find it dishonorable not to pay compensation for the killed men, and the women find it 
dishonorable to accept this compensation. Hallgerd and Bergthora continue their feud without 
acknowledging or honoring the settlements of material compensation that their husbands make every 
time. Both Njal and Gunnar know that their efforts at a settlement are futile, but their friendship is what 
keeps them from turning violently on one another.
Gunnar never rises to Hallgerd's bait, and she never receives his help in exacting her revenge. Gunnar 
continues to accept and pay out compensation for the killings between Bergthora and Hallgerd, without 
losing his temper, and Hallgerd continues her private quest for blood vengeance without her husband's 
consent. Throughout their feud, the saga depicts Hallgerd is as selfish and merciless, and Bergthora as 
more respectable yet equally ruthless. This is mostly because Hallgerd‟s main concern is her own 
personal honor, and Bergthora‟s main concern is her familial honor. Bergthora does not try to incite her 
own family until Hallgerd stoops to namecalling to insult Bergthora and injure her and Njal's familial 
pride.
Hallgerd tells Sigmund Lambason to make up a scathing poem about Njal and his sons. When he does 
she tells him, “you're a treasure, the way you do just what I want.”
The itinerant women with Hallgerd tell Bergthora about the insulting poem. This is an assault on her 
familial honor too great for Bergthora to ignore. She tells her sons that they are not real men unless 
repay Sigmund Lambason. Skarphedin says to his mother, “we're not made like women, that we become 
furious over everything.”
Hallgerd flounders in her attempt to incite Gunnar to revenge. The events of Gunnar's death further 
display Hallgerd's selfishness. Hallgerd orders her slave, Melkolf, to go to Kirkbaer and steal food and 
butter and cheese. When Gunnar finds out about Hallgerd's theft he is angry, and he slaps her across the
face. Hallgerd promises to remember the slap and pay it back. She gets her chance when Gunnar's home
is under attack by Flosi and his men due to Gunnar violating his sentence of exile for the murder of 
Thorgeir Otkelsson. Gunnar's bowstring breaks and he asks Hallgerd for two locks of her hair to twist into
a bowstring for him. Gunnar claims that as long as he can use his bow the attackers will never be able to 
get to him.
Hallgerd refuses recalling the slap Gunnar gave her, and she says she does not care if he dies. In 
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contrast, Bergthora never openly dishonors her husband, Njal, even up to his death. Unlike Hallgerd, 
Bergthora never puts her personal honor above the honor of her family. When Njal's house comes under 
attack and set on fire, Flosi allows the women, children, and servants to come out of Njal's home so they 
would not be burned. Flosi tells Njal and Bergthora they do not deserve to be burned and he wants them 
to come out. This is because Flosi only wants revenge on Njal's sons. Njal says he would rather die than 
live in shame because he is too old to avenge his sons. Bergthora says that she once promised Njal that 
one fate should await them both, and she remains with him in the burning house. Bergthora does not 
choose to save herself from a fiery death, nor does she try to persuade Njal to accept the offer of escape.
Bergthora, like Njal, knows that there is no way to redeem her family's honor and no way to exact blood 
revenge for all those killed in the attack. She chooses to die next to her husband honorably, rather than 
live with the dishonor that would descend on her family if they accepted Flosi's offer and lived with the 
shame of not being able to avenge the decimation of her household. The example within Njal’s Saga of 
Hallgerd and Bergthora's feud displays the honorable and dishonorable conduct of women when inciting 
for blood vengeance. Putting one's household honor above personal honor is considered honorable 
behavior for a woman in this saga. The author of the saga never calls Bergthora's actions or her 
character into question. However, the author of the saga describes Hallgerd more than once as stubborn, 
evil, and difficult. Hallgerd only uses her kinsmen to protect her personal honor and not to uphold any 
sense of familial or household honor. The whole feud between her and Bergthora begins with an insult to 
Hallgerd's personal honor that she will stop at nothing to avenge. Hallgerd appears to think very little of 
the deaths of her kinsmen and servants and only uses their deaths to prolong the feud between her and 
Bergthora. The feud is nothing for Hallgerd except a quest to avenge her own personal honor at the 
expense of anyone's life that is necessary. Bergthora, in contrast, sees the feud as an attack on her 
family and its honor and only incites her sons and kinsmen into action when the insults become too 
severe to ignore.

Following S. E. Rivenbark "Themes of female honor in the Icelandic Sagas"
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Female Characters in Njal saga

With their grim battles and ideal deaths, their contests of
ale-drinking and bursts of scaldic eloquence, the sagas
seem to postulate a world thoroughly dominated by men.
What, within this world, was the place of women?
In the sagas, women are never placed on pedestals.
There is no trace in Iceland of the romantic European
tradition of beautiful princesses for whose favor knights
joust in tournaments. There is, in fact, almost nothing in
the sagas that resembles a sustained love story. Women
are treated with the same blunt realism that represents a
horse fight or a ball game on the ice. Virginity is
unimportant.
The saga world, like every other medieval European
society of which we know, was indeed dominated by
men.  Though, in many important actions women play main roles. Sometimes women are implicity 
praised for being as ruthless and coldhearted as warriors. Hallgerd, the proud beauty of Njal's Saga, on 
being told by his killer of the death of her beloved second husband, only laughs and says, "There's  
nothing halfhearted about your way of doing things". She then tricks the man into seeking refuge with 
her uncle, who she knows will slay him. In this cool, efficient manner, she avenges her husband.
The sagas reserve a special revulsion for that dangerous creature, the she-troll, whom heroes must hunt 
down in their cave lairs and fight to the death. These "ogresses" tend to be huge, filthy, silent  and 
inhumanly strong. Since romantic plays so little part in the sagas, sexuality rarely sublimated to its 
service, as it so often is in continental romance. Instead, sex often takes on a homely, comic aura: the 
saga writer treats it with a bawdy  frankness not much different in tone from Chaucer's or Boccaccio's. In 
Njal's saga, Hrut, a great warrior from Iceland in attendance a King Harald Grey - Cloak's court in 
Norway, is taken under the wing of the aging queen mother, Gunhild. He is betrothed back home to the 
lovely Unn, but when Gunhild orders him to her bed, he does  not disobey. Gunhild gives him a gold 
bracelet, kisses him goodbye and leave a curse: "The spell I now lay on you will prevent your enjoying 
the woman in Iceland on whom you have set your heart. With other women you may have your will, but 
never with her".
Curses in the sagas always take effect: Hrut and Unn are unable to make love. Unn comes to her father 
to complain: he asks her to be more explicit. . In the rather circumlocutory phrasing of the English 
translation, she says, "Whenever he touches me, he is so enlarged that he can't have enjoyment of me, 
although we both passionately desire to reach consummation.  But we have never succeed. And yet, 
before we draw apart, he proves that he is by nature as normal as other men". Unn divorces Hrut on the 
grounds that their marriage can't be consummated. This contretemps is handled not as a tragedy, but as 
a mere turn of bad luck. Unn and Hrut separate and go on with their lives.
The two most complex and important women in the sagas are Hallgerd in Njal's saga and Gudrun in the 
Laxdaele Saga. It is significant that each is singled out as a incarnation of beauty and that each has a 
series of husbands - Hallger three, Gudrun four.
Hallgerd is described as a striking child "who had grown up to be a woman of great beauty. She was very
tall, which earned her nickname Long-Legs and her lovely hair was now so long that it could veil her 
whole body. She was impetuous and wilful." The attention to her hair, of course, foreshadows the 
climactic scene in which her husband Gunnar, besieged by his enemies, asks her to weave some strands 
of her hair for a bowstring.
The saga author has mixed feelings about Hallgerd. He admires her forcefulness, pride and beauty. But 
on the very first page, Hallgerd's father kisses his little girl and asks his brother if she is not beautiful. 
The uncle hesitates, then darkly predicts: "The child is beautiful enough, and many will suffer for her 
beauty; but I cannot imagine how thief's eyes have come into our kin." Grown up, married into power, 
Hallgerd manipulates behind the scenes, causing at least three deaths, And she fulfills her uncle's 
intuition, ordering a slave, during a time of great famine, to steal large amounts of butter and cheese 
from neighboring farmstead. It is upon discovering this deed that Gunnar slaps his wife.
There is no mistaking the saga's condemnation of Hallgerd for her refusal to save Gunnar's life by twining
her hair into a bowstring. Gunnar is too proud to ask twice, but his mother has the savage last word: 
"You are an evil woman and your shame will long be remembered." Nonetheless, among modern 
Icelandic feminists, Hallgerd has become a kind of patron saint.
 
Following "Iceland - land of the sagas" by Jon Krauker and David Roberts
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Njall's Saga - some background information

Njall's Saga is regarded as the most important work of the saga literature.
In the saga 400 persons/names are mentioned as being involved in the long-lasting feud that, according 
to the story, took place in the tenth and early eleventh century. The population of the whole of Iceland 
during the 'saga period' is estimated at between 30,000 and 36,000 - the size of a small town, sparsely 
spread over the island. Most of the Njall Saga takes place in the south(-west), the area between 
the Eyjafjalla volcano and the Thingvellir region. If we realise that not everybody related to the people 
mentioned are being named in the story, we can state that a large part of the population must have been
aware of the tragic events told.
During the tenth century Iceland was pagan. Around the year 1000 christianity became the 'official' 
religion. This is to say that the thirteenth century authors of the sagas wrote from a christian 
perspective about a pagan society. A large middle part of Njall's Saga is spent on the coming and 
acceptance of christianity. At the end of the story the final reconciliation of the feud - between Flossi, the 
murderer/'burner' of Njall and his family, and Kari, a survivor and the revenger of this crime - takes place
within the context of their both being christians and having received absolution during a pilgrimage. If we
realise that writing was often 'church school related', we can wonder if the story is also meant to 
demonstrate- from the author's perspective- that the christian belief creates a better society/world than 
the pagan one.
 
The scenes during the course
It takes quite some (re-)reading to comprehend the full story. Many scenes could be isolated. This would 
make performing them a bit complicated. Apart from this, many parts of the the story are quite cruel. 
Playing these scenes would bring about the risk of losing participants during the course (!). We therefore 
concentrate on the 'narrative thread' of the the tragic 'love story' between Gunnar, the doomed hero 
(remeniscent of Achilles?) and the beautiful and proud Hallgerd, who finally causes Gunnar's death by 
counting her self-esteem more important than his life (though different interpretations are possible).
 
1. The eyes of a thieve
In the very first chapter of the story, two brothers, Hauskuld and Hrut, meet during a feast organised by 
the former. This host, Hauskuld, shows his beautiful daughter Hallgerd to his brother and asks him twice:
'Isn't she fair?' Hrut agrees, after some thinking, but also states that the girl has 'the eyes of a thief'.
 

In these few lines of the first chapter a few key people and themes are introduced. In a much 
later phase Hallgerd's stealing will initiate the first period of the killings and, later, indirectly 
be the reason she allows her future love and husband Gunnar to be killed.
Already at this moment we can wonder whether the saga is a chronicle - a list of events -, or 
a meaningful and composed literary work: the author knew the outcome of the story and 
'plays' with this in the first lines.

 
This also counts for the following chapters. Hruth, the second brother, is handsome, wise and a good 
fighter. He comes to terms with an important chieftain, Mord, to marry his daughter, Unna. However, 
before the wedding date, Hrut has to go to Norway to receive a large heritage. He comes to an 
agreement with Mord that Unna will have to wait three years until he returns. During these years in 
Norway, Hrut has an affair with Grunhilda, the mother of the king of Norway. When he leaves, Grunhilda 
asks him if he has a wife in Iceland. Hrut denies. Then Grunhilda, who has magical powers, curses him 
for having lied to her: 'thou mayest never have any pleasure in living with that woman on whom thy 
heart is set in Iceland'. 
When back in Iceland Hrut's marriage with Unna is not a success, due to the spell that Grunhilda cast 
upon him. Unna tells her father that Hrut 'was not master of himself', meaning he was impotent. 
So pleasure she did not have indeed. And, of course, having a child was not to be expected. Advised by 
her father, Mord, the law speaker - a legal expert -, she enforces a separation. As a next step Mord 
requires his money, given to Unna, back from Hrut. Hrut refuses and proposes a duel. Mord realises he 
will lose and withdraws. 
 

Again, in this first part of the story, a permanent theme is being introduced. Male pride and 
anger about insults bring about conflicts. When Gunnar, later, is being wounded by a horse 
of Otkell he does not say a word to anybody about this. When his opponents spread the story 
that he wept because of this he, however, prepares for a fight in which eight people are 
killed. Njall is offended, among else by Hallgerd, for not having any hair on his face (no 
beard). And when in a later phase reconciliation is close at hand, Flossi cancels the atonement
at the very last moment when he receives, from his opponents, a silk shirt as a present. He 
regards this a 'female' gift and this insult opens the second phase of the feud and the burning

41



of Njall's farm, including his family. 
 
After the death of her father, Mord, Unna inherits much wealth, but she spends it all quite quickly and 
gets short of money. Then she asks a relative, Gunnar, for help. He offers herhis own financial support, 
but she wants him to get the money back from her former husband Hrut. Did she want to take revenge 
for (1) being given/sold to a husband (Hrut), (2) then having to wait three years for the marriage, (3) to 
find out that because of a spell he is not able to give her any (sexual) pleasure (or children)?
Advised by Njall, Gunnar challenges - via a trick - Hrut to a duel, like Hrut did himself before with Unna's 
father. Hrut and his friends realise however that he is no match for the great fighter Gunnar and he gives
in. Gunnar leaves with the honour and Unna with the money. 
Later Unna marries again, this time her own choice, but she seems doomed. 'She gave herself' to 
Valgard, 'a man with few friends', regarded as a bad person. They get a son,Mord, named after her 
father. This Mord Valgardsson is the most evil character in the story and the complete opposite of his 
relative Gunnar. We will meet him later.
 

At this moment it is interesting to reflect on the role of women in the Njall Saga. Both 
Hallgerd and Unna seem on the one hand self-conscious and independent. They do not accept
'being given' to a man. On the other hand both give the impression of unhappiness and 
bitterness.

 
2. Gunnar meets Hallgerd
In the meantime Hauskuld's daughter Hallgerd had grown up as the fairest woman of Iceland. She 
married twice. Both marriages came to an end when the husband slapped Hallgerd in the face out of 
anger and, as revenge, was killed by her rude and quarrelsome foster father. From the second marriage 
she had a daughter, who will also grow up to be one of the fairest women in Iceland. 
During this period Gunnar Hammondsson had been abroad and acquired wealth by raiding, trading and 
spending time at the courts of the Danish as well as the Norwegian king. Gunnar was the strongest 
fighter of Iceland, and was able to jump - in full armour - as high as his own height, handled axe and 
spear with both hands like lightning and never missed with his bow. He was also a deeply honest man. 
Gunnar and Hallgerd meet at the Althing. He is dressed with the wealthy garments and golden 
ring, presents from the kings he visited. She 'was dressed in a red gown adorned with much finery. She 
had scarlet cloak thrown about her which was trimmed with lace down to her skirt. Her hair, which was 
both fair and fell, came down to her bosom'.
 

.... she spoke to Gunnar at once. He took her greeting well, and asked
what woman she might be. She told him her name was Hallgerd, and said she was 
Hauskuld's daughter, Dalakoll's son. She spoke up boldly to him, and asked him tell of his 
travels. Then they sat down and talked. ... So they talked long out loud, and at last it came 
about that he asked whether she were
unmarried. She said, so it was, "and there are not many who would run the risk of that".
"Is it because you cannot find a suitable match?" he asked.
"Not exactly that," she said, "but I am said to be hard to please in the matter of husbands."
"How wouldst you answer if I were to ask you?"
"That can not be in your mind," she answered.
"It is though," he said.
"If you have any mind that way, go and see my father."

 
Gunnar goes to the booth of Hauskuld and Hrut and is received well. He asks for the hand of Hallgerd, 
though, as he states himself: "...The last time we parted in such a manner that most people would think 
it quite unlikely that there should be any bonds of kinships between us".
Hrut, Halgerd's uncle - who noticed her 'thief's eyes' -, doesn't see the marriage as a good idea and 
Gunnar imagines this is because of the old enmity around Unna's money (see above). Hrut - who has 
every reason to feel tricked - explains however: "You are an excellent man and well regarded, but she is 
a person who has bad characteristics to go along with her good ones. I would not like to deceive you in 
any way ....".
"But ..", he goes on, "... I realise that both of you are foolishly in love. To be sure, it is you two who risk 
most if you like taking such a leap in the dark".
Finally, however, they come to an agreement and Hallgerd is sent for to betroth herself.
On his way back home, Gunnar visits Njall and tells him about the arrangements. His sage friend has the 
gift of premonition and he is clear: "Nothing but trouble will result out of her coming east here".
Both men agree that nothing Hallgerd may do will come between their friendship.
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3. The theft
Soon Njall's fear comes true. During one of the regular friendly visits between Gunnar and 
Njall, Bergthóra - Njall's wife, honest but not the easiest of women - insults Hallgerd by ordering her to 
take a lower place. Hallgerd, furious, takes Bergthóra's hand and tells her: "There's not much to choose 
between you and Njall! You have misshapen nails on every finger and Njall is beardless!"
Bergthóra, also having her way with words, answers: "That is true, but neither of us approaches the 
other because of that. You husband Thorvald wasn't beardless, and yet you caused his death!"
Hallgerd requires her husband's support: "What good is it to have married the bravest man in Iceland, if 
you don't avenge this insult, Gunnar!". He, however, reprimands his 'fiery wife': "... I am not going to be 
foolish enough to let myself be egged on by you against friends!"
The two ladies do not forget and this quarrel is the start of a series of killings of mutual slaves and 
workers. Hallgerd begins, and after each murder her enemy takes revenge by ordering the killing of the 
murderer. Each time Gunnar and Njall, always absent during these killings, reconcile by paying each 
other the indemnity. This happens three times.
 

It is striking that this feud like story takes so much place in the saga. Much fighting and killing
has already taken place, but all outside Iceland: Hrut as well as Gunnar raiding and killing 
around the North Sea and Baltic Sea. This mutual murdering takes place inside the country, 
however, and gets much attention. It is also a strange story. Both men keep on exchanging 
indemnities and then let the women go on killing the next one. They even predict it. 
There is certainly love between Hallgerd and Gunnar and the relation between Njall 
and Bergthóra is good (she joins him in death later). Why did they not force an end to this 
nonsense?
If this indeed is a pagan world as seen from a christian perspective (see above), it may be 
interesting to approach this phase with the concept of the original sin. The mediaeval author 
is not recording a list of events (a chronicle), but composes a meaningful story. He looks back
at a cruel phase in the history of his world and tries to find the roots of this conflict. According
to the model of the Old Testament, sin was brought into this world by Eve, 'stealing' an apple 
(from God?). 

 
After this prelude things become more serious. There is famine everywhere in the country. Gunnar never 
refuses anyone hay and food until he himself runs out of it. Then he, his brother and a few other men 
ride to a wealthy neighbour, Otkell, to buy supplies. Otkell, badly whispered by his deceitful friend 
Skamkel, refuses. He only offers to sell an Irish slave. Gunnar accepts.
When Njall (and Bergthóra) hear about this, they decide to give enough supplies, fifteen horses laden 
with hay and five others with food. Njall: "Here is hay and food as a present from me. I wish that you 
never turn to anyone but me, if you ever have need of anything." Gunnar: "Your gifts are good, but of 
still more worth to me is your friendship and that of your sons." The chapter ends with the 
sentence: Spring wore on. So the period might be late winter(*).
Now something strange happens. You would expect the supply problem being solved with this gift. Not 
just this winter, since Njall's offer is more general. Summer comes and Gunnar leaves for the Althing. 
Summer is not especially a period with food and fodder shortage. Nevertheless Hallgerd forces the slave, 
which Gunnar had bought from Otkell, to go to Otkell's storage house, steal food there and set the 
storage house on fire, so that it will be seen as an accident. Shortage of food and hunger cannot be her 
motive - like in her first marriage when she was slapped in the face to bleeding because of saying to her 
husband: "It's of no concern to me if you and your father saved money by starving yourself". Maybe we 
should not search for Hallgerd's motive, but for the one of the 13th c. author who needed and 'evil Eve' in
his meaningful story.
The theft is successful. On his way back the slave looses his knife, however, given to him by Otkell. 
Shortly afterwards Gunnar returns home from the Althing. Hallgerd serves him and his guests cheese and
butter. Gunnar knows that they do not have these provisions and realises they must have been stolen. In
the subsequent quarrel he get angry and slaps her in the face. Hallgerd announces this will be paid back.
Otkell's mean friend Skamkel finds the knife and shows it to Otkell, who immediately recognises it as 
given/belonging to the slave. They realise that the fire was not an accident, but an effort to hide the 
theft. They consult Mord Valgardsson, the above-mentioned son of Unna, who advises a trick to find out 
who was responsible for this crime: Beggars should go around asking for food; stolen wares will be easily
given away. The trick is successful and they spread the rumour that the Gunnar's family is the thief. Not 
really a surprise - taking into account the knife -, but a way to introduce Mord's dirty character, the 
envious relative of Gunnar.
Gunnar immediately rides to Otkell to offer ample compensation, but based on deceptive tricks 
of Skamkel this offer is refused. Gunnar is 'summoned' to defend his case at the nextAlthing. Here the 
tricks and lies of Skamkel become clear (Skamkel himself hides in the back of the booth, feigning illness).
The case is settled, with honour for Gunnar. One of the judges beg him to become Otkell's friend. This is 
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out of the question: "That shall never be as long as I live. He (i.e. Otkell) can have Skamkel's friendship; 
he has been relying on that for a long time anyway."
 
4. Gunnar's revenge
Some time later Otkell goes to pay a visit to a friend.  He is accompanied by Skamkel and a few others. 
Otkell - who has sight problem - does not have a full command of his horse and rides a bit in front of the 
group. He crosses a field where Gunnar is sowing. By accident a horse spur hits Gunnar's ear and makes 
a bleeding wound. A few angry words are exchanged. 
After arriving at their destiny the group is welcomed and stays for a week with their host. 
Otkell tells what happened and a man asks how Gunnar reacted. Skamkell's answer: "If he were not 
among the first families, I would say that he wept". The host, named Runolf, highly respects Gunnar and 
warns that these shameful words may have consequences. He even offers to accompany the group back 
home, since he knows that Gunnar would not do any harm to himself. Otkell refuses, but asks Runolf, the
host, to look after his - Otkell's - son 'if the worst would happen'.
And this happens. Gunnar has only sparsely spoken about the incident, but is being told by a herdsman 
about the rumour, spread by Skamkell, that he had cried after having been wounded. Now he girds 
himself with helmet, sword and the halberd that makes a ringing sound when killing is ahead. He leaves 
from his farm Hlidarendi ('Slope's Hill') and heads east to a ford in the Rangá River, near 
to Hof, Skamkell's farm, currently named Minna Hof, a few kilometers north of Hvolsvöllur. On hearing 
the sound of the Halberd, Gunnar's mother, Rannveig, realises what is going to happen and enters the 
farm to tell what she noticed. Hallgerd, never averse of a good fight: "Excellent, now they are likely to 
find out wether Gunnar will cry and run a way from them." Kolskegg, his brother, immediately takes his 
arms and follows his brother.
Gunner waits for  his opponents at the ford. The road down to this ford is paved with flagstones, too 
slippery for the horses. So all have attack on foot. Otkell and his company are no match for Gunnar. He 
first tells Otkell's brother - respected by him - to keep out of the fight: "You least of all I want to work an 
injury; but I will not spare anyone, if it comes to saving my life." Hallbjorn, the brother: "... You are to 
kill my brother and it would be an everlasting shame to if I merely sat by and looked on." So he's the 
first one to attack and be defeated. The vicious Skamkell is being lifted with the halberd and thrown into 
the mud of the river. Others, including Otkell, are quickly neutralised. Then Kolskegg arrives and the two 
brothers finish the job. At the end all eight opponents lie dead. No pride or relief in Gunnar, however: "I 
don't know whether I am less brave than other men because I dislike killing men more than they."
In an interesting interim paragraph a woman, witnessing the fight, runs to the nearby farmhouse 
where Mord Valgardsson - the son of Unna mentioned a few times above - is living. She urges him to 
separate the men, stating "Gunnar, your kinsman, and Otkell are among them." This complete opposite 
of Gunnar - always stirring up conflicts - reacts: "Must you always be jaggering, you old hag!" And he 
remained lying abed. A metaphor of the devil, having brought evil in this world?
A suit of manslaughter follows. Advised by Njall and supported by many men, Gunnar has a strong 
defence. The outcome is that the bad Skamkell does not need atonement. The slaying of Otkell is 
balanced by the wound inflicted by him to Gunnar's ear. For the others a reconciliation has to be paid, 
but this is being gathered by all the friends and neighbours present at the suit. "The whole proceedings 
redounded greatly to Gunnar's honor. He now remained at home, enjoying the greatest distinction."
Immediately after the fight the sage Njall had warned Gunnar, however: "Never slay more than one man 
in the same family, and never break the agreements which good men make between you and the others, 
least of all in this affair." These words will prove to prophetic soon.
 
5. 'Never before has Iceland seemed so fair'
A popular 'sport' in Norway and Iceland used to be horse fighting. Two stallions were stimulated to fight 
with both forelegs and teeth. A few brothers from a nearby farm challenge Gunnar to such a fight. While 
stimulating the horses with goads on both sides, Gunnar's horse falls on the brothers. One of 
them, Thorgeir Starkadsson, knocked one of the eyes out of Gunnar's horse. This made Gunnar so angry 
that he struck Thorgeir with his horse-staff. This nearly leads to a fight, but the men are withhold by their
fellows. Njall tries to reconcile, but Thorgeir says that he would much rather see Gunnar dead because of 
that blow with the horse-staff.
Some time later Gunnar and his brothers, Kolskegg and Hjort, pay a visit to a befriended farm. On their 
way back, during a rest, Gunnar dreams that they are being attack by a flock of wolves. In this dream he
and Kolskegg survive, but Hjort dies: ".. Hjort seemed to be overpowered; they tore open his breast and 
one wolf has Hjort's heart in its mouth." (nb: 'Hjort' = 'heart').
Thorgeir and a large group of his family and friends indeed had planned to ambush Gunnars group and 
they attack. A bitter struggle follows, in which fourteen of the attackers are being killed. In line with the 
dream, also Hjort dies in the fight. "Gunnar carried Hjort home on his shield, and he was buried in a 
cairn. Many man mourned his death, for he had been loved by all."
This fight leads to a suit case, in which Njáll plays a smart and wise role. Everything is settled again. 
"Gunnar wins the greatest honour and all men agree that he has no equal in the South Quarter. His 
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adversaries, however, greatly begrudged him the great respect he had earned." They look for revenge.
To accomplish this, Thorgeir Starkadsson turns to the well-known intriguer Mord Valgardsson (see 
above). Mord, who advised only for money in return, knows about Njall's prediction that Gunnar should 
avoid slaying two members of the same family. He advises to seek the friendship of Otkell's son, also 
named Thorgeir (Otkellsson), who has grown up as a man. In an attack on Gunnar they should send him 
to the front, to be killed. After several failing attempts and intriguing, the group ambushes Gunnar and 
Kolskegg once again, near the Rangá River. After a period of fierce fighting, Thorgeir Starkadsson plays 
the trick advised by Mord. He says to his 'friend' Thorgeir Otkellsson: "You certainly don't act as though 
you have a father to avenge!"
This brings the last one to get closer to Gunnar and his death: "Gunnar turned to him quickly and in great
wrath drove his halberd through his body, swung him aloft, and hurled him out into the Rangá River. The 
body drifted down the river towards the ford where it hit a boulder. From that time on the place has been
called 'Thorgeir's Ford'". 
At this moment Thorgeir Starkadsson and the remaining company think it wise to flee. Gunnar does not 
want to follow them and rides home. Hallgerd, of course, is glad to hear what was done and praises it 
greatly. Ranveig, Gunnar's mother, is less optimistic: "Maybe the deed was well done, but I have a 
premonition that evil consequences will flow from it."
 
A suit case follows, again. This time the outcome is different from before, however. Compensation has to 
be paid and Gunnar and Kolskegg are convicted to leave the country in exile for a period of 3 years. Njall 
warns his friend to abide by the agreement and predicts that "...He will return to Iceland as a man of 
great renown to live to be an old man". Gunnar answers he has no intention to break the agreement.
At home the brothers begin preparing their departure. More people think about leaving: two sons for 
Njall, Grim and Helgi, as well as Thrain, married with Thorgerd, Hallgerd's daughter from her second 
marriage (before Gunnar). People say that the best men of Iceland are leaving. On the departure day 
they ride to the ship. Then Gunnar's horse stumbles and throws him off. He looks back at his 
farmhouse Hlíderendi and says: "Fair is the slope, fairer it seems than I have ever seen in before, with 
whitening grain and the home field mown; and I shall ride back home and not go aboard at all." He 
chooses being an outlaw and death above exile.
He asks his brother to do the same, but Kolskegg refuses: "This is the one and only thing that will 
separate us. Tell my kinsmen and my mother that I never intend to see Iceland again, because I shall 
learn of your death, Gunnar, and then I shall have no reason to return".
During the next Althing Gunnar's enemies start composing a group to attack and kill him. 
 

We may find it a bit strange that the outcome is so different this time. It is clearly a matter of
self-defence. So why this punishment? Gunnar even does not follow his opponents after they 
have fled "since our purses will be well emptied by the time we have paid atonement for all 
those who lie dead here". His sudden change of mind is also surprising. Before he did not 
show any hesitation regarding his leaving the country. Some explain this as a sort of 'time 
out' to cool down the feelings (e.g. in the recent Wordsworth Classics edition, 1998, p. 365).
But maybe the 'narrative logic' of the story is not so relevant. We can better look, again, for 
the 'logic' of the 13th c. author. Then Hlíderendi might stand for theparadise mankind had to 
leave, tricked by the devil via Eve's apple. 
From this perspective Kolskegg's further story is also interesting (chapter 81). He made a fine
career in Norway and Denmark. Then one night he dreamt that a man appeared to him in a 
radiant light. On his question 'What do you want from me?', the man answered: 'I shall obtain
a wife for you and you shall be my knight'. A wise man gave Kolskegg the meaning: he would
travel to the southern lands and become God's knight.

 
6. Gunnar's death
As an outlaw Gunnar kept on being fearless. He attended gatherings. No enemy dared to attack him. 
Njall offered him his sons Skarphedin and Hoskuld to stay in his home to protect him. Gunnar refused. He
only asked Njall to look after Hogni, one of the two sons he had with Hallgerd. The other one had the 
disposition of his mother, Hallgerd, and "he does too much which is not to my liking".
Then, in autumn, his evil and envious kinsman Mord Valgardsson sends information to the group of 
enemies that Gunnar is home alone, with only his wife and mother in the house. They approach 
Hlíderendi and first kill Gunnar's dog. The animal howls aloud. Gunnar awakes. Someone is sent to find 
out if Gunnar is at home indeed. He gets the halberd in his middle and just manages to return to the 
group, where the leader, Gizur, asks: "Well, is Gunnar home?" The answer and the last words of this 
scout: "Find that our yourselves! All I know is that his halberd is!"
The attack begins but Gunnar keeps them at distance with his arrows. The group withdraws. Mord 
proposes a few times to set the house on fire, but this is out of the question for Gizur. Gunnar is self-
confident enough to pick up an enemy arrow from outside. He wants to disgrace them by using their own
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weapons. Gizur thinks, however, that Gunnar is out of arrows himself and renews the attack. With ropes 
the roof is wrenched from the farmhouse. Then one of the attackers is able to cut Gunnar's bowstring in 
two, paying for this with his own life. 
 

Gunnar to Hallgerd: "Give me two strands of your hair, and you and my mother twist them 
together to make a bowstring for me."
"Does anything depend on that?" she asks.
"My life depends on it. They will never get me as long as I can use my bow."
"In that case I'll remind you of the slap on the face you gave and I don't care whether you 
hold out a longer or a shorter time."
"Everyone has something he is proud of. I will not ask you a second time."
Ranveig to Hallgerd: "You behave meanly, and your shame will live long."

 
The fight goes on and Gunnar wounds eight other men, many so severely that they lay at death's door. 
Then he falls himself, overcome by weariness. At the end they kill him.
Gizur: "A great chieftain have we laid down now and it has cost us dear. His defence will be remembered 
as long as men will live in this land."
He goes to Ranveig: "Will you grant us a plot of earth so that we may bury two of our men who have died
here?"
"Gladly for the two, and more gladly would I grant this for all of you!" she answers.
 

Heard we, how with murderous
halberd in the southland
Gunnar fended, battling
against the gold-dispensers:
sixteen sea-stead rulers
sorely wounded he who
trounced the tiller-wielders
twain he gave the deathblow.

 
 
 
(warriors)
(mariners)
 
(mariners)

Rannveig was so embittered against Hallgerd that she nearly killed her. Hallgerd fled to the 
farmhouse of Thorgerd, the daughter she had from her second marriage and her husband, Thrain. She 
took her son Grani with her. Njall took care of Hogni.
Hrut's warning had come out.
 
7. Njall's death
Njall's sons Skarphedin and Hoskuld, together with Gunnar's son Hogni, avenged the killing of Gunnar. 
Finally Njall was able to settle all these killings. The story continues about the travels, friendships, fights 
and dangers of the persons who had left: Grim and Helgi (Njall's sons), and Thrain (Hallgerd's son-in-
law). During these travels a conflict between them rises.
They return after several years. Grim and Helgi with a good friend, Kari. He marries their sister (Njall's 
daughter, Helga) and will play a crucial role in the later part of the story. Thrain brings Hrapp, a dubious 
character - nicknamed 'Killer-Hrapp' - and buys him a farm. "Some claimed that he (Hrapp) was all too 
friendly with Hallgerd and that he had seduced her, but others contradicted this."
Tensions grow between Njall's family and on the other hand the group around Thrain, 
with Hrapp and Grani - Gunnar's son Hallgerd has brought with her - as his main seconds. On one 
occasion an interesting argument is taking place. The four sons of Njall and Kari ride to Grjótá River 
(Thrain-Thorgerd/Hallgerd's farmhouse). Thrain receives them surrounded by his company, fully armed.
 

Skarphedin (the most hotheaded one): "A welcome to us all!"
Hallgard (after whispering with Hrapp): "None of us standing here will say that you are 
welcome!"
Skarphedin: "Your words don't matter, for you are either an old woman fit to sit in a corner or
a harlot!"
We've met Hallgerd's temper before: "You shall pay for these words before you return home!"
(....)
Hallgerd: "Go home, 'little Dungbeards'! That's what we we'll call you from this day on, and 
your father we'll call 'the Beardless One'!" (i.e. 'eunuch').

 
This row ends without fighting, but the tone is clear. Shortly afterwards a real confrontation takes place. 
The four brothers and Kari ambush Thrain's group on their way back home. Thrain is immediately killed 
in the famous 'ice scene': Skarphedin splits his head to the teeth while sliding on the ice. Hrapp and two 
others also die, but the brothers spare the life of the younger ones (the 'welps'), among whom Grani 
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Gunnarsson. Skarphedin: "I do not have the heart to help Hogni and at the same time to kill his brother."
Helgi (who inherited the gift of foreseeing from his father): "Some day you will wish that you had slain 
him ..."
Atonement for this killing is arranged. Njall does his utmost to bring about reconciliation. He even takes 
the son of Thrain and Thorgerd - Hoskuld, named after Hallgerd's father whom we met in the very first 
chapter - as his foster son. Hoskuld grows up with Njall's sons. "He was friendly in his speech, generous, 
courteous, and well skilled in arms. He always had a kind word for everybody and was loved by all."
Njall arranges a good marriage for Hoskuld. He can marry the proud Hildigunn, cousin of an important 
chieftain, Flossi. Her condition is, however, that her husband should be a chieftain (gothar). Via some 
manipulating Nall, after some time, is able to create  a new chieftain position for Hoskuld and wedding 
can take place. Relations between the two and with the larger family - including the difficult mother-in-
law, Bergthora - are good. Hoskuld and Hildigunn get their own farm.
 

At this point a long intermezzo describes the coming of christianity to Iceland, also embraced 
by Njall. The position of the chieftains changed. In the pagan period they also had a religious 
role. In the new religion this situation more or less continues, among else because of lack of 
priests. A church was often built near to their own farm, taking the place of a temple and the 
chieftain could perform religious functions and raise taxes for this.

 
Now Mord Valgardsson comes into the story again. He uses and stimulates the jealousy that may have 
existed on the part of Njall's sons because of the favourable treatment Hoskuld received when getting a 
chieftainship. At first this villein - devil? - is not successful. Then tension begins to grow on both sides.
Together with Mord, the brothers plan an attack. Hoskuld tries to escape, but Skarphedin speaks to him: 
"Don't try to take your heels, Hvítanessgodi!" So he uses Hoskuld's function and not his name. Hoskuld 
receives the first blows and sinks on his knees: "May God help me and forgive you!"
Mord now shows his evilness by proposing to ride to Grjórtá River - the house of Thorgerd, Hoskuld's 
mother - himself and report the events with great indignation there.
Njall's sad tragedy becomes clear on hearing the news from his sons.
 

"Most distressing tidings these are, and harrowing for me to hear, for I can truthfully say that
I am so saddened that I would prefer to have lost two of my sons and have Hoskuld still 
alive!"
Skarphedin: "You have good reason to say that, because you are an old man and you can 
understand that this blow struck very near to home!"
"It is not my age so much as that I know better than you what will happen hereafter" 
"And what will happen hereafter?"
"My death and that of my wife and all my sons!"

 
Mord goes around recruiting people for the suit against the Njall brothers. Flossi realises what is 
happening and tries to arrange a decent process. Hildigunn - his cousin and Hoskuld's wife - shouts for 
blood vengeance, however. She takes the cloak out of a chest that Flossi had given to Hoskuld and in 
which her husband was killed, a cloak still full of blood. "... She returned to the room and without saying 
a word walked up to Flossi. Flossi had just finished eating and the table had been cleaned. She spread 
the cloak over Flossi's shoulders, and the clotted blood rattled down all over him." (...) Flossi flung the 
cloak from him and back at her and said: "You are a very devil! You want us to undertake what would 
lead to the undoing of us all!. Cold are women's counsels!"
Both parties prepare for the suit to try to find a settlement. Mord heartily supports Flossi's party, but is 
disguised as himself being one of the murderers. The court comes to a settlement. A large sum or 
reconciliation money is collected. At the end Njall places a silken cloak and a pair of boots on the heap of 
silver, as an extra present. 
Flossi returns and is content about the sum of the money. He asks, however, who contributed the cloak. 
It may have reminded him of the cloak he gave to Hoskuld.
 

Skarphedin: "Who do you think gave it?"
Flosi: "You must know, I'll tell you. I believe it was your father, the 'Beardless One'; for many
don't know, looking at him, whether he is a man or a women!"
Skarphedin: "It is wicked to make game of an old man, and no man of mettle has done that 
before. You may well know that he is a man, for he has begot sons with his wife. And few of 
our kinsmen have lain unavenged outside our doors."
Then he throws a pair of breeches to Flossi: "You will need these more!"
"Why?" asks Flossi.
"Because if you are the mistress of the troll in the Svínafell, as they say, then he uses you 
like a women every ninth night!"
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The insult is clear an deep. Flosi now refuses any form of settlement. A large group convenes and plans 
the attack on Njall's sons. Then the parties leave for their homes.
Two months before the winter Flosi brings the conspirators together. They ride to Bergthórshvál, Njall's 
farmhouse. Thirty people are waiting here, prepared for a a fight.
Njall suggest to go inside and defend the house as Gunnar defended Hlídarendi. Skarphedin does not 
agree, but Njall's wish is followed. The defenders are successful for a long time and Flosi admits that he 
will lose. "There is many a man here who does not show as much fight as he boasted he would." He 
proposes to set fire to the house, "though this is a great responsibility before God, for we too are 
Christians." They decide to use this weapon from hell.
Njall comes to the door and proposes an agreement. Flossi refuses. Only women and children can leave 
the house. Most of them do. Then Flosi offers also Njall permission to leave the house, since he does not 
deserve to be burned there. Njall: "No, I will not come out, for I am an old man and little fit to avenge 
my sons, and I do not want to live in shame." Bergthora also refuses this permission: "As a young 
woman I was married to Njall and vowed that one fate should befall us both!" She then turns to her 
grandson, Thórd - the son of Kari and her daughter Helga: "... you are not to burn in the house!" "But 
grandmother, you promised me that we two should never part, and that is the way I want it to be. I 
prefer to die with you rather than live after you!" the boy said. 
They went to bed, the boy between them, made a sign of the cross over themselves and the boy and 
condemned their souls to God. A steward spread an ox hide over them and then went out.
 
Njall's sons fought bravely for a long time, but then all were killed. Only Kari managed to escape, 
promising that this crime would be avenged.
 
----
(*) The year 976 was a period of famine in Iceland, but this does not fit with the chronology of the saga.

Fokko Dijkstra
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Halldór Laxness: an Icelander, a catholic, a socialist and a taoist and ...
a great writer

„When a man has a flower in his life he builds a house.”
(from the novel „Independent people“)

 
Halldór Laxness (1902–1998) is arguably the most
famous Icelandic writer of all time, and the only
Icelander to have won a Nobel Prize, which he received
for literature in 1955.
Laxness spent most of his youth on the family farm.
From the age of seventeen on, he travelled and lived
abroad, chiefly on the European continent. He was
influenced by expressionism and other modern currents
in Germany and France. In the mid-twenties he was
converted to Catholicism; his spiritual experiences are
reflected in several books of an autobiographical
nature.
Laxness's religious period did not last long; during a
visit to America he became attracted to socialism. After
his return to Iceland in 1930, he published a series of
novels with subjects drawn from the social life of
Iceland: Salka Valka (Eng. trans. Salka Valka), which
deals with the plight of working people in an Icelandic
fishing village and his masterpeice Sjálfstætt
fólk (Independent People), the story of an
impoverished farmer and his struggle to retain his
economic independence. These novels criticized
Icelandic society from a socialist viewpoint, and they
attracted a great deal of controversy.
 
Saga's
Although he had initially rejected the literary tradition
of his native country, Laxness later embraced the
medieval Icelandic saga and was credited by the
Swedish Academy, which awards the Nobel Prize, with
having “renewed the great narrative art of Iceland.” The nationalistic trilogy Íslandsklukkan (“Iceland’s 
Bell”) established him as the country’s leading writer. Laxness also translated Ernest Hemingway's A 
Farewell to Arms into Icelandic in 1941, with controversial neologisms. Laxness grew increasingly 
disenchanted with the Soviets after their military action in Hungary in 1956. He continued to write essays
and memoirs throughout the 1970s and 1980s. As he grew older he began to suffer from Alzheimer's 
disease and eventually moved into a nursing home where he died at the age of 95.

Laxness is often described as a writer who reinterpreted the classic Icelandic sagas of the 12th and 13th 
centuries. From the sagas he drew a laconic, matter-of-fact tone, characters who talk little but brood lots 
before launching into sometimes catastrophic action, as well as plots whose big moments might be 
recognized only retrospectively.
Laxness’s ideals and beliefs changed with time, as reflected to a certain extent in his works. He began his
writing career as a Catholic, then turned to socialism, but later lost interest in all dogma – except 
perhaps Taoism. He never attempted to disown the earlier views which he subsequently repudiated, 
regarding them instead as an instructive part of his psychological development. Yet from the earliest 
period to the latest it is possible to detect the same basic themes in his books. He looked at things 
differently from other people, his writings were often barbed, and yet he always managed to see the 
comic aspects of his characters and their actions. His sympathy was invariably with the underdog.
 
Jolanta Varanaviciene
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„Independent people“ – masterwork of H. Laxness

"Summer up here in the north is beautiful. Last year it was on a Thursday"
(Finnish folk saying)

The great Icelandic novelist Halldór Laxness develops this idea in his
masterwork, Independent People. This book tells the story of the sheep
farmerGuðbjartur Jónsson, generally known in the novel as Bjartur of Summerhouses,
and his struggle for independence. This bestseller eventually contributed to H.
Laxness winning the Nobel Prize for literature in 1955.
In early times, say the Icelandic chronicles, men from the Western Islands came to
live in this country, and when they departed, left behind them crosses, bells, and
other objects used in the practice of sorcery. Their leader was Kolumkilli the Irish, a
sorcerer of wide repute. In those days there was great fertility of the soil in Iceland.
But when the Norsemen came to settle here, the Western sorcerers were forced to
flee the land, and old writings say that Kolumkilli, determined on revenge, laid a
curse on the invaders, swearing that they would never prosper here, and more in the
same spirit, much of which has since, to all appearances, been fulfilled.
 
Settlers
In 874 CE a Norwegian chieftain, Ingólfr Arnarson, became the first permanent settler on the island that 
came to be known as Iceland. Ah, truly an independent man! As the novel begins, Bjartur has purchased 
his own piece of land, after working, for eighteen years, for the Bailiff. Bjartur, walks like the old skaldic 
heroes through an almost empty landscape, dreamy and bloody, where meanings lie bare and people toil 
as they have toiled for 8,000 years, since the discovery of agriculture. He and his family live in a turfed 
room; a ladder leads to the horse, dog and sheep below. They cannot afford a cow. They possess, 
however, the pride of their independence.

Haying, Iceland, 1911, Magnus
Olafsson, Cornell University
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Frederick W. W. Howell, Húsavík, ca. 1900
Haying, Iceland, 1911, Magnus Olafsson, Cornell University Library
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Life is bleak and wild up there by the Arctic Circle. "They stood in bogs and pools, in water and in mud, 
the close-packed clouds about them interminable, the wet grass whistling drearily under the scythe. The 
scythe grew heavier and heavier, the hours refused to pass, the moments seemed to stick to them as 
soggily as their sodden garments; midsummer."
Mere survival constitutes a tough proposition, and such survival entails more than the endless battle 
against the cruelties of a climate, which can at least be witnessed, observed, prepared for. Iceland, like 
Finland, like Baltic countries, is a proud and tiny nation that struggled long for independence and whose 
fate has been squeezed, pummeled and decided by empires. Individual citizens find themselves and their 
country powerless in the face of unseen world forces that shape or torture their lives. Having no other 
choice, they live stoically, a condition that is in their DNA. After all the exhausting and frequently 
oppressive bleakness, there is, towards the end, a tiny shaft of light, a few whispered comforting words 
that suggest that love, at least, will endure.
 
Jolanta Varanaviciene
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Jonas Hallgrimsson, Gunnarshólmi

W.G. Collingwood. Hlíðarendi in Fljótshlíd, August 4, 1897.
Watercolor. The National Museum of Iceland

Hlíðarendi seen from Gunnar's Holm. The grassy area in the foreground is Gunnar's Holm 
(Gunnarshólmi), "the fertile holm where Gunnar's journey ended." Beyond it, looking northward, is 
Fljótshlíð (River Slope) and several of its farms, including Gunnar Hámundarson's farm at Hlíðarendi 
(Slope's End). Þverá (Cross River) is not visible in the picture; it flows along the foot of the slope from 
right to left (east to west). On the far horizon are the jagged peaks of the mountain Þríhyrningur. The 
watercolor was painted by W. G. Collingwood during his visit to the leading saga sites of Iceland. 
Collingwood says that he wanted to capture "the view that Gunnar saw when he turned back."

Skein yfir landi sól á sumarvegi
og silfurbláan Eyjafjallatind
gullrauðum loga glæsti seint á degi.
Við austur gnæfir sú hin mikla mynd
hátt yfir sveit, og höfði björtu svalar
í himinblámans fagurtæru lind.
Beljandi foss við hamrabúann hjalar
á hengiflugi undir jökulrótum
þar sem að gullið geyma Frosti og Fjalar.
En hinum megin föstum standa fótum
blásvörtum feldi búin Tindafjöll
og grænu belti gyrð á dalamótum;
með hjálminn skyggnda, hvítri líkan mjöll,
horfa þau yfir heiðavötnin bláu
sem falla niður fagran Rangárvöll;
þar sem að una byggðarbýlin smáu,
dreifð yfir blómguð tún og grænar grundir.
Við norður rísa Heklutindar háu.
Svell er á gnípu, eldur geisar undir,
í ógnadjúpi, hörðum vafin dróma,

The sun's imperial pageant in the west
purples the Eyjafjalla Glacier, standing
huge in the east beneath its icy crest.
It dominates the summer dusk, commanding
the screes beneath it, sketched against the cold
sky like a reef where tattered clouds are stranding.
Hugging its roots, cascading waters hold
hoarse conversation with the trolls where wary
Frosti and Fjalar hoard their secret gold.
Northward, you see the Summit Mountains, very
sober and formal in their blue-black frocks,
but girt with green where steep and valley marry
and helmed with snow above their sable rocks.
They stare at tarns whose streams will soon be plying
their way through meadows filled with lazy flocks
and sprinkled thick with little farmsteads, lying
deep in the shadow of the sheltering heath.
Far to the north, its snowy peak defying
the heavens, Hekla stands on guard: beneath
its bulwarks, bound in dungeons deep as night,
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Skelfing og Dauði dvelja langar stundir.
En spegilskyggnd í háu lofti ljóma
hrafntinnuþökin yfir svörtum sal.
Þaðan má líta sælan sveitarblóma;
því Markarfljót í fögrum skógardal
dunar á eyrum, breiða þekur bakka
fullgróinn akur, fegurst engjaval
þaðan af breiðir hátt í hlíðarslakka
glitaða blæju, gróna blómum smám.
Klógulir ernir yfir veiði hlakka;
því fiskar vaka þar í öllum ám.
Blikar í lofti birkiþrastasveimur
og skógar glymja, skreyttir reynitrjám.
Þá er til ferðar fákum snúið tveimur
úr rausnargarði hæstum undir Hlíð,
þangað sem heyrist öldufallaeimur;
því hafgang þann ei hefta veður blíð
sem voldug reisir Rán á Eyjasandi,
þar sem hún heyir heimsins langa stríð.
Um trausta strengi liggur fyrir landi
borðfögur skeið með bundin segl við rá;
skínandi trjóna gín mót sjávargrandi.
Þar eiga tignir tveir að flytjast á
bræður af fögrum fósturjarðarströndum
og langa stund ei litið aftur fá,
fjarlægum ala aldur sinn í löndum,
útlagar verða vinaraugum fjær;
svo hafa forlög fært þeim dóm að höndum.
Nú er á brautu borinn vigur skær
frá Hlíðarenda hám; því Gunnar ríður,
atgeirnum beitta búinn – honum nær
dreyrrauðum hesti hleypir gumi fríður
og bláu saxi gyrður yfir grund;
þar mátti kenna Kolskegg allur lýður.
Svo fara báðir bræður enn um stund;
skeiðfráir jóar hverfa fram að fljóti,
Kolskeggur starir út á Eyjasund.
En Gunnar horfir hlíðarbrekku móti,
hræðist þá ekki frægðarhetjan góða
óvinafjöld, þó hörðum dauða hóti.
„Sá eg ei fyrr svo fagran jarðargróða,
fénaður dreifir sér um græna haga,
við bleikan akur rósin blikar rjóða.
Hér vil eg una ævi minnar daga
alla sem guð mér sendir. Farðu vel,
bróðir og vinur!“ – Svo er Gunnars saga.

Því Gunnar vildi heldur bíða hel
en horfinn vera fósturjarðarströndum.
Grimmilegir fjendur, flárri studdir vél,
fjötruðu góðan dreng í heljarböndum.
Hugljúfa samt eg sögu Gunnars tel,
þar sem eg undrast enn á köldum söndum
lágan að sigra ógnabylgju ólma
algrænu skrauti prýddan Gunnarshólma.
Þar sem að áður akrar huldu völl
ólgandi Þverá veltur yfir sanda;
sólroðin líta enn hin öldnu fjöll
árstrauminn harða fögrum dali granda;
flúinn er dvergur, dáinn hamratröll,
dauft er í sveitum, hnipin þjóð í vanda;
en lágum hlífir hulinn verndarkraftur
hólmanum, þar sem Gunnar sneri aftur.

Terror and Death are gnashing greedy teeth,
while high above them palisades of bright
obsidian glitter, glassy as a mirror.
From there you look on scenes of pure delight:
Wood River glides through leafy glens, then, nearer,
murmuring more softly, makes its leisured way
through farmlands ripe with radiant harvest -- dearer
than gold -- and grassy meads where cattle stray.
High on the hillsides, fragile blossoms gleam;
golden-clawed eagles glide above their prey --
for fish are flashing there in every stream --
and whirring throngs of thrushes flit and trill
through birch and beech groves lovely as a dream.
Now, from the farmstead highest on the hill,
two mounted men ride solemnly, descending
down toward the ocean. Though the air is still,
the winds at peace, a raging sea is sending
its swell against the sand-shoals, where it raves
in angry warfare, ancient and unending.
Anchored offshore, a ship from Norway braves
the whirling surf, its sail still furled, and turning
dragonhead prow to face the furious waves.
Aboard this boat, their spirits proud and burning,
two brothers now must leave their native land,
destined to suffer years of homesick yearning,
far from their loved ones, on a foreign strand:
outlaws and exiles, sent abroad to hide
and pay the penalty the laws demand.
Handsome and strong, his halberd at his side,
Gunnar is leaving Hlíðarendi's hall;
beside him, girt with grey-blue sword, astride
a blood-red stallion, sitting staunch and tall
and tied to Gunnar with intense devotion,
Kolskeggur rides, a man admired by all.
Thus, in a comity of mute emotion,
the brothers guide their horses from the farm:
Kolskeggur gazes out across the ocean,
while Gunnar, glancing backward, finds the charm
of home so master him, he does not care
that savage foes have sworn to do him harm:
'Never before has Iceland seemed so fair,
the fields so white, the roses in such glory,
such crowds of sheep and cattle everywhere!
Here will I live, here die -- in youth, or hoary
helpless old age -- as God decrees. Good-bye,
brother and friend.' Thus Gunnar's gallant story.

For Gunnar felt it nobler far to die
than flee and leave his native shores behind him,
even though foes, inflamed with hate and sly,
were forging links of death in which to bind him.
His story still can make the heart beat high
and here imagination still can find him,
where Gunnar's Holm, all green with vegetation,
glistens amid these wastes of devastation.
Where fertile meads and fields were once outspread,
foaming Cross River buries grass and stubble;
the sun-flushed glacier, with its snowy head,
sees savage torrents choke the plains with rubble;
the dwarves are gone, the mountain trolls are dead;
a desperate land abides its time of trouble;
but here some hidden favor has defended
the fertile holm where Gunnar's journey ended. 

54



Bard of Iceland - Jonas Hallgrimsson

Jónas Hallgrímsson (1807-1845) is the best loved and most admired poet of modern Iceland: ástmögur 
þjóðarinnar ("the darling of the nation"). His work transformed the literary sensibility of his countrymen, 
reshaped the language of their poetry and prose, opened their eyes to the beauty of their land and its 
natural features, and accelerated their determination to achieve political independence. Halldór Laxness 
calls him the "poet of Icelandic consciousness". But although he is indisputably a "national poet" — and a 
fine one — there is nothing parochial about his work. His greatest poems rise far above local concerns 
and limitations.
 
Life
Jónas was born in the north of Iceland, in Eyjafjörður. He was the third of four children. In 1816 Jónas' 
father drowned in a lake and Jónas was sent to live with his aunt.
In 1832 he sailed to Denmark, and passed the entrance exam for the University of Copenhagen. He 
began working for a law degree, but after four years switched to literature and natural sciences, excelling
in both subjects. In 1835, along with fellow Icelandic students he founded the patriotic journal Fjölnir.
After graduation he was awarded a grant from the state treasury to conduct scientific research in Iceland,
a project which he worked on from 1839 to 1842. He continued to pursue his interest in the natural 
history of Iceland, and to work on Fjölnir throughout his life, dividing his time between Denmark and 
research trips to Iceland. It was in Fjölnir that many of his poems and essays first appeared.
On 21 May 1845 in Copenhagen, Jónas slipped on the stairs up to his room and broke his leg. He went to 
the hospital the next day, but died of blood poisoning, aged only 37.
 
Deeds and merits.
The journal Fjölnir and Hallgrímsson’s poetry became a great inspiration for the Icelandic independence 
movement. Nature is always a prominent motive in Hallgrímsson’s poetry, especially its more pleasing 
aspects, but also sublime elements. His poetry also ranges from elegy to convivial festive songs. In the 
early part of his live, the poetry features nationalistic and medieval motives but in the last years of his 
live he wrote a more personal kind of pieces, modern in diction and elegantly balanced between dark 
broodings and a romantic irony.

The Farmer in Wet Weather
Goddess of drizzle,
driving your big
cartloads of mist
across my fields!
Send me some sun
and I'll sacrifice
my cow — my wife —
my Christianity!

In addition, Hallgrímsson wrote af few short stories, Heine-style travel accounts, fairy tales in the fashion 
of H.C. Andersen, gothic tales and mock-heroic pieces, but these were only published after his death. 
Hallgrímsson also tried his hand at translation of Horace, Schiller, Chamisso, H.C. Andersen and 
especially Heine.
Hallgrímsson’s introduced classical metres into Icelandic literature, such as the hexameter and the 
pentameter, along with romantic metres like the terza rima and the ottava rima, although the 
fornyrðislag, based on the Old Norse Eddic poems, always was his favourite metre. Later on he was to 
introduce the sonnet and the triolet to his fellow countrymen.
Hallgrímsson’s 1837 attack in Fjölnir against the traditional poetical genre known asrímur (epic rimes) 
constituted his own aesthetic manifesto.
Jónas also worked as a translator of foreign material, including scientific works. In these can be found 
many of the Icelandic words coined by Jónas. One of these, for an example, is reikistjarna, meaning 
planet. This is a compound word from the verb að reika (to wander) and the noun stjarna (star).
 
Commemoration
A statue of Jónas Hallgrímsson by Einar Jónsson was consecrated in the center of Reykjavik in 1907. In 
1945 it was moved to a new location in a park down-town. The physical remains of Hallgrímsson were 
translated from a Copenhagen church-yard to the Icelandic pantheon at Þingvellir in 1946. Since 1997, 
Hallgrimsson’s birthday, November 16, has been celebrated publicly as the Day of the Icelandic 
Language. The Jónas Hallgrímsson’s award is annually given out by the minister of culture on November 
16 to an individual who has been exemplary in cultivating the Icelandic language. At Hallgrímsson’s 
birthplace, Hraun in Öxnadalur, there is an exhibition devoted to the poet. The farm has been a nature-
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preservation area since 2007.
Many Icelandic poets have composed poems about Hallgrímsson or poems that refer to his works. Many 
Icelandic composers have also written music to his poetry, Atli Heimir Sveinsson being a recent example. 
One may also refer here to works such as the novel Atómstöðin (1948) by Halldór Laxness, dealing with 
the relics of the poet, and the play Ferðalok (1993) by Steinunn Jóhannesdóttir, inspired by 
Hallgrímsson’s best known love-poem.
 
Lyrics by Megas (Magnús Þór Jónsson) describing Hallgrímsson as a drunkard and a recent photographic 
art work of Ragnar Kjartansson of girls in bikini on Hallgrímsson’s grave at Þingvellir are examples of 
desacralization but the lasting rumors suggesting that there a Danish butcher or a baker was translated 
to Iceland from the Copenhagen church-yard in 1946 are even more interesting in this respect.

Jolanta Varanaviciene
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History of Iceland

History of Iceland
Iceland was one of the last large islands uninhabited by humans until it was discovered and settled by 
immigrants from Scandinavia, Scotland and Ireland during the 9th and 10th centuries.
Íslendingabók (Latin: Libellus Islandorum; English: The Book of Icelanders), written in 1122–33, claims 
that Norwegian Ingólfur Arnarson was the first man to settle in Iceland, in 870. The families were 
accompanied by servants and slaves, some of whom were Celts or Picts from Scotland and Ireland 
(known as Westmen to the Norse). Some literary evidence suggests that Papar (Irish monks) may have 
been living in Iceland before the arrival of Norse settlers, but no archaeological evidence has been found.

Erik the Red
Erik the Red, or Eiríkur rauði, was exiled from Iceland for manslaughter in 980, and set sail to explore the
lands to the west. He established the first settlements in Greenland around this time, naming the land, 
according to legend, to attract settlers. Eirikur's son, Leif Ericson (Leifur Eiríksson), finally set foot in the 
Americas around the year 1000. While some say he was blown off-course, it is most likely that he was 
deliberately seeking the land spotted by Bjarni Herjólfsson several years earlier. He is believed to have 
established a colony at L'Anse aux Meadows, Newfoundland in what became Canada, which lasted only a 
few years. Despite the short stay, a sizable colony with at least eight buildings including a forge and 
various workshops was built. Two further attempts at colonization by his brother ended in failure. The 
Alþingi (English: Althing, literally all-thing - Þing in icelandic means parliament or general assembly) was 
founded in 930, marking the beginning of the Icelandic Commonwealth. It was the predecessor to the 
modern Icelandic legislature. The Althing is the oldest still-standing, parliament in the world that has 
written documents to prove its age.

Foreign rule and independence
Iceland was a free state without a king, until the end of the Sturlungaöld civil war in 1262, when it 
established a personal union with the Norwegian king with Gamli sáttmáli (English: The Old Covenant). 
From 1387 on, Iceland was in practice ruled by Denmark, following the union of the two kingdoms. When
that union was dissolved in 1814, through the Treaty of Kiel, which saw Norway entering a union with 
Sweden, Iceland was transferred from the Norwegian throne to the Danish king, and thus became a 
dominion (or colony) of Denmark. Home rule was granted by the Danish government in 1904, and 
independence followed in 1918. From 1918 on, Iceland was in a personal union with the Danish king, 
with foreign relations being carried out by the king, as instructed by the Icelandic government until the 
World War II military occupation of Denmark by Nazi Germany in 1940. Subsequently, Iceland was 
occupied by the Allies. The Danish King remained the de jure sovereign of the nation until 1944, when 
the current republic was founded after the 1918 treaty had lapsed. The new republic became a charter 
member of NATO in 1949 and signed a treaty with the United States in 1951 to take responsibility for the
defence of Iceland. In September 2006, the U.S. withdrew the Iceland Defence Force from the base in 
Keflavík. The U.S. has, however, pledged to keep defending Iceland with mobile forces deployed abroad. 
This has, nonetheless, resulted in a considerable build up and renovation in the Icelandic Coast Guard, 
which has been neglected since the last Cod War in 1976 and preparations to the forming of security 
reserve forces under a new Security and Defence authority.

Economy and population
The economy of Iceland remained dependent on fisheries in the post-war decades, and the country has 
had several clashes with its neighbours over this vital resource, most notably the Cod Wars with the 
British. The economy has become more diverse recently, owing to large investments in heavy industry, 
such as aluminium smelting and deregulation and privatization in the financial sector. Iceland is a 
member of the Common market of the European Union through the EEA agreement but has never applied
for membership of the EU itself.

Reykjavík
The northernmost capital of Europe is also its westernmost one and its name, Reykjavík, translates as 
“Smokey Bay”. The town is situated in a geothermic active area and the first settler of Iceland, Ingólfur 
Arnarson, gave this name to the bay, as he saw steam rising near a cove when he first came there. This 
is the most densely populated part of Iceland, a home to over 200.000 individuals, more than two thirds 
of the total population. It should be taken into consideration, though, that only about one-fifth of the 
whole island is considered habitable. The rest is covered by lava fields, icecaps and desert plateau. The 
city is surrounded by mountains although its landscape is fairly flat and not very high above sea level. It 
spreads over an irregular peninsula projecting westwards into the Faxaflói bay, surrounded by water on 
three sides, the west, north and south. Unsurprisingly Reykjavík is the trade centre of the island, with 
more versatile trades and less unemployment than anywhere else in the country. 
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This part of the country plays a central role in many of the Sagas. However, Reykjavík remained a tiny 
village from the time of settlement until mid 18th century, with only around 5000 inhabitants in year 
1900. It has been said that time has another dimension in Reykjavík. This small but modern capital has 
earned its place as a vital part of the Iceland experience, next to the midnight sun and the otherworldly 
landscapes. The city is both vibrant in cultural life and boasts short distances to natural surroundings. 
This makes it an ideal place to visit for its own merits. There is also a bigger variety of recreational 
activities in the town than in any other part of the country. One of the country’s best salmon rivers, 
Elliðaár, runs right through Reykjavík and is yet unpolluted and clear. It offers anglers a rare opportunity 
to land a salmon just by a busy motorway. Other recreational options include midnight golfing, horse 
trekking and whale watching. 
In year 2000 Reykjavík held the title of European City of Culture, an acknowledgement of the vigorous 
cultural life, including its various festivals and a remarkable selection of artistic events. At the same time 
the capital has been called the hottest one in Europe because of its famed and dynamic nightlife. 
Reykjavík brilliantly combines the qualities and comforts of modern urbanity and the intimate connection 
to amazingly beautiful nature. The adjoining towns also offer attractions, such as the unique and very 
popular elf-spotting tours, an annual Viking feast or guided tours to places of historical interest.

Republic of Iceland
Iceland had prospered during the course of the war, amassing considerable currency reserves in foreign 
banks. The government, led by an unlikely three-party majority cabinet made up of conservatives 
(the Independence, Sjálfstæðisflokkurinn), social democrats (the Social Democratic 
Party, Alþýðuflokkurinn), and socialists (People's Unity Party – Socialist Party, Sósíalistaflokkurinn). The 
governing coalition decided to put the funds into a general renovation of the fishing fleet, the building of 
fish processing facilities, and a general modernization of agriculture. These actions were aimed at keeping
Icelanders' standard of living as high as it had become during the prosperous war years. Iceland became 
a charter member of NATO on March 30, 1949, with the reservation that it would never take part in 
offensive action against another nation. The membership came amid an anti-Nato riot in Iceland. After 
the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950, and pursuant to the request of NATO military authorities, the 
United States and Alþingi agreed that the United States should again take responsibility for Iceland's 
defence. This agreement, signed on May 5, 1951, was the authority for the controversial U.S. military 
presence in Iceland, which remained until 2006. Although U.S. forces do not maintain a military presence
in Iceland it still assumes responsibility over its defense as the two nations are NATO allies and an attack 
on Iceland would constitute an attack on the United States and NATO ally nations. Iceland and Norway 
have traditionally remained strong allies along with the other Nordic contries. As a consequence Norway, 
Denmark, Germany and other European nations have increased their defense and rescue cooperation 
with Iceland since the withdrawal of U.S. forces. In 1991, the Independence Party, led by Davíð Oddsson,
formed a coalition government with the Social Democrats. This government set in motion market 
liberalisation policies, privatising a number of small and large companies. At the same time economic 
stability increased and previously chronic inflation was drastically reduced. In 2004, Davíð Oddsson 
stepped down as Prime Minister after 13 years in office. Halldór Ásgrímsson, leader of the Progressive 
Party, took over as Prime Minister from 2004 to 2006, followed by Geir H. Haarde, Davíð Oddsson’s 
successor as leader of the Independence Party. In March 2006, the United States announced that it 
intended to withdraw the greater part of the Icelandic Defence Force. On the 12th of August 2006, the 
last four F-!5s left Icelandic airspace. The United States closed the Keflavík base in September 2006. 
Following elections in May 2007, the independence Party headed by Geir H. Haarde remained in 
government, albeit in a new coalition with the Social Democratic Alliance. In October 2008, the Icelandic 
banking system colllapsed Icelandic banking system, prompting Iceland to seek large loans from the IMF 
and friendly countries. On 26 January 2009, Prime Minister Geir Haarde tendered the resignation of the 
coalition government to the President of iceland, Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson. The move followed sixteen 
weeks of protests over the government's handling of the financial crisis, protests which had intensified 
from 20 January. After talks with the leaders of the five parties represented in the Althing, the President 
asked the Social Democratic Alliance and the Left- Green Movement to form a new government and to 
prepare for elections in the spring. Jóhanna Sigurðardóttir was proposed as Prime Minister for the new 
government, not least because of her popularity among the general public and her good relations with 
the Left-Green Movement. An opinion poll by Capacent Gallup in December 2008 found 73% approval of 
her actions as a minister, more than any other member of the Cabinet: she was also the only minister to 
have improved her approval ratings over 2008. The new government needs the support of the 
Progressive Party in the Althing. Negotiations continued up to the evening of 31. January, and the new 
Cabinet was appointed on 1 February 2009.

Olöf Björk Bragadóttir
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Thingvellir depression

During the last glacial period, a layer of
ice, more than a 1000 meters thick,
covered Iceland. Despite the cold, there
was widespread volcanic activity under
the glacier. This activity formed tuffs.
Some of these volcanic eruptions
managed to melt through the glacial
shield and ended in lava flows. Others
melted only a cavity under the ice and
formed palagonite mountains or
long palagonite ridges.
When the temperature increased 18,000
years ago, the glacier began to melt and
retreated gradually. The first indication
of Lake Thingvallavatn appeared 12,000
years ago. The glacial tongue lay in the
Thingvellir depression, and a glacial
lagoon was formed to the south of it.
Thingvallavatn lake was later formed
when the glacier retreated to the north,
and water from it accumulated in the
depression. From beneath the glacier,
various types of palagonite mountains
that were formed by volcanic activity under the ice depression came to light. About 10,000 years ago, 
when the glacier had reached its current position, a shield volcanic eruption started. This resulted both in 
mount Skjaldbreidur one of the most beautiful shield volcanoes in Iceland, and a shield volcano south of 
mount Hrafnabjorg, from which the Thingvellir lava flowed. The eruption that formed the shield volcano 
probably lasted for decades, maybe even a century.

Thingvellir depression

The lava collected murky glacial run-off water south of the Þingvellir depression. All the water from the 
north drained through the lava and reappeared below as clear spring water. The lava from the shield 
volcano south of Hrafnabjorg extended a long way into the lake and blocked off the outlet at Sogshorn. 
This meant that the water level rose, but at the same time it decreased considerably as lava occupied 
most of it. The lava flattened out over the Þingvellir depression, but land subsidence and rifting continued
so the faults were renewed. You can now see a cross-section of the lava in the rift walls.
About 3000 years ago an 8 kilometre long eruptive fissure opened north-east of Hrafnabjorg and formed 
Þjofahraun. The lava spread out east of the Tindaskagi ridge but some ran north-west of Hrafnabjorg. 
The last eruption in the Thingvellir depression was 2000 years ago. That eruptive fissure is north-east of 
mount Hengill. The lava, Nesjahraun, ran into Grafningur and the ash crater Sandey arose from the 
bottom of Lake Thingvallavatn. Volcanic activity at Thingvellir has been dormant for 2000 years, but the 
question is not whether, but when it will start up again.
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The lake Thingvallavatn is particularly fertile and rich in vegetation, despite the very cold temperatures. A
third of the bottom area is covered by vegetation, and there is a large amount of algae. Low-growing 
vegetation extends out to a depth of 10 metres while higher vegetation forms a large growing-belt to 10-
30 metres deep. A total of 150 types of plants have been found and 50 kinds of invertebrates, from the 
shore to the center.
In lake Thingvallavatn live three of the five species of freshwater fish found in Iceland: brown trout, 
Arctic charr and the three-spine stickleback. It's said that these fish became isolated in the lake in the 
wake of the last ice age when the terrain rose at the south end of Thingvallavatn.
Birch woodland is characteristic of the Thingvellir area. Birch, along with willow, plants of the heath 
family, and dwarf birch, transform the appearance of Þingvellir in autumn, and many make their way 
there to enjoy the beauty of its pastel colours.
 
From Extreme Iceland website
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Thingvellir assembly

Shortly after the year 900, men started to think about putting together a general assembly for the 
settlers of Iceland. The foundation of the Icelandic parliament is said to be the founding of the nation of 
Iceland, and the first parliamentary proceedings in the summer of 930 laid ground for a common cultural 
heritage and national identity. The Althing at Thingvellir was Iceland's supreme legislative and judicial 
authority from its establishment in 930 until 1262.
 
The Althing
Logberg (Law Rock) was the focal point of the Althing and a natural platform for holding speeches. The 
Inauguration and dissolution of the assembly took place at the Logberg, where rulings made by the Law 
Council were announced, the calendar was confirmed, legal actions were brought and other 
announcements made which concerned the entire nation. Anyone attending the assembly was entitled to 
present his case on important issues from the Logberg.
The Althing was Iceland's legislative and chief judicial authority for the duration of the Commonwealth, 
until 1262. Executive power was in the hands of the chieftains and parties to individual cases at each 
time. This proved to be quite an adequate arrangement for as long as the balance of power remained, 
but flaws emerged when it was disrupted. The final decades of the Commonwealth were characterized by 
clashes between chieftain families, which resulted in Iceland becoming part of the Norwegian crown. 
Executive power was strengthened under this new order, while legislative and judicial authority remained
in the hands of the Althing but was gradually transferred to the Norwegian and later Danish rulers until 
the King of Denmark became an absolute monarch of Iceland in 1662.
 

The assembly lasted for 2 weeks every summer and people had to travel for days to attend the Althing 
and well over 5000 people usually participated in the gathering.
Thingvellir was the center of Icelandic culture. Every year during the Commonwealth period, people 
would flock to Thingvellir from all over the country, sometimes numbering in the thousands. They set up 
dwellings with walls of turf and rock and temporary roofing and stayed in them for the two weeks of the 
assembly. Although the duties of the assembly were the real reason for going there, ordinary people 
gathered at Thingvellir for a wide variety of reasons. Merchants, sword-sharpeners and tanners would sell
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their goods and services, clowns performed and ale-makers brewed drinks for the assembly guests. News
was told from distant parts; games and feasts were held. Young people met to make their plans, no less 
than leading national figures and experts in law. Itinerant farmhands looked for work and vagrants 
begged. Thingvellir was a meeting place for everyone in Iceland, laying the foundation for the language 
and literature that have been a prominent part of people's lives right up to the present day.
 
Religion
In the year 999 or 1000, Iceland's legislative assembly was debating which religion they should practise: 
Norse paganism, or Christianity. Lawspeaker Thorgeir Ljosvetningagodi, himself a pagan priest and 
chieftain (a Godi), decided in favour of Christianity after a day and a night of silent meditation under a fur
blanket. Pagans could still practise their religion in private. After his decision, Thorgeir himself became a 
Christian and threw the idols of his gods in a waterfall, for which that waterfall is now known in Icelandic 
as Godafoss, the "waterfall of the gods."
There has been a church at the site of Thingvellir since the introduction of Christianity but the church that
stands there now was built in 1859.
Oxara river has been a prominent feature of Thingvellir ever since the assemblies began there. The river 
was diverted into Almannagja rift to give people at the assembly easy access to fresh water. Flooding 
from Oxara, combined with land subsidence, made it necessary to move the Law Council from its original 
location.
 
National unity and independence
Thingvellir was an important symbol of national unity in Iceland’s process towards independence in the 
19th and 20th centuries. The last Althing was held at Thingvellir in the summer of 1798. After the 
assembly was suspended, Thingvellir was a quiet place for a period of time.
When the European movement for independence reached Iceland at the beginning of the 19th century, 
the sagas and the landscape of Thingvellir were revitalized. Thingvellir then played a dominant role in 
society as a symbol of independence.
The reawakening of nationalism resulted in much discussion about the location of the new Althing. There 
were differences of opinion as to where the Althing should be located, but Thingvellir was suggested 
immediately.
Because of the Thingvellir meetings and the movement for independence, Thingvellir re-established itself 
as the main meeting place for Icelanders, where they could meet and celebrate the biggest and most 
important events in the history of the nation.
In 1874, a national festival was held at Þingvellir to celebrate 1000 years of the settlement in Iceland. On
this occasion, King Kristian IX presented Icelanders with their first constitution, according to which the 
Althing was granted limited legislative and financial powers. Many Icelanders went to Thingvellir to 
witness an event that marked a watershed in their campaign for independence.
In the summer of 1930, a large festival was held at Thingvellir to celebrate the Millennium of the Althing 
itself. The Althing festival was the first general celebration of Icelanders where a substantial proportion of
the nation was present, about 30-40,000 people. The foundation of the Icelandic republic took place at 
Thingvellir on the 17th of June 1944, the birthday of one of its national heroes, Jon Sigurdsson. Election 
for presidency took place at Logberg, and state leader Sveinn Bjornsson became the country's first 
president. At the end of the programme at Lögberg, the first cabinet meeting of the Republic took place, 
at which the President confirmed the law on the national flag and coat of arms.
 
From Extreme Iceland website
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First explorers of Iceland: Hrafna-Flóki Vilgerðarson

Thule
The first known name of Iceland was Thule. In the 7th century there was a holy priest called Beda who 
made a book, "Aldarfarsbók". He wrote that the island was six days away from Britain, going north and 
traveling by sea. He also wrote that day wouldn't come in the winter and night wouldn't come in the 
summer. That description matched Iceland. He named that land Thule.
Later there were a few men who left Norway and were planning to go to the Faroe Islands. But they came
to Iceland instead by accident, and when they were leaving it, a lot of snow fell in the mountains.  So 
they called the island "Snæland" (Snowland).
A Swedish man called Garðar Svavarsson went to look for Snæland after his mother wanted him to. He 
found the land and after leaving it he went to Norway, where he told great things about Snæland. After 
that it was called Garðarshólmur (Garðars-holm).
 
Flóki Vilgerðarson
Flóki Vilgerðarson (b. 9th century) was the first Norseman to deliberately sail to Iceland. His story is 
documented in
the Landnámabók manuscript. He heard
good news of a new land to the west, then
known as Garðarshólmi. He wanted to
settle in this new land and so he took his
family and livestock with him. From
Western Norway he set sail to the
Shetland Islands where it is said his
daughter drowned. He continued his
journey and landed in the Faroe Islands
where another of his daughters was wed.
A few of the people Flóki was
accompanied by on his journey were a
farmer named Thorolf (Þórólfr) and two
men named Herjolf and Faxe
(Herjólfr and Faxi).
According the legends, there he took
three ravens to help him find his way to
Iceland. The first flew back to Norway;
the second circled and landed on the ship;
the third guided Flóki straight to the new land. Thus, he was nicknamed Raven Flóki (Norse and 
Icelandic; Hrafna-Flóki) and he is commonly remembered by that name.
 
After sailing west past Reykjanes they spotted a large bay. A man named Faxe remarked: “This seems to
be a great land that we have discovered here.” Since then, the bay has been called Faxaflói (—lit. Faxi's 
bay) after his name.
Flóki set up a winter camp in Vatnsfjörður at Barðaströnd. Intending to settle, Flóki put livestock out of 
graze, but he became so preoccupied with the excellent fishing and hunting that he neglected to make 
hay for his livestock. The following winter was especially harsh and all the livestock that he brought with 
him perished. Waiting for the spring, Flóki hiked up the highest mountain above his camp, now believed 
to be Nónfell. From there, he spotted a large fjord; Ísafjörður, then full of drift ice. To discourage other 
would-be settlers, Flóki named the entire land Ísland (Iceland).
When Flóki and the other men returned to Norway, they were asked about the newly found land. Flóki 
believed it to be worthless. Herjolf believed that the land had both good and bad qualities. Thorolf 
claimed that butter was smeared on every straw on the land that they had found. Thorolf was then 
nicknamed Thorolf Butter (Icelandic; Þórólfur smjör). Despite speaking ill of the land he later returned 
and settled to live there to his death.
 
From: The Exodus from Norway

Jolanta Varanaviciene
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Jolanta
I am Jolanta, preschool teacher from Lithuania. I've met
Fokko eight years ago in Portugal in Caldas da Rainha (the
seminar "The memory of a Rain drop"). Afterwards I took
part in many CHAIN seminars. I've found these seminars
much more than development of professional skills. All
these seminars are more than the training activities – they
are educational and cultural journeys through Life and
History you will never forget. During CHAIN seminars
participants can feel the spirit of the country. Participation
in these seminars allows me better understand cultural
differences and similarities of the countries and peoples. It
is a wonderful mixture of knowledge, challenges and
adventures. Fokko himself is a great leader and very
energetic, intellectual person – I learn from him a lot every
time. Two years ago he invited me to organize seminar in
Iceland (I am so happy and proud). It is a huge responsibility also.
Iceland is magnificent. My and Daniel's duty is to reveal it to you, to help to expose the spirit of this 
country. We will do our best.
See you!

Ritva Lepola
Hello,
I'm Ritva from northern Finland. I'm teaching literature and Finnish at secondary school and several 
subjects at primary school. Especially I enjoy teaching arts. I like stories and I think good performances 
are based on good stories. For me the best way to develope my professionalism is to meet different 
cultures and enjoy arts and nature. I'm looking forward to our meeting!

Anu
Hello,I am Anu from Finland. My hometown is Sodankyla which is about 100km above the Polar Circle. I 
am special teacher in primary school where the children are 7-12 years old.  In my job I enjoy the most 
when I see children learn and see their self-confidence grow.
In my free time I stroll in the nature with my dog Nella, do Pilates and yoga and I love to ski in the 
winter time.
Last summer I was in Ireland. It was also an Erasmus course and the theme was Social skills in the 
Classroom. Ireland is a green and beautiful country. We had a lovely time there. We did lots of co-
operative practices which I have been able to use in my work. Now I am going to Iceland. My vision of 
Iceland is interesting and exotic and the programme of the course seems intriguing. I am looking forward
to meeting you there.

Mathieu
Hello,
My name is Mathieu, i'm French and PE teacher in a secondary school in the south of France, in the town 
of Le Pouzin. I practice a lot of outdoor sports and also rugby in my local team.
I have participated in the comenius and then the erasmus project for 3 years now, and each time, 
I discovered new influences due to exchanges we have with the others participants from others countries.
It's a real enrichment and a source of knowledges about culture, tradition and more, and it's a reason of 
my participation to this programme.
So see you in June!

Marita Hietala
I'm Marita from Lapland. Lapland is a geographical area that covers the northernmost parts of Finland. 
My home is an area called Sompio. Sompio is a land of legends and witches. I'm working as a class 
teacher at primary school. I'm also teaching maths at secondary school. My hobbies are reindeer herding 
and hiking. I'm very interested in Iceland, it's history and present... I'm looking forward to our meeting.

Michelle Cahill
I am Michelle - a secondary school teacher from Ireland. I teach Geography and Irish. I play Gaelic 
football and have recently started horse riding. I am looking forward to going to Iceland and meeting you
all. 
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Marianne Heikkinen
Hi, Can´t wait to get to Iceland. I´m working for Otava Folk High School in Mikkeli, Finland. I work as a 
mediaproducer in a media and marketing team and also as a free-cinematographer, which is my former 
job. In my work I do a lot of short stories and also videos
for examble e-learning environment. I´m a visual person
and i love to take pictures and make stories. You bet I
bring my camera with me:) I have also promised to make
a short video about our stay in Iceland for Erasmus. Hope
everyone are willing to be seen on a video. See you soon!

Barbara
Hello,
My name is Barbara, called Babsi. I'm 33 years old and
live in the south of Germany, near Munich, which most of
the people know from the "Oktoberfest".
Since I was 13 years old, my dream has been to visit
Iceland. I'm so anxious to see the landscape, smell the air
and feel the wind.
In my freetime I go horse riding, be together with my
dog, my husband and my friends.
I love travelling abroad, go skiing, ski touring and
running.
So, all in all I love to be outdoors. 
I work in a so called "Mittelschule" in Peiting and teach an
eigth class.
 
I'm glad to see you all soon,
Babsi Friedl

Daniel - Oxford World Theatre

Hi!
My name is Daniel Zappi, drama curator for our up-coming CHAIN project in Iceland.
Firstly let me tell you how much I'm looking forward to meeting you all and being together for the 
duration of the project. It is now the 9th time that I'm
involved in these projects as part of the providers' team,
and every time has been memorable. It's the first time I
travel to Iceland and I can't wait. 
I live between Oxford and Prague with my wife Adela and
our son Lukas, and my background is in the arts,
specifically theatre (as an actor and director) and music
(as a singer-songwriter). Since 2012 I have been running
my own drama and English CLIL education company
called 'Oxford World Theatre'
(www.oxfordworldtheatre.com ). Myself and my team of
actors bring students of all ages onto the stage
performing in English. We have worked in various
countries around Europe and beyond, including Italy,
Slovakia, Russia and Tunisia, with the aim of bringing joy
and confidence to language-learning. So far it has proved
to be a very important part of my working life and self-
development and I can say that I love my job.
I also love singing and writing songs, and having recorded and released my debut album in 2012, I'm 
now in the process of drafting my second album, which is heavily influenced by the impressions I have 
received and the stories absorbed when travelling with Chain projects around Europe.
That's about it for now! I'm sure we'll all get to know more and more about each other during our week 
together, so I'll leave it till then.
 See you very soon!
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Maria Vidigal

Hello
My name is Maria Vidigal and I'm one of the three
Portuguese teachers that will participate in this Chain
course. I live in a small town in the middle of Portugal
(more or less) near the Atlantic Ocean. I'm a teacher of
Chemistry and Physics and the age of my students are
around 15 to 18 years old.
My favourites hobbies are travelling (unfortunately I can’t
travel a lot), being with friends, reading, playing sports,
specially cycling, running, and be in touch with the
Nature. I also like to listen music, specially while I’m
working. About my international participation in courses, I
had already participated in a Comenius course for
students, in Kos (Greece) and in a CERN course for Physics teachers in Genéve (Switzerland).

Chrysanthi
My name is Chrysanthi Pozidou and I live on an island in the west of Greece called Kefalonia. I work in a 
senior high school in Argostoli, the capital of the island, where I teach English. I have joined several 
Comenius projects focusing on environmental and cultural issues. I enjoy traveling, I love animals and I 
look forward to meeting you all.

A few words about me - Ioannis
My name's Ioannis Kosmatos. I live on the Greek island of Kefalonia a few
miles oof the coast of mainland. I have been an English teacher in high
schools for about 31 years. Currently,  I am the director of the 2nd Lyceum
in Argostoli.
I have studied Applied Linguistics, Psychology and English Literature. I have
been involved in a great number of European projects such as Socrates,
Comenius etc. I have been fascinated by the Scandinavian culture which I
had the opportunity to study at the University of Bergen in Norway. Apart
from my teaching experience I have  worked as a Youth councellor in the
Brooklyn Youth Center in New York. http://2lyk-argost.kef.sch.gr/site/
My interests include the study of wild fauna in Greece, focusing in particular
on the animals which are in danger of extinction such as the bear and the
wolf. I have taken part in volunteering schemes in the Bear Rehabilitation
Center in Minessota U.S. as well as in the non-governmental organisations ARCTUROS and CALLISTO 
which are both engaged in the preservation of wild life.
It is said that the sagas share common features with the Homeric poems and they also feature 
mythological figures who are somehow related such as Ulysses might be similar to the archer Ull, 
Aphrodite corresponds to Goddess Freyia, Ares with Thor and Zeus with Wotan.
I am more than thrilled that i have been given the opportunity to learn more about the sagas and get to 
know colleagues from different cultural backgrounds.

Tonia Kosti
Hello
My name is Tonia Kosti and I live in Kefalonia, an island in the west of Greece. I work as a Maths teacher 
in a senior high school. I have participated in several Comenius projects and I’ve always enjoyed meeting
people from various backgrounds and learning about other cultures. I like traveling, reading books and 
watching movies. I like walking in the nature with my friends or my dog. I also spend some time in my 
garden especially in spring when everything is glowing and blooming.
I can’t wait to meet you all.

Yann
Hello, I am a French teacher of history and geography in the same college as Matthieu Carmignani 
(secondary school). We are located in Le Pouzin in Ardeche, along the Rhone river in the south of France.
With our colleagues, we have participated in comenius and erasmus project (with Irish, German and 
Italian schools). My objectives for this course are to perfect my English (that is not very good!), discover 
Iceland's landscape and culture and meet other European teachers.
See you soon in Iceland.
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Ana Blazquez Pereira
My name is Ana Pereira, I'm 49 years old and I’m a
Physics and Chemistry teacher in a public school from
Portugal. I’ve students from the 7th grade of  junior high
school  and I am also a member of the school board.
I’ve two children (a son and a daughter) and a little cat.
We live in the city of Caldas da Rainha, a small town (with
only 52000 inhabitants) in the central-west part of the
country, only  8 km from the sea and 90 km from Lisbon. 
My life is quite busy, but in the few moments of
leisure I have, I usually go to the gym, walk/travel with
my family, watch good movies, read books or
magazines, attend music concerts and other cultural
events. I also like cooking and especially eating.
It’s the second time that I participate in an international
course. The first was in 2014 (Comenius course for
teachers in Spain - " Science & Art: so different, so
similar!”)

Vesa Riihisalo
Hi, my name is Vesa and I'm teaching at upper secondary school of
Lauttakylä in the city of Huittinen. Huittinen is a quite small rural city in
south-western Finland. My subjects are biology and geography. My
main interests are birds and birdwatching (which can be concluded from
the picture aside). I also like a lot of hiking, especially on mountains.
Well, for that I must go abroad, because we don't have any mountains
in Finland... I play football to, just to be mentioned. I have participated
many former Comenius projects and now our school is coordinating
Erasmus+ project. This is,though, my first personal seminar abroad. I
chose Iceland because of its unique nature and geography, I just can't
wait to experience it! I'm not a poet nor a singer and definitely not an
actor, but I'm willing to learn. So it will be interesting what comes along
this week in Iceland!

Maria João
Hi, my name is Maria João and I live in Óbidos, Portugal. I teach Biology
and Geology in Caldas da Rainha and I’m very anxious to know Iceland,
walk in the glacier, see wales, crossing from the North-American to the
Eurasian tectonic plate .... and know some Icelandic sagas! See you
soon!
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Maja
Hello everybody!
My name is Maja Duplančić (funny letters, I know). I am a
teacher of Croatian language and literature and history of art, as
well as a librarian. For now I work at the school library, but when
I grow up, I am going to be a drama educator because I adore
theater and working with people. Art, creativity and enjoying
nature are the things that give meaning to my life. I tried acting,
puppeteering, writing, photography, dancing but still, I would like
to search, see and meet so much more. Literature and other
forms of art are everlasting source of inspiration. I have seen
many European countries, but Iceland must be something special,
both magical nature and mysterious past. I am looking forward to
this course and meeting many interesting people. I am convinced
that this journey and experience will be a special new story in my
life, especially since I come from the area which has little in
common with Iceland.
I live in Split (Croatia) -
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Split,_Croatia - 1700 years old
mediterranean town, founded by Roman Emperor Diocletian,
where he built his luxurious villa, a mixture of summer haven and
boot camp. It is a town in which you can easily get lost within its
narrow alleys, but it just might be the easiest way to see plenty
interesting historical details and understand the stories carved in
its thick stone walls.
I am going to enjoy incoming hot summer days, anticipating with
excitement my Iceland adventure.
See you soon, people!

Elina
Hi!
My name is Elina Pesonen, and I come from Oulu, Finland, from
the northern shores of the Bay of Bothnia. I am 35 years and I
work as a primary school teacher. Next fall I´ll be working in a
class that is specialized in music.
I love travelling, reading, music and sports. I am a member in a
synchronised skating group and a lead singer in the rock band. I
love spending time at our summer cabin at my hometown. I go
kayaking, hiking, and swimming there. In past few years I´ve
done some research about my family history and found that really
interesting.
I have dreamed a long long time to see Iceland and I can´t wait
to get there and meet you folks!
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Kefalonia

Kefalonia is the largest Ionian island. Its unusual geomorphology with its tall mountains and natural 
beaches form a sanctuary to rare and abundant species of flora and fauna.

Mount Aenos - black fir-tree

Mount Aenos has taken the lead role with its black fir-trees. The black fir is an indigenous species with 
glistening deep green leaves. Many of the trees of this species can leave up to five hundred years and 
grow to a height of 20 to 30 m.
 

 
The fauna on Kefalonia is also significant. Many small forest
mammals, such as the fox, the hare, the porcupine and the
weasel have found shelter in the rich, mountainous
ecosystem. The most fascinating of all is the famous wild
horse, which lives in herds amongst the gorges of Mount
Aenos. The sea turtle “caretta-caretta” and the seal
“monachus-monachus” are endangered species which can
be seen in the waters around the island.
The caves of Kefalonia are also magnificent with the first
and foremost being Melissani Cave.
 
Odysseus
During the Mycenaean Period the island was part of the
Odysseus Kingdom. According to Homer, the ancient Greek
poet, Odysseus was a charismatic leader, well known for his craftiness and ingenuity. In the epic 
Odyssey, during the course of returning to Ithaca from the Trojan war, the hero encountered tremendous
ordeals and a superhuman fight for survival against the fury of the gods and other elements of nature. 
After ten years he finally reached his beloved homeland and Penelope, his faithful wife.

Chrysanthi Pozidou
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Kefalonian music and dances

The Europeans who conquered the island influenced the life and customs of Kefalonians to such an extent
that it shaped their speech, attire, education and art. Many Italian words have been preserved in their 
vocabulary. The elite of the Kefallonian society used to send their sons to study in Western Europe, 
mainly in Italy and France. Their daughters were taught foreign language, had piano lessons and they 
often attended theatrical plays and participated in dancing parties. They often travelled abroad and 
brought back the finest textiles, lace, dresses, furniture and other decorative items. Women occupied a 
special place in society while the other Greek women under the Turkish rule in the mainland did not 
enjoy. The theater played an significant role in the life of the local population and many important plays 
were staged in which Italian troupes and amateur actors performed.

The influence of Italian music is very obvious on Kefalonians. The arias, the serenades and the local 
polpular songs which were always sung with the accompaniment of a guitar have Italian roots. The 
church chanting has features and majesty derived from the Byzantine tradition.
Originally, the local dances were influenced by the Cretan and the Peloponnesian ones but gradually they 
acquired their own character and they were accompanied by violins, guitars or mandolins. These dances 
are preserved until today and they are handed down from generation to generation. We can see them in 
carnivals, celebrations and festivals. They are are Ballos, Mermingas, Divaratikos, Syrtos and others.

Ioannis Kosmatos

Legends about Lake Melissani in Kefalonia

The cave of Melissani is one of the most
popular attractions of Kefalonia. It is a
unique geological phenomenon, where a
large section of the cave roof had
collapsed, revealing the lake below to the
sky.
According to Greek mythology, the cave
belonged to the Nymphs. The Nymphs
presided over various natural phenomena:
from springs, to clouds, trees, caverns,
meadows, and beaches. They were
responsible chiefly for the care of the
plants and animals of their domain, and
as such were closely associated with the
prime gods of nature such as Hermes,
Dionysos, Artemis, Poseidon and
Demeter. A nymph named Melissanthi was
said to have drowned herself in the lake
because her love for the god Pan was unfulfilled.Pan is a figure from Greek mythology who was believed 
to dwell in the mountains and forests of Greece and was considered the patron of shepherds. Not fully 
human in form, his legs are that of a goat and he has horns sprouting from his head. Associated with 
music and its magical powers he is credited with inventing the syrinx musical instrument, better known 
as the panpipes.
In another story, Melissanthi was a shepherdess, searching for a lost sheep, who stumbled and fell into 
the lake. Whichever myth is the true one, the lake became a place of worship to the god Pan in ancient 
times and was rediscovered in 1951 by a Greek speleologist, GiannisPetrocheilos.

Antonia Kosti
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Cultural heritage of my environment in Peiting, South Bavaria

My village is Peiting and I want to tell you something about the people who historically influenced the 
place I am living.
 

Peiting from above, in the background you seethe Alps.
 

The Celts
Many barrows and places of fire victims witness, 
that the Celts lived here a long time ago.

The Romans
A Roman manor called “Villa Rustica” existed from 
the 2nd century until the 4th century just about 
500 meters from the place I’m living. So, Peiting is 
located on the famous “Via Claudia Augusta” which 
trail leads from South Germany to North Italy (the 
distance from Peiting to the border to Italy is about
150 km).
The “Via Claudia Augusta” was built to expand the 
Roman Empire.

Witchcraft trials
There were witchcraft trials in Schongau, the city I 
went to school. That happened in the Dark Age. 63 
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women burnt on a stake. Every year the people in 
Schongau make an outdoor theater, where they 
portray these dark and sad past events.

Art
In Murnau, not far away from Peiting, we had the 
artists Wassily Kandinsky and Franz Marc, who 
made several exhibitions in Munich and its 
periphery. They and some other artists built the 
group “Die Blauen Reiter”. They are regarded as 
the pioneers of Modern Art in the 20th century.

Barbara Friedl
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Getting "crazy" in Huittinen

Huittinen and its nearby region has been settled for hundreds of years. The oldest archaeological 
indications of permanent dwelling found in Huittinen are from the 400s – around 1500 years.  Even 
earlier indications have been found of hunters moving through the area.  The best-known find from the 
Finnish Stone Age is a sculpture of an elk’s head (on the right), found in Palojoki (near Huittinen), which 
is estimated to be 7000 years old. This Elk's Head is most likely the best-known archaeological artefact in
Finland.
After a legend, also giants have lived in Huittinen. Giants were living on Ripovuori hill, which was an 
important place of worship for local pagans.

Best known natural sight in Huittinen is
The Puurijärvi and Isosuo National Park. The
Park  provides a sanctuary for wild birds in the

 cultural landscape.

An old story of the crazy man from Huittinen
eats more than he earns...
 
Many generations ago Huittinen's corn fields gave in almost every year under floods from the 
river of Kokemäki. Large scale cleansing of the rivers rapids and shallows was put in place in 
various areas of towns.
Compared to today, work tools were basic. Shallows were made deeper using a harrow, that 
was made of a sturdy tree's crown, still complete with branches. The trunk became the 
harrow's draw-bar, that was lugged by two men along the river's shallows, to make channel 
deeper.
Once, a sturdy man from Huittinen, who was also affected by the annual floods, went to his 
neighbouring town to help with the river cleansing operations. He was paired with another 
man and they were sent to lug one of the heavy wooden harrow's along the river banks.
The man had been raised into the custom that work is to be done when your duty calls and 
that is what he did. However, the man quickly came to realise that a heavy duty job required 
regular snacks, and he made a habit of spending his day's wages on food. His partner noticed 
this and remarked: “The crazy man from Huittinen eats more than he earns!” This made the 
man so angry that the next morning he marched straight to his leader and said: “If I get paid 
two men's wages, i'll lug that branch on my own!” - And so he was granted permission to do. 
Regardless of his heavy appetite, half his salary was put into saving, and he was left with a 
lot more money in his pocket than any other worker.

 
According to this ancient man from Huittinen, the complaining “crazy man from Huittinen” depicts the 
best of workaholics and therefore is a tribute to hard work and not giving in.

Vesa Riihisalo
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Some stories about our country and region Caldas da Rainha, Portugal

The country - Portugal 
Situated in the extreme south-west of
Europe, Portugal is a country that has the
oldest borders in Europe, with an exceptional
range of different landscapes just a short
distance away, lots of leisure activities and a
unique cultural heritage.
 

 The city - Caldas da Rainha
Caldas da Rainha  is a city in western Central
Portugal, about 10 Km from the Atlantic
Ocean and  90 Km from the capital of
Portugal, Lisbon.
 

Aerial view The market

 The abundance of clay in the area enabled to create numerous ceramic factories. The city became one of
the country's main ceramic centers, where we can highlight the creations of one famous artist of the 
nineteenth century, Rafael Bordallo Pinheiro whose  ceramic pieces are filled of  originality, critical and 
mood.
 

Ceramic pieces from Bordalo Pinheiro's Factory
 
Natural patrimony
Caldas da Rainha is located beetwen sea and mountains in a region with a vast and diverse natural 
heritage recognized landscape and environmental quality, were we can found a very rich natural 
patrimony.
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Local Natural Reserve -Tornada Marsh Natural Park - Serra dos Candeeiros

Obidos Lagoon Oak forest

Dolphin Natural Reserve of Berlengas

The legend
Caldas da Rainha was founded by Queen D. Leonor, wife of King João II. On August 1484, while traveling
from Óbidos to Batalha, she found a group of peasants bathing in foul-smelling hot waters by the 
roadside. She stopped to inquire about this strange sight and the bathers told the queen about  the 
waters' healing powers.
The legend tells us that she decided to try the waters herself and was pleased to find that she was 
quickly relieved of some condition she had been suffering from. The queen ordered the construction of a 
thermal hospital on the place of those waters, so that others may enjoy the relief that she had felt. 
This was the first thermal hospital in the world, and the queen decided that the poor would have  free 
access to the treatments.  The construction began in the following year, 1485, and the first patients were
admitted in 1488. To pay for the hospital and its adjoining church, the queen sold her jewels and used 
her income from her landholdings.
Around the hospital a village was formed, which became known as Caldas da Rainha (The Queen`s Hot 
Springs).
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Queen D. Leonor Termal Hospital of Caldas da Rainha

The Geology
This region is an exceptional combination of several factors that make an extraordinary geodiversity, 
including:

• Evidence of the opening of the Atlantic and the intercontinental ridge associated with the early 
stages of fragmentation of Pangaea which led to the separation between the Eurasian and North-
American tectonic plates during the Mesozoic (c. 200 million BP). In Iceland we will be crossing 
this ridge at surface level. The Monte S. Brás is an important testimony of this event.

• Evidence of the collision between the Iberian Peninsula and Africa later in the Cenozoic (c. 66 
million BP*)which led to the formation of the anticline whose eroded flanks form both sides of the
typhonic valley of Caldas Rainha.

S. Brás Hill - a doleritic dome Overview of valley typhonic
of Caldas da Rainha

 
Considering the dimension of the country, notably Portugal is one of the richest countries in the world in 
terms of the occurrence of dinossaurius fossils. The following dinossaurius occurred in Portugal as well 
as in North America.
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Ceratosaurus (drawn by Alain Bénéteau) Allosaurus (drawn by Hugo Dolores)

 
--
*Our 'own' Holocene is part of this Cenozoic period - Kainos Zoe (καινός ζωή): new life

Maria João Dias, Ana Blazquez, Maria Vidigal
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Ancient lake Saimaa

Mikkeli is located in Eastern Finland and is part of the Southern Savonia region. 
 

 Mikkeli area is known for it´s beautiful nature and most of all the lake Saimaa. Being approximately 
4,400 square kilometres (1,700 sq mi) wide, it is the largest lake in Finland, and the fourth largest 
natural fresh water lake in Europe. It was formed by glacial melting at the end of the Ice age. Saimaa 
area is full of small cities, villages and summer cottages still having lot of space, forests, lonely islands 
and silence to enjoy. Despite of the population, the water in Saimaa is still pure.
By the Saimaa, you can also find Astuvansalmi Rock Paintings, one of the biggest rock paintings in North-
Europe. The paintings are 7.7 to 11.8 metres above the water-level of lake Saimaa and they are made 
about 3000 BC. The lake level was much higher at the time the rock paintings were made.
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 There are about 65 paintings in the area which consist of
human and animal figures, hands, boats and geometrical
figures. Because of the jewellery and statues found from the
bottom of the lake, they believe that Astuvansalmi has been
a place for religious, shaman-ceremonies. Arrowheads have
also been found, dated to 2200–1800 BC and 1300–500 BC.
Saimaa is also the only home for an freshwater seal, the
Saimaa Ringed Seal. They are among the most endangered
seals in the world, having a total population of only 310
individuals. Population has been protected since 1955 for
example by banning the fishing nets. This has caused lot of
complains from the fisherman.
 
Elias Lönnrot collected stories for Finnish Kalevala also from
these areas. 

Marianne Heikkinen
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