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Abstract: The early Norwegian kings are scarcely attested in sources ¢hdiethe twelfth centuryin
contrast to the rich and varied descriptionghafmfrom twelfth and thirteentitentury sources. It will be
argued that the historical narrative of their reign had direct relevaneg feast two contemporary issues
during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. One wagtkeedence of sons of kings in the order of succes
sion to the Norwegian thron@his claim was strengthendsy the genealogical lines of the Norwegian kings
which existed from the 1120s or 1130s onwardsdemdonstratethat the Mrwegian monarchy had always
passed to heirs in the direct male line. Anothggortant issuevas the aspiration of the Norwegian kings to
extend their rule to Iceland thethirteenthcentury Paradoxicallyat this very timehe viewgained ground

in saya narrativesha Icelandic settlers had beepponents ofhe earliest Norwegian kings.
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INTRODUCTION
The narrative history of thse early kings of Norwayraditionally associated withhe
periodbetween 870 and 10Gfxtendsback to thewelfth century The oldestextsin
Old Norse and Latin tend to be mangccinctthan earlythirteenthcenturyworks such
as Heimskringla which have longserved as th@rincipal sourcesfor the standard
narrative of Norwegian historyIn fact the kingdom of Norway is not mentioned in
any pre-eleventhcentury sourceand this in turn, raises questions aboatr overall
knowledgeof the earliest Norwegian king$he presentarticle seeksto examine the
context in which théwelfth- andthirteenthcentury narrative history of the Norwegian
kingdom was constructednd toconsidenwo key issues thatonfrontednarrators of
that history

The corpus of royal history composed by Icelanders and Norwegiamstimeifth
and thirteentttenturies offers an excellespurcefor investigating theole of the past
in medievalpolitical life in general asso much ofthe predominantly agrarian, tradi
tional society was regulated in accordance vetthiominant vision that found expres
sion in historical writingsSuch was the power of historical precedent that even inno
vations insocial, political and legal practicbgnefittedfrom any association with the
force of customOnce assigneduch customry status social practice were legiti-
mized anccould assumerescriptivestatus? The relevance of the past for the present
ensured that it becameveay of engaging withand (even) managingontemporary
political reality, with the pastproviding justification for current forms of political
action.

The uncertain knowledge of history may paradoxically be one of the ewsoms
for the extensiveuse of historical legend and myth iedieval European society
Precisely lecause so littlevas known about the pasin any critical senseit could
become a vehicle for change. The search for the past was guidgiteby current
necesty, whilst, on the other hand, the historical understanding of the past also de

"MAILING ADDRESS?

! SeeSverre BaggeSociety and Politics inorri Sturlusors HeimskringlgBerkeley1991)1.

2 See for instanc@abrielle M. SpiegelThe Past as Texthe Theory and Practice of Medieval Hister
graphy(Baltimore & London1997)84.
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termined thediscursive rpresentation of contemporary events. This explainsafthe
parently didactidunction of historical works such as Geoffrey of MonmdsitHisto-
ria regum Britanniaeor theGesta Danorunof Saxo Grammaticus.

The histories of the earliest Norwegian kings were situated in a remoteboast
which twelfth-century chroniclers knew little. The accumulation of knowledge about
these kings in later works cwibutes little to greater trust in their veracity from a
modern perspective, but it does revda perceivecheed withinthirteenthcentury
Icelandic and Norwegian societly examine the past in the context of the presamd,
to harness its utility as\eay ofunderstandingnd legitimizingeventsin the society in
which the narratives were composed.

In the followingdiscussionthe paucity of knowledge abatlie earliest Norwegian
kings fromninth-, tenth- and eleventhcentury sources will be demonstratedprder
to highlight the rich and varied descriptions dfie same Norwegian royaltiyom
twelfth- and thirteenthcentuy sources The context in which this traditioassumed
written formwill then be examined, asill its further development in a new social
context duringhe thirteenthcentury.The discussion seeks showhow these medie
val narratives can be used, not as quarries for informafiancertainhistorical relia
bility, but rather agexts that articulie fundamental ideas relating to the political real
ities of the periodin which they were producedotably tothe political realities of
twelfth- andthirteenthcentury Icelanit andNorwegian histories

EARLY MEDIEVAL SOURCES ABOUTNORWEGIAN KINGS
The earliest mention of Norway (OE. Nordweg)‘thre land of the NorwegianqOE.
daet Nordmanna landjan be foundn the description of the voyage of @bte(ON.
Ottarr)in the Old English Orosius, dating from treégn of king Zlfred of Wessex (r.
871-899)2 This land can be identified as the later kingdom of Norvbay,the text
offers no clue as to whether such a kingdetsted at the time aridcludesno men
tion of Norwegian kings, which has baffled scholars of the périod.

The oldest text which refers to a king of Norway is the inscriptiodentsy King
Harald Gormsson at Jelling in tkenthcentury, in which he claims to have conquered
Denmark (ON. tanmaurk) and Norway (ON. nuruialhd Christianized the Darfes
(ON. auktani karpi kristna).® The reign of Harald in Denmark is dated between 958
and 987 and he is thus the oldest king of Norway identified incamgemporary
source® However, a brief rune inscription isopen to many interpretations. In what
sense did Haraldonquer Norway and does the tefidorway” refer to the same geo
graphical unit ashatmentioned by Ohthere in the ninth centuyto somedifferenty

% The Old English Orosiygd. Janet Bately (Oxford 19803-16.

4 Seefor instanceRaymond lan Page&hronicles of the VikingsRecords, Memorials and Myttfson-
don1995)46.

® Danmarks Runeindskrifteed. LisJacobsen and Erik Moltke, 3 vols (Copenhagen 19a42)Il, col.
79.

¢ SeeKjeld Christenserand Knud J. Krogh,“Jellinghgjene dateret. Kristendommens indfgrelse og
Gorm den Gamles dgdNationalmuseets Arbejdsmark 1961087)223-231; Knud J. Kroghand Bodil
Leth-Larsen,Hedensk og kristent. Fundene fra den kongelige gravieiling. Vikingekangernes mom-
menter iJelling 2 Copenhagen 2007Else Roesdahl,King Harald’s Runatone in Jelling: Methods and
Messags,” Early Medieval Art and Archaeology in the Northern Wodudies in Honour of James &r
hamCampbell ed Andrew ReynoldsindLeslie Websterl(eiden,Boston2013)859-875.
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contoured areaor to the Norwegian kingdom referred to time later andnore exten
sive saga sources? The mpebminent contemporannarrative source on the reign of
Harald, Widukind of Corveys Res gestae saxonicae sive annalium libri,traakes
no mention of his conquest of Norway was morepreoccupied with the miracle of
Harald's baptisn.

The AngloSaxon Chronicles are among the earliest and most important sources
corcerningNorwegian kings, although there is no mention of a Norwelgiagdom in
tenthcenturyannals There are two kings mentioned in connection with teethtury
eventswhom later scholars were to identitgntativelyas Norwegian kings. One of
themis Eric, son of Harald, who isalledking of Northumbria in the Worcester Man
uscript and the Peterborough Manuscript. According to the Worcestersbtaotuthe
Northumbrians made Eric (OE. Hyryc/Yric) their king in 948 but abandidrie in
the same yedt According to the Peterborough Manuscript, Eric, son of Harald (OE.
Yric Haroldes sunu) was accepted by the Northumbrians as king ihB@&#. sources
state that Eric was driverubby the Northumbrians in 954 atltht /Edred then suc
ceeded to the kingdonmNowhere in the Angl&axon Chronicles is thisameEric
associated with Norway or any kingdom of the Norwegians, althoughrmedeol
ars relying entirely on the testimony of timeuch youngesagastend totake this for
granted'® That there was a Kingr in Northumbriain thetenthcentury is corrobo
rated by coins dedicated t&ric reX but these coins offeno indication that this Eric
was also a king of Norwa¥.In fact, if the namealonewas taken as an indicatiome
might be tempted to assurnt&at he was Danish king, as the West Nordic version of
the name would be Eirikwith the first vowel a diphthon&

Another king wlo appears in the Angi8axon chronicles is Olaf @ An-
laf/Unlaf), who raicedin the south of Englandith more than 90 ships and fought the
Anglo-Saxons at Maldon 991 but was received by kifgeled in 994 and proised
never againo engage irhostilitiesagainstthe English®® Prevailing scholarlyopinion
has identified thisAnlaf as Olaf Tryggvason, known dgng of Norwayin later
sources:* However the kingdom of Norway is not mentioned in the chronidtegact

" Quellen zur Geschichte der séchsischen Kaiserzeit. Widukinds eBgebshichte, Adalberts
Fortsetzung der Chronik Regionos, Liudprands WeekkAlbert Bauer & Reinhold Rau, 5th ed. (Dar
stadt 2002168, 170.

8 The AngleSaxonChronicle. A Collaborative Editio. MS D, ed. G. P. CubbirCambridge 1996)
4445,

° The AngleSaxon Chronicle. A Collaborative Editi&n MSE, ed. Susan IrvineJanbridge2004)55.

10 cf. Alex Woolf, “Eric Bloodaxe revisited,'Northern History34 (1998)189-193; ClareDownham,
“Eric Bloodaxe- axed?The Mystery 6the Last Viking King of York,"Mediaeval Scandinavia6 (2004)
51-77. For a brief overview of the arguments see Clare DownWiing Kings of Britain and Ireland. The
Dynasty of ivarr to A.D1014(Edinburgh 2007112-120.

* Christoper E. BluntCoinage in TentiCentury England from Edward the Elder to Edgar’s Reform
(Oxford 1989)223-225, 228-229.

12 See Erik BjérkmanNordische Personennamen in England ir-aihd friihmittelenglischerZeit. Ein
Beitrag zur englischen Namenkun@&tudienzur englischen Philologig7 (Halle 191084-35.

¥ The AngleSaxon Chronicle. A Collaborative Editidh MS F, ed. Peter S. BakeZgmbridge2000)
86-89; The AngleSaxon Chronicle. A Collaborativedition 6. MS D (n. 8 above38-49; The AngleSaxon
Chronicle. A Collaborative EditioB. MSE (n. 9 abovep1-62.

14 See Simon Keyne&The Historical ®ntent of the Battle of MaldghThe Battle of Maldon, AD 991
ed. Donald Scragd@oxford 1991)81-113.
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there is a reference in the Peterborough Manuscrifthtofirst tax[paid to the Da-

ish menbecause of the great terror which they wrought along the sed ¢Qdst
eerest gafol Deniscan mannum for pam mycclan brogan pe hi worhtan be pam
seerimaj, which is mentionedin connection with the battle of Malddn.Of course,

there is no certainty that the term Danish refers here to men fromintpdokn of
Denmark, but it demonstrates thhetlink between Olaf and Norway can not ég
tablishedsolelyon the basis ofAnglo-Saxon chroniclevidence

The earliest reference to a king of Norway in the Arfggxon chronicles occurs
whenwe readthat King Cnut drove King Olaf from Norway in 1028 returnedin
1030and wasthenkilled.'® In 1045-1047 there are references to a threat to the Eng
lish from King Magnus in Norway, whickkame to nothing as a resultli war with
Svendin Denmark.The Worcester Manuscripstatesthat in 1048 Magnus was re
placedas king of Norwayby Harald, his paternal uncle (OE. faedéfaJhus, in the
eleventh century, weavemorereliable contemporary information about tkisgdom
of Norway and its kings.

In 1066 several of the AngiBaxon chronicles relate hotiHarald, king of Nor
way’ (OE. Harold cyng of Norwegon) came to Scotland (or into the Tyne, acgordin
to the Abingdon Manuscript) with 300 shipsd joined Earl Tostig in his rebellion
against King Harold Godwinsson aedcureda great victory at York. Thethen en
countered KingHarold at Stamford Bridge arfddarald Finehair” (OE. Harold Haf-
agera) was killed® This is the first mention of the epithiharfagera in any source,
and it obviously derivefrom the Old Norsé&harfagri”* This might be the name by
which King Haraldwishedhimself to be known. It must have been his opgas who
gave him the epithétseveré& (ON. hardradi), by which he is generakgownin thir-
teenthcentury Old Norse kirg sagas.

In the Logos nouthetétikos pros Basilean appendix to th@yzantine strategic
marual Strategiconrcomposedy Cea@umenosprobablyin thelate 1070s one Araltes
(ON. Haraldr) “a son of the king of the Varangidn&r. basilebs men Varangias én
uios) is mentionedks having served themperor in his campaigns igicily.?’ This
Araltes is describeds haing a brother, loulavos (ON. Gt} whom he suceeded as
king. It is then stated that he always ntained good relations with thenperor after
beconing king. The nanes Haraldand Olaf recall the Norwegias mentioned in the
Anglo-Saxon chronicles, but without further evidence it would be hard to phaye t
the Varangiarkingdomwas identical withthat of Norway. As it happenshowever,
such evidence does exist.

*The AngleSaxon Chronicle. A Collaborative EditiGn MS E (n. 9 above1l.

6 The AngleSaxon Chronicle. A Collaborative Editiéh MS D(n. 8 abovep4-65; The AngleSaxon
Chronicle. A Collaborative EditioB. MS E(n. 9 abovey5-76.

7 The AngleSaxonChronicle. A Collaborative Editiof. MS D(n. 8 abovep7-68.

8 The AngleSaxon Chronicle. A Collaborative Editién MS D(n. 8 aboveB0.

% For an overview of the epithet harfagri in English sousmss Judith JeschiNorse Historical Traid
tions and theHistoria Gruffud vab KenanMagnus bedettr and Haraldr harfagti Grufudd ap CynaA
Collaborative BiographyStudies in Celtic History 16, ed. K. Maund {Voodbridge, Suffolkl996)117—
148, atl39-144.

20 Cecaumeni Strategicon et incerti scriptoris @féiciis regiis libellus ed.Vassilij G. Vassilievskignd
Viktor Jernstedt$aint Petersbur§j896) 97.
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The scant informatioaboutKing Olaf, King Magnus and King Haraid Anglo-
Saxon and Byzantine sourcesn begreatly supplemented by informatienailable in
Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificaomposed in the 1070s BAdam of
Bremen,a cleric serving the Archbishop of HamtBremen. This history of the
mission of the Archbishopric in Scandinavia mentieightkings of Norway, starting
with the latetenth-centuryHaccon(ON. Hakon)who was thée first to take for himself
the kingship among the Norwegiansho were ruled bylukes before that(Lat. pri-
mus inter Nordmannos regnum arripuit, cum antea ducibus regerefuohg the
information Adam offers on Hakon is that he was from the family ofdnx genere
Ingual) and ruled Norway for thirty five years (Latiginta quinque annis According
to Adam, thisHakonwas driven from the throne by the Norwegians becausehif
high-handed manner buvas restored by the Danish King Hara@ormsson who
“valorously restored him and made him wdilposed to the worshipers Ghrist’
(Lat. sua virtute restituit et Christicolis placatum effgéitin the era of KingSvend
Harald's successor, the son ldfikon Thrucco (ON. Tryggvi)ruled as gpaganking
of Norway but his sorand successoflaph (ON. Ol#), was baptized antithe first
among his people to accept Christiahifiyat. ex ea gente primus fuisse christiarfds).
We also learn, howevethatsome believetie abandone@hristianity and was a ma
gician who practicedird divination as sucthewasknownasCraccaben (ON. krak
bein crowbone). Following Oldk death in a naval battle between Scania ared Ze
land (Lat. inter Sconiam et Seland), KiBgendof Denmark also became the ruler of
Norway?

In Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontifictuim statedthat when King Svend
of Denmark invaded England he took witim Olaf, son of Craccaben, and tlsame
Olaf was later elected ruler of Norwa$ There therfollowed constantvar between
King Olaf and King CanutgLat. Chnud ON. Knutj), Svendsuccessor, which lasted
throughout their livegLat. continuum fuit bellum, nec cessavit omnibus diebus vitae
eorum). As inthe AnglaSaxon chronicles, Olat depicted as havingeendriven
from his kingdombefore eventuallyeturning with an army. In the ensuing battle he
was slain and became a martyifter the death of Canute, the Norwegians elected
Magnus,an illegitimate son of St. Olags their kingfollowing an invasion he also
became king of DenmarK. The testimony of Adantonfirmsto some dege the
Anglo-Saxon chroniclevidence

There arealso someparallelswith the Strategicon of Cecaumenos, in that Harald,
the brother of Olaf, is described as having travelled to Constantimmaefought
against Saracens in the service of the Emperortheie returned to Norway and-be
came king following the death of his nephew Magfius. contrast tahe chronilers

2 Quellen des 9. und 11. Jahrhunderts zur Geschichtda®burgischen Kirche und des Reighed.
Werner TrillmichandRudolf Buchner, 7th edDarmstad2000) 258.

2pid. 268, 270, 272.

2 |bid. 276.

2*1bid. 290.

% |pid. 296. 298, 300, 302.

%8 |bid. 318.

% Ibid. 338, 340, 342,
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acknowledgement of Olafs a martyr and a saint, King Harald is depicted as a tyrant
exceeding all other(Lat. rex Haraldus crudelita sta omnes tyrannorum excessi
furores)?® In the Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontifidhere is also a brief
reference to the death of King Harald in England to his sons arsliccessors, Olaf
and Magnus®

To sum up the eleventlcenturyNorwegiankings Olaf, Magnusand Harald are
well attested in Latin, Greelnd AngleSaxon contemporary sources and there seems
little doubtas totheir familial relationship. The three kings precedihgm, Hakon
Tryggvi, and Olaf are only mentioned in theesa Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pon
tificum, although a note in Adas Hstory sugjests that Olaf, son of Tryggwvent to
Englandwherehe became a Christian (Lat. venit in Angliam ibique suscepit ¢hrist
antatem) This reference could be interpreted renderinghim identical with the
Anlaf mentioned in the Angl&axon chronicles.

The contexbf these fewfragmentsof informationon theNorwegian rulerss very
important for any estimation of their significance. First, it shoddkemphasized that
this isincidental information rather than any coherent narrative traditimutthese
monarchs. The sources from whicte thformation derivesare primarily @évoted to
mattersotherthan the history of the kingdom of Norway. Thus, the Norwegian kings
only appear as enemies or allies of An§laxon and Danish kings, of the see of
HamburgBremen. They are never central figures in the narrative. Beforeviiith
century there was no tradition wfitten royal biography in prose forassociateavith
Norwegian monarchs-his has two implications. Firstlyhis means that the narrators
who are the mairsourcesof the information are disengaged from the persons they
depict and leave much unsafdlecondly their agenda is very different from that of
royal biographers. The portrayal of Norwegian kings did quotstitutea vehicle for
conscious portrayal of the pasit was rather part of a tradition devotedtdifferent
agenda, whether of tleurch or of AngleSaxon and Danish kings.

It is important to note that information about Norwegian kiggthered from these
sourcesmusthave beerbasedto a large degreen Scandinaviamvitnessesas indi
cated by epithets such as Craccaben and Harfagera, which would only haiegmea
for a Scandinavian audiend8ehind thebrief statements of the AngiBaxon chroni
cles orGesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontifiguis possible tsensecompeting
traditiorsin respect othese monarchs. Old@fryggvason was seegitheras one of the
originators of Christianity or as an aggressive monarch dabbling in n@ag&ven
both these elementsimultaneously. King Harald was sometimes depicted as a fair
haired and glorious king but on other occasions stemtyrant. This was before the
emergencef a conscious Old Norse saga tradition whiglimonisedhese conflict
ing narratives and gave precedence to a particular context. For the developthent of
tradition, no placeavasmore important than the remdtdandof Iceland,whoserepu
tation as a repository of ancient lateveloped duringhe twelfth century.lt wasthere
thattraditions about Norwegian monarchs acquired a new twist.

% |hid. 346.
 |bid. 394, 396.
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THE TWELFTH-CENTURY HISTORIOGRAPHICREVOLUTION
Around 1134, the Icelandic priest and chieft&r bPorgilsson(106~1148)completed
his final version of the Book of the Icelanders (Odlendingabdk), a synoptic over
view of the history of Iceland froiits settlement up to the time of the autidm this
brief work, Ari includes informatiorabout Norwegian kings and their genealogies,
much of it very different from the material foundearlier works.

Ari begins his narrative by stating that Iceland was settle®6h or 870, inthe
time of King Harald fhehair(ON. Haraldr harfagriyvho was the first of his kin to be
the sde ruler of the whole of Norway(ON. es fyrstr vard pess kg einn konungr at
ollum Norvegi).*' Concerninghis Harald who is notmentionedn any earliemritten
source, Ari offers he following information: He is said to have bed#m son of
Halfdan the Black and ultimately descended frahme of the kings oSweden that
went back to Yngvi, king of the Turks. Ari himself could also trace hissinct this
line. According to the Book of the Icelandekarald was a king foseventyyears and
died at the age dfighty, he wassixteenyears old when the settléngolf first jour-
neyedto Iceland. To prevent the depopulation of Norway durirg $bttlementpe
riod, Haraldlevieda tax on emigrants from Norway, whidaring Ari's lifetime came
to be known ashe landing fee (ON. landaurat.Apart fromthis detail all the other
informationavailable toAri concerningHarald is either genealogical or chronological.

As already notedhe epithet Finehair was appliéd contemporary sources the
eleventhcentury King Haraldwho invaded England in 106@vherasAri’s Harald
Finehair is an ancient and exceptionally ldivgd rulerfrom theninth centurywho is
associatedvith the founding of Icelandic society. The only souotkerthan Ariin
which reference is made @ Norwegiarking called Harald at such an eadtage is
also a late oneWilliam Malmesbury (e. 109G-1143) mentions a ‘a certain king
called Harold of Norway’ (lat. Haroldus quidam, rex Noricorum) who sent a golden
ship witha purple sail to King thelstan of Engtafr. 924-939). This Haroldis,
however, notreferred to as Harald Finehair, as William reserves that epithet for the
eleventhcentury Haraldbrother of St. Olaf*

The statement that Harald was the first of his kin to rule Norwag gssing re
mark within the texts, as Ari proceeds to trace the genealogies of three Norwegian
kings back to Harald. In every instance he diverges from the genetliagyan be
establishedrom Adam of Bremeis work on the archbishops of Hambuiighis is in
fact the greatest discrepancy between the two works, which generaysoffilar
information about events and developments which are coveredtby duch as the
foundation of the Church in Iceland.

* The last date in the Book of the Icelanders relates to thedpef Gudmundur borgeirsson asvia
speaker which ended in 1134. His successor is not medtifsienzk fornrit I. islendingabdk, Lakn
namabdk ed. Jakob BenediktssoRdykjavik1968) 23.The process of composing the Book of the Icgian
ers took a number of years, as evidenced from the factwbatf its three patrons were already dead by
1133.

*pid. 3.

#pid. 3-6, 9.

35 Willelmi Malmesbiriensis onachi De gestis regum AngloruRerum Britannicarum medii aevi
scriptores, 90ed.William Stubbs London 188%1889)149.

*Ipbid. 281, 318319.
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The first king trace by Ari back to Harald is Olaf Tryggvasowho is not depicted
as semipagan ofa magician in this text. On the contrahg is creditedwvith instigat
ing the Christianization ofNorway andlceland. Ari traces the ancestry of Olaf to
Tryggvi, son of Olaf, son of Harald Fineh&irSt. Olaf knownin this textasOlaf the
stout (ON. Olafr enn digri)s also traced back to Harald Finehair, as he is said to be
the son of Harald, son of Godred, son of Beorn, son of Harald Fin¥Haistead of
St. Olaf being the son of Olaf Tryggvason, he is depibtedri as a distant relative,
with Harald Finehair the common ancestor. The same applies to King Hafalded
to asFinehar by the AnglaSaxon chroniclesThere is no mention ohis keing the
brotherof St. Olaf he isnow the son of Sigurd, son of Halfdan, son of Sigurd hrisi,
son of Harald Finehait’ Again, a distant relative seems to have succeeded to the
Norwegian crownas the only common ancestor mentioned in Ari’s narrative is Har-
ald Finehair.

Thus in Ari’s narrativewe havethree separate lines of Norwegian kings al de
scended from an early common ancegttooughthe male line, in stark contrast to the
view of Adam of Bremen, who describes the Norwegian monaastpassingfrom
father to son or, in one case, to an unclehef preceding kindt is difficult to ascer
tain in which time these views developed or whether they had anyicigié for the
kings contesting the Norwegian throne in the eleventh cefitihat is clear is that
there is no mention cfuch a genealogy in amyeservedext older than the Book of
Icelanders.

What are the implications of the royal genealogies for wiiiteh Book of the lee
landersis the oldest source? A notable difference between them and the evidence
gained from thesleventhcentury sources is the fact that the claim of Harald Sggurd
son to the throne of Norway no longer rests onbleisig the brother of St. Olafp-
stead he is a claimant because of his descent in a straight male line frttinm @nti-
ry King Harald, who happens to be his namesake. In fact, the genealdogg Book
of the Icelanderslemonstrates that the claim of King Harald rests on the sameafound
tion as that of Olaf Tryggvason and St. Olaf. The fact that they shamee further
illustrates the connection between #heventhcentury Harald and his putativenth
centuryancestorwho emerges in this text as the progenitor of the Norwegian royal
line. This genealogy of the Norwegian kingms a convenierdnefor Harald and his
desendants, who still ruled Norway at the time of the compositiorhef Book of the
Icelanders

It so happened that the time of Aris composition offhe Book of the Icelanders
in the 1130s, the kingdom of Norway was contested between three descerfdants
King Magrus BarelLegs (d. 1103) One of them was King Magauthe Blind (d.

% [slenzk fornritl (n. 30 above}l4.

% |bid. 19.

%7 Ibid. 20. On the epithédirisi see Else MundatSigurdr hrisi eller Sigurdr risi?Nordica Bergensi@29
(2005)5-13.

% See Claus Krag, “Norgeom odel i Harald Harfagres eettistorisk tidsskrift68 (1989)288-302;
Helgi Skuli Kjartanssor’;English Models for King Harald FairhafrThe Fantastic in Old Norse/Icelandic
Literature — Sagasand the British IslesPreprint papers of the 13th international Saga Conference,
Durham and York, 6tH2th August, 20Q6ed John McKinnell, David Ashursand Donata Kick (Durham
2006)359-365.
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1139) son ofKing Sigurdthe Crusader (d. 1130)ho inherited the kingdom from his
father in a stright male line. The others werkegitimate sons of MagraBarelegs
one of them Haraldjilli (d. 1136) who had come from Ireland to establish his-rela
tionship with the king, and the other Sigurd the fortuitous deacon gf@ehbidjakn d.
1139) who later formed an alliance witking Magrus. One of the causes of internal
strife in this period seems to be that the right to royal succession Wwéimited to
just a few individualsat any one tim¢here could be many individual pretenders with
anequalclaim tothe throneNot only could allsonsof a kingmakesucha claim,but
alsoall menin patrilinealdescenfrom a king. Aris Book of the Icelanderginforces
this factby tracing three patrilineabyal lines from King Harald Finehair, adippar
ently with anequal right to the throne of Norway.

The earliesextantlaw on royal succession in Norwasyfrom 11633 According
to thislaw, there should be only one kirfgJlowing the principle oforimogeniture If
the oldest legitimate son was not fit to be kithgg bishops and council of sixty rep
resentative®f the “wisest mef (ON. hina vitrasto menpfwelve fromeach bishop
ric, should select another legitimate royal sSobsequently they were at liberty to
chooseanother of the royal heirs. If the king had no suitable heir, the council could
thenchoose whoever they thought would bettguard bothGod s right and the laws
of the land (ON. baede gudrs rettar at geeta oc lannz laga). If the representatives could
not agree, the bishops should decide the election.

The ideology of this law iglear the emphasis is on legitimate birth, consensus
within society and the role of the Church. The law is in accordance withittogppes
enunciated in the privileges accorded to the church in connection with treation
of King Magnus Erlingsson in thE160s wherethe kingis said tohold Norway as a
fief from St. Olaf.

More problematic is the relationship between the law of 148 older laws or
cugomswhich no longerexist in written form, if they ever ditf Our main sourcefor
the selection of Norwegian kings before this time are royal bioggaphi Latin and
Old Norse, all of them composed after 1163 and thus influenced by whattamrsa
knewand thoughtboutthe law of Magms Erlingssonin anoverview of the evidece
of the sagas as to royal succession before 1163, Absalon Taramgjessized two
common themem all such narratives. Firsthe right of all sons of king® tclaim the
throne, and secondhe necessity of being acclaimasgking at a thing or arassem
bly.** This may reflect prevailing customs before 1163 but ithamt easyto prove.

%9 seeNorges gamle love indtil 1387eds. RudolKeyserand Peter Andreas MuncBliristiania 1846)
34.

40 Cf. Jens Arup Seip:Problemer og metadi norsk middelalderforskning Mistorisk tidsskrift32
(1940/1942) 49133: Johan Schreiner, “Lovene om tronfglgen i Ngrgeestskrift til Erik Arup den 22.
novembed 946(Copenhagen 194@®B-104; Torfinn Tobiasseri,Tronfalgelov og privilegiebrey Historisk
tidsskrift43 (1964), 194273; Andreas HolmseriErkebiskop Eystein og tronfalgeloven av 116distor-
isk tidsskrift44 (1965), 225266; Sverre Bagge€;Den heroiske tid— kirkereform og kirkekamp 1153
1214" Ecclesia Nidrosiensis 1153537. Sgkelys pa Nidaroskirkens og NidarosprovinsemsrigisSenter
for middelalderstudier, NTNU. Skrifter nr. &d. Steinar Imsenltondheim2003)47-80.

41 Absalon Taranget,Om kongevalg i Norge i sagatiderHistorisk tidsskrift30 (1934-1936)110-166,
273-308, at291-293.


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Primogeniture

10 SVERRIR JAKOBSSON

However, wecan state with certaintyat the texts are a reflection of how the narrators
of earlier Norwegian history chose to portray these customs.

The mainpoint of contention was the righof illegitimate sos of kings, such as
King Sverre Sigurson(ON. Sverrir Sigurdarsonwho killed and succeeded Magnus
to the thronen 1184, versus the rights of the offspring of legitimate unions, such as
King Magnus the Blind and the son of his sister, Magnus Erlingsson. TaeJais
not a kings son but according to the throne law of 1163 thétered lesshan the
legitimacy of his birth. A historical narrative portraying earlier custoowuld thus
never be neutrahndthe prevailing view in the historical narratives seémsupport
the claims of Sverrdn this question, the testimony of Ari Porgilsson from the 1130s
assumegbarticular importance.

There are three narrative histories of Norway which vpeobablycomposed in
the last quarter of thewelfth century. Thesare the Historia de Antiquitate Regum
Norwagiensiunby the monk Theodoricus (ON. bériHjstoria Norwegiaeand Agrip
af Noregskonunga sogum, both by unknown author3.hese three works influenced
later, more extetedhistoricalnarratives and the basic outline of succession and chro
nology of individual kings wasstablishedn these synoptic historiel.is evident that
theywere all heavily influenced by earlier leadic texts, both the Book of Icelanders
but alsootherworksby Ari Porgilsson andvorks of the historian Seemundr Sigfasson
(1056-1133) that have since been 185t.

Historia de Antiquitate Regum NorwagiensibgnTheodoricus actually begins by
noting the great learningf the Icelanders and their ancient poéfrfhere are many
similarities betweeTheodoricus account of the Norwegiarmndthat of Ari borgis-
son,such aghe identity of the first settler of Iceland and the reference tprésence
of Irish monks before the settleméfitAlthough Theodoricusnay have relied mostly
on oral witnesses, the main exception is a list of Norwelgiagsto which he referst
one pointin the narrative?®

Theodoricus justifies placinglarald Finehair at the beginning of the narrative by
stating that before his time there was no royal line inwdgr(lat. Sed quia constat
nullam ratam reaglis stemmatis stcessionem in hac terram extitisse ante Haraldi
pulchrecomati tempordf. Two of Haralds sons are now mentioned for the first time
in historical literature, Eri¢he fratricide(lat. Ericus fratrum interfector) and Hacon,

42 gSee esp. Svend Ellehg§tudier over den eldste norrene historieskrivnifibliotheca A-
namagneeana 26C0penhagernl965; Claus Krag,Ynglingatal ogYnglingesaga. En studie i historiske
kilder. Studia humaniora 22sl01991)

43 0On Theodoricus cf. Arne OdtbhnsenOm Theodoricusg hans'Historia de afiquitate regum No
wagiensiun (Oslo 1939; Jens ST. Hanssen, Observations on Theodericus Monachus and his History of
the Old Norwegian Kingsfrom the End of the XII. Sec.3ymbolae Osloens@d (1945)164-180; Jens S.
T. Hanssen, Theodericus Monachus and European LitergtuBymbolae Osloens&y (1949) 76127;
Bjarni Gudnason, Theodoricus og isleskir sagnaritarat, Sj6tiu ritgerdir helgadar Jakobi Benediktssyni,
ed.Einar Gunnar Péturssamd Jonas KristjanssoRéykjavik1977)107-120; Sverre Baggé Theodericus
Monachus — Clerical Historiography in Twelftitentury Norway, Scandinavian Journabf History 14
(1989)113-133.

4 Monumenta Historica Norvegicae. Latinske kildeskrifter til dér historie i middelalderered. Gis-
tav Storm Kristiania 18808-9.

“ Ibid. 44. On the origin of this list see Elleh8judier over den ldste norrghistorieskrivning(n. 42
above) 182196, 266-276.

46 Monumenta Historica Norvegicda. 44 above}, 6.
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fosterson of Halstan (lat. Hocon nutricius Halstani). Also menti@anetiarald Grey-
cloak (ON. géafeldr), son of Eric and successori@acon,who ruled with his brothers
(lat. cum fratribus suisland thesuccessoof Harald Greycloak, Earl Hacon the Bad
Sigurdsson (lat. Hocon comes filius Sigwardi, qui cognominatus est yifaltiis
Hacon might be identical with his namesakentioned by Adam of Bremen as the
first king of the Norwegiansor may bebased on the narrative (Besta Hammahu
gensis ecclesiae pontificiyras the events of his reigrarrated by Theodizus are
similar to those related by Adaffi.All these kings went on to featuie later king’
sagas, although the line edrls (Hacon and his sonsgems to have enjoyepecial
status and its rulers were not regarded as kings.

The ancestrpf Hacors successor, Olafryggvason, idraced in the same manner
as inthe Book of the Icelanders, and the same goes for St. Olaf later in the narrative.
The exception is King Harald, who appeaeye for the first timainder the epithet
‘hardradet; he isdescribedsimply as abrother of St. Olafind his ancestor@re not
traced back to Harald Fineh&frApart from this,Historia de Antiquitate Regum No
wagiensiunfollows the genealogy provided by Ari Porgilsson. This is dorspitke
the fact that the work is dedicated to Aridftop Eystein, a stauncupporterof King
Magrus Erlingsson.

Historia Nomegiaeis a text composed in the later half of thelfth century,per
hapsas early as 1160.In it can be foundurther information on the sons of Harald
Finehair, although thos&ho becamethe ancestorsof later kings are given special
emphasis. Eric has a new epithet, Bloodaxe (lat. sanguinea seahis) was re
tainedin later texts and his three sonsho later ruled Norwavre listed as Harald,
Sigward and Gunrotf- In the text there is a genealodgrivedfrom the poen¥nglin-
gatal, predating the later use of that textHeimskringla The phraséperpéduus rex
Norvegiaé is used about St. Olafind echoes terminology primarily caected with
King Magnus Erlingssor? The author was also very familiar widam of Bremets
Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificwhich not only provided phrases and
pieces of information buglsodefined the entirendertaking of our anonymous author.
The geographical introduction éfistoria Norwegae is a corretion and extension of
Adanis missionary map of the North; the praise of Olaf Tryggvason forms easbnt
with Adamis more ambiguous picture of the kirfguthermore, as argued by Lars
Boje Mortensen, théauthois ambition to show the pgent state of Christianity and
paganism in the Norwegian realm forms a clear parallel between the contgmporar
concerns of the missionary mandate of the archdioceseoofifieim and the former

“"bid. 7, 9-11.

“8 Quellen des 9. und 11. Jahrhunderts zur Geschichte debirginchen Kirche und des Reichés
21 abovep58;MonumenteHistorica Norvegicadn. 44 above} 1-18.

49 Monumenta Historica Norvegica@. 44 above)l1, 21, 50. This is rectified in Historia Norwegie
which traces all three kings to Harald Hiag, in the same manner as /Aseeibid. 109-111.

%0'see Lars Boje Mortensetintroduction” Historia Norwegie ed. Inger EkrenandLars Boje Morten-
sen, trans. Peter Fish&dpenhagen 2008-47.

1 Monumenta Historica Norvegicda. 44 abovel05, 107.

52 Monumenta Historica Norvegicda. 44 above)l09.
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one of HamburgBremen as described by Addnf In the light of this dependence, it
is interesting to note that when it comes to genealogy, the testimaéyisfpreferred
to that of Adam.

Agrip af Noregskonunga sogum is either based oHistoria Norwegiae or draws
from a common source. Thusetinformation offered thereffers only minor diver-
gerces, such as the mention of a fourth son of Eric Bloodaxe, Ragiifieid explic
itly stated that Olaf Tryggvason, ®laf and King Harald all could claim direct male
descent from Harald Finehaft Agrip has, like Theodoricus, been connected with the
Archdiocese of Trondheim, even if its standpoint is less obviouskglprizal > It is,
however, also based on teemelist of kingsthat Svend Ellehgj has argued was used
as a source in thdistoria de Antiquitate Regum Norwagiensidim

Common to allthree accountss their confirmation ofthe basic outline of the
Norwegian royal genealogy offered by Ari Porgilsson, in contrast to the testirof
older works such a&esta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontifidymAdam of Bre
men.There is alsanoreinformation on the kings that ruletiiring the yearbetween
Harald Finehair ad Olaf Tryggvason, even if there are minor discrepancies between
individual accounts. The most interesting of thesecers Earl Hakonin Agrip, who
in the two Latin accounts is described as son of Sigward (lat. filiwgagil) or from
the line of the arls of the Meerir and the Haleydiat. ex Moerensium et Halogensium
comitum prosapia extitit oriundusy.In Agrip, however, Hkon is said to be aed
scenant of King Harald Finehair through a femaiteel>® This is conneted with the
transformation oHakonfrom aking, in theGesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontifi
cum to anearl (lat.comes) in the later narrativelddkonis not a king by birthright as
he is not descended from Harald Finehair in a male Hven if one of the texts
makes him out to & a descendant through a female ittt does not altethe fact
that he cannot be considered a king. For the readefgp the situation of Earl
Hakon the son of a king daughter, must have had obvigasonance in respeof
Magrus Erlingsson, the son of an Earl and a daughter of King Sthar@rusader

It is evident that all three narrative histories of the earliest Norwedgmms com
posed in the last quarter of thegelfth century could be used in support of the view
that orty the sons of kings were to be consideasdegitimate monechs of Norway.
This was indeed the position of the preterféegrre Sigurdson, contrary to the provi
sions of the Law of Succession from 1163. Asdhential victory of King Sverreand
his family was by no means a foregone conclusion at this timéjeahdrratives re
flecting this view must be regarded l®adly supportive of Sverrs positioncon
cerningthis issue This is even truefor the work of Theodoricus, who through his
comection with Archbishop Eysteis commaly placed in the opposite camp, as well
asfor the less obviously prolerical Agrip.

3 SeeMortensen, “Introductich(n. 50 abovel7.

% [slenzk fornrit XXIX. Agrip af Néregskonunga sogum; Baigma— Noregs konunga taled. Bjarni
Einarsson (Reykjavik 1984p.

%5 |bid. 19, 25, 3637.

%6 Ellehgj, Studer over den aeldste norrane historieskrivning42 abovep78-279.

% |bid. 266-276.

%8 Monumenta Historica Norvegicda. 44 above)1, 111.

9 [slenzk fornrit XXIXn. 54 above}l4-15.
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The genealogy of the oldest Norwegian kimgsch was becoming commonly-ac
cepted by the end of thsvelfth centurycamot be found inany source composed
before the 1130s, the decade when the strife between different sonssofisireged a
period of civil strife in Norway which lasted until 1248lthough not always harmo
nisingwell with earlier accounts, the versionbrwegian royal genealogies of which
the Book of Icelanders is the earliest known representhéeame the dominant o
el on which later narratives were based and this success was consolidated in the last
quarter of thawelfth centuries. The historiographical triumph of this narrativencoi
cided with the political triumph of the line @verre the champion of the agnatic
principle of royal succession. In the eattyrteenthcenturythe triumph of his grand
son, HakorHakonson was in no small part due to his being a kingpn, which gave
him an advantage over other pretenders to the Norwegian throne, such atahts dis
kinsman and fathein-law Earl Skule (ON. Skuli Bardarsor,189-1240)° With the
accession oHakonto the throne in 1217 and his final triumjph1240, this ceased to
be an issue in Norwegian politiesd othematterscame to the fore, whichre also
reflected inthirteenthcentury writings about the earltddorwegian kings.

FOUNDATION MYTHS: CONFLICTING VIEWS FROM THETHIRTEENTH CENTURY
Following the consolidation of royal power in Norway, KiHgkonHakonssorstrove
to extend his rule to the North Atlantic, becoming overlord of Gredrédend Iceland
shortly before his death in 126Before theintroduction of Norwegian royal power,
Icelandic society was characterized by violence strite as various individual chief
tains and magnates fought for control over the country. In the dtagesof this
struggle, the position of Icelandaristocrats towards the king lapoe an important
factor in determining success in this power corfteShethirteenthcentury was thus a
period ofpolitical andconstitutional change in Iceland, which is mirrored in the &ing
sagaswhich werecomposed before and around the introductibroyal power in the
country.

The narrativegoncerning the early Norwegian kings, which weosenposed in the
first half of thethirteenthcentury can be divided into three major groups, of which
Fagrskinna, Heimskringlaand Egils sagaSkallagrimssonawill be discussed here as
importantrepresentativefor each groupThe lastwork, Egils sagais only the most
prominent ofmany sagaslevoted to Icelandiamilies and individua, the Sagas of
the Icelandersn which the earliest Norwegian kinggay anarrativerole. In contrast,
in Fagrskinna a history of Norwegian kingsxtendingfrom the late ninth century to
1177,the focus never strays from the kings and their actidhe. basic structure of
Heimskringlaresembles that oFagrskinnathough with much more emphasis on
aristocrats and magnates and their dealingh the king. ThusHeimskringlahas
generally been regarded as less royalist in outlook Hagmskinnaand more in tune

€ See Sverrir Jakobssatormali,” fslenzk fornrit XXXI. Hékonar saga Hakonarsonar I. Boglunga sa-
ga, eds. Sverrir Jakobsson, porleifur Haukssml Tor Ulset (Reykjavik 2013Kxiv—Xxxxvi.

1 See Sverrir JakobssdtiThe Process dtateFormation in Medieval IcelantiViator. Journal of M-
dieval and Renaissance Stud#&32 (Autumn 2009)151-170.
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with the interests of the magnafé Unlike the othertexts the authcship of
Heimskringh is fairly well attestedsince the 16th century it has been considered to be
the work of the Icelandic chieftain Snorri Sturluson (HIZ211), a close associate of
Earl Skule®® During Skulés failed attempt to seize powasth Skule and Snorri were
killed due to their opposition to Kingakon

There are also similarities between all theseountswhich they do not share with
the earlier, synoptic works:irst, they all seem to have been composed in the second
quarter of thehirteenthcentury probably before 1240. Secqritiey are mucimore
extensivenarratives than thewelfth-century histories although this amplification
does not necessarily make them more reliable as soiified, and most importalt,
they are all characterized by thee ofskaldic poetry, both as source material as well
as a literary device to move the narrative alhiflost of theseskaldic poems only
exist in this form, embedded within a prose narrative, and the actualfdaér @om
positionis thus alwaysopen to question. More importéntthe value of the infer
mation on offer is fairly limitedf and whenthe poems are studied independently from
the content in which they are placed within the prose narratives. It cagustahat
the willingness ofwentiethcentury historians and literary scholars to use these poems
as independent evidence for Viking Age events was mostly due to théndachey
could be used téend spuriousauthenticity to the account of thhirteenthcentury
narratives. Suckiews howeverhave come under increased criticisnrégentyears,
although there is still a noticeable tendency among historians to régambems as
sources which can be analysadependenthof the saga narratives in which they are
contained™

The issue in the followindiscussions the context in which #hnarrators of royal
history placed whatever sources they had at their dispgstieysought toaddress
issuesthat were prominerdt the time of their compositieras withthe relationship
of royal powerto other king of authorityand in particular the relationship of Ice
landersto the Norwegian monarchyDn these issues, it is evident that #titudeof
narrators to this distant past was far from neuthdien it comes tahe relationship
between royal power and that of important magndtagrsknna and Heimskringla

62 Cf. Halvdan Koht, Sagaenespfatning av vor gamle historie. Foredrag i den norskmtiske fore-
ing 24de Novembét Historisk tidsskrift 52 (1914) 379-396; Gudmund SandvikiHovding og konge i
Heimskringla Avhandlinger fra Uniersitets historiske seminar 9 (041855; Siegfried BeyschadSnorris
Bild des 12. Jahrhunderts in NorwegeRestschrift Walter Baetke dargebracht zinem 80. Geburtstag
am 28.Marz 1964 (Weimar 1966 59-67; Sverre BaggeSociety and Politics in Snorri Sturlussn
Heimskringla(n. 1 above).

& SeeOlafur Halldérsson“Sagnaritun Snorra SturlusorfaSnorri. Atta alda minning ed. Gunnar
Karlssonand Helgi borlaksson (Reykjavik 1970)3-138. For contrary arguments see Jonna L-daissen,
“Heimskringla— et veerk af Snorri Sturlusoh®ordica Bergensid4 (1997)230-245.

% For a general discussion of development of the kisggas, see Armann Jakobssdnyenting a saga
form: The development of the kirigsagas, Filologia Germanica- Germanic Philologyt (2012)1-22.

® On Skaldic poemas historical sources dfrag, Ynglingatal og Ynglingesaga. 42 above) 99143;
Sverrir Jakobsson, Erindringen om en maegtig personligheBen norskislandske tradisjon om Harald
Harfagre i et kildekritiskt perspektivHistorisk tidsskrift81 (2002)213-230; Judith Jesch Skaldic Verse
and the Roots of HistofyyQuaestio Insulari$ (2004) £22; Niels Lund, “Leding, skjaldekvad og bgnder
Historisk Tidsskrift106 (2006)243-252; Rikke Malmros,Fyrstedigtningens kildevaerdi: En diskussion
med Niels Lund Historisk Tidsskriftl06 (2006)253-263; Shami GhoshKings Sagas and Norwegia
History. Problems and Perspectiv8$ie Northern World 54Leiden & Bostor2011) 25-109; Klaus Johan
Myrvoll, “Bruk og misbruk av skaldekveede hos norske historikétistorisk tidsskrift93 (2014)383-405.
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offer a clear contrast. InFagrskinna the kings are the centre of attention and im
portant magnates play a secondary role. This is far from the cdseirirskringla
where much interedss devotedto the central saga in the narratiwbat of St. Olaf.
Sverre Bagge and other scholars have demonstrated how the opposition lmetrreen
archy and aristocratic power is a central conceritscduthor®® This can also be ap
plied to tre part of Heimskringlathat isdevoted to the histories of earlier kings, where
the narrative is very different from thatleégrskinna

As regardKing Harald Finehair, th&agrskinnanarrativeis fairly brief andmuch
indebtedto fragments of skaldipoems about Haraldhe main innovation is a chap
ter devoted to the relationship between King Harald and the Aapton King Aple
stan who is tricked into fostering his sbi&kon®’ In Heimskringla the narrative ao-
cerning Harald is much more elabor#ttan earlier texts, ith many innovatie fea-
tures In particular, there is a discrepancy in the account of the béttafosfjord
which is described differently inHeimskringla than in other narrativesin
Heimskringla the oppositionto Harald is described as an alliance of seven kings,
rather than merelthe two kingsmentioned irthe version found ifragrskinna, Egils
saga and most other narrativds.The depiction of the battle of Hafrsfiord in
Heimskringlacorresponds to a general theme in that particular saga of a monarch
facing many minor kings, later echoed in the Saga of St. Olaf withimskringla

Concerningthe lives of King Eirik,Hakonand the sons of Eirik and Gunnbhild,
there is much more material Kagrskinnathan isthe case withits brief treatment of
King Harald Finehair. A poemaboutKing Eirik, which is not used in other kiag
sagas, is quoted at length and there is a long descrigtisimg Hakoris tribulations
on his journey from England to Norwdy.There is, however, no mention in
Fagrskinna of H&koris missionary efforts in Norway, which are discussedgmnip
andHeimskringla The poenmHakonarmalis used in both narrativé8 As for the sons
of Gunnhild, there is an important distinction betwétsimskringlaand Fagrskinna
In the former text, they appear as kings of a part of Norway, shaéigpower with
the earls of Trondheim and two other kings in the east of the coldritrig only after
a long power struggle and tk#ling of these rulers that they are ablesturepower
in the whole kingdom for a brief time. IRagrskinna these same killings are men
tioned but the rulers in question are never depicted as being of equamsthattise
sons of Gunnhild? Again, there is a divergence in emphasis, not unlike the one that
must have been prevalent among the partisans of Kélgnand Earl Skuleluring
the period when these sagas were composed.

% Seefor instanceHalvdan Koht,Innhogg og utsyiOslo 1921)76-91; Johan Schreinefradisjon og
saga om Olay den helligéOslo 1926) 82126; SandvikHovding og konge i Heimskringla. 62 above);
Knut Helle, “Norway in the High Middle Ages Scandinavian Journal of Histof (1981) 161-189;
Bagge,Society and Politics in Snorri SturluserHeimskringlain. 1 abovep4-65.

5" slenzk fornritXXIX (n. 54 abovep8-74.

% fslenzk fornritXXVI. Heimskringlal, ed. Bjarmni AdalbjarnarsorReykjavik 1941) 94149, at 114-
118.

% [slenzk fornritXXIX (n. 54 abovey5-80.

fslenzk fornritXXIX (n. 54 aboveB6-89; islenzk fornritXXVI (n. 68 above}l86-197.

" islenzk fornritXXVI (n. 68 above)98.

"2 [slenzk fornritXXIX (n. 54 above®5-103.
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Theinformation relating tahe earlyNorwegiankings inEgils sagais in somere-
spectssimilar to Fagrskinng while elsewhere it seems closerHeimskringla There
are also some innovationsith individualsmentionedwho occur inno other textsas
with the cousins of King Harald Finehair wkveresupposedly slain by Skal@rin,
or the son of Eirikwho waskilled by Egill SkallaGrimsson® The most important
distinction between this saga and thos&adrskinnaand Heimskringlais therole of
the Norwegian kings as antagonists to the main protagonists of théasaba, family
of Egill, the Myramennjs party to a fed with the Norwegian royal lingvhich is
portrayed as lastinfpr generationsAt the beginning of the saga, the oppressive rule
of King Harald is listed as a cause for most of mivegh- and tentkcenturyViking
acivities in Northwestern Europe, not to mentithe migration to Iceland and the
Faroe island.”

This antiroyal perspective is not unique Eygils saga It alsocolours several ma
ratives in the Book ofSettlements(ON. Landnamabok)where it must besaid, the
information aboutKing Harald has its inconsistencield some accounts he is-de
scribed as a friend and patron of settlers, echoing the sentiment aigdritlve Book
of Icelanders. In other accounts, the settlers are seeking to escape hig, tiyrdine
with theemphasisn Egils sagaThis dichotomy can be explained by the fact that the
existing versions of andnamabokof which the oldest, Sturlubdk, was probaldyre
posed in the 1270s, were based on many different sources. The oldesisveftie
Book of Settlementsrere possibl)composedn the first half of thewelfth century—
one of themperhapsby Ari borgilsson himselfas related in the earlfpurteenth
century version of Hauksbéihereas the account found in Sturlubdk is evidently also
based on later saga material, not |&gits saga Skall&Grimssonar™

At the timeEgils sagawas composedyrobably between 1225 and 124@grewas
a viewthat the settlement of Iceland had been due to the oppression of libst ear
Norwegian kings. Whether this sentiméaidexisted before that time is more difficult
to assesswith any certainty. But itertainlyinfluenced the versions d@he Book of
Settlements thatrere composed later th&gils saga Skall&Grimssonar There, how
ever, one can also find remnants of an eaxliew, more positive to kings such as
Harald Finehair, and in line with the version of events fourttiérBook of Icelanders.

The period in whicHegils sagawas composed is known as the Sturlung Age; last
ing from ca. 1220 to the incorporation of various particefand into the Norwegian
realm,which took place in threstages duringhe years 1262, 1263, 1264. This period
wascharacterized by internal strife, in which the Norwegian king beéaoneasingly
prominent mostly on the sidelines before 1247 but quite openly after that. $toeihi
cal relationship between Iceland and the Norwegian monarchy thus gained a new
immediag in this period,and the differences in opinion which characterize both the
sagas and various parts of the BoolSeftlements reflect this immediacyVhy did

3 {slenzk fornritll. Egils saga SkallaGrimssonayr ed.Sigurdur NordaReykjavik 1933) 6669, 164-
170.

" See esp. Gert Kreutzéas Bild Harald Schénhaars in der altislandischen LittefaStudien zum
Alltgermanischen. Festschrift fur Heinrich Bedkrganzungsbindeum Reallexikon der Germanischen
Altertumskunde 11, eddeiko Uecker (Berlinl994) 443-461.

™ See J6n Jéhanness@erdir Landnamaboka(Reykjavik1941) 3637, 75-86.
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the Icelandic texts shift to depict the king as more tyrannical duregéttlement
period just as he was gaining power in Norway and becoming an impogtamit ia
Icelandic politics? And why is there is a difference between sources shelgrakin-
na, HeimskringlaandEgils sagaalthough theywere composed in a similar time using
much of the same source material? Although the answer to those quesistnse-
essarily be speculative, one important factor must be the intended audietivese
texts. WhileFagrskinnaand Heimskringlaseem to have been written with a courtly
audience in mind, the same does not apphEtils sagaor the Sturlubok and
Hauksbok versions of the Book of settlements, which were pfym@med at a gen
eral Icelandic audience and were preserved in Icelandic manuscripteldnd, the
kings of Norway wereegarded with more anxiety thethirteenthcentury than they
had been before and the difficulties of having them as adverdsi=sne an im
portant factor fothat generation in its invocation of the past

CONCLUSION
The corpus of royal history composed by Icelanders and Norwegiathe iwelfth
andthirteenthcenturies offers an excelleapportunityfor investigating the function
of the past irmedieval political life.After the evidencds reviewedconcerning the
early Norwegian kingswho are scarcelattested in sources earlier than thelfth
century, it is evident that the historical narrative of their reign hattdielevancéor
at leas two contemporary issuetiring thetwelfth and thirteentttenturies One was
the precedence of sons of kings in the order of succession to the Norwegian th
Another was the aspiration of the Norwegian kings to extend theirautefand and
other slands in the North Atlantic.

The first issue wasery importantin the age of civil wars in Norway, which lasted
from the 1130s to the final consolidation of power H§kon Hakonssonin 1240.
Here, the challage of King Sverrdo the throne law of 1163 was a turning point but,
as has been shown above, the claims of Swegre strengthened by the genealogical
lines of the Norwegian kings which existed from the time of Ari bgggn onwards
and which could be used as proof ttieg Norwegian monarchy had always passed to
heirs in the direct male lin€ollowing the victory of Sverren 1184, this view of the
Norwegian royal succession became the predominant one and was of gedittdoen
his grandsonHakonHakonssonwho was acepted as king in 1217 on the basis of his
status as the son of a king.

A furtherissue,the relationship of Iceland to the Norwegian kingsgame more
prominent in the first decades of ttiérteenthcenturyandfinds many echoes ithe
kings’ sagas witten during that periodAlready in the earlywelfth century, a connec
tion in time had been made between the unification of Norway and thersettlef
Iceland. In thehirteenthcentury sagas, the relationship between the early Norwegian
kings and the first settlers of Iceland became an impaid@oisin thenarratives. The
view tha these Icelandic settlers had been in oppositiothe earliest Norwegian
kings gained much grodnin saga narratives, at the same time that Icelandic chieftains
increasingly looked to the Norwegian kings to support their bid for povthinwce-
land. This seems paradoxical at first, but the increasing closeness of Norwawjan k
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could give rise tdoth fear and opposition, especidliytexts that were aimed towards
a more diverse milieu than the kisgcourt.The history of the early Norwegian kings
was thus highly relevant to the history of the settlement of Icelanidh wasin itself
an issuef much contemporary relevance.



