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The Role of Honour in Egils saga

The aim of this article is to assess the role played by honour in an ex-
tensive prose text composed in Iceland c. 1220—1240 AD. The text repre-
sents a type of saga, the [slendingasigur, that discusses the life and deeds of
the first generations of people who inhabited that insular country. Egils saga
Skalla-Grimssonar' (“The saga of Egill, the son of Grimr the Bald”) focuses
on a family of settlers who migrate to Iceland from Norway during the 9th
century. The first third of the story gives an account of the rise and fall of
porolfr Kveld-Ulfsson, an ambitious man who becomes powerful in the service
of the Norwegian king. His nephew, Egill, is the main character of the remain-
ing part of the saga. Egill is a poet, adventurer and Viking, but later in his life
he becomes a wealthy farmer and chieftain. However, unlike his uncle and his
brother, he remains fiercely independent during most of his life. Unusually for
this type of saga, the narrative takes place in many locations around the North
Atlantic and the Baltic. The last part of Egla depicts Egill as an old man, and it
is the only section of the text that is focused on what happens in Iceland.

It is generally acknowledged that matters of honour play a prominent role
in the Islendingaségur? Moreover, it is highly likely that in this aspect lit-

I References to the saga in the Islenzk Fornrit edition: Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar. Ed.
S. Nordal. Reykjavik 1933. I list references by chapter and page number. All translations are
my own.

2 Romantic scholars of the early 20th century (such as Walther Gehl and Vilhelm
Gronbech) insisted on this point, and portrayed honour as one of the characteristic marks
of heathen society. A later generation of scholars (influenced by the Icelandic school) focu-
sed on the way in which medieval saga authors criticised these ideas from a Christian per-
spective. Following a sociological (or anthropological) perspective, Vilhjalmur Arnason
argues that the saga emphasis on honour does not stem from religion, but from the social
structure, in a line of thought similar to that represented by Preben Meulengracht-Serensen.
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erature reflects a main concern of medieval Icelanders, at least those of some
social standing. Preben Meulengracht Serensen’s influential Fortelling og Are
defines honour as a social norm, a system of unwritten rules which channels
social conflict and penalises antisocial behaviour through its opposite, shame.?
This position stands in marked contrast with the earlier ideas of the German
scholar Walther Gehl,* who saw the overbearing djafnadarmadr (“man of in-
equity”) as the embodiment of the competitive honour of “Germanic” peoples.
Instead, Meulengracht Serensen’s view is akin to the stance held by the British
anthropologist Julien Pitt-Rivers, who studied honour in Mediterranean socie-
ties. Their view presented honour as a stabilising force in society, which was
particularly functional in societies lacking stable authorities, even if honour
can still remain an important element within more complex socio-political sys-
tems. The incarnation of the social ideal in medieval Iceland is, according to
this view, the jafnadarmadr (“man of equity’) who is able to assign each what
is due and preserve social order and peace.

Theoretically speaking, it is often held that honour constitutes at the same
time an internal and external phenomenon.’ On the one hand, it is the personal
acceptance of a social ideal of behaviour. On the other hand (but simultaneous-
ly), it is the external judgement based on how a certain individual approaches
such ideal, that is, the reputation.® We might add that it seems likely that the
absence of a strict division between public and private space (common to so-
cieties with weak institutionalised political authority) promotes the dual and
blurry nature of honour.

See V. Arnason: Morality and Social Structure in the Icelandic Sagas. “JEGP” 1991, Vol. 90(2),
pp. 157—174.

3 “Ere er social norm [...]. Den er en del at det system af uskrevne regler, der konstituerer
et givent samfund, og sammen med sin modpol, skammen, definerer @ren samfundets socia-
le ideal [...]. Arens normer kan derfor ikke beskrives eller systematiseres udtetmmende som
lovgivningens eller morallerens.” P. Meulengracht Serensen: Fortelling og A£re. Aarhus
1993, p. 187.

* W. Gehl: Ruhm und Ehre bei dem Nordgermanen. Berlin 1937.

> Maarten Van den Toorn made two distinctions, resulting in four types of honours re-
flected in Norse literature. On the one hand, he contrasted “heroic” and “materialistic”” honour
(as reflected respectively in heroic poetry and in Hdvamal). The first is based on the idea of
bravery and self-control, while the second is about might, power and the fulfillment of ambi-
tion. On the other hand, he distinguished between an internal notion of “doing the right thing”
and external esteem. The second distinction is sound, while the first seems harder to accept, as
both heroic and materialistic values can be seen also as dishonourable (or at least as outdated)
in some texts. See M. Van den Toorn: Ethics and Moral in Icelandic Saga Literature. Assen
1955.

¢ See P. Henderson Stewart: Honor. Chicago 1994. A similar distinction between
personal and social honour is made by H. bPorlaksson: Virtir menn og Vel Metnir. In:
Semdarmenn. Ed. H. Porlaksson. Reykjavik 2001, pp. 15—22, particularly pp. 20—21, and
by Van der Toorn (see footnote 5).
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Standing in partial contrast with Meulengracht Serensen’s view is the idea
that honour functioned more as a desirable goal of competition (as a scarce re-
source) than as a background for integration. Strictly speaking, the mentioned
views are not mutually exclusive, as nothing warrants that competition for
scarce means precludes integration and order. Competition can even constitute
the basis of order, as classically argued by the father of modern economics,
Adam Smith, in The Wealth of Nations. As it is well known — for Smith and
many economists who came after him — competition between agents pro-
ducing commodities for the market tends, in the long run, to create a state of
equilibrium.

A similar metaphor has been used to explain the dynamics of honour in
medieval Iceland. William Miller, in his major work on Old Norse topics,
Bloodtaking and Peacemaking, writes: “honor was a precious commodity in
very short supply.”” This idea puzzled some scholars, who noticed that it was
difficult to apply it in practice, as pointed out in the review of Miller’s book
written by Gunnar Karlsson.® Nevertheless, this idea remains influential within
the Old Norse field: for example, the American historian Oren Falk® writes that
honour was “a far scarcer commodity than life.” In short, the analogy says: As
modern companies compete for profit (and this creates a dynamic but func-
tional system), medieval Icelanders struggled for honour (mostly through feud,
which is also seen as a dynamic but functional system).

A partially similar picture derives from the application of Bourdieu’s no-
tion of capital to medieval Iceland. Torfi Tulinius'® has argued that medieval
Icelanders could use economic, symbolic and cultural capital in the game of
status much in the same way the Kabyles of Algeria discussed by the French
sociologist. Any form of such capital can be earned and spent in a game organ-
ised around certain rules (a field). According to the Icelandic scholar, in one of
these fields (characterised by competing chieftains) what is at stake is honour,
which is again seen as quantifiable (in the sense that it can be earned and lost).
Unlike Miller, for Torfi honour is not a commodity but capital (or, more pre-
cisely, the effect of capital). While his view is much more refined and nuanced
than the “honour as a commodity” theory, it remains essentially economicist
in its foundations. That is unsurprising, as Bourdieu’s theory itself has been

7 W.I. Miller: Bloodtaking and Peacemaking: Feud, Law and Society in Saga Iceland.
Chicago—London 1990.

8 G. Karlsson: Review of W.I. Miller’s Bloodtaking and Peacemaking. “Alvissmal”
1994, Vol. 4, pp. 125—128.

 O. Falk: Bystanders and Hearsayers First: Reassessing Participant Roles. In: ‘A Great
Effusion of Blood’? Interpreting Medieval Violence. Eds. M. Meyerson, D. Thiery, O. Falk.
Toronto 2004, p. 106.

1" T. Tulinius: Snorri et Bourdieu: Vers une sociologie de la production littéraire en Is-
lande Médiévale? In: Itinéraires du savoir de ['Ttalie a la Scandinavie (X*—XVF siécle). Etudes
offertes a Elisabeth Mornet. Ed. C. Péneau. Paris 2009, pp. 345—367.
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severely criticised for his dependence on the same “economising” theoretical
model preferred by formalist anthropologists and neoclassical theorists. This
may explain his reduction of the diverse elements that produced social promi-
nence to an economic simile (capital)."" Moreover, we can argue that the anal-
ogy is deeply misleading, as capital (be it in the Marxist or the classical senses
of the term'?) is quantifiable in absolute terms, while Bourdieu’s non-economic
types of capital are at best relatively quantifiable, and often not quantifiable at
all. For example, while we can express precisely (using a given unit of account,
such as man-hours) how much is the value of farmsteads (“economic capital’),
we cannot measure numerically how much knowing poetry (“cultural capital”)
or being born in a prestigious family (“symbolic capital”) is worth.

In brief, we have mentioned two main operative notions of honour: one
structural view in which honour is a principle that generates order in a stateless
society, and one agent-based approach in which honour promotes competition
and struggle in the same context, which may (or may not) lead to social change.
Furthermore, the Norwegian historian Arnved Nedkvitne has criticised both
approaches as functional, as they tend to ignore competing ideological con-
structions which coexisted in medieval Icelandic societies. For example, he
argues that honour as honour-driven violence operated very different for the
Icelandic “warrior class” than for courtiers of the Norwegian king.'> Moreover,
Nedkvitne reminds us that we cannot know precisely what the low-ranking
peasants who constituted the majority of society thought, as the sagas focus
on the elite.!* These are valid points, and there is no reason to assume that the
notion(s) of honour observed in saga literature stem mechanically from con-
temporary social reality. Therefore, it seems less risky to analyse the world of
values expressed by any given text as an ideological stance rather than as re-
flective of a broader mentality, or even as a mentality shared by most members

"' D. Graeber: Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value. The False Coin of Our Own
Dreams. New York 2001, pp. 26—30.

12 This is, as either an embodiment of social relationships of an exploitative type that de-
fine a specific mode of production organised around commodity production (for the Marxists)
or as a fundamental asset in the production of commodities (in mainstream economics).

3 A. Nedkvitne: Beyond Historical Anthropology in the Study of Medieval Mentali-
ties. “Scandinavian Studies” 2000, Vol. 25(1—2), pp. 27—>51. His criticism of Meulengracht-
Serensen’s book seems to be excessive. For example, he criticises the Danish scholar for not gi-
ving a definition of honour, but as we mentioned, Meulengracht-Serensen does provide us with
a definition (see footnote 3). In fact, his own text is ambiguous in what he means when he refers
to honour, even if he seems to use it basically as a synonym for distinction, prestige or glory.
Furthermore, his arguments for assuming that horizontal-warrior honour and vertical-court
honour were not mutually incompatible seem as one-sided as the functionalist interpretations
he criticises. It seems most likely that the worth assigned to each type of honour depended on
the person assessing it. For example, it is likely that honours bestowed by kings were met with
admiration by some Icelanders, while others could consider them irrelevant or even negative.

14 Tbidem, pp. 49—350.
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of the elite. Our analysis aims thus to focus only upon the particular point of
view expressed by Egils saga.

The vocabulary of honour

The saga has a wide scope of vocabulary of words related to honour. For
the substantives, we find'":

drengskapr (“manliness, honour™)

manndomsmadr (“man of honour”, “decent man”)

mannsomi (“honour, recompense”)

mannvirding (“worth, honour [of a man]”)

metnadr (“honour [as a concession], ambition”)

metord (“esteem, honour™)

uppreist (‘“upraise”, with meaning ranging from “rebellion” to “honour, con-
cession”

virding (“‘position, esteem, honour”)

yfirlat (“favour, honour”)

heidr, vegr, somi and seemd (all meaning “honour”)

As to adjectives, we also find some terms:

gofougr (“noble, honourable™)

skammlauss (“lacking dishonour or shame™)

scemiligr (“decent, honourable™)

vegsamligr (“honourable”, also found as the adverb vegsamliga and substantive
vegsemo).

However, such broad range of vocabulary does not necessarily imply that
honour plays a major role in the motivations of the characters in the saga:
honour is often an effect, and often the saga refers only to its external as-
pect (reputation) when using this vocabulary. It seems meaningful that neither

'S For this list of vocabulary, we have used the useful glossary in B. Einarsson: Egils
saga. London 2003. It should be noted that the text in this edition differs in some aspects from
the fslenzk Fornrit text that we follow, but regarding our topic there is no substantial variation.
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Jjafnadarmadr nor djafnadarmadr are used to describe anyone in the saga, sug-
gesting that consistent honourable behaviour is not given much weight in the
political game. Furthermore, it would also be hard to consider any of the mem-
bers of Egill’s family as typical jafnadarmenn, as diverse forms of extremism
(rather than moderation) characterise all of them, even if this applies more to
the “ugly” side of that family than to both Pordlfrs, who are represented as
more virtuous and chivalric than their relatives. In any case, all of them lack
the combination of moderate behaviour and political wisdom which is typical
of jafnadarmenn. Pordlfr Skalla-Grimsson, the most virtuous of the members
of the lineage!® does not have an important political impact (his main role be-
ing the one of the loyal follower and son) and his virtues are of a more personal

type.

Arinbjorn, an honourable man

Egill’s best (and only true) friend Arinbjorn is probably the closest figure
to a jafnadarmadr in the saga, that is, a character who combines strong self-
standing, ability to mediate in conflicts, impartiality (or at least awareness of
his partiality), and a good deal of common sense. His characterisation con-
trasts markedly with the portrait made of all the members of Egill’s family.
Arinbjorn is able to manage properly (and at the same time) both his personal
loyalties and his role as a royal servant, even while both are in conflict, a fact
that distinguishes him from both Pérolfrs. He is neither prone to attacks of
rage nor shows a greedy, capricious and grotesque behaviour (unlike his friend
Egill), yet he does not avoid any risk of integration by remaining in stubborn
isolation (as Skalla-Grimr does).

It is thus unsurprising to notice that the saga describes Arinbjorn as hon-
ourable. He is first presented while in his youth as “an imposing (or bold, or
manly) man, and a most skilful (or accomplished) man.”"” He is briefly de-
scribed again later, while he is more mature: “Arinbjorn was a great warrior
and blessed with victories. He had revenues from the province of Fjordane

16 This is argued by A. JTakobsson: Egils saga and Empathy: Emotions and Moral Issues
in a Dysfunctional Saga Family. “Scandinavian Studies” 2008, Vol. 80(1), pp. 1—18.
17 “skoruligr madr ok inn mesti iprottamadr.” Egils saga, ch. 41, p. 105.
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[in South-Western Norway] [...] Arinbjorn had returned to his homestead in
Norway and lived there in great honour.”"® This flattering portrait serves as
an introduction for the long poem that Egill dedicates to his friend, in which
the main qualities praised are his warrior skills and his generosity, but also
his skill to solve conflicts (mentioned in the 20th stanza of Arinbjarnarkvioa).
Earlier in the saga, we have a hint on how Arinbjorn obtained such high stand-
ing. He is said to be the foster-brother of king Eirikr, foster-father to his chil-
dren, and the most loved of all his /endr madr by the king, who placed him in
charge of Fjordane."” Arinbjorn shows at some point that he is conscious that
the king is one of the sources of his honour, when he thanks him for pardoning
Egill at the court in York; the saga tells that “Arinbjorn thanked the king with
beautiful words then for the honour and friendship that the king had granted
him.”

From this picture, we obtain a twofold representation of Arinbjorn’s
virding. Part of it comes from the king, and in this aspect, the royal concession
of land makes his generosity more likely by endowing such virtue with a ma-
terial base. However, his honour also derives from his own personal qualities,
which precede his high position: these are fundamentally skill in battle and
generosity, two classical heroic virtues. It is against this background that the
attributes that make him similar to jafnadarmenn are to be understood. By
contrast, honour and social standing derived from pure political pragmatism,
of the kind exemplified by the ambitious and successful Snorri godi in Eyrbyg-
gja saga, are absent from Egils saga. In Egla, the function of honourable men,
epitomised by Arinbjorn, seems to be one of providing social stability, not
politically-driven changes.

Could honour be understood as a commodity?

We now have to consider the notion that honour was a cause for com-
petition and that it acted as a commodity. It can be argued that the underly-
ing theory for this assumption generally mirrors the kind of analysis formalist

18 “Arinbjorn var hermadr mikill ok sigrsell; hann hafdi at veizlum Fjardarfylki [...]
Arinbjorn var pa kominn i Noreg til biia sinna ok hann var pa i virding mikilli.” Ibidem,
ch. 78, p. 257.

1 Tbidem, ch. 59, pp. 175—176.

20 “Arinbjorn pakkadi konungi med fogrum ordum pa scemd ok vinattu, er konungr hefir
veitt honum.” Ibidem, ch. 61, p. 194.
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economic anthropology could have produced. Such view hails back to vari-
ations “rational choice theory,” usually in its milder versions (which postu-
late a contextually-bound rationality rather than a timeless principle of maxi-
misation) but that nevertheless still focus methodologically on the choices of
particular agents. While this approach provides an interesting framework to
discuss certain scenes of negotiated exchange,” we have the impression that it
falls short to explain honour transfers in Egils saga. The main problem is that
in Egla transfers of honour are often one-sided. Typically, in these occasions,
a king transfers (“shows” or “gives”) honour to a subject.?> This does not in
any case diminish anyone’s honour, and in fact, it is likely that it also increases
the honour of the giver. Therefore, the metaphor of honour as a commodity
seems to be very inadequate in these cases: the core of such metaphor, this is,
that honour is scarce, appears false. Instead, it seems that the king can eas-
ily “produce” honour or endow others with part of his own (non-quantifiable)
honour.

Moreover, the kind of competitive honour that we find in the bloodfeuds
common in the Islendingaségur plays a minor role in Egla, as feuding among
Icelandic farmers is a secondary theme in the saga. In fact, it seems predictable
that the only instance of the substantive dsemd (“loss of honour”, “dishonour”)
occurs during the feud between Steinarr Qnundarson and Porsteinn Egilsson?
in the late part of the saga. In that scene, Qnundr tells Egill that he does not
want at all to cause any dishonour to Porsteinn, while he still supports his own
son in the dispute. It is only there that an idea of scarce honour appears, of an
honour inherent to a man (or a father-son group, or a family) which is lost if
someone else wins it.

Dishonour could also be of a different type. The adjective dsemiligastr is
used by borolfr Kveld-Ulfsson when discussing with his father which course
of action to take in face of the king’s expansionist plans. Porolfr says that it
seems to him “that the most dishonourable thing is to be neither his friend
nor his enemy.”?* The neutrality chosen by Kveld-Ulfr is depicted by his son
as a dishonourable course of action. Here the metaphor of a commodity fails
again: inaction is what creates the loss of honour, not an action undertaken (in
either direction) for or against the honour of a third party.

The inadequacy of the commodity metaphor to describe honour in Egils
saga is a likely outcome of turning a concept that belongs in the domain of

2l The classical illustration is W.I. Miller’s Gift, Sale, Payment, Raid: Case Studies
in the Negotiation and Classification of Exchange in Medieval Iceland. “Speculum” 1986,
Vol. 61(1), pp. 18—50.

2 For example, Egils saga, ch. 22, p. 56; ch. 55, p. 146; ch. 61, p. 194.

2 Ibidem, ch. 81, p. 284.

24 “Nu pykkir mér pat dsemiligast, at vera hvarki vinr hans né ovinr.” Ibidem, ch. 6,
p. 15.
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political relationships into a modern economic simile. The honour in Egla can-
not be thought of as a commodity, because it is not an alienable object, but
a property of persons, closely bound with them. In this aspect, honour is pos-
sibly congruent with gifts, which circulate (like commodities) but that (unlike
commodities) are at the same time kept by the original owners. The fact that
honour can be transferred into a monetary value, as illustrated by the word
mannsémi (“honour [of a man]”, “recompense”) which is used once® as alter-
native to fébeetr (“monetary compensations”) only reinforces the impression
that the limits between person and thing were not precise, while commoditisa-
tion implies exactly the contrary. As it is well-known, gifts are inherently po-
litical in nature, because they embody and signify social ties. Full discussion of
this complex line of argument would require research beyond the scope of this
article, but any reader of sagas knows of the recurrence of gift-giving scenes
in them because of their political importance. Commodities, by contrast, do not
have such importance, neither particularly in £gla nor in the sagas in general.?
It would be surprising to imagine that the sagamenn would understand honour
through the dynamics of what is marginally important in their depiction of
systems of circulation of goods.?”’

Honour and inalienable wealth

We have expressed doubts over the possibility that honour can be consid-
ered as a commodity. This returns us to the question of how to define honour
as a concept. We suggest that honour should be connected to the ideas about

% Ibidem, ch. 24, p. 61.

26 We have counted 45 instances of gift-giving (plus 65 references to practices following
the same basic principle, such as feasts and hospitality) and only 18 references to commercial
commodity exchange in the saga. Moreover, some of the instances of gift-giving occupy a very
central role in the narrative, while commercial exchange is almost always mentioned briefly.
See S. Barreiro: La Logica y el Vocabulario de la Circulacion y la Acumulacion de Bienes
en la Saga De Egill. Unpublished Doctoral Dissertation, University of Buenos Aires 2014,
p. 232.

7 Tt should be pointed out that the notions of competitive honour are in most cases based
on ethnographical work undertaken in contemporary societies, such as the Montenegrin or
Kabyles that are by no means independent from the commodity-based capitalist system, even if
they are peripheral to it. The use of such models to the undoubtedly pre-capitalist 13th-century
Iceland therefore carries a noticeable risk of anachronism.
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property?® and the form of production of goods.? For example, we could think
that honour works like an inalienable possession. Inalienable wealth®® is the
kind of wealth that preserves a link with the original owner, which often is the
producer even when it changes hands by being given away. A somewhat inex-
act but illustrative example of this type of wealth in our modern society could
be a famous painting: If tomorrow Starry Night is sold from the Museum of
Modern Art to the Louvre, this piece of art will however retain the association
with Van Gogh in everyone’s mind. It is the fact that the painting itself was
produced by the Dutch painter is what truly matters: A copy of Starry Night
is not the same as the original precisely because it is not the product of Van
Gogh’s own labour (even if the copy will still remind all of us of the original,
and thus also of the painter). Moreover, those acquainted with the history (or
better said, the “biography”) of the painting could also be reminded of the
MoMA when they see it in the Louvre. If the object changing hands was in-
stead a commodity, by contrast, it becomes irrelevant who produced it and who
were the previous owners. Moreover, copying it makes just another equally
valuable object. For example, an exact copy of a hammer is simply another
hammer, and it is in all aspects as valuable (and as anonymous) as the original.

We can think of someone’s honour as inalienable, as somewhat similar to
a famous painting. It is the personal aspect of honour that cannot be trans-
ferred, while the social aspect can be: but nevertheless these are aspects of the
same entity, honour, which can be distinguished analytically but not empiri-
cally separated.’ Because they are necessarily related, we can still see honour

2 The relative importance of wealth and honour in the Icelandic Middle Ages has
been discussed by Icelandic historians during the last four decades. For example, Jon Vidar
Sigurdsson has argued that accumulated wealth is determined by and associated with honour,
while Helgi Porlaksson found that personal qualities and the use of wealth were originally more
important. See J.V. Sigurdsson: Semd, stéttir og steinkast a pjooveldisold. “Saga” 2003, Vol.
41(1), pp. 151—164; H. borlaksson: Fé og virding. In: Semdarmenn. Ed. H. Porlaksson.
Reykjavik 2001, pp. 91—134.

% The link between particular mental representations and the basic forms of production
and circulation has been often emphasised by Marxists, but it also appears in the Durkheimian-
Maussian tradition and in Substantivist anthropology (which is closely entwined with the Po-
lanyian reading of Marx). As remarked by Maurice Godelier, these mental representations
constitute an element of the social relationships and thus of the basic mode of production
(M. Godelier: The Mental and the Material. New York 1986, pp. 125—178) and not a mere
secondary “superstructure.” This is why the emphasis on commodities, so closely associated
with capitalism, appears to us theoretically doubtful: it would be surprising if a society do-
minated by non-commodified forms of production of goods conceived a core social-political
notion precisely as a commodity.

30 These are discussed theoretically by A. Weiner: Inalienable Possessions: The Paradox
of Keeping-While Giving. Berkeley 1992; and M. Godelier: L'enigme du Don. Paris 2002.

31 Social, external honour seems to need personal honour as a prerequisite, while the oppo-
site is not true, as women can possess the second but not the first because they were generally
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as socially able to circulate without considering it fully transferable (as a com-
modity is), because it always keeps a tie to the original owner.*> Honour is
parallel to the gift, precisely because at the same time it can create economic
and normative® social ties of a similar kind. Moreover, honour demands or
generates obligation, even if (unlike typical gifts) this obligation is not mu-
tually binding. The social tie required by honour in medieval Iceland is one
explicitly hierarchical and competitive, even if it can be presented as reciprocal
and balanced.

To give an example of the application of our idea, we will return to a scene
from Egils saga. In chapter 25, Skalla-Grimr, Egill’s father, is at the royal court
in Norway claiming a compensation for the death of his brother, Porélfr, who
was a member of the king’s retinue. Grimr has travelled to the court due to the
pressure of his kinsmen and allies. He appears in front of the king with a reti-
nue of twelve men, who are mostly farmers like him. An ally of his family who
is also a member of the court, Qlvir, introduces him to the king:

“So now Grimr is here, the son of Kveld-Ulfr. We would be grateful, king, if
you make his trip till here worth it, as we expect it will be. Many get from you
great honour, who are inferior to him, and that are nowhere near as skilled in
many tasks as he is.”*

Here we can perceive a tension between personal honour, here associated
with Grimr’s skills and family honour, which here is merely alluded to, even if
it pervades the whole scene, because Grimr is acting on behalf of his family,*
not out of his individual will. It is interesting to note that the saga introduced
his father, Kveld-Ulfr, as a man of aristocratic origin, wealthy in terms of both

excluded from public political life. See A. Magnusdottir: Kvinnor i Fejd. Ara, Kén och Kon-
ikt i det Nordiska Medeltidssamhdille. In: Feide og fred i nordisk middelalder. Ed. E. Opsahl.
Oslo 2007, pp. 73—84.

32 While commenting a scene in Gudmundar saga dyra, Gunnar Karlsson brillantly sta-
tes: “The honour of the follower is at the same time the honour of the chieftain” (“Semd
pingmannsins er jafnframt semd godans,” emphasis mine). G. Karlsson: Godamenn. Rey-
kjavik 2004, p. 159.

3 Even while the famous Maussian Essai is ostensibly about economic concerns, it is
better read as a reflection on the nature of social ties, and, more specifically, on exchange as
a fundamental relationship. N.J. Allen: Categories and Classifications: Maussian Reflections
on the Social. New York—Oxford 2000, p. 97.

34 “Nu er Grimr hér kominn, son Kveld-Ulfs; kunnu vér ni aufusu, konungr, at pér gerid
hans for goda hingat, sva sem vér ventum, at vera muni. Fa peir margir af ydr semd mikla, er
til minna eru komnir er hann ok hvergi nar eru jafnvel at sér gorvir um flestar iprottir sem han
mun vera.” Egils saga, ch. 25, p. 63.

35 By this we mean basically the male members of the family, as women appear (with the
exception of the villainous witch-queen Gunnhildr) foreign to the political struggles in Egla.
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money and land,*® while Grimr’s skills are those of a farmer: he is an excellent
smith,*” angler,*® and farm manager.* We can therefore infer from this infor-
mation that his honour is partly transferred by his lineage and partly derived
from his individual attributes. At the same time, Grimr’s honour is here made
into a public fact (i.e., a reputation) when it is declared by Qlvir in the new
context of the court. The members of the court, then, obtain an image of Grimr
(and of his honour) that does not stem from him: like an inalienable good, like
a gift, it paradoxically circulates while being kept by its owner.

Then we have the honour that is asked from the king. There are two rea-
sons for this request: the first is Grimr’s trip, who went to Norway looking for
a compensation for his brother’s death on behalf of his family. However, at the
same time, the reason to ask is found in Grimr’s personal honour, who makes
it stand above average men. The king’s answer is to offer the guest to occupy
the same position that his dead brother had at court:

“Then I want,” said the king, “that if you ask compensation for Porélfr, you
become my man and enter here in my service and retinue. I might value your
service so well, that I will give you compensation for your brother or another
honour, no lesser than what I offered to Porolfr, your brother, but you should act
with more caution than him, if I make you a man as great as he was.”™¢

The king’s offer is hostile, but it is also perfectly logical from his perspec-
tive. In his mind, the fairest compensation would be to transfer to Grimr the
honour that Porolfr obtained from the king. This is literally the same honour,
not just an equivalent one, and an extension of the king’s own.

That kind of honour is quite different from Grimr’s own personal one:
it is a dignity derived from service from the king and obtained (in this case:
reassigned) as a royal grace. The king, obviously, would be the big winner
in his proposal, because his compensation is in any case intangible. Serving
the king, of course, would later imply material benefits for the follower, but
those would be the consequence of a pre-existing tie and a sign of it: they are
maybe analogous to subsidiary gifts.*! The compensation reclaimed by Grimr

36

Egils saga, ch. 1, p. 4.

37 Tbidem, ch. 30, p. 78.

3% Ibidem, ch. 1, p. 5.

3 Ibidem, ch. 20, p. 50.

40 «<Ek vil pa,” sagdi konungr, ‘ef pa beidisk bota fyrir Pordlf, at pt gerisk minn madr ok
gangir hér i hirdlog ok pjonir mér. Ma mér sva vel lika pin pjonusta, at ek veita pér baetr eptir
brodur pinn eda adra semd, eigi minni en ek veitta honum Porélfi, brédur pinum, ok skyldir
pt betr kunna at gaeta en hann, ef ek gerda pik at sva miklum manni sem hann var ordinn’.”
Ibidem, ch. 25, p. 64.

4 Subsidiary gifts in anthropological literature are of very diverse types. For example, in the
Kula systems, we find subsidiary gifts used to attract potential partners for proper kula exchange
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is instead a form of wergild: monetary payment for the death of a man that
would re-establish peace without creating mutual obligation. In other words, it
is a price, even if it is not a typical mercantile price.

Grimr reacts to the king’s offer excusing himself. He says that he is a man
lacking the renown (frami) and the luck (geefa) of his brother, so he could not
be a good vassal. This answer infuriates the king. This exchange demonstrates
that honour cannot be thought of as a commodity, and that it cannot be fully
conceived as just the right to demand respect (the personal aspect of honour re-
ferred above). Nothing in the answer is insulting per se, besides the simple fact
that Grimr rejects the offer. In this logic, neutral exchange is not possible: it
resembles the dynamics of inalienable goods and gift-giving, not of commerce
and commodities. To negate royal honour is to negate the king, disrespect him,
and thus to get his enmity. We can notice that Grimr does diminish the king,
but instead he diminishes himself in his speech. But what matters is beyond
words: the honour publicly offered by the king is publicly given back to him. It
is a rejected gift, and rejected gifts create enmities, while rejecting commodi-
ties generates nothing.

QOlvir quickly understands the situation and asks the visitor to escape. The
king’s reaction demonstrates the enmity, as he sends his men to chase and at-
tempt to kill the Grimr and his group, saying:

“[...] he is full of wolfishness and would damage certain men, who we [i.e., the
king] would lament losing, if he was nearby.”™?

It is interesting to remark two things here: First, that the king assumes that
there is mutual hostility from that moment onwards. The saga will confirm that
he was right, as Grimr’s family and the royal house will develop a bitter hostil-
ity. Second, the substantive used to refer to Grimr as wild, bestial or antisocial,
ulfud, has some interesting implications. On the one hand, it associates with
the image of the wolf as an outlaw or pariah, which is common in Old Norse
literature.”® On the other hand, it directly refers to Grimr’s family, which has

(pokala). But we also find gifts which can be used, among other things, that is, to assure the re-
production of a preexisting tie (basi) and also to make third parties notice this. In certain ways,
the maintenance provided by lord to the members of the retinue resembles this second form, but
it is noticeably hierarchical and redistributive rather than reciprocal. See A. Weiner: “A4 World
of Made is Not a World of Born”: Doing Kula in Kiriwina. In: The Kula: New Perspectives on
Massim Exchange. Eds. J. Leach, E. Leach. Cambridge 1983, pp. 147—170.

42 “hann er fullr upp ulfadar ok hann verdr at skada peim m@nnum nQkkurum, er oss mun
pbykkja afnam i, ef hann nair.” Egils saga, ch. 25, p. 64.

 See M. Jakoby: Wargus, vargr — ’Verbrecher’ 'Wolf”: eine sprach- und rechtsge-
schichtliche Untersuchung. Uppsala 1974; and A. Gudmundsdottir: The Werewolf in Me-
dieval Icelandic Literature. “Journal of English and German Philology” 2007, Vol. 106(3),
pp. 277—303.
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clear wolfish traits,** even if that association is ambiguous.* By his speech, the
king manages to invert the image presented by Qlvir, rejecting any personal
worth in Grimr, to the extent that he turns him (discursively) into a savage
and bestial enemy. This serves to illustrate the fact that there is no external,
objective value in honour, which is by necessity contextual.*® As with gifts,
the judgement passed on the honour of a person exceeds the claim to a right
or mercantile price, as it is fundamentally a sign of the social tie between that
person and the broader community.

“ A. Gurevich: The Origins of European Individualism. London 1995, pp. 65—66.

45 A. Jakobsson: Beast and Man: Realism and the Occult in Egils saga. “Scandinavian
Studies” 2011, Vol. 83(1), pp. 29—44.

4 Richard Bauman has argued that honour needs to be performed publicly, and therefore it
is helped by skilful uses of verbal art. His argument is hard to deny, but it seems to apply more
specifically to reputation rather than to the internal component of honour. See R. Bauman:
Performance and Honor in 13th-Century Iceland. “The Journal of American Folklore” 1986,
Vol. 99(392), pp. 131—150.

Santiago Barreiro
Rola honoru w Sadze o Egilu
Streszczenie

Niniejszy artykut stawia sobie za cel zbadanie roli, jaka odgrywa pojgcie honoru w trzyna-
stowiecznej islandzkiej Sadze o Egilu (skomponowanej w przyblizeniu w latach 1220—1240).
Analizie poddane sa teoretyczne oraz historiograficzne zapiski dotyczace pojmowania honoru,
zaroéwno w sensie ogélnym, jak i w kontekscie islandzkiego $redniowiecza. Ponadto, autor ana-
lizuje wystgpujace w sadze stownictwo zwiazane z honorem, by na jego podstawie wyodrgbni¢
jej bohateréw, ktorzy mogliby stuzy¢ za przyktad honoru. Z kolei w ostatniej czg$ci artykutu
podjeto dialog z pojgciem honoru pojmowanym jako towar i zaproponowano alternatywne od-
czytanie jego znaczenia. W tym ujeciu honor przyrownany jest do niezbywalnego bogactwa,
autor za$ udowadnia swoja hipotezg za pomoca krotkiej analizy jednej ze scen sagi.

Santiago Barreiro
Die Rolle der Ehre in Saga o Egilu (dt.: Die Saga von Egil Skalla Grimsson)

Zusammenfassung

Der Beitrag bezweckt, die Rolle der Ehre in der vermutlich zwischen 1220 und 1240 ver-
fassten islindischen Saga von Egil Skalla Grimsson (Egils Saga) zu untersuchen. Analysiert
werden hier theoretische und historiografische Notizen iiber die Auffassung der Ehre sowohl im
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allgemeinen Sinne als auch im Zusammenhang mit dem isldndischen Mittelalter. Der Verfasser
untersucht auch den in der Saga vorkommenden und sich auf die Ehre beziehenden Wortschatz,
um auf der Grundlage solche Helden der Saga zu trennen, welche als Vorbild eines ehrenhaften
Menschen dienen konnen. Im letzten Teil des Beitrags polemisiert er mit dem als eine Ware
betrachteten Begriff der Ehre und empfiehlt eine alternative Lesart dessen Bedeutung. In der
Auffassung wird die Ehre mit unverduferlichem Reichtum verglichen und der Verfasser be-
weist seine Hypothese mittels kurzer Analyse einer Szene aus Egils Saga.



