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SUMMARY

The works of Sturla Pérdarson have more direct historical implications
than certain other sagas. But a balanced interpretation of his work will
consider Its literary as well as its historieal implications, and will place
it within the context of the unified literary tradition of Iceland, to which
he was conscious of belonging. I would regard as of questionable value any
historical speculation on his political career that did not take this literary
context fully into account,

After the perils of his life in Iceland in the Sturlungadld, Sturla cane
into his own when Xing Magmis commissicned him to write Hikonar sgga. If
there are literary short-comings in this work, they may be attributed to the
author's prior unfamiliarity with his theme, rather than to political timidity.
Within his narrative, written in the laconic B8aga-style, Sturla nevertheless
seems Lo offer a justification for the strong monarchy of Hékon, as bringing
peace to Norway. Some touches bring out Sturla's personal involvement with
his theme.

Sturla seems to have been whole-heartedly in support of King Magmis's
efforts at Tcelandic reconstruction. Whether or not Sturla had s hand in com-
piling Jarnsf¥a, we can understand why he was prepared to help introduce that
code to Iceland. Sturla, again for reasons that are perfectly understandable,
may not have been a very effective ar enthusiastic 1ldgmadr, but the evidence
is very inconclusive.

Islendinga saga shows how the practice of literature had helped Sturla
to develop political objectivity. The saga, as Bjdrn M, Olsen and Pétur
Sigurdsson have pointed out, is marked by fairmindedness. It is also dis-
tinguished by 1ts author's compassion for his country.

Tt is regrettable that only fragments of Magniys saga lagabocbis remain,
but there are touches that show Sturla's sympathy with Magniis .

Sturla's objectivity appears not to be a political caution that then

found literary expression, but a literary quality shared with the Islendinga
sdgur, that in turn no doubt led to a mature and fairminded politieal outlook,
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BEven vhen we know a medizeval Icelandic writer by name, we usually know
little else about him beyond what can be learned from his works themselves,
From the standpoint of the New Critic, this may be a thoroughly satisfactory
gtate of affairs. But our response to Sturla Pérdarson is bound to be a
distinctive one. In Islendings saga he presented a group=-portrait of the
Icelanders in the last few decades of their independence from Norway: in
Hekonar saga and Magmis sacs lacabetis he provided individual portraits of
Iceland's first two Norwegian overlords.. Here is an author dealing with the
events of his own day, and events in which he was dirsctly concerned. Here
are sagas with direct and obvious historical implications. Mrom the stand-
point of the historian at least, the more that we can learn about Sturla's
background and possible bias the better, OF course, 1if we are unable to
learn enouzh we must admit this openly,

But it must be emphasised that we should never leave out of account the
literary qualities of Sturla's work if we are to reach a balanced interpret-
ation of it. Balanced saga criticism of this sort is never easys The
Islendinga sdgur mey not be historical documents in the simple sense that
they were once taken to be. This makes it harder Ffor the literary critie to
relate them to history, but it certainly does not relieve him of that
troublesome responsibility. And it is equally important for the historian
to respect the literary qualities of the samtidar sbgur. Sturlungs sags is
not a mere quarry of historical data. For the receptive reader, as Rdgis
Boyer has pointed out, 'peu % peu, les textes s'animent. Ils sont directs,
et surabondent de skve, comme la vie méme.' (1) 4nd a literary reading of
Sturla's Islendinza saga can indeed pay rich dividends. (2)

M.I. Steblin-Kamenskij's assertion that the saga-writers sought neither
artistic truth nor historieal truth but an amalgam of these to be styled
'syneretic truth! has not Ffound much favour. (3) But his thesis may sursly
‘be defended if restated in a more restricted way, to the effect that the
writers of various sorts of saga belonged, and consciously belonged, to a
unitary literary tradition unknown to us today. {In modern times 1t may be
merely the consciousness of belonging to a common literary tradition that is
lacking in our writers. To look, for instance, for literary topoi in the
work of a present-day academic historian would undoubtedly csuse offence,
but would not for that rsason alone be invalid!)

Sturla's work was many-sided. In composing a version of Landndmabdk,
and in compiling Kristni sags, he was working in the tradition of ari
Porgilsson. (4) In chronicling the lives of Horwegian %ings he had before
him the example of his uncle Snorri Sturluson. He was also a poet, and a
lost version of Grettis sasa has besn aseribed to him. (5) It is with part.
iculer aptness that Julia McGrew's tramslation of sturlunga saga glosses the
word 'skald', as appliad to 3turla in the Formili, as 'poet, historien,
story-teller', since he displayed in his work so many facets of the Icelandic
literary tradition, (%) Like all sturdy traditions this one vwas capable of
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assimilating outside influences wvith bensfit to itselr, Sturlals work may
furnish an example of this, since it hag been suyvested that hs learned less-
ons a8 a historian from the example of Matthew Paris, who had vigited Norway
in 1248. Hd%onspr saga beors the marks of the duropean chronicls style. It
follows = strict ennalistie chraonelogy, and letters and documents are utiliz-
ed in the narsative. (7) 4nd the veiter of the Formdli stresses that in
Tslendinge sage Sturla mede use of 'bréfum peim, er peir ritudn, er peim vdru
samtioa, er sdgurnar eru Ffrg.' (8) _

It cannot be doubted that Sturla Poroarson was conseious of, and proud
of, his place in the Icelandic literary lineage. is Hermann P4lsSon has
pointed out, Sturla recites this lineage in the peculiarly solemn context of
King Hakon's last hours: {9)

I sdttinni 18t hamn fyrat lesa sér Litfnu-bekr. =p pd pétti hénum sép
mikil meda {, at hugsa par eptir hversu pat pyddi. L&t hann bd lesa fyrir
sér Norsnu-bekr, nztr ok daga; fyrst Heilagra-manna-ssgur; o ep

brant 1€t hann lesa sér Konunga~tal frd R4lfdani Svarta, ok sfdan frg
811um Noregskonungum, hverjum eptir annanm,,.

Messu~dagr Lucie meyjar vor 4 Férsdag. Bn Laugar—daginn eptir, sf3 um
kveldit, préngdi sve g6ttar-rfari konungsins, at hann misti mals sins, Ner
midri ndtt var dti at less Sverris-sdgu, Bn heldr at midri nétt 1idinni
kalladi almdttigr Gus Hakon onung af pessa heims 17y, (10)

The clear implication ig that, just as King Hdkon is thus gathared to
his ancestors, so will Hékon's sags shortly take its due place within a family
of recorded accounts,

If we look for clues as to Sturlal's motivation as a politieian end obser-
ver of political events s 1t may well be that the internal evidence of bis
writings will provide some. But whether it does or not, I would regard ag of
questionable value any historical speculation on his career that is not 3round-
ed in the literary context of his writings,

Sturla Pdrdarson vas born in 1214. Gudbrandur Vigiusson has dessribed
Sturla's father, Pdrar Sturluson, as 's man of great sagacity and fore-sight,
with something of the Seer about him, loving to duell in peace, ready to give
vise counsel if ha were asked for it,' (11) Sturla's youth colncided, ir zen-
eral, with a time of comparative peace in thirteenth-cen.tury Iceland becauge
of the temporary ascendancy of the oturlung Tamily over their rivals among
the godar. But in particulsr the harmony of Sturlgls immediate family e¢ircle
Seems likely to have provided the same congenial atmosphere for the young
anthor that fosterage with Jén Loftsson providsd for sturla's unecle Snorri,
ind the fact that the Sturlung fomily as a whole was S0 large, with so many
divergent purposes among its members » ir itself entails that when 3turla came
to write his Islendings 8823, we have no need to imazine that he conceived it
in any narrow clannish spirit of partisanship.
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But there then followed the Final turbulent decades of the Icelandie
Gommonwealth, in which so many members of the Sturlunz femily died, and in
whose events Sturla Pdroarson himself could not avoid being caught up. He
was fortunate enough to be given quarter at the bloody fight of Orlyzsstadir
in 1238 when his unecle Sighvatr and cousin Sturla were slaughtered; and he
must surely then have shared the thought which he attributes to his unele

Snorri:

Potti honum inn mesti skadi eftir Sighvat, brdgur ginn, sem var, pé ‘at
beir beri eigi gefu til sampykkis stundum sin £ miili, (12)

The eventual fall of the Commonwealth in 1262-4 meant not only the sub-
mission of the Icelanders to Xing Hdkon, and then to his son Magnis, but also
the reconciliation within Iceland itself of Gizurr Porvaldsson and Hrafn
Oddsson, from neither of whom had Sturla reason to eXpect any good. (13) It
was Hrafn Oddsson who forced Sturla to go abroad in the summer of 1243, (14)
Since Sturla was not one of those Icelandic politicians who had worked to
further the cause of Narwegian overlordship, he was plainly in some danger
in going, as he did, to Norway, We do not know the exact nature of the
accusations against him that his enemies had brought before the Norvwegian
government, but it is indeed easy to accept the opinion that Sturlu pdttr
attributes to Gautr:

En Gautr segir honum aftr 4 méti, hversu mjgk hann var affluttr vid Magmis
konung, en b6 meir vid Hekon konung... Ok #tla ek i hafir mjdk affluttr
verit.

- Sturla might not have lived to write his books if old fing Hdkon had
returned from his expedition against the Seots. But Sturla found Favour with
the young king, and esrned from him the compliment: 'Eat #tla ek, at pud
kvedir betr en pdfinn.! (15) For fifty years Sturla had had to pick his way
among the perilous sffairs of his own land. He had now come into his own, in
that his literary gifts had made him acceplable at the powerful ecourt of Nor-
way, whose rulers vere determined 'to climb to the top {of the ecultursl
ladder) as soon as possible, by absorbing as much ag they could of European
manners, learning and literaturs.! (16) Sturla's girts could at last be
given full expression by assisting this royal cultural endeavour, and when
King Magnis commissioned Sturla to write Hikonar sawa one sess the decisive
turning-point in Sturla's whole life, But his gifts were to be used even
more fruitfully in his lster recollection in tranquillity of the turmoil that
had engulfed his native land.

Hikonar saga is a Spare narrative, and this misht be attributed either
to Sturla's previous unfamiliarity with Norway, or to his inability to warn
towards a king who had worked so long for the over-lordshir of Iceland and to
his desire to imply no adverse criticism of other Norwegian politicians who
were still alive or who had living relatives, Sturla sezms to have set out,
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in the main, to record as simply as possible the ovents of Hikon's reign, and
Hermann Pdlsson for this reason posits a contrast between the saga's literary
and its historical value: 'For the modern historian Hikonar gaga is in many
respects a more satisfactory document than most of the other Icelandic Sagas,
and conversely it does not rate very high among them 2s a work of art,! (17)
It seems that the saga was completed in 1265, by which time Sturls had had
still only some two years'! experience of Norwegian life. If it is accepted
that the saga has literary short-comings, these may easily be explained suffic-
iently by the author's lack of due time to assimilate the matarials of a
largely unfamiliar theme. The spareness of the narrative, the avoidance of
direct personal comment, would need to be attributed to Sturla's political
timidity only if these literary qualities were present in a way not found in
the Islendinga s3gur and in Sturla's own Islendinga saza, and it is by no
means certain that this iz so.

In his opening lines, Sturla powerfully creates the context for his
account of Norwegian unrest in the years between Sverrir's death and Hikon's
rise to power. (18) It is as if Europe as a whole is torn by the disorder
vhich Sturla had seen in microcosm in Iceland, and to which Norway too was
prone at the time. In Rome sits Pope Innocent 'er inn pridi var medr pvi
nafni I postulligu szti." There is grim irony in the faet that under him
Europe is convulsed by the struggles of rival Emperors, 'Fhilipus af Svdfa
& Pli, en Otto son Heinriks hertuga af Brinsvik fyrir nordan Fjalls Peir
striddu sin { milli, par #il er Philipus af Svdfa var veginn af Philipo her-
tuga, sinum pjdnustu-menni.! Meanwhile the Norwegians squabble over the
choice of a king, one candidate being deemed 'dtlendr at fédurkyni' and the
other 'Norenn ok par Sdalbarinn { Préndheimi, ok kominn af inum beztum kyne
kvislum er { véru Noregi.' (19)

When the young Hdkon emerges as one of those with a elaim to the throne,
it is made clear how great are the forces of disorder thst thresnten. to engulf
aim. When he has to flee from his enemies, his name is explicitly linked with
that of one of his greatest predeceszors, who had imposed himself on his
quarrelling subjects: (20)

Své hafa vitrir menn sagt, at pot hafi 1fkast verit, vds Het ok ervidi er
Birkibeinar héfdu { hessari ferd, med Stta peim er bheir hdfou af sfinum
dvinum &3r enn beir dmu med konungs son nordr { Prondheim, pvi vdsi [ ok
ervidi] er Oldfr Tryggvason ok Astridr mddir Lans Tengu 1 sinun ferdum »4
er bau flydu dr Noregi austr til Svfpjddar...

At apposite points in the narrative 3turla guotes from his own poem that
had won the admiration of Xing Magnds, as for example:

Hafdi Christr of konungs—efni
hulizehjélm heilli gdéu,

Pa er allvallds ér Sfridi
fregdur-son fagnandi kom.
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The bad weather that permits Hsgkon's escape from his enemies expresses the
divine will that Hékon shall survive to bring peace to his p=ople.

Thereafter, the saga develops as the chronicle of Hdkon's drive towards
supreme power. But it also seems, implicitly, to be a Justification of this
drive. In a sense the story has come full circle when Bdkon is crovned by the
papal emissary, the representative of that Supreme spiritual authority with
reference to which the saga began. Cardinal William's speech emphasises the
sanctification of Norwegian monarchy in the person of Hdkon:

Lofadr sé Gud, at ek hefi pat drendi full-gért f dag, sem ek hefir umbod
til af hendi heilagrar Réma-borgar, ok herra Pgvans s ok allra kardindla:
ok nd [er% konungr yderr kérdnadr, ok fullkomliga semdr, svd at eingi mun
slfka s#md fengit hafa fyrr { Noregi. (21)

But to add further ezﬁhasis Sturla again quotes from his own poem, Supreme
honour has come to Hdkon because he has brought peace to his people:

Sd kom gipta af Guds syni
yfir Hakon heilli gddu:

er ellvald &flgrar kristni
fyrir-madr til fridar vigsi

And when Hékon at length dies, Sturla's summary of his career again links the
themes of sanctification and of peace and lawful government: again, the name
of one of Hékon's mightiest predecessars is invoked:

Ett-vig 811 1ét hann af taka, svd at eingi skyldi gjalda annars tilverka,.
nema bzta at peim hluta er 18g segdi 4 haun.

Hakon konungr lagdi meira hug &, at styrkja Guds kristni f Noregi, en engi
konungr fyrir hénum, sidan er var inn helgi J14fr konungr. {22) .

It cannot however be urged that the saga is a mere homage to political
authority for its own sake. Apart from his linking of the themes of political
and divine harmony, Sturla shows that political harmony sometimes has a high
purchase price, As W.P, Xer remarks, this is the idea oxpressed in the
account; of Hékon's struggle with Jarl 3kili. Sturla shows us 'the two differ-
ent principles - the monarchy and the oligarchy' and brings out 'the tragic
opposition of the two sorts of good intentions.' (23) Margaret, the daughter
of Skuli and wife of Hdkon, embodies this tragedy in one of the saga's most
brilliant passages. She states, in all innocence, what are the requirements
in Norway of harmony and good government; and then she is at once made aware
of the consequences of this in terms of her own divided loyalties:

Hon spurdi, ef konungrinn hefai frétt ndidkur ny tidendi, "Smd eru tidendin,”
segir hann, "tveir eru konungar f Noregi 7 senn.' Hdn sagdi: "Zinn mun
vera réttr konungr, ok erut pér bar; ok svd 1d4ti Gud vera ok inn helgi

Oléfr konungr." D sagdi konungr, at fadir hemnar hef¥i 14t13 gefa sér
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konungs-nafn 4 Byra-pingi. "Betr mun vera" » 8egir hon, "ok gérit fyrir
Guds sakir, trdit pessu eigi, medan pér megit viy dyljesk.," Kemr pd upp
gratr fyrir henni, ok mdtti hdn ekki fleirs um tala. Konungrinn bad hana
Yer? kdta; sagdi, at hén skyldi ekki gjalda frd hénum tiltzkja f&dur sins.
24

I would suggest that, in his over-sll handling of his theme, Sturla
brings out one sense in which he is personslly involved in it: here is the
Icelander who has known dispeace at home describing how peace wes brought to
Norwvay. But in small touches he shows another sense of personal involvement.,
In Tslendinga sasa Sturla was to say explicitly that Gizurr Porvaldsson had
King Hakon's written authorization to kill Sturla's uncle Snorri:

Helt hann pd upp bréfum peim, er peir Eyvindr ok Arni h&fdu dt haft. Var
par d, at Gizurr skyldi Snorra 14ts $tan fara, hvéirt er honum petti 1jurt
eda leitt, eda drepa hann at &3rum kosti fyrir pat, er hann haf3i farit t
{ banni konungs. Kalladi Hskon konungr Snorra landrddemann vi¥ sik. (25)

In Hékonar saga, as Hermamn Pdlsson has pointed out, Sturla is somewhat less
explicit, i26§ But there too the king's complicity in the murder is brought
out at a later stage, when Orzkja, Snorrils son, comes before King Hdkon and is
forgiven, though the king says that Orzkja's guilt was greater than his
father's. Hdkon adds: "Ok eigi mundi fadir hans dit hafa, ef hann hefdi
komit 4 minn fund." (27) Hermann Pdlsson observes of this passage: 'To any-
one vho is familiar with the technique cnd art of the Icelandie sagas the
words uttered by the king could hardly fail to convey the notion that the king
was responsible for Snorri's death. We are clearly expected to read such an
admission into his remark.' Tt may have been political caution that held
Sturla back from being more explicit at this point. But it is at least as
likely that it was in obedience to the dictates of the laconie saga-style that
he said no mere, in a saga whose main theme was not the disputes of. the Ige-
landers. He had, after all, said enough,

A literary craftsman may work himself into the right mood far perform-
ence of en initially uncongenial task. But there is no need to suppose that
Sturla haed come, as a result of writing Hakonar sazs, especially to revere the
memory of Xing Hakon. Rather it would appear that he had come to appreciate
the value of the strong Norvegian monarchy, and had sought to embody that
value in literary terms., That monarchy had brought order to Norway itself,
and there was now a hope that it might restore to Iceland a degree of order
that Sturla had seldom experienced in his life~time,

It is, I suggest, in that spirit that we should see Sturla embarking on
the next stage of his career, that of an administrater in Iceland on behalf of
the Norwegian crown. He was to be the 18gmadr, and the laweode within which
be was to operate was the new code Jérnsida, brought from Norway in 1271 by
Sturla and by King Magmis's hirémadr, Eindridi bsggull, for the approval of
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the Alping. Jarnsida was a code 30 Norwegian in its antecedents and its pro-
visions, apparently so ill-adapted to Icelandic needs, that it required to be

repaced by Jénshdk only ten years later, (28) Surely, it may be argued,

Sturla's assoeiation with such a code reveals a culpable degree of collabor-

ation with the Norwegian crown against the best interests of his own country?

We have no sure means of knowing how much responsibility Sturla bore for
the framing of Jfrnsi¥a. As has been pointed out, (29) the statement in
Sturlu »dttr that '1itlu sfdar kom Sturla { ina mestu kerleika vis konunginn,
ok hafdi konungr hann mjdk viy radagerdir sfnar...' (30) doas not at all
amount to direct evidence that Sturla helped King Magnis frame his Icelandic
law—code. It is true that there is a more positive statement in ibbot Arn-
grimrts version of Gudmundar Saga where, vith reference to an earlier perind,

there is a mention of Sturla Pdrdarson

er s{dan vard riddari Magnisar kondngs Hékonarsonar, ok logmadr, ok med
hans rasi ok t1118gu skriradi koningrinn fyrstu 18gbdk t11 Islands si3an
landit gekk undir komings vald, (31)

The tradition behind this remark, however, may stem merely from a belief
among the Icelanders that Sturls Pérdarson, scion of such a prominent native
house, must surely have had more to do with the framing of their new laws,
however unpalatable they may have been in themselves, than, say, the Norwegian
EindriZi boggull.

But if the authorship of Jdrns{¥a must remain an open quesation, there
Seems no reason to doubt that Sturig was in full sympathy with the 8pirit and
intention of the new code, And this in itself would not brand him as a quis-
ling. Olafur Lirusson's convineing argument (32) is important here, to the
effect that, when it was stipulated in the Gizurar sdttmdli of 1262 that 'Hér
{ mét skal konungr 1dta oss nd frid®i og fslenzieum 18gum,' (33) this was by no

Id

means tantamount to Saying that Grdgds vould continue in fuil foree, The
coming of monarchy created wholly new situation, ope in vhich the godar, for
instance, could not be alloyed to retain those powers that had led to so much
strife, Institutions and laws must be modified accordingly, In addition,
while it would be a gross overstatement to say that Graggs had been forgotten,
the vide general knowledge of the law that is implied in the custom of its
regular annual recitation at the Alping can scarcely have bsan a marked feat-
ure of Icelandic society in the troubled perisd up to 1262, and it may be
sugaested that a code that had been s0 often and so spectacularly defied had
at least lost some eredibility in the eyes of many Icelanders. Jior Sturla,
Just as for King Megmis, the need for a new start must have seemed Very press-
ing. 4nd if the work was somewhat botched and required to be done again, this
was the unsurprising result of the sSpeed with which it was attempted to set
the machines of law ang order in motion again. & modern government might in
such circumstances have sent Sturla back to Teeland to preside, without limit
of time, over a law refaorp commission; but this is not necessarily a sign of
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our superior wisdom in such matters,

If the evidence, which is somewhat in the nature of hearsay, be accepted,
then 3turla was not an outstanding success ag l8gmadr, This does not mean
that he would in no circumstances have been competent for the job, He had
once in the past been 18gs8gumadr to the Icelandic Commonwealth, znd had de-
nitted office in o vary short time: but this had been in the very difficult
circumstances of 1251, Now, a man of almost 8ixty, he had pPlayed his part ip
the institution of the new order of government, but may well have found its
detailed application an exhausting and disappointing business, The spectac-
ular strife was in the past, but there were stil)l many matters for the Ice-
landers to disagree about, In particular, Bishop Arni was intent on reising
again and on solving the contentious question of the stadamdl, and Sturla as a
historian would have known how this had caused dissention before, The trad-
itions that survive suggesy that Sturla displayed indecision and vacillation
when cases came bsfore him. He sarned the gratitude of hone, and above all
Bishop &rni came to sse hin scornfully as Someone who set the avoidance of

rouble above the performance of his duty:

As borvardr Pérarinsson told King Magnis: "LigsSgunair var dgreidr, ok
skaut flestum milum undir biska 8 dom ok annarra manna, peirra er syndist,
Al 16gréttu-mSnnum nyttist 17t43.n (34)

Or as Bishop Lrni represented it to Xing Magmis: "ess on af Sturls stéd
ninna gagn en pérf sty til, ok par purfti rdp fyrir at sjd.r (35)

Or as Sturlu pdttr has it: Sturla fdr pd til Stadarhdls bifi sfnu ok haf'i,
18g38gn, par til er héfust deilur milli kennimanna o leikmanna um stada—

« L6t Sturla pd 18gs8gn lausa ok settist hjd 8llum vandredum, er par af
gerdust,
Margir menn heyrdu £rna biskup pat mela, - o béttl pat merkiligt ~, at
Sturla myndi nikkurs nikils 28&s at njota, er hann gekk frd pessum vandg,

(36)

The editors of the modern edition of Sturlgggg,saga sugzest that 'pdtt ar, ad
Sturla kemur 1ftis vi3 deilur h3fdingja oz klerka up stadina' (37), and we can
certainly understand it if Sturla's instinet was to have as little to do with
the matter as possible. But the evidence is in any event rather tag scanty to
base a firm opinion on, and the criticisms of Sturla would be perfectly cona
sistent with the case of 8 consclentious administrator who tried to aveid tak-
ing sides, and so found favour with neither side.

But between 1271 and his death in 1284 Sturls was to have another 50f~
ourn in Narway, working on the biography of his friend {ing Magnds, He cap
have had very ijittle Spare time. Tt seems best to accept thoss arguments that
assign the composition of Is endinga saga to Sturlsls last years, even though
he had as it were been gathering the materials for it all his life. (38) XNot
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only are its balance and tranquillity of mood consistent with this interprot-
ation, but it slso seems - at whatever date we assume its extant version to
terminate - to be an open-ended and thus unfinished work, designed to hring the
story of the Icelanders up to the fall of their Commowuwealth and irdeed, it may
bz sugzested, perhaps even beyond, into the time of the new society which
Sturla was helping to build. Sturla may well have been writing against time,
impstient of those cares of of “lce that disturbed his attempts at recollszction
of times past. If Pérdr Farfason from Skard is the most likely candidate for
compiling Sturlungs Saza in the form which has survived for us, it may be gip-
nificant that he is thouzht to have studied law with Sturla at Fagradalr in the
vinter of 1271-2, (39) 'The thoughts of the older historian, and perhaps, under
bis ingpiration, of the younger too, may more often have been of the immediate
past than of how to apply the technicalities of the law to the problems of the
immediste futurs,

Islendings saga has bean praised by R. George Thomss for the 'distinetive
quality', 'a passionate involvement in his country's fate! that Sturls arings
to it. (40) Yet just as Hakonar saga is a royal success-story that is held on
course by the saga-style, so that there is neither personal criticism of Hdkon
the man nor excessive adulation of the institution of monarchy, so Islendinga
Saga is an account of nationsl disharmony in which no personal bias is allowed
to obtrude, and in which the Saga-style is employed to harmonise all elements
of the story through the device of fair dealing with all the participants. For
Sturla Pérdarson, passionate involvement 1s expressed through objectivity.
This objectivity is basically a literary quality, and indeed is here the mark
of an outstanding writer., Yet it seems likely that it was also a quality that
informed Sturla's political outlook, or at least scame to do so after the early
1260s. Sturla may of course have been and have remained one of those people
who can separate their writings and their life. In the winter evenings he may
have delighted his friends with a version of events that characterised his
enemies with witty venom. I don't believe it, but I admit that there is no
way of proving my belief.

That 3turla Pdréarson shared u Style, and hence an attitude of balance
and fairness, vith the writers of the Islendinga ségur, is of course no new
ldea. It has perhaps been stated most autharitatively by njérn M. Olsen, on
the basis of his very meticulous study of Sturlunga saga:

Eftir v com mf or ust um o3 dema, verdur ekki betur s5jsl, enn ad sturls
“ailmszi hinni fyretn kedfu, sem gera ber il gdds sagnueitarz, 2 hann
7ilji ekkl segia anna¥ enn pad, sem satt ery 08 ViLji segja wllen sonnleilamn.
Hann segir eigi ad eins kost s heldur ok 1&st £ sfnum nanustn vinum og ett-
ingjum, t.d. d 3norra og Jr=keju, og jafnvel £ rSaur sfnum. Mj3g sjaldan
1¥sir hann beinl{nis peim ménnum, sem vid sdguna koma. Enn hann kann pa
Tprétt ad ldte verk peirra og ord 1¥sa peim svo, ad lesaadian fep 1iésa hug-
nynd um gedslag peirra og lyndiseinkunn, Me3 einni 1{%til1i smasdgu dregur
hann oft upp svo skarpa og 1ifandi mynd af beim manni, sem hann vill lysa,
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ad bad er cing 08 vjer sjdum mannian standa beran og afklzddan fyrir oss og
skiljum ed11 hans miklu betyur enn af langri lysingu, DPessar myndir brenna
sig svo inn { minni lesandans, ad per gisymast aldrei. (41)

Bjdrn M, Olsen sugzested that Islendinga Saga, as far as it was composed
by Sturls, may not have extended beyond 1242, and he postulated the existencs
of a now~lost Gizurar saga ok Skagfirdinga which could have been used by the
compiler of Sturlunga to f£ill part of the. gap thereafter, (42) In arguing
against this conclusion Pétur Sigurdsson sought to demonstrate that there was
a unity of tone about Ibleggigggigggg, which would admit of the conclusion
that Sturla himself had carrisd it as far as 1255, (43) That the later chap-
ters dealt fairly with Gizurp Porvaldsson was not in itself g departurs from
the manner of the earlier chapters, where Sturla had shown himself capable of
this kind of fairness, leaving his audisnce to form their own conalusions
about Gizurr from the recital of his words and deeds, Hero Pétur Sigurdsson
was working very much in the spirit of Bjsra's own statement that, while
Sturla had ample reason for a personal and family bias against Gizurr, '3turla
er of gddur og samvizkusamir sagnamadur til a3 14ta mikiy & bessu bera, enda
gefur hinn rélegi og estridulausi Islenzki sdgustill héfundinum sjaldan teki-
feri til a¥ ldta £ 1jds tilfinningar sinar.! (44)

And indeed the recitds of Gizurr's words and deeds, throughout the Saga,
are liable in themselves to leave the audience with Severe reservations about
Gizurr's character, Sturla Sighvatsson,.ﬂx'instance, is not acting honourably
when he farces Gizurr to swear that he will go to Norway, and Gizurr might
thereafter have with honour broken the oath obtained under compulsion. But
the description of the oath-taking does not suggest honour on Gizurr's gide

Sf3an var bdk tekin ok Tengin Gizuri. Bad Sturla hann Sverja utanferd sina
ok at halda trinad vi¥ hann,

Gizurr spyrr, hvdrt hann skyldi vinna norrenan iy eda fslenzkan,

Sturla ba3 hann rd3a.

"Pd mun ek norrenan eil vinna," segir Gizurr, "er ok sknl pangat fara, Ep
bat mun ek segja fyrir eil minn, at ek skal til pfn aldri 8fugt ord mela
odrukxinn. (45)

Glzurr's laboured joke might in itself have been consistent with the behaviour
of a man in mortal fear, But together with the wholly gratuitous, and again
Mlippant, final remark, it reveals the godi of devious purpose., We seem to
sense the battle of Orlygsstadir already casting its shadow forward, We know
vhat Sturla's attitude to Gizurr had besn in the days befors the Commonwealth
had finally fallen:

Rauf vi3 randa styfi,
- rétt innix pat, — svinnan

allt, pvit oss hefp vélta,
O5inn, pats hét godu.
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Skaut, sds skpskmgl flytir,

~ skilk, hvat gramr mun vilja,
Gautr unni sér sleity -
slegr jarl vid mér beesi, {(46)

Recollection in tranquillity is far from bringing Sturla either to an
attitude of approval of Gizurrts conduct, or to one of indifference towards it.
But it enables him laconically to depict Gizurr not as the villain of a melo-
drama but as g man, like many of Sturla's own kin, whose moral senses have be-
come blunted by involvement in fierce polities,

Questions of literary tone admit of no single answer, but it Seems to me
that Sturlats desire to bind up the wounds of Icelandic socisty is constantly
present in his sober narrative, In the tiny vignette of the killing of Kalfr,
for instance, there is not only humour amid the grimness, but also un-ironic
Compassion for both the slain man and his superstitious Slayer:

Pérdlfr melti: "Egcq hyger pd nd at, Kdlfr, hvat pf gerir. Ver eigi svd
n&r krossinum, at blgyit hrjéti 4 hann,®
Xalfr sagdis "Vant gerid bér mér ng" - ok lagdist nidr firr meip krossinum,

(47)

The set-picce description of the ill-fated wedding celebration at Rlugu-
myrr is a deservedly famous part of the saga. Once the violence is over,
Sturla sums up in masterly fashion. Here Gizurp Porvaldsson is certainly giv-
en his due, since his grief is recorded directly, and recorded first, Then
follows the Wr'y enumeration of the materia] damage done. Sturla knew that
bereavement is not the only cause of grief that is occasioned by civil war, .
since people becoms attached to their possessions too, He finally alludes to
his own daughter Ingibjdrg, the luckless bride:

Pd melti Gizurr: "pg1 frendi," segir hann, "hér mdtty mi sjg Islaif, son
minn, ok Grdu, konu mina .M

Ok fann Pdll, at hann Jeit frd, ok stdkk dr andlitiny Sem haglkorn veri,

K Flagumyri brann mikit fé, er margir menn attu, peir ar bar varu, Ok
margir menn h&fdu pangat 16t gripa sinna, dunkla3a ok annarra gripa, ok
brann pat allt, En bat brann pé mest ¥ fémunum, er Gizurre atti.,,. Par
brunnu ok margin gripir, er gtti Ingibjdrg Sturluddttir,

Ingibjdrgu baud til sfn eftir brennuna Hallddra, déttir Snorra Bdrdarsonar,
frendkona hennar, er ba bjd { 0dda, Fér hon bangat ok férunautar hennar
med henni. Var hon mjdk prekud, barn at aldri, (48)

The last sentence, the more telling for its brevity, reflects not merely the
compassion of a father: there ig also the compassion of the historian for an
entire society that is worn out with strife,

It is a matter of particular regret that so little survives of Magnis
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Icelanders in Sturla's audience would have called to mind how Snorpi Sturluson
had ignored the 'hox ok bann' of King Hékon, and what had come of it, Now
that the Icelanders had identifieq their interests with those of the Norwegian
¢rown, Sturla coyld identify himself too with King Magniists efforts at intep.
national diplomacy, such as the attempt to reconcile members of the Swedish
royal house:

Atti pa Magnis konungr hlut at, at sattg bd bredr; ok svg gordi hann Jén
Philippusson sattan viy Valdimar konung, Peir skyldu finnaz ¥ Skdrum, ok
Skyldu té1lf menn Sverja eida at setiyp beirra.., Var Valdimarre konungr mey

merkiligir hlutir taladir, peir er vér ritum eigi. Magnds konungr gaf
Valdimar konungs dge=tar giafir er beir skildu; ok sendj Cl4f af Steini, . ok
fleiri gdda menn, med Valdimap konungi austr £ Skarir, at geq eida pd sen
bar skylldu fram koma um Szt beirra bredra ok Jéns Philippus-sonar, er
Magnis konungr harys bd tekit ti1 handa beim, at vilja Valdimars-konungs.
En eidar peirra fluttuz eigi sem Peim 1ikadi er Sjd skyldu; ok drg b4 enn
Uil sundr-pykkju med Svium, (50)

We are invited to glimpse the government of g good king at work: and we arg
left with the impression that the work of good government ig never at an end,

Sturla's determination 'a3 hann vilji ekki Segja annad enn bad, sem satt
STy og vilji segja allan Sannleikann', without injecting hig own prejudices
into the account, might seem to be at root 4 political attitude, It night be
held to stem from a caution and wariness forced upon hin in hard politiecal

times. But it is my contention that Sturla's yworks should be reag first of a1}
s8gur., It is not through mere political saccident that Sturia's works share
the 'strict epic detachment! (51) of the Islendinga sgur. Sturla's attitude

of laconic impartiality, I submit, is at root a literary attitude, Hig devela
opment is not one from political caution to literary balance and impartiality,
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but one from literary balance to political maturity and fairmindedness, The
practice of his literary craft showed him how to rein in the strong prejudices
that he must have hag while involved in the struggles of Icelandis Sturlunga-
8ld. We have a strong sense of his dignity of character » but we are not per-
mitted to know him intimately, or to hear the Justifications that he ne doubt
could have made of his own conduct., Modern historians may regret. the con-
Sequent loss of raw material for their Studies: but if we read Islendingsa
Saga, and indeed Hfkonar saga too, for its own sake, we will feel that there is
immeasurably more gain than loss .
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