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Abstract 
 
The British-American poet W.H. Auden (1907-1973) was one of the most influential 
literary figures of the twentieth century. With extensive reference to the medieval 
sources themselves, this thesis traces the use of Old Norse literature in his poetry. Unlike 
other prominent twentieth-century medievalist poets, Auden does not use this literature 
to develop a historical connection between his own locality and other Norse diasporic 
areas. Providing context from other elements in his work, this thesis demonstrates 
instead that Auden’s use of Old Norse literature was as a part of his wider idea of “the 
North”, incorporating the north of England as well as the real landscape of Iceland. 
Ultimately, he articulated this idea of North as “barbaric”, a refuge from the implied 
“civilisation” of the south. This thesis adds to knowledge about the continued reception 
of Iceland’s medieval literature by demonstrating how creative engagement with Old 
Norse literature played a significant role in the work of one of the most important poetic 
voices of the twentieth century.  
 
 

Útdráttur 
 
Ensk-bandaríska ljóðskáldið W.H. Auden (1907–1973) var meðal áhrifaríkustu 
bókmenntamanna tuttugustu aldarinnar. Í ritgerðinni eru rakin spor íslenskra 
miðaldabókmennta í ljóðlist Audens með vísun til fjölda miðaldaheimilda. Ólíkt ýmsum 
öðrum þekktum ljóðskáldum sem ortu um miðaldir á tuttugustu öld nýtti Auden 
heimildirnar ekki til þess að koma á sögulegum tengslum milli eigin umhverfis og 
norrænna miðalda. Í ritgerðinni er litið á fleiri þætti í ljóðlist Audens og færð rök fyrir 
því að Auden hafi fremur nýtt norrænar bókmenntir sem hluta af stærri hugmynd um 
„Norðrið“ sem nær einnig yfir Norður-England og íslenskt landslag og staðhætti. Að 
öllu samanlögðu má sjá að Auden dregur upp mynd af frumstæðu Norðri sem veitir 
athvarf frá meintri „siðmenningu“ í suðri. Þessi ritgerð bætir við þekkingu um viðtöku 
íslenskra miðaldabokmennta með því að sýna fram á hvernig skapandi endurritun þeirra 
hafði áhrif á verk eins mikilvægasta ljóðskálds tuttugustu aldar.  
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1. Introduction 

 

1.1.   Iceland and the North: “a land of rocks and sagas” 

 

In 1937, the poets W.H. Auden and Louis MacNeice published Letters from Iceland 

(hereafter Letters), a verse and prose travelogue of their journey the previous year. 

Several of MacNeice’s most evocative stanzas from Letters would neatly function as 

introductory vistas for this thesis. Although written by MacNeice, these verses echo 

several of Auden’s poems from the collection, and the second of these extracts below is 

actually a report of what Auden said. Firstly, MacNeice reports, 

 

The obscure but powerful ethics of Going North. 

Morris did it before, dropping the frills and fuss, 

 Harps and arbours, Tristram and Theseus, 

 For a land of rocks and sagas.1 

 

Ethical, lithic, and literary; Going North means to leave the “excesses” of civilisation, 

and to abandon the models of Classical and continental literature – by implication, to 

reject the south. Later MacNeice records that, 

 

the don in me set forth  

 How the landscape of the north 

                                                
1 MacNeice, “Letter to Graham and Anne Shepherd”, in Letters, 32. Unless otherwise stated, all 
quotations from Letters are from the 1937 version. 
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 Had educed the saga style 

 Plodding forward mile by mile. 

 

 And the don in you [Auden] replied 

 That the North begins inside 

 Our ascetic guts require 

 Breathers from the Latin fire.2 

 

“Saga style” – notoriously laconic and unadorned – is associated with northern 

topography, bare and sparsely populated. But most importantly, there is a distinction 

between “north” and “North”: north is simply a cardinal compass point; North, 

however, is defined by the gut. A personal formulation, North represents an idea: 

“ascetic” relief from the comfort and heat – symbolised, again, by Classical literature – 

of the south. The ideas that these stanzas contain will be used as touchstones throughout 

this thesis, capturing Auden’s idea of the North, of which Old Norse literature was a 

prominent part.  

 

1.2. Auden’s Legacy  

 

W.H. Auden was one of the most influential poets of his generation. Winning the 

Pulitzer Prize for his 1947 poem The Age of Anxiety, in the words of Stan Smith, he “is 

one of the few modern poets whose words inhabit the popular memory”.3 His 

characterisation of the 1930s as a “low dishonest decade”, for example, has become the 

                                                
2 MacNeice, “Epilogue for W. H. Auden”, Letters, 259. 
3 Introduction, Cambridge Companion to W.H. Auden, 1.  
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authoritative statement on the period.4 The poem from which the line is taken, 

“September 1, 1939”, was written on the outbreak of the Second World War, and 

quickly achieved widespread popularity. The poem evokes the expiration of hope as 

anger and fear take hold, and yet amongst the darkness there are “ironic points of light”, 

hope for the future.5 This led the poem to resurface following the September 11, 2001 

attacks, being read on US national radio and printed in its entirety in the editorials of at 

least four newspapers. Daniel Swift of the Times Literary Supplement wrote, “Auden’s 

words are everywhere”.6  

Edward Mendelson observed that he was the first poet “at home in the twentieth 

century”,7 and Stan Smith suggested that he was the one poet whose words could see 

us into the twenty-first. Smith goes on to assert that Auden captured the processes and 

concerns of the era, and therefore set “the agenda of the present one”.8 Auden’s status 

as a poet of the highest importance cannot be denied. The influences on his work are 

manifold – from Anglo-Saxon poetry,9 through geology,10 to Kirkegaard11 – and that he 

was told Norse myths as a child and thought himself somehow ancestrally connected to 

                                                
4 It was, for example, used as the title for one of the most important historical studies on the 
origins of World War II: Paul N. Hehn, A Low Dishonest Decade: The Great Powers, Eastern 
Europe, and the Economic Origins of World War II, 1930–1941. 
5 W.H. Auden, “September 1, 1939”, in The English Auden, 245-247. 
6 Stephen Burt, “‘September 1, 1939’ Revisited: Or, Poetry, Politics, and the Idea of the Public”, 
534. 
7 Preface, W.H. Auden, Selected Poems, ix. 
8 Introduction, Cambridge Companion to W.H. Auden, 14. 
9 For example, “The Wanderer”, in Collected Poems, 62. 
10 For example, “In Praise of Limestone”, in Collected Poems, 414-415. 
11 Leonardo F. Lisi, “W.H. Auden: Art and Christianity in an Age of Anxiety”, in Kirkegaard’s 
Influence on Literature, Criticism and Art, 1-26. 
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Scandinavia has been well documented,12 and yet the influence of Old Norse literature 

is not something that has always been appreciated in his work.  

 

1.3. Old Norse in the Twentieth Century 

 

One of the twentieth century’s other great writers, J.R.R. Tolkien, has been credited 

with the surge in popularity of the fantasy genre in the 1960s, and the source of its 

ongoing popularity today. The Lord of the Rings is one of the best-selling novels ever 

written, and its author’s debt to Old Norse literature and legend has been well attested, 

thus demonstrating one of the major ways in which this literature continues to influence 

the currents of thought and culture into the twenty-first century.13 But this represents a 

rather one-sided view of the uses and interpretations of Old Norse literature – that is, 

as inspiration and raw material for fantasy novels. Adaptation of Iceland’s medieval 

literature is also pervasively present in important poetic works of the twentieth century, 

and in actual fact, Auden and Tolkien might have more in common than initially meets 

the eye.14 

From Nobel Prize winning poets such as Seamus Heaney to regional but still 

important poets such as Hugh MacDiarmid and Norman Nicholson, the influences of 

Old Norse literature are felt through some of the dominant literary currents of the 

                                                
12 Humphrey Carpenter, W.H. Auden: A Biography, 7. 
13 Tolkien’s significance has been convincingly argued in Tom Shippey, J.R.R. Tolkien: Author 
of the Century.  
14 Auden credited Tolkien with initiating his interest in Anglo-Saxon while at Oxford. Auden, 
The Dyer’s Hand and Other Essays, 41-42. They later developed a strong friendship, even writing 
each other poems. J. S. Ryan, In The Nameless Wood: Explorations in the Philological Hinterland 
of Tolkien’s Literary Creations, 243-258. For more on Auden’s relationship with Tolkien, see 
Carl Phelpstead, “Auden and the Inklings: An Alliterative Revival”, 433-457.  
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twentieth century. It is often said about these poets that they have a strong sense of 

place, and a connection between this and taking inspiration from Old Norse literature 

has previously been suggested.15 These writers found their poetic expression through 

the places with which they identified: Heaney’s Ireland, MacDiarmid’s Scotland, and 

Nicholson’s Lakeland. Heaney moved around somewhat during his lifetime, but stayed 

predominately in Ireland or Northern Ireland; MacDiarmid only ever moved around 

within Scotland; and Norman Nicholson lived in the same house in Millom his entire 

life. Their engagement with Old Norse literature is somewhat built upon the premise of 

the history of Norse settlement in their own particular regions, and perhaps, as 

O’Donoghue has suggested for Heaney, “that the bearers of Norse myth were […] their 

and our ancestors”.16  

That Auden’s poetry evokes a strong sense of place has also been argued, and, 

as I will demonstrate, Auden’s use of Old Norse literature also does this. Interestingly, 

however, this is not built upon a premise of the historical presence of Scandinavians in 

his locality of choice. Moreover, contrary to the poets discussed above, Auden moved 

around his entire life; “travelling was the norm” – he visited twenty-seven countries, 

and had “long-term homes” in five of them.17 Auden therefore presents something of 

an anomaly – he demonstrates how Old Norse literature held a prominent position in 

the poetic discourse of the twentieth century, and yet he bucks the trend, deploying 

Norse material in a somewhat ahistorical manner18 and from a geographical distance.  

 

                                                
15 Heather O’Donoghue, Old Norse-Icelandic Literature: An Introduction, 201. 
16 English Poetry and Old Norse Myth: A History, 14. 
17 Tim Youngs, “Travel Writing”, in W.H. Auden in Context, 237. 
18 Heather O’Donoghue, “Historical and Archaeological: The Poetry of Recovery and Memory”, 
in The Oxford Handbook of Contemporary British and Irish Poetry, 343. 
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1.4. Research Questions 

 

This thesis is best thought of as part of the burgeoning field of Norse reception,19 that 

is, it is concerned with tracing and examining the ways in which Old Norse literature 

has been interpreted, adapted, and used since the Middle Ages. Auden’s debt to the 

corpus of Old Norse literature is frequently mentioned in his biographies: it was clear 

that Norse myths played a part in his childhood; he visited Iceland twice (in 1936 and 

1964); he published an essay on Icelandic sagas in 1968;20 and in 1969, his co-translation 

of the mythological poems of the Poetic Edda was published.21 His direct use of, and 

engagement with, Old Norse literature is readily apparent, and yet the impact of the 

corpus on his own creative writing is only just beginning to come to light.  

Some work has been done on identifying the use of Old Norse motifs in his 

earliest published work (in 1930), a play written in verse and prose, entitled Paid on 

Both Sides (hereafter Paid),22 but the overall patterns that this engagement demonstrates 

have yet to be established. In other words, though Auden is adapting Norse material, it 

is not yet clear how this fits in the wider context of Auden’s life and works. Moreover, 

the work that has been done on Paid, while both persuasive and extremely useful, is far 

from comprehensive. Not only do I believe there is more to be found, but that viewing 

it in relation to the rest of Auden’s oeuvre would help to illuminate how Auden’s 

                                                
19 See Julia Zernack, “Artistic Reception”, in The Routledge Research Companion to the Medieval 
Icelandic Sagas, 327-343.  
20 “The World of the Sagas”, in Secondary Worlds, 41-75.  
21 The Elder Edda: A Selection, trans. Paul B. Taylor and W.H. Auden. 
22 Auden, Paid, in The English Auden, 1-17. All quotations from Paid are taken from The English 
Auden. 
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treatment of Norse material fits into the context of twentieth-century Norse reception 

more generally. 

 Similarly, though the some of the debt of Letters to Old Norse literature has 

been identified,23 it has not been examined in conjunction with Auden’s broader 

philosophy of North.24 This thesis therefore will address the following research 

questions:  

 

1.   In what ways did Auden use and allude to Old Norse literature? 

2.   To what extent is this connected to a strong sense of place? 

3.   How does Auden’s use of this literature contribute to his broader idea of 

North? 

 

1.5. Methodology 

 

Auden’s impact on twentieth-century English poetry and literary culture more widely 

was such that his works represent a significant contribution with regard to understanding 

the creative uses to which Old Norse literature has been put by other authors and poets. 

Analysis of Auden’s use of Old Norse literature would thus benefit from a comparative 

perspective in order to highlight the divergent ways in which this literature was adapted 

(especially in poetry in the twentieth century), and to explore and better contextualise 

constructions of place, amongst other themes. As a first step, however, this thesis will 

focus exclusively on Auden, aiming to demonstrate how extensive his allusions to Old 

                                                
23 See, for example, John Fuller, W.H. Auden: A Commentary, 202-224.  
24 Though Paul Taylor has situated some of the Norse literary allusions of Letters in relation to 
some of Auden’s other uses of Old Norse. “Auden’s Icelandic Myth of Exile”, 218-221. 
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Norse literature were, and providing the necessary context from other elements of his 

work.  

 The question regarding whether Auden read and studied Old Norse literature in 

the original or translation, is, of course, an important one. The answer is, however, 

uncertain,  and there is a lack of scholarly consensus on this issue. There are various 

sources of information which do provide some insight, but they are far from consistent 

and only cover very specific moments in time.25 It is clear, for instance, that Auden was 

reading Íslendingasögur in translation while at university.26 He did learn Anglo-Saxon, 

although by his own admission poorly.27 It remains to be seen, however, whether 

learning Old Norse was also on the curriculum.28 Evidently this is an important issue 

that could have a bearing on the critical interpretation of Auden’s diction as well as his 

poetic metre: it is a subject that would benefit from further research but it is not be 

addressed here, partly due to constraints regarding access to material that could shed 

light on the situation.29   

                                                
25 This varies from information in Letters, through his essay on the sagas, to information 
provided by Paul Taylor on the translations they undertook together. Auden, Letters, 145. 
Auden, Secondary Worlds, 55. Paul Taylor, Foreword, Norse Poems, by W.H. Auden and Paul 
Taylor, x. 
26 Carpenter, Biography, 55.  
27 Auden, Dyer’s Hand, 42 
28 Taylor records that he wrote an essay entitled “Love in the Saga World” while at Oxford, but 
it is unclear whether any reading in the original was required. Paul Taylor, “Myth of Exile”, 
215. Though O’Donoghue has suggested that he studied both Old Norse and Anglo-Saxon at 
university. From Asgard to Valhalla: The Remarkable History of the Norse Myths, 165. Sveinn 
Haraldsson records that “He was not a scholar of Icelandic literature; he spoke only a few words 
of the language and read the literature in translation.” Sveinn Haraldsson, “‘The North begins 
inside’: Auden, Ancestry and Iceland”, in Northern Antiquity: The Post-Medieval Reception of 
Edda and Saga, 280. 
29 In a joint article on Norse poetry and myth in seventeenth-century England, Judy Quinn and 
Margaret Clunies Ross discuss the beginnings of Icelandic texts in English, as well as study of 
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 Auden’s output was prodigious, and there are many pieces of work in poetry and 

prose which would benefit from extended analysis, but in order to ensure a coherent 

focus here, some distinguishing criteria will need to be introduced. Firstly, the emphasis 

will primarily be on the way Auden made use of Íslendingasögur. This is because of three 

things: one, they were extremely influential on Auden;30 two, the powerful sense of 

place in this genre in particular;31 three, O’Donoghue has in several places already 

identified Auden’s use of Norse myth.32 Although some reference will be made to other 

elements of the Old Norse literary corpus, its treatment will not be as extensive. 

Secondly, in order to examine Auden’s use of Old Norse literature in relation to place, 

I have opted to analyse the allusions to Old Norse material specifically in Paid in Chapter 

Two, as well as a few select examples from Letters, namely “Journey to Iceland” 

(hereafter “Journey”), in the first sub-section of Chapter Three. These sections will 

primarily address my first research question, but will also begin to suggest answers to 

the second. My method is essentially close reading of select passages from Auden’s 

work, but in order to identify the exact extent of Auden’s use of Old Norse literature, 

it will also be necessary to consult the medieval sources themselves.  

                                                
the language itself. In this article, they cite a “masterly” discussion of the beginnings of Anglo-
Saxon and Old Norse studies in England in an unpublished D. Phil. thesis from 1938. “The 
Image of Norse Poetry and Myth in Seventeenth-Century England”, in Northern Antiquity, 189-
192. 
30 His 1968 essay demonstrates this. Auden, Secondary Worlds, 41-75. 
31 Of course, they are not the only genre of Iceland’s medieval literature to be concerned with 
space, but it has been noted as one of their distinctive characteristics. Ian Wyatt, for example, 
notes “a remarkably vivid sense of place”. “Narrative Functions of Landscape in the Old 
Icelandic Family Sagas”, in Land, Sea and Home, 273. 
32 Particularly in relation to The Age of Anxiety. O’Donoghue, English Poetry and Old Norse 
Myth, 193-199. 
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With the analysis of “Journey”, I will begin to suggest how Auden’s use of Old 

Norse literature is part of his wider idea of North, and therefore address the third of my 

research questions. Within this third chapter I will also examine Auden’s 1968 essay 

“The World of the Sagas”, in conjunction with some later poems, to attempt to identify 

how his understanding of Old Norse literature was from within a wider idea of North. 

To bring some of these ideas together, I will, in the final sub-section of chapter three, 

carry out a close reading of a poem inspired by Auden’s visit to the northernmost 

township of Norway, before moving on to some of my conclusions. In what remains of 

this introductory chapter, I will provide an overview of some of the previous work done 

on the post-medieval reception of Old Norse literature, and in particular the work done 

in this area related to Auden.  

 

1.6. Previous Scholarship Part 1: Auden and Old Norse Literature 

 

Seemingly against the Latinate interests of other modernist poets, Auden has made use 

of words of both Anglo-Saxon and Norse origins,33 and indeed his interest in and use 

of Anglo-Saxon literature has received much more scholarly attention than his use of 

Norse.34 There are, however, several scholars who have begun to examine the 

importance of Old Norse to Auden’s work, notably Heather O’Donoghue, Paul Taylor, 

                                                
33 O’Donoghue, Asgard to Valhalla, 165.  
34 Largely due, firstly, to some more obvious indications in Auden’s work (a poem entitled “The 
Wanderer”, for example); and secondly, to Chris Jones’s work on the use of Anglo-Saxon 
literature in twentieth-century poetry in English. Chris Jones has published several times on 
Auden’s use of Anglo-Saxon, but in particular see Chris Jones, Strange Likeness: The Use of Old 
English in Twentieth-Century Poetry, 68-123.  
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and Sveinn Haraldsson, though Taylor and Sveinn Haraldsson have only published one 

article each, in 2001 and 1994 respectively.  

Svein Haraldsson has convincingly asserted that Auden’s northern imaginative 

focus stems in part from his belief in his own Nordic ancestry. He compiled various 

quotations from work by Auden himself, as well as numerous second-hand accounts, 

and attempted to “shed some light on Auden’s ‘Icelandic roots’”.35 This is an idea that 

is impossible to avoid in reading accounts of Auden, and seems to stem from both his 

father’s amateur antiquarian interests, as well as his belief in the Icelandic origin of his 

surname.36 It has even been suggested that this perceived ancestry was the reason behind 

Auden’s 1936 journey to Iceland.37 Auden clearly envisaged some sort of ancestral 

connection with Iceland derived from his name,38 as his father did, regardless of 

whatever the name’s genuine etymology might be (whether Norse or English).39 

  Christopher Isherwood suggested as early as 1937 that what has been labelled 

Auden’s “Nordic mask”40 is important for understanding his poetry.41 As well as this 

element to Auden’s identity, Isherwood also emphasised the influence of the 

Íslendingasögur on Auden’s work.42  Despite the readiness of critics to acknowledge 

                                                
35 Sveinn Haraldsson, “Auden, Ancestry and Iceland”, 255.  
36 Carpenter, Biography, 7.  
37 Edward Mendelson, Early Auden, 194. 
38 In Letters, Auden uses a name from Landnámabók (Auðunn skökull), but swaps Auðunn for 
Auden, referring to himself as the son of this figure. “Letter to Lord Byron”, Letters, 23. 
Landnámabók, in Íslendingabók. Landnámabók. Ed. Jakob Benediktsson, Íslenzk fornrit, 214. 
39 Charles Osborne, W.H. Auden: The Life of a Poet, 9.  
40 John Blair, The Poetic Art of W.H. Auden, 186.  
41 Christopher Isherwood, “Some Notes on Auden’s Early Poetry”, in New Verse, ed. Geoffrey 
Grigson (November 1937), 4. Isherwood went to school with Auden, and they later collaborated 
on a number of occasions. He is famous in his own right as a novelist. James J. Berg and Chris 
Freeman, “Auden and Isherwood”, in Auden in Context, 316-326.  
42 Isherwood, “Some Notes”, 4. 
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this,43 this has not always found its expression in scholarship. Sveinn Haraldsson, for 

example, notes that references to Old Norse literature are few, and the discernible 

influence from Germanic poetic metres can be attributed more to Anglo-Saxon than 

Norse.44 

 The exception in this case is Paul Taylor, the scholar with whom Auden 

collaborated on translations of Eddic poetry, who has reported that the influence of 

Icelandic interests on on his poetry are in actual fact present throughout his entire 

career.45 Taylor asserts that some of the allusions Auden makes to saga literature 

demonstrate a projection of himself “onto a saga topography that spoke of exile, love 

and betrayal”.46 Exile is a key word for Taylor, and he emphasises that Auden thought 

that life “consisted of a succession of isolations”.47 Though Taylor’s article examines 

Auden’s use of a particular idea of Iceland, his treatment of the influence of Old Norse 

literature on Auden’s writing is by no means comprehensive, and neither does he treat 

Auden’s broader idea of North. Instead, he makes use of select examples in Auden’s 

work from a broad chronological span to demonstrate this one particular idea of exile.  

Heather O’Donoghue has examined select examples of Auden’s use of Old 

Norse in several poems, though her most extended treatment of Auden is regarding his 

use of myth.48 She has also argued that while Auden’s engagement with Anglo-Saxon 

literature is significant, as has been appreciated, the poet also made extensive use of 

                                                
43 For example, see Randall Jarrell on W.H. Auden, ed. Stephen Burt, 120.  
44 Sveinn Haraldsson, “Auden, Ancestry and Iceland”, 255. 
45 Taylor, “Myth of Exile”, 214. 
46 Ibid., 220.  
47 Ibid., 215. 
48 English Poetry and Old Norse Myth, 193-199. 
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Iceland’s medieval literature.49 Making use of snippets from Letters, and tracing some 

extended allusions in Paid, O’Donogue’s work is extremely valuable in beginning to 

pinpoint the ways in which Auden made use of elements of Old Norse literature. 

However, she has not thus far attempted to situate this regarding Auden’s wider idea of 

North, and there are many more allusions in Paid which need highlighting. 

There are also scholars who have dealt with Auden’s idea of North more 

generally, though without much recourse to his use of Norse material. Tony Sharpe, for 

example, traced Auden’s engagement with the north of England, and with the North 

Pennines in particular, arguing that this landscape provided “a potent and unusually 

stable point of reference for a career that is so often seen in the light of bifurcation”.50 

This is extremely useful, yet it fails to take into account how this northern English 

landscape was blended with images and flavours taken from Norse material. Previous 

research has highlighted various parts of this northerly focus, but never examined them 

in conjunction with one another, and never subjected any of the individual pieces of 

work to extended analysis, so as to understand the extent of Norse allusion. This thesis 

therefore will attempt to remedy this by generating a fuller picture of the framework 

within which Auden’s use of Old Norse was situated.  

 

1.7. Previous Scholarship Part 2: Norse Reception Studies  

 

                                                
49 Heather O’Donoghue, “Owed to Both Sides: W.H. Auden’s double debt to the literature of 
the North”, in Anglo-Saxon and the Modern Imagination, 51-69. 
50 Tony Sharpe, “‘The North, my world’: W. H. Auden’s Pennine Ways”, in The Literary North, 
110.  
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This sub-chapter will briefly sketch some of the previous work done on the post-

medieval reception of Old Norse literature. Since the (re)discovery of this literature in 

the sixteenth century by Anglophone audiences, it has been creatively engaged with.51 

O’Donoghue notes that while “in the medieval period, the discernible influence of Old 

Norse-Icelandic literature is unexpectedly small. In the modern period [...], it is 

unexpectedly large.”52 From William Blake53 and Walter Scott,54 through J.R.R. Tolkien 

and Seamus Heaney, to George R. R. Martin55 and Neil Gaiman,56 the use and influence 

of Old Norse literature has been both extensive and is evident in English literature from 

the 18th century to the present.57 Julia Zernack has provided an overview of the field of 

Norse medievalism, and recorded its earliest examples.58 What becomes clear is that 

though there has been much research carried out, a comprehensive survey and a 

systematic manner of approach is lacking. However, a wide range of interpretations of 

Old Norse literature are beginning to be studied, from a variety of mediums and 

ideologies. 

                                                
51 See O’Donoghue, Asgard to Valhalla, 106; and for the beginnings of this interest in Britain, 
see Andrew Wawn, The Vikings and The Victorians, 7-33.  
52 O’Donoghue, Old Norse-Icelandic Literature: A Short Introduction, 149.  
53 Margaret Clunies Ross, The Norse Muse in Britain 1750-1820, 140-166. 
54 Julian D’Arcy and Kirsten Wolf, “Sir Walter Scott and Eyrbyggja saga”, in Studies in Scottish 
Literature 22 (1987), 30-43.  
55 For medievalism in Game of Thrones, see Carolyne Larrington, Winter is Coming: The Medieval 
World of Game of Thrones. 
56 Fulvio Ferrari, “Gods of Dreams and Suburbia. Old Norse Deities in Neil Gaiman's 
Polymythological Universes,” in Eddische Götter und Helden. Milieus und Medien ihrer Rezeption, 
ed. Katja Schulz, Heildelberg: Universitätsverlag (Winter, 2011), 129-142. 
57 Also see, for example, chapter six of Jón Karl Helgason’s Echoes of Valhalla for how influential 
non-literary adaptations of Old Norse literature have been: Jón Karl Helgason, Echoes of 
Valhalla, 155-183. 
58 Zernack, “Artistic Reception”, 327-343. 
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 The main works of scholarship in this field have so far tended to focus on the 

nineteenth century, as this was a period when the literature and culture of medieval 

Scandinavia and Iceland was reaching a wider audience for the first time.59 Andrew 

Wawn’s The Vikings and the Victorians: Inventing the Old North in 19th-Century Britain 

is crucial in this area, and paves the way for subsequent scholarship. Another key 

example of scholarship on nineteenth-century Norse reception is Matthew Townend’s 

The Vikings and Victorian Lakeland: The Norse Medievalism of W.G. Collingwood and his 

Contemporaries. Townend has comprehensively demonstrated how “the Old North” was 

studied and creatively engaged with in one area of the Norse settlement, the English 

Lake District, asserting that it was a particularly regional realisation of a wider (national 

and international) interest in the Vikings, spurred by “philology, politics, and 

historicism”.60 While Auden’s engagement with Old Norse material has a spatial and 

perhaps even regional element, it is far from historically-inspired. Some of Auden’s re-

use of this literature is firmly grounded in a particular part of the north of England, 

which in fact, does have a Norse element to its past, but this is seemingly unimportant 

to Auden. It is a happy coincidence that Auden’s go-to Northern location, and his go-

to Northern literature possess some sort of genuine historical connection. The above 

overview of scholarship regarding Auden, as well as the post-medieval reception of 

Norse material more generally, suggests that there is still work to be done in identifying 

its influence on, and use by, one of the twentieth century’s most important literary 

figures.  

 

                                                
59 Wawn, Vikings and Victorians, 3-33.  
60 Matthew Townend, The Vikings and Victorian Lakeland: The Norse Medievalism of W.G. 
Collingwood and his Contemporaries, 3.  
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2. Old Norse in Paid on Both Sides 

 

2.1. Leading up to Paid on Both Sides 

 

Before examining Paid, it will be useful to discuss one poem which leads into the later 

work, as well as some context to the contents of the play. On early family holidays a 

young Auden was greatly struck by the limestone landscape of the Pennines in the north 

of England:  

 

I spent a great many of my waking hours in the construction of a private sacred 

world, the basic elements of which were a landscape, northern and limestone, 

and an industry, lead mining.61 

 

Lead mining, mills, as well as valleys and the “The slow fastidious line / That disciplines 

the fell”62 dominate his early poetry, and a distinct landscape that combines industrial 

dereliction and decay with wild mountainous country, isolated and remote, began to 

appear.63 

 At the same time as Auden was developing the potential of the landscape he first 

encountered as a child, he was studying for his undergraduate degree at Oxford, and 

while not directly connected to his degree, he was clearly reading Old Norse literature.64 

In 1927, Auden wrote a poem which begins “Because sap fell away”.65 Davidson labelled 

                                                
61 W.H. Auden, Forewords and Afterwords, 502. 
62 Auden, “Missing” (January 1929), in Collected Poems, 40.  
63 See, for example, “The Watershed” (August 1927), Collected Poems, 41. 
64 Carpenter, Biography, 55 and 62. 
65 “4 [‘Because sap fell away’]”, in The English Auden, 441.  
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the poem “a distillation of Pennine weather and Sedbergh sport with saga overtones”;66 

it is the earliest example of Auden’s development of a saga atmosphere, and yet it is 

clearly still the North Pennines. Even its more obscure elements perhaps have echoes 

of how he understood the Íslendingasögur.67 A rugby match provides the poem’s base 

setting, and yet images of violence and warfare are prominent: attack happens in the 

“cold night” and vegetation is “harried”. The second stanza begins 

 

 Love, is this love, that notable forked-one, 

 Riding away from the farm, the ill word said, 

 Fought at the frozen dam?68  

 

Battle in a remote location, riding away from the farm, and the serious consequences of 

verbal defamation, while unspecific in its attribution, Auden was making use of the 

Íslendingasögur’s feuding landscape. The wording here even echoes Dasent’s translation 

of Njáls saga, which we know he was reading at the time.69 Auden continued to develop 

this blend of saga, public school, and Pennine landscape, and by the end of 1928, Auden 

had sent the final version to T.S. Eliot for submission to The Criterion (a British literary 

magazine).70 and the poem was eventually published in January 1930.71 

                                                
66 Davidson, The Idea of the North, 87.  
67 Taylor, “Auden’s Icelandic Myth of Exile”, 215. 
68 “4 [‘Because sap fell away’]”, in The English Auden, 441. 
69 “Ill word”. For example, The Story of Burnt Njal, trans. George Webbe Dasent, Vol. 1, 146 
and 192. Carpenter, Biography, 55. 
70 At the time, The Criterion was one of the leading literary journals in the world. See Jason 
Harding, “The Idea of a Literary Review: T. S. Eliot and The Criterion” in The Oxford Critical 
and Cultural History of Modernist Magazines: Volume I: Britain and Ireland 1880-1955, 346-363. 
71 See Mendelsson, The English Auden, 409.  
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2.2. Paid: Introduction 

 

In this chapter I will trace Auden’s use of material taken from the Íslendingasögur in 

Paid. The play projects a blend of imagery and motifs. Mills and mines form its backdrop 

– defining its societal logistics and industrial context. Its physical landscape is one of 

bogs, moors, ridges, and hills; swelling streams, mountain-passes, gulleys, and barren 

expanses. As equally Icelandic as they are northern English, the scenery of Paid 

generates a landscape that is as important to the plot as it is in the feuds of the 

Íslendingasögur.72 

 The basic framework of the plot is a feud between two mill-owning families, the 

Shaws and the Nowers; there are murders and revenges, ambushes and counter-

ambushes. The atmosphere is claustrophobic and ominous, the conflict bringing pain 

and suffering to the entire district. Throughout the play, Auden pays close attention to 

topographic detail and the provision of place names, ensuring narrative precision, and 

echoing the essentially realistic setting of the Íslendingasögur.73 This is demonstrated 

with the narration of the play’s first murder; taking place offstage before the first scene, 

it is reported almost as soon as the play starts: 

 

                                                
72 Ian Wyatt, for example, has argued of the significance of landscape features for the direction 
of plot. “Narrative Functions of Landscape”, 273-282. 
73 Whatever the purpose of the close description of the physical environment in the 
Íslendingasögur (significant to the plot or not), its effect is of a feeling of reality. Daniel Sävborg, 
“Style”, 120. For a good example of the way in which the detailed provision of setting dictates 
the action, see Paul Schach, “The Anticipatory Literary Setting in the Old Icelandic Family 
Sagas” Scandinavian Studies Vol. 27.1 (Feb. 1955), 1-13. 
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In Kettledale above Colefangs road passes where high banks overhang dangerous 

from ambush. To Colefangs had to go, would speak with Layard, Jerry and 

Hunter with him only. They must have stolen news, for Red Shaw waited with 

ten, so Jerry said, till for last time unconscious. Hunter was killed at first shot. 

They fought, exhausted ammunition, a brave defence but fight no more.74 

 

Terse, reticent, to the point; the play’s dialogic syntax is as down-to-earth as its setting. 

Here, Chris Jones notes the “elliptical and paratactic style of the dialogue” and suggests 

that Auden was replicating the “spare, understated narrative of Old English battle 

poetry”.75 Jones asserts that though the way this passage is formatted is traditionally 

indicative of prose, its stress pattern and syntax reveal its true poetic colours. Auden 

even punctuated what would traditionally be the caesura in a line of Anglo-Saxon 

alliterative verse. To demonstrate these features, Jones re-typesets the extract in the 

mould of the modern editorial method of presenting Anglo-Saxon verse, and the effect 

is to show that this dialogue is aurally poetic, even if not set on the page according to 

modern verse conventions.76 Jones also draws attention to the fact that in Anglo-Saxon 

manuscripts, poetry is delineated in exactly the same manner as prose: in solid blocks 

of text, its textual form not reflecting its poetic nature.77 This is equally as applicable in 

a medieval Icelandic setting, where poetry –  for example, skaldic verses that are found 

                                                
74 W.H. Auden, Paid, 1-2.  
75 Chris Jones. "W. H. Auden and 'The "Barbaric" Poetry of the North': Unchaining One's 
Daimon." The Review of English Studies, New Series, 53, no. 210 (2002), 172. 
76 Ibid., 173. 
77 Ibid. 
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in many Íslendingasögur – was intended to be read aloud and received aurally,78 but still 

preserved the appearance of prose in the manuscripts.  

Whatever the effect of the diction of this passage, whether simple verbal 

economy or a replication of the stress pattern of Anglo-Saxon verse, there are elements 

which are reminiscent of an Íslendingasögur ambush. A typical family saga ambush 

happens when news is discovered that the enemy will be at a particular location, either 

alone or with a reduced entourage. The opportunist party then lies in wait with a larger 

force, often with the effect that they appear cowardly, only daring to face their opponents 

in stronger numbers. The route taken by both parties is described, the logistics of the 

attack mapped out with place names, cardinal direction and topographical 

information.79. 

The template for the ambush is stereotypically saga-like, and some have even 

suggested that the harshness of the place names is because Auden wanted to suggest an 

Icelandic setting.80 But although many of the place names find their origins in Norse, 

and though this contributes to the saga atmosphere, most of the names can actually be 

found on and around Alston Moor in the Pennines. Auden had been visiting this 

particular part of northern England since his school-days,81 and of the contents of his 

                                                
78 Poetry and sagas were performed orally (though exactly how is uncertain) before they were 
put down in writing or worked into literary wholes. For more on this, see Gísli Sigurðsson, The 
Medieval Icelandic Saga and Oral Tradition: A Discourse on Method, trans. Nicholas Jones 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2004). For an assertion that these poems 
were originally received aurally, see Terry Gunnell, “Eddic Poetry”, in A Companion to Old 
Norse-Icelandic Literature and Culture, 95. 
79 Such an ambush occurs in Laxdœla saga, ed. Einar Ól. Sveinsson, Íslenzk fornrit, 163-168. 
The description of the overhanging bank is also reminiscent of a scene in Gísla saga Súrssonar, 
in Vestfirðinga sǫgur, eds. Björn K. Þórólfsson and Guðni Jónsson, Íslenzk fornrit, 39. 
80 Carpenter, Biography, 79.  
81 Ibid., 22.  
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nursery library, two out of six of the non-fiction works it contains concern Alston 

Moor.82 In the play, the home of the Shaws is at Nattrass, Garrigill, which actually exists 

as a small hamlet on the brink of the moor. The home of their enemies, the Nowers is 

at Lintzgarth, in Rookhope, a village or hamlet just twelve miles away from Garrigill. 

These are real locations in the North Pennines. Edward Callan has traced the 

geographical symmetry of these locations, each approximantly six miles east and west 

from an almost equidistant high point, Kill Hope Cross.83  John Fuller has also suggested 

that this cross is the “crux” of the earlier poem “Who stands, the crux left of the 

watershed”, signifying to Auden a location “of the height and distance necessary to 

survey a landscape of division and alienation”.84  

 

2.3. Echoes of Gísla saga and Njáls saga 

 

Certainly, the division and enmity of the play is geographically inflected. The 

claustrophobia of hostility at close-quarters, coupled with narrow, steep-sided valleys 

and oppressive weather, accentuate the doom-laden atmosphere. It has been noted that 

weather is also something which affects the mood of Íslendingasaga narratives, and 

Astrid Ogilvie and Gísli Pálsson note this particularly regarding Gísla saga.85 When 

Auden and Isherwood discussed the overlap between boarding schools and saga 

                                                
82 W.H. Auden, A Certain World: A Commonplace Book, 292.  
83 Edward Callan, Auden: A Carnival of Intellect, 76. Also note the suggestiveness of the place 
name. 
84 Fuller, Commentary, 20. 
85 Astrid Ogilvie and Gísli Pálsson, “Mood, Magic, and Metaphor: Allusions to Weather and 
Climate in the Sagas of Icelanders”, in Weather, Climate, Culture, eds. Sarah Strauss and Ben 
Orlove, 264. 
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narrative, it was Gísla saga that was the prime example,86 and, like in Paid, the narrow 

geographical focus of the saga’s key series of events are essential in the development of 

tension and drama.  

This local flavour is developed in Paid, when Dick, the brother of John Nower 

(who turns out to be the main feud-instigator), expresses a desire to leave, and there is 

an echo of the Western cliché “this town ain’t big enough for the both of us”: “I feel I 

must get away from here. There is not room enough...”87 The isolated rural setting 

cannot contain two such competitive families. The motif, however, of one brother 

staying at home while the other goes abroad is an Íslendingasaga motif. 

Its normal formulation is a contrast between the brother who goes off to find 

fame and fortune and the brother who stays at home working on the farm, not increasing 

his prestige or wealth, and demonstrating his lack of ambition or perhaps even 

stupidity.88 The Icelandic word for stupid, heimskur, even comes from this idea, 

originating in a sense of one who has never left home.89 In Paid, by contrast, the stay-

at-home brother, while arguably foolish in choosing to stay, is no fool.90 Perhaps this 

particular brotherly pairing finds its closest saga template in the figures of Kolskeggr 

and Gunnarr in Njáls saga. Gunnarr’s positive attributes are clearly outlined in the saga: 

                                                
86 Isherwood, “Some Notes”, 5. 
87 Paid, 17. 
88 Although this motif is not without its ironic treatment in the corpus. See, Hreiðars þáttr, in 
Two Icelandic Stories: Hreiðars þáttr; Orms þáttr, ed. Anthony Faulkes. 
89 Richard Cleasby and Guðbrandur Vigfússon, An Icelandic-English Dictionary, 251.  
90 It is possible this is an echo of the kólbítr motif. Occasionally in medieval Icelandic literature, 
an idle youth is labelled kólbítr (coal-biter) to symbolise the fact that he’s always sitting by the 
fireside. See, for example, Króka-Refr in Króka-Refs saga, in Kjalnesinga saga, ed. Jóhannes 
Halldórsson, Íslenzk fornrit, 117-160. The usual formulation of this motif is that the child is 
initially unpromising, but turns out to be the hero of the story. See Ásdís Egilsdóttir “Kóbítur 
verður karlmaður”, in Miðaldabörn, eds. Ármann Jakobsson and Torfi Tulinius, 87-100. 
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he is both a great warrior, but also exceptionally honourable – he would always rather 

mitigate a conflict than resort to violence, though he would almost certainly win if it 

came to it. It appears that his ultimate downfall is caused by the actions of those around 

him, and he is merely acting as society dictates he must. When he is finally outlawed it 

is because of people he killed when he was ambushed despite having previously settled 

the disagreement.91 

Outlawry in the Íslendingasögur means that anyone can kill you with impunity.92 

The normal course of action therefore is to travel abroad. In Njáls saga, Gunnarr and 

his brother Kolskeggr are riding to the ship on which they have secured passage when 

Gunnarr’s horse slips. In the infamous scene, Gunnarr is thrown from his horse, when 

he catches a glimpse of home and says, 

 

 “Fǫgr er hlíðin, svá at mér hefir hon aldri jafnfǫgr sýnzk, bleikir akrar ok slegin 

tún, ok mun ek ríða heim aptr ok fara hvergi.”93 

 

[Fair is the fellside, so to me has it never seemed as fair as now, pale fields and 

mown home-fields, and I will ride back home and go nowhere.] 

 

                                                
91 See Brennu-Njáls saga, ed. Einar Ól. Sveinsson, íslenzk fornrit 169-171. Although this 
presentation has been challenged somewhat in the last few years. William Ian Miller, “Why is 
your axe bloody?”, 115. 
92 Grágás: Konungsbók, ed. Vilhhjálmur Finsen, 187-190. On the relationship between Grágás 
and the Íslendingasögur, see William Ian Miller, Bloodtaking and Peacemaking: Feud, Law, and 
Society in Saga Iceland, 43-76. 
93 Njáls saga, 182.  
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He chooses to stay though his brother leaves, and though he knows it means almost 

certain death. In Paid, after a marriage that is intended to resolve the conflict, John’s 

wife Anne pleads with him to leave the troubled district:  

  

A. John, I have a car waiting. There is time to join Dick before the boat sails. 

We sleep in beds where men have died howling. 

J. You may be right, but we shall stay.94 

 

Like Gunnarr, and knowing the probable outcome, John refuses to stay. The pared back 

dialogue is also important to note; John’s reply is reticent, precise, and economical. 

Once a decision has been made, no words are wasted. As well as employing particular 

motifs from the Íslendingasögur, Auden also made use of so-called “saga style”. Of 

course, one single style cannot be attributed to a genre as diverse as the Íslendingasögur,95 

but there are certain characteristics which remain both distinctive and persistent across 

the genre, characterised by Daniel Sävborg as  

 

the absence of the characteristics of the learned style, namely its rich vocabulary, 

large clause complexes, many attributes and appositions, florid and rhetorical 

expressions, and an abundance of epithets, rows of synonyms expressions, and 

loan words from Latin, French, etc.96 

                                                
94 Paid, 15. 
95 Of course, even using this term to categorise over 30 texts of diverse origin (geographically 
and chronologically, for example), style and content, is arbitrary, though the sagas typically 
labelled Íslendingasögur are broadly comparable (on the problems of post-medieval attribution 
of genre, see Phil Cardew, “The Question of Genre in the late Íslendinga sögur: a Case Study of 
Þorskfirðinga saga”, in Sagas, Saints and Settlements, 13-28. 
96 “Style”, in The Routledge Companion, 112. 
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This lends the narratives a somewhat “matter-of-fact” air, signifying to Auden a distance 

from exaggerated or excessive modes of communication, something which he 

dexterously recreates in the northern English landscape of Paid.  

The enforced separation of the brothers is dwelled upon, and one even could see 

the final speech of Dick as Kolskeggr’s unspoken farewell: 

 

 Yesterday we sat at table together 

 Fought side by side at enemies’ face to face meeting 

 To-day we take our leave.97 

 

John even echoes Gunnarr’s “fǫgr er hlíðin” speech at one point in the play, reflecting, 

“Yes, mineral were best: could I but see / These woods, these fields of green”.98 It 

reveals an attraction to the land’s physical characteristics, whether for material reasons 

(“mineral were best”), as has been suggested for Gunnarr’s comment,99 or merely an 

attachment to the landscape of home. There is a note of tragic finality captured in the 

decision to stay in both narratives. This is reflected in Paid:  

 

 Spring came, urging to ships, a casting off, 

 But one would stay, vengeance not done; it seemed 

 Doubtful to them that they would meet again.100 

                                                
97 Paid, 26.  
98 Paid, 21.  
99 William Ian Miller, “Why is your axe bloody”, 138.  
100 Paid, 19.  
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The choice to stay despite knowledge of the risk and the likelihood of death is a typical 

saga touch. A particularly poignant example occurs in Gísla saga when Gísli’s brother-

in-law Vésteinn returns from abroad without knowing the danger that he is in. As soon 

as Gísli hears that Vésteinn had returned to Iceland, he sends word to warn him. A 

delicately crafted succession of events ensues when it initially appears that Vésteinn will 

be warned away, but the messengers then miss Vésteinn: the landscape proves significant 

in the realisation of plot as they pass over the top of a sandbank and he beneath it. 

Following this, the messengers realise their mistake, double back, catch Vésteinn up and 

deliver Gísli’s message. It seems disaster has been averted. But then comes Vésteinn’s 

response: 

 

“Satt eitt segi þit,” segir hann, “ok mynda ek aptr hafa horfit, ef þit hefðið hitt 

mik fyrr, en nú falla vǫtn ǫll til Dýrafjarðar101 

 

[“You two say a truth”, he says, “and I would have turned back, if you two had 

met me sooner, but now all waters flow to Dýrafjǫrðr] 

 

The drama of the scene relies on the twice-developed hopes of success and then the 

twice-revealed failure of their attempts. The narrative makes clear that it is Vésteinn’s 

decision to accept his fate. Like Vésteinn, John Nower had the chance to turn away, but, 

it seems, all waters flow to Garrigill.  

                                                
101 Gísla saga, 40. 
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Gísla saga clearly operated as a template for Auden: the landscape is particularly 

important for the development of the plot in this saga, something that Auden deftly 

echoed in Paid. Taylor even goes so far as to argue that he based the play directly on 

the saga.102 While Gunnarr and Kolskeggr provided certain elements to the relationship 

between the brothers John and Dick, the brothers-in-law Vésteinn and Gísli of Gísla 

saga also proved inspirational. When John and Dick eventually go their separate ways, 

they exchange knives, just as Vésteinn and Gísli exchange halves of a coin. More 

significant than this though are the small details which suffuse the saga with the threat 

of violence. The fear of attack in the domestic setting is generated in a delicately 

constructed scene. Gísli asks his brother’s farmhand to unbolt three of the doors in his 

brother’s house to enable him to slip in under cover of darkness; and when Gísli leaves 

his own house, he explicitly tells Auðr, his wife, to bolt the door. This effect is 

reproduced in Paid, when the Shaws regroup after the play’s final battle: 

 

B. The Master’s killed. So is John Nower, but some of them got away, 

fetching help, will attack in an hour. 

S. See that all the doors are bolted.103  

 

As in Gísla saga, vulnerability and the threat of violence is emphasised by explicitly 

focusing on small domestic details such as the bolting of the door. The clipped, 

functional speech of Paid while not necessarily stylistically saga-like, maintains a terse, 

clarity of expression which is also found in the Íslendingasögur.  

                                                
102 Taylor, “Auden’s Icelandic Myth of Exile”, 215. 
103 Paid, 17. 
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 The interminability of Paid’s feud is evident from the play’s beginning, and there 

are clear structural parallels with Laxdœla saga,104 but Auden also made use of the saga’s 

physical context. There is an episode in the saga which plays with the specifics of the 

terrain, and in particular its role in defining who can see what from where. Lines of 

sight, and how elements of the landscape restrict and control them, are specified in the 

laying of an ambush. The precise details of a character’s position indicate that he would 

be visible to the victims of the ambush, and therefore warn them ahead of time.105 These 

exact physical details are echoed in Paid: “On ledge above the gulley, aimed at, seen 

moving, fell; looked down on, sprawls in the stream”.106 This reveals Auden’s close 

attention to saga prose, and demonstrates how integral the provision of geographical 

exactitude was to his evocation of a local and claustrophobic feuding narrative. The 

sense of place that this generates demonstrates the essentially realistic setting of the play, 

and Auden’s commitment to the provision of detail. The narrative is grounded in place, 

its tangibility asserting its worldliness. Although clearly emotive, the pared back report 

is practical only, descriptive and economical: the dialogue is as minimalist as the 

landscape is barren.  

 In the previously mentioned article by Daniel Sävborg on style, he notes how 

the physical environment is often described in the Íslendingasögur, including a real 

depth of detail. He emphasises the role of “concrete factual information, rather than 

                                                
104 This is made clear in Paid with a monologue by the widow of the first murder victim, who 
speaks while simultaneously holding her husband’s corpse and her newly-born child. She speaks 
clearly of the revenge the child will commit. In Laxdœla saga, Guðrún Osvífrsdóttir is pregnant 
with her son when her husband is murdered, and of course, he is the one to avenge his father. 
For the initial murder and birth, see Laxdœla saga, 166-170; for Guðrún’s incitement of her 
son’s and the vengeance they commit, see 179-193. 
105 Laxdœla saga, 151-151. 
106 Paid, 13.  
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vagueness”, and although clarifying that it is probable that these elements are significant 

for the plot, they have the effect of creating a feeling of reality.107 He records use of 

place names, real places, and a general exactness, all of which Auden replicated 

extremely neatly in Paid.  

As well as attention to geographical detail, individual navigational skill is an 

important characteristic of Íslendingasaga narrative,108 something which Auden evoked 

in Paid.109 The play’s overriding flavours are of geographical proximity, claustrophobic 

tension, and a harsh topography which emphasises these things. The close-sided valleys, 

ravines, and inhospitable mountain country isolates the community from a world 

beyond the feud. It concentrates hostility and functions as an echo chamber, each action 

reverberating and rippling throughout the district until it comes back in on itself. As in 

certain sagas, there is a sense that two powerful families or leaders cannot coexist in 

such a small community – its effects would be too devastating, and are ultimately proved 

unsustainable.110 

 

2.4. Memory and Migration 

 

                                                
107 Daniel Sävborg, “Style”, 120. 
108 See, for example, the importance of topographical knowledge in Hrafnkels saga, in 
Austfirðinga sögur, ed. Jón Jóhannesson, 119-120.  
109 It is described that one of the characters “knows the whole district blindfold”. Paid, 4. 
O’Donoghue has drawn attention to Auden’s use of Hrafnkels saga here. “Owed to Both Sides”, 
55. 
110 The quarrel between Hallgerðr and Bergþóra in Njáls saga, for example, who live in 
extremely close proximity. See Njáls saga, 81 for the beginning of this quarrell. Einar Ól. 
Sveinsson emphasised this sense of localised pressure by labelling it “the saga of a district”. 
Einar Ól Sveinsson, Njáls Saga: A Literary Masterpiece, ed. and trans. Paul Schach, 54. 
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In Letters, Auden wrote: “I love the sagas, but what a rotten society they describe, a 

society with only the gangster virtues”.111 In Paid, the events and dialogue are all doom 

and destruction, with very little room left for hope; its society is rotten through and 

through. The inevitable tragedy of feud, and its capacity for endurance lends a persistent 

ominousness to the play, and the memory of murder and ambush is visited and revisited, 

the reason to carry on the feud made clear.112 The role of memory in the feud is made 

explicit when a passive commentator, loyal to no side, enters the scene and speaks as an 

aside, not addressing the characters but the audience. The speaker begins by recalling 

migration, before suggesting that the only way to leave the feud behind (to be “reborn”) 

is with loss of memory. The tide washes in the dead, and they are only counted “to 

make / Notches for enemies” – the purpose of the dead is as an incentive for the living 

to continue the cycle of violence. In these few lines, “Notches for enemies” alliterates 

with “northern ridges”, drawing attention to the significance of the northern, 

mountainous terrain in the realisation of the feud. Its drama is local and geographically 

delineated. The landscape accentuates and channels the conflict, the valleys helping to 

hold the memory of past wrongs. 

Ideas of memory, history, and migration hover on the periphery of Paid as they 

do in the Íslendingasögur.113 The beginnings of the feud are tied up with the memory of 

migration:  

                                                
111 Letters, 119. 
112 John delivers a rousing speech in which he appeals to the sacrifice that the dead have made, 
ending with a call to “fight to the finish”. Paid, 8. 
113 Many Íslendingasögur narrate the migration from Norway to Iceland and genealogy plays an 
important role. Pernille Hermann has discussed the Íslendingasögur as “founding narratives” 
orienting a culture in time and space by providing a geographically delineated origin story. 
Pernille Herman, “Founding Narratives and the Representation of Memory in Saga Literature”, 
in Arv, Vol. 66, 2010, 69-87. 
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 Our fathers […] taught us war,  

 To scamper after darlings, to climb hills, 

 To emigrate from weakness, find ourselves 

 The easy conquerors of empty bays.114 

  

The first settlers of Iceland arrived in a land which was mostly, if not entirely, 

unsettled.115 It was theirs for the taking. Auden incorporated the idea of the Icelandic 

settlement into his setting in the north of England, providing a backdrop and history to 

the feud of the present. But it also draws attention to the notion that the feud is inherited 

(“Our fathers […] taught us war”), thereby permeating the play with a sense of historical 

memory. As in the record of Icelandic migration, geographical context is essential, 

grounding the narrative in a physical reality rather than the comparable vagueness of 

myth.116 

 

2.5. The whetting woman 

 

                                                
114 Paid, 21. These lines could provide yet another echo with Gísla saga, in particular Gísli’s final 
verse where he hints at his father giving him his sword and therefore introducing him to the 
possibility of violence, which ultimately comes to dominate Gísli’s life. I am indebted to Emily 
Lethbridge for this suggestion. Gísla saga, 116.  
115 There remains the possibility that there were one or two Irish papar, as narrated in 
Íslendingabók. Íslendingabók, 5. For more on the settlement, see Gunnar Karlsson, Iceland’s 1100 
Years, 9-15. 
116 See, for example, the clockwise navigation of Iceland narrated in Landnámabók. C.f. Fentress 
and Wickham’s assertion of geography as an aide-mémoire in Landnámabók. Social Memory, 166.  
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 One of the most powerful and striking feud-motifs of the Old Norse literary corpus is 

the figure of the whetting woman. This topos is evident throughout the corpus, although 

undergoing several changes throughout its transmission, as Jenny Jochens has argued.117 

Whatever the specificities of its formation, its essential characteristics are of the inciting 

woman, usually a widow, and often the object of the incitement is her son. Near the 

close of Paid, there is a rapprochement of sorts between the two families, and a glimmer 

of hope for the future, but then, in almost stereotypical saga fashion, Seth’s mother 

incites him to violence:  

 

MOTHER: Seth. 

SETH: Yes, Mother. 

MOTHER: John Nower is here. 

SETH: I know that. What do you want me to do? 

MOTHER: Kill him. 

SETH: I can't do that. There is peace now; besides he is a guest in our house. 

MOTHER: Have you forgotten your brother's death ... taken out and shot like 

a dog? It is a nice thing for me to hear people saying that I have a coward for a 

son. I am thankful your father is not here to see it. 

SETH: I'm not afraid of anything or anybody, but I don't want to. 

MOTHER: I shall have to take steps. 

SETH: It shall be as you like. Though I think that much will come of this, chiefly 

harm. 

MOTHER: I have thought of that.118 

                                                
117 Jenny Jochens, Old Norse Images of Women, 175.  
118 Paid, 16-17. 
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The final formulation of this scene finds its template in Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs, in 

which the father of eponymous character says: “Ekki mundi mig þess vara, at ek munda 

ragan son eiga” (I would not have thought that I had a coward for a son).119 And it is in 

this þáttr, too, that we find the find the label of a dog used as a degrading insult, 

appealing to the shame of its recipient: “Hvat segir þú mér, sonr, af hestaþinginu, því er 

í fyrra sumar var? Varstu ekki lostinn í svíma frændi, sem hundr?” (What do you say to 

me, son, of the horse fight that was last summer. Were you not cast to the ground, 

kinsman, like a dog?).120 Auden clearly makes use of even the small details of whetting 

scenes, generating a complete emotive package that expertly balances both the desire 

for vengeance of the grieving mother and the reluctance of the son, emphasising the 

tragedy that though he wants to resist it, he must succumb to the inevitable processes 

of the feud, sealing the fate of this small community. 

 The final part of Seth’s response also finds its inspiration in saga literature. In 

the very first chapter of Njáls saga, one of the saga’s most important characters, 

Hallgerðr, is introduced. Her father, Hǫskuldr, asks his brother, Hrútr, his opinion of 

her; and Hrútr responds: “Œrit fǫgr er mær sjá, ok munu margir þess gjalda; en hitt veit 

ek eigi, hvaðan þjófsaugu eru komin í ættir várar.” (this girl is considerably beautiful, 

and many will pay for this; but this I don’t know, from where thief’s eyes are come into 

our family).121 Hrútr’s prophecy that “munu margir þess gjalda” (many will pay for this) 

                                                
119 Þorsteins þáttr stangarhǫggs, 70. 
120 Ibid.  
121 Brennu-Njáls saga, 7. I am indebted to Ármann Jakobsson for jogging my memory of this 
scene. The other possible allusion is to chapter 36 of Njáls saga in which Hallgerðr incites her 
verkstjóri, Kolr, to murder one of Njáll’s servants. Kolr responds with “Gǫrt mun ek þat geta, 
[...] en þat er þó líkast, at ek gefa mik við.” (“I can get that done, though it is likely I give myself 
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forewarns of Hallgerðr’s significance in the saga, and emphasises the extent of future 

conflict, something that cannot have evaded Auden’s attention, as he deploys it in a 

scene which asserts the inevitable interminability of the feud, and the likelihood of 

ongoing death and suffering. Moreover, Auden made use of the wording in particular. 

Hrútr’s statement epitomises saga economy – its connotations are significant and yet 

treated extremely briefly. In such a small community, pride is an extremely strong 

motivation. There would be nowhere for hiding shame. Auden’s use of the whetting 

motif is not in isolation; it fits within the parameters of the regionalist feuding narrative 

he established. 

 

2.6. The wedding resolution: Njáls saga 

 

Njáls saga provides the archetypal Icelandic feuding narrative.122 We know that Auden 

read and made use of Dasent’s translation, and the saga also forms a prominent example 

of marriage being used to reconcile feuding parties. The feud is symbolically resolved 

with the wedding of Kári and Hildigunnr, previously members of enemy parties.123 In 

Paid, a similar pattern is employed: an engagement is announced between John Nower 

– chief exponent of the feud – and the daughter of his (dead) enemies, Anne Shaw. 

                                                
in payment.”) Njáls saga, 93. Again, the effect is one of continuing feud despite the inevitable 
consequences.  
122 Miller, for example, calls it the “most systematic” and the “model feud”. Bloodtaking and 
Peacemaking, 182 and 200. 
123 It is Hildigunnr who incites her uncle to burn Bergþórshváll, the home of Njáll and family – 
a dramatic and emotive scene, and the climax of the saga’s central part – and it is Kári who 
escapes the burning and spend the next five years ensuring that no stone is left unturned in his 
quest for revenge. For the incitement, see Njáls saga, 290-291; for the burning, see 326-339. 
Kári’s quest for vengeance lasts for most of the rest of the saga after this point.  
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Immediately before the announcement of the wedding, Anne and Aaron Shaw, sister 

and brother, reflect together that:  

 

 There is a time for peace; too often we 

 Have gone on cold marches, have taken life, 

 Till wrongs have bred like flies; the dreamer wakes 

 Whose beats a smooth door, behind footsteps, on the left 

 The pointed finger, the unendurable drum,  

 To hear of horses stolen or a house burned. 

 Now this shall end with marriage as it ought: 

 Love turns the wind, brings up salt smell, 

 Shadow of gulls on the road to the sea.124  

 

The wedding-resolution is evidently a popular motif that occurs in more places than in 

the Íslendingasögur, but this passage also dwells on the violent, but petty origins of the 

feud: horses stolen and a house burned. This is the stuff of the Íslendingasögur. 

Moreover, with this emphasis on hearsay and reportage, Auden points towards the 

genesis of conflict in the sagas – violence occurs and then the pointed finger follows. 

                                                
124 Paid, 13. This final line also seems to make use of a kenning for the sea. Kennings for the 
sea which include “gull” as one of their parts occur six times in the corpus of Old Norse Skaldic 
poetry, according to the Skaldic Editing Project, and kennings with “gull” + a word meaning 
road or path occur twice. In a stanza from Ragnars saga Loðbrókar, for example, we find “máva 
rastar”, of the path of the seagulls, meaning sea. “Kennings for Sea”, on Skaldic Poetry of the 
Scandinavian Middle Ages, http://skaldic.abdn.ac.uk/m.php?p=kenning&i=53. “Ragnars saga 
loðbrókar 35 (Anonymous Lausavísur, Lausavísur from Ragnars saga loðbrókar 5)”, ed. Rory 
McTurk, in Poetry in fornaldarsögur, ed. Margaret Clunies Ross. Skaldic Poetry of the 
Scandinavian Middle Ages 8. Turnhout: Brepols, 2017. 692. 
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The characteristics of the feuding narrative in Paid draw an inseparable link between 

this Pennine community and the claustrophobic world of feuding in the Íslendingasögur. 

Moreover, these sagas are local conflicts above all else, concerned with theft and slights 

of honour. While the ensuing violence can sometimes ripple throughout entire districts 

and even spread abroad,125 for the most part they are remarkably well-contained.126 

 Heather O’Donoghue has persuasively demonstrated how Auden made use of 

Hrafnkels saga in numerous ways, not least pertaining to the importance of the landscape 

in the realisation of the feud, and Auden’s echoing of the minutiae of the saga’s material 

context.127 But Paid does not just build on material from the Íslendingasögur, and 

O’Donoghue has also drawn attention to Auden’s use of Old Norse myth, expressing 

that with the play’s closing lines, “though later there be / big fruit, eagles above the 

stream”,128 Paid directly echoes the imagery of Völuspá: both play and poem conclude 

on “the same note of hope […], expressed in remarkably similar terms”.129 Auden 

deploys a broad range of Old Norse literary material, and though it has been 

demonstrated that Paid builds substantially on Anglo-Saxon literature,130 its 

fundamental character is derived from Auden’s selection of particular elements from the 

Íslendingsasögur.  

 

2.7. Conclusions 

 

                                                
125 Kári’s quest for revenge in Njáls saga, for example, takes him all over Britain and Ireland.  
126 See Hrafnkels saga, for example.  
127 “Owed to Both Sides”, 55 and 56.  
128 Paid, 17.  
129 “Owed to Both Sides”, 59.  
130 See Chris Jones, Strange Likeness, 68-123. 



Jack Threlfall Hartley  “oriented by the compass” 

 42 

In this chapter we have seen how Auden made extensive use of elements of the 

Íslendingasögur, adapting motifs taken from particular sagas, as well as more general 

echoes, such as style or terse dialogue. The play is defined by a close attention to 

geographical detail, whether through emphasising navigational ability as a martial skill, 

or creating a sense of the conflict’s narrow parameters. Not only did Auden make use 

of specific Íslendingasögur motifs, but he recreated the local focus of their feuds. The 

characters of Paid are not fighting for some higher cause, they are defending their 

honour and fighting for regional dominance. Tactics are sly: ambushes and trickery are 

the main way of coming out on top. The chivalric ethos of medieval courtly romance is 

nowhere to be seen. That is because the consequences are not success or failure in some 

knightly quest, but death and destruction at the hands of your neighbour.  

It seems that certain elements of the Íslendingasögur appealed to Auden in 

particular, and their applicability in a North Pennine setting. The character of the 

landscape is simultaneously suggestive of Iceland and this particular part of northern 

England: both are defined by steep-sided valleys, bogs, and moors.131 Even its glaciers 

are not necessarily exclusively Iceland’s. Peter Davidson has examined “Auden’s 

adolescent treasure, his copy of Postlethwaite’s Mines and Mining in the English Lake 

District”, and attributes its evocation of the Ice Age to “the otherwise mysterious glaciers 

that inhabit the northern England of [Auden’s] early poems”,132 of which Paid is one. 

This distinction, then, is not so easy to draw, and Jones, for example, noted the “blurring 

of boundaries between modern England and the lawlessness of medieval Iceland”.133 

                                                
131 O’Donoghue attributed the call to escape “over the moor” to an allusion to Hrafnkels saga. 
“Owed to Both Sides”, 58. The Pennine landscape is dominated by moors, and the 
suggestiveness of this setting in that particular Íslendingasaga scene is not hard to imagine.  
132 Davidson, The Idea of the North, 90. 
133 Jones, “Auden and ‘the “barbaric” poetry of the North”, 175.  
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Answers to the first two of my research questions are beginning to come to light: 

it is clear that Auden’s use of Old Norse literature was deeply connected to the sense of 

place evident in Paid. In the following chapter, I will continue to identify the particular 

way in which Auden adapted Old Norse literature, but I will also start to address my 

third research question, asking in what ways his use of Old Norse literature was as part 

of his wider idea of North, ascetic relief from the “frills and fuss” of the south.  
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3. Auden’s Idea of the North 

 

3.1. Auden’s Idea of North in Letters: Old Norse Literature in “Journey” 

 

A mixture of verse and prose, Letters is certainly an unconventional travel book. Its 

content is broad in design and effect, and ranges from humourous verse letters to semi-

serious suggestions for tourists. The subjects are varied, and the focus is not even 

consistently on Iceland. The original version published in 1937 also included black and 

white photographs, as well as some prints of maps and postcards, though these were not 

included when it was re-published in 1967 or again in 1985.134 Throughout the 

collection there are allusions to Old Norse literature: some quite extended engagements 

and others merely “whimsical or obscure”.135 Due to the unusual nature of the book, 

the use of Old Norse literature often amounts to nothing more than quotation.136 The 

examples I am more concerned with, however, directly engage with the literature, and 

demonstrate the importance of real physical locations in Auden’s understanding of Old 

Norse material. This chapter will not consist of an exhaustive list of all the references to 

Old Norse literature in the collection, but instead will primarily focus on one poem 

(“Journey”) to highlight how significant the journey to Iceland was for Auden’s 

interpretation of this literature.  

                                                
134 Occasionally I will refer to some of MacNeice’s poems in the collection. There is a lot of  
overlap between their contributions, and they collaborate on several of the poems. Moreover, 
MacNeice includes an imagined version of Auden in some of his entries. For these reasons I use 
some lines of MacNeice’s as a “way in” to understanding some of Auden’s philosophy. It is 
never integral to my analysis, however.   
135 O’Donoghue, Old Norse-Icelandic Literature: A Short Introduction, 192.  
136 See for example the prose sections towards the end of “Letter to R. H. S. Crossman, Esq.” 
in Letters, 94-98.   
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The second entry in Letters, “Journey” is a part-verse, part-prose letter to 

Christopher Isherwood. It is in this second letter that the imaginative draw of the sagas 

is first touched upon. The extent to which Auden was familiar with this literature 

becomes apparent, but also his appreciation of their mood as well as something of the 

importance of landscape to their flavour: 

 

The student of prose and conduct find places to visit: 

The site of a church where a bishop was put in a bag, 

 The bath of a great historian, the rock where 

 An outlaw dreaded the dark.137  

 

By “the student of prose”, it is natural to assume he meant someone interested in sagas, 

both written mostly in prose138 and famously prosaic.139 The stories that he refers to in 

the first of the quoted verses teasingly allude to several almost folkloric anecdotes. First, 

the story of Jón Gerreksson, who, only three years after arriving in Iceland in 1430 to 

become the bishop of Skálholt, was dragged from his church, placed in a bag and 

drowned in the river Brúará. The motivation for his murder remains unknown.140 

Second, the “great historian” is Snorri Sturluson, supposed author of the Prose Edda 

                                                
137 “Journey”, in Letters, 25-26. 
138 Although technically prosimetrum. Their very fact of being written mostly in prose is dealth 
with by Auden in “The World of the Sagas”, in Secondary Worlds, 56-57.  
139 Although their being written in prose has previously avoided the attention of scholars who 
have attempted to articulate Auden’s relationship with his Norse sources. O’Donoghue cites the 
mistakes of a scholar that the Íslendingasögur are entirely poetry. O’Donoghue, “Owed to Both 
Sides”, 52. 
140 Saga Íslands V, ed. by Sigurður Líndal, 56-59. Puzzingly, Heather O’Donogue attributes this 
character to Guðmundr góði Arason. Old Norse-Icelandic Literature: A Short Introduction, 193. 
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and perhaps other medieval Icelandic texts. Third, the outlaw who dreaded the dark is 

Grettir Ásmundarson, whose many exploits are narrated in Grettis saga.  

Each of these events or characters are attached to a physical location. These are 

“places to visit” – locations that exist in the real landscape with stories attached to them. 

Tracing saga locations on the real landscape of Iceland has a long history and Andrew 

Wawn has asserted that “from the late 1850s travellers began to relish the fact that there 

were [...] saga-steads to visit and contemplate.”141 This seems to be part of a trend of 

literary tourism more generally,142 although the idea of visiting saga-steads poses some 

interesting questions, poised as the sagas are somewhere between history and fiction.143  

The real landscape of Iceland, and its relationship to the sagas supposedly set 

there, has long been a subject of debate. A substantial amount of early scholarship 

involved using the extent to which a real landscape could be traced in a saga to assert 

its veracity, or lack thereof.144 The extensive provision of place names and topographic 

                                                
141 Vikings and Victorians, 287. 
142 Nicola Watson, for example has argued that “the ways in which reading, at least for a 
noticeable and mainstream category of literature’s consumers, becomes progressively and 
differentially locked to place”. The Literary Tourist, 1. 
143 Ralph O’Connor asserts that “Modern scholars agree that the Norse-Icelandic saga emerged 
as a form of historiography, that its authors mixed historical with fictional or imaginative 
material”. “History and Fiction”, 88. In other words, a strict distinction between history and 
fiction is not so easy to draw. Margaret Clunies Ross, for example, wrote that “medieval 
Icelandic literature [...] has a fundamentally historical perspective on its subject matter and that 
the saga form developed [...] to give expressions to historical fictions of various kinds”. 
Prolonged Echoes, vol. 2, 82. 
144 See, for example, Sigurður Nordal’s Hrafnkatla, the conclusions of which Auden mentioned 
in his essay on the sagas: “The Icelandic writers had so mastered the art of realistic narrative 
that it was only in 1949 that the Hrafnkels Saga [sic] was discovered to be purely fictitious”. 
“The World of the Sagas”, 51. Hrafnkatla is part of a wider debate which dominated saga studies 
for a substantial period centred around the origins of saga literature, which was intimately 
connected to ideas of history and fiction. Opposing camps were labelled “bookprose” 
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detail of Íslendingasögur has led many to trace their events on Iceland’s geography. More 

recently it has been suggested that the landscape has always been an essential narrative 

vessel, Lethbridge even broaching the idea of the landscape as an “original” saga 

mansuscript.145 Whatever the relationship of the sagas to fact or fiction, the fact that 

their locations are so readily visited, is, as with the development of the Victorian realist 

novel, because they take place in seemingly verifiable locations.146 Emily Lethbridge, 

for example, records the “overlap between the world [...] in the written Íslendingasögur 

texts”, and the one familiar to the people who were involved “in the[ir] transmission”.147 

For Auden’s purposes, the actual veracity of the sagas seems unimportant. What is 

significant is that there is a some sort of belief in their being true, and that you can visit 

their locations in the genuine landscape. In other words, they provide “places to visit”, 

sites of literary pilgrimage.148  

That Auden can evoke the “rock where / An outlaw dreaded the dark” is entirely 

due to the provision of detailed physical context in Grettis saga itself. In the famous 

scene, Grettir’s battle with the troll-like Glámr reaches its crux when Glámr attempts to 

drag Grettir from the house he was sleeping in, and Grettir plants both feet against a 

rock that was buried in the ground at the doorway. 149 Indeed, a significant amount of 

                                                
(Buchprosa) and “freeprose” (Freiprosa). For an overview of this issue, see Chris Callow “Dating 
and Origins”, in The Routledge Companion, 15-33. 
145 Emily Lethbridge, “The Icelandic Sagas and Saga Landscapes”, 55. 
146 Watson, The Literary Tourist, 2. 
147 Emily Lethbridge, “The Icelandic Sagas and Saga Landscapes”, 68. 
148 By the time Auden visited Iceland, there was already a tradition of literary pilgrimage. 
William Morris and W.G. Collingwood both toured its “saga-steads” before Auden, and Auden 
alludes to this tradition in Letters, 23. For more on saga tourism, see Andrew Wawn, “Post-
Medieval Reception”, in The Blackwell Companion, 333. 
149 Grettis saga, 120.  
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the saga references in Letters situate the narrative in a precise landscape.150 Paul Taylor 

suggested that this shows that Auden “found it [...] natural to conjoin fabulous story 

within human geography”,151 but as we shall later see, it was, in fact, the very grounding 

of these stories in physical reality that so attracted Auden – it was the absence of the 

fabulous. 

Similarly, Snorri Sturluson is associated with a specific hot pot at Reykholt 

because of a scene in Íslendinga saga when the physical setting is clearly narrated: “Það 

var eitt kveld er Snorri sat í laugu að talað var um höfðingja” (One evening Snorri sat 

in the pool talking with the chieftains).152 Thus, the story is tangibly realised, and can 

therefore be attributed to an actual location: “the bath of a great historian”. The 

landmark component to such narratives clearly proved significant to Auden’s 

articulation of Iceland, its literary figures evoked by its genuine geography. Auden’s 

actual journey to Iceland, and through saga territory, provokes the recollection of 

famous saga scenes, evoked by the depiction of their physical context: 

 

 Remember the doomed man thrown by his horse and crying: 

“Beautiful is the hillside, I will not go”; 

 The old woman confessing: “He that I loved the 

 Best, to him I was worst.” 

 

                                                
150 For example, “Gunnarr killed / At Hlitharendi” and “Flosi waiting on Three Corner Ridge,”. 
W.H. Auden, “Letter to R.H.S. Crossman, Esq.”, 92. These scenes occur in Njáls saga and are 
geographically situated with use of place names. For Gunnarr’s death at Hlíðarendi, see Brennu-
Njáls saga, 186-191; for Flosi waiting on Þríhyrningshálsar, “Three Corner Ridge”, see 317. 
151 Taylor, “Auden’s Icelandic Myth of Exile”, 220. 
152 Íslendinga saga in Sturlunga I, 305. The pool can still be seen there today. 
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Told as if real (“remember”), the stories of Gunnarr of Hlíðarendi from Njáls saga and 

Guðrún Osvífrsdóttir from Laxdœla saga are simply a part of the landscape. 

 Then follows three stanzas in which Iceland’s physical context again proves 

extremely important:  

 

Islands are places apart where Europe is absent. 

Are they? The world still is, the present, the lie,  

 And the narrow bridge over a torrent 

 Or the small farm under a crag 

 

Are natural settings for the jealousies of a province: 

A weak vow of fidelity is sworn by the cairn, 

 And within the indigenous figure on horseback 

 On the bridle-path down by the lake 

 

The blood moves also by crooked and furtive inches, 

Asks all your questions153 

 

 

The idea that “islands are places apart” develops the idea explored in the prose letter 

that “We are all too deeply involved with Europe to be able, or even to wish to 

escape”.154 War looms on the horizon. But it also articulates a place of real and 

imaginative distance from urban civilisation. Life here is grounded in physical 

                                                
153 “Journey”, in Letters, 26.  
154 Ibid., 30. 
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practicalities: crossing a raging river by a narrow bridge, or living in a farm beneath a 

crag, huddled against the fellside to avoid the searching wind. Described as if settings 

traversed through, these locations where human presence is at a minimum suggested to 

Auden “natural settings for the jealousies of a province”, local conflicts, geographically 

contained and concerning loyalty: “a weak vow of fidelity is sworn by the cairn”. The 

narrow focus of the Íslendingasögur prove evocative as their physical context was 

explored. Not only is this a terrain of necessity – finding a way to scratch a living 

amongst the rocks and powerful natural forces – but it is a topography of belonging: the 

figure on horseback is “indigenous”, at home in the landscape. Despite the fact that 

these human traces in the terrain are subtle and crouching, they are still present, 

steadfast and lying low. These cairns and bridle-paths are unshowy, practical markers of 

human presence, defining the relationship of people to the land. This is a landscape, 

Auden articulated, in which there is nowhere to hide, no facade or illusory exaggeration; 

slowly but surely, illusions and deceptions will be found out: “The blood moves also by 

crooked and furtive inches, / Asks all your questions”. 

 The sparse landscape continues to be evoked, the impact of humans barely 

noticeable or absent entirely:  

 

 The great plains are for ever where the cold fish are hunted 

 And everywhere; the light birds flicker and flaunt: 

  Under the scolding flag the lover 

  Of islands may see at last, 

 

 Faintly, his limited hope; and he nears the glitter 

 Of glaciers, the sterile immature mountains intense 
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  In the abnormal day of this world, and a river’s 

  Fan-like polyp of sand.  

 

 Then let the good citizen find here natural marvels: 

 A horse-shoe ravine,155 the issue of steam from a cleft 

  In the rock, and rocks, and waterfall brushing the  

  Rocks, and, among the rocks, birds. 

 

  

The unflinching reality of the terrain he encounters leaves him shelterless and exposed, 

but for this very reason he is hopeful. He is scolded and yet increasingly at home.156 The 

sterility of these mountains ensures their intensity set against the complexity of outside 

civilisation, whose significance to each individual is diluted by implication. There is a 

suggestion that inhabiting this terrain is a more natural way to be: the “day of this 

                                                
155 The horse-shoe ravine seems to refer to Ásbyrgi, a breathtaking canyon in the north east of 
Iceland, which, the story goes, was created when Sleipnir (Óðinn’s eight-legged horse) touched 
his foot to the earth. A figure from Old Norse mythology is alluded to via the landscape. 
156 Interestingly, the English noun and verb “scold” is etymologically related to skáld (poet), 
with a sense of the skáld being a figure who can make or break reputations through his poetic 
commemorations of events, either bestowing honour and fame or abuse and libel. This is 
intimately connected to níð, that is, shaming insults related to impotence, sexual perversion, 
and a lack of masculinity. So when Auden is scolded, there is a possible sexual angle. This could 
be connected to the idea that Auden is ancestrally connected to Auðunn skökull, a settler 
mentioned in Landnámabók (see earlier reference), the nickname of whom (skökull) is related 
to virility. See Sveinn Haraldsson, “Auden, Ancestry and Iceland”, 277-279; and Carpenter, 
Biography, 7. For the etymology of “scold”, see OED, and for its relationship to skáld and libel 
see Roberta Frank, Old Norse Court Poetry, 125-126. I am indebted to Emily Lethbridge for 
pointing out the etymological link.  
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world”, in which Auden normally resided, is “abnormal” – its excesses, competition, 

and corruption unhealthy.  

 The terrain of “Journey” is populated by the capricious presence of birds, flitting 

among the rocks. When people do appear among the rocks, their presence is tied to the 

topography, as if without this connection their stories would be cut loose and drift off 

into space or a memory-less oblivion. Auden does, however, picture himself in this 

scene, seeing the land’s northern features as natural marvels, a place of hope. The 

importance of this place to Auden himself is suggested by the appearance of “the lover 

/ Of islands”, traversing the country and realising why Iceland attracts. 

 “Journey” inextricably connects scenes from Old Norse literature to the real 

landscape of Iceland, but the poem also demonstrates their presence in the North more 

generally. Its very first stanza pleads for a departure from urban spheres (“Let me be far 

from any / physician”), before recording that “North means to all ‘Reject!’”. Tony 

Sharpe labels this a “tactic of resistance: a geographical preference emphatically at odds 

with the prevailing view.”157 This North, too, is “citiless”; a rejection of civilisation and 

the south is to escape “the corroding, the sorrow”. Moreover, this place is ascetic, 

suggested by a move away from “too much passion of kissing”.158  

 There are several different versions of “Journey”, Auden making changes with 

each republication. So far, all of the quotations above have been from the original 1937 

version of Letters, but the version which Mendelson edits in the Collected Poems records 

the North as a “refuge”, before highlighting that the reason “Our time” is corrosive and 

corrupt is because there is no “favourite suburb”; unlike the geographically specific 

                                                
157 “Auden’s Northerliness”, 13.  
158 Auden, “Journey”, 26. 



Jack Threlfall Hartley  “oriented by the compass” 

 53 

Íslendingasögur, there are no “local features”.159 Instead, itinerance is the preferred 

mode, and a lack of attachment to place. That this is Auden’s very own problem is 

clarified near the poem’s end: though this North incorporates genuine northern 

elements, it symbolises only “the fabulous / country, impartially far.”160 This is a world 

of the imagination: fabulous, but so remote as to be beyond reach. In later versions of 

the poem, too, the topography becomes less clearly Icelandic and is instead labelled 

generically “northern”.161 “Journey” reveals how Iceland’s medieval literature combined 

with the real landscape of Iceland in a formulation of North which symbolises rejection 

of civilisation and modernity.  

Letters contains many allusions to the Íslendingasögur, including a witty 

“experiment” in “objective” saga style.162 Some of its uses evoke specific sagas and 

motifs,163 others are more general. “Journey” demonstrated how Old Norse literature 

spoke to Auden of an idea of North, and in the following sub-chapters, how Auden 

envisaged this idea will be fleshed out using more examples from Letters, in conjunction 

with some later verse and prose.  

 

3.2. Auden’s essay on Old Norse literature: “the World of the Sagas” 

 

Before delving into any more of Auden’s poetry, elucidation of some of the dominant 

points Auden raised in his essay “the World of the Sagas” will be useful. Firstly, it 

                                                
159 W.H. Auden, “Journey to Iceland”, in Collected Poems, 126.  
160 Ibid., 127. 
161 Ibid., 126. 
162 Letters, 220. 
163 For example, the conflict in Njáls saga between Hallgerðr and Bergþóra around the 
exploitation of a jointly owned patch of woodland appears in “Last Will and Testament”, in 
Letters, 237. 
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presents which aspects of the Íslendingasögur in particular Auden thought significant; 

and secondly, it demonstrates the fundamental differences Auden envisaged between 

“the saga” and its Classical counterpart, “the epic”. The published form of this essay is 

based on one of a series of lectures he gave in October 1967. They were eventually 

published together in a book entitled Secondary Worlds. Being indebted to Tolkien’s 

“On Fair Stories” for its terms,164 Auden distinguished between the “primary world”, 

which is the world around us that we can say with relative certainty exists, and 

“secondary worlds” of the imagination or literature.165 Further, he personified the “will-

to-truth” of the primary world as the Historian and “the will-to-recreation”166 as the 

secondary world of the Poet, elaborating that “The Historian’s questions – Is this true 

or false? Fact or fiction? Did this occur or did it not? – can be asked only of objects and 

events in the primary world.”167 Evidently, as Auden points out, there is a great deal of 

overlap between the world of the Poet and the world of the Historian. Firstly, the 

historian must deal in language, which necessarily “abstract[s] and select[s]”, and 

secondly, must select some material over others: “certain beings and events appeal to 

the imagination, that is to say, irrespective of any practical importance they may have, 

they are felt to be sacred, enchanting, valuable in themselves.”168 Moreover, Auden 

doubts that the Poet, “if he did not experience such feelings of awe, wonder, 

enchantment in the primary world”, “would desire or believe it possible to create 

secondary worlds”.169 

                                                
164 Secondary Worlds, 41.  
165 C.f. earlier footnote (number 144) regarding the debate on saga origins and its relationship 
to history and fiction. 
166 Secondary Worlds, 42.  
167 Ibid., 43. 
168 Ibid.  
169 Ibid. 
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This essay represents Auden’s most lucid thinking about Old Norse literature, 

and in his assessment of the relationship between the sagas and the society in which 

they were written, the claustrophobia and localism of both prove significant:  

 

It is not difficult to see why such conditions make a literature of Social Realism 

possible [...]. In a society where everybody knows everyone else at first hand, 

and what anybody does or says very soon gets known to everybody else, pure 

fantasy is impossible, but partial manipulation of historical facts will displease an 

audience that knows the real ones.170 

 

Social Realism and small communities with few secrets: Auden could be describing 

Paid. Auden emphasises how self-contained these narratives are; logistically constrained 

and dealing in practicalities, he asserts that they by-and-large could have happened, and 

therefore must operate within a manageable framework.171  

After quoting a passage from Sturlunga saga, Auden asserts that the manner of 

narration is such that the attention of the audience is not claimed because of its level of 

entertainment, nor its exquisiteness of expression, but because it is told as an event 

which “actually happened in the primary world”.172 Auden emphasised the role of 

hearsay in the saga, asserting that in the saga, as with an actual event, eye-witnesses will 

differ in their version of what happened, so, therefore, one cannot be exactly certain of 

what occurred.173 In saga scholarship this is usually labelled “objectivity”.174 Similarly, 

                                                
170 Ibid., 55.  
171 Ibid., 52.  
172 Ibid., 48. 
173 Ibid., 48-49. 
174 See Daniel Sävborg, “Style”, 112-115. 
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Auden suggests, actions have to be attributed to a person, no matter how insignificant 

they are to the actual plot; an action cannot take place unless someone carried it out. 

So, a character might only appear in a saga once, simply in order that an action may be 

attributed to someone.175  

Numerous times in this essay, Auden asserts some key differences between the 

sagas and the works of Classical literature. Whereas in “the Icelandic prose sagas”, “the 

Historian is predominant over the Poet”,176 the world of the Iliad, for example, is a 

“poetic world”.177 It was not that Auden did not have an interest in the world of the 

Poet, but that he was interested in it for different reasons. This is also a distinction he 

made within the corpus of Old Norse literature itself, asserting that the interest of poetry 

within this corpus is fundamentally different to that of prose. He suggested that Eddic 

poetry functions more on a level of lyric rather than narrative,178 and that the “technical 

complications”179 of Skaldic verse are such that “Sagas, if composed at all, would have 

to be written in prose.”180 Whereas the world of the epic is one in which “nothing 

remains hidden but all is manifest”, the world of the saga is one in which things are only 

said if they can be credibly181 claimed to have occurred; therefore, as in reality, much 

goes unsaid. A further distinction is maintained by Auden on linguistic grounds, 

asserting that Icelandic’s “syntactical nature made it an excellent medium for realistic 

prose narrative”, whereas Greek and Latin, with their  

                                                
175 Secondary Worlds, 49.  
176 Secondary Worlds, 51.  
177 Ibid., 52. Obviously the Iliad is a poetic work compared to the prosimetrum of the sagas, but 
to Auden this is not simply a distinction of form, but narratorial philosophy. 
178 Ibid., 57. 
179 Ibid., 58. 
180 Ibid., 59. 
181 Credibility is in fact something that Auden attributes to saga dialogue. Ibid., 50.  
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wealth of devices for organizing facts, their conjunctions, their graded tenses, 

[...] tempt the writer to over-organize his material, to make a too tidy whole out 

of a world where heterogeneity and accident are essential items in its reality.182 

 

This passage demonstrates Auden’s overall attraction to realistic storytelling, as untidy 

as it may be. Auden also asserted an interest in logistical challenges rather than ones to 

do with the spirit or the emotions, remarking upon the oft-noted interest of the sagas 

in law and legal battles, and clarifying that 

 

their interest was technical rather than literary. What they really enjoyed was 

winning an apparently hopeless case by finding a legal loophole; we never hear 

of someone winning a case through a fine speech which sweeps the court of its 

feet.183 

 

He observed that victors in the sagas are not necessarily the greatest heroes nor the most 

ethical characters, but often the most cunning and ambitious.184 The key aspect to take 

away from the above passage is that the narrative is grounded in verifiable action – its 

context and reasoning elucidated to assert its faithfulness of depiction. 

 So, Auden clearly was interested in the technicality and what he called the “social 

realism” of the sagas, but how does this work with other elements in his idea of North? 

                                                
182 Ibid., 55. 
183 Secondary Worlds, 59. 
184 See, for example, Hrafnkels saga, where a somewhat tyrannical chieftain is supplanted by the 
underdog, only for their positions to be later reversed – the character who would usually be 
thought to be the villain comes out on top in the end anyway. 
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We have already seen how Auden applied saga motifs and style to the landscape of the 

North Pennines, but how exactly do these combinations function together? In the 

following sub-chapter I will outline some of the ways in which Auden blended his 

northern interests and asserted their capacity as a place of imaginative refuge. I will do 

this by examining several further poems from Letters, as well as extracts from other 

articles and poems from later in his career. But firstly, to further illuminate how Auden 

saw this literature as a rejection of Classical literature. 

 

3.3. The “‘barbaric’ poetry of the North” 

 

In the small extant corpus of Anglo-Saxon poetry, there is nothing as good as 

the best poems in the Elder Edda, but it was my first introduction to the 

“barbaric” poetry of the North, and I was immediately fascinated both by its 

metric and its rhetorical devices.185 

 

In 1970, three years before his death, Auden published a “commonplace book” entitled 

A Certain World. It contains quotations in verse and prose from many time periods and 

places, on a variety of subjects. It demonstrates the breadth and depth of material that 

was important to him at that particular time, and a significant amount of material which 

had remained important to him throughout his life. In general, Auden expressed a 

dislike (or mistrust) of biographies, asserting that they are “always superfluous and 

usually in bad taste”.186 A Certain World, however, he admitted, represented a “map of 

                                                
185 Auden, A Certain World, 22. 
186 Auden, Foreword to A Certain World, vii. 
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[his] planet”; he ultimately reflects that “this compilation is a sort of autobiography”.187 

The focuses and concerns, then, that it contains, express ideas that Auden identified 

with, and literature that he would have read and re-read throughout his lifetime. 

The above quotation is taken from one of the book’s few reflections by Auden 

himself discussing the writing that he has compiled. It serves as an illustrustrative 

example for several reasons. Firstly, the brevity of the reference to the “poetry of the 

North” is typical of Auden’s ouevre; barring one or two examples, the reader for the 

most part is forced to ascertain Auden’s sources and influences by examining loose 

quotation and locating subtle allusion. When more extended quotations do occur, there 

is often little if any accompanying information. Secondly, Anglo-Saxon poetry and Old 

Norse poetry are presented side-by-side as representatives of a category of particularly 

“Northern” literature; for Auden, these two distinct corpora in different languages both 

point to an aesthetic that is unmistakebly northern in texture, style and content.  

Auden was familiar with the corpus of Anglo-Saxon poetry, then, and 

comfortable enough, too, with Old Norse Eddic poetry to make value judgements on 

which particular poems were better than others, and even to compare them to Anglo-

Saxon material. If we are to take A Certain World as indicative of significant points of 

interest, then the three references to Old Norse literature that the collection contains, 

as well as an extended extract concerning Iceland, demonstrate his interest in this 

material.188 Moreover, the fourth and final relevant extract in the collection is a nine-

stanza quotation from a verse translation of Völuspá, entitled in its place in Auden’s 

commonplace book, “The Creation of the World”. 

                                                
187 Ibid. 
188 Ibid., 22, 155-158, 304, and 407-408.  
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The fact that Auden termed this Northern poetry “barbaric” is worth dwelling 

on. Of language, the term originally meant simply “not Greek”, eventually coming to 

mean “not Greek or Latin”, and so, not classical. Of people, it means foreign: originally 

non-Hellenic, and then non-Roman or living outside the Roman Empire. Ultimately, 

it came to signify a rejection of civilisation.189 For Auden, it demonstrates a rejection of 

the Southern world of classical literature, enabled by paying attention instead to Anglo-

Saxon and Old Norse literature. This perceived binary builds on what has always been, 

in Wawn’s words, an “uneasy relationship between Graeco-Roman and old northern 

literary tradition”.190 In this way, then, Auden was not doing anything new, and indeed, 

in Letters, MacNeice gestures to the fact that when William Morris came to Iceland,191 

it was partly in a mindset of rejecting this classical literature, “for a world of rocks and 

sagas”.192 Furthermore, MacNeice’s characterisation of Auden in the quotation with 

which this thesis began asserts that the North provides “breathers from the Latin fire”.193  

In Letters, Auden refers to himself as a “barbarian”, and clarifies that he means 

Nordic, thereby associating himself with the literature of “the North”.194 In another 

instance in Letters, he refers again to “the Barbarian”, only this time in opposition to 

                                                
189 See OED for “barbaric”. 
190 Wawn, Vikings and Victorians, 371. 
191 William Morris, the novelist, textile designer, poet and socialist, visited Iceland twice, in 
1871 and 1873, writing and publishing two journals about his experiences. He also produced a 
series of English translations of Icelandic sagas with the Icelandic scholar Eiríkur Magnússon. 
In a list published in 1970 of the contents of his nursery library, Auden records a book entited 
Icelandic Stories by Morris and Magnusson, although it remains unclear which translations in 
particular Auden possessed as there is no book of that name that they produced. Auden, A 
Certain World, 292. 
192 For more on Morris’s travels to Iceland, see Wawn, Vikings and Victorians, 245-282. 
193 MacNeice, “Epilogue for W. H. Auden”, 259. 
194 Letters, 201. 
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“The Higher Mind”, making it clear that, for Auden, “barbaric” symbolises a Northern 

world free from the excesses and comforts of the South.195 Later, in “The Cave of 

Making”, he uses the term in its linguistic sense, recording “good mongrel barbarian 

English / which never completely succumbed to the Roman rhetoric”,196 attaching a 

value judgement to its barbarism and signalling its distinction from Classical language 

and communication. I will now outline something of how this literary distinction was 

part of Auden’s more general idea of North, maintaining a consistent ethical dimension.  

 

3.4. Southern decadence and Northern minimalism 

 

According to Davenport-Hines, Auden “identified himself with northernness” in several 

different ways: “his artistic, moral and sensual criteria were all related to his personalised 

reordering of the planet”.197 This ethical dimension is echoed in Letters, when he 

reflected that it was precisely because Lord Byron thought the “The North [...] / 

‘Moral’” that he kept away.198 In turn, this is precisely what attracts Auden. This idea of 

a moral distinction between North and South crops up several times in Letters, and 

materialism and narcisistic worry are attributed to the south of England, clarifying that 

“in the north it simply isn’t true. /  To those who live in Warrington or Wigan, / It’s 

not a lie, it’s a whacking big ‘un.” Instead, this northern terrain is “the old historic 

battlefield”, with 

 

                                                
195 Ibid., 103.  
196 Collected poems, 692.  
197 Davenport-Hines, W.H. Auden, 16. 
198 Letters, 50. 
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  The cold ferocity of human wills,  

 The scars of struggle are as yet unhealed; 

  Slattern the tenements on sombre hills, 

  And gaunt in valleys the square-windowed mills199 

  

There is no wealth and comfort to cushion and divert humanity’s passions – in Auden’s 

formulation, this Northern existence is raw and unadulterated, its workings laid bare. 

For Auden, these habitations, in a world far from the “frills and fuss” of the South, form 

“our finest native architecture”.200 This stark and barren landscape is reminiscent of the 

terrain of Paid. This topography is honest and unflinching – in Auden’s view, it is as 

characteristic of the north of England as the Íslendingasögur.  

This distinction based on an idea of Southern decadence and Northern 

minimalism was developed by Auden in a series of articles written for American 

magazines in the late 1940s and early 50s. In these articles, it becomes apparent that the 

umbrella-idea of the South harbours a set of consistently repeated ideas – of excess, 

leisure, and heat – from which Auden wanted to distance himself from. In a 1947 article 

for House and Garden magazine, he clarified these feelings:  

 

My feelings have been oriented by the compass as far back as I can 

remember. Though I was brought up on both, Norse mythology has 

always appealed to me infinitely more than Greek; Hans Andersen’s The 

Snow Queen and George Macdonald’s The Princess and the Goblin were 

my favourite fairy stories, and years before I ever went there, the North 

                                                
199 Ibid. 
200 Ibid., 51. 
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of England was the Never-Never land of my dreams […]; to this day 

Crewe Junction marks the wildly exciting frontier where the alien South 

ends and the North, my world, begins.  

  

North and South are the focus of two sharply contrasted clusters 

of images and emotions […] North – cold, wind, precipices, glaciers, 

caves, heroic conquest of dangerous obstacles, whales, hot meat and 

vegetables […]. South – heat, light, drought, calm […], the life of ignoble 

ease, spiders, fruits and desserts, the waste of time, publicity.201 

 

Again, a distinction is made between Old Norse literature and its classical counterpart. 

This is linked, moreover, with ideas of north and south England. Northern terrain and 

weather makes existence hard, thereby ensuring a lack of “over-emphasis”:202  

communication and day-to-day life are concise and economical by necessity. Grounded 

in practicalities and essentials, Auden’s idea of North provides blessed relief from the 

ease and wasted time of the south.  

 To Auden, the south is “alien” in contrast to the North, “my world”. The 

emphasis on “publicity” and “the waste of time” suggest that this is the world of modern 

civilisation, from which Auden dreamt of escaping to, over the boundary marked by 

Crewe Junction. The inclusion of hot meat and vegetables on the list, moreover, while 

undoubtedly staples of northern cooking, indicates that it is not just the ease of the 

south that Auden wanted to avoid, but its complexity. Auden seemed to suggest that 

with hardship come simple satisfactions – warm, hearty food, for example. From excess 

                                                
201 Auden, ‘I Like It Cold’ (1947), Prose, vol. 2: 1939-1948, 110. 
202 MacNeice’s term from “Epilogue for W. H. Auden”, Letters, 260.  
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and comfort, by contrast, there is no relief, only “the cult of the salad and the swimming 

pool”, the derision of this statement suggesting the lack of nourishment in salad, only 

suitable in a world of ignoble ease.  

This ethical North/South distinction was repeated in another article detailing an 

itinerary “For the traveller with a car and six days to spare” en route to Scotland that 

will take in the wild and remote beauty of the Pennines, which is, of course, the setting 

of Paid. Auden asserted that “one must have a proper moral sense about the points of 

the compass; North must seem the “good” direction, the way towards heroic adventures, 

South the way to ignoble ease and decadence.”203 By implication, then North is a place 

of minimalism, with little to shield or comfort. Exposed, there is nowhere to evade 

responsibility, dodge conflict, and avoid reality. There is no getting round the “need to 

grip and grapple the adversary, / Knuckle and stony knuckle”.204  

This distinction, then, incorporates Old Norse literature, Iceland, and the north 

of England. They are united in their attention to small details, their lack of fuss and 

exaggeration. Where Classical literature, is, in Auden’s view, defined by hyperbole and 

drama, its Northern equivalent is to the point, straightforward, and realistic. Moreover, 

the North attracts Auden because of its sheer physicality – its form – in comparison to 

the less tangible world of the South. Christopher Isherwood captured Auden’s attraction 

to scenes of barren hardship and how this is tied to the North in a 1937 article, which 

he re-published with some additional notes in 1975: 

 

The scenery of Auden’s early poetry is, almost invariably, mountainous. As a 

boy, he visited Westmorland, the Peak District of Derbyshire and Wales. […] His 

                                                
203 “England: Six Unexpected Days”, in Prose vol. 3: 1949-1955, 431. 
204 Louis MacNeice, “Letter to Graham and Anne Shepard”, in Letters, 32. 
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romantic travel-wish was always for the north. He could never understand how 

anybody could long for the sun, the blue sky, the palm-trees of the south. His 

favourite weather was autumnal; high wind and driving rain. He loved industrial 

ruins, a disused factory or an abandoned mill205 

 

In Auden’s North, there is no adornment: the hills are bare, and people’s lives are laid 

bare, moulded by the wind and rain. In this essay, Isherwood also draws attention to 

Auden’s loathing for the sea, which is primarily because of its lack of form: it has no 

consistent, solid shape, and therefore Auden was unnerved by it.206  Every Northern 

evocation we have so far examined asserts its physicality. They are attractive to Auden 

because they clearly exist in the real world, and tangibly so.  

 For Auden, the literature of the North does not beat about the bush, it dispenses 

with “frills and fuss”. By contrast, Auden associates Classical literature with over-

adornment, clutter and decadence. This southern literature points towards a 

stereotypical establishment education,207 which is, in turn, connected to centres of 

power, cities, with their elaborate and decadent customs masquerading as sophistication. 

This is an idea iterated several times in Letters, and MacNeice in particular records the 

distance that North symbolised from the day-to-day rat race, leaving behind “the 

grinding gears”, the “excess of books and cushions, the high heels”, and the “attempt 

to climb the ever-climbing steeple”.208 Having demonstrated something of how Auden’s 

use of Old Norse literature combined with his other Northern interests, I will now turn 

                                                
205 Isherwood, in Tribute, 77. 
206 Isherwood, in Tribute, 76. 
207 See Auden, “The Greeks and Us”, in Forewords and Afterwords, 3. 
208 Louis MacNeice, “Letter to Graham and Anne Shepard”, Letters from Iceland (1937) 34.  
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to a poem entitled “Hammerfest” from 1961 which brings together a lot of the ideas I 

have been working with.209 

 

3.5. “Hammerfest”: a template for Auden’s North 

 

For over forty years I’d paid it atlas homage, 

     The northernmost township on earth, producing 

 The best deep-frozen fish sticks you can buy: for three days 

      I pottered round, a monolingual pilgrim, 

 And drank the beer of the world’s most northern brewery. 

      Though miles beyond the Moral Circle, I saw 

 No orgies, no great worms, nor dreamed of any  

[...] 

            How much reverence could I,  

      Can anyone past fifty, afford to lose?210 

 

When Auden visited Hammerfest in 1961,211 Norway’s northernmost township, it 

seemed “a listening terrain”, absorbing all utterances but never giving 

 

         one back in echo, 

    As if to land as desolate, as far up, 

                                                
209 Moreover, John Fuller asserts that this poem “provides an interesting comparison with the 
conclusions of ‘Journey’”, the poem with which this chapter began. Fuller, Commentary, 209. 
210 Auden, “Hammerfest”, Collected Poems, 545. 
211 Carpenter, Biography, 401.  
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Whatever noise our species cared to make still mattered. 

    Here was a place we had yet to disappoint.212 

 

Quiet and unspoiled, to go North is to leave people behind, where speech and words 

are not lost in a chaotic multitude of voices. It is as if cities disappoint the land on which 

they sit, cluttering it with buildings, roads, traffic, and pollution, but above all else, 

noise. The poem continues:  

 

 The only communities it had to judge us by 

    Were cenobite, mosses and lichen, sworn to 

 Station and reticence: its rocks knew almost nothing, 

     Nothing about the glum Reptilian Empire 

 Or the epic journey of the Horse, had heard no tales  

     Of that preglacial Actium where the huge 

 Archaic shrubs went down before the scented flowers,213 

 

The place on the map which Auden had dwelt on for over forty years is a place of 

solitude and blissful ignorance. The only lifeforms are “cenobite”, religious, steadfast, 

and reserved. Mosses, lichen, and rocks: its terrain is unassuming and low-lying, 

undramatic and uncrowded. This place before disappointment is free from southern 

narratives, of epics and the Roman Empire, which, in Auden’s vision, are reptilian, and, 

for all their sun-provided warmth, cold-blooded. The “journey of the Horse” is 

presumably the Trojan Horse, the infamous story told in Virgil’s Aeneid and Homer’s 

                                                
212 Auden, “Hammerfest”, Collected Poems, 546.  
213 Ibid. 
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Iliad of how the Greeks overcame the city of Troy with cunning and subterfuge. Actium 

was the name of an ancient town in western Greece, the location of the decisive battle 

in the Final War of the Roman Republic, paving the way for Octavian (later Augustus) 

to establish the Roman Empire. These allusions to key works of classical literature or 

history enabled Auden to express what Hammerfest clearly was not. “Its rocks knew 

almost nothing” of these infamous stories – it is far from the influence of southern 

narratives and classical education.214 It represented to Auden somewhere free from the 

trappings of history – visiting Hammerfest, the poem suggests, was to turn the clock 

back.  

 The final stanza develops a picture of exploitative humanity, blind in its greed 

and unseeing in its relationship with the natural world. But the poem finishes with a 

chastisement for recalling such thoughts, in a place where perhaps it is possible to forget 

them: 

 

            but why 

 Bring that up now? My intrusion had not profaned it: 

    If innocence is holy, it was holy.215  

 

The final sentence is paradoxical; the intrusion had not marred the poet’s experience, 

and yet the mix of tenses suggests that its holiness is now something of the past. 

Innocence both is and was holy, as if it still exists but at the same time has been lost. 

                                                
214 This idea builds on a well known discourse concerning the opposition between the prestigious 
Graeco-Roman culture, on the one hand, and on the other, in Wawn’s words, the “primary and 
secondary texts associated with the barbarians who, led by the mighty warrior Óðinn, had once 
sacked Rome.” Wawn, “Post-Medieval Reception”, 322. 
215 Ibid. 
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Where the South meant corruption, the North meant innocence. Moreover, Auden 

developed an idea of its spiritual significance; to fail to pay it suitable homage is not 

simply disprespect, but profanity – suggesting desecration and abuse of something 

sacred, an idea which is also generated in the poem’s first stanza: “how much reverence 

could I [...] afford to lose?” 

 In “Hammerfest”, we see the way in which a geographical location exerted a 

powerful influence despite its physical distance from where Auden lived. Auden’s North 

was not somewhere that he was physically present, rather it was an idea that was 

maintained by sporadic visits to particular “northern” locations, and by repeated 

imaginative evocations. It was a sacred place, symbolising innocence. Its physicality is 

important, and the geological context of Hammerfest clearly dictated the way he 

interpreted it. Auden’s North is distinct from the south, or at least his idea of South. It 

is not an urban space; it is quiet and uncluttered, desolate perhaps, but “Moral”. 

  There are many northern elements that Auden was interested in, and together 

they form a place in the imagination which is far removed from southern influence – 

from cloying civilisation and mindless chatter. “Hammerfest” contains perhaps only one 

passing reference to Old Norse-Icelandic literature,216 but it remains an important lens 

through which to view Auden’s treatment of this literature, effusing as he did its more 

general Northern characteristics, “barbaric” and isolated.  

 

 

                                                
216 With the mention of a “great worm” in the first stanza, which could be a fleeting mention of 
Miðgarðsormr, the serpent of Norse mythology which grew so large it was able to bite its own 
tale and encircle the world. See Snorri Sturluson, Edda: Prologue and Gylfaginning, ed. Anthony 
Faulkes, 27. 
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6. Conclusions 

 

6.1. Auden’s Norse Medievalism 

 

In conjunction with the work of O’Donoghue and Taylor, this thesis shows that 

Auden’s engagements with Old Norse literature were not only extensive, but detailed. 

His allusions are so specific that they demonstrate Auden’s in-depth knowledge and 

understanding of the corpus. From the feuding landscape of Paid, through the 

pilgrimage-inspired verse of Letters, to the insightful analysis in “the World of the 

Sagas”, Auden’s interest in Old Norse literature was far from superficial and lasted from 

his childhood when he was read Norse myths, to the publication of The Elder Edda 

towards the end of his life.217 This thesis has focused almost exclusively on Auden’s use 

of the Íslendingasögur, and so represents a somewhat one-sided view of Auden’s Norse 

interests. A fuller examination might demonstrate how his use of these “socially realist” 

sagas combined with his interest in Eddic material.  

The difficulty of distinguishing between when Auden is deploying material from 

Anglo-Saxon or Old Norse literature has been remarked upon,218 and it has been 

convincingly argued that he has made use of both together.219 But the way this works in 

terms of how Auden envisaged these two literatures, and in particular how there might 

be space for them both on his Northern map, has yet to be looked into. There are other 

                                                
217 It has even been suggested that there was once a possibility of him spending some of his final 
few years in Iceland. Carpenter, Biography, 431. 
218 Sveinn Haraldsson, “Auden, Ancestry and Iceland”, 255. That this is for historical reasons 
has also been suggested: i.e. due to the linguistic intermingling of Old Norse and Anglo-Saxon 
in medieval England. Chris Jones, “Early English Influences”, in Auden in Context, 259. 
219 O’Donoghue, “Owed to Both Sides”. 
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poets, moreover, who have also engaged with this literature together, such as Seamus 

Heaney,220 and more could be done to situate Auden in a wider medievalist 

framework.221 His relationship with Tolkien would be another interesting research 

avenue in this regard.222 Furthermore, in a world of increasing devolution,223 his regional 

focus could be a fruitful line of enquiry, perhaps placing it in context with other localist 

examples of Norse medievalism.224 The political angle,225 too, and Auden’s hints of 

Northern superiority would reward further examination, in the light of more research 

                                                
220 See, for example, North (1975), which combines Vikings, Anglo-Saxon riddles, and the 
Íslendingasögur. The balance between translation and creative engagement with medieval 
literature could also be pursued with regard to Heaney; where Auden translated the Poetic Edda, 
Heaney translated Beowulf. Simon Armitage, too, whose Moon Country treads consciously in 
the shadow of Auden, has also used medieval literature for his own creative work, as well as 
translating it.  
221 Work has been done on this regarding Anglo-Saxon literature. See, in particular, Jones, 
Strange Likeness; but also, Nicholas Howe, “In Praise and Lament: The Afterlife of Old English 
Poetry in Auden, Hill, and Gunn”, in Words and Works, 293-310.  
222 Some work has already been done on the connection between Tolkien and Auden regarding 
Anglo-Saxon and the poems they composed for each other. See, Paul E. Szarmach: “Anthem: 
Auden’s Cædmon’s Hymn”, In Medievalism in the Modern World: Essays in Honour of Leslie 
Workman, eds. Richard Utz aand Tom Shippey (Turnhout: Brepols, 1998), 329-340. And also, 
Carl Phelpstead, “‘For W. H. A.’ – Tolkien’s Poem in Praise of Auden” in Tolkien’s Poetry, 45-
58. Finally, Ryan, In The Nameless Wood, 243-258. I am indebted to Carl Phelpstead for sending 
me copies of these last two articles.  
223 C.f. Wawn, Vikings and Victorians, 372. 
224 George Mackay Brown’s Orkney-based literature, for example, even novelising Orkneyinga 
saga. Mackay Brown, Magnus. or Norman Nicholson’s self-professed “provincialism”. 
Nicholson, Greater Lakeland, 24. 
225 When Auden first visited Iceland in 1936, in an era of marked international political tension 
regarding ideas of race, he remarked with irony on ideas of Aryan superiority. Letters, 201. 
When the book was re-published in 1964, however, he felt it no longer fitting to treat the topic 
so lightly, after the atrocities of World War II having come to light. 



Jack Threlfall Hartley  “oriented by the compass” 

 72 

emerging concerning the various ideological ends to which Norse literature has been 

put.226 

 

6.2. The North – Tangible and Real 

 

In an earlier quoted extract from the partly autobiographical essay, “As It Seemed To 

Us”, Auden articulated the landscape he constructed in childhood as “northern” in 

character, as well as containing “an industry, lead mining”. This imaginative world 

formed the basis of the setting of the play Paid, which was the focus of the second 

chapter of this thesis. In the light of subsequently examined material, the context to this 

passage is worth revealing: 

 

In constructing [this “northern” world], fantasy had to submit to two rules. In 

deciding what objects were to be included, I was free to select this and reject 

that, on condition that both were real objects (two kinds of water turbine, for 

instance, which could not be found in textbooks on mining machinery or a 

manufacturer’s catalogue); I was not allowed to invent one. In deciding how my 

world was to function, I could choose between two practical possibilities (a mine 

could be drained either by an adit or by a pump), but physical impossibilities 

and magic means were forbidden. […] I needed the help of others […] to procure 

for me the necessary textbooks, maps, catalogues, guidebooks, and photographs, 

and, when occasion offered, take me down real mines.227 

                                                
226 In From Asgard to Valhalla, for example, O’Donoghue has a chapter on “The Rise of Racism”, 
128-162.  
227 Forewords and Afterwords, 502.  



Jack Threlfall Hartley  “oriented by the compass” 

 73 

 

Though this world is a fantasy, it must conform to a physical reality. This physical 

reality, moreover, must not be vague but specific and grounded in genuine technical 

knowledge. His idea of North was tangibly and technically constrained, irrevocably 

connected to practical and logistical reality.  

The idea of North which Auden articulated was essentially realistic, then; detail, 

precision, and faithful construction were essential. These elements proved attractive 

because of their tangibility: they are easily quantifiable in opposition to Auden’s 

impression of his own, less worldly existence, and the exaggeration and excesses of the 

South. This idea of North combined the Íslendingasögur, as well as the real landscape of 

Iceland, with the mountainous terrain of the north of England. Auden’s Northern 

topographies are remote and ascetic, “cenobite” and reticent, joined to northern 

literature which he ultimately labelled “barbaric”, in opposition to the “civilised” 

literature of the south.228 

Auden’s use of Old Norse literature was part of a wider framework of motifs and 

ideas. Auden saw the strong sense of place and interest in precision of the 

Íslendingasögur as an antidote to what he emphasised as typical southern characteristics: 

abstraction, embellishment, and exaggeration – in essence, phenomena removed from 

reality. Auden’s North is a place where nothing is insignificant;229 it is a world reduced 

to the bare essentials, and where precision and accuracy are paramount. This idea of 

North is deeply grounded in place, and the importance of a physically delineated world 

                                                
228 Auden’s North/South assumptions and stereotypes evidently pose a host of questions, and 
this is a topic which would benefit from further attention in and of itself.  
229 Something which has also been asserted for the Íslendingasögur, Theodore Andersson, for 
example, noting that “saga economy allows nothing superfluous”. The Icelandic Family Saga, 
33. 
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– local and specific – is clear in his work. Through his repeated mention of place names 

in Paid, to his close topographical description in Letters, Auden consistently betrays a 

close attention to geographical detail. This reveals a grounding in tangibility and realism 

that identifies his North as a place which rejects the abstract and the excessive. Because 

of this, like the Northern topography of “Hammerfest”, Iceland is a “listening terrain”: 

it holds the memory of the people and stories associated with it. In Auden’s formulation, 

the land is uncluttered and unconfused, such that it has not yet become apathetic to the 

noises it hears.230 This is echoed, too, in the landscape of the north of England.231 

 

6.3. The North: A Sacred Place? 

 

In the 1967 foreword to Letters, Auden wrote that in his childhood dreams, 

Iceland was “holy ground”, and that when he revisited it twenty-eight years later, it was 

“holy ground still”.232 Auden also attributed other places with a spiritual importance, 

such as Hammerfest, for example, and in “Prologue at Sixty” (1967), he divulged his 

“numinous map”, containing Icelandic locations as well as specific places in northern 

England. These “sites made sacred” fit very closely with his idea of North.233  

Tony Sharpe argued that the landscape of the North Pennines proved a 

remarkably stable and enduring point of reference throughout Auden’s work,234 and in 

the long philosophical poem “New Year Letter”, Auden clarifies the significance of this 

particular part of the world as both a locality he loved and a place of origins: a place 

                                                
230 Collected poems, 546 
231 Auden, “Letter to Lord Byron”, in Letters, 50.  
232 Auden, Foreword, in Letters from Iceland (1967), 10. 
233 Auden, “Prologue at Sixty”, Collected Poems, 623. 
234 Sharpe, “The North, My World”, 110.  
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which “points [...] The finger of all questions” and where he was “first aware / Of self 

and Not-self”.235 But this specific landscape, Auden asserted, was but one aspect of “an 

inner space / Of private ownership”.236 That this part of northern England is aligned 

with other norths can be seen in a stanza in Letters, when the Icelandic countryside 

provoked him to see “the map of all [his] youth unroll, / The mental mountains and 

the psychic creeks”.237 This is a landscape of the mind, but the terrain of particular 

importance to him in his childhood was the North Pennines, demonstrating its joint 

position with Iceland on his “numinous map”.  

In The Idea of the North, Peter Davidson attempts a far-reaching survey detailing 

variant concepts of the north, historical, imaginative, and topographical. He ultimately 

concludes that north is “always a shifting idea, always relative, always going away from 

us”,238 “pointing always to a further north, to an elsewhere”,239 but also that “everyone 

carries their own idea of north within them”,240 “their own private map of the emotional 

– indeed the moral – geography of north and south”.241 For Davidson, north is both a 

distant land, and an intensely personal, private place. According to Auden’s brother 

John, W.H. Auden came to love the terrain around Alston Moor in Cumberland (the 

North Pennines) more than any other place,242 and a map covering precisely this area 

even came to be on the wall of his beach hut on Fire Island in New York.243 But this 

                                                
235 Auden, “New Year Letter”, in Collected Poems, 182.  
236 Ibid., 181.  
237 Auden, “Letter to Lord Byron”, in Letters, 201.  
238 Davidson, The Idea of the North, 8. 
239 Ibid., 7. 
240 Ibid., 8. 
241 Ibid., 20. 
242 John Auden, “A Brother’s Viewpoint”, A Tribute. 
243 See Nicholas Jenkins, “In Solitude, for Company”: W.H. Auden after 1940; Unpublished Prose 
and Recent Criticism, 84. See also, Tony Sharpe, “Paysage Moralisée”, 5.  
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was a locality which Auden imagined from a distance; he never inhabited any of his 

northern territories, and in fact the question of where was “home” and where was not 

became increasingly uncertain during his lifetime.244  

The North, then, was far away – a refuge and place of comfort, yes, but one 

which Auden had to imagine. However, when Auden articulated the northern landscape 

of his childhood dreams, he recorded that as well as being “sacred”, it was “private”;245 

it was an “inner space”. It seems, then, that for Auden, though the North was 

geographically distant, his “ascetic guts” required that it “beg[an] inside”. It 

simultaneously symbolised an elsewhere and his own, private sacred place.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
244 Nicholas Jenkins, “The Travelling Auden”, in W.H. Auden Society Newsletter 24 (July 2004), 
7-14, 10. 
245 Forewords and Afterwords, 502.  
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