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Abstract 

This thesis will explore the historiated initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., 

from an art-historical perspective. Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. is a fourteenth-

century Icelandic manuscript containing Njáls saga, and a rare example of a 

saga-text manuscript containing decorative elements with representational 

components. The manuscript’s early history is unknown, though stylistic 

comparisons have been drawn between the initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 

fol. and illuminations in a group of manuscripts associated with the Benedictine 

monastery Þingeyrar in northern Iceland from the first half and the middle of 

the fourteenth century.  

 Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. contains four major illuminated initials: 

one purely ornamental initial at the beginning of the text on fol. 1 recto and 

three historiated initials. This thesis will primarily focus on the manuscript’s 

historiated initials, which are as follows: a dragon and lion engaging in combat 

in the shape of the letter “G” on fol. 14 recto; a male figure stabbing a sword 

through the belly of a dragon, its tail wound around the descender of the letter 

“N” on fol. 14 verso; and a mounted knight with a barrel helmet and shield, 

urging his horse forward through the letter “H” on fol. 59 verso.  

In addition to examining Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. in terms of its 

codicology and the history of scholarship on the manuscript, the current work 

will explore the three historiated initials it contains in depth. A description of 

the stylistic characteristics of the initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. will 

be used to determine the affinity of these illuminations to those found in other 

illuminated manuscripts associated with the monastery at Þingeyrar. Specific 

comparisons will be drawn between the initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. 

and illuminations in three manuscripts in the Þingeyrar group: GKS 3269 a 4to, 

AM 127 4to, and AM 595 a-b 4to. Currently, no paleographical evidence exists 

tying the hand of the scribe of Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. to manuscripts in 

the Þingeyrar group, nor has the hand been identified in any other manuscripts 

from the period. However, through a thorough investigation of the 
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illuminations in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., this thesis will attempt to 

determine if its shared artistic tendencies with manuscripts connected to 

Þingeyrar suggest a common origin.    
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Ágríp 

Í ritgerð þessari er fjallað um sögustafi í Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., frá 

listfræðilegu sjónarhorni. Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., er íslenskt skinnhandrit 

frá fjórtándu öld sem hefur að geyma Njáls sögu og er eitt fárra 

Íslendingasagnahandrita sem þar sem finna má skreytilist með hlutbundnum 

þáttum. Uppruni handritsins er óþekktur en með listfræðilegum samanburði 

hefur verið bent á samkenni í upphafsstöfunum í Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. 

og skreytingum í hópi handrita frá fyrra helmingi og miðbiki fjórtándu aldar 

sem tengdur hefur verið benediktínaklaustrinu á Þingeyrum. 

Í Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. eru fjórir stórir skreyttir upphafsstafir: 

Einn þeirra er skreytt stafform í upphafi textans á bl. 1r en auk hans eru þrír 

sögustafir. Sjónum verður einkum beint að sögustöfunum þremur sem eru 

eftirfarandi: dreki og ljón takast á í stafnum „G“ á bl. 14r; karlmaður rekur 

sverð í kviðinn á dreka sem vefur halanum utan um legg stafsins „N“ á bl. 14v; 

og riddari á hestbaki með tunnuhjálm og skjöld hvetur hest sinn áfram í 

gegnum stafinn „H“ á bl. 59v. 

Sögustafirnir þrír verða hér greindir rækilega en auk þess verður fjallað 

um handritið sjálft og rannsóknarsögunua. Greining á stílfræðilegum 

eiginleikum sögustafanna í Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. verður notuð til að 

finna samkenni með lýsingum í handritum tengdum Þingeyraklaustri. Sjónum 

verður sérstaklega beint að lýsingum í þremur handritum í hópi 

Þingeyrahandritanna: GKS 3269 a 4to, AM 127 4to, og AM 595 a-b 4to. Ekki 

hefur að svo stöddu verið bent á skriftarfræðileg líkindi með Kálfalækjarbók, 

AM 133 fol. og Þingeyrahandritunum og höndin á Kálfalækjarbók hefur ekki 

fundist á öðrum varðveittum handritum frá þessu tímabili. Hér verður ráðist í 

rannsókn á lýsingunum í Kálfalækjarbók og leitast við að svara því hvort 

listfræðileg samkenni með lýsingum í Þingeyrahandritunum bendi til 

sameiginlegs uppruna þeirra allra.
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1. Introduction   
This thesis will explore Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., a fourteenth-century Icelandic 

illuminated manuscript and one of the earliest preserved copies of Njáls saga, from an 

art-historical perspective.1 Njáls saga was written some time at the end of the 

thirteenth century, and is late example of a “classical” saga of Icelanders 

(Íslendingasaga), i.e., a saga that deals with events that are assumed to have taken 

place during the first century of the Icelandic Commonwealth (c. 930-1030).2 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. is notable in that it contains four major illuminated 

initials, three of which are historiated, making it the only known medieval copy of a 

saga of Icelanders where the decorative elements feature representational motifs.3 The 

initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. will be discussed in detail in Chapter 4 of the 

current work, though the historiated initials will receive the most attention, as they 

form the basis for why Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. is such an exceptional 

manuscript. Lena Liepe has noted stylistic resemblances between the historiated 

initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. and the illuminations in GKS 3269 a 4to and 

AM 595 a-b 4to, which belong to the Þingeyrar group, i.e., the philologically defined 

group of fourteenth-century illuminated manuscripts ascribed to the Benedictine 

monastery at Þingeyrar in northern Iceland.4 These proposed connections will serve as 

the basis for the current investigation into the origin of the illuminations in 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol.  

 The current work will attempt to answer the following questions in connection 

with the historiated initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol.:  

1. What is the history of scholarship surrounding the initials and the manuscript 

more generally?  

                                            
1 Lena Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer. Illuminations in a Fourteenth-century Saga Manuscript,” in 
Ornament and Order: Essays on Viking and Northern Medieval Art for Signe Horn Fuglesang, ed. Margrethe C. 
Stang and Kristin B. Aavitsland (Trondheim: Tapir Academic Press, 2008), 179. 
2 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 183. 
3 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 192.  
4 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181-183; Jakob Benediktsson, ed., Catilina and Jugurtha by 
Sallust and Pharsalia by Lucan in Old Norse: Rómverjasaga AM 595 a-b 4to, Early Icelandic Manuscripts in 
Facsimile 13 (Copenhagen: Rosenkilde and Bagger, 1980); Karl G. Johansson, Studier i Codex Wormianus: 
Skrifttradition och avskriftsverksamhet vid ett isländskt skriptorium under 1300-talet, Nordistica 
Gothoburgensia 20 (Gothenburg: Acta Universitatis Gothoburgensis, 1997).  
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2. What can we determine about the initials themselves? What do they contain 

and what stylistic traits do they exhibit?   

3. Do the similarities between the initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. and 

other contemporary illuminated manuscripts in the Þingeyrar group point to a 

common origin? What does this suggest about the production of the manuscript 

and its illuminations? 

Through a thorough investigation of the aforementioned questions, this thesis will 

attempt to shed light on the illuminations in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. and 

contribute to the discourse on how the manuscript fits within the context of 

fourteenth-century Icelandic book painting. The current work will address these points 

by starting with a look into the codicology of the manuscript and what we know about 

its history, followed by a history of scholarship on Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., and a 

description and stylistic analysis of the historiated initials. This will serve as the basis 

for a comparison between the illuminations in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. and the 

illuminations present in three manuscripts associated with Þingeyrar, GKS 3269 a 4to, 

AM 127 4to, and AM 595 a-b 4to, leading to a discussion about what this could imply 

about the manuscript’s production.  
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2. Codicology 
 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. is dated to the first half to the middle of the fourteenth 

century; Kristian Kålund and Einar Ól. Sveinsson date the manuscript to c. 1300, and 

Karl G. Johansson dates it to the first half of the fourteenth century based on the 

character of the script, while Ordbog over det norrøne prosasprog uses the date c. 

1350.5 Images of the entire manuscript are available as part of the online manuscript 

catalog Handrit.is.6 Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. contains 95 folios, which measure 

30x20 cm.7 The manuscript is badly damaged and many of its leaves are reduced to 

fragments due to long time use and exposure to damp.8 The manuscript has several 

lacunae.9 Jón Þorkelsson theorizes that it originally contained 120 or 121 leaves.10 

Both Kålund and Jón Þorkelsson conclude that two missing leaves, following fols. 56 

and 60, were lost after 1809, as variant readings of these pages are present in 1772 

edition and the 1809 Latin translation of Njáls saga.11 

 The manuscript is illuminated in an Early Gothic style. Its four major initials, 

discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4, are distributed unevenly throughout the text.12 

It is unknown whether the manuscript originally contained more illuminations due to 

its missing leaves.13 The parchment is very dark and weathered, even by the standards 

of medieval Icelandic manuscripts, and many leaves are riddled with holes. Due to the 

condition of the manuscript, the details of many of its illuminations are very difficult 

                                            
5 Kristian Kålund, ed., Katalog over den Arnamagnæanske håndskriftsamling udg. af Kommissionen for det 
Arnamagnæanske Legat 1-2 (København: 1889–1894), 1:97; “Ordbog over det norrøne prosasprog,” Den 
arnamagnæanske håndskriftsamling, accessed April 8, 2019, http://onpweb.nfi.sc.ku.dk/mscoll_d.html; Einar 
Ól. Sveinsson, Studies in the Manuscript Tradition of Njálssaga, Studia Islandica 13 (Reykjavík: H.F. Leiftur, 
1953), 6; Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 179. 
6 “AM 133 fol.,” Manuscript Detail, handrit.is, accessed March 21, 2019, 
https://handrit.is/en/manuscript/view/is/AM02-0133. 
7 Susanne M. Arthur, “Writing, Reading, and Utilizing Njáls saga: The Codicology of Iceland’s Most Famous 
Saga” (PhD diss., University of Wisconsin, 2015), 44; Kålund, Katalog, 1:97. 
8 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 179. 
9 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 185. 
10 Jón Þorkelsson, “Om Håndskrifterne af Njála,” in Njála udgivet efter gamle Håndskrifter, 
ed. Konráð Gíslason and Eiríkur Jónsson, 2, Íslendinga sögur 4 (Copenhagen: Gyldendalske boghandel, 1889), 
670.  
11 Kålund, Katalog, 1:97; Jón Þorkelsson, “Om Håndskrifterne af Njála,” 670; Arthur, “Writing, Reading, and 
Utilizing Njáls saga,” 44. 
12 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 185. 
13 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 185. 
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to make out.14 The text is written by a single hand, in a single column in a Gothic 

script, with occasional rubrication in red ink indicating section divisions. Small 

decorated initials found throughout the manuscript indicate the subdivision of the 

text.15 With the exception of these small decorated initials, the last third of the codex 

(Chapters 101-156 of Njáls saga) is undecorated.16  

 Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. is named for the farm Kálfalækur in the Mýrar 

district of western Iceland, the residence of the farmer Finnur Jónsson, one of the 

manuscript’s later owners.17 Finnur Jónsson acquired the book from his cousin Þórður 

Steindórsson (c. 1630-1707), who was sýslumaður and stemmed from the Snæfellsnes 

peninsula, and passed it on to Þórður Jónsson at Staðarstaður in the Snæfellsnes 

peninsula in west Iceland, from whom Árni Magnússon (1663-1730) received it in 

1697.18 In her discussion of Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol.’s provenance, Arthur points 

out that both Finnur Jónsson and Þórður Steindórsson had ties to the influential Akrar 

family, which was rooted in the west of Iceland.19 The manuscript could have also 

been an heirloom from Þórður Steindórsson’s wife’s side of the family, Ragnhildur 

Þórólfsdóttir, who was the granddaughter of Finnur Jónsson from Flatey in 

Breiðafjörður in western Iceland.20 Rev. Jón Halldórsson in Hítardalur in the Mýrar 

district in western Iceland made a copy of Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. in 1697, AM 

646 4to, and variant readings from the manuscript are also found in the margins of 

AM 470 4to, written by Árni Magnússon’s grandfather Ketill Jörundsson, who was 

also from western Iceland, in the mid-seventeenth century.21 However, the book’s 

history before that point is unknown.22 Stofnun Árna Magnússonar in Reykjavík took 

                                            
14 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
15 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
16 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 185. Marginal drawings of the same human figure occur on fols. 
70 verso and 72 recto, while fol. 72 recto also features a sketch of a face in the bottom margin. However, these 
appear to be later additions, and the drawing on fol. 70 verso is clearly the work of a small child. 
17 Kålund, Katalog, 1:98; handrit.is, “AM 133 fol.;” Arthur, “Reading, Writing, and Utilizing Njáls saga,” 45; 
Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
18 Kålund, Katalog, 1:98; handrit.is, “AM 133 fol.;” Arthur, “Reading, Writing, and Utilizing Njáls saga,” 45; 
Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
19 Arthur, “Reading, Writing, and Utilizing Njáls saga,” 45. 
20 Arthur, “Reading, Writing, and Utilizing Njáls saga,” 45. 
21 Arthur, “Reading, Writing, and Utilizing Njáls saga,” 45. 
22 Kålund, Katalog, 1:98; handrit.is, “AM 133 fol.;” Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181.  
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custody of Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. on November 28th, 1986, where it is still 

housed.23  

 

                                            
23 handrit.is, “AM 133 fol.;” Matthew James Driscoll and Svanhildur Óskarsdóttir, eds., 66 Manuscripts from 
the Arnamagnæan Collection (Copenhagen: Arnamagnæan Institute, Árni Magnússon Institute for Icelandic 
Studies, Museum Tusculanum Press, 2015). 



 6 

3. Overview of Scholarship 

3.1 Introduction 

Scholarship on Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. in general has resulted in studies on its 

text as part of the body of manuscripts containing Njáls saga, and studies on its 

initials—both their connection to the text and their artistic significance. Though the 

focus of this study on Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. is not on the text as a piece of 

literature, the text’s linguistic features and its script have the potential to help localize 

the manuscript and shed light on any possible connections to particular manuscript 

production units, as addressed in Chapter 5.24 Before discussing the individual initials, 

it is important to understand the various angles from which they have been considered 

within the scholarship, which will be divided into studies on their iconography and 

studies on their style.   

 

3.2 Perspectives on Iconography 

The historiated initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. play a unique role in our 

understanding of medieval Icelandic manuscript illumination, as they are the only 

known example of this type of decoration featuring in an early copy of a saga-text of 

this genre.25 As such, a small but dedicated body of scholarship has been concerned 

with describing and analyzing these initials from an iconographic standpoint. To date, 

the most thorough investigation of Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol.’s initials is Lena 

Liepe’s chapter “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer. Illuminations in a Fourteenth-

century Saga Manuscript” in Ornament and Order: Essays on Viking and Northern 

Medieval Art for Signe Horn Fuglesang, in which she explores the initials in relation 

to the manuscript and the text; the initials’ iconography in the context of Christian, 

                                            
24 Two studies by Lars Lönnroth merge these focuses, taking both a literary and art-historical approach to 
Kálfalækjarbók AM 133 fol. See: Lars Lönnroth, Njáls Saga: A Critical Introduction (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1976); Lars Lönnroth, “Structural Divisions in the Njála Manuscripts,” 
Arkiv för nordisk filologi 90 (1975): 49-79. See also Haraldur Bernharðsson, “Copying Njáls saga into One’s 
Own Dialect: Linguistic Variation in Six Fourteenth-Century Manuscripts,” in New Studies in the Manuscript 
Tradition of Njáls saga: The historia mutila of Njála, Northern Medieval World, ed. Emily Lethbridge and 
Svanhildur Óskarsdóttir (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, Western Michigan University, 2018), 
115-148. 
25 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 192. 
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chivalric values and ideals; and the possible connection between the initials’ motifs 

and earlier, pre-medieval pictorial traditions.26 Lars Lönnroth’s article “Structural 

Divisions in the Njála Manuscripts” also provides important insights into the initials’ 

relationship with the text by examining the initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. 

alongside other manuscripts of Njáls saga in order to draw conclusions about the way 

the initials interact with the structure of the saga.27 More recently, Stefan Drechsler’s 

unpublished work “The Illuminations of AM 133 fol Kálfalækjarbók,” uses 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. to discuss the European influences on Icelandic book 

painting in the fourteenth century, as well as the initials’ iconographic value and 

connection to the text in the context of manuscript illumination in north-west Iceland 

at the time. Drechsler explores the illuminations in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. as an 

example of the impulse to adapt various iconographies, both domestic and foreign, to 

express the previously unilluminated vernacular literature in an innovative, symbolic 

way.28 This is by no means an exhaustive list of scholarship on Kálfalækjarbók, AM 

133 fol., as the manuscript has been touched on in several, more general surveys of 

fourteenth-century Icelandic book painting, as well as works concerned with different 

groups of illuminated manuscripts.29 However, as it stands, the illuminations in 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. have only been the primary focus of a handful of 

studies, all of which provide us with different approaches to discussing the initials and 

their significance.  

 One such approach has been to examine the initials in connection to the 

narrative of Njáls saga, which has informed the way in which the initials’ iconography 

has been interpreted. In Lönnroth’s article “Structural Divisions in the Njála 

                                            
26 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 179. 
27 Lönnroth, “Structural Divisions in the Njála Manuscripts,” 49. 
28 Stefan Drechsler, “The Illuminations of AM 133 fol Kálfalækjarbók,” unpublished manuscript. 
29 For a general overview of fourteenth century Icelandic book painting, see Lena Liepe, Studies in Icelandic 
Fourteenth Century Book Painting (Reykholt: Snorrastofa, Cultural and Medieval Centre, 2009). Multiple 
works by Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir and Selma Jónsdóttir discuss manuscripts of the Þingeyrar group specifically, 
to be touched on in a later chapter. See also: Einar Ól. Sveinsson, Studies in the Manuscript Tradition of 
Njálssaga; Susanne M. Arthur, “Writing, Reading, and Utilizing Njáls saga”; Haraldur Bernharðsson, “Copying 
Njáls saga into One’s Own Dialect: Linguistic Variation in Six Fourteenth-Century Manuscripts”; and Emily 
Lethbridge and Svanhildur Óskarsdóttir, “Whose Njála? Njáls saga Editions and Textual Variance in the Oldest 
Manuscripts,” in New Studies in the Manuscript Tradition of Njáls saga: The historia mutila of Njála, Northern 
Medieval World, ed. Emily Lethbridge and Svanhildur Óskarsdóttir (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute 
Publications, Western Michigan University, 2018), 1-28.  
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Manuscripts,” he points out that all the manuscripts of Njáls saga in his investigation 

place large initials at the beginning of Chapters 1, 19, and 100.30 According to 

Lönnroth, “These three ‘super-initials’ mark the three most important starting points 

of the saga. They herald the beginning of the saga as a whole, Gunnars saga, and 

Njáls saga respectively.”31 In this sense, the initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. 

mark the important turning points in the narrative, following the standard chapter 

division and placement of initials as seen in other copies of the text. He also mentions 

that this chapter division should be viewed as part of the author’s original text.32 

However, the manuscript also has an initial at the beginning of Chapter 20, i.e., the 

dragon slayer on fol. 14 verso, as shown in Fig. 13, which does not feature in the other 

versions of Njáls saga in Lönnroth’s study.33 He points out that the two initials on fol. 

14 are intended to complement each other: the dragon and lion on fol. 14 recto, as 

seen in Fig. 12, form the letter “G” in Gunnarr and the dragon and dragon slayer on 

fol. 14 verso are part of the letter “N” in Njáll, thus introducing both characters.34 The 

dragon and lion initial on fol. 14 recto thus serves its standard function by marking the 

beginning of Gunnars saga in Chapter 19, while its placement with the dragon slayer 

initial on fol. 14 verso imbues it with an additional layer of significance.35 The 

illuminated “H” on fol. 59 verso shown in Fig. 14, one of the three so-called ‘super 

initials,’ forms the first letter of the word Hǫfðingjaskipti ‘change of chieftain’ at the 

start of Chapter 100 in the text, so it appears to serve as a marker for the beginning of 

Njáls saga in Lönnroth’s interpretation, which is in line with its expected function.36 

 Another way in which scholars have dealt with the initials in Kálfalækjarbók, 

AM 133 fol. is by looking at them in terms of Christian iconography. In the same 

study, Lönnroth cautiously observes that the lion on fol. 14 recto might represent 

Gunnarr, and that the fact that it is locked in combat with a dragon could be taken to 

suggest Gunnarr fighting against his enemies.37 The beardless dragon slayer on fol. 14 

                                            
30 Lönnroth, “Structural Divisions in the Njála Manuscripts,” 70. 
31 Lönnroth, “Structural Divisions in the Njála Manuscripts,” 70. 
32 Lönnroth, “Structural Divisions in the Njála Manuscripts,” 69-70. 
33 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 187. 
34 Lönnroth, “Structural Divisions in the Njála Manuscripts,” 70.  
35 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 187. 
36 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 187. 
37 Lönnroth, “Structural Divisions in the Njála Manuscripts,” 70. 
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verso is possibly meant to symbolize Njáll, an interpretation which had been 

previously suggested by Halldór Hermannsson.38 Lönnroth also points out that the lion 

was a metaphor for heroic prowess, Fortitudo, in the Middle Ages, and that when seen 

in conjunction with dragon slayer, the two initials might represent Sapientia and 

Fortitudo fighting against evil—after all, these themes are not out of place in Gunnars 

saga.39 The knight on horseback on fol. 59 verso could represent the first missionary, 

Þangbrandr, riding around the island, which would be a fitting beginning to the 

Conversion episode.40 Lönnroth’s association between the dragon on fol. 14 verso and 

the forces of evil makes sense in the context of his 1976 publication Njáls Saga: A 

Critical Introduction, in which he argues that Njáls saga is one of the native sagas 

most influenced by Christianity—it is the product of a “clerical mind,” i.e., “a mind 

formed by the Christian culture of medieval Europe.”41 

 This interpretation of the dragon slayer motif could tie back to Augustinian 

doctrine, which was the primary basis for Christian theology in Iceland at the time 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. was compiled.42 In this doctrine, history was seen as a 

perpetual struggle between the forces of good and evil, between God and the Devil—

if viewed through this lens, the image of the dragon slayer could very well be 

depicting a Christian defeating evil forces.43 While the dragon slayer is not a literal 

representation of Njáll, it could possibly symbolize the triumph of Christian values 

over evil, which Lönnroth argues is a recurring theme in Njáll’s depiction throughout 

his narrative arc.44 Regarding the dragon slayer motif, Liepe mentions that it is 

recurrent in Gothic manuscript illumination and that many examples exist in English 

and French manuscripts from the mid-thirteenth to the mid-fourteenth century.45  

                                            
38 Lönnroth, “Structural Divisions in the Njála Manuscripts,” 70; Halldór Hermannsson, Icelandic illuminated 
manuscripts of the middle ages (Copenhagen: Levin & Munksgaard, 1935), 22. Whether the figure’s 
beardlessness is a specific reference to Njáll or merely a coincidence is debatable. A comparable dragon slayer 
motif in GKS 3269 a 4to (Fig. 15), discussed in Chapter 5, also features a beardless dragon slayer (Guðbjörg 
Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar í benediktínaklaustrinu á Þingeyrum,” in Íslensk klausturmenning á 
miðöldum, ed. Haraldur Bernharðsson (Reykjavík: Háskólaútgáfan, 2016), 282). 
39 Lönnroth, “Structural Divisions in the Njála Manuscripts,” 70. 
40 Lönnroth, “Structural Divisions in the Njála Manuscripts,” 70. 
41 Lönnroth, Njáls Saga: A Critical Introduction, 105. 
42 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 189. 
43 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 189. 
44 Lönnroth, Njáls Saga: A Critical Introduction, 147. 
45 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 189. 
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 The lion and dragon on fol. 14 recto could also be interpreted in Augustinian 

terms: the lion is a symbol of those who attack the Church from without, while the 

dragon is a symbol of those who attack the Church from within.46 However, Liepe is 

quick to point out that the lion was an ambiguous figure in medieval art and that 

fighting beasts of this type were part of the stock repertoire of early and high medieval 

iconography, derived from either ancient Oriental or Celtic and Nordic sources.47 In 

other words, while the lion and dragon initial could represent the Church being 

challenged by the Devil, the motif is too generic to say this for certain.48 

 The image of the knight on horseback on fol. 59 verso could also be tied to the 

“clerical mind” because of the chivalric dimension, which would have been known in 

Iceland due in part to the popularity of riddarasǫgur ‘knights’ sagas.’49 The knight as 

an ideal figure in the High Middle Ages was synonymous with the image of the 

Christian knight, and thus it was linked to the Christian as a warrior of religion.50 

Using this motif to open the Conversion episode makes sense in this context. 

 One more approach to the initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. has been to 

analyze them in terms of Viking Age motifs—an angle which has primarily been 

explored by Lena Liepe, who drew inspiration from the work of Signe Horn 

Fuglesang. While the initials’ motifs fit within the context of contemporary Christian 

European ideas and beliefs, some holdovers from Viking Age art were still present in 

Iceland in the fourteenth century.51 According to Liepe, the knight on fol. 59 verso 

may be seen to resemble the image of the rider on Viking Age memorial stones, 

despite also fitting the trope of Christian knighthood.52 The dragon and dragon slayer 

motif on fol. 14 verso has parallels to Sigurðr Fáfnisbani imagery, like on the runic 

stone at Ramsund in Södermanland, Sweden.53 Icelandic readers at the time would 

have been familiar with the figure of Sigurðr doubling as a defender of the true 

                                            
46 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 189. 
47 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 189. 
48 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 189. 
49 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 189. 
50 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 191. 
51 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 192. 
52 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 194.  
53 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 195. 
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Christian faith.54 The dragon and lion initial on fol. 14 recto was part of the 

established medieval European iconography, but the motif goes back to the Viking 

Age in a Nordic context.55 For example, the Jelling stone relief demonstrates that the 

image of monstrous beasts in combat was part of the Scandinavian visual repertoire 

during the age of the sagas of Icelanders.56 Drechsler also notes that the entangled 

forms of the foliate ornamentation on the initial on fol. 1 recto, which can be seen in 

Fig. 1, may reference the interlaced designs common in pre-Christian Scandinavian 

ornamentation.57 According to Liepe, the initials testify to the compound culture of 

medieval Iceland—both Christian and Viking Age sensibilities were at play—and 

setting them in the backdrop of Njáls saga adds to the theme of cultural transition.58  

 

3.3 Perspectives on Style 

The amount of scholarship on the style of the initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. 

is limited in comparison to studies on their iconography. In Icelandic illuminated 

manuscripts of the middle ages, Halldór Hermannsson briefly mentions that the 

initials are in the Gothic style, but does not comment on the character of the 

illuminations further.59 Drechsler goes somewhat more into depth in “The 

Illuminations of AM 133 fol Kálfalækjarbók,” commenting on the placement of the 

figures within the historiated initials and how the initials interact with the text area and 

the margins.60 Liepe’s article contains the most thorough exploration of the style of 

the initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. Though she only briefly touches on the 

manuscript’s small decorated initials, her description of the three historiated initials 

and the large ornamental initial on fol. 1 recto has provided the groundwork for our 

current understanding of the stylistic characteristics of the illuminations in 

                                            
54 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 195. 
55 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 195. 
56 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 195. 
57 Drechsler, “The Illuminations of AM 133 fol Kálfalækjarbók,” 12. 
58 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 195-196. 
59 Halldór Hermannsson, Icelandic illuminated manuscripts of the middle ages, 22. 
60 Drechsler, “The Illuminations of AM 133 fol Kálfalækjarbók.”  
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Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol.61 Liepe’s observations on the stylistic traits of the 

manuscript’s initials will be expanded on in the following chapter.   

                                            
61 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181-183. 
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Figure 1: Ornamental initial “M” in Mǫrðr hét maðr on fol. 1 recto.  

AM 133 fol. 1r. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna 
Ólafsdóttir. 



 14 

 

Figure 2: Decorated initial “I” on fol. 24 verso.  

AM 133 fol. 24v. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. 
Photo: Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir. 

 

Figure 3: Decorated initial “S” on fol. 34 verso.  

AM 133 fol. 34v. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. 
Photo: Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir. 
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Figure 4: (Left) Decorated initial “H” with face on fol. 8 verso. 

AM 133 fol. 8v. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna 
Ólafsdóttir. 

Figure 5: (Right) Decorated initial “Þ” with face on fol. 33 verso. 

AM 133 fol. 33v. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna 
Ólafsdóttir. 
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Figure 6: (Left) Decorated initial “N” with face on fol. 52 recto. 
AM 133 fol. 52r. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir. 

 
Figure 7: (Right) Decorated initial “N” with face on fol. 37 recto. 

AM 133 fol. 37r. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir. 
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Figure 8: (Left) Decorated initial “H” with face on fol. 53 verso. 
AM 133 fol. 53v. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir. 

 
Figure 9: (Right) Decorated initial “U” with face on fol. 58 recto. 

AM 133 fol. 58r. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir. 
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Figure 10: (Left) Decorated initial “U” with face on fol. 47 recto. 
AM 133 fol. 47r. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir. 

 
Figure 11: (Right) Decorated initial “N” with face on fol. 74 verso. 

AM 133 fol. 74v. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir. 
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4. Stylistic Description 

4.1 Introduction 

The present chapter is concerned with the three large, illuminated initials with 

representational components in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. They are:  

1. A dragon and lion engaged in combat, the dragon forming the shape of the 

letter “G” in the word Gunnarr on fol. 14 recto at the beginning of Chapter 19 

of Njáls saga, shown in Fig. 12;  

2. A man carrying a triangular shield and a sword, slaying a dragon, its tail 

encircling the descender of the letter “N” in the word Njáll on fol. 14 verso in 

Chapter 20 of Njáls saga, shown in Fig. 13;  

3. A knight on horseback, wearing a barrel helmet and sporting a triangular shield 

on his back, urging his horse forward through the letter “H” in Hǫfðingjaskipti 

on fol. 59 verso at the start of Chapter 100 in Njáls saga, shown in Fig. 14.62  

Also included in the manuscript is a major decorated initial of the letter “M” in Mǫrðr 

hét maðr ‘a man was named Mǫrðr’ on fol. 1 recto, seen in Fig. 1, marking the 

beginning of the text as a whole.63 The letter is rendered in shell gold with a black 

outline, though most of the shell gold has chipped off, revealing the yellow-white 

underpainting.64 The body of the letter stands against a blue background panel, with 

red leafy stems winding around it.65 The foliate ornamentation in the center of the 

initial interlaces with the letter and the stems coil around each other in knots and 

spirals. The foliate stalks are thick and red, though at certain points they branch off 

into stems of a muddy greenish hue, and lines of the same color run the length of some 

of the larger stalks. This ornamentation intricately weaves in and out of the letter’s 

stems, piercing the top and the bottom of the right stem and the top of the right 

diagonal stroke, creating triangular openings at their extremities. The foliate stalks are 

entangled in such a way that it is difficult to determine where one stops and the next 
                                            
62 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 179. 
63 handrit.is, “AM 133 fol.”; Lönnroth, “Structural Divisions in the Njála Manuscripts,” 70.  
64 Shell gold is a type of powdered gold mixed with gum; the mixture was often made in a shell, hence the term 
“shell gold.” Shell gold was applied to the page after the other colors with a brush or pen (Raymond Clemens 
and Timothy Graham, Introduction to Manuscript Studies (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2007), 
33).  
65 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
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begins, and they are so incorporated in the letter that the line between the letter form 

and the foliate ornamentation is blurred. Thick, lobed leaves sprout from the foliate 

stalks in alternating red and greenish hues, further complicating the design, and one 

leafy spiral appears to bloom from a leaf that grows from the letter at the top of its 

descender. The fact that this leaf sprouts from the descender creates a sense of upward 

motion within the design. It terminates in three rounded scallops, which appear to 

cross both in front of and behind the foliate scroll and the letter stem that sprout from 

it. This initial contains the most intricate foliate ornamentation of the four major 

initials, though foliate ornamentation with the same formal properties is found on the 

historiated initials on fol. 14 recto and fol. 59 verso, as discussed in Chapters 4.2 and 

4.4. The initial spans seven lines of text, while its descender trails down the left of the 

entire text area, terminating in what appears to be thin leafy spirals, though a hole at 

the bottom of the page cuts through this design at the bottom of the descender. The 

foliate character of the descender stands in slight contrast to the more angular form of 

the top of the letter, though they are united in their coloring and the execution of their 

lines. Red pencilled ornamentation can be observed next to the letter in the upper and 

left margins, resembling the ornamentation to the right of the initials on fol. 14 recto 

and verso, though the ornamentation seems to frame the initials more closely in the 

latter two examples.66 The body text overlaps the initial at several points, and appears 

to have been written on top of the initial in these cases. Similar to the three historiated 

initials shown in Figs. 12-14, the letter is highly incorporated within the text area; it 

joins the letters in the first word of the body text, and its descender even splits one 

word down the center, with the first letter of the word occurring to the left of the 

initial in the left margin.   

 Small pen-flourished initials spanning two or three lines appear throughout the 

manuscript, as seen in Figs. 2-11.67 These initials are monochrome with no outlines 

and their colors are limited to red, green, and dark red. As shown in Figs. 2-3, the 

majority of these initials are elaborated with pencilled foliate ornamentation in the 

same three colors, though red initials are often decorated with green ornamentation 

                                            
66 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
67 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
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and vice versa. This foliate ornamentation is similar to that found elsewhere in the 

manuscript, with some small initials featuring interlaced stalks with leafy terminals 

and others featuring the same red pencilled ornamentation found alongside the initials 

on fols. 1 recto, 14 recto, and 14 verso. Notably, faces occur in seven small decorated 

initials in the manuscript, as seen in Figs. 4-11. The faces are drawn in red pencil, and 

either occur entirely within the initials or spill into margins. They face to the left in 

quarter view, regardless of whether they are on the recto or verso side of the leaf. All 

of the faces feature the same arched brows, what appears to be bangs or some sort of 

head covering high on their foreheads, and upturned eyes resembling a semicircle.68 

The smaller initials in the manuscript often cross into the text area as well as the 

margins. Interestingly, guide letters appear next to some of the small initials in the 

margins, which can be seen in Figs. 2, 3, and 8, but whenever the small decorated 

initials overlap with letters in the text area, the body text is almost always written over 

the decorated initials. What this suggests about the order in which the illuminations 

were planned will be discussed in Chapter 4.5.  

 Like the major ornamental initial on fol. 1 recto shown in Fig. 1, the three 

historiated initials are composed of letter forms outlined in black and colored in with 

now worn off shell gold, revealing yellow-white underpainting.69 The initials on fols. 

14 verso and 59 verso, seen in Figs. 13-14, consist of plain letter shapes, while the 

initial on fol. 14 recto, shown in Fig. 12, is zoomorphic.70 The three historiated initials 

stand out against blue background panels similar to the one found on the initial on fol. 

1 recto, though the historiated initials’ background panels are edged with thin red 

outlines.71 The figures within the initials are outlined in black, and the pairs of figures, 

i.e., the dragon and lion, the dragon and dragon slayer, and the knight and his horse, 

are tightly arranged, filling out all available space within and around the letters.72  

                                            
68 The face in the initial on fol. 47 recto (Fig. 10) is too faded to remark on its features, though bangs do appear 
to be present at the top of the design. 
69 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. The black outlines of the initials do not appear to be drawn 
in the same ink as the body text. 
70 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
71 If a red outline was ever present on this initial, it is too badly damaged to distinguish. Liepe, “The Knight and 
the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
72 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
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 As mentioned in Chapter 1, Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. is the only known 

example of a saga of Icelanders containing representational motifs, and unfortunately 

nothing in the remaining manuscript material points to an established pictorial 

tradition connected specifically to the saga texts.73 For this reason, it is important to 

understand the book painting tradition in Iceland more generally before drawing 

conclusions about the initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., because while the 

context in which the initials appear is unique, the content and style of the 

illuminations belong to a larger iconographic corpus.  

 According to Drechsler, little research has been dedicated to book painting in 

Iceland before the fourteenth century, due largely to the relative lack of historiated 

content, as well as zoomorphic and inhabited initials, in thirteenth century Icelandic 

manuscripts.74 Halldór Hermannsson suggests that the imagery in most early 

illuminated Icelandic manuscripts was inspired by contemporaneous and earlier 

illuminations from France or England, which Icelanders were made aware of via their 

connection to Norway.75 He adds that it is difficult to determine whether French or 

English models predominated, due to the similarities between English and French 

styles of illumination at the time.76 The earliest manuscripts to be produced in Iceland 

were liturgical books; several twelfth-century church charters (máldagar) are 

preserved in episcopal registers.77 During the earliest period, the Romanesque style of 

initials must have predominated.78 In the thirteenth century, liturgical books must have 

contained the most splendid illuminations, as more effort was devoted to liturgical 

than secular books.79 More manuscripts survive from the late thirteenth century, when 

                                            
73 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 192. 
74 Stefan Andreas Drechsler, “Illuminated manuscript production in western Iceland in the thirteenth and early 
fourteenth centuries,” Gripla 28 (2017): 169. The only known manuscripts featuring historiated content prior to 
the fourteenth century are: AM 673 a I 4to and AM 673 a II 4to, two vernacular Physiologus fragments from c. 
1200; AM 679 4to, an ordinary that contains a miniature of Christ Enthroned from c. 1250; and AM 249 c fol., a 
calendar with an iconography of the Virgin and the Child dated to c. 1300 (Drechsler, “Illuminated manuscript 
production in western Iceland in the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries,” 169).  
75 Halldór Hermannsson, Icelandic Illuminated Manuscripts of the Middle Ages, 10-12. 
76 Halldór Hermannsson, Icelandic Illuminated Manuscripts of the Middle Ages, 11. 
77 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Illuminations in Icelandic Medieval Manuscripts,” in Church and Art: The 
Medieval Church in Norway and Iceland, ed. Lilja Árnadóttir and Ketil Kiran (Oslo and Reykjavík: Norwegian 
Institute for Cultural Heritage Research, National Museum of Iceland, 1997), 93. 
78 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Illuminations in Icelandic Medieval Manuscripts,” 93. 
79 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Illuminations in Icelandic Medieval Manuscripts,” 94. 
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the Gothic style arrived in Iceland.80 However, the illuminations in manuscripts such 

as Konungsbók Grágásar, GKS 1157 fol.; Staðarhólsbók, AM 334 fol.; and Codex 

Frisianus, AM 45 fol. demonstrate that an established pictorial tradition did exist in 

Icelandic manuscripts of the thirteenth-century.81 Several variants of the Gothic style 

are found in illuminations from the fourteenth century, and different “schools” of 

illumination evolved in some places, which shows that book production began to 

thrive in Iceland during this period.82 Variations of the Early Gothic style are seen in 

illuminations from the first half of the fourteenth century, while the High Gothic style 

is not seen until the second quarter of the fourteenth century.83 

 Historiated initials and full-page miniatures only became common in Iceland in 

the fourteenth century.84 However, it should be noted that illumination in vernacular 

narrative prose manuscripts was relatively sparse, with the exception of foliate or pen-

flourished initials.85 Other than that, only translations and revisions of saints’ sagas 

contained initials or miniatures depicting the saint in question.86 Even then, the 

meanings of the historiated initials in Icelandic manuscripts were not always obvious, 

and the initials sometimes had symbolical or satirical implications.87 Around 300 

vernacular manuscripts survive from the fourteenth century.88 Of these manuscripts, 

around 50 are illuminated, and of those, roughly a quarter are only embellished with 

decorated initials, while the remaining three quarters include at least one historiated or 

inhabited initial, though full-page miniatures do occur in a few rare cases.89 Apart 

from Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., only seven other sagas of domestic origin contain 

illuminations above the level of small decorated initials.90 Kings’ sagas make up the 

                                            
80 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Illuminations in Icelandic Medieval Manuscripts,” 94. 
81 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Illuminations in Icelandic Medieval Manuscripts,” 94. 
82 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Illuminations in Icelandic Medieval Manuscripts,” 94. 
83 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Illuminations in Icelandic Medieval Manuscripts,” 94-95. 
84 Drechsler, “Illuminated manuscript production in western Iceland in the thirteenth and early fourteenth 
centuries,” 169. 
85 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 191. 
86 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 191. 
87 Halldór Hermannsson, Icelandic Illuminated Manuscripts of the Middle Ages, 22. 
88 Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 132.  
89 Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 132. 
90 Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 87; These manuscripts are as follows: AM 45 
fol. Codex Frisianus (Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla, 1300-1325); Holm perg. 1 fol. Bergsbók (kings’ sagas, 
1400-1425); AM 68 fol. (the Saga of St. Olav, 1300-1325); AM 325 VIII 5 c 4to (the Saga of King Hákon 
Hákonsson, c. 1400); De la Gardie 11 4to Codex Upsaliensis (Snorri Sturluson’s prose Edda, 1300-1350); Holm 
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majority of illuminated manuscripts in the group, accounting for five out of the eight 

manuscripts.91 However, at least four-fifths of Icelandic manuscripts are now lost, and 

of the remaining 200 or so manuscripts with non-translated sagas, less than 4% are 

illuminated.92 

 It is with this in mind that we may venture to explore the illuminations in 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., starting with a description of each initial individually, 

and concluding with observations on how the initials fit in to the general framework of 

fourteenth-century book painting. 

                                            
perg. 5 fol. (bishops’ sagas, 1350-1365); and GKS 1005 fol. Flateyjarbók (1387-1394) (Liepe, Studies in 
Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 87). 
91 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 192. 
92 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 192. 
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Figure 12: A lion and a dragon engaging in combat in the shape of the letter “G” on fol. 14 recto. 

AM 133 fol. 14r. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir. 
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4.2 The Dragon and the Lion 

The first historiated initial in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., as shown in Fig. 12 above, 

occurs on fol. 14 recto at the beginning of chapter 19 of the text.93 Chapter 19 marks 

the beginning of what Lönnroth has referred to as Gunnars saga, and the letter itself, 

“G” in Gunnarr, introduces Gunnarr to the saga.94 This initial spans four lines of text 

and is composed of a dragon and lion locked in combat, their bodies intertwined, their 

snouts and limbs intersecting each other at various points throughout as if each beast 

is fighting for a spot at the forefront of the composition. The letter is shaped from the 

body of the dragon—its head is pointed inward toward the lion in the middle of the 

field, forming the bar of the letter; its very long neck and torso encircle the lion to 

form the body of the letter; and its tail curves to the right in the direction of the text 

and extends beyond the background panel, forming the top of the letter. This is the 

only example of a combined zoomorphic and historiated initial in the manuscript.95 

The dragon’s eyes are drawn in black, and its body is undecorated apart from minimal 

stippling on its ears in the same black ink. Its jaws are clenched around the lion’s 

neck, and its torso is thin and curled in on itself. The dragon’s tail is knotted at the top 

of the letter, with the end of its tail emerging from the knot, while wings drawn in 

heavy black strokes with straight paneling extend from its back and spill into the 

margins.  

 The lion dominates the center of the field. It is red with black features. Its snout 

grips the other beast and its limbs are entangled in the dragon’s body—they weave 

and overlap with the border of the letter at various points. The creature’s paws are 

scalloped, echoing the foliate designs found throughout the manuscript. The lion’s 

paws create a split in the dragon’s torso; its front paw crosses over the front part of the 

torso, behind the back, and then over the wings, while its back paw crosses behind the 

front of the torso, and in front of the dragon’s back, jutting out into the margin. Its 

hind leg shows the same weaving between the front and back of the field; its haunches 

                                            
93 Lönnroth, “Structural Divisions in the Njála Manuscripts,” 70. 
94 Lönnroth, “Structural Divisions in the Njála Manuscripts,” 70. 
95 See Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 199 for a discussion of how the various types of initials are 
classified, e.g., “historiated,” “inhabited,” and “decorated.” See Halldór Hermannsson, Icelandic Illuminated 
Manuscripts of the Middle Ages, 22 on historiated initials in a medieval Icelandic context. 
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cross over the dragon’s neck and its leg wraps behind it. Red foliate scrolls interlace 

with the figures, making it difficult to determine where the lion’s limbs end and where 

the scrolls begin. A scroll at the center of the initial mirrors the dragon’s curvature, 

emphasizing the swirling motion from right to left inherent in the initial. This scroll 

winds between the figures in the same fashion as the scrolls in the initial on fol. 1 

recto, as seen in Fig. 1, and features similarly thick stalks that branch off into lobed 

leaves. Similar to the dragon, the lion has a bulging brow and a long, crooked snout.96 

 The initial occurs toward the bottom of the page on the left-hand side, 

overlapping the text area. The dragon’s wings take up most of the space in the left 

margin next to the initial. The figures’ limbs extend beyond the borders of the square 

background panel.97 The red pencilled foliate ornamentation to the right of the initial 

has a double outline, unlike the corresponding ornamentation on fol. 1 recto, and 

appears to be an extension of the outline around the background panel.98 The rest of 

the letters in the word Gunnarr in the body text are framed within a black outline with 

detailing to the right of the letters within the frame, echoing the design of the initial. 

The surrounding text overlaps the initial at a few points, and in every instance the text 

is on top and the decoration is underneath. The descenders of a “y” and a “g” on the 

line of text above the initial almost appear to be pen flourishes extending from the top 

of the dragon’s tail. Although this is certainly not the case, it does speak to how 

incorporated the initial is within the text area. Movement within the initial reads from 

right to left, from the tail of the dragon through its split torso, and finally to its head. 

The fact that the dragon’s tail is connected to the body text causes an interesting split 

in movement within the page. This forces the eye to read the page in two directions, 

i.e., from left to right within the body text and from right to left within the initial. 

Furthermore, the overlapping quality of the figures and the foliate scrolls creates 

movement within the field’s depth.  

                                            
96 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
97 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
98 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 



 28 

 
Figure 13: A man slaying a dragon, arranged in the initial “N” on fol. 14 verso. 

AM 133 fol. 14v. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir. 
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4.3 The Dragon and the Dragon Slayer 

The initial on fol. 14 verso, which can be seen above in Fig. 13, features the dragon 

and dragon slayer motif. The figures inhabit the letter “N” in Njáll, which features 

angular openings at the extremities of the left shaft of the letter.99 The right stem of 

the letter spans four lines of text, while the left shaft spans eleven lines in the left 

margin, adding a somewhat grander touch to this initial in comparison with the “G” on 

fol. 14 recto, shown in Fig. 12. The initial occurs about two-thirds of the way down on 

the left side of the page. This letter marks the beginning of chapter 20 in the text, and 

more notably, introduces the titular Njáll to the saga.100 Also of note is the fact that the 

initial occurs on the same folio in the manuscript as the previous dragon initial; the 

two initials form a pair, heralding the arrival of Gunnarr and Njáll to the narrative with 

variations on a similar motif.101 The faint red pencilled ornamentation visible to the 

right of the initial, which in this case is too faded to observe any of its details, extends 

from a red outline on the letter’s right stem and does not contain the same double 

outline as the ornamentation on fol. 14 recto. The pair of figures are placed against the 

background panel, though they are not entirely contained within it. As with the 

previous initial, this initial is crowded very close to the text and takes up most of the 

corresponding space in the page’s left margin. In fact, a letter in the body text is 

placed so close to the top of the initial’s ascender that it looks like a continuation of 

the design. This causes the same split in movement within the page as seen in the 

previous initial, while the letter “j” in the word Njáll is clearly written on top of the 

red pencilled ornamentation, creating very little division between the initial and the 

body text. While the letters in the main text occur on top of the initial as they do in the 

other historiated initials, what looks to be a very small letter “N” appears next to the 

dragon’s wings in the margin. If this is in fact a guide letter, and of course it is 

difficult to say due to how badly damaged the page is, this would seem incongruous 

with the theory that the initial was illuminated before the body text was written. 

                                            
99 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
100 Lönnroth, “Structural Divisions in the Njála Manuscripts,” 70. 
101 Lönnroth, “Structural Divisions in the Njála Manuscripts,” 70. 
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 The dragon slayer stands in the center of the initial—his body is positioned 

behind the stroke in the middle of the letter and his left arm crosses over it. His left 

hand is cupped and faces away from the dragon in a rather unnatural pose, as if 

motioning toward the text. He holds a shield in one hand and a sword in the other, 

which he thrusts through the belly of the dragon. His facial features cannot be 

examined due to wear, though scholars have commented on his boyishness and lack of 

beard, and short curls can be observed atop his head.102 If one looks very closely, the 

remnants of eyes and a mouth may be present on his face, but they are too hard to see 

to comment on their appearance with any certainty. Likewise, faint traces of red are 

visible in his hair, but they are so faded that it is difficult to tell whether this was part 

of the original design or if paint has simply transferred from elsewhere within the 

initial. The dragon slayer’s body is otherwise uncolored. As Liepe notes, the dragon 

slayer’s proportions are characterized by a large head and large hands on a short body 

that sways in an elegant c-curve, while the top of his head slants slightly to the left.103 

His arms are long in proportion to his torso, hitting well below his knees. The dragon 

slayer wears a long, bright red tunic that is shaded with lines and features unbroken 

parallel folds on the lower part of the garment.104 The hem of his tunic is broken into 

angular pleats with thick contours that give the appearance of volume and depth.105 

The dragon slayer carries a large, green triangular shield that occupies the space from 

under his arm to the hem of his tunic. Traces of a thin red outline can be observed 

around the object and the upper right corner of the object intersects the right stem of 

the letter. The green paint has worn away slightly, giving the appearance of black 

stippling, though it appears that the object was originally undecorated. The sword in 

the dragon slayer’s other hand perforates the letter’s left stem, slicing through the 

dragon’s torso, with the tip of the sword emerging through the dragon’s wings in the 

margin. The sword has a circular pommel and a red circle embellishes its cross guard. 

                                            
102 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181; Lönnroth, Njáls Saga: A Critical Introduction, color plate 
facing flyleaf. Interestingly, Halldór Hermannsson remarks that the figure looks elderly (Halldór Hermannsson, 
Icelandic Illuminated Manuscripts of the Middle Ages, 22).  
103 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
104 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
105 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
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The blade of the sword is faintly red, which may have been meant to show blood 

resulting from the stab wound. 

 The dragon is wrapped tightly around the left shaft of the letter—its tail is 

knotted around the shaft and through the opening at the bottom of the letter in an 

interlace-like design, while its ears fill the opening at the top of the shaft. The dragon 

weaves in and out of the letter form, creating space within the initial, echoing the 

pierced openings on the initial on fol. 1 recto, as shown in Fig. 1. Its neck crosses 

behind the stroke in the middle of the letter, and emerges in front of the ascender 

above it, while each of its ears cross in front and behind the opening at the top of the 

ascender. Its torso crosses in front of the letter’s left stem, while its knotted tail 

crosses both in front of and behind the descender. Its tail comes very close to the text 

area and then winds up the descender, causing movement within the initial to be read 

from both right to left and bottom to top. Its leg crosses over the stroke, while it claws 

at the dragon slayer’s face as the dragon slayer impales it with his sword. The dragon 

is uncolored with light cross-hatching on its neck. This dragon is swan-necked and has 

a more pronounced and characteristic profile than the dragon on fol. 14 recto—it has a 

grinning mouth, a pointed beard, a protruding forehead, and long flapping ears.106 The 

wings on this dragon also differ from the wings on the dragon on fol. 14 recto in that 

they employ less bold pen-work and the feathers extend in angular points, unlike the 

almost pleated design of the feathers seen on the previous initial.   

 

 

                                            
106 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
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Figure 14: A knight on horseback, charging through the initial “H” on fol. 59 verso. 

AM 133 fol. 59v. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir.  
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4.4 The Knight and His Horse 

As shown in Fig. 14, the initial on fol. 59 verso features a mounted knight riding his 

horse through the letter “H” in Hǫfðingjaskipti ‘change of chieftain,’ at the beginning 

of Chapter 100 in the text, marking the start of Njáls saga in Lönnroth’s 

interpretation.107 The initial occurs at the bottom of the left side of the page, just above 

the last line of text, with the left stem of the letter occurring entirely in the margin. As 

with the previous two initials, the limb and the right stem of the letter span four lines 

of text, while the ascender towers above, the left stem of the letter spanning twelve 

lines in total. The letter’s ascender terminates in three rounded scallops, reminiscent of 

the ornament at the top of the descender of the initial on fol. 1 recto, as seen in Fig. 1. 

A red and green stem, spiraling in large loops with large leaves of the same style as 

those found in Fig. 1 at the ends, winds around the staff of the ascender.108 Of the 

three historiated initials, the foliate ornamentation in this initial bears the closest 

resemblance to that of the initial on fol. 1 recto, and the way it wraps around the 

ascender can be compared to the way dragon’s tail weaves in and out of the descender 

on fol. 14 verso, shown in Fig. 13. However, unlike the initial on the fol. 14 verso, no 

guide letters are visible around the initial, though some of the surrounding text still 

crosses into the initial’s space and appears on top of it.109 In fact, the horse’s hind leg 

is so close to the last line of text that it looks as if the horse is standing on top of it, 

while the “O” in Olafr in the body text appears as if it is an extension of the knight’s 

shield. The horse’s tail crosses very far into the text area, causing the reader to 

constantly refer back to the initial when reading the surrounding text. 

 The knight and horse inhabit the center of the field. The knight sits atop a red 

embossed pommel saddle, with the cantle and the pommel of the saddle peaking out 

from beneath him.110 A red breastplate extends from the horse’s saddle at the front, 

and breeching drawn in thin unfilled black lines extends from the back. The rider’s 

feet are in trident stirrups, and he grasps the reins, urging his horse forward through 

                                            
107 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 187; Lönnroth, “Structural Divisions in the Njála Manuscripts,” 
70. 
108 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
109 A very small mark in black ink can be found in the left margin, however it only consists of a stem, and thus 
does not appear to be a guide letter. 
110 Drechsler, “The Illuminations in AM 133 fol Kálfalækjarbók,” 10. 
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the letter.111 He wears a red barrel helmet, which is subtly slanted to the right and 

angled to face the viewer. The knight’s helmet is somewhat large in comparison with 

the proportions of his body. The helmet crosses in front of the limb of the letter and 

covers the rider’s face, so unfortunately his facial features cannot be observed.112 He 

wears a triangular shield in bright red on his back, which is partially obscured by the 

right stem of the letter. The knight has a slightly curved posture and wears an 

uncolored, long tunic, or possibly a riding coat, which billows off to the right, 

revealing the knight’s red tights and white shoes. The hems of the tunic are broken 

into pleats with thick contours, similar to the hems on the dragon slayer’s tunic, 

though there is far more dramatic movement in the knight’s garment.113   

 The horse is white with a black bridle boss snaffle with headstall and reins, 

which features circular bits and a circular piece connecting the browband to the cheek 

piece.114 Its head nestles between the limb and the left stem of the letter. It charges 

forward with outstretched forelegs, which wrap around the left stem of the letter; the 

leg closest to the viewer crosses in front of the letter’s stem, while the other leg 

crosses behind it, with the hoof crossing in front again.115 The horse’s hind legs are 

deeply bent and wrap over and behind the letter’s right stem in a similar fashion, while 

its tail flutters past the background panel and into the text area, as it makes its way 

from the right to the left of the page.116 The horse has a large head with a lively 

expression.117 It has large round eyes and an open mouth.118 Oddly enough, the horse 

is probably the most expressive figure in the manuscript.  

 

                                            
111 Drechsler, “The Illuminations in AM 133 fol Kálfalækjarbók,” 10. Drechsler compares the style of saddle 
and stirrups to those found in the East Anglian Luttrell Psalter (Add MS 42130) c. 1340 (Drechsler, “The 
Illuminations in AM 133 fol Kálfalækjarbók,” 10). 
112 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
113 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
114 Drechsler, “The Illuminations in AM 133 fol Kálfalækjarbók,” 10. 
115 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
116 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
117 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
118 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
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4.5 On Style 

As we have seen, the three historiated initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., shown 

in Figs. 12-14, share certain artistic tendencies and formal qualities. First, all three 

initials span four lines of text, with possible additional lines in the margin. The figures 

are spaced tightly within the initials, and the initials as a whole are crowded in both 

the text area and the margins, with the figures and the letter forms of the initials often 

joining letters in the body text.119 The initials share the same limited color scheme and 

all the figures feature similar black linework.120 The red and green foliate 

ornamentation is also of the same style throughout the manuscript, and it interacts 

with the various letter forms in the same fashion. The background panels are 

coordinated between the historiated initials, both in color and styling, and in the way 

they interact with the figures; the figures are very much on top of the panels, and not 

confined within their space. Similarly, the letter forms do not act as mere frames for 

the pairs of figures; the figures’ high degree of interaction with the letters is essential 

to the movement within the designs. The figures and the foliate ornamentation 

actually transform the letter forms by intersecting them, as is seen by the pierced 

openings on the letters on fol. 1 recto and fol. 14 verso, seen in Figs. 1 and 13 

respectively, as well as the dragon’s split torso on fol. 14 recto, shown in Fig. 12. 

Perhaps most noteworthy is the way the initials play with movement. All four major 

initials feature movement from back to front, with the figures, the foliate 

ornamentation, and the letter forms intricately winding around and behind each other, 

creating a high degree of movement and depth in the initials. The initials on fols. 1 

recto, 14 verso, and 59 verso (Fig. 14) also play with movement from the bottom to 

the top of the page due to the way the foliate forms, or the dragon’s tail in the case of 

the initial on fol. 14 verso, transform the letters’ ascenders or descenders. Another 

interesting characteristic of the initials is that they all feature movement from right to 

left, regardless of whether they are on the recto or verso side of the leaf.121 This is 

somewhat atypical, as movement is generally expected to follow the direction in 

                                            
119 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
120 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
121 Special thanks to Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir for pointing out this unique feature. 
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which the text is read, i.e., from left to right. The figures’ movement from right to left 

may have been an attempt to make the initials stand out on the page, as movement in 

this direction can be read as somewhat more dramatic. It may also have been a way to 

further coordinate the initials.   

 The figures themselves contain numerous examples of shared artistic impulses, 

both among each pair of figures and between the different pairs. Two important 

comparisons of the latter sort are between the two dragons on fol. 14 recto and fol. 14 

verso, seen in Figs. 12 and 13, and the two humans on fol. 14 verso and fol. 59 verso, 

shown in Figs. 13 and 14. The dragons are an interesting example of this phenomenon 

because at first glance they do not resemble each other very closely: they are of a 

different color, they are not decorated in the same way, their wings are not of the same 

shape, their snouts and profiles are different, and their bodies are shaped differently.122 

However, some of these differences can be explained by the fact that the dragon on 

fol. 14 recto forms the letter itself, and thus its coloring is in keeping with the other 

letters’ coloring and its body is distorted in order to more closely resemble the letter 

“G.” The difference in the dragons’ profiles is most likely due to their poses—the 

characteristic profile of the dragon on fol. 14 verso would not make sense on a dragon 

engaged in combat, and vice versa. It is very possible that the artist based the two 

dragons off of different models due to this fact. If we assume that a number of these 

differences are necessitated by the initials’ arrangements, we can observe that the 

dragons adhere to a number of shared conventions: both have long, flapping ears; 

knotted, winding tails; and wings extending into the margins.123 The humans on fol. 

14 verso and fol. 59 verso also resemble each other. Unfortunately, neither of their 

faces are visible, so it is impossible to comment on any shared facial features. 

However, both figures have curved posture and similar proportions, with large heads 

and small bodies, though the proportions of the dragon slayer are somewhat more 

pronounced due to his pose. The figures’ tunics are also styled similarly—both tunics 

are shaded with lines, and the hems of the tunics are characterized by thick pleats, 

                                            
122 The fact that the dragon on fol. 14 recto is not bearded like the dragon on fol. 14 verso is not necessarily 
significant, as the former’s lower jaw is obscured by the lion. 
123 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
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creating the illusion of depth and volume.124 It is also worth noting that the faces in 

some of the manuscript’s minor initials, found in Figs. 4-11, all of which gaze to the 

left of the page in quarter view with similar eye shapes and arched brows, may have 

been drawn using the same models.125  

 The initials’ shared stylistic qualities and the similar execution of their motifs 

suggests that all three historiated initials can be attributed to a single artist. While the 

initial on fol. 1 recto, seen in Fig. 1, has only briefly been touched on in this chapter, 

its plain letter shape with an angular opening very closely resembling the initial on fol. 

14 verso, shown in Fig. 13, the scalloped leaves at the top of its descender resembling 

the top of the ascender on the initial on fol. 59 verso, shown in Fig. 14, and its 

coloring, as well as the undulating quality and style of its foliate motifs, all point to it 

being the work of the same artist. The circumstances of the manuscript’s production 

will be dealt with in greater depth in the next chapter, but at this point it should be 

noted that the multiple instances of text occurring on top of the decoration, seen in all 

of the above initials with the exception of the initial on Fig. 2, suggests that the major 

initials and small decorated initials were drawn first, and the body text was planned 

around them.126 At the same time, the possible presence of a guide letter next to the 

initial on fol. 14 verso, as well as next to some of the small decorated initials, such as 

in Figs. 2, 3, and 8, would seem to suggest that the initials were planned at the stage 

when the body text was written and space was left for them to be filled in later. 

However, that the manuscript was illuminated before the text was filled in seems 

unlikely, as this would require the same scribe to have written two or more copies of 

exactly the same text and use the first copy as a template or model for locating the 

initials, or at the very least, one or two scribes working from the exact same text-

model.127 This order of production is not completely out of the question, as it has been 

thought to occur in two manuscripts of the royal code of law Jónsbók for instance, 

                                            
124 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
125 Jonathan J.G. Alexander, Medieval Illuminators and Their Methods of Work (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 1992). 
126 Text occurs on top of 94 of the manuscript’s small decorated initials, as well as on top of the four major 
initials. 
127 Haraldur Bernharðsson, personal communication, April 18, 2019. 
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namely GKS 3269 a 4to and AM 127 4to, as discussed in Chapter 5.4.128 In cases like 

these, the same scribe at the same scriptorium would have produced several copies of 

the same text. Yet this seems rather far-fetched in the case of a text like Njáls saga, 

which would not necessarily have needed to be reproduced or disseminated on the 

same scale as a law text. The fact that there are guide letters present in 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. probably suggests that the main text was written before 

the manuscript was illuminated, and that the illuminations may have originally 

overlapped the text.129 It is possible that the scribe then systematically retraced the 

letters in the body text at the points where the illuminations overlapped them, thus 

making the body text more legible, and either intentionally or inadvertently giving the 

illuminations the appearance that they were executed before the body text. Similarly, 

the capital letters that sometimes occur in the field with the initials, such as in Fig. 1, 

appear to have been added after the initials, but they could have also been added 

before the initials and later touched up by the scribe.130 It should also be noted that the 

initials’ shared palette points to them all being produced within the same timeframe, 

by an artist who had access to the same materials throughout the artistic process.  

  

                                            
128 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 285. 
129 This appears to be the case on a small decorated initial “G” at the bottom left corner of the text area on fol. 
13 recto. 
130 Thanks goes to Haraldur Bernharðsson and Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir for pointing out these possibilities.  
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5. Connections to Þingeyrar 
 

5.1 Introduction 

One of the principal questions surrounding Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. is where the 

manuscript was written and illuminated. As discussed in Chapter 2, the manuscript’s 

whereabouts prior to when Þórður Steindórsson (c. 1630-1707) came into possession 

of it remain mysterious, and thus we know little about the history of the manuscript 

prior to the seventeenth century.131 Currently, the information we have on the artist of 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. is limited to what can be discerned from the 

illuminations themselves. As noted in Chapter 1, through a comparison with other 

illuminated manuscripts from the first half and the middle of the fourteenth century, 

Liepe has suggested that the illuminations in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. share 

certain similarities with some of the illuminations from a group of manuscripts put 

together on paleographical evidence, attributed to the Benedictine monastery 

Þingeyrar in northern Iceland.132 Liepe suggests parallels to the illuminations of two 

manuscripts in particular from this group: GKS 3269 a 4to, a law codex containing the 

royal code of law known as Jónsbók, and AM 595 a-b 4to, a manuscript containing 

translations of three Roman historical texts, i.e., Sallust’s Bellum Iugurthinum and 

Catilinae coniuratio and Lucan’s Pharsalia.133 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir has also 

pointed to similarities between the illuminations in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. and 

other manuscripts in the Þingeyrar group, drawing connections between 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. and GKS 3269 a 4to, AM 595 a-b 4to, and AM 127 4to, 

which she concludes are related in style.134  

                                            
131 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181; Arthur, “Reading, Writing, and Utilizing Njáls saga,” 44. 
132 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181-183; Jakob Benediktsson, Catilina and Jugurtha by Sallust 
and Pharsalia by Lucan in Old Norse: Rómverjasaga AM 595 a-b 4to; Jakob Benediktsson, “Some 
Observations on Stjórn and the Manuscript AM 227 fol.,” Gripla 15 (2004): 7-42. 
133 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 183; Jakob Benediktsson, Catilina and Jugurtha by Sallust and 
Pharsalia by Lucan in Old Norse: Rómverjasaga AM 595 a-b 4to, 7. See Lena Liepe, “Marginalteckningarna i 
AM 595 a-b 4to Rómverjasaga,” in Bilder i marginalen: nordiska studier i medeltidens konst: Images in the 
margins: Nordic studies in medieval art, ed. Kersti Markus (Tallinn: Argo, 2006), 70-85 for a further 
exploration of the illuminations in AM 595 a-b 4to. 
134 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 300. 
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Liepe is careful to point out that “no philological evidence currently exists that 

could support a hypothesis claiming a possible closer relation between the 

manuscripts.”135 As discussed in Chapter 2, the script in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. 

has been examined for the purposes of dating the manuscript.136 However, the scribal 

hand of Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. is not found among the group to which GKS 

3269 a 4to and AM 595 a-b 4to belong, and it has not been found in any other 

Icelandic manuscripts from this period.137 More philological studies need to be 

conducted before we can assert any closer connections between Kálfalækjarbók, AM 

133 fol. and manuscripts belonging to the Þingeyrar group based on linguistic or 

paleographic grounds alone. It is for this reason that the current study will have to 

focus almost entirely on an analysis of the historiated initials to determine any 

potential links between the manuscript and the monastery at Þingeyrar, as the other 

evidence is inconclusive. However, the fact that no definitive evidence points to 

connections between Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. and other illuminated manuscripts 

in the Þingeyrar group in terms of script, orthography, and language does not 

necessarily discount the possibility that the artist could be found in other manuscripts 

from that group, that the illuminations in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. could have 

been drawn using the same models, or that they employ similar, specific stylistic 

conventions connected to other manuscripts from the Þingeyrar group. 

 Considering what we know about the manuscript’s provenance and 

illuminations, this chapter will focus on the proposed connections between the 

illuminations in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. and the monastery at Þingeyrar. This 

possibility will be further explored through comparisons with the illuminations in 

GKS 3269 a 4to, AM 127 4to, and AM 595 a-b 4to. The chapter will conclude with 

what this could imply about the origins of the illuminations in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 

133 fol. and the production of the manuscript. 

                                            
135 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 183. 
136 Einar Ól. Sveinsson, Studies in the Manuscript Tradition of Njálssaga, 6; Kålund, Katalog, 1:97; see Liepe, 
“The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 179-181 for a discussion of the manuscript’s dating.  
137 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 183. 
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5.2 Monastic Production Sites 

Before discussing the possibility of Þingeyrar as a production site for Kálfalækjarbók, 

AM 133 fol., it is important to understand the role monastic houses played in medieval 

Icelandic book production in general. According to Drechsler, “Philologists have long 

attempted to group medieval Icelandic manuscripts according to their scribes and 

textual content, and many such groups have been linked to major ecclesiastical houses 

of the fourteenth century.”138 Unfortunately, the information we have on monasteries 

and bishoprics in fourteenth-century Iceland is somewhat limited, but we can assume 

that they played an important role in the production of manuscripts.139 We know of 

two bishoprics, Hólar and Skálholt; three Benedictine monasteries, Þingeyrar, 

Munkaþverá, and Viðey; three Augustinian monasteries, Möðruvellir, Þykkvibær, and 

Helgafell; and two nunneries, Reynistaður and Kirkjubær.140 Not many people resided 

at the monastic houses.141 Cathedrals generally housed one church-priest and eight to 

twelve clerics, while the houses of Helgafell and Viðey provided economic support 

for five and three priests respectively, plus two deacons.142  

 It has been suggested that a ‘scribal milieu,’ such as a scriptorium at a 

monastery, a church school, or a major farm, could have included seven or eight 

people at most.143 The monasteries at Helgafell, Þingeyrar, Reynistaður, Munkaþverá, 

Möðruvellir, and Þykkvibær were centers of learning and literature, as well as places 

determined to be the source of groups of manuscripts based on philological 

                                            
138 Drechsler, “Illuminated manuscript production in western Iceland in the thirteenth and early fourteenth 
centuries,” 169. 
139 Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 131. 
140 Viðey was originally an Augustinian monastery, but later became Benedictine (Liepe, Studies in Icelandic 
Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 131); Haraldur Bernharðsson, ed., Íslensk klausturmenning á miðöldum 
(Reykjavík: Háskólaútgáfan, 2016); Steinunn Kristjánsdóttir, Leitin að klaustrunum: klausturhald á Íslandi í 
fimm aldir (Reykjavík: Sögufélag, Þjóðminjasafn Íslands, 2017).  
141 Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 131. 
142 Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 131. 
143 Karl G. Johansson, “Texter i rörelse. Översättning, original textproduktion och tradering på norra Island 
1150-1400,” in Übersetzen im skandinavischen Mittelalter, Studia Medievalia Septentrionalia 14, ed. Vera 
Johanterwage and Stefanie Wirth (Vienna: Fassbaender, 2007), 100; Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth 
Century Book Painting, 131; Guðvarður Már Gunnlaugsson, “Voru scriptoria í íslenskum klaustrum?,” in 
Íslensk klausturmenning á miðöldum, ed. Haraldur Bernharðsson (Reykjavík: Háskólaútgáfan, 2016), 173-200.  
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grounds.144 If each of the eight monasteries had a scriptorium that made illuminated 

manuscripts (this may or may not have been the case), and one or two illuminators 

worked at each scriptorium, a total of ten to fifteen illuminators would be working in 

Iceland at any given time.145 However, we cannot say this for certain, and in fact the 

number of illuminators working in Iceland was most likely less than that at most 

times.146 Though there is no concrete evidence to suggest that there was an established 

tradition of travelling scribes and artists in medieval Iceland, the possibility that 

individuals could contribute to book making in more than one place cannot be ruled 

out. Work of this sort may have been commissioned. For instance, a book may have 

been written in one place, such as a monastery, and then sent to another location to be 

illuminated, thus making the use of guide letters even more important.147 

 Pope Gregory (590-604) established book making as an integral part of 

Benedictine monastic activity, and thus book production was already an established 

practice in medieval Icelandic monasteries by the fourteenth century, with the first 

monastery in the country, the Benedictine monastery at Þingeyrar, having been 

established in 1133, and more monasteries following throughout the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries.148 As for the actual texts produced by the scriptoria of 

ecclesiastical institutions, writing was not confined to liturgical or religious texts.149 

Lönnroth suggests that fourteenth-century Icelandic scribes were versatile and wrote 

many different kinds of texts: Icelandic and foreign, religious and worldly, scholarly 

and popular.150 Scriptoria at secular farms and monastic centers often appeared side-

by-side in medieval Iceland, which led to a relatively collaborative working 

                                            
144 Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 131-132; Haraldur Bernharðsson, “Scribal 
culture in thirteenth-century Iceland: the introduction of the Anglo-Saxon “f” in Icelandic script,” The Journal 
of English and Germanic philology 117, no. 3 (2018): 279-314. 
145 Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 132. 
146 Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 132. 
147 Haraldur Bernharðsson, personal communication, April 26, 2019. Liepe also discusses this possibility (Liepe, 
Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 119). 
148 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 229-230; Svanhildur Óskarsdóttir, “The Church and written 
culture,” in The Manuscripts of Iceland, ed. Gísli Sigurðsson and Vésteinn Ólason (Reykjavík: Árni Magnússon 
Institute, 2004), 19-20.  
149 Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 118. 
150 Lars Lönnroth, “Tesen om de två kulturerna. Kritiska studier i den isländska sagaskrivningens sociala 
förutsättningar,” Scripta Islandica 15 (1965): 74; Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 
118.  
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environment; clerical and secular scribes at neighboring sites exchanged working 

spaces and wrote vernacular and Latin manuscripts for a wide audience.151 

 According to Liepe, “Inspired by the philological evidence, art historians have 

constructed corresponding groupings on the basis of the illuminations.”152 Several 

manuscripts ascribed to Þingeyrar and Helgafell include illuminations, though the 

degree of collaboration between Þingeyrar and Helgafell appears to have been limited, 

and apart from a single miniature in AM 233 a I fol., no iconographic models link the 

two artistic centers.153 According to Drechsler, the working modes of the illuminators 

at the two sites seem to have differed, as the technique of interpicturality features less 

prominently in the illuminated manuscripts from Þingeyrar, despite the existence of a 

model book at that location in the fourteenth century (Íslenska teiknibókin, AM 673 a 

III 4to).154 The facilities for manuscript production on a professional level, as well as 

the training of scribes and artists, existed primarily at the monasteries and bishoprics, 

and thus ecclesiastical institutions were often responsible for the more high quality 

illuminations in medieval Icelandic manuscripts.155 

 The production of fourteenth-century Icelandic manuscripts required multiple 

workers with highly specialized skillsets.156 Several people would have been involved 

in the process of working skins to create parchment, creating inks, writing the text, 

decorating, and finally binding the manuscript.157 During the period in question, 

quality books were written in Gothic Textualis and the finest books were 

illuminated.158 Scriptoria that included the illumination of manuscripts had to have 

                                            
151 Stefan Andreas Drechsler, “Making Manuscripts at Helgafell in the Fourteenth Century” (PhD diss., 
University of Aberdeen, 2017), 9. 
152 Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 119. 
153 Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 119; Drechsler, “Making Manuscripts at 
Helgafell in the Fourteenth Century,” 337. See Arthur’s discussion of other possible places of origin for 
Kálfalækjarbók AM 133 fol. (Arthur, “Reading, Writing, and Utilizing Njáls saga,” 46).  
154 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, Íslenska teiknibókin (Reykjavík: Crymogea, 2013). Though Íslenska teiknibókin, 
AM 673 a III 4to appears to have been illuminated in multiple stages, the work of the earliest artist is dated to c. 
1336-1360 (Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, Íslenska teiknibókin). See Drechsler, “Making Manuscripts at Helgafell in 
the Fourteenth Century” for an in-depth discussion of interpicturality in illuminated manuscripts at Helgafell. 
Drechsler, “Making Manuscripts at Helgafell in the Fourteenth Century,” 337.  
155 Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 240. 
156 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 231. 
157 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 231. 
158 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 231. 
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access to models for the illuminators to work from.159 Illuminators then followed the 

given models, or assembled elements from a repertoire of pre-existing motifs and 

forms.160 The models available to illuminators of course varied from site to site, 

though the illuminators would have consulted models for use as figural references, 

and in some cases they may have used specific models for the illumination of minor 

initials as well.161 Artists may have had access to their own pattern sheets and 

sketchbooks such as Íslenska teiknibókin, AM 673 a III 4to, which served as a 

collection of models, but copying from other manuscripts undoubtedly played an 

important role in the illumination process as well.162  

 

5.3 Þingeyrar 

The manuscripts in the Þingeyrar group are of central importance to the current 

discussion of Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol.163 The group of illuminated manuscripts 

tied to the monastery at Þingeyrar is dated to the second third of the fourteenth 

century.164 As noted in Chapter 5.2, Þingeyrar appears to have been a prominent site 

for the production of illuminated manuscripts at the time.165 According to Guðbjörg 

Kristjánsdóttir, book production may have been an important source of income for the 

monastery.166 The monastery may have provided churches with liturgical books, 

manuscripts containing the lives of saints, and manuscripts containing Stjórn, as well 

as secular works such as Jónsbók and manuscripts containing sagas and other types of 

                                            
159 Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 126. 
160 Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 126-127. 
161 Alexander, Medieval Illuminators and Their Methods of Work. 
162 Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 127. Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir has written 
extensively on Íslenska teiknibókin AM 673 a III 4to and has determined that the manuscript belongs to the 
Þingeyrar group. See Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, Íslenska teiknibókin and Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, 
“Handritalýsingar,” 268-274. 
163 Jakob Benediktsson, Catilina and Jugurtha by Sallust and Pharsalia by Lucan in Old Norse and Johannson, 
Studier i Codex Wormianus provide the basis for the philological grouping of the Þingeyrar group. Liepe, 
Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 136. 
164 Jakob Benediktsson, Catilina and Jugurtha by Sallust and Pharsalia by Lucan in Old Norse: Rómverjasaga 
AM 595 a-b 4to, 15. 
165 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 300. For more information on the Þingeyrar manuscripts of the 
fourteenth century, see Alfred Jakobsen, Studier i Clarus saga: Til spørgsmålet om sagaens norske proveniens 
(Bergen and Oslo: Universitetsforlaget, 1964); Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 227-311; Jakob 
Benediktsson, Catilina and Jugurtha by Sallust and Pharsalia by Lucan in Old Norse: Rómverjasaga AM 595 a-
b 4to; Johansson, Studier i Codex Wormianus. 
166 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 311. 
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indigenous and foreign literature.167 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir theorizes that the 

monastery produced particularly elaborate manuscripts for export to Norway, and that 

the literary activity at Þingeyrar strengthened its ties to Norway, thus enhancing 

bookmaking skills at the monastery.168 

 Four illuminated manuscripts connected to the monastery are divided into two 

sub-groups with distinct characteristics: one group is made up of the Stjórn manuscript 

AM 227 fol. and the psalter fragment Cod. fragm. Ps. 24, and the other includes the 

two Jónsbók codices GKS 3269 a 4to and AM 127 4to.169 In her 1983 work “Íslenskt 

saltarablað í Svíþjóð,” Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir connects the illuminations of AM 227 

fol. and Cod. fragm. Ps. 24 with three works not included in the philologically defined 

group: a Latin calendar, AM 249 e fol.; Íslenska teiknibókin, AM 673 a III 4to (A 

artist, c. 1336-1360); and a singleton from a gradual, Fasc. V 12.170  

 According to Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, twelve artists worked on manuscript 

illumination at Þingeyrar from roughly 1325-1375.171 The artists working at Þingeyrar 

appear to have had some specialization: some were responsible for figurative images, 

some specialized in drawings in ink, and others penned initials and flourishes.172 

Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir identifies figurative illustrations by five illuminators, ink 

drawings by two illustrators, and initials and pen flourishes by five flourishers.173 In 

two cases, the work of the same flourisher can be identified in two manuscripts.174 The 

flourisher of Cod. fragm. Ps. 24 is flourisher III of AM 227 fol.175 Another flourisher 

was responsible for the initials in AM 382 4to and AM 649 a 4to.176 Flourisher II of 

                                            
167 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 311. See also Johansson, Studier i Codex Wormianus. 
168 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 311; Stefán Karlsson, “Islandsk bogeksport til Norge i 
middelalderen,” Maal og minne 1-2 (1979): 1-17. 
169 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Íslenskt saltarablað í Svíþjóð?” Skírnir 157 (1983): 60-73; Halldór Hermannsson, 
Icelandic Illuminated Manuscripts of the Middle Ages, 24; Selma Jónsdóttir, Illumination in a Manuscript of 
Stjórn, trans. Peter G. Foote (Reykjavík: Almenna bókafélagið, 1971); Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth 
Century Book Painting, 136. 
170 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Íslenskt saltarablað í Svíþjóð?,” 60-73; Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth 
Century Book Painting, 136. 
171 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 300. 
172 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 311. 
173 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 300. 
174 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 300. 
175 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 300. 
176 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 300. 
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AM 227 fol. and another made the initials in AM 657 a-b 4to.177 Seven men worked 

on the initials in these manuscripts, in addition to the illuminators of the historiated 

initials, which in the cases of AM 227 fol., AM 127 4to, and GKS 3269 a 4to, also 

decorated smaller initials.178 Contrasting stylistic features can be observed in the 

Þingeyrar manuscripts, suggesting that artists with different stylistic backgrounds 

collaborated on the same manuscripts.179 Two manuscripts containing the royal code 

of law Jónsbók, AM 127 4to and GKS 3269 a 4to, have an earlier appearance than 

most other manuscripts attributed to Þingeyrar; both are in the Gothic style and are 

illuminated by the same artist.180 The ink drawings in the margins of AM 127 4to also 

show a relatedness in style to the marginal drawings in the Rómverja saga manuscript 

AM 595 a-b 4to mentioned earlier; at Þingeyrar, it may have been customary to 

decorate the margins of history books with ink drawings related to their material.181 

Furthermore, the scribal Hand II in AM 127 4to has been identified as Hand I in AM 

595 a-b 4to.182 Therefore, we can conclude that the illuminations in AM 127 4to and 

GKS 3269 a 4to are stylistically related to the marginal drawings in AM 595 a-b 4to, 

and finally to the initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., as demonstrated in the 

following sections.183   

                                            
177 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 300. 
178 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 300. 
179 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 311. 
180 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 300. 
181 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 300. 
182 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 285. 
183 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 300. 
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Figure 15: A dragon and dragon slayer in the initial “Þ” 
on fol. 15 verso in GKS 3269 a 4to.  

GKS 3269 a 4to. 15v. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, 
Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir. 
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Figure 16: Initial letter “Þ” containing the Þjófabálkr motif on fol. 
79 verso of GKS 3269 a 4to.  

GKS 3269 a 4to. 79v. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. 
Photo: Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir. 
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Figure 17: Large ornamental initial “E” on fol. 42 verso of GKS 3269 a 4to.  

GKS 3269 a 4to. 42v. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir. 
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Figure 18: Initial “F” with King Magnús enthroned on fol. 2 verso of AM 127 
4to.  

 
AM 127 4to. 2v. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna 

Ólafsdóttir. 
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Figure 19: (Left) Decorated initial “U” with face on fol. 58 recto of Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol.  

AM 133 fol. 58r. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir. 
 

Figure 20: (Right) Decorated initial “Þ” with faces on fol. 23 verso of GKS 3269 a 4to.  
GKS 3269 a 4to. 23v. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir. 
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5.4 GKS 3269 a 4to and AM 127 4to 

GKS 3269 a 4to and AM 127 4to are dated to the mid-fourteenth-century.184 GKS 

3269 a 4to has 103 leaves measuring 212x172 mm, and a text area measuring 

172x128 mm, with the manuscript in its binding measuring 260x190 mm.185 AM 127 

4to has 98 leaves that measure 260x197 mm, and a text area of 195x138 mm.186 The 

outer, upper, and lower margins of GKS 3269 a 4to have been cut, so parts of some of 

the images are missing.187 About 10 mm have been cut from the upper margins of AM 

127 4to.188 Both manuscripts have text written in two columns; the script is tight and 

delicate in GKS 3269 a 4to, but somewhat larger in AM 127 4to, though both 

manuscripts are partly written by the same scribe; hand A in AM 227 fol., which is the 

same scribal hand found in GKS 3269 a 4to, has been identified as Hand II of AM 127 

4to.189 Chapter headings are written in red ink, and major initials span seven to nine 

lines of text in GKS 3269 a 4to, as seen in Figs. 15-17, and five to six lines in AM 127 

4to, as seen in Fig. 18.190 The eleven major initials in GKS 3269 a 4to and the four 

major initials in AM 127 4to are made up of simple letter forms with yellow-white 

underpainting and marked with a dark brown line; shell gold can be seen on the 

initials through a microscope.191 As shown in Figs. 15 and 18, the legs of the initials 

extend up and down the margins and terminate in tight coils, shaded with blue and red 

foliate scrolls, with clubed, triangular, or scalloped blades.192 Underneath the letter 

forms in the text columns and below the letters’ coils in the margins is a rectangular 

field, embellished with pink or blue leaves with either a simple or double outline.193 

The initials stand against a blue background panel, and four of the major initials in 

GKS 3269 a 4to also include hatched ornamentation behind the letter forms in blue or 

                                            
184 Stefan Drechsler, “The Illuminated Þjófabálkr in Fourteenth-Century Icelandic Jónsbók Manuscripts,” 
Viking and Medieval Scandinavia 12 (January 2016): 6; Kålund, Katalog, 2:416-417; Den arnamagnæanske 
håndskriftsamling, “Ordbog over det norrøne prosasprog.”  
185 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 276. 
186 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 276. 
187 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 276. 
188 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 276. 
189 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 276-278; Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 239. 
190 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 276. 
191 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 278. 
192 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 278. 
193 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 278. 
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pink, such as in Fig. 17.194 The letters in GKS 3269 a 4to have a slanted base, while 

the initials’ fields are framed with a double pencilled outline, as seen in Figs. 16-17.195 

Minor decorated initials cover three lines of text in GKS 3269 a 4to and two lines of 

text in AM 127 4to, and the initials spill into the margin.196 These initials are 

monochrome and are either turquoise, blue, light red, dark red, or green with a copper 

hue.197 Leafy flourishes in another color surround the letters, and bright yellow lines 

are drawn along some of the letter forms for emphasis.198 Most notably, faces are 

drawn inside some of the letters and outside the letters’ descenders in the margins.199 

These faces are mostly shown in profile, though some are in quarter view, and very 

few face the reader head-on.200 Some of the faces are grotesque, with gaping mouths 

and long beards.201 In GKS 3269 a 4to, sometimes up to four faces can be identified in 

the margins placed one on top of the other, as shown in Fig. 20.202 Interestingly, the 

initials in the two Jónsbóks seem to have been drawn before their respective texts 

were written on the page, as the main text seems to overlap the illuminations, seen in 

Figs. 16, 18, and 20 for example, which is also the case in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 

fol., as discussed in Chapter 4.5.203 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir suggests that this 

procedure may indicate that more copies of Jónsbók may have been produced in the 

same scriptorium, as the scribes seemed to know exactly how much space was needed 

for the text.204  

 GKS 3269 a 4to contains nine historiated initials, two of which are shown in 

Figs. 15-16 and two large decorated initials, such as the one in Fig. 17, compared to 

the four historiated initials in AM 127 4to, of which one can be seen in Fig. 18.205 The 

                                            
194 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 278. 
195 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 282. 
196 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 278. 
197 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 278; The green hue appears to be verdigris, produced from 
copper (Soffía Guðný Guðmundsdóttir and Laufey Guðnadóttir, “Book production in the Middle Ages,” in The 
Manuscripts of Iceland, ed. Gísli Sigurðsson and Vésteinn Ólason (Reykjavík: Árni Magnússon Institute, 2004), 
53.   
198 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 278. 
199 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 278. 
200 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 278. 
201 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 278. 
202 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 278. 
203 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 285. 
204 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 285. 
205 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 282. 
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scenes decorating the initials in GKS 3269 a 4to relate to the text’s subject matter, and 

some depict actual scenes referenced in the legal text.206 The initial at the beginning of 

the section on Christianity depicts a man slaying a dragon (Fig. 15), while other 

initials show respectively a man being slain, the cutting of a whale, a man flanked by 

scales and horse heads, a sailing ship with a crew, a thief with a ram on his back and 

below his hanging (Fig. 16), and a child being held above a baptismal front, among 

others.207 As previously mentioned, both Liepe and Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir suggest 

that the illuminations in GKS 3269 a 4to may be somehow related to those in 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol.208  

                                            
206 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 282. 
207 Halldór Hermannsson, Icelandic Illuminated Manuscripts of the Middle Ages, 24; Halldór Hermannsson 
points to the dragon as a symbol of paganism (Halldór Hermannsson, Icelandic Illuminated Manuscripts of the 
Middle Ages, 24); Drechsler has written extensively on the Þjófabálkr motif in GKS 3269 a 4to and other 
manuscripts containing Jónsbók (Drechsler, “The Illuminated Þjófabálkr in Fourteenth-Century Icelandic 
Jónsbók Manuscripts”). 
208 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 300; Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 183. 
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Figure 21: (Left) Detail of dragon on fol. 14 verso of Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. 
AM 133 fol. 14v. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir. 

 
Figure 22: (Right) Detail of dragon on fol. 15 verso of GKS 3269 a 4to. 

GKS 3269 a 4to. 15v. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir. 
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 The particular initial in GKS 3269 a 4to that has drawn comparisons to the 

initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., shown in Fig. 15 above, appears on fol. 15 

verso of the manuscript, opening Kristindómsbálkr, a section of Jónsbók pertaining to 

Christianity and containing the rules for royal succession.209 The initial is a large letter 

“Þ,” the bow of which spills into the text area, spanning nine lines of text, while the 

stem spans almost the entire length of the margin and fills in some of the space below 

the text. The letter’s coloring and background panel are the same as described 

elsewhere in the manuscript, and the figures within the initial are detailed in black and 

feature thick black outlines. The bow and the stem of the letter are unconnected, 

which makes it appear as if the dragon’s tail is propping up the bow of the letter as it 

intertwines with the two forms. In the left corner of the lower margin, the initial’s 

descender terminates in thick leafy coils in red and green, which are gnawed at by a 

lion, though parts of this design have been cut off due to the clipped margins.210 

 The initial on fol. 15 verso features a scene of a man slaying a dragon.211 The 

dragon’s body intersects the bow of the letter, its claws digging into the top of the 

bow, while it bites the stem of the letter.212 Inside the bow, a man stabs his sword 

through the dragon’s chest.213 He grips the sword in his left hand and holds a circular 

shield in his right.214 The man is slouched against the right side of the letter’s bowl 

and is entirely enclosed within the letter.  

 The dragon is rendered in red and is undecorated except for its facial features, 

some feather detailing and blue coloring on its wings, and some lines on its torso to 

indicate depth. It is large and bearded with sharply defined features and long ears that 

flow into the margin.215 It is shown in profile and it bites the letter’s ascender, with its 

snout crossing in front of the stem and its lower jaw crossing behind. The dragon has a 

long, slim tail that weaves between the stem and bow of the letter and spills into the 

text area. The dragon slayer is beardless with long, curly hair and he wears red tights 

                                            
209 Halldór Hermannsson, Icelandic Illuminated Manuscripts of the Middle Ages, 24; Liepe, “The Knight and the 
Dragon Slayer,” 183. 
210 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 276-282. 
211 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 282. 
212 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 282. 
213 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 282. 
214 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 282. 
215 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 282. 
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and a short turquoise tunic that falls in pleats with thick contours.216 His facial features 

and the curls in his hair are detailed in black ink, but otherwise left uncolored. He has 

upturned eyes and he faces the reader in quarter-view. His posture conforms to the 

letter’s curvature and he has a large head, large hands, long arms, and a short body. 

The hilt of his sword is red with a small circle on the pommel, while the blade is 

uncolored and marked with black fluting. His circular shield features a triple black 

outline, a light beige body, and a black circle at the middle. The lion crouching in the 

page’s lower margin is light in color, with lines on its torso to indicate depth. It is 

shown in profile, and its snout and brow are similar to those of the dragon.  

 The initial on fol. 15 verso in GKS 3269 a 4to, shown in Fig. 15, bears striking 

similarities to the initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. For instance, the dragon in 

the initial resembles both dragons in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., pictured in Figs. 

12-13.217 The dragon’s profile in GKS 3269 a 4to is almost identical to that of the 

dragon in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. on fol. 14 verso, shown for comparison in 

Figs. 22 and 21 respectively; both dragons feature the same grinning mouths, pointed 

beards, protruding foreheads and long ears.218 Though the dragons do not share the 

same coloring and their wings are elaborated differently, their poses mirror each other; 

the only major difference being that the movement in the initial in GKS 3269 a 4to 

goes from left to right, and in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. it goes from right to left. 

While the dragon’s tail in GKS 3269 a 4to does not form loops or knots like the 

dragons’ tails in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., it does possess the same winding 

quality and it interacts with the letter form in similar ways. The lions in the two 

manuscripts, seen in Figs. 12 and 15, are not as noticably similar as the dragons, 

though both do feature long, crooked snouts and heavy brows.219 

 The dragon slayer on fol. 15 verso of GKS 3269 a 4to resembles both human 

figures in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., shown in Figs. 13-14. All three figures are 

characterized by their large heads and short torsos.220 Additionally, the figure in GKS 

                                            
216 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 282. 
217 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 183. 
218 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
219 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
220 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181.  
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3269 a 4to has curved posture like the dragon slayer in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., 

seen in Fig. 13, though this could be coincidental due to the curvature of the letter the 

dragon slayer in GKS 3269 a 4to inhabits.221 Whether the figures’ facial features 

original resembled each other is impossible to determine.222 However, the tunics 

adorning the human figures in both manuscripts are similar.223 The hem of the dragon 

slayer’s tunic in GKS 3269 a 4to as well as of other figures in the manuscript, such as 

those in Fig. 16, falls in similar folds as the garments in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. 

in Figs. 13-14, with angular pleats and thick contours.224 

 The foliate ornamentation on fol. 15 verso of GKS 3269 a 4to, as well as on 

some of the other initials in the manuscript, is of the same, somewhat loose and 

unsophisticated character as the foliage in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol.225 For 

instance, the decorated initial “E” on fol. 42 verso of GKS 3269 a 4to shown in Fig. 

17 contains thick red foliate scrolls, which feature green lines down their center, and 

occasionally split into red or green branches with lobed leaves at the end. Like those 

in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., they spiral around each other and weave in and out of 

the letter form, filling in all the space within the initial, and playing with back and 

forth movement. This arrangement closely resembles the way the foliate 

ornamentation in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. interacts with the various initials, and 

is particularly reminiscent of the decorated initial on fol. 1 recto seen in Fig. 1.  

 In AM 127 4to, foliage of a similar character can be observed. The initial “F” 

on fol. 2 verso of AM 127 4to, shown in Fig. 18, is a good example of this style of 

foliate ornamentation. The initial contains a depiction of King Magnus sitting with his 

face turned to the left.226 He holds a book in his right hand and a scepter in his left, 

while a sword rests beside him on the seat with the point upwards.227 The descender of 

the letter transforms into a leafy coil at its tip. Thick red and green tendrils of the same 

type as described in the previous initial wind tightly around the stem of the descender, 

                                            
221 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
222 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
223 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 183. 
224 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181-183; Similar folds are also found on the tunic of King 
Magnus in the initial “F” on fol. 12 verso, for instance. 
225 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 183. 
226 Halldór Hermannsson, Icelandic Illuminated Manuscripts of the Middle Ages, 24. 
227 Halldór Hermannsson, Icelandic Illuminated Manuscripts of the Middle Ages, 24. 
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crossing over and behind the letter form and wrapping around each other. This 

composition is highly similar to the one on the ascender of the “H” on fol. 59 verso in 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. pictured in Fig. 14; the tendrils have the same color 

scheme, they encircle each other and the letter form in a similar fashion, and they have 

the same style of leaves.  

 Also noteworthy in the initial on fol. 2 verso of AM 127 4to is the red pencilled 

ornamentation surrounded by a red outline to the left of the letter. It is too faded in the 

manuscript to remark on its style, but various examples of the same trait appear in 

GKS 3269 a 4to, and of course in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., as demonstrated by 

Figs. 1, 12, and 13.228 This can be seen clearly on fol. 79 verso of GKS 3269 a 4to, as 

shown in Fig. 16, an initial letter “Þ” containing the Þjófabálkr motif.229 Red pencilled 

ornamentation frames the bow of the initial at the bottom and to its right. The 

ornamentation has a square frame with a double red outline and it appears to have 

some sort of thin foliate ornamentation inside it. It crosses behind the hanged thief at 

the bottom of the initial and overlaps with the text area at one point, with the text 

crossing over it. This is similar to the use of red pencilled ornamentation in 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., which occurs to the sides of the initials and has a square 

frame composed of thin red outlines in the case of the initial on fol. 14 recto, shown in 

Fig. 12.230 Even the initial letters themselves are similar between the two Jónsbók 

manuscripts and Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol.; all three feature simple letter forms in 

shell gold with yellow-white underpaint that are set against a blue background panel 

and either end in clean, angular lines or leafy terminals.231 The small decorated initials 

in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. are of a similar style as those found in GKS 3269 a 

4to and AM 127 4to, and as seen in Figs. 4-11, eight of the small decorated initials in 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. feature faces like the initials found in the two Jónsbók 

manuscripts, which is characteristic of some Þingeyrar manuscripts.232 The faces in 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. do not appear to have been drawn by the same artist as 

                                            
228 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
229 Drechsler, “The Illuminated Þjófabálkr in Fourteenth-Century Icelandic Jónsbók Manuscripts,” 7. 
230 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
231 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181-183. 
232 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 278. 
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either GKS 3269 a 4to or AM 127 4to; the faces in the former manuscript, as shown in 

Fig. 19 for comparison, all appear in quarter view, with the same arched brows, 

upturned eyes, and otherwise blank expressions, whereas the faces in the latter two 

manuscripts are grotesque and far more varied in their layout, profiles, and 

expressions, as seen in Fig. 20.233 However, the presence of faces demonstrates that 

the small decorated initials in all three manuscripts follow similar stylistic 

conventions. 

                                            
233 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 278. 



 61 

Figure 23: Man wearing a barrel helmet on fol. 4 recto of AM 595 a-b 4to.  

AM 595 a-b 4to. 4r. The Arnamagnæan Institute, University of Copenhagen. Photo: Suzanne Reitz, 
Elin L. Pedersen. 
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5.5 AM 595 a-b 4to 

As previously mentioned, the marginal images in AM 595 a-b 4to have also drawn 

comparisons to the initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol.234 The manuscript is dated 

to the fourteenth century and contains the preserved fragments of the older version of 

Rómverja saga.235 AM 595 a-b 4to contains 38 leaves, most of which measure 

24x18.3 cm, though some are smaller, particularly fols. 31 and 35.236 The manuscript 

shows various signs of damage, with the beginning and end of the text missing and 

many leaves lost in the middle.237 Fols. 24, 25, 28, and 30 are damaged at the edges 

resulting in lost text, and the lower margins of fols. 11, 13, and several others have 

been cut off without removing any text.238 Fols. 24, 25, 27, 29, 30, and 38 may have 

been used as binding wrappers.239 The manuscript is written in single columns, with 

text areas containing 31-33 lines.240  

 Chapter titles and initials are written in red; they are brown or green in a few 

cases, but these were likely later additions.241 Initial letters have often not been filled 

in, though sometimes initials in black ink have been entered in their place.242 The 

initials throughout the manuscript are monochrome with no outline, and they do not 

contain any decorative elements such as foliate ornamentation or faces, unlike 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. and the two Jónsbóks. Apart from the addition on fols. 

29 verso-30 recto, the text is written in one hand throughout, which Guðbjörg 

Kristjánsdóttir identifies as hand B from the monastery at Þingeyrar.243 

                                            
234 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 183; Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 300. 
235 Jakob Benediktsson, Catilina and Jugurtha by Sallust and Pharsalia by Lucan in Old Norse, 7; Kålund dates 
the manuscript to the first half of the fourteenth century, and fols. 29 verso-30 verso to the second half of the 
fourteenth century (Kålund, Katalog, 2:763); Jakob Benediktsson agrees with the dating of fols. 29 verso-30 
verso, but suggests that the majority of the manuscript be dated to c. 1325-1350 (Jakob Benediktsson, Catilina 
and Jugurtha by Sallust and Pharsalia by Lucan in Old Norse, 15); Den arnamagnæanske håndskriftsamling, 
“Ordbog over det norrøne prosasprog.”  
236 Jakob Benediktsson, Catilina and Jugurtha by Sallust and Pharsalia by Lucan in Old Norse, 8; Jakob 
Benediktsson notes that fols. 31 and 35 likely got wet at some point and shrank during the drying process. 
237 Jakob Benediktsson, Catilina and Jugurtha by Sallust and Pharsalia by Lucan in Old Norse, 8. 
238 Jakob Benediktsson, Catilina and Jugurtha by Sallust and Pharsalia by Lucan in Old Norse, 8. 
239 Jakob Benediktsson, Catilina and Jugurtha by Sallust and Pharsalia by Lucan in Old Norse, 8. 
240 Jakob Benediktsson, Catilina and Jugurtha by Sallust and Pharsalia by Lucan in Old Norse, 8. 
241 Jakob Benediktsson, Catilina and Jugurtha by Sallust and Pharsalia by Lucan in Old Norse, 8. 
242 Jakob Benediktsson, Catilina and Jugurtha by Sallust and Pharsalia by Lucan in Old Norse, 8. 
243 Jakob Benediktsson, Catilina and Jugurtha by Sallust and Pharsalia by Lucan in Old Norse, 9; Guðbjörg 
Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 239. 
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 The marginal illustrations in AM 595 a-b 4to appear to have been made in 

more than one stage, however it is the earlier illustrations that have drawn 

comparisons to Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol.244 Three of the sketches, on fols. 5 recto, 

36 verso, and 38 recto, make direct reference to the text, which is extremely rare in 

saga manuscripts of this period; Jakob Benediktsson has identified these marginal 

illustrations as being drawn by the early hand, contemporary with when the text was 

written.245 The drawings are simple, done in black ink with occasional red shading, 

but they are well executed.246 They are drawn with distinct lines and the motifs are 

carefully composed in relation to the page as a whole.247 

                                            
244 Human figures attributable to the earlier hand appear on fols. 2 recto and verso, 3 recto, 4 recto (Fig. 23), 8 
recto, 17 recto, 19 recto, 36 verso, 37 recto, and 38 recto; there is also a horse’s head by the same artist on fol. 4 
verso (Fig. 24); Jakob Benediktsson, Catilina and Jugurtha by Sallust and Pharsalia by Lucan in Old Norse, 15. 
245 Liepe, “Marginalteckningarna i AM 595 a-b 4to Rómverjasaga,” 84; Jakob Benediktsson, Catilina and 
Jugurtha by Sallust and Pharsalia by Lucan in Old Norse, 15. 
246 Liepe, “Marginalteckningarna i AM 595 a-b 4to Rómverjasaga,” 85. 
247 Liepe, “Marginalteckningarna i AM 595 a-b 4to Rómverjasaga,” 85. 
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Figure 24: Horse and man on fol. 4 verso of AM 595 a-b 4to. 

AM 595 a-b 4to. 4v. The Arnamagnæan Institute, University of Copenhagen. Photo: Suzanne Reitz, Elin L. 
Pedersen. 
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Figure 25: (Left) Detail of horse on fol. 4 verso of AM 595 a-b 4to.  

AM 595 a-b 4to. 4v. The Arnamagnæan Institute, University of Copenhagen. Photo: Suzanne Reitz, Elin L. 
Pedersen. 

 
Figure 26: (Right) Detail of horse on fol. 59 verso of Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol.  

AM 133 fol. 59v. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar, Reykjavík. Photo: Jóhanna Ólafsdóttir. 
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 The marginal illustration shown in Fig. 24 on fol. 4 verso of AM 595 a-b 4to in 

particular has drawn comparisons to the initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol.248 The 

drawing occurs in the lower margin of the page and is done in black ink with no 

coloring or shading. It depicts a horse and a man, both drawn in profile, with 

movement from the right to the left of the page. The bodies of the figures are cut off 

and a caption appears to the left of the horse, and the figures do not interact with the 

body text. The horse and man both have animated expressions. The human figure has 

a distinct profile and a curved, dome-like head with curls cropped close to the neck 

articulated in black ink. No signs of movement are visible in his hair, and 

unfortunately, his clothing is not visible past his shoulders. His eyes resemble 

downward facing triangles, a characteristic eye shape which is found throughout the 

manuscript. 

 The horse has round, expressive eyes and an open mouth. It has petite pointed 

ears, no mane, and a long, curved neck. Its bridle is rendered in thin black lines with 

no shading, and its bit and browband terminate in unfilled black circles. The 

beginnings of a pommel saddle rest on its back and a line extending from its neck 

indicates that it may be wearing a breastplate or cinch. Its reins fall behind its back; 

they do not appear to be in use. 

 The horse in this marginal drawing, a detailed view of which is found in Fig. 

25, is remarkably similar to the horse in the initial on fol. 59 verso in Kálfalækjarbók, 

AM 133 fol., shown in Fig. 26 for comparison; the horses’ heads and bridles are 

nearly identical in their style and execution.249 Both horses share the same profile, and 

their eyes and expressions are rendered in the same way. They wear the same style of 

bridle, executed in unfilled black lines with round, uncolored bits and pieces at the end 

of the browband. The horse’s reins are slightly thicker in the illustration in AM 595 a-

b 4to, but both horses appear to be wearing similar pommel saddles, though it is 

somewhat difficult to tell as the saddle in AM 595 a-b 4to is cut off beneath the 

pommel. The man in the marginal illustration, as shown in Fig. 24, does not very 

closely resemble the human figures in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., pictured in Figs. 

                                            
248 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 183. 
249 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 183. 
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13-14, nor the faces in any of the small decorated initials seen in Figs. 4-11; perhaps if 

the eyes of the dragon slayer in Fig. 13 on fol. 14 verso were more visible 

comparisons could be drawn, but unfortunately no significant resemblances are 

identifiable between the two figures. 

 Further similarities with the initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. are 

noticeable elsewhere in AM 595 a-b 4to. For instance, the marginal illustration on fol. 

4 recto of the latter manuscript shown in Fig. 23 features a human figure wearing a 

barrel helmet of a very similar style and shape as the knight on fol. 59 verso of the 

former manuscript, as seen in Fig. 14.250 To the left of the human figure on fol. 4 

recto, thick foliate scrolls of the same type found in the dragon and lion initial seen in 

Fig. 12 on fol. 14 recto in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. appears at the bottom of the 

lower margin.251 The marginal drawings in AM 595 a-b 4to also tend to have 

movement from the right to the left of the page, similar to the initials in 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol.  

 

5.6 The Production of Kálfalækjarbók AM 133 fol. 

The similarities between the initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. show that the 

manuscript was likely illuminated by one artist, or at the very least closely related 

artists, participating in a master-disciple relationship or having been taught by the 

same master. The most compelling similarities are:  

• Letter forms, foliate ornamentation, background panels, pencilled 

ornamentation, and figures share the same limited color palette.252  

• Foliate ornamentation is of the same type and possesses a weaving quality, 

while both the figures and the foliate ornamentation in all four major initials 

weave in and out, playing with depth.253  

                                            
250 For a discussion of the barrel helmet, see Lars Ahldin, “Hjälm,” in Kulturhistorisk leksikon for nordisk 
middelalder fra vikingetid til reformationstid (Copenhagen: Rosenkilde og Bagger, 1961), 6:615-618. 
251 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
252 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
253 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
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• The historiated initials feature tightly arranged figures within and around the 

letter forms, and the initials themselves are similarly tightly spaced within the 

text area and the margins.254 

• Movement within the initials reads from right to left.255 

At the same time, the richness of the illuminations suggests that the artist had access 

to a scriptorium that was already an established production site for illuminated 

manuscripts. A monastic scriptorium seems like a probable production site, as 

monastic houses would have had the most consistent access to the materials and 

models necessary to support the production of illuminated manuscripts on a large 

scale.256 Þingeyrar and Helgafell were the largest monastic producers of illuminated 

manuscripts in the fourteenth century, while illuminated manuscripts are also 

associated with Akrar in Skagafjörður.257 Based on the provenance of the manuscript, 

Arthur suggests that Þingeyrar is a likely production site, and the richness of the 

illuminations seems to support this conclusion.258  

 Given the suggested connections between the illuminations in Kálfalækjarbók, 

AM 133 fol. and those in GKS 3269 a 4to and AM 595 a-b 4to, the present study 

compares Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. with the two manuscripts, as well as the 

related AM 127 4to.259 However, comparisons between Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. 

and the three aforementioned manuscripts tied to Þingeyrar show a close relatedness 

in style, with the most significant similaritites being: 

• Major initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. adhere to similar stylistic 

conventions in their use of color and surrounding ornamentation as those in 

GKS 3269 a 4to and AM 127 4to, while minor initials in all three make use of 

face motifs, as compared in Figs. 19-20. 

• Similar foliate ornamentation occurs in all four manuscripts. 

                                            
254 Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 181. 
255 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, personal communication, April 3, 2019. 
256 Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 118. 
257 Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 119. 
258 Arthur, “Reading, Writing, and Utilizing Njáls saga,” 45. 
259 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Handritalýsingar,” 300; Liepe, “The Knight and the Dragon Slayer,” 183. 
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• The figural style and the elaboration of the tunic on the dragon slayer in GKS 

3269 a 4to, shown in Fig. 15, resembles the treatment of both human figures in 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., seen in Figs. 13-14. 

• The horse in AM 595 a-b 4to, seen in Fig. 25, and the dragon in GKS 3269 a 

4to, shown in Fig. 22, are remarkably similar to the horse and the dragon in 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. shown in Figs. 26 and 21 for comparison.   

The foliate ornamentation, background panels, and letter forms are similar in the 

major initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol., as seen in Fig. 1 and Figs. 12-14, and 

the two Jónsbók manuscripts, shown in Figs. 15-18, and red pencilled ornamentation 

of the same style is found next to the initials in both Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. in 

Fig. 1 and Figs. 12-12 and GKS 3269 a 4to in Fig. 16. Furthermore, the dragon on fol. 

15 verso in GKS 3269 a 4to in Fig. 22 and the horse on fol. 5 verso in AM 595 a-b 4to 

in Fig. 25 are so similar to the dragon on fol. 14 verso in Fig. 21 and the horse on fol. 

59 verso in Fig. 26 in Kálfalæjarbók, AM 133 fol. that it seems highly probable that 

the figures were drawn using the same models. Though the artist of Kálfalækjarbók, 

AM 133 fol. is not the same artist that illuminated either of the two Jónsbóks or AM 

595 a-b 4to, it is not unreasonable to conclude that the artist of the former manuscript 

had access to the same models as the artists of the latter three manuscripts, and thus a 

common production site seems likely. It is of course possible that the artist of 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. could have accessed the models at a different production 

site, as there was some degree of exchange between the various scriptoria in 

fourteenth-century Iceland, but there have been no studies showing such close 

parallels between the illuminations in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. and manuscripts 

produced at other scriptoria.260 Therefore, Þingeyrar appears to be the most likely 

production site for the manuscript.  

 There are several possibilities as to who illuminated the manuscript. For 

instance, Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. may have been illuminated by a travelling 

artist working in connection with the monastery at Þingeyrar.261 It is also possible that 

                                            
260 Liepe, Studies in Icelandic Fourteenth Century Book Painting, 119; it should also be noted that the exchange 
of models between Helgafell and Þingeyrar specifically was limited (Drechsler, “Making Manuscripts at 
Helgafell in the Fourteenth Century,” 337).  
261 Guðbjörg Kristjánsdóttir, “Íslenskt saltarablað í Svíþjóð?,” 60-73. 
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the scribe himself was responsible for the illuminations. Alternatively, the artist may 

have been employed in another capacity at the scriptorium, and thus had access to the 

same models and stylistic references as other artists working at the site. Unfortunately, 

it is impossible to say for certain how and where the manuscript was illuminated, but 

the stylistic similarities between Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. and other illuminated 

manuscripts in the Þingeyrar groups seems to suggest a connectedness that goes 

beyond the level of the use of conventional motifs.
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6. Conclusion 
This close examination of the three historiated initials in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 

fol., shown in Figs. 12-14, has demonstrated that all three, plus the large, ornamental 

initial on fol. 1 recto shown in Fig. 1, were illuminated by the same artist, resulting in 

a discussion of the individual style of the artist. A comparison between these initials 

and illuminations in three manuscripts associated with the monastery at Þingeyrar, 

GKS 3269 a 4to, AM 127 4to, and AM 595 a-b 4to, has shown significant similarities 

between the four manuscripts. This evidence demonstrates that Kálfalækjarbók, AM 

133 fol. was likely illuminated in connection with Þingeyrar, though not by the same 

artist as any of the three aforementioned manuscripts in the Þingeyrar group. This 

opens up multiple possibilities for how Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. was illuminated 

and by whom, though deciding on any one possibility would only be conjecture at this 

stage. 

 There is still much more room to explore when it comes to Kálfalækjarbók, 

AM 133 fol. and the three other manuscripts covered in the current work. A broader 

survey that encompasses all four major initials and the minor decorated initials in 

Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. and devotes equally thorough treatment to GKS 3269 a 

4to, AM 127 4to, and AM 595 a-b 4to was unfortunately beyond the scope of this 

thesis, but would certainly be a fruitful area for further investigation. Moving forward, 

more extensive philological research needs to be conducted on Kálfalækjarbók, AM 

133 fol., as this could either confirm the manuscript’s associations with Þingeyrar or 

offer other possibilities as to where the manuscript was produced. Additionally, 

further comparisons between the illuminations in Kálfalækjarbók, AM 133 fol. and 

other manuscripts, both in the Þingeyrar group and in groups connected to other 

production sites, need to be considered in order to gain a more complete picture of the 

manuscript and its history.
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