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Abstract 

The Icelandic sagas belong to one of the richest literary traditions of Europe during the 

Middle Ages. Numerous authors have praised the sophisticated stories and the complex 

portraits of Icelandic and north-European societies contained in them. While a good deal of 

attention has been drawn on their many narrative features, there is not yet a lot of research in 

the area of proverbs. This trend has changed over the last few years as more scholars have 

moved from acknowledging the “proverbiousness” in the sagas to actively engaging with 

these proverbs as more than occasional instances of folk wisdom. There are now easier ways 

to access this gnomic materials, as resources such as Richard Harris’ Concordance of 

Proverbs in the Icelandic Sagas have made available compendia of proverbs in many of these 

stories. However, as much as there is a renewed interest in the study of proverbs in these 

texts, a systematic study of the functions of proverbs throughout each of the sagas is still 

lacking. The present master’s thesis is an attempt at approaching the sagas in such a way. 

Through an analysis of the proverbs in Gísla saga Súrssonar and Hrafnkels saga Freysgoða, 

It will be argued here that proverbs are a complex narrative device whose functions are 

multiple. Proverbs can highlight thematic links with their stories, contribute to an 

understanding of their characters and appear in strategic places throughout their narratives as 

means of creating tension in their stories as well as emphasizing vital episodes in each tale 

serving as narrative landmarks. Additionally, they are effective tools of persuasion on the 

part of the characters that use them, and some of them contain ironic overtones that create 

new layers of meaning in the characters’ dialogue. This analysis of the functions of proverbs 

can add a new dimension to the way that scholars address matters of saga composition and 

the origins of these stories. 

Key words: proverb, sagas, narrative device, theme, character, placement, persuasion. 

 

Ágrip 

Íslensku fornsögurnar eru með umfangsmestu bókmenntagreinum evrópskra miðalda. Þær 

hafa hlotið lof margra fyrir háþróaða sagnalist og flókna samfélagsmynd, bæði Íslands og 

nærliggjandi landa. Þó margir þættir í frásagnarlist þeirra hafi notið mikillar athygli, þá hefur 
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notkun þeirra á orðskviðum, málsháttum og föstum orðtökum fengið tiltölulega lítið rúm í 

skrifum fræðimanna. Nokkur breyting hefur orðið á þessu á undanförnum áratugum, og hafa 

fræðimenn í vaxandi mæli haldið því fram að þessar tegundir orðræðu liggja nærri kjarnanum 

í list sagnanna, frekar en að um stök dæmi um þjóðlega visku sé að ræða. Núorðið er 

auðveldara að átta sig á umfangi þessa efnis í sögunum eftir að fræðimenn á borð við Richard 

Harris hafa gert skrár yfir þetta efni í fornsögunum. Þrátt fyrir þennan nýja áhuga á eftir að 

gera kerfisbundna rannsókn á notkun orðskviða í öllum sögunum. Í þessara ritgerð til 

meistaraprófs verður gerð tilraun til að nálgast fornsögur með þessum hætti með greiningu á 

því hvernig þeir, og sambærileg orðræðuform, koma fyrir í Gísla sögu Súrssonar og 

Hrafnkels sögu Freysgoða. Færð verða rök fyrir því að notkun orðskviða er háþróað 

frásagnarbragð sem getur þjónað margvíslegum tilgangi í sögunum. Þeir geta undirstrikað 

mikilvæg þemu, bætt við skilning á persónum þeirra, eða skapað spennu á lykilstöðum í 

frásögninni, sem eins konar kennimörk í sögunum. Að auki eru þau aðferð persónanna til að 

sannfæra viðmælendur sína. Í einhverjum tilfellum má greina í þeim íronískan undirtón sem 

bætir fleiri lögum við merkingarheim sögunnar. Sú greining sem hér er kynnt getur bætt nýrri 

vídd við það hvernig fræðimenn nálgast þessar sögur og uppruna þeirra. 

 

Lykilorð: orðskviðir, Íslendingasögur, frásagnarbrögð, þema, persóna, staðsetning, 

sannfæring. 
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Introduction 

 

When Ian de Mal Lara published in 1568 his compendium of one thousand proverbs in 

Spanish, he entitled his collection “Philosophia vulgar”1, which means “Vulgar Philosophy”. 

The idea behind this title was quite simple, proverbs are a form of knowledge that emanates 

from and has currency among the common people, as opposed to other expressions of 

knowledge that come from learned sources. Perhaps the perfect embodiment of this idea has 

come to us in the figure of Miguel de Cervantes’ Sancho Panza in Don Quixote de la Mancha. 

Sancho, unlike the book-worm Alonso Quijano, is a source of folk wisdom that has been seen 

as a contrast between an oral culture and a literary culture and milieu.2 It has been estimated 

that the novel contains more than four hundred fixed phrases, a large part of which are 

proverbs.3 

Fascination with proverbs has characterized the academic world over the past few centuries, 

especially since Erasmus published his celebrated Adagia in 1500. Compendia of proverbs 

exist throughout the world in hundreds of languages and in collections of thousands of 

entries. In Scandinavia alone, there have been a number of publications related to this matter 

dating back as far back as to the 16th and 17th centuries.4 

However, as much as this fascination exists among scholars, the challenge of providing a 

definition for proverbs emerges when studying this kind of phrases. In 1962, Archer Taylor 

acknowledged the intuitive nature of proverbs, while also asserting the elusiveness of a 

definition.5 Furthermore, proverbs are not the only fixed phrases that exist in human 

language. Among other objects of paremiological research, one can count clichés, maxims, 

                                                           
1 Ian de Mal Lara, Philosophia vulgar. Ed. Jose J. Labrador Herraiz & Ralph A. Difranco (Frente de 

Afirmación Hispanista, 2012). 
2 William Worden, “Sancho Panza and the Power of the Spoken Word in ‘Don Quixote.’” Romance Notes, 

vol. 44, no. 1, (2003), 46.  
3 Ulick Ralph Burke, Sancho Panza's Proverbs (Wildside Press, 2007).  
4 Sven-Göran Malmgren & Emma Sköldberg. “The Lexicography of Swedish and other Scandinavian 

Languages” (Spring 2013), 118. 
5 Archer Taylor, The Proverb and an Index to the Proverb (Folklore Associates, 1962). 
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Wellerisms, etc. The defintion of these elements helps our understanding of proverbs. Among 

traits that have traditionally been attributed to proverbs are:6 

 Known origin. 

 Poetic diction for mnemonic purposes (Rhyme, alliteration, parallelism, ellipsis, etc.). 

 Cultured origin. 

 Must contain at least two words. 

 Fixed form. 

 Traditionality. 

 Self-containedness.  

 Didactic content. 

In his contribution to the collective work Introduction to Paremiology, Neil R. Norrick 

examines most of the traits conventionally used as essential features to define proverbs. He 

evaluates the validity of these criteria and points out that these are not always sufficient to 

define proverbs.7 For example, Norrick challenges the assumption that proverbs contain 

metaphorical assertions by highlighting that a paroemia such as it never rains but it pours 

can be understood both as speaking about the weather and bad luck. This stresses the 

situational nature of proverbs.8  

The linguistic and cultural setting of research can also affect the way in which the object of 

study of paremiology is studied. Scholarship in languages like Spanish for example has made 

matters more complex by separating proverbios and refranes (the former being of known 

origin and the latter anonymous)9 in the traditional taxonomies of fixed phrases, a distinction 

lacking in languages like English or French. 

 

                                                           
6 See Julia Sevilla Muñoz & Carlos Crida Alvarez, Las paremias y su clasificación. In Paremia, No 23 

(Asociación Cultural Independiente, 2013), 109 & Julia Sevilla Muñoz. Las paremias españolas: clasificación, 

definición y correspondencia francesa. In Paremia No 2 (Universidad  Complutense  de  Madrid, 1993), 17.    
7 Neil R. Norrick, Subject Area, Terminology, Proverb Definitions, Proverb Features. In Introduction to 

Paremiology: A Comprehensive Guide to Proverb Studies. Ed. by Hrisztalina Hrisztova-Gotthardt & Melita 

Aleksa Varga (De Gruyter Open, 2015), XXXX. 
8 Ibid, 13. 
9 Julia Sevilla Muñoz & Carlos Crida Alvarez, Las paremias y su clasificación. In Paremia, No 23 (Asociación 

Cultural Independiente, 2013), 109, 111. 
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Proverbs in literature 

The inclusion of proverbs in literary works is rarely an arbitrary act. This is especially true 

when the number of these paroemias increases in a given text. As mentioned above, the case 

of Don Quixote stands out because of the copious amounts of paroemias present in the story.  

Francisco Lacosta has delved into the ways in which Cervantes uses proverbs. He highlights 

numerous uses, for example:  

 Ironic uses, whereby a character like Sancho alters the meaning that he gives to 

proverbs by means of word-play.10  

 The establishment of causes for certain phenomena, whereby, for example, Don 

Quixote reinterprets an act of running away motivated by fear as an act of wise 

caution through a proverb.11  

 Showcasing the stream of consciousness, whereby Sancho’s whole mental process is 

presented through numerous consecutive proverbs that illustrate what goes through 

his mind.12 

Even centuries before Cervantes, Europe produced works of literature that included 

proverbial material. Of note is the scholar Susan Deskis, who has conducted an in depth study 

of proverbs in Medieval Germanic literature, concentrating on the case of Beowulf. 13 Joseph 

Harris has discussed a proverb present in the poem Hildebrandslied from about 840.14 Shaun 

F. Hughes, among others, examined medieval exempla as an instance of the use of proverbs 

in didactic ecclesiastical contexts. Although, according to Hughes, the use of proverbs in the 

Icelandic exempla is anything but systematic15, some of them do use proverbial material that 

                                                           
10 Francisco Lacosta, El infinito mundo de los proverbios: Don Quijote (Universidad Nacional del Litoral, 

1965), 141. 
11 Ibid, 143. 
12 Ibid, 148 - 149. 
13 Susan E. Deskis, Beowulf and the Medieval Proverb Tradition (Tempe, AZ: Arizona Center for Medieval 

and Rennaissance Studies, 1996). 
14 Joseph Harris, Proverbial Thought in Some Early Germanic Poems. In Proverbia Septentrionalia. Essays 

on Proverbs in Medieval Scandinavian and English Literature. 1st edition. Edited by Michael Cichon and Yin 

Liu, (Tempe: ACMRS Publications, 2019), 27 – 30. 
15 Shaun F. Hughes. The Use of Proverbs in the Medieval Icelandic Exempla and related Texts. In Proverbia 

Septentrionalia. Essays on Proverbs in Medieval Scandinavian and English Literature. 1st edition. Edited by 

Michael Cichon and Yin Liu, (Tempe: ACMRS Publications, 2019), 93. 
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can be connected to earlier times.16 The so called poetic Edda is one of the largest sources of 

Old Norse proverbial wisdom, especially in the form of the poem Hávamál, exclusively 

attested in the Codex Regius.17 However, the Eddpresents its proverbs more in the form of a 

catalogue than inserted into a narrative. Adam Bellows argues that this is due to the fact that 

the proverb section probably existed as a collection in other sources before it was integrated 

into the poem.18 

Concerning scholarship in the field of proverbial material in the Icelandic sagas, Guðbrandur 

Vigfússon as early as 1905 discussed the narrative uses of proverbs in Hrafnkels saga. 

Hermann Pálsson also examined Hrafnktla (as scholar Sígurður Nordal called it), connecting 

some of the moralizing Christian themes that he sees in the story with some of the proverbs 

used in it, although he does not state a clear link between proverbial material and thematic 

references.19 More recently Dale Kedwards has contributed to this debate with a study of five 

proverbs in Egils saga in search of a more overarching analysis that investigates not 

individual proverbs but a number of them at the same time to see what trends can be derived 

from such an analysis.20 However, most of the recent scholarship focused on proverbs in the 

sagas has been carried out by Richard L. Harris. His work examines the way that some 

proverbs work in some of the Icelandic family sagas, such as Hrafnkels saga Freysgoða, 

Vatnsdæla saga and Fóstbroeðra saga, among others. 

What most of these scholarly traditions have in common is a curiosity for proverbs as a 

distinct phenomenon in medieval literature. In a similar vein, I start from the idea, already 

visible in Hermann Pálsson and Guðbrandur Vigfússon’s work, that the examination of 

proverbs in the sagas is a viable path to a better understanding of some aspects of the stories. 

I also follow the line of scholars like Harris who make proverbs the center of an analysis of 

these texts. I am also inspired by the work that Kedwards has carried out in attempting to 

map out larger trends in the use of proverbs as they relate to their narrative. Finally, I want 

to explore in a minute fashion the way that proverbs are employed in the Íslendingasögur 

                                                           
16 Ibid, 101. 
17 Poetic Edda: the Mythological Poems. Ed. By Henry Adams Bellows (Dover Publications, 2004), 28. 
18 Ibid, 28. 
19 Hermann Pálsson, Art and Ethics in Hrafnkel’s saga (Munskgaard, 1971).  
20 Dale Kedwards, Þat hafa gamlir men mælt: The proverbs of Egill’s saga. In Proverbia Septentrionalia. 

Essays on Proverbs in Medieval Scandinavian and English Literature. 1st edition. Edited by Michael Cichon 

and Yin Liu, (Tempe: ACMRS Publications, 2019). 
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and see what trends emerge from such an exploration that can inform us about the role of 

paroemias in these stories. I, therefore, intend to answer the question “what are the functions 

of proverbs in the Icelandic family sagas?”  

In order to answer this question, I will analyze the proverbs present in two of the 

Íslendingasögur: Gísla saga Súrssonar and Hrafnkels saga Freysgoða. The starting point to 

choose what constitutes proverbial language comes from the Concordance of Proverbs in the 

Sagas created by Richard Lynn Harris. However, not all material in this concordance will be 

treated as proverbs. As Susan Deskis points out, the writer of medieval texts was capable of 

“inventing new sententiae along proverbial lines”21, which should make one cautious when 

dealing with that which is seemingly proverbial. Additionally, the material present in the 

concordance is described as “Proverbs and proverbial materials.”22 The fact that proverbial 

material is chosen to be a part of the concordance causes some of the samples in Harris’ list 

to fall within the description that Deskis made of phrases that are not fully proverbs. 

Additionally, proverbial material allows for some the items in the list to be categorized as 

paroemias, but not necessarily as proverbs.  

An introduction to the problem of posing a definition for proverbs was already discussed 

above. Therefore, an attempt will not be made here to define the concept of proverb, but 

rather I will undertake a pragmatic approach of selecting a set of criteria that allow me to 

analyze Norse paroemias. These criteria will match those in Norrick’s analysis that allow for 

a textual examination given that most of what remains of the Old Norse gnomic corpus exists 

in textual form. The criteria that will be taken into account are: 

 Extratextual attestation as evidence of mostly fixed forms. Norrick has pointed out 

that fixedness as a category tends to be relative.23 Proverbs, however, are sufficiently 

salient that they can be recognized by a community of speakers.24 Thus, although 

allowing for variability, proverbs stand out for their users through certain elements 

                                                           
21 Susan E. Deskis, Beowulf and the Medieval Proverb Tradition (Tempe, AZ: Arizona Center for Medieval 

and Rennaissance Studies, 1996), 3. 
22 Richard L. Harris. Concordance to the Proverbs and Proverbial Materials in the Old Icelandic Sagas, 

accessed April 5. https://www.usask.ca/english/icelanders/proverbs_HKLS.html  
23 Neil R. Norrick, Subject Area, Terminology, Proverb Definitions, Proverb Features. In Introduction to 

Paremiology: A Comprehensive Guide to Proverb Studies. Ed. by Hrisztalina Hrisztova-Gotthardt & Melita 

Aleksa Varga (De Gruyter Open, 2015), 13 – 14. 
24 Ibid, 14. 

https://www.usask.ca/english/icelanders/proverbs_HKLS.html
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that trigger instant recognition. Extratextual attestation allows us to find a measure of 

fixedness that runs through a number of independent sources. Such relative fixedness 

manifested in multiple texts also permits us to judge a paroemia as a proverb rather 

than as a maxim, an apothegm or an aphorism. In the case of the latter three, the 

relation to ancient and modern authorities usually refers them back to a single source 

(one can think about well know aphorisms by Hippocrates, Bacon or Nietzsche). 

Therefore, most other instances of such aphorisms or maxims are intertextual 

references to that original source. 

 The use of introductory formulae. As Dale Kedwards has pointed out,25 introductory 

formulae serve to identify such statements as proverbs. Norrick has also pointed out 

that “proverbs in discourse are … frequently bracketed by various proverbial affixes 

like they say; I always say; as the saying goes and so on”26 (the italics are the 

author’s). Not all proverbs in this research are introduced this way (e.g., the proverb 

ómæt ómaga orð in Gísla saga is introduced through indirect speech without an 

introductory formula), but the presence of such formulae is a useful element to judge 

the proverbial nature of a fixed phrase in these texts. 

 The use of poetic features. Norrick notes that “many proverbs […] display 

ostentatious prosody and remarkable imagery, but it does not entail that all proverbs 

exhibit such poetic structures.”27 The absence of poetic features thus does not indicate 

that a certain phrase is not a proverb. But one can look at such poetic features along 

with other criteria in this list as indications that a given phrase is plausibly a proverb. 

The mere presence of one of these elements will not, at least for the purposes of this study, 

qualify a phrase as a proverb. In order to recognize one as such, only those items in Harris’ 

concordance that follow at least two of the criteria previously mentioned will be included in 

this work. 

                                                           
25 Dale Kedwards, Þat hafa gamlir men mælt: The proverbs of Egill’s saga. In Proverbia Septentrionalia. 

Essays on Proverbs in Medieval Scandinavian and English Literature. 1st edition. Edited by Michael Cichon 

and Yin Liu, (Tempe: ACMRS Publications, 2019), 71.  
26 Neil R. Norrick, Subject Area, Terminology, Proverb Definitions, Proverb Features. In Introduction to 

Paremiology: A Comprehensive Guide to Proverb Studies. Ed. by Hrisztalina Hrisztova-Gotthardt & Melita 

Aleksa Varga (De Gruyter Open, 2015), 24. 
27 Ibid, 13. 
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I will provide an analysis for each of the proverbs in regards to how they relate to the narrative 

as a whole. Matters of character, theme, location as well as other uses of proverbs will be 

underlined. At the end of each chapter I will shed light on larger trends that have emerged 

from this analysis. Finally, those trends that are present in each saga will be examined 

together and a series of conclusions will be presented as a result of the study. 
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Chapter I  

Gísla saga Súrssonar 

 

Gísla saga Súrssonar depicts events related to the activity of its eponymous outlaw hero 

during the middle and second half of the 9th century in Norway and Iceland. The story, one 

of the classic outlaw sagas in the family sagas corpus, has been lauded for its treatment of 

kinship and honor obligations, fate, old values, heathen and Christian themes, etc.28 

Debates about the composition date of the saga have produced different outcomes. 

Nonetheless, conventionally the consensus for a writing date has been placed at about the 

middle of the 13th century.29  

The chosen edition for this research is the one contained in the 1943 Íslenzk fornrit volume 

Vestfirðinga sögur. This version, edited by Björn Þórólfsson, is based on the manuscript AM 

556a 4to dating from the 15th century, also called the M version. Björn Þórólfsson’s edition 

is noteworthy in that it incorporates another version of Gísla saga parallel to the main one 

chosen for this edition, the so-called S version in academic discourse. This version, which is 

characterized by a longer introduction in Norway and the presence of some elements that are 

not present in the AM 556a 4to version, was thought to be a later creation during the 19th and 

early 20th century.30 However, further philological research has turned the discourse on the 

matter on its head, making it more commonplace nowadays to establish the S version as the 

older one, written around 1220.31 This has problematized the composition of the saga.  

Richard Harris’ concordance lists 26 proverbs or proverbial expressions for Gísla saga. A 

few comments on them are necessary. Of the 26 examples present in his concordance, only 

25 exist in the Íslenzk fornrit edition, which is the basis for the present analysis. Three of the 

proverbs in Richard Harris’ concordance belong to the S version and are present in the Íslenzk 

                                                           
28 Ed. Örnólfur Thorsson, The Sagas of Icelanders. Trans, Martin Regal (Great Britain: Viking, 1997), 96 - 99 
29 See Gísla saga Súrssonar. In Vestfirðinga sögur. Ed. Björn Þórólfsson (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka 

fornritafélag, 1943), XXI – XLI & Axel Kristinsson, The Revered Outlaw Gísli Súrsson and the Sturlungs 

(The CAHD Papers 4, 2009), 8. 
30 François Émion. À propos de la version longue de la saga de Gísli Súrsson. In Études germaniques 2019 II 

n° 294 (Klincksieck), 202. 
31 Ibid, 203. 
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fornrit edition of the saga of the longer prologue in Norway. A reduced number of proverbs 

show at least two of the three criteria chosen to determine a phrase’s proverbial nature. Some 

of them can be better described as proverbial expressions (Nú þykkisk þú ǫllum fótum í etu 

standa)32, aphorisms (mæla verðr einnhverr skapanna málum)33 or other gnomic material. 

One quick comment should be made about the last proverb that Richard Harris lists in his 

concordance “en mun eigi vel fagnat Gíslabana, ef grautr er görr ok gefinn.”34 [would not a 

good bowl of porridge be warm enough a welcome for Eyjolf?].  He mentions what one can 

understand as an extratextual attestation of this proverb in Eyrbyggja saga “Snorri lét sér fátt 

finnask um þessi tíðendi, en Þórdís segir, at þá var vel fagnat,– “ef grautr er gefinn 

Gíslabana.” Bǫrkr svarar: “Eigi hlutumk ek til málsverða” [Snorri appeared indifferent but 

Thordis said that it would be a good enough welcome – “if gruel is given to Gisli’s killer.” 

“It’s not for me to decide on the food,” replied Bork].35  

However, Eyrbyggja saga references the exact same episode as the one in Gísla saga in 

almost the same words. Other authors have argued that the writer(s) of Eyrbyggja saga used 

Gísla saga as a source to compose this episode.36 This points to an instance of the proverb 

that is not extratextual but intertextual, that is, one of the texts is referencing the other, and 

therefore it becomes difficult to deem if the proverb in Eyrbyggja saga is independent from 

the one in Gísla saga. Additionally, even though it is alliterative, the contents of this sentence 

do not seem to have the universal didactic character of proverbs, rather serving as an ad hoc 

expression serving the purposes of Þórdís at that precise moment. 

The following is a list of the proverbs that are the object of analysis of this research, as well 

as the person who uses each one: 

 

                                                           
32 Gísla saga Súrssonar. In Vestfirðinga sögur. Ed. Björn Þórólfsson (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 

1943), 78. 
33 Ibid, 33-34. 
34 Ibid, 116. 
35 Eyrbyggja saga. Ed. Einar Ólafur Sveinsson & Matthías Þórðarson (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 

1935), 24. 
36 Peter Foote, An Essay on the Saga of Gísli and its Icelandic Backround. In The Saga of Gísli the Outlaw 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1963), 128. 
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Proverb Character 

… en þó er þat margt í karlshúsi, at eigi 

er í konungsgarði37  

Kolr 

… ómæt ómaga orð 38 Bárðr 

Opt stendr illt af kvennahjali39 Auðr 

Þat mun fram koma, sem auðit verðr40 Gísli 

… verðr hverr með sjálfum sér lengst at 

fara41 

Þorkell 

Allt kann sá, er hófit kann42 Þorkell 

… sér æ gjǫf til gjalda43 Gísli 

… eru opt kǫld kvenna ráð44 Bǫrkr 

… bitinn mundi nú beinfiskr, ef at borði 

mætti dragask45 

Bǫrkr 

… fé er bezt eptir feigan46 Auðr 

án er ills gengis, nema heiman hafi47 Eyjólfr 

 

In order to study the functions of proverbs, I will examine each one of them in order to 

evaluate how they relate and function in the narrative. The proverbs in the saga, as I shall 

argue, are multifunctional. They reveal motifs that inform the audience about the character’s 

psychology. They also echo thematic aspects of the story being told. Additionally, they serve 

as narrative landmarks that provide the story with places that create and resolve tension, 

provide pathos and contain foreshadowing.  

                                                           
37 Gísla saga Súrssonar. In Vestfirðinga sögur. Ed. Björn Þórólfsson (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 

1943), 9. 
38 Ibid, 7. 
39 Ibid, 31. 
40 Ibid, 33, 34. 
41 Ibid, 49 
42 Ibid, 51. 
43 Ibid, 52. 
44 Ibid, 61. 
45 Ibid, 83. 
46 Ibid, 99. 
47 Ibid, 101. 
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… en þó er þat margt í karlshúsi, at eigi er í konungsgarði. This opening proverb is uttered 

by Kolr, who reluctantly lends Gísli (the main character’s uncle) the sword Grásíða so that 

he can kill the berserk Bjǫrn. The proverb was rendered by G. W. DaSent as “there are many 

things in the churl’'s cot which are not in the king’s grange.”48 Other iterations of this proverb 

exist in Hrólfs saga Gautrekssonar “opt er þat í karls húsi, er eigi er í konungs ” 49 and Máguss 

saga jarls “margt er þat í húsi karls, er ei er í konungs ranni.”50 This proverb is present in the 

S version of the saga and thus does not appear in most modern editions of the story. 

At face value, Kolr speaks this proverb as a way of pointing out that many valuable objects 

that are not present in the halls of noble men can be found in the abodes of average men, 

those who do not belong to the sphere of people that hold political privilege. However, the 

use of this proverb may be suggesting much more than that. The reference, made by a slave, 

to that which can be found in the cottage of the peasant but is lacking in the king’s estate, 

might very well foreshadow one of the motifs of the story: The help and support that the hero 

of the saga receives from those at the bottom of Icelandic society. This help proves to be 

lacking among those that Gísli considers his equals, which is epitomized in his brother’s 

reluctance to give him the aid that he really requires. The sword is said to be the property of 

a slave, just as the help that Gísli gets throughout his years as an outlaw comes from other 

slaves and characters that exist in the lower parts of the Icelandic hierarchy such as women -

- Auðr and Guðríðr -- and landless peasants -- Ingjaldr. 

Gísli seems to display some of the features that Timothy Jones associates with outlaws as 

they relate to trickster figures:  

“The outlaw story, for instance, is characterized by elements that transgress 

established values and challenge those structures of authority that define and enable 

the center. … like his cousin the trickster, the outlaw frequently inverts situations, 

                                                           
48 Gísla saga, trans. George Webbe Dasent. In Delphi Collected Norse Sagas (Hastings: Delphi Classics, 

2018). 
49 Hrólfs saga Gautrekssonar. In Fornaldar sögur norðurlanda IV. Ed. Guðni Jónsson 

(Íslendingasagnaútgáfan, 1954), 144. 
50 Máguss saga jarls. In Riddarasögur II. Ed. Bjarni Vilhjálmsson (Íslendingasagnaútgáfan, 1953), 255. 
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plays semiotic games, turns hierarchies upside down, breaks taboos, endorses a 

pragmatic ethics, and employs disguise.”51 

Most of these traits can be observed in Gísli. Of special interest for the present section is the 

outlaw’s ability to challenge hierarchies, which is evident throughout the years that Gísli 

spends as an outlaw, finding help and honorable behavior among slaves, women and poor 

peasants. This proverb might therefore serve as a form of foreshadowing Gísli’s trickster-

like nature and his subversion of the rigid societal rules that shaped the saga world. It is 

important to point out that, as will be argued below, this paroemia is placed at an important 

place in the story, confirming the idea of foreshadowing at an early and essential point in the 

story. 

Although not furthering the plot of the story, the location of this proverb does serve to 

introduce a vital object into the narrative. This object is Grásíða, the sword and later the spear 

that is used to kill both Vésteinn and Þorgrímr. There are more references to this object 

outside the saga. Two of them are found in the contemporary saga Íslendinga saga, where 

the spear is said to have belonged to Gísli Súrsson after which it was used in a battle in 1221 

to kill Björn Þorvaldsson and again in 1238 by Sturla Sighvatsson.52 Axel Kristinsson argues 

that incorporating the weapon in the story could be viewed as a way of explaining Sturla’s 

defeat in Örlygsstaðir in 1238 by framing Grásíða as an ill-fated object from the onset when 

it was acquired by the Súrssons.53 The weapon probably had a larger significance for the 

readership of the saga, and thus it appears in the story by means of this portentous device, a 

proverb. 

ómæt ómaga orð. Bárðr utters these words as a dismissal of Þorbjǫrn’s earlier remark that 

Ari would not tolerate Bárðr’s seducing of Þórdís. This proverb is also attested in Máguss 

saga jarls “ómæt látum vér ómagaorð”. 54 Little variation exists in these different occurrences 

of the paroemia. They are all alliterative. They share the same three words, although the 

second version in Máguss saga treats “ómaga” and “orð” as a unit. 

                                                           
51 Timothy S. Jones Outlawry in Medieval Literaure (New York: Palgrave Macillan, 2010), 111.  
52 Íslendinga Saga. Ed. Jón Jóhannesson (Reykjavík: Almenna bókafélagið, 1956). 
53 Axel Kristinsson, The Revered Outlaw Gísli Súrsson and the Sturlungs (The CAHD Papers 4, 2009), 8. 
54 Máguss saga jarls. In Riddarasögur II. Ed. Bjarni Vilhjálmsson (íslendingasagnaútgáfan, 1953), 255. 



19 
 

 
 

The proverb is rendered by Martin Regal as “Bard remarked that he took no heed of the words 

of idle men – and I will continue as before.”55 In a different way, G. W. DaSent translated it 

as “Verily the words of the weak are little worth.”56 It fits better within the context of the 

story to consider ómaga as ‘weak’, rather than as ‘idle’ since the mockery implicit in the 

proverb seems to stem from the fact that Þórdís’s father is perhaps too old and physically 

insignificant to pose a threat to this undesirable suitor.  

The construction of the “ómaga” suggests this as well, with the use of negative prefix {ó-} 

‘un-’, ‘in-’, ‘-less’, and the word “magi”, ‘strength’. Therefore, a literal morphological and 

semantic – though not lexical – meaning of the word could be “unstrong” or even 

“powerless”. This can be seen in Franz B. Seewald’s German translation, “Nichts vermag 

des Machtlosen Wort”57, where “Machtlos” means ‘mightless’ or ‘powerless’. Interestingly, 

other translations such as Régis Boyer’s in French render the proverb as “les paroles des 

vieux incapables n’avaient aucun sens”58, making Þorbjörn’s age and inability to fight 

textual, rather than subtextual, and helping to substantiate the present interpretation.  

This early proverb in the saga shows one of the instances where the use of proverbial 

language is not synonymous with wisdom. In fact, as I will argue through other examples, 

there seems to be a sense of irony in the misguided overconfidence that authoritative 

statements like proverbs give some of the characters in the story. Bárðr is the first example 

of this; his use of the proverb is shortly followed by a confirmation of his hard-headed 

behavior “[…]ok mun ek fara sem áðr” [I will continue as before]. Shortly after this he dies 

at Gísli’s hand. This turn of events can be seen as a way to introduce a double layer of 

meaning contained in some of these paroemias. The assumption that proverbs contain an 

authority status should not mislead the reader into thinking that their use is always proof of 

the intelligence of the speaker. 

The placement of this proverb is worthy of notice. Bárðr’s reckless behavior marks the point 

at which the narrative turns from the introduction of the Súrsons’ clan to the chain of 

                                                           
55 Ed. Örnólfur Thorsson, The Sagas of Icelanders. Trans, Martin Regal (Great Britain: Viking, 1997), 501. 
56 Gísla saga, trans. George Webbe Dasent. In Delphi Collected Norse Sagas (Hastings: Delphi Classics, 

2018) 
57 Gísla saga súrssonar, trans. Franz Seewald (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1976), 31. 
58 Gísla saga Súrssonar, trans. Régis Boyer (Gallimard: Paris 1987) 12. 
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escalating events that leads to most of them journeying to Iceland. One can look at this 

episode as the first climactic moment that helps to move the story forward, setting the stage 

for what is to come. It establishes the central themes of the saga: the conflict between Gísli 

and Þorkell, Gísli’s constancy in honoring the social obligation to avenge and Þorkell’s 

predilection for friends over family or just for inaction.59 It also culminates with a change in 

the locative focus of the story from Norway to Iceland. 

Opt stendr illt af kvennahjali. Auðr expresses this thought when she discovers that her 

conversation with Ásgerðr was overheard by Þorkell. Other instances of this paroemia appear 

in Svarfdœla saga: “Opt stendr illt af tali kvenna.”60 Martin Regal renders the proverb as 

“Women’s gossip often leads to trouble.”61 Guðmundur Jónsson  lists it in his Safn af 

íslenzkum orðskviðum, fornmælum, heilræðum, snilliyrðum, sannmælum og málsgreinum.62  

The structure Opt + Verb + Subject + Object(s) is quite common in the syntax of many Old 

Norse proverbs, as is evidenced in more than 400 entries from Jónsson’s dictionary.63 

Auðr’s use of this proverb is noteworthy given that the presumed wisdom contained in it is 

shown to be true by the unfolding of events, thus proving Auðr to be right. Yet this being 

right is not automatically a celebration of her wisdom, since the proverb itself emphasizes 

that she has spoken more than she ought to. Her fault is excess, saying too much, yet the 

enunciation of the proverb shows that she possesses enough sense to be aware of this. 

Contrary to the straightforward cases where a character utters words of wisdom and is proven 

right or where someone like Bárðr seemingly utters words of wisdom, but which in reality 

prove his own foolishness, the words of Auðr put her in a complex and ambiguous position. 

She has erred, yet she is able to see the irresponsibility of her actions. What she did, will be 

argued, has serious consequences for the rest of the story, but this is perhaps framed as a 

moment of weakness in an otherwise strong character. Her subsequent actions show her 

displaying the loyalty, sacrifice and intellectual acumen necessary to make her a model 

                                                           
59 Peter Foote, An Essay on the Saga of Gísli and its Icelandic Backround. In The Saga of Gísli the Outlaw 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1963), 106. 
60 Svarfdœla saga. In Eyfirðingasögur. Ed. Jónas Kristjánsson. (Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 1956), 188. 
61 Gísla saga, Trans, Martin Regal. Ed. Örnólfur Þórsson, The Sagas of Icelanders. (Great Britain: Viking, 

1997). 
62 Guðmundur Jónsson. Safn af íslenzkum orðskviðum, fornmælum, heilræðum, snilliyrðum, sannmælum og 

málsgreinum (Copenhagen: 1830), 261.  
63 Ibid 250 – 268. 
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character, surpassing Þorkell in helpfulness and resilience vis-à-vis the hardships of her 

husband’s outlawry. Later in this analysis I will analyze another proverb used by Auðr, which 

will shed further light on her character. 

As was the case with previous proverbs, this one is located at a crucial moment in the story. 

Auðr’s conversation with Ásgerðr, while unaware of Þorkell eavesdropping, is a catalyst for 

much of the action that will unfold over the rest of the saga. Equally apophthegmatic as 

Gísli’s proverb after the failed oath and just as strategically located as the second one in this 

list, this proverb serves as a prelude for the drama that ensues. The mutual accusations of the 

women about their extramarital and premarital encounters with Vésteinn and Þorgrímr serve 

as a spark to initiate the killings that form the core of the story. Vésteinn’s and Þorgrimr’s 

death, as well as the further prosecution of Gísli by Bǫrkr and Eyjólfr are partly the result of 

this initial conversation. As with the parallel set of revenge killings that take place in Norway 

at the beginning of the story, the events in Iceland take on a more grandiose tone as the story 

progresses, always escalating, going from the initial slaying to a fourteen-year man-hunt 

aimed at killing Gísli. The placement of this paroemia seems therefore hardly coincidental. 

By now the nature of proverbs as narrative landmarks starts to take form, though it can only 

be fully understood by exploring the rest of the proverb corpus in the story. 

þat mun fram koma, sem auðit verðr. This proverb is spoken by Gísli to Auðr when she 

discloses to him everything that happened during her conversation with Ásgerðr. Other 

iterations of this proverb are present in Heiðarvíga saga: “at þá mundi fram koma þat, er fyrir 

var ætlat”,64 Gunnlaugs saga: “Enda varð þat fram at koma, sem til dró”65 and Harðar saga 

:“Þat mun uerda fram at koma sem ætlat er.”66 Although there are different variants, most 

versions of the proverb share an auxiliary verb followed by “koma fram”, a relative pronoun 

(“er”, “sem”) and a verb or verbal expression that conveys the idea of fate or that which is 

intended (ætla, auðit verða). Regal translates this paroemia as “Whatever is meant to happen 

will happen.”67 

                                                           
64 Heiðarvíga saga. In Íslendinga sögur II. Ed. Grímur M. Helgason & Vésteinn ólason (Skuggjá, 1969), 312. 
65 Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu. Ed. G. Turville-Petre (Viking Society for Northern Research, 1953), 361.  
66 Harðar saga. Ed. Þórhallur Vinmundarson & Bjarni Vilhjálmsson. (Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 2009),76. 
67 Gísla saga, Trans, Martin Regal. Ed. Örnólfur Thorsson, The Sagas of Icelanders. (Great Britain: Viking, 

1997), 511. 
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Thematically, this proverb strikes a similar note as the other material employed throughout 

the saga related to the subject of fate. The presence of the concept of fate in this narrative has 

been pointed out before.68 This is hardly coincidental. Nicolas Mylan has said that the 

concept of fate is constantly invoked in Gísla saga as a socio-political device to explain the 

misfortunes that occasionally befall on members of the upper layers of Icelandic society.69 

Indeed, the story points at Gísli’s outstanding character as contrast with his lack of fortune, 

which it subsumes thus “er þat alsagt at hann hefr hinn mesti hreystimaðr verit þó at hann 

væri eigi í ǫllum hlutum gæfumaðr” [it is truly said that there has never been a more 

accomplished and courageous man than Gísli, and yet fortune did not follow him].70  

While this proverb signals the closing of an episode, it also serves to transition to a new 

section in the story. As a narrative landmark, it stands as a second instance in a series of 

statements related to fated events and fateful warnings that culminate with Vésteinn’s death; 

the first one takes place earlier in the story, as Gísli asserts that “get ek ok, at auðna ráði nú 

um þetta”. Following the second instance, the rest serve to build up tension by announcing 

the imminent catastrophe: “[Vesteinn speaks] … og myndi ek aftur hafa horfið ef þið hefðuð 

hitt mik fyrr en nú falla vǫtn ǫll til Dýrafjarðar” [I would have turned back if you had met 

me sooner, but now all waters flow towards Dyrafjord]71, “[Gísli] svarar. ‘Svá verðr nú at 

vera’” [this is the way it has to be]72, “fer Gísli heim ok þykir honum um allt einn veg á 

horfask” [Gisli went home and felt that everything was pointing in one direction].73 As for 

the fateful warnings, they follow a similar pattern “[Unnamed Vésteinn’s friend speaks] vertu 

varr um þik” [be on your guard],74 “[Þorvaldr speaks] vertu varr um þik” [be on your guard],75 

“[Geirmundr speaks] ver varr um þik” [be on your guard].76 

                                                           
68 Anthony Faulkes, Outlaws in Medieval England and Iceland. In Greppaminni: rit til heiðurs Vésteini 

Ólasyni sjötugum. Ed. Margrét Eggersdóttir (Reykjavík, 2009), 143. Marion Poilvez, “Outlaws and 

Scapegoating Process in Grettis saga Ásmundarsonar and Gísla saga Súrssonar” (M.A diss., University of 

Iceland, 2011), 58. 
69 Nicolas Meylan, “Fate Is a Hero’s Best Friend: Towards a Socio-political Definition of Fate in Medieval 

Icelandic Literature,” Viking and Medieval Scandinavia, no. 10 (2014): 165-166. 
70 Gísla saga Súrssonar. In Vestfirðinga sögur. Ed. Björn Þórólfsson (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 

1943), 115. 
71 Ibid, 40. 
72 Ibid, 40. 
73 Ibid, 42. 
74 Ibid, 40. 
75 Ibid, 41. 
76 Ibid, 41. 
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Verðr hverr með sjálfum sér lengst at fara. These words are spoken by Þorkell to Gísli 

after Vésteinn’s funeral. Another possible attestation of this proverbs occurs as a variant in 

the following stanza by Sigvatr Þórðarson: 

Hverr skal þegn, þótt þverri  

þengils vina gengi, 

— upp hvalfra svik — sjalfan 

sik lengst hafa miklu.77 

For simplicity purposes, the paroemia would look like this “Hverr þegn skal sjalfan sik miklu 

lengst hafa.”  Regal’s translation renders the proverb as “a man is his own company for most 

of the way”78, while G. W. DaSent offers an explanation right before introducing it “after all, 

everyone must bear his own burden, for every one walks farthest with his own self”79. His 

explanation seems to express what is at the core of this paroemia, that is, that there are certain 

situations that no one can experience on behalf of others, such as mourning. Gísli, in Þorkell’s 

mind, will inexorably suffer due to Vésteinn’s death, but he must also endure that suffering 

alone, since nobody can do it for him.  

The proverb also contains the idea of time. Every person must deal with themselves for the 

longest amount of time, which sounds like a warning about the pernicious effects of self-

inflicted suffering and dwelling too long on things that are deleterious to us. 

Two possible interpretations derive from this way of reading the proverb, both of which fit 

Þorkell’s intentions. The first is that his brother might be inviting Gísli to cope with a bad 

situation as best as he can in order to avoid suffering too much over his friend’s death. This 

is especially true for a society that had a certain set of expectations regarding the performance 

                                                           
77 Ed. R. D. Fulk ‘Sigvatr Þórðarson, Lausavísur 17’ in Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 1: From Mythical Times 

to c. 1035. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 1.Ed. Diana Whaley (Turnhout: Brepols, 2012), 

720. 
78 Gísla saga, Trans, Martin Regal. Ed. Örnólfur Þórsson, The Sagas of Icelanders. (Great Britain: Viking, 

1997). 
79 Gísla saga, Trans. George Webbe Dasent. In Delphi Collected Norse Sagas (Hastings: Delphi Classics, 

2018). 
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of masculinity. The reader can perceive Þorkell’s alarm at the possibility that Gísli 

exteriorizes his emotions in such a way that becomes noticeable to other people.  

The second interpretation relates to the fact that Þorkell could be showing concern that Gísli 

might decide to avenge his friend’s death. That Gísli is more than willing to honor the old 

code of revenge so entrenched in the Viking age has a precedent in the story. Furthermore, 

Gísli drew the spear Grásíða from Vésteinn’s body, which, as the text tells us, entails the 

obligation to avenge the killing. Þorkell sees this as a threat to peace, which connects to the 

contents of the proverb. Since dwelling too much on mourning might contribute to Gísli 

putting pressure on himself and setting his mind on killing whomever he deems responsible 

for Vésteinn’s death, a warning about the problem of holding a grudge for too long seems 

appropriate for him. This is accentuated in his desire to “take to some sports, and that now 

everything should be with us as it hath been when we were the best friends.”80 Þorkell is set 

on preserving a state of peace threatened by his brother’s sense of adherence to the code of 

revenge that so many heroes of the Icelandic sagas tend to honor. 

Of course, these two interpretations ought not to make anybody choose one over the other. 

The ingenuity of this proverb at this time and place in the story is that, through it, Þorkell can 

express both ideas, convey two messages masquerading as folk wisdom to his brother that 

keep him from acting in problematic ways.  

This proverb can also be compared to the only other one that Þorkell uses during the story 

and which will be examined below. If the latter, as I will argue, suggests a definite connection 

with Þorkell’s character by emphasizing his desire for moderation, this proverb seems to 

confirm that aspect of his psychology. Þorkell’s desire to stay away from lawsuits and legal 

procedures that threaten his life and his position is shown throughout the saga and is 

seemingly expressed through his insistence that Gísli stay away from troubles, deal with the 

death of his friend, and refrain from taking revenge after Vésteinn’s death. 

 

                                                           
80 Gísli Sursson’s Saga. Trans. by Terry Gunnell. In The Sagas of Icelanders, ed. Örnólfur Þórsson (Penguinn, 

1997), 518. 
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Allt kann sá, er hófit kann. Þorkell speaks these words to Þorgrímr as the latter suggests 

asking Gísli for a set of tapestries that Vésteinn had previously offered him, an act of clear 

provocation. Samuel Singer includes this proverb in his Thesaurus proverbiorum medii aevi, 

providing a German version of it “Alles kann derjenige, welcher das Mass kennt”.81 

One of the remarkable features of this proverb is that it encapsulates the general attitude that 

Þorkell showcases throughout the story as his brother is declared an outlaw. Where slaves 

like Bóthildr and landless peasants like Ingjaldr showed willingness to aid Gísli by providing 

shelter and ways of escape, even at the risk of their own lives, Þorkell’s aid is limited to 

providing his brother with clothes and warnings. It is repeated several times in the story that 

he is only willing to go so far for Gísli, as long as he is not in any way made legally liable 

for his actions.82 

It would appear a priori that the contents of his words are reasonable, and certainly the idea 

that Þorgrímr should ask for the tapestries is, in the context of the story, provocative and 

reckless. However, Þorkell’s moderation is not necessarily framed as a virtue in the saga. 

When Geirmundr asks Gísli for the tapestries on behalf of Þorgrímr, Gísli inquires as to his 

brother’s position on the matter, to which the slave answers “Vel þótti honum at ek fœra 

eftir”83 [He approved of my coming]. Gísli reacts to this by stating that this is enough for 

him, giving Geirmundr what he came to fetch. However, the slave’s statement communicates 

as well Þorkell’s seeming unwillingness to keep Þorgrímr from acting in a provocative way.  

Þorkell expresses moderation, yet he does nothing to stop the excess of his friend lest this be 

a problem for him. In a similar vein, the same moderation that he epitomizes through this 

proverb will be demonstrated when he provides his brother with just enough help to maintain 

his kinship obligations, but not to enough to be thought of as collaborating with an outlaw. 

And here lies the crux of Þorkell’s character, his moderation is framed as an unwillingness 

to take sides. But not in a way that shows him as conciliatory or as an instrument of mediation 

between opposing parties. Unlike characters such as another Þorkell, who in Harðar saga 

                                                           
81 Samuel Singer, Thesaurus proverbiorum medii aevi, Volume 8 (New York – Berlin: Walter de Gruyter), 

135.  
82 Gísla saga. In Vestfirðinga sögur. Ed. Björn Þórólfsson (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 1943), 74, 

78. 
83 Ibid, 51. 
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puts himself in a position of mediator between Grímkell and Torfi to ensure lasting peace 

and to gain honor,84 Þorkell Súrsson displays inaction. This subtle nuance between 

moderation for the sake of reconciliation and moderation for the sake of inaction is 

wonderfully expressed in this proverb, giving Þorkell’s words a taste of unintended irony on 

the part of the character, but which does not escape the reader. 

As with other proverbs in this list, this one is placed at a point in the story where it proves to 

be almost ominous in nature. The lack of moderation implicit in Þorgrímr’s decision to ask 

for the tapestries results in the series of events that lead to Gísli killing him. The chain of 

events that started with the failed oath between the four men and Auðr and Ásgerðr’s 

conversation finds here another tension point that drives the story forward towards Gísli’s 

outlawry. It is this request which drives the hero to retaliate at a point in the story where 

tensions are obvious but peace does not seem to be threatened. 

Sér æ gjǫf til gjalda. Gísli says these words to Geirmundr after he gave him the tapestries 

that Þorkell sent for on Þorgrímr’s behalf. Other variants of this proverb exist in Óláfs saga 

Tryggvasonar en mesta: “æ sèrr gjǫf til gjalda”,85 Háttatal: “sér gjǫf til launa”, as well as 

Hávamál: “ok gjalda gjǫf við gjǫf.”86 “glík skulu gjǫld gjǫfum”,87 “and “ey sér til gildis 

giǫf”,88 all of which show alliteration. 

Unlike many of the proverbs that came before this one and that follow it, this proverb does 

not seem to be located in order to drive the story forward. After all, the event that set things 

in motion in the episode preceding Þorgrímr’s slaying, was him asking Gísli for the tapestries. 

Rather, its function seems to be the evoking of an economy of favors characteristic of 

northern Germanic societies, whereby individuals’ gifts to others are expected to be repaid. 

By invoking this proverb, Gísli establishes a world with a set of rules, values and expectations 

that would not have escaped Geirmundr. 

In order to understand this more easily, one can see how this portion of the text is structured: 

                                                           
84 The saga of Hord, Trans. Anthony Faulkes In Three Icelandic Outlaw Sagas (Everyman, 2001), 288. 
85 Óláfs saga tryggvasonar, in Færeyinga saga ólafs saga Odds. Ed. Ólafur Halldórsson (Hið íslenzka 

fornritafélag, 2006).  
86 Hávamál, In Eddukvæði. Ed. Jónas Kristjánsson & Vésteinn ólason (Hið íslenzka fornritafélag 2014), 330. 
87 Ibid, 331. 
88 Ibid, 352. 
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1. “Nú er þann veg, at ek þykkjumk góða hafa gǫrt ferð þína,  

2. ok vilda ek, at þú værir mér nú leiðitamr um þat, sem mik varðar,  

3. ok sér æ gjǫf til gjalda,  

4. ok vilda ek, at þú létir lokur frá hurðum þrimr í kveld”  

Sentence number one establishes that, by having agreed to give him the tapestries, Gísli just 

made the journey quite a favorable one for Geirmundr – in an etymological sense of the word, 

for he has, in his mind, just made him a favor. Sentence number two is Gísli’s way of 

expressing that he expects Geirmundr to return the favor. Sentence number four is the request 

itself – namely, that Geirmundr facilitates Gísli’s entrance into Þorgrímr’s place during the 

nighttime. 

Sentence number three is our proverb, which can be translated as “A gift always looks to be 

repaid”89 or “gift answers to gift.”90 That this proverb should stand between the request for 

Gísli’s favor to be repaid and the favor itself is noteworthy. Instead of going from a petition 

to stating the favor directly, this paroemia is used to justify the petition and to create an 

obligation on the part of Geirmundr.  

By framing the favor (enabling Geirmundr to conduct his mission of delivering the tapestries 

to Þórgrímr) as a gift, Gísli manages to recontextualize the situation for both characters in 

such a way that the slave is now indebted towards him. As Víðar Pálsson puts it: “[gift giving] 

revolved around the principle of reciprocity, involving gift, reception, and counter-gift. As 

applied to medieval contexts, it established “gift,” “gift economy,” and “reciprocity” as 

central concepts, readily embodying primary agency within models of social integration.”91  

Thus, Gísli’s generosity is supposed to be met in a way that matches the extent of his generous 

gift. The proverb operates as what linguist J. L. Austin referred to as perlocutionary act: 

“what we bring about or achieve by saying something, such as convincing, persuading, 

deterring, and even, say, surprising or misleading.”92 This speech act proves successful, the 

                                                           
89 Gísli Sursson’s Saga. Trans. by Terry Gunnell. In The Sagas of Icelanders, ed. Örnólfur Þórsson (Penguinn, 

1997), 520. 
90 Gísla saga, trans. George Webbe Dasent. In Delphi Collected Norse Sagas (Hastings: Delphi Classics, 

2018). 
91 Víðar Pálsson, Language of Power Feasting and Gift-Giving in Medieval Iceland and Its Sagas (Islandica, 

2016), 31. 
92 John Langshaw Austin, How to Do Things with Words (Great Britain: Oxford University Press, 1962), 108.  
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authoritative nature of the proverb and the obligation it creates for him ultimately persuades 

Geirmundr to help Gísli. 

Eru opt kǫld kvenna ráð. Bǫrkr uses this proverb when Þórdís tells him that she figured out 

the meaning of Gísli’s verses. Other variants of the proverb appear in Njáls saga “eru kǫld 

kvenna ráð”93 and Partalópa saga “Kavlld erv iafnan kvenna rad.”94 A Latin version of the 

proverb exists as well according to H. Reuterdahl, “Consilium rere fore frigens in muliere.”95 

The location of this proverb, like many of the proverbs previously mentioned, drives the 

narrative forward. After the slaying of Vésteinn and Þorgrímr, there seems to be a sense of 

peace in the story that is broken by the litigation brought forth against Gísli by Bǫrkr. But in 

order for this to happen, Bǫrkr needs to become aware of what his brother in law did, that is, 

killing Þorgrímr. This is partially prevented by Þorkell’s swift act of hiding Gísli’s shoes in 

order to keep anyone from putting the blame on him for the murder. At this point the narrative 

requires a new inciting incident for further events to unfold. This incident appears in the form 

of Þórdís becoming aware that Gísli killed her husband and communicating this information 

to Bǫrkr. 

That this proverb stands at a juncture in the story is further proven by Bǫrkr’s reaction to the 

information he has just been given. His rather adversarial statement towards Þórdís, the 

presumption that she might be lying, can be understood in terms of the consequences of her 

words. Gísli slaying Þorgrímr implies that Bǫrkr, as his brother, has the task of avenging his 

kinsman or seeking compensation. 

However, Bǫrkr’s first reaction is one of anger. Before even assessing the value of his wife’s 

comment, Bǫrkr already harbors ill-will towards Gísli.  He expresses wanting to kill Gísli 

and only the possibility of his wife’s lying seems to cool him down. The proverb appears to 

balance out his initial anger. In fact, there is a de-escalating quality to his speech, which 

seems to be divided in three parts: 

1. Nú vil ek þegar aptr snúa ok drepa Gísla [I want to turn back right now and kill Gisli].  

                                                           
93 Brennu-Njáls saga. Ed Einar Ólafur Sveinsson (Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 1954), 292. 
94 Partalopa saga. In Riddarasögur II. Ed. Bjarni Vilhjálmsson (Íslendingasagnaútgáfan, 1953), 115. 
95 H. Reuterdahl. Gamla Ordspråk På Latin Och Swenska: Efter En Upsala-Handskrift Utgifne Och Med 

Glossarier För Sedde (Lund, 1840), 18. 
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2. En þó veit ek eigi,[…] hvat satt er í þessu er Þórdís segir [On the other hand, I can’t 

be sure ... how much truth there is in what Thordis says] 

3. ok þykir mér hitt eigi ólíkara at engu gegni [it is just as likely that there is none]96 

First, we see Bǫrkr’s desire for revenge.  The next line is an expression of doubt. Following 

this is a rationale for why there might not be any need for concern. However, this rationale 

is incomplete without its core, the idea that women’s advice is cold, i.e., women’s proneness 

to lies. This coldness is also twofold: not only does the lying betray coldness, but Þórdís’s 

desire for her brother to die is in itself cold. This de-escalation, however, does not dissuade 

Bǫrkr from pursuing legal action against Gísli. It just seems to deflate his anger and to keep 

him from acting immediately, which, in the context of the story, saves Gísli from a surprise 

attack. 

Thus, in addition to being strategically located, this proverb has a persuasive quality to it 

where the convincing is not interactive, that is, it does not entail two parties that interact, but 

rather it is limited to a single individual. This phrase becomes an argument for why hasty 

action is not advisable for Bǫrkr; it ultimately manages to alter his behavior, although at the 

end, after remaining taciturn “fámálugr” and possibly pensive, he is convinced of Gísli’s 

guilt. 

bíta myndi nú beinfiskr, ef at borði mætti dragaz. Bǫrkr speaks these words as he and his 

cohort approach Hergilsey thinking they are close to hunting down Gísli. Another iteration 

of this proverb exists in Fóstbrœðra saga: “Bíta mætti nú beitfiskr ef at borði væri dreginn.“97  

This proverb somewhat mirrors the one pronounced by Bárðr earlier on in the story. Its 

enunciator’s overall sense of self-aggrandizement at this moment of the story is met with an 

ironic turn that exposes his indiscreet behavior. Bǫrkr feels sure that he is close to catching 

the man that killed his brother Þorgrímr, so much so that he employs a fishing paroemia – 

related as well to the fact that they’re on a boat – to declare his premature victory. By 

                                                           
96 Gísla saga. In Vestfirðinga sögur. Ed. Björn Þórólfsson (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 1943), 61. 
97 Fósbrœðra saga. In Vestfirðinga sögur. Ed. Björn Þórólfsson (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 1943), 

253.  
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comparing Gísli to a fish and positioning himself as the fisherman, Bǫrkr is presented as the 

rational hunter that chases after an evasive creature that will inexorably be captured.  

And yet, the nature of the fish makes it even more suggestive that the catch will be an 

honorable one for him. Some occurrences of the proverb have “beitfiskr” instead of 

“beinfiskr”. It has been suggested that, in the case of “beitfiskr” the {beit-} part refers to bait, 

making this a fish that needs bait to be caught.98 On the other side there are those who argue 

that {bein-} refers to a “bone-fish”, a shark-like fish of a certain size. Whether one prefers 

one explanation over the other, the idea that seems to be conveyed is that of a large creature 

that in fact needs to be “dragged” (O.I., dragaz) into a boat. Thus, the fishing expedition as 

expressed in the proverb is one where the fisherman is facing an evasive creature of 

considerable size, which makes the catch even worthier of celebration and honor. 

However, it is Bǫrkr who falls in Gísli’s trap. The outlaw managed to concoct a plan that 

would ensure that he, Ingjaldr and his slaves would get out of this situation alive and 

unharmed. Gísli outsmarts his hunters through a plan that puts them, within the logic of the 

proverb, in the position of the fish, and himself, in the position of the fisherman. However, 

the analogy is not perfect for he does not seek to catch them. Nonetheless, the placement of 

the proverb at the exact moment in which Gísli is performing his histrionic act of distraction 

in front of Bǫrkr’s men serves to invert and perhaps even mock any pretense of wisdom on 

Bǫrkr’s part. As mentioned above, inverting situations is one of the trademarks of the 

trickster outlaw, and this seems like one such situation where the hero outsmarts his 

opponents through cunning and subversion of their expectations.99 

fé er bezt eptir feigan. Auðr utters this proverb when Eyjólfr invites her to hand over her 

husband in exchange for three hundred pieces of silver and a socially prominent new 

husband. Guðmundur Jónsson includes it in his catalogue of Old Icelandic proverbs.100 

Additionally, this is one of the only instances in the text where an introductory formula is 

used to present a proverb: “En þó er þat satt, sem mælt er”.101 

                                                           
98 Geir Zöega, A Concise Dictionary of Old Icelandic (New York: Dover Publications), 46. 
99 Timothy S. Jones Outlawry in Medieval Literaure (New York: Palgrave Macillan, 2010), 111. 
100 Guðmundur Jónsson. Safn af íslenzkum orðskviðum, fornmælum, heilræðum, snilliyrðum, sannmælum og 

málsgreinum (Copenhagen: 1830), 104. 
101 Gísla saga. In Vestfirðinga sögur. Ed. Björn Þórólfsson (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 1943), 99. 
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This proverb occurs at a point were Auðr, just as was the case before with Ingjaldr and Refr, 

is asked to surrender Gísli or at least to provide information that leads to his capture. Ingjaldr, 

who, though brave and showing integrity, lacks the depth of mind to concoct plans or 

fabricate stories, refuses to give Gísli to his enemies by stating simply that he would rather 

die than hand him over: “fyrr mun ek láta lífit en ek geri eigi Gísla þat gott sem ek má ok 

firra hann vandræðum” [I’d rather die than not do all I can to keep Gisli from harm]102. Refr 

on the other hand, cunning as he is (his very name has been linked to his slyness103), creates 

a whole plan to secure Gisli’s survival and lies on his behalf:  

“eigi veit ek hversu trúlegt yðr þykir at ek myndi eigi óbúnari en einnhver yðar at drepa Gísla; 

en hef ek þat vit með mér at ek myndi þykjast ekki alllítið í vinna at hafa slíks manns traust 

sem Bǫrkr er ok hans vinr vildi ek vera” [Do you really think I am any less eager to kill him 

than you? O have sense enough to know that it would mean no small gain to be trusted by a 

man such as Bork and be counted his friend].104  

Both Ingjaldr’s brutal honesty and Refr’s sly deceit can both be spotted in this vignette 

centering on Auðr. She is offered 300 pieces of silver, a similar offer as the one that she 

received earlier from Eyjólfur: “Þeir … koma aftur til bæjar Auðar og býður Eyjólfur henni 

mikið fé til að segja til Gísla. En það fer fjarri að hún vilji það.”105 [They returned to the farm 

and Eyjolf offered Aud a large sum of money to disclose Gisli’s whereabouts.] The previous 

refusal suggests that agreeing to count the money this time means that she is willing to betray 

her husband. This is further established by the placement of the proverb just before she 

receives the money, introduced by the words: “En þó er þat satt, sem mælt er”, in a way 

acquiescing to the bargain. Indeed, the proverb and her agreement to count the money alert 

Guðrið. This action contains the cunning deceit of Refr. The next event, however, seems to 

also incorporate the brutal honesty of Ingjaldr, as she breaks Eyjólfr’s nose with a bag 

containing the money for the bribe. The proverb therefore proves to be a tactic of deceit that 

                                                           
102 Ibid, 84.  
103 See Grayson Del Faro Stocks, “Gods of the Shadows: Skaufhalabálkur and the Icelandic Fox”  (Master’s 

thesis, University of Iceland, 2017), 37 & Gisli Sursson’s Saga. Trans. by Terry Gunnell. In The Sagas of 

Icelanders, ed. Örnólfur Þórsson (Penguinn, 1997), 540. 
104 Gísla saga. In Vestfirðinga sögur. Ed. Björn Þórólfsson (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 1943), 87 
105 Ibid, 74. 
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can be contrasted with Auðr’s subsequent aggression. It is part of a composite act that 

showcases both her wit and her integrity. 

It is also worth mentioning that this is Auðr’s second use of a proverb, the first one having 

been already analyzed above. The first proverb showed Auðr to be deep-minded though 

flawed. Her exchange with Ásgerðr has dire consequences, but she’s wise enough to 

understand this. Now, the second proverb reinstates her as a loyal and devoted spouse.  

Even though the saga does not seem to be interested in redeeming Auðr, both proverbs seem 

to be placed in two distinct sections in the story that provide some narrative insight. The first 

section, before Gísli’s outlawry, is marked by a series of events that include:  

 Auðr’s indiscretion when speaking with Ásgerðr,  

 Ásgerðr’s disregard for Auðr’s warning that they must seek council lest something 

bad happen after Þorkell heard their conversation, 

 Þórdís’s inciting of Bǫrkr to kill her brother. 

All these events occur in the context of two different proverbs that, in unison, appear to point 

to the wickedness of women’s speech.  

The second section, after Gísli’s outlawry, is marked by Þorgerðr providing Gísli with a 

hideout during a part of his years as an outlaw, Bóthildr aiding Gísli to escape Bǫrkr and his 

company and finally Auðr’s forceful statement of her loyalty to her husband preceded by the 

misleading proverb that she uses to cover up her intentions. The first proverb is located at a 

point in the story where the surrounding events seem – in the logic of the story -- to confirm 

the wisdom contained in it. However, the second proverb is located at a climactic point that 

contests the validity of the previous one, where the events around it speak of the unexpected 

and valuable help that comes from women’s hospitality and loyalty. 

án er ills gengis, nema heiman hafi. Eyjólfr uses this proverb when Hávarðr refuses to 

apprehend Auðr and even asks his men to keep Eyjólfr from doing it. Other attestations of it 

exist in Hœnsa-Þóris saga: “Án er illt um gengi, nema heiman hafi”,106 and in Njáls saga: 

“Án er illt gengi, nema heiman hafi.”107 Gunnell translates it as “the treachery of a friend is 

                                                           
106 Hænsa-Þóris saga. In Íslendinga sögur I. Guðni Jónsson (Íslendingasagnaútgáfan, 1946), 294. 
107 Brennu-Njáls saga. Ed Einar Ólafur Sveinsson (Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 1954), 49. 
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worse than that of a foe”. This is one of the few instances in Gísla saga in which a proverb 

is introduced through a formula, in this case: “Satt er it fornkveðna”. 

This is the last proverb that can be properly said to be so in the saga. It occurs shortly after 

Auðr uses a bag of silver to attack Eyjólfr. Humiliated, he decides to punish her but his 

attempt is frustrated by Hávarðr. This same Hávarðr, of whom very little is said in the story, 

has kinship ties with Gestr Oddleifsson and had recently arrived in Iceland. When he is 

introduced in the story, he acts as a saboteur in Helgi’s attempt to find Gísli. Being a kinsman 

of Gestr the Wise, he is potentially a kinsman of the sons of Vésteinn and of Þorgerðr, who 

lodges Gísli earlier in the story, which can explain his willingness to aid Gísli during his 

outlawry. 

Although not a direct reference to the theme of unexpected help for Gísli – as was the case 

with er margt í karlshúsi er eigi er í konungsgarði – there is an echo of this theme in this 

proverb. At this point in the story, Gísli has received the help of Þorgerðr, Geirmundr, 

Ingjaldr, Bóthildr, Auðr, Refr; a lonely woman, a male slave, a poor tenant, a female slave, 

Gísli’s wife, and a cunning outsider. And now, in this final act of support for the protagonist, 

one of Eyjólfr’s men turns his back on him and keeps Auðr from harm after she publicly 

humiliated him. One might remain reluctant in seeing this proverb as thematic, but it remains 

interesting that the first and the last proverbs in the story echo each other in reminding us that 

help does not always come from the powerful. In this regard, this proverb once again brings 

to the forefront the liminal character of the trickster outlaw with its tendency to invert and 

challenge hierarchies.108 

   

Findings 

The present analysis of the proverbs in Gísla saga has managed to elucidate a number of 

patterns that were briefly mentioned in the context of each proverb. They center on matters 

of location, character composition and thematic links. 

  

                                                           
108 Timothy S. Jones Outlawry in Medieval Literaure (New York: Palgrave Macillan, 2010), 111. 
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Location 

The following is a list those proverbs whose placement in the story has been noted: 

1. … er þat margt í karlshúsi, at eigi er í konungsgarði 

2. ... ómæt ómaga orð 

3. Opt stendr illt af kvennahjali 

4. þat mun fram koma, sem auðit verðr 

5. ... verðr hverr með sjálfum sér lengst at fara 

6. Allt kann sá, er hófit kann 

7. … eru opt kǫld kvenna ráð 

8. Fé er bezt eptir feigan 

The following are the episodes to which each of these proverbs refer: 

1. The sword Grásíða is introduced. 

2. An initial killing sparks a series of revenge killings culminating in the Súrsson’s clan 

leaving Norway. 

3. Auðr and Ásgerðr realize that Þorkell overheard their conversation. 

4. Gísli expresses the inevitability of upcoming events in the eve of the first killing. 

5. Þorkell invites Gísli to cope with Vésteinn’s death. 

6. Þorgrímr suggests asking Gísli for the tapestries. 

7. Þórdís tells Bǫrkr about Gísli’s verses and their meaning. 

8. Auðr refuses to reveal her husband’s hiding place and hits Eyjólfr. 

As was mentioned several times above regarding each specific case, some of these episodes 

serve to create tension in the story, others serve as climactic moments and some serve as 

inciting incidents that move the story forward. It should be noted that many of these proverbs 

stand in places in the story that are essential to its unfolding and without which the story 

cannot move forward. An example of this is proverb 6, which occurs at a point in the story 

where the action has come to a halt and it takes Þorgrímr’s act of provocation to trigger 

Gísli’s response. Hrafnkels saga will further cement this notion of strategic location; 

however it should be noted already that there is a definite trend in this use of proverbs in 

Gísla saga.  
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Character composition 

It was mentioned before that some of the proverbs examined here serve to inform the reader 

about the disposition and the composition of some of the characters in Gísla saga. The 

following proverbs were analyzed through this lens: 

1. Opt stendr illt af kvennahjali 

2. Þat mun fram koma, sem auðit verðr 

3. ... verðr hverr með sjálfum sér lengst at fara 

4. Allt kann sá, er hófit kann 

5. ... fé er bezt eptir feigan.109 

The previous paroemias center on three characters, Þorkell (4, 5), Auðr (1, 6) and Gísli (3). 

Although characters in the story are largely defined by their actions, these actions quite often 

fall in line with the contents of the proverbs attached to each one of them. Thus, Gísli’s fate-

related proverb and utterances can help understand his resistance to punish Auðr after she 

said more than she should. 

Theme 

Two proverbs among the ones examined here show thematic traits that help understand what 

lies at the crux of the narrative. They are: 

1. … er þat margt í karlshúsi, at eigi er í konungsgarði 

2. þat mun fram koma, sem auðit verðr 

Although not included in this list, it was mentioned that the proverb “án er ills gengis, nema 

heiman hafi” shows an affinity toward the theme of unexpected help. As for the second 

proverb, a whole array of utterances used mainly by Gísli confirm the almost systematic way 

in which fate is brought to the forefront of the narrative as an explanatory force for the events 

                                                           
109 This proverb, as was said in its analysis, functions as a composite action that requires it being paired with 

the action following it – namely, Auðr’s receiving the money to attack Eyjólfr with it – to understand how it 

relates to Auðr’s character.  
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that unfold. Hrafnkels saga will further serve as evidence for the tendency to use these fixed 

phrases in ways that connect the narrative with its motifs. 
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Chapter 2 

Hrafnkels saga 

Hrafnkels saga Freysgoða depicts events that take place during the second half of the 9th 

century in Iceland. The story tells the rise to prominence, fall and resurgence of its 

eponymous protagonist. This story has attracted many readers throughout the years as a work 

of high medieval literature. Sígurður Nordal’s study of the saga remains an influential work 

where he highlights the fictional character of the story while exalting its literary merit110. R. 

D. Fulk called it “the most intensely studied of the Íslendingasögur”111 

Different dates for composition have been proposed throughout the years. Nordal concluded 

that the style of the prose points to a date of writing in the late 13th century.112 E. V. Gordon 

suggested a date close to the end of the 13th century or the first years of the 14th century.113 

Most voices tend to agree nowadays on a date of composition by the end of the 13th century. 

The chosen edition for this analysis is the one found in the Íslenzk fornrit series in 

Austfirðinga sögur. Edited by Jón Jóhannesson, this edition incorporates a variety of 

manuscripts that exist for this saga. Starting with the oldest attested source for it -- AM 162 

I fol, dating to the end 15th or beginning of the 16th century --, this edition also takes into 

account a number of paper manuscripts such as AM 156 fol., AM 158 fol., AM 443 4to., AM 

451 4to., AM 496 4to and AM 551 c 4to.114 

Richard Harris lists 18 proverbs from Hrafnkels saga in his concordance. As with the 

concordance of Gísla saga, many of these paroemias follow patterns common to other kinds 

of fixed phrases or fail to follow at least two of the criteria chosen above. The following is a 

list of the proverbs that will be examined here: 

                                                           
110 Sígurður Nordal, Hrafnkels saga: A study. Trans. R. George Thomas. (University of Wales Press, 1958), 

57.  
111 Robert D. Fulk, The Moral System of Hrafnkels saga Freysgoða. In Saga Book of the Viking Society vol. 

XXII 1986-1989 (University College London, 1989), 1 
112 Sígurður Nórðal, Hrafnkels saga: A study. Trans. R. George Thomas. (University of Wales Press, 1958), 

45. 
113 E. V Gordon, On "Hrafnkels saga Freysgođa". In Medium Ævum, Vol. 8, No. 1 (Society for the Study of 

Medieval Languages and Literature, 1939), 28. 
114 Handrit.is. Last accessed on April 5th . 

Https://handrit.is/is/bibliography/view/J%C3%B3nJ%C3%B3h1950a?showall.associated_manuscripts=1  

https://handrit.is/is/bibliography/view/J%C3%B3nJ%C3%B3h1950a?showall.associated_manuscripts=1
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Proverb Character 

Eigi veldr sá, er varar annan115 Hrafnkell 

Sá er svinnr, er sik kann116 Bjarni 

mér þykkir þar heimskum manni at 

duga, sem þú ert   [Illt er heimskum lið at 

veita]117 

Sámr 

Hefir sá ok jafnan, er hættir118 Þorkell 

… skǫmm er óhófs ævi119 Many (literally “margr”) 

svá ergisk hverr sem eldisk120 Servant woman 

 

 

Eigi veldr sá, er varar annan. It is Hrafnkell who utters this first proverb in the story when 

warning Einarr about riding Freyfaxi. Other variants of it exist in Fljótsdæla saga: “veldrat 

sá, er varar”121 and Njáls saga: “veldrat sá, er varar.”122 Additionally, the proverb is 

introduced with the phrase “þat er forn orðskviðr”, a common manner of presenting these 

paroemias as was mentioned above. Terry Gunnell’s translation renders it as “he who gives 

warning is not at fault”. 

This first proverb is a window into the mind of the protagonist. Although Hrafnkell is 

described as a “ójafnaðarmaðr mikill”, he at least seems to have a sense of fairness in some 

of his dealings. In his interaction with Einarr, he somewhat washes his hands of any 

responsibility in case he should kill the young man since Einarr agreed to their deal. This 

suggests that Hrafnkell’s injustice lies not in an utter sense of arbitrariness on his part, but 

rather on a lack of coherence between his position and his responsibilities. 

                                                           
115 Hrafnkels saga. In Austfirðinga sögur. Ed. Jón Jóhannesson (Hið Íslenzka Fornrit, 1950), 102. 
116 Ibid, 106. 
117 Ibid, 108. 
118 Ibid, 115. 
119 Ibid, 122. 
120 Ibid, 126. 
121 Fljótsdæla saga. In Austfirðinga sögur. Ed. Jón Jóhannesson (Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 1950), 290. 
122 Brennu-Njáls saga. Ed Einar Ólafur Sveinsson (Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 1954), 106. 
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By placing a horse’s life over a man’s, Hrafnkell commits an injustice that surpasses his own 

attachment to oaths. He subscribes to the idea that keeping an oath is important “ekki verði 

at þeim mǫnnum, er heitstrengingar fella á sik”123 [nothing goes well for people when the 

words of an oath come down on them], but he recognizes that he rushed into this particular 

one “En vit munum opt þess iðrask, er vit erum of málgir”124 [But we often have cause to 

regret having said too much, and we should more rarely have cause for regret if we spoke 

less rather than more].  

By recognizing his actions as the worst thing he has done, Hrafnkell allows the audience to 

perceive the senselessness of adhering to an oath that ought not to stand above the life of his 

worker. This is Hrafnkell’s mindset at the beginning of the story, a man bound to ridiculous 

extent to a solemn pledge that he holds dearer than the people around him, justifies to himself 

by sticking to sayings like the one contained in this proverb, which do not really absolve him. 

The location of this proverb is of vital importance for the story since it stands as a portentous 

statement that serves as a first climax for the story. It is at this point that the narrative moves 

from introducing the character of Hrafnkell and the district where the action takes place to 

the core of what will be the conflict during the rest of the story, namely, the slaying of Einarr 

and the unwillingness of the protagonist to offer compensation with the consequences that 

this entails. 

Although modern readers might consider the killing of Einarr as the first climactic point of 

the story, this could be related to modern narrative expectations and the notion in 

contemporary storytelling of the “inciting incident”.125 For a medieval narrative such as 

Hrafnkels saga, the warning itself might have been the real moment of tension. Kristýna 

Králová has pointed out that warnings are a form of foreshadowing: “The various types of 

foreshadowing are perceived as forewarnings of a threatening fate, made intrinsically 

negative by fate’s very nature. It is the character of destiny itself, the fact that it is inevitable, 

that arouses tension.”126 

                                                           
123 Hrafnkels saga. In Austfirðinga sögur. Ed. Jón Jóhannesson (Hið Íslenzka Fornrit, 1950), 105. 
124 Ibid, 106. 
125 Steven Lubet, The Inciting Incident. In Litigation, Vol. 33, No. 1, (American Bar AssociationStable, Fall 

2006), 58.       
126 Ibid, 30. 
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This tension characterizes Hrafnkell’s warning, since the audience, probably already familiar 

with the conventions of saga narratives, would have understood that the prohibition to ride 

the horse would be inexorably violated. For them, the proverb was thus a climactic ending to 

Hrafnkell’s ominous discourse.  

It is noteworthy that the first proverb in the saga is placed at the initial pivotal point in the 

story that sets events in motion. Gísla saga, analyzed above, already showed the importance 

placed in these pareomias in terms of location within the story. Hrafnkel’s story shows from 

the beginning this strategic use of a proverb, intensified perhaps by Hrafnkell himself 

invoking the proverb through formulaic language, which is a trademark of this saga, as will 

be seen below. 

 

Sá er svinnr, er sik kann. This proverb is used by Bjarni, Þorbjǫrn’s brother, when warning 

him against prosecuting Hrafnkell after the slaying of Einarr. Terry Gunnell renders it as: 

“It’s a wise man who knows himself”. As is the case with other proverbs in this list, the 

present one is preceded by an introductory formula “er þat satt”. 

Thematically, this proverb is of the utmost importance for the story. Bjarni, who refuses to 

take on his brother’s cause, points out that Þorbjǫrn ought to understand his position in 

Icelandic society. As things stand at the beginning of the story, Hrafnkell is a goði and 

Þorbjǫrn is a poor farmer. As Maria Bonner and Kaaren Grimstad explain, Þorbjǫrn 

“misjudges the situation when he has hopes of getting Hrafnkell to pay him arbitrated 

compensation. A poor farmer should know that he is not likely to achieve a victory over a 

chieftain with a perfect score.”127 This behavior, according to the same authors, would be 

unacceptable in the society portrayed in the sagas.128  

Jesse L. Byock has argued that early settlement-age Iceland, up until the early part of the 12th 

century, was a society where hierarchies were not insurmountable and class mobility was 

                                                           
127 Maria Bonner & Kaaren Grimstad. Munu Vit Ekki at því Saettask: A Closer Look at Dialogues in 

Hrafnkels Saga. In Arkiv för nordisk filologi, Volume 111 (Lunds Universitet Institutionen foer Nordiska 

Spraak, 1996), 23       
128 Ibid, 21 
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fluid and possible.129 Executive power was not held by one central authority, and the position 

of goði could be purchased and sold. However, the second half of the twelfth century saw a 

cementing of more rigid barriers to movement between classes and a more hierarchical 

system that approached the body politic of an early medieval state.130 

Considering a period of composition for the saga close to the end of the 13th century, it is not 

far-fetched to presume that the rigid stratification portrayed in the saga might be partially a 

retro-projection of the social situation during the latter part of the 12th century into the 10th 

century.131  Of course, it might very well be the case that the incipient Icelandic community 

at the time of settlement really viewed the chasm between goðar and poor farmers as a reason 

for the former to be considered superior men of a status not to be meddled with.  

Regardless, the author of the saga seems to have in mind a particular kind of society were a 

poor man like Þorbjǫrn would have been seen as foolish for challenging an undefeated and 

stubborn chieftain. It certainly seems to be the case that, while some commentators have 

argued for the legitimacy of the claims made by Einarr’s father, a fair reading of the story 

would see the, at least partially, negative way in which Þorbjǫrn is framed while at the same 

time recognizing Hrafnkell’s mistake in killing Einarr.132  

With this background in mind, one can better understand how this proverb plays out 

thematically for the narrative, especially given that its eponymous hero finds himself by the 

end of the tale in a position of more power, more respect and with more honor than at the 

beginning of the story, while those who challenged him and who belong to an inferior class 

remain where they started. The story, it seems, does not aim at subverting the existing order, 

but rather at pointing out some of its faulty features, like the inadvisable pride and unfairness 

of powerful men that pushes them away from an ideal of leadership as well as the need for 

those in lower positions to know their place in society. 

 

                                                           
129 Jesse L.Byock. Medieval Iceland: Society, Sagas, and Power (Univesrity of California Press, 1988), 6. 
130 Ibid, 6 
131 Sigurður Nordal. Hrafnkels saga Freysgoða: a study. Trans. R. George Thomas (University of Wales, 

1958). 
132 Robert D. Fulk, The Moral System of Hrafnkels saga Freysgoða. In Saga Book of the Viking Society vol. 

XXII 1986-1989 (University College London, 1989), 7. 
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Mér þykkir þar heimskum manni at duga, sem þú ert. This sentence, which Gunnell 

translates as “I think I'm helping a fool” is unique in the present research in that the proverb 

that the author refers to is not explicitly stated, but rather alluded to. Richard Harris has 

pointed out that the original proverb would be “Illt er heimskum lið at veita” [ill comes from 

giving help to a fool].133 This proverb is used by Sámr when Þorbjǫrn requests his help in 

pursuing a legal case against Hrafnkell after Einarr’s killing. The proverb is present in 

Guðmundur Jónsson’s collection134.  

This proverb, as Harris has argued, can be linked thematically to the narrative as a whole. 

Sámr deems his uncle a fool even though he agrees to grant him help, which he does only out 

of kinship obligations. Anne Slater even argues that “Sámr knows, too, that Þorbjǫrn wishes 

to humiliate Hrafnkell rather than to rectify the injustice against Einarr”135, which stresses 

even more the man’s foolishness. The ultimate unfolding of events proves Sámr right, as the 

act of helping his uncle drives him to a higher position in Icelandic society by becoming a 

chieftain, only to fall from grace ultimately as the story restores Hrafnkell to his initial 

position of power. The proverb proves cautionary, and Sámr seems to be the means through 

which the lesson derived from it is demonstrated for the audience, the lesson being that help 

is not something to be wasted on those whose lack of judgment will attract trouble. 

Furthermore, the proverb might have even wider implications. Later on in the course of the 

story Sámr, after finding out that Hraknkell killed his brother Eyvindr and after being driven 

out of his home by him, asks the brothers Þorgeirr and Þorkell Þjóstarsson for their help again 

as they had supported him in his earlier litigation against Hrafnkell. Þorgeirr does not 

hesitate, he refuses to help Sámr on account of his lack of acuity for not having killed 

Hrafnkell when he had the opportunity. Harris connects the warning about the consequences 

of not killing Hrafnkell with the brothers’ soundness of judgement.  He contrasts this with 

Sámr´s lack of judgement, i.e. his foolishness.  This contrast is a way to further solidify the 

story‘s sympathy for aristocratic individuals and can be connected to the contents of the first 

                                                           
133 Richard Lynn Harris, The Proverbial Heart of Hrafnkels saga Freysgoða: “Mér þykkir þar heimskum 

manni at duga, sem þú ert.”. In Scandinavian-Canadian Studies Vol. 16 (2006), 28-54. 
134 Guðmundur Jónsson. Safn af íslenzkum orðskviðum, fornmælum, heilræðum, snilliyrðum, sannmælum og 

málsgreinum (Copenhagen:   1830), 183 
135 Anne Saxon Slater, From Rhetoric and Structure to Psychology in "Hrafnkels saga Freysgođa". 

Scandinavian Studies, Vol. 40, No. 1 (University of Illinois Press,1968), 39. 
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proverb in this list. Therefore, the first layer of meaning for this paroemia puts Þorbjǫrn in 

the position of the fool and Sámr in that of the person who should be cautious about the help 

provided. In the second layer, however, it is Sámr who occupies the role of the fool and it is 

the Þjóstarsson brothers who intelligently see that helping him is not a desirable course of 

action. Through this double understanding of the proverb, the thematic stress on knowing 

who is worthy of aid is further established. 

The proverb can also be connected to Þorbjǫrn’s request for help to his brother, who describes 

him as vitlítill (lacking in wisdom). This can be an attempt to oppose Bjarni as svinnr, but 

also has an echo in this pareomia, where vitlítill reminds us of heimskr. After all, the story 

seems to be making the point that Þorbjǫrn is acting foolishly. 

This proverb stands at an important place in the story, the moment when Sámr moves to its 

forefront by accepting Þorbjǫrn’s request to prosecute Hrafnkell legally. Previously, Einarr’s 

father’s attempt to find someone to back him up had proved unsuccessful, when his own 

brother deemed it foolish to provide him with assistance. The narrative now turns from 

Þorbjǫrn’s denial to accept Hrafnkell’s offer and his quest for support to the prosecution of 

the protagonist. Immediately after uttering the proverb, it is said that “Þá rétti Sámr fram 

hǫndina ok tók við málinu af Þorbirni”136 [Then Sam reached out his hand, and took over the 

case from Thorbjorn]. Sámr takes his uncle’s case and proceeds to declare that Hrafnkell is 

responsible for the slaying of Einarr. He then gathers men and makes his way to the Alþing 

to present his litigation against Hrafnkell. Our proverb proves to be pivotal as it stands in a 

point that connects two distinct moments in the overall narrative. 

 

Hefir sá ok jafnan, er hættir. Þorkell utters this proverb while attempting to persuade his 

brother to aid Sámr in his cause against Hrafnkell. Terry Gunnell’s translation states “Who 

dares wins”. Other attestations of the proverb exist in Sverris saga “sá hefir er hættir”137, 

                                                           
136 Hrafnkels saga. In Austfirðinga sögur. Ed. Jón Jóhannesson (Hið Íslenzka Fornrit, 1950), 108. 
137 Sverris saga. Ed. Þorleifur Hauksson (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 2007), 117. 



44 
 

 
 

which is introduced in the text by “er svá sem mælt er”, and Bjarnar saga Hítdælakappa 

“Hefir sá, er hættir.”138 

This proverb communicates a facet of Þorkell’s personality that can be summarized using 

Sígurður Nordal’s words, describing him as “an adventurous hero”.139 Þorkell describes 

himself as a “einhleypingr”, which Gunnell renders as “unattached”. He is a traveler, having 

recently returned to Iceland from serving in the Varangian Guard.  

The intrepid nature of Þorkell contrasts with his brother’s calmer and more restrained 

personality. Whereas Þorkell invites his brother to take action in the hope of acquiring honor 

and recognition by defeating a powerful chieftain, Þorgeirr prefers to not pursue a legal case 

against a man that has a perfect legal record and remains undefeated. This daring attitude of 

Þorkell is neatly expressed in this proverb.  

When analyzing the proverbs in Gísla saga, “Sér æ gjǫf til gjalda” stood out for its persuasive 

merits. The proverb served to convince Geirmundr that he was indebted towards Gísli and 

that helping him was an obligation. As with the proverb in Gísla saga, this pareoemia again 

fits nicely within Austin’s notion of perlocutionary act. It stands here as a way of convincing 

Þorgeirr of helping Sámr against Hrafnkell. 

Establishing a structure for Þorkell’s speech here is more complex than with Gísli in the case 

analyzed before. Þorkell’s request is woven into a dialogue with his brother where each one 

of them try to outsmart the other without bringing offense and appearing as honorable as 

possible. Many things are happening in this episode, from the set of instructions for Þorbjǫrn 

to stumble on Þorgeirr’s toe to the back and forth dialogue between the two brothers, all in a 

scene that has been linked to ritual forms of portraying ráð or “counsel”.140 

A simple structure that retains all the necessary elements for this interaction, however, can 

be identified in this episode: 

1. An intention has been already established, i.e., that Þorgeirr should support Sámr.  

                                                           
138 Bjarnar saga Hítdælakappa. In Íslendinga sögur III. Guðni Jónsson (Íslendingasagnaútgáfan, 1978) 197. 
139 Sígurður Nórðal, Hrafnkels saga: A study. Trans. R. George Thomas. (University of Wales Press, 1958), 7. 
140 Russell Poole, Council in Action in Hrafnkels saga. Thirteenth International Saga Conference, Durhanm 

and York, 2006. 779 - 788 http://sagaconference.org/SC13/SC13_Poole.pdf  

http://sagaconference.org/SC13/SC13_Poole.pdf
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2. Þorgeirr deems it bad to face Hrafnkell at the Alþing since others have gained no 

honor from it and Hrafnkell never loses a legal battle. 

3. Þorkell’s recognizes that if he were in possession of a goðorð, he might act in a similar 

way as his brother. 

4. Þorkell then responds to Þorgeirr by addressing his objections. 

5. The proverb as a closing statement. 

Our proverb in this occasion is not simply a mere persuasive statement, as was the case with 

Gísli’s. In this instance the proverb serves also as a response to Þorgeirr’s refusal to help 

Þorbjǫrn “Svá mun mér fara sem ǫðrum” [I will act just like the others …]. An attempt at 

persuasion has already been made on Þorkell’s part, which was met with opposition by his 

brother. This requires a new line of thought to convince the reluctant chieftain to help. Thus, 

the proverb is placed in such a way as to refute Þorkell’s caveat.  

Most of what is contained in point 4 corresponds roughly to: 

“mér þœtti við þann bezt at eiga, er allir hrekjask fyrir áðr. Ok þœtti mér mikit vaxa mín 

virðing eða þess hǫfðingja, er á Hrafnkel gæti nǫkkura vík róit, en minnkask ekki, þó at mér 

fœri sem ǫðrum, fyrir því at má mér þat, sem yfir margan gengr”141 [I prefer competing with 

someone who has routed everyone else. And, to my mind, my honour, like that of any 

chieftain who can get the better of Hrafnkel in any way, will grow rather than diminish, even 

if things go the same way for me as they have for others, because I can take what has 

happened to many before me].  

This can be surmised through what is expressed in point 5, namely, the proverb. Unlike the 

last proverb in this list, which is placed at the beginning of a speech, this one stands as a 

closing statement. This can be understood by remembering that, in this case, intent has 

already been established, which would require the proverb to be placed in another moment 

of high tension, such as at the end of Þorkell’s dialogue. 

Also, by being placed at the end of the section, the proverb brings the previous line of thought 

to its conclusion, i.e. that there is in fact honor to be gained from facing Hrafnkell and that 

                                                           
141 Hrafnkels saga. In Austfirðinga sögur. Ed. Jón Jóhannesson (Hið Íslenzka Fornrit, 1950), 115. 
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Hrafnkell’s victories over other litigators in the past can only add to a victory on the part of 

Þorgeirr. This is conveyed through the brief and poignant form of this fixed phrase. 

This proverb, perhaps inadvertently, enters in a dialogue with one of the previous paroemias 

in this list “sá er svinnr, er sik kann”. The contrast is of the utmost interest. While the first 

proverb was used to warn about the folly of aiming too high in a world of rigid hierarchies, 

the present proverb speaks about the generous rewards associated with defeating powerful 

men.  

What might sound at first like cognitive dissonance in an otherwise coherent narrative can 

be understood by remembering that who utters these fixed phrases is as important as what is 

being said. Þorkell, who uses this proverb, belongs to the higher echelons of Icelandic 

society. His brother is a goði in the West Fjords and he himself is a follower of the Greek 

king in Constantinople. Moreover, while the wielder of the goðorð is his brother Þorgeirr, 

Þorkell has a right to the goðorð that he, as he points out, can reclaim should he desire to do 

so. For all intents and purposes, he is Hrafnkell’s equal. 

It appears that Þorkell, unlike Þorbjǫrn, is in the right position to present a case against 

Hrafnkell, for he belongs to the appropriate class in the Icelandic community. Thus, this 

proverb does not contradict what is stated in “sá er svinnr, er sik kann”, it rather reinforces 

it. Þorkell is svinnr in that he understands his position and the prerogatives that come with it, 

so he can legitimately challenge the authority of a man who is his equal. On the other end, 

Þorbjǫrn is not svinnr, he is reluctant to understand that his position in society works against 

him and that he is foolishly dealing with someone who is superior to him. 

 

… skǫmm er óhófs ævi. This proverb, unique in the present study, is not uttered by any 

particular person, but rather it is said that “minnisk nú margr á fornan orðskvið” 142 [many 

remembered the old proverb]. This phrase, which also serves as an introductory formula in 

the vein of others that have been mentioned above, presents the proverb as a general opinion 

expressed by many people. Gunnell renders this proverb as “brief is the life of excess”. 

                                                           
142 Hrafnkels saga. In Austfirðinga sögur. Ed. Jón Jóhannesson (Hið Íslenzka Fornrit, 1950), 122. 
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“Excess”, in this case, is a translation of the word “óhofs”, the root of which was already 

analyzed in one of the proverbs in Gísla saga: “Allt kann sá, er hófit kann”.143 In that case, 

“hóf” was translated and understood as ‘moderation’. “óhof”, therefore, would make 

reference to its opposite, “immoderation”. 

Gunnell’s translation as “excess” seems appropriate in that it encapsulates the contents of the 

Old Icelandic word. However, it is worth remembering that the elevated virtue here is 

moderation, and the vice that the proverb warns against is the lack thereof. Another 

occurrence of this proverb exists in Málsháttakvæði “skammæ þykkja ófin öll”, where “ófin” 

is a shortened form of “óhófin”.144 

A debate has existed for decades now over how Hrafnkels saga should be understood, 

whether as a portrait of someone overcoming moral flaws or as a tale of political power and 

legitimacy lost and regained.145 The scope of this debate exceeds the purposes of this 

analysis, however, a few things can be said on this matter as they relate to this proverb. If we 

take as an indicator of how to navigate these stories that some proverbs show a thematic link 

with the story at large, then the present proverb can prove to be quite illuminating.  

The analysis of the etymology of “óhóf” has already shown that Hrafnkell’s flaw, as 

mentioned above, is immoderation or excess. This contrasts with other scholars’ opinions 

who, like Hermann Pálsson, see pride as Hrafnkell’s main shortcoming.146 If the protagonist 

is then characterized by his excess rather than by his pride, some information can be drawn 

about the nature of the condemnation expressed by many people, “margr”. It may be easy to 

see pride as a moral flaw, as Pálsson does and which he connects to his interpretation about 

the underlying Christian discourse present in the story. However, if we turn to immoderation, 

then the condemnation isn’t necessarily moral. Those who express their satisfaction at 

Hrafnkell’s fall might be doing so on the basis that his life of excess made him unfit to hold 

a goðorð and govern over his community.  

                                                           
143 Gísla saga Súrssonar. In Vestfirðinga sögur. Ed. Björn Þórólfsson (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 

1943), 51. 
144 Málsháttakvæði eller Fornyrðadrápa. Ed. Finnur Jónsson (1889), 286. 
145 Theodore M. Andersson. Ethics and Politics in Hrafnkels Saga. In Scandinavian Studies Vol. 60, No. 2, 

Norse Values and Society (SPRING 1988) 
146 Hermann Pálsson, Art and Ethics in Hrafnkel’s saga (Munskgaard, 1971), 60. 
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This doesn’t mean that there aren’t moral elements to this story. As mentioned, the scope of 

such a debate is beyond this thesis. However, the condemnation of the people in Hrafnkell’s 

district, as seen through this proverb, seems to be of a political rather than a moral nature. 

Such disapproval of the people appears to be thematic, as at its core lies much of the crux of 

the story, the rise and fall of a leader characterized by unfair excess in his predilection for an 

animal and an oath over his own people. 

This proverb stands at a vital moment in the story. At this point the tale turns from the 

litigation against Hrafnkell to a period of temporary peace. Sámr and Hrafnkell change roles, 

as one of them takes over the property and power of the other. This piece of gnomic material 

marks the end of the action at the Alþing and the confiscation court. The narrative turns again 

to the domestic lives of its characters, awaiting for a new incident to set the story in motion. 

Svá ergisk hverr sem eldisk. A servant woman uses this proverb when addressing Hrafnkell 

while Eyvindr passes through their district. Other occurrences of this proverb appear in 

Þorsteins þáttr bæjarmagns: “sva ergist hverr sem eldist”, and Óláfs saga Helga: “svá ergisk 

hverr sem eldisk”. Terry Gunnell translates it as “the older you get, the wetter you become”. 

Another translation, this time by William Sayers, says “age unmans a man”. This second 

translation seems to capture the emasculating intent behind this proverb. The verb “ergja” 

has implications tracing back to its etymology. It derives from the word “ergi”, a nominal 

form of the adjective “argr”, ‘unmanly’ ‘effeminate’ ‘cowardly’.147 Again, as in previous 

cases during the saga, the proverb is introduced by an opening formula: “Satt er flest þat, er 

fornkveðit er”, which helps to further cement the phrase as a proverb. 

This is the last proverb that appears in the saga. Its position, it should be noted, is of 

exceptional importance. At this point in the story, Hrafnkell has elevated himself once more 

to the highest echelons of Icelandic society. He is a respected goði again after being stripped 

of his title and his wealth by the Þjóstarsson brothers on behalf of Sámr.  

The action seems to be at a halt, since even having met Sámr several times after the incident 

where he lost his property and title, Hrafnkell does not turn to revenge, “Opt fundusk þeir 

Sámr ok Hrafnkell á manna mótum, ok minntusk þeir aldri á sín viðskipti. Leið svá fram sex 

                                                           
147 Geir Zöega, A Concise Dictionary of Old Icelandic (New York: Dover Publications, inc), 19. 
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vetr.”148 [Sam and Hrafnkel often met at public gatherings, but they never mentioned their 

dealings with each other.] The story, therefore, finds a new and final drive in the words of 

this unnamed female house servant who compels Hrafnkell to seek revenge on the brother of 

the man whose litigation efforts brought disgrace upon him a few years prior.  

Additionally, by triggering Hrafnkell’s move to recover his prior state and wealth, this 

proverb serves to propel the final action and restore order, with Sámr losing the prominence 

that he had gained and Hrafnkell recovering from the ill consequences of his pride while 

asserting his legitimacy as chieftain.149 

As was the case in the already mentioned proverb in Gísla saga, “sér æ gjǫf til gjalda”, and 

a previous proverb in this list “Hefir sá ok jafnan, er hættir”, this proverb acts as a persuasive 

tool on the part of this woman to convince Hrafnkell to take action. Again, the action that 

takes place here can be understood through Austin’s notion of a perlocutionary act.150 This 

convincing effort can be seen through a rough outline of the structure of this interaction. It is 

difficult to break her speech into parts, but four stages of the woman’s speech seem useful 

for the present analysis. 

1. The proverb with its introductory formula. 

2. Her exposition of the reasons why Hrafnkell should move to action. 

3. The statement of Eyvindr’s presence and location. 

4. The intent behind her speech, namely, that Hrafnkell should kill Eyvindr. 

Interestingly, the structure of this speech differs somewhat from the one in Þorkell’s speech 

analyzed above. In that dialogue, intent had already been stated and the proverb occupied the 

final position of Þorkell’s dialogue. Here, intent is relegated to the final position and the 

proverb serves as an opening statement propelled by the authority of its introductory formula 

“Satt er flest þat, er fornkveðit er”.  

This pareoemia, as William Miller states, “captures the contempt that is the lot of the elderly 

as age turns a man into less of a man and then finally into no man at all; not really so much 

                                                           
148 Hrafnkels saga. In Austfirðinga sögur. Ed. Jón Jóhannesson (Hið Íslenzka Fornrit, 1950), 125 
149 Theodore M. Andersson. Ethics and Politics in Hrafnkels Saga. In Scandinavian Studies Vol. 60, No. 2, 

Norse Values and Society (SPRING 1988), 306 
150 John Langshaw Austin, How to Do Things with Words (Great Britain: Oxford University Press, 1962), 108 
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feminized, as unsexed, infantilized, transformed into a former man, an ex-man, a failed 

man.”151 Everything belonging to stage 2 of the speech is but an exposition of how and why 

Hrafnkell has been reduced to this pusillanimous state, including his ageing, his loss of 

stamina in a sexual and political sense, the disrespectful sense of entitlement of a man who 

until later in life lived with his parents as opposed to Hrafnkell, the early self-made man, etc.  

After having questioned the manliness that characterized the Hrafnkell of yesteryear through 

the proverb (1) and substantiating this piece of folk wisdom (2), the griðkona lets her master 

know what this speech was leading to by relating Eyvindr’s location (3) and the fact that he 

is a worthy target for Hrafnkell’s revenge (4). Her placement of the proverb at the beginning 

of the diatribe helps frame this emasculation in a non-personal, but rather societal way, 

whereby she does nothing but invoke mores and codes that would be understood by her 

master. In this way, that which seems insulting at first (attacking the manhood of her master 

and compelling him to act in a way that sounds like she is overstepping her boundaries) is 

reframed as a sensitive comment rooted in a common pool of proverbial wisdom. Needless 

to say, as with most invocation of proverbs for convincing purposes, the woman’s speech 

works. Hrafnkell is moved into action and the story finds its final drive for closure and 

completion. 

 

 

Findings 

The present analysis of the proverbs in Hrafnkels saga has managed to shed light on a number 

of patterns that were briefly mentioned in the context of each proverb. They revolve around 

matters of location, character and thematic links. 

  

Location 

The following is a list those proverbs whose placement in the story was noted: 

                                                           
151William Ian Miller. Hrafnkel or the Ambiguities, Hard Cases, Hard Choices (Oxford University Press, 

2017) 161. 
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1. Eigi veldr sá, er varar annan 

2. Illt er heimskum lið at veita 

3. Skǫmm er óhófs ævi 

4. Svá ergisk hverr sem eldisk. 

The following are the episodes to which each of these proverbs refer: 

1. Hrafnkell seals a deal with Einarr with a warning about the danger of riding Freyfaxi 

that foreshadows the coming events. 

2. Sámr accepts to take over his uncle’s case against Hrafnkell. 

3. Hrafnkell reaches his lowest as he loses his property and goðorð.  

4. A servant woman exhorts Hrafnkell to kill Eyvindr. 

The proverbs all stand in vital places for the narrative, whether they drive it forward, create 

or solve tension. In fact, they stand in places that the story cannot dispense of in order to 

retain its most important events.  

Character composition 

As was mentioned before some of the proverbs examined here serve to inform the reader 

about the disposition and the constitution of some of the characters in Hrafnkels saga. The 

following proverbs were analyzed through this lens: 

1. eigi veldr sá, er varar annan 

2. Illt er heimskum lið at veita [implicit] 

3. Hefir sá ok jafnan, er hættir 

The previous proverbs are spoken by Hrafnkell, Sámr and Þorkell. Each one of them connects 

neatly with the actions of the person that employs them. The proverb “sá er svinnr er sik 

kann”, even though not a part of this list given the small amount of information provided in 

the story about its user (Bjarni), can potentially be viewed under a similar lens. This would 

further mark the trend in this saga, as was the case in Gísla saga, of connecting proverbs with 

the psychology of the characters in the story. 
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Theme 

Two proverbs among the ones examined here display thematic features that can help to 

understand what lies at the crux of the narrative. They are: 

1. Sá er svinnr, er sik kann 

2. Skǫmm er óhófs ævi 

The first example is proven correct as the story reaches its finale, when positions in society 

are reestablished and original hierarchies are maintained. The second example is noteworthy 

in that it has moralistic undertones that appear in the mouth of the masses instead of being 

uttered by a character, which is unique among the 17 proverbs that constitute the present 

study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



53 
 

 
 

Chapter 3 

Results 

 

The previous two chapters have presented an in-depth study of 17 proverbs in Gísla saga 

Súrssonar and Hrafnkels saga Freysgoða. A number of links between the proverbs and the 

narrative were stressed during this analysis, mainly in matters concerning theme, character, 

and location. Other proverbs were underlined for their ironic character and their persuasive 

quality. Now these categories will be examined through the proverbs that each saga produced.  

 

Character 

In matters of character, the study of both sagas produced a number of proverbs that inform 

us as readers about the psychology and behavior of some of the characters in the stories. The 

following is a summary of the instances where this is the case, along with the characters that 

use each proverb: 

  

Gísla saga Súrssonar 

 þat mun fram 

koma, sem auðit 

verðr 

 

Gísli 

Opt stendr illt af 

kvennahjali 

Auðr 

Verðr hverr með 

sjálfum sér 

lengst at fara 

 

Þorkell 

Allt kann sá, er 

hófit kann 

Þorkell  

Fé er bezt eptir 

feigan 

Auðr 
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Hrafnkels saga Fresgoða 

eigi veldr sá, er 

varar annan 

Hrafnkell 

Illt er heimskum 

lið at veita 

[implicit] 

Sámr 

Hefir sá ok 

jafnan, er hættir 

Þorkell 

Proverbs in both sagas that provide information about the behavior and psychology of the 

characters in the story tend to be focused on the protagonists (Gísli, Hrafnkell) and in 

characters that are central to the story (Auðr, Þorkell Súrsson, Þorkell Þjóstarson and Sámr). 

Whenever there are two proverbs that inform the readership about the character’s inner self, 

they tend to complement each other by showing in different situations how a character 

manifests their personality (e.g., both proverbs used by Þorkell, which underline his drive 

toward moderation and restraint). 

 

Theme 

A number of proverbs in both sagas have shown persuasive thematic affinities with their 

stories. Four of them stand out, two from each story, summarized as follows:  

 

 

Gísla saga Súrssonar 

… en þó er þat margt í karlshúsi, at 

eigi er í konungsgarði 

The presence of things of value in 

unexpected places 
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þat mun fram koma, sem auðit verðr Fate 

 

Hrafnkels saga Freysgoða 

Sá er svinnr, er sik kann Awareness of one’s own position in life. 

Skǫmm er óhófs ævi Pride as a character flaw 

 

Contrary to proverbs related to location, which will be mentioned below, proverbs related to 

theme are not numerous. The present analysis produced four of them, two for each saga. 

However, each one of them is far-reaching in that each contains information about core 

aspects of the story that permeate all of it. In the case of fate in Gísla saga, several episodes, 

lines of dialogue and even lexical choices stress the importance of this subject, so that fate as 

a theme resonates throughout the story. The same can be said about awareness of one’s own 

position in life. The actions of the characters, their limitations, their decisions and their 

framing all show echoes of this theme, cleverly illustrated by its proverb. 

 

Location 

Many of the proverbs examined here have shown to be placed such that they coincide with 

points of building or climactic tension in the story. I have referred to these instances of 

proverbs and the places where they occur as “narrative landmarks”. The possible implications 

for this use of proverbs will be discussed in the conclusions. For now, it is worth noticing 

what these proverbs were and where they were located: 

 

Gísla saga Súrssonar 

… er þat margt í karlshúsi, at eigi 

er í konungsgarði 

The sword Grásíða is introduced 
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Ómæt ómaga orð An initial killing sparks a series of revenge killings 

culminating in the Súrssonar clan leaving Norway. 

Opt stendr illt af kvennahjali 

 

Auðr and Ásgerðr realize that Þorkell overheard their 

conversation. 

Þat mun fram koma, sem auðit 

verðr 

 

Gísli expresses the inevitability of upcoming events in the eve 

of the first killing. 

Saman er brœðra eign bezt at líta 

ok at sjá 

Gísli and Þorkell divide their estate. 

… verðr hverr með sjálfum sér 

lengst at fara 

 

Þorkell invites Gísli to cope with Vésteinn’s death. 

Allt kann sá, er hófit kann Þorgrímr suggests asking Gísli for the tapestries. 

 

… eru opt kǫld kvenna ráð 

 

Þórdís tells Bǫrkr about Gísli’s verses and their meaning. 

Fé er bezt eptir feigan Auðr refuses to deliver her husband and hits Eyjólfr 

 

Hrafnkels saga Freysgoða 

Eigi veldr sá, er varar annan Hrafnkell seals a deal with Einarr with a warning about the 

danger of riding Freyfaxi that foreshadows the coming 

events. 

Illt er heimskum lið at veita Sámr accepts to take over his uncle’s case against Hrafnkell. 

Skǫmm er óhófs ævi Hrafnkell reachest his lowest as he loses his property and 

goðorð.  

Svá ergisk hverr sem eldisk A servant woman exhorts Hrafnkell to kill Eyvindr. 

 

To extend the analogy that has been used hitherto, one can think of the geography of a 

narrative. In this case, the proverbs previously mentioned serve as visible landmarks that 

provide the audience and the storyteller with climactic points that are essential to the story. 
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Both sagas contain a number of proverbs that function in this way. In fact, when compared 

with other ways in which proverbs are used, it should be noted that this particular use 

produced a greater number of paroemias than the rest. There are nine proverbs under this 

category in Gísla saga and four in Hrafnkels saga. This represents around 75% of the 

proverbs in Gísla saga and 67% of proverbs in Hrafnkels saga.  

Why this category produces so many examples in each saga probably has to do with the 

fact that each story contains numerous climactic points. Most, if not all, of the places where 

these proverbs are placed include information of which the story cannot dispose; they are in 

most cases essential for the narrative. This being the circumstance, one might expect to find 

as many proverbs as places in the story where tension reaches a maximum. This seems to 

be true in both sagas, with Gísla saga almost doubling the number of proverbs of this kind, 

which seems consistent with the fact that this is a much longer story. 

Thus, if each proverb in this category is located in a strategic manner, when viewed as an 

ensemble they contain some of the minimal elements necessary to tell each of their stories. 

The ensemble of the proverbs in this category creates a set of necessary elements that 

provide a narrative path for the story to follow its course. 

 

Other uses of proverbs 

In addition to the previous uses, some other possible functions for proverbs have been 

underlined throughout this study. One of the uses was proverbial language that acts as a 

persuasive tool on the part of the characters that uttered the proverb. Three instances of this 

were observed, once in Gísla saga Súrssonar and twice in Hrafnkels saga Freysgoða: 

Saga Proverb Context 

Gísla saga Súrssonar … sér æ gjǫf til gjalda Gísli convinces Geirmundr to 

help him. 

Gísla saga Súrssonar Eru opt kǫld kenna ráð Bǫrkr persuades himself about 

the doubtful nature of Þórdís’ 

speech. 
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Hrafnkels saga Freysgoða Hefir sá ok jafnan, er hættir Þorkell persuades his brother to 

help Sámr and Þorbjǫrn. 

Hrafnkels saga Freysgoða Svá ergisk hverr sem eldisk A servant woman exhorts 

Hrafnkell to kill Eyvindr. 

 

Austin’s concept of a perlocutionary act has been especially useful to understand the 

function of these proverbs. All these proverbs fit the description of this kind of speech act. 

Furthermore, they are placed such that their position is strategic for the formation of the 

character’s argument. They all appear in a different moment in their respective speeches – 

Gísli uses it in the middle of his line of thought, Þorkell uses it to close his line of argument 

and the servant woman uses hers to open her diatribe. However, regardless of their 

positions, all three proverbs stand such that their authoritative nature definitely resonates 

with the character’s interlocutors, whether it is through their compromising nature (… sér æ 

gjǫf til gjalda), their intrepid invitation to risk backed by social status (Hefir sá ok jafnan, er 

hættir) or their insulting and emasculating character (Svá ergisk hverr sem eldisk). 

  

Irony as a way of utilizing proverbs was also noted during this study as exemplified by the 

following three examples: 

 

Proverb Saga Context 

Ómæt ómaga orð 

 

Gísla saga Súrssonar Bárðr mocks the weak 

before being killed by Gísli 

Allt kann sá, er hófit kann  

Gísla saga Súrssonar 

Þorkell tells Þorgrímr that 

provoking Gísli is not a 

good idea. 

… bitinn mundi nú 

beinfiskr, ef at borði 

mætti dragask  

 

 

Gísla saga Súrssonar 

Bǫrkr brags about catching 

Gísli, who inadvertently 

stands in front of him ready 

to escape. 
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Unlike the previous four functions for proverbs discussed hitherto, this one does not seem 

to offer an example in Hrafnkels saga. That being the case, the present study can only 

account for it by using the example of one saga. This should not be interpreted as weak 

grounds for seeing irony in proverbs as an active device on the part of the saga writer. 

Rather, it should be noted that Hrafnkels saga contains a limited number of proverbs and 

that there might not have been a need to use irony as a narrative device as much in this 

story as in Gísla saga, especially taking into account the stern nature of Hrafnkell in his 

own story and the already mentioned trickster-like behavior of Gísli in his. 

Suffice it to say that Gísla saga displays ironic uses of proverbs and that further analysis of 

other sagas is required to assert that such ironic use follows a pattern or a stylistic 

convention. 
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Conclusion 

 

This analysis of the proverbs in two of the most celebrated sagas of Icelanders has been an 

attempt at answering a question: what are the functions of proverbs in the Icelandic family 

sagas? Among the results of this thesis is an elucidation of aspects of the narrative function 

of proverbs, something that has not been explored in detail in the past. The examination of 

each of these paroemias has provided evidence that suggests that the study of the proverbial 

tradition in the sagas can shed light on questions of narrative composition for these texts. At 

the heart of the “proverbiousness” of these stories may lie a complex narrative device 

employed by their authors in a purposeful and creative way. In the words of Dale Kedwards 

“the proverb is employed to diverse effect in saga literature, and […] careful attention to their 

application has the potential to nuance our understanding of the complexities of saga 

narrative and style.”152  

At least five functions for proverbs have been underlined throughout the present study, all of 

which exist in both sagas, except for the last one: 

 Character portrayal. 

 Thematic referencing. 

 Location. 

 Persuasion. 

 Irony. 

In this regard, this work has produced a starting point for a systematic analysis of proverbs 

in this medieval material. However, I have analyzed only two sagas here. It is necessary to 

carry out further analysis of a similar nature as the present one in order to see how proverbs 

in other Icelandic sagas behave. 

A proverb can have multiple uses in the narrative as has been evidenced throughout this 

analysis. A paroemia like Allt kann sá, er hófit kann informs us about Þorkell’s character, is 

                                                           
152 Dale Kedwards, Þat hafa gamlir men mælt: The proverbs of Egill’s saga. In Proverbia Septentrionalia. 

Essays on Proverbs in Medieval Scandinavian and English Literature. 1st edition. Edited by Michael Cichon 

and Yin Liu, (Tempe: ACMRS Publications, 2019), 82 
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strategically located in the story and has an ironic subtext. Like this one, many of the proverbs 

analyzed in this thesis can have more than one function in the narrative, which shows their 

malleability for a storyteller who can adapt them to multiple narrative requirements. 

Hopefully, the research presented in this thesis will lead to further exploration of proverbs in 

medieval Icelandic literature, not as an ancillary perspective in service to other fields of 

research, but as the object of literary studies that can contribute to a better understanding of 

these texts and other medieval literary traditions. A thorough examination of these traditions 

can allow for a dialogue on what the role and usage of proverbs was in large areas like 

Northern Europe. This does not entail finding definite trends and systematic behaviors, but 

rather enriching the discourse on how distinct authors and different cultures throughout the 

Middle Ages perceived and used gnomic wisdom. 

One line of research in which a thorough examination of proverbs can help advance current 

scholarship of medieval literature is the subject of text composition. In the case of the sagas, 

the results of this thesis and other studies of this kind might provide new evidence for the 

oral or literary origins of the saga. For example, the notion of proverbs as narrative landmarks 

can have applications in the study of formulae as story-telling mechanisms. Authors like 

Tommy Danielsson have argued that Gísla saga’s origins lie in oral transmission and 

tradition.153 By placing proverbs alongside other forms of formulaic language like 

genealogies, poetry and other mnemonic tools, there is potential for creating a more solid 

understanding of an oral genesis for these stories. 

If, on the other hand, one were to take the multiplicity of usages of proverbs as evidence of 

composition craft on the part of a skillful writer, one could have a better understanding of the 

literary origins of these stories – the way that Nordal, for example, argued for the written 

origin of Hrafnkels saga or E. V. Gordon described it as a “literary” saga.154  

These two ways of thinking need not be mutually exclusive. Proverb studies may in fact show 

nuances of composition that allow for a dialogue between oral transmission and written 

                                                           
153 Tommy Danielsson. On the Possibility of an Oral Background for Gísla saga Súrssonar. In Oral Art Forms 

and their Passage into Writing, Ed. By Else Mundal & Jonas Wellendorf (Museum Tusculanum Press, 2008), 

23 – 35. 
154 E. V Gordon, On "Hrafnkels saga Freysgođa". In Medium Ævum, Vol. 8, No. 1 (Society for the Study of 

Medieval Languages and Literature, 1939), 22 
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composition. Ultimately, what results this kind of research could bear is beyond the scope 

and ambition of this study. The study of the medieval Icelandic literary tradition can benefit 

a lot from a deeper inquiry into the nature of proverbs in literature. 
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