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Ágrip 

Þessi ritgerð fjallar um kvæðið Sonatorrek í Egils sögu Skallagrímssonar þar sem það 

er eignað tíundu aldar skáldinu Agli Skallagrímssyni. Sonatorrek, sem jafnan er talið 

einkennast af bæði orðkynngi og innsæi, er afar tilfinningaríkt kvæði sem sker sig 

mjög úr í hefðbundinni tilfinningatjáningu í Íslendingasögunum. 

Í ritgerðinni er stuðst við tilfinningalegar forskriftir og menningarminni til að 

greina framsetningu tilfinninga í Sonatorreki og rýna í þann jarðveg sem kvæðið er 

sprottið úr. Borin eru saman hegðunarmynstur sem notuð eru til að tjá tilfinningar í 

Íslendingasögum, í Sonatorreki og í riddarasögum frá meginlandinu, norrænum 

þýðingum á þeim og norrænum riddarasögum byggðum á erlendum fyrirmyndum. 

Sýnt er fram á að í Sonatorreki er beitt bókmenntalegum aðferðum sem ekki náðu 

útbreiðslu fyrr en miklu síðar — nær tólftu og þrettándu öld en tíundu öld. 

Handritageymd Sonatorreks hefur kveikt deilur fræðimanna um aldur kvæðisins, 

en þar hafa þó orðið fyrirferðarmest sjónarmið þeirra er álíta kvæðið frá tíundu öld. 

Þrátt fyrir tilfinningadýpt kvæðisins hefur tjáning tilfinninga fram að þessu ekki verið 

nýtt til að greina þann bókmenntalega jarðveg sem kvæðið er sprottið úr og aðgreina 

það frá Egils sögu. Í þessari ritgerð er þessari nálgun beitt og nýju sjónarmiði telft 

fram í umræðunni um aldur kvæðisins og uppruna. Enn fremur er rætt um þau áhrif 

sem það hefur fyrir skilning okkar á sjálfi og sjálfsmynd á miðöldum ef litið svo á að 

Sonatorrek sé mögulega yngra en venjulega er talið. 

Þessi vinna var hluti af alþjóðlega rannsóknaverkefninu „Tilfinningar og sjálfið á 

miðöldum í Norður-Evrópu“ sem styrkt er af Rannsóknamiðstöð Íslands (RANNÍS) 

og Rannsóknasjóði Háskóla Íslands.  
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Abstract 

This thesis deals with the Old Norse poem Sonatorrek, today typically read in the 

saga Egils saga Skallagrímssonar, where it is attributed to the tenth-century skald 

Egill Skallagrímsson. Considered an exemplar of linguistic skill and interiority, 

Sonatorrek is a highly emotive poem which stands in marked contrast to the typical 

conventions of saga emotionality. 

This thesis uses emotive scripting and cultural memory theory to examine the 

emotionality of Sonatorrek in order to reconsider the context of its composition. It 

draws comparisons between the behavioural codes used to perform literary emotion in 

the sagas, in the poem, and in continental romances, their translations and indigenous 

imitations, to show that Sonatorrek utilises literary conventions that did not become 

standard until much later – until closer to the twelfth or thirteenth century than the 

tenth. 

Due to issues with the manuscript evidence for the poem’s transmission, there has 

been some debate around the date of Sonatorrek’s composition – albeit heavily 

weighted towards scholars who favour a tenth-century composition date. Despite the 

poem’s emphasis on emotive force however, there has been as yet no attempt to use 

emotionality to question its literary context and detach it from the saga. This thesis 

will introduce this new facet to the argument, and will consider the implications that 

viewing the poem as arising from a later context has for understandings of self and 

identity in the medieval period. 

This thesis was completed as part of the international collaborative research 

project “Emotion and the Medieval Self in Northern Europe”, funded by the Icelandic 

Research Fund (RANNÍS) and the University of Iceland Research Fund. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The subject of this thesis is the Old Norse poem Sonatorrek (The Loss of Sons). 

Today found in full in only three paper manuscripts from the seventeenth century, the 

poem is accepted by many scholars as having been composed orally by the skald Egill 

Skallagrímsson in the tenth century. In many ways, this poem is often considered one 

of the finest in the corpus of saga-age poetry. It is distinctive for its linguistic skill, its 

insight into the poet’s presumed interiority, and the depth of emotionality it conveys. 

As Daniel Sävborg notes, Sonatorrek “utmärker sig i fråga om sorg framför alla 

andra” (is exceptional in its expression of sorrow).1 

Many scholars consider this ‘exceptional’ sorrow a valuable insight into 

Viking-Age emotionality.2 However, when the literary conventions through which 

this emotion is performed are analysed, they reveal striking parallels to those used for 

displaying emotion in texts from the thirteenth century. Furthermore, when compared 

to the conventions for conveying emotion in the prose of the Íslendingasögur, the 

corpus in which the poem is inserted, there appears to be significant contrast. If, when 

the sagas were written down in the thirteenth century, Sonatorrek was taken from 

living memory of oral tradition and included in them, as is usually accepted, then the 

presence of emotionality that would be atypical in the saga context requires some 

justification. As the poem potentially shows influence from thirteenth-century 

continental literature, this could be explained by a much later composition date for 

Sonatorrek – closer to the twelfth or thirteenth century instead of the tenth. 

Considering a younger date seems yet more viable when considered in light of 

the lack of manuscript evidence for the poem’s transmission. In modern editions of 

Egils saga Skallagrímssonar, the poem is inserted into the prose text, presented as the 

mourning poem or erfikuæði composed by Egill for his son, Bǫðvarr. However, 

despite the widespread acceptance of this account, several methodological issues are 

encountered when examining the placement of the poem in this context. This thesis 

 
1 Daniel Sävborg, “Sorg och elegi i Eddans hjältediktning,” Stockholm Studies in History of Literature 

36 (Stockholm, 1997), 134. Cited from, translation by Karl G. Johansson, “The Selfish Skald: The 

Problematic Case of the Self of the Poet of Sonatorrek,” in Approaches to the Medieval Self: 

Representations and Conceptualizations of the Self in the Textual and Material Culture of Western 

Scandinavia, c. 800-1500, ed. Stefka G. Eriksen, Karen Langsholt Holmqvist, and Bjørn Bandlien 

(Berlin and Boston: De Gruyter, 2020), 129. 
2 See for example: Carolyne Larrington, “Egill’s longer poems: Arinbjarnarkviða and Sonatorrek,” 

in Introductory Essays on Egils saga and Njáls saga, ed. John Hines and Desmond Slay (London: 

Viking Society for Northern Research, University College London, 1992), 62. 
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will begin by laying out these issues, dealing initially with the lack of manuscript 

evidence historically linking Sonatorrek to Egils saga. Chapter one will thus unravel 

the manuscript evidence of the poem’s transmission and its inclusion in or separation 

from the saga.  

Dating and determining context of origin is always a problematic issue in the 

Icelandic corpus, due to the nature of the sources in question. The majority of the 

sagas, including Egils saga, are believed to have been compiled during the thirteenth 

century, after Iceland’s conversion to Christianity and adoption of the Latin script and 

‘book-form’ structures.3 Furthermore, it is assumed that all copies extant today are 

revised and edited versions of older, now-lost texts.4 This makes them unreliable 

evidence, their accounts muddied by the passage of time, religious change, academic 

and political interests, and the potential modifications a tale would undergo when 

passing from oral tradition to a literate context. Scholarship is divided between those 

who view the sagas as having a basis in historical fact passed down through oral 

tradition, and those who see them as works of literary fiction composed in the 

thirteenth century.5 Thus, although it is generally accepted that the sagas have roots in 

oral tradition, the fact that their narratives refer to a time period far removed from the 

time of writing unavoidably calls their reliability into question.  

The potential thirteenth-century composition date for Sonatorrek has been 

proposed by several scholars, although it admittedly finds little support. Chapter one 

will also discuss the state of existing scholarship and consider the strength of the 

various arguments presented by either side. It will then draw in semantic issues, 

arising from a close comparison of Sonatorrek and Egils saga, which further reinforce 

the idea that the poem may not always have been placed in the saga context.   

 
3 Jane Smiley and Robert Kellogg, The Sagas of the Icelanders: A Selection (New York: Penguin 

Books, 2001), xix. 
4 Gísli Pálsson, “Introduction: Text, life, and saga,” in From Sagas to Society: Comparative 

Approaches to Early Iceland, ed. Gísli Pálsson (Enfield Lock: Hisarlik Press, 1992), 18. 
5 The debate between literacy and orality and the nature of saga composition or compilation (which 

unavoidably drags in the concept of authorship) continues in academia to this day. This argument 

between ‘Free prose’ and ‘Book prose’ dictates to what degree the sagas can be viewed as 

representative of the tenth century; there has, in recent years, been a move away from Book-prose 

theory to a greater focus on oral tradition and the extent to which this influenced their compilation. 

Many see this not as a strict division but find a middle ground in between; Free-prose adherents often 

agree that marks of authorship can sometimes be discerned, and most Book-prose proponents accept 

that there were likely to have been oral source materials that the authors must have used. Lars 

Lönnroth, Foreword to The Medieval Icelandic Saga and Oral Tradition: A Discourse on Method by 

Gísli Sigurðsson, trans. Nicholas Jones, Milman Parry Collection of Oral Literature 2 (Cambridge, 

MA: Milman Parry Collection of Oral Literature, 2004).  
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Once the groundwork has been established, I will move on to my main 

purpose: introducing the study of literary emotionality, facilitated by the apparatus of 

emotive scripting and cultural memory theory, into the question of the poem’s 

composition date. Chapter two will lay out the theoretical basis of this. It will 

illustrate how literary emotionality depends on a receptive cultural context for impact, 

as well as how it can be modified by cross-cultural influence. 

Although Sonatorrek’s emotive impact is often commented upon, the poem’s 

emotionality has not yet been applied to question the context of its composition. 

Chapter three will attempt to do just this, by examining the emotionality present in the 

poem and breaking it down into separate ‘emotive scripts’ that delineate the 

behavioural codes through which literary emotion is performed and created. It will 

then compare these with the literary conventions for performing emotionality in the 

Icelandic sagas, in continental romances and their translations, and in the Icelandic 

indigenous romances. Cultural memory theory will be applied as a means of 

categorising these different contexts as separate emotional communities.6 I will then 

use the data to argue that the ‘singular’ emotionality found in Sonatorrek, both in 

format and intensity, better aligns with thirteenth-century romantic traditions of 

literary emotion – and contrasts significantly with typical saga conventions for 

performing emotionality. I will endeavour to show how the presence or absence of 

certain emotive scripts and techniques in Sonatorrek suggests that the emotional 

community at the time of its composition was equipped to handle not only saga 

emotionality but emotive scripts familiar from the romances as well. This enables the 

poem to be viewed as a product of a later context wherein readers were familiar with 

the structures of emotionality from both communities. 

Chapter four will consider the implications this study has for understanding 

self and identity in the medieval period. It will first outline how the self can be 

perceived, the role that emotionality plays in this construction, and the different layers 

of complexity that arise if the identity of the poet is viewed through a degree of 

removal – as a thirteenth-century reconstruction of a tenth-century self. It will also 

 
6 The term ‘emotional communities’ is used as suggested by Rosenwein: to denote often-overlapping 

groups in which people receive and process the same patterns of emotional expression. Barbara H. 

Rosenwein, Emotional Communities in the Early Middle Ages (Ithaca and London: Cornell University 

Press, 2006), 2. 
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discuss the potential issues that arise if Sonatorrek is treated as a facet of the character 

of Egill as portrayed in Egils saga Skallagrímssonar. 

The aim of this thesis is not to conclusively prove that Sonatorrek was 

composed in a later century – an impossible task given the current state of evidence. 

Instead, the intention is to provide a rationale for viewing it as such, to lay out the 

evidence provided by a comparison of emotive scripting that supports this, and to 

consider what changing the context of composition could mean for studies of selfhood 

and emotionality in the medieval period. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Sonatorrek and Egils saga Skallagrímssonar: the scholarship 

and the saga 

The prose text of Egils saga Skallagrímssonar details how Egill Skallagrímsson, upon 

learning of Bǫðvarr’s death, recovers and buries his body, then shuts himself away to 

grieve. He is finally persuaded to break out of his sorrow by his daughter Þorgerðr, 

who encourages him to compose a mourning poem or erfikuæði, which she then 

inscribes on rune sticks.7 In modern-day editions of the saga, the resultant poem is 

presented as Sonatorrek, inserted in twenty-five stanzas following the account of 

Bǫðvarr’s death and Egill’s grief.8 

There is little evidence, however, that the poem was included in the saga in the 

medieval context. Today, the entirety of the poem is extant only in three paper 

manuscripts from the seventeenth century: AM 453 4to and AM 462 4to (known as 

Ketilsbækur or ‘the Books of Ketill’ after their scribe), and R 692, where it appears 

out of the saga context, as will be discussed later. If Ketilsbækur were copied from a 

manuscript that also placed the poem in the saga, this text has since been lost. 

Furthermore, several scholars have noted that there is reason to believe that the 

exemplar used for Ketilsbækur was corrupted in some way, resulting in a garbled 

version of the poem which further increases the difficulties of trying to interpret it.9 

One and a half stanzas of Sonatorrek (stanza 22 and lines 1-4 of stanza 23) are 

also listed in fourteenth-century manuscripts of Snorri Sturluson’s prose Edda. These 

are attributed with the phrase “Sva kvað Egill Skallagrímsson” (So spoke Egill 

Skallagrímsson), but the title is not mentioned.10 It has been argued that this 

 
7 Egils saga Skallagrímssonar, Bind 1, A-redaktionen, ed. Bjarni Einarsson, Editiones Arnamagnæanæ, 

Series A, 19 (Copenhagen: C. A. Reitzels Forlag, 2011), 149. 
8 This thesis will primarily use the Möðruvallabók (AM 132 fol) redaction for the text of Egils saga 

Skallagrímssonar (Egils saga A). As this contains only the first stanza of Sonatorrek, quotations from 

the poem are taken from the C redaction (text witness found in Ketilsbækur) and the stanzas are 

numbered accordingly. Although many editions of the poem comprise 25 verses (with one 

fragmentary), references in this thesis will count 24 as this is how they are numbered in the C 

redaction. 
9 See, for example, Torfi H. Tulinius, The Enigma of Egill: The Saga, the Viking Poet, and Snorri 

Sturluson, trans. Victoria Cribb (Ithaca: Cornell University Library, 2014), 132; or Russell G. Poole, 

“‘Non enim possum plorare nec lamenta fundere’: Sonatorrek in a Tenth-Century Context til 

minningar um Stefán Karlsson,” in Laments for the Lost in Medieval Literature, ed. Jane Tolmie and 

M. J. Toswell (Medieval Texts and Cultures of Northern Europe 19, Turnhout: Brepols, 2010), 173. 
10 Edda: Skáldskaparmál, ed. Anthony Faulkes (London: Viking Society for Northern Research, 

University of London, 1998), 9. My translation. 
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attribution is a ‘stamp of authenticity’ showing that the poem was indeed composed 

by Egill.11 However, Bjarni Einarsson proposes Snorri himself as the author of 

Sonatorrek, drawing parallels between the son lost in the poem and the son Snorri lost 

and mourned.12 Many scholars also consider the possibility that Snorri wrote Egils 

saga as well, which makes the attribution to Egill Skallagrímsson in the Edda even 

more complex.13 

Another possibility is that Snorri compiled or composed Egils saga and 

inserted into the text a poem that was familiar to contemporary readership, handed 

down from oral tradition. There is some support for this hypothesis. The presentation 

of the poem in Möðruvallabók (AM 132 fol.), from the early to mid-fourteenth 

century, appears to back this up; the prose narrative of Egils saga introduces 

Sonatorrek with the words “Ok er þetta upphaf kuæðis” (And this is the beginning of 

the poem), and what follows is the first stanza of the poem only.14 This could suggest 

that Sonatorrek was familiar to contemporary readers from elsewhere and needed no 

more than a one-stanza introduction or an incipit to reference it. Indeed, this has been 

argued by Sigurður Nordal, who states in the introduction to his edition of Egils saga 

that the text derives largely from oral tradition passed down through generations.15 

Other evidence appears to support this. Arinbjarnarkviða, a praise poem also of 

twenty-five stanzas, is given in full in Möðruvallabók – though it is placed at the end 

of the saga rather than embedded within the text.16 That Sonatorrek is not included 

either in the prose or at the back of the book could indeed imply an existing 

familiarity with the poem among readers at the time. 

The incipit could be taken as support for the idea that the poem survived intact 

from oral tradition into living memory in the second quarter of the thirteenth century 

 
11 Jónas Kristjánsson, “Kveðskapur Egils Skallagrímssonar,” Gripla 17 (2006), 8-9; Sigurður Nordal, 

Foreword to Egils saga Skalla-Grímssonar, ed. Sigurður Nordal (Íslenzk fornrit II. Reykjavík: Hið 

Íslenzka Fornritafélag, 1933), vi. 
12 Bjarni Einarsson, “Skáldið í Reykjaholti,” in Eyvindarbók. Festskrift til Eyvind Fjeld Halvorsen, ed. 

Finn Hødnebø et al. (Oslo: Institutt for Nordistikk og Litteraturvitenskap, Universitetet i Oslo, 1992), 

34-40. This is also argued by Baldur Hafstað: Baldur Hafstað, Die Egils saga und ihr Verhältnis zu 

anderen Werken des nordischen Mittelalters (Reykjavik: Rannsóknarstofnun Kennaraháskóla Íslands, 

1995), 149-175. Cited from Joseph Harris, “‘Myth to Live By’ in Sonatorrek,” in Laments for the Lost 

in Medieval Literature, ed. Jane Tolmie and M. J. Toswell, Medieval Texts and Cultures of Northern 

Europe 19 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2010), 153. 
13 Torfi H. Tulinius, The Enigma of Egill, 138. 
14 Egils saga A, 149. My translation.  
15 Sigurður Nordal, Foreword to Egils saga Skalla-Grímssonar, v. 
16 Interestingly, written in a hand that appears nowhere else in the manuscript. Þorgeir Sigurðsson, 

“The unreadable poem of Arinbjǫrn, preservation, meter, and a restored text,” PhD diss., (University of 

Iceland, 2019), 22. 



 

13 
 
 

when the saga was written down. However, even this evidence cannot be conclusive. 

As Torfi H. Tulinius has pointed out, while the poem could have been composed 

before the saga was written down, this could have happened much later than the tenth 

century (he suggests the twelfth).17 This would give it an existence entirely separate 

from the saga, but would still account for the incipit and any existing familiarity 

among the readership. 

It seems unlikely that readership familiarity of a tenth-century composition 

could be achieved centuries later based on the memory of oral tradition; firstly 

because Sonatorrek is in the kvíðuháttr metre which, due to its less fixed and 

mnemonic structure, is less likely to have survived oral transmission intact than the 

more rigid dróttkvætt metre;18 and secondly because, were it indeed a memorial poem 

linked to Egill Skallagrímsson and Bǫðvarr, its details would be too specific to be 

universal enough to warrant mass awareness on such a scale. Even within the literate 

society in which the manuscript was produced, an incipit formula would imply an 

instantly recallable oral familiarity. 

What is interesting is that the introductory phrase to the incipit is retained in 

the seventeenth-century Ketilsbækur – “sïdan höf Eg(ill) upp qvæded, og er þetta 

upphafed ä” (then Egill recited the poem, and this is the beginning of it)19 – even 

though what follows are the full twenty-five stanzas. The fact that the entire poem 

was included but the prose introduction was not adapted to reflect this inclusion 

suggests that Ketilsbækur were based on an exemplar that could be traced back to 

Möðruvallabók (or a similar now-lost manuscript), but that the succeeding stanzas of 

the poem were inserted at some point from another source and potentially only 

became included in the saga at some point between the fourteenth and seventeenth 

centuries. Karl G. Johansson has argued that the Möðruvallabók stanzas are likely 

missing “either because [the author or scribe] had no interest in the poetic tradition or 

because he actually did not know the full poem”.20 

 
17 Torfi H. Tulinius, “The Conversion of Sonatorrek,” in Analecta Septentrionalia: Beiträge zur 

nordgermanischen Kultur-und Literaturgeschichte, ed. Wilhelm Heizmann, Klaus Böldl and Heinrich 

Beck (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2009), 702-703. 
18 Although the kviðuháttr metre has been shown to be of earlier origin, it was revived in the twelfth 

and thirteenth centuries. Poole. “‘Non enim possum plorare nec lamenta fundere,’” 178. Its 

representation in Sonatorrek is thus not inconsistent with a later composition date.  
19 Egils saga Skallagrímssonar, Bind 3, C-redaktionen, ed. Michael Chesnutt (Editiones 

Arnamagnæanæ, Series A, 21, Copenhagen: C. A. Reitzels Forlag, 2006), 142. Translation: Sif 

Ríkharðsdóttir. 
20 Johansson, “The Selfish Skald,” 141. 
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Despite the issues that arise with the poem’s status, in modern scholarship 

Sonatorrek has become intrinsically entwined with the text of Egils saga 

Skallagrímssonar, to such an extent that even those who attempt to discuss the poem 

as an extra-textual entity or place a question mark over its dating often revert to the 

saga narrative by default. Johansson also raises the question of whether it is even 

possible at this point to free the poem’s interpretation from this narrative, using the 

example of Bo Ralph, who attempts to do just that but often returns to the saga for 

support for his arguments.21 The attribution of the poem to Egill has influenced all 

subsequent scholarship and the saga frame, once applied, can be difficult to pry off. 

As a result, most scholarship on the subject accepts Sonatorrek’s origination in 

the tenth century almost without question, attributing composition to Egill and 

discussing the poem accordingly.22 This interpretation is largely founded on two 

factors: firstly, the written – albeit problematic – evidence found in both the prose 

Edda and Ketilsbækur which directly states that Egill composed the poem; secondly, 

the fact that the poem is steeped in pre-Christian mythological or ‘pagan’ imagery.23 

This evidence of pre-Christian belief has been a key player in the dating argument. 

Joseph Harris uses the inclusion of pagan material and the poem’s structure – which 

he views as following a traditional mourning paradigm – to justify his argument that 

Sonatorrek harks back to oral tradition.24 Similarly, Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson 

categorises the poem as the product of pre-conversion mentalities, believing the 

mythological imagery to be too fitting with our knowledge of the pre-Christian world 

to be a later product.25 

However, once the details of the poem are examined, there are further issues 

with placing Sonatorrek in Egils saga Skallagrímssonar. Beyond the broad topic of 

the loss of kin, the poem has very little linking it to the narrative of the saga. Most 

obviously, it is entirely devoid of names. William Sayers has attempted to identify an 

 
21 Ibid, 125. 
22 For scholarship that treats Sonatorrek in a tenth-century context see, for example: Harris, “‘Myth to 

Live By’ in Sonatorrek”; Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson, Trúarhugmyndir i ‘Sonatorreki’, Studia Islandica 

57 (Reykjavík: Bókmenntafræðistofnun Háskóla Íslands, 2001); Poole, “‘Non enim possum plorare nec 

lamenta fundere’”; and Daniel Sävborg, “Sorg och elegi i Eddans hjältediktning.” 
23 While acknowledging that to apply the term ‘pagan’ is to view pre-Christian religion through a post-

Christian lens, this paper will use the word for simplicity’s sake. 
24 Harris, “‘Myth to Live By’ in Sonatorrek,” 154-162. 
25 Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson, Trúarhugmyndir i ‘Sonatorreki’. Although, as Torfi Tulinius has pointed 

out, knowledge of the pre-Christian world is unavoidably filtered through a post-Christianisation lens. 

Torfi H. Tulinius, The Enigma of Egill, 138. 
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encrypted name within the poem; he reasons that Bǫðvarr’s name is hidden in 

Sonatorrek in the same way that Ásgerðr’s name is hidden in Arinbjarnarkviða.26 

However, the logic behind his argument seems somewhat tenuous as it deals the same 

treatment to both the name of a secret and inappropriate love interest and to that of a 

figure being commemorated.27 In cases where skaldic poetry is used to mourn the 

dead, identities and names are often prominently featured.28 In Brennu-Njáls saga, the 

erfikuæði composed to honour Gunnarr of Hlíðarendi, for example, mentions him by 

name and gives specifics of his defeat.29 The lack of names in Sonatorrek leaves 

another void where evidence linking the poem to the saga should be, while also 

contrasting with other poems of a similar purpose – especially as the saga prose labels 

it an erfikuæði, with the connotations of public memorial.30 

Bo Ralph and Karl G. Johansson have pointed out that the poem focuses on 

the ek (I) of the poet rather than the deceased.31 Oren Falk goes further in labelling it 

“exquisitely narcissistic”.32 This idea of ‘selfish grief’, focusing on the mourner rather 

than the mourned, is rarely found in the Old Norse corpus, where memorial poetry 

typically focuses on the achievements of the deceased, not the suffering of the 

living.33 Outside Iceland, however, this lack of names and focus on the speaker are 

characteristics shared by Old English elegy. Joseph Harris has written about the 

possibility of a now-lost genre of Germanic heroic elegy that served as a common 

predecessor to both Old Norse and Old English memorial poems. Of these two 

descendants, Sonatorrek appears more closely related to the Old English format; its 

 
26 William Sayers, “Guilt, Grief, Grievance, and the Encrypted Name in Egill Skallagrímsson's 

Sonatorrek.” Scandinavian Studies 92, no. 2 (2020), 232. 
27 Margaret Clunies Ross has explained the kennings used to encrypt a name in the poem. Margaret 

Clunies Ross, A History of Old Norse Poetry and Poetics (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2011), 111. 
28 Nicole Loraux, Mothers in mourning: With the essay of amnesty and its opposite, trans. Corinne 

Ondine Pache (London: Cornell University Press, 1998), 6. 
29 Brennu-Njáls saga, ed. Sigurður Nordal, Íslenzk fornrit XII (Reykjavík: Hið Íslenzka Fornritafélag, 

1971), 190. 
30 Egils saga A, 149. Joseph Harris has argued for the memorial and public imperative of the erfikuæði. 

Harris, “‘Myth to Live By’ in Sonatorrek,” 154. 
31 Bo Ralph, “Om tillkomsten av Sonatorrek,” Arkiv för nordisk filologi 91 (1976), 164; Johansson, 

“The Selfish Skald,” 130. 
32 Oren Falk, “Konutorrek: A Husband’s Lament,” in Egil, the Viking Poet: New Approaches to ‘Egil’s 

saga’, ed. Laurence de Looze, Jón Karl Helgason, Russell Poole and Torfi H. Tulinius, Vol. 9 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press), 61.  
33 Pete Sandberg, “Sonatorrek. Egill Skallagrimsson’s Critique of Death,” Saga-Book 43 (2019): 103. 

Guðrún Nordal also notes the ‘individuality’ of Egill’s verse in terms of his use of body imagery, with 

the self viewed from an outside perspective. This is a feature of later texts as well, but Nordal argues 

that it was a sign of the poet’s skill and not an indication that the poem is younger. Guðrún Nordal, 

Tools of Literacy: The Role of Skaldic Verse in Icelandic Textual Culture of the Twelfth and Thirteenth 

Centuries, (Toronto, Buffalo and London: University of Toronto Press, 2016), 246. 
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defining qualities include a “contrast with the speaker’s present, a contrast invested 

with sadness,”34 as well as a lack of names which provides “a textual space [for 

hearers/readers] in which to mourn”.35 The Old English elegies are generally 

considered to predate the Norse.36 Nonetheless, the appearance of their characteristics 

in a Norse poem could suggest not that the poem is also older but that it was 

composed during a later period when outside influence had reached Iceland. Torfi H. 

Tulinius has also used this argument and the parallels between the structure of 

Sonatorrek and elegiac format to posit a later composition date.37 

Reading the poem further, the references made in Sonatorrek align with the 

narrative that Egill composed the poem for Bǫðvarr; it refers to a son’s death at sea – 

“sonar skard // er mjer sjär um vann” (my son’s breach // that the sea wrought.)38 – 

which corresponds with the saga account of Bǫðvarr’s drowning. However, in stanza 

19, reference is made to the son dying from “söttar brïme” (surf of heat) – a kenning 

for a fever.39 This is often interpreted as a reference to another of Egill’s sons, 

Gunnarr – who, an addendum in the saga prose immediately preceding the poem 

informs, had died earlier and is also being honoured by the erfikuæði: “Egill hafði þa 

átt son er Gvnnaʀ̇ het / ok hafði sa ok andaz litlu aðr” (another of Egill’s sons, called 

Gunnarr, had died shortly before).40 However, Gunnarr’s death is not mentioned at 

any other point in the saga, which could suggest that this sentence was inserted when 

the poem was added to the text, as a means of justifying the fact that it appears to 

refer to more sons than it should. The fact that this line exists in the Möðruvallabók 

redaction (in which the parts of the poem that reference more than one son are omitted 

anyway) could also indicate that both readership and scribe at that point in the early to 

mid-fourteenth century were familiar with the poem from elsewhere. This again 

suggests a life for Sonatorrek independent of the saga, and could support Torfi H. 

 
34 Joseph Harris, “Elegy in Old English and Old Norse: A Problem in Literary History,” in The Old 

English Elegies: New Essays in Criticism and Research, ed. Martin Green, 46-56 (London and 

Toronto: Associated University Presses Inc., 1983), 47. 
35 Mary K. Ramsey, “Dustsceawung: Texting the dead in the Old English elegies,” in Laments for the 

Lost in Medieval Literature, ed. Jane Tolmie and M. Jane Toswell (Turnhout: Brepols, 2010), 47. 
36 Harris, “Elegy in Old English and Old Norse,” 50. 
37 Torfi H. Tulinius, The Enigma of Egill, 140. 
38 Egils saga C, 144, st.6. Translation: Bernard Scudder, “Egil’s Saga,” in The Complete Sagas of 

Icelanders: including 49 tales, vol. 1, ed. Viðar Hreinsson (Reykjavík: Leifur Eiríksson Publishing, 

1997), 152. 
39 Egils saga C, 147, st.19. Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 155. 
40 Egils saga A, 149. Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 151. 
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Tulinius’s suggestion that the poem was composed later than the tenth century but 

before the saga was first written down in the thirteenth.  

Those who attribute the poem to Egill also have to rationalise why the 

Sonatorrek poet grieves for his son’s death bringing about the end of his line – “Þvïat 

ætt mïn // ä enda stendr” (My stock // stands on the brink)41 – when, according to the 

saga, Egill has another son, Þorsteinn, who still lives. Some, such as Falk, put this 

down to exaggeration or ‘poetic license’.42 However, it is also plausible that the poem 

was simply not linked to the story of Egill and his house. The hastily added reference 

to Gunnarr in the prose is also the only explanation for the poem’s title using sona, 

the genitive plural form of sonr (son). Interestingly, there exists also manuscript 

evidence for the title without the plural sona; a seventeenth-century paper manuscript 

(R 692) from Uppsala records the poem with the heading “Kvęði Eigils Skalla-Gríms 

sonar er hann kallar Torrek” (the poem of Egill Skallagrímsson which he calls 

Loss).43 This raises the question of whether the name could have existed in a different 

form (i.e. in the manuscripts from which Ketilsbækur were copied) and have been 

changed at some point in an attempt to better fit it to the saga narrative. 

Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson has even suggested that the poem refers to a theoretical 

third deceased son who died in battle.44 In stanza 17, the son is described as heading 

to Óðinn’s hall: 

 

bir er bïskips 

ï bæ kominn 

kvanar son 

kinnis leita45 

  

(my wife’s son 

has come in search 

of friendship 

to the gods' house).46 

 

This cannot refer to Bǫðvarr (nor Gunnarr, if he died of a fever) as a death at sea 

would not, by most accounts, lead to a place in Valhǫll. Entrance to Valhǫll was 

 
41 Ibid., 143, st.4. Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 152. 
42 Falk, “Konutorrek,” 63. 
43 R 692, 11-12. My translation.  
44 Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson, Trúarhugmyndir i ‘Sonatorreki’, 169-170. 
45 Egils saga C, 147, st.17. 
46 Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 155 – with some stylistic amendment (my 

italics). 
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reserved only for “allir þeir er í val falla” (all who fall in battle).47 Despite this, stanza 

20 also refers to a son “er upp um höf // ï god heim” (raised high // to the gods‘ 

world).48 Some scholars have read this statement as a form of ‘wishful thinking’ on 

the poet’s behalf, but Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson argues that the first line of this stanza 

– “Þad man eg enn” (I remember still)49 – indicates that the event took place in the 

distant past, making it more likely to refer to a son other than Bǫðvarr.50 There is 

however another possible explanation, which is that the poem directly contradicts pre-

Christian belief. This is particularly intriguing, given how often the poem’s pagan 

material is used to justify dating it as a tenth-century composition. Instead, such 

‘errors’ could, for example, be taken as evidence of a post-Christianisation composer 

who was not entirely familiar with the technicalities of pre-Christian religion. This 

would also make Snorri Sturluson unlikely as the composer of Sonatorrek, as it 

directly contradicts the lore given in his prose Edda.  

It is not just the Sonatorrek poet’s sons who do not align with the saga narrative. 

In stanza 5, the poet states his intention to “faudr fall // first um telja” (first recount // 

[his] father’s death).51 Stanza 6 provides this account: 

 

Grimt var um hlid 

þad er hraun um braut 

faudr mïns 

ä frændgarde52 

 

(Harsh was the rift 

that the wave hewed 

in the wall  

of my father’s kin).53 

 

The father’s death is also attributed to the sea; once again, Sonatorrek does not align 

with the saga narrative, which recounts how Skallagrímr “geck þa til rums sins ok 

lagðiz niðr i klæðum sinum” (went to his bed and lay down, still wearing his clothes), 

 
47 Edda: Prologue and Gylfaginning, ed. Anthony Faulkes (London: Viking Society for Northern 

Research, University of London, 2011), 21. Translation: Jean I. Young, The Prose Edda of Snorri 

Sturluson: Tales from Norse Mythology (University of California Press, 1966), 48. 
48 Egils saga C, 147, st.20, lines 2-3 Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 155. 
49 Egils saga C, 147, st.20, line 1. Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 155. 
50 Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson, Trúarhugmyndir i ‘Sonatorreki’, 169-170. Torfi H. Tulinius has explained 

this stanza as the poet “attempting to make his sons eligible for Valhǫll after the fact”. Torfi H. 

Tulinius, “The Conversion of Sonatorrek,” 706. 
51 Egils saga C, 144, st.5, lines 3-4. Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 152. 
52 Egils saga C, 144, st.6, lines 1-4. 
53 Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 152. 
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and was found dead there the next morning.54 Again, scholars who attribute the poem 

to Egill find various ways of dealing with this. Pete Sandberg, for example, treats this 

as another reference to the son’s death, even though this ignores the stated purpose of 

talking about the father immediately prior.55 The reference to the wave breaching the 

frændgarðr (lit: ‘kin-wall’) is echoed in the description of the son’s death in the same 

stanza: “sonar skard // er mjer sjär um vann” (my son’s breach // that the sea wrought) 

– a death for which, the poem makes clear throughout, the sea was responsible.56 It 

would be a curious choice, then, to use the same terminology for these two different 

situations, once to describe a death that actually occurred at sea, the other as a 

metaphor for a completely unrelated demise. Similarly, there is no evidence elsewhere 

in the corpus of thalassic imagery as a metaphor for dying (only as a literal reference). 

The simplest reading, therefore, is that the Sonatorrek poet holds the sea responsible 

for his father’s death – which makes it difficult to reconcile the poem with the story of 

Egill and his father. 

I would argue then that, while there are convincing arguments for a tenth-

century composition, there are also sufficient grounds for treating the poem as a 

composition separate from the saga it is part of today. The incoherent evidence of the 

poem’s transmission, the implications of the incipit, the contradictory references to 

pagan religion, and the disparities between the accounts given in the poem and the 

saga – none of these provide conclusive answers, but they raise enough doubt to allow 

us to question sustaining Sonatorrek’s existing connection to Egils saga. 

Nonetheless, proponents of a later composition date for Sonatorrek are few 

and far between. Most of these focus on identifying traces of Christian imagery in the 

poem and attributing these to external influence and a composition date around the 

twelfth or thirteenth century – long after the introduction of Christianity. Halldór 

Laxness has argued that the “göðan vilja” (good will) with which Egill awaits his own 

death in stanza 24 is a peculiarly Christian response that utilises language typically 

only found in a Christian context.57 This, he argues, is indicative of a composition 

 
54 Egils saga A, 111. Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 115. 
55 Sandberg, “Sonatorrek,” 118. 
56 Egils saga C, 144, st.6, lines 7-8. Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 152. 
57 Halldór Laxness, “Nokkrir hnýsilegir staðir í fornkvæðum,” Yfirskyggðir staðir, (Reykjavík: 

Helgafell, 1971), 196; Egils saga C, 148, st.24. 
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date post-Christianisation.58 Torfi H. Tulinius identifies numerous biblical parallels 

within Sonatorrek, suggesting that it was composed by one who had knowledge of the 

Bible and Christian symbolism.59 

Given its overt use of pagan imagery, the identification of Christian themes in 

Sonatorrek is intriguing. I would argue, however, that the presence of pagan themes 

(even where they do not contradict other sources) does not necessarily strengthen 

arguments for the poem’s composition in a pre-Christian context; pagan material was 

not erased by the advent of Christianity and was accepted and revitalised in many 

works of the thirteenth century. Interest in the pagan past survived Christianisation, 

and poetry from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries also exhibits pagan kennings 

and mythological references. A hypothetical thirteenth-century poet could therefore 

have composed a poem imbued with pre-Christian imagery as a way of accessing the 

pagan zeitgeist – as occurred in Snorri Sturluson’s Edda, for example, a collection of 

pagan material compiled post-Conversion, by a Christian.  

Nor, however, is the inclusion of Christian imagery sufficient evidence of a 

later composition date. Although Christianity did not officially reach Iceland until the 

eleventh century, it is unlikely that Christian notions would have been entirely 

unknown before the conversion due to the level of cross-cultural contact between 

Iceland and its neighbours. Indeed, Russel Poole has provided a possible explanation 

for the appearance of Christian imagery in a tenth-century Sonatorrek based on this 

contact: acknowledging the presence of such imagery, he attributes it not to a later 

social context in which Christianity was better established, but to Egill’s relationship 

with the Christian Anglo-Saxon king Æthelstan as recounted in the saga narrative – 

placing the composition firmly back in the tenth century.60 

Torfi H. Tulinius has considered further evidence that the poem was composed 

by one trained in forms of literature unknown in Iceland until later centuries. He looks 

at stanza 8, which conceptualises taking revenge against the sea. 

 

 
58 This statement generated a lively debate. Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson counters this by pointing out that 

similar sentiments appear elsewhere in the corpus, particularly in Hávamál, to which Torfi H. Tulinius 

has added that the dating of Hávamál is also speculative due to its Christian imagery. Jón Hnefill 

Aðalsteinsson, Truarhugmyndir i ‘Sonatorreki’; Torfi H. Tulinius, The Enigma of Egill, 133-134. 
59 Torfi H. Tulinius, “The Conversion of Sonatorrek,” 708-711. The metaphor found in stanza 5 is 

highlighted in particular as reminiscent of passages from scripture. Torfi H. Tulinius, The Enigma of 

Egill, 135-136. 
60 Poole, “‘Non enim possum plorare nec lamenta fundere,’” 193-194. 
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Veiztü um þä sauk 

sverde of rækag 

var aulsmid 

allra tïma 

roda vags brædr 

um voga mættag 

færa eg andvïgr 

Ægis mane61 

 

(If by sword I might 

avenge that deed, 

the brewer of waves 

would meet his end; 

smite the wind’s brother 

that dashes the bay, 

do battle against 

the sea-god’s wife.)62 

 

This, he argues, is drawing on classical tradition and the tale of Xerxes whipping the 

sea recounted in Herodotus’ Histories.63 Such an allusion would require a poet from a 

later period familiar with the tropes of classical literature. He has further considered 

how a poem written by another in the thirteenth century and ascribed to Egill would 

not be an unknown phenomenon; a similar rhetorical device was seen a century earlier 

in Peter Abelard’s planctus, a series of Latin poems written in the voices of Old-

Testament figures.64 The idea of composing poetry speaking in the voices of heroes of 

the past was therefore not a novel concept. While Torfi Tulinius admits that there is 

no evidence that these poems were known in Iceland at that time, he concludes that 

“there is nothing to preclude the idea that a poet of the twelfth or thirteenth century, 

well versed in the poetic tradition described in Snorri Sturluson’s Edda, would have 

been capable of writing Sonatorrek and ascribing it to Egill”.65 

The final potential context for the poem is in the seventeenth century, from where 

the only now-extant manuscripts containing the full poem originated. There is little to 

no support for this possibility, as Karl G. Johansson explains:  

 

 
61 Egils saga C, 144, st.8.  
62 Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 153. 
63 Torfi H. Tulinius, “The Conversion of Sonatorrek,” 710-711. Herodotus, Histories, Books V-VII, 

trans. A. D. Godley, Loeb Classical Library 119 vol III (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1938), VII:35, 346-349. 
64 Torfi H. Tulinius, The Enigma of Egill, 140. 
65 Ibid., 139. 
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There is no evidence or even any indication (except in the state of preservation) 

of the largest part of the poem being a seventeenth-century amendment in order 

to provide a full poem. Linguistically, the poem seems to be too well formed as a 

medieval (or even Viking Age) composition to be the work of a seventeenth-

century antiquarian.66 

 

Johansson suggests that the poem is more likely to be a late medieval construction, 

either introduced into the seventeenth-century manuscript from another source, or 

copied from an exemplar for Ketilsbækur that was not Möðruvallabók or any of its 

direct copies.67 The latter case would, however, again raise the question of why 

Ketilsbækur kept the same introductory phrase in the prose as its exemplar when it 

included the full poem rather than just the beginning. 

As it is clear that there are sufficient grounds for untethering Sonatorrek from 

the narrative of Egils saga, this thesis will attempt to build on existing arguments for 

the poem’s later composition date by contributing another facet to the discussion: 

emotionality. There is a compelling case to be made for the poem belonging to an 

entirely different context; the following chapters will attempt to strengthen this 

argument by illustrating how the literary conventions for performing emotion that are 

present in Sonatorrek align with those featured in later continental romances and their 

translations, and how they omit or even contradict those present in the 

Íslendingasögur. 

 

  

 
66 Johansson, “The Selfish Skald,” 142. 
67 Ibid., 127. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Stepping into emotions   

It is curious that no scholar has yet applied emotionality studies to the dating 

argument (on either side), as the poem’s remarkable emotionality and interiority are 

often commented upon.68 As mentioned earlier, Daniel Sävborg has noted that 

Sonatorrek “utmärker sig i fråga om sorg framför alla andra” (is exceptional in its 

expression of sorrow).69 This exceptionality did not however lead him to question its 

place in the saga context.  

An in-depth look at emotionality in Sonatorrek is provided by Sif 

Ríkharðsdóttir in her book, Emotion in Old Norse Literature. Translations, Voices, 

Contexts. However, while she acknowledges the dating issue, she does not weigh in 

on either side as “whether the composer was the historical ninth-century figure of 

Egill, or a twelfth- or thirteenth-century poet … the poem’s artistry remains located in 

the imagery [and] emotive connotations”.70 The adjoining discussion of the poem 

situates it largely within a ninth-/tenth-century context.71 

 

2.1 Getting emotional 

When discussing emotions in literature, it is important to distinguish them (as 

artificial constructions) from real-world emotions, but at the same time to view them 

in context of our understanding of the psychology of emotion. Psychological theories 

of emotion in the past few decades have evolved from considering emotions to be 

biologically determined – biochemical responses that are universal to the human 

condition and consistent in their means of manifestation – to accepting the role of 

cultural context and social environment in their determination.72 This paper follows 

 
68 That said, it is perhaps not entirely unsurprising given that emotionality (particularly literary 

emotionality) is an understudied field that has, even as its popularity has increased elsewhere, largely 

bypassed Old Norse studies. Sif Ríkharðsdóttir, Emotion in Old Norse Literature. Translations, Voices, 

Contexts (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2017), 14. 
69 Daniel Sävborg, “Sorg och elegi i Eddans hjältediktning,” 134. Cited from, translation by Johansson, 

“The Selfish Skald,” 129.   
70 Sif Ríkharðsdóttir, Emotion in Old Norse Literature, 96. 
71 Ibid., 79-97. 
72 In the 1880s, early social constructionist theories saw emotions constructed from three different 

components determined by social context. e.g. Rom Harré, ed., The Social Construction of Emotion 

(Oxford: Blackwell, 1988). Carolyne Larrington lays out the debate between physiological and 

cognitive theories of emotive behaviour. Carolyne Larrington, “The psychology of emotion and study 

of the medieval period,” Early Medieval Europe 10, no. 2 (2001): 251-256. 
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the definition used by Sif Ríkharðsdóttir, which sees emotions as neurological 

processes which are shaped by individual context and environment, allowing for 

culturally-specific means of performing emotion while allowing that the basis of this 

is a neurological impetus common to all human beings.73  

When applied to literature, emotional perception takes place through a degree 

of removal; emotionality in any text is the result of a conscious authorial choice in its 

selection and presentation.74 While there is, in the real world, a difference between 

involuntary response which ‘betrays’ emotion and deliberate emotional performance, 

what is presented in literature, whether portrayed as involuntary or deliberate, is not 

an ‘authentic’ emotional response but a carefully cultivated construction. In this 

sense, all literary emotionality is a performance tailored to its target readership. There 

can be no true ‘betrayal’ of emotion in literature.75 

Emotional performance in the medieval corpus is thus subject to many 

different levels of manipulation and interpretation. Does Guðrún Ósvífrsdóttir’s smile 

when she receives the news of her husband’s murder indicate that she is shocked 

beyond normal response, does it reveal a lack of care as some characters later 

comment, or is it a carefully controlled reaction to throw off the killers?76 Does a 

character who mourns by ripping and tearing at their clothing, as does Laudine in 

Yvain ou le Chevalier au lion, do so because it is a ritualised and expected response, 

or is it an involuntary act brought on by overwhelming grief?77 When the composer of 

Sonatorrek declares that he cannot hold his head upright from grief, that he is 

weeping and cannot function, does this indicate that he is really at the mercy of 

incapacitating emotion?78 Or is this a performance of sorrow, an artistic statement 

 
73 Sif Ríkharðsdóttir, Emotion in Old Norse Literature, 10. 
74 ‘Emotionality’ in used here in the way suggested by Katrin Pahl as the term for the art with the 

potential for creating emotion without subject or specific manifestation. Katrin Pahl, “Emotionality: A 

Brief Introduction,” Modern Language Notes 124 (2009), 547. 
75 Even though the choice to report an emotion can only be deliberate, emotional responses can still be 

presented as involuntary reactions that betray a character’s inappropriate emotion. In Brennu-Njáls 

saga, Þórhallr Ásgrímsson’s reaction to the news of his foster-father’s death involves his body swelling 

from grief, blood flowing from his ears, and fainting. This is clearly presented as a reaction beyond his 

control, as he feels shamed by it. Brennu-Njáls saga, 344. The decision to present it as an involuntary 

response is an authorial choice that illustrates how performances of grief can be shown as deliberate, 

involuntary or even ritualistic or falsified. 
76 Laxdœla saga, ed. Einar Ól. Sveinsson. Íslenzk fornrit V (Reykjavík: Hið Íslenzka Fornritafélag, 

1934), 168-169. This example is used by Sif Ríkharðsdóttir when discussing how interiority manifests 

as public performance. Sif Ríkharðsdóttir, Emotion in Old Norse Literature, 125-130. 
77 Chrétien de Troyes, “Yvain ou le Chevalier au Lion,” in Œuvres Completes, ed. Daniel Poirion and 

Anne Berthelot (Paris: Gallimard, 1994), lines 1156-1157. 
78 Egils saga C, 142-147, st.1, 2, 19. 
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constructed for emphasis? Such performances are presented as subject to being 

controlled to some degree (if unsuitable, for example), or manufactured (when 

required but not felt). As such, they also allow for performances of emotion that do 

not align with those typical of or considered customary in the extra-textual context. 

It is thus the task of the critic to understand not just the ‘how’ of a character’s 

response and identify the emotion that lies behind it, but to examine the ‘why’ – the 

reason it is portrayed the way it appears. To some degree, textual emotionality is of 

course contingent on emotional performance in the extratextual world; for relatability, 

what is shown in literature often has a basis in what would be familiar in a non-

literary context. Furthermore, this interaction is bidirectional. What we ‘consume’ 

becomes our cultural norm; in this case, scripts that are repeatedly presented are 

consumed until they become accepted as familiar and normal to the extent that real-

world reactions in a reading community come to mimic literary presentations.79 Thus 

there is a distinct overlap between social context and textual emotionality which 

allows the conventions for performing emotions to be specific to both distinct 

communities and distinct time periods. This is pertinent to the case of this paper, as it 

enables emotive performance to serve as a signifier of a different context for 

Sonatorrek than the one often assumed. 

Literary emotionality is designed to be not emotional but emotive – that is, 

primarily concerned with eliciting emotion from the readership. As such, it requires 

certain preconditions to be effective. The first of these is that the readership is 

initiated in the emotional community that is able to access and respond 

sympathetically to the emotive depiction. The creation of emotion from text is an 

interactive process: language performs feeling, and this induces feeling in the reader 

which is then reflected back onto the text.80 As such, emotionality cannot be 

understood in a vacuum. In the reading process, readers create significance and 

meaning not just from the text in front of them but from a network of intertextual 

knowledge, as well as external cultural knowledge.81 Emotive content is only able to 

have impact in so far as the readership is able to connect its performance to 

 
79 The idea that ‘media’ portrayals become reality was discussed by Barthes within an entirely different 

context in regard to the impact of television on society, but there is no reason this argument cannot be 

applied to literature as well. Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers (London: Paladin 

Books, 1973), 155. 
80 Alex Houen, “Introduction: Affecting Words,” Textual Practice 25, no. 2 (2011), 215. 
81 Brian Attebery, Stories about stories: Fantasy and the remaking of myth (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2014), 31. 
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recognisable emotion.82 Therefore, receptivity can vary vastly between contexts, and 

the success of an emotive intent can depend on the extent to which different reading 

communities can evaluate and respond to the presentation of the emotive content. 

This paper takes a new approach to emotion studies by combining them with 

cultural memory theory to delineate separate groupings of emotive content. In 

discussing this, I will lean on Sif Ríkharðsdóttir’s concept of ‘emotive scripts’ as a 

term referring to the (specifically literary) conventions for behavioural codes through 

which emotion is ‘performed’ or created within a text through lexical choice or 

imagery.83 This idea draws on Sylvan Tomkin’s script theory, in which human 

behaviour is categorised into scripts dictated by societal norms during formative 

years, yet emotive scripting applies specifically to literary presentations of emotion 

rather than ‘real’ extra-textual emotion.84 Scripts can consist of but are not limited to 

emotion words (or a lack of them i.e. silence), narrative structure, scene arrangement, 

gestures, and somatic indications.85  

As the purpose of this study is to investigate the possibility of discrete 

emotional communities reflected in Sonatorrek, cultural memory theory will be used 

to categorise the different emotional communities existing in the social context.86 

Cultural memory can be defined as a collective concept of objectified mnemonic 

energy that exists at fixed points and forms ‘figures of memory’ or ‘islands of time’.87 

These fixed points are crystalised at a specific point in a specific context to form 

collective knowledge which can then be recognised and interpreted.88 Meaning is thus 

created not only through the figure itself but through its connection to its context and 

its relation to other figures that came before.89 In this paper, figures of memory refers 

 
82 Maria Jesus Martinez Alfaro, “Intertextuality: Origins and Development of the Concept,” Atlantise 

18 (1/2) (1996), 281.  
83 Sif Ríkharðsdóttir, Emotion in Old Norse Literature, 86-97. 
84 Sylvan Tomkin, “Script Theory: Differential Magnification of Affects,” in Nebraska Symposium on 

Motivation 1978, vol. 26, ed. Herbert E. Howe and Richard A. Dienstbier (Lincoln: University of 

Nebraska Press, 1979), 201–236. Concept by Sif Ríkharðsdóttir, Emotion in Old Norse Literature, 28. 
85 Ibidem. 
86 For more on memory studies in the field, see: Jürg Glauser, Pernille Hermann and Stephen A. 

Mitchell, eds. Handbook of Pre-modern Nordic Memory Studies: Interdisciplinary Approaches (Berlin 

and Boston: De Gruyter, 2018). 
87 Jan Assmann, “Communicative and Cultural Memory,” in Cultural Memory Studies: An 

International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, ed. Astrid Erll and Ansgar Nünning (Berlin and New 

York: De Gruyter, 2008), 175-185.  
88 Jan Assmann and John Czaplicka, “Collective memory and cultural identity.” New German critique 

65 (1995), 129.   
89 Cristina Bacchilega, “Folklore and Literature,” in A Companion to Folklore, ed. Regina F. Bendix 

and Galit Hasan-Rokem (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 453.   
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not to individual texts but to the collective groupings of scripts for performative 

emotion that can be more or less identified as belonging to a specific context.90 The 

saga conventions for emotion, for example, form one such fixed figure of cultural 

memory: emotional performance is constructed through multiple different scripts that 

are built on a basis of collective memory that includes contemporaneous scripts and 

those that can be understood as having roots in an earlier period. 

Each use of a script for literary emotion establishes that script within 

collective cultural memory and links it to the performance of the specific content it is 

used to depict.91 Each repetition strengthens the ‘figure of memory’, while also 

providing an opportunity for reconstruction or recontextualisation. Without the ability 

of the readership to relate to the emotional performance, the emotive impact of any 

text falls flat. When relation is achieved however, it is reinforced by this act of 

repetition and becomes more firmly established as recognisable emotive content. This 

is important to this paper as it shows that the emotive impact of certain scripts is 

reliant upon them having been already established in cultural memory. A script 

linking smiling to grief, for example, would be more readily received by a reading 

community familiar with saga convention and Guðrún’s inexplicable smile – and any 

repeated utilisations of this script would further consolidate and reinforce the 

association.92  

Thus, effective emotive scripts are drawn selectively from the legacy of 

previous scripts and can create associations to them not just through informative 

content but through imagery and words/phrases that would trigger reader cultural 

memory.93 As a result of this selection process, a canon is built up of accepted and 

 
90 There are of course points where these overlap or interact to assert influence over one another. 
91 Ideas of cultural memory started with Aby Warburg and Maurice Halbwachs, who theorised that 

objects carried ‘mnemonic energy’ and could become carriers of collective memory. Kurt W. Forster, 

“Aby Warburg's History of Art: Collective Memory and the Social Mediation of Images,” Daedalus 

(1976), 169-176; Maurice Halbwachs, La Mémoire Collective (Paris: Albin Michel, 1997).  
92 Furthermore, through this process of repetition and reconstructing, the new work becomes part of 

cultural memory itself as further fixed point that itself forms part of the network of relations and affects 

future works. Alfaro, “Intertextuality,” 281. This makes our discussion of Sonatorrek more 

complicated because it means links to fixed points can be either anaphoric or cataphoric. 
93 With regard to Sonatorrek it would perhaps be fruitful to do a lexigraphical study looking at 

emotionally charged phrases and words and where they appear elsewhere in the corpus to ascertain 

evidence of ‘islands of time’ being accessed and triggering culturally specific emotional responses – 

this could also contribute to the dating argument by placing Sonatorrek on a chronological ‘tree’ of 

fixed lexical figures - but this would be a much larger project than this paper allows. 
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recognised scripts for the impactful depiction of emotion.94 This is what I will refer to 

in this paper as the ‘emotive canon’. For example, if Guðrún’s smile were to be 

repeated throughout the corpus, this script would eventually become part of the 

emotive canon. A text then serves as a window into the state of the existing emotive 

canon of the context from which it arises; the structure and presence (or absence) of 

emotive scripts is indicative of the existing emotional paradigms available to the 

receptive community. If the emotive canon in existence at a certain point in time 

shows only women weeping, for example, then a strong male character weeping 

would be received in a different way to how it would be in a context where the 

readership was familiar with men weeping freely. This can then effectively indicate a 

point among the different islands of cultural memory at which the text can be situated. 

There are several potential figures of memory at play in Sonatorrek; one 

indigenous – the first crystallisation of oral tradition into textual form, which can now 

only be accessed through the Icelandic sagas and their emotive scripts – and the others 

inter-textual – influence from the emotive canon formed by the continental romances, 

the translated sagas, and to some extent the later indigenous romances written in the 

vernacular. These different figures coalesce at a point in the thirteenth century when 

the reading community would have been initiated in these different sets of emotive 

scripting and equipped to utilise or receive them all. This thesis argues that the level 

of emotionality, the presence of certain emotive scripts, as well as the absence of 

others, suggests that Sonatorrek is a product of this context; it bears the imprint of 

emotive scripts drawn from the canon of thirteenth-century romantic tradition, 

indicating that its composer was familiar with these later scripts which would not 

have been accessible in tenth-century Iceland. 

In a tenth-century pre-textual context, the context in which most people place 

Sonatorrek, emotionality would rely more on commonality of experience than on 

‘emotive triggers’ as understood by cultural memory, as the textual context to store 

these was not yet created. In a thirteenth-century literate context, emotion would be 

created not just from the text itself and from external cultural knowledge, but from a 

network of intertextual knowledge as well. If Sonatorrek reflects the literary 

 
94 This idea of canon is reapplied somewhat but is based on cultural memory theory as outlined by Jan 

and Aleida Assman. See particularly: Aleida Assman, “Canon and Archive,” in Cultural Memory 

Studies: An International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, ed. Astrid Erll and Ansgar Nünning (Berlin 

and New York: De Gruyter, 2008), 100. 
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conventions and emotive canon in existence at the time of composition, its choice of 

emotive scripts is very revealing. Combining emotion studies, emotive scripting and 

cultural memory opens up a different avenue of research into the poem – one which 

considers it not as an emotional outlier during the Viking Age but as a work that 

instead reflects the emotive canon of the thirteenth century, targeted at a readership 

equipped to handle the emotive scripts it demonstrates. 

 

2.2 Emotive scripting in the Íslendingasögur 

If Sonatorrek is notable for its intense emotionality, it is in part because of the 

contrast created by its juxtaposition with the prose text of Egils saga 

Skallagrímssonar. The Íslendingasögur are notorious for their laconic expression of 

feeling and reduced emotional content, and this impression is in part why medieval 

emotionality was so long overlooked in Old Norse studies.95 The study of emotion in 

this field began to develop in the 1990s with work by Sävborg and Miller, and this has 

been continued in recent scholarship which has illustrated that emotions are far from 

absent in the sagas, but are instead revealed through different mechanisms.96  

 
95 Sif Ríkharðsdóttir, Emotion in Old Norse Literature, 15. 
96 See William Ian Miller, Humiliation: And Other Essays on Honor, Social Discomfort, and Violence 

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993) and “Emotions and the Sagas,” in From Sagas to Society: 

Comparative Approaches to Early Iceland, ed. Gísli Pálsson (Enfield Lock: Hisarlik Press, 1992), 89–

109, as well as Sävborg, "Sorg och elegi i Eddans hjältediktning." For further work on the mechanisms 

for showing emotion in Old Norse studies, see: Sif Ríkharðsdóttir, Emotion in Old Norse Literature; 

Theodore M. Andersson, “Is There a History of Emotions in Eddic Heroic Poetry?” in Codierungen 

von Emotionen im Mittelalter / Emotions and Sensibilities in the Middle Ages, ed. Stephen C. Jaeger 

and Ingrid Kasten (Berlin and New York: De Gruyter, 2012), 193-203; Ármann Jakobsson, “Egils saga 

and Empathy: Emotions and Moral Issues in a Dysfunctional Saga Family,” Scandinavian Studies 80.1 

(2008), 1–18; Carol Clover, “Hildigunnr’s Lament,” in Cold Counsel: Women in Old Norse Literature 

and Mythology: A Collection of Essays, ed. Sarah M. Anderson and Karen Swenson (New York and 

London: Routledge, 2002), 15–54; Erin Michelle Goeres, “How to do Things with Tears: The Funeral 

of Magnús inn góði,” Saga-Book 37 (2013), 5–26; Jacques Le Goff, “Laughter in Brennu-Njáls saga,” 

in From Sagas to Society: Comparative Approaches to Early Iceland, ed. Gísli Pálsson (Enfield Lock: 

Hisarlik Press, 1992) 161–165; Thomas D. Hill, “Guðrúnarkviða in fyrsta: Guðrún’s Healing Tears,” in 

Revisiting the Poetic Edda: Essays on Old Norse Heroic Legend, ed. Paul Acker and Carolyne 

Larrington (New York and London: Routledge, 2013), 107–16 and “Guðlaugr Snorrason: The Red 

Faced Saint and the Refusal of Violence,” Scandinavian Studies 67.2 (1995), 145–52; Jóhanna Katrín 

Friðriksdóttir, “Gender, Humor, and Power in Old Norse-Icelandic Literature,” in Laughter, Humor, 

and the (Un)Making of Gender: Historical and Cultural Perspectives, ed. Anna Foka and Jonas 

Liliequist (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 211–28; Carolyne Larrington, “The Psychology of 

Emotion and Study of the Medieval Period,” Early Medieval Europe, 10 (2001), 251–256; John 

Lindow, “The Tears of the Gods: A Note on the Death of Baldr in Scandinavian Mythology,” Journal 

of English and Germanic Philology 101 (2002), 155–69; Kristen Mills, “Grief, Gender, and the Genre: 

Male Weeping in Snorri’s Account of Baldr’s Death, King’s sagas, and Gesta Danorum,” Journal of 

English and Germanic Philology 113 (2014), 472–96; Teresa Pàroli, “The Tears of the Heroes in 

Germanic Epic Poetry,” Helden und Heldensage: Otto Gschwantler zum 60. Geburtstag 11 (1990): 

233-266; and Kirsten Wolf, “Body Language in Medieval Iceland: A Study of Gesticulation in the 
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From the outside, however, the sagas often do appear to be “coldly 

unemotional”.97 The narrative voice is often detached from events – reporting deaths, 

for example, through distancing mechanisms such as reported speech. Egill himself 

dies “unspectacularly, the account of his illness and death reduced to a single 

sentence”.98 Characters also rarely express their own feelings themselves, but are 

commented on from a third-party perspective.99 In the same way, character grief is 

often apparent not through direct performance but through narrative structure, somatic 

indicators, or even telling silence. The focus is often on the pragmatic and the rational 

– how grief or bereavement causes financial loss, for example, or engenders social 

discomfort.100 In other cases, grief is only revealed through the action that follows 

(typically revenge).  

Characters do occasionally exhibit strong emotion as a response to grief. In 

Hávarðar saga ísfirðings, Hávarðr lies abed for three years after the death of his 

son;101 in Egils saga, Kveldulfr takes to his bed in grief after Þórolfr dies, and Egill 

also locks himself away after Bǫðvarr’s death, right before the insertion of 

Sonatorrek.102 However, these deviations serve to illustrate the degree to which 

restrained emotionality was a conditioned expectation. The responses of other 

characters to these actions often indicate that such behaviour was viewed as a 

transgression or weakness; Hávarðr’s wife incites him to vengeance instead, and 

Kveldulfr is rebuked that “allt var annat athæfiligra en þat at auuirðaz ok leggiaz i 

kaur” (nothing is less becoming to him than to be bedridden).103 In many ways, 

emotion in the sagas is best categorised by what it is not – or should not be; Guðrún’s 

 
Sagas and Tales of Icelanders,” Scripta Islandica 64 (2013), 99–122, “Laughter in Old Norse-Icelandic 

Literature,” Scripta Islandica 51 (2000), 93–117, and “Somatic Semiotics: Emotion and the Human 

Face in the Sagas and Þættir of Icelanders,” Traditio 69 (2014), 125–145.  
97 Miller, “Emotions and the Sagas,” 90. 
98 Stefanie Gropper, “The Human Condition,” in A Critical Companion to Old Norse Literary Genre, 

ed. Massimiliano Bampi, Carolyne Larrington, and Sif Ríkharðsdóttir, vol. 5 (Cambridge: D. S. 

Brewer, 2020), 183. 
99 Brynja Þorgeirsdóttir, “The Language of Feeling in Njáls saga and Egils saga: Construction of an 

Emotional Lexis,” Scripta Islandica: Isländska Sällskapets Årsbok 71 (2020), 27-28. 
100 As in the case of Ketill in Brennu-Njáls saga, whose only response to his brother’s death is that it 

put him in a difficult situation as related to both victim and killer. No insight into interiority is given, he 

simply needs to ask for advice on how to proceed. Brennu-Njáls saga, 235. 
101 “Hávarðar saga Ísfirðings,” in Vestfirðinga sögur, ed. Björn K. Þórólfsson and Guðni Jónsson, 

Íslenzk fornrit VI (Reykjavík: Hið Íslenzka Fornritafélag, 1972), 319. 
102 Egils saga A, 34, 147-149. 
103 “Hávarðar saga Ísfirðings,” 319; Egils saga A, 34. Trans. Scudder, The Sagas of Icelanders, 39. 
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smile, the strangeness of which is commented on by other characters, reveals the 

expected response to grief by presenting its opposite.104 

Sif Ríkharðsdóttir suggests that poetic spaces in the sagas provided room for 

emotive interiority which the prose did not allow.105 This could go some way towards 

explaining the incongruous emotionality of Sonatorrek, but does not account for the 

use of ‘younger’ emotive scripts to portray this emotionality in what many treat as an 

older poem.106  

The focus of this thesis is not to exhaust the different ways in which emotion 

is portrayed in the sagas, but to provide enough context to illustrate the contrast with 

Sonatorrek. It will therefore only consider the saga-style emotive scripts for grief 

which echo or directly contravene the scripts present in the poem. It will also touch 

upon those which are typical of the sagas but conspicuously absent in Sonatorrek. 

 

2.3 Translating feelings 

The chivalric romance genre that flourished on the European continent from 

the mid-twelfth century onwards presented characters displaying levels of 

emotionality that were drastically different from those seen in the Íslendingasögur. 

Among the most popular works in this genre were those in the Arthurian corpus by 

the French poet Chrétien de Troyes.107 The emotionality visible in these texts suggests 

that the reading community at which they were targeted was receptive to scripts that 

would not have been acceptable in the saga context.  

Many of these texts were eventually translated into Old Norse at the 

instigation of the Norwegian king Hákon Hákonarson and were introduced to Iceland, 

where their popularity sparked imitations of the genre in the vernacular. In discussing 

emotive scripts in romantic tradition, this thesis will consider primarily those texts 

which were translated into Old Norse; an analysis of this translation process today 

reveals how emotionality in the texts was modified and adapted to fit the differences 

between the readerships in the source and target cultures. This presents a clear picture 

 
104 Laxdœla saga, 168-169; Sif Ríkharðsdóttir, Emotion in Old Norse Literature, 125-130. 
105 Sif Ríkharðsdóttir, Emotion in Old Norse Literature, 20. 
106 Furthermore, Sävborg argues that the literary technique of using verse as a specific vehicle for 

emotion was inspired by continental romances. Daniel Sävborg, Sagan om kärleken: Erotik, känslor 

och berättarkonst i norrön litteratur, Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis, Historia Litterarum 27 (2007), 

627. 
107 Five of these survive today: Le Chevalier au Lion (Yvain), Le Chevalier de la Charrette (Lancelot), 

Cligès, Le Conte du Graal (Perceval), and Érec et Énide. 
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of how emotive scripts would have been received by different emotional 

communities, and allows a comparison of the emotive scripts present in Sonatorrek 

with those from two distinct readerships. 

Emotive content in the literature composed on the continent around the end of 

the twelfth century includes interiority and performed grief, both vocal and somatic. 

The following account from Érec et Énide, for example, reveals a continental script 

for grief that involved both performed and (presumed) involuntary somatic displays: 

 

 Del plorer tenir ne se puet 

Li rois, quant de son fil depart. 

Les genz replorent d’autre part. 

Dames et chevalier ploroient, 

Por lui mout grant duel demenoient: 

N’i a un seul qui duel n’an face, 

Maint s’an pasmerent an la place. 

Plorant le beisent et acolent, 

A po que de duel ne s’afolent.108 

  

(The king could not keep from weeping when he parted from his son; similarly 

the other people wept. Ladies and knights were weeping and displaying great 

sorrow on his account. There was no one who did not grieve; many fainted 

upon the courtyard. Weeping they kissed and embraced him; their grief nearly 

drove them mad.)109 

 

This is far removed from saga responses to much more grievous events. Compare this, 

for example, with the scene in Vápnfirðinga saga, in which a father responds to the 

deaths of both his sons with the stoic remark that “þykki mér betra at missa þeira en 

þat þeir bæri bleyðiorð” (it seems to me better to lose them than that they endure the 

charge of cowardice).110 

When the continental romances were translated into Old Norse in the 

thirteenth century, not just their language but their content and style were adapted to 

the readership of the Scandinavian context.111 Sif Ríkharðsdóttir has shown how the 

 
108 Chrétien de Troyes, “Érec et Énide,” in Œuvres Completes, ed. Daniel Poirion and Anne Berthelot 

(Paris: Gallimard, 1994), lines 2754-2762. 
109 Translation: William W. Kibler and Carleton W. Carroll, Arthurian Romances (London: Penguin, 

1991), 71. 
110 “Vápnfirðinga saga” in Austfirðinga sögur, ed. Jón Jóhannesson, Íslenzk fornrit XI, (Reykjavík: Hið 

Íslenzka Fornritafélag, 1950), 63. Trans. John Tucker, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, vol.4, 333. 
111 According to the Norse Tristrams saga ok Ísǫndar, the texts were translated as part of King Hákon 

Hákonarson’s movement to introduce continental literature to Norway. This makes establishing a 

context for the translated sagas relatively straightforward as the king’s involvement would place them 

no earlier than the early thirteenth century. Furthermore, while the literature was likely not entirely 
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translation process was not just linguistic but cultural; in particular, noticeable 

adaptations occurred in terms of the emotive content, as depictions of feeling were 

toned down or reformulated entirely.112 Both Sif Ríkharðsdóttir and Carolyne 

Larrington in particular have used this reformulation as evidence that literary emotion 

was strongly culturally contingent.113 

A brief comparison of emotional performance in Yvain and Ívens saga highlights 

this disparity. Yvain’s Laudine mourns her husband’s death:  

 

Mes de duel feire estoit si fole 

Qu’a po qu’ele ne s’ocioit 

A la foiee, si crioit 

Si haut com ele pooit plus, 

Et recheoit pasmee jus. 

Et quant ele estoit relevee, 

Ausi come fame desvee, 

Se comançoit a dessirer 

Et ses chevols a detirer; 

Ses mains detuent et ront ses dras, 

Si se repasme a chascun pas114 

 

(…so crazed with grief that she was on the verge of killing herself. All at once 

she cried out as loudly as she could and fell down in a faint. When she was lifted 

back to her feet, she began clawing at herself and tearing out her hair like a 

madwoman; her hands grabbed and ripped her clothing and she fainted with 

every step).115 

 

When reproduced in the translated Old Norse Ívens saga, this same scene is greatly 

abbreviated. Instead, it becomes simply: “Hún syrgði ok æpti sinn harm; stundum fell 

hún í óvit” (She was mourning and moaned loudly in her grief. Now and then she fell 

into a swoon).116 

The Norse script still clearly bears the hallmarks of the continental original, 

depicting an intensity that is not found in saga style. If anything, this effort to remain 

 
unknown, the need for translation suggests limited familiarity prior to this. Geraldine Barnes, 

“Riddarasǫgur: The Translation of European Court Culture in Medieval Scandinavia, ed. by Karl G. 

Johansson and Else Mundal,” JEGP, Journal of English and Germanic Philology 115, no. 4 (2016), 10. 
112 Sif Ríkharðsdóttir, Medieval Translations and Cultural Discourse: The Movement of Texts in 

England, France and Scandinavia (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2012). 
113 Sif Ríkharðsdóttir, Emotion in Old Norse Literature, 145-174; Carolyne Larrington, “Learning to 

feel in the Old Norse Camelot?,” Scandinavian Studies 87, no. 1 (2015), 74-94. 
114 Chrétien de Troyes, “Yvain ou Le Chevalier au Lion,” lines 1148-1158. 
115 Trans. Kibler and Carroll, Arthurian Romances, 309. 
116 “Ívens saga,” in Norse Romance: Vol. II: The Knights of the Round Table (Cambridge: D. S. 

Brewer, 1999), 50. Trans. Marianne E. Kalinke, Norse Romance, 51. 
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relatively close to the original serves to highlight the existence of a contemporary 

understanding that the emotive content had to be modulated in order for it to be 

compatible with the Scandinavian readership. This supports the existence of very 

different emotional communities in Scandinavia and on the continent. The ‘toning 

down’ of emotion that occurs in the translations suggests that the Scandinavian 

community would not have been at all receptive to such heightened emotional 

depictions as are found on the continent. The Norse translations still hold emotive 

content that is clearly based on the original sources, but many scenes are cut, 

truncated, understated or omitted entirely. The point at which these romances were 

translated can therefore be understood as a middle ground – a figure of memory in 

which new continental scripts blended with saga emotionality. 

These scripts are reaffirmed by the Icelandic indigenous romances, written in 

the vernacular, which reveal the extent to which the Scandinavian context absorbed 

the themes and tropes of the romance genre from the continent. They also illustrate 

that some degree of separation was retained, in particular in terms of feeling and 

emotive content; a context familiar with continental emotionality but still existing as a 

separate emotional community.117 This thesis will not delve too far into the scripts 

found in indigenous romances, however, as they repeat and affirm the script 

modulation that is already apparent from the translation process. 

The next chapter will discuss the main emotive scripts used in Sonatorrek. It 

will compare these to similar scripts that appear in the different contexts, in order to 

consider which of the emotional communities the emotionality in the poem best 

reflects. 

 

  

 
117 Looking at the indigenous romances reveals a hybrid of romantic tropes and muted emotive scripts. 

See, for example, Sigurðr’s response to the death of his beloved lion, which contains no interiority or 

emotive content but, in a response familiar to readers of the sagas, follows a direct course of action and 

a desire for revenge. However, the death of the lion is presented in a way that evokes great pathos, with 

it “lying peaceful as a dog” before it is provoked and killed. “Sigurðar saga þögla,” in Late Medieval 

Icelandic Romances, ed. Agnete Loth, vol. 2, Editiones Arnamagnaeanae Series B (Copenhagen: Einar 

Munksgaard, 1962), 212. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Sonatorrek: emotive scripting 

The emotionality of Sonatorrek is constructed through a compound of techniques. 

This chapter will break these down into the main performed emotive scripts 

comprising weeping and somatic stoppering (reported somatic indicators). It will then 

compare these with similar and contrasting scripts that are present in the 

Íslendingasögur and in continental romances and their translations and indigenous 

imitations. It also considers the inward focus of the poem and how this compares with 

works with a similar function. Finally, it discusses how the poem uses experiential 

techniques to manifest emotion and create emotive impact – and compares the use of 

this device in other literature. 

 

3.1 Male weeping 

Much work has been done on the role of tears in the Íslendingasögur, their 

link to masculine or feminine portrayals of grief, and their receptibility in different 

situations.118 One conclusion comes to the forefront: depictions of weeping in the 

sagas are “fairly rare, and generally performed by women”.119 This performance is 

therefore clearly gendered – an expected script for female grief.120  

In stanza 2 of Sonatorrek, the poet declares himself unable to compose due to 

weeping: 

 

Era andþeist 

þvïat ecke velldur 

haufuglegr 

ür higgju stad121  

 
118 For detailed discussion of the debate surrounding weeping in the saga context see Ármann 

Jakobsson, “Masculinity and Politics in Njáls saga,” Viator 38 (2007); John Lindow, Baldr in 

Scandinavian Mythology (Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 1997) and “The Tears of the Gods,”; 

Kristen Mills, “Grief, Gender and Mourning in Medieval North Atlantic Literature,” PhD diss., 

(University of Toronto, 2013), and “Grief, Gender, and the Genre”; Preben Meulengracht Sørensen, 

“‘Græder du nu, Skarpheðinn?’ Nogle betragtninger over form og etik,” in Studien zum 

Altgermanischen: Festschrift für Heinrich Beck, Vol. 11., ed. Heiko Uecker (Berlin and New York: De 

Gruyter, 2012). For weeping more generally, see also: Jim Casey, “Feeling It Like a Man: Masculine 

Grief in Medieval and Early Modern Texts,” in Grief, Gender, and Identity in the Middle Ages: 

Knowing Sorrow, ed. Lee Templeton (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2021), 234-257. 
119 Mills, “Grief, Gender, and the Genre,” 476. 
120 See also: Jennifer C. Vaught, Introduction to Grief and Gender: 700–1700, ed. Jennifer C. Vaught 

and Lynne Dickson Bruckner, 1–14 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 2. 
121 Egils saga C, 143, st.4. 
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(Since heavy sobbing 

is the cause – 

how hard to pour forth 

from the mind’s root).122 

 

This declaration of sobbing immediately places the poem in opposition to 

conventional saga scripts for male grief: “real men do not cry in the 

Íslendingasögur”.123 

One of the key characteristics of male grief is that it does not (or should not) 

involve effusive emotion.124 Saga narratives depict weeping as a serious accusation 

for a man, and contain evidence of retribution for such slights – in Njáls saga, 

Gunnarr kills eight men who accuse him of weeping, and a man who claims that 

Skarphéðinn wept is immediately beheaded for bringing such shame to him.125 

If the effectiveness of literary presentation of grief is dependent on 

audience/reader participation, these elements point to the existence of a Scandinavian 

context in which male weeping was unacceptable. There have been some attempts to 

re-evaluate male weeping in the sagas as a gauge of sorrow (i.e. used to demonstrate 

exceptional grief for a high-status individual), but the generally accepted conclusion is 

that “male weeping is presented at the very least as problematic”.126 The responses to 

male weeping in the saga corpus indicate that the reading community was not 

equipped to respond sympathetically to its depiction; as an emotive script, its impact 

would be significantly reduced. Therefore, to view Sonatorrek as a product of the 

tenth century would be to view it either as an unflattering depiction or as a 

deliberately feminine script for grief. This latter argument has been put forward by 

Carol Clover, who sees the heavy emotionality as the poet identifying as a ‘social 

woman’ due to his old age and lack of agency.127 Clover’s interpretation is however 

 
122 Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 152. 
123 Sørensen, “‘Græder du nu, Skarpheðinn?’”, 246. Translation: Mills, “Grief, Gender, and the Genre,” 

478. It is worth mentioning that there are exceptions within the Íslendingasögur, such as when Gizurr 

Þorvaldsson sheds a hailstone tear over the remains of his wife and son in Sturlunga saga. Sturlunga 

saga, vol. 1., ed. Jón Jóhannesson, Magnús Finnbogason, and Kristján Eldjárn (Reykjavík: 

Sturlunguútgáfan, 1946), 494. However, this is both a younger saga and a different genre. 
124 However, there are different interpretations as to why. For example, Ármann Jakobsson views the 

gender restrictions seen in Njáls saga as a critique on oppressively gendered behaviour. Ármann 

Jakobsson, “Masculinity and Politics in Njáls saga,” 195. 
125 Brennu-Njáls saga, 134-9, 443. 
126 Mills, “Grief, Gender and Mourning in Medieval North Atlantic Literature,” 496. 
127 Carol J. Clover, “Regardless of sex: Men, women, and power in early Northern Europe,” 

Representations, No. 44 (Autumn, 1993): 15. 
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entirely founded on the poem’s context within the saga text and its basis in the tenth 

century; if we remove this framework (and chapter one of this thesis has hopefully 

shown that there are sufficient grounds for doing so), then there is little justification 

for believing this would be a deliberate subtext. Clover’s interpretation also requires 

the acceptance of her ‘one-sex model’, which states that there was but one gender – 

the masculine – and individuals could rise or fall in status based on their desirable 

masculine qualities and actions and regardless of biological factors.128 She argues that 

gender was derived from action and an old man such as Egill could, by acting in a 

unmasculine way, fall to a social woman and out of relevance.129 

However, removing the saga context and placing the poem in the context of 

thirteenth-century emotionality allows the poem’s weeping script to be seen from a 

different angle. While emotive scripts in the sagas were clearly divided into male and 

female performances, the romantic tradition blurred these established gender norms. 

Considering Sonatorrek as a product of the thirteenth century thus allows it to be 

viewed untethered from a gender bias; though an alien concept to a tenth-century 

audience, the script of the weeping male hero was very familiar to a thirteenth-century 

readership well-versed in the romance tradition. 

As discussed earlier, the fact that most of the sagas were not written down 

until the thirteenth century does complicate the issue, as they could be interpreted as 

arising from the same cultural context as other works from the same time. However, 

the clear difference between emotive performance in the sagas and in the romantic 

tradition clearly suggests that there was a distinction between the two in terms of the 

generic conventions for emotional expression. This suggests separate emotional 

communities that were receptive to different scripts, and a reading community that 

became equipped to read both genres and receptive to the scripts of both.  

When the Scandinavian emotional community encountered scripts from romantic 

tradition, as Sif Ríkharðsdóttir explains, “the weeping continental hero must … have 

been a rather startling discovery”.130 Thirteenth-century literary emotionality blurred 

 
128 For more on this argument, see also Preben Meulengracht Sørensen, The Unmanly Man: concepts of 

sexual defamation in early Northern society Vol. 1, trans. Joan Turville-Petre (Odense: Odense 

University Press, 1983), 86-87. 
129 However, according to the chronology of the saga, Egill composed Sonatorrek when he was around 

fifty years old; far from being advanced in age, he could still live for many years (and indeed does, as 

the saga recounts). This chronology is outlined by Nordal. Nordal, Foreword to Egils saga Skalla-

Grímssonar, liii. 
130 Sif Ríkharðsdóttir, Medieval Translations and Cultural Discourse, 64. 
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the lines for gendered performance. In Chrétien de Troyes’ Lancelot, for example, the 

hero’s grief is repeatedly constructed through depictions of weeping, suggesting that 

this was an established script that could have been expected to garner the appropriate 

reader response.131 Similar lachrymose outbursts are also found in the French 

medieval epic La Chanson de Roland.132 This includes the following depiction: 

 

…cumencet a plurer. 

En sun visage fut mult desculurer. 

Si grant doel out que mais ne pout ester, 

Voeillet o nun, a tere chet pasmet.133 

 

(…he begins to weep. 

His face lost all its colour. 

He suffered such pain that he could no longer stand, 

Involuntarily he falls to the ground.)134 

 

As discussed, the translation process into Old Norse revealed the degree of receptivity 

in the Scandinavian context to continental emotionality. The transmutation of the 

weeping script thus reveals the receptivity within the cultural context to that 

depiction; depictions of weeping were abridged or omitted entirely during the 

translation process, which suggests that they would not have been palatable. When La 

Chanson was translated into the Norse Rúnzivals þáttr, its depictions of weeping were 

largely abbreviated; the section above, for example, lost the weeping element entirely, 

becoming: “Nu sa erkibyskup at Rollant hafdi sva mikla ugledi, at hann la i umatti” 

(The archbishop saw now that Roland suffered such grief that he had collapsed).135 

The erasure of weeping between the original and the translation reinforces the 

notion that the Scandinavian context was not, in earlier periods, receptive to 

continental depictions of grief. Accordingly, for Sonatorrek’s depiction of a weeping 

hero to have effective emotive impact, it is best viewed as originating from a context 

in which the male weeping script was, at the very least, beginning to find receptivity. 

 
131 Chrétien de Troyes, “Lancelot ou le Chevalier de la Charrette,” in Œuvres Completes, ed. Daniel 

Poirion and Anne Berthelot (Paris: Gallimard, 1994). 
132 This example departs from the romantic tradition, but the modifications made in the translation 

process indicate that the divide between separate emotional communities existed cross-genre. 
133 La Chanson de Roland, ed. Gerard J. Brault., (University Park: The Pennsylvania State University 

Press, 1984), 2217-2220. 
134 Translation: Gerard J. Brault. La Chanson de Roland (Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State 

University Press, 1984), 2217-2220. 
135 Karlamagnus saga ok kappa hans, ed. C. R. Unger (Christiania: H. J. Jensen, 1860), 522. 

Translation: Sif Ríkharðsdóttir, Medieval Translations and Cultural Discourse, 66. 
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This would place its composition in the thirteenth century, aimed at an audience 

exposed to cross-cultural influence and initiated in thirteenth-century literary tradition 

in which such modes of expression were acceptable and male weeping would not be 

seen as a feminisation or a slight.  

Joseph Harris has labelled Sonatorrek an imitatio dei following an archetypal 

pattern of death and grief, with Egill as a parallel to Óðinn and Bǫðvarr as Baldr, the 

god who is slain through Loki’s trickery.136 The description of Baldr’s death in the 

prose Edda contains not just men weeping but gods: “En þá er Æsirnir freistuðu at 

mæla þá var hitt þó fyrr at grátrinn kom upp svá at engi mátti ǫðrum segja með 

orðunum frá sínum harmi” (But when the gods tried to speak, tears came out instead 

so that no one could speak his grief to another).137 This bears a striking resemblance to 

the first stanza of Sonatorrek. Interestingly, Harris uses these parallels to support his 

argument for a tenth-century composition based on his interpretation of Egill’s pagan 

faith and the understanding that this was a deliberate imitation.138 Once more, 

however, this presentation was aimed at a thirteenth-century readership and, while the 

stories of the Edda have roots in oral tradition, there is no way of knowing which 

elements were retained and which were a later authorial choice. As mentioned before, 

the inclusion of pagan material is not, in itself, sufficient to date the poem. 

 

3.2 Somatic stoppering 

The first stanza of Sonatorrek opens with a description of heaviness or 

sluggishness, of an inability to function as a response to grief. 

 

Mjaug er um tregt 

tüngu ad hræra139 

 

(My tongue is sluggish 

for me to move)140 

 

 
136 Joseph Harris, “Homo necans borealis: Fatherhood and Sacrifice in Sonatorrek,” Myth in Early 

Northwest Europe 3 (2007): 153-173. See also: Joseph Harris, Sacrifice and Guilt in Sonatorrek, Vol. 

11 (Berlin: Ergänzungsbände zum Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde, 1994), 174; Harris, 

“‘Myth to Live By’ in Sonatorrek,” 156. 
137 Snorri Sturluson, Edda: Prologue and Gylfaginning, 46. Trans. Harris, “‘Myth to Live By’ in 

Sonatorrek,” 161. 
138 Harris, “‘Myth to Live By’ in Sonatorrek,” 156. 
139 Egils saga C, 142, st.1. 
140 Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 151. 
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This script of grief performed through somatic heaviness is echoed throughout the 

poem. The poet utilises a refrain that involves grief preventing function and 

expression; it is a force with a physical stoppering effect. Stanza 2 continues in the 

same vein of self-reported impediment, declaring that grief makes it hard to pour forth 

poetry, again presenting an image of function effectively blocked. Stanza 3 also bears 

imagery of impediment, with blood crashing against an obstruction. Stanza 18 echoes 

a similar sentiment, with the poet unable to hold up “ï äröar // grimu” (his head) and 

“rïnis reid”  (chariot of thought)141 – a kenning interpreted as referring to the head or, 

once again, the tongue of the poet.142 In some ways, this script conforms to saga-style 

performances in which male grief in particular is not expressed through words but 

only reveals itself through involuntary somatic indicators.143 However, the format is 

noticeably different. 

Saga scripts for somatic indicators of grief involve a response that is both 

uncontrolled and dramatic. In relation to the death of Bǫðvarr, Egils saga recounts 

how Egill, “þrutnaði sua at kyrtillinn rifnaði af honum ok sua hosurnar” (swelled so 

that his tunic and hose burst off his body).144 Similar ideas of ‘bursting from grief’ 

appear elsewhere in the corpus. In Njála, Þórhallr’s response to the death of his foster-

father Njáll revolves around swelling: first “hann þrútnaði allr ok blóðbogi stóð ór 

hvárri-tveggju hlustinni … ok fell hann í óvit” (his whole body swelled up and blood 

gushed from both ears … and he fell in a faint),145 and then his grief swells into a 

boil.146 Táttr af Ragnars Sonum contains another account of a father who “sprakk af 

harmi” (burst from grief) upon the death of his son.147 Laxdœla saga also describes a 

son “þrútinn mundi vera af trega” (swollen with grief) at the loss of his father.148 The 

somatic emotive script for male grieving in the sagas thus oftentimes involves a 

 
141 Egils saga C, 147, st.18. Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 155. For more 

information on this kenning see: Nordal, Tools of Literacy, 243. 
142 There is debate over whether this kenning refers to the head, breast or tongue. Brynja Þorgeirsdóttir, 

“The Head, the Heart, and the Breast: Bodily Conceptions of Emotion and Cognition in Old Norse 

Skaldic Poetry,“ Viking and Medieval Scandinavia 15 (2019), 36. Either way, the imagery of heaviness 

remains. 
143 Miller, “Emotions and the Sagas,” 98. 
144 Egils saga A, 148. Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 150, with amendment. 
145 Brennu-Njáls saga, 344. Translation: Robert Cook, “Njal’s Saga,” in The Complete Sagas of 

Icelanders: including 49 tales, vol. 3, ed. Viðar Hreinsson (Reykjavík: Leifur Eiríksson Publishing, 

1997), 163. 
146 Brennu-Njáls saga, 359. 
147 Táttr af Ragnars Sonum, in Fornaldar Sögur Nordurlanda 1, ed. Gudni Jónsson and Bjarni 

Vilhjálmsson (Reykjavík: Bókaútgáfan Forni, 1943), 301. My translation. 
148 Laxdœla saga, 187. My translation. 
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forceful physical swelling – the apparent opposite of the internal ‘stoppering’ that is 

formulated in Sonatorrek. 

There are, I believe, two ways of interpreting this. The first would be to see 

both scripts as following a similar imperative; a somatic response in which emotion 

physically expands within the body and threatens to overflow its boundaries. This 

would accord with humoral theory in which great emotion creates an excess that 

requires an outlet.149 It was an accepted convention, by this understanding, that 

unexpressed emotions such as grief could be dangerous to the body if not released.150 

In the saga script there is no release, but the expansion is ultimately constrained by the 

boundaries of physical form; in Sonatorrek, the poetic act functions as an outlet for 

emotion.  

If these two scripts are viewed as stemming from the same understanding of 

physiology, it is telling that the physical presentation of emotional response is 

reformulated in such a way between the saga prose and Sonatorrek. In the prose, 

emotion threatens to burst out of its own accord; in the poem, it needs forcing out 

with great effort. Rather than swelling with emotion and needing to release it, the poet 

struggles to find an outlet. 

Interpreting this script in Sonatorrek in this way is perhaps too reliant on the 

prose context in which Egill requires the catharsis of the poetic outlet to be released 

from his grieving and isolation. If the prose frame is removed, so too is the need for 

catharsis. This brings me to the second way of interpreting this difference in 

performance: the poem can be interpreted as having a different function and utilising 

a script familiar from the contemporaneous literary context.  

Once again, there are parallels to this script of ‘stoppering’ in thirteenth-century 

continental literature; instead of bursting or swelling, continental heroes faint or grow 

silent, often depicted in terms of their physicality ceasing to function as expected. In 

Lancelot du Lac, a prose romance composed in French in the thirteenth century, the 

emotive performance of the king’s sorrow is constructed around similar imagery of 

stoppering and inhibiting function: 

 

 
149 Brynja Þorgeirsdóttir, “Humoral Theory in the Medieval North,” Gripla 29 (2018), 35-66. 
150 Thomas D. Hill, “Guðrúnarkviða in fyrsta,” 114.  
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Totes ces choses recorde les rois et i met devant ses iauz, et li toiche au cuer si 

grant dolors que li lermes li sont estopees et li cuers serrez el vantre.151 

 

(The king thought of all these things and pictured them in his mind, and such 

great sorrow pierced his heart that his tears were stopped up and his heart closed 

up.)152 

 

In this interpretation, natural bodily functions are stoppered, and grief is denied outlet 

to the point that it poses a physical danger.153 As in Sonatorrek, grief overwhelms so 

that natural impulses and vital responses cease to function. 

The cessation of physical functioning often includes the inability to speak, and 

silence is a frequent response to excessive emotion in romantic tradition. In Cligès, 

Alexander becomes so overcome “Si que pes an est amuïz” (that he could scarcely 

speak);154 similarly, Lancelot in Le Chevalier de la Charrette frequently responds 

with silence when subjected to indignity or distress.155 Concerning Lancelot in 

particular, Katherine Kong has discussed silence in romantic tradition as an exercise 

of masculine privilege, with the withholding of emotional voice an act that reveals 

power and status and even seizes agency.156 

Silence is, of course, a script also found in saga convention as a response to 

grief.157 An incident in Egils saga, for example, shows a young woman unable to 

speak through her tears when her brother’s life is in danger: “Hon matti engu suara. 

ok grét at mei ” (Unable to answer, she cried all the more).158 Similarly, Þorbjǫrg in 

 
151 Lancelot do Lac: The Non-Cyclic Old French Prose Romance, ed. Elspeth Kennedy (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1980), I.13. 
152 Translation: Corin Corley, Lancelot of the Lake, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 18-19. 

Some amendments have been made to the translation to reflect suggestions made by Mills and Hill 

respectively. 
153 Kristen Mills translates estopees as “ceased to flow”. Mills, “Grief, Gender and Mourning in 

Medieval North Atlantic Literature,” 133. This implies the presence of tears, a further example of the 

later appearance of the male weeping script, which are then immediately curtailed as part of the 

expression-inhibiting effects of grief. 
154 Chrétien de Troyes, “Cligès,” in Œuvres Completes, ed. Daniel Poirion and Anne Berthelot (Paris: 

Gallimard, 1994), line 1582. Trans. Kibler and Carroll, Arthurian Romances, 142. 
155 See, for example, Lancelot’s anguished silence when torn between Guinevere and keeping his word. 

Chrétien de Troyes, “Lancelot ou le Chevalier de la Charrette,” lines 1216-1224. 
156 See: Katherine Kong, “Silence and Speech in Le Chevalier de la Charrette”, in Gender and Voice in 

Medieval French Literature and Song, ed. Rachel May Golden and Katherine Kong (Gainesville: 

University Press of Florida, 2021), 29-48. 
157 For more on women and silence in the sagas, see: Kirsten Wolf, “‘Engi er allheimskr, ef þegja má’: 

Women and Silence in the Sagas and þættir of Icelanders.” Maal og minne 110, no. 2 (2018). 
158 Egils saga A, 123. Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 128. 
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Harðar saga ok Hólmverja becomes “mátti þá ekki mæla, svá fekk henni mikils” (so 

moved that she could not speak) when told of the death of her brother.159 

  However, as with weeping, silence in the sagas is a feminine-coded response. 

The Sonatorrek poet also recounts his inability to speak or compose; to place this 

script in a tenth-century context would be to accept the poet as deliberately feminised 

or weakened. The sagas make clear that there is a difference between voluntary 

silence or stoicism and the inability to speak resulting from grief – the former being 

an expected masculine response and the latter being an involuntary feminine-coded 

weakness. Elsewhere, Egils saga lays out the requirement for men to remain tacit 

about their grief: “helnauð er þat hylia // harmr agætan barma” (deep as my sorrow is 

// I must keep it to myself).160 This is again in direct opposition to the format of 

Sonatorrek, which contradicts this imperative by making a great performance of grief. 

Silence is used in the performances of female characters in romantic tradition 

as well: in Gottfried’s Tristan, Blancheflor’s grief is built on an inability to express: 

“si erstummete an der stunde, // ir clage starp in ir munde” (She fell mute in that same 

hour, her plaint died in her mouth);161 the Old English Life of Guthlac also presents 

the grief of Guthlac’s sister through a performance of heaviness and the inability to 

speak: “heo ta sona on eordan feoll and mid micelre hefignysse gefylled weard, tæt 

heo word gecwetan ne mihte” (She fell at once to the ground and was filled with a 

great heaviness, so that she was unable to speak).162 This suggests that, by the twelfth 

or thirteenth century, a script of silence as a response to grief had become 

conventional regardless of gender. This would make its appearance in Sonatorrek in a 

twelfth or thirteenth century context an indicator of great sorrow and potentially, if we 

accept Kong’s argument, even power and status, rather than the feminine quality it 

appears to be labelled as in the saga context. 

Perhaps the strongest evidence that there existed between the two contexts a 

different interpretation of the visible physical effects of emotional excess can be 

found again in the translation process of Yvain to Ívens saga. The description of 

Laudine in the French involves vocality: 

 
159 Harðar saga, ed. Þórhallur Vilmundarson and Bjarni Vilhjálmsson, Íslenzk fornrit XIII (Reykjavík: 

Hið Íslenzka Fornritafélag, 1991), 89. Translation: Wolf, “‘Engi er allheimskr, ef þegja má,’” 116.  
160 Egils saga A, 85. Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 99. 
161 Gottfried von Straßbourg, Tristan, ed. Werner Shröder, vol 1 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2004), lines 

1737-1738. Translation: A. T. Hatto, Tristan, (London: Penguin, 2004), 63. 
162 Das angelsächsische Prosa-Leben de heiligen Guthlac Anglistische Forschungen, trans. Paul 

Gonser (Amsterdam: Swets & Zeitlinger, 1909), 167. 
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Por ce tel duel par demenoit 

La dame, qu’ele forssenoit, 

Et crioit come fors del san163 

 

(so grief-stricken that she quite lost her mind and cried out as if she were 

mad).164 

 

In the Norse Ívens saga, this becomes: “En sú virðuliga frú sprakk náliga af harmi” 

(The worthy lady nearly burst of grief).165 The vocalised grief palatable to the 

continental audience was reformulated into a script more familiar to the readership of 

the Scandinavian context – bursting from grief. There is therefore evidence of the 

script of bursting from grief being introduced into a context where it did not 

previously appear, replacing a continental script. This could suggest that this script 

was prominently associated with grief for the Scandinavian readership – which would 

make the absence of it in Sonatorrek as revealing as is the presence of the continental 

physical stoppering script.166  

The presence of a script of physical stoppering in Sonatorrek could suggest 

that it was composed within a context in which the target audience was equipped to 

process this; it implies that a familiarity with this script already existed that did not 

link it to exclusively feminine portrayals of grief. Based on the evidence shown, this 

supports a composition date after the introduction of external influence from 

continental literature, which would place the poem in the twelfth or thirteenth century. 

 

3.3 Selfish grief 

Many scholars have pointed out that the central theme of Sonatorrek is not the 

deceased but the bereaved.167 The son being mourned, whether we interpret him as 

Bǫðvarr or not, is mentioned only in terms of the poet’s self – the loss of the support 

and strength that the son provided. The format of grief is self-orientated, focused on 

 
163 Chrétien de Troyes, “Yvain ou le Chevalier au Lion,” lines 1201-1203. 
164 Trans. Kibler and Carroll, Arthurian Romances, 309. 
165 “Ívens saga,” 50. Trans. Kalinke, Norse Romance, 51. 
166 It could be possible that the eventual script change from ‘bursting’ to ‘stoppering’ arose as a result 

of later developments in the understanding of physiology, given that ‘stoppering’ descriptions better 

align with the physical effects of strong emotion as we understand them today. 
167 See, for example, Johansson, “The Selfish Skald,” 130, Ralph, “Om tillkomsten av Sonatorrek,” 

164. 



 

45 
 
 

the one left behind, the loss not of an identity but of the benefits he offered to the 

poet: 

 

Æ ljet flest 

þad er fader mællte 

þött øll þjöd 

annad segde 

og mjer upphjellt 

um verberge 

og mitt afl 

mest um studde168 

 

(Always he prized 

his father‘s words 

highest of all, though 

the world said different. 

He shored me up, 

defended me, 

lent my strength 

the most support).169 

 

There is again a noticeable difference between the focus of grief in the poem and in 

saga convention. Within the saga corpus, the focus of grief is typically pragmatic, as 

has been discussed. It is directed outwards, into an imperative for either revenge or 

compensation. In contrast, the Sonatorrek poet deliberately turns away from this 

accepted course of action because his loss has deprived him of the ability: “eigna 

þöttunzt // sakar afl” (I lacked the might // to seek justice).170 Similar frustration at the 

inability to enact vengeance is seen in the sagas, but through the use of a different 

script; Skarphéðinn’s response to his own inability to avenge the slander of his family, 

for example, is indicated by sweat forming on his brow and red spots growing on his 

cheeks rather than the melancholia with which the similar impulse is met in 

Sonatorrek – the response is somatic rather than interior.171 

The idea of ritualised ‘self-centred grief’ however is a script that can be traced 

back to classical tradition, where the bewailing of personal loss often formed a key 

part of the θρένος (threnos) or mourning ode.172 As with the other potential classical 

 
168 Egils saga C, 145, st.12. 
169 Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 153-154. 
170 Egils saga C, 144-145, st.9. Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 153. 
171 Brennu-Njáls saga, 114. 
172 See, for example, the mourners who bemoan their ill luck in the Iliad, or Euripides’ Andromache 

whose lament over Hektor centres around her own bleak future. Homer, Iliad, Volume I: Books 1-12, 
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allusions, the appearance of this trope in Sonatorrek could again suggest that the poet 

came from a context familiar with classical literature – and therefore not tenth-century 

Iceland. This structure can also be seen in Old English verse.173 Beowulf features 

mourners preoccupied with their own fate rather than that of the deceased.174 Poems 

such as The Seafarer also enumerate personal woes –   

 

hu ic geswincdagum  

earfoðhwile  

oft þrowade175 

  

(How I oft endured  

Days of hardship,  

Times of trouble).176 

 

– and, in The Wanderer, those deceased are similarly viewed in terms of how their 

loss affects the poet: 

 

Nis nu cwicra nan  

þe ic him modsefan  

minne durre  

sweotule asecgan.177 

 

(There is none now living 

to whom I dare tell my innermost thoughts 

straight out).178 

 

Once again, the appearance of tropes from literature outside Scandinavia reinforces 

the idea that Sonatorrek was composed by one familiar with these texts and therefore 

 
trans. A. T. Murray, Loeb Classical Library 170 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1924), 

19:301-302; Euripides, Trojan Women, ed. David Kovacs, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1994–2002), 677-678. 
173 Ascribing the poem to Egill, Inna Matyushina also draws parallels between the cathartic element of 

Sonatorrek and that of Anglo-Saxon poetry, using this to discuss established gender norms. However, 

she acknowledges that this accepts a different purpose for the verse, with one universal elegy and the 

other a specific memorial. Inna Matyushina, “Grief, Gender, and the Birth of Lyric in Old Norse 

Poetry,” in Grief, Gender, and Identity in the Middle Ages: Knowing Sorrow, ed. Lee Templeton 

(Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2021), 116. 
174 See, for example, Beowulf, vv3150-3155. Klaeber’s Beowulf, ed. R. D. Fulk, Robert E. Bjork and 

John D. Niles, 4th Edition (Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 2008), 107. 
175 “The Seafarer,” in The Exeter Book, ed. George Philip Krapp and Elliot Van Kirk Dobbie (New 

York: Colombia University Press; London: George Routledge and Sons, 1936), 2b-3b. 
176 Translation: A. S. Kline, The Seafarer, “Poetry in Translation,” accessed 13/12/22, 

https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/English/Seafarer.php. 
177 “The Wanderer,” in The Exeter Book, ed. George Philip Krapp and Elliot Van Kirk Dobbie (New 

York: Colombia University Press; London: George Routledge and Sons, 1936), 9b-11a. 
178 Translation: Jeffrey Hopkins. “The Wanderer: an Anglo-Saxon Poem.” The Virginia Quarterly 

Review 53, no. 2 (1977): 284. 
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more likely to be from a later period. Poole suggests that poems such as the Old 

English elegies form the earliest Germanic lamentation poetry, with a “basis in 

Christianized communities and poets”.179 Torfi H. Tulinius has also considered the 

lament structure of Sonatorrek, and he makes the case that laments of this type were 

not part of mourning tradition until the twelfth century.180 Thus the presence of this 

structure could also be taken as evidence of the poem drawing on Germanic elegiac 

tradition, therefore also requiring a poet educated in later literature and signifying a 

possible later composition date. 

To provide further support, the sentiments found in the lament structure are 

also present in romantic tradition. The following speech, spoken by a maiden cradling 

her lover, comes from Chrétien de Troyes’ Perceval: 

 

“Lasse, fait el, maleürouse!  

Con de pute heure je fui nee! 

L'eure que je fui engendree 

Soit maldite et que je nasqui,  

Qu'ainc mais voir tant ne m'irasqui  

De rien qui poïst avenir. 

Je ne deüsse pas tenir 

Mon ami mort, se Dieu pleüst 

Qu'assez miex esploitié eüst  

S'il fust vis et je fuisse morte.”181 

 

(“I was born in an evil hour! Cursed be the hour I was begotten and the day I 

was born, for I’ve never before been made so miserable by anything! So help 

me God, I shouldn’t have to hold my dead lover in my arms; it would have 

been far better if he were alive and I were dead!”).182 

 

Here, the focus is similarly on the bereaved and her misery rather than the deceased. 

There is therefore a distinct possibility that the self-referential aspect of Sonatorrek 

could also be used to support arguments for a later composition date.  

Calling for one’s death is typical of romantic grief, as evidenced by the 

quotation above. I mentioned in a previous chapter the sentiment of “göðan vilja” 

(good will) with which the Sonatorrek poet awaits his death in the last stanza. Poole 

has commented that this reaction “is hard to parallel in extant early medieval 

 
179 Poole, “‘Non enim possum plorare nec lamenta fundere,’” 199. 
180 Torfi H. Tulinius. Skáldið í skriftinni. Snorri Sturluson og Egils saga (Reykjavík: Hið Íslenska 

Bókmenntafélag for Reykjavíkur Akademían, 2004), 112. 
181 Chrétien de Troyes, Le Roman de Perceval ou le Conte du Graal, ed. Keith Busby (Tübingen: Max 

Niemeyer Verlag, 1993), 167, lines 3434-3443. 
182 Trans. Kibler and Carroll, Arthurian Romances, 423. 
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Scandinavian Verse”.183 Once again, this sentiment goes against saga convention, 

where grief is typically directed into action or revenge. Such sentiments abound in 

continental romantic tradition, however. Lancelot’s monologue on Guinevere’s 

supposed death, for example, laments  

 

Cist diax est max, vire mortex. 

Ce voel je bien que il soit tex 

Et, se Deu plest, je an morrai.184  

 

(an evil, fatal grief. I want it to be fatal so that, if it please God, I shall die of 

it).185 

 

Other characters in the Norse corpus do sometimes contemplate dying of grief. 

However, once again, this script typically belongs to women – such as Guðrún in 

Guðrúnarkviða I, who 

 

gørðiz at deyja,  

er hon sat sorgfull  

yfir Sigurði186 

 

(think[s] to die,  

When she by Sigurth  

sorrowing sat).187  

 

Hrefna in Laxdœla saga actually dies of grief: “Hon lifði litla hríð … ok er þat sǫgn 

manna, at hon hafi sprungit af stríði” (She lived only a short while … and it was 

generally said that she had been shattered by her grief).188 The script in this context is 

a feminine-coded response which arguably would, when assigned to a male, not be 

met with sympathy in a tenth-century emotional community.189 

Once again, the translation process reveals the receptivity of this script in both 

contexts. A depiction found in Yvain describes the slain lord’s lady and his people 

 
183 Poole, “‘Non enim possum plorare nec lamenta fundere,’” 196. 
184 Chrétien de Troyes, “Lancelot ou le Chevalier de la Charrette,” 4275-4277. 
185 Trans. Kibler and Carroll, Arthurian Romances, 260 
186 “Guðrúnarkviða I,” in Edda. Die Lieder des Codex Regius nebst verwandten Denkmälern. I. Text, 

ed. Gustav Neckel and Hans Kuhn (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitätsverlag, 1983), 197, st.1. 
187 Translation: Hill, “Guðrúnarkviða in fyrsta,” 108. 
188 Laxdœla saga, 158. Translation: Keneva Kunz, “The Saga of the People of Laxardal,” in The 

Complete Sagas of Icelanders: including 49 tales, vol. 5, ed. Viðar Hreinsson (Reykjavík: Leifur 

Eiríksson Publishing, 1997), 81. 
189 For more information on women who die of grief, see: Kristen Mills, “Gender and Death from Grief 

in Medieval Scandinavian Texts,” in Grief, Gender, and Identity in the Middle Ages: Knowing Sorrow, 

ed. Lee Templeton, 118-141 (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2021). 



 

49 
 
 

“que par po de duel ne s’ocïent” (on the point of killing themselves for grief);190 in the 

Norse Ívens saga, this becomes: “mín frú hefir fengit mikinn harm ok allt lið hennar, 

þat hjá henni sitr, svá at náliga springa allir af harmi” (my lady has suffered great 

distress, as have all her people who are with her, so that her heart is nearly breaking of 

grief).191 Once again, there is evidence of an imperative to transform a typical 

continental grief script to one more palatable to the Scandinavian audience. 

 

3.4 Manifesting interiority 

One of the most evocative images constructed in Sonatorrek comes in stanza 4, in 

which the poet describes how 

 

Þvïat ætt mïn 

ä enda stendr, 

sem hræbarnar 

hlinnar marka192 

 

(My stock 

stands on the brink, 

pounded as plane-trees 

on the forest’s rim).193 

 

This imagery is echoed directly in the last stanza of the poem, which utilises similar 

emotive content, similar lexical choice; the repetition of stendr invokes the earlier 

stanza and creates a cumulative emotive impact. 

While the informative content (the family line under threat) is heavy, the 

emotionality of this stanza stems from the descriptive depiction of the natural 

environment. The emotive impact is achieved as the reader interprets the bleak 

depiction as a reflection of inner emotion – thus perceiving grief in an almost 

experiential way. Landscape and interiority are strongly linked in Sonatorrek, and the 

bleakness of the environment serves as a manifestation of emotional despair that 

reflects the interiority of the poet.  

In the sagas, depictions of weather and landscape are primarily functional or 

pragmatic – stating, for example, the length of time needed for traversing terrain, or 

 
190 Chrétien de Troyes, “Yvain ou Le Chevalier au Lion,” line 984. Trans. Kibler and Carroll, 

Arthurian Romances, 307 
191 “Ívens saga,” 48. Trans. Kalinke, Norse Romance, 49. 
192 Egils saga C, 143, st.4. 
193 Trans. Scudder, The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, 152. 



 

50 
 
 

fulfilling plot-driven functions by providing necessary depictions of physical settings 

such as caves for hiding in, or the ocean for travelling. There has been some work 

done to show how the natural environment in the sagas functions as a narrative device 

or can be used to elicit a certain response or reflect a mental state.194 However, it 

would be ambitious to suggest that landscape depictions in the Íslendingasögur have a 

deeper function as a reflection of emotionality in the way that they do in Sonatorrek. 

Most saga inclusions of landscape and environment descriptions are “brief, realistic, 

objective and unimaginative”, or are, at best, positive descriptive comments.195 

If Sonatorrek was composed by a tenth-century skald, then the use of 

landscape as an emotive device would be striking indeed. This function would, 

however, be very familiar to a thirteenth-century composer, as medieval authors 

frequently used landscape as a manifestation of interiority. The barren Wirral in Sir 

Gawain and the Green Knight, for example, can be interpreted not as a real landscape 

but as a visual representation of Gawain’s internal state:196 

 

When þe colde cler water fro þe cloudeӡ schadde,  

And fres er hit falle myӡt to þe fale erþe... 

Þe hasel and þe haӡþorne were harled al samen 

With roӡe raged mosse rayled aywhere,  

With mony bryddeӡ vnblyþe vpon bare twyges197 

 

(The cold clear water from the clouds spilling 

froze ere it had fallen upon the faded earth… 

the hazel and the hawthorn were huddled and tangled 

with rough ragged moss around them trailing 

with many birds bleakly on the bare twigs sitting).198 

 

 
194 See, for example, Theodore Andersson, The Icelandic Family Saga: An Analytic Reading 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967) 57-60; Helen Damico, “Dystopic Conditions of the 

Mind: Toward a Study of Landscape in Grettis saga,” in Geardagum: Essays on Old and Middle 

English Language and Literature 7 (1986): 1-15; Lars Lönnroth, Njáls Saga: A Critical Introduction 

(California: University of California Press, 1976), 73; Ian Wyatt, The Landscape of the Icelandic 

Sagas, text, place and national identity. Landscapes, 5(1), 62-70. 
195 Paul Schach, “The Anticipatory Literary Setting in the Old Icelandic Family Sagas,” Scandinavian 

Studies 27, 1 (February 1955): 13; Edda Waage, “Landscape in the sagas of Icelanders: The concept of 

land and landsleg,” Norsk Geografisk Tidsskrift 66, 4 (2012): 188.   
196 Sif Ríkharðsdóttir, “The Gawain Poet,” Oxford Handbook Topics in Literature (online edition, 

Oxford Academic, 16 Dec. 2013), 12. 
197 Sir Gawain and the Green Knight: A Close Verse Translation, ed. Daniel Donoghue (Morgantown: 

West Virginia University Press, 2012), 54-56, lines 727a-728b, 744a-746b. 
198 Translation: J. R. R. Tolkien, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight: Pearl, and Sir Orfeo, ed. 

Christopher Tolkien (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1975), 43. 
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Here there are again parallels with the use of this device in Old English elegy. The 

emotive description in The Wanderer in which “winde biwaune weallas stondaþ // 

hrime bihrorene” (walls stand battered by the wind // covered by frost) parallels 

Sonatorrek’s image of pounded and windswept trees.199 

The indigenous romances provide another clear example of how landscape 

came to be linked with emotional interiority. In Sigurðar saga þǫgla, Sedentiana’s 

emotional toil when she is lured away from her castle and spends three days chasing 

her love is reflected in the conditions of the outer world. When she sees her love, 

“skijnande solu [...] og uar þo allgott uedur og langt sol genginn” (the sun shines [...] 

and then was there fine weather and the sun is high in the sky).200 When she loses 

sight of him and feels herself deserted and lost, “Þꜳ toku sky ath ʀuglazt. og gerdizt 

huass uinndur og kalldr” (the clouds gather, and the wind blows sharp and cold);201 

finally, “og þꜳ gerir enn  grimma hrijd med kynstrum at hun synizt yfir komin. þuiat 

vegrinn þotti henne miog klungrottur hrijs og þyrnar” (a violent storm rages, and she 

finds her way is overgrown with thorns and branches).202 To reinforce this impression, 

this fluctuating weather pattern repeats consistently throughout the three days. 

Sonatorrek thus features an emotionality in that is peculiar both in its intensity 

and in its performance, utilising devices and tropes that do not become common in 

literature until later centuries. There could be many reasons for this. The poetic format 

is different from prose, and scripts could differ purely on that. It is also, of course, 

possible that a tenth-century skald was advanced and skilled enough to compose a 

poem featuring pioneering emotionality and form. Finally, influence from some 

quarters, for example the elegiac format, could have been acquired in the tenth 

century, perhaps through contact between Iceland and England, as Poole suggests.203 

Nonetheless, an analysis of emotive scripting provides another possibility: based on 

the format of its emotionality, Sonatorrek could very well have been composed in the 

thirteenth century, utilising thirteenth-century continental emotive scripts and targeted 

at a readership able to appreciate these. This leads to the conclusion that the poem 

 
199 “The Wanderer,” 76a-77a. Trans. Hopkins, 285.  
200 “Sigurðar saga þögla,” 203-206. Translation: ibidem. 
201 Ibid., 201. 
202 Ibid., 207.  
203 Poole, “‘Non enim possum plorare nec lamenta fundere,’” 193-194. 
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could have indeed been added to the saga prose at a later point, as scholars such as 

Torfi H. Tulinius have suggested.204 

  

 
204 Torfi H. Tulinius, “The Conversion of Sonatorrek,” 702-703. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Identity in Sonatorrek and its different contexts 

This thesis has shown how literary emotionality is contingent on social and group 

identity and context and how, when applied to Sonatorrek, an analysis of this can 

throw doubt on the dating of the poem. It shows that the elements utilised in the 

poem’s construction of emotive performance would, in order to be sympathetic and 

successful, require a readership initiated in thirteenth-century depictions of 

emotionality in which such modes of expression were familiar and well-received.  

The expressive emotive qualities of Sonatorrek are of great interest to scholars 

of emotion because they reveal a specific image of the identity of the poet. Bruce 

Vermazen states that, when faced with an expressive object, “the interpreter imagines 

that the object has been uttered by someone . . . and then asks himself what mental 

economy would be behind such an utterance, what properties of an utterer would 

make it appropriate to utter just such an object as this”.205 With Sonatorrek, modern 

scholarship applies a series of assumptions before considering the mental economy 

behind the utterance; the constructed self of the poet is coloured by our existing 

knowledge of Egill and the saga. In essence, this thesis is suggesting that any 

consideration of the mental economy behind Sonatorrek be based solely on the 

‘utterance’ (that is, the poem) and its evident emotionality, instead of being 

constructed to fit into a pre-existing image of a composer. 

 

4.1 Understanding the self 

The self is a nebulous concept often hard to pin down to a definition. Modern 

scholarship has shown how it can be approached from a multitude of angles, utilising 

a variety of theories, and studied through various modes and materialia.206 This 

chapter will view the understanding of the self as an individual’s impression of their 

own identity on a personal and social level, their conception of themself and how they 

 
205 Bruce Vermazen, “Expression as expression,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, 67(3), (1986), 197. 
206 See, in particular, Stefka G. Eriksen, Karen Langsholt Holmqvist, and Bjørn Bandlien, Approaches 

to the Medieval Self: Representations and Conceptualizations of the Self in the Textual and Material 

Culture of Western Scandinavia, c. 800-1500 (Berlin and Boston: De Gruyter, 2020). 
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are perceived by the external world.207 This definition will be further confined to the 

literary self – a deliberately created self, constructed through language. 

It is impossible to speak of the self without emotionality. The performance and 

construction of emotion is a key part of the construction of identity; if identity is a 

construct that is comprised of the actions that are sent out into the world, then the 

accumulation of these many actions forms the self – and the voicing or performance 

of emotionality constitutes such an action. 

To the modern scholar, the medieval self is particularly interesting because it 

is part of a historiographical narrative that incorporates more than one individual, 

literary or otherwise. This involves the transmission of the self, its reception in 

various contexts, and sometimes its reconstruction or reinterpretation. If the ek of 

Sonatorrek is considered as a third-person constructed self, then there are two 

identities at play: the imagined poet in the poem (the ek) and the identity of the 

composer. Both of these identities bear the imprint of the emotional community at the 

time of composition, and an investigation of either illuminates the contemporaneous 

context. Viewing this poem as a thirteenth-century reconstruction of a tenth-century 

identity therefore has significant implications for understanding self and identity in 

the medieval period. 

 

4.2 The self of Sonatorrek  

As has been discussed, modern scholarship around Sonatorrek has been 

heavily influenced by the attribution to Egill Skallagrímsson and it is almost 

impossible, when considering the identity behind the poem, to prevent impressions 

being discoloured by information taken from the prose of Egils saga 

Skallagrímssonar. However, as I have pointed out, the self that is constructed through 

Sonatorrek is rather different from Egill’s identity in the saga. This has allowed 

scholars to provide varying interpretations of the poet’s character based on a 

composite image of the prose and the poetry which takes into account these quite 

significant fluctuations.  

Throughout the saga, Egill is portrayed as a mighty warrior and a great skald. 

For scholars who place the poem in the saga, Sonatorrek is the focus of the narrative 

 
207 Vivian Vignoles, “Identity: Personal AND Social,” in Oxford Handbook of Personality and Social 

Psychology (second edition), ed. Kay Deaux & Mark Snyder (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2018), 289. 
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of Egill’s old age.208 It reconfigures his identity, forming him into an old man and 

moving him away from the self that was constructed earlier in the prose. The poet’s 

proclaimed inability to compose, when attached to the reputation of Egill, becomes 

even more serious. I have previously mentioned Carol Clover’s one-sex model, which 

treats Egill as a social woman in his decrepitude; this portrayal of a helpless old man 

shows the change of status that comes with old age. Although it reinforces Egill’s 

reputation as a skilled poet, its emotional content is troubling and unexpected when 

juxtaposed with the powerful figure of the skald in the saga, and this forces scholars 

to re-evaluate the identity of the character in light of the new insight provided by the 

poem’s interiority. 

However, the purpose of this chapter is not to interpret the identity of the 

Sonatorrek poet in the context of the saga, but to do the opposite. For this, it is 

necessary to consider the two potential selves at play in the poem: a thirteenth-century 

composer and the thirteenth-century reconstructed self of a tenth-century poet. 

When removed from the saga and viewed as the construction of a thirteenth-

century poet, the ek becomes a historical self, built up based on contemporaneous 

understanding of the past rather than authenticity.209 It is a thirteenth-century 

impression of the inner self of a tenth-century Viking skald, and the choices made in 

this construction reveal the values, historical and literary, that form the identity of the 

composer. 

The construction process is imbued with the identity of the constructor. The 

depictions of interiority and emotional depth can be understood as deliberate choices 

that reveal the receptivity not just of the external context but also of the composer. 

The strong pagan imagery that appears throughout the poem is particularly interesting 

when placed in the thirteenth century, as it presents different possibilities – its 

inclusion serves both as a tool to signify historiocity and as a component of the 

identity of the ek that is constructed.  

The emotive scripts that the composer utilises reveal emotional performance in 

the extratextual world, as well as textual emotionality in the contemporary corpus. In 

this way, analysing the poem from this angle also contributes to knowledge of 

 
208 Alison Finlay, “Elegy and Old Age in Egil’s saga,” in Egil, the Viking Poet: New Approaches to 

‘Egil’s Saga’, ed. Laurence De Looze, Jón Karl Helgason, Russell Poole, and Torfi H. Tulinius 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2015), 114. 
209 David Gary Shaw, “The Networked Historical Self, Traveling Version,” in Approaches to the 

Medieval Self, 25. 
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emotive scripting and its receptivity by adding further indications of which scripts 

were received in different contexts. It builds on evidence showing that there was an 

imperative to modulate emotive scripts between contexts. 

As an indication of emotive scripting at the time of composition, the poem 

also reveals the state of the emotive canon. This is a reflexive process in this case, as 

the emotive canon has been used to justify placing the poem in this context in the first 

place – however, once it is put in place, it helps form and strengthen the existing 

network. The emotionality in the poem places it in parallel with continental romantic 

literature and contributes to understandings of the emotive canon that existed at the 

time of composition, the emotive scripts which were palatable to the reading 

community, and the different emotional communities that existed between 

Scandinavia and the continent. 

In the context of the saga, Sonatorrek has a clear purpose as an erfikuæði that 

allows for the cathartic release of emotion. Moving the poem to the thirteenth century 

forces us to reconsider the purpose behind its composition. It can no longer be 

considered a spontaneous overflow of feeling by a grieving father; instead, it is more 

likely to have been composed during a moment of tranquillity. It becomes a form of 

cultural capital and a deliberate display of skill. It could also be possible that the poem 

was composed as part of a revival of skaldic skills (in a similar way to the prose Edda, 

which outlines its purpose of preserving skaldic verse), using a thirteenth-century 

understanding of Viking-Age poetics to create a poem in a historical voice. The 

materiality of the text also changes from an oral composition to a constructed written 

poem with literate features such as stanzas, narrative flow, et cetera, and this must 

unavoidably affect our interpretation of it. The element of spontaneity is removed, and 

the ek must be considered to be more carefully and deliberately constructed.210 

A further consideration is whether Sonatorrek was written for inclusion in a 

pre-existing written saga, or whether it existed entirely independently at the time of its 

composition. In the first case, it would represent a thirteenth-century poet attempting 

to convey the mind of Egill Skallagrímsson specifically, while the self in the second 

case would be more universal, though still based in the ‘pagan’ Viking Age. It is also 

 
210 Johansson has pointed out that the poem follows a literate form as a ‘concluded text’, which travels 

from thematic introduction to a conclusion that echoes the first stanzas. Johansson, “The Selfish 

Skald,” 134. This is further indicative of a post-literacy composition, as it suggests a written culture in 

which the poet had the ability to work reflexively rather than spontaneously. 
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necessary to consider to what extent this constructed self would have been subject to 

bias from the external context; to what extent would it have been touched by political 

pressures, for example, or subject to an idealisation of cultural heritage?  

Removing the poem from a Viking-Age context does not then reduce the 

poem’s importance to studies in emotionality and identity. Rather, it adds an extra 

layer of complexity. The poem still gives a rare insight into emotionality, but the 

identity of the composer and the ek are no longer the same, and the emotional 

interiority gains a degree of removal. 

Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson states that “tímasetning Sonatorreks er 

grundvallaratriði í rannsóknum þess og margt þarf að endurskoða ef sterk rök hníga 

að því að kvæðið sé 250-300 árum yngra en fræðimenn hafa almennt talið” (the dating 

of Sonatorrek is fundamental to any analysis of the poem and much will have to be 

reconsidered if strong evidence supports the poem’s being 250-300 years younger 

than the date generally accepted by scholars).211 Whether Sonatorrek is a glimpse into 

the interior emotional world of a tenth-century identity (having undergone changes of 

transmission) or a thirteenth-century reconstruction of an imagined tenth-century 

identity’s interiority is obviously crucial for understanding its emotive import. This 

chapter has hopefully gone some way towards outlining certain aspects that would be 

thrown up by this hypothesis. 

  

 
211 Jón Hnefill Aðalsteinsson, Trúarhugmyndir i ‘Sonatorreki’, 109. Trans. Cribb in Torfi H. Tulinius, 

The Enigma of Egill, 133. 
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CONCLUSION 

The emotive power of Sonatorrek, its somatic emotive scripts, interiority and use of 

literary devices, leaves the poem far beyond its time in terms of linguistic skill and 

literary merit. Sigurður Nordal wrote that “jafnpersónulegt kvæði var ekki aftur ort á 

Íslandi fyrr en á 19. öld” (so personal a poem was not composed again in Iceland 

before the nineteenth century).212 Wolfgang Krause declared it a thousand years ahead 

of its time.213 Such statements are made simply to show admiration, but this thesis has 

hopefully shown that there are significant grounds for interpreting them more literally. 

The Viking-Age corpus in which the poem is typically inserted does not 

anywhere else display such expressive emotionality and interiority. Emotions in the 

Íslendingasögur remain on some level muted, and saga prose evinces an emotionality 

that functions through subtle indicators and a lack of heightened emotional outbursts. 

This contrasts strikingly with the Sonatorrek poet’s vulnerability and intensity. This 

interpretation of a separation between emotive performance in the different contexts is 

supported by evidence from the translation process of continental romances into Old 

Norse, which shows that emotive content was reduced and moderated to make it more 

palatable to the new reading community. 

Understanding emotions as culturally contingent allows emotionality in the 

Íslendingasögur and in the continental romances to be viewed as separate figures of 

memory comprised of emotive scripts particular to each context. When the emotive 

scripts of Sonatorrek are analysed, those present in the poem appear to directly 

contravene scripts present in the Íslendingasögur, particularly where somatic 

indicators are involved. Similarly, the interiority and literary skill of the poem has no 

parallel elsewhere in the Old Norse corpus.  

However, looking to the continent reveals an emotive canon in which 

Sonatorrek would not be so unusual. The somatic scripts that the poem features, its 

expressive interiority and experiential emotive impact are all elements found in 

literature originating outside Iceland, suggesting that the composer of the poem had 

access to later scripts drawn from the canon of thirteenth-century romantic tradition 

which would not have been accessible in tenth-century Iceland – and that the reading 

 
212 Sigurður Nordal, “Átrúnaður Egils Skallagrímssonar,” Skírnir, 98 (1924), 146. Translation: Harris, 

“‘Myth to Live By’ in Sonatorrek,” 155. 
213 Wolfgang Krause, “Egil Skallagrímssons Gedicht ‘Der Söhne Verlust,’” Die Sammlung 3 (1948), 

726. 
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community of its context had been exposed to cross-cultural influence and was 

initiated in thirteenth-century literary traditions and receptive to the modes of 

expression found in Sonatorrek. When viewed in light of the methodological issues 

encountered when examining the poem’s manuscript transmission, the paradoxical 

elements of the prose frame, the incipit, and the poem’s inclusion or omission in 

different contexts, the evidence provided by a study of emotionality strengthens the 

argument for considering the poem as a twelfth- or thirteenth-century composition. 

The performance and construction of emotion is a key part of the construction 

of identity. This study posits viewing the self of Sonatorrek as a thirteenth-century 

reconstruction of a tenth-century identity, rather than a tenth-century expression of 

interiority. The placing of the poem in a thirteenth-century context has far-reaching 

implications for understandings of self and identity, both constructed (through the 

poem) and revealed (through the process of construction). 
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