Some Ping To Talk About:
Assemblies in the Islendingasogur

Hannah Burrows®*

THE]legal, political, social and even religious functions of assembly sitesin early
Scandinavia have recently all been subjects of renewed scholarly attention.! In
this article, however, I intend to explore the literary function of assemblies
in Islendingasaga narratives. While the Islendingasogur may contribute realistic
(if not literal) details that can be used to deduce socio-historical information
about the kinds of activities that went on in early Iceland,* my primary
purpose in this article is to examine the ping as a thirteenth-century literary
construct. I wish to investigate what happened at the ping in the imagination
of Islendingasaga audiences and authors, how it functions in terms of plot and
structure, and why, in the context of thirteenth-century saga writing, it might
have been portrayed in the ways it is.

This article makes three contributions. First, it offers a detailed breakdown,
by saga and scene, of common occurrences represented in [slendingasaga scenes
based at the Alping, or at one of the regional ping-meetings.® This information
can be found in the Appendix. Table 1 presents the data statistically, so it can be

*

Hannah Burrows is Lecturer in Scandinavian Studies at the University of Aberdeen and

Honorary Associate of the Medieval and Early Modern Centre, University of Sydney.

Her research interests include Old Norse-Icelandic literature (particularly poetry and the

fslendingasb’gur), law, and society.

1 See, for example, the collected essays in Barnwell and Mostert 2003 and Pantos and Semple
2004; Myrberg 2008; Smith 2009; Semple and Sanmark 2013; two special editions, Sanmark,
et al. (eds), of the Journal of the North Atlantic: Debating the Thing in the North I (vol. 5,
2013) and II (vol. 8, 2015), containing selected papers from workshops organised by The
Assembly Project. I am grateful to one of the anonymous reviewers for some of these
references, and to both reviewers for most helpful feedback in improving this article.

2 Cf. Bagge 2001, who works on the assumption that the author and audience of Pingapdttr
‘were familiar with and interested in legal matters and that even if the story itself was largely
invented, the author would give a realistic account of contemporary legal procedure’ (81).

3 The sagas do not always specify whether they are referring to the Alping or a local ping

at any given point, and for that reason I have not differentiated between the two in this

analysis, although it is acknowledged that this passes up the opportunity to discern any
nuanced portrayals of incidents taking place on the local or the national stage.
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seen at a glance how frequently each element is referred to as a component of
ping-scenes in Islendingasaga narrative. There is not the space to analyse every
facet of this data here, but it is hoped that it might aid further research from
a number of disciplinary approaches. Second, the article offers an analysis of
some of these scenes in terms of their narrative function: what sagas choose
to do with ping-scenes, and how they advance the plot. I am interested both
in trends that can be perceived across the genre, and in individual saga usage.
Third, it places these findings within the thirteenth-century context of the
composition of the sagas to make some suggestions about what the literary
portrayal of the ping might be able to tell us about the issues saga authors,
patrons and audiences wished to explore.

The importance of the ping in the Islendingasiogur

In a slightly underwhelming statement, Vésteinn Olason claims that ‘the
Thing is the second most important site in the saga world, if not the most
important’.* In fact, he tallies 805 appearances of the word ‘ping’ in its various
forms in the saga corpus,” a clear demonstration both of its importance to the
structure of saga narrative and of its importance in the conceptual universe
of the Islendingasogur. Indeed, it is not difficult to appreciate why the Alping,
or the regional ping-meetings, made such attractive literary settings, beyond
their necessity as factually-realistic locations for the playing out of certain
phases in the conflicts the sagas describe.® For a start, the Alping had been at
the heart of medieval Icelandic literature from the earliest vernacular writing,
being a central strand to Ari Porgilsson’s Islendingabék.” Ari makes the Alping
a pivotal point throughout early Icelandic history: the calendar was agreed
at the Alping, the division into Quarters was decided at the Alping, the

4 Vésteinn Olason 2000, 133. Vying for the title of most important site is ‘the Home’'.

5 Ibid., 141 n. 12.

6 As is well known, during the period between the settlement of Iceland, ca.870-ca.930, and
the country’s acceptance of Norwegian sovereignty in 1262-64, there was no head of state
or official governmental infrastructure. A native system of administration was developed,
operating around the relationship between a godi “chieftain’ and his pingmenn, householders
who gave him their support. As well as the Alping or General Assembly in which the system
culminated, the primary sources (chiefly Grdgds, particularly the bingskapapdttr section,
and Islendingabdk) envisage three annual vdrping, ‘spring assemblies’, in each Quarter
(four in the Northern), each of which were held by three godar “chieftains” and which had
both administrative and judicial functions. There were also autumn assemblies, called leid,
with no judicial function but where news from the Alping was passed on. Regionally-held
Quarter assemblies (fjérdungaping) seem to have been an early feature but were quickly
replaced by their equivalents at the Alping, the Quarter Courts (fjérdungsdomar). See Finsen
(ed) 1852, Ia, 38-143; also e.g. Gunnar Karlsson 2005, Byock 2001, 171-83.

7 Jakob Benediktsson (ed) 1986, 1-28.
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conversion to Christianity took place at the Alping, and the Fifth Court was
established at the Alping.

In addition, and probably more importantly to Islendingasaga authors
and audiences, the Alping provided the potential for all the excitement and
tension of an annual gathering, lasting two weeks in high summer, where
people from all over the country came together — a particularly momentous
and significant occasion in Saga-Age Iceland, when the population of a land
of almost 40,000 square miles numbered perhaps only 60-70,000 people.® It
had the pomp and circumstance of formal ceremony and official business: the
lawspeaker recited the laws of the land, and the Logrétta ‘Law Council’ met to
discuss and ratify new laws. It had the tension and drama of legal cases, when
conflicts could be resolved, or antagonisms exacerbated. It had the spectacle
and scandal of reputations on the line, when chieftains stood to attain honour,
prestige, and power, or suffer loss, humiliation, and defeat. Moreover, on top
of all this, away from the official, legal, side of proceedings, it provided an
arena to meet old friends and to make new ones, to drink, to play games
and tell stories, to display one’s status, to make business transactions, and to
cement marriage alliances.

Cultural context and the samtidarsogur

In the thirteenth century, when the composition and (or) writing down
of the sagas in this study took place, however, the situation was rather more
turbulent. During the years 1262-4 representatives from each of Iceland’s four
Quarters agreed to accept the overlordship of the Norwegian ruler: initially
Hékon Hékonarson, who had been involved in the country’s affairs since the
1220s, and after his death in 1263, his son Magnus. New laws were conveyed
from Norway to Iceland: the unpopular Jdrnsida was accepted in parts by the
Alping during 1271-3, and replaced by the more enduring J6nsbok in 1281. The
Alping itself became a representative body, no longer a general assembly, which
functioned as a court and administrative forum. Replacing the old system
of godar ‘chieftains” and godord ‘chieftaincies’ was a new system of syslumenn
‘sheriffs” who had governance of fixed syslur ‘districts’.” The highest position
was the king’s representative, the hirdstjori or hifudsmadr (high commissioner),
and the old office of lawspeaker was replaced by two logmenn ‘lawmen’, who
chaired the Ligrétta, now a court rather than a legislative body."

8 Byock 2001, 55.
9 Exactly when these new positions were introduced is not clear: see Boulhosa 2005, 122-3.
10 See e.g. J6n Vidar Sigurdsson 2009, 65, Helgi Porldksson 2005, 148-50.
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Troubled circumstances in Iceland during the thirteenth century had
contributed to the Alping’s acceptance of the Norwegian king as sovereign.
The godord ‘chieftaincy” system instituted after the settlement had begun to
contract into a system where power was concentrated in the hands of a small
number of leading families, each controlling (largely) geographically-fixed
riki “domains’."! Hostile power struggles between these families were rife, and
after 1220 chieftains increasingly looked to the Norwegian king for support,
sacrificing the chieftaincies under their control and becoming retainers of
the king in return.”? These political crises are documented in the so-called
samtidarsogur ‘contemporary sagas’, texts often written by people who were
witnesses to many of the events they describe. The collection of samtidarsogur
known as Sturlunga saga was put together ca.1300. Stephen Tranter’s study of
the motivations of the compiler of Sturlunga saga makes some very interesting
observations on the role of the Alping. Not only is the Alping’s power as an
institution for the restoration of social harmony shown to diminish throughout
the Sturlunga compilation, as disputes increasingly fail to be resolved there, but
symbolically, its narrative importance and centrality also decrease, in inverse
proportion to the growing power of the leading chieftains.’ Tranter observes:
‘in the opening sections of Sturlunga saga [...] the Alping plays a central part.
As the compilation progresses, however, the Alping gradually retreats into
the background’ (25). As he notes later, the Alping is “absolutely peripheral
in the central work [Islendinga saga]’ (62). Violence, and the threat of it, are
shown to become increasingly dominant as factors affecting the outcome of
court cases, until disputes that once would have been played out at the Alping
increasingly come to take place elsewhere, particularly at the homesteads of
the protagonists.

In Sturlunga saga, therefore, the Alping’s decreasing prominence in
the narrative seems consciously to represent its decreasing prominence in
Icelandic life. Yet, as Vésteinn Olason’s and my statistics demonstrate, the
Alping remains omnipresent in the Islendingasogur, many of which were
composed and (or) written down in broadly the same time frame as the
samtidarsogur. Indeed, I would suggest that references to the annual ping
can be added to Vésteinn’s list of temporal phrases that establish a saga’s
internal chronological order.'* The ping is often used to locate other events
in time: mannbod skyldi vera d Oddsstpdum einni nétt sidar, en pat var litlu fyrir
virping “There was to be a feast at Oddastadir one night later, and that was a

11 Jén Vidar Sigurdsson (2009, 60) believes this process to have started already around
ca.1050.

12 Joén Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, 71-83; 2009, 60.

13 Tranter 1987.

14 Vésteinn Olason 1998, 96.
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little before the spring ping’ (Droplaugarsona saga ch. 3);'® A inu pridja sumri,
um alping, kom skip @ Eyrum ‘Three summers later, during the Alping, a ship
came to Eyri’ (Bjarnar saga Hitdeelakappa ch. 18).)° In neither of these examples,
or many others like them, does mention of a ping lead up to (or conclude) a
scene based there; rather, the phrase is used to locate other events in time. In
complete contrast to Sturlunga saga, in the Islendingasogur the ping structures
the rhythm of the narrative, and, it seems, the very rhythm of everyday life.

Although the [slendingasogur as a group cannot be considered as a unified
project in the way that Sturlunga saga can be seen as a compilation with a
conscious agenda, there is clearly a broadly-observable generic difference
in the way the Alping is referred to in the Islendingasogur.”” This difference
might, of course, be partly accounted for in terms of a striving for ‘realism’
or plausibility, or at least adherence to ‘some imaginative version of their [...]
past to which the medieval Icelanders collectively subscribed’, as Carol Clover
puts it.!® Whatever their own experience of ping, the authors and audiences of
the Islendingasogur probably understood them to have played a prominent role
in the preceding centuries. Yet it is well understood that the Islendingasigur do
much more than attempt a faithful recording of historical details. In this essay
I will look at how the Islendingasogur use the ping to think with.

bing-scenes

Studies of “scene’ in the sagas have inevitably been tied up with structural
and compositionalissues, although the structuralistapproach haslargely fallen
out of favour since its heyday in the 1960s and 70s." It is true that attempting
to reduce the Islendingasigur to a series of universal constituent parts risks
producing a scheme either too generalised and vague to apply to individual
sagas,” or too complex and scientific to be intelligible or recognisable as
literary criticism;** and, moreover, can become ‘one-sided and [...] boring’,
and “of little avail in identifying the distinctive artistry of individual sagas’.?

15  J6n Jéhannesson (ed) 1950, 144. Translations throughout are my own.

16 Sigurdur Nordal and Gudni Jénsson (eds) 1938, 156.

17 The way individual [slendingasigur plug into wider concerns in a way that allows them to
be discussed productively as a genre is exemplified by e.g. Vésteinn Olason 2005, 112: ‘the
Islendingasogur clearly form part of a larger project aimed precisely at creating history for
the Icelanders’. Miiller 2001 studies the compilation Médruvallabdk.

18 Clover 1985, 254.

19  Alucid and helpful overview of the structuralist approach and its history can be found in
Loénnroth 2007.

20  E.g. Andersson’s groundbreaking but much-criticised The Icelandic Family Saga (1967).

21 E.g. Danielsson 1986, discussed in Lonnroth 2007, 71-3.

22 Lonnroth 2007, 63.

23 Vésteinn Olason 1998, 94.
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Nevertheless, when not taken to extremes, the structuralist approach has
proven a profitable one in identifying patterns in saga narrative, which can
be used both to explore prevailing concerns in the Islendingasogur in general,
and as a base from which to study the treatment of these themes in individual
sagas. In what follows, therefore, I wish to draw upon certain aspects of this
methodology.

There has not been complete consensus on how best to discuss units of
saga narrative, which has resulted in some inconsistency in the definition of
the term “scene’. For the purposes of this analysis, I have defined a ping-scene
as an occurrence in an Islendingasaga narrative of a ping-meeting, regardless
of its length and complexity. Even if different events occurring at different
times are related — for instance, the setting up of booths on the first day, the
presentation of a case at court the next, and a marriage proposal on a third, I
have telescoped such events into one scene, provided they are not interrupted
by action set completely away from the location of the ping. I have further
drawn on Carol Clover’s concept of the ‘tripartite scene’,* her definition
of which utilises Wayne Booth’s distinction between narratorial ‘showing’
and ‘telling’.® For Clover, then, the scene ‘opens with a preface (executed
in “telling” narration [...]); moves to the dramatic exchange or encounter
(“showing” narration [...]); and ends with a conclusion (again in “telling”
narration [...]).% She goes on to explain that ‘the weight of each scene lies in
its center part, which consists of the playing out of a miniature drama’.?” In
most studies, the major ‘ingredient’ of a scene — or at least of its central part,
which amounts to the same thing — has been seen as dialogue. Although they
have not been given priority in structural analyses, however, scenes without
direct speech can still be analysed according to the same schematic pattern;

take, for example, the small but perfectly formed ping-scene in Eyrbyggja saga
(ch. 35):%#

24 Clover 1974, passim.

25  Booth 1961, 3-20.

26 Clover 1974, 59. Some scenes have more obvious opening and closing markers than others,
and as long as there is a clear temporal and locational shift in the narrative to a ping-
meeting and away from it again at the end, it has been included here. I have, however,
excluded segments of narrative with only one element present, and generalisations such
as [Porvaldr] bad Gudriinar Osvifrsdottur d alpingi, pd er hon var fimmtdn vetra gomul ‘Porvaldr
asked for the hand of Gudrtn Osvifrsdéttir at the Alping when she was fifteen years old’
(Laxdela saga ch. 34, Einar OL. Sveinsson (ed) 1934, 93), where the Alping is used to fill in
background information rather than occurring as time and the plot progress.

27  Clover 1974, 61.

28 Einar Ol. Sveinsson and Matthias Pérdarson (eds) 1935, 96-7.
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[Preface:] En um vdrit eptir bjé Snorri godi til vigsmdlit Hauks til bérsnesspings,
en Arnkell bjo frumhlaupit til 6helgi Hauki; ok fjolmenntu mjok hvdrirtveggju til
pingsins ‘During the next spring Snorri godi prepared a case for the death of
Haukr to take to the Pérsnessping, but Arnkell prepared the defence that the
assault [by Haukr on Arnkell] put him outside the protection of the law; and
many people from both sides went to the ping’

[Dramatic Encounter:] ok gengu med miklu kappi at pessum mdlum. En peer urdu
mdlalykdir, at Haukr vard 6heilagr at frumhlaupinu, ok ényjttusk mdl fyrir Snorra
goda, ‘and went at the case with great fervour. And the outcome of the case
was that Haukr was declared unprotected by law because of the assault, and
Snorri godi’s case was voided,’

[Conclusion:] ok ridu vid pat heim af pinginu ‘and with that they rode home from
the ping’.

AsIshall explain further below, it seems to me significant that the author
of Eyrbyggja saga decided to build this information into a complete scene at all,
rather than just presenting the outcome which, in terms of plot, is the essential
information. Indeed, I have found that some interesting observations can
be made from the differences between ping-scenes with and without direct
speech, and so have drawn this distinction for parts of my own analysis. I
have termed scenes containing direct speech ‘dramatic’ scenes, and those
without “descriptive” scenes.

I have concentrated my study on the Islendingasogur believed to date from
before ca.1300,” namely those composed during or within living memory of
the turbulent period leading up to the events of 1262-4, and during or after the
subsequentintroduction of the Norwegian-influenced laws and administrative
systems.*® This time period also allows for a more direct comparison with
Sturlunga saga, compiled in ca.1300 or the very beginning of the fourteenth
century from already extant texts. I have further discounted any sections
of the narrative set away from Iceland — Egils saga, for example, may seem
underrepresented, but many of its ping-scenes are set in Norway — because I
wish to explore the way the Islendingasogur contemplate and comment upon
their own legal system and its role in their own society. The data to be studied
consists of 91 scenes, 60 of which contain direct speech (‘dramatic scenes’) and
31 of which do not (‘descriptive scenes’). The Appendix shows the occurrences
of common elements which may be incorporated into these scenes.

29  Dating as established by the fslenzk fornrit editions, summarized by Vésteinn Olason 2005,
114-15.

30  Ihave also excluded Heidarviga saga on account of the problematic extant text of its early
part.
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Table 1 shows the total number of occurrences of each element, expressed
as a percentage of their frequency in the two different types of scene, and
by total number of appearances overall. The data has been rearranged in
descending order on this basis, so that the most frequently occurring elements,
and the least, can be seen at a glance, and the different types of scene can be
compared and contrasted with each other. This data will be referred to, by
column and row, throughout the rest of this discussion.

Column A: Dramatic scenes (including dialogue)

.
£ 2

2 g

1P £

= | & | Component element Al
1| 1 |People ride home 41|68
2 | 2 |People ride to ping 36 | 60
3 | 3 | External arbitrators/mediators are present/called upon 26| 43
4 | = [ Narrator explains terms/outcome 26|43
5 | 5 | People go to courts/ Assembly slope/Law Rock 24140
6 | 6 | One or both sides has large numbers of followers 23|38
7 | 7 | Time for ping comes round 22|36
8 | 8 | Procedural details mentioned 21|35
9 | 9 | No reference to actual court cases 19|31
10 | 10 | Opportunity for social interaction 15|25
11 | 11 | Protagonists look for support before ping 13|21
12 | = | Protagonists look for support at ping 13|21
13 | = | Protagonists name witnesses 1321
14 | = | Violence breaks out 13|21
15 | 15 | Characters formally pronounce outcome 12|20
16 | = | General statement about case(s) being conducted 12120
17 | = | Case goes straight to settlement 12120
18 | 18 | Poetry is recited 11|18
19 19 | bing is crowded 10| 16
20 | = | Protagonist challenges a duel 10| 16
21| = | People set up booths 10| 16
22 | = | Statement about distribution of honour 10| 16

1
N
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23 | 23 | Legal quotation/formulae / reference to actual law 9|15
24 | 24 | Marriage is transacted /'romantic' plotline advanced 7|11
25 | = | Case falls through 7l 11
26 | 26 | Protagonists refuse to settle/accept terms (at least initially) 6|10
27 | = | In court presentation of case/facts by characters 610
28 | 28 | In court presentation of case/facts by narrator (only) 4| 6
29 | 29 | Games take place 2| 3
30 | = | Ping is uneventful 2| 3
Column B: Descriptive scenes (without dialogue)

I

£ .

2 g
IR 2
= | & | Component element Al
1| 1 | Narrator explains terms/outcome 21|68
2 | 2 | Time for ping comes round 14| 45
3 | 3 | People ride home 13|42
4 | 4 | One or both sides has large numbers of followers 11135
5 | = | General statement about case(s) being conducted 11|35
6 | 6 | External arbitrators/mediators are present/ called upon 8|26
7 | 7 | People ride to ping 7123
8 | 8 | Violence breaks out 619
9 | = | No reference to actual court cases 6]19
10| = | Opportunity for social interaction 619
11 | 11 | Protagonists refuse to settle/accept terms (at least initially) 5|16
12|12 | Statement about distribution of honour 413
13|13 | Protagonists look for support before ping 3110
14| = | Procedural details mentioned 3|10
15|15 | Legal quotation/formulae / reference to actual law 2| 6
16| = | Case goes straight to settlement 21 6
17| = | People set up booths 2|1 6
18| = | Protagonists look for support at ping 21 6
19| = | Protagonists name witnesses 2| 6
20| = | Case falls through 2| 6
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21| = | Games take place 2|3
22| 22| Poetry is recited 1|3
23| = | People go to courts/ Assembly slope/Law Rock 1] 3
24| = | bing is uneventful 1] 3
25|25 | In court presentation of case/facts by narrator (only) ol 0
26 | = | Ping is crowded 0} 0
27 | = | Marriage is transacted / 'romantic' plotline advanced 0] 0
28| = | In court presentation of case/facts by characters ol o
29| = | Protagonist challenges a duel 0| 0
30| = | Characters formally pronounce outcome 0| 0
Column C: Totals (descriptive and dramatic scenes combined)

E

g o |
2l <=
: |2 g
~ | & | Component element =
1 | 1 |People ride home 62| 68
2 | 2 |Narrator explains terms/outcome 44|48
3 | 3 |Peopleride to ping 43|47
4 | 4 | Time for ping comes round 36| 40
5 | 5 | One or both sides has large numbers of followers 34|37
6 | = | External arbitrators/mediators are present/called upon 3437
7 | 7 | No reference to actual court cases 25|27
8 | = | People go to courts/Assembly slope/Law Rock 25|27
9 | 9 | Procedural details mentioned 24126
10 | 10 | General statement about case being conducted 23|25
11 | 11 | Opportunity for social interaction 2123
12 | 12 | Violence breaks out 19| 21
13 | 13 | Protagonists look for support before ping 16 | 18
14 | 14 | Protagonists look for support at ping 15|16
15 | = | Protagonists name witnesses 15|16
16 | 16 | Case goes straight to settlement 14|15
17 | = | Statement about distribution of honour 14|15
18 | 18 | Characters formally pronounce outcome 1213
19 | = | Poetry is recited 12|13
20 | = | People set up booths 12|13
21 | 21 | Legal quotation/formulae / reference to actual law 11112

a1
(@)}
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22 | = | Protagonists refuse to settle/accept terms (at least initially) 11|12
23 | 23 | Ping is crowded 10 11
24 | = | Protagonist challenges a duel 10 [ 11

25 | 25 | Case falls through
26 | 26 | Marriage is transacted / 'romantic' plotline advanced

10

27 | 27 | In court presentation of case/facts by characters

28 | 28 | In court presentation of case/facts by narrator (only)

29 | = | Games take place

(SO I SN e XN I i (N
W || [N

30 | 30 | Ping is uneventful

Table 1: Common elements in pre-1300 Islendingasaga ping-scenes set in Iceland.
The ping in Islendingasaga narrative

First, it is notable that the three most frequently occurring elements
overall comprises one of each of the elements of the tripartite scene (Column
C, rows 1-3). We have, in third place (Column C, row 3), a prefatory statement:
the characters riding to the ping, indicating a clear spatial and temporal shift
in the narrative. (Narratorial mention that the time for the ping coming round
is also common, being the fourth most frequently occurring element (Column
C, row 4); these elements often occur together — see further Appendix). The
second most common element (Column C, row 2) is a dramatic encounter:
the explanation of the outcome of a case by the narrator. Most frequent of all
(Column C, row 1) is a concluding statement: that the characters rode home,
once again signalling a change of time and place. This is, of course, to some
extent conditioned by the very definition of a scene — something which has
a beginning, middle, and end - but my study is not just of whether ping-
scenes have some sort of prefatory material, some sort of dramatic encounter,
and some sort of concluding device (this would be self-evident); I have
discerned more specific elements, which could have been expected to affect
the distribution of the constituent parts. For example, had there been an even
split in prefatory material between either the characters riding to the ping
or the time for the ping coming round, both would have moved down the
table of frequency. However, as it is, ping-scenes can be seen to be extremely
uniform across the sagas in their choice of prefatory and concluding material,
and indeed in their most commonly occurring central encounter, which I shall
discuss further below.

Opening and closing statements are usually expressed in formulaic
phrases which are very close to those used in other kinds of saga scenes, as
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noted by Clover:*' Lidr nii fram at pingi “Time moves forward now towards
the ping’ (Valla-Ljéts saga ch. 8);% Lidr nii par til, er kemr annat ping “Time now
passes until the next ping comes round’ (Njdls saga ch. 97);% Dorkell reid pd til
pings ‘Porkell then rode to the ping’ (Droplaugarsona saga ch. 13).3* The narrator
of Njdls saga is particularly careful about ending ping-scenes neatly with the
departure of the characters — every one of the saga’s nineteen ping-scenes ends
with a variant of ok sidan rida menn heim af pingi ‘And then people ride home
from the ping’.*® The narrator may wish to add further elements to the preface
and conclusion, though, which are more specific to individual ping-scenes and
which aid in creating atmosphere, heightening dramatic tension, or enhancing
the narrative weight of the scene. In the prefatory elements, the setting up of
booths is an example which has the additional function of symbolising the
marking out of territory by the participants. Booths are a way of indicating
power and status, perhaps through the richness of the furnishings, and
certainly through the size of the camp (e.g. Egils saga ch. 84; Ljosvetninga saga
ch. 26).% In Hrafnkels saga, the relative positioning of Hrafnkell’s camp and
Samr’s reflects the confidence of each in their positions relative to each other
in their impending lawsuit (ch. 3):

Sdmr tjaldar bid yfir sinum monnum, hvergi naer pvt, sem Austfirdingar eru
vanir ad tjalda, en nokkuru sidar kom Hrafnkell d ping. Hann tjaldar biid sina, svd
sem hann var vanr, ok spurdi, at Sdmr var d pinginu. Honum potti pat hleegiligt.

‘Sdmr tented a booth for his men, nowhere near where the people from the
East Fjords were accustomed to pitch theirs, and a while later Hrafnkell
came to the ping. He tented his booth where he was accustomed to, and
found out that Sdmr was at the ping. He found that laughable.’

By the conclusion of the court case, Sdmr’s and Hrafnkell’s positions have
been reversed. It is Hrafnkell’s stay that has been temporary: he goes home
immediately after his defeat. The Alping has become Samr’s territory, despite
the peripheral location of his booth: Sdmr var d pingi ok gekk mjok uppstertr
‘Samr stayed at the ping and strutted about’ (ch. 10).% In a reflection of the real

31 Clover 1974, 62-3.

32 Jénas Kristjdnsson (ed) 1956, 257.

33 Einar O Sveinsson (ed) 1954, 242.

34  Jén Jéhannesson (ed) 1950, 175. See Appendix for further examples.

35  Einar Ol Sveinsson (ed) 1954, 28.

36 Cf. Orri Vésteinsson 2013, which suggests that ‘By building a booth, the owners not only
asserted that they were the equals, or better, of others who had built booths already, but
they also underlined their commitment to the project of having an assembly’ (p. 117).

37  Jén Jéhannesson (ed) 1950, 109.

38 Ibid., 117.
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life disintegration of the legal system, Hrafnkell had relied on his status and
ability to command supporters and force through victory. But after a desperate
search for support to prevent Hrafnkell’s party from physically breaking up
proceedings, Sdmr’s legal skill, despite his lower rank as an ordinary béondi
‘householder’, wins out. The highlighting of Hrafnkell’s arrogance at the
beginning of the scene sets up the dramatic situation of his downfall and
serves to emphasise his reversal of fortune, and Sdmr’s eloquent legal victory
becomes all the more satisfactory.

There can be twists to formulaic concluding devices, too, which provide
extra information or anticipate what is to come. Neat and final endings to
particular episodes of the narrative, as well as definite changes of pace and
setting, can be signalled: Sidan féru menn heim af pingi, ok var allt tidendalaust
‘Then people went home from the ping, and nothing newsworthy occurred’
(Laxdeela saga ch. 37);% Reid Gunnarr heim af pingi [...] Sitr Gunnarr nii heima ¢
seemd sinni ‘Gunnarr rode home from the ping [...] Gunnarr remained now at
home in good honour” (Njdls saga ch. 56);*° Nii rida menn heim af pingi [...] ok er
kyrrt allt { heradinu “Now people ride home from the ping [...] and all is quiet
in the district’ (Viga-Gliims saga ch. 25).4 [slendingasaga examples such as these
demonstrate that the Alping has brought about a successful resolution of a
dispute, or at least an end to that particular stage in the feud (again, largely
in contrast to Sturlunga saga, particularly its later texts). However, with slight
variation, such phrases can also be used to hint at the temporary nature of
many ‘resolutions’, and forewarn the audience of trouble still to come: Fara
menn nii heim af pingi, ok var nii kyrrt um hrid ‘People went home from the
ping, and it was now quiet for a while’ (Vdpnfirdinga saga ch. 10; my emphasis).*?
bing-scenes thus mark definite stages of the narrative, again an indicator of
its perceived importance in the functioning of society — though cracks can be
seen to appear, as I will return to later on.

On the whole, the key part of any scene is the central encounter:* this
carries the narrative weight and moves the plot along, and is usually less
formulaic than openings and closings. As can be seen in Table 1 (Column C,
row 2), the most frequently occurring central element is an explanation of the
outcome of a case by the narrator, being found in almost half (48%) of all ping-
scenes. Conveying the outcome of a case is, unsurprisingly, a typical reason
for the utilisation of a ping-scene at all, and “descriptive’ scenes, those without

39  Einar Ol Sveinsson (ed) 1934, 103.

40  Einar OL Sveinsson (ed) 1954, 145-6.

41  Joénas Kristjansson (ed) 1956, 85. See also e.g. Droplaugarsona saga ch. 4, Eyrbyggja saga ch.
31, Njls saga ch. 74.

42 Jénas Kristjansson (ed) 1956, 45.

43 Cf. Clover 1974, 61-2.
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‘showing’ narration and which consequently tend to be more compressed, are
particularly appropriate when the narrator wishes to convey the basic facts
of a particular stage in a conflict narrative relatively briefly, and move on to
the next stage in the action.* It is unsurprising, therefore, that this element
occurs in 68% of ‘descriptive’ scenes (Column B, row 1). What is perhaps more
interesting is the fact that information on the outcome of cases is relatively
often built up into a full ‘scene’ at all, as in the example from Eyrbyggja saga ch.
35 quoted in the previous section. The same information, particularly when
contained in a narratorial summary, could equally have been stated as the
result in a descriptive passage at the end of another scene, perhaps a conflict
scene. Yet [slendingasaga narrators seem to have felt the need to mark ping as
definite stages of the narrative and of the conflict they are describing — to shift
the location of the narrative to the ping, and away from it again — even if they
found no need to dwell on the particulars of the meeting by using ‘showing’
narration. This tendency emphasises the role of the ping and heightens its
prominence in the saga.

Given this prominence, however, perhaps one of the more surprising
findings from my data is how few detailed legal dealings or actual court
cases are shown to take place at the ping. In 27% of all the ping-scenes in my
corpus (Column C, row 7) — rising as high as 32%, or essentially a third, of
‘dramatic’ scenes (Column A, row 9) — there is no reference whatsoever to
actual court cases taking place at the ping at which the scene is set. One reason
for this seems to be that, as I highlighted at the beginning of this essay, the
social aspect of ping-meetings meant they could be a location for many other
interesting events than just the legal. Social interaction away from the legal
sphere is featured in almost a quarter of all ping-scenes (Column C, row 11),
with marriage transactions occurring in a further 8% (Column C, row 27).
Interestingly, marriage transactions never take place in ‘descriptive’ ping-
scenes (Column B, row 27) but are always considered worth showing in more
dramatic detail (Column A, row 24). Laxdela saga draws on the social aspect
of the ping particularly strikingly. There are eight ping-scenes in the saga,
and seven of them make no reference at all to court cases. Instead, Olafr and
Porgerdr get betrothed there (ch. 23), business is transacted there (ch. 37), and
while Oléfr does make a grand and eloquent speech at Logberg, it is in order
to invite people to a feast at his home (ch. 27). In one of Laxdala saga’s Alping
scenes, an account of a portentous talking (in fact skaldic-versifying) cloak
is described in detail, but when the incident it forebodes is carried out, and
Porgils decapites Audgisl, the narrator refers the audience who might wish

44  E.g. Bjarnar saga Hitdeelakappa chs. 16, 17; Droplaugarsona saga ch. 5; Fljétsdeela saga ch. 2;
Njdls saga ch. 97.
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to know the details of the subsequent legal proceedings to another source:
Seezk var d vig pessi, sem 1 spgu Porgils Hollusonar segir A settlement was made
regarding this killing, as it says in the saga of Porgils Holluson’ (ch. 67).* Only
the aftermath of the killing of Kjartan, namely the outlawings of the Osvifssons,
merits legal action set at a ping — but even this is a brief ‘descriptive” scene,
rather than an elaborated ‘dramatic’ one (ch. 51). Laxdala saga’s concerns
are rarely with legal matters.* Yet the prominence of the Alping in the saga
suggests the author feels the ping is anyway important to a good story, and it
is emphasised as a key arena for “positive social interaction’.*

Even where ping-scenes acknowledge the existence of legal matters,
however, detail is surprisingly scarce. The presentation of the facts of a
case before the court by either the characters or the narrator — and in these
categories I have tended to err on the side of overinclusion to any reference to
even some of the most basic facts — occurs in only 11% of ping-scenes overall
(Table 1, Column C, rows 27-28), and I have not found a single instance of a
descriptive scene set in a convened court where the facts are presented by the
narrator (Column B, row 25).8 In only ten scenes of the 91 in my study do
we get detailed description of a court case in action. The use of legal jargon
occurs in only 12% of ping-scenes overall (Column C, row 21). Even reference
to procedural details occurs in just over a quarter of all ping-scenes (26%; see
Column C, row 9). Further, all these statistics are heavily weighted by Njdls
saga, famous as ‘the legal saga par excellence’ on account of its profusion of
legal detail, abundant quotation of law, plethora of superlative lawyers,* and
the notoriously dense legal jargon, spanning several pages, in the major court
scene after the burning of Njdll. Five of the ten scenes that present facts of a case
in-court, five of the eleven scenes that quote legal formulae or actual laws, and
nine of the twenty-four scenes which refer to procedural processes, are to be
found in Njdls saga. Interestingly, these are all ‘dramatic’ scenes: the narrator
is careful to show how the law plays out in the hands of the characters. Yet, it
seems that, however much the author of Njdls saga might have liked it to be
otherwise, many Islendingasaga audiences were just not particularly interested
in courtroom drama.

Instead of dramatisations or detailed descriptions of legal cases, then,
some scenes make summary references to cases being conducted, such as in

45 Einar Ol. Sveinsson (ed) 1934, 199.

46  Thave discussed Laxdela saga’s apparent aversion to legal detail in Burrows 2009, 47-53.

47 Vésteinn Olason 2000, 131.

48  If the facts were presented by the characters the scene would become a ‘dramatic’ one, cf.
Column A, row 27.

49 Jesch 1992, 68. Vésteinn Oléson 2000, 134 also notes that ‘no saga refers to Things as often
as Njdls saga’.
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Eyrbyggja saga (ch. 27): Lauk svd pinginu, at par var saezk d oll mdl “The ping came
to a close thus, that there were settlements in all the cases’.* In others, though,
the cases go straight to arbitration, taking place outside the courtroom. It is
perhaps pertinent in this context to recall Andreas Heusler’s famous statistics
on dispute processing, although his data was not restricted to ping-scenes: he
counted 520 disputes in the Islendingasogur, 297 of which resulted in blood
vengeance, 104 went straight to arbitration, and 119 had recourse to law; of
the latter, 60 cases went to out-of-court arbitration and 9 went unresolved,
with only 50 actually being settled through law.*!

William Ian Miller notes that Sturlunga saga ‘confirms’ these ratios of
dispute processing.® The Islendingasigur as a genre thus, in this instance at
least, do seem to reflect a situation more akin to the thirteenth century rather
than animagined ‘different’ past, even when accounting for the fact that tales of
unresolved conflict undoubtedly make for a better story,” and have even been
seen as the “stuff’ of the sagas.™ Yet, while the Islendingasogur and Sturlunga
saga may represent similar processes and preferences of dispute resolution,
and even similar proportions of failures of the law and legal process, the
presence of ping in the texts is vastly different. In the following section I shall
focus on incidents of violent conflict and of resolution to investigate why this
might be the case.

Conflict and resolution

My study confirms that unrest and violence are certainly prominent in
Islendingasaga ping-scenes. A statement that one or both of the parties had
a large number of followers figures highly in the list of most frequently-
occurring elements (37% of ping-scenes overall, see Table 1, Column C, row
5).% As is often stated, in practice physical power often seems to have been
a more important factor in legal success than knowledge of the law. The
aforementioned Samr Bjarnarson of Hrafnkels saga, an ordinary if lpgkcenn ‘able
in law” householder, knows he has a better case and greater skill in law than
his opponent Hrafnkell, but knows equally that he cannot proceed without
first gaining lidsinnis ok afla hofdingja ‘the support and strength of chieftains’

50 Einar Ol. Sveinsson and Matthias Pérdarson (eds) 1935, 70.

51  Heusler 1911, 40-1.

52 Miller 1990, 236.

53  Ibid.

54 Andersson 1967, 4-5.

55  Although detailed pre-Alping support-gathering segments fall outside the focus of this
paper, Miller notes that ‘the saga writers were especially interested in the support gathering
process and devoted some of their better performances to descriptions of it’ (Miller 1990,
242).
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(ch. 4).° In Droplaugarsona saga, it is explicitly stated that Helgi Droplaugarson
is able to insist on self-judgement because his opponents haf0i ekki 1id til at onijta
madl fyrir peim ‘did not have the support to quash his case’ (ch. 5). Although we
may expect that referring to large groups of followers may be a hint from the
saga narrator of impending violence (which of course it is in some instances),
it is often, as is suggested by its frequency of occurrence, little more than a
conventional component of ping-scenes, and can be included among the sort
of information to which Lonnroth suggests ‘the audience is not supposed to
pay any particular attention’.”® The very fact that it is a stock, formulaic phrase
in Islendingasaga ping-scenes — especially when coupled with the parallel
absence of court scenes already discussed - is itself a significant indicator that
authors and audiences took it for granted that the legal details were often
irrelevant; what mattered most was the relative strength or weakness of the
opposing sides. The problems inherent in the legal and administrative system
are clear to see.

Excluding legal duels, that more than one in five (21%) of all ping-scenes
include some form of actual physical violence (Table 1, Column C, row 12)
may seem alarmingly high, even forewarned by Heusler’s statistics. It should
be remembered, though, that such scenes are likely to be disproportionately
represented in the sagas. Ping-meetings where nothing out-of-the-ordinary
happens are unmemorable and do not make for particularly interesting stories,
as may be acknowledged within the narration itself: Um kveldit foru démar 1it,
ok er ekki getit, at par yrdi til tidenda ‘In the evening the courts went out, but it
is not mentioned that anything newsworthy happened’ (Egils saga ch. 81).%
(It does, however, then become all the more poignant when the narrator of
Njdls saga, for example, notes for one year that, Pingit er kyrrt “The ping was
quiet’ (ch. 48), as if this in itself has become worthy of note.”’) The threat of
violence is in fact more common than the actuality, expressed not only in the
gathering of supporters but in the aggressive speech and behaviour of the
opposing parties. Just as aggrieved parties in the thirteenth century found
recourse to law increasingly futile, a growing frustration with the inadequacy
of legal solutions can be seen in Islendingasaga litigants. It has often been
remarked upon that despite Njdls saga’s fascination for the law, it contains
not a single dispute which is satisfactorily resolved by legal means.®* This is
explicitly noted in the saga: engi keemi stnu mdli fram, pott til pinga veeri stefnt,

56  J6n Johannesson (ed) 1950, 100, 112.

57  Ibid., 150. See also e.g Ljésvetninga saga ch. 4, Viga-Gliims saga ch. 24, etc.
58  Lonnroth 1976, 46.

59 Sigurdur Nordal (ed) 1933, 286.

60 Einar OL. Sveinsson (ed) 1954, 122.

61  E.g.Ordower 1991, 51.
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- “ok vilju vér heldr,” segja peir, “heimta med oddi ok eggju” ‘No-one could move
their cases forward, although they were summoned before the ping, “and we
wish rather,” they said, “to make our claims with point and edge” [i.e. by
force]” (ch. 97).°2 Elsewhere in Njils saga, Skarphedinn makes the same point
by punning grimly on the word ‘ping’: vér etlum ekki at scekja petta nema d
vdpnapingi “We don’t intend to prosecute for this, except in an assembly of
weapons’ (ch. 91).8

The reason violence is prevented from breaking out more often,
then, is the presence at the Alping of an interested community wishing to
maintain peace, and of individuals or groups prepared to make peacekeeping
interventions.* The presence of arbitrators is actually the third most popular
element in ‘dramatic’ ping-scenes, occurring in 43% of these (Column B, row
3).% And this factor provides the most marked difference between ping-scenes
presented in the [slendingasogur and those in Sturlunga saga. In the latter, the
cases are often brought exclusively by a small group of the most powerful
factions, either on their own behalf or on behalf of their pingmenn. There are,
therefore, increasingly only three likely outcomes: first, that one group is so
powerful there is no point anyone else contesting anything, and they get
all their own way; second, that both groups have such large forces that an
impasse is reached and nothing is satisfactorily resolved; and third, that the
participants forgo the ping entirely as there has become more advantage in not
bringing the cases to court at all in favour of carrying out the feud at a time
and place of their own choosing. In the end the Alping becomes completely
devalued because individuals have become too powerful to submit to its
judgements. People need not even bother to break up the courts with violence
when a legal sentence means nothing without the means to enforce it.%

In Sturlunga saga Jén Loptsson, who died in 1197, is the last of the men able

62 Einar OL. Sveinsson (ed) 1954, 242.

63 1Ibid., 229. Thelegal term vipnaping could refer to an inspection of weapons, but Skarphedinn
seems to be using the word almost like a battle-kenning; cf. e.g. Egill Skallagrimsson’s
lausavisa 11 (Finnur Jénsson (ed) 1912-15, BI, 45) and similar examples in Meissner 1921,
193-4. Cf. Fritzner 1883-96: vdpnaping.

64  The bingskapapittr ‘Assembly Procedures section’ of Grigds acknowledges the validity
of arbitration, in which a delegated person or persons decided a settlement which both
parties agreed in advance to adhere to, and makes legal provision for it (Finsen (ed) 1852, Ia
108-11, 174; Ib, 189-92). See also Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 2013, 127. Miller (1990, 261) observes
that certain of the limits Grdgds places on the arbitration process are nowhere apparent in
the sagas.

65 Miller (1990, 261-2) notes that ‘our knowledge of Icelandic arbitration comes almost
entirely from the sagas’, though finds ‘little reason to distrust’ their ratio of more than
three arbitrated outcomes to every one adjudicated outcome. Jén Vidar Sigurdsson (2013,
124) describes arbitration as ‘effective and significant in the Free State society’.

66  Tranter 1987, 131, 194.
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to use their own personal power to maintain some level of peace and stability.””
However, many troublesome Islendingasaga lawsuits, even those involving
large-scale violence, are resolved through the intervention of gédgjarnir menn
‘well-intentioned men’, peacemakers who act not on their own behalf but
for the overall good of the community.®® Most famous, perhaps, is Hallr of
Sida in the battle which destroys the court case after the burning of Njall — he
forgoes his own right to compensation in order to achieve a resolution (ch.
145). In such examples, no individual has great enough power to override the
majority desire for peace.

Discussion

It has been suggested that Njdls saga in particular exposes the problems
of the legal system in order to critique ‘the society [...] that has permitted its
judicial system to disintegrate” and to plead for reform.® Since Njdls saga can
confidently be dated to ca.1275-85, ‘reform” was clearly already under way,
but the theory that the sagas deliberately highlight the failings of the legal
system holds. The lack of legal activity I have found depicted in Islendingasaga
ping-scenes, coupled with the portrayal of overbearing chieftains such as
Hrafnkell and the looming presence of supporters ready to be pressed into
violent action, shows up the impotence of the legal system. This indeed could
amount to a somewhat nostalgic ‘bemoaning’ of the loss of a (perceived)
earlier state of affairs, a legal dream, in which things could have turned out
differently.” It may also reveal a desire to explore and understand the roots of
the problems and changes apparent in the thirteenth century: here the cracks
were already beginning to show, this is where the precedents were set.

The legal system is not quite synonymous with the Alping, however, and
whatever the failings of the former my study reveals that the ping itself is still
a central and vital presence in the Islendingasigur, a setting for ‘positive social
interaction’.” If there were purely a desire to demonstrate the unworkability of
the law and the court system by highlighting the failure of the ping as an arena
for resolution there was, as we have seen, an alternative: to downplay its role,
as happens in the later sagas of the Sturlunga compilation. Yet Islendingasaga

67 Ibid., 124-5, 157.

68  Cf. Miller 1990, 264-5. Jesch (1992) highlights Njils saga’s idiosyncratic and frequent usage
of g6dir menn ‘good men’, whose participation in settlements is emphasised there as
important. Jesch argues that the phrase as used in Njdls saga carries specifically Christian
connotations of ‘goodness’.

69 Ordower 1991, 52-3.

70 Ibid., 52.

71 Vésteinn Olason 2000, 131.
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authors and patrons faced with the descent into lawlessness of their own
society, and the consequences of those problems, did not, like the authors of
Sturlunga saga, relegate the ping to a passive, background role, but brought it
to the fore.

On the one hand, the Alping’s role as a social hub may be highlighted,
as in Laxdela saga: even if it does not directly place the role of law under a
microscope, the saga emphasises that the Alping had an important role to
play in keeping the foundations of society whole. On the other hand, narrators
may choose to demonstrate the problems caused when chieftains attempted
to throw their weight around at the ping, and to detail the threat or actuality of
violence; but they also exemplify how such issues could be resolved through
a communal desire for peace. Islendingasaga ping-scenes contain illustrations
of settlement, resolution and reconciliation, and people who see beyond what
they can gain for themselves and are prepared to take action on behalf of
the community. Rather than being an impotent, redundant relic, the ping in
the Islendingasigur can be a vibrant, lively, essential part of the fabric of the
narrative, and of the society depicted within.

The difficulties of dating the sagas precisely means it is hard to be sure
aboutthe developmentsin the political situation at the time each was composed.
Why individual sagas might portray the past in the way they do, and how they
are ‘useful’ to their present, are complex and nuanced questions.”” Moreover,
to reduce Islendingasaga narratives to the status of extended comments on the
contemporary political climate is to ignore much of their complexity, not to
mention other factors also influencing their composition.” It is also important
to remember that, as I noted at the start of this article, the ping was potentially
an attractive literary setting for a variety of reasons. Sometimes it functions
in plotlines that have little to do with law or conflict. I do not then, of course,
wish to suggest that every representation of the ping in the Islendingasogur
was somehow directly a comment on contemporary events. Nonetheless, it
is possible to observe some trends across the genre with respect to the way
the ping is portrayed, and there are some interesting speculations to be made
on underlying factors that may have influenced these constructs. Aside from,
simply, a (perceived) understanding that the law /legal system / ping were more
important in the past, there are a number of different ways, not necessarily
mutually exclusive, in which the prominence of the ping in Islendingasaga
narrative can be interpreted that relate to the circumstances of the thirteenth
century.

1.) In the earlier part of the thirteenth century, between ca.1220-62, there

72 See Whaley 2000. )
73 For further discussion see e.g. Vésteinn Olason 2005 and references therein.
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may have been a desire to emphasise the ping in its old, more or less workable
form as a model to be returned to. Even if settlement through law seems too
much of a pipe dream, the ping in the Islendingasigur remains an arena for
the presence of mediators and arbitrators and for community action. Jén
Vidar Sigurdsson has recently shown that although arbitration was rendered
‘more or less obsolete” after the introduction of Norwegian administration, it
continued to be perceived as an ‘effective and beneficial’ method of dispute
resolution.” The lack of a ‘body of good men within the land [prepared] to
act as mediators’ and the negative consequences of this are seen by Tranter
as central to the cautionary message he reads in Sturlunga saga.”> Arbitrators
were generally ‘at least as powerful as or more influential than the parties
involved’,” but eventually the most powerful were more interested in their
own gains than keeping the peace. It is this attitude that is criticised in both
Sturlunga saga and the Islendingasogur. Even when arbitrators no longer had
a key legal role in dispute settlement, the principles they represented would
have been seen as vital and worth foregrounding.”

2.) With the changing of the guard in and after 1262-4 there was perhaps
a heightened desire to preserve a cultural memory of the old ways.” It is often
argued that the [slendingasogur contribute to a wider interest in the building
of an Icelandic identity and ‘national’ history, perhaps especially in the face
of Norwegian intervention.” The Alping pre-1264 was a uniquely Icelandic
institution which would not again have the same form or function. There were
things (and ping) to be celebrated; missed, perhaps, but above all remembered
as part of the country’s history.®

3.) Highlighting the difference between the present (or very recent past)
and the more distant past perhaps also showed up the need for change, and
justified it. Things (and ping) were once better, and highlighting that, creating
‘an awareness of the present as qualitatively and increasingly different from the
past’ and how big the gap between them had become,® could suggest a need
for reform. It should not be forgotten that although romantic and nationalistic
notions of independence and modern conceptions of statehood might lead to
the assumption that the interventions of King Hdkon and King Magnts were

74 Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 2013, 133.

75 Tranter 1987, 221.

76  Jo6n Vidar Sigurdsson 2013, 127.

77 Cf. Helgi Porldksson 2005, 150.

78 See Glauser 2000.

79 Ibid., Whaley 2000, Vésteinn Olason 2005, 112.
80  Vésteinn Olason 2005, 112.

81 Ibid., 111.
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unanimously resented, for some it must have been atleast double-edged.®? The
civil unrest in Iceland in the second half of the thirteenth century had reached
the point where outside intervention had arguably become necessary.*> And
many high-status people —those with the resources to patronise literary activity
—had something to gain in the new administration.* Despite initial discontent
with or resistance to the new laws from some parties,® with their introduction
Iceland returned to a state of having one set of laws which everyone adhered
to. The seemingly timeless principle articulated by Njéll, med lpgum skal land
vdrt byggja, en med 6lpgum eyda “with laws shall our land be built, but with
lawlessness laid waste’,* is actually to be found in Jdrnsida.®” Old principles
and new could be shown to align, and to once again be something to aspire
to. And after all, when Njéll observes hlydir pat hvergi at hafa eigi log 1 landi ‘it
will never do to have no law in the land’, he is proposing substantial reform
in the face of violence taking precedence over law: in that case, the institution
of the Fifth Court (Njdls saga ch. 97).38 Revisions to the legal system could be
necessary, and could be positive. Perhaps there was even a desire to restore
faith in the Alping and a hope that, even in its changed new role, it could once
again be a positive force in uniting and keeping the peace in Icelandic society.
As Tranter points out, ‘a renewal had taken place [...] their Alping, previously
the tool of the great chieftains, disregarded at will, had been re-established as
the embodiment of a valid code of Icelandic law’.*’

Conclusions

There is much to be gained from a detailed investigation of the portrayal
of the ping in the Islendingasogur. As well as providing a detailed breakdown of

82 Helgi Porldksson (1993, 615-16), for instance, notes that it is not clear that ‘modern notions
of self-determination’ existed in mid-thirteenth-century Iceland, and that some Icelanders
may even ‘have found it unnatural not to be subject to a king’. See also Armann Jakobsson
1995, 179.

83  Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, 71-83.

84  Sturla Pérdarson, for example, is widely accepted as the author of [slendinga saga, the
central text of the Sturlunga compilation, is the likely author of a version of Landndmabék
(Sturlub6k), and is often associated with the production of certain [slendingasogur (Ciklamini
1993, Megaard 2009). However, he also wrote Hikonar saga Hdkonarsonar (including skaldic
praise-poetry for Hékon) as a commission in 1264 or 1265, was involved in the preparation
of the Norwegian administration’s new laws for Iceland, and it was he who conveyed
the new law-book Jdrnsida to Iceland, also becoming the country’s first royally-appointed
Logmadr (Ciklamini 1993).

85  Seee.g. Tranter 1987, 232, Weerdahl 2011, 123-8.

86  Njdls saga ch. 70, Einar Ol. Sveinsson (ed) 1954, 172.

87  Einar OL Sveinsson 1954, Ixxviii-Ixxxi. A very similar phrase is also used in the
Frostatingsloven of King Hékon, ed. Keyser and Munch 1846, 128.

88  Einar Ol. Sveinsson (ed) 1954, 242.

89 Tranter 1987, 228-9.
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ping-scenes in the pre-1300 Islendingasigur, I have shown some of the ways in
which they work within the structure of the narratives. This analysis revealed
their prominent and multifaceted role in saga narrative. By comparison to
the diminished presence of the Alping in Sturlunga saga and by putting the
Islendingasogur in the thirteenth-century context of their composition, it is
possible to suggest that the Islendingasigur may give such a prominent and
positive role to the ping at least partly in order to express a desire for a return
to the values around which it was understood to have worked in times past,
and, in the aftermath of the events of 1262-4, to negotiate the consequent
changes to the legal system.

Bibliography
Primary Sources

Einar Ol. Sveinsson (ed) 1934, Laxdela saga, fslenzk fornrit V, Reykjavik: Hid fslenzka
fornritafélag.

Einar Ol. Sveinsson (ed) 1954, Brennu-Njdls saga, fslenzk fornrit XII, Reykjavik: Hid
islenzka fornritafélag.

Einar Ol. Sveinsson and Matthias Pérdarson (eds) 1935, Eyrbyggja saga, Islenzk fornrit
IV, Reykjavik: Hid fslenzka fornritafélag.

Finnur Jénsson (ed) 1912-15, Den norsk-islandske skjaldedigtning, 2 vols, 2 parts each,
Copenhagen: Villadsen & Christensen.

Finsen, V 1852, Grdgds: Isleendernes Lovbog i Fristatens Tid, udgivet efter det Kongelige
Bibliotheks Haandskrift, 2 parts (Ia, Ib), Copenhagen: Berlings Bogtrykkeri.

Jakob Benediktsson (ed) 1968, Islendin gabok — Landndmabdk, fslenzk fornrit I, Reykjavik:
Hi0 islenzka fornritafélag.

Jénas Kristjansson (ed) 1956, Eyfirdinga sogur, Islenzk fornrit IX, Reykjavik: Hid islenzka
fornritafélag.

Jén Johannesson (ed) 1950, Austfirdinga sogur, Islenzk fornrit XI, Reykjavik: Hid islenzka
fornritafélag.

Keyser, R and P A Munch (eds) 1846, Norges gamle love indtil 1387. Vol. 1: Norges Love
aldre end Kong Magnus Haakonssons Regjerings-Tiltreedelse i 1263, Christiania
[Oslo]: Gréndahl.

Olafur Halldérsson (ed) 1904, Jénsbék: Kong Magnus Hakonssons Lovbog for Island
vedtaget pan Altinget 1281 og Réttarbeetr, Copenhagen: S. L. Meller.

Olafur Lértsson (ed) 1936, Stadarhdlsbék: The Ancient Lawbooks Grdgds and Jdrnsida;
ms. no. 334 fol. in the Arna-Magneean Collection in the University Library of
Copenhagen, Corpus Codicum Islandicorum Medii Z£vi 9, Copenhagen: Levin &
Munksgaard.

Sigurdur Nordal (ed) 1933, Egils saga, fslenzk fornrit 1T, Reykjavik: Hid islenzka
fornritafélag.

Sigurdur Nordal and Gudni Jénsson (eds) 1938, Borgfirdinga sogur, Islenzk fornrit II,
Reykjavik: Hid fslenzka fornritafélag.

69



Northern Studies, vol. 47

Secondary Sources

Andersson, T M 1967, The Icelandic Family Saga: An Analytic Reading, Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

Bagge, S 2001, ‘Law and Justice in Norway in the Middle Ages: A Case Study’, in L
Bisgaard et al. (eds) Medieval Spirituality in Scandinavia and Europe: A Collection of
Essays in Honour of Tore Nyberg, Odense: Odense University Press, 73-85.

Barnwell, P S and M Mostert (eds) 2003, Political Assemblies in the Earlier Middle Ages,
Turnhout: Brepols.

Booth, W 1961, The Rhetoric of Fiction, Chicago: Chicago University Press.

Boulhosa, P 2005, Icelanders and the Kings of Norway: Mediaeval Sagas and Legal Texts, The
Northern World 17, Leiden: Brill.

Burrows, H 2009, “Cold Cases: Law and Legal Detail in the Islendingasogur’, Parergon
26:1, 35-55.

Byock, ] 2001, Viking Age Iceland, London: Penguin.

Ciklamini, M 1993, ‘Sturla Pérdarson’, in P Pulsiano (ed) Medieval Scandinavia: An
Encyclopedia, New York and London: Garland, 613-14.

Clover, C] 1974, ‘Scene in Saga Composition’, Arkiv for nordisk filologi 89, 57-83.

Danielsson, T 1986, Om den islindske sliktsagans uppbyggnad, Uppsala: Almqvist &
Wiksell.

Fritzner, ] 1883-96, Ordbog over det gamle norske sprog, 3 vols, 4th edn, Kristiania [Oslo]:
Den norske forlagsforening.

Glauser, ] 2000, ‘Sagas of Icelanders (Islendinga sogur) and pettir as the Literary
Representation of a New Social Space’, trans. ] Clifton-Everest, in M Clunies Ross
(ed) Old Icelandic Literature and Society, Cambridge Studies in Medieval Literature
42, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 203-20.

Gunnar Karlsson 2004, ‘Social Institutions’, in R McTurk (ed), A Companion to Old Norse
— Icelandic Literature and Culture, Oxford: Blackwell, 503-17.

Helgi Porldksson 1993, ‘Sturlung Age’, in P Pulsiano (ed) Medieval Scandinavia: An
Encyclopedia, New York and London: Garland, 615-16.

Helgi Porlaksson 2005, ‘Historical Background’, in R McTurk (ed), A Companion to Old
Norse — Icelandic Literature and Culture, Oxford: Blackwell, 136-54.

Heusler, A 1911, Das Strafrecht der Islindersagas, Leipzig: Duncker & Humblot.

Jesch, J 1992, ““Good men” and Peace in Njdls saga’, in ] Hines and D Slay (eds)
Introductory Essays on Egils saga and Njdls saga, London: Viking Society for
Northern Research, 64-82.

Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, Chieftains and Power in the Icelandic Commonwealth, trans. by
J Lundskeer-Nielsen, Odense: Odense University Press.

Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 2009, ‘Historical Writing and the Political Situation in Iceland
1100-1400, in A Eriksen and Jén Vidar Sigurdsson (eds), Negotiating Pasts in the
Nordic Countries : Interdisciplinary Studies in History and Memory, Lund: Nordic
Academic Press, 59-78.

70



Some Pbing To Talk About: Assemblies in the Islendingasogur

Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 2013, ‘The Role of Arbitration in the Settlement of Disputes in
Iceland c. 1000-1300", in P Anderson et al. (eds), Law and Disputing in the Middle
Ages: Proceedings of the Ninth Carlsberg Academy Conference on Medieval Legal
History 2012, Copenhagen: DJJF Publishing, 123-35.

Lonnroth, L 1976, Njdls saga: A Critical Introduction, Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1976.

Lonnroth, L 2007, ‘Structuralist Approaches to Saga Literature’, in ] Quinn, K Heslop
and T Wills (eds), Learning and Understanding in the Old Norse World: Essays in
Honour of Margaret Clunies Ross, Turnhout: Brepols, 2007, 63-73.

Meissner, R 1921, Die Kenningar der Skalden: Ein Beitrag zur skaldischen Poetik, Rheinische
Beitrdge und Hiilfsbiicher zur germanischen Philologie und Volkskunde 1, Bonn
and Leipzig: Schroeder.

Megaard, J 2009, “Was Njals saga written by Sturla Pordarson?’, online papers of The
14th International Saga Conference 9th-15th August 2009, Uppsala/Sweden,
http:/ /www.saga.nordiska.uu.se (not available in hardcopy preprint volumes.
Accessed 27 July 2015.)

Miller, W I 1990, Bloodtaking and Peacemaking: Feud, Law, and Society in Saga Iceland,
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Miiller, C 2001, Erzihltes Wissen: die Islindersagas in der Modruvallabék (AM 132 fol.),
Texte und Untersuchungen zur Germanistik und Skandinavistik 47, Frankfurt
a.M.: Lang.

Myrberg, N 2008, ‘Room for All? Spaces and Places for Thing Assemblies: The Case of
the All-Thing on Gotland, Sweden’, Viking and Medieval Scandinavia 4, 133-57.

Ordower, H 1991, ‘Exploring the Literary Function of Law and Litigation in Njal’s
Saga’, Cardozo Studies in Law and Literature 3, 41-61.

Orri Vésteinsson 2013, “What is in a Booth? Material Symbolism at Icelandic Assembly
Sites’, Journal of the North Atlantic Special Volume 5, 111-124.

Pantos, A and S Semple (eds) 2004, Assembly Places and Practices in Medieval Europe,
Dublin: Four Courts Press.

Semple, SJ and Sanmark, A 2013, “ Assembly in North West Europe: Collective Concerns
for Early Societies?’, Journal of European Archaeology 16, 518-42.

Smith, B 2009, ‘On the Nature of Tings: Shetland’s Law Courts from the Middle Ages
until 1611’, New Shetlander 250, 37-45.

Tranter, S 1987, Sturlunga Saga: The Role of the Creative Compiler, Frankfurt: Peter Lang.

Vésteinn Olason 1998, Dialogues with the Viking Age: Narration and Representation in the
Sagas of the Icelanders, trans. by A Wawn, Reykjavik: Heimskringla.

Vésteinn Olason 2000, “Topography and World View in Njéls saga, with Special
Reference to the Function of the Thing’, in S Hansson and M Malm (eds), Guder
pi Jorden: Festskrift till Lars Lonnroth, Stockholm: Brutus Ostlings Bokforlag
Symposion, 131-41.

Vésteinn Olason 2005, ‘Family Sagas’, in R McTurk (ed), A Companion to Old Norse —
Icelandic Literature and Culture, Oxford: Blackwell, 101-118.

71



Northern Studies, vol. 47

Whaley, D 2000, ‘A Useful Past: Historical Writing in Medieval Iceland’, in M Clunies
Ross (ed) Old Icelandic Literature and Society, Cambridge Studies in Medieval
Literature 42, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 161-202.

Waeerdahl, R B 2011, The Incorporation and Integration of the King’s Tributary Lands into the
Norwegian Realm c. 1195-1397, The Northern World 53, Leiden: Brill.

Appendix: Common elements in ping-scenes in the pre-1300
Islendingaségur (scene-by-scene)

Elements are arranged as far as possible in chronological order of progression through
scene; naturally, however, this differs scene-to-scene.
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