










































XXVI Introduction 

Bade I the middling mighty 
To have a mark of waves' flame; 
Giver of grey seas' glitter, 
This gift shalt thou shift with. 
If the elf-sun of the waters 
From out of purse thou lettest, 
o waster o f the worm's bed, 
Awaits thee sorrow later. (p. 16) 

What is impressive here is that Morris has replicated 
most of the original's structure: alliteration binds odd 
and even lines together - Imf in lines 1 and 2; Ig/ in 
lines 3 and 4; vowels in lines 5 and 6; Iw/ in lines 7 
and 8. Moreover, the even lines have the requisite I interior full rhyme, perfect in lines 4 and 8, partial in 
6 and a sight rhyme in 2, ego 'have' and 'wave', 4: 
'gift' and 'shift', 6: 'out' and 'lert-' , and 8: '-wait' and 
'Iate-'. And the odd lines have, or make a stab at, 
another standard feature of 'dr6trkvaerr' stanzas: 
interior half rhymes. In the original Icelandic, there's 
an elaborate kenning for 'gold', one involving the kin 
of the Midgardsormr, that is 'serpents' and then what 
they nest upon beneath the waters: 'gold'; and Morris 
picks up on similar images in four of the eight lines. 
The overall meaning is far from clear, but that's true 
of the original as well (Nordal and J6 nsson, p .. 63). 
Clarity was not the aim of skalds like Gunnlaug; they 
were praised for ingenuity, verbal facility, knowledge 
of the old lore and the ways they were able to fashion 
kennings from it. In these revised 'vlsur' we can 
watch th e Victori an skald ma tching wits with 
Gunnlaug and Raven. 

The six narratives in the present volume represent a 
sort of pot-pourr i of medieval Icelandic stories and 
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genres, one that must have delighted many Victorian 
readers, giving them a taste of everything from the 
hard bitten realism of the Family sagas to the vague 
grandeur of Germanic myth . 

In 1890, when furth er volumes in The Saga Library 
were being discussed, Morris speaks o f 'breaking up 
the volume of Three Northern Love Stories, so as to 
get the stories into more sui table gatherings .... 1 was 
going to propose Gisli and Viga-Glum for Gunnlaug's 
companions' (Lbs. 2188410). GnS would then have 
been accompanied by two other well-known Family 
sagas, or ' lslendingarsogur', narratives set in Iceland 
arou nd the yea r 1000 with characters and episodes 
that a ppea r in other Family sagas and in ea rl y 
histories and genealogies. Another possibility might 
have been to move G nS into a sub-group of four 
narratives that have come to be called 'skald sagas', 
especially since they had al ready translated two of 
th em, the sagas of Gunnlaug and Ko rma k. But 
Morris's death prevented any such rearrangement, 
and so we are left wi th these three very disparate 
short sagas, all ' love stories ', yes, but that's about all 
th ey hav e in common . That Morris h imse lf 
recognized their di'fferences is apparent not only in the 
wish for a 'more su itable' grouping, but also in his 
brief characterizations of each of them in the Preface. 
GnS ' must be called an historical tale' (note that it is 
the only one of the six narratives accompanied by a 
chronology), FrS is one of a 'large class of romantic 
stories' that fall under the rubric ' Fornaldarsogur ', or 
'sagas of ancient times', tales set in indeterminate time 
and in places where the heroes encounter magic and 
marvels. Frithiof himself has to contend with witch­
wives who start ocean storms and ride on the backs of 
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whales. But he wins Ingeborg in the end. VgS, says 
Morris, is 'confessedly nothing bue a pure fiction ' that 
was composed as late as the fifteenth century. Its 
author knew the sagas, but when he says of the lovers 
that they were caught in the 'fire of longing and the 
flame of desire' (p. 154), we're a long way from the 
spirit and rhetoric of the Family sagas. It's not 
surprising that Morris's archaic diction often works 
better in VgS than it does in GnS. 

The three shorter tales that round out the collection 
are even more diverse. HH is an amplification of an 
episode in Snorri's Edda, one in which the gods 
interfere, for their own selfish reasons, with the 
careers of mortals. RF is a Norse analogue of a folk 
tale that appears in several languages. Except for 
place names, there's little in RF that reminds one of 
the North, or of Iceland. Such is definitely not the 
case with the last story in the collection. 'The Tale of 
Thorsteinn Staff-Smitten' features slighted honour, 
conflicting loyalties, and bloody revenge, and it is 
firmly set in saga-age Iceland. In its presentation of 
character and ordering of events, it is so typical of the 
rhetoric and structure of the Family sagas that it 
serves as a template for an important critical study of 
them (Andersson, 1967). -

The 'Tale of Thorsteinn' has been translated into 
Danish, German, Swedish, Norwegian and Polish, and 
several times into English (Fry, 1980). It provides the 
basis for a fine novel by Alien French: The Story of 
Rolf and the Viking's Bow (Boston, 1904). FrS was 
very well known in nineteenth-century England, 
largely due to the popularity of an 1825 Swedish 
retelling of the story by Esias Tegner. His version was 
translated into English several times, and when 
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Victorian interests in Vikings flourished in the latter 
decades of the nineteenth century Frithiof's adventures 
were familiar to all respectable Icelandophiles (Wawn, 
1994). FrS has not been translated into English in the 
twentieth century. The Morris and Magnusson 
rendering of GnS marked its first translation into 
English, but it had drawn the close attention of two of 
the earliest British travellers to Iceland. The tragic 
tale of Gunnlaug and his fair Helga was dramatically 
summarized in the 'Preliminary Dissertation' Henry 
Holland wrote for his and Sir George Mackenzie's 
ciassic, Travels in the Island of Iceland in 1810 
(Mackenzie, 1812), and Mackenzie himself wrote a 
strange play, 'Helga and the Rival Minstrels' that 
enjoyed a very brief run in an Edinburgh theatre in 
1812 (Wawn, 1982). GnS has been translated into 
English at least eight times in the twentieth century, 
most usefully by Quirk (1957), because it appears 
with the Icelandic original on facing pages and with a 
good introduction and notes. In its most recent 
appearance in English (Durrenberger, 1992), it is 
accompanied by a thorough structural analysis, as 
well as commentary on five previous translations. 
Because of the ways the Morris-Magnusson 
translation conveys cultural information, often 
because of the archaisms, it receives high marks. 

It was with GnS that Morris and Magnusson began 
their long collaboration. Let me conclude by turning 
again to Magnusson's obituary article: 'I suggested we 
had better start with some grammar. "No, I can't be 
bothered with grammar; have no time for it. You be 
my grammar as we translate. I want the literature, I 
must have the story. I mean to amuse myself'" 
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(Magnusson, 1906). I hope that th is introductory 
sketch has demonstrated that Morris's amusement led 
to a series of translations and original work s of 
enduring importance. And I hope it has also shown 
that Magnusson was more than Morris's 'grammar'. 

Gary L. Aho 
University of Massachusetts, 1996 
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