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Old Norse Literature, topic: The Saga of Hrafnkel Frey’s Godi 

Supervisor: Jo Shortt Butler 

Reading: 

 Byock, J., section on Leadership in Iceland (2 pages). Explains the meaning of ‘Godi’, roughly 

translating as ‘chieftain’. Excerpt from his Viking Age Iceland, pp. 13–14. 

 The Saga of Hrafnkel Frey’s Godi, translated by T. Gunnell (20 pages). The saga is set around 

the years AD/CA 925–950 and was likely written down during the 1200s or 1300s; Iceland 

became Christian around the year 1000. From The Complete Sagas of Icelanders vol. 5, pp. 

261–81. 

 Jónas Kristjánsson, Hrafnkels saga (5 pages). An introduction to some themes scholars have 

seen in the text. Excerpt from his Eddas and Sagas, pp. 250–54. 

 Andersson, T. M. A., Hrafnkels saga (2 pages). Addresses other themes in the reception of 

the saga. Excerpt from his The Growth of the Medieval Icelandic Saga, pp. 181–2. 

Read Byock first to get a feel for the society in the saga, then read The Saga of Hrafnkel all the way 

through. Read Jónas and Andersson afterwards to give you some ideas about different responses to 

the saga, then have a think about these questions: 

 Who is the hero of this saga? 

 Who are the named chieftains in the saga? How does the saga portray them? 

 How important is religion in the saga? 

 How satisfying is the story? 

A glossary of terms and letters: 

Þ, þ – letter ‘thorn’, standing for ‘th’ as in ‘the’ 
ð – letter ‘eth’, standing for ‘th’ as in ‘them’ 
æ – letter ‘ash’, pronounced like ‘ai’ in Icelandic and sometimes replaced by ‘œ’ (o-e ligature) in Old 
Norse spelling. 
Frey, Freyr – Name of an Old Norse god, associated sometimes with fertility. 
Godi, goði – Cheiftain. See Byock, above. We do not know much about how the first chieftains 
claimed unsettled land, nor about how they were deemed qualified to be chieftains. The chieftaincy 
system did exist in Scandinavia prior to the settlement of Iceland, however. Motivation to settle in 
Iceland is often explained by the sagas as the desire of powerful chieftains to maintain their 
authority as royal power expanded in Norway. This is an overly-simple view, but helps make sense of 
the sagas! 
Godord, goðorð – Chieftaincy. See Byock, above. Not a geographical area, but the position of being 
chieftain.  
Landnámabók – The Book of Settlements. A collection of manuscripts recording the first five 
generations or so of Icelandic settlers. The country was settled largely from Norway from the 870s 
into the early decades of the tenth century; it had previously been uninhabited. The Book of 
Settlements gives genealogical information, some short anecdotes about families or individuals, and 
in some cases repeats material found in the sagas. 
Thingman, thingmaðr, þingmaðr – A free man who gave his support to a chieftain. Thing means 
‘assembly’ – there were local assemblies and courts during the year in Iceland, at which chieftains 
would arrange settlements and bring cases on behalf of themselves and their ‘thingmen’. The 
Althing was the national assembly in summer, at which cases that could not be resolved locally were 
discussed. Thingmen got legal help from their chieftains in exchange for their support in numbers at 
assemblies. 


