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“We who Cherish Njdls saga’: the Alpingi
as Literary Patron

JON KARL HELGASON

Of the numerous editions, translations, and adaptations of Njdls saga
produced in the past two hundred years, few volumes offer as fascinating
an insight into the configuration and function of literary patronage as the
1944 Icelandic edition of Magnis Finnbogason. The peculiar context of
this publication not only reveals the Icelanders’ legendary and archetypi-
cal attachment to their sagas; its history also reveals in a particularly
striking way how the modern dissemination of even the most ancient
literary texts may be motivated and affected by conflicting political and
personal interests.

In an illuminating discussion of literary patrons, André Lefevere claims
that the concept applies to ‘the powers {...] which help or hinder the
writing, reading and rewriting of literature’ (Lefevere 1984, 227).
Patronage, he continues, can be exerted by persons, groups of persons (a
political party for instance), a social class, a royal court, publishers or the
media; but often it operates by means of specific institutions, such as
academies, bureaux of censorship, critical journals and the educational
establishment.

In many instances it is not easy to identify the contribution of patrons
to individual publications, but in the case of the 1944 Icelandic edition
that influence was far from being disguised. On the opening page, readers
were informed that the edition had been produced under the aegis of the
Alpingi [the Icelandic parliament]. As further confirmation of the state’s
involvement, we may note firstly that the saga was published by
Bokartitgdfa Menningarsjéds og Pj6dvinafélagsins, which was in part a
governmental institution; secondly that it was printed by the state printing
firm of Gutenberg.

According to Lefevere, patronage consists of three interactive ele-
ments—ideology, economics, and status, and in relation to the first of
these Vilhjdlmur P. Gislason’s introduction spells out the purpose of the



1944 edition: ‘It is essential now for [Icelandic] nationality and national
development that the sagas should be thoroughly read and respected’
(Njdls saga [hereafter N.s.] 1944, xvi).! In this context, Vilhjalmur adds
that the edition was intended to have better ‘qualifications’ [skilyrdi] for
a wide circulation than those editions preceding it. Even though he
concludes that the aim of the publication is both to open up the saga’s
‘wonderlands of life and art’ [undralénd lifs og listar] to young readers
and to give older readers an opportunity to experience its delights anew,
the official ideology of the edition was not so much to gratify individual
readers as to underpin and promote a sense of national identity and unity
amongst the citizens of the Icelandic state.

Vilhjélmur’s stress on the urgent need for the new edition (‘It is
essential now’) probably refers to Iceland’s declaration of independence
from Denmark in 1944, and to the continued Allied occupation of
Iceland, by then in its fourth year. Whilst the Allied military presence
was generally regarded by the Icelanders as preferable to the alternative
of German invasion, it was nevertheless understandable that the indige-
nous population should be concerned about ‘national development’ at a
time when the nation was in daily contact with English-speaking troops
(Bjorn Porsteinsson 1991, 398-419).

Establishing the virtues of Njdls saga in ideological and nationalistic
terms, Vilhjalmur Gislason’s introduction claims at the outset that the
Icelandic family sagas in general were ‘among the best and the most
valuable resources of Icelandic culture’ [medal mestu og beztu verdmata
islenzkrar menningar: N.s. 1944, v]. In that context, he refers to their
subject-matter, narrative technique and vocabulary, and their lasting
influence on a variety of readers; scholars and artists as well as the
general public. Njdls saga, he continues, is the most voluminous,
comprehensive, and ‘in many ways the richest’ [audugust 4 margan h4tt]
of the family sagas. Its many surviving manuscripts, Vilhjdlmur later
notes, testified to the saga’s popularity from the earliest times (N.s. xiii).

From Vilhjalmur’s argument we may infer that the 1944 publication
was intended and expected to maintain the beneficial influence of the
sagas in an independent Iceland, and to help to secure the stability of a
society which was in many ways at a cross-roads. Irrespective of the
particular circumstances of 1944, the nation had made remarkable
economic, social, and cultural changes since the turn of the century. In

'All translations from Icelandic are my own. Lengthy original quotations are
cited in the footnotes; shorter ones in parentheses within the main text: ‘bad er

ni naudsynjamél pj6Bernis og bj6darproska, ad ségurnar séu vel lesnar og vel
virtar.’

1901 80% of Icelanders were living in rural areas, with 70% of the total
work-force employed in agriculture. By 1940 only 35% of the inhabitants
remained in the countryside; the rest had moved to coastal towns and
villages. Most strikingly, in this period, Reykjavik had been transformed
from a small town of 6,700 inhabitants (8.5% of the population in 1901)
into sqmething approaching a small city of almost 40,000 citizens (31.5%
of the"ypopulation in 1940; Tolfredihandbsk 1984, 7-33). In the face of
these major changes, it is as if Vilhjadlmur b. Gislason sou.ght. to represent
the publication of Njdls saga with the backing of the Alpingi as a source
of cultural reassurance and stability. No matter how much the world
turned and tumbled, the 1944 edition would help to ensure that the
Icelanders could continue to read and respect their native cultural
resources.

II

In the discussions and debates which led up to this state-spon.sored
edition of Njdls saga, its supporters in the Alpingi did not draw particular
attention to the views which later found expression in Vxlhjélr_nur
Gislason’s introduction. In the statement accompanying the o’ngmal
proposal its three principal supporters, Helgi J6nasson, Ing6lfur Jénsson
and Sveinbjorn Hognason, refer to the saga as ‘one of the most wonderful
works of art’ [eitthvert hid ddsamlegasta listaverk] ever to have been
written in the Icelandic language, in terms of style, subject-matter, an_d
narrative force (Alpingi 1943-1946, A:803). Nowhere in the rest of their
submission, however, is the proposed edition linked to Iceland’s
declaration of independence, or to any possible threat from Anglo-Saxon
cultural influence, or to general social and economic developments. The
state edition, its advocates claim, is to be seen more as a response to
another proposed edition of Njdls saga. .
As summarised in their statement, the background to the whole affair
was a complex one. In the autumn of 1941 the publisher Ragna]r J6nsson
had announced his plan to publish an edition of Laxdela saga in modern
Icelandic spelling; this at a time when the long-accepted custom had b.een
to print editions of medieval Icelandic texts in the so-called ‘standard'lged
ancient spelling’ [samremd stafsetning forn]. Ragnar’s proposefi edition
met with opposition, first expressed in several newspaper articles and
eventually resulting in a law (nr. 127, 9 Dec. 1941), which granted to the
Icelandic state the copyright for all Icelandic texts writtep befqrg 1400
(Alpingi 1942, A:56-57). Individuals interested in publishing et.ilt.lons of
these works now needed to apply for authorisation to the minister of
education. Before this law came into operation, Ragnar and his collabora-
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tors—his co-publisher Stefdn Ogmundsson and the prospective editor
Halldér Kiljan Laxness—had been able to publish their edition of
Laxdela saga. However, in August 1942, they confronted and challenged
the new law by publishing Hrafnkels saga in a modern spelling edition,
without obtaining the now necessary permission. As a result they were
prosecuted and convicted: each of them was sentenced to either a fine of
1000 krénur or a prison sentence of 45 days. They immediately appealed
against the sentence on the grounds that it violated constitutional
provisions relating to the freedom of the press (Hastiréttur 1943, 237~
244).

While the case was being heard in the superior court, in the early
spring of 1943, the Alpingi had to vote on further proposed legislation
which sought to invalidate the 1941 copyright law (Alpingi 1943-1946,
C:168-220). Before producing its report, the commission appointed to
discuss this proposal sought academic advice; they consulted the
professors of Icelandic studies at the University of Iceland. These were
SigurBur Nordal, professor of Icelandic literature, Arni P4lsson, professor
of Icelandic history, and Bjém Gudfinnsson, associate professor of
Icelandic linguistics. Together, these scholars wrote a report, claiming
that even though it was desirable to protect old texts from potential
damage and distortion in new editions, the copyright laws themselves
were in many ways imperfect. They also indicated that examination of
Laxness’s edition of Laxdela saga had revealed serious flaws. The editor
had modernised some of its vocabulary, had omitted old words and
inserted new ones at various points in the text, and had omitted or
reorganised sentences or even whole chapters from his source edition. All
these changes, the professors concluded, had distorted the substance and
character of the saga (Alpingi 1943-1946, A:719-720). On 2 April, the
Alpingi agreed to postpone revisions of the copyright law on the grounds
that the government was then in the midst of preparing a comprehensive
corpus juris addressing questions of artistic and literary copyright in
Iceland. But the Alpingi also resolved that the revised law should have
the power to prevent publication of ‘distorted’ [afbakabar] editions of
Iceland’s early literature (Alpingi 1943-1946, A:764).

The following week, Ragnar Jénsson and Halld6r Laxness announced
that they were preparing a new modern-spelling edition of Njdls saga,
having obtained the required authorisation from the minister of education,
Einar Amérsson. It was in response to this announcement that the three
members of the lower house of the Albingi put together a proposal for
the state edition of the saga, submitting it for discussion on 9 April.
Drawing on the unfavourable comments which Laxness’s edition of
Laxdela saga had received from the university professors, the three
members argued in their statement that Laxness’s Njdls saga edition
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would be similarly and seriously impaired. Hence the need for state
involvement:

We, who cherish Njdls saga, want to ensure by this parliarr'xentary
proposal that the people [of Iceland] have the chance of owning .the
saga in an inexpensive, good quality edition, free from the ﬁnger_pnms
of those who want to drag everything into the gutter and who will not
spare even our most valuable works of art, such as Njdla, from that
fate. (Alpingi, 1943-1946, A:803)

The agenda of those responsible for the proposal seems clear. .They
wanted the Alpingi to assume the role of a literary patron and to hinder,
rather than to help, the ‘reading and rewriting of literature’, to borrow
André Lefevere’s phrase. Their fundamental aim was to prevent (or, *}S
they saw it, to protect) the Icelandic nation from reading Laxness’s
version of Njdls saga.

m

For a fuller understanding of the Alpingi’s sensitivity to the publication
of unauthorised saga editions, it is helpful to examine the secqnd .of the
three features which Lefevere identifies as constitutive elements in literary
patronage—economics. In his definition, this elemen't u§ually involves the
writer (whether translator, editor, or whatever) enjoying some form of
financial support from the patron; but in the case of Njdls saga there are
other factors involved. In his 1944 introduction, Vilhjidlmur P. Gislason
does not make direct reference to the economic aspects of the state
edition, but it is interesting to note the kind of imagery in which his
references to the sagas are expressed. We read of sagas as ‘resources’
[verdbmatil, and of Njdls saga as the ‘richest’ [3au§ugpst] of these
resources. In employing these formulaic metaphors,” Vilhjalmur echoes
the proponents’ statement, in which the saga is referred to as one of the
‘most valuable’ [dyrmetustu} works of Icelandic art. o

This imagery of value or wealth was more fully developed in a speech

2Vér, sem Njdlu unnum, viljum med pessari pingsdlyktun sjd svo um, aq
pi6dinni gefist kostur 4 ad eignast hana i 6dyrri og vandfabri ﬁtgéfu,. par sem ekki
finnist fingrafor peirra manna, sem allt vilja draga .mﬁur i so_rplé. og Jafn,vel
byrma ekki okkar dyrmetustu listaverkum eins og Njilu fr4 peim &rlégum.

3In this period, the saga was also referred to as the most splendid pearl of
Icelandic literature (Porkell J6hannesson 1942, 89).
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by one of the bill’s three sponsors, Helgi J6nasson:

We Icelanders have to admit that we are poor and few in number and
we do not enjoy much material wealth, but we do have one asset, our
old literature. It must be almost without parallel that a small nation
such as ours should possess the kind of pearls beyond price which our
ancient literature represents. (Alpingi 1943-1946, D:191)*

For this reason, Helgi continued, it was a delicate matter when any editor
sought to change the language or the subject matter of a saga. He went
on to criticise certain aspects of Laxness’s edition of Laxdela saga: not
only had the text of the saga been distorted, but the whole book had been
badly printed on poor quality paper. It was obvious, he concluded, that
the publication of Laxdela saga had been undertaken for profit and not
for the worthier purpose of ‘increasing the value’ [auka gildi] of Icelandic
literature (Alpingi 1943-1946, D:192).

From Helgi J6nasson’s argument, we observe that the cultural ‘value’
of the sagas was expected to be at least preserved, if not enriched,
through the scholarly and presentational quality of any new published
edition. Furthermore, if the sagas were to assume the role of national
cultural treasures, that wealth had to be widely and equally distributed.
Laxness’s project was seen as violating both of these principles,
comprising both a bad text and a poorly produced edition, with the whole
enterprise driven by the desire to make a profit. Under state sponsorship,
in contrast, individuals could not gain privileged access to Iceland’s
precious ancient literary heritage, either as profit-making publishers
(dragging the sagas ‘into the gutter’), or as members of that group who
could afford to buy an edition which exhibited the appropriate editorial
and production standards. The nation as a whole would benefit from the
state-sponsored edition; readers would be purchasing a literary ‘pearl
beyond price’, expertly edited and produced, for the lowest possible price.

The point also needs to be made that by recommending that Njdls saga
be published by Menningarsjédur and Pj6dvinafélagid, the Alpingi was
consciously plugging into an established system of subscribers or
members (Alpingi 1943-1946, A:803). The subscription arrangement had
been established by the publishing board of Menningarsj6dur in 1940;
members would receive seven books annually in return for a modest
subscription of 10 krénur. This offer proved so popular, that by the end

“‘Pab mun nii svo med okkur fslendinga, ad vi6 erum fétackir og f4mennir,
og vid eigum litinn veraldaraud, en vid eigum einn aus, pad eru fornb6kmenntir
okkar. Pad mun vera nzr eins demi ad svo fimenn pj6d sem vid erum eigi slika
gimsteina sem fornritin eru.’

.
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of the first year the number of subscribers was sufficiently large to allow
the company to print twelve thousand copies of each of these seven
books—apparently a record in the history of Icelandic publishing (Gils
Gudmundsson 1985, 91). For a country of 120,000 citizens, it meant that
the publications of Bokaitgifa Menningarsj6ds og Pj6dvinafélagsins
entered a significant proportion of Icelandic homes. Distributed in this
way, the state edition of Njdls saga would indeed have better ‘qualifi-
cations’ [skilyrdi], to recall Vilhjdlmur P. Gislason’s term, for its
circulation than any previous edition.

Despite these advantages, however, individual speakers in the Alpingi
found various faults with the whole plan. According to the proposal, the
government was called upon to ‘encourage’ [greida fyrir] Menningar-
sjodur and Pj68vinafélagid to publish a good popular edition of Njdls
saga (Alpingi 1943-1946, A:803). Questions were soon raised about the
government’s authority for such interventions in the decisions of the
publishing board. Although the board had been appointed by the Alpingi
and included several of its members, Bokaiitgdfa Menningarsj6ds og
Pjodvinafélagsins was supposedly responsible for its own operations. It
certainly ought not to be subject to government interference, argued the
minister of education, Einar Arnérsson, who had authorised Laxness’s
edition of Njdls saga. If, however, governmental ‘encouragement’ merely
involved granting Menningarsj6dur og Pj6dvinafélagid the required
authorisation for publishing the saga, Einar added, that would hardly be
a problem (Alpingi 1943-1946, D:193).

As a second concern, Bardi Gudmundsson pointed out that Fornrita-
félagid [Early Icelandic Text Society], which had started to publish
scholarly editions of sagas ten years earlier, also had plans to publish a
new edition of Njdls saga (Alpingi 1943-1946, D:196). Its editions were
subsidised by the state and sufficiently well respected for the 1941
copyright law uniquely to exempt the society from having to apply for
permission to publish Icelandic works written before 1400 (Alpingi 1942,
A:57). In addition to his duties in the Alpingi, Bardi Gudmundsson was
Iceland’s chief national archivist; he said that he could not support the
proposed state edition since it would involve Fornritafélagid in a huge
financial loss on its own Njdls saga edition. Thirdly, Sigfiis Sigurhjartar-
son stressed that a satisfactory popular edition of Njdls saga was already
in circulation. It could be found in most Icelandic homes and was
available in the bookshops for a modest price. In Sigfiis’s view, this
edition already represented just the alternative to Laxness which the
parliament sought to establish (Alpingi 1943-1946, D:199).

In his response to these and other criticisms, Helgi Jénasson explained
that governmental ‘encouragement’ certainly included Einar Arérsson’s
authorisation of the state edition, but could also extend into other areas.



150 Jén Karl Helgason

He noted, for instance, that war-time conditions made supplies of paper
difficult to obtain, whilst the printing presses themselves were so busy
that it took a long time to have anything published at all. In all these
matters the government's support could be helpful. As for Fornritafélagis,
Helgi J6nasson said that its president was not opposed to the state
edition. It would be a long time before its own proposed edition of Njdls
saga was published because one particular manuscript, which the editor
wanted to consult, was inaccessible in German-occupied Copenhagen.
Helgi went on to read a statement signed by ten of the seventeen
members of the other chamber of the Albpingi, in which they voiced their
support for the proposed edition of Bokaitgifa Menningarsj6ss og
Pjéﬁvinafélagsins. Additionally, they expressed their willingness to
Increase the grant which Fornritafélagid received from the state as
compensation for any possible loss which the society might suffer from
the state edition of Njdls saga (Alpingi 1943-1946, D:196-197).

It is clear from this discussion that some very unusual economical
c.onditions were fo attend the publication of the state sponsored publica-
tion of Njdls saga. There seemed not to have been a particular public
demand for the edition, and the capacity of the war-time printing industry
was in any case severely limited. On the premise that cultural values had
priority over market forces, not to mention shortage of raw materials,
government involvement was expected to bestow important economic
privileges on the new edition. It might also, Helgi Jénasson indirectly

acknowledged, prove damaging (with any luck) to the profitability of the _

proposed Laxness edition (Alpingi 1943-1946, D:215).
v

Ir} this attempt to analyse the ideology and the economics of the Al-
pingi’s patronage of a saga edition, we have seen that it was expected to
operate, to an important degree, in a rather defensive way. The funda-
mental motive behind the government’s support was not so much that
Icelanders should buy and read the state edition, but rather that they
should not buy or read Laxness’s edition. This same pattern of priorities
surfaces again when we try to define the starus of the Alpingi as a
literary patron. The point was not primarily that the Alpingi should be
sponsoring the publication of sagas; but that Halldér Laxness and his
patrons should not be doing so, on the grounds that they lacked sufficient
authority.

This does not mean that the advocates of the state edition neglected to
assert their right of interference in literary matters. Helgi J6nasson and
his followers clearly represented themselves as the elected representatives
of the Icelandic voters. Helgi said, for instance, that whilst the Minister
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of Education, Einar Arnérsson, had not broken any laws in authorising
Laxness’s edition of Njdls saga, he had nevertheless consciously defied
the will of parliament and—‘I venture to assert’ [pori ég ad fullyrda]—
the will of the great majority of Icelanders. In his conclusion, Helgi
claimed that the proposed state edition would represent Njdls saga ‘as we
wish to have it and as the nation wishes to have it’ [eins og vid viljum
hafa hana og eins og pj6din vill hafa hana: Alpingi 1943-1946, D:192—
193]. The main thrust of Helgi Jénasson'’s argument was, however,
systematically to question Laxness's status as a saga editor. In analysing
this strategy, we need to look again at the written submission of the three
university professors which dealt both with the 1941 copyright law and
Laxness’s edition of Laxdela saga. Their comments had been reviewed
by parliament only a week before, when the proposal for the invalidation
of the copyright law was rejected.

The copyright law stated that the minister of education could authorise
editions of Icelandic works written before 1400 to follow ‘standardised
ancient spelling’ [samremdri stafsetningu fornri: Alpingi 1942, A:57]. In
their written submission the university professors opposed this attempt to
impose such a system of ‘standardised’ spelling since no such system,
they claimed, could ever represent exactly the forms and sounds of the
ancient language. Indeed, they argued, the modemn spelling sanctioned by
law from 1929 (and which Laxness had used in his editions) was in some
respects ‘closer to the originals’ [nr upprunanum] than the system used
in the scholarly editions of Fornritafélagis. Secondly, in the context of
their criticism of Laxness’s edition of Laxdela saga, the university men
emphasised that old Icelandic texts had undergone a variety of changes
in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Some of these changes had led
to improvements in particular texts; younger versions of some sagas were
quite properly chosen for publication rather than older ones. The quality
of an edition could rest as much on aesthetic merit as on fidelity to some
supposed ‘original’ text. Doubts were expressed as to the qualifications
and capacity of the ministry of education to make judgements about
which editorial changes to old saga texts would or would not endanger
the nation’s cultural or linguistic heaith. They concluded:

If it is considered necessary to supervise the publication of older
works of literature, as many people tend to feel, it seems more natural
that such works should be placed in the hands of scholars and writers
appointed for that task, whose knowledge and taste can be trusted.
(Alpingi 1943-1946, A:720)°

Pyki naudsynlegt ab hafa eftirlit med ttgdfu eldri rita, svo sem margir
munu telja, virBist nest lagi, ad pad sé { hondum freedimanna og rithtfunda, sem
til pess vaeru kvaddir og treysta metti ab pekkingu og smekkvisi.” .
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Supporting the proposal for the state edition, Helgi J6nasson diplomati-
cally avoided direct quotation from these ambiguous paragraphs in the
scholars’ report. It seems, however, that his approach to the Njdls saga
case was determined by these very comments. Firstly, he admitted in his
introductory speech that the system of spelling in saga editions was a
matter of individual taste. Secondly, avoiding any detailed discussion of
Laxness’s editorial agenda, he argued that Laxness, distinguished writer
that he was, simply could not be trusted. Helgi quoted a statement
published in an Icelandic newspaper in the early autumn of 1941, in
which Laxness had claimed that the only proposed change in his
forthcoming edition of Laxdela saga was to modernise the spelling. In
view of the fact that Laxness’s editorial interventions had been rather
more wide-ranging, Helgi argued that Laxness’s claims could not be
relied on. Citing the negative verdict which the university scholars had
reached, he went on to suggest that Laxness’s aesthetic taste could not be
trusted either. Finally, he referred to the ruling of the lower courts over
Laxness’s edition of Hrafnkels saga, implying that the novelist’s
character was not beyond reproach. According to the university profes-
sors, the editing of old texts should be left to established experts, scholars
and writers. Helgi Jénasson’s strategy, in short, was to undermine
Laxness’s authority and to claim that he was bound to ‘deform’
[skrumskzaela] Njdls saga (Alpingi 1943-1946, D:191-193)

v

Thus far I have described how the Albingi sought to regulate the editing
and dissemination of early Icelandic literature during the Second World
War years. Noting that the lower house passed the proposal for a state
edition of Njdls saga, I have sought to identify (in the original statement
of the three proponents, and also in the speeches of Helgi J6nasson) the
rationale behind this proposed publication. This rationale, we have seen,
contradicted the thrust of Vilhjdlmur P. Gislason’s introduction to the
published edition. There are, however, additional strands in this complex
debate which have not yet been discussed.

First of all, it seems to be of some consequence that the three members
of the Alpingi who were officially responsible for the proposal all lived
in the district of Rangirvallasysla, in which a substantial part of Njdls
saga takes place. Helgi J6nasson, from Stérélfshvoll in Flj6tshlis, and
Ingélfur J6nsson, who lived in the small town of Hella, were the two
elected representatives of Rangérvallasysla, while Sveinbjorn Hognason,
although representing the neighbouring district of Vestur-Skaftafellssysla,
was a clergyman in Rangérvallasysla, living at BreiSab6lsstadur in
Flj6tshlid (Alpingi 1943-1946, C:916).
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The links between individual family sagas and inhabitants of gertain
parts of Iceland are based on the fact that most sagas.take place in one
particular district of the country. In some cases, as with qudaela saga,
the narrative even derives its title from such a setting. During ic 1941
discussions in the Alpingi on the proposed copyright law, which were
triggered by Laxness’s edition of Laxdela saga, the .1mp0rtance’ of sagas
local links was clearly revealed by Porsteinn Porstemsson., a syslumadur
[judge and revenue officer] of the Dalasysla district. During the debate,
he spoke in support of the copyright proposal:

The district with which I am involved has been struck by a disaster.
Its major saga, Laxdela saga, has been published in a ‘modem.’
spelling edition, without introduction, index or explana?ory notes; it
is more or less deformed. I have no wish for other districts to be
stuck in the same muddy stream and I think it is right to block it at
its source. (Alpingi 1942, B:107)°

Porsteinn stressed that the family sagas were ‘ancient, classic’ [forn,
sigild] historical documents. Accordingly, he critigised La'xness for
deleting from his Laxdela saga edition detaileq 1nf:ormatlon about
genealogies and places of residence. He concluded his brief sp,eech py re-
emphasising that the history of his district had been ‘attacked’ [rabist 4],
and that he did not wish to see other districts suffer the same sad fate.
Although the supporters of the state edition of Njdls saga did not present
themselves so explicitly as spokesmen for their district, t.helr eager
collaboration suggests that they were initially fighting for Fhe interests of
their fellow Rangzingar, all residents of the region which is the principal
location for Njdls saga. .

In this context we ought to pay special attention to thf: arguments of
Helgi J6nasson, who shared Porsteinn Porsteinsson"s l?qs1p views on ttte
nature of the sagas as historical documents. He}gx criticised Laxness’s
very poor (as he regarded it) preface, in which _Laxdﬂelc‘z saga _wa§
characterised as being historically unreliable—a kind of ‘fabrication
[lygisaga] (Alpingi 1943-1946, D:192). He also stresged that all the
genealogies were indispensable for a proper understanding of the feuds
in the sagas: ‘The men of the past killed other men for family reasons
and not for fun’ [Fornmenn drdpu menn vegna ttartengsla, en ekki a}fi
gamni sinu: Alpingi 1943-1946, D:197]. This remark is certainly valid

8<pad syslufélag, sem ég er vid ridinn, hefur nd ordid fyrir‘bvf 6lani ad fa
meginsdgu sfna, Laxdzlu, gefna it med n)"m_ébins stafsetningu, forméla-:
registurs- og skyringarlausa og alla meira eda minna smmskwlda, og ég segi
fyrir mig, ad €ég vil ekki 6ska 68rum hérubum ad lenda i sama foradinu, og tel
pvi rétt ad stemma nu pegar 4 ad 6si.’
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for many scenes in the sagas, but it also needs to be understood that by
no means all genealogies are important to the plot. For twentieth-century
resu}ents of a district, however, genealogies had an independent validity
as lln!(s between living individuals or locations and the ancient saga
narrative,

The genealogy of Gunnar Hamundarson from Hlisarendi in Flj6tshlid
(Ch. 19), one of the main characters of Njdls saga, is entirely representa-
tive of Helgi Jénasson’s concerns. First, Gunnar’s maternal lineage is
outlined, revealing how he is related to Unnur Mardardéttir. Subsequent
events in the saga are determined by Gunnar’s service to Unnur and it is
necessary for the reader to understand on what grounds she asks for his
assistance when she has problems of her own. Gunnar’s paternal lineage
is then traced; he is the son of Hémundur Gunnarsson. Right at the end
of the narrative this information will prove illuminating when Valgerdur
Porbrandsdéttir, the daughter of Himundur’s sister, becomes involved in
the plot (Ch. 148). The description of the rest of Gunnar’s paternal line,
by contrast, serves to explain elements in his character (as presented)
rather than the course of events, Among his relatives are the law-speaker
Hrafn Hangsson, suggesting that powerful intellectual qualities run in the
faml!y, and Ormur the Strong, indicating that correspondingly powerful
physical qualities also run in the family. Finally, one branch of the family
tree leads us to a particular place-name in Rangidrvallasysla: we are told
that the farm Gunnarsholt derived its name from Gunnar’s grandfather,
Gunnar Bqugsson. Although such knowledge does not in itself illuminate
t13e narrative significantly, it was important knowledge—a notable
historical fact—for the people of Rangérvallasysla in the nineteen-forties
not least for those who lived at Gunnarsholt. ’

Fo'r a more immediate link between person and place we recall that
Helgi Jénasson lived at Stérélfshvoll. According to the saga, Stérélfur
Hangsson was the great-grandfather of Gunnar Hamundarson, being the
brother of the law-speaker Hrafn Hzngsson and the father of Ormur the
Strong. Undoubtedly and unsurprisingly, Helgi J6nasson was not at all
kqen to have that topo-genealogical connection between himself and the
ml'g.hty Gunnar of Hlidarendi removed from Njdls saga in Laxness’s
equn. Indeed, Helgi’s performance in parliament suggests that the
twentieth-century chieftain from Stérélfshvoll had inherited some of the
qualities of advocacy which characterised St6rélfur’s brother, Hrafn
Hangsson the law-speaker.

VI

HgYing suggested that the proposal for the state edition of Njdls saga
Initially served the atavistic interests of a specific geographical area and
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its inhabitants, I feel obliged, finally, to underline the fact that opposition
to the proposal in the Alpingi ran as much along political as geographical
lines. The twelve ‘no’ voters in the lower house of the Alpingi included
all the seven representatives of the Socialist coalition of Sameiningar-
flokkur alpydu, Sésialistaflokkur (SAS) (Alpingi 1943-1946, D: 196, 220-
222). Similarly, of the seven members of the upper house not to sign the
statement in support of the proposal were the three representatives of
SAS; one of them was Kristinn E. Andrésson, the man who had asked for
the invalidation of the 1941 copyright law only few days before the
Alpingi became preoccupied with Njdls saga (Alpingi 1943-1946, D:196)

It is also significant that in the discussion about the state edition,
Halldér Laxness’s editorial plans were consistently supported and
defended by three members of SAS—FEinar Olgeirsson, Aki Jakobsson,
and Sigfis Sigurhjartarson—all of whom maintained that the proposal for
the state edition was part of an elaborate political plot, devised by a
member of the upper house of the parliament, Jénas Jénsson. Aki
Jakobsson said that the purpose of the state edition was to ‘persecute’
[ofsakja] Halldér Laxness and also conceivably to denigrate the Socialist
coalition (Alpingi 1943-1946, D:202). Einar Olgeirsson suggested that
this tendency to limit people’s freedom of action was no new phenome-
non in Icelandic politics: J6nas Jénsson had, for example, recommended
that Laxness’s novels should be banned in Iceland on the grounds that
they were full of Communist propaganda (Alpingi 19431946, D:204).
Jonas had also drawn up a proposal, accepted by a majority vote in
parliament, which would have prevented people with ‘particular political
opinions’ [sérstakar pélitiskar skodanir], as Einar Olgeirsson expressed
it, from being employed by the state or from enjoying state financial
support (Alpingi 1943-1946, D:205). Finally, Sigfis Sigurhjartarson
recalled that J6nas Jénsson, in an extended crusade against the Socialist
party, had persuaded a majority of parliamentary members to support a
statement claiming that it was disgraceful that they should have to share
the parliamentary floor with SAS representatives (Alpingi 1943-1946,
D:212). In the course of their speeches, the representatives of SAS
referred to the advocates of the state edition as J6nas Jénsson’s ‘disciples’
[lerisveinar], but two of the three proponents—Helgi J6nasson and
Sveinbjorn Hognason—happened to be members of Frams6knar-
flokkurinn, the ‘;)rogressive’ farmers party, in which Jénas J6nsson was
a leading figure.

"The third supporter, Ingélfur Jénsson, represented the conservative party,
Sjélfstedisflokkurinn. He did not speak in favour of the proposal during the
debate; in fact, he left the debating chamber before the proposal came to a final
vote (Alpingi 1943-1946, D:213, 220).
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It is beyond the scope of this present paper to trace the twists and turns
that the debate between the Socialists and their adversaries took in
Iceland in the 1930s and 1940s (see Gudjon Fridriksson 1993). It must
suffice to stress that ever since the foundation of the Icelandic Commu-
nist party in 1930, J6nas J6nsson had been one of the fiercest opponents
of this ‘dictatorial pest’ [pest einredisins], as he called it (Gils Gub-
mundsson 1985, 87). Exercising his power as minister of education in the
early 1930s, he had, for instance, introduced measures whereby students
who advocated Communist doctrines should be excluded from higher
education; a few students were indeed expelled from schools as a result,
The revival of publishing activities administered by the state’s culturai
fund, Menningarsj6dur, and its cooperation with Pjobvinafélagis (an
independent cultural society) was, similarly, J6nas Jénsson’s response to
the success of M4l og menning, a literary society originally established
in 1937 by a group of Socialists, mostly writers. It was under his
leadership, that Békaritgafa Menningarsj6ss og Pj6dvinaféiagsins adopted
the subscription system used by M4l og menning, which by 1939 had
already attracted some 5,000 members. One of J6nas Jénsson’s declared
aims was to balance the Communist propaganda which, he claimed, M4l
0g menning was distributing throughout Iceland with financial aid from
Moscow.

On a number of occasions during this period there were confrontations
between J6nas Jénsson and Halldér Laxness. Although not a registered
member of SAS, Laxness was an outspoken Socialist, an admirer of
Stalin’s Soviet Union, one of the founders of M4l og menning, and an
active member of its editorial board, For some time, he co-edited the
Jjournal Tfmarit Mdls o0g menningar with Kristinn E. Andrésson, who
became a representative of SAS in the Alpingi in 1942, While J6nas
Jonsson criticised Halld6r Laxness for his political views and for writing
‘perverted’ anti-national novels that advocated Communism (Jénas
Joénsson 1942b), Laxness attacked the publishing agenda of Békaitgifa
Menningarsj68s og Pj6dvinafélagsins. He also attacked Jénas personally
for his editorial role in some of the books published by Menningarsjédur
(Halld6r Laxness 1941), Their quarrel also related to changes in the law
during 1939 which entrusted to the cultural board of Menntamalarad
{Education Commission] responsibility for distributing the annual state
grant to the arts. Previously, the distribution of such funds had been the
responsibility of the Alpingi. As Menntamé4lar4s chairman and the man
behind these changes, J6nas J6nsson was accused of wishing to persecute
those artists who were not in sympathy with his aesthetic and political
views. Before the first distribution of grants by Menntamalardd, Jénas
J6nsson clashed with Professor Sigurbur Nordal over this matter; they
also used the opportunity to abuse each other personally (J6nas J6nsson
1942a, 1942c). Jénas stated that Halldér Laxness had been one of the
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radical writers disproportionately favoured in earlier disbur’sem’ents by the
Alpingi. As if to a confirm this judgement, Menntamalara? reduc.:ed
Laxness’s grant for 1940 from 5,000 to 1,800 krénur. Laxnes§ S reacflon
was to use the money to establish a fund for the protection of ‘the
intellectual freedom of Icelandic writers’ [andlegt frelsi islenskra
rithtfunda: Gils Gudmundsson 1985, 94]. ) ‘ o

In January of 1941, J6nas Jénsson wrote a lpng_ amc]e', pubhsl}ed’m his
party’s newspaper Timinn, discussing the publishing policy of Békaiitgafa
Menningarsj6ds og Pj6dvinafélagsins. He referred to a recent survey
indicating that the Icelandic family sagas were not to be found on the
bookshelves of the majority of Icelandic homes. His sense was that the
average person could not afford to buy the edit%ons of Fornritafélagid, the
only saga editions in print at this time. At nine krénur a volume they
were oo expensive; Jénas proposed that if the price could be lowered‘to
five krénur Menningarsj6Sur would be happy to co-operate  with
Fornritafélagid and distribute the sagas through its subscriber netwoﬂ’c. If
such an arrangement could not be established, Jénas conciuded, Bokfi-
titgdfa Menningarsj6ds og Pjébvinafélagsins would.h'ave to address in
some other way the urgent need for inexpensive edmox?s pf the family
sagas (J6nas Jonsson 1941a). Apparently, some negotiations between
Fornritafélagid and Menningarsj6dur did take place (Alpingi 1942, B:87),
but at the time when the debate on the state edition of Njdls saga ?Jegan
in 1943, these had resulted merely in the Menningarsjéur decision to
begin publication of saga editions in full conformity with the interests of
Fornritafélagid (Alpingi 1943-1946, D:196).

In the meantime, however, Ragnar J6nsson’s announcement of
Laxness’s forthcoming edition of Laxdela saga had upset J6nas
Jénsson’s plan. In a long article appearing in Tfminn in October 1941,
Jénas condemned the proposed publication enterprise of the ‘Commun-
ists’:

There is no doubt that if the Icelandic Communists get the opportuni-
ty to publish the old literature, they will attempt to offem_i gener.al
taste and national sensibility in whichever way they believe vu;lll
produce the best result on every occasion. (J6nas Jénsson 1941b)

Jonas emphasised that Fornritafélagid and the Alpingi (through Menn-
ingarsj68ur) were already employing qualified editors who_se task was to
increase the circulation of the sagas. ‘Communist’ intervention was, in his

8baj er enginn vafi 4, a8 ef kommdunistarnir islenzku f4 tatkifatri'til ad ge_fa
Gt fornritin, b4 munu peir freista ad misbj6da smekk manna og b_pébemlstllt
finningu 4 pann hétt, sem peir treysta sér til ab framkvaema med mestum drangri
4 hverjum tima.’



Icelandic at Menntaskéli Reykjavikur. This powerful group ensured that
the state edition of Njdls saga could not be accused, as Laxness’s editions
had been, of insufficient scholarly ‘authority’. On the other hand, we may
sense a continuing tendency to avoid responsibility for this controversial
publication: J6nas Jénsson apparently asked his fellow party-members to
ask the Alpingi to ask Bokaitgdfa Menningarsj6ds og Pjédvinafélagsins
to publish Njdls saga. The publishing-board had then asked a selected
group of scholars to prepare the edition and they, in turn, had asked
Magnis Finnbogason to become the editor.

" In the state edition, Njdls saga is neither presented nor rejected as a
reliable historical document, but jt complies perfectly with the require-
ments of those who wanted to read it as the history of a particular
district. In the middle of the introduction, a pull-out map of Rangérvalla-
sysla and its neighbouring district can be consulted, showing the
geographical location of major farms and other sites mentioned in the
saga (N.s. 1944, viii-ix). Interestingly, the position of Stérélfshvoll, the
farm of Helgi J6nasson, is also shown on the map, even though the farm
is quite irrelevant to the plot of the saga. Somewhat in keeping with the
sense of Njdls saga as a national possession, a fold-out map of Iceland
and a series of photographs from various saga-sites can also be found in
the volume, linking Iceland’s overall geography with the saga narrative.
Explanatory notes and an index confirm that the saga is indeed more than
a simple ‘fabrication’.

Our inquiry into the patronage of the 1944 edition of Njdls saga has
shown a discrepancy between the official ideology, suggested by
Vilhjdlmur b. Gislason’s introduction, and the complex motivations that
led to its eventual publication. In his introduction, Vilhjdlmur mentions
the lively interest exhibited by the author of Njdls saga in law and legal
procedures (N.s. 1944, vii). He is careful not to exhibit any such interest
himself. His voice is impersonal and detached, almost as if seeking to
conceal those political and personal controversies which had led to the
Alpingi playing the improbable role of saga patron.
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