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Abstract

This thesis is concerned with how a set of different texts, all titled with various English or
Icelandic versions of Egils saga, exists, can be interrelated, and may be read.

The first level of interpretation, before reading of the text even begins to occur, is a
response to the book as a physical object whose ordering encourages and excludes certain
interpretations. The first two chapters analyze the six English translations of Egils saga: W.C. Green
(1893), E.R. Eddison (1930), Gwyn Jones (1960), Christine Fell and John Lucas (1975), Hermann
Palsson and Paul Edwards (1976), Bernard Scudder (1997): together with the Icelandic editions used
as their source texts, in terms of paratext, as developed by Gérard Genette.

The third chapter consists of translation analyses. These use some of the methods of
traditional translation criticism, together with more liberal methods of analysis associated with
“Translation Studies’, as established by Susan Bassnett, among others. I conclude that the reader of
translations who intends to move between ‘target language’ (language of translation) and “source
language’ (language for translation), or who is in the process of getting the freedom to make
transitions between these languages, is a special case, and that there is a literature which exists for
them. By this | mean that, while it can be liberating to read literary translations as works ‘in their own
right’, there are areas in some literary translations where it is best, or possible, to manipulate several
languages and culture levels. There are also literary translations where the play between source
language and target language, texts and paratexts, is necessary to their existence. Although I retain the
‘source’ and ‘target’ terminology of Translation Studies, [ begin the chapter by questioning the
direction of the vector: “target’ texts are in some senses the ‘source’ texts for the ‘source’ texts
subsequently encountered by readers between languages.

The final chapter studies processes of transformation in Egils saga, following the Islenzk
fornrit text. It shows how the saga itself is concerned with the meaning and powers of language and
processes of transmission: it translates itself, not in a modern self-reflexive sense, but with its own,
historically particular aesthetic.
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ABBREVIATIONS
ANF Arkiv for Nordisk Filologi
CS According to context, refers to The Complete Sagas of Icelanders or
Bernard Scudder’s 1997 translation in vol. L.
FJ Refers to Finnur Jénsson’s 1924 edition in the discussion of Eddison’s
translation.

Refers to Finnur Jonsson’s 1886-1888 edition in the discussion of Green’s

translation.
iF islenzk fornrit series (Reykjavik).
is islendinga sogur (new series) (Reykjavik).
K Ketilsbok (AM 453, 4to): manuscript source for Egils saga.
M Modruvallabok (AM 132, fol.).
SBVS Saga-Book of the Viking Society.
SL Source Language (language from which to translate).
SS Scandinavian Studies.
ST Source Text (base text for a translation).
TL Target Language (language into which to translate).
TT Target Text, Translated Text (translation from a ST).

Names of characters in Egils saga

The six translations into English of Egils saga do not all use the same system for anglicizing Old
Icelandic names, nor do they always have a consistent policy.

Throughout the thesis, I refer to characters in Egils saga in three ways. (i) The anglicized name as it
appears in a particular translation is used when that translation, or the character as interpreted in that
translation, is being discussed. (i1) The Icelandic name as it appears in the base text for a particular
translation is used when the relation of ST to TT is being discussed. (iii) For my own interpretations
of Egils saga, or when referrmg generally to “the’ character in its various gulses (English and
Icelandic). the name appears in Old Icelandic following Islenzk fornrit, as IF is the, or a, source text
for four of the six translations, and the text which I take for my own analyses.

This variable system is necessary because the characters are variously inflected by the different
translations; they are, and are not, essentially the “same’. It is also desirable, because such
relationships of difference and continuity are a main concern of this thesis, which looks at how SL
and TL versions of the “same’ text work on their own terms, and how theyv can be interrelated.

v



PARATEXT AND READING

Translation: Text and Book

To translate may be ‘to turn from one language into another’. There is another
meaning — translate, ‘remove from one place to another’. This second meaning is that
which will be primary in this chapter.'

As a text in translation, an Icelandic family saga is not completely discussed if
discussed in terms of pure text. This is because its existence as a text necessarily is
particularly ‘impure’. The majority of its readers (student or non-academic) may not know
the variety of editions and versions — source language (SL) or target-language (TL)
variants and versions. Knowledge of this variety would have allowed them to construct
something like an indeterminate, varyingly stable text as an imaginary standard for
knowledge and interpretation (reading), by means of a sort of comparative friction between
all actualizations that wears down the definitive (though never wears down the

authoritative) appearance of any one actualization. However, the Icelandic language is

' The Oxford Dictionary of English Erymology (1966).
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complex, and little taught in British universities. There is no rapid, competitive production
of translations.”

What the reader may have, then, with the saga-in-translation, is a book that is
virtually almost the book — or at least one which, through its presentation, may seem to
impose or offer itself as such. On the one hand, it is likeliest to be the sole translation read
or consulted by the ordinary reader or student. On the other, it enjoys the authority largely
by chance of availability, which may have little or no correlation with genuine authority.

The randomness of availability is not matched by an interchangeability between
various translations of the ‘same’ work. I do not refer only to the non-interchangeability of
various translations of the text, but also to the editorial shaping of that text, its layout, and
the information (verbal and non-verbal) which is inserted in or surrounds it.

Translators of family sagas, either because they are aware of this situation or
because of their personal interests, seldom produce very plain books. The text is
interpolated with headings, maps, charts; interrupted by notes; illustrated, introduced,
supplemented in all sorts of ways. The translator’s understanding — the translator’s
intention — manifest themselves around the text as well as in it, perhaps just as powerfully
when not by means of words. The reader’s knowledge and interpretation of what s/he will
remember as the saga-in-translation begin with the physical object, the book: an object that

continues to act upon the reading simultaneously with the reading once begun.

? Taking one generation as twenty-five years, more than one generation separates the first three translations
of Egils Saga from one another. The fourth and fifth appear as twins (or halves), while almost another
generation passes before the sixth.



[}

In this chapter, I shall try to suggest what kind of reading would be needed in
order to respect what has been put together as a volume. By ‘respect’, | mean take
seriously those aspects of the book — both within and outside the text proper — which, in
total, make an interpretation of the text continuous with the book. When I speak of a
reader, that will indicate neither an ‘average’, nor a ‘naive’ reader, but a conventional
figure that facilitates discussion of the total interpretation that is the book, and how its
various elements do (not) harmonize. I shall be looking at how the book offers/controls
associations and hence meaning, rather than at probable ways the book is used in reading,

too unpredictable to be useful for discussion.

Text and Paratext

One example, from the ordinary experience of reading, of the importance of the
book-as-object, is provided by the special consideration obtained for a section of text if it
is paragraphed as poetry, the margins of silence won for it by acknowledgement of the
physical space of the page. In this case, both literally and figuratively, the appearance of
the text in/and the book indicates the distance, concentration and complexity with which
the reader is to “hear’, and in what mode.

Such aspects of the saga-in-translation do a great deal of work. For convenience
when speaking of them I shall use the terms paratext and paratextual, drawing on the work

of Gérard Genette in Seuils.” However, the schematic analysis suggested by Genette’s

3 Genette 1987.



work is, to a greater extent than mine, documentary and diachronic. Genette himself
insisted that more closely focused studies — work by work, rather than generic — would be
needed before the power of any such analysis could be realized.

The next few paragraphs are not intended as a summary of the approach and
content of Seuils. They are a preamble to examining six sample copies of the six complete
published translations of Egils saga Skallagrimssonar into English’, explaining what
have understood, selected, and altered, as necessary for my purposes. An overview of the
use I intend to make of Genette’s work will be allowed to develop through the course of
the text, for two reasons. (i) The development of what I have taken from his theory is best
seen as it is discussed, and/or altered, in practice. To put his theory first, followed by
applications of it to the subject in hand, would gloss over the development of
understanding paratext in translations, and, in certain ways, be less easily remembered. (1i)
This working-out may better familiarize readers who are students of Icelandic literature or
translation theory with the ways of thinking that questions of paratext can evolve. Further,
1 do not claim to work on paratexts as such, but with them, when analysing what it means
to read texts that call themselves Egils saga or some English version of this title.

For similar reasons, analyses of the translations’ paratexts, in this chapter, will
not be set out in linear or chronological order. An exhaustive list of the paratextual
features of every translation (let alone every edition, far less every copy) would risk losing

illumination in detail. The translations will be considered equally in various combinations.

*W.C. Green (1893), E.R. Eddison (1930), Gwyn Jones (1960). Christine Fell with John Lucas (Everyman,
1975), Hermann Palsson and Paul Edwards (Penguin, 1976), Bernard Scudder (The Complete Sagus of
Icelanders. vol. 1, pp. 33-177, 1997).



Examples will be drawn from them in order to demonstrate the importance of reading with
and for the paratext, given the possible effects of what has been, and what can be, done.
Such demonstrations, if successful, and if more commonly done, could — even more than
theoretical recommendations for improved practice — make future texts in translation

better, more self-consciously, used as well as produced.

Text and paratext

The paratext is composed of peritext. whatever appears around or in the
interstices of a text, within the same volume(s); and epitext: all the information outside the
book. The epitext may be public or private, official, informal, unauthorized . . . There are
two reasons for examining both peritext and epitext. First, an element of paratext may be
brought to bear on the text, affecting its reception. Second, because there is no absolute
divide between the epitext and peritext, as an element of epitext may eventually find its
way into the peritext.” For example, an extract from a well-known review, or indeed from
an older document, may appear in the Introduction or on the back cover. There may be
paratextual accretions to the individual copy as well, such as personal dedications by the

. . 6
translator, or marginalia.

* Nor is there any final division between text and paratext: a text may be excerpted or wholly reproduced for
inclusion in the paratext of the same or another work. Eddison. for example, uses an epigraph in his
translation. Portions of their own translation are used by Palsson and Edwards in their Introduction to it.

® Just such paratextual accretion occurs in the copy of Green’s translation 1 worked with: a contemporar
review (The Athenceum, No. 3633, June 12, 1897) was folded within a flap pasted inside the back cover.



The elements of paratext may have an intermittent life, between editions or
copies and across time; they are functional, existing *a éclipses’.” Neither overpersonalized
as biographical criticism, nor excessively abstract — not idealizing the ‘text’, a reading of
reading which considers paratext must be imaginatively descriptive of what the process of
reading a book actually is like, rather than prescriptive of how the processing of its text
ought to be figured. It must work towards a phenomenology of reading.

So, typically, what matters when one comes to consider the destinateur and
destinataire of paratextual messages is, first of all, not who "really’ is responsible but who
appears to be so. Next, the fact that the message exists is sufficient for it to be registered
for discussion as if a reader had noticed it. There is no implication that any real reader
does or must notice every such message, merely that one reads differently if one does.® The
translator, like many (or most) authors, may have little or no power over the choice of
cover illustration, the number of blank pages, and other aspects of the book’s design. It
may be impossible to pinpoint the person or persons (perhaps not connected with the
publishing house) who, sometimes practically by chance, unofficially contribute to
decisions of this sort. Still, given the layout of names, either the translator or the series
generally has every appearance of responsibility for the book as a whole, and effectively

bears that responsibility for the reader.’

7 Genette 1987, pp. 11-12.

¥ Genette 1987, p. 13.

”1 am grateful to Mr. R.F.S. Hamer and Dr. Heather O’Donoghue. who separately drew my attention to this
point.



The Translator’s Peritext

Genette notes that the study of translations is an area merely touched on in
Seuils. The problem of the paratext of translations becomes clear from the way that his
categories need to be rearranged or further broken down when being applied to such texts.

Consider ‘le péritexte éditorial’, i.e. the publisher’s peritext. It immediately 1s
evident that much of the peritext in any translation of Egils saga has to be determined by
the translator(s) in conjunction with the publisher. There is nothing that can with any
certainty be adduced as authorial. Yet the model in Sewils generally is that of the text that
has an author who has at least some say in its publication. Moreover, the translator(s) stand
in a quasi-editorial as well as a quasi-authorial relation to the text in translation. The
translator has to negotiate with the publisher about much of what surrounds and
supplements the text, and possibly to some extent its layout (paragraphing; appearance of
verse in prose).

Modern material for the sort of epitext that could eventually be included in the
peritext as part of the volume is likely to be scant, specialized, lost in private
communication between scholars, more or less unfurnished by news media, when the
subject is so rare. Older material in the epitext surrounding Egils saga is more likely to be
processed as part of the editorial/creative translator’s messages, i.e. to influence or appear
in the peritext or the translated text, than to find itself reproduced independently within the

book.



However, the translator is seldom likely to have the relationship, agenda and
intellectual/emotional investment of an editor who has produced a working text from its
difficult, disparate parts. S/he is likelier to have a relationship to the TL text more like that
of an author, whether or not with a curatorial attitude to the source text (ST).'O S/he is the
one who appears to claim responsibility for a transposition of the ST and its
communication in the TL, i.e. the responsibility of interpreting the ST wholly, and making
it afresh.

Still, the appearance of this second, creative responsibility can be elided, as
when the translator chooses to write in the space of the peritext with the authority —
detachment — of a scholarly tone. This means there may be a kind of schizophrenia in the
presentation of the text, resulting in, for example, the anonymous-looking devising of
highly inventive chapter headings but also the cluttering of the page with footnotes — cf.
the Penguin translation.

One way that I have to work selectively from the analysis of paratext in Sewils in
order to apply it to the practice of translation from Icelandic family sagas is to
recommence with a different approach. Genette’s working model presupposes some sort of
literary text with an identifiable author-figure. He then works schematically inwards from
the outside of the paratext and of the material manifestation of the book, which is why he
begins with what he calls the publisher’s paratext. I would begin with that problematic

figure who is the translator, whose decisions inform the format of the book, who may be

'Y Cf. Brossard 1987, 1990.



haunted especially — not by the characters of the Saga Age or by the idea of the saga
writers, but by those involved in a closer (more modern) stage of mediation which is, from
one point of view, an initial stage for the translation: the producers (editors and publishers)
of the form(s) of the source text used as base.

I should cite here the notion of onymat — ‘onymity’.!" Genette’s neologism is
needed, because, as he observes, signing a work with one’s real name is as much a choice
as any other, and cannot be regarded as insignificant."> Onymity sometimes is motivated by
a stronger or less neutral reason than, say the lack of desire to adopt a pseudonym. In the
case of translation, it is vital to observe where and how translators sign their names in the

book (an assertion of presence as well as a gesture of exit). Their double nature, as editor

and reworker, can merge, or be mutually revealing.

Translators and other authors

Both Christine Fell (1975) and Hermann Palsson with Paul Edwards (1976), like
Gwyn Jones before them (1960), use the islenzk fornrit (IF) edition of Egils saga as their
base text. Fell mentions this in her “Note on the Translation’, with thanks to those who do
editorial work, but also with thanks to “earlier translators in the field" and to her own
collaborators. Nearly a page ((xxvi)-(xxvii)) of acknowledgements concludes her ‘Note’.
This is very like an author’s “without whom it would not have been possible’: a clever,

graceful move. i1solating the author (translator) as the active centre of these connections.

"'y, Seuils, *Le nom d’auteur’.
'2 Genette 1987, p. 40.
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This creative isolation is highlighted as Fell signs off with name, date and place, her
public/personal existence finished yet asserted before the saga text which then, rather than
detaching itself, emerges as even more her work. Nor does she scruple, even in her thanks,
to remark ‘I share with other readers a debt to Professor Gwyn Jones who produced the
first readable English version of Egils saga in 1960’ (and who was the first to use the iF
edition as base text, though this is not mentioned here). Some of the earlier translators are.
if not dismissed from the field, at least consigned to a less visible corner. Still, in terms of
courtesy and concision this is an improvement on E.R. Eddison’s treatment of his sole

forerunner, W.C. Green. Thus Eddison, in his Preface (1930):

Egils Saga has not hitherto been available to English readers. A previous
attempt to translate it was made, some thirty-five years ago, by the Rev.
W.C. Green. It is to be feared that the translator little understood the
qualities of his original or the difficulties of his task. His version (now out
of print) in its flaccid paraphrasing, its lack of all sense of style, its latinized
constructions, and (a comparatively venial offence) its foolish and
unavowed expurgations, conveys no single note or touch of the masterpiece
with which he was dealing.

(Eddison, p. (xiii))

Metaphors for a poor performer, or a performative introduction to 7id". The newest
translation, however, the Complete Sagas of Icelanders, in the confidence of its five
volumes and mustering of experts, has no space for these anxieties, apart from a vague
charge that some previous translations were made “inaccessible’ by “archaism’.

In the Everyman translation, John Lucas, Fell’s co-translator. who steps out of

his rdle as academic to feature as poet and co-translator, has, in his dealings with the verse

"* Defamation, often ritualized, and often taking the form of an allegation of unmanliness or homosexuality .
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in Egils saga, another set of ghosts than those from academe. In ‘The Translation of Egil’s
Poems’ (pp. (xxix) — (xxxi)), he cites W.H. Auden, but not overtly for Auden’s interest in
things Icelandic, far less for Auden’s rdle — too eerily mapping on to his, perhaps — as the
poet in the translation team which worked on the Poetic Edda."* Instead, Auden apparently
is summoned up to grant his benison in disguise. He is cited as the commentator on Robert
Bridges’s Homeric translations in hexameters, in order that Alexander Pope’s non-
‘eccentric’ Homer be approved. Common sense blithely defeats forced formal virtuosity;
the naturalness of SL and TL are both preserved.

This is, in the first paragraph. an overload of alien poets, if that is all they are
there to do. I suggest that they have two other functions.

First, there are particular associations that may be evoked by naming these poets.
These associations may be symptomatic of the undercurrents in Lucas’s work as poet-
translator here, though not a measure of either. Robert Bridges, although cited for his own
achievement and endeavours, also is famous for his role in Gerald Manley Hopkins’s life
and work. One possible meaning of “Hopkins’ here is as a symbol for all those who deal in
an English consciously made difficult by both a twisting and fusion of it with other
languages (Anglo-Saxon, Welsh, Greek . . .) and in accordance with a restricted, since
personal and non-traditional, way of producing it in literary forms. It is this uniqueness:

non-traditionality combined with a sort of traditionalism'’: which makes *Hopkins’

14 Auden, Salus and Taylor 1969.

' Cf. Stephen G. Nichols’s definition (after Brian Stock), in The New Medievalism, p. 11: ‘Modernity
enters the scene as the last stage of the traditionalistic process, when the gap between the traditional and the
traditionalistic becomes too great. Traditional activity continues past practices as unselfconscious habitual
activity. It is practical, as opposed to the theoretical orientation of traditionalistic initiative that “‘predicates
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comparable, at a deep level of Lucas’s rhetoric, to an idiosyncratic translator (thus also
suppressing the consideration that idiosyncrasy in translation may be less personal taste
than political choice)'® rather than comparable to the producers of the even more
complicated skaldic verse that Lucas chooses to render into acceptable English. Auden
himself has a third meaning here, apart from his presence as literary critic who speaks with
the authority of a literary creator, and his reputation as Icelandophile/translator. ‘Auden’ is
the voice whose modernity succeeds that of modernist raids on strange languages and
productions of high art: a voice that can revert to the demotic.

As summaries, these would be crude sentences. They are not intended as
summaries. They sketch the way that invoked names can evoke clusters of associations —
associations most effective when highly coloured beneath the obscurity in which they are
brought forth.

The second additional function achieved by allowing space in the first paragraph
to this crowd of poets is triple. Most obviously, it situates both Lucas and Egill in — not so
much a line, as a brotherhood; by extension co-opting Egill for English literature. This
prepares the way for Lucas’s treatment of the figure of Egill Skallagrimsson. Though
Lucas takes care to use such phrases as ‘three long poems attributed to Egil’ (p. (xxx)), far
stronger and more frequent are his references to Egill as if he were a real, reachable

author, none of whose work could be falsified or misattributed: ‘[...] Egil’s speaking of

scelf-conscious innovation based on the recovery of an allegedly authentic tradition” (39). “Ratiocination
applied to tradition,” characterizes traditionalistic initiative.” Brownlee, Brownlee, and Nichols, 1991.
IFor the politics of idiosyncratic translation, see, among others, Lawrence Venuti, who discovers
narcissism and domestication, an elision of the “other’, in the practice of fluent translation. He advocates
‘resistant translation’
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verse','” ‘Egill’s shaping powers’. *[...] the language of an Egil poem’. ‘He means exactly
what he says.” (pp. (xxx) — (xxxi)). His concluding paragraph confers on Egill a

canonicized actuality:

I am well aware of how far short I have fallen from my original
aim in undertaking these translations, which was to give a palpable sense to
modern readers of Egil’s many-sided genius. But [ hope at least that my
versions of his poems will make readers impatient to read Egil for
themselves.

(Everyman, p. (xxxi))

This presentation of Egill alters much about both the book and the text. The saga begins to
appear as a fictionalized? biographical? anyhow, artful work about a real poet whose real,
autobiographical poems are embedded in it. Leaving aside the questions of authenticity of
verses and their attribution, how they have been placed in the prose text, and which (in
certain cases) — verse or some form of prose text — came first: i.e. leaving aside questions
of origins and genesis, so crucial for the ST, what the TT now presents itself as is a work
that has another competing authority within it. A moment’s reflection is enough to topple
the reader into the abyssal problem of how to be suspicious and how to trust when giving
one” mind over to a work that purports to be about a character who unverifiably steps forth

as part-author.

17 E2gill’s verse as a spoken thing appears within quotation marks in Jones and Green: an editorial marker
both immediate and unavoidable. unlike Lucas’s comments in the always optional peritext.
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There are two main aspects to the effect that Lucas’s ‘Egil’ has on the text in the
book. The first aspect is that the margins of silence that the white space confers upon
poetry cease to be such. The white space, if it really does surround an ‘Egil poem’, is no
margin but an unquiet blank, a depth of blankness, astir with suppressed voices: not
silence, but history. The verse, however powerfully translated, will have another verse,
another voice, moving somewhere beneath it, because Lucas’s treatment of ‘Egil” reinvests
the verse with the power of another author. In this case, the verse translation is without the
possibility of failure, because it is to be experienced as double, unlike. for example, the
dialogue in the saga, for which no such claims of preservation and reproduction can be
made, and which cannot produce from its appearance alone any such interruption and
resetting of the voice(s) mentally registered by the reader, but must depend on the
unbroken readability of the narrative translated as a whole from another narrative. The
second aspect which Lucas’s changing the reader’s idea of the status of ‘Egil’ as speaker
within the text may have is to add a dimension to the seventeenth-century artist’s
impression of Egill Skallagrimsson which appears on the dust jacket.'® It is, and is not,
illustrative of a character subordinate to the prose text and its shaper(s). It is, and is not,
demonstrative of the subject of a quasi-biographical work. It now stands in for the portrait
of an author, whose verses detach themselves as fragments of autobiography.
Compounded, these two elements of paratext — Lucas’s verbal, the manuscript’s visual —

problematize genre.

'* It appears on the front cover of the Everyman paperback.
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Palsson and Edwards, in their much shorter ‘Note on the Translation’ (p. 18). say
that they have used the iF edition, but also say which manuscript that was based on, and
mention the existence of others. To mention these manuscripts without saying whether use
was made of them in preparing the translation is to destabilize any anachronistic
confidence (suspension of disbelief) that a reader of the translation may have in its text as
singular. Both the Everyman and the Penguin translators acknowledge Sigurdur Nordal as
editor of the Icelandic text: another figure in what is both unfathomable recess and
simultaneous existence of author-like (authoritative, interpretative, unreachable) workers
made collaborators by time. The second paragraph of the Note contains a neutral list of
other translations into English. Whereas Fell stressed the comparative modernity of her
type of (prose) translation given most of what had gone before. Palsson and Edwards are
Lucas-like in recounting a line of names of people engaged on what then begins to appear

as a common (not a repeatable) enterprise. The third and final paragraph is also minimal:

As in previous sagas translated for Penguin Classics, the spelling
of proper names has been anglicized, The chapter divisions are original, but
we have added our own chapter headings. Our thanks must go to Mrs Betty
Radice and to Mr C. Chippindale for their careful and helpful reading of the
typescript, and to Mrs Sheila Coppock for reading the proofs.

(Penguin, p. 18)

They then sign off with names and place (Edinburgh), though not date. Roughly one-
seventh the length of Fell's acknowledgements, this paragraph is short but full of
information. A snapshot of the translators at work (they thank series editor as well as

proofreader), it makes implicit claims for their combination of integrity and invention.
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with that second sentence about chapter headings and divisions. The opening phrase — *As
in previous sagas translated for Penguin Classics’ — shows their translation to be part of a
mainstream and ongoing enterprise. This almost overly simple note of thanks also stands
practically as earnest of the translators’ craftsmanship. Authority is in it.

The question of Egill’s status as author and as historical figure, for the Palsson
and Edwards translation, will be discussed at greater length in the following chapter,
where the verbal and non-verbal information supplied by the various translators is dealt
with as far as possible in chronological order by translation. It can be said here that the
Penguin front cover reproduces the same artist’s impression as the Everyman dust jacket.
All mention of Egill in Palsson and Edwards’s Introduction, however, is framed by their
strong reassertions of the fictionalization involved in saga writing. Therefore, the effect of
the picture is less destabilizing than in the Fell and Lucas translation, remaining primarily
illustrative of Egill the “hero’ of ‘the Saga’ (to use Palsson and Edwards’s terms), not a
standard image of the originary poet.

The (very different) agendas of E.R. Eddison and the producers of the Complete
Sagas are strong enough to suppress traces of anxiety in the translator/reworker. The
translators of the Complete Sagas seem to have been fairly free to select or edit their base
texts, and to mention this as they wished in the very brief preamble to each translation.
Bernard Scudder begins with the information that ‘Egil’s Saga, translated here from
islendinga sGgur, is preserved in a number of vellum manuscripts and fragments, of which

Mooruvallabok is the most important.” He speaks of the saga’s attribution to Snorri, and of
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Egill as a character in action. The necessary brevity of his preamble produces a casual yet
lapidary style. suggestive of complete control. ‘The portrait of Egil Skallagrimsson is
among the most vivid and memorable in the entire saga literature.” Eddison needs much
more space, and will be discussed in the close paratextual readings that comprise the next
chapter.

Reverend W.C. Green (1893), in his ‘Introduction’, says:

Of the Egilssaga there are several editions. For this translation the
following have been used: The large edition, with a Latin translation
(Havniz, MDCCCIX); Einar Thordarson’s (Reykjavik, 1856); Finnur
Jonsson’s (Copenhagen, 1888). Also Petersen’s Swedish translation (1862).
The text of Thordarson’s little book has been followed in the main;
Jonsson’s differs from it in many places, being generally shorter. Into the
critical merits of these texts | am not competent to enter; the variations are
of no importance to the story or to an English reader.

The prose of the Saga presents few difficulties to the translator.

(Green, pp. (viii)-(ix))

This is readable as a statement of academic fact. Something more than that is conveyed by
the reading of it. There is an implicit claim for the fairness of Green’s proceedings in that
he has made careful comparison between so many versions. The other side to this, of
course, is that he has translated something for which no ST exists, i.e. a composite,
personal text that (without more annotation) is finally uncheckable.

The sequence of Green's list, from the ‘large edition, with a Latin translation’ to
the then relatively modern *Swedish translation’, situates the saga between the gravity of
the dead language of high learning and the contemporaneity of a modern Scandinavian

language that at Green’s time of writing would have been presumed somehow to hark back
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to the saga. likewise exerting the gravity of Nordic heritage. There is another sequence to
the list: from the *large edition’ to the ‘Thordarson’s little book’. The “little book’ is a sly
phrase, half Chaucer and half Dickens in the good-humoured mastery it allows to its user.
It also does double work: the so-called ‘little book™ (not, in fact, especially small in size) is
the most relied upon — and Green’s own translation is by no means a large production.

Both sequences suggest the compendiousness of the enterprise. from which
Green acquires massive authority. The informality of the list ("Also’ sentence-initial in line
3), like the courteous, conventional self-depreciation of the penultimate sentence cited,
reinforces this impression of authority. *Green” is someone who can afford to be casual in
tone because he deploys so much knowledge:; who dispatches formalities quickly, because
he is at ease with the conventions of his métier. The effect, finally, of Green’s paragraph —
at first sight so much more humanly expansive than the modern translators’ statements — is
to absorb all authority into his. We are to be Ais readers.

Gwyn Jones’s 1960 translation establishes authority by persuading the reader of
a certain authenticity, evading the nervousness of authorship and the translator’s relation to
his working condition. This authenticity is scholarly and geographical. It goes back to
source. In the Acknowledgements, Jones declares that most of his work on the saga was
done in Iceland. Furthermore, he was there in the capacity of lecturer, not on a personal
quest into the North.

The friends to whom he is most indebted are two very influential scholars and

editors, Sigurdur Nordal and E.O. Sveinsson. His simple expressions of friendship and
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gratitude inevitably present the modern translator both as the equal and the contemporary
of those who prepare the medieval base text for his reading and rendering, and as someone
whose connection with these people and their work is reciprocal, less publicly accountable
and deeper than the reader would otherwise imagine to be the case.

The stuff of the saga which most commonly bears the inscription of legends of
settlement becomes reanimated as the stuff of the translator’s creative excursion: "Indeed,
there is hardly an Icelandic placename in Egil’s Saga which does not carry for me the
memory of an Icelandic kindness.” (p. (viii)).

Jones’s authority is stylish in its ease and good humour; he claims to work —
however imperfectly — by the same gods as the old Icelanders, lightly underscoring his
participation in the continuity of the saga’s tradition in a way that suppresses any notion of

the translation as secondary or parasitic:

The translation of poetry, like poetry itself, lies in Odinn’s gift, and
for the verses of Egil’s Saga I have deliberately sought no other help. Their
faults are therefore all mine. So too are such errors of sense or style as may
be found in the prose.

(Jones, p. (vii1))

What Fell deems the first readable translation is also the first to use paratextual space not
as if embattled or enchanted but in order to balance its production rhetorically, between the

independent and the collaborative.

Innovative Paratext?
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Returning to our model for paratextual analysis, Genette’s Sewils. there is
another small point of interest for future translators: the possibility of using different
colours of ink. Perhaps this may call to mind a ‘beautiful’ edition, i.e. a production for
collectors or cranks. Coloured ink, however, is common enough. As Genette notes, it is
expensive to use it lavishly in a book, but so effective that it is surprising to find it so
rarely used other than for textbooks."

Coloured ink could be used to highlight initial capitals at the start of chapters,
where chapters are printed so that they run on with no separation but the numeral, i.e.
without allowing a new chapter a new page. Run-on chapters may pace the reading more
tightly — closer to the experience of a modern reader with a manuscript and further from
the narrative expectations of a modern reader with a novel that observes, or can afford, the
conventional printless blanks that break the narrative into assimilable, deliberate sections.
However, the visually relentless compression of run-on printing makes the text harder to
assimilate and remember.?’ Using coloured ink to demarcate sections of otherwise dense
print may remove the supposed need for the often tendentious. inevitably reductive chapter
headings which translators tend to impose (whether as a running title or intertitle with the
numeral in the interstices of the saga, or near the front of the book), as it will be easier for
the reader to keep a grip on theperhaps unfamiliar narrative form. What is the use of
invented saga chapter headings, beyond the mnemonic or as an index to the translator’s

agenda?

' Genette 1987, note 1, p. 23.
* Genette (Scuils, p. 30) remarks that excess is a sign of prestige. Excess need not imply waste; minimal
resources may not increase efficiency.
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The appearance of coloured initial capitals may also help to foreignize, indeed
‘medievalize’ the reading experience. To some extent, this could free the translator from
excessive preoccupation with achieving a balance of accessibility and otherness by
language alone. By analogy with the use of coloured ink for rubrics, or the use of italics,
asterisks, etc. to indicate a shift of mode, special typefaces or differently coloured ink
could highlight shifts in mode which present translation difficulties, such as proverbs,
rhythmic alliterative prose, legal formula, or poems translated into prose. This, however,
risks being distractingly interpretative — more like the ‘beautiful” edition — rather than
helpful.

The Preface in the first volume of the Complete Sagas (CS) observes that:

The saga corpus contains a number of basic concepts which are not
immediately clear to the modern reader. Terms and notions which were
central to the sagas as a genre need to be translated consistently. To
minimise the textual apparatus and maintain the flow of the story, it was
decided to italicise certain recurrent key terms and concepts instead of
repeating footnotes. Detailed explanations of italicised words, along with
illustrations, can be found in the Glossary towards the end of Volume V.
(CS, p. (xviii))

In practice this has not quite worked, for a number of reasons, of which I shall sketch a
few. The italicization does not apply to every occurrence of a word, but can be restricted to
the first appearance. For example, *Kveldulf gave him a longship’ (Volume 1. Egil s Saga.
p. 34). followed by *longship’ (pp. 34, 36, ff.). Reading has to be linear, sharp and
conscientious if the reader is to pick up on the fact that the apparently normal words are

glossed and italicized elsewhere. A preliminary stage of conscientiousness is required of
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the reader. The italics will only make sense to a reader who consults the Preface, but it
cannot be taken for granted that every paratextual element will be read. The non-recurrent
use of italics in the five-volume Complete Sagas risks having the italicized words appear
like ordinary, if eccentric, italicizations for emphasis, or being heard in the inner ear as
also that — intensification of the narrative voice. even if the reader has done his or her duty
by the paratext: ‘Kari was a berserk.” (Egil’s Saga, Chapter 1. Vol. I, p. 33); "It is said that
Gunnhild had a magic rite performed to curse Egill Skallagrimsson from ever finding
peace in Iceland until she had seen him.” (ibid., Chapter 60, p. 116).

Peritext has to be created and considered as something which may or may not be
read, no matter how it presents itself for reading or what its sense of its own
indispensability. Many readers, after all, will have taken up the sagas in translation with
one or both purposes — put crudely — of reading for the story, or reading for a crib.

Yet more conscientious effort is required of the reader: to turn to the Glossary in
Volume V and interrupt the story. This brings up the question of practical availability.
Forty sagas and forty-nine tales are shared between only five volumes. The information
which has been presented as essential for the recommended interpretation of the
translations and use of the volumes is divided between volumes I and V. Therefore, only
one reader at any time can make effective use of the entire set. Individuals are forced to
make an improbable financial outlay. Libraries (themselves not with unlimited finances,
especially for Norse literature in translation) have the inconvenience of purchasing

multiple copies, which even so may not be enough.



It is true that the translations coordinated for the Complete Sagas have started
appearing individually. This in itself undoes their project, both practically and in terms of
effect alone. The Complete Sagas hopes to supersede all extant translations. However,
once the very monumentality of the unwieldy five-volume format has been shattered, the
slim individual translations have no hope of appearing definitive. In bookshops, they
compete with translations produced for series such as Penguin and Everyman, which are
attractively recognizable brand-name productions in the eyes of the same general or
popular readership which the Complete Sagas wants as its own. Even if the selection from
the Complete Sagas which now appears as a Penguin paperback is meant to replace the old
series, there will still be second-hand bookshops, or sections in new bookshops, where the
old series is obtainable. A different level of commitment is required from the student,
perhaps even more from the casual reader, to purchase a compendious single volume, let
alone use it on its own terms. In libraries which already have some of the older paperback
translations (three out of five done by well-reputed scholars). and which may have invested
in the five volumes already, the individual translations may simply stand no chance of
appearing, and the compendium would also be usable only by one reader at once.

Practical difficulties notwithstanding, when the five volumes are together. or
even if the reader is handling one. multi-saga volume, it is possible to get a stronger sense
of the coordination of the enterprise. Italics and the need to use the glossary set many
voices humming from text to text. The words emphasized in one saga overlap with those of

others, the texts™ appeals to the glossary are known to be happening again and again.



simply waiting for their realization in each instance as the engaged reader presumably
moves on from saga to saga. This sense of coordination of translation policy and of the
substantiality of the saga genre is lost with the publication of the thinner, individual
volumes. Details devised for the sake of the whole become little more than quirks when the
parts separate off.

Until so much money and interest are available to Norse literature in English
(preferably with the concomitant development of language programs which recover
editions of the ST for some readers of translations) that there is no need for a would-be
definitive set of translations, because, as with classical translations, the sagas can find their
complexity realized in as many retranslations as possible, each as experimental or as
traditional as the talents of writer after writer and the resources of publication permit,
innovative paratext should proceed with caution. The contractuality of the translator/reader
relationship, with paratext part of the promise, is discussed in Chapter IlI, *Translation and

Translation Analyses’.

The Writer’s Name

One of the two points which I select from the third section of Seuils (Le nom
d’auteur’), i.e. onymat, ‘onymity’. is dealt with above. The second point needs longer
treatment. 1t is to do with the placing of the author’s name in the peritext (within the book)
and epitext. The former is, as Genette notes, conventionally confined to a few places such

as the title page and cover. The latter is more “erratic’. taking any form from catalogue
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entries to gossip. Some of the occurrences of the translator’s name in the peritext (its
creative/scholarly/editorial appearances and effective claims) were discussed as a function
of onymity. Author figures mentioned in the peritext, for example Egill Skallagrimsson for
the verses in Egils saga or Snorri Sturluson for the saga as a whole, are generally credited
with their work only in the words of the translator. The translators of Egils saga, never
mind how self-depreciating, always are second author in terms of time and first author in
terms of reader experience. However, in the epitext, the translator’s authority can be
shared, if not displaced, as when Snorri Sturluson is identified in catalogues or other
epitextual material as the author of the saga.”’

The saga translator’s name, in the case of Egils saga up to now at least, is not so
likely to be known to the average (student or non-student) reader as must be the case
where, say, William Morris — or, for quite different reasons — Magnus Magnusson, is the
translator. It is less obviously embedded in complex epitext. It would be tedious to survey
every instance where it has been used. It is, however, worth considering what else these
translators (may be known to) have worked on or written: where else, in what sort of
enterprise, their names are authorial or quasi-authorial. This will be discussed in the close
readings of paratext which form Chapter II. It suffices to say here that their other writings

range from erudite articles in scholarly journals, through to works of fantasy with such

2! Ambiguity of authorship, uncertain ascription of responsibility, can be written across an index. In the
version of OLIS, the Bodleian Library’s online catalogue, in use in 1999/2000, an ‘Author’ search under
"Snorri Sturluson’ does not list £gils Saga as one of his works. A ‘Title’ search for Egils Sagu or Egil’s
Suga variously gives no name or the editor’s or translator’s, at the second level of search detail. At the third
level of search detail. Snorri appears as author, as one among ‘added names’, or not at all. inconsistently
cven between different printings of the same edition or translation. '
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titles as The Worm of Ouroboros. The latter sort of work sets up a fascinating contrast
between the translator’s sincere persona in the peritext of the saga and his or her
individualism in other works. Still, these other works are part of the saga’s epitext.

Sometimes they are more overtly, or more generally, part of the reception of “‘the Norse’ in

English.

Titles

Genette distinguishes between ‘thematic’ and ‘rhematic’ titles. Theme is defined
most concisely as what is spoken about: rheme. what is said about it.>* This distinction
fails easily with a title like "Egil’s Saga’, which simultaneously denotes the saga about
Egill — to use his name is to focus the content and suggest the genre of biography — and the
saga in some way governed by Egill, whose verses form part of the narrative text which
may have formed around them. None of the five later translations chooses to avoid this
compelling difficulty.

W.C. Green’s 1893 translation is very specifically titled. The cover offers the
reader ‘The Story of Egil Skallagrimsson: An Icelandic Family History of the Ninth and
Tenth Centuries’. The title page reads, *The Story of Egil Skallagrimsson: Being An
Icelandic Family history of the Ninth and Tenth Centuries, Translated from the Icelandic.
by Rev. W.C. Green. late Fellow of King’s College, Cambridge; editor of - Aristophanes;

author of “Homeric Similes’, etc.’

** Genette 1987, p. 75.



Volume I of the Complete Sagas mentions "Egil's Saga’ in several places. First,
in the table of contents (p. (v)) it appears under the thematic rubric *Warriors and Poets’.
This placement is also meant to refer to the saga’s chronological position according to the
system expounded subsequently in the introductory materials, where these sagas are the
second earliest composed, after the *Vinland and Greenland’ sagas. At the end of the
introductory materials (p. (lvi)), facing the first page of ‘Eirik the Red’s Saga’, is the
chronological chart. This consists of a pale grey rectangle, the perimeter a black line, inset
in an unequal border of plain paper. At top and bottom the black line is interrupted by
overspill of the design within the rectangle: a narrow antique-map-style scroll at the top,
headed ‘VINLAND AND GREENLAND?’, then listing *Eirik the Red’s Saga’ and ‘The
Saga of the Greenlanders’. This shows primacy in terms of age. It also shows a literal pride
of place and scope of achievement, in two senses. These are the sagas which testify that
Icelanders may have been the first to cross to the "New World". This top scroll is overlaid
on another larger scroll which is divided into “INDIVIDUALS" and *SOCIETY’. Under
the latter are three soft-edged oblongs in different shades of grey, ‘REGIONAL FEUDS’,
‘WEALTH AND POWER’, ‘EPICS’, each with its list of sagas; under the former,
‘WARRIORS AND POETS’, ‘A LOVE STORY”’, "OUTLAWS’, ‘NATURE SPIRITS’
and "CHAMPIONS", with their lists.

Sailing near the middle of the main, pale grey rectangle is a stylized black-and-
grey manned ship, overlapping the top scroll with its square, lozenge-patterned sail and

overlapping a similar scroll CTALES ABROAD'. ‘TALES IN ICELAND AND



GREENLAND’) with its keel and oar(s). ‘Egil’s saga’ is the first under "WARRIORS
AND POETS’, so, near the top left of the top scroll. The greys, cream, and black. like the
bluntness of the images, suggests the past: fading and night: as well as modernity:
minimalism and computer chic. The lack of colour is also appropriate to a notion of
translation as shadowing an original. The ship is sailing towards the left of the page, 1.¢.
westwards.

This is in keeping with the rhetoric of the stated intention of the producers of the
Complete Sagas to make ‘the world of the sagas” a ‘rewarding and enriching experience
for readers the world over’ (p. (viii)). The source literature allows its own translation in
order to effect a literary colonization. The CS rhetoric is taken from the two journeys west
in the myth of Icelandic uniqueness: the strongminded exodus from a Norway oppressed
by King Haraldr harfagri; and the discovery of Vinland. Hence the President of Iceland’s
foreword, of which I shall quote the first paragraph and the opening sentences of
paragraphs three and four, as well as the third-to-last (sixth) paragraph in entirety; to

demonstrate the array of culturally aggressive rhetoric:

The Sagas of Icelanders describe the events surrounding the
discovery and settlement of Iceland more than eleven hundred years ago. In
them we read about the establishment of the parliament at Thingvellir and
the Icelandic commonwealth, the way chieftains mustered support and
struggled to win power and renown. [...] The sagas are a unique literary
phenomenon and invite comparison with the masterpieces of classical
Greece and Rome. [...] While the rest of Europe was under the sway of the
Church and the Latin language during the Middle Ages, Icelanders were
sitting in their turf farmhouses, writing down immortal works of literature in
their native tongue. [...] The publishers of the Complete Sagas of Icelanders
have very aptly chosen to name their venture after Leifur Eiriksson, the
Icelander who set off in the year 1000 to become the first European to set
foot in the continent which he named Vinland, but would later he knovwn as
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America. [My italics] Accounts of this magnificent voyage of discovery are
found in the opening sagas in this series.

(CS, pp. (vi)-(vii))

The thrust of this venture, as well as the presence of the ship and the map-style
scrolls, reconfigures the titles of sagas on the scrolls into rollcalls of literary destinations,
each of which has been visited by the same Northern vessel. These landscapes are to be
carved out again in permanency in every reader’s marvelling, vanquished mind. This
reconfiguration, this rhetoric, are unnecessary. Indeed, they suggest insecurity. the fear of
smallness. They do little to interest (far less convince) a new reader who in any case is
unlikely to pick up The Complete Sagas of Icelanders entirely at random in a shop, or even
library, without a prior interest in the subject.

Where Egil’s Saga itself appears in the volume. there are layers of titles before
its beginning. The approximate timespan of its events, 850 to 1000, appears in ornamental
numerals at left and right at the head of the page, joined by strips of a pattern of Viking
beasts with a central decorative ship enclosed in a circle. In large bold capitals some way
beneath is the main title, ‘EGIL’S SAGA’. After a smaller interval, in small capitals on the
left is the date of composition, "TEARLY THIRTEENTH CENTURY": on the right, the title
in Icelandic, "EGILS SAGA SKALLAGRIMSSONAR’. The translator’s preface follows
in italics, but begins with ‘Egil’s Saga’, in normal type. This layering of titles may be
meant to suggest the complexity advisable in any attempt to understand the type of
narrative to be read. It may be meant to usher in the saga with due ceremony. Whatever the

intention, the execution does not live up to the potentially innovative technique. The



prettiness of the dates and pattern are too reminiscent of collections of folktales and
serious fairy tales for semi-adult semi-child audiences, such as the 1968 Dover edition of
Joseph Jacobs’s More Celtic Fairy Tales (1894).2 (In fact, the accusation or hint that such
and such a saga translation resembles children’s literature is recurrent in reviews).
Complexity appears like extravagance.

Over time. and with the exception of the most recent project, the translations of
Egils saga have moved from matching elaborate titles with more-than-Victorian archaizing
styles of translation to matching minimal titles with modern, ‘transparent’ styles. Elaborate
translation styles — Green’s, Eddison’s. even Jones’s — can inhibit the reader’s freedom to
invent an imagined original. The reader, like a late entrant to a well-established fantasy
role-playing game, is too busy initiating himself or herself into the high artifice of the
translator’s point-by-point faithfulness to, or lush reworking of. the source language and
recreated saga world. "Accessible’ styles and unfussy titles leave as it were more space
between the lines, at risk of this not being imaginatively used by a reader who may have
the illusion of being at home in the translated medieval work.

Genette's assertion that the time of the title’s appearance is comparatively
unproblematic derives from his author-text model. His concern is with revisions made by
the author, and adaptations made by others. Interpreting the paratext of a translation, I
would shift the emphasis from the real time of appearance of the title(s) in publication to

the reconstruction of the moment (pre-publication) when the translator decides on the

23 Jacobs 1968.



target-language (TL) interpretation appropriate to the source-language (SL) title, if any. of
the work.

Temptation and connotation, identified by Genette as two other aspects of the
title, seem to be divided between the earlier and later translations (up to 1976) of Egils
saga Skallagrimssonar. Earlier translations try to excite antiquarian or other interest. Later
translations allow the modern connotations of ‘saga’ to blend into another Genettian title-
aspect, generic indication.

The title of a saga translation, even if it is as plain or exact as possible — Egil’s
saga — is always later than its text, in the important sense that the words used in it have a
history beyond their academic associations with Norse and Icelandic translation. Even if
that is where certain words may be thought to have a type of beginning, their life
immediately is doubled, able to run a parallel course. ‘Saga’, for example, may be defined
as "a long story of heroic achievement, especially a medieval prose narrative in Old Norse
or Old Icelandic: a figure straight out of a Viking saga” or as "a long, involved story,
account, or series of incidents: launching into the saga of her engagement.’** It already has

a number of general, not always prestigious uses.

Dedications and epigraphs

Genette devotes some time to "Les dédicaces’. For the translator(s) to make a

personal dedication public in the work is to make an important creative claim for the

* The New Oxford Dictionary of English, 1998.
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translator as reworker as well as the translator as scholar. Significantly, among the
translations of Egils saga, four out of six have dedications (as distinct from
Acknowledgements) but only two are private as well as personal: Gwyn Jones, ‘To My
Wife’, and Christine Fell, *“To my mother and the memory of my father’. There is no use of
dedicatory space to create a literary/scholarly genealogy for the Icelandic work in
translation or for the work of translating (Icelandic) into English by expressing gratitude to
another scholar or team, until the memorial dedication, in the Complete Sagas, under
‘Publisher’s Acknowledgements’. to the co-founder of the project, Sigurdur Vidar
Sigmundsson. This dedication is oddly framed, dwarfed by the heading under which it
comes, and faced on the next page by the logo of the sponsors, Icelandair. It is less a
personal/public memorial than part of a tally of those involved in the Complete Sagas
project. The omission of previous translators and scholars from dedicatory space
reinforces the implicit claim to singularity in the presentation of saga translations.
Genette’s concern with epigraphs is only negatively useful for looking at the
translations of Egils saga, where the absence of epigraphs in all but Eddison’s translation
corresponds to the limit of the creative role which the translators felt they exercised.
Eddison’s epigraph is classical. His dedication is personal, naming both his daughter and
"a noble Icelandic lady’. The desired effect presumably is of authority, through a kind of
cultural and geographical authentication, not dissimilar to Gwyn Jones's
Acknowledgements, but depending on Eddison’s aligning himself with personal and

literary ancient lineages. The concept of a "noble Icelandic lady’ is strange, as lceland has



some claim to be the oldest Republic. It is doubtful that the reference could be to some
ancestral or marital connexion with mainland Scandinavian nobility. even very tenuously
on the grounds that noble Scandinavian blood fortified the Icelandic Republic. Perhaps the
dedication refers to a native and/or individual nobility of character, which, as a
compliment to the Icelandic lady in question, is at best inapposite, and, as an indication to
the uninformed reader. at worst misleadingly impressive.”” The translator’s tangled
personal claims on Icelandic tradition in this dedication may register an anxiety about his
claims to quasi-authorship of a work from a tradition not ancestrally, but merely
intellectually, his, especially as his peritext and translation policy will try to prove that
Iceland and England share a heritage.

In the next chapter’s close readings, I shall consider the translators™ various
prefatorial materials in several ways. The translators tend to adduce multiple levels of
prefatorial material. These reflect their authorial/editorial tensions as well as registering
collaboration and/or attempting to classify the information which is provided for the reader
before the text. A consideration of intertitles, drawing on Genette’s ‘Les intertitres’, now
follows from the discussion of intitulation above. since both are secondary ordering
processes of the translation, and it is these rather than the front-to-back order of the book

which give shape to this chapter.

Intertitles

** Again [ am grateful to Mr. R.F.S. Hamer for his suggestions on this point.



Genette remarks that intertitles may have a value that is more "“anaphoric” than
‘cataphoric’. Their most obvious value is as an announcement. However, intertitles
sometimes remind the reader of what s/he is already familiar with, at least in so far as the
reader is able to relate the elements of the intertitle to what s/he has read up to this point.
They can be present to varying degrees. and way that they appear has different
connotations according to, among other things, period and genre.

Running titles appear in two main ways: with or without a chapter heading as
well as saga title. For example, in Fell’s translation, both left and right running titles
simply are ‘Egils saga’, with the Icelandic genitive —s rather than the English possessive.
In Palsson and Edwards’s, the left running title is ‘EGIL’S SAGA" while the right gives
the chapter number and the translators’ title, such as *44. EGIL KILLS BARD’. In W.C.
Green’s translation, the left running title is "STORY OF EGIL SKALLAGRIMSSON’,
while the right gives the invented chapter heading but no number: ‘SLAYING OF
THORVARD PROUD'. In the Complete Sagas the saga title appears on the recto, the
series title on the verso, with the saga itself appearing as a subsection in the way chapters
do in the other translations. This layout promotes the idea that the sagas can be read as a
whole because they cohere. What is common to these intertitles proves to be their
cataphoric quite as much as their anaphoric value, indeed their dramatic function. They
keep Egill. or his anticipated appearance. central to the reader’s mind during the first third

of the saga, where he does not figure.



Where chapter titles are added by the translator(s), they are both interpretative
and instructive. They tell how to read a saga, from which can be extrapolated what the idea
of *saga’ is in that particular book. The changes in fashion of understanding can be seen
from some comparisons between the chapter headings of the oldest translation
(W.C.Green's, 1893) and the 1976 Penguin translation which, for reasons of library and
second-hand availability, recognizability and price, is likely to remain the paradigmatic
modern, accessible translation for some while.

The table below sets out the first twenty-eight chapter headings, covering the
introductory part of the saga dominated by Egill's grandfather, Kveld-Ulfr [Evening
Wolf]. Over this length, the reading pattern endorsed by the translator/translation emerges.
In the discussion following, I shall refer to Green's chapter headings by Roman, Palsson

and Edwards’s by Arabic, numeral.

W.C. GREEN (1893) HERMANN PALSSON AND PAUL

EDWARDS (1976)

CHAPTER 1.

Of Kveldulf and his sons. 1. Kveldulf
CHAPTER II.

Of Aulvir Hnuf. 2. Olvir Hnufa
CHAPTER 111.

The beginning of the rule of Harold 3. Harald the Shaggy




Fairhair.

CHAPTER V.

Battle of king Harold and Audbjorn. 4. Victory for Harald

CHAPTER V.

The king’s message to Kveldulf. 5. Kveldulf defies the King

CHAPTER V1.

Thorolf resolves to serve the king. 6. Thorolf decides to join King Harald

CHAPTER VII.

Of Bjorgolf, Brynjolf, Bard, and 7. The Hildiridarsons

Hildirida.

CHAPTER VIIL

Of Bard and Thorolf. 8. Thorolf comes to King Harald

CHAPTER IX.

Battle in Hafr’s Firth. 9. Bard dies and Thorolf marries his
widow

CHAPTER X.

Thorolf in Finnmark. 10. Thorolf in Finnmark

CHAPTER XI.

The king feasts with Thorolf. 11. King Harald visits Thorolf

CHAPTER XIL

Hildirida's sons talk with Harold. 12. Slander




CHAPTER XIII.

Thorgils goes to the king. 13. Thorgils Gjallandi
CHAPTER XIV.

Thorolf again in Finnmark. 14. Thorolf’s second trip to Finnmark
CHAPTER XV.

King Harold and Harek. 15. Slander sustained

CHAPTER XVI.

Thorolf and the king. 16. Thorolf meets the King
CHAPTER XVIL

Hildirida’s sons in Denmark and at 17. Tribute for the King

Harold’s court.

CHAPTER XVIIL

Thorolf’s ship is taken. 18. Thorgils returns from England
CHAPTER XIX.

Thorolf retaliates. 19. Thorolf goes raiding
CHAPTER XX.

Skallagrim’s marriage. 20. Skallagrim marries
CHAPTER XXI.

Hallvard and his brother go after 21. Plots against Thorolf

Thorolf.

CHAPTER XXII.
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Death of Thorolf Kveldulfsson.

22. The King kills Thorolf

CHAPTER XXIII.

The slaying of Hildirida’s sons.

23. Ketil Trout

CHAPTER XXIV.

Kveldulf’s grief. 24. Kveldulf mourns the death of
Thorolf

CHAPTER XXV.

Skallagrim’s journey to the king.

25. Skallagrim sees the King

CHAPTER XXVI.

Of Guttorm.

26. Harald and the sons of Guttorm

CHAPTER XXVII.

Slaying of Hallvard and Sigtrygg.

27. Kveldulf and Skallagrim take

revenge

CHAPTER XXVIIL.

Of Skallagrim’s land-taking.

28. Skallagrim’s land-claim

Despite the difference in time and approach between the two translations, six out

of these twenty-eight headings, i.e. nearly one in four. are very similar in wording as well

as emphasis (2. 10. 14, 20, 25, 28). Indeed, X and 10 are identical. This can be partly

explained, in some instances, by the nature of the chapter. The Finnmark chapters (10 and

14) are both quite short, stylistically flatter, yet packed with detail of manceuvres and about
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the land. Chapter 2 is a two-paragraph miniature saga in itself, about the thwarted love of
the poet Qlvir Hnufa. It foregrounds Qlvir Hnufa because of his later involvement with the
main family’s story. but the elaboration makes the chapter episodic, important to the reader
both as ‘fact’ and in an assurance of the consistency of the internal history of the story
(never mind what a saga author’s attitude to material and invention was at this point). It
welds together the scrupulous and the superfluous. Skalla-Grimr’s marriage, in Chapter 20,
is a sealed narrative unit, beginning with the formulaic *Madr hét Yngvarr, rikr ok audigr’
[There was a man called Yngvarr, powerful and wealthy] to introduce the bride’s family,
and ending with an equally traditional-ancestral close-up of Skallagrimr as he is
foregrounded in the narrative, “Skalla-Grimr var likr fedr sinum & vQxt ok at afli, sva ok at
yfirlitum ok skaplyndi.’ [Skalla-Grimr was like his father in stature and strength, and also
in appearance and disposition].?*

Of the twenty-two remaining headings, nine are similar in subject but different in
emphasis (1, 6, 11, 13, 16, 19, 22, 24, 26), so in just over half these chapters (fifteen out of
the twenty-eight) the 1893 and 1976 translations agree on what is descriptively important.

I mentions only Kveld-Ulfr; I mentions but does not name his sons too, hierarchizing as
well as highlighting the genealogical. 6 weights neutrally borolfr’s joining Haraldr
harfagri’s men, naming both Porélfr and Haraldr and using the single, plain verb "decides’;
VI simply calls Haraldr by his rank, “the king’. presenting him as the authority figure

rather than the striving man. When read with the saga (Kveld-Ulfr's misgivings and

*11' pp. 49, 50.
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stubborn independence; Pordlfr’s perilously gifted and charming personality), VI's
‘resolves to serve’ has the whiff of a judgement passed on Porolfr’s fatefully optimistic
determination and less individualistic pride. XI *feasts with® is more archaic and convivial
than 11 ‘visits™. It also prepares an irony, as this is where Haraldr has his first fit of
envious/fearful/outraged anger at P6rolfr’s power and magnificence: central and more
substantial than either the feast or the reconciliation with which the chapter begins and
ends. XIII and XIX are similar in relating characters” actions and motives to King Haraldr,
XIIT overtly and XIX by implication, further enhancing the impression of his power in the
story. 13 is no more than a mnemonic tag for yet another character and his introduction.
19, *Thorolf goes raiding’, makes his actions sound more stereotypically ‘viking’ and self-
assertive than Haraldr-directed. It may be in line with this balance that in XVI ‘Thorolf
and the king’ are conjunct as equals (apart from the name of authority), whereas in 16
‘Thorolf meets the King’ the verb, by introducing tense, also generates a kind of tension
(quite apart from some of its connotations). and, though the King is capitalized, Thorolf
governs the verb. Given what has gone before, XXII, *Death of Thorolf Kveldulfsson® —
death, not slaying or killing, and a ceremonial patronymic — suggests this translation’s
judgement passed on the inevitability — stupidity? — of a failure in the line. After Skalla-
Grimr, the younger representative of Kveld-Ulfr, confronts King Haraldr (XXV/25).
Haraldr disappears from Green’s chapter headings, whereas he reappears in Penguin 26 as
part of an ordinary plot-summary heading. Again by contrast with Green, Palsson and

Edwards’s 22. *The King kills Thorolf”, spoils no surprises (the event being all too
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apparently inevitable well before this). By a nice grammatical reversal. Thorolf is now on
the other side of the transitive verb, and the King's action is commemorated to Porolfr’s
honour — it is an outstanding way to die.”’ 24, *Kveldulf mourns the death of Thorolf’, only
allows this death to be presented as a completed action when Kveld-Ulfr possesses it in
contemplation, which itself happens only after a certain pattern has been set in motion —
after Ketill (23) takes what revenge he can for his friend and relative, as if clearing the way
towards the immediate family’s even more energetic revenge (27). XXIV merely presents
Kveld-Ulfr as a Man of Feeling. It is worth noting here that when the loss of sons is
suffered by Egill (two generations after Kveld-Ulfr and P6rolfr), both translations treat his
great elegy as the main event, not the characters’ death: so, LXXXI, *Death of Bodvar:
Egil’s poem thereon.’, and 78, "Egil’s poetry’. The emphasis has shifted from the breaking
or continuation of the family line per se to its production and preservation as verbal artifact
by Egill’s genius.”®

The development of emphasis that emerges in the titles is clear in the difference
between the 3-4-5 / 1l1I-IV-V and 7-8-9 / VII-VIII-IX sequences.

The three-four-five sequence in both translations establishes Haraldr as king,
moving from proper name to title. However. the Penguin sequence is more dramatic,

taking up an earlier stage of Haraldr’s career as its beginning — *Shaggy’, rather than

7 Cf. Andersson 1967.

* de Looze 1989, in a self-reflexive reading of the ‘translating’ of the ‘story of the life or corpus of the
poet’ into ‘the poet’s literary corpus’, develops a related notion of Egill’s genealogy as poetic, with
trolldomur and the skaldic gift bearing equivalent relations to human stature and the language of dailiness;
Egill then appears as the “culmination of the bloodline’, and, when his sons die, acknowledges a new *poet-
son’ in Liinarr skalaglamm.



‘fairhair’, which is the stage Green’s sequence chooses to find him at. The Penguin
sequence loses nothing of the grim comedy of Haraldr’s vow not to trim his hair or beard
until he had subjugated Norway. Penguin 4 then gives Haraldr’s ‘Victory’ pride of place. a
higher highlight than in the oddly selective title of Green's IV, *Battle of king Harold and
Audbjorn’ — by no means the only battle in the chapter. Neither translation’s chosen title
for the chapter so much as hints at its last section, with its rhythmic, legalistic prose and
comprehensive yet biased view of all the kinds of people affected by Haraldr’s ‘tyranny’
(the word used both by Green and by Palsson and Edwards to render “apjan’ [oppression,
oppressive rule]), far less at the last sentence, which could, in a translation of different
emphasis, be all-important — ‘Ok i pann tima fannsk Island.’ [And at that time Iceland was
discovered]. Green’s subdued expression ‘message” in V may be ironic understatement
(retrospectively, to the new reader), giving nothing away. Still, the communication — the
direction of power — is from the king to Kveld-Ulfr. The Penguin translation’s Chapter S,
"Kveldulf defies the King™ — terse and alliterative — belongs to another view of the
situation. It seems that Palsson and Edwards here have played up to the drama of the
chapters. Green, more coolly, documents it.

The seven-eight-nine sequence cannot be compared as neatly as the three-four-
five. While both translations had chapter headings that, roughly, were "about the story” in
three-four-five, in this case the chapter headings split apart, revealing differences in the

conception of what a saga is.



Green’s V1, "Of Bjorgolf, Brynjolf. Bard, and Hildirida.". is no more than a list.
It lines up three generations. (inclusive) of Brynjolfr’s family, and names BjQrgolfr’s new
partner, from whom another line is to come. However. this is another of Green’s
understated titles that, retrospectively, authorize a particular view. Within the chapter, he
calls Hildiridr’s children ‘Hildirida’s sons’, shying away from a compound like the
Penguin ‘Hildiridarsons’, although his translation practice admits compounds both
ordinary and neologistic (some examples: “sea-roving’, p. 11: “law-speakership’, p. 52;
‘shape-strength’, p. 20; ‘law-breaker’, p. 112; *witch-possest’. p. 130) as well as frequently
(though by no means regularly) producing transparent, hyphenated versions of place names
and geographically based peoples’ names, and even hyphenating standard English
compounds (‘live-stock’, p. 52), straining between foreignization and naturalization of the
text. There is no remark on the use of the matronymic in the Introduction or the endnotes.
In such a context, to translate “peir varu kalladir Hildiriéarsynir’29 as “They were
commonly called Hildirida’s sons’ (Green, p. 10). and to add the endnote ‘The cause of the
after trouble to Kveldulf’s house, when their claim is rejected: so that this account of
Bjorgolf’s second marriage is not superfluous.” (Green, p. 199) is not neutral. The
placement of ‘Hildirida’ in the chapter heading becomes not that of the last character in a
quasi-historical catalogue, but that of a tacked-on outsider. female and incongruous to the
male bloodline which shares name-elements (initial B-; compound with ‘-olf*, -6/f [wolf])

and formally is self-sufficient without her, implying its repeatability. Despite that word

PiFp.17.
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"marriage’, the translation’s suppression of the matronymic colludes with the descendants
of BjQrgolfr’s first union in doing something more than leaving open the charge of
bastardy against the offspring of the second, ‘commonly called Hildirida’s sons’.
Moreover the adverb not only casts general doubt on the right of the Hildiridarsynir to
acknowledge their paternity (let alone try to claim patrimony) but also transfers to them an
overtone of that other meaning of *‘common’, hinting at their essential vulgarity. The
Penguin translation simply entitles the chapter ‘The Hildiridarsons’. More economical than
Green’s translation, this focuses attention on the (anticipated) importance of the
Hildiridarsynir (who merely do their growing up, in just over a scant paragraph, in this
chapter), which makes it possible to read the three-generation story condensed here as
preparatory material. The chapter heading does the same work as Green’s endnote,
therefore more effectively. At the same time it preserves the matronymic in a form that
slightly ‘foreignizes the text: Hildiridar- as the genitive in a compound (like Fell’s use of
the Norse genitive ‘Egils’ rather than "Egil’s’, in her translation). The matronymic itself is
carefully not used in a way that would participate in the partialities of characters within the
text: ‘People called them the Hildiridarsons’ (p. 30). The section of Palsson and Edwards’s

Introduction that deals with their r6le in the saga begins:

Bjorgolf’s first marriage is legal, and his son Brynjolf and
grandson Bard are descended from this marriage. But after his first wife’s
death, Bjorgolf takes a second wife, Hildirid, in a highly suspect way
(chapter 7). Hildirid has two sons, called the Hildiridarsons since their
father dies while they are still young.

(Penguin, pp. 13-14)
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If objectivity is one of the features of family saga style, here it is the Penguin translation
that preserves it as a virtue. The reader is left with the presentation of the conflict
unmediated by commentary.

Green’s Chapter VIII, ‘Of Bard and Thorolf.’, is a bland title. This may be
suitable since Bardr dies in battle in the next chapter. His main function in the saga is to
pass on the problems of inheritance and the Hildiridarsynir to borélfr when borolfr marries
Bardr's widow, so that the Hildiridarsynir carry on the narrative, by intriguing with King
Haraldr, towards the splendid fall or tragic waste which is borolfr’s death. The title then
prepares for this involvement of two characters and families, as well as more immediately
pointing up the parallels between the two new King’s men, who are explicitly likened to

one another:

bat var mal manna um borolf ok Bard, at peir varu jafnir at fridleik
ok & vQxt ok afl ok alla atgervi. Na er borélfr par i allmiklum keerleikum af
konungi ok badir peir Bardr.
(IF, p. 20)

And all men said of Thorolf and Bard that they were a well-
matched pair for comeliness, stature, strength, and all doughty deeds. And
both were in high favour with the king.

(Green, p. 12)

[...] and everyone agreed that Thorolf and Bard were much alike in their
stature, strength and skills, and in their good looks. Thorolf was well liked
by the King, and so was Bard.

(Palsson and Edwards, p. 32)

If the title is pointing up the parallel. in Green. then it is a paratextual element working as
compensatory translation. Green's version of the text (‘well-matched pair’; ‘both’. rather

than reiteration of the two names) stresses the friendship between bor6lfr and Bardr above
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their similarity as King’s men. This similarity emerges more strongly in the Penguin
rendering of the text, while the chapter title, ‘Thorolf comes to King Harald’, serves to
keep the focus on Porolfr and the narrowing-in of his fate as he seeks this encounter,
despite the prominence of BjQrgélfr’s family in this section of the narrative. The similarity
may feed into the lcelandic partisanship of the saga, as a theme of the sort that ‘good men
who would thrive in Iceland must die because of Norway’. There are excellent stylistic
grounds for the Penguin title as well. This chapter begins *Haraldr konungr hafdi pat sumar
sent ord rikismQnnum peim, er varu 4 Halogalandi, ok stefndi til sin peim, er adr hQfdu
eigi verit a4 fund hans’ [King Harald had that summer sent word to [the] powerful men.
who were in Halogaland, and summoned to him those, who previously had not been to
meet him].”® Throughout the chapter it is the King’s opinions, answers, permissions,
observations, which are the controlling energy of the narrative. Every narrative unit traces
a movement from the King’s being sought out, towards his correspondingly fixed position
as the one who commands or responds according to his own will. This is also marked
clearly by the paragraphing of the Penguin Chapter 8, where the initial sentences are
concerned with Haraldr in all cases but the last, where he and Porolfr share the final
sentence.

Green'’s chapter IX. "Battle in Hafr’s Firth.’, cannot be more different from the

Penguin ‘Bard dies and Thorolf marries his widow". Again the stress in Palsson and

Y IF p.18.
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Edwards’s version is more on plot and character, most particularly on Kveld-Ulfr's family,
whereas Green takes the documentary. quasi-historical overview.

Green’s chapters XII, XV, XVII and XXII chart the machinations of the
Hildiridarsynir against P6rolfr, naming them, so the chapters form a sequence culminating
in “The slaying of Hildirida’s sons’ (XXIII). The Penguin translation opts for titles in
chapters 12 and 15 that thematize the slander by which the Hildiridarsynir work against
Porolfr. Chapter 17, *Tribute for the King’, is summary and ironically double. It applies
both to the success of borolfr’s tribute collection in Finnmark and the failure of the
Hildiridarsynir when they manceuvre him out of this task in order to attempt it themselves.
An ‘anaphoric’ title, it contains this difference when read with retrospective knowledge.
Chapter 23 names “Ketil Trout’, who avenges Pordlfr on the Hildiridarsynir. In brief,
whereas Green’s naming of the Hildiridarsynir and of Haraldr is again a documentary
naming of characters who are instrumentally important to the plot, Palsson and Edwards
keep the focus on what is emotionally important as the saga is gradually built up: the fate
of Kveld-Ulfr’s line.

This difference of focus appears too in XVIII/18. Green tells what is done to
whom (*Thorolf’s ship is taken’), naming who ultimately is damaged, rather than who is
immediately affected (Porgils, who is in charge of the ship, and who dies with P6rolfr in
the fight against Haraldr. four chapters on). Palsson and Edwards choose another bland,
ironic title (‘“Thorgils returns from England’) which does not detract from Porolfr but

honours his leadership by naming this chapter for one of his followers.
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Green’s chapters XXI and XXVII. as against the Penguin 21 and 27, deal
similarly with the story of Hallvardr and Sigtryggr who, enjoined by Haraldr to kill
bordlfr, only enter a chain of conflict which leads to their spectacular death (after Haraldr
himself kills P6rolfr), at the hands of Kveld-Ulfr and Skalla-Grimr. Green names them in
both cases, highlighting their *Slaying™ in the second. Palsson and Edwards, not granting
them the status concomitant with an appearance in a chapter heading, use a summary title
in the first case, naming Kveld-Ulfr and Skalla-Grimr in the second, which is properly
termed ‘revenge’. As with chapter IV/4, neither title mentions that this chapter ends with
Iceland, in fact ends with Kveld-Ulfr's coffin washed up at the place where Skalla-Grimr
is to transfer and consolidate his power and household.

Both translations have avoided mentioning in their chapter headings the
trolldémur [roughly, “uncanniness’], the preternaturalness, of Kveld-Ulfr's family and
some of their allies. This need not be read as embarrassment, merely as a negative sign that
the interest of the saga should lie elsewhere.

The quasi-historical chapter titles preferred by Green are congruent with the
influence of the kind of work that Finnur Jonsson was doing. In The Problem of Icelandic

Saga Origins (1964), Theodore M. Andersson describes Jonsson's work:

In general the most emphatic and persistent advocate of saga reliability was
Finnur Jonsson. I will maintain and defend the sagas’ historical
trustworthiness — no matter how “grand’ that may sound — until I am forced
to lay down my pen.” He stressed the many references to trustworthy
sourcemen, believing that these reflected both the sincerity —*. . . the
respect for his listeners and readers, we would say for the public, the desire
to narrate in such a way as to be believed . . .” — and the considerable
critical sensc of the saga writers. The tangible means of corroboration are
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divided into three categories: 1. comparison with foreign sources; 2.
comparison with other Icelandic sources; 3. topographic and antiquarian
verification.

(Andersson, p. 45)

Andersson then shows how ‘[t]he reaction to Jonsson’s faith in the sagas came
from the professional historians’, (p. 46), later remarking that ‘{t]he shades of opinion on
historicity are many and have little more than the value of opinion.” (p. 49)

Much of the fifth page of Green’s sixteen-page introduction (p. (vii), pp. (iii)-
(xviii)) reproduces Jonsson’s justifications of the reasonable truthfulness (if not entire
accuracy) of the saga. A paragraph from the preface to Thordarson’s edition is cited next
as being in agreement with this. As early as his second page, however, Green himself had
asserted: ‘No reader of this Saga can for a moment doubt the truthfulness of the picture
given of life and manners at that time’ (p. (iv)). The preface ends with a *Chronological
table of the chief events in the Saga or connected with it.’

Similarty, the Penguin translation, with its plot-based intertitles, is marked by the
kind of contemporary thinking best exemplified by the structural analysis Theodore
Andersson propounded.’’ In Andersson’s The Icelandic Family Saga: An Analytic Reading
(1967). the model for the family saga comprises introduction, conflict, climax, revenge,
reconciliation and aftermath. Omissions, shadowings, replications, are some of the
variations admitted to this model which seeks to define a genre. The divergences between
Green’s and Palsson and Edwards’s titles seen above, as in those chapters leading up to

Pordlfr’s death or dealing with the stages of vengeance for it, may be seen to be motivated

' Andersson 1967.
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by the Penguin translators’ reading of the saga for its narrative structure. Even
Andersson’s occasional harshness, laconicism. and close focus in his judgements3 ? on the
superfluity or pertinence of saga elements may be seen in the brevity and ironies of the
Penguin titles (*Slander’; ‘Slander sustained’).

All six saga translations are literary translations, i.e. are concerned with “style’
and translated in ways that primarily present the saga as literature, rather than presenting it
in ways conducive to, for example, anthropological or historical study. This focus holds
even in Eddison’s translation. which is so concerned to offer information. and in the
Complete Sagas, which is so marked by cultural politics.

Three out of the four translations which appeared after Sigurdur Nordal’s 1933
edition of Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar as volume Il of the Islenzk fornrit series have
used this as their base text. Bernard Scudder (1997) draws his base text from the new
Islendinga ségur series, like most of the Complete Sagas translators.” As seen above, the
great importance of the paratextual material contained in or concerning a saga translation’s
ST is how, whether literary or not, it impinges on the "literariness’ of the translation. The
editorial principles apparent in the translation and its peritext unavoidably are related to
the ST. This is not the place to analyze the canonical status of the [slenzk fornrit series.

The modern translators have not been naive readers. Still, given that canonical status, and

32 Andersson does give the disclaimer that his study is a thorough working through of one possible
approach, not exhaustive, certainly not indulgent of the individual saga.

¥ The Complete Sagus leaves open the question of Scudder’s (and others’) invisible use of iF. Vol. I. p.
(xx) names the [F series as "the most authoritative, although some of the older volumes are now outdated’,
but the new [s/endinga sogur as “the most recent complete edition and based on the best and most up-to-
date scholarly editions.” It is difficult to believe that IF would not also have been consulted or remembered
cven where *“Most of the tales are translated from /slendinga sogur.’
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given the monumental nature of the latest translation — The Complete Sagas of Icelanders
including 49 tales has a tripartite foreword, by the President of Iceland. the Icelandic
Minister of Education, Science and Culture, and the Former Director of the Manuscript
Institute of Iceland — perhaps one should recall some of the criticisms which have been
made.

Theodore Andersson, in The Problem of Icelandic Saga Origins, often returns to
the theories and policies of the {slenzk fornrit editors. He notes that the ‘bookprose theory
is associated with Iceland’. especially with “S. Nordal, E.O. Sveinsson, and their
collaborators.” (p. 70). This theory counters the *freeprose’ theory of saga composition.
‘Bookprose’ downplays the oral element in saga origins, though without discarding it,
concentrating instead on conscious artistry and (extant or conjectured) written precedent. It
posits an increase in refinement during the thirteenth century, rather than deterioration
away from an unrecorded original. According to Andersson, this produces a preoccupation
with the idea of the author, which is ‘reflected in the disposition of the Fornrit
introductions. One section is often entitled “"Hofundur S6gunnar” [*Author of the Saga’], a
section in which, as some critics have felt, a game of identification is played. The most
famous instance is the attempted identification of Snorri as the author of Egils saga.’ (p.
74). He detects an ‘unhealthy bias’ (p. 94), well beyond a righting of the balance, in the
turning away from the idea of oral tradition as saga source. "There is a conscious effort in
the Fornrit Introductions to explain away as much as humanly possible on the basis of

written sources, even when oral tradition is regarded as the major constituent.” (p. 94). The



‘remainder” is allowed to the oral tradition. by now often seeming redundant. He finds a
refusal to define the oral and an "adherence’ to Nordal's system in the Fornrit
Introductions (p. 118).

Such a push, in the ST, towards considering the family saga as the literary
production of an artist consciously situated in but able to free himself from his tradition,
may have a positive effect on literary translation. This is not because the ‘literariness’ of a
medieval saga risks being overlooked — Tolkien’s battle between monsters and critics
being over. From the point of view of translation, it need not be cause for criticism that
this model of saga composition corresponds suspiciously closely to modern practice. Such
correspondences may be inaccurate, but they may liberate the translator. The ‘author’
could appear to provide, behind the original, a reflection of the translator, legitimating the
translator’s individual creativity during work from a selection of written sources and
personal advice. The "author’ is of a fortunate species for the translator. Not present
enough to induce piety, he is sufficiently present to exemplify the energy that can be
generated, in the process of reworking texts and traditions, i.e. in the transactions between
target language not-yet-text and SL text.

Other criticisms that have been made of the Islenzk fornrit series are based on
text editing, such as the normalization, or normalized fluctuation, of past and present
narrative tenses from abbreviations which do not clearly denote word form, let alone tense.
These, however, belong in SL and SL-source study. A literary study of translations and

paratext, such as this thesis. finally only works backwards to a reading of the SL text.
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So far | have sought to demonstrate paratext’s role in the process of literary
reading, and how Genette’s pioneering work may have to be modified for paratextual
analysis of literature in translation. Most of all, I have tried to redirect the reader’s
awareness towards paratext in translations of Egils saga as exemplary for Norse literature
in translation, hence the reception of Norse literature in English.

I cannot emphasize often enough that it does not matter who the readers of the
paratext are, or how many of them there may be. Peritextual elements are literally bound
up with the book, and remembered epitextual elements impinge on readings of the text.
The peritext, and in many cases the epitext, can be read in ways beyond their ostensible
informative function. They are historical, and individual. They reveal something about the
attitude of the translator, something about the way the translation is inflected. This is why
Genette’s three categories — notes, preface, epitext — are more fully treated in the next
chapter, in closer paratextual readings, chronologically ordered. of the six translations of

Egils saga into English.
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IL.

TRANSLATORS, TRANSLATIONS AND PARATEXT

W.C. Green and the 1893 translation

As the name of the translator appears in the book, it is an element of the peritext. The
translator’s name appearing elsewhere is still paratextual. It is an element of the epitext. This
name is the link between W.C. Green’s translation and those other texts where ‘W. C. Green’
appears. The translation potentially can be read with any or all of these texts in mind. This is
altogether different from reading for biographical "background’, or for clues to an interpretation
that would agree with the writer’s intentions. Paratextual material featuring Green need neither
be excluded or overemphasized. It does need to be considered since, practically, it can be
interlinked with the translation.

Ironically, only the saga’s first two translators, Green and Eddison, i.e. the only two
dismissed or apparently ignored by the others, appear in the British Biographical Index (1998).
Green's Who Was Who entry notes that he was Rector of Hepworth, Suffolk. His father, also a
Reverend, was a Fellow of Eton College, where Green himself was educated. Green
distinguished himself in Classics at King’s College, Cambridge. He taught at Liverpool College
for six years; went back to Cambridge as a lecturer; became Assistant Master at Rugby School;
and published translations and editions of several Greek and Latin texts as well as a
‘translation of the Egilssaga from the Icelandic’ and “Memoirs [(sic); Memories] of Eton and

King's"'. He seems to have been athletic and, apart from the outdoor life, interested in nature.

' The *“Memories’ of Green's title are incorrectly named in HWho Was 1 ho.
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His "club’ is listed as ‘The Viking . This was the forerunner of the Viking Society for Northern
Research which now has its headquarters at University College, London. Green's enthusiasm
for things Norse seems longstanding. His background as a translator is quite academic.

A slightly different Green appears in Cox’s County Who's Who series. Norfolk,
Suffolk and Cambridgeshire. (1912). Green was to die in 1914. Notably, this volume was
compiled in part by personal interview with those included or those able to supply firsthand
information. It specifies “Born at Eton College, 1832°. but he appears less sheltered and soaked
in academic life. In 1858 he married E. M. Fison of Suffolk: they had daughter. He *[t]ravelled
in France, Germany, Switzerland’: a gentleman’s cultural education, journeys important enough
for the record, yet relatively near to home, as if his Italy, Greece, Scandinavia were to remain
ideal places of the working study, ancient and pure. In the profile of his publications (whether
at Green’s direction or not), the Homer, Aristophanes and Horace translations are named (cf.
Who Was Who), but the Memories (though they were published in 1905) are not there. Instead
of ‘several classical translations; translation of the Egilssaga from the Icelandic’, the entry lists
"Egilssaga (from Icelandic), other translations from Icelandic.” Unlike Green’s conventional
scholar/sportsman identity for Who Was Who. here patience and high culture also characterize
his ‘[r]ecreations’: *Angling, Chess, and Music.’

Green's Norse work postdates J. F. Kirk’s Supplement to Allibone’s Critical
Dictionary of English Literature and British and American Authors (1891). The entry for him
lists six classical translations and three editions (one popular enough to have a second print run)
between 1865 and 1887, as well as an ambitious combination work, The Iliad of Homer: the
Greek Text, with a Verse Translation: vol. i., Books I. - XII. (1884). No reviews are cited. It is a
neutral entry. Norse literature was well within the scope of such a dictionary at this date. Sir

George Dasent and William Morris are given extensive space and praise. Many of their
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commentators are cited. Eirikr Magnisson, though not strictly within the rubric of the title.
receives a paragraph of thanks for bringing the Icelandic into English.

Green’s Memories of Eton and King’s twice mention Icelandic, though not in
connection with translation or medieval literature. He first mentions Icelandic in a romantic.
defensive passage about the Fellows of King's, which transfers something of this tone to the
subject:

Some, whom we youngsters had in our conceit dubbed as useless old fogies,

had done useful work in their time. For instance the elder of the two Heaths had

earlier in life been a traveller in the North, he was learned in the languages of

Norway and Iceland. It was mainly through his liberality that Jén Thorlaksson’s

translation of Milton’s Paradise Lost into Icelandic was printed and published in

1828; and it is one of the best poetical translations I have ever seen.
(Green, p. 81)

This dynamic of exchange is unexpected. The pioneering English scholar gives an epic to the
Northmen, who (it would have been understood) themselves had not only language but ‘epic’
material to give.

Green’s Memories mention Icelandic for the second time in relating his friendship
with the University Librarian (and distinguished bibliographer), H. Bradshaw, who was, in
Green’s description, ‘rather eclectic and independent in his ways of reading’. Again, the far-

out, the maverick, is associated with Icelandic:

[...] we now had some literary tastes in common, though we did not run exactly
on the same lines. He gave me, just when I was first studying Icelandic, a copy of
Thorlaksson’s Paradise Lost, given to him by our Senior Fellow, Heath.

(p- 96)

More illuminating than either of these is Green’s account of his views on translation, defined

combatively against those of a friend:
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But once I had the misfortune to differ from [B. H. Kennedy] about the
translation of the Greek aorist; and we had a friendly correspondence on the
matter. | worshipped (as I thought) idiomatic English in a way which he called
heresy, refusing to eschew “have” and “has” altogether. Neither of us convinced
the other: I hold to my heresy still. And in the R.V. of the New Testament I
cannot help thinking that here and there the translation has suffered by a too
Kennedian following of a rule about Greek aorists (excluding “has” and “have”)
which was devised to keep schoolboys straight. Something of this kind, I fancy,
Dean Merivale must have felt, when, as I see in his Memoirs lately published, he
retired from the Revisers’ Committee because he thought them over zealous to
construe rather than to translate.

(pp. 101 - 102)

This disagreement is largely significant, not for its content, but because of the opponent.

B. H. Kennedy (1804-1889) was Canon of Ely and a Student of St. John’s,
Cambridge, as well as Regius Professor of Greek from 1866. Extremely prolific, he favoured
‘verse’ or ‘poetic” forms for his translations from Greek, and was a member (1870-1881) of the
New Testament Company of Bible Revisers which, according to Green, Dean Merivale quit on
principle. In 1882 he published his Ely Lectures on the Revised Translation of the New
Testament. He had a good reputation as a poet and translator.

The split Green tries to create, or claims to perceive, between his own championing of
the ordinary and Kennedy's practice, is false. Kennedy was well known for his support for
technical and popular translations and his preparation of textbooks and school editions. The
real split is between Green’s *Kennedy’ and Green's *Merivale’, where Merivale (1808-1893),
a Fellow of St. John’s, Cambridge, and Dean of Ely from 1869 till his death, stands for the
younger, the inspired, even the embattled. Merivale’s publications were diverse, ranging from a
History of the Romans under the Empire through a rhymed verse translation of the /liad. They
received mixed reviews, sometimes faulted for haste and subjectivity or some disproportion
between reflection and imagination. He published on church history, and was fascinated by
pagan/christian contrasts and what his contemporaries called a ‘revolutionary’ church. Merivale

was also an hereditary poet-translator: his father translated some Schiller. What appears to be a
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paragraph on translation policy turns out to be yet another token of Greens predilection for the
romantic.

The content of the disagreement is less illuminating in itself than of Green’s
intellectual attitude. It is incongruous for Green to champion accessible translation or
translation practice which renders the fluctuations between ‘ordinary’ and ‘non-ordinary’
language’. There is no evidence in his Memories that his idea of the ordinary is anything but
skewed.

Green, born at Eton, takes pains to emphasize that, for him, royalty, Windsor Castle,
Thames floods, incursions into buildings by the stag hunt, were ordinary. Contradictorily, he
also insists that all this was marvellous, to be viewed through the lens of Walter Scott’s The
Lady of the Lake. This is the ordinariness of a birthright to romance. not of everyman. His self-
characterization is consistent with this non-ordinary ordinariness. Of his schooldays, he
remembers pleasure in severe learning, his good memory (a medieval-style attribute), his love
for antique geography (*Trogdolytes [sic] and the like’) despite his uncharacteristic failure to
come to terms with the modern version of the discipline, and his thankfulness for being ‘early
initiated into the knowledge of how slow and unintelligent some minds can be.” His family,
even his sister, was highly educated and multilingual (Latin before the age of five).

The comparative absence of family and personal life from Green’s Memories is no
real absence: his real family was to be found in the continuity between Eton and King's. He
presents himself in two ways: as the prizewinning student who became the classical scholar.
and as the active, nature-loving poet who composed verses for his friends. His pride in his
verses is obvious from his self-citations. The two come together at the end of his Memories.

where classical quotation ends the prose narrative, and his own last words are given in the

2 - . . . . . . . .
For translation policy regarding “ordinary’ and ‘non-ordinary’ language, sec de Beaugrande 1978.
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Appendix, in the form of a poem which he sent to friends on the occasion of a college reunion:
King’s College, Cambridge. June 18, 1902. In this poem, he describes himself as an -old fogey’
remembering youth but now feasting in maturity among eloquent heroes, drinking and making
speeches: a rather ‘Norse’ self-portrait. He concludes with God, truth, right. and "the royal law
of mutual love".

The prose style which seems natural to Green is mannered: ‘Go we back to’;
‘Frequent visitors we were to Fishers’; *Doubtless in food there had been greater variety: but I
can honestly say that regret for the flesh-pots I never felt’ (a description of lodgings with
board). Lexical anxiety appears occasionally: “grooviness’. for him, is a noun that lives between
quotation marks’, while ‘donnishness’ is whimsically redefined, as connoting desirable
moderation.

Chronicle-wise, Green brackets his chapters with dates under each chapter heading,
but they are not consecutive or exclusive. I runs from 1836 to 1843 and II from 1843 to 1860,
followed by a step back, 1851-1858, then a gap, 1863-1871. This interlace chronology is like a
representation of the form of self-understanding through reminiscence, with its easy frankness
about interweavings and omissions. It also resembles the layering of time in Icelandic family
sagas, which translators and commentators sometimes, nervously, present as difficult, as if their
readers otherwise were used only to the simplest books, or as if such a narrative technique were
not to be found elsewhere.

Of course, Green's background need not have helped cause any blurring between
registers of language. In his case it did, because of his translation of his life - a life of the mind,
overwritten with romance and archaism. Inevitably, his idea of ordinary-language translation

produced a work in a self-consciously purified yet mixed language, blending Saxonisms and the

It 1s not used with the present-day meaning, but to describe people who are sct in their ways, stuck in a groove.
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Latinate with the King James Bible into an idiolect that reveals Green’s norm to be an
implausible. highly individual ideal, synthesized from his reading, and remote from common
usage.

Green reproduces some sections from Egils saga in another book, Translations from
the Icelandic (1908). This book is divided into “Prose” and ‘Verse’, with extracts from the
‘Prose Edda’, five sagas, the Elder Edda and Hallgrimur Pétursson. In the King’s Classics
series edited by Israel Gollancz, it is a small, beautifully produced volume. The frontispiece
(with protective insert) is a photograph of ‘The Thor Cross. Kirk Bride, Isle of Man’. This
illustration sets the book's beginning at a point of intersection of pagan identification and
Christian shape, British and Norse territory.

In the Introduction, Green dates his interest in Icelandic to what would be c. 1864, i.e.
when he was thirty-two. After tracing some of the ways that a more general interest in Icelandic
literature began in England in the nineteenth century (Gray; Scott; the Viking Club and its
"Saga-books’: the Cleasby-Vigflsson dictionary; above all Sir George Dasent’s ‘the
Njalssaga’), Green asserts that the sagas’ value is their historicity and their connection with
England. He credits Iceland’s conditions of settlement, the preservation of the language,
independence, freedom, and distance from Scandinavian strife, with producing ‘the best
literature we possess about the north [...] superior to anything contemporaneous on the
mainland’, and lists some works for further reading. As will be seen, much in this assessment
will not have changed over a century later in the peritextual material of the Complete Sagas of
Icelanders.

The fairminded, documentary approach up to this point gains the reader’s confidence.
50 Green's image of “the Norse” appears trustworthy: *But the Icelandic prose is (me judice)

more interesting and more valuable than the Icclandic verse™ because the verse is, he says,
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based on religious legends, faith in which “sat loose upon [the Norsemen]’. Green apparently
presumes that what was irrelevant to them becomes uninteresting to us. An identification with
the Icelandic is urged, and Icelandic prose is said to turn easily into English. Green makes a
claim that persists into this century. that ‘the Njalssaga’ is best, but ‘Egilssaga a good second’.
He names Snorri’s Heimskringla as a notable exception to the anonymity of sagas, and adheres
to the Freeprose theory of saga composition: the sagas were ‘learnt by heart and told long
before they were written". His presents his qualifications as a saga translator as more than
scholarly. He informs the reader of his efforts, devotion, and suffering over time; most of the
translations in this volume were done within the twenty-four preceding years, ‘though my
earliest Icelandic studies began twenty years earlier, when helps were few.” In Green’s opinion,
his verse translations are ‘really translations, not loose imitations’ because they follow the
alliteration and rhyme of the original form.

Although Green values form over content or metaphorical system (can the two be
dissociated?), and prose over verse, he decides that certain sections of the sagas ‘seemed to lend
themselves to ballad treatment’. Accordingly he includes ballad versions of four episodes from
Njdls saga and two from Gunnlaugs saga Ormstungu. However eccentric this proceeding, two
of the Njdla ballads were published in Blackwood’s Magazine (1890). His endnotes are scant,
sometimes mentioning other scholars, clarifying meaning or context, finding classical parallels
or analogues in Dante, and including practical speculations, for example whether Icelanders
would have known about bees or whether references to bees in poetic images must derive from
knowledge of England.

A certain wilfulness, amateurism in the strongest sense, can be diagnosed from this

book. It is for his amateurism that Green is cited in the peritext of the next translation (Eddison
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1930). Extracts from Green’s peritext and text are drawn together and become epitextual to

Green’s own work, as they are reproduced in the peritext of Eddison’s book.

E.R. Eddison and the 1930 translation

E. R. Eddison’s life comprises two kinds of work. They must have been
complementary, but they sound like a glorious mismatch.

The successful Eric Riicker Eddison (1882-1945) of the British Biographical Index
and Foreign Office List (1936) is not named as a writer. He went (like Green) to Eton. At
Trinity College, Oxford, he graduated with a Second Class in Humanities, and went on to join
the Civil Service in 1906, appointed a Clerk (Upper Division) in the Board of Trade. He
worked his way up steadily. He was made a C.M.G. in 1924, appointed Comptroller of the
Companies Department of the Board of Trade in the same year, transferred to greater
responsibility as Director of the Empire, Trade and Economic Division in the Department of
Overseas Trade in 1928; made a C.B. in 1929, promoted to Deputy Comptroller-General the
following year, recipient of the Silver Jubilee Medal, 1935.

There exists an Eric Riicker Eddison who is another yet the same: author of the world
of Zimamvia. His series of fantasy novels, their narrative working backwards from The Worm
of Ouroboros (1922), came to C. S. Lewis’s attention in 1942. Lewis was much taken with this
*heroic’, “sinister’ world. His tribute to Eddison is reprinted in On Stories.* He praised Eddison
for two kinds of newness: the newness of the inspired, and the newness familiar to people in
their “teens and early twenties’ but, it is implied, worn away later on. This enthusiasm helped
raise awareness of Eddison’s work, leading to the reprinting of the Zimamvia novels from 1968

(and again in the 1990s). The newest editions insist that Eddison’s is not a quirky or minor

* A Tribute To E.R. l.ddison’, in Lewis 1982 [1966], p. 29.
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achievement, citing the admiration of contemporaries such as Hilaire Belloc. H. Rider Haggard
and Arthur Ransome, as well as moderns such as Piers Anthony, eminent among the ever-
proliferating authors of secondary worlds.’

Paul Edmund Thomas's Introduction to the 1991 edition of The Worm Ouroboros
emphasizes the genetic importance of Icelandic sagas to Eddison’s art. This is worth examining
in some detail. Given the paratextual connections (such as the name of the author), both the
fantasy ceuvre and the translation may find themselves read with the other in mind. The
Introduction also registers Eddison’s contribution to the reception of Old Norse literature, in so
far as it demonstrates the presuppositions and information of its writer. Thomas’s authoritative
appearance in the peritext of the fantasy novel makes him an exemplary real potential reader of
any of the six translations of Egils saga, the title of which links the saga epitextually to
Eddison's other authorial interests and work.

According to Thomas, “the strongest influences’ on Zimamvia are “the Icelandic sagas
and the Iliad of Homer, and Elizabethan drama.’ (p. (xviii)). This matches Eddison’s ancestral-
hierarchical politics of culture, as will be seen in the paratext of his translation. Thomas
annotates this declaration. Endnote 6 on page 406 says that *“Most readers outside the field of
Scandinavian literature have never heard of the Icelandic sagas’. There follows an extensive
explanatory quotation from Gwyn Jones’s 1973 A History of the Vikings, p. 288. Thomas has
not consulted Jones's second, updated edition, though this would have been available for
several years (since 1984). More modern, and more sharply differentiated literary-historical.
works, could been cited as well as or instead of Jones’s. Thomas had done research in Oxford,

Marlborough and Leeds in preparing this edition. This interesting paratextual intersection of

* See, for example, the publicity material at the front of The Worm Quroboros (1991). and Paul FEdmund
Thomas’s Introduction, pp. (xviii)-(xix).



64

one translator/scholar with another translator/author also demonstrates the randomness with
which “lay’ readers pick up, or are directed towards. this or that Norse book.

Thomas’s confidence in the esotericism of the Icelandic results from the vagueness of
his idea of "readers. It is obviously true that readers most generally defined may not even be
primarily book readers. If he is thinking of the large subsets of book readers and those who read
for pleasure, his confidence is still not unjustified. Narrow any further the set of "readers’ and it
really becomes impossible to pronounce on the accuracy of Thomas's plausibility. not least
because market research would be misleading, unable to account properly for the second-hand
book trade; gifts; use of libraries; book borrowing.

Pages (xxii) to the end (xlii) of Thomas’s Introduction concentrate on the sagas, even
more than on the Greek influences. According to this account, Eddison started reading Morris
and Magnusson’s The Saga Library at about the age of eleven, just after starting the plays and
stories (with schoolfellow Arthur Ransome) which developed into The Worm Ouroboros.® He
taught himself Old Icelandic at Eton and Oxford. As recorded in correspondence currently held
in Leeds, Eddison conceived of his translation of Egils saga in a flash of inspiration. With this
translation, he hoped to “pay back some of my debt to the sagas, to which I owe more than can
ever be counted’.

Thomas himself seems to have done some saga-reading. He analyzes Eddison’s style
as being more influenced by the Arabian Nights than by the plainer Icelandic, further claiming
that Eddison mixes the style of saga speech (especially the aphoristic laconicism of the dying)
with the "Elizabethan’. He sees Eddison’s use of characterization through action as both Greek
and lcelandic. He identifies the "althing system™ as the model for Eddison’s (heroic)

‘Demonland’ on Mercury. However. Thomas's idea of the “althing™ corresponds most closcly to

® All reterences in this paragraph are to pp. (xxi)-(xlii) of Paul Edmund Thomas’s Introduction to The Horm
Ouroboros (1991).
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late medieval Iceland's idea of the early Republic - it is an idea from the age of saga writing, not
from whatever historical world corresponded to the events of family sagas - and his reading
seems insufficient to inflect this. Thomas takes on wholesale from Eddison’s paratextual
material in the Egils saga translation the idea that Iceland was founded by ‘the pick and flower
of the Norse race’, who were single-mindedly distancing themselves from the demeaning
authority of Haraldr harfagri, king of all Norway. Like Eddison, he makes selective use of
impressive-looking scholarship to perpetuate this legend.

There is an indirect indication that the knowledge of Norse literature that allows
Thomas to make his stylistic and other judgements largely is acquired through the use of
translations. Siding with Tolkien in his distaste for Eddison’s "slipshod’, “inept’ names, he
shows his partisanship to be less well informed: ‘Ironically, some of the nonsensical but lyrical
names, like “Gaslark” or “Tivarandardale”, sound lovely and gain easy acceptance from most
readers.” (p. (xviii)). “Tivarandardale” transparently is Norse. If it derives from tivar-andar-
dalr, the second two elements meaning “valley of the breath’, it is odd that tivar [gods, nom. pl.,
poetical] is not in the genitive - Valley of the Breath of the Gods - but this may be Eddison’s
adaptation for euphony. It may derive from tiva-randar-dalr, Valley of the Shield of the
God(s). In this case there may well be some explanation of ‘Gaslark’. Even if not, nonsense
names and sound chimes are not valueless.

The Worm Ouroboros introduces the character Lessingham, who is the traveller
between worlds throughout the sequence. Lessingham’s own journey, which begins through the
*Lotus Room’ in the story, in fact is framed as beginning through Dasent’s translation of Njcils
saga, which his wife reads aloud (description rather than citation) as if laying the groundwork
for Eddison’s fantasy world. There is a frame before this. which recalls the shape of saga

narrative. The book begins in family saga style, ‘There was a man named | .cssingham dwelt in
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an old low house in Wasdale. set in a grey old garden whose yew-trees flourished that had seen
Vikings'.” Was-dale incorporates the past tense into the place name. restoring the archaic to the
everyday.

Idiosyncratic as Eddison’s writings are, he has at least a more complex idea of what a
text can be, and what work a reader can willingly do, than many commentators on translation
choose to envisage. In The Worm Ouroboros. which (however derivative or eclectic) still is
classified and read as primary/original whereas translations (however reworked) count as
secondary, Eddison includes a note on the pronounciation of names (strangely placed just under
the dedication, in the 1922 edition), uses elaborate chapter headings (plot- and character-based)
with summary subheadings (*Of - *; ‘How -’), and produces a hybrid prose/verse text,
interpolating many poems (often presented as songs) taken from late medieval and early
modern English verse. The degree of difficulty which is to be normal for his reader is as great
as that for the reader of a saga translation. The format is not so different. Underestimation of
the reader’s capacity probably accounts for the conservatism with which translations tend to be
judged and produced.

The continuity between Eddison’s “original® work and his translation is indexed in its
paratext. Egil’s Saga: Done into English out of the Icelandic with an Introduction, Notes, and
an Essay on Some Principles of Translation mentions The Worm Ouroboros and Styrbiorn the
Strong (a *Viking’ adventure tale) as other works by the same author. It, too, orders its material
with chapter headings based on plot: conflict, arrival. ‘leavetaking’, birth, death, marriage; ‘Of"
and "How . Eddison takes control of the saga. not eschewing evaluation: for example, chapter
LXXX speaks of “high-handed dealings’. Archaizing adjectival “evil’ and Saxonisms such as

‘rede’ contribute to the ersatz antiquity familiar to readers of Eddison’s other works.

T The Worm Ouroboros (1991 edn), *The Induction’, p. 1.
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The Preface starts by informing the reader that "Egil Skallagrimson of Burg is the
main actor in this history. not its author’. It then emphasizes that the author remains unknown.
Eddison makes his place for Egils saga in English literary history more than clear. The Preface
effectively detaches the saga from Icelandic heritage by claiming that it was preserved in
Iceland because of its universal appeal. Sagas are still read in Iceland because they are
literature with life in them., not because of Icelanders’ “obsession with the bones of a dead past’.
In retrospect, this sounds like sly preterition at the modern Icelanders’ expense.

The Preface reattaches the saga to England. Affinity well beyond geographical
overlap is announced. Difficulties of linguistic, temporal and cultural transfer are minimized.
According to the Preface, apart from “such accidents of staging’ in Egils saga as the inclusion
of scenes in England (i. e. discounting such knowledge of the wider world as the medieval
Icelandic tradition had), it must be clear to every ‘Englishman’ (sic) that ‘this is not a foreign
book but curiously his own, curiously English’, down to the “whole quality of life’. This
likeness is attributed to ‘many qualities that have come down to us through the Norse strain in
our ancestry’.

Eddison’s eclecticism is a thing of the surface. Deeper than that is a politics of
assimilation which justifies itself by genetics, in the biological as well as the literary-historical
sense. What comes to us by right also returns to us. (This idea of the return of the saga to the
wider world through translation into English will find its expression in the Complete Sagas
version, though with an inverse relation of cultural power: Icelandic above English.) When
Eddison says that his translation ‘is meant first for the man in the street’, he is not only
introducing something new and fine to this man, but making him know what ought to be his.

For the sake of the man in the street (Eddison says), he produces a clear text with

cndnotes, and designs his critical apparatus to “smooth away ™ the "only serious obstacle™ to the
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uninitiated reader - the problem of keeping track of the characters. His apparatus, as will be
seen, does rather more than this. Eddison’s is the first translation with a scholarly appearance.
scrupulous as to detail and layout. Towards the end of Eddison’s Preface are
acknowledgements to several scholars, including Sigurdur Nordal, who read the Introduction,
Terminal Essay, and notes, but whose edition of the saga came at least three years too late for
Eddison to use. Eddison’s translation is based on ‘Dr. Finnur Jonsson’s text in his latest edition
published at Copenhagen, 1924.”® The Conclusion is a reflection on the verisimilitude of Egill's
character, human in its containing contradictory extremes.

Eddison’s Introduction is divided into four sections, to which I shall refer by numeral:
(1) The Heroic Age and the Sagas (2) The Republic (3) The Gods (4) The Saga.

(1) establishes the Norse canon and its purity of source. The ‘five major [...]
islendinga Ségur’ are ‘Njéla, Egla, Laxdzla, Eyrbyggja and Grettla’. Using the Icelandic short
titles, Eddison is uncompromising about the linguistic flexibility of his *man in the street".
Otherwise, there are no surprises in this selection. The latter three sagas probably represented
to Eddison chivalry, magnificence and romance (Laxdela); the dealings of Icelanders in the
pagan past (Eyrbyggja saga). and the chequered career of the ill-fated hero (Grettis saga).
According to Eddison, ‘Iceland means three things’ - “aristocratic individualism of an
uncompromising kind’, “paganism’, and “a peculiar and in itself highly perfected form of
narrative’. It will become clearer in (3) that these first two characteristics go together for
Eddison, and seem to have his practical sympathy. From what follows in (1), it becomes clear
that Eddison is using “the Icelandic’ traditionalistically, to create the matter from which a

modern English character could be modelled.

'Finnur Jonsson’s Introduction is signed ‘Kopenhagen, 1923°, but his book is published at Halle (Saale), 1924,
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The geographical isolation of Iceland (with its “curiously English’ literature) is
spoken of as its salvation (translating now. in Eddison's times, as redemption?) from ‘Empire’.
"Papacy’, and “the dead weight of Latin culture’. He is keen to assert that there is no real
classical influence. Not paradoxically, this reinforces the power of the laudatory classical
analogies Eddison will draw in (2). The Icelandic is freed to look independently valuable, when
northern original and classical original are compared. His rhetoric of vernacular perfection
implicitly invokes and displaces those other medieval figures of honourable tradition as
conceived in English literature at Eddison’s time: notably Dante, whose work, of course, if one
applies Eddison's apparent criteria, is marred by non-paganism. Again, it is remarkable how an
explicit anxiety about the classical tradition and the classic status of the sagas links together the
paratext of Eddison's nationalistic English translation in 1930 and the perhaps slightly less
partisan Icelandic-motivated translations in the Complete Sagas. more than two and a half
generations (and three translations) later.

(2) continues the work of grafting the Icelandic on to Eddison’s England. He re-states
the theory that *King Harald Hairfair’’ drove from Norway the people who would found
Iceland. Subsequently, in one great outpouring, he manages weirdly to inscribe the Icelandic in
England’s golden Elizabethan age, though without mentioning Shakespeare. It is as if
Shakespeare were held silently in reserve for the English-English tradition. On the way,
Eddison’s rhetoric draws on classical analogy and contemporary science (eugenics was

respectable enough then). Finally he disparages the quality of the Anglo-Saxon origin of

? The calquc translation of Harfagri [with beautiful hair] is, like Eddison’s use without ¢loss of Icelandic short
titles for sagas, another forcible demonstration of how well Icelandic goes into English. However, it creates
ambiguity where none nced be: *Hairfair’ could mean ‘light or beautiful hair’. but also could be confused with
related expressions: hairsplitting, turning u hair, a hair’s weight of differcnce. which would suggest a meaning to
do with exactitude and/or (in)justice.
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modern America. Effectively, this pulls Iceland away from its mid-Atlantic position, closer to

England.

A small population: but so was Athens small, and the Greek cities of
lona. Eugenically. it may be doubted whether any country in history has
possessed a population of a higher quality. For the men who settled Iceland were
precisely the pick and flower of the Norse race [...] To match the circumstances
one must picture the sailing of a Mayflower not in Stuart but in Elizabethan
times, and give her for passengers not William Penn and his Pilgrim Fathers, but,
driven from England by some strange tyranny till then unheard of, men of the
mind and temper of Raleigh and Drake, Sidney and Marlowe.

(p. (xix))

This historical origami is yet more intricate. When Eddison was writing, Iceland had not yet
gained its independence from more than five hundred years of rule by Denmark. To a mind of
romantically northern cast, Iceland could have been regarded as a possible annexe to a
crumbling British empire. Eddison's preemptive policy of domestication is followed at the level
of semantics. Far from being in opposition to his uncompromising Icelandicization/archaism
(which he claimed was more natural to English than current English) of word formation and
syntax, this domestication bears out his self-fulfilling belief in Icelandic and English cultural
oneness. Godi has "no sacerdotal connotation: the ‘priest” was squire and parson in one.’
Eddison’s peritext has some marks - intentional or not - of an English cultural
annexation of ‘the North’. Eddison manages to suggest that his admired Norsemen had a
structurally flawed society, so their best men destroyed themselves. It follows that his
(structurally superior) English society, not modern Icelanders, would be the true heirs of “the
North’. If the aristocratic anarchy which prevailed in Iceland was doomed to failure, after
discontent arose and internal boundaries were violated, the descendants of the Vikings are not

worthy (i. ¢. not the real) inheritors. In the battles of the Sturlung Age. it was the great men
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who fought to the death while their followers were given peace. The life-blood of the land was
thus let out in the bitterness of civil war.’

Near the start of the Preface, Eddison authoritatively emptied out and collapsed the
space for (our knowledge of) an original saga author. This section of his Introduction closes
with a similar move. He dramatically recounts the murder of Snorri Sturluson, ostensibly to fix
that date, “the night of the 22nd September, 1241, as the symbolic date of the demise of the
Icelandic republic. Given Eddison’s own account of his consultations with Sigurdur Nordal,
Eddison most likely was aware of strong case for ascribing the authorship of Egils saga to
Snorri. Sigurdur Nordal was to argue for this in his 1933 edition of the saga. Recording the
passing away of the Republic, Eddison does away with Snorri all over again, remaining in sole
control.

(3) uses its discussion of the gods to clear them away. Eddison is more interested in
the figure of the heroic, overweeningly self-reliant human individual. Again he reads the
Northern past in a way which constructs an eccentric political model for his contemporaries and
future readers. After all, a state built up by a few grim, talented, arrogant individuals flourishes
on the servitude of an admiring, less assertive community, and the elimination of anyone who
spoils the unity of the picture: an elimination already practised by Eddison in his (non-)analysis
of the aristocratic composition of early Icelandic society, whose households were not, so far as
can be known, in fact unremittingly noble.

Eddison refers his reader both to primary texts (notably Corpus Poeticum Boreale)
and scholarly works. Working mostly from personal and place names, but without any critical

discussion of this method'’. he concludes that borr and Freyr were the most commonly

' Lven if he had wished to avoid onomastic debate in the Introduction to his translation, the period would have
been right for him to have considered the possibility of unnameability of certain gods or certain aspects of a
deity. i. e. taboo.
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worshipped gods in Iceland. He says that there is not much religion in the sagas. This is an
example of selective interpretation, given the content of the five sagas he himself elected as
foremost in the canon. Eddison suggests that Egill’s relation to O8inn may have been developed
in some other land.

Eddison makes multiple rhetorical shifts in order to neutralize religion in his
discussion, so that the individual man comes out most strongly. First, he makes much of the
‘heathen’ lawspeaker’s conversion of Iceland to Christianity by decree for the sake of national
unity (the account given in Ari’s Islendingabok), emphasizing the disinterestedness and
longsightedness of the heathen lawspeaker in arriving at ‘this statesmanlike compromise’.
Having modernized the heathen lawspeaker, he takes care to note that "though the letter of the
law was christian, the pagan spirit lived on’, citing the ‘pagan” behaviour (wives and violence)
of early Icelandic bishops as positive evidence of a positive thing. With the power of simplicity
of contrast, he keeps "christian’, ‘christianity’, with a lower-case initial letter, before approving
the old faith in *fatalism” and ‘fellowship between men and the Gods' [my italics]. An access of
high language and white space is produced at the mention of the old faith: Eddison cites some
stanzas from his own version of Voluspd: *Sate on the house there and strake harp-string [...]
The Hell-dead walk the way of Hell, and the Heavens are riven’. Later scholarship ironically
betrays Eddison’s rhetorical citation here. The date of composition of V@luspd may be nowhere
near as early as sometimes thought. The description of Ragnarok may be a less than pure record
of pagan vision, influenced both by natural volcanic disaster in Iceland and by Christian visions
of Apocalypse. Finally, in his validation of the rigorous, independent pagans Eddison uses an
orientalist comparison that also has changed its significance, lost its effectiveness, over time in

the West. He compares these “proud souls’ walking always with the “thick black shadow” of
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and death.

In section (4), Eddison defines the saga ‘roughly” as based on history and built
through characters. He sets the saga in the context of disparate tales and traditions that might be
available to the modern reader, yet coloured by the distance of culture and time. However, he
cites the Old Testament, ‘French Romance’, ‘Keltic tradition’, the Arabian Nights. and
Boccaccio’s Decameron in order to dismiss them. In his view, although they are equal in art to
the saga, they are the products of civilizations inferior to that of the “Northman’ with ‘his terse
objective way’. The relationship to classical tradition remains self-conscious and difficult. It is
the earliest term of comparison. Although he presents sagas as like Homer but better, because
"more purely individual®, not so clogged by the supernatural, the marvellous and the gods, and
without any pauses in the story except for the genealogies, the classical still sets the terms of
value. He agrees with E. V. Gordon in finding the beauty of human conduct foremost in the
sagas: ‘We may well rub our eyes, and wonder whether we have not dreamed ourselves back to
Hellas’ (p. (xxxit)).

Eddison wishes to place the saga in a new context, with the ‘modern novel’ and
Elizabethan drama. As his list of modern novelists includes Fielding, Thackeray and Meredith,
it is clear that, for his 1930 peritext, Eddison opposes ‘modern’ to ‘ancient’, not ‘modernist’ to
‘Georgian’ or *Victorian’. This means that the generic term ‘novel’, as Eddison uses it. must be
understood in a wide sense. Eddison himself is once again almost but not quite modern in his
perceptions. Just as his paratext to the translation is innovative and sensible in its layout, but
idiosyncratic in its content. here he anticipates the drama-influenced analysis of the action of

some family sagas,' but homes in on the *Elizabethan". apparently for the sake of its prestige

"' Cf. the consistent use of stage metaphor in Andersson 1967,
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and vernacular vigour, not for any striking likeness to the Icelandic - unless one conflates the
Elizabethan and the seafaring, the seafaring and the piratical, the piratical and the Viking, as
Eddison seems to do elsewhere, in his Mayflower conceit.

It is worthwhile to turn the *modern novel’ consideration inside out, and apply it to
the modern reader. Excessive conservatism, and the carefulness of dullness, are typical effects
of the half-fearful half-patronizing relationship which translators sometimes seem to have with
their potential readers. | would so far support any argument for SL editions which challenge
their readers as to extend it into an argument for translations which at least do not understimate
them.

Two more aspects of this section require discussion. One, a suggestion which Eddison
ascribes to Sigurdur Nordal, that the sagas came about because the Norse were conquerors
brought up short by geography on reaching lceland, so they turned their gifts and energies to
the writing of histories. Two, the conclusion, which simultaneously invokes and turns aside
nostalgia for the Norse, ‘We may think of that old saying: Tout passe, tout casse, tout lasse’,
but “tout lasse’ cannot be imagined of the indomitably ‘strong Northern spirit’ (p. (xxxiv)), and
finally asserts, in true ‘pagan’ spirit, an appreciation of transiency: poignant, but unreliably so,
in the close to the Introduction of a translator’s enterprise to renew two literatures.

The peritextual material at the back of the volume comprises three tables of
genealogies, a Chronological Table with the warning that ‘The exact chronology is in dispute. I
have in the main followed Finnur Jonsson’, a list of abbreviations, a ‘Terminal Essay: Some
Principles of Translation” (pp. 229-242). Notes (in five sections), Miscellaneous Notes (by
chapter), and an Index (for the most part to places, persons and things; it includes references to
peritext, such as an entry for the *“Tout passe” saying), and two maps, one of 'NORWAY in the

Saga-Time’, the other of “the countryside of BURGFIRTH’, across two pages, with scrolls and
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borders. This multiple indexing of the saga sets the precedent for the next three translations. I
shall discuss Eddison’s Notes, then the Essay. This order answers my concerns in the general
discussion. The interaction of the miscellaneous notes by chapter with the main text will be
touched on in the translation analysis in chapter III.

The Notes are numbered | through V. Note I recommends books for English readers.
These are divided into ‘Translations of Sagas’ and *Books on, or bearing on, the Sagas’. II deals
with ‘BERSERK (berserkr)’, giving examples from other Norse material as well as references
within the saga. It explains ‘that this peculiar form of furor athleticus was no mere legend is
proved by the fact that laws were made against it’. There is a cross-reference to the next note,
I, ‘SHAPE-STRONG (hamrammr)’. This, like note II, refers the reader to chapter I, page 1. In
keeping with the lower-case ‘christianity” but capitalized ‘Gods" of the Introduction, the main
note starts, *Odin was Himself a shape-changer’. Here, however, this may be an attempt to
dignify material already, by implication. presented as embarrassing, not only by its presence in
these notes, but following Eddison’s identification, in his Introduction, of the incursions of the
supernatural or preternatural as the flaw in Homer, the relative lack of which gives the sagas
their advantage. Validation of this difficult supernaturalism, achieved in note II by reclassifying
it as merely realistic. here is achieved by citing sources and analogues to make a generality of
the uncommon, and by the use of a calm, scientific tone which discusses the phenomenon on its
own terms. "The classic instance’ is said to be from Volsunga saga. Other examples
demonstrate that the ‘power seems to have come sometimes direct from the beast itself”, and
the “shape-strong’ are told of in India, Japan, Africa and Greece. The neutrality of tone
continues deliberately. *In Europe the shape is generally of wolf or bear’. A parallel with
modern writing (advanced in general terms in the Introduction) brings the saga respectably up

to date, even in these matters, as the reader finally is referred to a *fine modern story built on
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the theme of lycanthropy’, Mérimée’s Lokis. Note IV. ‘GENERAL NOTES ON THE
VERSES", shows Eddison to be slightly more positive in his opinion of skaldic verse than was
Green. He considers the early skaldic verse grand and powerful, but the later verse "lifeless’
and artificial. How far this is a critical judgement, and how far a predilection influenced by
Eddison’s own galvanizing ‘obsession with the bones of a dead past’, is uncertain. Still, his
method is, once more, laudably practical. He takes one Icelandic stanza, explaining typical form
and content through the particular. V, ‘“THE SCORN-POLE (nidstQng)". resumes the neutrality
of exposition, with such normalizing phrases as ‘Nid is, technically [...]’, and a division of the
topic into ‘tongue-scorns’ and ‘tree-scorns’, with examples. A digression on land-spirits
follows, again with the mention of normalizing parallels to nid, from Greek myth. The practice
is discussed in terms of its reality. like berserk behaviour in note 11, so the saga is happily
returned to the realistic. ‘Professor Magnus Olsen has shown that a correct runic transcription
of Egil’s ‘formular’ carved on the nidstQng will give exact numbers of runes, repeated in such a
way that they must necessarily have a magic meaning.” (p. 249). There is a double stress in
Eddison’s ceuvre. He grapples ‘fantasy’ into "reality’ by creating the extravagant Zimamvia as a
world for other adults to read about. He wrests his saga, the one chosen for the translation that
would repay his debt to the Norse world, as close as he can (closer than he realized?) to
himself, his nation, his times, and acceptable factuality.

Eddison’s essay on translation begins by reasserting his belief in the kinship of
Icelandic and English (*likeness of spirit and likeness of language’. Its quasi-scientific style
resembles the peritext at the back of the volume more than the Preface or Introduction. One
asterisked footnote consists of an extremely long alphabetical list of common lexical stock
between the two languages. The stock may add up as common, but is a linguistic equivalent to

romantic archaeology, an ahistorical hotchpotch almost indifferently picked from a variety of
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Old English contexts, given in modern English forms. Its etymologically dubious examples of
Northern kinship include such words as "guard’ and "sign’, which are even stranger, given
Eddison’s aversion to the "dead weight of Latin culture’.

Eddison’s declaration of this linguistic kinship preludes a criticism of the inefficiency
of translators, too typical of commentators on translation. It should be recalled here that
Eddison himself falls victim to such criticism when Fell dismisses him anonymously, lumped
together with his execrated Green, as writers of the unreadable. For Eddison, there are ‘perhaps
only two good translators [from Norse], and all the rest mostly bad’. The two main reasons for
this are the false confidence which saga style easily allows its translators, and "the difficulty of
translating the living word’ - Eddison’s phrase gives the Norse scriptural power, well beyond
rescuing it from dead-language status.

As proof, Eddison cites Green’s Preface on the ‘few difficulties to a translator’
presented by Icelandic prose. Juxtaposing this citation with a passage of Green’s translation,
Eddison compares the whole to the ass in the lion's skin. Eddison continues his argument for a
good translation which would utilize the common stock of Germanic words. His preferred
metaphors for this process of translating are drawn from soil. gardening, and transplanting.
These metaphors imply that a proper tending of the Northern nature could (re)constitute
culture. Taken to another level, the garden references could be seen as dividing translations into
the deathridden reproductions made by language in a fallen state, not ‘the living word’, and
translations of paradisaical virtue, through which the work of maintenance and right naming is
carried on.

Eddison approves of two translators: Sir George Dasent and William Morris. He
blames Dasent, however, for lacking beauty, dignity and splendour, and having a colloquial

style. He blames Morris, by contrast, for being too literary and sophisticated, and for using
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archaisms. Eddison then introduces Samuel Laing, praising Laing's pioneering efforts in having
translated Heimskringla. The main reason that Laing is brought in, though, is to set up a further
contrast with Morris. Eddison claims that Laing translates “rather as an historian and a student
of institutions than an artist’. Passages from Morris’s and Laing’s translations of Heimskringla
are juxtaposed and criticized. Laing loses, on Eddison’s pet charge: lifelessness. According to
Eddison, the lesson is that ‘The mischief is plain enough, and can be summed up in one word:
Latinism.’

The energy and consistency with which Eddison advances this position effects a
rhetorical sincerity. This sincerity is not a matter of criticism, but of faith. Dasent cannot really
be blamed for Latinism, and this is why Eddison soon abandons references to him. Laing can be

blamed for inaccuracy. Instead Eddison brings Laing to book for Latinism and non-literariness.

Eddison is leading up to a personal version of the belles-infideles model of
translation, according to which the translator must master and be faithful to the mistress text
(the TT), while the mistress text cannot be kept faithful if she is allowed to become too
beautiful. This paradigm does not bear close scrutiny. The translator's double duty, to ST and
TT. is more like a bigamist’s. Eddison decides that translating fails, not because the translation
becomes seductive, distracting from the ST. but because translators already ‘are ashamed of
their mistresses’. 1.e. of the ST. Eddison’s commandment is a courtly law for translators: *Thou
shalt love thy Mistress’. In this view, it should even be easier, with concentration, to keep to
one’s source text than to embellish it, in translating. Eddison condemns translators who believe
they are free to judge where to approximate to and where to depart from the ST. He names
several wrong-doers. including Pope. Despite Eddison’s zeal to fix a tradition for saga

translation policy. subsequent saga translators naturally have held different views. as
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demonstrated by John Lucas, in whose opinion ‘Pope’s Homer is probably still the best of all
English Homeric translations” (Fell and Lucas 1975, p. (xxix)).

With atypical epigrammaticism, Eddison claims that everything difficult in the saga is
‘style’, and ‘in all art, style is life’. The emphasis is not Wildean. The impulse is sub-
Nietszchean. As ever for Eddison, life force, though undefined, is the ruling principle of style.
Eddison’s scholarly energy is partly fuelled by vague and mystical notions. His Introduction
hints that the (real world) present and future can be changed according to the past as celebrated
in its literature. His remarks on translation are concerned with a restricted method for bringing
the past into the present. This method supposedly is perfectible by practice. Admitting of
perfectibility, the method need never be changed.

Eddison’s desire to fix and set the tradition becomes finally apparent in his remarks
on archaisms and on proper names. Eddison’s remarks do not clearly distinguish between the
language policy that he would endorse in principle as ideal. and the language policy that he
would adopt in practice for convenience. Eddison displaces whatever may be problematic about
archaism. According to him, the essential, true English language is. literary’. It is unlike
modern speaker’s actual or desired speech. Though literary, this true English does not fall into
his bad category of "lifeless’. On the contrary, modern vernacular English lacks true life.
Eddison harks back to the "greatest tradition of pre-Spenserian English’. He sets up a contrast
between the modern English of "official documents’ and newspapers, and the English which
"bubbles over with life and sprightliness’. an eternally relevant wellspring of inspiration.

Eddison then shifts his argument. True English may be archaic to us, but so are the
sagas to the Icelanders. This is a strange shift. for Eddison previously has said that modern
Icelanders (though of attenuated bloodline) tap into their living past. Eddison has it both wavs.

Archaism is true. It embodies an ancient vitality from which most people have sundered
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themselves. Archaism is also accurate. The relation of modern Icelandic readers to the ST
should, therefore does, parallel the relation of modern English readers to the TT.

Eddison’s contentions could be read as personally motivated, supplying answers to
the questions of an interior dialogue between his Civil Service work and his alternative work as
an author. This reading provides more than a biographical understanding. It allows the use of
Eddison’s books, and books that mention them or him, as part of each other’s epitext, so
fluctuations of direction can be registered.

Another reading would re-apply Eddison’s own technique for evaluating other
translators. This discussion of Eddison’s values for translation, as found in his peritext, could
be juxtaposed with an extract from the text of his translation. If Eddison’s translation method is
successful, his language should prove less colloquial than Dasent, not supersubtle like Morris,

more literary than Laing, without being Latinate or lifeless. Here is an example, chosen as

nearly at random as is possible:

There was there great man-fall. They robbed the cheaping-stead, and burnt it
before they had done with it: fared thereafter down to their ships.
(Chapter XLVIL p.91.)

It would be difficult to deduce the stated aims of Eddison’s method from these results.

Eddison would like to see proper names systematized between books. He considers
that all saga translators into English are engaged on a single project, which should be single in
method. With tyrannical simplicity, he would like them to identify themselves as collaborators.
Eddison believes that their simple recognition of the situation is all that is needed. This belief in
simple recognition as the solution to problems was also behind his suggestion that faith in the

ST invariably would be a sufficient translation policy.
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Translation as version or reworking; translations as part of a continuum. each at once
a footnote and a supplement to the others; these views of the translator’s practice, inimical to
Eddison, also are absent from the work of his successors in the translation of Egils saga.
Systematization (though not in Eddison’s version) is the aim of the Complete Sagas (1997). The
ideal of systematization, as Eddison conceives of it, would be difficult to achieve. Eddison
thinks it would be done best case by case, not by rule, but, even if all subsequent translators had
thought of themselves as collaborators, there would have been much that was arbitrary in the
project. It would have to be limited by time and membership of a group, as with the Complete
Sagas, or an Academy would have to be established. Eddison claims that his own policy is to
follow where work that seems permanent already has begun a tradition. He follows Morris and
Dasent, in that order of preference. His claims for systematization, tradition and collaboration
effectively are an injunction to future translators who consult his text, and to all readers as

potential future translators.

Gwyn Jones and the 1960 translation

Gwyn Jones, unlike either of the previous translators, has professional expertise in
Old Norse, as well as Old English and Celtic. This makes his work in some ways more
objective in focus than the serious but amateur work of Eddison and Green. In the work of a
practising academic like Jones, the explanation and instruction which his translation's peritext
supplies to the reader is likely to be more realistically pitched to its audience.

Jones’s dedication and his two pages of acknowledgements have been discussed
earlier. After his table of contents, there are two maps, each occupying one page (pp. (x) and

(xi)). Eddison’s maps need not have influenced Jones’s. Jones’s base text. the I cdition.
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features several detailed maps at the back of the volume. Jones is alone among the translators in
placing detailed maps before the saga.'?

The prominence of Jones's map thematizes geography as an element in the text
contained in Jones’s book. This plain relocation of the reader from the beginning cleverly both
reassures and foreignizes. There is nothing resembling Eddison’s verbal encouragement to the
reader figuratively to map the saga on to Britain (his English-language reader’s presumed base).
Grounding the reader like this is good preparation for reading the saga. It makes it easier to
grasp the vertical layering of time and allusion over place by which the narrative ‘progresses’.
This layering is otherwise potentially a source of confusion to the new reader.

The saga may be read as being about certain places. just as much as certain places
appear in this saga. It is, therefore, appropriate that Jones’s maps appear at the beginning. If the
reader refers to them, (s)he will have to leaf backwards, move a set of pages back, re-open the
book, so the geography of the saga becomes a point of beginning which is again and again a
place of return. The first map is of "Egil’s World’, which extends west to Ireland, east to
‘Bjarmaland’, south to *Frisland” and London, north to Iceland. The second map is of
‘Borgafjordr’, the final particle not anglicized.

Jones’s translation has an extensive Introduction in four parts (not numbered; 1 shall
refer to them by Roman numerals). They are of diminishing length. I, *The Saga and Tradition’,
occupies pages 1 to 16, which is roughly twice as long as I, ‘Date and Authorship’ (pp. 16-23)
and slightly more than twice the length of I1I, ‘Aspects of the Saga’ (pp. 23-28); IV. ‘The

Manuscripts’, does not quite cover pages 28 to 29. This does not indicate an absolute

12 . : :

Although the Complete Sagas offers a map of the saga world. from Vinland to Constantinople. between the
Publisher’s Acknowledgement and the Introduction, it is not detailed (there is only room for the country’s name
on Iceland), and its position in the book is awkwardly remotc from the literary texts.



judgement of the importance (or validity) of these categories. Rather. it structures the
information to make it accessible for the less expert reader.

Like his forerunners, Jones begins with a competitive, canonical placement of Egils
saga among the best. However, he makes no ponderous arguments and draws no far-reaching
analogies from this. Instead, his opinion presents the reader with a saga transformed into an
object whose value is real once it becomes understandable. His ‘best’ is chosen not out of an
impulse to catalogue and fix the canon, but in order to hint at a useful readerly attitude. His
rating of the saga assures the reader that his or her persistence will be repaid.

Jones makes the thronging world of the saga easier to remember by setting out history
in the saga world’s terms. He makes it a social history, not a history of great men: ‘The period
covered by the saga is from early in the second half of the ninth century to the end of the tenth,
from the birth of Kveldulf’s sons to the death of his grandson Egil.” Unfortunately, the practical
aid of an index is not supplied - a flaw in keeping with the easy, conversational, civilized (i.e.
leisurely) presentation favoured by Jones. The lack of an index prevents the reader from falling
into a compulsive, interruptive use of peritext with text. It also inhibits certain kinds of
cribbing. However, it does worse than nothing for the pleasure of reading which comes with
comprehension and re-reading: of consulting the Index and returning to the text with a
sharpened vision. This paratextual policy is analogous to the Penguin series’s policy of
accessible translation which allows some passages to gain in immediacy while others fall flat
and the reader’s experience is overall narrowed.

The rhetoric of both Eddison and Green was best suited to a cult readership for
Icelandic material. for whom the saga had to be special property. By contrast, Jones is
consistently pragmatic, uncontentious. He collapses academic debate on saga gcnesis by

crediting the vanished author with the best of intentions. His saga author. or (as he prefers)
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‘sagaman’ is "not concerned to invent but to make the best use he could of the material at his
disposal’, accommodating both written sources and oral tradition “open to change’ over a time
gap between two hundred and twenty and three hundred and sixty-three years (Jones’s
estimation). This accommodating saga author resembles Jones’s persona as translator, in an
elision by now familiar.

Characteristically, for Jones this near-identity is not a move to gain authority. It is the
oblique apologia of a translator whose work steers clear equally of the individualization of
‘reworking’, and of the arid self-consciousness of translation conceived as transfer. Jones 1s
clear-eyed about the romantic appeal of the saga for readers who share its territory though not
its culture, language or time. He knows that they may want to domesticate its events in the hope
that colour will bleed into their modern landscape. He may even be suspicious of the cult
readers, in whose existence Eddison and Green would have been happy to believe. The better to
connect with such readers, Jones concedes the point. He admits the local interest that would, for
example, be pleased to identify the battle of Vinheidr, in which Porolfr Skallagrimsson is killed
(IF chapters LIII and LIV), with the battle of Brunanburh, commemorated by the entry of a
poem for year 937 of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Having conceded this, Jones simplifies
nothing, but in both the main text of his Introduction and in footnotes to it (paratext of the
paratext?) he suggests further reading. His generous-sounding conclusion, that it is easiest to
map Vinheidr on to Brunanburh, gives nothing away.

Jones's TT proper names are formally close to the SL. retaining (or, from a TL
perspective, introducing) some particles and accentuation. This is not foreignization as
Lawrence Venuti would understand the practice. The agenda which emerges from Jones’s
paratext is less concerned with preserving the ‘otherness’ of the Norse material than with

general good manners towards the reader. The names’ slightly exotic appearance is not a
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marker of Norseness (anglicized versions, after all. still are not English). It merely
acknowledges that the reader. elsewhere in literature or otherwise, probably copes with non-
English names, possibly with diacritics. Jones does not present Norse-looking names as a
difficulty.

There is an echo of Tolkien, a writer whose tone accords with Jones’s liberal civility
to his reader. Tolkien, in ‘On Fairy-Stories’, identifies one of the crucial questions which
children ask about fantastic stories: 'Is it true?’."® It is a concern with truth as factuality which
Jones seems to anticipate in readers of the skaldic verses in the saga. Carefully, he gives his
opinion: most of the verses are "genuine’, but this means that they are ‘faithful to tradition’. not
that they necessarily are the ‘truth’. (Jones himself does enlarge on the reliability of certain
fact-type truths, of geographical accuracy, for example.) However - and more importantly - he
lets the reader know that, on this issue, the saga may be trusted up to a point, may be granted
that ‘suspension of disbelief” so important to Tolkien's essay."

The genuine verses are separated into two types, on stylistic grounds. Some verses are
presented as unquestionable. Others may not fit their context, but may represent Egill’s
retrospective embellishments of his story. This is not a simple separation. The first type, taken
in the context of Jones’s discussion of genuineness, diagnoses an area of trouble that is never
outlined as such. The characters’ habit of impromptu verse speaking, not to mention the
intercalation of an otherwise reasonably naturalistic narrative with elaborate verse spoken

impromptu, may look stranger to Jones’s modern (general) reader than any number of odd

" Tolkien 1975 [1964], p. 38.

" Jerome J. McGann, examining Coleridge’s phrase in its immediate context, finds it has two senses, a limited
suspension of disbelief which the reader ‘none the less remains conscious of and attached to’, and a *more
comprehensive understanding” whereby the reader gains a “poetic faith’ in a psychologized reality. (McGann
1988, pp. 169 - 170). This passage suits any reading of the sagas which bases itself on their intrinsic interest
being that of enduring human nature. Torringa 1969 seems to endorse such a view. Gwyn Jones, in the 7LS 1980
(p. 135), remarks that *Everything which shows that complicated but entirely human creature the Viking in other
than the bleaker-than-bleak or over-romantic light he has long been forced to inhabit is pure gain.” [My italics]
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consonant groupings and diacritics in names. In the TT, such verse-speaking introduces a
possible structural difficulty for reception: the reader’s understanding of prose conventions,
bound up with his/her emotional as well as intellectual response.

Jones’s classification of the first type of genuine verse also can be read as an
authoritative allegation that what is unquestionable is not just the verse in its circumstances.
Unquestionable is the very fact that the speaking of verse, and the verse spoken, in such
circumstances is perfectly in character, acceptable to the reader, believable: not an aberration or
a trick of style. Instead of making this into a debate, Jones smooths things over.

Jones’s second classification chimes with Lee M. Hollander’s suggestion, that
‘considering the extraordinary concreteness of certain portions [of Egils saga], one may [...]
hold that the body of the saga consists of reminiscences by the skald himself’, although
Hollander does not explicitly extend Egill's hypothetical process of reminiscing to poetic
revision or retrospective embellishment."

Jones leaves unclear at what level of composition of the saga material Egill may, not
impossibly, have edited or augmented his own poetry. Jones does not raise the question of
authorship here, though. Until the next section of his Introduction, ‘Date and Authorship’,
Jones refers (almost) neutrally to “the sagaman’ in his main text. Hollander makes his claims
more aggressively. Hollander concerns his Egill with revisions in order to challenge the
attribution of authorship to Snorri Sturluson, alleging that ‘the skald himself", anecdote, and
family could have provided a dense and definite stretch of material, to be “welded into a whole
by a gifted author - whoever he was.*'®

Analysis of Hollander’s argument left aside. Jones notably has already disabled such

a possibility by naming Snorri as the author in footnote 17 on page 12. four pages before the

" Hollander 1945, p. 55
' Hollander 1945, p. 55.
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discussion of authorship begins. This footnote occurs as Sigurdur Nordal’s Foreword to his
1933 edition of the saga for [slenzk fornrit is presented as an authoritative text. The scholarship
of the translation is in line with that of the editor who has established its base text. Gwyn Jones
also refers the reader to Nordal’s article on Snorri in Skirnir (1941), which, given its date. may
well have been the provocation to Lee M. Hollander’s remarks.!” Snorri’s authorship is as near
as possible proven, according to Jones. A characteristic blend of stylistic and practical reasons
is produced: exactitude of geographical detail; pragmatism; a wide, impartial view of events;
sophisticated treatment of domestic and foreign locations; dexterity with matters relating to
kings.

The discussion of authorship brings out a range of rhetorical effects in Jones’s own
scholarly language, becoming a practical display of the powers of Jones the translator’s style.
His concise style can also be conservative: ‘an historian’s saga’, ‘Snorri saw and explained this
clearer than any of his countrymen’ [my emphases}. Jones displays his talent for ritual
elaborateness at this section’s close: *And who shall say that it is a saga unworthy of the genius
which gave us the prose Edda and Heimskringla, a genius nurtured in Oddi and Borgarfjordur
more than in courts abroad, and not least where the fast white waters of Hvitad mix with the sea
near Borg?’ Here it appears normal for the peritext to have end phrase and initial phrase
introduced by “and’. Does the main text become so much the freer to render the saga prose,
paced as it is by ok [and., also] and en [and. but]?

In Part III of the Introduction, *~Aspects of the Saga’, there is much character analysis.
Whether or not Jones’s conclusions are followed, this analysis (if read) partly makes up for the
lack of an index. in so far as it helps to make these characters memorable. The effect is not like

items in a list. When these characters (re)occur in the main text, they will already have been

' In the second sentence of the paragraph from which citations have been made, Hollander says that “reasons
have been adduced for attributing it to Snorri Sturluson, the greatest man of letters Iceland has produced
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picked out as significant. Whether or not Jones’s presentation of them is consciously recalled or
followed, they will shape the narrative held in the reader’s mind.

Jones makes his peritext do other work for the saga’s memorability. Highlighting
certain areas of the narrative, he immediately undoes his own choice by suggesting a set of
alternative, equally interesting areas. From this, the reader’s memory and comprehension pull
the narrative into shape over a series of points, like cloth stretched on a frame. It is odd to see
the hierarchical language of listing doubling on itself, turning into something very unlike the
lists in the earlier translations’ paratexts. Jones’s first list does make assertions in a style by

now familiar. The second list, along with unfolding choice, brings in conversational civility,

flash of image, unembarrassed use of proverb and occasional coinage of compounds:

The five outstanding sections of Egils Saga are the dealings of Thordlf
Kveldulfsson and King Harald, the account of Egil’s boyhood in chapter 40,
Egil’s visit to York, the account of Egil’s skaldship in Chapter 78, and the
concluding description of his old age and death. (One may be tempted to extend
the list with such things as Skallagrim’s settlement, Egil at Athelstan’s court, and
Egil’s last words with his father, diamond cut diamond, but sometime one must
make an end.)

(p- 24)

Jones’s voice in the peritext is close to his translation’s narrator.

Before the section dealing with manuscripts, which closes the Introduction, Jones
judges Egils saga to be “the second greatest of sagas’ (p. 28). ‘Second’ rather than *first’
reassures the reader that the assertion is truly comparative, not naive. The account of the
manuscripts is full enough to indicate the complicated textual base from which any judgement

on the work should be made. It is ironic that this, and the following two translations likeliest to
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remain popular, since accessible, until their stock peters out, standardize the iF text as the
source for their diverse renderings, eliding saga and edition."®

Jones’s Notes (pp. 241-257), like his Introduction, are extensive and discursive,
blending information and opinion. Explanations of unfamiliar terms, such as ‘berserk’ and ‘odal
rights’, index his willingness to leave in, or invent, workable approximations for things
Icelandic. Historical conjecture and geographical specifications are set alongside stylistic
evaluations, rationalizations of unclear passages, and suppositions as to the motivation of
characters. These endnotes do not merely give information which the reader may lack. They
demonstrate ways of thinking about the saga. The saga does not come into reach because of the
notes. The notes present a reassurance of its approachability.

There is an endnote for each poem. Jones’s treatment of the poems, in the peritext and
in the layout of the translated text, is remarkable. The character analysis offered by Jones in
Part III of the Introduction had culminated in the identification of Egill himself as ‘the most
impressive creation’. The word “creation’ reaffirmed the fictionality of ‘Egil’ relative to his
author. However, the description of the character *Egil’. clearly meant to excite the reader’s
fascinated respect, slips ino a description of Egil (earlier identified as the author of genuine
verses). The power of fascination is transferred from created to historical character, and so to
the historical character’s poetic creations: ‘It is in his poems and verses that Egil is most
himself”. The poems are the areas of intensity in a narrative elsewhere restrained.

The clear text presentation of the saga narrative is broken only where Jones inserts an
asterisked footnote. The footnotes are attached only to verse, on pages 208, 214, 217 and 222.

These marginal elements of peritext all read: *“The words here are missing.” The text

' v. Tanselle 1998 for the status of the intangible work relative to the instructions for its recreation varyingly
given in its disparate, documentary fexts. However, 1 do not consistently use ‘text’ in Tanselle’s sensc. but usually
in opposition to “paratext’.
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corresponding to this peritextual element is visually disrupted. In order to show the omission,
the space of the missing words is made up with dots: four dots per line, i.e. two per half-line
(allowing for the structure of the SL verse), and so many dots as necessary to complete the line,
so many lines as necessary to make up the stanza. This disrupted verse calls attention to itself.
It is obviously text that has been worked on by the translator. It recalls the existence of SL
poetry that needed to be rearranged by an editor. The look of the verse does not promise that
any recoverable SL value of Egill’s creations survives into its TT form.

Jones’s care in attaching paratextual elements to the verse in the saga matches the
care with which he intervenes quasi-editorially in the main text. He is the only modern
translator to mark the status of the verse in the narrative with punctuation.'” In all but seven
instances, Jones encloses the verse in quotation marks, presenting it as a character’s
performance, maintaining the integrity of verse in prose within the saga. The more usual saga
translation policy would leave the verse alone and artifactual, a block of Norse antiquity and
difference, unowned except by location in the white space - both sudden and static, like a
revelation of ‘otherness’ - between the prose on the page.

In one of the seven instances where the verse does not appear to be enclosed in
quotation marks, verse (2), this is because the verse is continuous with its speaker’s prose
speech, so, while the verse is numbered and paragraphed as normal in Jones's translation, the
open quotation mark which introduced the prose speech finds the close mark at the end of the
verse paragraph. This is verse (2), chapter 27 (Jones p. 78, iF p- 70), where Skalla-Grimr
teaches his rhyme of successful vengeance to his prisoners, King Haraldr’s men, so that they

take it to the king.

" The saga’s first translator into English, W.C. Green, also did this, further marking off the verse by his usual
policy of translating the way the verse was delivered with “sang’.
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The two next cases are (21) and (22) (Jones p. 134, iF pp. 146. 147). Here the status
of the verse is not marked as speech because the verse is continuous with the self-presentation
of the prose narrative as historical/biographical report. (21) is a complete stanza. However, the
narrative cites is as evidence of the drdpa® which Egill composed for King Zthelstan, and (22)
is the refrain of the drdpa. The relevant verb is yrkja [to compose. to make a verse], not (as
elsewhere) kveda [to say, speak, utter, recite, repeat, chant]. ‘b4 orti Egill drapu um Adalstein
konung, ok er i pvi kvadi petta’ [Then Egill composed a long-poem-with-a-refrain about King
Zthelstan, and in it is this verse].

The fourth instance, verse (43) (Jones p. 179, {F p. 213) is similar. Again the
composition of a verse is reported, this time Egill’s expression of gratitude to his friend
Arinbjorn for his Yule gifts: ‘b4 orti Egill visu’ [Then Egill composed a verse]. It is not clear
whether the division that would class some verse as immediate communication by the
character/poet, and other verse as “later’ citation of a poem neither performed nor given in full
during the course of the narrative, is a division that holds in this instance. Possibly orti
[‘wrought’, composed] here implies kvad [recited]. Still, Jones’s punctuation of the verse on the
whole inflects the saga dramatically, refusing to flatten out the change of voice implied by the
occurrence of verse from instance to instance.

In two of the final three instances under consideration, the omission of the quotation
marks which normally would indicate speech (speech cited in prose narrative) presents the
verse as a linguistic artifact catalogued by complete citation, not as (the memory or reenactment
of) the process or fact of composition or recitation. Sonatorrek is introduced: *And this is the
beginning of the poem:’ (Jones, pp. 204-210). The introduction to Arinbjarnarkvioa hardly

varies: "and this is the beginning of it:” (Jones, pp. 211-218). The drdpu with which Egill

R4 . <. . . . -
*'" A long poem with a refrain, a highly prestigious form.



commemorates the gift of a shield from the young poet Einarr skalaglamm is not given in full,
so the phrase "and here is the opening of it’ is literal, introducing only the first stanza, verse
(54); this classes as memory of the fact of composition. The variation between ‘beginning’ and
‘opening’ is entirely Jones’s. Sonatorrek’s SL introduction reads: *Ok er petta upphaf kvedis:’
[And this is the poem’s beginning]. Arinbjarnarkvida’s introductory phrase is: ‘ok er petta
upphaf at:’ [and this is [its] beginning]. Verse (54) reads the same: ‘ok er petta upphaf at’. (iF
pp. 245, 257, 272). Jones chooses not to give the two identical phrases (for verse (54) and
Arinbjarnarkvida) equivalent translations. Instead, he makes the introductory phrases for the
two full poems correspond to each other. The reader’s experience of the long poems’ level of
placement in the narrative is thereby differentiated from that of the extract from the drdpa. For
some readings of the saga, this differentiation may well have the kind of literary motivation and
effect sketched above. However, Jones’s translation also brings out a correspondence between
the problems of textual history embodied by the frame of the two long poems. What nowadays
is purely a literary formula once was also a reminder to insert the required material. It is, in
fact, only one verse of Sonatorrek which appears in the M6druvallabok (M) manuscript, though
the other main source for the saga, Ketilsbok (K), gives it entire. The transmission of
Arinbjarnarkvida is not smooth, either. The IF edition footnotes the introductory phrase for
each of these poems. It is possible that these two paratextual elements in the source influenced
Jones in the bringing together of the translated phrases in his translated text.

Turning back to Genette, I reiterate that paratext consists of peritext (internal to the
volume) and epitext (external to the volume). These are working definitions. Any element of
either may enjoy additional existences over time. moving between the two. One motive for saga
translation may be to bridge the gap between specialist and non-specialist readers. 1t is

worthwhile to examine Jones’s reception in a periodical both literary and mainstream. so in



some way representative of the intersection of the academic reviewing and general informed
reading of books,”' and which is overtly targeted at the book-buyer as well as at the reader.

The Times Literary Supplement [TLS] of 1944 (p. 455) has a short, generally
positive notice of Jones’s translation The Vatnsdalers Saga for the American-Scandinavian
Foundation. The TLS 1948 (p. 481) reviews Gwyn Jones and Thomas Jones’s translation of the
Mabinogion. This review elaborately praises the production of the book, but scarcely discusses
the translation except to wonder whether it will replace its predecessor. From its remarks on
Jones’s care for the text’s appearance, and, given the layout of the Egils saga verses, we can
deduce that this care is part of Jones's method. The 1948 reviewer happily discusses Jones
together with “the ancient storytellers’, and uses garden images in discussing the practice of
translation and the issue of taste. The connotations of the image of gardening, however, are not
all of peaceful and nurturing activity. Gardening involves destruction and selection as well as
cultivation and transfer; this was implicit in the peritext of an earlier translation, where E.R.
Eddison used similar images.

Lee M. Hollander’s review of Gwyn Jones’s translation of Egils saga, for Speculum:
A Journal of Medieval Studies®, spends pages 333 to 335 faulting Jones on five counts:
accuracy, taste and style, accessibility, the range of the Introduction over every aspect of the
saga but the literary, and verse translation (bad enough, on Hollander’s accounting, to be
treated separately from the first three faults). Many of Hollander’s perceived faults of accuracy
can in fact be reassigned to the taste and style category. Hollander’s list of Jones's faults
sometimes even takes the form of a selective catalogue, with an appearance of restraint which is

a kind of visual preterition. This list amounts to a single objection to Jones the storyteller, who

*' "This discussion also is restricted to covering Jones’s reception up till the appearance of the Palsson and
Edwards translation, i.e. the last of the latest generation of separate translations of the saga.

2 . . . . . .

22 TLS pagination as for one year’s issues bound together.

23

“" Hollander 1961.
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expands into colloquial and figurative language where there is none in the ST. yet Icelandicizes
his English elsewhere. In other terms, Hollander apparently objects to calling a reworking a
translation. Hollander's degree of insistence makes his objection apparently extend to the
translation technique of compensation™, and further, to the practice of reworking at all. It is
true, however, that the examples which Hollander cites paint a picture of TT extravagance that
looks like a reworking of the saga prose to co-opt it for another storytelling tradition. Epitextual
coincidence can be bittersweet: the TLS review of Jones’s translation of Egils saga (1960, p.
628) is confident that Jones *has successfully managed to engage the attention of the scholarly
world’.

Returning to the 7LS 1948 review, we find a second epitextual coincidence. Starting
with a sketch of Icelandic studies in Britain, moving on to set up Njdls saga, Egils saga,
Laxdeela saga and Grettis saga as the four best Family Sagas, in descending order and by a
consensus as to the order (if not the nature) of what is ‘best” unchanged over the time spanned
by my whole discussion, the review then brings together Jones with Hermann Palsson and
Magnus Magnusson for purposes of contrast. The Icelandic/British translation team had
produced a version of the ‘first” saga which appeared in the same month as Jones’s version of
the ‘second’ one. Jones ‘has successfully managed to engage the attention of the scholarly
world and the general reading public: they have published their translation in the Penguin
Classics and appealed to the widest possible audience.” [My italics] The two phrases which |
have emphasized in the review are so placed in the sentence as to give the impression of
intended contrast, although the former phrase simply looks like a specific version of the latter.

The review’s rhetoric is more complex. The review soon faults the Penguin Njdlu for

+ ‘Compensation’ means that the features of a ST are treated on average rather than point by point. for example
by introducing a phrase with a proverbial ring where it seems appropriate, if another proverbial phrase elsewhere
has been lost in translation.



95

‘flatness. the absence of tension in this translation at the various climaxes of the action’, and for
the (useful) footnotes which mar the clarity of the page. Immediately it undercuts its own
conclusion. Deploring selective quotation, the review asserts that, to be fair, the Penguin
translation ‘carries the reader along without drawing attention to itself; it will open a new world
of imaginative experience to thousands of readers who can rely on Magnus Magnusson and
Hermann Palsson as reliable guides into this literary rerra incognita.” However, ‘Egil’s Saga,
which now appears handsomely from America in Professor Jones’s superb translation with an
introduction and notes’ is then praised in a way that makes the Penguin translation sound pallid,
its guided readers needy and weak. Intensity, strength, force, are the root words for describing
Jones’s Introduction. The prose of his translation can be ‘tense’, ‘compressed’; it can ‘vibrate’.

Now perhaps the review’s attempt to distinguish two groups of readers becomes
understandable. The first group - scholarly and general readers - comprises what I would call
the imaginative or actual readers, for whom so few translations seem to be written. These are
the readers who can cope with a high degree of narrative energy. They take pleasure in doing
some work, not hoping for the security of derivative prose and recognizable convention. The
second group, or "audience’ (this word, as used in the review, characterizes them by the less
modern or more primitive sense of hearing and by a greater degree of passivity) approximates
to what I would call the "average reader’. Concern for this ‘average reader’ often moves the
translator in practice to limit her- or himself, whether from consideration or something like
contempt.

Two models of translation can be inferred from the review. There is impersonal
transfer, translation as shinethrough of text beneath text and world into world. This requires a
kind of telepathy (eased rather than effortless), and is always slightly blurred. The Penguin

translation, where the content of the source text is somehow absorbed by the reader.,
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exemplifies this model. Then, there are the demands of Jones’s masterfully written version.
where the *flavour’ of the original is sought. Reading becomes an experience (whether inspiring
or exasperating) of seeking this intangible, through the creative (opportunistic?) fluctuations of
the TT’s literary modes.

The last rhetorical move by which this review privileges Jones above Magnusson and
Palsson without making explicit judgement is in the final paragraph. Penguin may seem flat -
but selective quotation is unfair - still, Jones is superb (and doing something different) -
anyhow, ‘[i]nnumerable passages which could be selected for quotation all lead to the same
conclusion’, i.e. that after Jones’s quarter-century of success as writer and translator, ‘Egil’s
Saga is the best thing [Jones] has ever done and there it now stands, a powerful challenge and
example to any future translator of the Family Sagas.’

The third epitextual coincidence comes in the discussion of the verse in the saga. A
passage of verse translated by Jones’s predecessor Eddison is cited to demonstrate Jones’s
superiority. It is praised sincerely. but for a dubious reason. Jones’s ‘translation of Sonatorrek
will stand comparison with Ezra Pound’s version of the Old English poem, The Seafarer.’”
Earlier, the review criticized Magnusson and Palsson for translating their saga’s verse into free
verse which kept the imagery. This criticism was odd enough in supposing ‘imagery’ to be
separable from meaning in skaldic (or any good) verse, and odder still given the admiring
invocation of Pound. Perhaps the reviewer is working with the notion that imagistic poetry may
be one of the filters through which the average reader sees poetry in general and poetry per se.
This notion becomes complicated by a fear of how the translator can make this average reader
think (feel) that the verse in the saga, as translated, is any kind of poetry at all. The strength

which with Jones is praised is weakened by the suppositions which motivate the praise. This

28 . . . . . .
v. Stanley for a closer view of what dubious praise the comparison with Pound may be.
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resembles Eddison’s own TLS review (1930. p. 1012). Eddison’s reviewer there remarks that
Egill was "certainly the greatest of Icelandic skalds. The text of his poems has suffered
dreadfully in transmission; but he is relatively simple in diction and shows real feeling’, so
Eddison’s translation ‘has communicated the qualities of his original’. An exclamation point is
the best comment on this summary and conclusion, which so obviously have worked backwards
from Eddison’s version to an imagined original, missing the ST, of which an idea is formed
anyhow.26 Just as Jones’s reviewer does with Eddison, Eddison’s reviewer dismisses Eddison’s
predecessor Green, wishing to assert that ‘there was room for the present translation.’

When the TLS 1961 (p. 388) reviews Jones’s Erik the Red. And Other Icelandic
Sagas, the “storyteller’ characterization is also used. though less lavishly than in the 1948
review. Jones is praised for bringing so much Icelandic literature to an English-reading
audience. He is also praised for adapting his style to the needs of ‘all his selected sagas’, not
imposing “one uniform style’. He changes his style in response to each saga’s individual
qualities, and is flexible within the style chosen for each saga. The reviewer notes with
approval the “economy’ and unobtrusiveness of Jones’s scholarship and peritext, which help the
reader to “enjoy" these stories for their own sake. In other words, a Gwyn Jones mini-canon of
medieval Icelandic literature is becoming a subset of modern literature. Commenting that
Jones’s skill as a novelist and short-story writer is of great assistance and the archaic cloak of
William Morris is thrown away. the 1961 reviewer brings in an opposite verdict on Jones to
that passed on Eddison by a 1930 7LS reviewer (p. 1012), where Eddison’s essay on translation
appended to his version of Egils saga is dismissed: it ‘is a stout defence of the Morris tradition.

but the etymological theory of translation is not a sound one’, nor should the translator ever "get

M 4] . . . . . . . -
** Use of an imagined original is discussed in chapter 111.
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between his author and the reader.” The 1961 reviewer’s verdict on Jones's project is a positive
restatement of Hollander's negative view.

Jones’s power as a storyteller is evidenced by the way his authorial style infects the
style of his critics. This is true even where The History of the Vikings, no ‘literary’ work, is

being reviewed. Jones’s TLS 1968 reviewer enthuses with rhyme, rhythm and alliteration:

Today there is general agreement that the Vikings were morally neither black nor
white. They were raiders but they were traders, they were violent but they were
loyal, they were greedy but generous. They were a vital moulding together of
loosely associated regional groups who could fuse together on new or old ground
to form a kingdom or a republic, organize a farm or a trading station. The heroic
enthusiasm of the saga writers and the loud laments of the Christian chroniclers
have been discounted.

(TLS 1968, p. 1310)

It is one of the ironies of paratext that the next translator of Egils saga, Christine Fell, would
provide a precise account of the development of the word *viking’, in her article for Leeds
Studies in English,” as well as the Anglo-Saxon *wicing’, in the Sir Israel Gollancz Memorial
Lecture for the British Academy. 1968. The difference between the analysis offered by her
charting and the response excited by Jones’s history is paradigmatic of the shift between the
two translations. Despite general enthusiasm, Jones’s 1968 reviewer criticizes, in Jones’s more
academic work, the same tendency to smooth things over which this discussion found in
Jones’s Egil’s Saga Introduction. On the question of Russia and the Vikings, ‘Professor Jones,
with consummate skill. avoids real entanglement with this tricky problem. But the problem
remains.” The review closes with praise of Jones’s ‘book of hope” as being true for the
moment” and opening the way for more truth to come, by the example of its interdisciplinary

nature.

27 tell 1987.
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The TLS 1964 review (p. 219) of Jones’s Norse-Atlantic Saga translations also notes
Jones’s characteristic virtues: the book’s handsomeness, its thoughtul, well-illustrated layout,
the language, the interdisciplinary interests which move Jones to participate in archaeological
expeditions in Greenland. It names Jones’s reward for these virtues: the Icelandic title,
Chevalier of the Order of the Falcon.

Just eight years after this - three years before the appearance of Fell’s Egils saga
translation, there is a negative shift in the way that Jones’s work is received by TLS reviewers.
The 1972 TLS reviewer (p. 1190) of Jones’s Kings, Beasts and Heroes is divided between
admiration for a style of scholarship which brings the subject imaginatively alive for the reader,
and a cautious dislike of this style for being oldfashioned and inexact.”® This reviewer depicts
Jones as exuberant yet elusive, in command of his material but never living up to his promises.
‘Some topics Professor Jones seems to have disregarded because in his enthusiasm he has
become too totally absorbed into the stories themselves’ to convey any sense of (needed)
exactitude in interrelating events, genesis of the narratives, and time of the recorded narrative.
The folktale-archetype approach is found wanting. The language is "over-heady’ - but the
adjective’s hyphen shows the critic impaled: as often before, the critical voice finds itself
possessed by Jones’s style. Jones is evaluated more as author than scholar. His book is
criticized as if it were literature. The reviewer is inspired to an extended conceit which
compares Jones to the medieval antiquarian who put together the story of Culhwch and Olwen.
The illustrations are said to both distract and delight. Jones’s language overwhelms but also

saturates:

8 ~ . . . . . “ .
Nowadays, though, a reader of Cixous might see Jones as “writing with’ rather than expect him to be writing
about, or on, his selection of texts.
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One finds oneself so rolled along in the tide of words that it often takes a second
look to realize that one is also being instructed. But, to adapt slightly what he
himself says of Culhwch and Olwen, “this is no majestic, smooth-flowing river . .
. cabined and confined, but . . . an exciting, at times hair-raising succession of
freshets, cataracts, and rapids, transporting us through a variegated, spectacular,
part-real and part-magical landscape” - and one stays with him every inch of his
story-telling way.

(TLS 1972, p. 1190)

The ‘story-teller’ characterization has stuck.

Jones’s own writing for the TLS is as informative and measured as his reviewers’.
The year after this review of his work, where criticism is belied by critical style, Jones himself
analyzes his translation (with Thomas Jones) of the Mabinogion (“Viewpoint”, TLS 1973, p.
418).”” Jones views translation as a way to “honour the donating literature as well as enrich the
one that receives it", emphasizing that translating into the TL brings increased appreciation of
the TL. He admits that his non-academic writing and his personal circumstances (which he
contextualizes historically) influence his choice of texts for translation. He balances this by
describing the collaborative, interdisciplinary nature of translation as an enterprise. Jones’s list
of collaborators outrivals Hollander’s list of Jones's errors: “Lexicographers, ploughmen,
botanists, topographers, archaeologists and historians [...]". His pragmatism is evident, as in his
Introduction to his Egils saga. He can temporize for the sake of consistency, deciding to be ‘not

too unreasonably distant from an eleventh-century standpoint’. He concludes:

The minimum to aim at - it is the maximum too - is accuracy, faithfulness: and if
the original has claims to greatness, a use of language that conveys that greatness.
In short, for once in your life give it all you’ve got. You will never face the job
again.

(TLS 1973, p. 418)

This is as sober as his reviewers, but, typically of writings epitextual to saga translations, it is

also as unspecitic.

** The following citations from Jones are from this article.
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The well-worn terms. "accuracy’ and *faithfulness’. imply that translation is transfer -
a correspondence between model and reproduction, a contract between master and clerkly
representative (not mistress), a decoding between systems. However, Jones’s specification, ‘use
of language’, points elsewhere: towards translation as version or reworking, and to the version
as literary, the letter disposed according to the movement of the spirit. Jones’s phrase restricts
transfer to content, allowing stylistic latitude. This opposition is familiar, and dubious. It hardly
matches Jones’s initial, scientific minimum-and-maximum phrases. Moreover, if the duty of the
literary version is to ‘greatness’, this raises more questions than it answers. Are ‘meaner’ parts
in a great whole to be rendered meanly, or touched up for the sake of the general greatness?

Jones’s last exhortation, that the translation is a once-in-a-lifetime effort, sounds like
a motto for work, applicable to project after project. not like a genuine critical assessment of
the task. How to single out one translation from amongst the phenomenal number of
translations, versions and retellings produced by a writer like Jones? With Jones’s record of
achievements standing in epitextual relation to his exhortation, the exhortation cannot be taken
literally. It is, rather, the expression of something inbuilt in Jones’s practice. He has offered a
watchword to be repeated and heeded, not before some unique work in production, but during

every task of interpretation - reading and writing.

Christine Fell and the 1975 translation

When Christine Fell’s translation of Egils saga for Everyman appeared. Gwyn
Jones’s translation was so much in demand, and so well liked, that an early reviewer (in
Scandinavica, Vol. 15, No. 1) wondered, typically, whether there was room for another. He

concluded that there was. as the two translations were very different kinds of book.*® No 7LS

* Glendinning 1976,
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notice appeared. Within the peritext of her book, there is scant discussion of Fell’s self-image
as a literary translator. Is there epitextual material which might present Fell on translation?
There is an article by Fell, unrelated to her translation of Egils saga, but showing
some of the habits of thought of the mind which worked on that translation. Entitled ‘Some
Domestic Problems’, and published in Leeds Studies in English. New Series. Vol. XV it
looks at the second list of tools in the ‘Gerefa’ (MS. CCCC 383), with imaginative relish for the
reconstruction of a world, as well as patience and philological thoroughness. She makes plain
points: ‘Some of the problems are outlined simply by comparing various translations of the
text’: with sharp awareness of how (mis)understandings can accrue and be perpetuated - here,
for example, that return to a source text is not good enough if interpretations (versions) of that
text, and their influence on one’s own thinking, are not scrutinized. Her skills work quietly for
her imagination, as she exhausts the German and Italian translations, as well as the English, of
the Anglo-Saxon list, finding where they catch and connect. She is capable of reading the list as
being naturally continuous with readings of the literature of its language. She warns against the
faults of translating Old English prose as if it were poetry, and mapping a variety of SL
expressions on to one English expression as if the Old English words were pure synonyms.
Evidence of an exhaustive exactitude, together with a clear-eyed impersonality of
tone, suggest that Fell would be an ideal translator of the sort who seeks for lucid transfer, who
seems to achieve transparency as much through implacable arrangement as through apparent
neutrality. One would trust her with the translation of recurring phrases or of peculiar cultural
differentiations, with how a wound was made, for example, or what kind of ship was used. This
intellectual style is entirely unlike the ebullience and fertile subjectivity of Jones’s writing

(‘Between the saga of Egil and that of Ltywarch (much of which has been lost) there is no

[11985.
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connection whatsoever. But we can relate their subjects as we relate two portraits hanging on a
gallery wall, independent of each other, not of the same school, country, or century, but
expressing in their different ways what two great artists have seen and wished to record of
irascible and resentful old age.’)’* - Jones gets the reader to suspend disbelief in the fantastic
world while contemplating human nature thrown into relief by its setting; Fell can encourage
the reader to find the foreign world believable.

It would be unwise, of course, to read this article as a key fo the way in which she
would translate a long, mixed (formally, temporally) work such as Egils saga. There are,
however, general principles articulated here which hint that her translation style would tend to
favour what could be the flexible modern, as opposed to the flat modern (supposedly) found in
the Penguin series translations or the invention of a special variety of literary English - another
of Fell’s warnings is against translation to the “modern etymological derivative’ as this will
‘inevitably mislead’ any ‘readers untrained in philology’. She persistently prefers to assume
that sense and order existed and were exercised in the world, writer and text to be translated,
insisting that the interpreter should have some confidence in the author’s common sense. At the
same time, she refuses to overinterpret what is there by the light of what a present-day reader
may find striking or have been trained to look for: alliteration in prose does not have to signal
the influence of other texts (other traditions), and may even result from a habit of thought, with
no special significance necessarily attached to its every occurrence. This commonsensical
endeavour to think back into the time of writing is something Gwyn Jones also claimed to do.
Fell’s application of this to stylistic features, rather than to some more general world view.
should also mean that her judgement of equivalencies would not lead to too much translation of

ordinary SL by nonordinary TL.”

%2 [.cach Festschrift pp. 54-62.
¥ de Beaugrande 1978.
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Fell is comfortable with the idea that different methodologies lead to different
conclusions: another plain point, but it may be this attitude which frees her peritextual material
from most (though notably, not all) of the dismissive. opinionated or condemnatory tones which
translators may assume when discussing predecessors. Last, she appears effortlessly to embody
that interdisciplinary capacity which Jones’s reviewers both praised and craved at the
conjunction of literary and historical studies. Take, for example, her elucidation of the Anglo-
Saxon wordlist: ‘Old Norse texts certainly imply that tables in that culture were as movable as
the dishes on them. One does not, according to the sagas, clear away the pots from the tables,
one clears away the tables. Middle English poetry shows that this was also the case in medieval
England.” It seems likely that Fell would be disposed to apply a realistic, detailed and
knowledgeable imagination to the world of any text she undertook to translate.

The collaborativeness of translation which delighted Gwyn Jones in his description of
the process of translating the Mabinogion is explored by Fell in a way which no other English-
language Egils saga translator tries to do. The first three of the six translations are the work of
individuals. The fifth, Palsson and Edwards’s, is produced by a team which chose to work
within the Penguin Classics series. and whose authoritative voice remains single in the peritext.
The sixth, Bernard Scudder’s for the Complete Sagas, is one item in a huge collaborative
venture, and works according to collectively decided rules; but it remains very much the signed
production of an individual. Only Fell takes on a different translator for the verse in the saga.
This makes her version of the saga less assimilable to standard saga translation criticism, which
(as seen so far) reserves some of its finest flourishes and critical judgements for the translator’s
treatment of the verse. Critics often use the saga verse as a test case where one translation is

juxtaposed with another and both are judged for sense and sensitivity.
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I have discussed in the previous chapter John Lucas’s ‘The Translation of Egil’s
Poems’ (Fell. pp. (xxix) - (xxxi)). In Fell’s ‘Note on the Translation’, there is one short
paragraph where she deals with the translation of the prose, before the concluding
acknowledgements. This note is perfectly in accord with the epitextual material on the wordlist;
similar problems are touched on, such as the difficulties of non-equivalent lexical resources and

of defusing unhelpful translation traditions:

The semantic difficulties are largely a matter of trying to avoid anachronism. For
example Old Norse distinguishes several kinds of spear. One of them, the argeir,
is literally a thrusting-spear, and often translated as ‘halberd’. The word halberd,
however, describes a weapon which did not exist at the time, and | have not used
it, preferring an unqualified *spear’ for the various terms in the original.™

p. (xxvi)

Fell arrives at a solution for the book translation which she had rejected in the wordlist article:
she forces a convergence, tailoring ST to TL. In principle, however, refusing to let the
complexity disappear, she makes it a matter for the scholar’s peritext rather than the literary
translators’ text. Almost all of the first three pages of the Note deals with the translation of the
FEgils saga poems. More specifically, this serves as an introduction to skaldic verse by means of
explicating a single stanza at a time. This method is also used by the Egils saga translators she
deems not ‘readable’. but again, a seeming continuity of method of discussing saga translation
coexists with transformatively new knowledge and approach. The text of her translation is the
place for simplicity (understood as immediacy), its peritext is the place for complexity.

Fell’s division is no compromise if the contents of the book are to be read as
continuous, rather than viewed as the text (which should speak for itself) and additions to it.
Translation becomes less possible if the TT has to be readable independently of its peritext. An

analogy to these two views of the contents of a book, and how their relation to each other is to

M Fell goes on to discuss similar difficulties.
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be read, could be drawn from bilingualism defined as functional translation competence in two
languages, or bilingualism understood to admit of nonequivalent areas of equal expertise
corresponding to one or the other of the languages available to the user. Fell’s solution of
simplification plus explication does not claim, however, to be founded on the theory of reading
the book as a whole, nor even primarily on pragmatic considerations. Still, the theory applies to
what she produces, and what she produces looks highly commonsensical. These results
apparently are almost side-effects yielded by an intellectual dislike of fakery and obfuscation,
identified as the besetting faults of translators’ attempts to convey the ‘spirit” or ‘style’ of their
ST. Fell refrains from name-calling identification of faulty practitioners.

In her translation of the Egils saga verse, Fell eschews point-for-point equivalence as
an ideal. This is not the result of a belief in the need to level the TL text. It is a kind of purism,
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