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INTRODUCTION

Audun’s Story is the tale of a resourceful and lucky man who spends all
he has for a polar bear. I know of few short stories as good. And the
tale would be widely acknowledged as being among the classics of
the form had it not had the misfortune to be medieval, Icelandic, and
anonymous, a star-crossed combination that gives everyone, except a
handful of medievalists, 300,000 or so living Icelanders, and some well-
read Scandinavians, an excuse for not having heard of it.

I am indulging the hope that this essay will interest more than
scholars of Old Icelandic law and literature and the few medievalists
of other lands who maintain a passing interest in the Icelandic sagas.
It is on the polar bear I pin my hopes. The ploy is not purely cheap:
the plot of the tale actually depends on polar bears being scarce in
the medieval Scandinavian world, though their scarcity there arises for
rather different reasons than it does among us. And even if polar bears
were not now objects of our solicitude, they would still have an allure.
There is about them, in the tale’s words about its bear, an “exceptional
beauty,” a fearful symmetry.

This is a rags-to-riches story; almost a tall tale, but it is a story of
character above all. To see how finely the characters are drawn, how
intelligently they behave, one must understand the range of expectations
in their world regarding prudence and rashness, risk and reward, valuc
and evaluation, and how these intersect with a value they understood
as “sagaworthiness,” a notion which means to capture behavior that
is not only praiseworthy but also good in the telling. In this tale the
sagaworthy does not take place in battle or in feud, its usual terrain,
but at the intersection of the moral and the economic, two domains
the extent of whose interconnectedness, or the location of the border
between them, still occupies us intensely today, for they are much of
the battleground of the political, and much of the focus of the legal.

I will supply the background assumptions- legal, moral, social, eco-
nomic, cultural, psychological  that will give sense, good sense, to the
action and the actors. The how’s and what’s will be clarified; and most
of the why's too. By the end, whatever made Audun, an Icelander of
no account, decide to buy a polar bear in Greenland, paying for it with
everything he had, for no other reason than to travel halfway around



2 INTRODUCTION

the world to give it to the Danish king will not have lost its craziness,
but you will appreciate not just his charm, which s apparent to any
reader of the tale, but also his intelligence, and that too of the two
kings he must deal with.

A few words on the saga style for those new 1o it: terseness and under-
statement are prized above all; and with it comes an insistent irony and
subtlety. It is surprising to a reader new to this literature how light and
decorous the touch of the 13th-century saga writers of Ultima Thule
wias. Very few words get very much done; the anonymous authors,
like Shakespeare or more than a few books of the Hebrew Bible, can
give a character a lot of substance in a few lines. A medieval Icelandic
narrative will not pretend to give inner thoughts, at least directly. What
you will see and hear is what the characters in the story see and hear,
and unlike Shakespeare they are given no soliloquies. In other words,
you will have to discern motive the way you still do today, by watching
what people say and do and then imputing reason or unreason, whim
or calculation, passion or habit, to explain their actions.

The Icelanders, by the 15th century if not sooner; had come to call
these short tales “strands,” (pdttr, sg., pettr, pl.)." They were mostly
preserved within longer sagas of the Norwegian kings as interludes or
digressions, but they sometimes appear independently. For instance, two
versions ol Audun’s Story are included as episodes in a much longer saga
of" King Harald Hardradi (d. 1066), while the remaining version—the
one 1 make the subject of this essay—is not. There are some fifty or so of
these tales, more or less, depending on how one counts, and they share
certain generic features, which I will not detain you to recite, except for
one: they often are self-serving accounts of Icelanders abroad as they
interact with Scandinavian, mostly Norwegian, kings and magnates.”
T'he stories tend to have happy endings from the Icelandic point of
view, though some can end with hard feelings not dissipated. Many of
them are accounts of the vagaries of gift-gifting, the politics ol giving to

' ohn Lindow, “Old Teelandic pdtr: Farly Usage and Semantic History,” Senpla
Ilandica 29 (1978), 544,

Y See Joseph G Harris's able treatment of the genre tssues i “Genre and Narrative
Structure in some fn!rmﬁn;;n Pattir,” Seandmavian Studies 44 (1972, 1 27, and " Theme
and Genre in some Ldendinga Pettir” Secandinavian Studies 484 (1976), 1-28; on general
matters ol formal narvative techniques and on the pdtty theory ol sagn compaosition
see Carol | Clover, "Seene in Sagie Composition,” Ak fie Novdok Filologe 89 (1974,
ST 0% and her “The Long Prose Form," Avkie i Nordisk Filofoge 101 (1986), 1049,
enp ppe 4010
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kings or receiving their favor and favors, and how mu'ch gift e_xchange
is politics by other means. And none takes up these 1ssucs'w1th more
penetration than the story you are about to read, though in order to
understand Audun’s Story we will need to give close attention to some of
these other tales as well, which will be presented in part.

This tale has much to interest legal and cultural historians, anthro-
pologists, social theorists, economists, and even philos?phers, as we.ll
as students of literature. The story’s treatment of gift-exchange 1s
worthy of Marcel Mauss—he having a passing knowledge o'f que
matter—or of Pierre Bourdieu, and it is given less to mystification
than Mauss sometimes is, and less to privileging self-interest as the
foundational behavioral motive than Bourdieu consistently is. It takes
on the excellent anthropological literature on gift-exchange and holds
its own. It puts the lie to the view that members of a society cannot
get enough purchase on their own world to see its failings, paradoxes,
contradictions, and triumphs.

Some technical matters: dates, origin, versions

Audun’s Story is generally thought to have been composed in the '12205,.
though the earliest of the three manuscripts that preserve 2 ver51?1:110[
it, Morkinskinna (M), was-not written until some sixty years laterx. I'he
three versions of the story differ somewhat, at times in fairly pertinent
matters, but they share identical narrative orderings and similar word-
ing through such significant ranges that not many steps could separate
them from a common written source.

I have a distinct preference for one of these versions; it is i'mm.d ill:l
late 14th-century manuscript, Flateyjarbok (F).* I have been teaching l"s
- Audun’s Story for years, for no other reason, initially at least, than that it

" 5 Morkinskinna (“rotten parchment”) is a chronicle ol the N[‘)I"W{fg‘ii‘l]'l kings from
10301157, And though the ms M dates from the last quarter of the 13th century, 1t
is quite certain that carlier versions of M .('.xisu'.!:l 21[1t| most scholars \:\-’f.lllld place Il|m-
original M in the 1220s; for a lucid discussion of M’s textual l'l‘)Il'I]}l(.'xlll(I'_S ':uul 1_1! the
various theories regarding its composition see Andersson and Gade, pp. 524, 66 ?2.
The date of the original Audun'’s Story depends only to some t'xlv.nt on when tlu-l carlier
versions of M were composed, for it is not certain that Audun’s Story was part of the M
author's initial conception ol his Haralds saga or was a later lII.Il"l']lillhlll:)ll: _

C i o magnificent codex ol 225 folia, Identified also as GKS 1005 fol, I' can be
viewed leal by leal on the website of the Stofiun Arna Magssonar: http:/ /www.
i his/ Weh View/ #1220 see further below nl0,
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appeared in the accessible and affordable Penguin classios where it also
had the fortune to be blessed by Hermann Palsson's talent for transla-
tlon* My preferring F now, however, is not because it fits like 'an old
shoe, but because it makes better sense and is smarter than the other
verslons on issues that figure at the intellectual core of the story.

Pilsson bucked the fashion by translating I, but he did not succeed in
changing the fashion. Virtually all accessible printings of this story in the
original Norse and all translations in English, previous and subsequent
to Palsson’s, prefer M.° (The third version is found in a manuscript
named Hulda [H], dating from the last quarter of the 14th century;
H’s version of Audun’s Story is a somewhat prolix expansion of M, but
it does in one instance clarify a matter left obscurer in M and E)’

The general preference for M is due in part to a belief that an ear-
lier manuscript must be closer to the original. The editors of Audun’s
Story in the standard IF edition of the sagas justify printing M because
it is “generally terser and older and seems to be original.” Why fewer
words should mark a greater likelihood of originality is not told. F, as
will be seen, is written in typical saga style, possessing all the qualities
ol saga terseness and reticence.” ‘

" Hermann Pdlsson, Hrafnkel’s Saga and other Stories (Harmondsworth, 1971),
pp. 121 128, ;

" For a bibliography of M printings of Audun’s Stery in Old Norse see IF 6:cvii—cviii.
M is the version English and German speakers read in the first months of learning Old
Norse, it being featured in the standard introductory ON grammars: Gordon, Sweet,
and Heusler, For English translations of M, see Arnold R. Taylor, "Audunn and the
Bear,” Saga-Book of the Viking Society 13 (1946-53), 81-87; Gwyn Jones, Eirik the Red and
other Ieelandic Sagas (Oxford, 1961), pp. 163-170; Anthony Maxwell, CSI 1:369-374;
Andersson and Gade, pp. 211-215 (M ch. 36). I cite the sagas to chapter numbers as
they appear in the relevant IF volume. 1 also provide page references where T deem
these to be necessary as in the case of the pattir which are divided into chapters. Chap-
ter divisions ol the Ieelandic texts are maintained in English tanslations, and because
chapters tend to be quite short, seldom longer than three pages, references can be casily
located, Since many of the saga texts 1 cite are available in translation in CSI, T will
only supply bibliographical references to translations in the footnotes for those sagas,
mostly in the Sherlunga compilation, that are not in CSL For the Morkinskinna pettir |
cite to the translations in Andersson and Gade, unless otherwise noted, or when I make
small changes for the sake of translation consistency with other texts,

" See below pp. 3940, On H's relation to M1 thank Kari Gade whose views,
via email, I produce here, There is no English translation of H's version o Audun’s
Story, )

"1 has only about 25 more words than M. T'he editors of the [F edition have, in
faet, confused 1 with the wordier H version, consistently misidentifying readings from
H they provide in the notes as coming lrom Iy see 117 Gieviie and pp. 359 368, Most
ol 1 added detaily ocenr in the beginning of the tale, setting the scene more fully,
the wignificant vartations and additions will be Bagged Tater in the diseosion,
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There is no necessary reason, in any event, why the I version could
not be closer’ to a supposed original than M. That would depend on
how many links in the chain of copies preceded the surviving versions
and how intrusive or careless the scribes doing the copying were. We
know that whoever compiled or wrote the Morkinskinna sagas of
the Norwegian kings tended to pare down the pettir (short stories) he
inserted; there exist freestanding versions of some of the stories to
allow the comparison. And well he should do some trimming, since he
would wish to avoid repeating information he had given earlier in his
account.’ But if M is trimmed from a more circumstantial hypotheti-
cally original F, its trimmings were not of the sort that left material
duplicated elsewhere in M on the cutting room floor. As I noted alreadly,
F’s Audun’s Story, stands free of Haralds saga, but it does not stand free
by much. For F too contains a Haralds saga which is very closely linked
to M’s version of that saga, and only a folium separates its last word
from Audun’s Story. And if that were not close enough, consider too that
though the greater part of F dates from ¢.1387, F’s Haralds saga z{ml
Audun’s Story are grouped together in a 23-leaf 15th-century insertion
to E!° Though Harald at the end of Audun’s Story sends Audun back
to Iceland with good gifts never to meet again, in the codicological
world they have never been able to part company. But whether I or
M is closer to the original is unknowable and nothing in my arguments
depends on the temporal ordering of the variant versions. .

Translating Old Norse into readable English does not present major
problems but it does present a few. The sagas are written with a lim-
ited vocabulary. There is not much elegant variation. One must vary,
for example, Old Norse fara, meaning to go, with to sail, to voyage,
to travel, or risk dismissal from most readers.'' But I somewhat stiffly
translate ON heimilt as “entitled to” better to capture the legalistic and
obligational tone of the term in Thorir’s discussions with Audun about

" See Andersson and Gade, p. 24, :

0 On this “younger portion of Flateyjarbok™ (fols 188-210), see AI](]I'I'SS(II! ':lml.(.;ulv_
p. 6 and Jonna Louis:Jensen, Kongesagastudier, ]ﬁl)li(]l]ll'l';!.At‘ll}lll'!il.gll;["illlil 32 (Copen-
hagen 1977), pp. 65 66, who assembles evidence that this later insertion, Haralds saga
at least, is itsell a copy of a late th-century ms and l:lll'l'('.‘ll|l{>]l(|.ri very rl:mriy‘tn
M. Haralds saga takes up the first 17 (lols 188 204) leaves :_ai the insertion. I'he remain-
ing six leaves contain seven patlir the first five of which involve King Harald, Audun'’s
Story (Tol. 206r-v) being the second in line; see also nd.

0 But see Robert Cook, “On Translating Sagas,” Gripla 13 (2002), 1071145, who
arggues Tor preserving the Norse style ol sentence structure and restricted vocabulary,
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providing him passage on his ship (Pdlsson more colloquially renders
it as “welcome t0”). And I have consistently rendered as “treasure”
ON gorsemi, which perhaps should have been clegantly varied in the
interests of more natural Modern English prose as prize, priceless or
valuable object, or gem."? My persnicketiness in this instance makes
for an occasional strangeness to the modern ear, but I think it better,
for my purposes, not to lose the consistency of the evaluational terms
applied to the bear and other gifis.

As Iindicated, I direct this book to general students of the humani-
ties and social sciences as well as to saga scholars. I thus render Norse
names in an Anglicized style in the text and partly too in the footnotes,
omitting accents indicating long vowels and rendering thorn (p) and
eth (8), as th and d. And thus too a certain invitational tone and the
referencing of what to saga scholars and other medievalists would be
elementary. I ask these scholars to endure the tone, the th’s and d’s,
in the interests of making these most wonderful sources more widely
appreciated. It may be a fond hope that this essay will be read by any
but experts, but then maybe, against long odds, it will borrow some of
Audun’s good fortune.

"2 Girsemi can thus be used as a term of endearment as when Hallgerd Longlegs
in Njdls saga, ch. 44 (IF 12), calls a certain Sigmund “a treasure” for COMPOSINE scan-
dalous verses about Njal and his sons. Losing his head trying 1o please Hallgerd cose
Sigmund his head.

THE STORY OF AUDUN FROM THE WESTFJORDS
- (AUDUN’S STORY)

There was a man named Audun, from the Westfjords, and of little
means. He boarded with and worked for a man named Thorstein who
was his kinsman. One summer a ship from Norway put into Vadil,'
The captain, Thorir, lodged with Thorstein because that was the hest
place to stay. Audun provided the captain with good advice and sold
his wares for him to people whom he knew to have good credit, ‘I'he
captain offered to repay him for his assistance, and Audun chose (0 go
abroad with him. Thorir said he was entitled to passage on his ship.

Audun told Thorstein his plans, saying that he would have nearly
exactly enough—once he sold his sheep to provide for his mother's
support—to have three marks of silver left over. Audun intended her
to be maintained at Thorstein’s for three years.

Thorstein said he was likely to have good luck.

Audun went abroad with Thorir toward the end of summer, and
after they crossed the sea Thorir invited him to lodge with him in
More? where he owned a farm, a fine place. Thorir asked Audun what
plans he had, “but first I'll let you know what I'm going to do. I'm
heading for Greenland and you are more than entitled to come with
me.” Audun said he would.

The next summer they voyaged to Greenland and put into Eiriks-
fiord. The wealthier passengers took lodging there, but the others sailed
further on to the Western Settlement. That’s what Audun did and he
found a place to stay there.

A Greenlandic hunter named Eirik had caught a polar bear, excep-
tionally beautiful, with red cheeks. When Audun found out, he oflered
to buy the animal. The hunter told him it wasn’t prudent for him to
give everything he had for the bear: “I know that you've just exactly
enough.”

Audun said he didn’t care and bought the animal giving everything
he had for it.

" At Bardarstrand in the Westfjords of Teeland.
© A region on the west coast of Norway to the north o Hordaland
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He then returned to Norway with Thorir, who invited him to stay
with him again. But Audun said he would ke passage on a cargo
ship south to Denmark to meet King Svein Ulfsson and give him the
antmal,

Thorir said that it was very risky traveling with such a treasure given
the great war between King Harald and King Svein.*

Audun headed south to Hordaland.' King Harald happened to be
there at a feast. The king was informed that a bear, a real treasure,
had just arrived. He sent for its owner.

Audun went to meet the king and greeted him. The king accepted
his greeting and said, “Have you a great treasure?”

Audun answered that he did have a treasure, a bear.

“Will you sell it to me for the same price you bought it for?”

He said he wouldn’t.

‘The king said, “That wasn’t a proper offer. Will you sell it for twice
the price you bought it for? Then you'd make a profit, which is fitting
since, as you say, you gave everything you had for it.”

Audun said he wouldn’t.

The king said, “Will you give it to me then?”

Audun said that he was not going to.

The king asked what he wanted to do with the bear.

Audun said, “I am planning to go south to Denmark to give it to
King Svein.”

King Harald said, “Can you be so stupid a man that you know noth-
ing about the war going on between our countries? Or do you think
that your luck is so much greater than anyone else’s that you can travel
with such a treasure where others who've done no harm can scarcely
travel empty-handed?”

Audun said, “My journey is now in your control. Yes, I have often
heard about the strife between you and King Svein, but maybe I won’t
be harmed.”

The king said, “I think it makes sense to let you continue on your
way. Maybe you'll be a lucky man. But I want your commitment to
give me an account of your journey.”

Audun promised to do so.

" On the identity of the kings, see p. 15,
YA region on the west coast ol Norway in which Bergen is located,
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He then headed south along the coast and east toward Oslo and then
across (0 Denmark where what money he had was all gone. He was
forced to beg food for both himself and his bear. One evening he met
a man hamed Aki, a steward of King Svein’s. Audun told Aki about his
trip and asked him for some food for the animal, which was at the point
of death. Aki said he would sell him food. Audun said he had nothing
to give for it: “I really want to give the animal to King Svein.”

The steward answered, “I want half-ownership of the animal; you
can see it will die any minute if you remain the sole owner.”

When Audun considered the straits he was in he had no choice but
to sell him half the animal.

They now set off to meet the king, and many people accompanicd
them. The steward greeted the king and stood before his table, as did
Audun.

The king asked Audun what country he was from.

“I am an Icelander,” Audun answered, “just come from Norway and
before that from Greenland. I had intended to present you this bear
that I bought with everything I had. I met King Harald and he gave me
permission to travel as I wished, even though he failed in his attempt
to buy it from me. But then, sire, I came to this man Aki when all my
money was gone, and I was on the verge of death and the animal too.
And now the gift is ruined, because he wouldn’t help us, neither me
nor the animal, unless he could own half.”

The king said, “Aki, is it as the man says?”

Aki said he was telling the whole truth, “and for this reason I wanted
to give him half the animal.”

The king said, “Was this how you thought to behave—given that I
made a little man like you into a big man—to interfere with a person
trying to present me a treasure for which he gave everything he had?
King Harald thought it good to let him go in peace, and he is my
enemy! It would be fitting I have you killed. Get out of this country
right now and stay out of my sight forever. To you, Audun, I owe such
gratitude as if you had given me the whole animal. You are welcome
to stay with me for a long time.”

Audun accepted. But one day he said, “Sire, I wish to leave.”

The king was slow to answer but asked what he wanted to do.

He said he wanted to go south to Rome,

Said the king, “If your purpose weren’t so good I would have been
displeased. T will also provide you with money and find some pilgrims
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(0 go with you.” And he pressed him to come visit him when he
returned,

Audun went to Rome, but on the way back he took sick and wasted
away. He was all out of money, thin and wretched, and had to beg along
the way. He returned to Denmark during Easter, to the very place the
king was then in residence. Audun didn’t have the nerve to let himsell
e seen, so he stayed back in a wing of the church. He resolved to
approach the king when he attended evening prayers.

But when Audun saw the king and his retainers in their fine clothes,
he again couldn’t muster the nerve to let himself_be seen.

When the king went back to his hall to drink, Audun ate outside the
church as was the practice of pilgrims before they gave up their staff
and scrip. Audun resolved that when the king went to night prayers he
would present himself to him. But as exceedingly difficult as he thought
it carlier in the evening, he found it even harder now that the retainers
were drunk. When the retinue went inside the king turned around and
said, “Let that man approach who wants to meet with me.”

Audun came forward and fell at his feet. The king barely recog-
nized him. The king then took him by the hand and bid him welcome
and said, “you’ve changed.” The retainers laughed at him. The king
ordered them not to do so, “for he has seen to his soul better than
you have.” '

A bath was soon prepared for him, and the king provided him with
the clothes that he had worn during Lent. The king invited him to stay
with him and serve as his cupbearer.

Audun said, “That is a fine offer; sire, but I'm going to return to
Ieeland.”

The king said, “That’s a rather bizarre choice.”

Said Audun, “1 couldn’t endure knowing that while I was living a
life of pleasure here, my mother would be treading a beggar’s path in
lceland. The time 1 funded for her support is now up.”

The king said, “You are certainly one lucky man. That is the only
reason that would not offend me for your wanting to leave. Stay with
me until the ships are ready.”

Audun said he would gladly do that.

One day toward the end of spring the king went down to the docks
with Audun. Men were busy preparing ships o sail to various lands in
the Baltic and Saxony, and to Sweden and Norway. ‘The king and Audun
came to a particularly beautiful ship which was being equipped.

The king said, “How do you like this ship?”

“Very much,” sind Andun,

AUDUN'S STORY

The king said, “1 want to give you this ship to repay you for the
bear.” .

Audun thanked the king for the gift.

When in time the ship was ready the king said, “You are set on leaving
now, and I will in no way hinder you. I have heard though that much
of Tceland is without harbors and that ships are greatly at risk. It just
might happen that your ship will be wrecked and the cargo lost. Then
there would be little to show that you have met King Svein and brought
him the greatest of treasures. Take this bag full of silver. You will not
be penniless if you hold on to this money. Yet it could happen that you
lose this money too and then again there would be little to show tha
you have met King Svein and given him everything you had.”

Then he drew from his arm a ring, the greatest of treasures, and
gave it to Audun and said, “If the worst should happen and you not
only lose the ship, but the silver too, you will not be penniless when
you reach land if you hold on to the ring It then can still be scen that
you have met King Svein. But I think it reasonable that if you have a
debt to repay to some distinguished man, give him the ring, because
it suits a high-ranking person. And now farewell.”

He soon set out, following the route through Ore Sound and then
north along the coast of Norway and finally to a market town where
King Harald was. Audun, this time, needed a lot of helpers. He soon
went to meet the king and greeted him. The king responded warmly
to the greeting.and asked him to drink with him. Audun did so.

The king then asked, “Did you deliver the animal to King Svein?”

“Yes, sire,” he said.

“How did he repay you?”

Audun said, “First, he accepted it.”

The king said, “I would have repaid you the same way. Did he repay
you more?”

“He gave me food and a great deal of silver to go to Rome.”

“King Svein gives many people money even when they haven’t given
him a treasure. 1 would have given you moncy likewise. What more
did he give you?”

“He invited me to join his retainers when I came back north from
Rome, a beggar, and at death’s door. And he gave me the clothes he
himself had worn during Lent.”

The king said, “I think it only right that he shouldn’t have refused
you food or his Lenten clothing, 1Us no great deal to do well by beg-
gars; 1 would have done so too. Was there still more?”

“He invited me to be his cupbearer.”
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The king said, “That was a great honor, and I'd have done the same.
Did he further repay you in any way?" ,

Audun answered, “He gave me a merchant ship completely fitted
out and with a cargo that is the best to come to this country.”

The king said, “That was grandly given. I would have repaid you
the same. Did he then stop repaying you?”

Audun said, “He gave me a large purse, full of silver, and said to me
that then I would not be penniless if my ship wrecked off Iceland.”

The king said, “That was nobly done and I would not have done
the same. I would have considered myself quit once I had given you
the ship, whatever happened afterwards. Did he finally stop repaying
at this point?”

Audun said, “He gave me this ring and said it could happen that I
might lose all my property, but he told me that I would not be penniless
if I had the ring. He asked that I not part with it unless I owed some
high-ranking man so great a debt that I wished to give him the ring.
And now I have found that man, because you had the opportunity,
sire, to take my life from me and make my treasure your own, but you
let me travel in peace when others could not do so. All the good luck
I have comes from you.”

The king said, “There are few like King Svein, though we haven’t
gotten along, but I will accept the ring. Stay with me; I will have your
ship equipped and give you any provisions you want.”

Audun accepted, and when he was ready to set sail the king said,
“I will not give you great gifts. Take from me a sword and a cloak.”
These were both real treasures.

Audun went to Iceland that summer home to the Westfjords. He
was the luckiest of men. From him a good line traces its ancestry,
among whom can be counted Thorstein Gyduson and many other
good men.

PART ONE

THE CLOSE COMMENTARY



THE COMMITMENT TO PLAUSIBILITY

If this story has the look of a tall tale, its author has undertaken con-
siderable care to shorten it, to make it believable. He situates his story
in the real world of the eleventh century.' The kings Audun meets arc
real kings, who really were at war. King Harald Hardradi, whose life
could provide matter for more than a few action-adventure films, ruled
Norway jointly with his nephew Magnus from 1046 and solely when
Magnus died in 1047 until his death invading England in 1066, less than
three weeks before William’s more successful venture at Hastings.

King Svein Ulfsson of Denmark ruled from 1047 to 1074. And il
we cannot know whether Audun ever existed, a real person, Thorstein
Gyduson,? d. 1190, mentioned in the last line of the story, whom we
know from chronicles and other sources to have been a wealthy man,
claimed Audun as his ancestor. Though the filiation is not specificd,
Audun could either have been his grandparent or great-grandparent.
But the plausibility of the story is less a matter of real kings and real
countries, than of real homely problems.

Audun has a mother who is dependent on him, and so real is she
that he is obliged to fund her for three years before he can leave the
country to gét his story going. Audun would be subject to a penalty of
lesser outlawry—three years exile and loss of property —were he to go
abroad without providing support for his dependents for “six seasons,”
i.e., three winters and summers, since the Icelanders, following Ger-
manic practice, often counted years by seasonal half-years (ON misseri;

' Audun’s Story, for instance, plays with the rags-to-riches theme in a way that docs
not disown as wholly its association with that kind of fairy tale as does a homelier
down-to-carth story of a poor Icelander making good abroad, also in M (Asu-Thord’s
Story, M ch. 68; I 11:337-349). In that tale, Thord moves in with a rich Norwegian
widow, Asa (whose name also soon comes to be attached to Thord’s as a cognomen,
Asa’s-Thord). He manages her affairs well; they engage in joint ventures, mercantile
and otherwise, and are commercially quite successful. Eventually he gets accepted by
her well-born kin.

* His death by drowning merits mention in ( Judmundar saga Arasonar, ch. 18, in Byskupa
sigur, ed. Gudni Jonsson (Reykjavik, 1953), 2:167-389; also mentioned in Komungsanndll
anno 1190, in Anndlar og Nafnaskrd, ed. Gudni Jonsson (Reykjavik, 1953), pp. 174, and
in Sturlu saga, ch. 16, in Sturlunga saga, 1:63-114; trans. MeGrew and Thomas, 1:59 113,
where Thorstein is also mentioned to have provided shelter for some outlaws. '
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OL mussere). 1t is as il the laws had in mind the minimal amount ol
time needed for Audun to go to Norway, out to Greenland, back to
Furope and then be able to get back home again to Iceland in time to
refund his mother. The laws evince considerable concern about people
abandoning their dependents: were Thorir, the Norwegian ship owner,
to have given Audun passage with knowledge that Audun had not
provided for his mother, Thorir too would have been subject to lesser
outlawry, which in his case would have meant the loss of his ship and
the portion of cargo he owned.? =

But the insistent reach of Icelandic law appears even earlier, in the
first paragraph of the story. The law required everyone to be officially
attached to a household for a yearlong interval beginning every May
before residence could be changed the following May. Should one
wish to remain where one was, a new yearlong agreement had to be
renegotiated. Audun’s legal residence is his richer kinsman’s farm,
where he is in service. To be lodged at a farm not your own is to be
d vist there. Vist presents the translator with modest problems, for it
can indicate being a paying boarder or an honored guest, no less than
being in service. The latter usage—service—is the usual meaning in the
laws, mostly in the phrase d (or {) vist, as when Audun “boarded with
and worked for” Thorstein; the former usage—boarder or guest s
variously rendered in the story as “lodged” and “place to stay.” Thorir
finds his vist at Thorstein’s when in Iceland and Audun at Thorir’s when
he goes to Norway. But the word also has distinctly non-legal uses and
later in the story it appears as “food” for the bear or “provisions” for
Audun’s voyage.*

We also know that Audun, though in service and described as of
little means (_féfitill), is not without some property. He has sheep enough
of his own to fund his mother and still have about three marks lefi

* Grdgds Ib 15, 11 124-125. The earliest Icelandic laws, known as Grdgds, are pre-
served in two main codices which date to some time shortly after the middle ol the
13th century. They are not official compilations and the status ol the varous idividual
laws in them is often disputed. Some may be obsolete, some are marked as innova-
tions, and others may never have taken cflect or were flouted with impunity. On the
uncertain authority of these codices see Patricia Pives Boulhosa, Teelanders and the Kings
of Norway: Mediaeval Sagas and Legal “Texts (Leiden, 2005), pp. 43 58,

* The laws governing domicile are quite extensive; the legal domicile determined
where a summons was to be issued and thus whiat neighbors were to be called o e
as jurors, and which venue the proper local thing or the vight Ouarter Court at the
Allthing - the ease was to be heard; see, e, Grdgds T 128187, also 18269 27090 wer
Miller, “Home and Homelessness in the Middle of Nowhere "
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over, which means he had sufficient means to qualify as a juridical
houscholder (béndi) even though he did not own land or have his own
house. The laws provided that if a man owned a debt-free cow or its
equivalent for each person who was dependent upon him then he was
qualified to serve on jury panels or on a panel of judges and was also
obliged to attend the Thing or pay Thing-dues if he did not attend.”
But absent coming into a farm of his own by inheritance or mar-
riage, or by purchasing one with the resources he had the luck to have
acquired abroad, Audun could expect to spend his entire life resident
at someone else’s farm, though with means enough to be a fully legal
person, rather than being counted as a dependent.®

Then there is the bear. Surely this is folktale. How does one man cart
a polar bear thousands of miles through the Northern world? Imagin
ing this—and precisely because the story cares not to tell how it wiy
managed—fills one’s head with images of a cartoon polar bear, docile
enough to be led around on a leash, as it equally bespeaks Audun’s
resourcefulness in managing the logistics of transport. Logistical prob-
lems arise only once in the story, at the crucial moment Audun arrives
in Denmark, completely without means, and unable to feed cither
himself or the bear.” For the first time the thought of how much meat
and animal fat is required to sustain a polar bear concerns us as it mus
have concerned Audun all along. The bear thus remains very much a
bear. It is not a magical animal, except to the extent it turns out to he
a marvelous repository of value.

Maybe the bear was a cub. The story could have said so, but given
the travel times between purchase and presentation to King Svein,
a cub in Greenland would no longer have been a cub in Denmark,
though it may have been subjected to lessons on proper behavior
the interim if it had been one when purchased. The story’s not making
much of one man getting a polar bear from Greenland o Denmark
might require us to suspend disbelief, but it may not have done so for a
medieval Icelander. Other sources note on several occasions that polar
hears were given as gifts by Ieclanders to rulers in Europe. So when

Y Cirdgds Ta 159, 11 320, At least one price schedule dated (o within a century ol
Audun's adventures provides that ix lertile ewes, or eight barren ones, equal a cow;
Cardpreds 1h 193,

O Clontrast Audun's legal personhood with the condition of those classilied s dmagar
(dependents) for which see below at pp. 106G 107, !

C Polur bears need an average of two kilograms ol fat per day to survive, see Tan
Stirhing, Mlar Bears (Ann Arhor, METORH), p 140
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Isleif Gizurarson sailed to Europe in 1055 to be consecrated the first
bishop of Iceland he brought with him a “white bear from Green-
land and the animal was the greatest ol treasures,” using the same
word — girsemi—that Audun’s Story uses to describe its bear, and which
Isleil’ gave to the emperor Henry 1 Conradsson. Gifts of polar bears
are unusual enough to get noted, but nary a word about the logistics
of transporting or provisioning them in any of the sources in which
such a gift occurs. Bears, polar or otherwise, it should be noted, were
not native to Iceland. When a white bear appeared, it was because it
was shipped over from Greenland, or because it arrived on drift ice,
which was notable enough an event to make it into the sources on
occasion.”

Even the suggestion of a bear on a leash finds its way into the laws.
A fierce dog must be kept narrowly tethered on a yard-long leash, so
one wonders if that applies to polar bears too: “If a man has a tame
* white bear, then he is to handle it in the same way as a dog and similarly
pay for any damage it does...A bear has no immunity in respect of
injuries done to it if it harms people.” Given a polar bear’s strength it is
hard to imagine a tether strong enough to restrain it, but however tame
and amenable it might be, it was to be treated as a dog for purposes
of liability. A tame white bear was thus allowed, but no such grace was
granted to darker bears. Lesser outlawry was the liability incurred by
the ship’s owner for bringing a brown bear, or woll or fox, to lceland;
even the members of the crew were to be fined three marks each.”

There is also the practical matter of real commercial trade. Audun
gets his start by helping the Norwegian shipmaster sell his goods, and
the nature of this help is crucial to making the extraordinary success
that Audun manages in the world of gift exchange plausible. 1 will
expand on this point later; because it is central to the story’s insisting
that Audun’s long-shot successes are not completely matters ol luck.
And note too that ships in the story are not magically ready to sail

" Hungroaka, ch, 2 (11 16), tans, Gudbrand Viglisson and 1 York Powell, Ongines
Litandicae, 2 vols (Oxtord, 1905), 1425 458; see Landndmabik, S 179 (K 1:219), where
white bears, 1 mother and two cuby, arvive on polar ice; trans, Hermann Palson and

Yaul Edwards, The Book of Settlements (Winmpey, 1972), p. B, Ingimund gives one ol the
bears to King Harald Finelair, belove that, says the source, Norwegians hidd not seen
white bears; also Vatnsdila saga, b 1516 (10 8), Einar Sokkason brought King Sigurd i
Bear from Greenland in TE2S (ee T i)y see Gert Krentzer, Voo Balindern, Einbiren,
und Komgen: Anmerkungen zoe AnduncNovelle," Trgekt 5 (1985), 100101

" Cirdgds T 17 1RO el 11974
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without requiring workmen to equip and provision them, or to unload
their cargo when they dock.

The timeline of the story defers to the realities of dangerous occan
crossings. When a Norwegian merchant sails out to Iceland he must
summer there for reasons to be adduced soon, and when he goes out
to Greenland he is likely to have to winter there too;' it is a year
commitment. In short, this story plays itself out in a world that is their
real world. This is a virtue of all saga literature when the events take
place in Iceland, but even here when they mostly take place abrc vacl,
In Greenland, where one can afford to lodge is an issue; and when
in Rome, or on the way back, there is the matter-of-factness about
pilgrimages ending in serious disease being rather more likely than
ending in miraculous healing,

And though Audun almost dies twice, indeed three times, two ol
these brushes with death are not by facing dragons, ogres, or knights
as in a romantic quest or test tale, but by starvation and illness. 1I
there are dragons they appear in the form of Harald, a real king, to
whom we can credit the third time Audun almost dies, and in the form
of Aki, who operates no more uncannily than trying to drive a hard
business bargain.

And the beneficent supernatural? Some critics have turned this story

into a Christian parable, and there are textual suggestions allowing for
modest interpretative possibilities along pious lines. But there are no
divine interventions, or none that cannot also pass for routine workings
of man or nature. There are no miracles, no invasions of" the super
natural, no gods, no saints; and if God is given his due by prayer an
pilgrimage he is not (nor are his saints) mentioned by name or invoked
once. He is represented in the story by a reasonably pious king, an
taster holiday, and certain hints that some parables of scripture may
be being alluded to, but nothing untoward or “medieval” in the bad
sense of the term. The story’s world of polar bears, kings, courtiers,
stewards, and pilgrims is very much of this world.

[t is the specialist in Old Norse literature who knows the entire corpus
of these short tales of Ieelanders abroad who is likely to see this tile as
fitting a formula and to be all a matter of genre and convention. "The

10 See the M version where it is explicit that Audun and Thorir wintered in Greens
laned Ships thit made it out and back in the same summer were said 1o have traveled
les (twor wiyn)! wee, ¢4, Barnar saga Hitdwlakappa, ch, 3 (e 4
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formula, as I mentioned, treats of leelanders coming off well in dealings
with Norwegian kings after which they return home to the windswept
lavafields of Iceland. The tales bespeak an leelandic fantasy of Ice-
landers mattering, even though they lived in the middle of nowhere,
gazing more to Europe than Europe ever gazed out at, or even thought
of, Iceland. They reaffirm the preference for home to the temptations
of the glitter of success abroad. But the formula in this instance still
plays by the rules of commerce, the rules of gift exchange, the rules of
etiquette, and by expectations that are not merely generated by literary
form, but by the social and legal situations depicted.

I am sounding like the saga scholarship of old which cared about
little in these rich character-driven and intelligently-motivated tales
unless it bore on the all-consuming question of whether the events
actually happened as recounted.'" All we know is that the storyteller
cared to make us accept the tale as plausible and that he managed to
send scholars on wild goose chases to verify the truth of the tale shows
how well he succeeded.

Yet there is still something inescapably uncanny about the tale. The
story consciously maps itself” on to a couple of standard folk themes,
universal and long-lived: the motifs of rags to riches and of the bumpkin
who turns out to be a cagey sophisticate. The uncanny hardly lies in
such well-worn storylines. The polar bear quietly participating helps.
But mostly the uncanny scems rather to emerge from the particular
genius of this tale’s author to invest such standard fare with interesting
characters, behaving with superb intelligence. It is not that Audun makes
out like a bandit that beggars belief, for in the end the story makes its
very believability a big part of its uncanniness. And then there is the
deftness that makes the ending no conventional happy ending, but one
that reveals that the characters understood precisely the complexity
of the action in which they had been engaged. The excellence of a
perfectly told tale is itself uncanny.

Audun’s success does not happen by magic or by authorial trick; he
gets the assist of a little bit of luck, true, but that luck is something less
than it seems. We may find it incredible that Audun can talk back to

" Whether Audun’s Story veally happened was until Fichtner's essay in 1979 pretly
much the sum and substance of critical attention the wtory was treated o, Sull i this
vein is Kreatzer, “Von Inliandern, Fisbiren, und Konigen";, see Edward Fichiner,
“Gilt Exchange and Inittiation in the Audunar dttr vestfirzka,” Scandinaman Studies H1
(1979), 249 272
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kings or refuse their rr-qtu'sls in the way he does and still live, that he
can manage, maybe even because of his readiness to say No to power,
to achieve his ends. Audun, more than we do, knows who ang Ha'r;‘nlcl
is and his reputation for hardness, cruelty, and sheer. opportunism. I'he
only miracle in the story is one that Audun recognizes: that given the
character of Harald Hardradi, he did not kill Audun and confiscate
his bear. Audun therefore is much indebted to him. And yet the author
even makes sure to wrest Harald’s kindness, if that i1s what it 1s, from the
realm of implausibility by accounting for it in practical.terrqs, keeping
his Harald utterly consistent with the Harald he inherited from other
sources. For all his ruthlessness and hard whimsy, Harald is only once
portrayed as a stupid actor in these sources: when he invaded l'lngllznul.
Indeed, Harald figures in the Icelandic imagination as the “most intel-
ligent of the Scandinavian kings.”'*

M ol 82, Fageskinma, o S 29:2010), Hemsknngla (11 28:119)



HELPING THORIR AND BUYING THE BEAR

T'here were no towns or nucleated settlements in Iceland, so there were
no regular markets. A market would form any time a merchant ship put
in to any of the large number of fjords and inlets mostly in the north
and west, but also in the east. Norwegian merchants (or Icelanders
returning from abroad) brought in goods, the most frequently mentioned
being grain already milled to flour, and timber, but also tar and linen.
Timber of building quality was not available in Iceland, nor were there
likely to be sufficient degree days for a grain crop to mature except for
a few places in the south and west, and even there not reliably.

Imagine yourself an Icelander needing to purchase a couple hundred
pounds of flour and some building timber. The news spreads that a
ship has put in to Vadil, and you live some thirty miles away. How are
you going to pay for the goods you purchase? Is there a conveniently
agreed upon medium of exchange? Supposé you have silver. Would a
Norwegian merchant sell all his goods in exchange for silver and sail
back with an empty vessel? Or would he take your silver and buy other
leelandic products with it to fill up his ship? Or would he rather insist
that you pay him in Icelandic goods and refuse your silver?

It is likely though that you or he need not worry much about
exchanging silver, because it is unlikely you would have any. We do
not often see silver in the sources being handed over in payment for
Norwegian goods. Then what do we make of the three marks of sil-
ver Audun cleared from selling his sheep after he funded his mother’s
maintenance for three years? He may have wanted to travel light, but
it is more likely that the marks of silver are ways of stating value; they
are units of account, or measures of value, not real silver. When the
story was written in the early 1200s, and most likely already by ¢.1050)
when the story takes place, the normal means of payment was cloth,
a homespun woolen cloth called vadmdl, or on occasion a higher grade
of specially woven cloaks. The value of vadmdl was often expressed
in silver ounces so that a legal ounce (of silver) was the equivalent of
six ells, about three yards, of vadmdl, with silver being notional and
woolen cloth actually providing the means of payment. Sometimes
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even notional silver was dispensed with and value was stated directly
in units of ells of cloth.' . _
The Norwegian merchant, in short, would sail back with a load ol
woolen cloth, not even fish at this date, to which might be thldvd. more
compact stores ol value, perhaps falcons, if the ship was [ul]. of .clul.l‘.
and cloaks. The point is that if the Norwegian was to get paid for his
flour and timber, the Icelandic buyer was unlikely to have enough cloth
woven until later in the summer at best. The merchant W(?l]l‘d have to
wait until you literally made your money to pay him ‘and not Inll‘:‘.(;l wently
the merchant had to stay the long winter to get his payment.”
Moreover, consider bargaining positions: you may not want (o load
your horses with your woolen money before you ha\.wc d(zl('l‘nllllt'tl l.hl‘
quality of the imported goods and agreed on a price for lllf'lll with
the merchant. If you have already sunk the costs of transpm'lmg yout
means of payment shipside it puts too much bargaining powcr in the
hands of the Norwegian. Should he see how well your horses are
laden he might find, as was the case with Audun when he |>Im'vh;n§:-:l
the bear, “that you've just exactly enough.” The. hurdf-‘.n ol p:u'kllllp‘
up your money and driving six or seven hors.es th'lrty miles to the ship
might make it wiser to ride down to the sh{p.wlthoul any lm'alllﬁlnl
payment, inspect the goods, and start bargaining from lh(‘l‘t:, making
a contract for future delivery and future payment. You Il‘l.lghl even
bring along some horses bearing no load at all, to take delivery now
and promisihg to pay later. Notice how our easy-to-transport crecht
cards give the merchant bargaining leverage. Were we to have to return
home and load a caravan of pack animals to transport our means ol

! The mark was properly a measure of weight, and given _thatﬂ All(ll‘t‘ll'.‘\. tlll\'l'll in
notional so is the mark. Thus it is that eight |L‘g2}| ounces fll' ('_]l)ll‘l‘l!i a “mark™ ol ' silve ; .
Legally acceptable vadmdl was to be two ¢lls wide; sce Grdgds I1 288 and :lll\ll n in the
Dennis, Foote, Perkins translation vol. 2, p. 349. [l'(’lilll{il‘l' money and units :nl .!l; |||:|‘||_
are a quagmire of complexity. For a reasonably au{('r:sﬁ;l)lr treatment in -!I‘:l'nl;h 1.,|:<|.|
Bruce . Gelsinger, leelandie Enterprise: Commerce rfmf Lconomy n h‘h‘l.' Mddle Ages (Cio Inuln\_ _lm:
SCL1981). At this time there was no Ii:rmalll coimage ;*.'v;ulflhlt- in ll'rhlnlull llj.m‘l!,; 1. .I.”.'k‘
Harald had begun minting in Norway during Il_u- |><'.|'|t?¢i‘1n_wllu'_i| this story s sct I.Hll l'
IF 5:261 for images ol the coins struck). '_I'Iu- fast diminishing Sll}’l‘l‘ content ol [l,'"ri.'
coins figures centrally in another leelandic short story, I{riflrftaf .\nrwmn.tl.‘_\ .\f}u.}' (
5264 275), discussed in part below pp. 34 :{.5: sce Peter Spullord, Money and iy wse i
Medieval Europe (Cambridge, 1988), pp. H'.? HER . .

L, Lydseetninga saga, ch. | (A1 10); Vépnfirdinga saga, ch. 4 (11 11),
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payment back to the merchant we might find it much easier to resist

that Audun has a talent, a knack for knowing whom to release goods
our desires to buy.

to, to people who are, as we say, good for it. In Iceland his talent is
3 - i e 8
wi ! i ides Thori rwegi i ays eri i erage advice to visiting
Here is where Audun comes in. He ])[‘()Vl(ll‘.‘i I'horir the No eglan (!lﬂ].]lﬂy'(?d n small ways bY ()ﬂ{_[‘lllg‘ help[’ul br;)kcrcllgt a ) et lr..i
) § oy " : 11 be i i > has ¢ so) and has h:
v th some help, and the help takes the form of finding creditworthy merchants (this may well be the first time he has don

customers, people who could take away the goods now and be trusted
to have enough wool and access to enough people to weave it in time
so that Thorir could collect his payment and set sail before the weather
turned bad in early autumn, as in his case, or next spring if he must. The

9 Norse term I have translated as “good credit”—gddr skuldarstadr—offers
a more vivid image of what is at stake. It means literally “good debt
placement.” This suggests that Thorir in fact releases his goods first,
sets a settlement date to get paid, and waits. This accords generally
with saga evidence; sellers were necessarily more than just sellers of
goods; they were also extenders of credit.? It was Audun’s special skill
that he knew who could be counted on to pay, to come up with the
cloth for Thorir. It was risky for the merchant, but then it wasn’t cost
free to store flour over the summer in damp Iceland either.

A Norwegian merchant might be well advised to trust his selling
decisions to a local, who knew, in the similar words of another source,
“where the best debt placements (skuldarstadir) were” and who could
save the merchant the sometimes lethal error of extending credit to the
wrong sort of people. In the source just quoted, the broker, a certain
Forni, was also providing the merchant with lodging: “the Norwegian
returned [to Forni’s] and told him that he had sold some goods to
Solmund. But Forni registered disapproval and said Solmund would
Pay a poor return for them.” Solmund killed the Norwegian when he
came to collect payment for his goods.*

The detail about Audun’s precise service to Thorir, about finding
good debt placement, is missing in the more popular Morkinskinna
version and it is crucial to giving a deeper sense to the story. It reveals

¥ See William Ian Miller, Bloodtaking and Peacemaking (Chicago, 1990), pp. 81 82,

* Ljdsveininga saga, ch. 1. One Norwegian merchant, who was thought excessive in
reminding people about the debts they owed him, was murdered in a plot hatched by
two local chieftains who meant to plunder the unpopular merchant’s goods; Vépnfirdinga
saga, ch. 4. The violence was not unidirectional. Norwegian visitors to Ieeland might
o Tesort to rather harsh debt-collection practices. A certain Snorri is killed by a Norwe-

gian for not paying a debt Snorri’s servant owed the me rchant; Gudmundar sag

i Avasonar,
ch. 19. And another Icelander gets his hand chopped off by Norwegian merchin

though the specific reason is not given: Grdmundar saga dyra, ch, 26, in Sturhinga sapn,
L160- 2125 trans, McGrew and ‘Thomas, 2145 206

little chance to develop itself because, as noted, there were no fixed
markets, and no certain places where ships co_uld l:l)c cmm.lml on .l;l.
appear. But abroad? There his talent, alrt?ady in e\nden(:c_ in I'mln .n’ y
matters of flour, timber, and homespun, will be involved with (ll”t‘llt n
kinds of wares and different kinds of credit risks. As between two kings
to present a bear to, did he not cho_ose astutely? -

At this point, right at the beginning, we have no reason o suspect
that Audun’s particular skill for successfully brok.cnng slalcs shows I;uw-
thing but a good head for business, such as the intermittent nature ol
business back then and out there allowed for. But b)‘z the end ol the
story one wonders whether Audun’s skill lies in making P(ruplv mm:
creditworthy than they would otherwise be, by some sort of zﬂ::lwmy 0
his character’s effect on others. Something about Aucliun clicits hand-
some repayment, and Audun does not always leave it to the |'t'|J;1y-<'|.
to decide how to reward him. When Thorir offers to repay .f‘\ufluu for
his useful service it is Audun who suggests how the payrlrfvnl‘l.:a o ?n'
made, not in fdour or timber, but in passage abroad on Thorir’s ship,
which Thorir confirms is fully justified. And Audun got rather more
than one tripf from Thorir. He was also Thorir’s guest for the wmt.m
and was further rewarded with passage out to Gr(-:un'lzmltl and back,
which Thorir still feels somewhat obliged to provide h‘nn.'

As economically told as this story is, the tale still carries wl.n;sl appears
to be extra baggage. It is replete with repetitions and rc(!nuhlmgs; in lact
it is a twice-told tale, for Audun twice recapitulates his story that the
narrator has already told us: once to Svein, and then again to Harald
when he returns from Denmark. The extra l)aggagc_ we must account
for now is a more practical matter. Why the first trip to Norway ;uu!
then back out to Greenland? What narrative purpose is served by that:

" T'he term Thorir uses when ollering his voyages to Anl_!uu .fu'mn!.“ hl.;ggu.';nl.-l‘“.:
right, an entitement, that Audun has o the passage. See )'Jllj.\l"f':’ﬂ!rl’_]{d Nu:r-h-|l-l:;|.,--l|',h,.
another case ol an leelander who brokers H;l.lht'!-l for two Norwe }:I.IIII “|“],u |I.‘ ,w"h
Audun he takes his repayment in the form of passage 1o Nufwny and loc Hln;i e
the merchants once there, This suggests that il Thornir wits being }.r_vllu»m;r |!- .J “-,m|
he waw not being egregionsly so, at least as concerny l||.t' lirst I'u"‘.ﬂ;lr", :;p‘. h}::ﬂ\::ym 2
lodging Apparently the value of the brokering services was admitted by th !
o be guite high and win thuy well remunerated,
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Why not sail directly to Greenland from leeland, buy the bear and get
on with the story?

The author is more than merely filling time to make his story last
three years so as to give Audun a truthful and acceptable excuse when
he declines Svein’s offer to stay on in Denmark as his cupbearer. It also
makes practical sense to sail back to Norway first before setting out
westward again. Thorir’s initial venture was to take goods out to Iceland,
collect Icelandic woolen cloth for which the most sensible market was
Norway, not Greenland, where Norwegian grain would be the more
profitable thing to carry. This also comes close to proving that Audun’s
three marks of silver was three silver marks worth of cloth, for why
would Audun waste his trip to Norway where silver was cheap rela-
tive to its value in silver-poor Iceland, but cloth was relatively dearer?
We do not know that Audun paid exactly three marks of silver for the
bear, only that he paid all that he had, which by this time might have
been somewhat more than three marks of silver, in whatever form that
value was actually embodied.

"The prologue to the tale also gives us the first instances of three
themes or motifs that will figure prominently in the story. One is
Audun’s luck: Thorstein, his kinsman, said he was likely to have good
luck. Such predictions seldom fail to come true in saga writing, espe-
cially when forming part of the incipit of a tale, even if in this case
Thorstein’s prediction borrows from the form of a conventional wish
of success to someone about to set out on a long trip. We know from
the start that this is going to turn out well just as we know in a tragedy
that it will not; it is the vagaries of how, the ups and downs, that will
occupy us, not whether, though how well will still come as something
of a surprise.

The second is embodied in a phrase that appears twice within a few
lines. I have rendered it as “exactly enough,” where it describes the
amount of capital remaining to Audun after selling his sheep and the
amount the bear will cost Audun when Eirik states his price term: “I
know that you've just exactly enough.” The Norse phrase is d endum
standask and the image it suggests is of something coming right up to
the edge with not a millimeter to spare. The phrase seems to describe
rather more than Audun’s squeaking by with just enough money o
fund his mother and buy a bear; it also captures figuratively a major
character trait: his not quite unintentional brinksmanship, -

The third is the refrain-like repetition that he hought the bear with
“everything he had.™ This phrase, appearing six times, permancntly

|

F
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attaches itself to the béar, and becomes in a sense the proper name
the nameless animal bears. The payment of '“cwr?il]u.ng he ha;lj
not unlike “just exactly enough,” is actually a k.md of price terln.l l1;u
defines a special reserve of value the bear carries that has nu{l 11.11.;_{“0‘
do with its being rare. It rather bespeaks a special way that parlu.: ‘11
kinds of risk relate to value in their world that run counter to slan'( ar
understandings of economic rationality in our world. We \.e\r%il take ]up
/this theme in much detail but suffice it for now that even 'Emk', a pnﬂ.u
bear hunter, a man hardly averse to risk in his own life, thm}fs it imprt 1
dent for Audun to buy the bear with “everythmg he had. Pl‘l].l(l;:.l‘liL
requires spreading risk, diversifying .one’s p,ortfoho. Even tough :1 1
knows that: “The hunter told him it wasn’t prudent for him to giv¢
> i had for it.” o
wiﬁli?lga}::l his bear, bought with all he had, then sail‘\ntruh I hl]]l‘fl:
back to Norway. The other versions of the story are explicit that t ui y‘
winter in Greenland. There are now no more than some fifteen [,m.ml ;h
remaining of the three-year outlay for his mother and the tale has only

just begun.



DEALING WITH KING HARALD

Thorir asks Audun to stay on with him again, but Audun refuses. This
is his first of many refusals of an offer, but Thorir, though of higher
standing than Audun, is not of such standing that when he makes an
offer it qualifies as an “offer you cannot refuse.” Those are to come, and
Audun will refuse them too. Audun announces to Thorir his intention
to take the bear to Denmark in order to give it to King Svein; and
Thorir, as did the hunter Eirik, remarks on the imprudence of Audun’s
purpose, reminding Audun of the riskiness of traveling through a war-
zone with items of great value.! We do not know when Audun formed
his intention to give the bear to Svein. It does not look like a spur of
the moment decision when he announces it, but when and however he
formed it, he will hold to his intention with a tenacity, a stubbornness,
that is so consuming, that it seems to overpower the will of kings, and
even cause the cosmos in some uncanny way to defer.

Within two sentences the risk of risks appears in person. As it makes
its way down the Norwegian coast the ship bearing Audun puts in in
Hordaland where King Harald Hardradi happens to be attending a
feast. The polar bear is big news and the king is informed of jts arrival.
Audun is sent for. The king asks if he has a gorsemi, a “treasure.” Audun
says he does have a treasure, a bear. Harald then makes Audun an
offer to buy the animal: “Will you sell it to me for the same price you
bought it for?”

We might wonder at Harald’s opening move. He soon admits the
offer is not fair, but it surely has a sniff of threat in it, given that he
is not only a king with considerable bargaining power, but he is also
Harald Hardradi, who gouged out the eyes of the Byzantine emperor,
Michael V Kalafates, when he left his service in 1042, That tale may
have been embellished but it was a tale that Harald himself had cared
to have embellished and spread about. He may well have been ruthless
and hard—Adam of Bremen calls him “odious to all on account of his

! Note that no one questions why Audun might want to give a bear o a king, T'hat
makes sense. It is the risk involved jn giving it to this particular king that does not,

e
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greed and cruelty”™ but he also made sure that he had a reputation
for being so, mostly by treating Ieelandic p(){?‘ls very well \:vlm !)I't'ﬂl.'l'\’;‘(l
his story in memorable and flattering form. ‘Su(?h reputation ifmr cr l‘lf'-lly
had a magical way of turning his mere expressions of desire into cred-
ibly threatening demands.’ o 5
Harald offers to buy the bear and names t.he price: “the price you
bought it for.” We might wonder what precisely the expectations ||{
buy/sell transactions are in a world that m.akes the opening move ““f
that denies the seller anything more than relmburscment,lw11hm:: mlm--.
est, for his wholesale price. Is that the standa!rd royal discount: ()T is
Harald’s offer, like so many conventional opening offers, not to be taken
seriously, except as an offer to bargain, so that even tbc lnw.ly Autjnn
can risk declining without losing his head? But while ‘kmgs might ll]llt'll
higgle-haggle, like so many flea market Vf,jndors, with each t)l.lii'l ull
with the mightiest of their magnates, or with popes and ill‘(‘ll])l.‘illt!lp:‘u,.
if they decide to haggle with someone .who does'not even ]()(ll\'lilhlli.
he qualifies as a merchant of any dignity one might suspect lll‘dl‘ I
may not be so much playing by the rules of higgle-haggle, as playing
with those rules. If the story had a musical soundtraffk, the moment
Audun said No the music would indicate that he had just entered the
valley of the shadow of death. . . o
After Audun’s No, Harald makes his next move: “That wasn’ 1,
proper offer. Will you sell it for twice.the price you bought it flll’:.
Then you'd make a profit and that’s fitting since, as you say, ym.:. g-.(t;c
everything you had for it.” Harald is operating on t“'fo ll‘.\"(‘ls here : ' |T
one, he is negotiating with Audun; on another, he is taking over 1. T
narrator’s function by filling in parts of the story we were not privy
to. From Harald we learn that Audun had told Harald more tl‘mu l!uu
he had a bear when Harald asked him if he had a treasure \'\:’llh.hll!i.
He also told him how he acquired it, and how much he paid for it:
with “everything [I| had.” Harald, as narrator, tell:s' us L]'1';1‘t. Audun l?:!s
already been playing narrator to his own story, offstage. 'l Il.t' mlibhm 14
cconomizing, having Harald let us know what got told to him without

* Adam ol Bremen, Hustory of the Arehbishops of Hamburg-Bremen, 3:xvii, trans. Francis

J. Thehan, with new introduction and bibliography by Timothy Reuter (New York,
.I‘?‘" 'I‘f.]‘ X ‘ % o . " " e, -

Y See M och, 13, also Andersson and Gade, p. 'I-ZH:\.'.I. (n I.h" '”:‘. Jn.[lr\l,:"\“ |ll]I{I|IjI'|
ihility see "Thomas . Schelling's classic The Shrategy of Conflict (Cambridge, MA, 1960,

pp. 2180
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the author having to put the words into Audun’s mouth first for us to
hear. ;

Harald doesn’t seem to take offense at Audun’s refusal to accept the
offer to buy for double the initial cost. Harald takes jt rather as an invi-
tation to ask for a gift. Though asking for a gift after twice having one’s
offers to buy rejected might strike us as strange, it is not unheard of in
the saga world. A failed bargain in Njdls saga (ch. 47) follows a similar
pattern. Gunnar: “Will you sell me some hay and food?” Otkel: “No.”
Gunnar: “Will you give me some then® Otkel: “No.” And after the
request for a gift is also denied a member of Gunnar’s party threatens
to take the food and hay anyway and leave behind what it was deemed
to be worth.* In Audun’s Story such a forced transfer could be a very
likely move, given the biography of the person seeking the transfer, and
the music would become even more ominous. Instead, Harald has his
curiosity piqued, tinged with bemused incredulity.

Harald might be trying first to get a bear on the cheap by offering to
buy it. As the story will reveal, if he can buy it rather than receive it as
a gift he can keep his costs down. Asking for a gift may be interpreted
as one way of raising the offering price since in this world, and even
in ours more than we like to admit, there is very little room for such
a thing as a free gift, except as a thought experiment. Odin himself

lays down the law: “a gift always secks its return.” If we can trust
Harald’s words at the end of the story, had Audun given him the bear
Harald would have rewarded him with a ship and cargo, something
rather more valuable than double the price Audun paid for the bear.
But moving from the diction of buying and selling to the diction of
gift-giving cannot be dismissed as really nothing more than offering a
higher price, where “real” reality is about price terms, and the rest is
all gloss. The diction of gifts might involve mystification, might indeed
at times shroud in euphemism certain presently unavowable motives,
but it is not “mere” mystification. The game of gifts is a very different

! This kind of forced purchase is dealt with by the laws under the rubric of rdn,
or strong-armed taking, Such forced purchasce has interesting implications for modern
theories of property rights. Consider for instance eminent domaing see Guido Calabresi
and A. Douglas Melamed, “Property Rules, Liability Rules, and Inalienability: One
View of the Cathedral,” Harvard Law Review 85 (1972), 1089 | P28, atppe 1124 1125
see my Bloodiaking and FPeacemaking, ch, 3,

" Hivamd, st 145, in Hans Kuhn, cd., Fdda: die Lieder des Codex Regius, 3rel e, (Hed
delberg, 1962), pp. 17 44, i p.4l
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game, with a different set of rules, than the game of a conventional
‘hase and sale, ‘
[)ugi::z;‘lld might, however, be observing a ccrtai.n etiquette, the (’.u‘q‘ucl'u'
of politely extracting a gift. There is a suggestnon lhal. the I;)I‘Op(.'l ;\?1}‘; ‘.
to ask for a gift is by first asking to buy. Asking to buy is per al?sf a 1}11
that a gift would be welcome. But that does not help us explain wlly:
if that were the case, the potential giver does not say his No 'u.) the
offer to purchase without some qualifying exp}anatnon, some s.ofu.m:uf
of the refusal, unless that No is also a conventlo’nal way of inviting il< 1
potential recipient to ask for a gift. The potentlal. giver might thin III
somehow safer to let the other ask directly for a gift, to make sure .!h'“.
he is willing to be bound by the obligatit.:uns.accept‘ance of a gift ]“.mw:
in its train. It may be that there is more risk in oﬁﬂer'mg‘a gift tc ] sm.nf one
who does not clearly manifest a willingness to receive it, than in forcin 8
someone who wants to receive a gift to ask for {t.ﬁ Or, more :‘mnply:rn
is probably that a request to buy is only sometimes a’hml [ml* I¢.l gi tt
and even if it is a hint for a gift, some people are notoriously ob wu:lu..s
to hints directed their way. Surely No has to be able to sean No m. a
first-order matter. It is more that with so many of our No’s, as ?\tv" as
so many of our Yes’s, it is not always: clear exact!y “.fhat p-rt‘)p.(.:s.nu‘m 1%
being rejected or accepted, or how intense a rejection or acceptance
’ §’s represent. . .
nurHl:ersd?;n:ﬁz?Gunn‘;r’s responses of following up z_ihrupl !‘(-[nsais ol
their offers to buy with a request for a g‘ift of tlhe desired t?h'lf._”. wnulfl
appear to be as much a non-sequitur in r_hlelr world as it li\ Illl c3u;a
unless there were some expectation that consistent refusals o m-l. might
be hints to the would-be buyer to ask for a g'ift: But the dr.lu‘ju:u'.s 1.'|m¥
indirections are such that they can be easily misread. Audun’s N:.a S a8
well as the No’s of the man who denied Gunnar were lru‘c' rr[u,hw]x_
to deal at all, but that was not completely clear to (‘.‘ll'hf:?l‘ (xllllll;n.{‘]'l
Harald before they asked for a gift; they had to wait for an :-xpiu‘l‘!
refusal before they thought the possibility of getting the goods as a gift
were foreclosed by mere refusals to sell. ‘ . o
The Norse practice of extracting gifts was not often as dl[:(‘.t'[ as ht‘llllfl
customs commonly found in the ethnographic lllvr;}lur:-,. or Illllhl' l.T'(I.V{ .
accounts of European encounters with various natives, in which asking

O the dungers of giving an undesived gilt see below the passage from Fgly saga
ppe 124125
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for gil'tﬁ outright or hinting so obviously that no one could claim .to
have missed the hint was the norm. Nonetheless we find an occasional
Norseman behaving in just this way. Shows of admiration for an object
such as an axe or a ship can be construed by their owners as rcqu.c;:ls
for a gliitf I suspect that there lingers in the expression of interest ~o;"
a.drr'uratmn for someone else’s possession a near universal expression of
a wish ora fond hope, which can be ignored or acted upon dependin
on tk?c situation, that the admirer would love to have it be his Thug
the snc.-year-old down the street who kepe ndting to my wife tl;at our
then SLx-.year-old no longer played with this particular toy, did he?
Such delicacy. Here the strategic problem becomes how to re,fusc suclll
requests. Hard enough to say No to a six-year-old, but what if it were
Harald who was making such an obvious hint?? ,

One can imagine Harald looking slightly quizzical, mildly amused, at
these No’s. What in the world is this crazy Icelander up to? But wl;cn
Audun tells Harald that he means give the bear to Harald-’s rival and
enemy King Svein of Denmark, one would expect the axe to fall. What
kind of recklessness, guts, or sheer social ineptitude lets Audu-n defy
the king like this? Chutzpah (there is no En;qlish equivalent) like this
demands an explanation. What can Audun possibly think he is doing?
He forces us to move interpretation to the psychological plane Afd
not (m.ly the reader is so moved, but Harald is too. e

H'e fmmcdiately offers two theories to explain Audun’s behavior. Sheer
stupidity and ignorance is the first: “Can you be so stupid a mz;n that
you know nothing about the war going on between our countries?”
Audun' undoes the grounds of this theory: “I have often heard abolul
thelstrlfc between you and King Svein.” The other theory proposes
a different kirfd of stupidity, the stupidity of optimism, of believing
the odds are irrationally in your favor, or that long odds are always
shorter than they are: “do you think that your luck is so much qreau:;"

i . i

= fffif;dgx;,};ﬁ.p?}% éafSh]ﬂp-E; admlr?nﬁn of horses elicits a gift of them in M ch. 20;
: | . 35 lor the case of Halli and the axe; accordin i irth,
( *; ace g 1o Raymond Firth,
ﬁ,é:::is‘mw rgfthe'Mw Lealand Maoni, 2nd ed. (Wellington, NZ, 1959), pp. 111 -llz'”-w:,
pmgc;e; :gr?ctt];lmg belonging to apotlu_er’ person usually meant that it was imm(-(li:‘urly
T&OU o Vglwvc;r[;;r}s‘gge\»\glr} praised it. -S(:t:'. David Gracher, Toward an Anthropological
£ ] e Comn of our own Desire (New York, 2001), pp. 174175, citing

* Harald is more than willing 1o as ight for gilts wi
d is more th: 1 to ask outright for gilts without seeking (o buy lirst; see
)?de‘ hfh' Generous’s Story |}l'l<m_f po 830 Butin that tale Tarald is nill‘ll!: l:'lnf:zlli{ Ill'::'tl.n.:ll"&
gilt-giving ability, and Brand is not in Harald’s presence when the demands are o |'.
Fhe gilts are requested viaan intermediary, s
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than anyone clse’s that you can travel with such a treasure where oth-
ers who've done no harm can scarcely travel empty-handed?” Audun
answers this frankly. He does not understand his luck to be in the hands
of God, Norns, or Fates. Luck is not mysteriously remote, uncanny,
or unfathomable. Audun’s luck is sitting right before him: it is Harald.
“My journey is now in your control ...but maybe I won’t be harmed.”
Harald now knows that Audun is neither misinformed, or if an opti-
mist, hardly a vapid one, and so he decides to let such audacity have
its chance. As did Thorstein when Audun left Iceland, Harald suggests
Audun might well be a lucky man, and sends him on his way, but no
before he actually manages to extract a Yes from Audun, who agrees
to Harald’s demand that he return to tell his tale.

How could Audun risk talking to Harald the way he does and still et
the tale maintain its commitment to plausibility? Audun knows | Larald
is ruthless, but he also knows that there are other aspects of the king's
character that make it not outrageously foolish to talk to Harald this
way. There was more to him than hardness. For one, he was solicitous
of Tcelanders: “Of all the Norwegian kings he was the best disposed
toward Icelanders.”® And he proved his affection. During a famine
year in Iceland Harald sent four ships filled with flour and imp« sed
a price ceiling on it of three marks of vadmdl per “ship-pound.”"” He
also permitted any of the poor who could manage the costs ol pas-
sage to move. to Norway. We can, it seems, assume the laws of supply
and demand gave way before Harald’s reputation for ruthlessness, for
it is doubtful starving people would give Harald credit for mere good
intentions if the flour-bearing sailors could not resist the temptation
of extracting monopoly prices once they landed in Iceland. Evidently
Harald’s prices held.

"M ch. 32, Fagrskinna, ch. 56 (IF 29:261), Heimskringla (IF 28:119).

10 Iy M Harald “sends” the ships; in Heimskringla and Fagrskinna he “permits™ them
1o sail. One would hardly imagine having to encourage merchants to set sail for leeland
hearing lour in famine times given the prices they could command, unless that is, the
king had already engrossed Norwegian surpluses. Whether it is “send” or “permit” the
important thing is that Harald is seeing to it that the leelanders are given some reliel,
The sources do not agree on the price Harald set. M has three marks; but the other
two versions of Haralds saga set the price lower, at 120 ells of sadmdl per ship-pound,
which is 24 ¢lls less than three marks at the usual six-cll-per-ounce standard. Gelsinger,
leelandic Enterprise, p. 34, puts an leelandic ship-pound at 276 pounds; but 1 28:0 1901
claims the Norwegian ship-pound to be about 150 kg a standard measure ol a cargo
ship’s carrying capacity i about 20 tons,
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Why the soft spot for Icelanders? We are told why. He respected and
admired their poets and he cultivated them, ‘T'hey composed verses that
preserved the greater part of his biography. In some sense they invented
him, made him larger than life, with his willing connivance to be sure,
for they performed their works about him before him.'" And they liked
composing for his benefit, not because he rewarded them generously,
because he often didn’t, but because he was, in some respects, one of
the guild. He was an able critic of verse, and to please him by versi-
fying about him one had to be more than a mere flatterer: the verse
had to pass muster as verse. To get Harald’s approval for one’s poetry
was to know one had made it to the top of the profession. Harald is
something of a versifier himself and he is no easier a critic of his own
productions than he jis of those of others. In Haralds saga he recites a
stanza before the battle at Stamford Bridge and declares it to have been
poorly crafted and so composes another.'? It was not, of course, as if
his love of Icelandic expertise in poetizing was disinterested. Cultivat-
ing poets was good politics; they did much to secure Harald his name
and with his name his threat advantage. 5

It was more than the Icelandic knack for poetry that drew Harald
to Icelanders. He could trust them for having their kin groups so far
away, for their being more dependent on him in Norway than Norwe-
gians of substance would be. Two of his most esteemed retainers were
thus Icelanders: his marshal, Ulf Ospaksson, and his old campaign-
companion, Halldor Snorrason, about whom a story is told that bears
directly on Harald’s behavior as a purchaser and contract debtor and
so bears some telling: Harald arranges to buy back a ship he had given
to Halldor, but shorts him a half mark of gold on the price. Halldor
says nothing at the time, but when he is ready to sail to Iceland (on
another ship) he arms some men and breaks in on the king while he
is asleep with the queen and demands that Harald pay the amount
still owing. Harald, never casy to deal with, says he will pay tomorrow,
but Halldor, who doubts it is wise to wait for the morrow, sees that

' M ch. 32; Fagrskinna, ch. 56 (IF 29:261), Heimskringla (IF 28:119). There are slight
variations in the wording of this particular account in these three versions ol Haralds
saga; Heimskringla, for instance, adds that the performances also took place before
Harald’s sons.

** All three principal versions of Haralds saga preserve the account; see M ch, 50,
For other examples of Harald as literary critic see M chs 21, 40, 43 44, 47, and as
a skald himself, M ch. 13; in F he is called a “good skald™; Sarcastic-Halli's Story, chi, |
(IF 9:261-295), for which see below nl5. .

an
o,
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the queen has a gold ring on her arm of about the ng{ll_t \.w.lighl :u:tll
demands it. Harald, who will quibble over grams or gr‘m‘:b (T }:tulf“.
in the face of death, insists that scales bcrifau:hcd to mali(- hLI’I'(,] Id l(:
gets no more than what is owed him. Hllc q:lt:cn quite }:1;.{ il T ',‘
that Harald is not properly assessing the ‘rlsk: Give hlm‘ ll e T‘lll;: l::il.l
asking for. Don’t you see that he is standing over you with murdc

his heart?” Harald hands Halldor the :;mg; Halldor thanks them both
in haste and sails away.

amljl-licsl (:;fr:ﬁ?ll;ts 1;'xlrith Halldor notwithstanding, Harald gets plt:a;;'u‘ re u}:l
of bantering, especially favoring the wit o‘f those same Icclan‘( it .l“.". '
who burnished his reputation, even when it came at his own tla‘qlu. 15¢ il,
Says one story: “[Harald] was a good sk?ld and regular]ylhlir-t..t | l n‘s]l]:m
ing barbs at people when he felt like it. And _he took it etier ,;,,m«
anyone when he was the subject of obscene wit, when he :’ml le a {g‘h |
mood that is.” The story in which that passage appears bac s u!; rll
claim with some examples. One directly pertinent to more .l_h‘_m a flew
of our themes, involving the Icelandic skald Halli, will suffice:

It is told that on one day the king was »\_fa]king down }hc .*.alr("t'i \:w il: :['I:i:"[
entourage. Halli was in the group. The king was carrying Im .1ch , ; ‘;“
with gold, the shaft wound with silver and at the top f:n‘il1 of .". . "]‘ rw “r.k.
a large gemstone set into a silver band. It was a splendi : !nL ¢ : |“ f[,.-u“-,'
Halli stared at the axe. The king notl_ced right away and asked w
Halli liked the axe. He said he liked it very much.

“Havée you seen a betsarH a:;;a_?“

“ ’t think so,” sai 1. - o

a{z\gﬁnyou let yourself be fucked for the a_xF? said the lflllg‘ o

“No,” said Halli, “but it is hard_ly surprising to me that you sh
want to sell it the way you bought it.”"

The king so enjoys the response that he gives Halli the axe: “'I'flllxllilai
and make good use of it —it was given (ON gefin) to me and so sha
give (“sell,” ON selja) it to you.”

15 M ch. 30; Halldor Snorrason’s Story Hl (IF 5:2?3-1-;2'751;-,;”(]‘ L
i 1 r in this re ; see, G,
1 There are exceptions to his good wmor g D
is not always wise ll; make fun of Harald’s father whose cognomen :-“;W‘ -r.l.?h'-“”
I::mrrv ‘oi' in.sulls directed Harald’s way. Yet even that l:lﬁ:.i'? dm:s l.ml' 'I:.w;?:f e
I]lilll. With Hreidar the Fool’s Story (M ch. 24, 1F 10:245-260), compare Shf
(M ch. 47, ¥ 5:279-290). |
' Sarcastic-Halli's Story, chs 1, ‘ : stor ¥ i bvo: vertia
in M rh" 43 and, as will;zlr:rfr:rifn Story, in a [reestanding and quite ti)"{.lt m"h:l::,m-,m
A i & g ya S — '3 ’
:'\:]It‘l'(‘ it appears immediately after F's dudun’s Story. M, for ln.-sl.tluu , does no i
the incident discussed in the text to which this note is appended.

10 (I version). The story exists in two v:'mmm._m'.'ul-
: i by
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In short, Harald was accustomed to and enjoyed “mouthy” Icelanders
who gave as good as they got. Audun benefits greatly from Harald’s
appreciation of a good tale, and of an artful performance. Since
Halli bests Harald in the repartee he gets the axe, and since Audun
1s strangely interesting and with no end of courage, he keeps his bear
and obtains leave to travel. Still, Audun had the luck to catch Harald
on a day “when he was in a good mood.”'®

This encounter between Halli and Harald is rich in other ways.
Staring at an axe works to extract a gift though it is hardly the case
that the staring works as obligatorily as it might among the Maori.!”
The staring does not lead to a simple handing over; rather it leads,
very much as in Harald’s dealings with Audun, to bargaining about the
price. It is a standard move in scholarly work on gift exchange to show
that gifts are often little more than self-interested transactions, falsely
veneered with a pretense of sociable forms of generosity, but really little
different from commercial transactions or obligatory exactions. Here
it is the other way around: what is in fact a generous gift is veneered
falscly with the harder diction and forms of- a sale. Thus Harald and
Halli negotiate the price of a gift that is “sold,” Harald giving Halli the
axe using the verb sefja, when one would expect gefa (to give) or fi (to
present). Seha means the same as English “sell” as in to sell for a price,
but it still retained its more ancient sense of to hand over, to give. This
is a gift wittily pretending to be more interested and less generous than
it really is in order to maintain the sharp pitch that informs the entire
exchange. It should also be noted, though I will return to the matter,
that there are no hard lines between gift exchanges and marketlike
buy/sell exchanges. Each requires negotiating, strategizing, and each
can operate ironically or with purposeful creation of ambiguity by
playing with and off the idiom of the other.'®

' The victorious Harald is in a very good maod following a battle in which he routs
Svein and takes captive the old, and nearly blind, Finn Arnason; he takes delight in
humiliating Finn with offers of quarter which Finn, in frustrated fury, refuses. Harald
spares him nonetheless, partly for showing spirit, partly because Finn will take no
pleasure in being spared in any event; see M ch, 42, Heimskringla: Haralds saga, ch. 66
(IF 28:154-155). On Finn, see also p. 66.

'7 See above n7: see, e.g, Pogils saga ok Haflida, ch. 12, ed. Ursula Brown (Lon-
don, 1952); trans. McGrew and Thomas, 2:25 70, where a recquest for w glt of o par-
ticularly handsome axe is made in verse by a tenant-poet to his landlord, T'he request
is denied, but the poet is given a reduction on his rent in exchange for the verse,

" For the gray zones separating, or not quite separating, giflts from the a wide
range ol diflerent kinds of exchanges that also can use the ihiom of gili exchange,
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Note too how Halli’s insult maps onto Hara.ld‘:f ()i['cr‘t(_) A‘lldln.l ln
buy his bear “for the same price [he] bought it {C:r. 'II'EIS time it 1'5.
Harald who would rather, as the joke would have it, avoid makmg a
profit, for the price is stated in terms of negative value. But the .m‘.gau\at
value of the insults, unlike the negative value of the buggering, gets
transmuted because of the cleverness and gutsiness of the cxchangl:r.
The wit works like the philosopher’s stone, turning dross to gold. I v\.ﬂ]‘l
let the buggering joke stand on if own, since the matter has been ““;I-.
oughly dealt with by other authors."” There does, however, secn} l(.)‘ X
a fairly durable timelessness to such'jokes. The?z were standard?t;ul;. (m
the repertoire of saga insult, the Middle Assynafl Laws of 10 > B.C.
show them current then,” nor had they passed into desuetude in my
high school, and still seem quite alive in more places than we '(:artl- (.n
know, perhaps because they are now oﬂ‘en.swe in rr,mrc ways than they
used to be. They do not figure, however, in Audun’s Story.

see Algazi “Doing Things with Gifts,” 15, in Algazi, et al., pp. 9-27, and below pp.
16-117. . e ma
| " 1 must note, though, that Halli’s joke depends on not drawing as fine fl'(,lfht,";l,‘
tion as is commonly drawn in the academic ]il(‘.l‘&lll!l"t‘ I)cl\fvuun passive .emd a _m]r o i','.‘
in male homosexual intercourse. Presumably Halli, against the r(‘('l.l:l\"t ¢: I\.ovlllsfi lmn.iw..
equating Harald’s being buggered 1o get the axe and l'Ia‘relld buggering ..1 i l.l gl “
it to him. As one saga notes of the roles: “neither had it so g(:mi !ml |‘h| an w ||_
stood in front had it worse; Bjarnar saga Hitdelakappa, ch. 17 (IF 3), l'n‘r t?:l l‘lﬂlhl(l::l:\ :.’I-
ihr- lavishly cultivated Norse buggering insult, the rf."d. SeC, AMong ttlht‘ls. ".‘3:}' !. ( vl }i
“Repardless of Sex: Men, Women, and Power in Early Northern _l'.urnpv,l Specu {S[" ‘} .
[l'l‘#i'} 363 488, Kari-Ellen Gade, *Homosexuality and Relqiul- “[li I\/llule-le;l :li"‘.l‘ ,--i:-r,(|
aw and Literature,” Scandinavian Studies 58 (1986), 124-141; Preben Meulengr:
aw and Literature,” Seandinaman .\p‘fm"fr'\ 1 : . I culangs
Ltll't'llﬂl'll Lhe Unmanty Man: Coneepts of Sexual Defamation i Farly -Nm-‘hrml Soctety, Lrans,
Turville<Petre (Oxdense, 1983), . :
.II“:'I'I l\l';::l'llm 10 Roth, ed, and wans., Law Collections from Mesopotamia and Ava Minor,

MAL (A) §19, p. 159,



GIVING THE BEAR TO SVEIN: '
THE INTERESTS IN THE BEAR

If the confrontation with Harald is understood by both characters, as
well as by the narrator, to be operating in a high-stakes comic mode, that
is not the case once Audun shows up in Denmark. The stakes remain
very high, but the mode shifts; it is no longer comic. He arrives out
of funds and he and his bear are starving to death. For the first time,
though it will not be the last, Audun is reduced to begging. Enter Aki,
a steward of King Svein. To the bargaining episodes between Eirik
and Audun, Audun and Harald, and the bargains brokered by Audun
lor Thorir the sea merchant, we now add another.

Contrast the different types of duress afforded by bargaining with
Harald, who can simply take the bear if he chooses, with the kind of
duress starvation places Audun in with Aki. We might even add Eirik
the hunter to this discussion: did Eirik name his price to be everything
Audun possessed because he saw that Audun’s desire for the bear was
so consuming that he could extract the highest possible price Audun
could actually pay? We do not, however, usually think of our desires
for a particular object as duress, unless they come from an addiction.
Eirik cashes in within the rules. Harald refuses to take advantage
alter some light- and half-hearted attempts to play with the rules to
test Audun’s mettle, but once his mettle is proved, Harald waives his
bargaining advantage, in fact cedes it entirely. Aki tries to cash in but
breaks the rules, even if he must be informed rather rudely that he
has broken them because of his obtuseness to the proper demands of
the situation.

Aki is an object lesson in how not to play the game. Even if gifts and
sales are not always clearly distinguishable from one another, there are
still rules and forms to be observed and Aki doesn’t observe them. His
ineptitude, or his impatient greed,! prevented him from realizing his
best strategy: he should have gwen Audun what he needed and left it
unspoken that Audun would praise Aki’s generosity to the king. Then

' His vice is not greed, but impatienee, unless it was greed that made him impatient,
lor greed could have heen satistied within the contours of the wilt game,

but one needy
patience 1o play it well,

- B (]
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the king would cither reward Aki or, i’ he ldid not, then it wu;.:ld lu:tvi
been incumbent upon Audun to have repaid Akl !lanclsome.ly r(ir:: 1
proceeds of the king’s gifts to him. What Akl will be Pums.ht,c l(l)r}“j
not that he wanted to cash in, but that he tried l(.) cash in l:lSln?' all t 1‘1'
wrong forms. Aki is in the tale to underscore the importance o bE)‘I"Opl‘.‘l‘
tbrm.t Form, in these exchanges, is often the greater part O.f su hst:tr:](.v
because proper form offers some, though f«'itkeablct., mchcatmnht aﬁ W:“
person at least cares to appear to do the right thing. Thr:)ug v.w. !
return to the issue of motives later, adherf?nce to forr!n is :.l w%y njl
only of acting as if one were properly motivated, but it is also a way
ivati roper motives.
. él;u;la;nﬁeid I:c) the king, and they have draw.n a crowd, a‘S"t :n:l
would expect with a white bear in tow. O.ncc at the king’s we are : ¢ dl t'. ‘
to Audun’s first onstage narration of his tale, a restatement F)l ;N ;l1
we have already heard and seen. He is careful to tell the cn{mal 'L-:(.h.s:
the ones, that is, that go to the bear’s value. He mfo?mslSvcm‘l 1‘1] ' t,.
went to Greenland to buy the bear, that he bouglllt it with e\;.ryl 1;1?;;
he had, that he met King Harald and refused h1:‘s oﬂ‘clrs to huy;. [‘:. 1|(:
Harald gave him permission to conti{lue, that Aki spc?ﬂﬁd th(,- jL‘.I l_n)i
extorting a half share. Audun tells his story cxactl}'r right, pr:istlnl 1‘ ;t.,
himself as wronged by Aki, as miserable, as perfectly mtcr}n?nt;{ b Il; 1
is something of the artist in Audun, no less than Fherf: is 1ln dr‘,‘, cli;]
Though some might think Audun a tattletale, he is properly apI{t.nnz 5 :;:
to the king in the king’s role as judge (and thus too as a pnceset:}*).. ‘
the other two versions of the story Aki and Audun agrecd‘ at t. ¢ ‘L.n.n(‘
of their transaction to have the king judge the. val'ue of their I‘Cbpt.(.lil\n’(.
interests, so it was understood from the l?cgmmng that ho%h Au]c un
and Aki were to present a “case” to the l.ung. In the H vers}uini llzt.lll:.
is a stipulation that Aki pay Audun the diflerence between the cos

i y -rn itsell” with, as when
! Pricesetting is a good part of what private law must concern itsell \'\("llll.:‘l, :::mt S
* damages must be determined for wrongs, or disputed interests in .I‘):(:]“,;. lﬁuugl‘l s
evaluated. The king as judge thus often involves 1ht;{ km_xf_lus [[);I“T:.' ¢ ,Ih‘ Ak
a ol : “perfi incide «all earlier Harald setting the
oles ays perfectly coincide. Recall earlier He .
two roles do not always perfec o Becall eatips Haiuitaaiing s e
i Jand; see above p. 33, This is pricesetting as a mi
our shipped to Iecland; sec a ! CEICIOng: s e,
:'Illllt‘l‘ Ih['|||| as a legal remedial measure, but with a hnlui lmmgllll.i_tmnl,l u:]i:m( Jai e
} et 16 v T 1 ‘clanders during famine ,
s eflor we srchants from gouging leelanders
Harald’s effort to prevent merchan ! : O bt
‘eventi ’ i, that his setting the price on flour may thu
an ex ante prevention ol wrongs, piiceon. Rodt ses siteil
as )'I't"ill(ligl'(l measure of damages that would have b €I ASSCSS :] in Im f),‘|]‘|‘:‘l:wvuf]‘
il‘l'l‘!('!‘i‘{liﬂ“ In either case, whether determining the price ll}r'lurt-l 180 ;:l ;Il,‘f : ;ni,-;i
' ‘ A “the principal parties and set by §
i ‘mination is take I the hands of the principal pa ya
rice determination is taken out o ncipal -3 blay g Ll
:] wty; see Calabresi and Melamed, “Property Rules, Linbility Rules,”™ above p
N f i )
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ncurred feeding Audun and the bear and half the value of the be:
should that value exceed Aki's outlay as Svein assesses {iw va.lu-v )‘tilxr
M t]'l.t! terms of the bargain are less specific: “They lht’r('l.‘o'rc a : c]l
on his selling half the animal to Aki with the underslar;din thftrii:-
king would make a total evaluation.” What we can see Audgun doi =
w.lwn he pleads his case before the king is in fact fully in accord 3:::}?-]’;
I.ns agreement with Aki; he is presenting, in a way that Aki did not
fm't_-.sec, information relevant to setting the price of their respecti
interests by letting the king know that the price deltcrmination ph lll‘lﬁ
;1!3.0 make allowances for Aki’s wrongs, for his having horned in 5 Oth
gnll. In categories we would employ now, what Audun is doin i; 555
ing \e\:'hat Aki thought was purely a contractual claim into the %eahrﬁovi‘:
tort. ll'hcsc categories, of course, were not available to Audun butc?f
we think of the governing category as price determination the’n wh1
came to be known as contract and tort are subsumed withi,n the b ic
Jllh:[l(?(‘.—:j()b of price (damage) determination. i
I'here is a comic moment in Aki’s discomfiture:

The king said, “Aki, is it as the man says?”

Aki said he was telling the whole t . i
| th,
kel ani%n iyt ¢ truth, “and for this reason I wanted

Fven Aki‘, to his own mind, had cut Audun some slack. Audun had
no bargaining power; he was in complete duress and h;:nce at Akail"
mercy. Still Aki let him keep half because Audun, who we now knm:
also told Aki his whole story, impressed him enough so that he too felt
that no matter what, the bear had to get to the king and that its value
was partly in having Audun and Audun’s story attached to it "

o i
|-(,m|il|:::::-_ l|{,l 'l.:;::,:1||l:|y| agllrt:tl ll_ml Audun should sell Aki hall the animal with this
ot mim)-( ,I,[' e woth 8O right away to meet the king and he should appraise
il il Illf“]?nwmnnx that Aki gave Audun and that of the animal; Aki
Wbt 2 il A. |'lm””.m- by which ll_lt' V}llllt“ of hall” the animal exceeded | his
i Ay Ml ;||¢: ki,m l;.'“ ?ll.}klllg sure Aki pays fully hall” the value of the bear as
Yot :IR);_”. A .:.g[ .\‘Ire nin (illl‘f'.‘l.‘t .‘\udun_tlum not lose his head for business. 'That
but it also mighi .wlml\.vlll;ui: r|l:-ll\l,\lfﬁ:"-(1:11n-m?( -'ilt_npl)f be further proof of his stupidity,
to extract as much as he could |.1;|v21 ['l']l'[].ll!:dfy\ﬂlt:;:llll.:“Im”gh oaton | il aro ot

i eAet A el 83 for this reason 1 wanted 1o give

\ Ses the piecedi : :

i Hl I:.].n} t |!|||g| note [or how little Aki managed to exteact from Audun's diiress

itk ||||”m“k-|'lll|" 0 i Irnurrl extent in M. The I version again improves on 1

- ““.l"ulv :n“'“| ) ayl Iuwllng Aki extract rather more than what in H could be seen

; J mterest-lree loan for the e vidue ol the il .

e . Intsrens . vitlue e provisions secured by o b
tan the bear 1 wuggents thnt the price ol whatever Audun received Ia):ms .’t:tll
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One can understand Aki’s behavior, evenif it turned out to be unwise.
The emoluments of high level functionaries in the early medieval world
were the benefits of taking a cut on tribute meant for the king. Kings
colluded in this, farming out regions and tribute collection to retainers,
on condition that certain amounts of tribute made it to court, while
the rest could be pocketed by the functionary, and the more he could
extract from the wretches whom he squeezed, the more the official
could pocket himself, so long as the king got his usual “rent.”” Aki can
let himself believe that the king will reward him for making sure the
bear got to him, that he waived taking full advantage of Audun. What
then is different about this gift that so enrages Svein, that Aki cannot
take his routine cut?> What makes the king think this to be a case of
ingratitude on Aki’s part for the favor the king has shown him, rather
than business as usual?> What justifies his banishment, and as Svein

. says, his death?

Certain gifts to the king, it seems, are special. Routine tribute is one
thing, but a polar bear, a polar bear bought with everything the presenter
had? And there is more than that. Examine the interests, as property
law teachers would say, in the bear. By one view Audun owns it, subject
to his conveyance of a half interest to Aki, which conveyance, however,
turns out to be unenforceable. But there are two other interests in the
bear still to be accounted for: Svein’s and Harald’s.

When Harald lets Audun and his bear have passage through Norway
to continue their way to Svein, Harald’s spirit—to employ the Mauss-
ian metaphors of what imbues a gift with its obligatory powers to be ©
requited—attaches to the bear.® Harald has now signed on to the gift,

would be half the value of the bear. For Svein to have banished Aki perhaps it makes
‘more sense that what Aki bargained for is a percentage up to fifty percent of Audun’s
eventual take. But none of the versions support that interpretation. The synoptic view
the versions seem to point to understands there to be two methods of pricing the bear:
one price, the one that Svein was (o judge, governs the terms of the contract Audun
and Aki negotiated. That price would exclude the value added by Audun’s risk taking;
it would be the price of a polar bear with no special story attached to it, which given
the rarity of polar bears would still be quite high. The other price, the determination
ol which is the substance of the tale itself, is the bear’s value as a gift with Audun’s
Story attached to it
# here are more than a few cases in the sagas ol royal agents being suspected ol
taking more than their proper share of the Lapp tribute destined at least in part for
the Norwegian king, see 2gly saga, chs 7 17; M chs 43, 48, 70,
o See Hans van Wees, “Reciprocity in Anthropological Theory,” in Recprocity in Anctent -
Cireece, ey, Chiristopher Gill, Norman Postlethwaite, and Richard Seaford (Oxford, 1998),
e 1350, for a enti al introduction o the anthropological gilt-exchange literature. For
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endorsed it. But he has done more than that: if Audun, by common:

understanding, gives Svein the bear, Harald, by the understanding of
three key characters, has made a gilt of Audun and his bear to Svein.
Harald does not just do Audun a favor, but does Svein one too. He did
what Aki should have done: aided Audun’s mission or at a minimum not
taken easy advantage of him when he was ripe for the plucking. Svein,
when he blasts Aki, makes immediate reference to Harald’s generous
action, of which Audun took certain care to inform him:

Was this how you thought to behave - given that I made a little man like
you into a big man—to interfere with a person trying to present me a
treasure for which he gave everything he had? King Harald thought it
good to let him go in peace, and he is my enemy!

Now consider Svein’s property in the bear. Once Audun announces his
intention to travel to Denmark to give the bear to Svein, any interfer-
ence with his mission is no longer merely an expropriation of Audun,
but one of Svein too.” Harald has not been averse to unrelentingly
plundering Svein’s kingdom in the previous few years. Yet something
about this bear headed for Svein prompts Harald to restrain himself,
[t does not quite let itself be considered booty.

Aki’s wrong is not just a wrong to Audun, but to Harald, and thus
too to Svein. A transformation has taken place. The bear is in a process
of value accretion that is almost magical. It is not a matter of market
forces and scarcity, for the bear’s value keeps rising, even when it drops
out of the story at the moment it is presented to Svein. It lingers on
only in the revelation and determination of its value in the countergifis
it elicits; it is its transformation into other repositories of value that is
almost fairy-tale like, as a beast that becomes, if not quite a prince,
then a princely sum. Much of the remainder of the story, in fact, is
about fixing the bear’s value.

a detailed and imaginative reinterpretation of that literature see Graeher's consistently
engaging and provocative Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value. 'I'he 1 noriously dif-
ficult Marcel Mauss, The Gift, is the obvious starting point on the obligatoriness of the
gilt; it obscurity (presumably unintentional), has allowed it to be invoked s the “fons
el ongo ol quite divergent theoretical positions™; Jonathan Parry, ““The Gift, the Indian
Gilt, and the 'Indian Gilt',” Man 21 (1986), 153 474, at P 455, '

CA law ol King Aithelberht of Kent (6th century) explicitly provides the king with
i legal cluim against anyone who interferes with his men who have been summoned
o himg Athetberht ¢, 2, KL, Attenborough, ed and wans, The Laws of the Earlient
Enghsh Kings, (19225 vpt. New York, 1963), ppeAh

SAYING NO TO KINGS

Svein happily accepts the bear and invites Audun to stay, bl.llki‘l[llf‘l"
a short time Audun indecorously says he wants to lea:vlc. The 1ng..s
,hackles rise. One does not leave court by one’s own decision; one !ml.h.l
obtain leave to leave. But Audun, resourceful as ever, undoes the 0[1(3{ 180,
or more accurately, keeps what is pcr(.:eivccl as a proto-oﬂ”ens(‘r .I‘m.u:
crystallizing into a true offense, by coming up with the perfl'f:u :Kc 1:::"
a pilgrimage to Rome. Fast forward to ‘the next refusa_l after ,m. i
returns from Rome and is invited by Svein to becc:me his c,upl)::c.?r( I, a
high-ranking court position. “That is a fine offer, sire, but l‘ m g nrlg.l n
return to Iceland.” This time Audun comes up w1th what SV(‘)I.fI S‘lm.lh.
the only acceptable excuse: “I couldn’t endure knowing thal “fh ;i( rwn:
living a life of pleasure here, my mother would be tre:achng a 1,.;q§;n ’
path in Iceland. The time I funded for her support is now up. e fxyh
the king, “You are certainly one lucky man. That f.the only reason
that would not offend me for your wanting to leave. N
Audun, by the thinnest of margins, manages to evade a dismissa ;-\
devastating as the one that was Aki’s lot. Audurl seems bol!1 to Wilhll
to flatter kings, and to thumb his nose at them. The tW().I'ndy not nl
inconsistent desires, nor is it the case that th_e Iatte: cannot be a &;n(
way of accomplishing the former. But Auchfn is not “‘some [trlllow‘/” ‘ mi
having been praised for bluntness, doth affect/ A saucy roug 1'11:;?5.‘ ,d|”|(.
constrains the garb/ Quite from his nalur_‘c.” H.e seems 0 h.lt 111(.'111:1I Jll
of behaving otherwise than by stating his intentions and d(fsm-s dlruit .y.
He also seems to be aware that he courts risk by so doing. Bu! t h”.
does not mean he can quite help acting in any 0(11({1" way. It is the
trait of his, we mentioned earlier, suggested IJ‘{/ the 1(‘l|0m d f’m:"flma.
standask —that appeared twice in the lalf:’s opening which .(-m.]ktl!(].rl 1‘(‘
sense of pushing up against the edge, of coming to a halt right before
plunging over the precipice.

I Classic travel episodes in the sagas have Teelanders [requently 1||r|ung dn“'r:]; .],,:’t{,l(l
favor at court in Norway or Denmark in order to return ||n the .‘}F.Elt }I'l”\“,-‘::-l{;' e
i I X i lei ! o s,
in le This becomes intentionally comic leitmotl in Laxd
home in Teeland, This becomes an un ( . il . 1
[t §s the distinetive mark of the Audun author (o examine the ‘|||(‘|I|l in more nuan
ways, by explicitly putting the excuses oflered [or not staying in issue,



14 PAIT ONK

But why should that excuse him belore kings who can expect, because

they are 1 . ey . | 1
hey are kings, that people will suppress what in other circumstances -

.iht.'y might try to excuse by a plea of I could not do otherwise, for that
is _|usl‘lh(‘. way I .am”™” We are rightly suspicious of the trutlli‘ljllrlt“i‘i or
sincerity of excuses that claim the offender is disposed, as a matt;’} of
indelible character, to offend the way he does. Wcakne’ss of the will a
ws-'.ll-w.nm topic in moral philosophy, comes in a variety of guises m())';l
ol I[:\«l';ch \.l;'e suspect are imbued with a healthy dose of bad fzut’h L
uclun buys some room for excuse by being yo i
and perhaps a country bumpkin, but he goes ngt}s:a\l:;l i’il‘fl.(::].? liccl?;q::’
the rube. He saves himself with a sure social sense of what (:Yafl \rorf
as an acceptable, even noble, reason for his decisions. A bare minimum
ol :_m(:lal competence, however, as well as a modicum of an instinct f
sull.-prcscrvation should be enough to make anyone who wished to refu(:;
a km:q’s generous offer of hospitality provide the excuses and apologies
or his refusal first, and not lead with the refusal—thereby makirx)l itg] an
abrupt refusal. And the refusal still qualifies as inappropriatel fbru t
cw-'.n.lhnugh Audun softens it a bit with “That is a fine offer, sireybut- l’)’
a softening that seems so rote as almost to call ;r'ricFatt:anti(;n to- thf;
pt"rmnplorimss of the, “I'm going to return to Iceland” that follows it
Like Harald, so Audun too plays with the rules, pushes at them, rath r
than follows them in the interest of smooth and uneventful enc’ount:r
One suspects Harald is motivated by a desire to make others morc:
1hfm vaguely nervous in his presence beyond the normal anxie on;
might .[i:el before any king. With Audun the motive is more a dcthht i;
operating at the edge, testing whether he can save situations by s%:il.lful
remedial action made necessary by his own violating rules of etiquette
he could easily have followed. By virtue of tactle;sness he u:‘sqt-; hi;
c;qrm(:ity for poise and aplomb. , o
I'he story, however, keeps hinting at another view of Audun’s char-
acter, though in the end it rejects it. Audun, I have been (:lain;in ‘ is
no fool, not even a holy one, even though he seems strangely l')icsf:‘d'
Yet Harald thinks, and Svein for moments wonders whclh‘m-‘ or nni h
may be a litde clueless, in the manner of a type wl,mm .I sl.lal[ call 1]1:-
fearless nerd, if” one will pardon the colloquialism. The fearless ;wrd is
a person so oblivious to social signals, that he can appear ::nur;lg:'nu;
or utterly reckless, yet with no sense at all of his own derring-do mus’t]\.;
because, to repeat, he is without a clue. And though the holy (ool t‘"tl’l
ulfm be characterized as clueless by his being socially out of it the ll '
ol the fearless nerd is different, ; R

HAYING NO TO KINGS 45

Take the case of a person whose dominant trait is fussy persnick-
ctiness, such that everything he does is colored by it: 1 witnessed the
following in a New York subway car some years ago: a black man
presenting himsell’ so as to announce to the world he was a “bad dude
not o be messed with” was seated smoking a cigarette, against the
rules, obviously. A trim slightly built man (I imagined him an accoun-
tant or an actuary), the kind who presents himself as one for whom
devotion to rules and making sure they are followed is the center of
his moral and psychological being, looked down at the smoker as he
stood a few feet away and said, “I am sorry, but I am sure you arc
aware, aren’t you, that there is no smoking in the subway?” The tone
was crisply schoolmarmish, smugly priggish in its confident rectitude.
We, the witnessing passengers all thought, to the extent dread had not
extinguished our ability to think: he has waded up to his neck in the
River Styx, and is without an inkling that he has.

The bad man looked up at him, quizzically, took another pul, and
slowly exhaled. He then flicked the noticeably unfinished cigarette to
the floor mashing it into flamelessness, as if he were crushing the body
and soul of his reprimander beneath the sole of his shoe. And lordy
be if that wasn’t the end of it. He had not succeeded, to our eyes, in
frightening the prig a bit, who was oblivious to the allegory being forced
upon the cigarette. Nor did he seem to notice the collective shudders
and sighs of relief and looks of disbelief from the rest of us. But I am
sure the bad man did, and that probably sufficed for his recompense,
that though the prig was untouched, he had succeeded in frightening
us who substituted our manifest cowardice for the prig’s utter, but
distinctly unvirtuous, lack of it.

The fearless nerd did not feel himself courageous. He did not even
discern the risk, except perhaps the risk of breathing secondhand
smoke. He saw a rule being broken and when he sees a rule violated
he must—his character demands it—issue a remonstrance. He was
perhaps pleased that he had done his duty, but if he thought he had
experienced a tale worth telling, the tale he would have told would have
been very different from the one I am telling about him. It would have
been a tale of the decay of public morals.

[ am not raising the view of Audun as a holy fool or clueless nerd
as a strawman. Audun is no fool, but the tale raises the issue of his
character and motives and teases us or sets us to wondering, much as
Audun set Harald and Svein, Thorir, and Eirik to wondering, if" he is
ot a little bit, how to put this delicately, “obsessively ill-advised™ in



46 PART ONE

his actions. The tale teases us with the idea that Audun may only be
the beneficiary of a lot of dumb luck. And it teases us too because it
plays off the expectations of the folktale motifs it both participatt;s in
fmd transcends: the wily trickster and/or the country bumpkin mak-
ing good.

The depth Audun acquires as a character is that he consistently
Feveals that he is neither a country bumpkin, nor a wily trickster. He
is too ldeep for any facile characterizations, for what the narrator suc-
ceeds in doing with Audun and Harald too, and even with Svein though
to a lesser extent, is to make these characters something more than
stock f:haracters. They have a complexity of intelligence and motive
that distances them from their folktale exemplars much in the mannc:;
Shakespeare transforms the stock characters in his sources into humans
more complex and of greater depth than I could ever claim myself or
anyone else I know to be. Let us reserve the issue of motives until we

have more facts on the table. The story is only at the halfway point
the exact halfway point. ’ ’

EGGS IN ONE BASKET AND MARKET VALUE

It is hard to avoid associating the refrain of paying for the bear with
“everything he had” with Matthew 13:44-46:

Again, the kingdom of heaven is like unto treasure hid in a field; the which
when a man hath found, he hideth, and for joy thereof goeth and sclleth
all that he hath, and buyeth that field.

Again, the kingdom of heaven is like unto a merchant man, sceking
goodly pearls: Who, when he had found one pearl of great price, went
and sold all that he had, and bought it.

What do we do with “sold all he had” without overdoing it? Let the
tale set the parameters of how far we can push the allusion.

Audun’s Story is quite explicit about certain matters of prudence and
riskiness. And it complexly links this discussion to prospects of return,
but not in a way that agrees fully with our present ideas of economic
rationality. The problem is diversification of risk vs. putting all your eggs
in one basket, the latter strategy being something no less imprudent in
Jesus® day except in the special figurative sense Jesus means to indicate,
nor in Audun’s day as we saw Eirik the hunter warn him—"“The hunter
told him it wasn’t prudent for him to give everything he had for it.”
Audun does not heed Eirik’s advice. He is a risk taker, and puts all his
eggs in one basket.

The story gives a nuanced account of the relation of risk to value, one
that maps only partly on to the way we would understand that relation
now and ends up affirming the virtue, or at least the sagaworthiness, of
competing visions of risk’s relation to reward. As for us, so for them:
the bear is valuable for the obvious reason that polar bears are rare
in Norway and Denmark. The bears must come from Greenland, or
from Iceland, recall, if one happens to arrive there on drift ice. They
also get an extra boost in value beyond that conferred by mere scarcity,
by bearing the markers of the marvelous and the exotic. That added
source of value still holds among us; the bear is a luxury good.

But here is the big difference: the bear in Audun’s world, unlike ours,
takes on added value because its purchaser took an irrational risk when
he bought it. Audun bought it with everything he had. That very fact
becomes part of the bear’s legacy, even part of its name, It no longer
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is a mere bear, but it is the bear-that-Au uInn-htmgl1I-wilh-:'w-:ylhing-hv-
had. Svein thinks that adds value 1o it, as does Harald, and clearly, so
does Audun who takes care never to lorget to mention that particular
detail in any account he gives about the bear, making it as [ said carlier,
something of a refrain in the story.

The risk of bringing a polar bear to Denmark from Greenland
through a warzone, the risk of the bear dying, of the ship transporting
it sinking or being smashed to pieces on rocks’or reef, or of Harald or
some brigand stealing it, are the kinds of risks that would figure in its
value today, but not that the purveyor of the bear failed to lower Ais
risks in acquiring it by not diversifying his assets. The market today
could care less about that, except in one regard that cuts the other way:
should a would-be purchaser of the bear discover that the current owner
(Audun) had put all his eggs in one basket when he acquired the bear
it would enhance the bargaining power of the would-be purchaser, in
effect lowering the probabilities of Audun capturing as much of the
value of the bear as he would were he not so vulnerable. )

The world of honor put a value on certain kinds of risk-taking that
bore no economic relation to the pricing of ‘conventional investment
risk, as when we rightly expect, quite rationally and predictably, that
a low-grade bond will have to offer a higher rate of interest to its pur-
chaser than a high-grade bond. Indeed the risk-taking of the sort that
makes Audun think it to his advantage to broadcast that he bought
the bear with everything he had must be seen to spit in the face of
economic rationality, or it would not add any moral (and in the end
real) value in their world.

Contrast Jesus’ spitting in the face of the same economic rational-
ity. His counsel cannot disguise the paradox, which is more effectively
disguised in Audun’s world: Jesus says the optimally rational strategy, the
certain way to get the highest yleld on your investment, is to bet on
heaven with all you have, though it might appear superficially impru-
dent and irrational to others because it turns its back on the standard
prudential wisdom in this fallen world of diversification, risk-spreacling,
and bet-hedging. No one is this confident in Audun’s Story about the
relation of increased risk to maximizing the payoff. In fact the story

goes out of its way to show how much luck namely in the person of
Harald - and subsequent skillful managementas in Audun’s resource-
fulness in turning Svein against Aki- had o intervene (o save Audun
from losing everything he had. _

} K
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Jesus is saying I am offering you a sure thing; you 'p1ul all.ynur cges
in my basket and | guarantee a stupendous return. ll'u.trv. is no ?'.11(-.1‘1
guarantee ol a happy outcome in the dangerous world of war, .Vlkm.g.s,
ocean voyages, poverty, and disease. To the extent the story is invoking

Jesus’ parable, it is bringing it back down to earth. Audun’s Story shows

that the reason his strategy of non-diversification works is _thal fnlu.-rs
can be so impressed by how imprudent he is_ that they ml]_haul h.un
out, not out of charity, but because they are impressed b}_' nsk-tukl.ltg
if not quite for its own sake then for the sake of sagaworthiness, which
means not just any kind of foolhardiness will work. o

The value of the bear is intimately related to the value of its giver,
to the risks he takes, to the pizzazz he displays, to his fcalrlt‘.e-zmlf's.fh o
his ability to come up with the exact right answer in the nick of time,
and as will be teased out later, to his proper motives, as measurcd by
their standards of propriety. Remember that in A.udun’s world the f:u!v
of prudent diversification holds no less true than it does for us, as Firik
the hunter indicates and everyone else does too when they note the
exceptionalism of Audun’s behavior.

But there also exists a parallel world, the one tl}at sets the standard
for greatness, the world of honor and danger, whlch_ is the v?rorkl .lhal
generates stories that thrill. These stories t.ake a very different [(}:I‘n‘l [mm.
cautionary tales, which invariably are stories that counsel the wisdom ol
prudence. Tales/of prudence are the ones parents an_d tca(:htzrs tell to
children and are a significant part of what makes children find adults
such bores. Best to keep those lectures very short; culture generates a
host of proverbs that make the point more briefly ‘thnulgh l]_15? gliau':r
gained by brevity is soon spent in rcpctitivcr:(*:ss. For leC?‘Sll’l(f:.lllnﬂ..
don’t put all your eggs in one basket; for avoiding the lrralmnultly.ol
sunk costs: don’t cry over spilled milk or don’t throw good money alter
bad. And so on. o .

If' there is a parallel to Jesus’ parable in Audun’s Story, it is one with
a host of attendant ironies.
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The entire trip to Rome and Audun’s troubles on the way back are
narrated in two sentences. Not a word is spent in Rome except the
u?rurd Rome itself: “Audun went to Rome, but on the way back he took
sick and wasted away.” Yet Rome lies at the dead center of the story,
73 lines in the actual manuscript before he heads to Rome, 76 after h(.:
comes back. The story is obviously structured with Rome in the middle
and, with the introductory prologue condensed into one unit, folds on
the line Rome provides making a mirror image thus: ,

[(Prologue IS, N, Grind) [N [Dk [Rome] Dk] N] (Epilogue IS)]’

But does Rome have a substantive centrality to match its formal cen-
trality? Some have thought so and try to make the tale into a Christian
parable. The story surely enriches itself with hints and suggestions in
that direction as we have already seen, but it remains ultimately agnostic
a{ld lmoslly practical about the relation, if any, between Audun’s pious
p|!gr1magc to Rome and his good fortune. Piety is simply part of the
mix, offered up to complicate further our sense of the multiple motives
that move Audun. His pious trip hints, too, that perhaps one of the rea-
sons why he chose Svein as the most appropriate recipient of his polar
Iu:a‘r was in part to pay deference to Svein’s reputation for piety.

. Surely there is absolutely nothing that justifies one commentator’s
view that the story “seems to be arguing that all moral acts are moti-
vated by a kind of selfless love which is the human equivalence of God’s
luw.:.”"* So much for the playful and profoundly subtle exploration of
si.lltla] action that mixes matters of self-interest, piety, propriety, duty,
risk, sacrifice, courage, gamesmanship, politics, strategic skill, stuh:

" This is a classic instance of “ring ¢ ition” fai i
5 class stan Cring composition™ fairly common in oral narrative,
x}rbt-.ﬁ. h.}t;‘pll;;llzl\}_f\illIlls, “Ring Composition and Linearity in Homer,” in Signs
of Chaity: L he Oral “Tradition and Its Influence i the Greek and Romar d, E %
Mackay (Leiden, 1998), 65 78. o ol 0. . A

: L wy . .

Antrllnuly‘,], Gilbert, “Social and National Identity in some leclandic puettir,” Neoph
lodogus 75 (1991), 408 424, wt p- 4175 more nuanced, though siill too reductive o my

milu!, 18 I'_'.Iir,;lhr’lll /\ahm:ull Rowe's remark ve Audun’s Story in “Cultural Paternity in
the l'l.'t_lr'w;u'h(lk _U_Mf\' saga Trygevasonar,” Alofsmdl § (1998), 3 28, P22 Meantas leads
to profits, and spiritual grace bestows seculir good luck.”
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bornness, filial duty, and a keen head for business. The tale suggests,

though, certain complex linkages that connect piety and propriety with
bet-hedging, base-covering, and return on investment. Rome demands
an explanation, some aspects of which I will postpone to a more general
discussion of the propriety of Audun’s motives and of the politics of
giving upward to kings and gods.

Christianity makes certain forms of self-impoverishment a rational
strategy: “sell whatsoever thou hast, and give to the poor and thou
shalt have treasure in heaven” (Mk. 10:21). Audun lives in a world in
which some forms of self-impoverishment can work to one’s advan-
tage, not just in the way Jesus suggests. An excellent student paper |
received a decade ago argued that one of Audun’s chief skills is to be
able to manipulate and take advantage of the various meanings of
self-impoverishment, secular and Christian.* In the secular domain, he
does so by putting all his eggs in one basket and so arrives in Denmark

o]

~ destitute and a beggar, as we have seen; in the more spiritual domain

he exhausts his assets making his pilgrimage to Rome and, true to the
story’s commitment to doubling and doubling back, reaches Denmark
a second time no less destitute arriving from the south than when he
arrived first from the north. In each instance his self-impoverishment
yields better outcomes than had he not been so reduced.

Self-impoverishment becomes, in Audun’s hands, a form of capital.
Here we see an instance of Pierre Bourdieu’s symbolic capital’s ready
transferability into old-fashioned real capital, as Audun’s self-impover-
ishment works to raise the price of the bear independent of its pure o
market value, by raising the moral value of Audun. Audun and the
bear seem to do each other big favors. Each drives up the stock of
the other.*

1 Thanks to Charlotte Gibson, Michigan ]J.D., 1998, whose ideas I am modifying
somewhat here. Paper on file with me.

1 For Pierre Bourdieu symbolic capital and economic capital can cach be transmuted
into the other; see “Marginalia: Some Additional Notes on the Gift,” in The Logic of the
Gift: Toward an Ethic of Generosity, ed. Alan D. Schrift (New York, 1997), pp. 23141, at
pp- 234235 and Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans. Richard Nice (Cambridge, 1977),
pp. 177-178: “an accountancy of symbolic exchanges would itself lead to a distorted
representation of the archaic economy if it were forgotten that, as the product ol a
principle of differentiation alien to the universe to which it is applied——the distinction
between economic and symbolic capital—the only way in which such accountancy
can apprehend the undifferentiatedness of economic and symbolic capital is in the
form of their perfect interconvertibility.” Bourdieu’s opaque prose can prompt even
Irench academics to complain; see Alain Caillé, Don, intérét et désintéressement: Bourdieu,
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Audun hardly could have planned o have gotten so ill on the way
back from Rome that he came close, once again, to dying, though he
would surely know that that was a risk he took. Other Icelandic sources
suggest that getting sick on the way back from Rome was hardly sur-
prising. The rich Icelandic woman Thorlaug was reported to have been
seen on her way back from Rome, “poor and rather sick”; she died
soon thereafter. Of Mani the poet it is said when he presented himsell
to King Magnus: “He had just come from. Rome and had become a
vagrant... Mani did not look good. He had his head shaven, and was
thin and he had scarcely any clothing.”™ Mani does not put his impov-
erishment and illness to any use, but Audun even turns that, by some
alchemical rendition, to his advantage.

Audun arrives more dead than alive on Easter, no less. He then
undergoes a resurrection of sorts, as he is bathed—his spiritual purity
obviously did not smell very good to anyone at court—and reclothed
in royal raiment. No, he is not Christ, though the author means to sug-
gest the success of his pilgrimage as doing exactly what it was meant
to do: purify his soul at the expense of his body. That he is iri a state
of ritual purity is strongly suggested, and Svein draws out that lesson
clearly when he reprimands the courtiers for laughing at his miserable
appearance: “The king ordered them not to [laugh at him] “for he has
seen to his soul better than you have.”” One wonders if the sign of
taking care of his soul was not so much undertaking the pilgrimage as
almost dying doing so.

There lurks in this tale an ever-present questioning of the relation ol
self-interest to propriety, to proper motive, and the modes one employs
to do well in the presence of kings and in the world in general. Has
Audun, uncannily or maybe even consciously, astute as he is, undertaken

Mauss, Platon, et quelgques autres (Paris, 2005), p. 73. Bourdieu also overstates the perfect
interconvertibility of symbolic and economic capital; see the discussion at p. 131,

% Sturlu saga, ch. 30; also Guimundar saga djra, ch. 8; Mani the Poet’s Story, whose tale is
embedded in one manuscript (AM 327%) of Sverris saga, ch. 85, in Konunga sigur vol, 2,
ed. Gudni Jénsson (Reykjavik, 1957); trans J. Sephton, The Saga of King Sverri of Norway
(London, 1899). The King Magnus of Mani’s tale is Magnus Erlingsson, d. 1184, who
died fighting Sverrir’s force shortly after Mani visited, For other pilgrimages 1o Rome
see Thorarin Short-Cloak’s Story (M ch. 72). King Sigurd rewards Thorarin by giving him
money to go to Rome and asks him to report back but the story ends with the remark
that “history fails to relate whether they met again,” The tale comes forty chapters after
Audun’s Story in M. In Thorgrim Hallason's Story (11 9,297 303), King Magnus oflers a hall
interest in a ship to Kolgrim who defers accepting, alleging a pilgrimage 1o Rome takes
priority. His interest in the ship is héld for him by his pirtner until he returng,
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his pilgrimage to prime the royal pump? For surely what [i?llows. is i!?ll
inundation of material wealth that he could not have predu‘..lcd in .lllh
wildest fantasics. Was God answering his prayers, or was Sw‘:m playing
the role of a pious king who undertakes to reward those God s%mu?ml
reward by assuming the role of God’s legate, God’s purser? Nothing in
the tale indicates that vulgar direct asking works to get you wh'al you
want from the person or deity asked: not even Harald gets his bear
when he asks for it, nor does Svein get his requests to havv.‘ Auflun
stay accepted. Indirection, or getting benefits as by-products ()F actions
primarily undertaken because they are proper or grand or a nice thing
to do in pursuit of other goals, seems to work best. . |

Some will insist on pushing the Christian theme, the resurrection ol
Audun at Easter, into more than the story can bear. Noth%ng in this tale
will sustain a flat or mono-causal explanation of Audun’s inner-states or
of the source of his luck. The tale does not play byl the same rules that
govern conventional pious exempla or hagiographlczfl writing, Ll‘mngh
it may for the purposes of its own complexity and ironic playfulness
gesture toward pious themes. '

It is significant, is it not, that the trip to Rom_c and back gets In.n
two sentences, and that considerably more narrative resources more
than twelve sentences—in this very short story are devoted to {\udul.l ]
sudden lack of confidence when he returns from Rome, to ]u:\; social
anxiety about his wretched appearancc.? ThlS.lS the unly‘ time h.(
manifests something other than fearless smgle-mmd'cd Fil_‘.\’()l!()ll to his
stated undertakings and it is not piety that is motivating his sudden
lack of nerve. .

When Audun comes back he hides in the shadows of the church,
He resolves to approach the king, but fails of his resolve, not once but
twice (more of the story’s narrative doublings). He has even hfW(j rinner
resources to announce himself to the king, now L_ha‘t .lhc Cf)ul'l.lt‘l'.*i are
drunk, when the king returns for night services.” This ‘I;e.t.l(.'ttllt'.t‘. runs
so against the grain of Audun being a kind of “natural” in ll:v 1'.!f7:a|-
bethan sense, a Forrest Gump, a fool, a fearless nerd. Audm}s z‘ﬂnFuy
to confront kings in confidence depends, we now see, on his fecling
himself to be presentable, on being decently if not richly clothed so
that he feels confident that he is presentable.

Al 5 s haracteristic
" See Taylor, “"Audunn and the Bean” p. 88, who notes Audun's unchar:
indecisiveness in this scene,
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Audun, in other words, is not one of those people of mind-bogglingly
undentable self-esteem who see themselves, no matter how wretched,
boring, inept, or ugly they may truly be, as smart, talented, engaging,
and attractive. True, like them, Audun’s self-confidence depends on
the vulgar cliché of “feeling good about himself,” but, unlike them, he
only feels good about himself when others are likely to concur with
his self-assessment. Being ill and looking it, bejng dirty and recking of
it, and in the other versions of the story, actually having lost his hair,
are the only things that ever undo his gift of self-possession. Even his
necessary acquiescence in Aki’s extortion, though it reduced him to a
desperate lamentation, seems less to have confused him than to have
mobilized his best rhetorical skills to destroy Aki before the king,

This shows that Audun does not behave the way he does from
ignorance of the rules of self-presentation, whether before customers,
sea-captains, kings, or courtiers. For him, as for most of us, acting well
or charmingly means you have to present a good front, a respectable
front. And though he could hardly have looked too good when he first
met Svein, he was so hell-bent on his mission that that overcame any
nice concerns about what he must have looked like. Besides, he was not
then a courtier but a traveler with a gift to present the king that would
more than adequately have excused any roughness in his appearance.
But he has since then spent time in court, and he now holds himself
to a more cultivated standard of presentability, even if these are but
the rough standards of eleventh-century courtliness.’

His spiritual transformation (if any), to the extent it is partly owing
to his sinking to death’s door, so transformed his body that “the king
barely recognized him.” Trading his looks and health for a ticket to
eternal glory was a price whose costs he feels excruciatingly. He under-
stands and feels his appearance to be shameful. Audun is a person
who is embarrassable. We had no idea for sure that he was embar-
rassable until now, there always being something vaguely “out of it”
in his all-consuming mission to get the polar bear to King Svein. Who
was Svein to him that he should ‘ever form such a half-cocked idea?
But Audun’s manifest embarrassability for looking “saved” shows he
still cares to play the game he set out to play in this world oo, one
of doing something sagaworthy. And so as part of his “resurrection”

" See G, Stephen Jaeger's attempt to push the orighg of courtlines bisck to Otonian
times, especially among the courtier bishopn, he Ongine of Gowrthness: Ciodizing Trends
and the Formation of Cowrtly Tdeals, 959 1210 (Phblelolylidn, 100
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he is cleaned up, dressed presentably so that he can carry on, not as
a new Audun who has thrown off the Pauline old man and put on a
new man, but as the very one we knew before, one who has a truly
magic touch with kings. . -

Do not misconstrue me. Audun did not go to Rome with bad motives,
or because he was “operating”; we have Svein’s word for that. Audun,
though, is still playing in the games this world aﬁqrds him, and he may
mnot be quite able to suppress the knowledge, even if that knowledge did
not provide his motive for undertaking the pilgrimage, that shmfl(l l'u-
make it back, things might go very well for him indeed. We can dismiss
once and for all that Audun was praying for a big haul should he get
back from Rome. And though the pilgrimage and the terrible physical
costs it imposed on him did not hurt him in the end, it hardly was part
of a conscious strategy to milk piety for all it was worth. ‘

There are other perfect touches in this scene. Consider the d(‘.]l(‘;‘lt‘.y

of Svein helping Audun overcome his reticence about appmuf:hmg
him. Audun is obliged to approach him, since Svein pressed him 1o
come back when he set off for Rome. For Audun, this only adds more
awkwardness to the situation because not to be recognized or thought
to be a mere beggar when he was fulfilling his obligation to present
himself before the king would be especially humiliating. Hence the king’s
perfect tact: “When the retinue went inside the king turned nrnu‘nd and
said, ‘Let that man approach who wants to meet with me.”” Svein even
tries to have the retainers enter the church first. Such tact shows that
a certain dignified civility was always a possibility, if’ not always the
norm, as Harald’s buggering jokes with Halli remind us. '

A word on the laughter of the courtiers. Christianity has been trying
valiantly for two millennia, with mixed success, to get ])t?u[)]{? not to
think human deformity and wretchedness to be a cause for murkftry.
ridicule, and laughter. Before that, the Hebrew Bible lcgislulv.(.l against
mocking the deaf and putting stumbling blocks before the blind (Lev.
19:14) and formally cursed those who purposely sent the latter down
the wrong path (Dt. 27:18); one suspects, in fact one knows, that these
strictures were not completely metaphorical. As carly as 13th 12th
century B.C. the Egyptian Instructions of Amenemope counsel not to “Iaug.h
at a blind man, nor tease a dwarf.” From the Olympians convulsed in

I See Instructions of Amenemope, ¢, 25, in Miriam Lichtheim, trans, and ed., flrhjlrm'
Fgyptian Literature; T he Middle hingdom (Berkeley, 1976), vol. 2, p. 160, What we might
cill the Thersites handicap, by which one lowes hin cliim incourt by arguments ad

|
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merriment at Hephaestus® lameness in the Zliad to present reality 'T'V
to the classic sick jokes we (I) thrived on as an adolescent, the practice
seems well-nigh ineradicable. Political Correctness, peérhaps, more than
even Christianity, which still countenanced, in some periods among some
writers, taking delight in the suffering of the damned in Hell, has been
quite successful at making much humor unsafe, at least in the academy,
where wit of any source has never had a very flourishing life anyway.

But teenage sick jokes do not work in the manner of the laughter of
the gods at cripples. The gods got no added charge from sinning against
a norm not to laugh at the unfortunate, the wretched, the deformed, the
ugly. That was how such unfortunate souls could expect to be treated;
they were there to be mocked; it was all quite acceptable. Adolescent
sick jokes, in contrast, depend on the thrill of violating a prohibition,
one actually feels to be just. Svein’s courtiers are only recently Christian-
ized, and barely at that. If they feel any remorse for their laughter it
would mostly be because it earned them royal displeasure, not because
it jeopardized their souls or was thought uncivil.®

Clean him up and the old Audun is restored to an immediate
manifestation of one of his most salient traits: saying No to kings.

hominem on the grounds of his ugliness or deformity, is known also in medieval lawsuits:
“The opposing party charged him with lying and made fun of him, for he was short in
stature, somewhat corpulent, and had what one might call a homely face. After many
undeserved contumelies had been heaped upon him, he was unjustly condemned”; R.C.,
van Caenegem, English Lawsuits from William I to Richard [ (London, 1990-1991), vol.
1, No. 204, p. 169, quoted and discussed in John Hudson, The Formation of the English
Common Law: Law and Society in England from the Norman Conguest to Magna Carla (London,
1996), p. 54. At least Orderic Vitalis, the source of the report, considers the judgment
made on such grounds a cause for blame. Homer’s attitude regarding Thersites is more
ambivalent, but the Thersites episode would not have been included if the merits of
his claim did not unnerve some people. It was the undeniable forcefulness of the claim
that motivated the toffs to riposte with arguments and beatings ad hominem.

* The motif of courtiers mocking a returning pilgrim is also found in The Story of
Thorstein from the East Fjords (IF 9:327-332). These courtiers get a pious remonstrance
from their king too. Though I note Svein’s delicacy, court life in 11th- and |2(h-cen-
tury Scandinavia was hardly genteel, though the tasteful restraint and decorum of
the saga style might give one a false impression in that regard. The mayhem that not
infrequently attended retainers’ drinking bouts led King Cnut to promulgate rules that
required his men to leave field behavior outside the hall; see Saxo Grammaticus 10: 18, in
Eric Christiansen, ed. and trans., BAR International Series (Oxford, 1980), pp. 36 44,
also Konungs skuggsid (The King’s Mirror), ch. 37, ed. Ludvig Holm-Olsen (Ovlo, 108%);
see King Sverrir’s sermon on the evils of drunkenness prompted by a drunken brawl
among his men which resulted in significant casaltion; Sherris saga, cha 105 104, Syerriy
blamed German merchants for making wine too cheaply available; see further Bagge,
The Political “Thought of *“The King’s Miro "
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He declines Svein's ofler to stay on as his cupbearer, a]lv.gil_m that the
funding for his mother is exhausted and that he has no w1sh. o }11.1"11
her into the beggar he himself had only recently c.cased. being. ‘T'he
excuse this time is, as Svein says and as we discussed l?elom, the only
reason he could have offered for not accepting. This is ralllu-r more
pointed than Svein’s answer to Audun’s first refusal of his ()"t.‘l' Lo stay
at court when Audun offered his intention to go to Ron'{c as his excuse:
“If your purpose weren’t so good I would have been displeased.™ 'l I“i
possibility remained that there could have been other excuses (I.ml w:‘mlc
have worked as well to extricate him from the offense he had just given
for this first No to Svein. But this time the ante has been rm‘?'vd. ()I.“‘
refusal of an honor, grudgingly pardonable; but two? And ol an oller
to serve as the first or second highest ranking person at court? N

Although I tend to suspect any academic criticism l]ml. Lacanicizes
or Freudianizes its subject as deeply wrongheaded, especially when it
is imposed on medieval people, and tiresomely overdone even when
not wrongheaded as when it involves people .whn have l|ll'lll.S¢'l\-.'t‘H
been taught to understand their internal states in that ley,‘l will risk
noting—but make little of the observation—that Audun’s first excuse
to Svein invokes the Father or better yet the Papa, the lfnp:.-, since
neither Father is actually mentioned; only Rome is.. f\udunv is given no
patronymic in his story either; and his descendant 'l hm:s'l::m“(I -ytln..wml
bears a matronymic; only Svein Ulfsson gets a patronymic. Against
this generalized unnamable Father, or a surrogate such as Svein, A%ultm‘l
invokes as his second excuse (going home to Iceland) a very p;ul'urnl;lu
mother, Ais mother. This excuse, as Svein indicates, is the more |ul't' vhfl
of the two, not that the obligation to his mother is not t%umg (.:.nll"
work, but as we saw at the outset, before it is doing $ind 3 work 1t 1s
doing the work of the secular Icelandic law that requires him o sup-
port his dependents on pain of lesser outlawry.

10 King Svein, it so happens, was better known i.|| lhf' |'I;Ilgllls|l: .w,l‘"[m“fl\)'\: ::;-; ““:‘.,
ronymic, Estrithsson, for his mother was Cnut the Great's slstf':‘ .l.5|:|! 1 ‘ n .|,J-;| m.]
mother’s blood gave Svein a modest claim o the English ”ll(ll:ll. w]m -’-| . i o0
by invading England, but gaining little more than some |'.lllll'ltlt‘l_'.'i1l.l pet :’(I]":'?).‘F fhe
from William, he returned o Denmark; see Illu' Anglo .\n.\".-m (r;"!'!l'ﬂﬂ'ﬂ:ff: .Il‘n.nu s .‘.1.‘:"“‘
sion), It may well be that Audun too bears his matronymic, whit |II l_.-]-l Ib".'l."" _:1_ e ’I-h.-“
practice when the Gither iy otherwise unknown as In some cases n[ I|‘-( ;l.{ll.ll:]l.l( y :u ::.h..,,
i fiather predeceases his young chitle's mother, as it seems Audun's Tather has, on

the mother comes from a more prestigions fumily.
*,
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One of the many brilliances of this story is that the mystical is given
a human f.'orm, luck a human shape. God, unmentioned, is an obliquity,
to whose institution on earth Audun pays deference, but Audun duc;
not say he owes his fortune to Heaven, or to any sacrifices he made l.(.)
its gatekf:epers. How easy it would have been for the author to tag'on
such a piety. He makes you wonder what Rome had to do with Audun’s
good fortune, if anything at all, and keeps you wondering, L

REPAYING THE BEAR

In the other versions of the story some time passes, enough for Audun’s
health to be restored, before Svein offers Audun the position of cup-
 bearer. In our version the request is made and denied right away. Then
time passes until the weather improves in later spring and the ships arc
preparing for voyages. The king walks with Audun down to the docks
to observe the bustle.

Now begins the payback. Svein asks if Audun admires an especially
fine ship. Audun says he does. No doubt Svein’s asking Audun’s opinion
of the ship is a fairly formal prologue to making a gift of it. Audun has
to know what such a question is leading to, and hence knows exactly
what form his answer must take regarding the attractiveness of the
ship. No No’s this time. Should he have felt it a middling ship he must
express admiration, no less than we are obliged to praise the food the
host puts on the table no matter how good or bad it may be. But in
this case Audun’s job is an easy one. He need fake nothing. The ship
is a superb vessel and Audun accepts it with thanks.

The gift of the ship was fairly direct, a ritual of repayment clearly
“for the bear.” Now Svein shifts rhetorical gears. There are more gifts
to follow, but these are justified differently; they are not said to be “for
the bear.” Svein narrates a hypothetical tale of future shipwreck and
salvage:

“You are sct on leaving now, and I will in no way hinder you. I have
heard though that much of Iceland is without harbors and that ships
are greatly at risk. It just might happen that your ship will be wrecked
and the cargo lost. Then there would be little to show that you have met
King Svein and brought him the greatest of treasures. Take this bag full
of silver. You will not be penniless if’ you hold on to this money. Yet it
could happen that you lose this money too and then again there would
be little to show that you have met King Svein and given him everything
you had.”

Then he drew [rom his arm a ring, the greatest of treasures, and gave
it to Audun and said, “If the worst should happen and you not only lose
the ship, but the silver too, you will not be penniless when you reach
land il" you hold on to the ring. It then can still be seen that you have
met King Svein,”
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That these gifts are a kind of insurance against shipwreck is so much
pretense. They are meant to be marked by their supererogatoriness, their
very excessiveness, because, as Svein openly admits, he wants to make
sure concrete signs of his own reputation for magnanimity survive if
Audun survives. Svein, under guise of concern for the dangers Audun
faces along the harborless southern coast of Iceland, is concc;"ned mostly
that Audun continue to look good so that Svein can look good.

. Tl.le arm-ring, though, is special; it is not like the other gifts. The
ring is a conditional gift. Though Svein maintains the pretense that like
the bag of silver it is insurance against shipwreck, in the next breath
he cuts down on the title Audun is being given; in legal idiom, he
“qualifies” Audun’s title: “But I think it reasonable that if you have a
de.bt to repay to some distinguished man, give him the ring, because it
suits a high-ranking person.” This ring is for you under certain limited
circumstances, but should by chance you owe a debt to someone of high
st.anding, it suits the arm of such a person. The message is discree;ly
given, again with Svein’s usual delicacy, for he avoids any suggestion that
1t would not be appropriate for Audun, if Audun had no debt owing
to a highborn person. The ring as insurance against shipwreck then is
meant not for a wreck in Icelandic waters (for it is not supposed to be
borne to Iceland), but in Norwegian ones.

Svein is in high performance mode. And he is playing to more than
Auc!un and any courtiers present. He is, above all, playing to Harald.
Svein has observed that Audun is a committed narrator of his own
at'lventures, and he is now giving him the substance of the story he
will tell Harald, pretty near dictating the lines. Audun is being asked
ever so subtly, to play the role we saw him play in the opening linc;
of the story: a middleman between the two real parties of interest (o
an exchange. And we suspect, as does Svein, that he will discharge it
\fcll,'but who could anticipate how well? Again we see why the I ver-
sion 1s richer and better motivated than the other two versions, which
recall, omit showing Audun acting as a middleman in matters of d('l);
payment at the beginning of the story :

BACK TO HARALD: THE YIELDING OF ACCOUN'TS

Audun fulfills his promise to Harald and returns, now a rich man, to
tell his tale. Harald gets right down to business. He wants to know il
Audun gave the bear to Svein and then, more importantly, how Svein
repaid it. What follows is the giving of an account in the multiple senses
of that word: a tale told, and a rendering of costs and gains.

There is an uncanny etymological recognition of a deep truth that
links the idea of paying back amounts you owe (rendering an account)
and the idea of having a story to tell. It is more than interesting that
“to tell”, as in “to tell a story”, also meant “to count, to reckon”, both
in Old English and Old Norse, which meaning still survives in bank
teller, who counts out our cash, or in the expression “all told”, as when
everything is counted up. In the Romance languages it is the same
story. From French, English borrowed “count”, “account”, “recount™.
To account for yourself is to tell a justifying story, to tell a tale (tale,
too, comes from tell), that shows you are quits with the world. Interest-
ing 'too is that the relation of telling stories and rendering monetary
accounts does not only occur in the Germanic and Romance languages
but also in Semitic ones, so that the Hebrew root S-P-R generates
words meaning count, number, story, book, author, and library. It is
as if good narrative is necessarily linked to ideas of counting up and
keeping track of gains and losses. In a nutshell, this is what drives
tales of revenge, legal “counting”, and exchanges in the marketplace
or via gift. I must make amends for making my “fearless nerd” an
accountant: accountants may be truer descendants of Homer than
most contemporary poets are.

Harald wants Audun to tell his tale, to render his account, and that
is what Audun will do. The scene combines both wry comedy with
grandness of sentiment, setting up perfectly its powerful moment of
recognition. It shows what a careful accountant Audun is. He leaves
out nothing of value, no obligation unaccounted for or undischarged.
Where we might start answering Harald’s question  How did he repay
you? by enumerating the ship and cargo  the one payment Svein
explicitly marked as payment for the bear  Audun starts by putting
Svein's acceptance of the gift on the credit side of Audun’s ledger, an
ivste we will return to in Parct 1L -
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The comedy, and Harald is well aware of the comedy since he is
c_lcarly playing it up, lies in his insistent questions, his dismissive observa-
tions at first—*I think it only right that he shouldn’t have refused you
food or his Lenten clothing It’s no great deal to do well by beggars; 1
would lllave done so too”—to his ever-growing amazement at Sv:ti;l's
generosity, which puts a halt to further dismissive observations. Harald
takes care to match Svein, gift for gift.

“How did he repay you?”
Audun said, “First, he accepted it.”

The ki e : ;
monl:; ’l-ung said, “I would have repaid you the same way. Did he repay you

::H_e gave me fl'ood and a great deal of silver to go to Rome.”
King Svein gives many people money even when they haven’t given

him a treasure. I would have given you money likewise. What more did he
give you?”

And so o, as Harald assures Audun he would have matched Svein’s
invitation to Jjoin his retainers, his gift of his Lenten clothes, his offering
h1.m the position of cupbearer, and his gift of a merchant ship filled
with excellent cargo. But that is as far, says Harald, as he would haw.-
gone. He concedes that Svein’s adding yet a large purse of silver was
more than he would have done. |

The clomedy depends on our doubts as to whether Harald would ever
have paid as he says he would: We saw how Harald tried to buy the
bear, though this, as noted, might only have been a way of priming the
pump for extracting a gift. But the comic charm of the scene depends
in part on H:itra.ld’s willingness to pay, but to pay in funny money, to
pay in commitments he will never have to put to the proof—1 would
have repaid you in the same way, I would have given you x, y, and z.
Harald matches Svein’s gifts with hypothetical “would-have” gifts. The
only “repayment” we know he would have made is that he would have
accepted the bear as a gift, since he asked for it as one.

Yf:t Svein outstrips in real gifts Harald’s ability even to coin hypo-
thetical commitments he does not have to pay. Svein’s real generosity
outmatches Harald’s hypothetical generosity. Much is guin;:r, on here.
Haf.rald knows he has a reputation for driving hard bargains and for
being less than generous. One is therefore tempted to discount the
amount he says he “would have” paid Audun, but he cares not to have
hl‘S “would-haves” be dismissed as so much hot air; they are informed
with their own kind of sincerity. And that is one reason Harald calls
a halt at the bag of silver. That is more than he can entertain givim),
even as a thought experiment.
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But then consider this, Harald would have been right not to reward
Audun as greatly as Svein did. The bear is not as valuable when it
arrived in Norway as it is when it arrives in Denmark. Svein has con-
siderably more 1o pay for than Harald would have had to. In Norway
the bear was a rare white bear which if it had been given to Harald
would have merited the two-line mention Isleif Gizurarson got when
he gave a polar bear to the Emperor Henry I11. But in Denmark the
bear has a substantially worthier biography than it did when it landed
in Norway. In Denmark it is a bear that at the risk of death was denied
to King Harald. The gift in Denmark has come to possess not only the
value Audun’s courage added to it, but also the value that it acquired,
recall, by now also being a gift from Harald. It carries with it Harald’s
gesture of magnanimity, especially magnanimous because it comes from
an enemy who chose not to dishonor his foe. There is comedy here
too, for Harald’s magnanimity takes the form of waiving a chance to
grab something not his, whereas Svein’s takes the form of giving away
what already is his.

There thus might be good reason to take Harald at his word with
his “would-haves” as stating what a reasonable and fair return for the
bear would have been in Norway. Whether, however, Harald would have
played fairly and given that amount for the bear is another matter.
Halldor Snorrason, remember, had to collect from Harald by surprising
him in bed and holding a sword to his neck.

Svein and Harald are engaging in a particular form of “fighting with
gifts.”! They are dealing with each other in the classic style described
and theorized in reams of anthropological literature on competitive gift «
exchange, on the poison in the gift, and on the not-so-latent humiliation
and one-upsmanship that is the dark side of convivial social bonding
via gift exchange. Harald and Svein are engaging in a modified version

of potlatch, a cultural practice more than any other that marked out
anthropology as a discipline independent from sociology, and provided
endless ammunition for intellectuals intent on finding ways to express
dissatisfaction with capitalism.”

| Thus the title of Helen Codere’s classic on potlatch appearing in 1950, Fichtner,
in an otherwise learned piece, fails to notice the gifts that the kings are making to each
other: “Gift Exchange and Initiation in the Audunar pittr vestfirzka.” ‘Though it is at the
heart of the story, only Andersson and Gade, as far as I know, have noted “the contest
in generosity” between the kings (p. 45721

S With Mauss, The Gift, oh, 4, ol Graeber, Toward an Anthropologeal “Theory of Value,
chn 6 7 : s
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Svein unleashes his generosity on Audun not only to reward Audun

o :dnd to requite Harald, but to challenge Harald as to which of them
15 the more generous, the grander king, See if you can maltch lh‘i*;
Harald! Harald throws in the towel and concedes to his foe: ‘;'l‘l]t‘l:(:
are few like King Svein, though we haven't gotten along.” Bl;l-t the ll
of Audun and his bear from Harald to Svein is also an offer 10‘ {g{js't
“‘rh'_:ther these two enemies can exchange more than rai.ds, plundcn’nq.s
killings, a:nd engage in exchanges, still competitively mind you, that a;n:.
more amicable or ultimately less costly than war. And this all c’onver es
to give the final recognition scene its spine-tingling perfection. .

Haralcl has just admitted that he would not have matched the purse
of silver:

“I would have considered myself quit once I had given i
whatever ha;?pencd afterwards. Did hg finally stop repflying a)éot]}lmi:};:);}:tlﬁi

Audun said, “He gave me this ring and said it could happen Lhal‘l
might lose all my property, but he told me that I would not be penniless
il I had the ring. He asked that I not part with it unless I owed somi'
high-ranking man so great a debt that I wished to give him the ring, And
now | huy(‘- Ii_)und that man, because you had the opportunity, stcfrc to
take my life from me and make my treasure your own, but yoi: let ’m(-

travel in peace when others co
ace : rs could not do so. All the
comes from you.” ol

This is sublime.* Converging at this moment is the revelation of the
astute understanding all three main actors had of the others’ dee (':I"
F[(?Slg118. Audun understood Svein’s instructions perfectly, because Aucfun
is sharp enough to know that he owes Harald evcrythiné and that Svein
owes Harald something big too. We should never have éloubted Audun
o Iu.we a perfect sense of obligation and debt discharge; this was the
precise talent that got him started in the first paragraph ’of the story.'

_ 1 Perhaps the biggest failing of the M version, and one which shows a lapse of
.|||ll!.l;nu".lnl. il it were the case that the M writer pared down a lungt'r‘m'i J’illl'l‘| i;]l} it
omits, “All the good luck I have comes from you.” One might see -in Mj.‘.q (: sisad - lit'
this line (illfd also its lacking the detail about Audun’s talent Ii.lr. ﬁmlin rhl‘r::]]lis;s'lfm' ;)’
customers Inr‘thc‘- I'_\mec;.,:iun merchant) as giving greater warrant for ?nlrr '{-l“'ll,!i 1)'
that WI.'ilI\ to Christianize the story more than the I version can sustain, M EH ‘?\"’!"*
source ol /\_mlun's good fortune less specified than I does. I wi;hrlwa' lnll i kt"f‘(rl % "
amatter ol Audun’s talents and, in Audun’s view, of ”.‘l.l‘;l|(|"i Irv-illl"linlnli; |lI III!“"
author engage in a small bit of pious excision, or did the I '|||It||c I: S i ol
wulrklly practicality? . I
,"-t.lu].);T:.:ll:.,l,,lI::::ﬁ,.h:-l{.,:::‘;-Hl-’m” N.|l'illllt' i which this tale works At eflects, i recognition
Gover K I||,,.||, m.-.: .||‘|ru_||| u..il v the wnsarpied conelusion of Sir Gawain and the
" at ol mtersecting or nested gamens ol exchange that are more

add more explicit
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We also see that Svein understood Harald’s gesture of good will in
letting the bear through was precisely that, an advertent gesture of
good will.” Why else does Harald demand Audun come back and tell
his tale? Audun was an emissary from Harald. Audun knows that, and
Svein saw that too. Consistent with the story’s commitment to doubling
and symmetry, Audun now plays Svein’s emissary to Harald. And this
time it is Harald’s turn to display great delicacy: he does not thank
Audun for the gift of the arm-ring, but praises Svein as he accepts,
and asks Audun to stay. It is a perfect indication of his admiration for
the game all three have played so skillfully.

Yet another word about risk: If Audun likes to add risk to his venture,
the kings in this story seek to reduce the risks that attend the game
they are playing. Audun is thus the perfect emissary between them
because Audun is deniable. Harald can let him get on with his trip
to Denmark, for if the signals of his conciliatory “panda diplomacy™
are misread or rejected then the gesture can be denied as having been
made. It was only a poor half-cracked Icelander of no standing and
therefore his passage can mean absolutely nothing, or nothing that
need engage Harald’s honor one way or the other. If Harald directly
made a gift of the bear to Svein, that would be too risky and might be
read as an offer of peace or surrender rather than as merely an offer
to play another kind of game to see where it might lead if it were to
lead anywhere.

So too is Svein’s gift to Harald deniable. That is partly the explanation
for Svein’s elaborate indirection when he gives the arm-ring to Audun
claiming it mostly to be for insurance against loss of the ship. Should
Harald decline the ring Audun tries to give him, the refusal can be
dismissed as a refusal to accept from Audun, not a refusal to accept from
Svein. Audun, in other words, provides a perfect way of eliminating

complex than the reader knows until it is revealed at the end. One key dillerence is
that we are no less surprised than Gawain to find that such was the case for him,
whereas in Audun’s Story the revelation is not news to Audun, but to us: we find out
that Audun knew all along that he was playing in two games, a starring role i one
as the presenter ol a bear, a supporting role in another as an emissary between the
two leading men, the kings.,

" Notice how Audun words hypothesizing what Harald might have done to him:
“you had the opportunity, sire, to take my lile from me and make my treasure your
own.” Audun does not imagine Harald taking the bear first and then killing him, or
just taking the bear and sending Audun on his way, but in killing him first and then
tking the bear, There is an implication that Audun would have fought to the death
to prevent heing dispossessed against his will,
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most of the risk of humiliation for either of the kings should their
overtures be rejected. And Audun gives the kings enough sense of his
own competence and intelligence that they can trust that if’ anyone is
good for this game, he is.

It should be noted that Audun’s Story is inserted in Morkinskinna
at a tricky moment in Harald’s rule. Though he has been inflicting
much more damage on Svein than Svein on him, Harald has also
been engaged in purging magnates in Norway ‘of suspect loyalty. A key
one, a certain Finn Arnason, is mentioned as just having gone over
to Svein in the last sentence before M’s Audun’s Story begins. This is a
time Harald might wish to find some respite from the Danish war to
consolidate his position at home.*

So who is using whom in this tale? Is it a story of a lucky and
cagey Icelander who plays off two warring kings against each other
to maximize an investment of all his property sunk into a polar bear?
Or is it a tale of two very intelligent kings who take advantage of the
opportunity provided them by an insignificant Icelander’s crazy mission
to send each other tentative peace-feelers?

I think the tale is clear on the matter: it is both. This is a true win/win
series of transactions in the best expand-the-pie style. All three main
actors gain, one and perhaps two gain economically, all reputationally,
and two politically. Only Aki is ejected from the community of the
story and even he would havé been welcome to stay and would have
continued to thrive had he made a gift of provender for the bear and
food for Audun rather than selling it to them. Svein leaves with his
reputation for generosity, with a dash of piety thrown in, burnished and
monumentalized; Harald manifests charm, wit, with an ironist’s genius
at playing off his own reputation for cruelty and middling generosity.
And Audun? He gets rich, and has one of the best stories ever told
bearing his name. And as the story would have it, he is pretty much
the author of his own tale, even if Svein must get a credit for scripting

® See M ch. 35. This chaptef also tells of Harald’s liquidation of Einar Thambar-
skelfir, who was renowned, when younger, for his skill as an archer, and of Einar’s son,
two of the most powerful men not pleased with Harald’s rule. The episode is especially
memorable because the immediate event leading to Einar’s death centers on his reaction
to a fart he emits while dozing off’ at one of Harald’s feasts while Harald is evidently
boring the company telling tales of his own adventures. 'I'he fart has elicited its share of
scholarly comment: see Kari Ellen Gade, “Einarr pambarskellis Last Shot,” Scandinaan
Studies 67 (1995), 153162, and William Sayers, “The Honor of Gudlaugr Snorrason
and Einarr pambarskelfie: A Reply,” Scandinaman Studies G7 (1995), 536 544,

the final scene,
rest can be seen as Audun’s very own tale.
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The prologue and the final lines are the narrator’s, the

We might marvel that these Viking kings could be such masters of

tact and discretion, but the dominant cultural, or at least the saga style

that preserves the accounts, invites such lightness of touch hc(:au.sc ol
its love affair with the irony of understatement. U‘nderslau?menl is the
preferred way of making encounters pregnant with meaning, at once
ambiguous, deniable, witty, and, not infrequently, threatemng, )
Lest I conclude this section on too upbeat a note I must ‘ad(l a dis-
cordant one: the positioning of the M version of Audun’s .Stazy would
place it early in Harald’s reign as sole ruler (?f Norway (¢.1050). An(l
the kings do not conclude their hostilitics until 1064, two years before
Harald’s invasion of England.’” It is thus wise that Ll.lcy took care to
make their exchange of gifts deniable, as bearing any import beyond a
minor diversion. Our F version though, by standing free from I‘Irirr‘:M\
saga, lets us freeze in time a milder moment of mutual admlralu?n
between Harald and Svein, with nothing to dash the hope that that
moment might lead to better things sooner rather than later.

M ch. 35) can be dated to ¢, 1050, In 1064 Harald and
2), the terms ol which were tha Harald got Norway,
cep whatever plunder he to sk during the long term

! Finn Arnason’s defection (
Svein finally made peace (M ch.o 4
Svein Denmark and each was 1o k _
ol the war; see also Heamskringla: Haralds saga, ch. 74,

\
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AUDUN’S LUCK

Audun is a lucky man. He also has the look of a lucky man, for more

" than a few characters note it about him. His kinsman Thorstein “said he

was likely to have good luck” right at the start. Harald, as we discussed,
remarks on what he perceives to be Audun’s own sense of his luckiness:
“do you think that your luck is so much greater than anyone else’s that
you can travel with such a treasure where others who've done no harm
can scarcely travel empty-handed?” And then, like Thorstein, Harald
makes a prediction, hedged in the understated Norse style, but meant
to have predictive force: “Maybe you’ll be a lucky man.” Soon people
begin to declare him lucky without bothering to hedge. Thus Svein:
“You are certainly one lucky man. That is the only reason that would
not offend me for your wanting to leave.” And finally the authoritative
statement of the narrator in the final paragraph, when no dangers or
doubts remain: “He was-the luckiest of men.”

(sermanic ideas of fate, luck, and destiny have been much written
about. I wish to narrow my focus to how this story plays with ideas of
luck, for play with them it does. Start with some philology. The Old
Norse words for luck that appear in this tale—in what is a blessing
almost too good to be true for a story of gift exchange—are forms
of the word giff. A lucky man or man of luck is a gefumadr, literally,
a “gift-man”; luck is variously gefa, gifla, gipta (gift), all reflexes of the
root to give, gefa. Gipta is also, in a way to make Levi-Strauss salivate,
the word for “to marry”; the primal gift in his structural anthropology
being one of a woman. That gift should also come to mean poison in
German will give would-be wits the opportunity for a predictably bad

joke about matrimony.

Take the name Audun, Audun; the Norse form of English Edwin.
The element “win” means friend. Put that aside, since it had already
decayed to such an extent in Audun as to have been unhearable as
having once been vinr, friend, though the “win” in Anglo-Saxon Edwin
would still be identifiable. It is the Aud, the Ed (ead in OE) that requires
comment. Aud means riches and wealth; it also means luck or fate,' the

U Julivs Pokorny, Indogermanisches Etvmologisihes Wiirterbuch 4ih ed. (Tiibingen, 2002),
176, Jun dle Vides, Altnordisihes Ftymologtsches Worterbueh (Leiden, 1961), p. 18; as “wealth”
aid o asculine noun, as Mlate Teminine
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linkage of the ideas being obvious, Luck and wealth go hand-in-hand.,
The verbal form of aud — audna  meant 1o be fated, ordained by fate.

There is also another aud which means waste, void, devastation. Is thai
the dark side, the threat suspended by a thread over Audun’s venture?
As a pun, maybe, but not because there is any etymological connection
between these two contrasting auds. Auo meaning devastation does not
share a root with aud as luck and wealth; the former only ends up a
homophone with the latter by the accidents of certain sound changes
occurring over the centuries. '

Still, it is of interest that words that mean nearly the opposite of cach
other should end up homophones or bearing homophonic elements.
Sometimes this is because they actually derive from the same root.
The same Indo-European root, for instance, generates English black
and French blanc (white) and English bleach or bleak, the original idea
apparently referring to an intense burning brightness so that all color
became indiscernible in whiteness, or indiscernible in the blackness
of what had been burned to a crisp generating the brightness. And
sometimes, as with the two contrasting auds, one as luck and one as
devastation, the result is a phonological happenstance similar to the
one that had “to cleave” meaning to adhere and “to cleave” meaning
to split fall together when their different vowels in Old English ceased
to be distinguished in Middle English.”

We need not search for false etymologies and fortuitous homophones
for the story of aud as wealth and aud as good fortune and luck; they
are the same word. The etymological story gets better. The root that
generates aud also generates vad as in vadmdl, the homespun woolen cloth,
remember, that functions as money in medieval Iceland. The ancient
Indo-European idea linking Audun and sadmdl is weaving, What do
the Fates do, whether as Norns, Moirae, or Parcae, but prepare wool,
spin, weave, and cut yarn? Life and weaving become easy metaphori-
cal extensions of the other. Weaving generates real wealth in the form
of cloth and thus is associated with luck, and well-being; it generates
images of growth and thus of life, and with life 0o come images of
the inevitable wasting, wear, and tear, and final fateful cutting, Life begs
to be metaphorized as a thread or a tapestry. And remember too that
the Norse word for short story, pdttr, means strand or thread; what gets

* o stick” derives from O clitan, “to sphit™ from OF cléofan. The uncanny way
in which words often mean themselves and (el opposites v the sabject of a well

known essay by Freud, “The Antithetical Meaning of Privnad Words,” (1910), Standuarnd
Fodition, 11:15% 162
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woven are stories, or threads that are spun out, shaped, cut and given
form, in cloth or in a life story, spinning a yarn. ‘ N
This would be worth pursing in more detail but Fate is a weary lnlh)llt i
though 1 cannot resist a small point or two. 'l'?w word !cjll'r]'u:t;\/lit:“:‘.rtll
Engﬁsh, as most readers ol this essay wﬂl know, is Wyrd, yu ( m.’-] gl
English weird, with the three weird smters.of Macbeth hllu.dl{ ( . T'si e )
between the Fates they are meant, in a twisted sense, to ‘u-.p‘u 8¢ n |-.‘":”
being weird in our sense, unpleasantly strang::‘.,. Wyrd/weird tn.n 1 k~. . | |ln] %
a Germanic verbal root meaning “to become”. But Wyrd too (I\.'(l f.h-l‘ e
process of cloth production; its Germanic root goes l)*uk }u Tn ( :111||,|[
Indo-European root meaning to turn, as on a spmdlc‘.' 1 I.ldl[ :?:m( I| “-H
provides the name of one of the Norse Norns, or Fates: U ].' {Iw 1011
Wyrd without the w for in Norse initial Gjerman.lc W was ln.\‘l Lt .
This small detour shows that Audun’s Story exists l[‘l.l‘l'llhlh_\'tl IIII iy
name: in short, Audun’s name not only means destlpy, it 1\ I|.m ::::huf]ny.
Luck generates riches, and it started out by Audun finding pe “i-’;-l W .I|||
could weave and produce the cloth, vadmdl, necessary 1o pay t :qu:
and then by selling his sheep that made the W(T(}l that -Pmdmttg l“u.
cloth to clear the three marks that were transformed into the bear.
Weaving a tale indeed. . o . BT
Fate as some grand OpPpressive cosmic force 18 m.rl seriously l. r. =
in Audun’s Story, unless Rome’s mysterious presence is meant (o .‘-H}l‘p‘l.:
it—and I do not believe that is what R.umv means o do ~h?”. l|Iu A
as a more personal kind of gift, is. NOT-IS there any scnse ni] L.“El 1515.1:
which we might define as a morbid view that ('..lllll.lllilllt'.‘i [ ‘u ||.|u::
tense, in effect turning it into a grimly 1mmc_al version ol lhl“ I.‘jl.at, n”nl. |
That what will happen has in a sense already happened by irre vocable
decree.” Not even the grandest, and in many ways the most l-w-.“.";-mmu
of the sagas — Njdls sagahas mu(:l.n truck with that knu.I .”1 I;|u.ll| Nf:‘,
Though an occasional character will talk that way, none act that way,

¢ Pokorny, 1:1156 157, S el i
L Ll‘k' ;II::Y‘\lill valuable Gerd Wollgang Weber, Wyrd: Studien zum Sehicksalsbegnif] der
See '8 alus V
; ; e ' (B burg, 1909),
molischen und altnordischen Literature (Bad Ilnm‘ ) N —
”m"ﬂg?'i::"l'rrlu'nlil' languages did not have a future tense, but construe IulI i 'I;(mll.l:].r;
B . t . v xc : Ao . : N
Norse and English combined modals of intention and obligation I-"hl“” '““' ‘:’]“ itk
the illliniliw' to generate a substitute for afuture tense, whereas German ti" I|].‘ ?_:,,,,.-
idea of becoming or turning, using werden, the source nllu'r}'.-u’. ”|F'J‘ I.‘;I.Ill‘.il(ll‘l (:’: L,;;..nyl
The g diflere 4 sosite ways of understanding the adea \
'hese are vather diflerent, almost opj wiy ‘ . o prosiudt
153 s wi . wee to incheate 1w absence or pomntles N,
emphasizing the will, one seeming alh oy
“”"' Illnl thint N.ll-tl"l pessinism see Pheodore M. Andersson, The Groth of the Medieval
) vy a1y
Toelandve Sagas, 1180 200 (haea, NY, 2000), P g 208
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lor they continue to employ all their powers to act strategically and
react intelligendy to the troubles they face.

Luck operates differently from this kind of grand Fate: It is not even
certain that luck can properly be seen as the small-time operations of
Fate; it marches too much to its own drummer. Fate implies some kind
of plan; luck implies nothing of the sort. It i§ more an inexplicable
clumping of good things in some places and bad things in others,
without reason if not quite without rhyme, the rhyme being the stuff
of good stories, like the one we are dealing with. Fate can be inexo-
rable, whereas luck seems too fleeting or too precarious for such a stern
appellation. Fate suggests a determined order (though people often
believe they can bribe or trick it, catch it nodding);’ luck, on the other
hand, though not dispensing completely with the idea of a Giver in
its Norse conception, reserves to that Giver caprice and arbitrariness.
Fate can deal with 1.0 probability and often does: death, for instance;
it is rather the how and when of it that makes it worth trying to trick,
or equally, the subject of tragedy. Luck deals with odds that tend to be
remote, the kind it is unwise to bet on coming out the way you wish
them to. Luck by definition means you beat the odds, whether it be
good luck or bad. If we seem to think of Fate as more inescapable and
certain, the luck of this story seems to be in good portion makeable by
astute exploitation of the rare opportunities ambiguous and random

circumstances present.® The presence of exploitable opportunities may
be matters of pure chance, but the ability to be lucky enough to exploit
the opportunities is more complex than pure happenstance.

Audun’s luck thus manifests itself partly as talent or genius, in both
genius’s modern sense and in its ancient sense as a tutelary god or
attendant spirit. Luck is a gift, just as gipta and gefa would have it, but
from whom? It seems it is partly conferred by something like a tutelary

" A belief in fate need not generate a psychology of fatalism. A belief in fate can in
some systems coexist rather well with.the belief that certain kinds of action can influ-
ence fate or trick it; see the nice discussion by Lisa Raphals, “Fate, Fortune, Chance
and Luck in Chinese and Greek: A Comparative Semantic History,” Philosophy Fast &
West 53 (2003), 537-574, esp. pp. 537-538. Similarly, a belief in God’s omnipotence
does not preclude believing he may not be always omnicompetent; even a heliel in
his omniscience allows him an occasional blink or senior moment,

* Notice a general asymmetry in how we (and the Norse) often understand bad luck
vs. good luck. The former we find it much easier to link with ideas of o primordial
decree, with Fate, than the latter, which even il we believe in o heneficent Gaod we olten
see as random, against the grain, dumb, pale in comparison o the greater power and
likelihood of bad luck. Even amidst our plenty and desperate cultural commitment to
optimism, we feel pessimism (o be closer (o Troth

.
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god, but that god does not appear to bear much ol. ‘zlm t-:fl‘s:t-sr1::;1;?([!]:1-‘-.
pendent of the character it informs; the tutelary ,:ipllll. n.l(..l‘}.\t,?] vith he
soul and flesh of the lucky man, so that Au(‘luTls luck lssj ata l)lllu : ;”
he is partly responsible for, to the extent that 1t ?s up to ‘i{I:Tl'lt:(} v
use, to test it, and to train himself to rj‘apFur.e the ht‘l'.lfl. l‘.‘a ;.u‘ Au]d|”|“‘q
tunities it might place in his way. Within lllrmtls. to b¢ .sL‘lr(.‘, n]:. s Ih‘..
luck is not only in him. As he well recognizes, it is also ¢ r?n m(l u.:‘ (m ,h
most crucial moment in the person of Harald, who, i)l?.dI:I:l:‘ .ylt.l?t | ,Li',.i;
for the duration of this story, is very much a ‘tu’tclary S‘j‘"ft’] 1:.-\';‘]1"“
not only informs the bear and so prompts S\iem s l.)ehavmi, nr 1[‘ 'll.m
gives Audun a story to tell that is worth telling. T’wo‘ V-{:r?]”};h- “m. i}
tale (M and H), remember, saw fit to make Audun’s Story a chap
aralds saga. o
’ lfggatg jHust cla.irfid, our luck is in. p.»artilikc a trait of -(-11;:1-‘;.1:::-1-':::_.
less than are, for example, our sanguimity, 1rasc1b1hl?/, l(w'( .0. llh[ , Lf.".k
erosity, intelligence, keen sense of propriety and ngm ‘u.lu‘m |‘ ¢
e to be held accountable for ou own
thereof, to what extent are we N
luck? Luck’seems to provide, in popular u‘nd(,r:slan ing, ¢ pon 101
praise or blame. Whether this is justifiable in some grand mfn fl se [-.I(.l
troubles us at times, but it troubles us because of a deep m‘;_r}: lf},:,,,,
that there is something ineluctably praiseworthy or l)iill'll('.‘\«??lfll 1y l:, -
luck. Do you want to be friends with a person Wh()ﬂ(‘.]ll('l.i is consis tl:‘l ily:
bad? Instances of bad luck, we feel, have a way o? l;::mgmg n;!lll“lw
their wake, and that unluckiness might be contagious lt.)ll,l..l ‘l'mhl.l..i
We impose sanctions of avoidance and more l.a-:_-.rmus‘kf:‘:.( l,a‘nl "..:‘“.
liability on those who have bad luck. At some point, ll.u- _""f |'c. :111 .—,im »
schlemiel, the loser, or sadsack (notice l}ow many p:-_|fn.u.ml ert : *
have for such people) is someone who 1s seen as h:w:mg ;l. ,l‘il,l:,l“?;i .h
deserving his own misfortunes, and certainly deserving his very hig
insurance rates, or uninsurability. N
mb}l:;:l::.c;‘;u[')‘;r;{_n'ls? Once we zicw them as lucky, we vtrmtl’ “, : p::n ;:\:'
pate in their charisma, for we feel that too may well I?:: mnl‘;'gu'n' . ,hl“
reward the luck of one’s genes by valun‘]:q lh(.: ])t:;il}lllt‘ll ;m(r I;'l.l!'it..:‘
talented. And what do we call them? Gified. The lln‘k.u?;_?”u ,.l." l:t""..].]
of gift and luck with blessings of wealth and lill('lll' 1s‘a1f \]: ::; gl
znli\;v, much as the genius of Old Nm'sc.' would !mw- it « wu[\}ul) l:f.ht..m
word “gifted,” in a trnnslin‘m;tllill;n ol \,rulllui-:i1 llnnltlu' best Nietzsche:

‘ el ¥ as ¢ o mean a dull=normat st cnlt. .
nh'liflt::-:':' li‘sl; ‘s::::m' sense i Awdun’s Story ll.“" /‘\1I(|I1I! deserves I!:m g.c " I.‘:
luck, because he generates so much of ". for himsell as a n!n.u.up.u( ';:“.
of his virtue, his intelligence and integrity, and manifest charm,
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could argue, perhaps, that some cosmic principle, call it the God whom
Aut?un pays homage to by undertaking his pilgrimage to Rome, is
behind Au.dun’s luck. Was it not this God'’s son who counseled pulling‘ul‘l
your eggs in one basket, imprudent as it appears, as the best investment
strategy, advice that Audun heeds in worldly matters at least? Bul. as we
discussed, the tale does not give much warrant for giving God the ,t:‘r;'.('lil
We do not see God or any gods pulling Harald’s strinés, who, recall Is
to whom Audun attributes all his good luck, not to C:od. An,d Har;.l]t‘I
does not make even the faintest nod to piety in the way Svein does
Haralld’s motives are irredeemably Harald’s, and secular. He is ti(‘klt;.(i
by th1s' Icela.mcler on a crazed mission; he sees the political pos:silJiii1ic-q
of letr_m.g him get through to Svein and, consistent with the Harald ni'
the stories told about him, he resists the urge to prevent a good tale
from happening—especially one in which he plays a lead role.

Om’? can readily see what makes medieval Icelandic literature so
o attractive: it is character and strategy all the way down. Allegory, l':-;n-
denuousncss,. moralisms, though not completely absent in the sagas’ u-.ncl
to know the{r proper place, keeping modestly to the shadows \;«hvr{-
they seldom interfere with the efficient and intelligent representation of
complex'soc'ial and political action. There can be obligatory rote picty
on occasion in a saga, but such intrusions are notewortﬁy for their raril.y
even whf‘:n the saga action is set in post-conversion times. The sagas
(tl'le classical family sagas and Sturlunga saga as well) might test crédu!l}(l
with an occasional mound dweller, certain kinds of sorcery, some V(‘]'b-'
corpor.eal revenants, prophetic dreams, or the ease at whi’ch 4 x;.wa.r:} I
may slice through a body, but very infrequently by the intcwvmi.(m of
God or his saints in human affairs. |

.A couple of issues remain on this theme that touch on our story
Given that Audun is suspected of being lucky right from the sl;u‘l‘ (‘:l?;
he always count on his luck? We should qualify that: he is lucky :mrv
the story gets going, but his poverty at the story’s start shows that he
had not yet been very lucky. Do the lucky have inexhaustible supplics
f’f luck or do they have to economize on their luck, and not draw (ltll
it too oflterf? Audun almost dies twice of starvation and illness, and
comes w1.tth a hair of getting killed by Harald. Better luck wuuld. have
sparti:d him these close calls and kept him safely above such testings
of his luck, unless luck, real luck, must reveal itsell by getting l;ll| lk:‘f
unluc.ky situations against long odds. Three times he is lucky, barely
escaping close calls, Would you think he should rigk a linu'lhl‘n 'Iihlll
or an nth testing ol his luck? ‘ .
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sven a middlingly prudent person would answer No and Audun gave
the same answer. His story ends with no further mention of sagaworthy
behavior credited to his account. He is a presser of luck for three years
and six pages. He is not about to engage in a lifetime of high-stakes risk
taking. He won big once and the victory drew enormously on his sup-
ply of luck. kgils saga preserves a proverb to the effect. A father advises
his son that one successful trip abroad is enough: “the morc rips you
take, the more various the outcomes.” Audun, it turns out, becomes
prudent once he has something to lose. Now as a man of wealth and
reputation, he is not about to sell all he hath and put all his cggs in
one basket again. He is now lucky in the sense that he is wealthy, but
the luck that got him to that point operated just in the nick of time by
a rare run of a few well-placed “strokes” of good luck.

When your total net worth is three marks, putting them in one basket
may not be all that irrational, like the street person who begs @ tlol-
lar for coffee but then buys a lottery ticket with it, thereby betting his
entire net worth on a 1 in a 150,000,000 long shot. A dollar may be
all he has but it is still only a dollar. Granted, three marks could buy
Audun quite a bit more than a cup of coffee; something close to that
sum bought him a polar bear in Greenland, but once he comes back to
Iceland having increased the value of his initial investment by a factor
of several hundred, his penchant for non-diversification will undergo a
sea change, unless he is really foolish. And Audun is anything but. Part
of being lucky means having the ability to know when not to press yout
luck. You may be forced to rely on your luck in some Setings; you miy
even seek out such settings every once in a while as a test ol your luck,
but the lucky man will not keep tempting fate as a long-term strategy,
Or his luck, so we all believe and they did too, will run out,

There is a time for casting bread upon the waters, a tme for con-
sidering the lilies of the field, a time for selling all one has and buying
a pearl of price, but Jesus is speaking figuratively, though he is serious
about giving to the poor. In the miserable cold north, the polar bears
are real, the rapacious kings are 100, and the poor are not beggars in
the street, but your own mother. Practicality is the best bet in the long

run. Audun knows that very well.

Y Fals saga, ch, 38,
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Audun is unthrleatening to the kings and no small portion of his luck
seems to be owing to that. His luck can thus be counted a virtue by the
kings and by himself as well. His luck makes him rich, which remember,

o 1is what the word aud, the first element of his name, also meant. Under

other.mrcumstanccs, his wealth, his good luck that is, could have. with
the shghtest twist in the eye of a Harald, been the cause of bad‘luck
HF might not have been as ignorable if he had stuck around. rich. II‘
might have been a good thing he headed back to Iceland hea;n'nq his
mother calling, when he did. , T
When a king makes someone rich or raises someone from low to high
estate he may expect loyalty but get rather more than he bargainlvtl
fbf'. The upstart might become so wealthy as to show the king ‘up' he
n?lght be able to afford a body of retainers more numerous than,IIn-
kll:lg can afford, as did Thorolf Kveldulfsson in Egils saga to his ultimatc
mlsfortunc, or he might press his luck in smaller ways.t, as Aki did, and
get dismissed into the darkness after having been raised up im{; the
light. Rfaising up a poor Icelander is a pretty low-risk way to show your
generosity and obviously, as we will discuss under a different heading
@ below, princes cannot repay everyone as richly as they paid Audun or
they would soon be paupers. To give well to an occasional Audun they
have also to know how to receive; more precisely, they have to ‘knnw
! how to take'better than they know how to give, or they will not have
th_e wherewithal to put on occasional large shows of magnanimity that
will generate good stories and engender a reputation for generosity, if
not the virtue itself. ‘
Would Audun’s luck have continued to serve him had he stayed in
Norway, r}ch, right under Harald’s nose? Would Harald have been
able to resist plucking him bare?' Coonsider this rather grim objéct les-

' Much of Sturlunga saga shows chicftains and powerful men flec g poorly defended
wealth_y farmers, especially by a strategy of supporting doubtful inheritance clains
to their estates (c.g., Sturlu saga, chs 15 19, 28, 300 Gudmundar saga dvra, chw 14
H(‘.lgaﬂsiaﬁnml; [slendinga saga, chs 16, 34, in Sturlunga saga, 1229 534, trans 'Ml Cirew
and Thomas, I:_I 15 447); but also by forced mrriage, by selling |:|nt;-| tion nned 1I’l|I":
strong-arm tacoes (e, Lavdela saga, b, 16, Cudmundar vag ;fj‘r-.t: ch, ), :
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son about the risks of being of low standing and acquiring substantial
wealth; it merits a fairly circumstantial account to show what allowances
were extended Audun because of his charm, and because he did not
stay long enough for his charm to grow stale.”

King Harald was paying various visits to feasts in the Upplond region,
in effect collecting rents by eating them i situ. Attending feasts, visit-
ing people with a hundred armed friends, was one of the ways carly
medieval kings, and clearly Norwegian kings, collected what we might
call rents and taxes, but these rents and taxes were subsumed under
the norms of hospitality, using the idiom of gift-exchange that figures
as the central theme of our story. The king showed up and ate his
host nearly out of house and home and moved on. This way he could
keep tabs on the rich and drain their resources.” He did not give much
advance warning because his visits were also meant moderately to ter-
rorize the big men of the provinces into not getting too many ideas ol
independence; there was thus an advantage to be had in making visits
somewhat randomly. Feasts usually went off as what they purported to
be: feasts. But the expense was substantial and there was often a touch
of intimidation lurking in them.

The story takes up with Harald making his gastronomical rounds:

There was a man named UIf the Wealthy. He owned fourteen or fifleen
farms. His wife asked him to invite the king to a feast and said that it
would be a more appealing prospect than to be plundered by the king'

Ulf’s wife has no illusions that some of Ulf’s wealth will have to be
shared with the king, especially given his unfortunate nickname; she
just thinks it best to have it shared cloaked in the forms ol conviviality
The king is going to get his cut in any event. So why not cuphemize
the transfer of wealth as hospitality, vaguely making it look less invol
untary and more gracious than it may in fact be, rather than suflering
a transfer that is openly confiscatory with nothing voluntary about it,

* See the remarks in Andersson and Gade, p. 81,

¥ Compare, however, 12th-century England where food rents had come to be largely
commuted into money payments; the enormous logistical problems ol the English
tinerant court leads Robert Bartlett to conclude that “the foodstufls were going to
court, not the court o the foodstuflls,” The Norwegian court however was hardly ax
pich or as administratively advanced as the English oney see Bartlew, England under the
Norman and Angevin Kings, 10751225 (Oxlord, 20000, pp, 141142,

e Andersson and Cades translation making some simall changes, M och, 47,
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a pure shakedown for “protection”? UIl follows her advice and invites
Harald to his residence, providing sumptuous entertainment.

When at table the king says that it would be fitting for him, Harald,
to provide the entertainment by telling a story. Beware the king who
plays the minstrel but then, we have had occasion to note that Harald
not only liked listening to sagas, and especially his own, he liked
composing parts of it himself.> Harald then begins a story, composed
on the spot, about an upstart slave named Almstein who managed
through ability to become the right-hand man of a supposed ancestor
of Harald’s, King Halfdan. He “offered to collect the land taxes for
three summers. .. but as things turned out, not much of the money got
to King Halfdan,” recounts Harald.® Almstein, in Harald’s tale, uses
his wealth to good advantage, engineers a coup, and sets himself up as
king and immediately cashes in on one of the perks of office, especially
indulged in by Scandinavian kings: “He abducted respectable women
and kept them in his bed for whatever period of time pleased him and
fathered children with them.” (Given the sexual habits of Scandinavian
kings anyone of uncertain ancestry could play the role of pretender to
the throne, claiming his mother or grandmother had slept with a king
thus giving him a dose of blood royal.’)

Later, recounts Harald, Halfdan, who had been in hiding in Sweden,
surprises Almstein but spares him his life on condition that he return
to his slave status. “I will give you the choice, he says, of returning 1o
your nature and being a slave the rest of your life, along with all who

* See above pp. 34-35, 66n6.

® This illustrates rather pointedly one of the advantages a king gained by being con.
stantly on the move and taxing by cating and drinking. It saved the skinnming that hiy
collection agents routinely engaged in as the food moved from the point of production
to the point of consumption; sce my discussion in Bloodlaking, ch. 3; ¢l. above n3,

7 Pious King Svein of Audun’s Story fathered by various unnamed mistresses at least
nineteen children. Hlegitimacy did not prevent five ol his sons from becoming kings of
Denmark, one of whom, Knut IV, was sainted. Adam of Bremen, who knew Svein well
(Svein addresses him familiarly as “son™ [2:41]), gready relied on the king's knowledge
ol regional history in composing his History of the Avchbishops of Hamburg Bremen. No
ingrate, Adam repaid the kings by commending Svein's knowledge of letters (4:53), hix
remarkable ability (o remember anything preached o him from the Bible (3200, and
by partly excusing his womanizing —a vice “inborn with that people™ as a function
not ol evil will but of bad genes (but ef, 3:11), More than o few Norwegian rulers
had suspect bloodlines; among the more signilicant whose claiimg of royal paternity
were doubtiul at best: Olal” Tryggvason, Harald Gilli, Sverrir Stgurdarson, Part ol
Farald's wit in his tale of Almstein is that instead ol lorging a wuspect allilintion o
clam o royal tdle, Hlavald foists o sspect Mroyal™ filiaton on VI w0 be can justify
exproprinting his wealth,
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may be your descendants,” Almstein chose life and slavery, and Halfdan
gave him a coarse white tunic to signal his slave status.
Harald is just warming up to conclude his tale:

“The thrall Almstein had many children, and I believe, Ull"‘" said the king,
“that your ancestry is such that Almstein is your grandfather. ]‘.”“ the
other hand, am the grandson of King Halfdan.® You and your kinsmen
have siphoned off royal property, as is evident here, in the drinking vessels
and other precious items. Now, UIf,” said King Harald, “yt‘)u will take ||.lt'
white tunic that my grandfather Halfdan gave your gr;lfullullu.'r f‘\|l! istein
and with it your hereditary title. You shall be a slave lorever alier.

Harald tells UIf to put on a white tunic and with high-ridicule presents
the tunic as if it were a gift, an award of office: “Now take lin:u tunic
that I offered you and which your kinsmen have had, and wuhb 1h:-
same title and honor they had.” Says the saga: “UIf found the king’s
wit bitter, but hardly dared do other than to accept the tunic.”

Ulf’s wife and her kinsmen, undoubtedly frecborn, tell Ul not
to accept the tunic no matter what, for that would lend credence to

Harald’s suspect tale:

Then his wife went before the king with a following of I‘l'hltli\.'l'.‘i and
asked that UIf be forgiven and not be dishonored in this wity, I'he end
of it was that the king yielded to their plea and granted Ul one of the
fifteen farms he had owned and did not force him into slavery. But the
king confiscated all his drinking vessels and other valuables and took over
all his other farms,

The story Harald concocts is one that claims UII:‘H Wl‘.:l.h!l is not Uy
to begin with but was properly part of Harald’s inheritance, No story
Harald could invent could claim such a “right”™ to Audun’s bear, o1
even to Audun’s haul from Svein once he returned from Denmark, as
long as Audun had the social sense to rv.mgni'.?t- llf;ll he lfwt‘tl ‘I larald
a generous gift (though funded entirely by Sw-m}‘lm‘ nulku:g his good
fortune possible. Might does not completely make right, even for Harald;

I Harald’s [ather Sigurd Sow is filiated in M ¢h. 9 and i_ff_':'r.u.alrrf}{g(a.' Oldfs saga hi:}:
guasonar, ch, 60 (IF 26), as son of Halldan, son of Sigurd hrisi, son n‘I Harald II'[1||'|_|_‘I:;|..
Sigurd Sow and his ancestors were claimed (o Iu'm- ])l"'l! petty kings I.’I Rl;;grjll 'l..
Harald’s patrilineage is no less invented than UL, for there is litle evidence ‘.I.l . I'lll'il ds
any deeper than the link to his father that can be verified h'umlnlhl'r .:it!'lfl(‘-t s, There
seems 10 be some textual confusion in‘the M ms in the carly pnrllnmlnl._] Farald K story
ol Almstein, in which the scribe should be indicating the death ol Sigurd I'."."“ lu!I
writes T, instead, which suggests he mistakenly thought the dying king was Sigurd's
father, Flavald Finehair
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though he can dispossess a subject not especially well connected, he still
feels obliged to justify his claim to do so as a claim of right, as a claim
for restitution. And notice that Harald immediately makes concessions
to Ulf’s wife’s kinsmen, further admitting limits on his arbitrariness.

Audun is also reasonably sccure when he returns to Norway for he
is now an ambassador from Svein and officially a merchant trader, and
only very stupid kings would kill such geese who regularly laid them
golden eggs.® A king will take a cut from merchants in the form of
harbor dues, landing fees, and market tolls, but not 14/15 of the valuc
of their capital, as Harald did with Ulf. Harald leaves Ulf, carrying
away the title to fourteen farms, drinking vessels, and other valuables
(girsemi, the same word, recall, used to describe Audun’s bear) and is
no doubt delighting in making a mockery of the custom of an amiablc
host sending off an honored departing guest with what the sagas style
as “good gifts”.!"

The contrast between Harald’s treatment of UIf and of Audun s
not a juxtaposition I am contriving from the substantial array of tales
preserved about Harald. The story of Ulf the Wealthy immediatcly
follows Audun’s Story in the Morkinskinna manuscript. And it is the same
playful Harald in both stories. Audun’s virtue is to grow rich but then
not to stay rich right under Harald’s eyes. We may be witnessing the

? King Sverrir, even in the desperate early stages of his campaigns and raids tha
ended in his becoming king of Norway, did not plunder merchant vesscls; see Sverris saga,
ch.15: “he would never do harm to merchants, if they knew how to *value’ themselves
(¢f peir kynni meta sik).” The last clause indicates that if the merchants got uppity, or ook
sides, or perhaps did not occasionally make gifts, they too might get taxed a litde more
steeply than was customary; meta sik bears the sense too of to tax onesell” pecuniarily,
as well as the more figurative meaning it has here of knowing one’s place.

1 In a similar vein Harald expropriates the suddenly rich Thorfinn in M ¢h. 54,
two chapters before M’s version of Audun’s Story: “where did that money come from
that you have accumulated so quickly?” Thorfinn had arguably misa ppropriated buried
treasure to which Harald felt himself entitled because, presumably, it had been the
property of a prior ruler, Jarl Hakon, but the text assumes that it is Hakon's heirs who
have the best right, not Harald. Thorfinn tries to keep his find secret, whereas he iy
legally obliged to publish it (Gulaping Law, §144; the king has a claim only to flotsam,
§145; see also §148 and Frostaping Law §16:1, NGI, L, pp. 58, 257); trans, Laurence
M. Larson, The Earliest Norwegian Laws, Being the CGulathing Law and the Frostathing Law
(New York, 1935), pp. 124125, 404. Harald confiscates all ol the treasure and alwo
declares “even the property [Thorfinn| had in mercantile ventures” 1o be forfeit, The
text suggests the excessiveness ol going alter the increase acdded by Thorlinn's mer
cantile acumen. As the preceding note indicates even the vapacious Harald needed
some justifying cover to plunder a merchant: o thiel should not proht fram s thefi,
but kings often profited nicely from punishing thieves, On “good gilte an o Parting
ritual of host to guest see pp. 149 140
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uneven transition of a Viking king who is learning to resist the tempta-
tion to plunder an leelander with a bear to a ruler who finds his own
subjects casier to fleece in their homes by “taxation”; call it the rise of

the administrative state.

But it is not as if the Harald of the Morkinskinna manuscript can
always resist fleecing Icelanders bearing gifts either. Right after the tale
of UIf;, M tells the story of Brand the Generous, a wealthy Icelander
famed for his largesse, as his cognomen indicates. Harald is told by one
of his esteemed Icelandic poets, Thjodolf, a friend of Brand’s, that no
one was better suited to be “king of Iceland than Brand on account
of his generosity.”"' o

Harald means to put Brand’s liberality to the test. He sends “Fhjodoll
to ask Brand for his cloak. Brand, without so much as looking up, says
nothing, and lets his cloak fall to the floor. "T'hjodolf lukrs,l.l back 1o
Harald and tells him how nonchalantly Brand made the gift. Harald
reads this, not incorrectly, as a sign of Brand’s high opinion ol |l'IIlI.Hl‘l|.
Thjodolf s next sent to ask for Brand’s gold inlaid axe, which he givey,
as before, without a word. And so back to Harald for a comment ;nlnl
back to Brand who is now told that the king would like Brand's tunic,
Brand again says nothing, rips ofl one of the tunic’s sleeves, keeps that,
and tosses the one-sleeved tunic on the floor. Says Harald when he sees
the armless tunic: “This man is both clever and magnanimous, It i
obvious why he tore off the sleeve. He thinks I have only one arm, one
for taking, but none for giving.” Harald then sends for Brand whom
he honors with gifts.

Like Audun’s Story, Brand’s tale shows Harald bested ina |lui|;|$l hs
with a figurative “king”, admitting he is ()V(‘.l'l'll:lll‘llt'(],.;llli] rullu-lm I.m.u,
matters nicely with no hard feelings and with appropriate l'l|||.‘-i|1lp. pilts,
All was in good fun, though with Harald fun has an mlmmnshwlpy.

Ulf the Wealthy learns the hard lesson that not all l:ll(L‘i |l;||:|:|b’ fon
people whom Harald decides to joke with. These stories play oll It.‘uul
help establish) Harald’s reputation as a taker, but as a 1il.kt"l' with a
sense of irony. He does in fact recognize some constraints; his irony, his
humor, is parasitical on his recognition ol them, for he never \’Illl:lhlt‘ﬂ
or threatens to violate a norm of justice or reason, without knowing
he is gaining a threat advantage for so doing. Even in the case u!: UL,
Harald relents enough o let him keep his freedom and one farm;

M ch S8 (F 40187 191)
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f:umplclc dispossession would be neither wise nor appropriate. Harald
Just wanted to make the story with which he was regaling the company
at Ulf’s l‘eas} have as brutal a black-humored punchline as the fiction
he was performing would allow: he wanted the story, literally, no less
than the feast, to be at Ulf’s expense and to unnerve everyone. Reality
admitted a tad less, but only a tad less, highhandedness.

MOTIVES

More than once we have raised questions about Audun’s motives, only
to postpone them. Students and readers suspect he may be a cunning,
self-interested operator on the one hand, a holy fool on the other. 1,
somewhat impatiently, dismissed the view that Audun is merely a holy
fool; there is nothing to it. But he is also considerably more than a
cunning self-interested operator, though it requires more work to show
that view is inadequate and superficial.

Audun has to be moved by something more than self-interest or his
story would not have been written, or surely not written the way it was,
It would then have been a mere folkloric trickster tale, with which, we
already noted, it shares genetic material. To state it dircetly: il Harald
suspected Audun was acting out of naked self-interest, in pursuance
of profit maximization, that he was playing him ofl” against Svein, or
Svein aga{nst him, in order to bid up the price of his bear, that he was
only veneering his motives with a patina of naive charm, Harald would
have taken his bear and killed him. If Svein had suspected that Audun
was motivated primarily to extract the maximal return for his bear, he
would have gotten a pittance compared to what he got, which further
confirms that Audun is not being a prig, or insincere, when he enters
Svein’s accepting the bear on the credit side of his ledger.!

Why else drag Aki into the story other than to point out that
unabashed pursuit of interest without paying homage (0 the proper
social and moral forms will not get you very far. Even the merchants in
this tale modulate profit maximization with generous offers of hospitals
ity; the polar bear hunter defers his pursuit of interest by first acting in
what he understands to be in Audun’s interest, not his own, by (rying
to dissuade Audun from buying a bear that it would be imprudent for
him to buy. If self-interest is a big part of Audun’s motivation then he
still manages to use the proper forms so as to disguise it. But Audun
is manifestly not a dissimulator. More aptly and plausibly, he has truly
transmuted interest into something morally praiseworthy in his world:
acting nobly. He believes in the virtue of the proper forms. ‘The author

| But see discussion on Audun’s being able to aflord his sincerity at p. ) I:
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avoids direct attribution of any ol Audun's motives to self-interest and
suggests others that are a more substantial part of the mix, And “mix”
is the [‘(try word, for Audun, no differently than most of us, operates I‘m‘m
a n}utwc f;l,ew, in which interest, to be sure, is often, but not always
an 1ngrcd1cr}l. Even in the mercantile world, interest is unlikely to Illlr
th:t: sole motive driving action. Honor and revemge, envy and -hatred
mindless routine, or, as we saw with Thorir and Eirik, friendship ‘lll{i
a sense of duty, figure there too. , v
Consic.ler Audun’s various motives. He helps Thorir sell his wares
beclauSP: it sci:mcd like a nice thing to do or because it was something ll‘l
Fio in }.us boring world; he buys a polar bear on a whim, a remarkably
l!l-advmed one; he decides to give the bear to Svein wit’hout cxp]amr-
tion, but both the kings think it a magnanimous and worthy gesture; ]‘w
© goes to Ron}c, the going itself being its own proper mOthﬂLaCCOI‘d’iIIL{
to K‘lng Svein. Likewise his return to Iceland to care for his mother is
a mix of love, duty, and perhaps homesickness. The motives of All(.llll.l
that are clearly discernible are all marked as either morally commenc-
able or incomprehensibly reckless. | |
Yet why introduce the opening detail about Audun’s head for dehi
placement, his head for business, if’ the author does not mean to tease
us, or make us wonder, if Audun is not just “doing business,” l("ililll '
his talent for debt placement on a bigger. stage for 1L1i9;hcr stal:es?‘-*.‘w';:
he merely putting on a good show? Cagey -opcrato‘rs like Svein ;m(‘I
Hardd, the latter of whom is in fact portrayed as a classic folkloric
trickster in the early chapters of his own saga, are too smart to be
gan.lcd or easily faked.” Audun must have maﬁaged his own talent for
business in a way that it operates, if at all, unconsciously or invisibly,
not as a motive, but as a resource that assists other proper motives, | Ii:;
head for business surely needn’t undo or impermissibly color nlhrl.wisel-

i i i ;
o ng?;lgjyl\;l:'ﬁ?{ﬂ ::;rlslwns [J.]l'll‘].l[ this detail makes the question of Audun’s motives
N el ] ¢ .ltll telling of the story but still do not dispose ol the motive
q 1. There remains ll_lt puzzle ol what makes an leclnder of litle account decide
to I;acr]l’nre a pcflar b(:a]' witheeverything he has and give it to King Svein (
M s narration ol the young Harald in service o the Byzantine em w;'nr 1 told
a ss:m‘slof episodes involving aliases, disguises, cheatings, and |lt'|l"l\-"l.|‘li' M II I'IJI I.';“
!'Imn.\'iuv_r{qfﬂ: Haralds saga, chs 415, oflers a more muted .wl'ninn II;HI . :I'u.illalq l|||1I|H .I | :
same picture, When Harald veturns from the east o claim I||t'.t|lllilllt" ||vl' Ill”il‘l-"
formed a :4||i|t'l—|i‘_'('(| alliance against King Magnus, The moment the alli u'm(’ ""r I'“
o serve “'.II'.lllll'.'i interests he breaks i justilying the bhreach by staging |;| |:m": taton
attempt on himsell which he then blames on Svein; see M ooh, 1 .I 'H'I kringle
Haralds saga, ¢h. 22, for a slightly varied account, . N i
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proper motives, Stll, Audun could not be unaware that in his world
Svein had a reputation for generosity, while Harald had one for hard
bargaining; that il you wanted to make a haul, best to give to Svein,
But did such knowledge make it worth bearding Harald and taking
the risks of transport through places Harald himself warned against,
“where others who've done no harm can scarcely travel empty-handed”
let alone with “such a treasure”?

Is Audun out to make a killing, at such a high risk of being killed?
He is a very poor calculator of risk in relation to yield if he thinks this
is a good way to get rich quickly and enjoy the proceeds. But by choos-
ing to go abroad as his recompense from Thorir, Audun also reveals he
has ambition, for a fairly consistent way in the sagas to gain prestige al
home in Iceland is to venture abroad. He secks to put himsell in settings
where he might gain the opportunity to make a name for himsell, or
provide himself enough geographical distance to invent a reputation
by cooking up tales that do not beggar enough belief to have people
make it worth their while to disbelieve them. Itis a noteworthy feature
of the sagas that phenomena like flying dragons and fabulous creatures
do not normally dwell in Iceland though an occasional Ieelander will
return from the Baltic claiming to have killed one, which people then
take with a grain of salt, while not traveling the entire mental road to
complete disbelief.*

We can concede Audun his ambition, his head for business and
debt placement, and still, as do all the characters in his story, think
no rational account can be given of his decision to buy a polar bear
and carry it all the way to Denmark to give it to a king, Whatever i
moving him, and clearly the desire to do sométhing sagaworthy is one
of them, and though getting rich may be his special brand ol saga-
worthiness, the way he goes about it is simply crazy given the likely
yield-to-risk ratio. Sagaworthiness generally demands incurring risks
in which success takes guts, talent, as well as a nice assist from Tuck: 1t
means beating the market, so to speak, and beating 1t big, or equally,

U See, e, Njdls saga, ch. 11905 One evening, on the coast of Finland, it was Thorkel's
tarn to feteh water for the erew: he encountered a fabulous monster and was only able
1o kill it after a long struggle. From there he traveled south to Estonia, where he killed
a flying dragon. After that he veturned .. 1o leeland where he had these feats carved
above his bed-closet and on i chair in front of s high-seat,” Within two pages he
will be revealed a coward, not that anyone wouldn't be so revealed when confronted
by the estimable Skarphedinn, who never went abroad, and so his witnessed feats al
home were pather more credible than Thorkel's exploits overseas,
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losing in accordance with the odds, but losing in such grand style that
people stand in awe, often for the costs you were able to impose on
others before you lost.

And if you claim that Audun’s interest, as he conceives it, lies in pur-

suing sagaworthy deeds, you are invoking sell-interest in the tautological
way one often sees economists, political scienfists, amoralists, and many
an undergraduate student invoke it: everything we do, they say, is done
because we have decided it to be in our interest—whether such interest
is measured in pleasure or dollars—or we wouldn’t do it. So you want
to buy a polar bear and take it through a warzone to give it away or
you like strolling through the streets of the inner city in tweed with
a neatly trimmed beard at midnight to prove your left-wing politics is
not a sham, well given your ranking of your preferences and desires,
who is to question the rationality of such actions? The trouble with
this view—and it is hard to underestimate how often people who
should know better fall into it—is that it is vacuous. No behavior, no
matter how self-destructive, is disqualified: “it is. ... idle to attribute any
importance to a proposition, which, when interpreted, means only that
a man had rather do what he had rather do” in Macaulay’s mocking
of it.> Not only “a man”. Altruism, some biologists tell us, is about
preserving your genes at the expense of the phenotype, so self-interest
takes place at the gene level. This may work as a theory for ants and
bees but not for the soldier who falls on the grenade to save his platoon
mates, half of whom he is not on speaking terms with anyway let alone
biologically related to, nor does it explain the complex behavior of a
buffalo herd in which individuals put themselves at risk for the baby of
one of their unrelated group members,® nor does it explain completely
the medieval Icelandic emotional preferring of foster-children to one’s
biological children.’

* Thomas Macaulay, “Mill’s Essay on Government,” p. 318; quoted in Don Herz W,
“Externalities and other Parasites,” University of Chicago Law Reviere 67 (2000), 895 924,
at p. 898, which see for 2 general attack on this kind of complacent economism,

® See the extraordinary and complexly coordinated rescue by an entive herd o
buffalo of a calf in the grip of six lionesses in what is styled as the “Battle at Kroger”
http:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=LUSDDYz68kM.

’ Nonetheless, there is a non-vacuous sell-interest story that provides some wystemi
pressure that favors loster children. Foster children hive nothing to gain by theiy foste
parents dying since they will not inherit from them, whereas your own children e
interests that are not quite congenial 1o your Bving along life, Hlenry T longevity win
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If the idea of self«sinterest is to be saved from \"il('l.l.ily. it must be
admitted that it is in no one’s interest to say No three times, let nlmut
once, to Harald Hardradi’s face, unless, perhaps, as in ll.w ::usv.ni
another Harold, you have an army with you..Afxdun’s behavior is :.aiu-n
best explained not merely as oblivious to his mu-r.:"csl., but as ;‘u'u\-:l-l,\:
seeking to jeopardize it: the unadorned No’s to Svein pmvulmgl l.u
best example, since it would have been so easy to have sl.m‘ul l‘u u:
more politely. There are counter examples, but Lht‘.yl arc ol no I?I':-
background instrumental rationality of the sort, that il you wm.‘.l f.“:
fee, you walk to a convenient shop to buy some or go about bre \-\r;:l}.‘
it in a reasonably efficient way. But even at tha.t lcw:? An.(lun. makes
sure to do his business sagaworthily: his destruction of Aki before the
king is a case in point. . ' ' A o

This is a story of more than just nsk? business with a Impl}y.‘ e
ing, but of business that no initial fantasies of success, no matter I1‘uw
grandiose, could have contemplated. One can casily i.anl‘zmzv wmnlu_sp,
the lottery when the jackpot is $240,000,000, and thmkfng.]mw plea-
surable it would be the next day to ask the boss for a raise just 80 you
could tell a tale of what it felt like to hold such a I?arg;umug advane
tage, but few people short of a brilliant composer ol l1;1l¢r‘s‘, could ]uwlv
foreseen hitting a jackpot as sagaworthily as Alfdllll did. That Amh".l N
propensity to act recklessly does not harm him, but rather seduces
powerful actors to further his goals could never have 1::':-'1| n'nuuml on
by Audun.? Yet what they find most sagaworthy ah(.ml !‘mn i not lh;“.
he says No to them, but that he bought a \I)val’ v:vull vy:-rylluug It
had”. His sagaworthiness is literally risky business v.nlh business |u'l'.lllllg
its economic sense of buying goods and transporting them to a distant
market for exchange. .

So we do have a bit of an interested behavior problem in that he
is investing economically, though not rzuitmallyf, m. a polar bear, ""fl
it is the initial terms of that investment which intrigue everyone. “. I
not as if interest is not part of the picture; of course it is. Along with
generosity, adventurousness, and the desire to do something worth the

eventually the main oflense that triggered the revolts t:ll' his sons. It is no wonder that
an aging father might harbor suspicions about the tllt'mgm ol hiy (']'It'(!ll nj N _

I he kings' goals range from the serions making peace, competing .|.1 r.mnwm’
thiness—to the whimsical: the amusement that this strange but intelligent adventurer
oflers them,
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telling, and these are precisely what make the business riskier than if
it were pure business, What delights the kings must be that no one in
their right mind would do what Audun is doing simply to make a kill-
ing and get rich quick, because in their world as in ours, no rational

” being would do as Audun did.

Let me add a few more wrinkles to the point alluded to about
Audun’s head for business and his obvious intelligence. It is likely
that Audun had heard stories of grand royal largesse, especially that
of Svein; there were folktales in circulation which he also must have
heard, one of which we will get to soon, of little people gaining great
wealth manipulating gift-exchange games by playing kings off againsi
each other in a generosity competition. Audun knew of the possibility
of a richer reward beyond an honorable place to eat and sleep at court,
beyond which Svein seemed to have been in no rush to confer upon
him. Would such knowledge dispirit Audun, disappoint him in the time
gap between Svein’s acceptance of the bear and when time came for
him to head back to Iceland some months and a trip to Rome later?

It would surely not be in Audun’s interest to leak signs of jittery antici-
pation, eager hopefulness, glum disappointment, or petulant impatience,
And he must suppress any indication of anticipating making a big haul.
He must either truly be satisfied, or appear to be satisfied, by the mere
acceptance of his bear and by being asked to stay on at Svein’s court.
Perhaps Audun was pleased with nothing more than that; perhaps he
had no further fantasies of future reward despite his knowledge tha
such reward was possible, and even likely, even if it were uncertain as (o
the exact amount and as to when it would be forthcoming. But should
Svein’s largesse have stopped with honorable lodging, 1 suspeet there
would be no tale, or if there were, it would have been one of Audun
the Fool, or of Svein having metamorphosed into Harald.

Might we find here one small part of Audun’s motivation to head
for Rome, in addition to his piety?” Though his pilgrimage surely was
not undertaken to prime the king’s generosity pump, he might fear he
couldn’t keep up wearing the proper face, and given his compulsive

? Rome provides a different kind of excuse in another saga: the skald and killing
machine, Thormod, wryly suggests that the reason that Sighvat, King Olal the Saint's
chief poet, betook himsell on a pilgrimage to Rome was (o avoid the battle in which
Olaf was killed and in which Thormod too will chie, Pilgrimagen, it i implied, can
provide a legitimizing cover Tor cowardic e Fisthradra saga, oh, 21 t‘l" (260)
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truth-telling, such fear might be justified. l')issirm‘.llaliun was not h!sf
style. We might posit that self-deception saved him l)y. I‘t'lllll{:‘lll‘g Il.llh
expectations to nothing more than what he aln‘.a_itly I‘l'l‘t'.l\-’t“.(l, 01 |]l:l}
by some miracle his initial satisfaction (and rlclwl} at having l!lf‘ gl
of the bear accepted suffered no decay over time. But Sll[.'.h.ilhllll}' o
stay happy about the delights that emanate from one hru-.! nlmnTmlll
of giving a free gift are psychologically beyond most of us, for joy .'mf.
delight tend to decay, and rather rapidly at tha}t. Post coitem. ., el s
but the most oft-cited version of a truth that is as d{rmnru’hzmg]y true
in non-erotic domains of satisfaction as in erot‘ic ones. Yet opposing
my suggestions in this paragraph is what_ the first pill‘ilgl‘:iph. ol |I|'t‘
story reveals: that those who part with their goods have to wait (o get
paid for them. In Audun’s world time moved more slowly and scllers
and givers must have learned to be patient or be reasonably relaxed
about debts owed them, or else they would hardly ha\fv been cut ont
psychologically for that kind of business. Tltlcn‘ very anxiety would have
put them at a considerable disadvantage. i
We can safely surmise that Audun would not have .answ:-r:-:l I I'll..l d’s
first question about how Svein repaid him quite as snu"m'::ly had hwtn.l
not rewarded him more lavishly than by mcrv.Iy- accepting the I1::.1|‘:
Audun can afford to be sincere by answering “l“lr:fl, .h{' ;u-rvplmll i,
because Svein’s mere acceptance is not the end of his story or of his
remuneration. Yet at the very moment Audun presents hfmn Flu- ,In.';"
Audun’s motives are proper; he is not giving to fgain |n~!i: he i giving
in a grandly generous act of perfect freedom. I.lu‘]'t- is mlnlluup, lh‘c-
least bit obligatory about Audun’s gift. He owes Svein nothing, nor i
he his subject; it is a purely initiatory gift, not a payback. And s it
the very moment of giving the bear Audun has no problem managing
whatever knowledge he has about what p!'csvnling. a valuable Inl-;n' )
a king famed for generosity might lead to, for he is t';lugln up in the
moment having all the right and perfectly avowable motives,

" Such expectation reduction can be accomplished by the mental Illt‘l'll;lil:l.'il:l.l. :knl
sour grapes, which is a bit different from the workings of the mind needed {llll‘lll..tl «
Audun forget the stories ol royal generosity he had heard tell. See generally Jon Elster,

: 3 I; idge, 1083).
Sour Grapes (Caombridge, 1 . o "y

" ‘im{ the example of the impatient Norwegian merchant in Vagnfidimga saga, ch. 4,
above p 2o,
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Audun is also aware of (he game between the kings in which he is
conscripted to play the role of a deniable emissary. He understands
the significance of Harald’s letting him go when Harald lets him g0,
and the significance of Svein’s gift of” the arm ring when it is made,
though we must wait until the sublime ending to see how perfectly he
has understood his role. There are no open avowals of motive excepl
ones that are in accord with the rules of propriety, obligation, and
gratitude, of repayment of favors and gifts; and the story gets its edge
because it proves these avowals to be sincere.

Even Harald and Svein, whose game is purely competitive, acknowl-
edge fine action as the motive of the other, not interest, and it is clear
that they mean what they say. Harald is direct about his estimation
of Svein’s magnanimity: “There are few like King Svein, though we
haven’t gotten along” And Svein does not see grounds for suspicion
in Harald’s letting Audun 80, but nobility and generous action. Harald
is “distinguished”, “highborn”, a man of standing who has done hoth
Audun and himself a kindness, Sure, this is the stuff of mutual con-

gratulation as a form of self-congratulation, kings puffing each other

=]

up, sustaining their “class interests™; but it reflects real admiration each
of the other, as well as their recognition of the special intelligence of
this enterprising Icelander

Harald and Svein are engaged not just in the competition of war, but
also in who can look the best in this story, with “best” being awarde«
for generosity, nobility of spirit, for wit, intelligence, and delicacy. It is
a competition in which acting well across a range of values is the game:
it is more than a potlatch to see who could give Audun the most. 1o
act well, one has to manifest proper sentiments and proper motives,
because those too are part of the act. Is it in their interest so to behave?
Yes, but it is not interest narrowly conceived that is moving them.

Audun is no self-torturer regarding the propriety of his motives: even
his trip to Rome is treated as a simple act of piety, not as a morbic
desire to seek absolution for his sins or sinful desires. Nor do Svein,
Audun, or the author see Audun’s getting rich in this world as anything
to trouble a conscience. A real operator, a real calculator, an economist
might say, would do exactly as Audun did; he would know where (o
park any knowledge that would interfere with having proper motives
because such parking was what his interes demanded. Assume for a
second that this is not the usual tautology that all action is interested
no matter what appearances to the contrary might suggest. This ix
precisely the kind of cale ulating the story —in the agey, comically wine,
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and intelligently reticent way it deals with motive suggests \f’nl!‘f w{.]rkt.-
Proper motives, avowable motives, must b(f the main ingredic Ill..H n]
the motivational stew. ‘T'hat, again, is what it means ll.l ‘pul On i oo

show. Audun’s Story is a handbook on how to play the gift game vx];u'fly
right, not by gaming it, but by performing well, b(—)(?illf.ﬁ(“ lnl ;1‘]1,; y 'Ill‘l
image from Yeats, there is no way to tell the dan‘cnr from the (.l.“:[ 1. :
The good performance is not merely a good per[orm::lt’u-:- but rathe
makes the performer who and what he purports to fJ:ﬂ. e

Except for Aki’s, calculation in the story must !)c m_lm".{ll' _|:',|'u :ml:\
at, supposed; it is suggested by the r‘n.amfest mte]hgcn.{ ¢ lu.i ||u.| Iu ]l. ¢
and, above all, by the mutual recognition at the end of what ‘< « n hit
been incurred and needed to be discharged,; clcarl'l‘y they are ke ping
track of debts and favors. Do not get me wrong, lht“ story 1s not l'lu'hl
a feel-good tale: it is a story of politics and {.‘(_‘.()Iln[‘ﬂ](“.ﬂ LO0. I:n.t wl1l.|l
makes the story so powerful is precisely t]'l.l? narrator’s and the main
actors’ delicacy about keeping track of their debts. ‘

Motives are rendered either as proper or as a‘mlng.umfs t'tlnllp:"il In:
pass for proper. The story treats the discerfung‘nl motive in |_|'|h:.‘||_\-_t ul
way we treat it in real life: as guesses varying from very (‘(|1I.l ate .tll;l
informed; to conventional assumptions given the am.“mp“ny“T-H.}’rtn-‘ u:
actions, and facial expressions; to shots in the dark, now privile p".”h‘
the dominance of one motive, now the other, now concocting mot |Iu
stews which have no particular name, but that we indicate 1 "lHI.II.Y .I\;
invoking the name of the person as a character likely to bhe m.n.nl.l.\"m:
in certain kinds of ways: “well you know, that’s Hfil"&ll(] for you,” “that’s
just like Audun, isn’t it?” That “just like Audun™ is one ol the _“mm"‘f
we give to a probabilistic set of nmliw.‘.s.wv have no better ”I.“TI“
refined vocabulary to get at. And surprmngly normal people ten | |I|:
be good enough at discerning another’s motives (o manage Ir;mn.n.-.l :'x.
well and not get killed or swindled too u.Ilv.n. We might not lll.'lll.l}.‘ll
as daringly or as well as Audun, but that is why he has a story name
alter him, and we don’t. N

Audun’s Story traces its descent nonetheless, as we Il;l\-‘l'.lllllt‘(l. .hn clas-
sic trickster l.illt‘s\ so 1t s hard to sneer at those W]!l: uugllll claim Illl-il.
there is strategically interested behavior going on, ‘There is thus mor

. . o Vork 1080 7.
1 See Faving Gollinan, Fhe Presentation of Self i Evervday Life (New York, II I.I: ll.";; e
) I o " . . e 0 W
g en kind of person, then, wonot merely
for pertorming as begs "o be o give ! . Jomsess
the Ill'llllil"f'll attributes, bt abse to sustain the standards of conducr and appen

that one’s social groaping attaches thereto

#
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!itcn:alry/l'nlkloric warrant than philosophical, biological, or psychological
‘]llls%lflcati()n for believing that Audun is a man out :lwk(; the bi ch;‘ut
killing l}e can. Nor is the author unaware of the depth his teﬂ(’ g:‘irltq
by playing off expectations its trickster ancestry raises. But Audrm.’s‘g.;'tm'lr
has so transcended the trickster genre fror -y

: n which it derives a
be that kind of story. ' . T

GAMING THE SYSTEM: GIFI-REF

There is however such a story. A certain Jarl Neri refuses (o accept
gifts because he cannot bear parting with his own goods (o repay
them. Once, against his practice, he accepts an ox from a troubled boy
named Ref and though he cannot suffer repaying the ox out of his own
goods he still feels obliged to make some repayment. He requites Rel
with shrewd advice about how to make a killing by trading up gifts ol
increasing value by involving kings in a generosity competition. By the
time it is over Ref is a jarl married to a king’s daughter. G/t Ref's Saga'
is a pure folk tale; it is combined with several folkloric tales to make
up what is called Gautreks saga.

King Gautrek has lost his beloved queen some time belore and 1 w0
depressed and listless that he fills his days sitting on her grave mound
flying his hawk. The hawk has less staying power than the king and
tires each day, whereupon the king throws things at the bird to get
it to take flight again. Jarl Neri gives Ref a whetstone of miniscule
value and tells Ref to wait until the king is groping about behind him
for something to throw at the bird and then put the whetstone in hix
hand. Ref duly carries out the instructions; Gautrek does not hother
to look around to see who handed him the stone, but since he hits the
bird with it, and experiences a brief surge of pleasure, he handy back
a gold arm-ring to Ref, again without so much as turning his head to
see to whom he is giving the ring.

Neri next advises Ref to give the ring to King Ailla of England,
This is the first of several re-givings and it sets up the formula to be
followed in subsequent encounters with a succession of kings, King
Alla asks who gave Ref the ring and what Ref had given to gain such

' On the textual history of Gautreks saga see Wilhelm Ranisch, ed., Die Ceanitrehsvaga
in zwei Lassungen, Palaestra, X1 (Berlin, 1900); see also Bruce Lincoln, Theorizing Myth:

Narrative, Ideology, and Scholarship (Chicago, 1999), p. 280nn6, 12, A more vonveniently

accessible Norse edition can be found in Fornaldarsigur Nordurlanda, ed, Gudni Jonsson
(Reykjavik, 1954), 4 vols, 41150, Gafa-Refs saga at pp. 36505 trans, Hermann Palsson
and Paul Edwards, Gautrek's Saga and other medieval tales (New York, 1968), pp. 44 51
The story of Rel exists in two versions; | ollow the younger one here, but any points
1 am making would not differ were 1 to use the older version, Caft- Ref aned is economi
apportunism are cliut'um-:l in Lincoln, pp. 1011102
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a prize as a countergift. Once informed that it was a mere whetstone,
the king remarks on the boundless penerosity of King Gautrek and
confesses that nothing he could repay Rel could match that. In (act,
though, the king does match and even exceed the market value of
the ring with his countergifts, though he fails by his own confession to
match Gautrek, because he cannot match the multiples of ‘the ring-
to-whetstone ratio.”

By the time Ref arrives in Denmark to trade up part of what the
English king gave him, he is already famous and has acquired a nick-
name: Gift-Ref. Ref’s racket is no secret (Ref; it so happens, is the Norse
word for fox)’. Everyone knows after his first two moves exactly what
is going on: Ref is in the business of trading up and re-gifting royal
gifts. What makes it a fairy tale is that the kings go along with it. No
deep politics inform their competition; it seems they have a bemusc
sense that they have been cast as character actors in a trickster tale
and they will play their parts without complaint. Yet even in tales like
this there are some nontrivial things that shed light on secial practices
and on ideas of value.

The sources of increasing value of Ref’s gifts track some of thosc
noted in Audun’s Story, but not completely. At cach subsequent gift, the
king who is about to receive a gift from Ref asks about the chain of
exchanges that constitute the history of the object being handed (o
him. The length of the chain itself, each link representing a transaction
with a king, increases the value of the final link independently of any
market value the actual gift handed over would have if it were traded
at a fair near the harbor. Like the shells in Micronesian kula exchange,
and like Audun’s polar bear, the gifts, in addition to being gifis ol
objects, are also gifts of the story that accompanies the objects and

which give them their value in this restricted exchange system. ‘I'he
final gift to the Swedish king thus has within it a story that includes
King Gautrek, Zlla (the English king)! and Hrolf’ Kraki (the legendary
Danish king).

* Such folkloric tales are now cnacted on the internet in a trading-up game: see
http://oneredpaperclip.blogspot.com/ in which a red paper clip initites o series of
trades that fourteen moves later ends with a4 modest house in Kipling, Sask

# In Old Norse too the fox represented cunming and slyneys,

' Unlike the other legendary kings of the tale Al was in fact o king of Northom
bria. [n one Norse tale he iy noted for having his corpue mutilated by carving him ap
as a “blood cagle.” According 1o the Anglo-Saxon Clyonicle Xl was killed by Vikinps
in 867, though whether he sulleved (he Bload eagle, or even whether the Blood cugle

atchewan
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Not all the value in gift exchange is mystically (‘mlsl‘l'l.l.l‘ll‘(l in‘lh:-
Maussian style from an inability to keep persons and ll‘m.lgs scpa :-t::-:
so that some part of the persons of the kings ‘wh:'a pfnrhﬂpul:rd in t 1.1‘
chain is what drives up the value of the objects given, as “21[‘}‘llfi 8
personhood and Audun’s moral qualities add value to the ln-uf'. Ilh-'.
kings themselves tell a different story about measuring value in :w
game. What they claim sets the standard, a slfmdard lhl‘y“:ldllllll t,!".}
cannot match, is not how much one obtains in absolu.u- {IUH;"'.“. in
each exchange, but what the percentage inqcasrz was ()i‘ t‘.nll‘ll!l‘l:glh 10
gift (this is hardly irrational, it is economic rationality itsell: it 1s h'n w
return on an investment is measured for bonds, stocks, merchandise,
etc., in financial transactions today). ‘ |

But why should the kings use that standard wb(‘.n it puts tllwm in .d
Ponzi scheme of exponentially increasing values? Bvrznmv iLis a fairy
tale is the sensible answer. No one can reward _Rei at the rate .( .;nunl-k
did by repaying a whetstone with a golf:l arm-ring. an‘,‘lf) llu:n .n :;clﬂ,
do the kings bankrupt themselves trying. Even in a fairy tal .“.l}:'ﬂ.
mind their property better than the crazed Gautrek docs. But the tal
also shows that even in a fairy tale gaming thc. system .(|('[)l‘.l.ll‘|5 on I!u:
kings being willing to be openly gamed ﬁ‘()l’l:l time to time, .‘:m-ull Il
would not last long if men were not taken in I‘)y t‘..Ell'll other,” says ll
Rochefoucauld (Maxim 87).> There is an ()hllgilll‘nll o l’f' I;fkvln in,
or if not taken in, to play as if one were taken in, within .Immﬁq u.‘
be sure. The kings, though, believe in these (Iispl.uys :l!1l| helieve in a
norm of reciprocity, and mean to sustain a W.()'I'I(I in which they .: an Il:r:
figures in a fantasy like this one. But put Refl in fEu- rf';ll waorld .uu: .u
is more likely to end up cast out among the Aki’s ol t!w world, than
rewarded in the manner of Audun, for unlike Audun, his u|1|m|'lmlm|:
is openly admitted, and Ref’ means to stick around and become one
of the club.’ .

Note too that it is also casy for the kings to concede lh.v magnanimity
prize to the depressed and elderly Gautrek because he is presently not

was nof itsell” a poetic invention, is a cause for dispute; see Ragnarssonar pdllr, l!l-l_.llll_ |}:|
!'i:r};.r.-!d:.-r.n':im Nordurlanda, 1:298. For a debunking of the blood t';‘nglr see l.h:! u';tl}t;_ ;.III !
“Viking Atrocity and Skaldic Verse: The Rite ol the Blood-Eagle,” Enghsh Historwa
Review, 99 (1984), 332343,

v See also Maxim 282, . . . o 3 .

b I{ll'l returng to Gantrek's kingdom with the Swedish k.lllp'_.‘\ ariny, the In.mll;l whi |l|
he gt a a conntergilt and, with Nert dong the negotiating, fie extorts e parkdonm an
a danghter from the mourning king,
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much of : ‘at sitt i i
1ol a threat sitting on his mound throwing stones at his hawk. For

in Ll:l(?ll“ wu‘rld it is always the case that when kings give gifts it is the
stufl .oi politics, whether it be by rewarding a skald or a’ n'Lai;u‘r {.N‘ I]J[
sending peace feelers to other kings as in Beowulf and Audun’s St&; 'l'h)f
cffcct of achieving a reputation for mugn;mimi@ is to drawhskaléln: wh:
$Ll ffurther burnish one’s reputation and draw retainers who will ])I:'( Ni(leT
. ;:s ?:;: nef:ftj:stshary to acquire the very pelf needed to reward them. And
i as 1f these retainers anc! skalds appear from nowhere, rather
meﬂz :::1 3:1:11132102:?’ ii'iro;n the klpgs and_ magnates one is competing
it e fighting against agam.'P.'orlf there is one thing in
P atis the signature of medieval politics from a lowly archer (o
a baron or even a king, it is side-switching. Alliances and groups were
const@ﬂy forming, splitting, and reforming, and faithfulness P:m; il
often invoked as a virtue, had a relatively short half-life A

REGIVING AND RECLAIMING GIFT'S

Audun’s Story depends on the richly textured and complex practices
of gift exchange. I have written about this before in both Norse and
modern contexts and the anthropological literature on the topic is
vast.! But the saga materials are especially fertile ground, as rich as
any in the standard ethnographic accounts. The norm of reciprocity
is more than morally and socially operative in the Norse world. The
obligation to return a gift is in some settings legally enforceable, Let
me get at this by treating of the respect one owes a gilt received and a
corollary, the circumstances under which one might undo a gilt given,
cither because one regrets having given it, or because it has not been
adequately recompensed.

Suppose after having received the parting cloak and sword from King
Harald, Audun gave them to someone else before he got on his ship
to sail back to Icéland. What are the rules regarding gifts one receives
beside the obvious one of recompense? Can you give them away! 1f
so, must you hide what you have done from the original giver? Or does
it depend on whom you give it to, or the quality ol your excuses oy
so doing? Or is there an informal statute of limitations, after which
any right the original giver has to feel wronged, or burden you with
guilt, for undervaluing his gifts rightly expires? Even an heirloom might
exhaust its sacredness, as did the relics of various saints that censed
working miracles. Then too there is the seeming paradox that makes
us feel more obliged, at times, to keep a gift we loathe, than one we
love. More than a few of us have parked in the attic gifts we find so
tasteless that we would never display them or dare be seen using them,
but that we believe we cannot throw or give away without oflending
the furies, or some not-so-distant relative.

Can the giver ask for his gifts back if you try to give them away!
Might he be able to sue to recover them? Does it matter whether the
gift was an initiatory gift, the one that started it all, or whether it way
a payback for a prior gift, with the latter entitled to lesser dignity, or
whether it was a closing gift meant to bring the cycle of exchanges to an

U Nller, Bloodtaking, b %, Humihation (Ithaca, NY. 1994}, ch, |
/
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end? Are there different rules for different kinds of gifts, a sword playing
by one rule, a cloak or an ox or an axe by another? And does it matter
who it was who gave them, and who it was who received them?

It would be a mistake ever to think that such questions have easy
answers, for each situation will present its own circumstances that might
alter what counts as a violation of proper behavior or what can be
excused or understood as an imaginative and Justifiable response to a
special situation. But there are tendencies which can at times be stated
as if they were hard and fast rules. Such rules often appear as proverbs
in all cultures and sometimes in the Norse world as laws.

Audun’s Story puts the issue of re-gifting a gift squarely in play. The
sublimity of the ending depends on doing just that, as Audun gives
to Harald the arm-ring that Svein gave to him, and we have already
discussed how Svein explicitly gave more than permission to pass il
on, but subtly ordered that it be done, limiting Audun’s title in the
ring rather severely.

Another tale adds significant complexity to the various expectations
and rights the original giver might think to retain in his gift, at least
when that giver is a king. The tale involves Brand the Generous, whom
we met a short time ago, King Olaf the Saint, and Isleif Gizurarson,
the same who made a gift of a polar bear to the German emperor in
1055.2 The events in the brief vignette that follow occurred some three
decades earlier when Isleif was a young priest.

Isleif had just arrived in Norway from Germany where he had been
studying. Brand was in attendance on King Olaf at the time. Olaf
held Brand in high esteem and as an indication of it gave Brand a fine
scarlet cloak lined with gray fur. Then this:

Brand ran into Isleif in town, and they were cach delighted (o see the
other. Isleif was a priest at the time and quite poor when he arrived
from the south.

Brand said, “Accept from me this cloak the king gave me.”

He said, “You are as generous spirited as ever; [ will accept it with
pleasure.” > :

Later in the holiday when Brand was cating with the king, the king
looked at him and said, “Brand, why aren’t you wearing the cloak |
gave you?”

He said, “My lord, I gave it to a certain priest,”

* See 20,
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T'he king said, "1 want to see the priest to see il I. will judge it excus-
; i salt away a king's gift.”
able that you have so quickly dealt away a [ R
People i\-’i'l't' rather amazed that Brand would treat su¢ ha person's |H“
so cavalierly. And when on their way to a church-meeting Bl':lllld s-.:u: tn:
the king: “le lord, there’s the priest, next to the church; he is wearmyg
e cloak.” ) o
= The king looked at the priest and said, “We are changing coursc, lh'mf’l,
because now I want to give him the cloak. Call the priest over to me,
Brand said he would do so. R
Isleif then approached the king and greeted him. The king accepted
oo i id, “That cloak, priest, that Brand pgave
the greeting with pleasure and said, “That cloak, J uid
ou, I want to give it to you. I will repay Brand its value, because you so
ylea,se me that T wish to gain the protection of your praycrs. |
P He answered, “My lord, I thought this gift a splendid one when Brane
gave it to me l::ut it has even greater value coming from you with these
]

words.™

The king believes he retains a right to rec‘laim his gift |I it h'n‘glh.:-“j;
“abused” or insufficiently honored, and .bcmg a strong king h:].s ."k-“
regarding his rights does much to rf:ahze [.hnsv rights. l.hf'f ." -";ﬁ
does not go about reclaiming the gift as highhandedly as llt ;{n}g ‘
have. He acts with considerable rcstraim..Hc lh}m compensates Illllt
for its value, presumably the compensation being (Ill‘t.'.t‘l‘('tl‘ lnr ..':.Il‘ll.':“_,
two, possibly three, things: any dishonor to Brand by rec l.'mnmf, i, i : lv
return Brand was expecting from Isleif that may now be e lblt;’].}\lltlll;l!;l.tl |
or, supposing, as likely, the cloak was a repayment for gifts Brand hie
previously made to Olaf, a new dl:-;chm:gc of that debt. I

This episode is more complex than it scems though. l.~.‘ 1 ['”.’;I -; : -
of generosity wiped off the slate? Df)t-s ]h‘l(“ll', in nthm: \fw rels, uu“ h:,[
to repay Brand? In support of Isleif’s continuing t‘)lllll,t"'jllltllll .“I. kl..l : l
hasn’t the king actually ratified or confirmed li.r;mcl § glbit h‘y I ||.m fug.,.tl
to the same beneficiary? How different is that from h\-’:‘lnl’gwmg |.:;nnt: t_
permission to Audun to regift the arm-ring to !l:u'ill(l: In l‘]iri ,l. l.l.‘ﬂ.
the original giver is okaying the transfer, one lem':.- it Iilkl'tl l]: i“.' ,IluflL
after it took place. It thus does not appear that ]S'If:‘l| hande l I..tI’Il ;:It |
back to Olal so that Olal” could ])lly.‘-iit'&l!ly ‘llfmtl it back lo lsl(. |.‘ |;
story is unlikely to have omitted such a significant act had it occurred,
The cloak stays on Isleif by Brand’s hand.

Y Bishop Islef s Story [f\fﬂf\ pattr byskups, LI 16455 940); 1 i lound i s version ol
Oldfs saga helpa
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Relevant law

lh(., l S ‘ n (]] ’l“h
. y 11 ])t ]1., treat I I
o U ('1(’][11 lll IZIW 1 1 1 certam Il 'hl\ 0 C( Lll]ldl (8}
k 1 L_

A \ NO 2 e wpa] - i e

: ) onc has tha right to cang cla gilt he has magde. If the recetver promises

| zrﬁéugl for the g{ft, the giver has the right to claim such a sum as is
8(1)31) t‘:I : by a verdict of m?lghhors on the content of his promises. ..

. t a’l}.1 mz‘u}:l makes a gift worth twelve ounce-units or more to some-

fun_hor‘:h om he owes no return either for assistance or for gifts and il,
b er, e.gﬂ.‘t is not returned to half its value, then he has the right 1o

claim his gift if the other dies.* I

The ﬁrst‘ sentence of A says one cannot take back a gift. Then come
the qualifications. A giver can sue and collect on any promise ;na(.lv (o
him t'o make a return, and in paragraph B, even in the absence of a
promise he has a right to reclaim the thing itself from the reci .i:-nl:w
heirs, if the recipient did not make at least a .5 payback. The Iawpb-.u-k;a
the d.eep cultural commitment to reciprocating a gift, especiall w:h i
the gift reaches amounts of non-trivial value. , y
' In pgragraph A, the giver cannot retake the underappreciated gift
-1tself, but he can get the value of any promise in money compensation
if a promise were made. These must be gifts worth less than twelve
0uncc-up1ts; those above that amount, dealt with in B, have a fairly
strong right of reclamation triggered by ingratitude, or by rc.paynu-lll
on the cht?ap. Even paragraph A, despite its “no one has the right (o
cancel a gift he has made”, has the look of trying to limit, and not all
that much, what seems to have been a rather insistent ('.x];{:clmi:m :m
the part 'of the giver to be able to take back a gift if he did I.l(}l gel a
return gift. Or were these provisions—which seem (o turn g‘il'lsl ilil;l
loans—meant to govern situations where there was some understandin i

i 3 o
Nomﬁigfh{;ﬁg&;jj?ﬁ?l I'he _{"IW".“? of the passage Tam discussing took place in
v B . 0 .g(.)\:.(..lll. I'he I::w§ ol the Norwegian Gulaping, inoa pas
it ur(', ;,r{\*(' .( veryone a right .ll“ recall] a gilt unless it has been
i against ) “;hil.l?l pd‘yml'm, d“glll li I.Illll 1-<'<]|||t¢-<i unless an |~||u'.l| armonnt s sl
Padediopn e Wi ‘l“.\«\«'dl.'i given. Bntl gilts that the king gives s or that we give 1o
il a }lm.uu valid™; Gulaping Lawo §129 (NGLL po 5 tans, Laeson, The Farliet
}“.{, g!rm mm.. |1|?_ .I If? | |.‘i]. ]All'slnlll's translation supphes the "o vecall” ;,\-Im I ';t't'llh

essary 1o make sense of the elliptical Norse; see Il von Ariea’s attempt toien

der the passage in Nordgermanisches Oblyy ! ’
R 1,1",_5‘ antsches Oblgationenrecht, vol. 2 Westnordisches Oblgationenrechi
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that the transfer wis something less than a gift?* It must be that there
were gifts and then there were “gifts,” the latter employing the sociable
diction of gift exchange but understood to be more in the nature of
a friendly loan, as from a padrone to his client, who might have been »
short on fodder or food.

When her kinsman Ingolf gave Steinunn the O1d" a tract of land,
she insisted on giving him a hooded cloak for it because “she wanted
to call it a purchase, for it seemed to her that that reduced the risk of
its being reclaimed.”” Steinunn thinks there is a robust right of recla-
mation, and her tactic of giving an immediate quid pro quo is meant
to eliminate it. She fears Ingolf, or more likely his heirs, might take
the land back if it is considered a gift and they find the value ol her
return gifts not up to measure. She wants no talk of gifts; for her it i
a purchase and a sale, and that means if not quite a done deal, then
one that substantially lowers the risk and rights of reclamation she fears,
But this is a land transfer and gifts of land would be expected to come
with reversionary strings attached, especially in Norse Jaw."

In Iceland, the heirs retain a right of reclamation should their father
give “gifis of friendship” for the purpose of disinheriting them. 11" the
heirs think the motive of the gift-giver is purposely to dispossess them,
they can bring suit against him and have him forfeit the management
of his property as well as be subject to lesser outlawry; the recipienty

5 See von Amira, 2:616-620 passim, where the distinetion hetween contract anel il
pretty near collapses; sec the discussion of von Amira’s position by Beate Wagner-Hiel,
“Egoistic Exchange and Altruistic Gift: On the Roots of Marcel Maus's Theory ol
the Gift,” in Algazi et al, pp. 141-171, at pp. 152153,

6 “Old” as a cognomen does not refer to Steinunn’s age but is meant to place het
genealogically in the manner Senior does among us, and would most likely have heen
attached to her several generations after her death.

7 The transfer took place in the settlement period in the late Oth and early 10th
centuries and is prvs{-.wud in a 13th-century account in Landndmabok, S 594 (1 1:392),
cited also in von Amira, 2:615-616. Though its reliability as astatement ol Tate 9th-
century practice can be doubted, as a substantive matter it rings true for any number
of transactions in various places at various times.

5 A more foreeful right of reclamation would also include sales of patrimony within
its ambit, not just gifts of it, as in Norwegian ddal land, and in leeland in o ward's
option right to repurchase Jands sold by his guardian that had been part ol his deceased
ancestor’s estate; see Grdgds Ih 76-79, and the considerably more detailed section in 1
A0 418y Gulaping Law §§265 291 (NGL 1, pp. 86-96), Any right ol Ingoll’s heirs to
veclaim the land he transferred to Steinunn is uncertain, Ingoll” was the hirst settler in
leeland, He was passing on previously unowned land, and at this early stage whethet
any Norwegian-style huy-hack rights would attach 1o his land-claim o the henehit ol
his kin would be, T unagine, open to dispute,
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of these friendship gifts are also punishable with lesser outlawry and
the gifts are revoked.”

And should father try to follow the Gospel and. give all he has to
the poor, the heirs can set that aside. Father is limited to a gift of ten

@ percent of his net worth —called the great tithe —once in his lifetime

“for the good of his soul,” but not more unless he gets the heirs 1o
Join in the gift.'"* Skirting the interest of the heirs in the property one
wishes to give away may account for the fact that Brand the Gener-
ous is generous abroad, far away from the jealous eye of kinsmen out
to make sure their “expectations” remain great expectations and who

do quite trust the value of any returns for gifts made to the Church
or to kings.

The charitable giver himself can recover gifts he made to a pauper:

When a man gives hospitality to someone for God’s sake and it is not
his place to maintain him and the dependent dies and it turns out (hat

he had property to leave, then the man who housed him has the right
to take it and not the heirs.!!

! Grdgds Ta 247, 11 85. A man has a right to give goods of twelve ounce-units o an
illegitimate child without getting the heirs’ consent; this provision provides the back-
ground to a well-known episode in Laxdela saga (ch. 26) where a father gets the consent
of his legitimate sons for a gift of twelve ounces to his favorite child, the illegitimare
Olaf, but then tricks the heirs by making it twelve ounces of gold, rather the twelve legal
ounces based on the vadmdl-to-silver standard. For cases of arfskot or inheritance-fraud,
see, .8, Eyrbygga saga, chs 31-35; Sturlu saga, ch. 26; Islendinga saga, ch. 148,

" Grigds 1a 246-247, 11 84. Compare the looser norms more favorable to the church
in 12th-century Normandy and England where gifts of inheritance were limited (o
“reasonable” amounts, which could be as high as a third; see John Hudson, Land, fau,
and Lordship in Anglo-Norman England (Oxford, 1994), pp. 182 183,

"' Gragds Ia 230, 11 99. Compare Leges Henrici Primi §88:15, ed. and trans. L.J. Downey
(Oxford, 1972), pp. 274-277. There, a dispute is envisaged between the heirs of i
man (N) who had been abandoned by those same heirs and somecone, most likely
remoter kinsman, who cared for N, for which generosity N rewarded his henefacton by
adopting him “as a son,” thus disinheriting the heirs. The case is o be setiled by “wise
men in accordance with the circumstances.” John Hudson notes that there is no writ
ten source behind the provision and also that, in the English setting, displacing closer
blood by means of adoption was not common (Land, Law, and Lovdshipy tn Anglo-Norman
England, p. 123). Might we not see in the Leges some connection 1o the Scandinavian
rules regarding the obligation to sustain poor kin (such as the Grdgds provision to which
this note is attached and those discussed in the lollowing section in the text), which
allow volunteers to recover their charitable gifts should the recipient of that charity die
with assets, or come into property later? The “wise men™ in the Lages provivion would
thus indicate those people in the community who were known 1o be oo wt apprids.
ing land and goods, sharing a talent with those men of the vill who were selected o
serve as informants for the Domesdiy commissioners,

The veanon the Lages Provision
is not explicit as to who has the vight 1o the estate iy

becawme such determination s
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What would Jesus do with our pious almsgiver wlu‘r und.m'lnku? m:‘l u.t.
pure charity to support a poor man but then I:l?l'.iilllll.‘f ].lls't'ih}llill)b/‘ ‘lm.:.
from the pauper’s heirs? leelandic law .I"(:C(ng'll?.l'(] a lorma I.)Il.}tt{‘klll.t‘
of selling one’s inheritance in return for l]’]illl‘t{ltl‘lzlllt't‘., but it :I.]I}]lf .1f|

in the case of the pious benefactor that even in lll('.ithl'l.ll'l‘ ol .-||‘| ]
a contract the law will read one in if the recipient ol ‘rh;u‘uy- ll;.lllplll!.'i
to die with assets.'”” Would the pious donor.cxcust‘. his mml“”‘.lﬁ l.l.';
gift as the good fortune that God promised from a properly nmln-‘.ulls (

casting of one’s bread upon the waters, CV(’,I“I‘WhCl] he must sue 10 get his
return? Does interest have to reassert itself in such a contentious ||1.l m
when one comes to regret one’s former Chartlfll)l[tlu‘ss."l But regretting
his charity may not be his motive at all. Consider the following,

Serious scarcity, self-interest, and Audun’s mother

The law allowing a man who shows hospitality to the poor to '.w“w:
his outlay needs to be understood against A backdrop ol mmluulam ;: |
scarcity that boggle the mind. Every caloric counted then, ||1I|:.l1n { 1;
wa)} they count for us, at the high {:nFl, bul- at the low :-Ilull. " .lup.;‘:
this law appears in the inheritance section of the (Ttt(‘('.‘( “l. l'.l_v-v”‘ it hes

fits with the policies of the section which deals with enforcing |-l|i" lllf
kin the obligation to take care of their legal dvp:'mlv'nls.l ‘wlm h ine n; 1.
in some circumstances kin as remote as ['nu.rlh cousins. A law in l‘|‘r
dependents’ section, much like the law allowing the charitable volunteer

i T teireuns A whieh g
await the evaluation of the charitable outlay and other "crrcumstinees 1\\llnlnl i ,p;..|
e 1 e e say W ) I
include a penalty charged against the abandoning heirs unless they conld
prove their own poverty as an excuse; see also p. 16 ;\||U\_'l'. T
12 Such an inheritance sale must be made with the consent o bk ehon
qualify as the heirs at the time of the ransler; (.'r(i_;:.ri_\{ la J.;nla,l IE1 it 1||: |||-i nnlim:.  ier
3 a : v BT & L 0 "Iy i "W .
: ¢ W onsented to the sale accede to hewship o .
cople than those who consented to REM, e e
El]u]‘ril'mcc seller’s death the sale is voided, though the pun_h.lnnknllllu ”‘!I:. ; ; R
‘ ; ‘ { ih i i what is marked as a “new L
gets to recover his purchase price with interest. And in \’\«ll-lll 15 Illdll T “| i b
in both main mss of the laws, it is provided that an IIPI]I‘!"IUIIII'I: sal I:nn. II.; e det
aside by the heirs of either party il it was deemed “uul;nlr. l||;1ll 15, ||I t ";|““' -Ili\:l |il| TS
@ s “of i rtance had less vadue than the inhent
+ the dependent seller of the inheritance had less value i
to support the dependent se SVAILG AU sones Lanes
Lreciproe il ned ont that the cost ol maintenan 3
he sold or reciprocally, af b turne e - . . o
vilue ol the inhll'l'ilﬂlh':" Cirdpds La 237 238, The provision quoted on p, 101 ';hlm; |I
G : y : e amtenance, though he
aly oled Cassets ol the provider ol mamtenance, .
laws concerned also (o prrotect the s O e o R
weted out of charity, i 1t turns out that the dependent provided for eithe III.I.I'H Lo
; 7 : i " - - NN O
some property later, or had assets that could have paid or contributed to the co
maintaining him at the tme the charity wan given, - Al
U Crdedy Th %28, 10105 1515 see also Sturlu saga, ch, T, e cladm ol
ey i1,
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to recover his gifts just discussed, allows anyone who is obliged o take in
a poor dependent kinsman to recover his costs from that dependent’s
closer kin should these closer kin later acquire assets.

Suppose Thorstein, Audun’s wealthy kinsman with whom he lives,
undertakes to support Audun’s mother when Audun is abroad because,
assuming further, Audun could not afford to ot stayed abroad at Svein’s
court for more than three years. When Audun comes back rich, Thor-
stein’s outlay for Audun’s mother is recoverable against Audun, or for
that matter against his mother, should she inherit assets from Audun o
another relative. Coming into wealth after the fact means you have 1o
discharge all the obligations you avoided by truthfully pleading poverty
carlier. Nor would Thorstein lose his right to recover for the outlay he
made for Audun’s mother because he said something like, “don’t wOorry
Audun, I will provide for your mother while you are gone.” Sudden
good fortune means the giffs given to support you, or to those who
would have been charges upon you had you the means to support them
at the time, are transformed into loans that can be sued on if you do
not pay them back now that you have the means.'*

Such laws bring home the harsh realities that transform the sagi
gift-exchange culture into anything but one that can be romanticized
on account of its using the idiom of gifts to do a lot of work tha
insurance or the government does for us. And selfish interest in this
world is something that the laws allow to be asserted without shame,
as here, to recover gifts made disinterestedly at a prior time. Genuinely
generous motives thus are seen to be transmuted by time and context,
reinterpreted, and overridden, depending on the wealth of the individu-
als involved and the rise and fall of their fortunes. But that does no
mean the charitable outlay, the hospitality, was a sham or an exercise
in self-deception when it was given.

There may be utilitarian arguments that can Justify the stricture that
might sadden Jesus when it allows the charitable volunteer to recover
his charity. The provision may actually make more giving possible than
would occur without it. It gets assets back into the hands of people
who have already demonstrated their willingness to care for “incapable
people”, which is how the Icelandic term for dependents (dmagar) can

" Gragds Tb 10; see also 11 136, These provisions difler from the one diseossed an
p- 102 in that they divide liability for repayment diflerently an between the acial
beneficiary of the largesse and his heirs; see also 1 270 alwo La 240- 247, 11 HA-1h
discussed in part above, pp. 102103,
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be literally translated, Yet one can also see in provisions Iik‘t‘ l||1.~.aulllu'
desperate fear the incapable poor—100 old or too young or -lu;: i | (:
work generated in those people who were managing (0 get by, bu
ith very large margins for error.
“U;nwl;l]]i; :'::gir('l iris of st}fmc interest that Audlln"s kil‘lﬁl‘llilll, the pre :..wplrr.
ous Thorstein, who has relatively generous margins for error IHH,IN_'“'
remember, offered the best accommodation for the wavgmnrr'm-n-lt.nlnl
Thorir—did not volunteer to help sustain Audun’s mul]u‘r,. nor ll."
Audun think that if he did not get back in three years that I lmrulr.lu
would undertake to support her, though.Auflun and he were |'Ilt-an.|y
on good terms. Audun may be exaggerating in order to give :‘u\'t'llil i
excuse he will accept, but he paints for Svein what must illil\'l‘ bed n..m
unnervingly plausible image of his mother, homc'ln‘-ss‘ h('._i_?j.{l‘llg ll.l "_.”“ o
house. Audun is not banking, in any event, on Thorstein’s charity to
sustain his mother, even though Thorstein has_(?m mearns. |
This is another gentle reminder that lh(.’: gift v.xt;hulngrs .llm.1 .l.'l.kr’l
place at the high end of the social order in Audun’s ..5!.'.';;'1'. in fon n||.1.
ritualized gestures of giving and repaying, are rather (]l”t'l't'nlt .hm“ l[“.
watchful needy world of taking care of people who are a drain ulll ( ‘ul
scarce resources of others, a world in which people I}!ll.\il have :lmul; (
a considerable portion of their memories to keeping track ni. who
owed them what, and in resource poor Iccimu.i .\i‘l!('ll people were ||.1 i
contemptible villeins, but respectable farmers. h‘f il (Iu;prn(l(-m pavy ulu
later came into funds after having earlier benefited Irm‘n rl:;u.nl.\-. who
can blame the shift in motive that turns the lin‘lfu-!' giver ol lll.mulmf
into a plaintiff in a lawsuit to recover the cost ol his kuuln::-nn, i the
beneficiary of his charity happens to have a short memory:

In the gift vs. in on the gift

Most gifts come with strings attached. This is hardly news to anyon
) : : .k a - . » e - -; q
But some strings are legalized, some strings tug al the heart by 1 mm;ﬁ1
- ! . ‘ . . -l X . . . . %) ‘ ¢
sentiments of obligation  from gratitude to feelings ol oppression— an

some strings are quite thin, both legally and morally. Such are those

15 She may not be a blood relative of Thorstem who might be related ulnl.*\|||:|:||
on Audun’s |.)'llt'll|.'l.| wide. 1 that were the case, Thorstein would not be obliged o
maintain her beyond the period Audun had funded
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lllml let you reclaim a cloak i’ the giver regives it, especially, if’ as seems
‘ likely, the gift is less an initiatory gift, than a recompense : t‘(lzl;l.l r:\
“ to Brand for gifts Olaf’ had already received from hin; ) l .
What dm?s Olaf’s reclamation, a hall-hearted rt'('ia;muinu at that
add to th'e gnft? Olaf; it seems, is not satisfied to know that in M'mwi:l .
.theor?f }us spirit haunt‘s the gift so that it will always seck to ['Ctlll.l.';l'l::
;:s :br:igmal home. This gift is not coming back unless Olaf reclaims
t, and moreover he only wants it back to give it away again, and this
time really for good. Olaf’s actions can be read to show a d‘istim‘li I
@at matters greatly to him between his being in the gift and f;iq hci:”:
in on the gift. When Brand gives the “king’s gift” to Isleif - ‘;’d(‘{‘ “.k
fror?n me this cloak the king gave me”—the generosity of Brand (; '-”
Isleif rer‘ﬂarks upon is a reference to the value of the gift not onl l" .
a splend.lcl cloak, but as one that Brand got from Kiné Olaf. On[); M
aJ_reac%y i the gift to Isleif, as Brand takes care to inform him wh -d llT
gives it to him: “this cloak the king gave me.” o
Gifts from kipgs and other high-ranking people get their own special
nomeljlclatu're in Old Norse; the object gets a name by addir;] !I-;f:':'
(meaning, gift, present) to the genitive of the name or title of theg i -l'
as long as the‘ giver is of a notable rank: Olaf’s-naut, king’s-naut ]ql]l\?:
g?:;;_,ks H:\l:z?dss-r;alét. Not Just any obj_ect merits such personiﬁcﬁti:m.
Cloak ,t -y , Spears, axes, rings qualify, an occasional ship, and that's
ut it. The gifts that are nauts thus tend to have something inherently
personal aboutl them, and are generally portable, and wo:tn, or' n.mkey-
s0;1.31 pti')‘rtt;ble,_ like a ship.!® They may not be exactly imbued with the
ul of the giver but they bear his name or title whether gifted down
the hnle or not. But, though obvious, it still needs to be nozcd' it is not
the original giver who gives these nauts their name, but the I:(‘(‘i ';ic-nl
An.d h'e does so to indicate the value he puts on it, or, more zu-.{.-.ml‘:llrl\-'l
‘t;ﬂllndlcate the value hfl: expects envious others to put on it, which Ilu-‘n‘
make up most of its value to him.'"”

[a]

16 g
ee the cloak, s ing, vari i l
el ésg(_n]‘((i),‘gnd ring, variously A‘fm:mg.rr.-n.-.-f‘_ Jarlsnant, and Stgwaldanaut in
thc@yswtﬂtrc gift’s & ’ '][Id ome qlu(‘(‘.ls were given names independently of whethe
g - - As we stll do, so did they name ships. They also named pet we
an]_ ol course pet animals. ' ' i e
A i i
naut”-gift is not going 1o co 1
o s [ me back home, despite all 1)

i b ke g eor C , pute all the anthropological
Somcgobjl‘rlt]:e'ql?:[::r ;Im":' ']‘_'I_ spirit ol the giver seeking 1o bring the pili Irul'l\ th:IIIr
vjects alienated via gilt or sale really are meant 1o ¢ el
o o d gil sale | y i neant o come back homer ee, land
i |}|,(-('I |11_ rirlf_;! |!ghl._ !ha- spivit imbuing other objects, a gilt ol more n:rlw ihle

perty lor instance, s willing to settle for some kind of equivalent retarm I'Fn'.iltl
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But being alveady in the gift is not good enough for Olal. He wants to
be in on the gift as well and for that, he believes, his personhood imbu-
ing the object is not enough. He wants to be scen as the presenter to
this particular recipient, not just as the most notable link in the cloak’s
chain of title  the presenter of its presenter. Audun’s Story shows that

the directness of presenting can be finessed, as when Harald gets in on

ferent expectations—return of the thing itself vs. substitutional return— maps onto the
difference in legal remedies of a right to recover the actual object (as when one sues i
thief who still retains the goods) vs. damages (as when one sucs the thiel who already
has sold the stolen property); in the idiom of the common law forms of action, it i the
difference between replevin and trover. There is some rather loose use of the notion ol
the “inalienability” of the gift in the literature. See, e.g., Annette B. Weiner's fnalienable
Possessions: The Paradox of Keeping-While-Giving (Berkeley, 1992). Weiner's own ethnographic
materials show the possession of valued inalienable objects being transferred all th
time. “Inalienable” thus becomes a way of indicating those goc s one values greatly
and does not want to part with, but which are precisely the goods others will seck 1o
extract by gift, theft, or plunder and which the owner may be forced 1o sell in dire
straits if he has no other assets. The ability to rent, loan, give, or sell these objecty
shows that whatever “inalienability” means in some kinds of Maussian discourse it does
not mean possession (even ownership) cannot be transferred, Depending on the object,
what the giver or his heir retains is more in the nature of a reversion or option anidl
sometimes nothing more forceful than a longing and regret, at best a name attached
to the object, as when the used book you buy bears the signature ol a prior owner
whom you do not know and who you suspect, given the age of the book, the style of
the hand, and fading of the ink, is dead (there is often a strange melancholic evocative
ness in those signatures). This is a far cry from the inalienability in o stract legal senne
which would either declare void ab initio any attempt to transler the object, or give the
heir a non-decaying right to reclaim the object itsell, 16 all that malicnability b this
literature means is that, say, land or a valued object retains the name of ite original
owner then that is a very thin notion of inalienability. In Leelandic law, as discused on
p. 103n8, there are rights of reclamation to ancestral land, but even these can be lost;
see, e.g, Grdgds Ib 79, 11 411, where under certain conditions land-reclamation ¢ Lt
are subject to a limitations period. Consider, in the Bible, the restricted alienability
of family land which is supposed to return to the lineage in the jubilee, unless it in
house in a walled city in which case there is only a onc-year recdlemption period alten
which the transfer becomes irrevocable; Lev. 25:29. Nor is it always the case that the
spirit of the object is not considerably stronger than the spirit of its original owner that
supposedly suffuses it. Thus the practice of upwardly mobile noble families taking s
their family name the name of the land they have come to occupy, whether acquired
by plunder, gift, marriage, or inheritance; see, e.g., J.C. Holt, *“What's in a Name!
Family Nomenclature and the Norman Conquest,” in his Colonial England 10661215
(London, 1997), pp. 179 196. The object, or the land, thus ends up transforming the
identity of the present possessor into the now dispossessed original giver. This i less
a triumph of the spirit of the original owner, than that the thing that bears his name
enables a kind of identity theft; 1 guess one might then say that so strong is the Aau ol
the original owner that it transforms whoever comes into the property into that prion
original owner in a sort of gransmigration of souls, See further Gracher, Toward an
Anthropological “Theory of Value, pp. 193 215, esp. pp. 201203, on potlatch and "name
fastening” among the Kwaikiutl,
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the g.i['( of the bear by letting Audun travel to Svein, and Svein gives
the ring to Harald via Audun and is thus both in on and in lht-hx,ri[“tl
But we can see the special circumstances in Audun’s Story that allow Iia:.
that‘, [(.)r Harald is in a meaningful sense giving the bear to Svein, as
Svein is truly repaying him for it with the ring, with Audun in t-:u‘-ll1
case acting as their agent. : : ‘
. Isleif is explicit about the value of the gift going up when Olaf gets
in on the gift: “My lord, I thought this gift a s‘plendjd one when .Brl'mr.l
gave it to me, but it has even greater value coming from you with ll‘u-w
w01:cls.” Isleif’s words are sheer flattery. A future saint—Olaf* s proj :i I-
esying about the spiritual gifts of a young priest, such that the king
a]mosF bows before him. That Brand must suffer his gift rating svmmli
p!ace is the price Brand pays by having walked out of a story bearing
his name a}nd into the story of Isleif, future first bishop of Iceland ’
Every'thmg works out well here, because Olaf does not go thrm.u_{h
the motions of asking Isleif to hand back the cloak to him so that he
can physically hand it over to Isleif. His reclamation and rcéivin y are
done verbally, almost virtually, as we would say nowadays. Blran(l%t l.:ux
gets to feel thatlhis gift is not so much undone, as confirmed, cl(-.xpinl-
Olaf compensating him and purporting to buy him out. Imagine though
the round of hurt feelings and offense if Olaf dispossessed Tsleif; failed
to compensate Brand, and gave it to another person or kept ‘il and
handed it bac.k to Isleif in an elaborate ceremony the next day. ‘
There is still room for wondering what obligations exist after this
tale: \"V]'-IO owes what to whom? Olaf has specified what he wants f'r:m.n
Isleif: h.lS prayers and intercession. He is buying protection or, less
tent_ientml}sly, intercessory services. Surely Brand is owed by ()la‘l' Iihnlr
l}awng pointed out the optimal recipient of the cloak. How very much
like the talent Audun had for finding perfect placements for debts. And
Audun was repaid for his skill. That might be part of the 1‘{':|.~aml.( MNal
Fom!)cnsates Brand for the cloak. He deserves something for (“\it'(i\'t'l'illl '
its hl_gh'est and best use. This cloak has a I)ingm]:lw'“‘thal. “'” lll‘ltlr‘t"
how it is told, includes Brand centrally. His spirit imbues the qif't: not

On tll( bi(lﬂ]d)h ol ” ngs sce [Ill S81C reatments o ' |l|l ltllll.ll
] Vo nngs [I 1551 (LR} A
bk L jrn A i
I:\ltloduclz(}n, (.-(llll[ﬂ“(lll]l'h ‘II'I(I ||I(' IHIIlI( s ol lelll" i ‘\ll'l ItIlII-II l"l{ ,’ll' Soctal
' . ' ' "
){.lf: ﬂf{ ]Jlﬂﬂg.\. (rﬂmﬂh‘ﬂh{fm'.’l mn ‘,HHHHI‘.’ .’-‘?.!.ﬂf‘.‘ e (( uilllllllill{l'_ 1980) ]!'I f i J\IIII IHI)I
](( pyl )”. ]Il(“-ll][lll-ll "Ill ra Ill\" QO s Clom III’ Treabion an LRIRALL n i
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quite in the same way Olaf’s does, but it is there nonetheless; it would
thus seem Isleif is not off the hook: he still is indebted to Brand.

A lot of valuable things can be regiven without insult or without
any sense that propriety has been breached. When a certain Jon gives
a valuable book, a girsemi, to the priest Gudmund, it is mentioned that
it was the book that Bishop Pal had given Jon, but there 1S N0 Sense
that Jon has done Bishop Pal a wrong by giving his gift away. "I'he
new recipient, Gudmund, as Isleif was, is an appropriate one, who will
become a bishop in due course also, and that more than satishes the
respect Jon owes the book and Bishop Pal who gave it to him."" And
this adds yet another component to a gift’s value. Its value is not jusl
a matter of the soul of the giver that imbues it, but also the moral
qualities and social standing of the person who receives it. That Svein
accepts the bear raises its value, no differently than Isleif honors the
coat by being the exact right person to wear it.” In fact, there is no
story unless Audun’s bear gets given to a person of account, a person
already sagaworthy in his own right.

Giving away something given to you is capable of carrying exactly con-
trary meanings and a whole range of meanings in-between, depending

19 Gudmundar saga Arasonar, ch. 34; see also Egil’s regifting ol King Adthelstan's gilt
to his friend Arinbjorn which Arinbjorn then repays by giving a sword 1o Pl tha
Arinbjorn had been given by Egil’s brother; Fgils saga, ch. 62, There i no suggestion
of untowardness. Quite the contrary. The gifts are clearly meant to do honor o the
recipients because of the fame of their prior possessors and, inany event, hoth gilts
had been possessed for a number of years before having been passed one Compare,
however, Hallfred’s compensation to Gris for having composed insulting verses ahiout
him. He pays over an arm ring, Sigvaldanaut, he received from Jarl Sigvaldi, but Hallfred
had just received news of his Tord’s, Olal Tryggvason’s, death in batte in which Olal
was betrayed by Sigvaldi. The gift no longer has the value to Hallfred it onee hal
(Hallfredar saga, ch. 10). Gifts acquired by kings become part ol their stock of where
withal they constantly must draw on to reward retainers; recall that the axe Harald
gave Halli was a gift to Harald (p. 38; and see below po 118n7). One s clearly meant
to take good care of gifts rom honored givers; thus the words of a certain Bjorn who
expresses reluctance to entrust to a fellow Icelander in Norway, whose integrity he
has good reason to doubt, a gold ring Jarl Eirik gave him so that it can he taken to
his betrothed back in Teeland @ “it would be said I kept a weak grip on the jarl's gl
it 1 let the ring pass into your hands™; Byarnar saga Hitdalakappa, ch. 3 (11 3); see also
Laxdala saga, ch. 46 (sword and headdress). :

M Parry, “The Gift, the Indian Gift, and the SIndian Gilt',” p. 468, remarks that the
spiritual worth of the gift in Hinduism and Buddhism, in contrast to the orthodox
Melanesian story of the giver's spirit providing the main source of value, depends on
the quality of the recipient. This i also true in certain understandings of almsgiving
in Christianity, The poor have a certain magi al power to enhance the spivitual quality

ol teansters made 1o them,
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on who is involved, the amount of time that has passed, the intentions
of the giver and much more, Brand gives the cloak to Isleif not because
he undervalues King Olal” or the cloak but because he so values both
that he cannot think of anything more appropriate to honor the worthy
Isleif.*' Yet, as we well know, giving things away, especially things given
to us as gifts, often means unloading objccts which we have ceased (o
value very much. And there is anxiety on that score.

For a recipient to believe you really value the gift you are giving, it
may be that the object must be of unassailably clear value (and could
be cashed out for it), or (if there is no ready market for the thing) that
it must hurt you to give it and that the pain is hard to disguise beneath
the smiles and joy of handing it over.”? And that joy nced not even
be entirely feigned, though it may be mixed with regret, for rituals of
giving have a way of getting the actors to generate the appropriatc
sentiments to make the transactions succeed. We don’t always have 1o
fake our generous deeds.

The distrust of a gift’s value by the recipient leads to some interest-
ingly perverse behaviors.” Patrick Geary, in his writings on the relic
trade, shows that it was thus better to claim that a relic a church
acquired was stolen rather than received as a gift—though one then
had to account for what kind of relic would be so weak as to have
gotten stolen, unless it connived in its own theft to get owned by betier
clerics.** Who, after all, would give away a real miracle-working relic,
unless it was losing its efficacy? Stealing it proved the thief valued it
and proved also that its proper owner did not disvalue it enough (o
give it away.

Return now to Audun giving to Harald the gift Svein gave to him
and compare how differently it operates from Olal’s regiving the gifl

# Compare Egil, old and blind and somewhat demented, who cannot tolerate the
idea of the silver King Athelstan had given him passing o heirs for whom his feelings
are ambivalent at best. He prefers to sink it all in a hot spring before he dies, 41e also
manages to kill the two slaves whom he ordered 1o guide him there; neither the silver
nor the slaves, says the saga, were ever lound; Fals saga, ch, 88,

# See my discussion in Faking It (Cambridge, 2003), ch, 7, regarding the easy Take
ability of remorse. To see that an apology really hurts the apologizer o make it is one
of the few ways we will accept it as being sincere, even though we sspect the person
is only sorry for the pain it is causing him, not the pain he caused s,

# The deep distrast that pervaded buy/Zsell tansactions, that one win being sold
shoddy goods il” the buyer, or could have gotten more for the abject i the seller, i not
completely avoided in the world of gifls,

N Patrick Geary, “Sacred Commoditien: The Cirenlation of Medieval Relics,” i
Appaduvat, el The Social Life of 1 hings, pre 168100l e LG
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we. In the latter, there is a weak undoing and a redoing, two

Brand g: L s one

successive acts of giving the same object. In the ‘:ﬂ‘l'lf‘l(‘l‘, tl.u'rf
giving which simultaneously works as a complete gift I'rum hw"1.1‘1‘;;mll a
complete gift from Audun, because Aud.un mfmagcd it so perfe (‘I. v)‘;, :y‘
linking and merging the game he is playing wul'll the km.gs.lu l.i." Ipi.nn;
they are playing with each other. Olaf’s way is CII:II'I’]HIL‘..[, less gl.!ll(l,
and makes one feel that it might well be accompanied \ffnll‘l an falnml.xl
childish chagrin of having lost the opportunty to maximize his gain
from the gift by having given it away too soon (o the wrong person.



GIFTS UPWARD: REPAYING BY
RECEIVING AND FUNNY MONEY

?;Lkmg back a gift given, or handing on a gift received, is one thing; what
the person you are giving to doesn’t want it? Notice again Audun'’s
answer to Harald’s question as to how Svein repaid him:

The king then asked, “Did you get the animal to King Svein?
“Yes, sire,” he said.

“How did he repay you?”
Audun said, “First, he accepted it.”
The king said, “T would have repaid you the same way.”

; 3 .
fﬁ\udun s answer nicely confirms Pierre Bourdieu’s claim that the actors
in these hlghl}z scripted and even predictable exchanges expericnce
them as anything but as certain and predictable as they might look 10
an outside observer.'!

The obligation to accept

Svein’s accepting the gift was not automatic. It might have been highly
probable, but as Bourdieu points out, the difference between (:vrlnlinl;-
and high likelihood is the difference between a sense of (Ttlln])]il('t‘lll';'
on t.he one _ha.md, and of being a nervous wreck, of being filled with
anxious arfm:lpation and stage fright that you might blow your lines
so as to trigger a refusal, on the other. Svein might have said, sorry,
I have more white bears than I need; we kings get so many ol them
these days from you Icelanders. Or why would I want to accept a bean
from the likes of you; it is from Aki that I wish (o accept the bear (lon
I could then repay him less,.or not at all, claiming the bear to be Aki'y
repayment to me for having raised him up to high office). OF thanks
I 'am taking it, now get out of here before 1 have you killed. .
Both parties to the gift exchange are speaking lines, acting a part
but the script is not written in stone and admits a lot of ;ullilll:iug.
Thus the Icelandic delight in telling stories about how giving to I\'iup.

" Bourdicu, Outline of a theary of Practice, pp, i 10
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Harald — given hiy delight in playing with the rules— defies routinization.
Even the most rigid cultural seripts get acted out by people of difler-
ent competence. People blow their lines, sometimes from ineptitude,
sometimes by conscious design, sometimes from a desire to resist the
likely outcome, or out of desire to insert modest amounts of playful-
ness, threat, challenge, and irony into routine expectations, as Harvald
loves to do. Some may delight in shifting the game entirely to one
of seeing how well the parties can recover from a wrench (spanner)
purposely thrown into the works to test one’s own aplomb as Audun
does with his No’s or to test another’s poise and tact or capacity for
embarrassment.

And there is not just one script. The ways of giving and receiving,
no different from the three manuscripts the story is preserved ing might
follow varying scripts, providing plausible alternative ways ol going
about the process while still maintaining propriety or exercising a pre-
rogative. Thus it is that when King Svein accepts the bear and admity
his gratefulness, Audun can breathe a sigh of reliel.

Mauss says that along with the obligation to requite a gift, there is
the obligation to receive, as well as one to give in the first place. Kingy,
though, are able to play by different rules, indeed must play by diflerent
ones. It behooves kings, no less than it still does women, to be able to
resist the “obligation” to receive in order to keep themselves from heing
bamboozled into having to repay. The stakes arc higher for them. Say-
ing No, with practice, might in time come fairly casy both to kings and
women, or, if not—using an idiom still current in the carly twentieth
century—both would be “ruined.”

We see from Audun’s response to Harald that kings had already
manipulated the expectations attending the obligatoriness ol receving,
If there were an obligation to receive a proflered gift it did not bind
them as it might bind an equal, a friend, or a would-be friend, A king,
Audun suggests, accepts a gift by grace. When he can take what you
are offering as plunder, tribnte, toll, or tax, to accept it as a il is 1o
give up on more than a few royal prerogatives; it is to show favor.

Lords and nobles were aware of the stakes in these kinds of transac-
tions. They had to make sure people did not use expectations emanating
from a norm of reciprocity, that all gifts demanded returns, to paint
them into a corner, It was for lords to play with the diflerence hetween
high likelihood and certainty to control givers ol gifts,

And play they did. Consider first the great ambiguity and manipu-
lability of what counts as the fist gift, which by being first eflects the
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status u["a countergift as being just that —second, a payback —instead
of counting as itsell the first gift in a new cycle. It could be claimed
}hal the other so-called first gift merely closed ofl an carlier cycle, that
it was thu? itself a repayment, or that it did not qualify as a gifi w::rllw
of triggering reciprocity in any event. Firstness is something that was
fought for, argued about, and could be gamed.” Indeed the slruu;ghl-
to determine firstness is one of the fundamental problems that I;'Ignl
systems must address. Thus the need for statutes of limitations, lor
ru!es f)f prescription, rules of finality such as res judicata, all in their way
prllnc1ples designed to finalize starting points, or wipe obsolete star ing
points off the legal and conceptual map. The Icelandic laws rcgrm‘(lin;
Feclamalion of gifts we discussed in the previous chapter (p. ].(}‘2'] fot
instance, assume that it is readily discernible when a gift is the f'ir§l, will
ina cy(f.lc, when it is the unrecompensed one, rather than a p;wl);lu'k
for a prior gift. The very ease which the laws assume away the issue of

firstness is perhaps evidence that these transactions were indeed more
,l_r_}_z;__n__s_tl_lan gifts, as we suggested above. Determining the first in any
succession of obligations is fraught with difficulty, no less than in feud
than in gift-giving. In both, it is a matter of “spin” and politicking to
c%eﬁnc which wrong or hostile deed gets credited or blamed with set-

ting the train of hostile exchanges in motion. Even what appears (o us
and others as Audun’s free initiatory gift could have been um‘k‘.rslmnll

by Audun as repaying Svein for Svein’s virtue and the admiration it
prompted in Audun.

:Another common move available for lords and kings to finesse
being held hostage by gifts from underlings was to take adv;mluqc‘(lgl
tl.le ambiguity between a contract and a gift. When Svein makes Aki
his steward, that can be understood as a reward for past services, the
pretense being that it is a gift, but also as something like W:lgt‘; or
even as a contract for future services, and hence agail; not quite a x‘.{il't
though Fhe language of gift is employed both when it looks to 1'1*\\;a||'(i
p'ast actions and to oblige future behavior.” The lines that separated
gifts from loans, from contracts, from wages, from advance payments,

. * For an account of a lord refusing gifis from his villagers so that he could fist give
them a festive I:I‘l't_‘.ii.l and thus begin the exchange cycle so as to control the me “"“H"‘;
what was requiting what, sce Lodoll Kuchenbuch, “Porcus donativas: Lan I;I 'T'li'
and Glflmg in Seigniorial Records between the Eighth and the 'l'wr'lliil (”'t'Hl 'H' "y
Al%d/l et Ial,, pp- 193 246, at pp. 226 227, R
‘.('N'.l‘ -f‘il(“].ll'l('ll 1. Wllitt'. “Service for Fiels and Fiels lor Service: "The Polities ol
Reciprocity,” in Algazi et al,, pp. 63 98, for an extended discussion ol both the T
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especially when the same diction of giving, receiving, and requital was
necessary to all ol them, were blurry." This allowed for parties to think
one kind of transaction was happening, and not even be self-deceived
or deceived when it was, but then later find that that transaction was
eminently reinterpretable as something much less favorable to one ol the
parties.” This did not mean there were not easy cascs, or that partics (o
a transaction could not be explicit about the definition of the exchange.
This is a loan, Audun, with an interest rate of ten percent, principle
and interest due in six months. But consider how much ambiguity was
consciously noted by playing with words: Audun can thus make “repay”
or “give” mean its opposite, “take”, “receive”, or “accept”, “How did
Svein rgpay you? ... First, he accepted it.”¢

Kings were of course always free to reward those who gave them
gifts or provided them loyal service and it was a good idea for them 1o
do so on occasion, though not within the expectations of the gilt-game,
but more, again, either by pre-agreed contract or by grace. Grace is a
doctrine in part developed to free higher ups, like God, from the shackles
of the norm of reciprocity; grace derives its peculiar force from opposing

S

ward- and backward-looking aspect of grants of fiefs, as they remained ambiguouly
situated between gift and contract, countergift and wages.

4 See above p. 36 where the competing idioms of purchase and gilt are playlully
manipulated by Harald and Halli.

5 Algazi, “Doing Things with Gifts,” p. 15: “Forms ol gilting were olten honoted
in the breach; one could incorporate some features of gift exchange into a transicion
organized according to very different principles, or even just allude to gilbe in passing
in order to give a transaction a specific tinge.” Algazi is discussing exchanges in the
Jate Middle Ages which surely allowed for a greater variety of legally recognized forms
of exchange than the more primitive societies that provided the basis for the ¢l
cal anthropological theories of gift exchange using evidence from Micronestin, New
Guinea, New Zealand, and the Pacific Northwest, See my Bloodtaking, ¢h. 5, which
I discuss how bargaining in certain saga dealings was less devoted to pinning down
the price term, than to trying to negotiate the formal categorization ol the exe hanpe,
that is, whether it was to be considered a gilt, a contractual payment, aale, o loan,
or even an open expropriation.

o See Calvert Watkins, “New Parameters in Historical Linguistics, Philology, anil
Culture History,” Language 65 (1989), 783799, at pp. 786788, who discusses the idea
of reciprocity implicit in Indo-European *nem, yielding Germanic niman, to tike, and
Greek nemo, to give, distribute. He notes too that English “to take™ can possess antl
thetical dircctional senses. 1 can take from someonce who gives the object 1o me ax i
gift, or I can take something fo someone and present it to him. 1 add the éxample ol
Old Norse i, which means both to grab, to take, 1o obtain, but also to give or deliver
into another'’s hands. And my danghter, Eva, points out to me the synonymity ol
caregiver and caretaker, See also Alain Guéry, “Le roi dépensier: le don, I contrainte
e Porigine du systeme financier e Ta monarchie frangaise d'Ancien Régime,” Annales
LG 39 (1984), 12411269, a0 pp 1244 1244
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itsell to ideas of obligation and even to morals and good deeds, being
by definition, if’ not actually in practice, free and unmerited.

No wonder then that so many medieval tales, fictional and non,
complain about the niggardliness of lords and kings who do not know
how to repay gifts and service properly. Avarice is taken to be the sure
mark of a bad lord, at least in the view of the multitude of disappointed
seekers of largesse.” Jarl Neri, recall, of Gifi-Ref’s Saga, made it a firm
practice not to accept gifts because he could not bear to repay them,
Unlike the many lords who took and then took their good time to make
a repayment if at all, Jarl Neri felt the grip of a norm of reciprocity
exquisitely. That is why he would not accept gifts. The one time he
agreed to accept a gift, he repaid it with a shield, and it so depressed
him to see the gap on the wall in his hall where the shields hung that
Ref, the recipient, felt sorry enough for him to return it. But as we
saw, the jarl still felt the obligation to repay in some way, as long as he
would not have to part with any material goods of his own. He had
no compunction about fulfilling his obligation to repay Ref’s ox by
providing Ref with a plan to capture other people’s possessions.

Harald says he too would have accepted the bear, matching Svein's
move to a T] as if this were in doubt after we had seen him ask for
the bear as a gift when he first met Audun. Why then does he repeal
the obvious? We know he would have accepted the bear. He means, it
seems, to make a small joke at his own expense, but the joke depends
on there being a real risk that a king might not accept, or not accep
in a way the giver desires.

Bourdieu is right that there is a big psychological difference between
certainty and high probability. And these kings like to emphasize that
difference, because it keeps them freer, keeps a certain arbitrariness
available to them. Is not the prerogative of arbitrariness the necessary
explanatory condition in the first story (in the timeline of the Abra-

7 See again White, “Service for Fiels and Fiels for Service,” who discusses the
problems lords had meeting the expectations of their followers for pilts of fiefy in 11l
and 12th-century Frenclr settings. Lords were always looking for ways to vecliim fels
given, claiming breaches of obligation, or trying to prevent the fiel lrom descending
to the heir of an earlier donee, so that they could meet the impatient present expecta
tions for reward of other men in their retinues. Lords were often aided by medieval
mortality rates so that fiefs granted to vassals would not stay alienated fin long helore
the lord’s reversion became possessory. But deviations from the average in which one's
prior grantees disappointed by not dying at predicted vates were common cnongh 1o

cause lords no end ol problems. See also Bavtlew, England under the Norman and Angevin
Rings, pp. 28 35,
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10t T . T :; H
hamic religions) ever told about a lord refusing to accept a gift? Cian
thought so:

In the course of time Cain brought to the Lord an (_alli-rinp, ol I||c_' |I'1III1
of the ground, and Abel brought of the firstlings of Ins.llurlf .'|.ml of their
fat portions. And the Lord had regard for Abel and his oflering, but lo
Cain and his offering he had no regard. So Cain was very angry, and hig
countenance fell. (Gen. 4:3-5)

There is thus more than a hint that when Audun says H\'c'?n n-{fwn!
him by accepting the bear, that he is sincere, 31?(‘1 that to his mind,
at that moment at least, he was making a free gift. Acceptance, ata
minimum, meant Svein had agreed not to foreclose the possibility ol
greater returns as he surely could have done had Fl(‘ resorted (o !In: nnltl
infrequent royal tactic of forced sale at a low price or :-x|.n-u?:r|.-sl|n|'._
That within nanoseconds Audun could now figure that h\-’c-m.lmmul
himself to some form of positive reciprocity does not undo the freeness
of the gift at the moment it was made. ’ .

But were he simply out to make a killing, Audun’s worrics could
hardly have ended there. The rest of the colloquy ‘r(-.\-'f-;‘ﬂs how ||.1||l'h
uncertainty Audun still must suffer. Part Of. }]u' significance of .llu-
dialogue with Harald is to show how unspecific the rt‘p;ly.lm'n‘i terms
were in this case, with Harald himself having to check with Svein to
get a sense of what would be fitting, If most gifts to kin.gs had pretty
standard values—gifts of horses, swords, jewels, axes, ships thb-.n wits
not the case with polar bears.” The polar bear l‘llm'k.t'l was a ||l||.l’lslyll',
Where does one look for the price term for something that rare} Yes,
one might get kings to engage in a bidding war to help establish i1, but
in this case most of the bidding was hypothetical ;m:l‘ exX post Im'm._
Still, much of the strategizing in the gift game came in the form of

% That the same utterance could invite equally |)I&_u|sih|c.-.mnlr;lry ."'.lt"-]"_":l;lltlll'”Ij :
that the gift of the bear was ‘free” because the aceepting ol it was rill;IIttval!t r |hl:,.1l:'lt ",.:
and that by accepting it Svein agreed (o be bound to make I"_'.I it .1 I:IMIWIII.I : Ii”.
testimony to how malleable the boundaries are between the various \my.l\ of styling
wills; sacrifices shade into obligatory gifts shade into free gilts, and can he in some
reumstances  one now the other. o .
“IT'ullllllbt.?;l\f N(I;]::;ury‘s model, one of drf_ining i'l_l-il!'ill'll‘l'llﬁlllllﬁ. dllsllllllgllls!'}nrig il p,}ll
from a sale is that the return for a giftis lefi open; it is unspecibied; (I-gﬂ\ m_:lfll ’.“”m“.";:‘
ties (London, 1982). But that overstates the tlhﬂrrt-n( ¢ there WI'I.'I'. |;It‘|l‘l}‘ « .( ii.l :\lnllul“;l
regarding what shonld requite what in most circumstances that greatly limitee ||nl o
unspecified the form or value of the countergilt could be, In |-I(1I,‘III ||.=..||n,r il ‘;“.,.11,-
exchanges the return was specitied inadvance and this secimn (o he trae across
variety of cultires, Not wo, obviously, polar hears,
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setting values for things that had no certain value, of determining an
“equivalent.” There were ranges of predictability, but they were ranges
and probabilities, not certaintics. '

Giving up and down hierarchies: of God(s), beggars, and equals

I want to draw together observations the story makes about what
it means to give to kings and to God. Consider this rough typology:
1) You can give to somebody not even in the game, as when the gill
can be appropriately classified as alms to the wretchedly poor. 2) You
can give to someone clearly beneath you in the social hierarchy who,
unlike the poor, are still considered to occupy a respectable if lower
social niche. A gift to them should bear no charitable associations; it is
o an honor to receive from a king or your lord, whether you are vassal
or yeoman or Audun. 3) You can give to a rough equal, those, that is,
you are openly competing with for honor. And 4) as we have seen in
this story you can give upward, to a king, or to God or his agents, as
when Audun goes to Rome.

The expectations of the actors, the possible moves and their meaning,
the idea of what a gift is and does, the obligations it raises or does not
raise, the probabilities of honor or insult, the harms or benefits it will
confer, will vary considerably depending on the relative status of the
players, and whether the context of the giving is religious or secular,
openly competitive or with competitiveness obscured, formally ritualized
or conventionalized more loosely. Not much inspection will show that
the rough typology just presented has very porous boundaries separat-
ing one type from the other.

An obvious example of the classificatory difficulties: alms, for instance,
gifts as far downward as you can go, can also count, depending on the
precise theory being invoked, as gifts to God, as far up as you can go.
So when Svein feeds and clothes Audun, a sick and destitute pilgrim,
he is giving to a rather differéent Audun than the one who gave_him the
bear, and the gift is not to be understood properly as a payback for the
" bear. When Audun suggests to Harald that it was to be so classified,
Harald subtly corrects him: “It’s no great deal to do well by beggars; |
would have done so t00.”"" The poor have their role in theodicy, though

" Consider the dillerence between charity (o the poor and lbervality or Tigesse,

which would deseribe pifts o a lngher ovder, Land, shaps, olbice, oo different clas ol
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it would make Kant blush to hear the reason lht.‘. poor make for the
best of all possible worlds, God, says one saint’s life, created the |N.Jlll
as a gift to the rich, not as resources for cheap labor, I)uf as n. means {n
a rich man’s salvation: “God could have made all mankind 1‘15'11. but n
fact He wanted there to be the poor in this world so lh:ll.l.hi' rich would
have by that means a way of redeeming their sms."‘.‘ Gilts to the poor,
in other words, are rather complex as to just who is properly playing
the role of recipient and who the giver. And_1 as we shall see, g T(IS.E:I.“. I.
beggars share more than a few ways of paying back at something less
than full value, if they are required to pay back at :(111. )

Is, in fact, the beggar supposed to pay the a}in{sgpwr hfu'k: We saw
that he is obliged to do so in Iceland should his fortunes improve. But
that kind of repayment was a fond hope. Mostl_y a beggar discharged
his duty as a recipient by merely accepting. He is not even undersio u.|
to be bound to have to pray for the soul of his benefactor Iu-ymull i
“God-bless” as a form of thanks. The rich man who scattered coms
or sent his servants to hand out leftovers at the floor was no! about to
bargain for prayers from such souls, as King Olfll bargained for I?I.“Y”:
from the now poot but self-evidently on-LFm«rlsc holy man lslml'._um
as many a benefactor of monks did by written agnlrc.mvm, B! L p,'nil.q.t‘:f
holy men already possessing socially recognized spiritual capital were
not alms in the way alms to beggars were alms. |

For the beggar, some small show of gralilu(‘h- on his part would sul-
fice, and even then the rich man might well find the poor so '|.u-|u-;lnh
contempt as not to care or bother to notice whf'th:-rl they were m}ln;u;ly
grateful or not. The demand for some show of ;_r,rulm':flv varies in form
:iepending on the particular circumstances of the ;?n[t, on the .wu'rnlu_ul
styles of almsgiving."” The poor have fairly conventional thankings for

people; see Guéry, “Le roi dépensier,” pp. 1245 1948, discussing 14th 16t century
‘e atter. ‘ .
]]‘iilc‘:’:::l:;: nempe Deus omnes homines divites facere, .w(_l pauperes 1f'|l.”\'m;}'l:".:, ||;|‘:;:|‘I:;
esse voluit, ut divites haberent r|ummu|n peccata .‘ill:r!.lI‘rl‘(l.\l't'll'l'i'l-'il, Vita .I._' JM,\. o
Saint Elot in J.-P. Migne, Patrologia Lr_m'mr. \rn!, 87, col. .:.H( H !_71!1‘( t-.n(nlllli}']. i (,m:,,, ',L, .¢|,:.
Magnani S.-Christen, *Transforming 'l Im_lgs and ‘1 CrSONS: H:: k .|I}thf;m a
Eleventh and Twellth Centuries,” p. 272, in )‘_\lg;m et al., pp. .,_h.llml .ﬂ S—
12 The types of displays of gratitucle vary widely across cultures, . I.|:1.n c |1~. :Ni:h.m“ !
that in tribal or gilt-exchange cultures gilts are not |ullr¢-:]||¢'||lly. e I’;‘f, ,,,.u.:|
word, Why express gratitude for a _bun |f'n.~u.1lllt- abligation Il'n..'.tlI }|l.llx !u.\.l be c’x|‘|}|l1:| -‘,.,,“
upon youd Says Van Wees, "Reciprocity i Anthropologica .ulm._vl, ,ll.". ’,-,.,-I o
verbal displays of gratitude, it would seem, are shallow nuhnlllulir.- f“ .:l . juhl.“-,-.' e
of obligation and greater concern lo reaprocate which characten \\{;' u' i ‘.1 .,
1w not sure that our sense of obligation s that mneh Tess intense, Western seholi
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face-to-face handouts from the almsgiver that might take the form of
groveling or proclaiming the greatess of the benefactor. Jesus loathed
such spectacles and counseled giving alms in secret, but that only
increases the burden on the recipient to appear sincere in this closer
encounter in secret at the side door, whereas in public acts of benefac-
tion the poor were more focused on jostling and pushing aside other
poor to get to the scattered alms.' ' ‘

Must God, or a king, act gratefully for the sacrifices, gifts, and prayers
honoring him that come his way? Or will some small show suffice?
Svein expressed gratitude to Audun when he received the bear: “To
you, Audun, I owe such gratitude as if you had given me the whole
animal.” But in that case some clarifying statement was called for
because Audun had said that the gift had been ruined by Aki, and
that concern needed to be addressed. Moreover, this was no routine
gift, but one that came with a tale attached to it of Audun’s dedication
and bravery in delivering it. Even a king could not help expressing
gratitude, sincere gratitude.

But kings and God can accept without much more than a look of
acceptance, a nod of the head in the case of a king, or the rise of
the smoke of the sacrifice heavenward in the case of God. And kings
and gods can get away with mere acceptance counting as a sufficient
response because by accepting they have waived their right to say No,
or zap the offeror for presuming to offer, even though he is obliged (0
offer. Rejecting offerings is something God (kings somewhat less) jeal-
ously reserved the right to do, as we saw in the case of Cain.

Pious commentators were desperate to expand upon the Genesis
account of the Lord’s rejection of Cain’s offering. Genesis itself studi-
ously refuses to reveal the actors’ motives. Could the Lord be merely
capricious in his favoritism? To save Him from no motives or bad
ones, the commentators imputed good motives to Abel and bad ones

are too prone to find shallowness in western practice and confer depth on the primitive
Other: The oppressiveness of the gift is alive and well among us. For those gilts lor
which thank-you notes are a conventional response, there is not much burden, unless
you have recently tried to get one of your children to write them, In domains where
something more is required than a routine note, we fully recognize the Justness ol
Hobbes’s observation (Leviathan 1:11) quoted further helow in the text,

' Some of whom might be tried as thieves il they tried to grab a shave of an oflering
intended not for the poor; but for the monks and their saint; see RO van Claenegem,
English Lawsuits, vol. 1, No. 14, p. 306.
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to Cain.'" And thereby the Lord is justified turning Abel .imu Audun
(both deal in sheep), and Cain into Aki (both should be killed but get
exiled instead), ' . o
What appears as arbitrariness to a dlsappum‘lc(l m‘-.ukvr 1.1I l:l\'.m is
often suspected to be a deep and illscmlz?.bltf poll‘cy ol lhtf king or gt_ul
that puts people to desperate efforts to find the interpretive key 1o ity
method. Inscrutability was often cultivated by succcs:s[u! kings to keep
people guessing. Thus Harald Finehair: “the king s:‘ud little, as I:lc was
wont to do whenever he heard news of considerable importance.™ " "T'he
Norse evidence adduced so far suggests that it h(‘.}.u)n\-'cs God as well
as kings to engage in strategic arbitran'nffss whcn‘ it comes Lo accept
ing offerings and gifts. Arbitrariness in this domain becomes ;l|1|ln..'¢| i
privilege of office, and a very useful privilege at that, as I“””.;m Tt
not overused. It is hard not to see the Lord taking care to lHlll Dl'lh"ll pre-
cisely this privilege with the first offering made to him ({_;un § ulh-!-mp_
precedes Abel’s. Reject first, thus making all subsequent givers anxious
and uncertain, and then they will hold themselves “repaid by mere
acceptance. It is unclear whether God, like the beggar, was |Jut|lll! hy
a norm of reciproeity, but if he were or was concerned lh;.ll I:'v might
be, we find him minting funny money to dis‘(:hargc any nhlfg‘;num l‘ImI
might have been raised: he could even claim that accepting (taking)
means reciprocating, .
Still, what does acceptance mean? Especially when the acceptance s
made on behalf of the intended recipient, whether God or king, by an
intermediary official: a steward, an abbot, ;u:vvpu.ng as ;lgt'lllﬁl. but with
some vague proprietary interest of their own lI{;\l is also hovering about
These agents may be expected to give back a little more than nu-n-ly.- (0
proclaim that the higher up they represent has accepted the oflering,

1 See the materials assembled in Louis Ginzburg, The Legends of the Jews (Baltimore,
953), 5 vols, 5:136n12. o
”1)‘;);1-:.’\\:::';:1,:; 12; see too Henry of lllml_ingtlnn’s (Illl'.‘a'l"l'i|l_|illlll ol “l ln-lm;. Ilu_ll l“nplli:l::l
as “a man of the deepest dissimulation and lnsctl'll*:;linhl.y ol mmr.l._ f]l!l.lllil |l: --.[II: m”.
inoland wnder the Norman and xlregf’:.'fr.-lh{rag.\, p- 29, discussing III'II' I\",II;\_"..ll_Illlh. nl 1'| 3." |,:, |,\:
Particularly interesting are the variations in the grantings and |‘m:|. 8 I|" w!i"", ik
King Sverrir or the alternations ol brutal !-G.III-IN;ﬂ and casy Im.gﬁ\:l |1|| a\ 6 m-,,].,; .
Conqueror, One can explain ex post why it was r;:!nlnnul 1 Illjl. ( l'"| |-.‘:| e .l i
at the time, but no one could from an ex ante position be sure w_'hu ) .\r;l_r.tn u.. ot
liaum would show up, the lenient o 'h". cruel one; nor « ol Ihwrrnl n.l \ 1.“;';“'}"',:":.“
which strategy would produce the Illt'.\\!l"(l I't'!ll:ll in any particular ll;\il.l;ll e, in II|
have felt that keeping others guessing was then Dent strategy over the long hanl,
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The agents might have o ofler membership in a monastic community,
good fortune, prayers, or sometimes even a pocketable quid pro quo.
There are other leakages in the boundaries separating God from
the wretched beggar. Both God and the beggar —in the view of an
uncharitable outsider, or even in the eyes of an insider despairing of
God’s grace—receive without paying back much if at_all, and both
o seldom appear satisfied; they thus keep hitting you up, asking for more.
Once you give, you're marked as a mark. This observation has long
been noted with regard to medieval lordship. Beware of giving a gili
to a lord or to a king once, for he might well insist on making it an
annual event.'® Gifts upward have a way of becoming regularized as
taxes or tribute. Though gifts upward and tribute are not the same in
cultural or social terms, an economist may be hard-pressed to find the
difference between them (except as regards their attendant transaction
costs); even some of their cultural and social meanings overlap.

Gifts between rough equals are clearly obligation-creating. Gifts
can thus be burdensome; they can even humiliate the recipient if they
are of such value that the recipient would be hard-pressed to make
adequate recompense, because as between equals the return must be
demonstrably of equivalent value; no funny money paybacks. There
is, as Audun’s Story shows regarding the equals Harald and Svein, an
inherent, nearly unavoidable competitiveness that lurks in the shadows
of the most friendly and routine of exchanges. This is standard fare not
only in the literature on gift-exchange but also in proverbs and wisdom
literature widely expressed across cultures. Hobbes minces no words:

To have received from one, to whom we think our selves equall, greates
benefits than there is hope to requite, disposeth to counterfeit love: b
really secret hatred; and puts a man into the estate of a desperate debtor,
that in declining the sight of his creditor, tacitely wishes him there, where
he might never see him more. For benefits oblige; and obligation is thral-
dome; which is to ones equall, hateful (Leviathan 1.11)

An Icelandic saga makes the point even more starkly: Egil and Einar
were both poets. Egil was older and Einar learned much from frequent
conversation with Egil about their art. When Einar returned from Nor-
way he sought out Egil at his home. Egil was away so Einar departed

' Marc Bloch, Feudal Society, trans. LA, Manyon (Chicago, 196:4), P 206; Alin
Guéry, “Le roi dépensier™ pp. 1256 1257; but see Kuchenbueh, “Poreus donativis,”
p- 230. A law of the Norwegian Gulaping, (NGL 1, p. 58) attributed 1o Mg the
Good (d. 1047), repeals the exaction of obligatory “Christinas ™ 1o the king
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leaving behind for Egil o gift of a bejeweled shield that l".illftl' hiad
received from Jarl Hakon for a verse he had composed Flmmrmg the
jarl. When Egil returned he asked what the shield was doing there, He
was told it was a gift from Einar. Egil responded: “Damn the wretched
bastard. Does he expect me to stay up all night and COmPOSE & pocm uln
his shield? Get my horse; 1 am going to ride after him and kill I_um. '
Luckily Einar had a head start and Egil could not overtake him; he
calmed down and composed a poem.

It is just this kind of imposition, which generates the nnn:lrtquu
response in Egil that is so much more muted in gifts upward .'r'lll[| pilln
clearly downward like alms. The reason should be ’rh-:u: \\"l.u'tl .IIn-
hicrarchy'is secure, as when an Audun gives to a Svein, Tl.'li"p"lil might
still be a challenge to Svein to repay it in some way, but it m.h.-mlly i
challenge in which Audun is competing for rank with |!|:- king he i
giving to, or competing with him in a contest of genere sity. .f\mlu.n. il
he is competing, is competing against other would-be givers (0 ki,
or against other Icelanders trying to make a nnmt'.[m' t]u-nm:l-lw-q
abroad, while the king is competing reputationally against other kingy,
but those competitions are quite remote from the primary exchange

"between Audun and Svein. Aki can be sent away gnashing his teeth

at Audun’s fortune, Harald can be compelled to admire Svein, but s
between Audun and Svein the gift is not charged with anywhere neas
the poison it bears as between equals.

Nadad and Abihu: sacrifice, caprice, and binding God and kings

Let me return to the matter of superiors cultivating some amount of
arbitrariness as a strategy to avoid being locked in by gifts from inferiors,
Again, the practice is always trickier and more complex in l!u- range 1|'|
possible behaviors than any rough set of rules can account for. ‘II God's
random refusal of Cain’s offering made Cain murderous, consider that
God too (not unlike Harald with Ulf" the Wealthy) m.igltl play t.:ulu'd:'r—
ously with an occasional offeror. The tabernacle hu?'_plsl ]lt't'lli [flll.\i]lr‘ll;
the high priests have been consecrated and the dedicatory 1?”1'!'!!1}(& are
being made. Aaron blesses the people and a fire comes fiom belore

by saga, che 81
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the Lord and consumes the burnt offering, indicating acceptance of

the sacrifices. Then:

Nadab and Abihu, the sons ol Aaron, took either |;|‘ them his censer
and put fire therein, and put incense thercon, and offered strange fire
before the Lord, which he commanded them not. And there went out
fire from the Lord, and devoured them, ang they died before the Lord,

(Lev. 10:1-2)

A feva minutes earlier fire issued forth to consume the lambs and other
offerings, which was taken as a beneficent sign of acceptance. It scems
that either the Lord was in the mood to consume things and could
not stop with mere lambs after the sweet aroma of the burnt offerings
he had just accepted had whet his appetite or, more likely, given the
harshness of his response, he meant to remind the congregation not (o
count on offerings being so easily accepted as his welcoming consumy-
tion of Aaron’s offering had been.

The rabbinical commentators had no less trouble with this instance
of divine caprice than they did with the Lord rejecting Cain’s offering,
SDme decided Nadab and Abihu were drunk, though the biblical (ext
indicates little more than that they, perhaps in an access of exuberanc,
were making an additional offering, a supererogatory offering, to furthet
honor the Lord; a free gift, since it was not commanded. There is no
evil intent mentioned; it seems mostly that their failure was the sin of
improvisation.'®

'T_'he Lord could hardly have been threatened by Nadad’s and Abihu’s
Fleswe to give him more fine aromas. There was no poison in their gili
in the way Egil thought Einar’s may have imposed a burdensome if
not lethal obligation upon him. The Lord seems to be using the same

strategies that we saw Harald employ so expertly. Do not let anyone

come to think that acceptance (or repayment) is automatic, even il the
giver has proper intentions. Reserve unto yourself the power of caprice,
It may well be rational to do so, otherwise you might become oo pre-
dictable, and thus manipulable by inferiors."

1 Fewish Study Bible, ed. Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Bretler (Oxford, 2004), p. 227
n10:1-3. A
) ' On low-status people manipulating the high and for a ritual meant o extrac
ald_ from the powerful consider the Indian custom ol sitting dharna in which the
_c]a.lmant debases himself” ostentatiously before a person to embarrass him into grant
mgvthc requ_cslcd relief; similar prostrations and beggings are frequently attested i
various medieval sources; see, c.g., Njdls saga, ch. 88 (Hrappr); see penerally Geofliey
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And you need not acquire either a reputation for injustice or avarice
i you sin against the norm of reciprocity from time to time, for a few
capricious acts, just like an occasional brutal one, will make people
warier, and respectful. It will mean that no one will take for granted
that you will cither accept their gifts, or make a return il you accept:
you want to make your acceptance an act of grace, not a fulfillment ol
a duty. You might even want your generosity to bear an aura of threat,
William the Conqueror thus pretends to stab the palm of the abbot of
La Trinité-du-Mont whose hand is extended to accept the knife that
betokens formal delivery of the land. William accompanied the feint
“okingly” (ioculariter) with the line: “This is the way land ought to he
given.”? There is real wit here, with William playing ominously on the
legal term of art of giving land “by means of the knife.™" T'he knile
is in William’s joke both a symbol of the land being conveyed and a
completely non-symbolic lethal weapon, which he then turns into o
symbolic lethal weapon by making the thrust of it a leint. The tale
captures perfectly how astute William was at unnerving the recipients
of his largesse; he made sure their pleasure was adulterated with o
good dose of fear; thus reminding them never to be complacent about
his “obligation” to give, to receive, or to make the kind of return that
would please them. William knows there is more than one way (0 lace
a gift with poison.

But the risk of being constrained by the power of a never- juitesdeni-
able norm of reciprocity was surely a risk for the Lord no less than
for kings. What are petitionary prayers meant to do? Though they do
not officially pretend to bind God to perform, they can hardly not e
meant to constrain the pure freedom He claims by the doctrine of
grace. Pope Gregory I said that the faithful could actually make God
their debtor by giving to Him.” God, assumes Gregory, can be fore ed

Koziol, Begging Pardon and Favor: Ritual and Political ( Wrder in Farly Medieval France (Ithaca,
NY, 1992).

% Regesta Regum Anglo-Normannorum: The Acta of William I (1066 1087), ed. David
Bates (Oxford, 1998), No, 232, cited in Hudson, Land, Law, and Lordship, p. 163,

21 For a similar style of dark humor taking a legal term ol art and wittily recalling
its brutal literalism, see Nahash’s grim joke to the men of Jabesh-Gilead. Nahash pliys
off the Hebrew for “to make a covenant,” which is literally “to cut covenant™ “On
this condition will T *cut’ it with you, that I may thrust out all your right eyes” (1 N,
11:23); see my discussion in Eye for an Fye (( sambridge, 2006), pp. 4445

2 “Peum vobis fecistis procul dubio debitorem,” in S Gregorn Magnt Kegistrum
epistularum 11,25, ed. Dag Norberg (Turnholt, 1982), p. 11, cited in Bernhard Jussen,



8

o]

128 PART TWO

to play by Odin’s rule: “a gift always seeks its return.”* No God, claim-
ing omnipotence, or no gods claiming merely the godlike prerogative
to be arbitrary and capricious, can let themselves beé gamed like so
many kings in Gift-Ref’s saga. 'I'hat, however, is just what so many of
the faithful try to do.

B}lt are gifts to God properly gifts? Sometimes they take the form of
sacrifices, which may implicate different responses, different expectations.
Though gifts and sacrifices share certain features, they are not com-
pletely congruent. Does any difference between them figure in Audun's
Story? Audun’s gift to Svein is very much a gift, even though he almost
starves getting it to him, in a way his pilgrimage to Rome is not about
gifts, though it too almost kills him.

_Take three distinct deliveries that Audun engages in: payment (o
his kinsman Thorstein to fund his mother for three years of food and
lodging; the gift of the bear to Svein; and the pilgrimage to Rome.
The first is a support obligation demanded by law; though it involves
a “sacrifice” on the part of Audun, it is a payment for services. The
§econd is a gift; though it involves extraordinary risk of loss its point
1s not to lose, materially or otherwise.

The third, the pilgrimage, may indeed have some sacrificial aspects:
thus his near death and suggested resurrection at Easter time, as he is
bathed, washed, and taken back into the retinue. Yet even the pilgrim-
age holds out the prospect of gains, supposedly spiritual and mostly
postponed to the future, though, in Audun’s Story, some portion of these
prospects are arguably transmuted into worldly rewards here and now.
The pilgrimage was undertaken as a free act; and though it could also be

“Religious Discourses of the Gift in the Middle Ages: Semantic Evidences (Second 1o
Twelfm C‘:cnt_uncs},” in Algazi et al., pp. 173-192, at p. 176; sce Turther the discus
sion on binding _God with gifts in S.-Christen, “Transforming Things and Persons,”
p- 281: “The notion that by lending alms to God, man makes Him into his debtor hadl
ir?i}t,,f;g:}’ upheld by the Grcn:]‘( and Latin fathers, by John Chrysostom, Cyprian,

_2’ Hdvamdl, st. 145. Regarding saints: “The fact that while alive the saint received
glﬁf was itself already a reason for requiring miracles from him in return, The principle
of “a gift ought to be rewarded’ was one of the basic principles of social relations in
ba.rbal:lan and early feudal socicty and it also extended to relations between laymen
aE]d saints”; Aron Gurevich, Medieval Popular Gulture: Problems of Belief and Perceplion, trans
Janos M. Bak and Paul A. Hollingsworth (Cambridge, 1988), p. 40, Gurevich wa the
?rst to apply anthropological understandings of gilt exchange to Norse materianl; see
‘\’\ic;ﬂth and Gili-Bestowal among the Ancient Scandinavians" Scandmavica 7 1|'.II|H|
126-138. On saints making sure they collected return gilts lor the cures they efle mi
see John H. Arnold, Belief and Unbelef i1 Medieval Europe (London, 2005), 1 V]
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seen as a pious duty and hence not quite free, there is no enforcement
mechanism (o motivate the pilgrim to fulfill the duty except his own
free will. But 1 do not wish to put too much stock in these distinctions,
The lines separating a gift from a sacrifice, once we get dismemberment,
blood, and slaughter out of it, get to be quite fuzzy.

What then is the difference between gifts upward to a king and |
sacrifices upward to god or his agents? One attempt to define the dil-
ference, based on medieval Latin distinctions in termmology, is that
offerings, which we might call sacrifices, are consistently responded to
by being accepted. An offering is accepted; that’s it and that’s all: no
reciprocation. Reciprocation is reserved for divine remuneration ol
good works; works trigger a payback obligation on God’s part.”” Note-
worthy in this distinction is its desire to efect a compromise by carving
out one area—offerings—in which a movement of goods upward gets
classified as a sacrifice which leaves the deity free to accept or reject
them but triggers no further repayment obligation, while conceding
a space—good works—in which the deity agrees to play by the rules
of reciprocity. This seems too neat to me—how, for instance, does
one classify almsgiving, works or offering? And then consider that as

2 See further below on the ideology of the free gift, pp. 135 138, Attempis have heen
made to adopt a less sanguinary understanding of sacrifice. Anthropologist, C.A. Gregory,
distinguishes between gifts to men and gifts to God in that the latter are sacrilicial i
the sense that they involve a complete surrender of title to the recipient, a complete
transfer of ownership; “Gifts to Men and Gifts to God: Gilt Exchange and Clapita
Accumulation in Contemporary Papua,” Man 15 (1980), 626652, at p. 645, No spirit
of the hau inheres in a gift to God, no parts of the giver’s soul inhabit the ohject
desperate to get it back to its true home with the giver. But the degree ol alienation,
whether total or conditional, does not provide an explanation for a dillerence between
a gift and a sacrifice. It begs the question ol why the gods are released from having
to make a repayment. Others climinate the deity’s payback obligation by wmvoking a
different understanding of the rights in the object given. Rather than giving over a full
title to the deity, a title that was yours alone before the transaction, a sacrihee can be
understood instead to be rendering what is Caesar’s unto Caesar. God has i super-
vening lien in assets that may be yours as against another human being, but are not
yours as against God. In the Bible when a person offers or sacrifices the first Troits or
the first born he is not giving what is Ais to give, but giving back 10 God what is God's,
It is God's hau that is being honored. 1am not sure this works as an explanation that
is not conclusory either: by a hat ol definition, it relieves the gods of being: bound 1o
reciprocate. On the divine lien in ‘Talmudic property theory, see Madeline Kochen,
‘The Divine Lien, forthcoming,

 Jussen, “Religions Discourses of the Gilt,” pp. 182188 “A survey ol the semantic
field of munms veveals a limited range of notions about how a munus was transferved,
wats ‘ollered” (offerre) and “accepted’ (acetpere), ‘vegarded” or 'not vegarded” (resprcere, non
respicere); only seldom was it simply ‘given’ (dare)” (p. 183),
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a psychological matter the distinetion is impossible to maintain, for if
sacrifices are accepled again and again and they produce no palpable
improvement in crops, fertility, luck, peace, or victory, then I would not
be surprised to see people start to stint on their sacrifices or offerings
even punish their saints and gods, or shift their allegiance entirely.

L1

Funny money that is not so_funny

If one were to be cynical one might note that those very high in the
relevant hierarchy, like kings and gods, when they do admit a payback
obligation beyond mere acceptance, get to pay back with funny monecy.
Not Svein; he pays over material goods of great marketable value, but
he cannot reward all good gifts this way or he would soon be bankrupt.
He must pick and choose. Harald, however, pays in funny money when
he matches Svein with “would haves”, which are something akin (o
God paying in the form of IOU’ redeemable in an afterlife with no
recourse should they turn out not to be honored.

But royal funny money often qualifies as symbolic capital to those
who get paid in it and some symbolic capital can have a real price put
on it and be cashed out for material goods or increase one’s opportuni-
ties for acquiring real goods. Consider this case: an Icelander named
Thorvard Crowbeak has his attempt to give King Harald a ship’s sail
refused by Harald, which Thorvard then gives to Harald’s brother-in-
law, Eystein. Eystein later repays the sail by giving Thorvard a cloak
“because this cloak ranks as well against most other cloaks, as this sail
ranks against most other sails.” The next day Eystein comments further
on the countergift he made to Thorvard: “It wasn’t destined that the
king accept your sail, but 7 figure that had he accepted it he would have repaid
it just as 1 have. But you have received nothing for the fact that it was not a king
who repaid you. 1 cannot help that I am not as high-ranking as a king,
So accept this gold ring in consideration of the difference between the
king’s and my rank.”? :

Some kinds of funny money, it thus seems, are no joke: they have
a cash value, but that cash value is not a cost the king must pay, so it
is funny for him, but not for others. There is something like a market
in kingly gifts and signs of favor, a market in which the king does not

2

Thorvard Crowbeak’s Story (Porvardar pdttr kedkunefs, M ch. 41, 11 G369 474
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participate except (o furnish it with capital from which nllu-rs‘mkr the
profits. Lystein admits that Harald, had he accepted the H:.".l' :'qultl
properly discharge his repayment obligation with a countergilt o I:-I.w
market value than Eystein can get away with, because the same pilt
from a king has more prestige. And in this story a precise price l.ll one
gold ring is put on the difference in prestige of gcl‘ﬁng a cloak [.” i
king as opposed to getting it from a magnate, the king’s l)ml]n'r—m-.l.nv.
The king could thus get off more cheaply had he ;u'.(-.vpml. the H;“.l'

To an Audun, say, back home in the Icelandic system of valuation,
the value of owning a sword and a cloak from King Harald could he
realized in various ways without ever having to transfer them, For merely
having received them, a class of women, for instzuu-c,blr:nm wealthy
families or wealthy in their own right, would now be cligible as wives
that were well above the league Audun was playing in belore he set
out on his adventure; his stock in every sense would go up lor having
received royal favor, and some of that favor could be l'il.‘\'-]It‘(|b tTlll.

But, Eystein notwithstanding, there was no system ol pricing this
prestige or symbolic capital with any precision in .lin- g‘llll-t'xt'llalllw'
world. Eystein is thus being consciously magnanimous in a wi yly
sagaworthy way (he is overpricing the difference in Villl‘lt‘, il anything),
by reducing to exactitude a value that is meant to be fuzzy and loose,
The difference in value of a cloak coming from Eystein rather than
Harald is not priceable in the way flour sold in a market is (or even A
wardship or a marriage might be): the wit of" 7horvard f.’uurrbrfuﬂ v Story
depends on that, similar to the way that much of ”".' narrative force
of Audun’s Story depends on the indeterminacy of |n'irn|g ape '1.'“ e
with a special story attached to it.”” The evaluation of prestige had
too much play in the joints, too many variables for there ever to I."'
in Bourdieu’s sense a “perfect interconvertibility” between symbolic
capital and cash.* . ‘

Eystein also points to another matter worth illlt'llthllgl to: kings and
nobles in these stories, above all in Audun’s Story, do not cringe, as would
many an academic, at the idea of trade and markets. There is a fairly

2 Wergeld systems show that precise monetary Iriilli'n_-lm-n between juridical ranks
could be scheduled formally in laws, but the precision of wergeld schedules win el
often a kind of spurious precision when it came (0 .-nflllul,q actual disputes, I\Iunn-tllvlr'w:
wergeld starts with an assumption ol precision \\-']I)I'|Illt'l.lkt'\ O WeTNe 1 lllht‘ |l|m||
exacting legal mode than it would in the game of gilt exchange which depends on
there being considerable discretion and unpredictability in value determination,

M See po Hlnd,
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casy mingling of gift-exchange and the market as when we see kings
giving gifts of trading vessels loaded with trade goods and a bag of
silver along with gifis clearly meant to operate in a prestige system of
valuation, like a cloak, a sword, an arm-ring. 'T'he gifts of merchandise
and hacked silver or coins were meant (o he exchanged for a profit in

.

market transactions and yet were stll gifts méant to honor their recipi-
ent by paying him in a medium that had nothing funny about it, as
certain prestige gifts might.?’

It has been claimed of late that the norm of reciprocity, Odin’s law, is
something of a sham. It is said to be too manipulable by the powerful,
who often paid back in funny money for real goods received, and it is
often used too loosely by academics who succeed in making it nearly
as vacuous as the self-interest tautology is. With a little imagination,
something can always be found to be a return for something else. ™
You give the king a polar bear and he “gives back” his acceptance, his
waiver of his right to refuse. But I want to reaffirm in the face of vari-
ous revisionisms that claim that the norm of reciprocity is meaningless
as an explanatory principle of social action, or more nefariously, that it
is nothing more than ideological persiflage that obscures the expropria-
tion of the oppressed by an oppressor, that the norm is still alive, well,
and meaningful. Even God and kings cannot whisk the norm away;
they feel constrained to pay some homage to it, though that homage

* This is not to say that merchants and traders could not be sneered at, il they
were not also clearly warriors or long-distance traders. Local peddlers, for instance,
were standardly objects of scorn in the sagas.

" See, e.g., Parry, “The Gifl, the Indian Gift, and the ‘Indian Gilt',” p. 466, critiguing
recourse to the norm of reciprocity as an explanation for social action, especially in
gift exchange. More recently, Graeber criticizes the looseness of the term “reciprog-
ity,” which “as currently used...is very close (0 meaningless™; Toward an Anthropological
Theory of Value, p. 217. The obligations to give, to receive, to repay, he says, are fel
with varying force or with no force at all depending on the practice and the culiure
As I say in the text, the ingenuity of any rescarcher or any clever operator playing the
exchange game can find something reciprocating something else, even il it he.as absur
as the notion that the fist that hits the face js being met as hard by the face. But that
anthropologists and historians should start worrying about the analytical robustness of
the norm of reciprocity given that the people they are studying were always grumbling
about inadequate repayment or making jokes about getting stifled, is less beciaue
scholars tend to be blind to wit, as hecause the contentlessness of the norm eladmed
by those attacking it is overstated. Still, it is true that the notion of reciprocity has heen
deployed in rather different ways depending on the researcher, See the discussion i vin
Wees, “Reciprocity in Anthropological Theory” See also Marshall Saliling's influential
schema in Stone Age Fconomues (( thicago, 1972), ¢h, 5, Among medieval Iistortans, see
the essays in Algazi, et al, especially Algazi's “Doing Things with Cifiw "
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be paid at times in false or debased coin, or at a substantial discount
rate, or not as regularly as one would like, Nonctheless, it is true that
certain mystifications work in their favor when it comes to pricing the
value ol their returns that are not readily employable by equals when
dealing with each other. God, kings, and lords get casy forgiveness of
their gift debts, so that if they let five gifts go unrequited |h.:-y can, by
requiting the sixth, be gratefully understood to have repaid ;.|Il ol
standing repayment obligations, similar to the way a few acts of mercy
capriciously sprinkled here and there could generate enough good will
to enable an extended course of oppressive “justice”™ and thus get even
the irascible and jealous Yahweh called merciful.

The norm of reciprocity also was understood to encompass gifts of
negative value, to matters, that is, of justice and revenge. T'he I(":-lnm lers
saw, indeed the golden rule itself sees, gifts of positive and negative value
as being on a single reciprocity axis. If someone did you a g mtl.lﬂl‘l.l.l
you would be shamed if you did not return the favor and, likewise, if
someone did you a bad turn you would be shamed if you did not pay
it back. Both good and evil demanded reciprocation. Says one Ieelandic
mother to her husband and sons about the scurrilous verses she has
Just heard had been composed about them: “Gifis have vau‘g'iw-u o
you, father and sons alike; and you would scarcely be men if you did
not repay them.”' Our idiom “to give as good as you get” shows we

still participate in that conceptual world.” Feud and revenge itsell were «

a subset of the world of gift-exchange. And on the negative as well as
on the positive side paybacks came in different amounts, sometimes il

Y Njdls saga, ch. 44, trans, Magnusson and I':'lls_m_m (1 L:n'mr-m‘lwmlh. 19610, \'\-'nu.u-u
were significant players in the exchange of "j{ll.lﬁ“ ol Ilt'jlg;llll\'l'I\I'il|llt', exchanging
devastating insults, but were less visible as players in the positive g}ll—lrxrlullngr system
and then mostly as queens, one particalar queen in especial: Guonhild, wile of ik
Bloodaxe. But in homelier Ieeland women could give slaves freedom and fund them,
or assist outlaws by providing them hospitality, or give hay and food 10 a neighbor
who has run short. 'The grand matriarch Unn the Deep-Minded could “l"_k". wilty ol
granddaughters in marriage, or gilis of lad (Lavdala saga, chs 47, but this is vather
diflevent than classical competitive gilt exchange )

®The Teelandic mother’s and our own idiom tracks more closely In‘llll|(il.l('l '\ “.{""
ol negative reciprocity as revenge than Sahlin's notion ol r:n'lg.tli\-l' :m‘!};!m iy which
lumps feuding vaids together with market exchiange; Alvin W {.(ml:lm-n I'he Nillllll ol
Reciprocity: A Preliminary Statement,” American Sactologieal Reviewr 25 (1960), 161178, w
e 1720 Fend and commercial exchange are vather obviously diflerent, academic mars
imant commitments notwithstanding At the very least i market exi linges the pretense
i olten maintadned of doing someone w good tuen, or certainly not dotng them w bad
one; not o lend; see van Ween, R IPrOCiy i .\ullunpnlngu il Theory,” P24
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ten cents on the dollar, but some amount of requiting was expected
or you were no man, a god maybe, but not a man worth attending to
any longer, unless you were sure enough of your ability to retaliate so
as to give forgiveness as an occasional gift,"

A good god though must make sure there is rain for the Crops, so
if it rains he can be credited with making a return for all the offer-
ings he has received. The god still might insist the rain is by grace,
but that is not how the recipients of it will wholly see it; for them it is
god yielding a return. A good king gets credit for rain too (and blame
for drought), just as today presidents or prime ministers get praised or
blamed for economic prosperity or recession for which their inputs have
nf:gligible effect, if any at all. Audun’s Story even casts its clever eye in this
direction when Audun gives all the credit for his good luck to Harald.
Was the king getting more credit than he deserved? There is no false
consciousness or self-deception when Audun so credits him. But that
does not quite resolve the funny money problem. Harald deservedly
gets his credit, true, but mostly because he took great care to cultivate
a reputation that led everyone dealing with him to expect the worst.
Harald manages to make sentiments of gratitude nearly congruent with
feelings of relief. By simply not being cruel—the benchmark expectation
when dealing with him—he is credited with kindness. So he gets credit
for repaying a debt by not being as bad or as cheap as he could have
been. Thus has he minted a special coinage —absence of rapaciousness
and cruelty—that keeps his repayments rather nicely affordable.

3? lNegatiw: gifts of insult and harms did not play completely by the sime rules as
positive gifts. Only a hot-headed fool paid back every wrong done him. One pi Iu‘lll
and chose when to make a return. As I have written before: the wise bloodfeuder mnde
sure that others believed that he would avenge the neyt wrong done him, though he
ignored the present one. .

OF FREE AND CLOSING GIFT'S

We granted earlier that at the moment Audun gave Svein his bear,
he gave it freely. The gift was free, but only for nanoscconds belore it
started to change its hue.! The free gift is the gift that transcends the
force of the norm of reciprocity and hence escapes the trammels and
temptations of self-interest, for freeness means not only that the gifl
need not have been made in the first place, but that once made and
accepted it raises no obligation, moral or otherwise, to make a return.
It is thus free at the front and back end: it is not obligatorily given, nor
once given does it oblige a return.

The free gift is conceptually and even psychologically parasitical on
Odin’s rule. It is a reaction to it. The norm of reciprocity comes first,
This is why the free gift has to be asserted by fiat: it must be called
into being by something with the power to override the default rule,
the rule of reciprocity, which seems to be hardwired into us. The pre-
Socratics made reciprocity a principle of cosmic symmetry. Summer
was understood to pay back winter; then winter returned the favor, cach
giving as good as it got, because any form of giving, whether positive
or negative, demanded giving back.”

The idea of the free gift is part of a set of doctrines that maintains
certain hierarchies. Who is it that gets to rise above or sink below
Odin’s insistence on equivalence? Who can claim that they do not have
to return a favor? Or that favors they grant cannot be repaid even if
the recipient tries to repay them so as not to feel himsell” indebted and
perpetually burdened? It is God and gods, kings and lords, who give
and take by grace or whim. And when the low give “freely™ to those
above them, it is understood to be less a gift than a sacrifice, which o
the gods either accept or reject and that ends the matter. With sacrifice
(taxes, offerings, tribute), subservience is confirmed and often imposed
by authoritative force. The free gift upward was often felt as a burden,

' See above p. 119,

* See Gregory Viastos, " Equality and Justice in Barly Greek Cosmologies,” Classical
Philofogy 42 (1947), 156 178 Te s in Anadamander that winter is seen as paying hack
surmmmer for s hot aggression
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an unwelcome duty,’ so that one required a giflt of grace o be able to
achieve the psychological state 1o be able to give freely. In some settings
free comes to mean its opposite as when a gratuity i simply part of
the bill to be paid.’

The doctrines that announce the free gift often take on a kind of
nsistence, imposed either by theological dogma or by positive law.
By the 19th century the Anglo-American law had declared that what
makes a gift a gift and not a contract or loan is that it is free, even, or
especially, as between rough equals.” If the giver reneges on promises
that he was going to make a gift the would-be donee has no cause of
action at law to compel the transfer. And if the giver actually handed
it over, he had no action for its recovery if the donee were an ingrate
and did not repay the now free gift with love and affection, honor and
obedience, or a more concrete return gift.’

How very different from medieval Icelandic and Norwegian law,

» Where a gift that did not elicit a return gift gave rise to a cause ol

action. Except in one telling instance where the law’s fiat makes a gifi
free whatever the intention of the “giver” may have been, and, not
surprisingly, it is a gift upward: thus a person who has his houschold
on a church farm is required to maintain the buildings and walls, but
if he “improves church land, then he shall have God’s gratitude for
it. He cannot claim money as compensation for it.”” God’s gratitude
(Guds pakk)” contains a kind of smirk in it for the improver being such
a fool: the phrase in this setting becomes a synonym for “sorry, tough
luck,” not a statement of God’s obligation to say thank you.

There is an economics that sustains the doctrine of the free gifl.
It requires abundance or plenitude. God’s grace is infinite and can

* A duty by itself need not offend the idea of freeness. Dutics can surely be dis-
charged willingly, even with a certain joyfulness. And for those that need a bit more
effort to discharge one can cultivate the virtue of dutifulness, which need not carry
grim Puritanism with it.

* See also p- 129n24. It is frequently observed, but still worth noting here, how the
words for tax bore all the ironies that arise from cuphemism: duty, custom, gratuity,
or in medieval to Ancien Regime France, don, gill.

? Likewise the German law (‘-(l(l(‘, effective as ol 1O W0, i wliaeh p‘iﬂ_\,‘ are delined ax
free; see discussion in Wagner-Hasel, “Fgoistic Exchange and Altenistic Gili,” p. 150,

% There is a small exception carved out in some cases for returns of crgagemen|
rings when the engagement is broken of. ‘Though the gift met all he FeCUITeInenis
of a completed gifi at the time of tansfer, it was deemed in et to be conditional
on getting married; see, e.g, among a number of cases, Heiman v, Pareish, 262 Kan
926, 1997,

T Gragds 1 217, 11 59 60,
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therefore be generated at no cost to himself; that is perhaps why 'hf'
common law did not come around to defining a gift as free until
England and America were the richest countries on carth, w!u-n. i
other words, free gifts were not so costly to make. But then lrvvnlvns
seems not always to be as free as declared, or not always a blessing
when free, even amidst plenty. Freeness not only requires :I|>1II'I(L'|IIII'{',
it requires aggressive monitoring to keep Odir?’s norm ul reciprocity
from sneaking back in to attach strings to the gift. Free gifts are meant
to elicit gratitude, praise, and obedience if given by the high to the
low, or bring good fortune and protection, if delivered by the low to
the high, as we touched on before.

A further word on gratitude: Gratitude may be understood to I’.‘. i
subset of a larger category of propitiary sentiments, behaviors, ;fn:i' ritu-
als. If the free gift is from high to low it must elicit inslan.l and insistent
displays of thankfulness to ward off the wrath of the giver. Free gilts
from the low to the high, from worshiper to the gods, arc often « _qu-nlly
propitiary, taking the form of thanking or praising the deity Im-l iqu
lovingkindness, or giving him his blood upfront, 50 as to ward “”. his
ready wrath. Gratitude is intimately bound up with love, even ;l.llll'lll.
of it, but it is also bound up with fear. Thus the near synonymity ol
“fear of the Lord” and “love of the Lord™.

But it is not only the Lord or the gods who demand what are 1'l;ni|‘n:-:1
to be free gifts. The deities are more than matched by the demanding-
ness of the lowly worshiper. The selfless love that can inform bnll-('nu—.
suming worshipful gratitude once mixed with the llu"n]ugi:-:zl virtue '.'I
hope—the function of which was to keep one’s faith from crumbling in
the face of the one’s own and the world’s suflering — begins to engender
optimistic expectations, which then crystallize into what are powerfully
felt as rightful claims on the deity to make good on what one hoped
for. God is then held to account. |

Add a new wrinkle, one that works, at least on its [ace, more m
favor of the low than the high. The ethnographic literature suggests
offerings to God may be rather more toxic than the lI.‘ifIil] puisnn. in Illu‘
gift, which is generally understood to be a metaphor for the obligation
to repay and the competition for honor that attends llll"(')f(‘li;lll}:t'ﬁ.
Suppose, however, that the gift has negative value to ll_l't' giver, that to
his mind if’ he retains it he will be poisoned. He thus gives over to (o
loads upon) the deity his sins, his troubles, his bad luck, his junk, ;mfl
sometimes even claims tax deductions for it In various Hindu tradi-
tions, for instance, lower=caste gilts upward to Brahming are explicitly
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toxic, emblems of bad fortune." I'he recipient of such poisoned gifis
is, as far as the giver is concerned, a scapegoat whose Job is to bear
unpleasant things off to the wilderness never to be seen again. Con-
sider in this light Jesus the Lamb who —in accordance with the rules
requiring the sacrificial victim to be without defect —is in a state of
ritual purity and is also the freest of gifts because self-given by his own
grace. But this pure Lamb is weighed down with the poison of all our
sins, a scapegoat, sacrificed to propitiate a Father who insists on being
paid back for man’s first disobedience. There is nothing free about it
in the Father’s eye; it is all about getting even. And yet somehow, the
Lamb’s purity is such that he is not polluted by contact with the poisons
he is loaded with.

There are thus gifts that though ffom our hands are really taken of

our hands, either by people so low as to be untouchables, or so high as
to be untouched by some special state that preserves them from being
defiled by our toxic offerings.” Not surprisingly, in this understanding
of the gift, the donor wishes to alienate his gift completely. Reciprocity
is not looked for, nor desired. He gives not with a spirit of generosity,
which he thus need not pretend to have, but from a combination of
fear, interest, and duty. It is with regard to such toxic gifts to the gods
that we are quite willing to regard their mere acceptance of our offer-
ings as a more than sufficient return.'’

The doctrine of the free gift, we see, has more than one dark side.
Yet, as Audun indicated, for all my spoiling of its party, there is still
some small space open for short durations in which a free gift of unar-
guably great and positive value, like some anti-matter, can exist before
it quickly disappears. .

The one kind of gift we know for certain raised no obligation to
reciprocate was the closing gift. This gift was meant to end the cycle
of exchanges. Though it itself could be a repayment, it could be in

¥ See Gloria Goodwin Raheja’s The Poison in the Gifi: Ritual, Prestation, and the Dominant
Caste in a North Indian Village (Chicago, 1988); and sce (oo Parry’s insightful discus-
sion of the same Indian evidence; “The Giff, the Indian Gift, and the ‘Indian Gily,”
pp- 459-461.

* The comparison may be somewhat forced but one could see Jesus playing both
the role of untouchable as an enfleshed human, and the role of God, whose infinite
resources allows his purity to survive the toxicity of our vileness,

'* It is perhaps cheap to note that the high can turn their acceptance of this poison
to their advantage, via burdens of guilt to be borne by the low, or by intercepting any
complaint on the part of the low about their needless sullering by claiming greate
suffering borne on their behall,
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such an amount that it more than requited any prior obligation and
thus might have raised a new obligation to requite it, unless, that is,
it were understood absolutely that it was final, that this was it.'"" "Take
Svein’s final gilt of the ring, and Harald’s final gifts ol a sword and
cloak: they are not intended to elicit yet another return in an {'lt'l'lll;ll
cycle of gift exchange, much the way we get locked into I]t"\'l'l‘¢('||(!|1|g
cycles of email because we may feel that the last message stll demandy
a response lest we be thought to be snubbing the other, when he o
she is trying to indicate without offending that closure to the exchange
is not only appropriate but also desperately wished lor.

Svein’s gifts to Audun are meant to send him on his way never (o
return, and likewise Harald’s gifts of sword and cloak are parting
gifts meant to close off the exchange cycle, that this tale is at an end.
Final gifts can be insults to the extent they signal cneugh is t'Iit)\IH!l,
that dealings are now over, and surely not all final gifts arc Htli't't".‘i?\'hﬂ
at bringing closure; sometimes people will not take a hint. Hmnf-mm-s
they leave behind their umbrella and will soon return to mllf-rt i and
then invite you out the next day for coffee. But the risk of glitch o
-an unwelcome reappearance is quite small when the recipient lives in
another country a dangerous journey away. ‘ |

Final gifts are also one of the prerogatives of kings, or ol thfmv ol
high standing, to give to, rather than to receive from, people ol lower
rank. The low do not give final gifts to the high. Here, take this seven-
year-old ox and with it my blessings, sire; this is it, enough ol your
visits each year with a hundred retainers. "

There is another kind of closing gift, however, that is not final,
In Iceland the sagas mention that hosts send their guests away with

" See C.A. Gregory’s schema in which the munlr‘rgil'l should :I’grm-nl the gt
requites. The excess value is then understood to constitute a new gill that triggers o
new repayment obligation; “Gilis to Men and Gifts 1o God, \";lll]rl' l|r'|l'.r|I|lI||.'|l||nll.
though, for so many ol the gifts exchanged was h;u‘ltlly an exact science, There was
usually enough fuzziness in evaluation for people with reason 1o declare themselves
adequately quit or grumble they had been shorted, or leel shamed they had heen
bested, by one and the same return gilt, )

" On this issue see the delicacy and political work that must be rug'.llgr‘:l i lor hum
bler farmers to inform the distriet big man that his visits with his retinue are beyond
their means; Ofeigs pdttr in Ligsvetninga saga, C: version, chs, 67 (10100010 121 tran,
Theodore M, Andersson and Williaon Lo Miller, Lao and Literature n Medveval Teeland,
ppe 139 T, See Algazi’s acconnt of the |'|J||Ijlit"!4: series of negotiations over |I|.p_|||« ol
the lord to hospitality from a certain village in “Feigned Reciprocities: Lordy, |r'.-.|1.II1I‘t,
andd the Alterhife of Late Medieval Social Strategies,” i Algazr eval, pp 99127
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unspecified “good gifts”. These are meant only to bring closure to a
particular occasion and are not final gifts in the sense Harald’s and
Svein’s to Audun are final. These routine good gifts that the host gives
to departing guests are meant (o assure future interaction not to prevent
it." Closing gifts of both kinds can be divorced from specific requitals;
they serve a different function than paying back a gift received.

A sword and a cloak given by a king are kingly gifts. They were real
treasures, says the text, not mere tokens. They are not like spare change
given to a beggar. They are not meant as a minimal good riddance.
Harald’s parting gifts are intended to do honor to Audun and bring the
right kind of ritualized closure to their interactions. They thus must be
of a quality to signal that this was a successful visit.

Audun returns to Iceland, proving himself to be the luckiest of men,
and here his story ends by tracing his lineage to Thorstein Gyduson,
the epilogue thus providing the story extension in time, as the prologuc
provided it in space from Iceland to Norway to Greenland and back
to Norway. Audun produces real progeny, who are good men, onc
worthy of mention, but not sagaworthy; we know not much more
about Thorstein Gyduson than that he was well-off and that he died
by drowning,

Typical of these short tales, the wondrous, as we noted, happens
abroad; back home reality sets in. Audun fathers offspring but his
sagaworthiness is over. In Iceland, the criteria for what is worth telling
are a bit different; the tales grow less tall on one dimension, but are
more practically heroic on another. One critic, discussing the travel-
abroad episodes that appear frequently in the sagas, notes the difference
between the romance world of Icelanders abroad where they win fame
and say No to kings and the all-too-real world at home of contention,
feud, litigation, and killing."*

'* Von Amira says these parting gifts are intended to signal that the [riendship has
survived the visit, given the ease with which these visits could turn into quaneling and
discord; Nordgermanisches Obligationenrecht, 2:612 613, I'he routinization ol these parting
gifts can hardly bear such an interpretation, though perhaps in thew darkest origins
they bore such a meaning. The sagas, though, show more than a lew leasts tirning
into fights. Thus the wry authorial comment regarding an oflended guest leaving in
a huff in Porgils saga ok Haflida, ch. 10: “it was not mentioned that he was given any
gifts on parting.”

" Geraldine Barpes, “Authors, Dead and Alive i Odd Norse Fietion,” Parergon
Bulletin of the Austrahian and New Jealand Association for Medwval and Kenavsance ,\'fld;fif'\_
NS 4 (1990), 5 22,
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That i true of many who return from abroad in the sagas, which
are longer prose forms; but Audun’s Story is a pdttr, a short story, that
ends, we can reasonably believe, because Audun had the good luck
back home in Iceland to live out the rest of his life beneath the radar
of sagaworthiness except for his one storied encounter with kings,
which meant, presumably, and as his descendant Thorstein Gyduson’s
wealth attests, that he lived a relatively uncontentious life, husbanded
his wealth well, and passed it on to his kin when he died. He prob-
ably counted it a blessing that his short story stayed pleasanty short
and did not become a longer saga where he would be called on to
defend his newly acquired wealth and honor, where the virtues he
would need might include martial skills more than, or as well as, his
head for business. A good part of Audun’s good luck is that his story
ended when it did.

There is this too: unlike most Icelanders who travel abroad and get
recognized for their excellence by kings and magnates, Audun docs
not already come from an established family, nor is he a skald with a
marketable talent that kings were willing to pay for. He can by virtue
of coming from an undistinguished background have an easicr time
staying out of high-stakes competition for honor and power that is the
stuff of the family sagas when he returns home.

Audun is true to the type in the sagas of the Icelander who comes
home no matter how tempting the Sirens in the glamorous world abroad
might be. Imagine how Henry James would have told this carly version
of an international story. Audun would have stayed on at Svein’s court
and, like some medieval Strether, would have become beguiled with the
court and its life. James’s Audun would “evolve”, becoming more deeply
self-conscious, more alienated from his origins, would abandon his mis-
sion and return home reluctantly, if at all. Audun is the opposite.” He
throws himself fully into his adventures abroad, but they don’t seem to
change his psychology. He still has debts to pay, obligations to fulfill in
Iceland, though now he has more than sufficient means to discharge
them. And if Rome improves his soul, it doesn’t aflect his diction: he
still says No to kings, and will now narrate the whole tale of his suc-
cessful nay-saying back home to the delight of his countrymen in the
same terse and witty style it has come down to us, parts of which tale,
we saw, he had already been trying out on kings.

U hanks o Johin Crigler for the James comparison,
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CODA: THE WHITENESS OF THE BEAR

5 o : 5
{;hm‘ael S medltatlo‘n on whiteness is among the most famous chapters
at 1s not an opening chapter in English/American literature:

What the white whale was to Ahab, has been hinted; what, at times, he
was to me, as yet remains unsaid. Aside from those more nb‘\ainus cnﬂillaqid—
erations touching Moby Dick, which could not but occasionally ilW‘rl‘k('Il
in any man’s soul some alarm, there was another thought, or rather
vague, nameless horror concerning him, which at times by ity intensity
completely overpowered all the rest...It was the whiteness of the whale
that above all things appalled me. -

Thereupon follows a rhetorical tour of force that mobilizes myriad
exan_lples of whiteness to appall—from nature, religion, literature
physics, and metaphysics. , '

I_n fairness, and because he cannot deny it even if unfair, Ishmael concedes
whiteness to have a good side; he lists its associations with royalty, sam‘lil);
hcavcn.]y pomp, dominion of all sorts, some no longer credited tso whiu-‘:-
good side. Then comes the transitional adversative conjunction, “yvl;‘-:

;(lel for all::l these accumulated associations, with whatever is sweet, and
onoura i i -y
ourable, and sublime, there yet lurks an elusive something in the

innermost idea 9f this ‘huc, which strikes more of panic to the soul than
that redness which affrights in blood.

:)’Vhat occupies first position on whiteness’s debit ledger? The polar
ear. ‘ |

ghls ell.(liswe quality it ?5, which causes the thought ol whiteness, when
tlvqg:l:c | from more l:undly associations, and coupled with any object
errible in itself, to heighten that terror to the furthest bounds. Witness
the white bear of the poles. |

Ishmael then couples “the white bear of the poles™ with the terror
evoked by “the white shark of the tropics™, which even in days before
the book and film Jfaws would appall on rather diflerent gr'uulmls than
a.polar bear would. Before Jaws no one thought to comfort toddlers
with teddy sharks or read them of Winnie the :%Iull'k.' White hears, l|¢.|

I Alier T :
Alter Jaros, however, white shark cuddly toys appeared
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less than brown bears, are the stufl of stuffed cuddly toys that bring
comfort to kids,
But Ishmael disagrees; the polar bear in his view is hideous, irre-

sponsibly ferocious:

With reference to the Polar bear, it may possibly be urged by him who
would fain go still deeper into this matter, that it is not the whiteness,
separately regarded, which heightens the intolerable hidcousness ol that
brute; for, analysed, that heightened hideousness, it might be said, only
rises from the circumstance, that the irresponsible ferociousness ol the
creature stands invested in the fleece of celestial innocence and love; and
hence, by bringing together two such opposite emotions in our minels, the
Polar bear frightens us with so unnatural a contrast. But even assuming
all this to be true; yet, were it not for the whiteness, you would not have
that intensified terror.

Ishmael would not dare to express such sentiments today in the west,
with polar bears endangered, their ice floes melting beneath them so
that they have no place to surprise the unlucky scal who surfaces for
air at the wrong one of its severally maintained breathing holes. T'he
seal now has plenty of open water, a good distance from the expectant

"bear, from which to surface to gulp its air. The bear goes as hungry

now as Audun’s did in Denmark. But then Ishmael’s opinions on
polar bears contrast no more starkly with ours than with thosc ol this
Icelandic tale. And though our sentimentalized views can be indulged
safely via television or behind barriers imposed by zookeepers, Audun’s
could not. Audun’s fright? None from his white bear and surcly none
on account of any eeriness felt to inhere in its whiteness; his WOITICS
were for his bear, that it might starve, that it might be confiscated by
the “irresponsible ferociousness™ of King Harald.

The bear’s viciousness is not even suggested in the story unless we
understand its peculiar red cheeks to have been incarnadined from
messily slurping up seal blood. Its “intolerable hideousness”™ becomes in
our tale its “exceptional beauty”. We remarked very carly in this book
the nonchalance of the tale about the labors that must have occupied
Audun caring for and transporting his bear until they both ran out of
food. But more remarkable it would be to Ishmacl, and to us 100, 1 that
in no version of Audun’s Story is the bear’s whiteness even mentioned,
The sole color term applied to it occurs only in our manuscript (1),
where the redness of its cheeks is noted to the bear’s advantage, but -
not even this much colors the other versions in which its cheeks go
anmentioned, The bear is called the hear, the animal, or the treasure,



144 PART TWO

Whiteness could have casily been invoked, with no effort, because the
Old Icelandic term for polar bear, is “white bear” (holtabjirn).”

If' Ishmael (and certainly Melville) seeks for Symbol with a big S as
an end in itself, our author studiously avoicls symbolizing except in ways
that he could deny if he were confronted with it: as with the trip o
Rome and Audun’s being bathed and arrayed in Svein’s Lenten-clothes
(another suppressed and unmentioned white?). Whiteness does not move
him, even to mention it. Yet what is special about the bear is indeed
its whiteness, but not because that makes it unnerving or especially
horrifying, not because it might suggest purity in holy matrimony with
carnivorousness, as one might with Eucharistic associations, but because
whiteness is what makes the bear rare, beautiful, and valuable.

Gorsemi, “treasure,” is the idea evoked by the unmentioned whiteness.
And the word is used again and again, nine times in reference to the
bear.? For it is value itself that the bear symbolizes, if it must symbolizc
anything. The whiteness makes it a treasure. The bear thus turns out
to be a kind of money; and if anything must work as a symbol to work
at all (beyond the banal observation that words work that way too) it is

© money, even when that money is also a sheep or a cow or cloth woven
from wool. The whiteness of the bear makes it a value magnet that
attracts kings, making the bear an especially appropriate gift to them
which will be repaid with gifts that also qualify as a girsemi, loaded with
symbolic value that a lowly Icelander can cash out, at least in part,
once he gets home.

Any symbolizing that our author actually might have meant to evoke
he couldn’t avoid anyway. That symbolizing, as was detailed carlicr,
came from the philological evocativeness of the most basic words he
needed to tell his tale. There is the play of the words for gift and luck,
deriving from forms of the root “give”. Then the ideas of gift and luck
are semantically embedded in the first syllable of Audun’s name, with
its etymological origins in a root meaning fate, wealth, luck, woolen

? cloth, and weaving. And just as there was no way the author could avoid
associations raised by the usual words for luck and gift in his tongue,

* The bear that Ingimund gave 1o King Harald Fairhaiv mentioned in Landndmabok
is specifically called hvitabyirn; see above p. Hind.

! Audun’s bear is relerred (o as bjarndir five times and simply adir, “antmal” thivieen
times; girsemi, in addition 1o veferencing the bear, is also used once telerence o the
ring Svein gives to Aucdun that iy passed on to Flarald, and once 1o describe the swond
and cloak Harald gives to Audun oy parting gilts

"
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he may have had the symbolic associations ol Audun’s name thrust
upon him by fate of a diflerent sort. Audun may in fact have l:f':"u !Iu
name of Thorstein Gyduson’s ancestor who established ‘Thorstein’s line

as a wealthy one by giving a white bear to a king. Audun’s making a

name for himself thus brought with it certain subtle syl.n‘lmli:' I'r.n'tunu-.\.
that our author, in a style that characterizes saga writing at its stll,
employed with reticence and unobn‘usi\;cness. Audun is not the only
lucky man; so, it seems, was the a}1&10r. ' -y
But the whiteness that makes this bear a value magnet is mor than
a matter of mere scarcity. Not all scarcity is mere scarcity; sometimes
symbolism is hard to suppress. True, the whiteness ul. .ll.u_- I{('&ll' (_“r“!"fl
match the eeriness of the whiteness of Ahab’s Wl.lé}[(‘ il it tried. \\il{lt i
ness is natural to polar bears; it is what most 1dc.1‘1111'|c:s~ them as a H]-J‘l“l'ft‘.s.
But Moby Dick’s whiteness makes him one of a km.(l and .hm:niymg
for being so singular. And he does not d1sa1.)p0m.t, for he lives up to
the ominous reputation his whiteness vests lum‘wnh. 1 _
Yet the unmentioned but crucial whiteness of Audun s‘l)vur tf:m-ln-s
in one small way on a specialness peculiar to its kind of scarcity, not
so that it rises to the level of eeriness, but surely so HmlItl transcends
the usual in a way that prompts some awe. The bear’s »yflulmu‘ss "w“.“ll
it came from the end of the world, in their sense (‘ll 'ihv.wm'lcil. fon
Greenland was, by the time of this tale’s Lclli‘n.g, the limit of the N“.!-IH.‘..
world, the colony in North America having !;u]cd almost two centuric x
carlier. It thus took a sagaworthy effort to bring the .l)v;u‘ o n“.wk”'. fon
it came from the outer limits. Might we thus see, \'.mh a lide unn_u'm.'f—
tion, that the whiteness submerged in authorial silence, !Iamlgh_ |Il‘t'.ll'
by necessary implication, is rcprcsmm.rdv by llu'vmllyAullwr l.‘“h_” -l‘l .I m
in the story: green. Its Greenlandic origin and its being a treasure ar
what prove that it is white without having to say so. : .
How uncanny the coincidence, though, that ll.tﬂil f”m?]-' Dick anc
Audun’s Story are tales of obsession; and both ul)svssu.ms are IlI.\'i'[)lilI'.'l.! e
from rzm‘ﬁ{.‘.ss conferred by whiteness on certain animals, one ylt'ltjhnlq
tragedy, the other the best of all possible an‘I(ls. Blll]l‘ are tales '.II. -th-‘.
sca in very different senses; in one the sea 1s c:-.nlm]: in the Hl|lt-t ”.‘ |-
a practical necessity both economically ;u‘u.l narratively. Both an‘.t.u ;
end sublimely in forms of exchange, one friendly, the other vengelul:

Unless I orstem Cayduson s ente ||II INI R sl SLOS name wiak 1o x'\llll!ll'lI WL W
» | h Cayel | L i | |
pivetl 'il (LTI 'I\ he anthion |V INE I\ Deciome ol s ‘l\lll1lll1|1 HEERTH M (RINEN
"
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Audun handing over the arme-ring to Harald and Tashtego pinning the

unlucky sky-hawk to the mast with his hammer as the Pequod goes

dth!l “drag[ging] a living part of heaven along with her.” The Vikin Ir 3 Y
tale 1s “f"‘ of peace and good luck in wartime: the whaler’s laln.' an 'llt HRLOGRAT
consuming losing battle of and against cosmic forces in “pcacclim(v 3
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